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The Wardens: The Seal of Solomon

Jeffrey Ellis





You think you know your history. You're wrong. What you know is an illusion, half-truths spoken by lunatics and twisted by erroneous retelling. Once, mankind wielded power. True power. Not the power of kings to raise taxes or the power of a thief to steal your coins. Mankind wielded the power of the gods. We wielded the power of arcane magic so fierce they could shatter nations and build armies of the dead. In our hubris, we warred against each other with no thought of ramifications and no concern as to the impact of those who could not use the Craft because we were fools. They were powerful fools but fools nonetheless.
My name is Merlin. I am a shade now and no longer able to walk in the world of the living but instead damned to drift through time as a remnant of my former glory. I have traveled the mist between life and death for almost two thousand years, as close as I can tell. Time is tricky when you have only the mind of lunatics through which to gain insight. Most cannot see me or hear my words and as such, I live an existence of solitary banishment brought upon me by my own ego. Occasionally there is one who can see or hear but never fully. They see a wisp on the wind or hear whispers in the back of their mind where their fears dwell. Those precious few who can hear my words are of no use. They border on the realm between sanity and psychosis. It's Fate's cruel punishment for my actions that the only people to whom I can tell my tale are those to whom others will not listen.
I pay this price for love and do not regret it. Once, I was a god among men and my power could shake the Earth and pull the stars from the Heavens. There were others like me, great wizards and powerful sorceresses. The kings of our day answered to us. We gave them the right to rule and, in many cases, we usurped them altogether. Some, like myself, were benevolent for the most part or even protective of those beneath us but even in our defense of humanity, we were reckless. To stop a dragon, we might shatter a nation. To stop the undead, we might wipe out a culture. The result was all we cared about and if we killed in our quest to save, so be it. Collateral damage became inconsequential as we grew in power and became more out of touch with those we considered beneath us and our ever-greater toll upon them went unnoticed.
Then came a child. He was a monster even by monstrous standards. His power was tremendous and his thirst for more power was insatiable. Your history calls him and his family legend but legend they were not. They were as flesh and blood as any other man that walked the Earth. Your legends say he is the son of Arthur, King of the Britons but he was no more Arthur's son than I was. His mother was indeed Morgana, your legends got that part right. Morgana was as bright and amazing as the rising sun. That her child could be so dark is the cruelest trick fate has played upon the world. He warred against everyone and his hunger for power knew no bounds.
It's no surprise your history is flawed. The lengths we went to in our attempts to quell his war pushed us to unthinkable limits. We fought valiantly against him but failed. His command of the arcane was beyond anything we had seen. Those of us who survived formed a Council and sought a solution. Solomon was the one who suggested the Seal and at first, we refused. It was unthinkable. He suggested we Seal the world away from the arcane and isolate the world from it. By doing so, we would cut the connection Mordred had to the arcane and eliminate his source of power. In doing so, we would also sever all connections to the arcane including our own. We had lived our lives, and for some that was hundreds or even thousands of years, immersed in that flow of energy and to suddenly be apart from it...the very idea was horrifying. It was also a death sentence for us. The arcane was so much a part of our being to have it torn from us would have been fatal.
In the end, though, we were left with no choice. Mordred was eliminating us one after the other and no one could stand against him. Our strength failed and at last, we accepted our fate that to stop him we must separate him from his source of power. We worked tirelessly to create the Great Seal, which we had come to call Solomon's Seal since he first suggested it. Eventually, we were ready to cast the spell that would seal the doorway to the Arcane and render us all impotent when it came to magic. We met at our last base of power. The rest had fallen before the onslaught of Mordred and only the great magic palace of Camelot stood. The castle guard, led by my protege Captain Arthur, guarded its gates. Yet even here, in our position of fortification and power, we knew time was running out. He was coming.
We devised a method by which most of us could slumber throughout the ages until magic returned. It was untested and risky, but we felt there was no choice left. Even to the end, Morgana remained stoic. She blamed herself but didn't let it show. It was her son who forced this action and while none held her or the father accountable, that didn't change how she felt. The ramifications of Solomon's Seal were not entirely foreseeable and one of the side effects was the creation of me, a specter, a shadow of life. I did it for love. She was not only the mother of Mordred, but she was also my wife and I sacrificed myself to save her. If only I could have stopped our son before he became the monster and avoided the war altogether.
But you knew none of this until now and what good will it do you? You can hear my words, so you must be as far from sanity as I am from life. You're not the first I've whispered to over the ages and maybe you're the rarity, the one with the right mix of genius and delusion that people will listen to you should you choose to pass along my tale. But even then, your own mind will warp what you have heard. Your delusions will cloud my words. The head of the guard will become the king. The grace of Morgana will be rewritten as a villain and the knowledge of the Arcane and true history of this world will be just another legend.
Maybe our last action as the Council succeeded and somewhere, hidden in the dark corners of the Earth they are still there. The Wardens we charged with preserving history, maintaining the knowledge of the Craft and keeping humanity safe from the horrors in the darkness until the day that Solomon's Seal might be safely broken might wait for us. I searched for them for centuries, but our preparations were too good and without my spells, I cannot locate them and gave up any hope of such hundreds of years ago. For all I know, I may have found them but could not tell due to the state of my existence. Hope is for the living and I am not among them.
#
The senior agents of Warden Facility 14 sat around the table for their regular briefing. The Wardens had numerous facilities throughout the world but 14 was their best. The agents who were assigned to it were the elite of their order and as such, were tasked with the most difficult and dangerous hunts.
Their order was ancient, dating back over 18 centuries. It was said that King Arthur himself was the first Warden. They had survived the Dark Ages, multiple world wars, the Unification War and countless other world-shaping events. They kept themselves isolated, staying true to their mission of keeping the world safe from the fey, the remnants of creatures from an age before the fall of magic. They were technically known as the Wardens of Earth but nowadays were simply called the Wardens.
"Daily cell checks complete. All occupants accounted for. No breaches found. All chambers intact. No incidents to report," said the man and tapped the screen in front of him turning off the display.
The person next to him started to speak. "Regional reports in. No hostiles. All non-compliant activity attributed to mundane events. No Fey activity this week," said the brunette as she turned off her screen.
They continued around the table, people giving reports on various things like budgets and supply requisitions. When everyone was done, they gave their attention to the woman at the head of the table.
Coordinator Anna was young for her position. She was barely forty and already a Coordinator. She was taller than most women and despite the edges of her brown eyes starting to show traces of crow’s feet. likely brought on by the stress of her rank, she was still quite attractive. She kept her black hair short, preferring the efficiency of short hair to the more feminine cuts most women wore. She had an air of respect that was unmistakable and despite her looks and age, no one questioned her position. The Wardens did not give out promotions lightly and most people at her rank were almost twice her age.
She seemed as bored as everyone else as she cleared her throat. "Excellent work everyone. I know it's been quiet lately and quiet makes us restless but remember, ladies and gentlemen, in our line of work quiet is the best we can hope for."
"We have a new weapons line from the people in our R&D. They've managed to finally get cold iron incorporated into our blades without decreasing stability and only marginally increasing the weight so a second weapon will no longer be needed. After we're done here, report to Requisitions to exchange your weapons. They will continue to be bio-coded, so the usual imprinting will have to be done. Re-certification in swords will not be necessary. The Directors reviewed the new specs and the change in weight isn't enough to require it," she continued.
"Now that the routine business is done, onto more pleasant things. First and foremost, I would like to announce the promotion of Sir William to Facilitator. He will not be re-assigned and will report directly to me as second in command of this office." She stopped a moment while people congratulated her new second on his promotion then continued. "There will be a small gathering tomorrow evening and is completely optional, but I encourage you all to attend. We've rented the Dragon's Roost for the night and the bar will be open. That's all I have. Facilitator William, the floor is yours," Coordinator Anna said.
He looked around at the people he now commanded. He was about the same age as his boss and like her and all other Wardens, he kept himself in peak physical shape. He was not as broad or muscular as some men but his agility and stamina more than made up for it. He was impeccably dressed as always. He had his suits hand tailored, a skill nearly lost in the age of machines in which they lived. He was of Greek descent and could have passed for a Spartan were it not for his taste in expensive clothes. He had the bronze skin of the Spartans and his long black hair curled down his back. He tied it back when in the field but in the office, let it flow freely.
"You have been a phenomenal team and I know many of us, myself included, miss our prior Facilitator. His loss cut us deeply, but we are Wardens, we are first to our duty and second to ourselves. As I step up, it leaves an opening in our ranks. We're getting a green one to replace me. Squire Sebastian recently completed his Academy training and has been accepted in the Wardens. He will join us tomorrow morning. We have all worked together as a team for several years and it's difficult to bring in a new person to such a close-knit group, but we have to keep our ranks up. The Fey don't rest so we can't. Lady Chelsea, you will be Sir Sebastian's senior officer. Get him up to speed quickly. We hold our people to a higher standard and I want him to meet those standards ASAP," Facilitator William said.
Sir Mason spoke up, "You're assigning Lady Chelsea to him? Damn, William, what do you have against this new guy?"
Lady Chelsea looked over at him and fixed her icy blue eyes on him. "I trained you didn't I and you turned out okay. Mostly," the blonde said jokingly.
Lady Chelsea was a phenom. She was considered the best field agent currently active in the Wardens. Physically she was unimposing. She wasn't that tall and didn't have bulging muscles like many of her compatriots. Despite that, she had never failed in a hunt and had been moved to the position of lead trainer for the most elite group of Wardens in the world. Her fellow Wardens hated sparring with her because she never pulled punches and didn't lose. She herself had been trained by Facilitator William and she quickly passed him in skill.
Sir Mason looked back at her, "Yea and I have the medical records to prove you trained me. I still have scars from it."
"Aww, poor baby. Are they mental or physical scars?" she asked mockingly.
"Both," he replied laughing.
"Well then, that just means I did my job right," she said.
“Anyone have anything else before we adjourn?” asked Facilitator William.
“Seriously though, Facilitator...someone just out of the Academy is being accepted to Facility 14? That's unheard of. Shouldn't he get some field time under his belt at one of the other facilities? We don't get junior hunts. A rookie is going to get killed. I mean, I trust your judgment and all it's just...odd,” said Sir Franklin.
“It is odd. We did an extensive review of all possible candidates and selected him. This decision was made by the Coordinator and me jointly. For starters, his scores at the Academy are exceptional. He is fully certified in every weapon and skill needed. To put it mildly, he's a prodigy. We haven't seen many like him come through the Academy. He reminds me of Lady Chelsea when she first graduated training. There's also the lack of qualified candidates among the other facilities. With the lull in fey activity, many of the facilities have gotten slack in their standards and quite frankly, there isn't a field agent outside Facility 14 that I would trust to handle the class of hunts we take on. This kid will do okay. If I didn't think so I wouldn't have offered him the post,” said Facilitator William.
“I have a question,” said Sir Bradley. Bradley was their most senior agent and had more tenure and field time than both the Coordinator and Facilitator. He was aging though and knew his field time would soon be at an end. “Why are we still putting in all the effort when it looks like the fey are finally going extinct. Activity is down over 80% in the last few months and it was already tapering off months before that. We've finally done it. We won. Two thousand years of fighting and we can finally rest.”
“You can't be serious,” said Lady Chelsea.
“He has a valid point,” said Coordinator Anna. “We have seen a dramatic drop in fey activity and it's on a curve. It's dropped to nearly nothing in the last year and the people in the UniGov oversight committee are asking the same question as Sir Bradley. If this is the end of the fey then so be it. Unless and until we can say that for sure then we continue BAU. Everyone is acutely aware of the lull and I hope it's really a decline and not the calm before the storm. For now, we do what we always do. As the Facilitator said, the other facilities have gotten lax in the last year. Their training sessions have slowed, they're behind on re-certifications, they're just not living up to the name Warden but that's not us. In this room are the best agents the Wardens have active in the field and we all know it. In my life, I have seen few to rival you and most of those agents who could rival you served here. I would love nothing more than to never have to send my agents on what may be their last hunt. I consider each and every one of you a friend and I've lost too many friends over the years. For now, we continue as we always have.”
“Anything else?” Coordinator Anna asked and waited a moment. “Meeting adjourned.”
#
The next morning, Facilitator William and Lady Chelsea met Squire Sebastian at the main lobby. After security cleared him and verified his identity, Facilitator William greeted him.
The Wardens received many thousands of applicants a year. Each year, the three Warden Academies selected somewhere between fifty and a hundred candidates. Most of those who did make it to the Academy and graduate would never see field duty. Those who did were assigned to a Facility to begin their careers as fey hunters.
Lady Chelsea stared at him and felt her pulse quicken. She knew him from somewhere but couldn’t recall where. She brushed it off. She probably just saw him during an academy visit or read through a progress report on students and recognized him from his profile.
She didn’t dwell on the sense of familiarity and just chalked it up to her periodic visits to the Academies. They invited senior agents to speak with new recruits and she was a regular guest at the Academy in Boston where the recruit had trained.
She also felt an intense attraction to him. He was pleasant to look at. He was tall and broad-shouldered just like she preferred. He had soft hazel eyes and shoulder length brown hair. She made a mental note that when his training was over, she might have to take him for a test drive.
"Welcome to Warden Facility Fourteen, Squire Sebastian. It's good to see you again,” Facilitator William said, greeting him.
Squire Sebastian snapped to attention and saluted him. Facilitator William laughed at him and continued, "Lady Chelsea is going to eat you alive kid and don't salute. You're a Warden. This isn’t GloCom."
Squire Sebastian lowered his hand and Facilitator William continued, "This is Lady Chelsea. She is your SO and will be handling your training. She'll get you up to speed on our team, get you equipped and ready to go. Any questions?" the Facilitator asked.
"Yes, sir. What training? I completed the academy. I am already fully certified," said Squire Sebastian.
Facilitator William pondered that. "That's fine for any facility other than this one. We put our agents through an additional six months of mentored training with a senior officer. Lady Chelsea here is our primary trainer and one of the best. But you say you're fully certified? Lady Chelsea, what do you think about academy certification?"
Before Squire Sebastian could react, she grabbed his tie and used it for leverage flipping him onto the floor. Her blade was out in the blink of an eye and she hit him with the flat side of it on high stun. He trembled a moment from the current then lay still. She dropped down, slamming a knee into his chest and knocked the wind from him.
"Academy certification is okay if you never go in the field. You learned training manual tactics and now I'm going to teach you to fight. Lose the tie. It can be used against you. Never give a fey a point of leverage," she said as she stood up.
She helped him up after the shock wore off and he got his breath back. He looked at her. She was half his mass and nearly six inches shorter yet she took him down and incapacitated him in seconds and he never had a chance to react. He was dumbfounded.
"Are you coming?" she asked as she went to the elevator.
He followed quickly behind her, taking off his tie as he went.
#
Facilitator William and Coordinator Anna sat in her office.
"What's your impression now that he's actually here?" asked the Coordinator.
"He's what we expected. He's what we all were when we came out of training. His numbers are phenomenal though. He has potential. You've seen his scores. He was top of his class in nearly every metric. That and his military record are why I recommended him after a friend at the Academy told me about him. He made GloCom's Elite Corp less than six months after basic training, was promoted to officer and was assigned to a classified moon base all within his first two years. GloCom's treatment of the moon incident was their loss and our gain. Despite his dad's objections, he has the makings of an exceptional field agent. I respect Director Abraham but it's his son's choice. Chelsea will whip him into shape. Her cadets make phenomenal field officers. Assuming she doesn't beat him to death first," he said.
"Or end up in bed with him," said Anna. "She likes the pretty ones.”
"Yes, she does. He’s in for a rough few months," he said.
#
Lady Chelsea and Squire Sebastian entered the armory. Provisioner Adam was at his usual station. "Hi, Sir Adam. I'm here for my new blade and to get Squire Sabbatical outfitted as well.
"It's Sebastian," said the rookie.
Lady Chelsea looked at him. "Excuse me?"
He spoke again. "It's Sebastian, my name. You called me Sabbatical," he replied.
"Oh, did I now?" said Lady Chelsea.
She stepped behind him, kicked him in the back of the knee and he went down. She put her arm around his throat choking him and whispered to him "Don't question your SO rookie," then let him go. He pulled himself back up after he got his breath back. "Now what is your name?" Asked Lady Chelsea. He looked her in eye.
"It's Sebastian. You can kick my ass all you want but that doesn't change the truth,” he replied.
She smiled at him. "Right answer kid. You might get through this with a minimum of broken bones after all."
“And I’m not a kid,” he said then continued, “I’m barely a few years younger than you are.”
“You’re new to the field and green. In Warden terms, you’re a child. You grow up really quick in this business though so don’t sweat it if a few people call you kid or rookie for a while,” she told him.
Provisioner Adam finished handing all the gear to the new recruit. “Want some friendly advice? Listen to the lady. She's got more kills than anyone in the field and handled some of the most dangerous fey we've ever seen. She's one mean bitch but she's good.”
“Why that's the nicest thing anyone has ever said about me,” said Lady Chelsea.
“It's true. You're good,” said Sir Adam.
“Not that. I know that. I mean about being a bitch. Usually, it's much worse,” she said with a grin then turned her attention to Squire Sebastian.
"You used training versions of most of these at the academy. Unlike the training versions, they're all coded to your DNA and if someone else other than a Warden touches them it won't be pleasant.”
“The gun is a standard issue dual function laser emitter and projectile device. It has a variety of ammunition depending on the need. Restock from Provisioner Adam. Every time it's used must be logged.”
“The blade is slightly different from the training version. It's a standard retractable blade with electric stun and micro vibration but in addition to the silver, salt, and wood folded into the blade, they now have cold iron as well. It took a while for the chemists to get that to bond to the alloy without losing its unique properties. Once extended, it still looks like a standard wakizashi and feels like one. It will work against about 95% of all fey and collapses down to about twelve inches," she told him.
"At the academy, they said we could deal with all fey," said her trainee.
She looked at him crossly and continued, "Deal with does not mean kill. There are a few we can only contain and haven't found a way to kill yet. Just another thing we can thank the Seal for. Anyway, stop interrupting. The under armor is thermally regulated, and polymer reinforced. The original design is based on the skin of certain reptilian fey that our engineers call nanomesh bioweave. It will stop a slug at point blank and absorb quite a bit of blunt force trauma. You might have some bruises though if you take a hard hit. It can resist some fire and cold. It does well against energy weapons and can dissipate most radiant energy but it's not unlimited and will eventually give out under intense bombardment so don't overtax it. There's a mask as well which we don’t often use but it’s there when needed. The armor can handle temps down to well below freezing and almost to the boiling point for a few minutes. Don’t count on armor to save you though. Rely on your training, not your tools."
"Now that we've covered the external, let's talk about internal," she said and kept going, "The communicator implant,” she said indicating his right temple, “Is a standard bio-operational integration device without the academy limitations. You can use it for all communication and it has full access to all Warden databases. We use the communication sparingly. It’s generally only for combat or emergency as speaking directly into someone’s brain is considered rude for non-emergency use. You might get a headache the first few times you use it. The training version has a limited interface so it's not as intense and getting used to the full system takes some time. The heads-up feeds directly into your optic nerves and your eyes might burn a bit until you adjust.”
She stopped a moment to let that sink in then continued. “Your master key implant,” she motioned at his thumb, “Will give you access to virtually every non-government facility on the planet, at least those not using old-fashioned physical locks. You can also enter most government facilities, apart from classified military and high-level offices like the UniGov’s executive offices. Private housing is also off limits unless in direct pursuit of a target. Remember, every door you open is logged and tracked in our global database. It's for official use, not peeping in the shower or watching free sporting events."
"We can enter military bases?" he asked.
"Yep," she replied. "We supersede the military in matters related to fey. They keep themselves occupied handling the normal things that you can defeat with a fighter drone like terrorist attacks and border disputes. They aren't equipped to handle the fey and since we never know where one might pop up we need to go wherever the fey are. Now, that being said, you ever enter a military base or government building you better have a damn good reason, or you might be in one of the cells downstairs with the fey. We have a good working relationship with GloCom even though they're a bit standoffish so mind your manners around the military. Your access is still a tiny bit limited until your initiation period is over and you might find some places you can't enter...like my quarters...at least not yet," she said smiling.
"In the cells downstairs with the fey? So, it's true then, we have some of the fey on site, in this building. There are rumors at the academy but..." he said, and she interrupted.
"But they are completely true. There are a few we've run into that we can't kill. We've been able to capture those exceptions so far and we have a containment facility here with a few more like it around the world. The things in those cells are nasty. They have no concern for human life and exist to kill so we must keep them on ice. A lot of ideas were tossed around like transporting to the moon or launching into the sun, but we can't be sure if that will kill them and we'd rather have them where we can keep an eye on them. Come on, I'll show you," she told him leading him to an elevator.
"Use your key implant, touch the panel here," she said pointing to a part of the elevator that appeared to be decorative.
When he did, a panel opened, and another set of buttons appeared.
"The first four are the upper floors. That's where we live and work. The bulk of the building houses supplies, housing for the cell guards, mid-level Wardens who get the easy jobs like record keeping or communications and support staff. You're being primed as part of the elite agents, so you'll be assigned a place upstairs when you’ve completed your probationary training. Assuming you survive of course. The last button though, that's the cells. Most of us don't go down there anymore unless we have to, but all new recruits have to see it. Might as well get it over with. Tap the button kid," she told him.
The elevator descended and stopped. As they got off, he noticed a change. There was a heavily fortified checkpoint with well-armed guards. Past that was rows of cells. Some with bars, some with transparent covers and some completely sealed only viewable through a display screen. At regular intervals were what looked like submarine bulkheads.
"This is the Cage. We house the fey here. These things can't be killed, they don't require sustenance or oxygen and we're at a loss on how to stop them. We have a golem that reconstitutes itself every time we kill it. We've blown it into little pieces and it just reforms. We dissolved it in acid and it took a while but reconstituted. The reptilian looking thing is impervious to damage. Our scientists designed a glue bomb to stop that bastard. This ball that looks like glowing dust, this thing is a willowisp. It's easy enough to catch but don't touch one because you'll be dead in seconds,” she told him.
“For a while, we were experimenting, trying to find ways to kill them. We tested napalm, high explosives, poisons, and various other methods until the UniGov oversight committee deemed it cruel and unusual so now we just contain what we can’t kill,” she told him. “Honestly I doubt it matters anyway. Short of nukes, I don’t know if many of these things could be stopped and even nukes might not work for all we know.”
They continued down the rows of cells, all in all about two hundred with construction crews working on more. Some of the fey were sentient and hurled threats or begged for mercy. Lady Chelsea ignored them all and continued the tour. "Anytime we run into something we can't kill, it comes here. Each cage is designed for the specific creature. We put them here and people get to go on about their lives. Let's head up and get your quarters assigned," she said and headed back.
"Wait," he said. “What about that hallway? We didn’t go that way.”
"Are you sure you want to know? If I were you I would say no and go to the elevator. This is one of those things best left a mystery," she told him.
"You can’t just say something like that and expect me to ignore it," he said.
"You won't like this one but if you're sure, if you're absolutely sure and you think you can handle a nightmare, then steel yourself and we'll go take a peek," she said hesitantly.
He took a deep breath. "I think I can handle anything," he told her.
They walked down the hallway and it opened into a large cubic room about 30 meters on a side, sunken so they were looking down upon it. It had a stairway and freight elevator leading down to the floor and she walked down the stairs, Sebastian following her. At the other end was a large metal door with laser canons facing it.
They walked over to the door. The two guards stepped in front of them. "State your business Lady Chelsea," said the first one.
"Lady Chelsea and Squire Sebastian. Recruit orientation," she replied. The second guard looked at the first one then at Lady Chelsea.
"Do you mind if I head down the hallway until you're done? I don't like seeing this thing," he said, his voice shaking.
Lady Chelsea scowled at him. "Absolutely not. Stand your ground Warden," she ordered. She looked at the doorway and said "Open it. Let him see the Tormentor."
The doors slowly slid open to reveal a large cell encased on all sides by a thick transparent material. Inside was an amorphous black thing that seemed at once to be both solid and incorporeal. Electrical pulses came from the thing and it gave off a palpable aura of dread. It was big but because it was ever changing, exactly how big was hard to say. It was about twenty meters in diameter now. Just being near it made everyone uneasy and they wanted nothing more than to be anywhere else.
Squire Sebastian stood stoically. "That's really it? That's the Tormentor." He didn’t want to believe it but had heard the rumors it was being contained.
Lady Chelsea shook her head. "Yea. No matter how many times I'll never get over it just how freaky it is. We deal with magical and mystical things every day but that thing, that is some next level evil shit. Fucking dark wizards. It's a good thing they didn't survive the Seal," she told him.
"Is that really Mordred's creation? It must be eighteen hundred years old," he said, his voice quaking a bit.
"It is. Mordred summoned it in an act of desperation as he realized what the Council was doing. It didn't stop them, but it did manage to weaken the Seal. Close it up we've seen enough," she said and quickly walked away.
"What do mean weaken the Seal? In all my training no one ever told us the Seal was weakened. What else is a lie?” he asked sounding confused.
"It's not a lie, it's just information withheld on a need to know. Most of what you've been told was correct. Magic is real and very weak. Monsters are real and very strong. Everyone knows this nowadays. What they don’t know is what we know. History is a lie. Great wizards used to exist, and some were so powerful that religions sprang up around them. Eighteen or so hundred years ago, the timeline is a bit iffy thanks to the Dark Ages, two of those great wizards, Merlin and Morgana had a son whose name was Mordred. He was a nasty bastard, as evil as they come and power hungry. He waged war on the rest of the wizards, good and bad alike, trying to usurp their power. He couldn't be stopped so the remaining wizards formed a Council and found a way to stop him by suppressing magic. They created a final spell, Solomon's Seal. It would bind all magic, possibly forever. They formed the Wardens to serve as guardians for humanity after they were gone. Because of their connection to magic, once it was gone, they would go into a sort of hibernation. When Mordred realized what they were doing, he created a beast unlike anything before and sent it to stop them," she told him.
She continued. "That story is mostly true it just has some bits omitted. Now, what you haven't been told. Arthur, captain of the guard at last base of power, Camelot, defended the gates when the Tormentor came. He and his knights held it back for a little while during which time the wizards cast the Seal. As the final incantations were cast, most of the Council left to go to their chosen places of rest to start their sleep. Merlin alone stayed to complete the spell. As he was finishing, the Tormentor broke through and entered the tower where he was casting. The Seal was complete but flawed thanks to the Tormentor's influence.”
“The completion of the Seal caused massive global damage as a shock wave spread around the globe. They described it in the early records as the Earth shuddering. We’re guessing that was their term for tectonic activity on a global scale. The after effects match that. Volcanoes erupted. Tidal waves hit. It was mass destruction. People were scattered, populations wiped out, cities swallowed. As a result, we were set back in our pursuits of science and learning, and it was a rough few centuries. History calls this the Dark Ages and they blame a different source, largely due to the efforts of the Wardens to conceal the cataclysm and hide the truth of the Seal to keep people from trying to break it,” she told him.
“As for us, the Wardens originally lived in underground grottoes scattered across the world. Arthur was the first High Lord, but the individual enclaves managed most of their own affairs. Their thought was isolation would help keep them secret and their dispersal makes them better able to cover large areas. This worked for a while. We stayed in the shadows and hunted the fey. Early on, we communicated with other enclaves via secret messengers, coded messages, etc.”
“After the Dark Ages ended, humanity changed. We started learning, building and advancing. It became harder and harder to stay hidden. We came out of the shadows at times and worked secretly with various governments that seemed benevolent and were able to be swayed to our cause to help with financing and resources. As time went by, we got better at the politics of cooperation and when the world finally unified a hundred years ago, many of the more powerful governments were already aware of us and helped to create the global order we have now. They also financed the construction of these fortified locations. We modernized,” she said seeming happy about that.
She kept talking. “We learned new ways of capture and containment and new technologies like guns with various metals in their ammunition because as you know, many fey have a weakness to certain materials. We made some interesting discoveries, like lasers being able to hurt many types of the fey. Your sword is a good example of blended technology both old and new. It uses traditional folding methods of ancient Japanese master swordsmen while incorporating modern materials in the creation of the metal alloy to allow non-metallic substances to be in the metal without weakening it and has micro-circuitry giving it the vibration and electrical properties. We can communicate and research faster than ever before thanks to our technology and it's allowed us to make the world a safer place.”
She sighed. “The Seal's impact shattered magic. It still exists, as do creatures fed by it obviously. The fey, as we call them, are a shadow of their former power. Even the Tormentor can be contained because of the Seal. The Seal is weakening though and will eventually give out. We can't say when. There is no gauge to measure magic. It's always leaked. We think that's how the fey continue to appear but really don't know. Lately, it's been getting worse. But here's the thing. It's been quiet now for months. Very little activity. We know the Seal is weakening so activity should be on the rise, not decline, and the higher-ups are split between being worried over it and thinking the fey are going extinct."
“That’s enough of a history lesson. I've given this speech so many times I'm bored of it. Let’s focus on why we’re here right now. You need to learn so let’s get to it,” she told him.
#
She was known for her skill in training. She was very good at finding the right approach and using it to hone people. She sized up Sebastian as a shy type. He was well educated, he would never have made it to the Academy if he wasn’t. She could catch him occasionally sneaking a peek at her ass but always trying to hide it. He was bashful, and she had to break that. Bashful didn't work in the field. He would have to be hardened to survive.
They arrived on the restricted upper floors and she led him to a training area. She took off her uniform, stripped down and started putting on clothing more apt to exercise, stopping after she put on her sweatpants. Sebastian blushed and turned his head and she laughed at him.
"If the site of tits is going to do you in, you're not going to make it far. Now, get into your sweats and grab a bokken," she ordered, staring at him while he changed. "You've got to get over the embarrassment. We're a team here and we have no secrets from each other." She saw his arousal and smiled. "It seems some of us keep big secrets," she said, doing her best to make him uncomfortable as she put on a sports bra.
He picked up the bokken and turned to face her. As he turned, she hit him in the face with hers.
"I wasn't ready," he said, noticing a bit of blood from his nose.
"Always be ready. It doesn't matter if you're asleep, in the shower, on the toilet, in the middle of sex, you have to always be ready. When we hunt, many of the creatures we pursue don't eat, don't sleep and don't stop. We don't have that luxury, so we have to be ready while we do those things. Can you do that? Can you have that level of focus regardless of what you're doing?" she asked him.
"Yea, I can have that level of focus," he told her, rubbing his reddened jaw.
She continued "You have to. Your life and mine and the lives of who knows how many innocent people might depend on it and you'll never get my approval to be in the field if you can't prove it. Now show me how well you handle that big stick you're packing," she said intentionally trying to keep him embarrassed and off guard.
They spent the next few hours training with various weapons. He was good, of that there was no doubt, but he was fighting from a textbook for the most part. He wasn’t ready for things that didn’t follow the rules and forms in the training manuals. He took a beating, but she held back on his first day. She gave him some bruises, a few shocks from the stun weapons and some minor muscle strains but didn't do any real damage.
#
Later that evening they showered up. She made it a point to be as sexual as possible while showering just to keep him nervous and he kept trying to avoid obviously looking in her direction. She laughed at him. "You're going to have to get used to this. We all share this training facility and this shower and it's communal. Turn around, look at me. I'm a woman. I have girl parts. You're a man. You have boy parts. There is nothing embarrassing about them and you have no reason to feel shame. We have each other’s backs and not one single person on this team, from the Coordinator down, is embarrassed to be in here with their teammates. So, get over it," she said.
"It's just that I... uh..." but she stopped him.
"You're turned on. I get it. You can't really hide it. Today is your first day and you still see a woman you find physically attractive, assuming you do find me attractive of course," she said.
"Oh, I do. I mean...I, uh," he said stammering.
"It's okay. Today you want to fuck me but after a few days of training with me, you'll want to kill me instead. Trust me on this. You're going to learn to hate me but until then," she said and walked over to him. She reached down and grabbed his manhood and started to kiss him. Then she kicked his feet out from under him and shoved him. Between the wet soapy floor and his momentum, he landed with a thud. "What did I tell you about always being ready?" she said laughing and went to dry off.
#
That night, Squire Sebastian arrived at the Dragon's Roost. The party was already in progress and several of the higher-ups that personally knew Facilitator William were in attendance. He saw Lady Chelsea over at the bar and walked up. "Sebtianan! Join us! Barkeep, mead for my squire!" she said sounding a bit tipsy and butchering his name.
"No, thank you, I don't drink," he said.
"You do now. Barkeep, whiskey! Two shots and leave the bottle," she said, a bit wobbly on her bar stool.
"Lady Chelsea, I just wanted to say, about the shower earlier," but she put a finger to his lips.
"Squire, here we are equals. I am not Lady Chelsea, I am Chelsea and you are not Squire Abastiananian, you are Squire because it has less syllab... syllalala... sybalyls... parts to it and is easier to say. No shop talk. Only drinking," she said with a slur and handed him a shot of whiskey.
She reached one of her legs out and wrapped it around his own leg, then slowly moved her foot up and down.
“Now drink," she ordered.
He felt her rubbing her leg against his and tried to remain professional, then took the drink and downed it.
"You don't drink and downed whiskey without choking. I think someone is fibbing," she said giggling.
"I grew up on my family's farm. My dad brewed his own whenever he was home and we drank together at every holiday. I don't drink because I don't want to dull my senses, but I've had my share in my life. Whiskey is like water next to dad's homemade stuff," he said.
She smiled and shoved him. He started to back up from it, but he forgot for a moment she had her leg around his and she tripped him up and he hit the floor. She smiled at him. "I don't drink to the point of inebriation either. You let your guard down. Where's that focus you promised me?" He was starting to hate her.
An older man walking towards them offered him a hand up. The man looked at him. The man had huge scars going across his face and several more on the side of his head. Much of the hair on the left side of his head was missing, scar tissue where the follicles used to be. One of his eyes was synthetic. "What happened to your face boy?" he said noticing the bruises and scrapes on Sebastian from the earlier training session.
"Hi Dad, thanks for helping me up. I started my facility assignment today. My instructor is just making sure I'm ready for the field," said Sebastian. The old man cleared his throat and glared. "Oh right, we're not at home. Sorry, Director Abraham sir," he said.
Chelsea's eyes got wide and she spoke quickly. "Director Abraham sir, I am this recruit’s trainer and responsible for his injuries," but he stopped her.
"Beat the sissy out of his ass. Little pussy always was a pushover so whip him into shape, literally if you have to but, the old man paused smiling at her, “I'd rather whip you into shape and I've got just the whip if you want a private demonstration little missy," and she giggled. "I know what field work is like. You think I got these scars from a rough night in a whore house? Come to think of it, I do have scars from a whorehouse but they're not visible. I can offer you a private viewing if you want to see them," he said laughing. "Now pour us all a shot of that watered-down piss you have there and let's enjoy this celebration. That's an order."
Chelsea looked at Sebastian. "I think I love your dad."
#
Chelsea, Abraham, and Sebastian sat at a table laughing and drinking listening to Abraham’s stories of his field days. "And so, the damn thing came at me from behind. My partner was already down and bleeding out, so I had to hurry. It had claws six inches long and sharp as razors they were. That thing caught me and nearly ripped the side of my head off. I had huge gashes and was pouring blood."
Sebastian interjected. "Dad, I don't think Chelsea wants to hear about your injuries."
She laughed at him. "Man up boy and let your papa talk. This is what it's like out there, so you'd best listen," she said replied.
Abraham continued, "So there I am. I'm holding my skin in place with my left hand. My nose is nearly cut off and blood is choking me. My left eye is gone. All I had remaining was my blade. That fey moved like lightning but back then, so did I. It lunged at me again and I caught it with an upward stab through its chin and out the top of its head. I yanked that blade forward cutting through the front of its skull and out its face and blood and brain matter went everywhere. It took about a thousand stitches and several pieces of metal to put my face and head back together, but you can't kill a Warden that easy," he said laughing and took another drink from the nearly empty bottle.
She looked at the older man. "Damn. I am impressed. I've taken down a rougarou but there were three of us and it still put up a hell of a fight. That's no easy feat."
The three of them talked for some time until the bottle ran dry.
#
After the party died down and speeches were made, a short ad hoc roast of William took place then the bar started emptying out. Sebastian and Chelsea were still talking, his father having left some time ago needing to return to the headquarters in London.
"You've fought one of those things that nearly killed dad?" he asked her.
"A rougarou?" she asked. "Yea, once. There were reports that people in a small town in France were going missing and found days later, mauled and sometimes only pieces of them left. It was me, William and Robert. Robert was the Facilitator before William but is no longer with us. They were both field agents back then. That's probably been ten years ago. I was the junior agent on the team in those days and was sent to tag along with the two senior agents to learn.”
“Can I ask you something?” she asked Sebastian.
“Wardens have no secrets and the only way to get an answer to a question is to ask it,” he replied using one of the clichés drilled into students heads at the Academy.
“Please understand, I don't mean to insult you. It's just that new recruits coming straight to Facility 14 is unheard of and now I found out your dad is a member of the Directorate,” she said.
“And you think I was handed this post. Nothing could be further from the truth. He doesn't even want me in the Wardens and wasn't too pleased when I accepted the post at Facility 14 with its reputation for dangerous hunts. He wants me to have a safe desk job somewhere. I think he's afraid because of what happened to him and thinks it will happen to me,” he replied.
“That's good to know. Not the part about your dad not supporting you, the part about how he didn't force your assignment here.” She paused, then asked, “Have you ever wondered why we don't use last names as a Warden? We have a title and a first name. Your last name is your family and you never bring your family into the fold and by never using your last name, we never know your family. I'm surprised you have a relative in the Wardens."
Sebastian thought about that. "He fought me tooth and nail to keep me from joining. I was a little kid when he was hurt and forcibly retired from field work due to his injuries and though he hides it well he still suffers from them. He has multiple plates holding his face together as he said but he also has extensive nerve damage in his neck. I think the drinking is to help him hide the pain. I never knew why he didn't want me to do what he did. He's always so proud of his service but was adamant I never follow in his footsteps and he went berserk when he found out I joined anyway," he told her.
She looked at him and he saw the actual emotion in her face, not the hard ass she was at the Facility. "Because Sebastian," she said in a low voice. "I'm training you to die. We all train to die. Warden field agents have a very high mortality rate and I bet your father doesn't want to outlive his son. That's why we live how we do. We enjoy what time we can to the extent we can because any given day might be our last."
#
The man sat at a table reading over a tome. A dreb, an ancient species of fey stood beside him. They were like humans in size but had the skin of a lizard, with scales covering their bodies and their hair often to their waist or lower. This one had blue-black scales and silver, almost translucent hair braided with gems and pieces of precious metals woven into it.
"My lord," said the creature, its voice sounding like crackling flames. "What are your orders?" is asked as the man looked up.
He placed a bookmark and closed the tome and looked around the large library, filled with ancient books, scrolls and other implements of an age long passed. "Do you know why I read the original texts?”
“I do not. It would be more efficient to copy them to a computer to make cross-indexing faster,” the creature replied.
“Computers. Databases. The tools of modern idiots. You can copy a page, but you can't feel the power of it. This book, Librum Inmortuus Factus Creaturae Dei, or, A Treatise On The Creation Of Undeath if you prefer English, was at the Library of Alexander. It was the last work of a dark wizard whose name history has forgotten. He was among the first to chronicle the spells and rites needed for the creation and control of a lich. He had the goal of living forever,” Mordred chuckled a bit at that, “but only managed to turn himself into an abomination. It worked, after a fashion. The moron sleeps in the courtyard even now. This is the first copy, penned by the wizard himself. He mixed his own blood with the ink and the binding was made from the flesh of a virgin sacrificed some dark god or another, which one is irrelevant. The craftsmanship is extraordinary. You can feel the pain of the maiden's death. You can feel the darkness of the author's soul. You can't get that from a screen. You can get the words, true, but not the feeling of them. It is personal. It is pure,” the man replied.
“I believe I understand, my Lord,” the creature replied.
“No, you do not but it matters not. You're too young and magic too weak for you to feel it as I can. My orders are simple. Continue as you have. Find them and bring them here. I need to drain any arcane essence they have. I'm so close to breaking it I just need more energy and their essence will provide it," the man told the dreb.
"Yes, Lord Mordred. As you command," said the creature. It bowed and then left the room.
Mordred stared at the tome. "So very close," he said to himself.
#
“Master Merlin this is not a good idea. This isn’t some wayward beast you’re going to face. This is a dragon. They’re the most dangerous creature on this planet and despite your power, you might be rushing to your death,” the young Master told him.
“I know this. Am I not the one who taught you about them? Dragons are powerful but not unbeatable. Masters have faced them for centuries and defeated them. They are magnificent beasts but are little more than powerful animals and this animal is starting to feed on villagers which I cannot allow. Were you or Morgana stronger, I would seek your assistance but either of you rushing into this would be certain death. This is my task and mine alone,” Merlin replied.
“At the very least wait for Arthur and the knights to return from their mission to Scotland. This is a better task for armored warriors,” Alexander requested.
“Do you think me old and feeble? Have you not listened to a single one of my lessons, boy? Power is not measured by the strength of your back or sharpness of your blade,” the old man said then continued. “Besides, I have Morgana’s gift. While her talent for direct magic is only fledgling, her skill at the creation of artifices is great. This staff amplifies my power significantly and will allow me to thwart this monstrosity with ease.” He showed the staff to Alexander.
“Merlin, I beseech you. Do not kill this creature. They are rare and once they are gone they can never return. Scare it away, don’t kill it,” said Morgana, sounding distraught.
“I will do what must be done for the greater good. If the beast’s life can be saved then all the better but it must be stopped,” the man said.
With that, Merlin walked to the entrance of the tower and whistled. A steed came to greet him. He mounted the horse and it galloped off at an unnatural pace. Morgana watched him ride off as a single tear ran down her cheek.
“Don’t fret Morgana. I’m certain he will be fine,” Alexander told her.
“It’s not him for whom I mourn,” she said and walked up the stairs.
Merlin made a quick pace on the enchanted horse, reaching the last sighting of the dragon in mere minutes. He preferred to simply teleport, but it scared the villagers too much. He walked into the village and the locals rushed out to him, bowing to show their reverence to their Master. The town’s elder, hesitant and scared, approached him and bowed.
“Master Merlin, thank you for coming. We are in great need of your power,” the man told him.
“You are terrorized by a dragon and your village is under my protection. It is my duty to defend you. What can you tell me of the beast?” Merlin asked.
“We don’t know much. Only that it comes from the mountain pass to the north. It appears every few days and takes our people and livestock. It has been happening for several weeks now. At first, it was only a few heads of cattle or sheep but lately, its hunger is no longer sated, and it has been taking people. We have lost nearly a dozen now, my own son among them,” the man said, the sorrow in his voice evident.
“I will remove this scourge and make your village safe again. You have my word,” Merlin told him.
“Have several of your strongest follow behind me after a few minutes wait. They will need a large wagon, two if you have them, saws and several teams of strong horses,” Merlin told them then mounted the steed again then rode off in the direction of the north pass. He knew the area and knew exactly where to wait for the beast.
As he reached the pass, he heard growling and wings flapping from behind him. He turned in time to see the dragon diving at him. It was a small one, only about 20 feet from its snout to the tip of its tail. Its scales were a dull crimson with hints of smoky black swirled throughout. The creature’s wings stretched longer than the body by half again. Wisps of smoke seeped from its nose as the bright yellow reptilian eyes flared then it reared its head back and let forth a jet of bright green flame at the aging wizard. With nary a second to spare, Merlin raised his staff and yelled in an obscure dialect of Greek and the fire deflected off an invisible barrier.
He dismounted the horse and told it to go back down the mountain and wait for him. The dragon circled and came for another pass, once again the flame dissipated harmlessly. Frustrated and confused, the dragon roared into the air releasing a jet of the green flame at nothing. The great beast swooped at Merlin and tried to grab him with its massive talons but grasped nothing but air. The wizard was fast despite his age and easily sidestepped the attempt.
It circled once again and landed. The magnificent creature was obviously agitated. No prey had ever resisted its fire, and this angered it. The huge beast approached him, its maw dripping with saliva. It snapped at him and once again he moved faster than it could match.
He raised his staff and spoke in Greek. Large chunks of rock broke free from the nearby boulders and flew at the dragon. The creature was impacted by several large rocks but seemed unfazed.
It reared onto two legs and started to flap its wings forward, driving gale force winds in front of it. The winds caught Merlin and flung him through the air, smashing him hard into the rock face of the nearby mountain. The mage landed on his hands and knees and started to stand as the dragon was on him again. It slashed at him with a claw and while the barrier held against the slashing, the impact launched him across the pass and into the other side of the rocks, again smashing him hard into the stone face. He landed with a thud, the impact knocking the breath from him.
The one thing going in Merlin’s favor was the pass was wide by human measurements but cramped to a creature the size of a dragon, so its maneuverability was hampered. Merlin was no fool and chose his battleground wisely. The dragon turned to face him as Merlin stood up. His robes were covered in dirt and blood trickled from his nose and lip. He had a slight limp as he walked.
The dragon lunged at him again and Merlin moved like lightning to the side as he made a motion with his staff and hands. The dragon was propelled into the rock with incredible force and stunned. Merlin again made a motion with the staff and spoke in Latin. A huge section of the cliff broke off and fell upon the dragon, crushing its skull. The beast lay still, blood the color of its scales seeping out onto the ground.
A few minutes later, a group of men from the village showed up with a wagon. “Your command, Master?” said one of them.
“Deliver the remains to my tower, dismember it as needed to move it but keep it as intact as possible,” Merlin said. “I have need of the beast’s remains, especially the scales,” Merlin told them.
“Yes Lord,” the man replied. “We were advised to tell you the village has prepared a tribute for you as required if it pleases you to stop by on your return,” the man said.
Merlin whistled, and his steed returned. He rode to the village where a feast was waiting for him and a hut prepared with one of the village’s young women waiting for him. “We hope it meets with your approval Master Merlin,” said the village elder. Merlin merely smiled and led the young woman to the hut.
#
“This is disgusting,” said a middle-aged woman to the elder. “We should not have to offer our daughters in tribute. He is as bad as the dragon,” she said.
“The dragon took the lives of five of our people this week alone. The chastity of a maiden is a small price to pay to keep our village safe,” he told her. “Would you rather have it been another five next week and the week after? What about as the dragon grew and its appetite increased? In a few months, we would all be dead. No, the price is steep but not having his help is a steeper price to pay,” he said.
“You only say that because she isn’t your daughter. Your child isn’t the one being forced to bed that perverted magister. This doesn’t affect you,” she told him.
“Do you really think so? I lost my son to that monstrosity and your daughter was to be his wife. Don’t tell me this doesn’t affect me. I lost my only child. MY SON! That hurt will never heal and if giving your daughter’s virginity to that lecherous old bastard can stop another parent from suffering that same hurt then so be it. You were among the voices who spoke for me to be our leader and now that you don’t like a decision you balk. Think about more than yourself woman. I don’t care if your daughter is forced to do the most depraved things imaginable if it means our people live,” he told her angrily.
She glared at him and stormed off without a reply.
#
Upon his return to Camelot, he met with Alexander in the courtyard.
“I take it you were successful,” Alexander said.
“I was. The remains of the beast will be delivered here soon, and we’ll have more of that metal in the scales to work with as well as other reagents,” Merlin replied.
“More important, how was your tribute?” asked Alexander.
“Passable for a commoner. No doubt the day with me will be the highlight of her life. What more could a common human want than to grace the presence of a Master?” Merlin replied to him.
“Indeed,” replied Alexander.
#
Lady Chelsea looked at the man across from her. Training under her was far from easy.  The first few weeks were spent learning things the Academy didn’t teach. She quickly earned his respect. Despite her smaller frame, she was fast, strong and very good. He suffered more than a few trips to the infirmary with various injuries from cuts to fractures. After gauging his skill level, she didn’t hold back. She also noticed he didn't hold back. The book tactics that she noticed, in the beginning, were gone, replaced by the honed instincts of a fighter. She couldn't put her finger on it, but she knew he had been trained before, just when and how she couldn't be certain. His files were vague for a recruit and a few things listed as redacted or classified, which she found odd. His obvious skills let her up the ante and fast-track his combat training. He would sink or swim at the level of a Warden and her main concern was making sure he did so. They had been training closely together for several months and she had taken him on several easy hunts but the low activity of fey had made challenging hunts rare lately.
Unusual reports of possible fey activity in British Columbia had gotten her attention. Several people have been killed in two incidents and all eyewitness reports indicated a large, fur-covered humanoid with antlers. The description fits a wendigo, but they were almost unheard of this far west. They didn’t usually get along with the local fey, so they stayed on opposite sides of the Rockies. The normally peaceful local sasquatch did not respond well to violent predators in their forests. Passive and quick to hide, the sasquatch were highly intelligent and didn't like predatory fey in their wilderness making it very strange indeed.
She argued with Facilitator William to give her the assignment. It was unusual for a fey to range over a thousand miles outside of its normal hunting grounds and he wanted a team of seasoned agents. Not only was it out of the ordinary but wendigoes were rare and dangerous and he didn’t want a rookie dying on him. In the end, her persistence and stubbornness convinced him to give the recruit the chance to cut his teeth on a real hunt. He got the Coordinator’s approval and gave Lady Chelsea the green light.
Lady Chelsea and Sir Sebastian were in a transport shuttle over Vancouver Island a few miles southwest of Cowichan Lake. They were near their jump site. Lady Chelsea had ordered the pilot to go slow and high to keep them from spooking their prey. She didn’t want the sound of a shuttle roaring over the treetops or a sonic boom to spook the wendigo.
Sebastian approached things like this very stoically. These things were never a given and approximately one in five Wardens die in the line of duty. Tonight, might be his night but he would not give in to fear of what may happen and focused only on what must happen.
Chelsea though, she was excited.  They had been on a few minor hunts together and she never ceased to amaze him in her approach. She knew the risks as much as he but fed on them. He watched her. Her breathing and body language were the same as someone about to go on a rollercoaster for the first time. She enjoyed this.
“Are you sure you’re ready for this? You can still opt out. We have plenty of openings in the archives. I bet if you worked hard, you would make middle management in the records bureau in just a few years,” she said teasing him.
“I’m ready,” he said as he was doing a final weapon and gear check.
She smiled at the handsome young man across from her. He was absorbed in his preparations. He went through his gear and weapons with a military-like precision, checking and double checking everything. She had a small device in her hand and she raised it slowly, silently, pointing it at him without him noticing. She pressed a small button on it and two barbs fired at him. He moved to the side slightly and the barbs bounced harmlessly off the shuttle wall.
“I told you, I’m ready,” he said.
She smiled at him. “It’s about damn time. I’ve been trying to beat that idea into your head for months now. It took you long enough to embrace it.”
“I gave you my word and I’ll always keep my promises to you,” he told her. “Now, are you ready?”
“For what?” she asked.
He tapped the control panel on the shuttle wall next to him and the floor began to slide open.
She grinned and activated the wing membranes on her suit. “I was born ready,” she replied and then jumped without hesitation. He could hear her shouting in adulation over his comm.
He followed her out and started plummeting through the darkness. The heads-up display on his goggles outlined the target zone and the two of them were going head first towards the ground at very high speed, using the membrane on their suit to steer towards the target and adjust for wind drift.
Their target was a small clearing on the west shore of the lake. Chelsea approached first and turned her angle to use the membranes as an air brake and pointed the turbines on her boots towards the ground. Her fall slowed rapidly, and she hit the ground running. Sebastian did the same.
“Not bad for your first hot drop,” she said.
“Not my first time,” he replied.
“Really? Your files don’t mention any PEMES training, other than certification, prior to the Warden Academy,” she said.
“I don’t like to talk about it,” he replied.
“I’ll pry the story from you eventually. We have a wendigo to find,” she said. “Let’s start with the last attack site. It should be about half a mile north along the shore. Weapons hot. Wendigoes are fast and quiet. Let’s be ready.”
They moved very quietly which slowed their movement somewhat, but they still made quick
They arrived at the campsite, or at least what was left of it. A family of five had been on a fishing trip when it struck. It was the second attack inside a week but the first was nearly a hundred miles away and first indications pointed to a wolf pack but after the second attack, there was no doubt it was a fey.
One of the children had survived the second attack. She had gone to their shuttle to get something and heard the attack when she exited. She ran back in the shuttle and locked down the doors. She activated the shuttle's security and hid inside the shuttle's storage bay. The shuttle was covered in claw marks where it tried to get inside but it could not claw its way past the steel exterior.
She was too shaken up to be of any real use as a witness but kept crying and saying it was a wolfman with antlers. The best evidence was a partial image from the shuttle's security camera showing a blurry image that appeared to be a wendigo.
At the request of the Wardens, the local police had set up an electronic perimeter but left the site untouched after doing their initial investigation and removing the remains of the bodies. The two Wardens spent a few minutes going over the site looking for anything relevant but found nothing the original police report failed to mention. It was a gruesome aftermath with blood splattered everywhere. The unarmed family members were easy prey.
“Wendigoes don’t like daylight and the local relief maps show some caves a few miles from here. Maybe we should start there,” suggested Sebastian as he scanned a map on his heads-up display.
“Exactly my plan,” she told him. She had her blade in one hand and her pistol in the other as they walked into the heavy woods. It was a full moon, but they couldn’t tell. The heavy forest blocked much of the moonlight. They used their night goggles to give them better sight.
They trekked about half an hour through the mountains until they arrived at the general area of the cave system.
“Why would a wendigo move this far west then move again after finding a successful hunting ground? It makes no sense,” said Sebastian.
“This is sasquatch country and if that first hunting ground was home to a family of them, the wendigo would have been forced out. Bigfoot are peaceful for the most part, but they are very territorial and don't respond well to aggressive predators, especially ones that might threaten their young. That or maybe a wolf pack. A wendigo is nasty, but a large pack would give one reason to flee,” she said.
“That might explain why it would move to a new hunting ground once it got here but why this far west though?” asked Sebastian. “They’re rare, to begin with, and never seen anywhere close to the Rockies, much less the west coast. We're twenty-five hundred miles from its usual region. It’s an anomaly.”
“That it is but sometimes anomalies are just anomalies. Things are strange right now with the fey,” she replied. “The caves must be close.”
“It’s watching us,” said Sebastian.
“How do you know?” Chelsea replied.
“I can’t explain it,” he said as he turned a slow three-sixty. “I clicked through every spectrum and it’s well hidden but its close.”
“Well unless you have magic powers you’re just guessing. It’s a reasonable guess. If it’s using these caves to avoid daylight then it will be close to its den if not hunting and dawn is going to be here soon,” she replied. “Maybe your ‘can’t explain it’ is just logic.”
“You're probably right. There’s the cave entrance,” he told her.
The cave entrance was about ten feet wide and only a few feet high but opened inside to several dozen feet wide and about fifteen feet tall. It was rectangular on the inside and went back at least a hundred feet where it narrowed and turned sharply to the left. The inside was lined with cave paintings from the natives who once reigned over this part of Canada.
The corridor was littered with bones and remains. The bones were mostly stripped clean except for a partially eaten deer. Many of the bones were human. The stench was overwhelming.
“Looks like we found its lair and the missing remains of the campers,” said Sebastian. “That section at the end looks jagged and irregular, not smooth like the rest of the stone. We should check it out.”
“Agreed but we need to keep eyes on that entrance. Dawn is almost here and when it comes back, we’re going to have to put it down,” Chelsea replied.
“I’ll keep eyes on the entrance if you want to check out the back,” he said.
“You just want to watch me walk away,” she said as she walked away from him with an exaggerated wiggle.
He had to admit to himself she was right about that. Her teasing was incessant, and it perplexed him at times but he always shrugged it off. He watched her walk away then turned his attention to the entrance.
“Sebastian, you have to see this!” she said. “It has babies!”
He went over to the alcove, keeping an eye on the entrance. “Are you kidding me? This isn’t a lair, it’s a nest!” he exclaimed. “It’s a shame they have to be killed. Maybe we could take them and raise them with humans and they wouldn’t be a threat, you know, the old nature vs nurture debate,” said Sebastian.
“Aww, are you saying you want to raise a baby with me? I don’t know if we’re ready for that commitment. You’re not even out of training,” she said smiling.
“That’s not what I meant. I meant the Wardens. We could try a pilot program to try to domesticate them,” he told her.
“So, you don’t want to have a baby with me? You don’t like me?” she asked trying hard to keep a straight face.
“You know what I mean and you’re just trying to excite…I mean incite…me,” he said.
“That was what the professionals call a Freudian slip,” she said laughing at him.
“Let’s just do who we need to do…I mean what we need to do…damn it. Let’s just finish this and get back to NY,” he said as his cheeks reddened.
“Someone is all pent up.” She was laughing out loud at him. “I’ll lay off for now. We need to take care of the mamma,” she said as she finished off the young wendigoes. “Those four won’t be feeding on campers.”
“Now we wait,” said Sebastian.
“Now we wait,” replied Chelsea.
They sat against the far wall waiting on the creature to return. A few minutes before dawn, the wendigo came through the entrance carrying the carcass of a small bear. The bear was badly mauled but still recognizable. It noticed Sebastian and Chelsea, dropped the carcass and howled as it ran at them. Both Wardens were on their feet in an instant, laser shots firing from their pistol at the wendigo. The shots wouldn’t kill it but would cause severe burns on its tough hide. It howled in pain but still managed to reach them quickly.
Its claws were long and sharp, and it was quick for a creature of its size. It towered at least two feet over the six-foot-tall Sebastian. It had brown fur and features that looked like a mix of wolf and human except for its face which showed traits of a lagomorph. On top of its head was a rack of antlers that would make any trophy hunter salivate. Its structure was humanoid with legs and arms disproportionately long compared to its torso. Its feet and arms ended in long, tough claws like those on large wolves. It walked on its rear legs which had elongated ankles giving its legs the appearance of a canine’s hind legs. Its arms were like a human's though its fingers were extra-long compared to its hands and had two more joints than human fingers. Its face and body were splattered with blood from the bear. “The wizard that made your species must have been drunk,” said Chelsea.
The creature was very agile for its size using its long limbs to its advantage. It slashed its claws at them and was quick enough to avoid their return strikes. It bounced around on its legs like a professional boxer easily outmaneuvering the two Wardens at first.
The Wardens were initially back to the wall but slowly worked their way around to the sides. They attacked methodically until they almost had it flanked. The wendigo continued to dodge their blades and realized they were trying to surround it. It dropped to all fours and leaped dozens of feet to the other side of the cave near the entrance.
The two Wardens slowly walked towards the creature, their swords out. They moved further apart so the wendigo could not reach both at the same time. The wendigo was more intelligent than they thought and when it realized it was being surrounded, it leaped towards the entrance, but Chelsea cut it off. The two of them were on opposite sides of the wendigo and the creature was blocked from running.
The wendigo lunged towards Chelsea, trying to get around her and to the exit. Chelsea slashed at it and grazed it. She didn’t draw blood, but the stun pulse had a noticeable effect. The creature shrieked and ran up the wall and away from her.
“Being able to climb stone isn’t in this thing’s profile,” said Sebastian.
“Welcome to the field. Many of the fey are rare and we don’t encounter them enough to get a full list of their abilities. You have to be ready for anything and able to adapt to unknowns. The hunts I’ve taken you on prior to this one were cherry-picked to get your feet wet. Now it’s time to sink or swim,” she replied, while slowly moving towards the wendigo and keeping her eyes fixed on it.
The wendigo backed further down the wall as they crept towards it. Sebastian took out his pistol and cycled to silver rounds. He started firing at the wendigo, the sound of the gunfire deafening in the cave. The beast managed to dodge most of the shots, but one caught it in the left leg and it fell from the ceiling, managing to twist and land on its feet.
“I was wondering if you would remember silver. I was waiting as long as I could before doing it myself,” she said. “Good job rookie.”
“It's hurt. That will make it more dangerous,” he told her.
The creature took advantage of Chelsea's distraction and pounced. It jumped towards Chelsea. She turned to it and braced for its charge and as it hit her, she buried her blade to the hilt in its shoulder. It screamed in pain as the blade sunk in and blood poured out. Its already injured leg hurt its agility some, but it still managed to catch her with one arm and the impact sent her sprawling backward leaving her blade stuck in its shoulder.
It jumped again and was on top of her snapping at her head. She grabbed the hilt of her blade and twisted, catching it off guard and stopping it for a moment. Sebastian ran towards the two of them and jumped, landing on the wendigo’s back like it was a saddle as it again tried to bite Chelsea. He drove his sword down and with his combined strength and momentum, pierced through the resilient hide and into the creature's spine. The wendigo fell onto its side trapping Sebastian underneath it. He was trying to get himself free as the wendigo turned its head towards him, snapping its fangs only inches from Sebastian’s face. His sword was stuck in the spine and his gun in the holster on his trapped leg leaving him defenseless. The wendigo got its mouth around his arm and was trying to rip through his armor.
Chelsea picked herself up and rushed over to the two of them. She removed her blade and with some effort managed to pierce the chest and through the wendigo’s heart. It stopped moving. “Heart and head. Anything else will get you killed with most fey,” she told Sebastian.
“You were down, and it was about to kill you. I did what was necessary to save you,” he said.
They left the cave and started heading towards the pickup location at the lake.
“Our first priority is the elimination of the target for the protection of the people,” she replied.
“Exactly and you’re one of the people. You’re a Warden but you’re also a human and protecting humanity from the fey is our charge. You’re part of that,” he said.
“We agree to put our lives on the line,” she said.
“All lives are important, yours and mine and the rest of the Wardens included. I crippled it. It was unable to fight and made for an easy kill,” he told her.
“What if you missed? That was a high-risk move. What if you missed the spine or misjudged your jump?” she asked.
“It was a calculated risk. Everything we do is a calculated risk,” he told her. “What about you? All that stuff about focus and you stop in the middle of a fight to tell me good job on remembering a fey weakness?”
She looked angry and was in his face. “Who the hell are you to question me? I give the orders here. Do you understand me?”
“I question anyone who makes a bad decision. I wouldn’t have missed. I know my abilities and my limits,” he told her.
“You cocky asshole. We’re not debating this,” she said.
He was about to reply when he looked at the blonde and saw the fire in her eyes. He looked at her a moment then grabbed her and kissed her. She pushed away from him.
“What do you think you are doing?” she asked.
“I…it’s just…” he started to say but she grabbed him and kissed him back this time he pushed her away. “You’re my SO and we’ve become friends. I don’t want to mess that up. We could be kicked out of the Wardens.”
“You really don’t know when to shut up do you?” she said as she kissed him again.
The two of them were aggressively passionate, practically ripping their clothes and biomesh off. He picked her up and sat her on the edge of a picnic table and vigorously made love to her. The old table creaked with the motion and their sounds of pleasure intensified to a crescendo of guttural screams and moans. The table broke and collapsed but the two didn't stop. She rolled on top of him and rode him until they both climaxed together and fell asleep on the grass by the lake.
“Excuse me. Are you two okay? You can’t be sleeping naked out here by the lake,” said a voice waking the two. “Hey, wake up!” said the voice a bit louder.
Sebastian looked up and saw a young man in a uniform looking down at them. He couldn’t have been more than twenty. From the look of his uniform, he was part of the B.C. recreational patrol that took care of the local parks and lakes. Much of the territory was pristine wilderness and had been set aside for centuries as public land. A small group of enforcement agents kept an eye on campers and made sure they weren't leaving a mess at the campgrounds or poaching endangered animals.
“This place isn’t safe. There’s a monster around here killing people and until the Wardens find it, this place is closed to the public,” he said as they got dressed.
“That’s not an issue anymore officer. My name is Lady Chelsea, and this is my trainee Squire Sebastian. We’re out of Warden Facility 14 in NYC. The monster was a wendigo and we’ll be calling in a cleanup crew shortly. It’s not a danger anymore,” she told him.
“Wardens, you say? Let me verify your identity and we’ll be all set,” he said.
As they dressed, the two Wardens provided a retinal scan for the officer to confirm their identities.
“Officer, I know you have to fill out a report and I don’t want you to lie on it, but I would like to ask if you would leave out certain…personal details that aren't really relevant” said Lady Chelsea.
“Did you really kill that thing that was killing my campers?” asked the officer.
“We did. We can show you the body if you’d like confirmation and it would make writing your report easier,” replied Lady Chelsea.
“You will? I’ll make you a deal. You show me the monster and my report will say nothing more than a routine check that was yielded to Warden authority with no mention of your other activities,” he told her.
“You have a deal,” replied Lady Chelsea.
They led him to the cave and showed him the corpse.
“That’s a jackalope! My grandpa had one mounted in his study,” the officer told them as he took pictures of the corpse. He started to take pictures of the Wardens, but Chelsea stopped him.
“The jackalope legend is likely inspired by this creature. Jackalope trophy mounts are creative taxidermy. This is the real deal. This is what killed your two families but won’t be killing anything else. The only other local fey are sasquatch and they’re benign,” said Squire Sebastian.
“I’ve heard the rumors of bigfoot around here, but no one has ever seen one,” the young man replied.
“They’re out there but they’re reclusive and not hostile. They blend in well and are good at hiding. You have nothing to worry about with them. They're herbivores and don't attack humans as long as you don't threaten them,” said Lady Chelsea. “Do we have a deal?”
“We do and thank you. This job is kind of boring most of the time. Seeing that thing isn't as exciting as fighting it but it’s still cool,” he replied. “I see one of these things I might just have to draw a bead on it.”
“What you call excitement was extraordinarily dangerous and could have cost both of us our lives. The fey are very dangerous. If you see one, the only thing you should be doing is pulling out your comm, and calling the Wardens,” said Squire Sebastian.
“Are they really that dangerous?” asked the officer.
They showed the young man the alcove in the back that had been clawed out. “That thing has claws strong enough to dig through stone and unless you’re packing a military rifle, then your gun isn’t going to penetrate its hide. Even then the bullets may not hurt it. For your own safety call us if you ever see anything you think might be a fey,” said Lady Chelsea.
The trio walked back to the lake and Lady Chelsea called back to Facility 14 for a pickup as the officer got on his gravcycle and continued his patrol.
“Sebastian, about what happened. I’m not sorry and it was nice, but we can’t ever let command find out. It could cost us both,” Chelsea told him. “I like you and all, but this is forbidden. I'm your S.O. and you're in training and that was a serious breach of chain of command ethics. We can’t do anything that would jeopardize that by letting personal feelings get in the way of duty.”
“You’re right. Maybe after I’m done with training we can revisit this. My own feelings are in tune with yours. For now, we can’t let indiscretions end our tenure,” he replied. “Did you ever skip rocks as a child?”
“Maybe when I was five,” she replied. “What does that have to do with anything?”
He walked over to the lake while they waited on the shuttle and started skipping rocks. “We gotta do something while we wait for our ride home. My dad taught me to do this as a kid. I bet I can get one farther than you!”
She laughed at him then joined him and the two spent the next twenty minutes skipping rocks.
A few minutes before their pickup shuttle arrived, a news shuttle touched down and a reporter and camera operator got out.
“Must have had sniffers on patrol feeds and got wind of us. Follow protocol,” Lady Chelsea told Squire Sebastian.
The man walked over to the two Wardens and looked at the camera. “This is Todd McKenzie and we're live on the scene with two Wardens on the shore of scenic Cowichan Lake in beautiful British Columbia. The tranquility of this peaceful lake was recently shattered by the tragic deaths of two families at the hands of a monstrous fey. We are told by local authorities the Wardens responsible for sparing future families the same fate are here and I see two people who fit that description.” The camera panned over to the two Wardens. “Wardens, can you tell us your names and what happened here?”
“All inquiries can be addressed to the Warden's website or press relations office,” she told the reporter.
“Wardens, can you confirm this was a fey attack?” asked the reporter.
“All inquiries can be addressed to the Warden's website or press relations office,” Lady Chelsea told the reporter.
“Can you tell us any information?” asked the reporter.
“All inquiries can be addressed to the Warden's website or press relations office,” she once again told the reporter.
The reporter was looking very frustrated and motioned to for the camera operator to kill her feed. “Look, I'm new to this and no one gives the new guy good assignments. I get zoo animal births, public park statue dedications, and Warden interviews. You must give me something here other than calling your press office. Every time a Warden is seen in public you give us nothing. They send the new people out to interview you as a joke because they know you don't give interviews and they think it's funny to see yet another Warden telling some new reporter to visit a website. We don't even get to see the fey. By the time we even find out you're involved, it's already too late.”
“I would really like to help you, but I can't. No one likes secrets but sometimes they're necessary for the safety of people. How would you feel if you did a story on what happened here, and some kid thought it was cool and the next time they saw a fey, instead of calling us they tried to fight it?” Lady Chelsea told him.
“I understand where you're coming from, but people should know about what you do. They see you as a paramilitary group. It could really help your image. I showed up here expecting to see jackbooted government thugs instead I see two people throwing rocks in a lake. You should give me a story. Think about it. There's a real human-interest piece behind the secrets and the monsters,” the reporter told them.
“I'll pass along your request to my chain of command. I can't offer you anything more than that,” Lady Chelsea told him.
After the reporter left, Sebastian asked Chelsea, “Did you really mean that? Do you actually plan on telling the command staff we should give interviews to the press?”
“That's not what I said. I said I would pass along his request through the chain of command and I will via my report. They'll disregard it like always and that will be the end of it. I have to. It's on film and part of an official statement. I can't be dishonest on camera now, can I?” Chelsea told him.
“The camera was off,” Sebastian told her.
“The camera operator put the camera down and made the motion but never actually disabled it. It was still recording. The indicator light never went off,” she replied.
“You knew it was recording? You're going to get a reprimand for that,” Sebastian replied.
“Only if they know I knew it was recording and as far as the commanders know, I had no idea I was being recorded. We're the only two that know, and I think you can keep a secret. If you can't, that is the least of our worries,” she said and smiled at him.
#
Merlin headed to the Council chamber and took his seat at the table and looked around. Only eight remained. Eight. The number of masters once was in the hundreds and now, after years of war, there were eight.
Merlin was the most powerful and ran the Council.
Solomon was universally considered the wisest among them. His knowledge was second to none. He was an ancient man and looked as if he should have died of old age long ago.
Ra was next to him. He was the oldest member of the Council and his memory of the world preceded the written history of most cultures. He was a massive man topping seven feet. He was physically very imposing but those who knew him knew he was a child at heart. Despite his power and age, he still enjoyed life and looked at it with the glee and wonder of a child. He delighted in new things be it a food he had never tasted, the music he had never heard or a country he had never seen.
Ra's wife, Nefertiti sat next to him. He shared her as a wife of Amenhotep and after Amenhotep’s death, the two left Egypt to further pursue their study of their necromantic magic. She was Nubian, and her light skin and hair were flawless. She was as beautiful as all the legends about her claimed.
Boudicca was the most restless of them. People often took her for granted. They saw her wild, unkempt flaming red hair, heavy tribal tattooing, and clothing reflective more of a tavern wench than a powerful sorceress and overlooked her. The fact that she often acted like a tavern wench didn't help. She was beautiful and knew it and lived her life to the fullest spending many evenings drinking and spending those nights with whatever man or woman sparked her fancy. She practiced a form of magic most of the council stayed away from, a nature-based method of casting that, while the others considered it primitive, its power could not be denied but many feared the nature of the spirits the magic drew upon.
Alexander was studying some ancient tome while waiting for them to begin. He was always reading. Despite his Greek heritage, he acted more like his teacher Merlin than his own people. Merlin had found him centuries before, dying of poison. History records his death, but he didn't die, he was rescued when Merlin felt the power in him and convinced him to give up his conquest and learn to harness that power. He had long since cut his long curls and having ascended at a relatively young age he maintained his youthful looks despite his vast age.
Sitting next to him was Socrates, another fellow Greek who sought the craft after he became disillusioned with politics. Though Socrates and Merlin were born thousands of miles and hundreds of years apart, they could have passed for brothers. The two had the same gray hair and long tangled beards. The even shared the same eye color and complexion.
Morgana was also in attendance of course. She would have liked nothing better than to be anywhere else, but her sense of responsibility would not allow her to run. She smiled and acted pleasantly but her eyes revealed her pain. Her long red hair was barely kept up anymore and her fine red silks, upon close inspection showed small blemishes that only she and Merlin knew were caused by her tears. The pain of her soul flowed in those tears and permanently marked that sadness on the silk.
Merlin tapped his staff upon the large round table. "We all know why we're here. Ra, what is the latest from Giza?"
Ra sighed. "The Sphinx is no longer its guardian. Mordred turned it permanently to stone during his siege and Giza fell soon after. Nefertiti and I only escaped by seconds. He will breach the Necropolis under the Pyramids soon if he hasn't already and once he does; the ancient knowledge of the Necromancers will be his for the taking."
Merlin slumped a little in his chair. Giza fell too fast. They needed more time but wouldn't get it. "Socrates, what of your search?"
Socrates shook his head. "If any of the ancient Titans still live, they are well hidden. My search has found no evidence of their continued existence and thus no access to their powers, assuming they would even share their knowledge if they could be found. The Olympians are gone."
Merlin was dismayed at the news, but it was not unexpected. When Socrates had proposed the idea, it was a dim hope at best. The Olympians, also called Titans, were old Masters of ancient Greek magic but rarely communicated with those outside of their circle. Their desire to remain isolated from the world was probably their undoing.
"Boudicca, what of your Druids? Are the cities for the Wardens complete?"
She looked around the table. "My Druids have gouged mother Earth and she was not happy, but she will allow the grottoes to remain. Our reasons are valid, and she trusts us. She will not devour the Wardens."
Alexander spoke up. "I don't speak primitive very well, but I believe that means yes."
Boudicca glared at him. "I would use your entrails for divination if not for the protection of your teacher," she said looking over to Merlin.
Alexander smiled and laughed. "No need for threats, it's only a jest but I doubt you have the intellect to process humor," he said. She started to leap at him, but Nefertiti grabbed her.
Merlin tapped his staff again and it sounded like a blast. "This is not the time for bickering. We hurtle towards our own demise and don't have time for petty issues," yelled Merlin, his voice echoing around the room and everyone grew silent again.
"Now that we have our daily aggression out of the way let's discuss the main reason for this meeting: The Wardens. Recruitment and training are nearly done. Mordred has the people of this world scared enough that volunteers were not lacking." He stared blankly as if lost in thought. "As our connection to the Arcane is to the point we cannot survive without it, they will be our eyes and ears throughout the ages. They will be our archivists and maintain our libraries. Most importantly, they will be your guardians and protect you while you slumber."
The change from ‘our’ to ‘your’ was noticeable but no one remarked on it. Everyone knew Merlin was not going to be among them in their sleep but for those that cared it was too painful to acknowledge and for the rest, they simply didn't care.
"They will also serve as executioners and jailers. There are things in the world that will not be stopped by the Seal. Those creatures will be captured and killed when possible, contained when they cannot. Boudicca and her Druids have been so gracious as to construct their subterranean cities and we thank you for that. We must soon prepare for the last actions of this Council so make your peace brothers and sisters. We don't know if or when you will awake."
#
The surviving members of the Council took their seats. They were forlorn and quieter than usual. Even Alexander and Boudicca were silent and not bickering. Merlin looked around at his fellow masters. They had shaped the world for millennia and now would disappear as if dead, sleeping in hidden chambers, possibly for eternity. Merlin had prepared the tower. They had gathered the reagents and artifacts necessary. He worked tirelessly with Solomon and Ra to work out the nuances of the spell.
"Those who sit at this table represent the last vestiges of good magic in the world. Mordred has corrupted or killed the rest. Now is the time we ask each other one final time do we do this? Do we take it upon ourselves to shape the world one last time? Our decision today changes the world forever. If we undertake this action, countless generations will live and die without the aid of magic. Disease and starvation will sweep the land. Weather will go unchecked and crops will wither in the sun and seeds will wash away in torrential floods as the weather returns to its natural state. Those who have depended on us for protection will have none. Bandits will rage across the land and tyrants will rise in power. Cults will usurp the will of the people and then they will turn on each other. We must be certain of this action. Normally, I head these Councils but considering the importance of what we decide today, I want everyone to have an equal voice. Please, speak your thoughts," he said, his voice quiet and his demeanor somber.
Ra spoke. "We do not wish to undertake this action and before Giza, we refused to participate. But now, we have seen firsthand in our lands the impact of this dark soul. The gods shudder to think of the ramifications of our actions but we must do it. Not for us but for those who we agreed to protect. If my last act is sealing this beast away from his power, then so be it. I do it for Egypt."
Nefertiti nodded in agreement. "My husband is one of the first pharaohs and was worshiped as a god among our people and I was heralded as a god-queen. We love Egypt and to see any more of its great cities broken and battered like Giza would be unthinkable. The beautiful Sphinx, lovingly crafted by me and Ra as the guardian of the Necropolis, is petrified and nothing but a statue now no longer able to return to flesh. The city is claimed by the sands of the desert. This man is a demon and must be stopped."
Solomon looked down at the table. "I fear this choice is Pyrrhic. We might stop him but at what cost? It is with a heavy heart and great remorse for what this does to my fellow man, but it is our last choice.
Socrates looked around. "I see seated here people from different cultures, different kingdoms, different generations, and different beliefs yet we are rallied as one. Humanity will follow suit. They will go through a difficult transition but will come out okay. This I know so I have no burden on my mind as I agree to this."
Alexander was blunter. "I hear emotion and sadness and remorse and faith, but these are not the feelings that matter. It is with the hardened mind of a realist we must face this. All other options have been exhausted and we are left with this one last fleeting chance. We fight a battle we likely cannot win and let Mordred conquer or we Seal the arcane. We take this action not because we have a choice but because it is all there is. I will not cry or mourn. This must be done, and we are the only ones who can do it, so it must be done by us. This is war and more than anyone at this table I know war." At this
Boudicca made a rude gesture. "This is a matter of tactics savage lady. While you have known combat and are quite good at it from what history records, not to mention what I have personally seen, this is a matter of tactics. That is my domain. A general must do what is best for the war and we are all generals." Boudicca made another rude gesture, conjured a piece of fruit and threw it at him. He dodged it and laughed.
Ra spoke up. "Why do you two put on this pretense? We have sat as equals for some time and you still think us so naive we don't know that all the energy you put into hating each other at this table, you put even more into loving each other when away from it? Please stop insulting our intelligence by acting like spoiled children hiding secrets from their parents."
Boudicca spoke up. "Ra, you don't know the women of my tribe. There is a difference between taking pleasure in a man and liking them. We take men like him for pleasure, not for companionship and while this one is pleasurable, he's an insufferable, pompous, egomaniac who I could never call a friend much less a mate. After I get my pleasure he is free to go about his business if he doesn't bore me with it. Besides, he is far too fragile to be a mate. I would break him before a moon's rebirth if he lay with me every night. He needs his baths and silk sheets to keep his delicate skin like a baby's."
Nefertiti smiled and laughed a deep hearty laugh. "You and your tribe may have more in common with my own people than I suspected."
Only Morgana had not voiced her opinion, and all turned to her. Morgana just nodded her head and said, "I agree to the Seal," then got up and left the room with tears in her eyes. Merlin followed quickly behind her.
#
Outside the chamber, Arthur was preparing his knights to face the Tormentor and guard the ceremony. Their preparations were complete, and they were as ready as they could be. Catapults lined the castle walls, but no one expected them to hurt it. They were overseeing the evacuation of civilians from Camelot for their safety and the last wagons were loaded with the women and children. Only Guinevere was not yet on a wagon to leave and Arthur was escorting her to the last one.
"My place is by your side my love, I can't leave you," she said with tears in her eyes.
"You have to go. What comes is beyond anything we've ever seen, and we can't guarantee the safety of the Council and my knights as it is. We must get you and the rest to Caerleon. If this fails and Camelot falls, make for the nearest port as fast as you can and take a ship to the farthest place you can find and get out of Britannia," said her husband.
"Will you come once this is over?" she said.
"My love, space and time and all the magic in the universe can't keep me from your side and I swear on my life and by all of the gods in the universe I will be there for you and love and protect you until the end of eternity. Now go. For your sake and our child's get out of Camelot."
She smiled and replied, “And I swear by those same gods I will be there for you until the end of time itself,” and they kissed one last time before she got on the wagon.
#
Sebastian parried the attack and spun around, Chelsea's momentum driving her by him. He went to take an attack of opportunity at him but realized too late it was a feint. She ducked under the attack. He had overextended himself and she took advantage of it. She hit him in his abdomen with a knee. He coughed loudly and doubled over.
“You have to learn to recognize feints better,” she told him as she ran at him and went to knee him again, this time aiming for her head.
He grabbed her knee and twisted her leg, sending her to the floor. She grabbed him as she fell and the two of them hit the floor together. He was laying on top of her, face to face. He kissed her quickly and smiled. “I could say the same to you.”
They stood up. “Good. You're learning. You might be ready for a real hunt in a few years at this pace,” she told him.
They started fighting again. They two danced around each other, trading blows from several martial styles and he caught her in the shoulder with a kick.
“What the hell do you think you're doing?” she asked. “You're taller than me. You have longer legs. You have the flexibility and skill you could easily catch me in the head. You pulled your shot. Don't ever do that. Always go for the kill. Didn't you learn anything in Canada?”
“I learned a lot,” he said and walked over to her. “I learned you're a great leader, an incredible fighter and an amazing lover.”
“You're just trying to get a free break to catch your breath,” she told him as she went over to the weapons. “I'm thinking we spend some time on the rifle range. Your scores are good, but you need more practice with targets that don't move like humans.”
He walked up behind her and put his hands around her. “I have a better idea.”
“Not now. I'm responsible for training you and getting you ready for the field,” she replied.
“And according to you I'm progressing ahead of schedule and exceeding all the required metrics,” he replied as he slid a hand down her sweatpants.
“You are doing well. I guess a little break won't hurt us,” she replied as she started to take her top off.  She let out a low moan that was almost a growl as he started kissing her neck, then worked his hand further down her pants.
#
Coordinator Anna and Facilitator William sat in the Coordinator's office watching a monitor.
“They're being less discreet. That's a common training room,” said William. “What if they get caught? We can ignore this as long as it's not public knowledge but if they get caught by other agents and those agents file a complaint, it could mean the end of both their careers. He's in training and she's his trainer,” Facilitator William said.
“Bill don't be so stuffy. That training room is only accessible by the senior agents. Do you really think any of them will care if they're having sex?” Anna said. “Besides, they're a cute couple. I would hate to ruin that. As long as it doesn't impact his training or hurt either of their performance then I don't see any reason to care.”
“It sounds like their performance is not being hampered at all,” said William as the sound over the monitor became louder and more intense.
Anna turned the volume on the monitor down as the sounds from the training room became much louder and more personal.
“Still, we do have to be diligent. Let's keep a close on them and as long as their jobs aren't impacted, we can let them have their fun,” William said.
“I'm okay with that. She's already shown her worth to the Wardens more times than I care to count, and he has real potential. Let's keep them on track. Their first duty is to the Wardens,” Anna told him.
#
“A golem? Are you serious? There hasn't been a documented siting of a golem since the Renaissance other than the one we have in containment,” Sir Mason said to the group at the table.
“That's what I said. The reports are verified. I want the three of you working together,” Facilitator William told them as he laid a copy of Mary Shelley's well-known work on the table.
“We're hunting Frankenstein,” Sir Mason said.
“Frankenstein's Monster,” Lady Chelsea said, correcting him. “Frankenstein was the lunatic that made it.”
“Are we really sitting around here talking about a book, a fictional book, like it's a reference manual?” asked Sir Mason.
“That book is not fiction, at least not entirely,” Facilitator William replied. “That book was written based on an actual event. The Wardens of the day convinced the author to treat it as fiction to prevent a public panic. It's not entirely accurate though.”
“Popular culture has watered down how dangerous these things can be,” the Facilitator continued. “What actually happened was in 1816 was that Shelley was at a retreat near a village in the vicinity of Dr. Frankenstein's lab. He was a brilliant scientist and Dr. Frankenstein really did create the monster. He somehow managed to scientifically recreate the old magic of golem construction. To this day, no one has come close to reproducing his work. His genius died with him when his own creation turned on him. He recreated the process of building one but didn't have the magic spells to control it. It then turned on the village and the death toll was massive. A group of ten Wardens was dispatched to stop it and managed to do so but only at the loss of eight of them.”
“It's just reanimated flesh,” Sir Mason replied. “How can a walking cadaver do that kind of damage?”
“I'm curious myself,” Lady Chelsea said. “They're considered extinct, so they aren't covered in the manuals. What's the lowdown on the walking corpse?”
“What we know is mostly from the magical version that existed before the Seal, but the one Dr. Frankenstein created was almost identical according to the eyewitnesses. It's more than a walking corpse. The reanimated body is immune to pain for one. Their thoughts are fragmented and chaotic making them unpredictable and wild. They kill anything they come across. The process and chemicals that were used made them very durable, fast and strong. They also have a permanent electrical charge which discharges into anything nearby,” Facilitator William told them.
“They sound like a real joy. It's just flesh. A few shots and it's down,” Sir Mason told the group.
“You missed the part about durable. I'm guessing if this were just a run and gun there wouldn't be three of us sitting here,” Lady Chelsea replied.
“You're right about that. They've never been tested on modern hardware, but the reports of past encounters have indicated that blades don't cut them, and one report indicated a ballista was fired point blank into and it shattered the arrow but otherwise did nothing. I'm sending you three,” Facilitator William told them.
“I get why Lady Chelsea and myself are here but why the rookie?” asked Sir Mason.
“Now you wait just one damn minute!” Lady Chelsea said to Sir Mason. “He's my trainee and goes where I go.”
“He's right to ask. If this golem is as dangerous as Facilitator William says, and the boss isn't one that seems prone to hyperbole, then I might be in the way,” Squire Sebastian said to his trainer.
“Squire Sebastian, you have performed very well so far. You've already exceeded the requirements for this Facility according to Lady Chelsea's reports. Would you concur Lady Chelsea?” Facilitator William asked her.
“I would,” Lady Chelsea replied.
“Exactly what the Coordinator and I concluded. It's still an unusual hunt so protocol requires a team of seasoned agents, so Sir Mason is joining you. End of discussion. Now, back on topic. Two days ago, we received reports matching the description of a golem and we were skeptical at first, but it's verified. We have visual confirmation. It's not in a populated area so we haven't rushed into this. I took the time to pull the old records and learn what we could about it,” Facilitator William said. “It took some time to research and I had to go through a few hundred pages of documents, but I have everything we could find on short notice.”
“Two days of research and reading...that sounds like torture,” Sir Mason laughed.
“Not really. It's actually quite fascinating,” Facilitator William replied.
“Only you would think that. You know most men just watch porn,” Lady Chelsea said.
“That is porn to the Facilitator. He probably left some stains on the screen,” Sir Mason said with a laugh.
“I've concluded the best way to beat it is to feed Sir Mason to it. Indigestion will kill it immediately,” Facilitator William replied.
“I refuse. Torture is a violation of our guidelines,” Lady Chelsea replied. “Maybe if we gave him a bath first it might not be considered torture. I think all that cologne would be considered chemical warfare.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Laugh it up,” Sir Mason said with a feigned offense.
“Come on people, we need to focus. This thing is in an uninhabited area at the moment, so we have a chance to stop it before anyone gets hurt,” Facilitator William told them.
“You're right. What can you tell us about it? Any weaknesses? How it got there?” Lady Chelsea asked.
“No idea on how it got there. We're still trying to figure that out but for now, our focus is on eliminating it. There are numerous reports of weaknesses but all from the days before the Seal. The one that Dr. Frankenstein created was reportedly attacked by a mob of people and burned to death. Fire might be a weakness but there are also a lot of reports of variations. It seems that golems had varying traits based on their creation. This one is more unusual. It shows traits of the fey. We think this golem may be made from one of the brute races, possible an ogre but we can't say for certain,” the Facilitator told them.
“I don't have a lot for you on this one. The local authorities are doing a sweep of the area for civilians and you're cleared for departure in twenty-four hours to give them time to clear the area. I'll get you an EM analyzer. That will help you track it by its electrical charge. Get some rest. You're gonna need it,” Facilitator William told them.
As they were leaving, Squire Sebastian stopped.
“Can I borrow that book? I know it's mostly fiction but maybe there's something in it that was overlooked,” he asked the Facilitator.
Facilitator William picked up the book and tossed it to him.
#
Sebastian was in Chelsea's quarters sitting at a table reading over data files. They spent a lot of nights together, sneaking in and out of each other’s quarters to avoid being caught. It was still against the rules as long as he was in training, but both were beyond caring. Tonight, Chelsea seemed irritated.
“Are you coming to bed? It's late and you've paid more attention to that computer screen than you have me,” she told him sounding upset.
“Something isn't right. A golem is an anomaly,” he replied.
“You being in here this long without coming to bed is an anomaly. The golem is just another monster we have to kill,” she replied.
“It's more than that. I can't put my finger on it, but something is off. Go on to sleep. I'm going to keep reading the historical files. I finished the book and like William said it wasn't much. The historical data is much better. There's a lot of lore going back thousands of years into both religious lore and folklore. There might be something here I can use,” he said.
“I'd rather you use me but if you're gonna spend all your time tonight looking at that screen then I guess I will just go to sleep,” she said angrily and turned over.
“Chelsea, I need to be ready for this. We have plenty of time for each other. This is my chance to prove myself,” he told her.
She sat up. “You don't have anything to prove. You already got the job,” she told him.
He didn't reply, and she noticed he was absorbed in reading something.
“Interesting,” he said.
“I'm quitting the Wardens,” she told him, but he didn't reply.
“I'm also joining the ALF,” she said but still no reply.
“Aliens just attacked UniGov,” she told him, but he didn't even look up.
“A giant meteor is about to hit the planet and we're all going to die,” she said and still nothing.
“Would you really rather be playing with that terminal than my tits?” she asked but he was too absorbed in his reading to hear her.
“Typical man, never listening. I can't believe you'd rather spend time tapping that screen than tapping me,” she said as she went back to bed.
A moment later he looked up from the screen and said, “I'm sorry, what was that?” but he noticed she was already asleep.
#
The shuttle dropped the three of them outside the target zone. They approached slowly and cautiously.
“It's supposed to be in this area. It's trapped between us and the mountain, we just have to find it,” Sir Mason told them.
“Why don't we just use aerial drones or a recon shuttle to track it?” Squire Sebastian asked.
“The electrical discharges are random and already shorted out one drone and the tree cover is too thick for shuttles to see through,” Sir Mason told him.
“We should bring heavy weapons if this is as dangerous as the Facilitator says. Some GloCom spec plasma rifles would be nice,” Squire Sebastian said.
“Do you have any laying around? GloCom doesn't share their hardware,” Sir Mason replied. “Getting cold feet? It's understandable if you want to bail out. This life isn't for everyone.”
“I don't give up. We'll be fine,” Squire Sebastian said.
“You seem confident. Confidence is good, but you need to be ready,” Lady Chelsea told him.
Sir Mason looked down at the device he was carrying. “Reading something about half a mile northeast. The topo maps show that as relatively level with nothing unusual. Sounds like a good place to engage it. It doesn't seem to be moving. That's odd.”
“They seem to be idle until they encounter a living creature or are commanded by their creator according to the lore,” Squire Sebastian told them.
“When did you become an expert on golems?” Sir Mason asked.
“Last night. He wouldn't stop reading about them,” Lady Chelsea said.
“I bet you were annoyed at that,” Sir Mason said.
“More than annoyed. I don't like being ignored. He was sitting at that monitor like William. I really hope he's not rubbing off on Sebastian. One bookworm is enough in our family,” she replied.
Sebastian looked at the two of them.
“Yes, I know. Lady Chelsea and I go way back, and she can't keep secrets from me. Your secret is safe though, I have no intention of getting either of you in trouble,” Sir Mason told them.
“Thanks, Sir Mason,” Squire Sebastian replied, unsure how to handle the revelation.
“No need for titles. It's just the three of us,” Sir Mason told them. “You're important to Chelsea and she's like a sister to me. That makes you like a brother. You're important to her and that makes you important to me. We're brothers as Wardens but let's call each other friend.”
“Thanks. I mean that. I haven't made any friends yet. I don't know why but most of the Wardens seem to treat me like an outsider,” Sebastian told him.
“It's because like this golem, you're an anomaly. Facility 14 is the best. That's not just boasting. We're the highest ranked Facility in the Wardens by far. There are seasoned agents around the world who have been trying for years to get a position with us. Then our Facilitator dies, and William gets promoted leaving an opening and which seasoned agent do they choose? None of them. They chose a rookie straight out of the academy with no experience in combat who's never hunted before and that made a lot of people in our family suspicious. Some think you're connected. Others think it's nepotism. Some think you're a plant from the Directorate to spy on us. Thing is, that makes them not willing to trust you,” Mason told him.
“I'm none of those things but I do have combat experience. I was in GloCom. I was a Lieutenant in the Elite Corps. I've fought the ALF and Trip-L,” Sebastian told him. “When I left the military, I joined the academy. They tell me my scores were exceptional and only a few other agents have ever scored that high.
“Ah, that makes a little more sense now. For the record, I never distrusted you. I have a personal rule of judging people on their merits, not rumor and hearsay. I figure if Anna and William thought you were good enough then that's enough for me. Then you go and win over Chelsea here and that tells me what kind of person you are. If no one has told you this before, welcome to the Wardens,” Mason told him.
“That means a lot to me. It really does. Other than Chelsea, no one has treated me like part of the team,” Sebastian replied.
“He said welcome to the Wardens, not welcome to the team. You still have to earn that. You're a good kid and you have a lot of potential, but you're still rough around the edges. You're good enough to be placed at any facility in the world. I know that. I trained you myself and I've seen firsthand how well you handle yourself but if you want the others to see it and accept you, you're going to have to work for that,” Chelsea told him.
“I plan to. I am good enough and I'll earn my place,” Sebastian told them.
“You'll get your chance. There it is,” Mason said.
The group moved to the area and the golem was there. It stood about nine feet tall and was broader and more muscular than even an ogre. It was crisscrossed with scars making it look like a three-dimensional jigsaw puzzle. Its body was covered in tattoos and glyphs and metal things poked out from its body in various places. It looked something out of a mad scientist’s laboratory from the old vids from before the wars. Its body hummed with energy and arcs of electricity passed between the metal points making it look like a walking Tesla coil. As soon as it noticed them it charged without hesitation.
The group split and moved around the clearing. Initially, it seemed as it couldn't decide on a target, but it eventually focused on Mason and went after him. The three Wardens opened with the pistols cycling through lasers and every type of ammo they had but nothing seemed to hurt it. Mason managed to avoid it using the trees at the edge of the clearing as obstacles between them managing to keep a safe distance.
“Guns have no effect. We're going to have to use blades,” Mason said as he drew his sword. “You two keep it distracted with the guns and I'll finish this.”
“Mason, NO!” Chelsea screamed as Mason turned and faced the Golem. He put his blade up in an attack stance and braced for the golem's charge. Chelsea and Sebastian kept firing as the golem reached Mason. He swung, and the golem grabbed the sword, breaking it in half. Electricity flowed through the blade and into Mason. He shook and spasmed violently and fell to the ground.
“NOOOO!” screamed Chelsea as she started to charge the golem, but Sebastian stopped her.
“There's nothing we can do. We need a way to fight it,” he said as the golem turned towards them. “Quick, follow me.”
He ran to a large tree and quickly climbed it with Chelsea right behind him.
“It killed Mason,” Chelsea said, the rage in her voice pronounced.
“We'll stop it. I have a plan,” he replied.
“Mason is dead and all you can is 'I have a plan.' Don't you care?” she asked.
“Of course, I care but right now I have to bury that. I have to focus on the task at hand. They'll be time to mourn once we make sure that thing is stopped, and we don't end up like Mason,” he told her.
She seemed to calm a bit at that.
“You're right. What's your plan?” she asked.
“I saw a small lake nearby on the topo map. This thing is basically one big electrical capacitor from the looks of it. Water and electricity don't mix. We get it there and take it for a swim,” he told her.
“Easier said than done. We can't touch it. Our guns don't hurt it and our swords are just conductors,” she replied.
“Wood. It's non-conductive and we're surrounded by it,” he said as he took his blade and started cutting a long section.
The golem was at the base of the tree smashing its huge meaty fists against it but wasn't really hurting the old tree.
Chelsea cut a similar branch and the two of them were armed with what were effectively long, thick staves.
“That lake is nearly a mile away and we're up a tree with that thing below us. How do we get there?” she asked.
“That's a good question. Let me think,” he said as he sat looking around then focused on Mason's body. “Mason's comm. We don't use regular comm units much, but we all carry them. If we can activate it remotely and turn on the speaker we might be able to distract it.”
“I'm on it,” Chelsea said. She took out her own comm, then keyed in a series of commands and music poured out of Mason's comm.
“Drop down quietly and let it get a good distance away. Then we'll get its attention and run towards the lake. Cut the music when we run so it doesn't remain distracted by it,” Sebastian told her.
The golem stopped pounding on the tree and turned in the direction of the music and went towards it. While its back was turned, the two quietly dropped from the tree. Once the golem was some distance away, Sebastian threw a rock at it and hit in the back as Chelsea cut the sound. When it turned, they ran at full speed towards the lake. They were a little faster than the lumbering beast but not by much.
As they ran, the terrain got a little more irregular slowing the golem more than the Wardens, so they slowed their own pace to make sure it didn't lose them. The ground got rocky and uneven as they got closer to the lake. A rock shifted as Chelsea stepped across it and lost her footing, falling and hitting the ground hard. She didn't move but was breathing. The golem was coming so he lured it away from her.
He started to run again, looking back and as he predicted, the golem followed him ignoring her for the still moving target.  He got to the lake and stopped running. The golem charged at him and he ducked to the side, but it stopped short of hitting the water.
The golem charged him again. Its method wasn't elegant, but it didn't need to be. All it had to do was get a hand on him and the electricity would end the fight. He continued to avoid it, using the staff to block its attacks or his agility to keep out of its reach while he formulated a plan.
The golem rushed him, and he rolled away as it swung and nearly hit him. He noticed a pattern in the arcs. The arcs flowed over the creature's skin but seemed to emanate from the metal protrusions. He swung the staff around and caught one of the metal points on the back. With the momentum, it snapped off. The arcs across the skin still flowed but an area around the broken point remained free of the charges.
The golem ran towards him again and he jumped to the side, breaking off another of the metal points. He continued to do that for a couple of minutes breaking off most of the points. The golem made another pass and he went for another of the points but overextended himself. The golem caught him with a backhand and knocked him back several feet. The electrical charge pulsed through him, even as weakened as it was from all the points he had broken it still stunned him for a moment and the golem took advantage of it.
It charged him and hit him again, knocking him backward. He landed hard on his back, trembling slightly from the electrical energy. He staggered to his feet as the golem turned again to charge him. Sebastian shook his head as it ran towards him and he barely managed to roll out of the way. He shook his head a second time and cleared most of the cobwebs.
He kept moving, running along the edge of the lake while he formed a plan.
It ran towards him and he managed to knock off another of the points. It only had a few remaining but to his chagrin, the elimination of the external points did not seem to weaken the thing. The monster ran again, and he stood his ground. As it neared him, he struck straight out with the staff, catching it squarely in one of its eyes then jumped away. It chased him again and he once again struck out, catching it in the other eye.
The creature flailed around, unable to see him and randomly struck out. Sebastian walked quietly away from it until he was a good distance. It continued to strike out at nothing. It wasn't really moving other than its random attacks and was standing still near the edge of the water. 
He charged at the golem at full speed. As he got about half way, he used the staff as a pole and vaulted towards the golem, catching it in the chest with both feet. It staggered backward and fell into the water. Electricity buzzed and cracked as the metal contacts touched the water. The golem shook violently for about a minute as the energy flowed out and into the water then it didn't move. Smoke wafted up from the body.
He ran back to Chelsea who was just starting to move.
“It's over. The golem is done,” he said.
She stood up and smiled then grabbed him and kissed him. He started to kiss her back, but she stopped him.
“We should go see to Mason's body and call HQ,” she said.
“He's not dead, He's probably awake by now. Did I pass?” he asked her.
“Pass? What do you mean?” she asked.
“The Prometheus Trial. It was well hidden, but I found enough in the archives to cross reference it. A large budget expenditure years ago to Macedon Machines for something called The Prometheus Project, a listing in the training file for every Warden at Facility 14 for Prom Test with a pass/fail indicator and anyone listed as failed in non-field assignments, that show that William put on...the copy of Frankenstein was a nice touch...you falling on a rock, Mason sacrificing himself with an attack that likely wouldn't work. It was well laid out but there were too many crumbs,” Sebastian said.
“You knew all this time and still went along with it?” Chelsea asked.
“I wanted to pass. I told you I don't give up. I wasn't sure I could beat it, but I did,” he said.
“And broke a very expensive drone in the process,” came Facilitator William's voice over the Warden channel speaking so only Chelsea could hear him. “Coordinator Anna and I will be landing in a few minutes back at the engagement clearing.”
Chelsea and Sebastian walked together back to the clearing.
Sebastian looked at her and laughed. “You were way out of character by the way. You didn't chastise me once for the method only for not feeling remorse and falling on some rocky shoreline...you? Are you kidding me?” he asked.
“I guess that was a bit over the top,” she said. “Mason drew the short straw. That charge isn't lethal, but he'll wake up with a brutal headache.”
He stopped her and pulled her to him. He kissed her roughly and held her a moment.
“What was that for?” she asked.
“For ignoring you last night. I was so focused on doing well on this hunt I forgot what's the most important, you,” he said.
“That's sweet but you were right. We have our lives ahead of us and passing this test was important, even though you didn't know it was a test at the time. I wanted to tell you so badly but couldn't. I wanted you to make it but couldn't influence the outcome or you would have failed automatically if they found out. You did well,” she said. “We really should get to the clearing though. They're going to want to talk to you,” she said.
Coordinator Anna, Facilitator William, and Sir Mason were standing near the shuttle when they got back. Mason was holding his head.
“Congratulations. Squire Sebastian, you passed. This was all a test to see how you handled yourself in the face of the loss of a team member and against a seemingly unbeatable opponent,” Coordinator Anna told him.
“A test? I don't understand,” Squire Sebastian said.
“Oh, cut the shit. He knew it was a test all along. He figured it out,” Lady Chelsea said.
“That doesn't change anything. You beat the Prometheus Drone. Exceptional. Even among our own people, very few have managed to do that,” she said.
“You mean I could have lost and still passed?” he asked.
“We already know you can fight. This test measures how you react to stress conditions and how well you can adapt to the unknown,” she said.
“I did neither of those things though. It wasn't unknown. I knew it was a test so was never under any stress,” he replied.
“The test started at the meeting with me. All archive access is logged. You were so worried about impressing us to the point you poured through the archives for hours. I would call that stress. You not only adapted to the unknown, but you managed to figure out this was a test from an intentionally obfuscated set of information only a few other people have ever found. That's a pass in my book,” Facilitator William said. “And you read a classic piece of literature. That's bonus points.”
“I consider it a pass as well. You adapted tactics against an overwhelming foe. You managed to recover from not one but two charges. You formulated a strategy on the fly and managed to come out on top. Let's get home. Your final evaluation is tomorrow. Good job, Squire Sebastian,” Coordinate Anna told him.
“I am curious about one thing though,” Facilitator William said. “The archive terminal you used was in Lady Chelsea's quarters, not your own. Why is that?”
“We were studying fey classifications,” Lady Chelsea said.
“Your dedication to making sure your trainees succeed has always been extraordinary,” Coordinator Anna told her with a knowing glance at William.
#
"And your official recommendation?" asked Coordinator Anna.
"He is ready to be considered a full field agent and begin regular assignments," said Lady Chelsea. "He's still rough around the edges and has a lot to learn but we all did when we first went into the field," she continued.
"Facilitator William, do you have anything to add?" asked Coordinator Anna.
"I've reviewed Lady Chelsea's reports. I concur with her that he's ready from a physical and training standpoint. I do have a concern about his psych profile. He shows the same bravado his father did at that age. It could go either way. He might be a great agent, or he might be dead in a week. Either way, he deserves the chance to prove it's the former. I say green light him but maintain a close watch on his evaluations," said the Facilitator.
Director Anna read through some paperwork and looked at the three people in the room. "Squire Sebastian, what do you say? Lady Chelsea says you're ready. Facilitator William says you might or might not be, but you deserve the chance to find out. What do you say for yourself?" He swallowed.
"Coordinator Anna, I am ready. I know my father's reputation precedes me but I'm not my father. He got where he is by taking chances and good people died when he did that. For all his achievements, he didn't care about anyone but himself. His friends, his family, his fellow Wardens, he can and has put them aside for his own gain. That's not me. I care, and I want to be part of a team, your team, and we are strongest as a team. I could spout a dozen clichés about teamwork but I'm not going to try to sway you with platitudes. You've read the reports. I would be an asset to your team but it's your call and whatever decision you make, I respect your right to make it," he replied.
“There is one other matter to discuss. We need to talk about your sexual relationship. It’s a breach of professionalism and I need assurance your recommendation is not just because of your personal relationship,” said Coordinator Anna.
“Our sexual relationship? I don’t know what you mean,” said Lady Chelsea.
“Lady Chelsea, don’t treat us like idiots and don’t lie. We’re Wardens. Everything that happens we know about. We had a stealth drone observing the B.C. wendigo hunt, standard procedure for all training hunts, and there have been more than a few other times since,” said Facilitator William.
Lady Chelsea looked at the two of them then at Squire Sebastian. “You’re right. We have engaged in inappropriate activity since Canada. It’s a violation of the code of conduct and I accept full responsibility. As the senior officer, it was my duty to ensure this cadet’s training was handled in a proper manner and accept all ramifications. I only ask you go light on him. He has potential and you should not let my failure to maintain professionalism hurt his career. I was to be an example and I set a bad one. I can assure you my recommendation is not a personal one. Still, I violated our code and I am prepared to resign.”
“You're ready to leave the Wardens if we deem it so?” asked Coordinator Anna. “What about Squire Sebastian? If you left the Wardens and he remained wouldn't that bother you?”
“I could have a relationship with him whether we are Wardens or civilians or one of each. That has no impact on my duty and responsibilities to the order. Recommending him for regular field duty if he wasn't ready would be a risk to his life and the lives of others. Our first duty is to the Wardens and to hamper his training or his potion would be a detriment to the order,” she said.
“Do you have anything to say?” asked the Coordinator to Squire Sebastian.
“I am equally as responsible for all actions between us. To ask her to sacrifice her career to save mine is not something I am willing to do. If you did indeed have a drone on BC then you know I made the first move and initiated. I should be held accountable,” he replied.
“What do you think Facilitator?” asked Coordinator Anna.
“Well, they did act in violation of policy and according to the rules, they should both be kicked out,” said Facilitator William.
“I understand. I’ll pack my personal effects,” said Lady Chelsea.
Coordinator Anna looked at them. “I don’t think that will be necessary. Facilitator William and I have been monitoring the two of you since the beginning as all trainees are monitored. If we wanted to do that we would have done so long before now. If we kicked out every Warden who had inappropriate sexual relations, there would likely be no agents left. It didn’t impact training and I’m willing to let this go.”
“Coordinator, thank you. I will see that no more inappropriate conduct between us occurs,” replied Lady Chelsea.
“It’s no longer inappropriate. He’s completed training and you’re the same rank.” Coordinator Anna turned to Facilitator William. "Put him to work. Dismissed."
As everyone started to leave, she said "Wait. One more thing. Don't celebrate too hard tonight. It's quiet right now but I don't know why it's just a feeling, but I don't expect it to stay that way and we need our people sober. I have a feeling this is the calm before the storm and Antitox is great for clearing your head, but it won't fully help with the physical effects of a hangover so keep it light."
They all started to leave, and Lady Chelsea stopped. “Wait a minute. You already discussed this beforehand, planned on doing nothing about it and still felt it necessary to bring up and make me think I was about to get kicked out?”
“Yes, we did,” replied Facilitator William.
“Why?” asked Squire Sebastian.
“Lady Chelsea is one of the most skilled field agents we have. She has faced down the stuff of nightmares and never flinched. To see her squirm is such a rarity I couldn’t pass up the opportunity,” said Coordinator Anna.
“Bitch,” said Lady Chelsea and stuck her tongue out.
The two leaders laughed at her as she and her former squire left.
#
Lady Chelsea and Squire Sebastian were walking out of the office together when he turned to her. "What did she mean about tonight?"
Lady Chelsea smiled and laughed. "There is a party at Dragon's tonight in your honor. We always celebrate when someone makes the team. Now, as my last act as your trainer, let's get you assigned permanent quarters and all your access updated so you don’t have to continue to live in that shoebox they call training quarters."
They walked towards the elevator and went to the security officer who updated his key chip. "You now have access to everything. You no longer need me or a senior agent to access weapons and ammunition withdrawals. You can access everything in the building short of the Director's and Facilitator's office. You have full access to all agent transports and a vast spending account. Be careful with that. They won't question small personal expenditures and in the pursuit of Warden business, they won't question large ones as long as you justify them. Buying yourself lunch is fine. Buying yourself a private moon shuttle is not. There is no set guideline, it's a judgment call on the part of the number crunchers. Any questions about that?" she said.
"I think I get it. When do I get my knots?" he asked.
"That will be at the ceremony tonight," she said with a smile.
"Like I was saying, you get better quarters, not cramped ones like the training center downstairs," she told him as they went to the elevator. "Go ahead, key us to the agent living floor. You have full access now," she told him. He pressed his thumb to the pad and the access for the upper floors lit up. They stepped off the elevator and went down the hall. She showed him to his unit. It was a large space with ample room for one person. "Obviously you can't bring outsiders here. Everyone is provided a small offsite suite in the building the Dragon's Roost is in just in case you need to meet with non-Wardens for some reason. As far as we consider it, this is home. As far as the outside world considers it, the other place is home though you'll probably not go there very often," she said. She gave him the access information for the offsite location. "This evening you need to be at Dragon's Roost because it's your party, so you'll be expected to be there on time," she said.
"I'm really on the team. No more training. I'm a Warden field agent," he said.
She smiled at him. "You are and that means I'm not your boss anymore, so fraternization is no longer frowned upon and we don't have to sneak around."
He watched her as she walked over to the bed and started taking off her clothes.
"Are you coming? We only have a few hours and I want to make the most of them," she said coyly. He grabbed her and threw her roughly on the bed as she squealed.
A short while later, Sebastian and Chelsea were lying in her bed. She had her back to him and his arm was draped over her as they talked.
“What was it like growing up in one of the tenement centers? I grew up on a farm. I couldn't imagine what that was like as a child with the poverty and violence,” Sebastian said as he kissed her on the back of her neck.
Her skin prickled with goosebumps and she rolled over to face him with an indignant look on her face.
“And what's that supposed to mean? Do you just assume that just because I lived in one of the old post-war mass housing facilities that I automatically was some second-class citizen? Do you think we all roamed around in gangs fighting each other?” she said, narrowing her eyes at him.
“That's not what I meant at all. I just mean...my friends in the military that grew up in them...they all say the same things about the tenement centers...I wasn't assuming that you...” he stammered out.
She giggled a little and bit his nose. “You're so easy to fuck with. Honestly, it's very much like what you see on the vids and what your friends told you. The centers are one of UniGov's failures.”
“Failures? UniGov says their relocation efforts and city rebuilding is proceeding ahead of schedule and they're working hard to eliminate the centers,” he replied.
“Yea and I have some swampland on the moon I'll sell you. Those places are cramped, overpopulated and hidden. They build them in areas where no one else wants to live, like the desert where I grew up. I can't blame UniGov entirely, they are doing what they can but it's so little and so many people need help. If you watch the news you see the beautiful cities being reconstructed. Our government's not even a century old yet and they're tasked with rebuilding after the devastation of two world wars and the Unification War all happened within fifty years of each other and the ALF continues to hamper them. Much of the effort goes to cleaning the last traces of the nukes and plagues while dealing with the ALF. Building nice, sprawling cities for the people who are still basically refugees is not on the top of their priority list,” she told him.
“How many people lived in yours?” he asked.
“It's really hard to say. Officially the Central Nevada Population District, or Dirtville as we called our little corner of it, had somewhere around ten million that was spread out over a large area in the middle of the desert. I lived on the western side, closest to Reno. My dad worked for the district's management center as a relocation coordinator which is their nice term for the mid-level flunkies who are tasked with cramming more and more people in. That position gets you slightly less cramped living space and food that's about to expire, not food that already expired. Those places are just oubliettes in plain sight.”
“In those places, it's not about the large area, it's about your immediate neighborhood. Most people never go more than a few blocks away. I was lucky. With my dad being a bureaucrat, I had the opportunity to see things outside the community and other benefits, like getting taken home instead of to jail whenever I got arrested,” she said as she snuggled up closer to him.
“You were arrested? The poster girl for how to be a Warden ran afoul of civilian law?” he asked.
“I wasn't always a Warden and those communities are rough places. Drugs are rampant and getting high was sometimes our only escape. Gangs are prolific. Being the daughter of an official had advantages but also had drawbacks. You don't get a lot of respect like that and it's harder to earn. I was in more than my share of fights and had more broken bones and stitches than an entire Hoverball team. They're also prime recruitment locations for the ALF. I was targeted for recruitment more than once but always refused. They put on a show of being all about the people and would often assault the sparse patrols and security and those like me, the ones that refused to join them, well it wasn't pleasant. I've been beaten to the point of hospitalization several times. A lot of the girls my age were raped and brutalized but being the daughter of a government official, they didn't want to bring down UniGov on them, so they kept it to beatings only,” she said.
“It must have been brutal. If I had the position and power I would do whatever I could to help,” he told her as he held her. “How is that you don't spend every waking hour getting revenge?”
“I almost ended up like that. I nearly joined the military, but things change,” she said.
“What changed for you?” he asked.
“I was fifteen. I was going to meet my friends one day after classes in the overcrowded, cramped building that passed for a school. It was a rough town and we didn't run directly with the gangs, but they knew us well enough they didn't bother us because we didn't bother them. I knew what happened to the girls that joined the gangs and didn't want to end up as some gang's pet whore, so I kept away but I knew enough to also keep my mouth shut. The gangs were far more numerous than the other troublemakers like the ALF and didn't fear the security details and crossing a gang was suicide. We avoided the gangs, the security teams, and the ALF wannabees and just kept to ourselves.”
“One day, our friend Mary was late. I knew her usual route, so we went looking for her. We found her behind a building with two of the ALF recruiters. She was on the ground, her clothes torn off and they were laughing. 'That will teach little bitch to respect the ALF,' said one of the two. They had raped her. She was beaten and bleeding and unconscious on the ground. I saw red and grabbed the guy that spoke from behind and tore into him. My two friends grabbed the other one. He threw me on the ground and I picked up a board and hit him over and over. He went for his gun but never had a chance. By the time security arrived, he was alive but not by much. Mary died from her wounds. They didn't just beat her and rape but after they were done, they stabbed her and were leaving her to bleed to death as a message. If I had been in control of myself, maybe I could have saved her,” Chelsea said quietly and put her head against his chest.
“You're not responsible for that. The two people and the terrorist group that supports them is responsible,” he said as he held her tightly. “Most people in your shoes would have joined GloCom and fought them. How did you end up in the Wardens?”
“I hate them. You have no idea how much I hate them. I would have joined GloCom but something else happened. After the incident, I was arrested. My dad knew the local judge and prosecutor and due to extenuating circumstances, the charges were completely dropped. At their insistence though, I was put into therapy to help deal with what happened. It helped more than I thought it would. I learned to deal with the rage and desire for violence and after about a year, things were almost back to normal,” she told him.
“I was almost seventeen. We started hearing rumors of people disappearing. Then the bodies started showing up. They were missing pieces and showed signs of what looked like animal attacks. Bones were chewed, the flesh was ripped, it was hideous. I saw a couple of them personally. Then the Wardens showed up at the scene where the latest body was discovered. There were two of them. They were mysterious and awe-inspiring. When they came on the scene in their expensive shuttle and flashy threads, people gave them a wide birth. For the first time in my life, I saw our local security teams step back and shut up.”
“They didn't share many details and ordered security to form a perimeter around the kill. They examined the body and went over to a sewer entrance, opened the lid and dropped in. They were in there for hours and came out covered in blood. One of them had a huge rip in the side of his head and the other was limping. They informed my dad the situation was handled, and a team would be arriving to clean up the mess.”
“They told security to keep the area clear, but I and my friends knew the area better than they did and were able to hide and watch the extraction team. I didn't know what it was then but now I know it was a minotaur. They have that natural love of mazes and catacombs and it was living in the sewers, using it to hunt the humans on the surface. What the Wardens didn't know was it had a mate.”
“They're not just animals. They're highly intelligent hunters. Its mate saw my dad, the local authority, as the reason for its mate's death. It stalked him and caught him and my mother on the way home one night and killed them. The Wardens returned and killed it but it was too late for my parents.”
“I'm sorry,” he said.
“It's okay. I've had a lot of years to get over it. I spent the next year living in a juvenile home and had a lot more therapy. I came to terms with the real world we live in, not the sugar-coated one that UniGov keeps on the nightly news. When I turned eighteen, I applied to the Wardens,” she told him.
“And the rest is history,” he said.
“Ha. If only it were that easy. I failed the entrance test miserably. I was scrawny. I wasn't very smart. My reflexes were crap. I had been in more than a few fights, but nothing prepared me for what they put me through. You've been through that test. You know how grueling it is,” she said laughing.
“You failed the test?” he asked.
“The first time. I failed every segment of the test. I bombed the mental aptitude. I couldn't even make it through some of the physical tests. I was easily bested in the combat testing. I was a zero-point candidate. I didn't let it get me down though. I worked my ass off doing any menial job I could to pay for training. I trained night and day. I gained some weight and turned it into muscle. I lifted weights. I exercised. I studied multiple disciplines of martial arts. I learned weapons. I pushed myself every day until I was physically unable to move and then while I rested, I studied. I studied the fey. I studied lore. I studied combat strategies and tactics. I read books on math, science, and history. I was teaching myself to be a Warden whether they accepted me or not. When I took the test a second time a few years later, I scored nearly perfect. The examiner said she'd never seen such a dramatic change in an individual in such a short time. They did multiple toxicity screens to make sure I wasn't dosing on eugenics drugs. My only hindrance was the psyche exam and they put me through it three times before they accepted that I really wanted to be a Warden, not just avenge my parents. I finished top of my class and was assigned to Facility 14 three years after I graduated,” she said, her face beaming with pride.
“So, you didn't want revenge?” he asked her.
“Revenge on what? The creatures that killed my parents were dead. I couldn't re-kill them. I wanted to do what I could so another child would never have to suffer through that. GloCom wasn't the way. Sure, they fight the ALF, but terrorists are always there. The ALF will someday be beaten, and another group will eventually rise in their place. There is always going to be that radical element to society that wants to subvert whatever group is in power and the fringe radicals willing to use indiscriminate violence to do so. That's not a war you can win it's just one you fight forever and try to keep the worst from spilling out. The Wardens though, we can win. We are winning. The fey are declining. Incidents are becoming less and less every year,” she said, sounding exuberant.
“What about the ALF? Do you ever want revenge on them?” he asked her.
“That's...that's a difficult subject. It's something I want to think about. Let's get back to us,” she said.
“I'm impressed and that's saying something. I was in the Elite Corps and I've seen the best of the best and few of them could make it through the Warden exams much less complete training. To turn yourself into Warden material in a few years on your own, that's insanely tough,” he told her. “The psyche exam and physical exams weren't the hard parts for me. My knowledge of fey was lacking. My dad helped me prepare, begrudgingly, once he realized he couldn't dissuade me, and I still barely passed that part. I barely knew an ogre from an elephant. You are a phenomenal woman to teach yourself everything,” he told her.
“What about you?” she asked. “I know you've been hiding something from me. I know you served in the military but the Elite Corps?”
“It was years ago. I served in the GloCom infantry and eventually moved into the Elite Corps. I was accepted into the officer's academy not long after and assigned to a base on the moon. There's not really much to tell,” he replied.
“I knew something was up with you. Your martial training was superior to any recruit coming from the academy. I knew you trained somewhere but I didn't think it was GloCom. Infantrymen just aren't that good, but the Elite Corps explains it,” she told him as she snuggled up against him.
“Not good enough. You still kicked my ass on a regular basis,” he replied.
“You pull your punches a lot. I think you're afraid you'll hurt me. I want to see you unchained. I want to see you not hold back but more than that, I want you to tell me about the moon,” she said with a smile.
“I'm sorry, love, but I can't do that. It's classified,” he replied.
“You won't even tell me?” she asked.
“I swore an oath and what would it say about me, about my sense of honor, if I betrayed that oath? Just because I'm not a soldier anymore doesn't change the vows I made,” he said.
“What is like to fight the ALF? Under different circumstances, I might have been there myself. I'm curious to know,” she said.
“It's not like fighting they fey. In the Wardens, we handle small fights. It's one on one or a few on a few. It's not like that in combat. When we were fighting against a terrorist group, there were hundreds of men, heavy equipment, fighters, it's like organized chaos. In the military, everyone knows their role and their place. There isn't much room for creativity or individuality. You're one of many, a cog in the machine. It's not like in the Wardens where everyone is an individual,” she told her.
“You must have done something to stand out. From what I've heard, getting into the Elite Corp is hard enough but getting the chance to become an officer, that's supposed to be hard,” she told him.
“Sometimes it's just dumb luck. Sometimes it's just the right person being there at the right time,” he replied.
“That's bullshit. I've seen you what you're capable of doing and I bet your higher-ups saw it as well. You might think they don't see the ones who stand out, but I bet they do, and they saw you. The Wardens saw it, or you wouldn't be here,” she said.
“Maybe so but I think we were talking about you. I had the benefit of military training but you, you had only yourself. You're the phenomenal one here,” he said as he held her tightly.
“Thank you,” she said as she kissed him and rolled on top of him. “Let's settle a decades-old debate and see if this Warden can conquer a GloCom Elite soldier.”
He put his arms around her and rolled over, pinning her down. “You already conquered me the first time I looked in your eyes and saw my future. There's no debate. I'm not a soldier anymore and tonight, I'm going to conquer you.”
He stared into her eyes as he held her down on the bed and smiled. “And I'm not holding back.”
#
He walked into the Dragon's Roost at seven. It was darker than usual. As he walked in several dim lights came on and robed figures could be seen lining a path to the bar. At the bar, another robed figure stood illuminated by a bright light, holding a box. In the box, something gold could be seen glinting. He started to walk in.
"STOP!" commanded a voice. "Squire Sebastian. You have been accepted into our fold and elevated to the position of Warden. I hold the mark of that position. Claim it if you can," said a voice that sounded like Coordinator Anna. He started to take a step and all the people in the robes turned to face him, each holding a weapon of some kind, be it clubs, swords, flails, all old-style medieval weapons.
She spoke again. "In days of old, a Knight had to prove his worth. We no longer joust so now you must walk the gauntlet to receive the mark of your station."
He hesitated a second then took a step. The figure on his right took a swing with a large heavy club and he reflexively put up his arm to block it and tightened his posture into an almost standing fetal position. He winced and expected the worse then what felt like foam bounced harmlessly off his arm. Laughter erupted around him and the flash of a few cameras went off.
"The new ones always fall for that," laughed William. The lights came on and he realized all the weapons were as fake as the first one that hit him. Everyone was laughing and hitting him with the foam weapons and he was realizing he was the butt of a joke. As everyone was laughing, he felt a strong electrical shock and it knocked him off his feet. He rolled over and saw Chelsea standing with a stun gun.
"Hey, that wasn't fake," said Anna.
"Oh, we were supposed to use fake weapons?" she replied innocently, and the two women laughed and he slowly stood up.
Coordinator Anna tapped a utensil on her glass. "May I have your attention everyone? I know you're having fun and I know you're wanting to keep drinking but we're here to celebrate a new member of our team. So, stop drinking for a moment and daydream aimlessly while you pretend to listen. Sir Sebastian, normally at these ceremonies, I present the gold emblem of your station. The heralded symbol of the Wardens, Solomon's Knot, metaphorically representing the binding of magic that was the reason for the creation of our order. We once wore these in secret but as the world changed we changed with it and now we walk in the light as we have for almost 200 years. However, tonight I have had a special request to give up that honor under unusual circumstances and I have agreed to do so. So, without further delay, I give you Director Abraham."
One of the robed men removed his hood, it was the one who first hit him, revealing his father. Abraham approached the front of the room and took the velvet box from Anna. He cleared his throat and started to speak. "Tonight, is a rare occasion. It is not often that Wardens have relatives in the Order and even rarer it's your son. I know I've been a right nasty bastard most of my life and I've never done right by my family." Sebastian started to speak but his father stopped him. "No son, let me have my say. I have done everything I can to discourage Sebastian from joining us even considering refusing his admission outright but chose not to for reasons I still don't fathom. Yes, that’s right. Any Director can reject any candidate and I almost rejected you. I'm glad I didn't because recently I realized something. I was listening in on a meeting where it was brought to my attention that I'm a self-centered jackass."
Sebastian started to speak again but was stopped once more. "Yes, son, I was listening and heard the entire conversation and son you were right. I wasn't there when your mother died. I wasn't there for your first steps and a hundred other things but god damn it, I'm going to be here tonight. Tonight, you achieve something that very few people will ever do. Many people enter the training academy and most fail hard. Many more drop out when they realize the danger. Some even make it all the way through but opt not to pursue field work even if they qualify for it. There are very few who do what you have done. You made it son and nothing in this world could ever make a father prouder. It is my extraordinary honor to oversee this ceremony."
"Present your left arm, please. This is going to hurt a lot. Do you want something to bite on?" said Abraham to his son.
Sebastian approached his father, said simply "no" and undid the cufflink on his left sleeve and rolled it up.
He held his arm out, wrist up. He and his father looked at the box and inside were a pair of pliers and two golden symbols in the shape of the ancient symbol called Solomon's Knot. Abraham took the pliers and lifted the golden symbol then placed it on Sebastian's wrist. Abraham positioned it, then tapped the center with the back of the pliers. The symbol immediately began to heat up and sizzle. Sebastian winced and gritted his teeth but made no sound as the gold burned in and bonded permanently to his skin.
"Now the right arm please," said the old man and they repeated the process on the other wrist. When they were finished, Sebastian left his sleeves up and was smiling.
Abraham spoke again. "Sebastian, you have completed the right of passage and in keeping with ancient traditions, you have been granted title. Kneel, Sebastian."
Sebastian kneeled on one knee and bent his head.
"Squire Sebastian,” said his father. "You have ascended to the rank of Warden of Earth and may now rise as Sir Sebastian."
Abraham tapped him on each shoulder with the foam club and Sebastian stood up as everyone cheered.
For the next while, people came by, congratulating him and shaking his hand.
Coordinator Anna again tapped her glass. "Okay, everyone. Now that the formality is over, let's get to the real reason we're here. As you all saw, he didn't make a peep so check with the bartender for your winnings or to cough up your losses and your losses better not come out of the Warden's budget."
"What is she talking about?" Sebastian asked Chelsea.
"You didn't scream, cry or otherwise make any noise. We always have a pool on when and how much people will scream when they get the Knots because we all know how much it hurts. You did well big boy," she told him and smacked him on the butt.
"Chelsea we are in public," he said.
"You are so cute when you're embarrassed. How is it you can do the things we do to each other in private, and there have been some wild things, and yet you still get embarrassed in public? I'm going to miss that innocence when you finally lose it," she said laughing.
"By the way Chelsea, about earlier, we should talk," he said.
"About what? About sex? We've already been doing it for months now we don’t have to hide,” she said.
“Are you really okay with people knowing? What about your privacy?” he asked.
She laughed at him. “We’re Wardens. We have no secrets,” she told him. “Your evaluation with command earlier should have reminded you of that.”
Director Abraham walked up to them. Sebastian told him "Dad, about what I said to Anna, I didn't mean it. I was just trying to make the team and it sounded good."
"That's utter bullshit. You meant every word of it because it's true. I can't say that's really going to change much. I am who I am and I'm old and set in my ways. I am proud of you though," said his father. He raised his glass. "To you son. May you have a long and successful career. And to the Wardens in general. May we all live long enough to retire. And to you Chelsea. May you be waiting in my hotel room when I leave here tonight, and may I be sober enough to take advantage of it," he said, his intoxication obvious. He looked at Sebastian. "But from what Coordinator Anna tells me her night is already spoken for unless you want to make it a family affair," he said laughing.
"Dad, I don't think that's appropriate conversation," said Sebastian.
Chelsea laughed at him. "Abraham, how did your son ever get so bashful? Earlier when we were in bed, he wanted to keep the covers on and the lights off. It's gonna take some time to get him out of that shell," she said smiling.
"I don't know. He didn't get it from me or his mother for that matter. She was a wildcat. Take the night he was conceived, for example, we were stalking a fey in London known to frequent Big Ben. This particular fey didn't come out until dark and we had a few hours to burn so we climbed up on the clock's gearing and," Abraham was saying but Sebastian cut him off.
"I don't think we need to be having this conversation, dad,” said his son.
"See, I told you. Bashful as an altar boy," Chelsea said laughing at him.
Sebastian was about to walk away then stopped. "Wait. You mean mom was a Warden? She never told me."
"That she was, son, and a damn good one too, a real loss to the field when she retired. It's no surprise you ended up joining us. It's in your blood," said Abraham as he finished another drink. "She was a great loss to the Wardens when she left but she had a new priority. You've got big shoes to fill. Not only do you have your old man's reputation preceding you but before she retired, Lady Elana was one of the best. She tried to keep going after you were born but her heart was in the field not the office and she wouldn't risk her neck anymore with a baby. She tried various positions internally, but it didn't suit her, so she left the Wardens."
Sebastian was surprised. "I never knew any of that. Why didn't either of you ever tell me?"
"Well," said Abraham as he downed another shot, "That pretty much ended us. We tried to continue but our passion for each other was rooted in our passion for the job. Once we lost that, we drifted apart. After my incident," he stopped to illustrate the point by referencing his scars and downing another drink, "We realized how dangerous my life was and didn't want you to risk your neck, so we decided to keep as much from you as we could and ended up divorcing. I see now it was a waste and we should have been open with you, but you know what they say about hindsight."
Sebastian and Chelsea were silent. Abraham downed two more shots and was quite drunk at this point. "It's always the mothers that carry the burden. To your mother. May we all strive to be even a fraction of how great she was and may every woman that graces my bed have her stamina and skill," he said and downed another shot.
"Well, the floor is either becoming lopsided or I've had a bit much to drink. I'm going to go find some sweet young woman to smack for unwanted advances," said Abraham. He grabbed Chelsea's ass and said, "If I were twenty years younger," he said smiling. "Take care of your boyfriend dear and don't break his heart," he told her.
"Oh, we're not a couple. We have a bit of fun every now and then, nothing more than that," she said to Abraham.
"Just keep telling yourself that until you believe it, sweetheart. I’m old and wise or at least old but not so drunk I don't know what I see even if you can't see it yet," said the old man as he staggered off.
#
A little while later, after the party was over Chelsea and Sebastian were talking. He had his arm around her as they lay in his bed. Sebastian said, "I can't believe what dad told me." Chelsea looked at him.
"About what your dad said, it's not true. Like I said before, it's just casual. Even if I am interested in you, we're Wardens. We can't have that kind of life," she told him.
Sebastian seemed lost in thought and wasn't paying attention to her. "Mom was a Warden. That's amazing. I wish I would have known. It's like there's a huge part of my life that was hidden from me." He sighed then stopped. "Wait a minute, you're interested in me?"
She took a deep breath. "Well, sort of. I mean yes and no. It's complicated. We spent months together training intensely and hunting together so it's probably just that. Even if it wasn't and I'm not saying that it's not possible. We're Wardens. We can't have personal connections because they distract you and make you weak."
Sebastian rubbed her cheek. "I'm not sure about that. Look at my dad. He said after I was born they drifted apart after she left the Wardens then eventually he nearly got himself killed and he left her. I saw them both a lot but never as a couple. Dad got sloppy. I believe it's because he didn't have anyone to care about anymore and that made him reckless. Maybe personal connections make us stronger. I know I would feel much better knowing the person who had my back did it for me, not for a job requirement."
She thought a moment. "Maybe you're right and maybe you're not. I have to think about that but not right now," she said as she rolled on top of him and kissed him.
#
Mordred sat in the middle of a large round table that was painted with numerous symbols. In the center of the table was a reddish-gold sphere perched in claw made of a silvery metal and adorned with various colors of polished gemstones. He sat with his eyes closed. A dreb approached him.
"Report, dreb," said the man without opening his eyes.
"My Lord, the preparations are complete. The hosts are prepared and will sacrifice their energy, willing or not, to complete the breach,” replied the reptilian creature.
"Excellent," said Mordred. "Today we restore the world. Today we undo the damage done by the Council and bring magic back to the world."
He started chanting and floated off the table. Energy flew around the room, lightning, fire and mystical emanations bounced off the walls. A small sphere of force visible only to those attuned to the arcane surrounded him and tendrils of gold-black energy started flowing into him through the walls. Screams could be heard from numerous distant creatures echoing along the tendrils. As he continued to chant, the sphere grew larger and more screams could be heard as the tendrils grew in number. After a few minutes, the sphere exploded outward, rapidly expanding to cover the castle, then England, then Europe and eventually the entire world then dissipated.
The dreb said, "Did it work or did the spell fail?"
The man looked up at him. "Wait." A few minutes later they felt the ground begin to tremble like an earthquake. "It begins. The Seal is failing," said the man.
"You did it! You broke Solomon's Seal. Hail, Mordred!" said the dreb.
#
Across the world, the unseen energy barrier passed through a large building on the west coast of North America. The sign out front identified it as "Northwest Hills Sanitarium." An old man materialized inside a padded room.
A man in a white coat outside the door said "Hey! Who are you and how did you get in there?" The old man stroked his long beard.
"You can see me? That's not a good sign. That's not a good sign at all," replied the old man. As the orderly looked at Merlin, they both stumbled as the ground shook. "No, definitely not good," said Merlin as he looked around the room and continued, "Excuse me good sir, but can you tell me the year?"
#
"Prepare yourselves, men, it comes!" yelled Captain Arthur to his soldiers.
Broaching the horizon, the large, amorphous black creature came into view. It moved as fast as a horse and was gargantuan. Its bulk easily matched the size of a large keep. The knights braced themselves. Their magically imbued weapons and shields flashing with energy as they waited for it to reach them. Catapults loaded with magical projectiles were firing at it. Each hit was absorbed and ignored.
"Wait for it. It's not close enough yet," Arthur said. It scorched the ground where it passed, and the feeling of dread rose as it got closer. "Wait for it. Stand brave my friends. Today we face death. May the afterlife hold paradise for us all! NOW!" he commanded.
The knights all faced their gilded shields towards it and beams of light came from them. Each beam struck the creature fully and once all of them made contact, the Tormentor slowed but did not stop. "Keep it up, men. Ra’s spell is strong and though we cannot beat it we have to slow it enough for the Council to finish."
The thing got closer and closer, slowing a bit more the closer to the source of the energy it got. It was taking its toll on the men as their own energy was used to channel it. The dread was stifling their bravery and making them falter. The magic of their shields was drawn directly from their essence and as that weakened, so did the magic. Eventually, the beams stopped, and the creature was again moving at full speed.
"CHARGE!" commanded Arthur. The thing crashed into their ranks and from its amorphous body came long appendages like whips and arms. Arthur charged it, the red-gold sword made for him by Merlin was shining with energy. He cut through tendril after tendril, but it was in vain. Every time one was cut it would dissipate and another replace it almost immediately. Eventually, one of them wrapped around him and threw him across the battlefield. He landed with a thud, tried to get up then collapsed, unconscious. The knights were quickly scattered and defeated.
#
"Today we gather to end our world and begin a new one. What that new world will hold, we cannot know. My friends, this is the last day of this Council. After today, this world as we know it will die and a new one will replace it. I see no reason for long farewells. We've had over a year to prepare for that and now that the time has come, I wish to expedite this process. Does anyone not concur?" asked Merlin.
Ra spoke. "No, you are right. The time for talk is over and now is the time for action. The Tormentor approaches and though Arthur and his knights will defend Camelot bravely, they will not stop it. We must begin the casting now."
Merlin looked around the table. No one else had anything to say and as he looked at each, they nodded their head. With that, Merlin stepped up to the center of the table and began chanting. The seven other members of the Council stood and started channeling energy into Merlin. As he absorbed the energy, he began to glow. "Go now. It begins, and I can't stop the process. You have only minutes" Merlin said, his voice distorted and echoing by the spell and he teleported them all from the tower.
One after the other, each of the Masters teleported to their chosen location, each guarded by a Warden enclave. Once there, they quickly entered a sarcophagus that had been created to sustain them in the absence of magic. No one could be sure if it would work correctly but they had no choice. They could not stand against Mordred and at least this method offered hope. They would sleep through eternity until a time they would awaken unknowing if or when that might occur.
Merlin continued to glow brighter and the magical light was now permeating the very walls of Camelot and it shone like a sun. The Tormentor began to move towards the light, its own darkness seemingly unaffected by the glow and remained the inky blackness of its normal state. The Tormentor ripped the wall from the tower where Merlin was casting, and a tentacle of its blackness shot forth as the spell finished. It pierced Merlin at the moment of completion. The spell ripped through the fabric of magic, penetrating to the very core of the veil between the arcane and mundane. The Tormentor spasmed and fled.
A pulse of energy flowed out from Merlin and when it was gone, so was he. The tower at Camelot was empty. Arthur pulled himself up and looked around. The castle was heavily damaged, all his knights badly injured or dead and something felt different. He looked at his sword and armor. It no longer glowed. The Tormentor sat idle in the courtyard. Did they do it? Was magic really gone? As he pondered that, the land started to shake and rumble. The Tormentor sat idle in the courtyard. It had made it only a few hundred yards from the tower before it stopped. It no longer moved.
#
They had practically moved in together. They had only been involved a few months but never left each other's side unless they had to and most of their time together time was spent in one of their beds. Chelsea was moaning as she and Sebastian were in the throes of passion and the building started shaking.
For a moment, Sebastian was standing in a field seeing Chelsea run up to him. She was dressed odd, like a lady from an old fairy tale and when she got to him, she embraced him, and they kissed. They didn't speak they just stood there, holding each other. She was carrying a child and close to term. Behind him, a great castle stood crafted in immaculate stone, decorated with gold and a large tower behind it with the top shattered and various bits of damage here and there.
"We're really going to live at Camelot?" she said.
"We are. The knights are the last vestiges of order now that the Council is gone and with the land in chaos, we must take control. They've made me their king and you're a queen now," he told her.
"How bad was the fight? Were your losses heavy?" she said.
He looked despondent. "I lost many friends that day. Percival and Lancelot both dead. Gawain survived but will never wield a sword again. Several others are severely injured and only time will tell. So many men we called friend and brother have been lost to this war and to see it over now, it's hard to believe. Already we have runners telling us of cataclysms. The earthquakes have caused great damage and we've had reports of waves of unheard-of size washing away cities on some coasts. We face a new world and we'll have to be strong to live in it. You are my strength," he said holding her.
"And you are mine," she said, and they kissed again.
#
Sebastian shook his head back to thoughts of the present as Chelsea reach her peak very loudly.
"I've heard of an orgasm being earth shaking but I didn't think they meant it literally," she said breathing heavily then added as she noticed the faraway look in his eyes, "Are you okay?"
"I just...it's nothing. I think that was an earthquake" said Sebastian.
The building rumbled again. "It's still happening or that was an aftershock and earthquakes don't hit NYC. Something is wrong," he said jumping up and getting dressed.
#
About half an hour later, Sir Sebastian, Lady Chelsea and the rest of the team were in the meeting room upstairs as their leaders came in. They had been waiting for nearly twenty-five minutes while small aftershocks continued. Facilitator William was starting up the wall monitor as it cycled between news stations and Coordinator Anna was on a call with someone.
"Yes, ma'am. NYC is also being hit with the quakes. We're on alert and awaiting orders," said Coordinator Anna. "Team, let's make this quick I have to leave for the president's office in Sydney. All global leaders are being called to an emergency conference. Facilitator William has my full authority. He'll bring you up to speed with what we know. We don't have much information. Right now, is mostly panic and speculation. Don't overreact, don't jump to conclusions and fall back on your skill and training if this is in our domain and we're called to action. Facilitator, Facility 14 is yours for now. I'll keep you updated as I get more information," said Coordinator Anna as she left for a shuttle bay.
Facilitator William turned the monitor to another station. "Everyone felt the earthquake. It's not just here, they're hitting globally. We have seismic activity literally everywhere on Earth. In addition, we have confirmed large numbers of volcanic eruptions. There are also tsunamis confirmed in the Pacific and South Atlantic, but most haven't hit shore yet and when they do... So far, the North Atlantic is clear. The devastation is massive and global. What we know isn't much, but I'll tell you what we can confirm. Approximately 40 minutes ago at 3:15 A.M. GMT, an earthquake hit England. Within minutes, quakes had been felt in Europe and not long after that Africa, Asia and the Americas. It appears somewhere in England was ground zero for whatever is going on. The global death toll is immense. Nothing like this has ever been documented. It's being compared to the Chicxulub event but there has been zero evidence of an impact. Besides, nothing larger than an apple has gotten through the grid and touched our atmosphere in two centuries making it even less likely,” he told them.
He turned the screen to a mapping system and pulled up a map of England. "This is ground zero. It's in South Wales near Caerleon." Several people started talking at the mention of Caerleon. He stopped them. "Let's not jump to fanciful conclusions. It's probably just a coincidence," he told them.
Sir Walter spoke up. "Come on Facilitator, you can't really believe that this is a coincidence. Global catastrophe triggered by Camelot? We're all thinking it."
Facilitator William replied "I know it's an odd coincidence but let's look at the facts. First, we don't know for sure that was where Camelot was. The records were lost during the Dark Ages. Second, even if it was, we don't know for sure that's where the Seal was created. The records from the first few years following the Seal are sparse as the Wardens were just being established. It could have been any of the wizard’s strongholds. Third, there has been no evidence of any increase in arcane occurrences linked to any of these disasters and last, we're professionals, we go on facts not guesswork and right now, those are in short supply, so we wait for more information."
Lady Chelsea spoke up next. "So, what's our game plan?"
"That," said Facilitator William, "Is the reason we're here. Our orders are to lock down and gear up. If this isn't fey related, we might be called on to help maintain order. I know we're not the police and we're not trained for that, but this is unprecedented so we're going to do what we can when and where we can to help our fellow people. A lot of people are dead or dying, supply lines are seriously impacted, communication is significantly hampered likely due to the number of grids that went offline and if we can help then we will. If we are called up to maintain order, remember that these are your fellow citizens and their world just got upended. They're scared and need help so be gentle. Riots are already happening in many places, fires are rampant in some cities and flooding will follow the quakes in many coastal regions. We got lucky. NYC wasn't hit as hard as many other places."
They watched the news feeds for a little while, anxiously awaiting anything they could act on. Facilitator William tapped the communicator chip in his temple and motioned for everyone to be quiet. He listened for several minutes. "Yes, ma'am. I understand. I'll relay that,” he said then looked at the group. “That was the Coordinator. She's at the president's office. As of 4:00 A.M. GMT martial law was established, and a global state of emergency declared. Initial estimates on the death toll are far worse than expected. The human race, by all reports, just lost a fourth of its population, that's a rough estimate mind you, and tidal waves are still expected to hit coastal areas within the next few hours and the full impact of the volcanic activity is still unknown. Major cities are completely wiped out in some cases just from the quakes. So far, the super calderas are quiet, and we can only hope they stay that way. Evacuations are being done as quickly as possible. In addition, they finally nailed down why communication is hampered. The working theory is that volcanic and tectonic activity is wreaking havoc with EM spectrums."
He changed the monitor over to a news station. The feed had static but was viewable and a brunette woman was talking. "...are to stay indoors and keep the streets clear for emergency personnel. Martial law is in effect worldwide. The president will make an address within the hour. Hold on...we're getting a live feed from Tokyo."
The camera switched to the feed and a man was talking over the hum of a shuttle's engines. "As you can see below, Tokyo is devastated. The quakes destroyed most of the city’s infrastructure. There is currently no electricity anywhere in or near the city and fires are unchecked." The man puts his hand over his ear as if trying to hear his earpiece better. "No. Oh no no no. I'm getting word a tidal wave is approaching faster than predicted and will hit within minutes. Pilot, take us down, get as many people as you can on board."
The pilot took the shuttle down and people started climbing on. "We're at capacity," said the pilot and started to lift off. As they did, more people kept trying to get on board and were holding onto the landing struts keeping it from taking off. "Oh god..." was the last thing said as the camera turned and a wall of water rushed over it and the feed went dead.
The original reporter came back on and was visibly shaken. "I…I can't do this," she said with tears streaming and walked off camera leaving an empty desk.
"Okay people. I know it's late but no rest for the weary. I’m handing out group assignments. You’ll work in teams. I want Alpha and Beta groups to the cells for a full, detailed check. Activate all the cell guards and have them work in two groups, half on duty half off duty at any one time. I don't want anyone getting exhausted on me and it might be a while before we get any backup. All the diagnostics show green but let's get eyes and guards on our fey guests. I want Charlie team monitoring all frequencies and correlating information as it becomes available and Delta team guarding our entrances including the roof and mid-tower landing decks. I'm activating fortress protocols," he said as he keyed in a series of commands on his terminal.
With that, heavy bars and thick transparent panels went down over every window as heavy metal shields dropped on each deck with access to the outside.
“Supply-wise, we are fine. We have self-contained water and food supplies that will last three times our numbers for a year, so provisions are okay if you don't mind freeze dried ration packs. Our generators will kick in should the grid go down and their internal power supply has a half-life of several hundred thousand years, so the lights will stay on. We have a fully stocked armory but resupplies on that front are iffy at best so conserve battery packs and ammo. Shoot only if you must with energy weapons preferred since they’re rechargeable. Okay, everyone, you have your orders let's do it,” he said.
"Sir Sebastian, I need to see you before you go." Sir Sebastian walked over to him and Lady Chelsea came with him. "I didn't ask for you Lady Chelsea I need to speak with him alone," said her boss.
"He's one of us now and if you're going to put him on some shit detail because he's new then I want to protest that," she told him.
"It's nothing of the sort. I have full faith in Sir Sebastian. This is a personal issue and he probably wouldn't want me to share personal details," said the Facilitator.
"It's okay, sir. What you need to tell me you can tell her," said Sir Sebastian.
"I should have seen this becoming less casual and more involved," said the Facilitator. "You two are welcome to your relationship. You are equals. There are no rules against it. Do NOT let it interfere with your duty, am I understood? I think the future is going to get difficult after tonight let’s not lot personal issues make it more so," said Facilitator William.
"Yes sir," both replied.
"Now, Sir Sebastian, the reason I wanted to talk to you. Sit down, please. That's not a request it's an order," he told the young man. Sir Sebastian sat down, and Lady Chelsea sat next to him. "I'm sorry to tell you this kid. Director Abraham was at a conference in California. Your father's building was in a quake zone in Los Angeles and is in rubble. There are believed to be no survivors. We haven't gotten a team in there yet and I don't know when we will. Don't get your hopes up. The building is destroyed and what the quake didn't damage, the flames did. I wish I could give you time to mourn but I can't. You’re both needed to join Beta in the cells. For what it's worth Sir Sebastian, you have my sympathy," he told them and headed to his office.
Sebastian and Chelsea were quiet during the long elevator ride down to the cells and just stood together holding hands. As the elevator reached its destination, they looked at each other. “You are my strength," he said holding her.
"And you are mine," she said, and they kissed. She held him during the remainder of the ride. He was hurt but wouldn't let it show.
The doors opened, and Sir Bradley was there and addressed them. His brow was more furled than usual, and a vein throbbed on his forehead from stress. He had a nervous habit of running his hands through hair when he was nervous, and people joked it was why his hairline was receding. If that was true, then at the rate he was doing it tonight he would be bald by morning. He noticed how they were embraced and seemed annoyed. "Okay, you two that's enough we have work to do. We've split up into several details. Each squad is taking a regiment of guards and securing specific cells. All monitors show green with no breaches so that's good. However, as the Facilitator said, we want a visual inspection of every cell. Every cell. We'll all handle the big one together."
Sir Sebastian looked at Lady Chelsea. "He's the senior agent, he's in charge kid," she told him and added, "Where do you need us?"
"North wing, check on the shifters and suckers. Watch out, the one that claims to be Tepes got really talkative after the quakes according to the guards. I don't trust that one," Bradley told them. "Stop by the main guard station and grab a squad to take with you."
As they walked in that direction Sir Sebastian said, "It's still hard to believe we have a vampire named Tepes."
"That's what he claims. He says he's Vlad the Impaler, the first vampire. I say it is bullshit but he's not like a normal sucker. Stakes don't kill him. Sunlight hurts him but doesn't burn him and if he doesn't drink he stays weak but doesn't die like the others. They say he's been in that cell nearly a century. I can attest to eight years with nothing to drink and he's weak but he's alive or whatever passes for life in those things. It likes to talk so watch out. I skipped his cell when we did your tour because of how annoying it is," she said.
They stopped at the security station and picked up some heavier body armor and a squad of guards. "Okay people. We're checking the north wing. Let’s do it," she said.
“We don't know why these prisoners can't be killed like others of their type. They are stronger obviously but beyond that, we simply don't know. Testing reveals nothing. Biologically and genetically they're identical to others of their kin but seemingly indestructible. You've all read the dossiers, I hope. If you haven't, then speak now so I can replace you," she told the guards.
She waited a moment, and no one spoke so they proceeded to the wing. They went through the cells one after the other, checking structural integrity after the quakes, verifying the electrical grid was stable, all monitoring and containment systems online and all prisoners confirmed. They found no issues with any of the cells they went through. They only had one left, the creature that called itself Tepes. They finished the external check and found no problems. As they opened the steel door, the creature behind the transparent wall smiled.
"Broken. Power. Delicious. When I get out I'm going to feast on you all," it said as the steel door slid back.
"Ignore it and focus on the job," said Lady Chelsea.
"I'll save you for last and savor your life essence. I might even make you my own. My pet for eternity," it said, its voice dry and harsh.
Sir Sebastian turned towards it and put his hand on his gun and it turned to look at him. "Her king. Her protector through all time. I'll make her watch me kill you," it said laughing.
"What did you say? Why did you use those terms?" he asked.
"I can see you. I can see inside you. I know your essence. Flesh is a shell. A delicious shell but still a shell. What we are transcends the shell. You are her king and she is your queen. I am your death. Come to me. Feed me. Give me your strength great king and set me free. I will make you immortal and you will be my general, good sir knight," it said.
"Ignore it," said Lady Chelsea. "It's just trying to get under your skin. It does that. It once told me I was the queen of the Britons. It's just a thing with the ability to get into your head and whisper lies." They closed up the door and she let Sir Bradley know the wing was clear. Sir Sebastian looked at her.
"He told you that you were a queen?" he asked.
"Yea, a few years ago. We were replacing a capacitor on the stun field for his cell and I was one of the people on suppression detail. He said I was the queen of the Britons and that my king was coming for me. What a load of crap right?" she said laughing.
"Yea. Crap," he replied.
Alarms started going off and sirens wailing.
"Breach in East Wing all units respond if you can," Sir Bradley announced over the comms.
They rushed towards the location since they just finished and found one of the large reptilian things had gotten out of its cell. It seemed disoriented. They didn't have a name for it, only a designation as Reptilian Humanoid 429. They fought with it for several minutes, one guard was hurt but nothing significant before they managed to subdue it.
"Report," said Sir Bradley to the team handling that block.
"Door malfunction. We can't find a reason for it. It's secure now but I recommend ongoing guards just in case it fails again," said the agent.
"Concur. Security Chief, post two guards at all times," Sir Bradley agreed.
As they were talking, several other doors swung open. Lady Chelsea looked down the hallway. "I think we should fall back, Sir Bradley," she said. "There are quite a few cells opening. We need backup," she said. "We should move, NOW," she said louder.
"Fall back to the security checkpoint, everyone," yelled Sir Bradley. They strategically withdrew, firing cover fire as they did so and got to the security station and dropped down the barriers.
Sir Bradley was indecisive. "Uh, we need to call the Facilitator. He'll know what to do," he said stammering.
Sir Sebastian pushed Sir Bradley out of the way and ran over to the main console. "Security, fan out and guard this checkpoint. Heavy weapons authorized. Activate all suppression systems. Knockout gas, sticky foam, napalm, if we have it then use it. Lockdown every one of those things we can. The more unconscious or suspended, the less we have running free. Close all bulkheads and security gates. And get me eyes on the big cell, NOW. Oh, assuming that's your order Sir Bradley," he added.
"Uh, yea, what he said," replied Sir Bradley.
Sir Sebastian continued, "Sir Bradley, perhaps you should deliver the report in person to the Facilitator? Lady Chelsea is second in seniority, I’m sure she can handle things until you get back, sir."
"Yea, that's a good idea. Lady Chelsea you have command," he said and went to the elevator.
"He's a good agent, he just isn't as good as he used to be," she said to Sir Sebastian. "Look at you though, a junior agent on the floor taking charge like a seasoned veteran. You surprised me there," she told him.
"I did? I just did what I thought any agent should do when leadership fails. I'm sorry, I shouldn't have barked orders at senior agents" he replied.
"You absolutely should when those senior agents are standing around jerking off and no one is getting anything done. You might not be a king like Tepes said but damn if you didn't act like one," she told him and whispered to him, "And I like it. I like it a lot."
He smiled at her. "So, my queen, tell me something. What are we going to do about these monsters in our kingdom?" he asked.
"That is a very good question. We can't kill them and with that many of them loose we can't take them out. We don't have enough manpower. I think for the moment we contain and assess. They might breach the smaller gates, but they'll not get through the bulkheads," she said.
He thought a minute about their options. "I think you're right. There's nothing else we can do now. Hopefully, Charlie and Delta are having a quiet night and can provide backup. Who knows what's happening outside the building though. They could have their hands full as well."
She looked at him. "Do you believe it's just a coincidence? Be honest. Massive natural disasters. The natives in the cells are restless. Things are not going well and it all centers around Caerleon. Do you think it's the source?"
He shrugged. "I don't know what to think. A few hours ago, I was in your arms and now, I'm in a dank prison basement possibly about to die if those things get through the barrier. They said a fourth of the population. That's five billion people dead in just a few hours and we still have volcanic eruptions, tidal waves, and aftershocks. It's like the entire Earth shuddered for a moment and now we're feeling the aftereffects of that stress to the plates. On top of all of that, I've been having weird dreams and now my dad is dead. He wasn't the father of the year, but he was still my father and now he's gone. I don't think I can process all of that, much less consider the source of this mess."
She held him, protocol be damned. "I am so sorry. I only met him a few times, but he was a dynamic man and had a presence. And Sebastian, I don't know why but I think I am falling for you. Since I met you, there's been a connection I can't explain and the only thing that makes this night bearable is you. I'm ready to curl up and cry on the inside but being here with you makes it tolerable. I don’t even know why I’m telling you this. I think I just want it in the open because this could be our last night if more of those cells get open."
He took her hand. "Chelsea, I feel it too. I am drawn to you like a magnet and have been since the first time I saw you. I don't know what tomorrow brings. Hell, I don't know what the next hour brings but I want you to be there with me when I find out. Marry me."
She was shocked. She had had her share of boyfriends throughout her life but never considered marriage. She was a loner and had no reason for a husband. She had the Wardens and that was her life and she had no time for anything more. He was fun, and she had a great time with him but no, she couldn't let this go on. She was not going to allow herself to be distracted from her life. She made up her mind to say no and let him down gently.
"Sebastian," she said her voice calm and gentle, "I think you're amazing. I've devoted my life to the Wardens and have not planned around a personal life. I have goals and things I want to do on my own while I'm young enough to do them."
He sighed. "I understand. We've known each other less than a year and been involved only a few months. It was rash and impetuous of me to ask."
She smiled. She started to tell him what she had planned but couldn't make herself formulate the words and instead said something different. "You need to let me finish. As I said, I have goals and wants and needs and I had my life planned out. Then I met you and don't give a damn about any of that anymore. I’ve been sitting here trying to convince myself to say no but I can’t so, yes. Yes, I will marry you. As tonight has shown us, life is unpredictable and crazy and chaotic, and we might die today or live to a hundred years and no matter how much time we have, I want that time with you."
He smiled and embraced her. "I don't know when we can pull off a wedding but I will promise you this my love, space and time and all the magic in the universe can't keep me from your side and I swear on my life and by all of the gods in the universe I will be there to for you and love and protect you until the end of eternity."
She smiled and replied, “And I swear by those same gods I will be there for you until the end of time itself.”
They kissed deeply then stopped and looked at each other. "You've said that to me before," said Chelsea.
"I know, and you’ve told me that but when?" replied Sebastian.
"Who cares," she replied, and they went back to kissing.
They were still kissing when the security console lit up. Facilitator William was on the screen. "Excuse me you two. I need you to hold out for a short while longer. Delta is busy with rioters outside the building. Several shuttles are in route with trainees and staff from the academy in Boston and should be here in minutes. The ones that are combat trained will join you in suppressing the escapees and the rest will replace Charlie team, so they can join you. Information is too critical to pull Charlie otherwise. Sir Bradley has been relieved of his duties. Report, Lady Chelsea," he said.
"Suppression systems all activated and most have been contained. Something malfunctioned on East wing and we have about half a dozen brutes roaming free, two ogres, a reptilian, a fomorian and two unclassified. So far, they've not been able to open any other cells and are infighting among themselves. We got lucky it was the dumb ones," she told him. "For the moment, we're fine and the situation is stagnant. I'll let you know ASAP if anything changes. Any news from the outside world?"
He glanced at the terminal on his desk. "The official word is a large asteroid somehow managed to elude the grid and passed very close to Earth causing a tectonic upheaval. No one is really buying it on the inside, but the public seems to be accepting the story, at least the ones that have media access to hear it. Global communications are seriously impacted so information is our highest need now. Anything else?"
Lady Chelsea replied "Just keep us up to speed sir with anything relevant as you get it and get those academy people down here we are going to need them to get the big guys back in their cells. Oh, and one more thing. Sir Sebastian and I are getting married."
He stopped looking at his terminal and looked back at the screen. "Congratulations," he said without missing a beat. "You two are good together. Now, how about you stop making out and get my prisoners contained again."
“Do you ever actually react to anything?” Asked Lady Chelsea.
“No. They remove that part of your brain when you get promoted. Now get to work,” replied the Facilitator.
"Yes, sir. Lady Chelsea out," she said and turned off the monitor.
#
The intruder alarm started going off. "Great, what now?" asked Lady Chelsea. "Anyone have eyes on the intruder?" she asked.
One of the guards brought up the video cameras and cycled through them. A camera revealed an older man in faded white robes with a staff walking through the south wing.
"Are you kidding me? How the hell did a senior citizen get inside this prison? He must be 160 or more." Chelsea said. "Two squads with me. Let's get him out of there safely if we can."
She raised the security bars on the main entrance and her, Sir Sebastian and eight security personnel proceeded through it. Fortunately, the main entrance was on the Westside and they could get to the South without going towards the escapees. She only hoped they kept infighting long enough to get the old man out. They made their way to him and found him casually walking around peering at the cells.
"Stop and put your hands up and come with us peacefully. You're in extreme danger here and we need to get you out. You're in a restricted Warden facility and in violation of a number of statutes with very serious penalties," she said to the old man. He smiled and looked at her. He spoke in a slow voice.
"I am so glad to see familiar faces. I am curious how you both survived nearly two millennia without magic and the Wardens survived? Fantastic. Have you found any of the other Masters yet?" the old man said.
Lady Chelsea looked confused. "I think you have me mixed up with someone else, old man. Now let's go."
As they turned to leave, the fomorian lumbered towards them charging down the hall. It stood about ten feet tall and weighed about a ton. They had no idea how it got through the solid bulkheads. It had ripped part of a security barrier down and was using the post as a club. The guards all opened fire, the lasers hitting it but not doing significant damage. They switched to impact cartridges and it started lumbering backward with each impact. The old man walked towards it.
"Stop, that thing will kill you!" yelled Lady Chelsea.
"Nonsense," said the old man. "It's just tired and needs to rest, isn't that right friend?" he said as he approached it. They had stopped firing for fear of hitting him. He went up to it and placed his hand on it. "The Earth misses her child. You should return to your mother. She needs you. Go now, find Gaia and sleep. You've been awake a long time and have earned your rest. Sleep friend," he said gently, and the creature started sinking into the floor. It dropped the bar it was using as a club and it slowly continued to sink until it was gone. "Now then, we were going somewhere?" he asked.
"How the hell did you do that?" asked Sir Sebastian adding, "That was...incredible whatever it was."
The old man looked at him. "You've forgotten. You've both forgotten, haven't you? You have no idea who you are. What you just saw was magic and you used to be good at it. Not at the level of a Mastermind you but you were learning. Sending a fomorian back to the Earth would have once posed no challenge to you but now you point noisy sticks at them and hope they run away. The world has truly changed since we cast the Seal but now it's undone and we're back where we started."
Lady Chelsea looked annoyed. "I'm going to ask one more time. Who. The. Fuck. Are. You?"
"My dear, you have forgotten so much since we last spoke at Camelot. I am Merlin, head of the Council of Masters," said the old man.
"Sure. I guess I'm Morgana, right?" she said mocking him.
"Of course, not my dear. You look nothing like my wife. You are Guinevere, wife of Arthur," he said pointing to Sebastian.
#
"It is done but will take some time for full power to return to the world. The Earth has been starving for Arcane energy for a long time and many creatures will absorb it as it floods back like a sponge soaking water. I will not be at full power for some time and I can feel at least one Master has already awakened. The others are soon to follow. Go now, start building our army. We will once again wage war upon this planet and conquer or destroy those who stand against me," Mordred told the dreb.
"As you command," it said as it bowed and left.
Mordred spoke again, quieter and to himself. "Father. I thought you dead yet here you are. This is an interesting development but no matter. You ran from me when last we met. I won't let you get away next time."
#
King Arthur inspected the repairs. All was going well, and the castle should be back to full repair by summer. Guinevere was due any day and spent most days now in the castle resting. As he walked the grounds, he passed Sir Gawain training the new knights to replace their fallen brothers. The best of the best had been recruited and now they would be turned into something more. Gawain was a master of his craft and even he no longer could fight without his sword arm, Arthur had absolute faith in his ability as a teacher. He watched them drill for a few minutes, pleased at the progress they were making. His pleasure was short lived as he thought of the devastation the world had suffered outside the grounds of Camelot.
Outside their walls, they were doing what they could to restore order to Britannia and bring the lives of his fellow Britons back to some semblance of normalcy, but it was going to be a long and difficult journey. The Masters were gone but their legacy remained. So many lives had been touched, for good or for ill by the war of the Magi and now they were all gone, and the mortals left to pick up the pieces, heal the shattered land and go on living.
The Masters could not live without the Arcane, so they left to hibernate throughout time until they sensed the return of magic and could safely awake. Many other magic users remained but all were now devoid of their connection to the mystic. Arthur himself was one of those and where once he could imbue his blade with power, summon the elements to fight or even just boil the water for his soup, now he had not even a spark of that left. In an instant, it was gone, and the world shattered by its departure.
The havoc wreaked by that single act, that single spell, was devastation in its purest form. The Earth shuddered and quaked, the seas poured onto the land and the mountains spewed fire and magma. The skies were darkened for a short while, but it passed after a few months.
The cost to his kingdom was high. Crops were lost, herds killed, farmers and laborers and nobles all perished. Station offered no protection from the shattering. Arthur had appointed new nobles representing who he considered to be the best of humanity. He tried to avoid the old way of rank coming from wealth or power but instead, from the quality of the person's character. He hoped that trend would last after his eventual death.
There were still monstrous creatures walking the Earth, things created by magic that didn’t need it to survive or had their own internal store that wasn't yet exhausted. Those were not Arthur's immediate concern though. The Wardens were created to handle them and while the Wardens reported to him, he left them to be mostly autonomous. Occasionally a creature would breach the borders of his lands and he would send knights to dispatch it but even in those cases, they often arrived to find the Wardens had already dealt with it.
The Wardens were the last and possibly the only good thing the Council did though much of that was due to the surreptitious actions of a few. He had put tremendous effort into forming the Wardens once the Council gave the order and with the help of his wife along with Boudicca and Morgana they had managed to contort the Wardens from vassals of the Masters into a force for the protection of humanity. They maintained their original charge of guarding the sleeping Masters but were now so much more. It was his hope they would stand the test of time and continue to work as the guardians of humanity long after he passed the mortal coil.
So much death had come from the war and even though the Wardens would often kill the monstrous, they also protected natural life and made the world safer for the mortals unlike the world of the wizards where non-magic using humans were nothing but fodder for their war or toys to be used and cast aside. The Wardens were a good thing in Arthur's opinion. Stopping a fey no longer meant sacrificing innocents for the 'greater good' as Merlin had called it. The Wardens made every effort to avoid any innocent being harmed in the pursuit of their duty.
Had things been different and he not been discovered as magic sensitive as a child by the great wizard Merlin and raised in the craft and primed to lead the Knights, he might have been there with the Wardens now, vanquishing that which threatened the world, the monstrous remnants of a time now gone. But his place was here, with his wife and new child and that was where he would remain. He promised to keep her safe for eternity and now that magic was gone, eternity was no longer possible, so he would at least keep her and his child safe for the length of whatever mortal life he had.
#
“That was...I don’t know what the hell that was. You made that thing vanish into the ground or something,” said Chelsea.
“You really don’t have any memories of your life do you, my dear. The fomorian are spirits of the Earth. Druids called them when their goddess, Gaia, was threatened. They are made from the Earth’s spirit and are beautiful and powerful creatures but can’t remain apart from her for long. After a time, they begin to suffer from their separation and must return. If they don’t, they twist and contort into the beast you saw, a dream turned nightmare. They only need to return to the Earth to restore themselves but cannot do so on their own,” said the man calling himself Merlin.
“And you opened a hole in the Earth’s spirit to allow them to rejoin her,” said Sir Sebastian.
“Yes, Arthur. You do remember. Very good,” said the old man.
“I don’t remember anything and I’m not Arthur. It just seemed logical. That’s all,” he told him.
Lady Chelsea spoke up. “We can play fairy tale make believe later. Right now, we’re in the open and there are two ogres among other things on the other side of this corridor and unless you can magic them in the ground we need to move.”
As if on cue, the remaining humanoids came around the corner and charged them. The old man tapped his staff on the ground and several pulses of light came from it blinding everyone. When the light cleared, the remaining brutes were unmoving on the floor.
“How did you do that?” demanded Lady Chelsea then added over her comm, “Someone, find out where these things are getting out of their wing and close the hole.”
“Lady Guinevere, I could go over the nuances of the magic involved and while I’m sure you are more than capable of comprehending it, it would be a lengthy discussion and one better saved for later. For now, this place appears to be a dungeon of some sort and I suspect your other prisoners are of similar nature. While I am a Master, I’ve spent the last eighteen hundred or so years as a ghost and don’t have my full power yet. Teleporting here and those spells I just used drained me and I would prefer not to push myself again. Can we adjourn to a safer location?” he asked her.
She stared at him a moment. He seemed so familiar, yet she was certain she had never seen him before. “The name is Chelsea. Lady Chelsea. Not Guinevere. Everyone, fall back to the station,” she ordered and they withdrew.
After they were back behind the barriers, Lady Chelsea again started to question their new arrival. “Okay, we’re in a safe place. Now tell me the truth. Who in the Hell are you, how did you get in a secure facility and how did you do those tricks? We’ve not seen tech like that before. Are you with the Lunar Liberation League? The Allied Liberation Front? I will not have a rogue agent threatening my people. Who are you, really? TELL ME!” she yelled.
The old man smiled. “You always were quick to the defense of others. That was what Arthur first noticed about you. Do you have any food?” he asked.
“What?” she replied. “Food. I have not eaten for the better part of two thousand years. I am a bit famished,” he said.
She dug around in the emergency provision cabinet and found a box of protein bars and some vitamin water. He ate and drank with gusto.
“Do you actually like those things?” asked Sir Sebastian.
“Not at all but I am very hungry,” he said as he ate another, bringing his total to five, then drank a second bottle of water.
“Okay you have a full belly now answer my questions,” ordered Lady Chelsea.
“Of course, Lady Guinevere. I mean Lady Chelsea. I am Merlin, Master Wizard and head of the Council of Mages and the one who created the order of Wardens you now serve. I am not entirely certain how I got here. I felt someone needed me here, so I came though I don’t understand how you consider this facility secure. There are no wards, no teleportation barriers, nothing. I suspect you and Arthur being in danger is the pull I felt. We always considered you our children and I could always tell when you needed me. I don’t know who those Lunar people are. I am with no group. I’ve gained much knowledge of the world in my journeys but things in the spirit realm are hazy and hard to interpret.
“So, you expect us to believe that the Seal of Solomon is broken, magic has returned to the world and you’re a two-thousand-year-old dead wizard?” she said.
“Four thousand,” he replied.
“Four thousand? Four thousand what?” she said.
“Four thousand years old. I was well over two thousand when the war began. Only Master Ra is more ancient than me,” he said matter of factly.
Lady Chelsea looked at Sir Sebastian. “What do you think?”
He looked at the old man. “I think he’s telling the truth,” he replied.
“You think he is telling the truth? You’re serious? You’re not joking?” she said.
“I’m completely serious. Chelsea, I sometimes have these daydreams when we, when we were...you know,” he said, and she giggled at him. His bashfulness always made her laugh. He continued. “Anyway, when I... finish I sometimes have what I thought were daydreams. In one, we were in front of a golden castle and you were pregnant. You were leaving on a wagon and we spoke one last time and I swore to be with you for eternity and keep you safe and you replied in kind. Then tonight, we spoke those same words again. If it were just me, I would have thought maybe it was just my subconscious from the daydream, but you couldn’t have known about it and then you said the same words,” he said.
“Coincidence. I just repeated you,” she told him.
“There is more. When the Seal was formed, writings of the original Wardens reference the world shuddering and massive natural disasters, specifically quakes, tidal waves and volcanic eruptions which is exactly what is happening now. What if breaking the great Seal has the same effect as creating it? And the old man, I can’t say why but I believe him, and I think if you think about it and be honest with yourself, you believe him. You saw what he did. That wasn’t technology and he’s obviously not with Trip-L or the ALF” he said.
The old man interjected. “A golden castle with a pregnant Guinevere getting on a wagon to leave? That wasn’t a dream, it was a memory. That was just before we cast the Seal. Camelot was evacuated, and Guinevere wanted to stay by your side and fight but couldn’t because she was with child. You say you swore an oath though? That probably explains why you’re here. You weren’t Masters but you both had a significant ability in the Arcane and if you swore an oath to each other and swore it for eternity at a time and place when magical power was surging at unheard of levels as we channeled for the Seal then you’ve likely bound yourselves together. Oaths are not to be taken lightly when imbued with magic and spoken with faith in the words and a powerful binding agent, and love is one of the more powerful, you created a powerful spell, not just words. With magic bound by the Seal, there is no way you could have ascended so I suspect reincarnation. It's rare but not unprecedented. I wonder how many times throughout history you’ve been reborn and drawn to each other?” he said. “I wonder how the child turned out?” he added.
“I know you think I’m Guinevere but I’m not. I’m no mother. I’ve never been pregnant, and I can’t get pregnant unless I choose to do so thanks to the wonders of modern medicine. I would know if I had a baby. Trust me on this,” she said, starting to get irritated.
He laughed at her. “My dear, not in this life, obviously. Who knows how many times you two have lived and died throughout the centuries and how many children of Arthur and Guinevere have walked or do walk the Earth maybe without even knowing their royal lineage? It's hazy but I recall impressions you were crowned after my death.”
Lady Chelsea scoffed. “I don’t believe that but it’s not worth arguing about right now. We have more important things to deal with like finish securing the cells. Since our new friend here seems to be able to handle these things better than we can and felt we needed him, by his own words, then let's need him and put him to use. How do you feel about being a Warden for a day?” she asked him.
“My dear, if you want to be factual, I created the Wardens. In essence, I am the father of your order. I created the Wardens to follow in my stead once I was gone so effectively I am the first Warden,” he said sounding proud of the statement. “I can see you don’t believe me. I don’t really have the power to spare but I guess I will have to prove it.” He looked at the two of them, smiled and clapped his hands together and a flash of light temporarily blinded everyone.
Lady Chelsea and Sir Sebastian opened their eyes. They were in a room surrounded by monitors and people moving about frantically. “General, Seditionist forces have taken Peking,” said someone to Sir Sebastian.
“Send in the 48th and give them full satellite and tactical support. We can’t lose China,” he heard himself say. He saw Lady Chelsea standing near him at a panel.
“Reports are in the from the siege of Taiwan. Seditionist forces are in full retreat,” she said.
The light flashed again.
They were in a large tent surrounded by stretchers and people in medical uniforms. Sir Sebastian was talking to Lady Chelsea. “Doctor, the new treatment is successful. The results show full eradication of the virus. You did it!” he said excitedly.
“Enough people have died to this disease. I only wish it could have been sooner,” she said.
The light flashed again.
Sir Sebastian was helping an older man into a wagon. “I know you’re tired, but you have to keep moving. If they find you, then they’ll hang you. You’ll be in the safety of the North by morning,” he told him.
“Here, take this,” said Lady Chelsea. “It’s not much but it’s enough food and water for you and your family to get to the safety of the free states,” she told him handing him a bag of food.
The light flashed again and again. Each time, the two of them were together somewhere in the past. They were always helping people in some form or fashion and always had the mark of the Wardens, Solomon’s Knot. Sometimes it was a tattoo. Sometimes a pendant. Sometimes a scar or brand but always there. The light flashed again, and they were back in the security station. The old man was weakened, and guards had drawn their guns on him. Lady Chelsea ordered them to stand down.
“Curious. I meant that spell to show our lives at Camelot not your lives since. My power is not at its peak though. See my friends, you are not only bound for eternity but your essence, like mine, is unchanged. Some people become a Warden, for others like us, it’s our nature,” Merlin told them.
Lady Chelsea was visibly shaken. “I... whatever you did...I don’t know let’s just handle the situation at hand,” she told them. “We’ve cleared the wings. Tactical reports the remaining brutes are trapped in the stay-foam and so we only have one cell left. None of us want to deal with it but we must check it. I want everyone not on patrols with us. Let’s do it,” she ordered.
Sir Sebastian stopped her. “What about the old man?” he said.
“I said he’s coming with us. He seems to be able to defend himself and we can’t leave him alone and we can’t spare anyone to guard him, so I see no other choice,” she replied.
“Excuse me but can someone tell me where we are going?” asked the man.
“I don’t necessarily believe you’re Merlin but I’m going to call you that until we get your real name after an identity scan. As you’ve seen this is a prison, or a dungeon as you called it. We contain threats to humanity we can’t otherwise stop. A few hours ago, a series of earthquakes rocked the planet and we’re making sure more cells were not compromised. Some were, as you’ve seen, and you seem to be able to kill them when we can’t so as I see it, you’re an asset right now. Considering we only have one cell left, our biggest and most dangerous prisoner, you're coming with us,” she told him.
They moved through the cells to the large one at the far end of the prison. All the diagnostic panels were green. Structural integrity at 100%. No breaches in the environmental containment. “So far so good,” said Lady Chelsea. “Let’s open it up, do the visual inspection quickly and shut it again,” she ordered.
“Wait,” said Merlin. “I sense something horrible inside that chamber. I know what it feels like, but I don’t want to fathom it survived all these centuries and you have it here,” he said backing up.
“Merlin, what do you think is in there?” asked Sir Sebastian.
“The Tormentor. Mordred’s last effort to stop us and the thing that killed me,” he said.
“Merlin, what do you know about it? Can it be hurt? Can it be killed?” asked Sir Sebastian.
“Its essence is pure darkness. It’s evil incarnate. When Mordred realized we were sealing magic, and we're going to cut his connection, he poured all his anger and hatred into creating that thing. We could slow it down but never stop it,” he said.
“I’m sorry Merlin but we have to know it’s contained,” said Lady Chelsea. “Open it.”
The doors opened, and the Tormentor was as it always was. It hung in the air in the middle of the chamber, pulsing and undulating but showing no indication it was anything other than a cloud of black smoke with lightning running over its surface. There were no indications of any damage or breaches and visual inspection confirmed the monitoring devices’ readings. Merlin was visibly shaken. “Close it up,” she said.
Lady Chelsea received a communication over their internal relay. “Your report is overdue,” said Facilitator William’s voice. The cadets are here and will be down in minutes. We’re clearing them now and getting them access to the cells. Are my prisoners contained yet? I also saw an intruder alarm that was silenced. Was that a malfunction?”
Lady Chelsea’s replied over the private channel. “They’re handled. It’s hard to explain and we should debrief in person. Sir Sebastian, myself and a guest instrumental in containing the escapees will be up to your office once I give the cadets their assignments.”
“What do you mean a guest?” asked the Facilitator. “It’s hard to explain sir. Sir Sebastian and I will both vouch for him. See you in a few minutes,” she said and cut the channel.
As the cadets arrived, they were split into groups and assigned a senior guard to each group. They were given patrol assignments and Sir Sebastian and Lady Chelsea escorted Merlin to the elevator.
“Get in Merlin. We’re going up,” she told him. Merlin reached out to touch the glowing panel on the elevator, but she stopped him. “Don’t do that. Not only will you prematurely stop the elevator but without a Warden security implant, the resulting electrical shock will knock you out and at your age maybe kill you.”
Lady Chelsea stopped the elevator and hit the button for the living quarters. Sir Sebastian asked, “Why are we going there? The Facilitator is expecting us.”
She looked at Merlin. “He’s wearing robes. Stinky robes. Really stinky robes. At least I hope it’s the robes. Let’s get him some actual clothes. He’s about the same size as William so I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if we borrowed one of his suits.”
Merlin sniffed at himself. “I sense no malodorous emanations.”
“Grandpa, you stink.  When is the last time you took a shower?” asked Chelsea.
“A shower of what?” Merlin asked.
“A shower. A bath. Soap. Shampoo. Maybe some deodorant. Maybe a lot,” she replied as she sniffed him.
“And how do you plan on getting into his quarters?” asked Sir Sebastian, changing the subject.
“Sweetheart, do you remember when you received your upgraded access and I told you that meant full access to every place in this building except the Facilitator's and Coordinator's offices? That literally means just that, and their quarters are not their offices,” she told him as they got to the suite. She keyed open the door and they walked in. She went to the wardrobe and picked out a suit, pulled out some socks and underwear and got out a pair of shoes. “William definitely has good taste,” she said looking at the suit. “Did you know these ties are real silk?” she asked Sebastian.
“I don’t know if Sir Sebastian knows but I do. They’re handmade and very expensive. Now do you want to tell me what you’re doing in my quarters or do I need to call security?” asked the Facilitator over their communicator.
“Just borrowing one of your suits,” replied Lady Chelsea.
“And why are you borrowing one of my suits? Sir Sebastian is taller than me and I think you’d find my blazers a bit tight in the chest,” said the Facilitator.
“It’s for our guest. His clothing is a bit out of date and rancid so I’m lending him one of your suits,” she said.
“And who authorized you to do that?” asked the Facilitator.
“I did,” she said smiling. “We’ll be up as soon as he’s dressed. Lady Chelsea out.”
Sir Sebastian helped Merlin figure out the nuances of wearing a suit. He was fine with not wearing the robe but refused to leave the staff behind.
They finally got to the conference room and the Facilitator was waiting for them. He did not seem pleased. “Sit down. All three of you. Who is he? Why is he here? Talk,” said Facilitator William.
Lady Chelsea and Sir Sebastian looked at each other. “Well sir... uh... he’s...” started Sir Sebastian.
“What he’s trying to say is this man is...well...it’s complicated,” she said.
“I am Merlin. Head of the Council of Mages and founder of the order of the Wardens. I am pleased to meet you good sir and thank you for the use of your clothing. My escorts informed me it is your wardrobe they usurped,” said Merlin.
Facilitator William looked at him. “Pleased to meet you, Master Merlin. We were wondering who the first to awaken would be after the Seal was broken. I understand you assisted with escapees in the cells. Thank you.”
Sir Sebastian and Lady Chelsea exchanged glances. “You believe him?” said Sir Sebastian.
“Of course. He matches the description of Merlin in the Warden records and the Seal is broken meaning the Masters will start waking and who else could get into the middle of a secure Warden prison facility? I’m not surprised at all he showed up,” Facilitator William told them.
“You knew about the Seal and didn’t tell us?” asked Lady Chelsea.
“We only just confirmed it. We suspected from the beginning but now it’s no longer in doubt. The Seal of Solomon is broken, and magic is returning to the world in force. It's no longer the little leaks we’ve had for centuries,” said the Facilitator.
“There’s more,” said Sir Sebastian.
“Our friend here is convinced that Lady Chelsea and I are the reincarnations of King Arthur and Queen Guinevere,” said Sir Sebastian.
“Well now, that’s...interesting,” said the Facilitator. “I can’t say I believe that but I don’t see it being relevant or not, so it really isn’t important unless it impacts our current issue.
“I don’t see that it does,” said Lady Chelsea.
“What is our current plan?” asked Sir Sebastian.
“Well I have some good news for you on that front,” said the Facilitator. “We have a broadcast message on repeat and as of a few minutes ago when it started, there were ten survivors from the building collapse and your father was the one broadcasting. I’m not surprised. He’s a tough old bastard. We have plenty of shuttles but no team for extraction. The area is in ruins, there are numerous fires burning and people are panicked and rioting. The city doesn’t have the forces to contain the riots, so we need a team who can go in hot and extract our Wardens. Do you know of any volunteers?” the Facilitator asked.
“Do I even have to answer that,” said Sir Sebastian.
“Don’t jump too hastily. The shuttle will be at capacity with the survivors and with rescue and crisis response we don’t have any backup support. You’ll need to take medical supplies and will have enough room for one more, which I am sure is going to be Lady Chelsea since you two can’t be pried apart lately but it’s going to be dangerous. You’ll be in a civilian area, so you can’t go in with guns blazing. The cities infrastructure is in tatters. There's no security where you'll be, and the building is, best case scenario, about to collapse and likely either currently or soon to be impacted by the rampaging fires. Hopefully, you don’t encounter locals but if you do casualties must be kept to a minimum. Our friend here can stay with me and we can talk about the Council,” he explained.
“Uther Pendragon lives? This is good news indeed. Arthur’s father was a fine man, but he died many years before the Seal. How is this possible?” asked Merlin.
“Uh, not exactly,” said Sir Sebastian. “Facilitator William will explain it to you.”
Chelsea and Sebastian geared up and headed to the shuttle. It would take less than thirty minutes to get there at the shuttle’s best speed. They loaded medical supplies and provisions on the shuttle, set the autopilot destination and launched.
“Shuttle pulse guns to low yield. Stun batons only. No blades,” said Chelsea.
“I know the drill,” he replied. “I can’t believe he’s alive. That man is either the luckiest or toughest man that ever lived,” he continued.
“From what I saw, I would say he’s tough like his son. You survived my training and that’s a hell of a lot tougher than some fey monster or military action,” she said smiling.
“We have a few minutes to talk for the first time all night and I have so much racing through my head I don’t even know where to begin,” he told her.
“We could start with a ring. It’s an old tradition but I like it,” she said.
“Of course. In all the chaos that’s happened tonight, natural disasters, my father dead, prison escapes, global upheaval, Merlin, the Seal breaking, my father alive, with all that you and I are the one thing that isn’t on my mind,” he said.
She looked a bit annoyed at that.
“It’s not what you think. I don’t have any thoughts about it because I have no doubts, no concerns. You and I being together is the only thing I am certain about and that is my happy place right now in all the crap raining down on us. The things on my mind are the things I need to figure out,” he told her.
“Well when you put it like that,” she said and got out of her chair and kissed him. “I don’t think I believe we’re reincarnated and destined to be together forever, but I do believe that right here, right now, in this lifetime we are,” she told him. “Anything beyond that is for philosophical debate.”
They got into L.A. and Sebastian switched off the autopilot and went to manual.
“Why did you stop the autopilot?” Chelsea asked.
“We’re almost there so I'm switching to manual because of the damage to the area we could have unforeseen problems and with martial law in effect military flights might be an issue. You want to fly us in or me?” he asked.
“You take the helm,” she said.
“Okay, you take the searchlight and scanning systems. We don’t know exactly where they’re at. I’ll track the beacon as close as possible, but this place is a mess,” he said looking at the fires and damaged buildings as he switched on the radio.
“This is Sir Sebastian of the Wardens on board Warden Shuttle Alpha-Alpha-Tango-7-1-8 broadcasting on all Warden and military frequencies. We are on a rescue mission and requesting any special instructions for this air zone. We are in route to the Warden facility in grid 16-47.”
“Roger, Sir Sebastian. This is Captain Johnson with the Global Patrol. We’ll clear your flight path. Do you want an escort sir?” came the reply on a coded military channel.
“Negative unless you have any hostiles in the area. This isn’t a combat shuttle and our armament is light,” he said.
“No hostiles, sir. At least not airborne. I don’t recommend going to ground though, that’s a different story. We have no ground forces anywhere near that grid. You’re on your own once you get there,” said the Captain.
“Acknowledged. No need for escort then. Thank you, Captain. Shuttle Alpha-Alpha-Tango-7-1-8 out,” he said and headed towards the building.
“You sound so official, so military,” said Chelsea.
“I should. I served two tours with Global Command,” he told her.
“You told me but not really any details and your files are empty, either redacted or encoded,” said Chelsea.
“I was in Lunar Ops. It’s all classified. Wardens can get the files but only by special access. Coordinator Anna reviewed the data and cleared me. I don't talk about it not just because of the classified rating but because I don't remember it fondly. It's a part of my life I try to forget,” he told her.
“Really? You should tell me about it. I know you keep saying classified but if we're going to get married, we can't have secrets. I am the one person you can trust in this world and no matter what, I would never betray that trust,” she said.
“You're right. I can't keep secrets from you but it’s not much. I was stationed at the Insularum laser defense banks. It was mostly quiet but all military ops on the moon are classified. The only action I saw was being part of the division that retook Tranquility Colony when Trip-L seized it. I was a corporal in spec ops and we managed to retake the colony with no civilian casualties and minimal Trip-L casualties.”
“That’s amazing,” she said. “I had heard rumors of laser banks on the moon but never any details. It must have been incredible.”
“It’s not as great as it sounds. No one wants to be stationed on the moon bases because it's boring and fighting Trip-L isn’t exactly difficult. They took an unarmed civilian vacation colony with no defenses and only a few security guards to keep people from shoplifting at the gift shop. Their list of demands included gems like stop raping the moon and free the moon from military control,” he said. “They got there by buying tickets on a vacation shuttle. They got a few laser rifles on board by bribing the pilot. We’re not talking about professionals here. When we captured them, the rifles were still turned off because their people weren’t trained in them and couldn’t figure out how to start up the micro-fusion sequence. They were just a bunch of activists with no clue. They were just some deluded kids,” he said.
“I remember when Tranquility Colony was lost due to the failure of its atmospheric controls. They said it blew out the dome,” Chelsea said.
“Yea...horrible tragedy,” he replied. “We're approaching the target grid.”
As they got to the area, they saw fires burning unchecked in many of the nearby buildings and the skyscraper that served as the Warden’s West Coast North America headquarters, a.k.a. Facility 26 was no longer a skyscraper.
“Oh my,” said Chelsea as she looked at their facility.
The upper two-thirds of the building had sheared off and collapsed into a nearby building. The bottom third was missing most of its windows and showed signs of heavy structural damage. The building was smoking like it was on fire, but no flames were visible.
Sebastian played the message again.
“This is Director Abraham of the Wardens. We are at Facility 26 in Los Angeles. Our building has partially collapsed, and we are trapped on the 14th floor. We have injured and are requesting medical evacuation as soon as possible. Initial assessment indicates the only stable landing point left is on the 16th-floor shuttle pad. This message will broadcast with an emergency locator beacon on Warden frequencies. Use extreme caution.”
Sebastian maneuvered around the building and Chelsea hit the searchlight across every visible point they could see that might show the interior but there was too much smoke to see anything clearly. After they finished the second pass, they went to the pad indicated but it had been sheared off by falling debris.

“This must have happened after he recorded the message. Let’s keep looking,” Chelsea told him. They scanned the building and found the pad on 10 looked stable so he touched down gently, making sure it could hold the shuttle’s weight before killing the engines.
They grabbed their gear, Sebastian took the medical pack and Chelsea took the food and other supplies. They reviewed the building’s floor plan on their data feed and repeatedly tried broadcasting on various frequencies to reach someone in the building but could only find the repeating message.
“Stairwell on the Southwest corner should get us to 14 he told her after they reviewed the floor plans on their data link. Keep sharp. The doors on the ground showed evidence of breach so we could have civilians in the building. Let’s always maintain a direct commlink and if possible maintain visual contact. Prep your oxygen filter. The building was smoking from some points, we could encounter breathing hazards,” he said.
“Yes, my king,” she replied and he realized his mistake.
“I am so sorry. You’re the senior officer here and I’m giving orders like I’m in charge. I did not mean to overstep my authority,” he told her.
“It’s okay. I might be the senior officer but you’re the one in charge. You may not be a king like Merlin says but you sure as Hell carry yourself like one. You keep this up you’ll go far in the Wardens. You might even climb the ranks faster than the Coordinator.”
“I don’t know what to say,” he said.
“How about move out?” she replied.
“Sure, let’s move out,” he told her, and they headed in the direction of the stairs.
“One thing,” she said.
“Yes?” he asked.
“You ever tell anyone I let you order me around you’ll be sorry, mister,” she told him.
Bodies were everywhere. Most of the ceiling on this floor had collapsed. The building was heavily damaged and stress on the supports ruptured the floor and ceiling where the beams had buckled. Between debris and asphyxiation, there were no survivors. They reached the stairwell and when they opened the door, thick hot smoke rolled out and they could see the light of a fire somewhere below.
“Next option. The elevator,” he said.
“Very funny,” replied Chelsea.
“No, I’m serious. If the car isn’t there, we have a clear way up. If it is, we climb up through its emergency hatches in the floor and roof and ascend. Either way, we use the shaft as a tunnel up to 14. Those holes in the ceiling are another option. The elevator shaft is a sure bet to 14, the holes are just going to get us to 11 and no guarantee we can find another way to get further up from there,” he told her.
“It’s a sound plan. Let’s try it,” she said.
They went to the elevator and pried open the doors and the elevator was nowhere to be seen. “Great, the shaft is clear. Do you like rock climbing?” he asked her.
She started climbing the shaft using the support columns as her grip. “It’s a good thing I keep my fingernails short,” she said, and he followed behind her.
As they were climbing up, they felt a small aftershock and heard a loud crash above them. Pieces of debris started falling past them. One large piece caught Chelsea on the shoulder and knocked her off. She screamed and fell past Sebastian, but he managed to grab her hand and stop her fall. He was hanging off the structure by one hand and she was dangling. He was losing his grip and it took everything he had to hold them both up.
“I’m slipping,” she said.
“I won’t let you fall. Start swinging. I’ve got you,” he said as she started swaying to swing herself back to the wall. His grip was holding but barely. She managed to get a grip again on the support column and once he was certain she was secure, he let go.
“Thanks. I thought I was gone. It’s a good thing you have excellent reflexes,” she said as she approached their destination.
“I swore to protect you for eternity remember? I’ll always be there to catch you,” he said.
She didn’t respond to that but just smiled to herself.
They arrived at the door to 14 and it was sealed. It took them a minute or so of joint effort to force it open and get onto the floor. The electronic locks were offline, so they had to pry it. It was more damaged than the last one they opened, and it took a lot of effort with the two of them as precariously positioned as they were. The floor was a bit hazier than 10 and felt slightly warmer. “There must be a fire on 13 or 15. We need to hurry. Warden facilities are fire resistant but something really hot is causing this fire. It will eventually reach us,” she said.
He nodded and followed her. They worked their way through the floor, having to break through several security doors as they went. They got to the commissary and found the survivors huddled on one side of it where the floor was more stable than the rest of the room.
They quickly went over to them and started an assessment. Abraham was in charge and Sebastian ran up to him and hugged him. “Dad I thought I would never see you again,” he said.
“Son, I am so glad to see you. The reactor caught fire and is going haywire and is interfering with incoming frequencies. How bad was it? Is L.A. hit bad?” asked Abraham.
“Dad, you don’t know? It’s not just LA, it’s global. Solomon’s Seal was broken, and it triggered global earthquakes and eruptions and the quakes caused tidal waves. It’s a global catastrophe. The death toll is in the billions. Martial law is in effect worldwide,” he told his father.
“I think I need a drink,” said Director Abraham.
“I think we need to get you out of here and to safety,” he told his dad. “Chelsea, assessment?” he asked her.
“Nine survivors. It looks like they lost one since they started broadcasting. Most can move. Two have debilitating injuries. One unconscious with head injuries the other with two broken legs and possible spinal damage. Triaging the rest now,” she replied.
“Does anyone have medical training beyond standard Warden first response training?” Sebastian asked loudly.
Everyone shook their heads no.
“You there,” he said pointing to a muscular man. “Break up three tables. Turn two into stretchers and secure those two for transport. Get the other one over to that corner and break out the window.” Everyone turned to look at him. “You have your orders.” He pointed at two more. Help Lady Chelsea treat the injured. Just follow her orders. Dad, anything else we need to know?” he said.
“No, you have it under control,” the old man replied.
“Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. Everyone who is uninjured help ready the rest to move. We can’t get those two down to the landing pad so I’m bringing the shuttle up. I’m going to fly around to that window and open the bay door. We’ll use that table to create a gangplank and get everyone on board.” People started doing as he ordered, and he helped secure the two unable to walk.
“I love you,” he told Chelsea and kissed her as he ran back to towards the elevator.
“Did I miss something?” asked Abraham.
“You’ve missed a lot. It’s been a crazy night,” she replied.
“When did he get put in charge?” the old man asked her.
“He always was but he’s just now finding that out,” she said smiling as she bandaged someone’s arm.
“Anything else?” he said.
“Well, let’s see. The Seal is broken, global devastation, martial law...let me think. Oh. Merlin’s back along with magic. We had a prison break. Merlin thinks me, and Sebastian are the reincarnation of King Arthur and Queen Guinevere. I think that about covers it,” she said.
“Make that two drinks,” he said sitting down and taking out a flask.
“By the way, I have a personal question if you don’t mind,” said Chelsea.
“Sure, what the hell. Ask away,” he said taking a drink from the flask.
“Do you prefer dad, daddy, father, pop or something else?” she said smiling at him.
“What the hell are you talking about?” he said.
“You’re going to be my father in law. Sebastian and I are getting married,” she said.
He looked at the flask. “This won’t be enough.”
She took the flask from him. “Sorry, Abraham but we need you sober, and this is better used as antiseptic. This is going to be tricky enough loading everyone without you stumbling around.”
A few minutes later the shuttle came to the window and turned to put the bay door next to it. Sebastian engaged the autopilot once it was lined up. The shuttle’s design let it get close but there was still a gap of about a meter and a half and they laid down the tabletop to create a bridge. They loaded the stretchers first. It was tricky but with the help of Chelsea, his father and one of the uninjured survivors they managed to get the stretchers and everyone else on board. They closed the shuttle and started to fly out. He swung the shuttle down to street level and Chelsea came over to him.
“What are you doing?” she said.
“We have medical supplies and food on board and we’re going to be at a Warden facility in less than half an hour. We’re going to give our supplies away. Take out the narcotics and painkillers, we don’t want to give out addictive drugs,” he told her.
He saw a small group of people huddled near a barrel with a fire in it and he parked the shuttle near them. He got out and ran the supplies over to them. “It’s not much but there are some food and medicine here. I can’t take you with me because I don’t have room on the shuttle but hopefully, this will help. I’ll let the local rescue groups know you’re here and they will send help as soon as they can,” he told them. He spent a few minutes helping with some minor injuries and returned to the shuttle after they said their goodbyes.
While Sebastian was outside, Chelsea and Abraham were talking in the cockpit of the shuttle. “So, you’re really marrying my son?” he asked her.
“I am. Are you happy for us?” she asked him.
“Of course. I don’t really know you that well but what little I’ve seen of you I like. You’re smart, funny and easy on the eyes. If I were younger, I’d give you a go. You’re also one tough bitch and he needs a tough bitch to keep him steady. He’s got a hero complex and it can get him trouble if someone doesn’t keep him grounded,” said Abraham.
“Bitch? If you were younger I’d kick the shit out of you for that,” she said laughing at him then added, “And you still couldn’t handle me if you were half your age. Now, Sebastian, he’s got stamina.”
“Ha, that’s why I like you. As I said, you’re tough and he’s naive. He only sees the good until it’s too late. He needs someone who can keep that in check and keep him in reality. He thinks he’s a god damned savior. That’s what got him kicked out of the military,” he told her.
“Kicked out?” she asked.
“He didn’t tell you? Well, that’s something he should tell you about, not me. Don’t worry, he’s not a traitor or anything. He was wronged but it’s his story to tell not mine. The moon is a cold place,” Abraham said staring up at it through the window.
“The moon? He said he helped suppress a mostly non-violent Trip-L situation,” she said.
“Is that what he told you? That’s as good a story as any but you should talk to him about it,” he told her. The radio came on and interrupted them.
“Don’t tell him we had this talk,” said Abraham.
Sebastian came back on board. “Message came in while you were outside. We’ve been asked to route the survivors to the Montreal Facility. It’s mostly undamaged and their medical center is fully functioning,” she told him.
“How did you know those people wouldn’t attack you,” asked Chelsea.
“I didn’t but I trusted in them to be people first and animals second. Most people are good at heart and it’s better to hope for the best and prepare for the worst. They were huddled around a fire just trying to keep warm, not looting or fighting. I’m armed, well trained and the chance a small group could overwhelm me is highly unlikely, so I gave them a chance and I’m pleased I did. Worst case there is a very good agent sitting here to back me up,” he said and smiled at her.
“Setting course, let’s go,” she said. The remainder of the trip to Montreal was fast and quiet. After they dropped off the wounded, Chelsea, Abraham and Sebastian headed back to NYC.
#
Mordred sat in his study reading. He had been away from his library for far too long. Camelot had to be abandoned. Soon they would come to it and he couldn’t be there when they did. If he was at full power, he would have just destroyed it but it would take too long and weaken him too much until he was back to normal. He was patient. He had been waiting almost two thousand years and could wait a little while longer to conquer the world.
“My lord, what is your command?” said the dreb. “Go to Camelot and wake the lich as I taught you,” he replied.
“Yes, my lord,” said the creature which bowed and left.
#
“Lady Anna, we stopped the beast,” said the man in a brown robe. “As we suspected it was a blood drinker and fell to a wooden spear. We have checked the area around the farm and found no indication of others,” he told his superior.
“Very good. Until we have another threat, you are to join the illumination and work on the transcription of the tomes from Camelot’s library. High Lord Arthur has commanded us to archive them before they are hidden,” the leader told him.
“As you command my lady,” he replied as he bowed and walked away.
He arrived at the illumination chamber and was assigned work on a grand tome of magic. Without arcane assistance, all of them had to be hand copied and part of their charge was to create an archive of knowledge, so they did as every other enclave did, most of them duplicating and copying from each other's books so they would have redundant copies for the ages. The world was in disarray and the Wardens would be its secret weapon against the coming darkness. Eventually, the light would shine again, and they would be there with their ancient knowledge and help restore the world to what it once was.
#
Repairs from the quakes were going slowly but progressing. Much of NYC was spared the devastation. Its sea and airports were still intact and were more important than ever with so many other transportation hubs destroyed. It had only been a short time since the catastrophe and the death toll was still climbing. Starvation, disease, and violence now added to the causes of death. A planet that once numbered over twenty billion was now estimated to be under ten. The riots in NYC had been suppressed but elsewhere people were not so lucky. Many cities were declared off limits until order could be restored and even the military pulled out of some calling them no hopes, the new term for places they felt were beyond saving. Some were ravaged by disease or damaged beyond repair, mostly coastal cities that were hit with the worst of the tsunamis but a few inland cities on major fault lines also fit that category.
Coordinator Anna looked around the room. “Where do we begin? The world changed. In that time, I have been in constant meetings with the Directorate and the President’s office. I have a lot to cover so let's get started.”
“In light of recent events, namely the opening of the Seal, the Wardens are going back to our roots. Since our inception by Master Merlin,” she paused to acknowledge him, and he nodded back at her, “We have been first and foremost a vanguard to protect humanity from whatever dangers it may face, be it a monster in the darkness or fear and ignorance. The tasks ahead of us are going to be difficult but as we have for over eighteen centuries we will get through them as a team.”
She continued, “Master Merlin has graciously agreed to teach us to imbue our weapons with magic. This is why so many fey are immune to our attempts to kill them because they can only be hurt by magic. Now we will be able to fight back instead of just containing.” Several people cheered at this and she continued.
“It’s not easy and I’ve learned the basics myself over the last few days. We are only as strong as our weakest member and if I can do anything about it, no Warden under my command will be weak. A training regimen will be developed immediately by Facilitator William working with Master Merlin. This is our highest priority,” she said.
“We are planning a survey expedition to Camelot to see if we can determine if the Seal breach was natural or intentional. We believe we have located the hidden castle thanks again to Master Merlin and a group led by Sir Sebastian will be going there within a couple of days to investigate. Camelot is a powerful location, not just strategically but magically and if we can reclaim it, we will have a new stronghold for the Wardens,” she said sounding pleased.
She took a moment to let that sink in. “We’re also going to start actively hunting for the other Masters. We know seven were left in addition to Merlin: Ra, Nefertiti, Alexander, Solomon, Socrates, Boudicca, and Morgana. They didn't just awake as predicted. Merlin thinks this is because the stasis chambers were made too well and didn't fracture when the Seal broke. We must find them if possible. We don’t know what threats we will face as magic strengthens and it would be nice to have seven more Masters on our side.”
“Now, some other news. First and foremost, the Dragon’s Roost reopens today. The bar is as dingy as ever and the beer is still watered down but the quake damage is repaired, and their staff will be available once again to get your drink wrong and blame you for it. We are having a grand party tonight to celebrate many things. The reopening itself is enough cause for celebration as is the return of Merlin to us and celebrating the survivors of this disaster and the strength of the human spirit that will get us through.”
“The main reason for this celebration though is to celebrate something rare and special. Most of us will go through life alone. Our existence is often a solitary one. We are constantly on the hunt and the secrecy and isolation of our position rarely allow us to form bonds. Because of this, it is very rare when a Warden marries. Two of our own have decided to take that step though and tonight we celebrate the engagement of Sir Sebastian and Lady Chelsea. She finally managed to beat someone senseless enough to marry her so tonight, we celebrate. In the words of the ancient philosopher Augustine, eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we may die. After tonight, things are going to get busy and get busy fast. The world is in disarray and we’re needed more than ever so enjoy your night off because it may not happen again for a long time.”
“I'm sure you all have a lot of questions but hold them for now. Trust in your command staff. Follow the training regimen as you are assigned to it and continue to be the best in our field.” She then adjourned the meeting.
After the room cleared, Facilitator William remained. “We haven't had much chance to talk with your schedule. This imbuing. What exactly will I be expected to do?” he asked the Coordinator.
She looked at him. “It’s very strange but invigorating in a way. Merlin can tell when people are sensitive to magic and according to him, you show that trait as do I, Sebastian, Chelsea and all the team to varying degrees, some stronger than others. We can take the essence of the Arcane and put it into inanimate objects. Just as we fold in silver or cold iron to the metal, we can fold in magical energy. Summoning and channeling that energy is the part you must learn and once you do, you can direct it. I’ve barely scratched the surface myself, but it works. You can feel it once it's done. The metal is different, alive somehow. As one of the highest natural aptitudes according to the Master’s assessment, you’re going to work with Merlin to learn and then teach. He says you have great potential and I am certain you can handle this.”
“Who shows the strongest aptitude?” asked Facilitator William.
“It’s not going to be common knowledge this is for our ears only. Sebastian and Chelsea are the two highest with yourself next. I come after you and Sirs Mason and Jonathan then Lady Bethany and Sir Donald round out the top. A full list will be provided including those that will need others to do it for them. Understand this is potential, not actual and while someone has the potential they may not have the focus or discipline to achieve it. I want to be clear on one thing, those with higher aptitude are not special. I will not have any division in our ranks for any reason. Every Sir and Lady is equal in all respects,” said the Coordinator adamantly.
“Agreed,” said the Facilitator. “We’re a team and we have to remain so.”
“I have another question. Why Sir Sebastian to lead the Camelot team and not a more senior agent?” asked Facilitator William.
“That’s a fair question,” replied his boss. “Several reasons. You saw with Sir Bradley in the cells how much being a senior agent can matter. He’ll spend the rest of his tenure pushing papers in the St. Paul archives. We’ve not faced a real crisis in our lifetimes and it’s made the Wardens soft with a few exceptions. Sebastian and Chelsea are two of those exceptions. They remind me of us back when we were younger and still in the field. They have spines of steel.”
“Yea I get that he’s brave. Why not Lady Chelsea though? You just named her as well and she has ample experience and has already proven herself under duress and as a leader,” he said.
“Because she came to me right after I returned and talked to me privately. She told me about the prison cells. She thinks he has what it takes and not just because she’s romantically involved with him. She’s been training agents for several years and is one of the best judges of character I’ve seen. She says when he is in the field, he commands respect. He’s a natural born leader and I believe her,” she told him.
“I can’t say I disagree. I wasn’t there in person during the incident in the cells, but I’ve reviewed the camera footage of the prison issue. We had an agent complain Sir Sebastian overstepped so I had to review it, but I agree with Chelsea. Sir Bradley was useless and while Lady Chelsea was indeed the next senior, the kid took charge, and everyone snapped to order and fell into line. He has the trait and it’s not a bad idea to develop it. I was just curious if your reasons matched my own,” he said.
“Do you have any other reasons?” asked the Facilitator. “Yes, one. Merlin. I told you he can feel the potential of someone and ranked Sebastian and Chelsea as our top two but it’s more than just that. You were the third on his list and in his words, comparing your potential to theirs was like comparing a light rain to a hurricane. They have the potential to be Masters. He said if he would have had more time to train them the first time they would be already. He truly believes they are Arthur and Guinevere reborn,” she said laughing at the idea.
“As a friend, not my boss and in complete confidentiality and off the record, do you believe it?” asked William.
“If you would have asked me that ten days ago I would have laughed at you but considering what we’ve seen recently, I don’t consider anything impossible anymore,” said Anna.
“What are you smiling about,” Anna asked William. “I was just thinking about Munich, about twenty years ago when I was the junior agent being trained by an aggressive senior Warden.”
She laughed. “The gremlin infestation. You were so green and cocky you never bothered to read the dossiers on the fey and just assumed everything was point and shoot. I told you gremlins were allergic to beer and loaded up that water gun with lager and you jumped out into their lair like some cinema hero firing beer at them and they swarmed you. I don’t think I ever laughed so hard in my life,” said Anna.
“And the celebration the locals threw for us afterward...could you imagine if we kicked out Chelsea and Sebastian for their sexual misconduct when we were guilty of the same thing when we were in their shoes...why did we ever part ways?” asked William.
“We were young and stupid and put our careers before our happiness just like nearly every other Warden,” said Anna.
“You know, we are off the record right now. Personally, in retrospect, I think we made a mistake,” she said.
He smiled at her and she walked over to him.
“You’re my superior. This would be frowned on by the Directorate,” William said.
“The world changed. I don’t care about the rules anymore. We lost half the world in a week and the death toll is mounting fast with food production severely limited. Disease and famine are going to set in quick in my locations. The best estimates of the experts expect a mortality rate of seventy-five percent. Seventy-five percent. Magic is back in the world, the fey are going to get stronger and we're outnumbered. We could all die tomorrow. I have a lot of regrets in my life that I can never undo. Ending our relationship is one of the few I can change,” Anna told him.
#
Chelsea and Sebastian detoured on the way to the party through the alley behind the Dragon’s Roost. It was quiet this time of the evening and they were alone. She had her back to a wall and they were kissing passionately.
“We really should get going soon. They’re expecting us,” she told him.
“You’re right, they are,” he said but neither showed any inclination to move. He undid his pants, then removed Chelsea’s. He lifted her up against the wall and roughly fucked her with her pinned between him and the bricks behind her.
They finished, and she started pulling her pants on and they walked towards the front of the building when he stopped her. “I'm not done with you yet,” he told her and grabbed the back of her pants. He bent her over and pushed her forward as she braced herself against the wall. He pulled her pants down to her knees and pounded her from behind. She screamed loudly as she climaxed and dug her fingers against the rough stone. When he finished he pulled her to him and bit the back of her neck.
“You're an animal,” she said with a smile.
He didn't reply and just bit her again as they walked to the entrance.
#
Inside the Dragon’s Roost, the music was loud, and the alcohol was flowing. Everyone officially had the night off and were taking advantage of it. Several people were standing around a console arguing as Anna walked up.
“No, the pool is only for the first round. The second time started a new timer,” said James.
“That’s bullshit. Everyone knows it’s total time,” said Robert.
“What the hell are you arguing about?” asked Anna as she walked up on the arguing group.
“The happy couple has been going at it in the alley and a few us have a pool on how long they’ll make it. Problem is they started a second time and now Robert here says that counts when it was a start to finish pool and they finished. A second round is a new bet,” said James.
Anna thought a moment. “I have to agree with Robert here, start to finish is total time, not individual segments and they’re obviously not finished,” she said looking at the camera as Sebastian and Chelsea were having sex for the second time in the alley. She looked at their pool times, chose a spot and placed her bet. After they finished, the viewers checked the camera time and the winner was James.
“All that debate and you won anyway James. Half that should go to the happy couple. Call it an engagement present,” said Anna.
“It’s a matter of principle,” said James. “Fair is fair, and I will take a loss if it’s fair but since I was overruled, I’ll just have to take my winnings.”
As they were watching the feed, the couple had finished and were walking towards the door when Chelsea pointed to one of the security cameras and showed it to Sebastian. His face flushed, and he quickly started pulling up his pants. Chelsea was laughing.
They walked in the bar and everyone cheered. “Two times! Two times a winner! Enjoy the alley?” yelled James. Sebastian’s jaw dropped.
“You were watching? You people are perverts,” Sebastian said. “Don't you do anything but drink and gamble during your downtime?”
“What else is there to do?” laughed James.
“Perverts, gamblers, drunks and the best damn fighters on the planet!” said Chelsea with a laugh.
“Yep, we are,” laughed James. “Here’s your half of the pool.”
“You bet on us?” asked Sebastian.
“It’s okay, sweetie. They can whack off later thinking about us while we get the real thing,” she said laughing and added, “We’re the big winners here.”
“Big winner indeed. Emphasis on big. If you ever get bored of Chelsea you come to look me up, stud,” said Bethany as she smiled and batted her eyes at Sebastian.
Chelsea shook her fist at Bethany and the two women laughed at the thoroughly embarrassed Sebastian. Bethany was by far Chelsea's closest friend and at times the two were more like sisters than friends. Bethany was voluptuous. She was tall and had pronounced, soft curves and a very well-endowed chest. She had long black hair and baby blue eyes. When she walked into a room, most men turned their attention to her. Though she was never at a loss for suitors, most men couldn't meet her standards. She was a physical powerhouse like most Wardens and liked her men big and strong. They also had to have a forceful personality to match her own or she wouldn't give them a second glance.
James offered her a chip with half of the winnings as Anna recommended. Chelsea took the cash chip with their winnings over to the bar and grabbed the other one out of James’ hand as she went by then climbed up on the bar.
“Stop the music,” she yelled, and someone turned off the player.
“It’s come to my attention that people were betting on how long my future husband would savage me out back and now we’ve been given half of that pool as a thank you for the show. Well, since not all of you have the pleasure of getting fucked tonight you can at least get fucked up on us. Bartender, take this and run it out on drinks for the crowd and when that one is gone, James has volunteered to buy the rounds after that,” she said giving the bartender both chips. “Now, why don’t you loop that video on all your monitors, so all these amateurs can see how the pros do it and let's drink and dance and celebrate!” she said. She grabbed someone's drink from the bar, downed it and jumped into Sebastian's arms who caught her.
“You’re insane you know that? You could have fallen,” he said.
“I knew you would catch me,” she said.
He led her to the dance floor. Sebastian and Chelsea were dancing slowly despite the fast music and lost in each other. The world was gone, and it was only them. They were yanked back into the world by shouting and noises outside. They went to the door and saw riot police in full gear. Sebastian walked outside and approached one of them. “Excuse me officer, what’s going on here?” he asked.
“Back inside citizen, riot in progress and heading this way. You need to clear the street, NOW!” the cop ordered.
“Officer, I don’t want to seem too forward here but I’m a Warden. My name Sir Sebastian and you’re a few hundred yards from the entrance to Warden Facility 14. Now, once again. What is going on here?” he asked showing the officer the golden knots on his wrists.
“I’m sorry sir, I didn’t realize. The ALF has incited a riot downtown and they are coming this way. We’ve been deployed to halt their advance. We tried the standard dispersal techniques, but they are too riled up. They're bent on violence,” said the officer.
“Thank you for the information. We’ll help you. Give me a moment to get my team,” he said and walked inside.
He walked over to the bar and climbed up on it. “Attention please,” he said.
“Whoo hoo two times!” yelled James.
“Not now James. We have a problem. An ALF incited riot is in progress and likely to hit this street. I want everyone ready. Take an Antitox, get your weapons and let's help the officers quell the riot,” he said.
“That’s a civilian issue, not our job,” said Robert.
“I don’t want to hear that. We’re Wardens. We swore to protect humanity and nowhere in the oath I took did it say only from magical monsters. Now, outside there is a group of brave men and women about to stand against a mob incited by a terrorist organization that has time and again shown to be anarchist and have a total disregard for human life in achieving their goals. If stopping that isn’t protecting humanity, then I don’t know what the Hell is. Now, I’m not your boss. I’m your friend and I’m a fellow Warden who believes in my oath and I’m going out there and help them and if you don’t join me then you don’t deserve to call yourself a Warden.” He got down and walked to the door, Chelsea at his side. Anna walked out behind Sebastian.
William looked around. “It’s a damn disgrace that some rookie has to remind us what it means to be who we are,” and walked out.
Sebastian, Chelsea, Anna, and William stood in front of the line of police. As they stood there, watching a large group approach them but still several blocks away, the rest of the Wardens walked out and flanked them on both sides. Sebastian turned to one of the police. “Can we borrow your riot gear please,” he said. Many police handed their shields and batons to the Wardens and fell back.
“Thank you, officer...I’m sorry, what’s your name?” Sebastian asked the man who handed the gear to him. “It’s Charles, sir. Bobby Charles with the 94th precinct,” the cop replied.
“Thank you, officer Charles. Drop to the back. Maintain radio operations and keep your brass up to speed on the riot,” Sebastian told him. He took the shield and baton and walked back to the front of the line.
“You with a shield. It’s a bit weird,” said Chelsea.
“It feels right,” he told her.
“Here they come, let's do this!” he said and ran into the group.
He was a dervish. He was bashing and stunning people and seemingly unstoppable. The rioters were armed with various makeshift weapons, but they couldn’t touch him. He stood in the middle of the mass of rioters while the police and Wardens, minus Chelsea, were along the perimeter. He was bashing people with the shield and baton. It seemed like he was born with them in his hand. He worked his way through the mass of people, stunning or knocking people unconscious, doing his best not to cause any real damage. Chelsea was behind him and she took down rioter after rioter, moving like a whirlwind. Between the two of them, they immobilized and suppressed more people than the rest of the Wardens and police combined. The remaining rioters broke and ran.
“That was amazing,” said William. “In my 20 years as a Warden, I’ve never seen your equals. Chelsea, I trained you and I've seen you fight more times than I can count. You have never shown the level of skill you just displayed. How the Hell did you do that?” he asked.
Sebastian and Chelsea seemed distant then shook their heads and turned to William. Sebastian shrugged, returned the gear to Officer Charles and walked back towards the Roost.
Chelsea pointed at Sebastian saying, “What he said,” and followed him leaving William behind.
#
Coordinator Anna and Facilitator William sat at one end of the table, Sir Sebastian and Lady Chelsea at the other and all were silent. The Coordinator was looking back and forth between the two of them.
“Coordinator Anna, I am sorry. I overstepped my authority, insulted my team and involved us in an action that was not within our jurisdiction. My actions were inexcusable,” said Sir Sebastian.
“Oh, shut up,” said Coordinator Anna. “You were right and everyone in this Facility knows it. We’re not here to blame you for anything. To the contrary, we’re here to applaud you. You reminded us that our oath is first and foremost to our fellow people and we have lost that path and for reminding me of that, I owe you thanks. I haven’t taken up arms in pursuit of my oath in some time and I forgot what that meant to protect people. You were right.”
“What I want to know is how someone who is less than seven months out of the academy and out of trainee status for less than a month, even considering your military background, has that kind of skill? And you Lady Chelsea, you’re good, you’re damn good but you’re not that good. How the hell did you pull that off?” asked the Coordinator.
“I don’t know but I suspect...can I be honest, please? Off the record?” asked Sir Sebastian.
“Sure,” said the Coordinator.
“Thank you, Anna. Since the Seal broke, I’ve felt...different somehow. I feel the world, I feel life. I can sense it for lack of a better term. My senses are heightened. I feel faster and stronger than ever,” he said.
“It’s dangerous,” said William. “You broke ranks and waded into the middle of dozens of hostiles, cut yourselves off from your team and you two had no other support. You got yourself surrounded and it could have been catastrophic,” he told the two agents.
“No, it couldn’t have been,” said Chelsea. “We had each other’s backs and those people posed zero threat,” she told William.
“She’s right,” Sebastian remarked. “Those people were no threat to us. We could have stopped many times that number,” he said.
“Really now?” Anna interjected. “How do you know that? How can you be so sure?”
“Because he is Arthur and she is Guinevere and now that the Seal is broken, their magic is returning. Once they remember who they are, once they have their full abilities, then Arthur should be ready to assume command of the Wardens and Guinevere can take her place at his side,” said Merlin as he popped into the room.
“Excuse me? Assume command?” said Anna.
“Of course. You told me yourself the Wardens still operate under their original directives and part of that original directive I laid down was to outline your command structure. At the top, above the Directors is the High Lord who holds that position for life. I named King Arthur the first High Lord and as he is obviously very much alive, then once he is back to his old self, he shall reclaim his position,” Merlin told her.
“Except other than you Merlin, no one believes he is Arthur. Even Sebastian doesn’t believe it,” said Facilitator William.
Merlin laughed. “Facts don’t care if you believe them. Facts are facts and Camelot will reveal the truth. Why don’t you join us, Anna? You can see with your own eyes.”
#
The next few days passed with an uneasy feeling as they prepared for the expedition. They knew the Seal was broken but not how or why. Because of this lack of information, they didn’t rush into an unknown but instead planned it carefully. They reviewed historical data, questioned Merlin, went over current regional information but still they had very little to go on.
The area was in ruins and most people thought it was nothing but the remains of just another castle of some unknown lord from antiquity and even historical societies didn’t bother with it. Merlin told them it was the lingering protective magic that kept away prying eyes, but they had no way of knowing for sure.
The area was overgrown with an abnormally thick copse of trees. The area outside the trees was surrounded by swamp and nearly inaccessible. Their reconnaissance data was useless. The foliage was too thick for satellites to get good imaging, so they would have to go prepared for anything. Camelot was more than just a castle. It contained a vast library, countless magical implements and had been the seat of power of the Council. If any of that remained it would aid them greatly. They also had dire need of information regarding the Seal.
The group prepared their shuttle to Caerleon. Merlin, Anna, Sebastian, Chelsea, Mason, and Bethany were the ones assigned to the team under the command of Sir Sebastian. Merlin had imbued everyone’s weapons for them until they were able to do it for themselves just in case they ran into any fey. Coordinator Anna was officially there as an observer of Sir Sebastian’s first official assignment as a team leader.
Merlin was yielding to Sir Sebastian until he was back to full strength, though the Coordinator suspected Merlin was trying to prove something about the kid. He was adamant in his belief he was Arthur and would not yield. This was eventually going to be a problem as the Masters returned. If they agreed with Merlin, it would create a power struggle if they truly tried to install Sebastian as the Warden High Lord. The current people in charge were already struggling with changes after the Seal was broken and now to try and usurp their power would not go over well. She had not relayed Merlin’s intentions to them yet. She was still holding out hope that Merlin could be convinced otherwise, and it would become a non-issue.
A group of agents from the London Facility was waiting for them at Caerleon. The small town had been hit rather hard by the quakes but as most of its buildings were small it didn’t suffer greatly from the shaking. Fires had been the major issue and several buildings were converted to makeshift shelters to house the displaced people, due to a large number of homes burned when the town’s power grid was impacted. Fortunately for them, their town’s reactor core was not damaged, and restoration of the grid was done within a few days. They landed in the town’s shuttle bay as it didn’t have a full port, only a few concrete platforms with a maintenance bay and an antiquated fueling station, a throwback to the days before the micro-reactors that powered shuttles now. All in all, it was a quiet village on a peaceful river and no one would know from looking at it that the legendary Camelot was a long day’s walk from it.
Facility 3, the London Facility, was the home base for their guides who were supposed to be waiting for them at a local pub. The pub was empty when they arrived except for the bartender and three people sitting at a table drinking. Sir Sebastian walked up. “Excuse me, would any of you happen to be Sir Bruce?” he said.
“Aye, I’m Bruce,” said one of the men. “Sir Bruce, Facility 3 at your service. This is Sir Xavier and Lady Trish. Our Facilitator said we would be joining a group with Master Merlin to go to Camelot. I told him he’s a daft bastard. Some barmy old man and some untrained pup aren’t leading me anywhere.”
Sebastian studied the three of them. Bruce was a hulking beast of a man. He was over six-foot-tall and had a huge frame and heavily muscled. He had dark hair and a crew cut. To call him imposing would be an understatement. Xavier was the opposite. He was well dressed and mannered. He had a chiseled face with neatly trimmed and parted golden blond hair. The lady of their group was cute. She was perky and smiled a lot. She was younger than most field agents, probably in her mid-20s. She was about the same size and build as Chelsea but instead of a ponytail like Chelsea, she had her long blond hair braided.
Sir Sebastian ignored the taunt. “Well met Sir Bruce, the information you have is correct and we’re going to,” he started but was interrupted.
Sir Bruce stood up and stared at Sebastian. He stood chest to chest looking down at him. “Listen, pup, we’re not taking orders from some wet behind the ears baby. Seeing as how I have more seniority than anyone here except your Coordinator, who we’re told is on an observational basis only, I am taking charge of this mission. Here’s what we’re going to do,” he said but Sir Sebastian laughed at him.
Lady Chelsea started forward, but Coordinator Anna held her back and whispered to Chelsea, “He’s in charge so let him handle this. It was your recommendation to give him this command so let him command.”
“What do you find funny, pup?” said the British man as Sebastian started laughing.
“The fact you are trying to intimidate me. Disregarding the fact that I would wipe the floor with you, I know, and you know that my command is approved by the Directors and I couldn’t give a damn less how much seniority you have, and you don’t know how close you are to having your ass handed back to you. I would stand down if I were you.”
The larger man threw a punch which Sebastian sidestepped. Bruce swung again and caught Sebastian across the jaw. The hit knocked him back a bit, but he held his ground and stared at Bruce. The big man grabbed him by the jacket with his left hand and drew back his right to hit him again. Sebastian hit him in the gut with speed Bruce couldn't match then kicked the man in the side of the knee and used his momentum to slam his head into the table and then kicked him in the ribs when he hit the floor. Sir Bruce lay on the floor, blood pouring from his nose and coughing. “Sir Bruce, you’re dismissed from this mission. Return to your Facility, please.”
He thought a moment. “Wait, belay that. You’re not dismissed. You’re Coordinator wanted you on this mission. Your file says you’re good and we need good people. Can you follow my orders if you remain on this team?”
Sir Bruce shook his head yes but didn’t speak, he was busy stopping the blood gushing from his nose.
“Now that the issue of leadership is settled, let’s plan our approach,” said Sir Sebastian, taking Sir Bruce’s chair and drinking his beer.
The remaining two agents were pleasant and cordial and seemed happy the brutish Sir Bruce was taken down a peg. The group spent the next hour going over the maps of the area and discussing the best approach. Air was ruled out. The entire location was overgrown with abnormally large trees making overhead visuals impossible to plan a detailed route so overland through the undergrowth it was. They couldn’t use their shuttle to get close because the land was mostly marsh and couldn’t support the shuttle's weight when they finally had to land. They planned to leave at first light.
#
Several men in brown robes were talking to King Arthur.
“The first of the cells is complete. The creature seemed to be a normal fomorian but would not sleep and we can’t seem to hurt it,” said one of them.
“I feared this would happen,” replied King Arthur. “Some creatures are only vulnerable to magic and as magic has left the world, they are invulnerable. It’s a shame too, such beautiful creatures they are, now it will exist as a corruption, an abomination because it can’t return to the Earth’s womb. Contain it until we find a way to let it rest again and return to its glory. Prepare more cells I think this is the herald of things to come.”
They bowed again and left.
Queen Guinevere came in as they walked out. “The library is sealed and hidden. The new chamber built for it is undetectable now, deep beneath the castle’s lowest depths in the back of the tomb. The archives are as safe as we can make them,” she said.
His face brightened as she approached. “I knew the world was going to change and I knew it would be difficult. I am thankful you’re here with me. The crown is a heavy burden due to the aftermath of closing the Seal, but you make it bearable,” he said as he embraced her.
She smiled at him. “I am going to practice,” she said. “Would you like to join me? You lose yourself in that beat-up old blade when you’re on the field. Some distraction might do you good.”
“You call Excalibur a beat up, old blade and not its twin that you wield?” he said laughing. He looked into her eyes as he held her. “I should have made you one of the knights, tradition be damned,” he said.
“What would the nobles say if you made a woman a knight?” she said smiling.
“They would see your beauty and your skill and say I’m wiser than Solomon for doing so,” he said.
#
A local shuttle carried them as close to the forest as it could before the tree line became impassable then hovered long enough to drop them off and left. They looked ahead at the trees. The ground was soft and moist but supported their weight well enough.
This section of the woods was definitely thicker than everything else. Satellite images showed this abnormal growth covered a roughly circular area a little over a few miles in diameter. Local preservation societies had the area declared protected land and it had been untouched for as long as anyone could remember. No one seemed interested in it and even the locals stayed away from it, calling it cursed or haunted.
“Okay, we’re on foot from here,” Sir Sebastian said as he pulled out his sword and extended it.
“Expecting a fight, are we?” asked Sir Xavier.
“I don’t know,” said Sir Sebastian, “But this growth looks thick and I’m not carrying a machete. Are you?”
“Ha! Good point,” said Sir Xavier as he pulled his blade and others followed suit.
They trudged through the overgrown foliage with a slow pace due to the thickness of the vegetation. Eventually, the marshy ground became hard and dry. Every now and then they would see signs of ancient habitation, a piece of a crumbling wall, a small section of cobblestone but mostly just weeds. It took them nearly two hours to get close to the center and as they broke through the tree line, they all stopped and stared in awe.
The tree line cleared and atop a huge open area at the crest of a small rise was the castle of Camelot. It was in shadows, like dusk, from the heavy cover of foliage above it but its gilded stones glinted even in the low light. The castle was huge and dwarfed others. The windows of the castle were stained glass in complex, intricate patterns, their designs not clear at their distance. The remains of dilapidated catapults reminiscent of Roman designs lined the walls. The great iron gate was closed, and its outside face and the walls were covered in reliefs etched into the stone and metal showing great battles. The group was speechless.
Only Merlin seemed unaffected by what they saw and walked forward. “Well, what are you waiting for?” he said looking at the group.
They walked forward, and the gate opened of its own accord and everyone stopped except Merlin who walked into the outer courtyard. The rest of the group followed him cautiously. One side of the outer courtyard was large and old training areas could be seen. Decaying archery targets and sparring dummies, an ancient jousting ring, sword and spear racks, and many other implements dotted the area indicating this was once an active training location. The other side appeared to be a common area. Stone sitting benches surrounded a dry fountain and the rotted remains of broken carts lay scattered around. On the far end of the common area was an elevated platform with a podium.
The thing that caught everyone's attention the most were two statues, one on either side of the main walkway to the castle’s entrance. They faced the gate and a hand of each extended over the main walkway and embraced forming an arch about four meters tall. They were cast in gold and were probably worth a large fortune just from the size and weight of them. They were of a man and woman, both wearing crowns.
That wasn’t what everyone was staring at though. One was a statue of Sir Sebastian and the other was Lady Chelsea. Their clothes and hair were different, but the faces were unmistakable.
“These must have been erected after the Seal,” remarked Merlin. “Those weren’t here the last time I walked this courtyard. They’re a little ostentatious don’t you think, Arthur?” he said but no one spoke.
Sir Sebastian and Lady Chelsea couldn’t speak. They just stood staring at the statues. Coordinator Anna said quietly, “Oh my.”
Sir Bruce, his voice a bit off due to the bandage on his nose, was a bit louder. “Aye now! What the bloody hell is this all about?”
Chelsea just stood shaking her head and then ran crying towards the castle with Sebastian going after her. Anna started to follow them, and Merlin stopped her. “No. Let them be for now. They need to process this, and we can’t help with that, only time can. We have a different task anyway, we have to find the library. The knowledge contained in it is invaluable. We had archives on every form of magic, every known fey, and long-dead cultures.”
“They’re really Arthur and Guinevere, not Sebastian and Chelsea, aren’t they?” asked Anna.
Merlin shook his head no. “They are both and many more besides that. They swore an oath to each other and oaths are no small affair when you are as powerful as they are and bound by great magic. That oath has bound them to each other and they will continue to be reborn and drawn to each other every time they are reborn and as both were also sworn protectors of humanity, they seem to be drawn to the Wardens in each life as well.”
A tear fell from Anna’ eye. “That’s the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard and the saddest at the same time. They will be together forever, but they’ll never find rest.”
Merlin looked towards the castle’s entrance.
Sir Bruce was frustrated. “Would someone please tell me is going on now?” he said.
Coordinator Anna turned to the rest of the group. “Sir Sebastian and Lady Chelsea are scouting the castle and have left me in charge in the interim. Master Merlin has requested that we secure the library first and foremost so that’s our primary objective. Master Merlin will have to lead us there since maps of Camelot were sold out at the gift shop back in town. Master Merlin, after you,” she said.
“Wait. We all know they’re not scouting the castle. They freaked out. Are we going to talk about the twelve feet tall golden statues of Sebastian and Chelsea?” asked Lady Bethany.
“No. We’re not. Sir Sebastian and Lady Chelsea are scouting the castle. We have our mission and that’s our primary focus,” said Coordinator Anna.
“Okay then,” said Lady Bethany, never one to question orders.
“Master Merlin, point us toward your library,” said the Coordinator.
#
The castle itself was a large squarish building with a round tower at each corner. It looked as if it were designed by the author of a child's fairy tale book. On the rather large grounds stood an additional tower that was half again taller than the castle. The rotting remains of numerous wooden structures dotted the grounds. The remains of the dilapidated structures looked large enough that at their peak, a population of many thousands could have lived within the walls.
“That tower is where the Council met. The library is on the first few floors of it. Further up are the locations used for research and experimentation and at the top, the Council’s meeting room where we cast the Seal. We need to see what survived the test of time in the library and see if there is any evidence in the Council room of the Seal being broken by outside forces,” Merlin told them. The group followed Merlin around the north side of the castle towards the tower.
They approached the tower and as they got close, they realized it was covered top to bottom in runes. It appeared they were made up of the stones themselves with darker stones interwoven into the gray stone of the tower to create the patterns. Part of the top of the tower was missing the pattern of runes and the stone appeared to be of a different material.
“They must have repaired the tower after the Seal was formed. The Tormentor destroyed part of the top floor when it attacked me,” Merlin told them.
The tower had no entrance they could find. Merlin walked up and tapped on the wall with his staff. The stones shuddered, and he walked through the stones as if they were made of air, motioning the rest to follow. Coordinator Anna walked through immediately behind him. Lady Bethany hesitated a moment and entered. The rest seemed more cautious but followed suit.
Inside was what they expected. It was a large round room with a staircase spiraling up along the wall. The room was lit but there were no visible sources of light. The walls were lined with bookshelves carved into the stone of the tower. Empty bookshelves. There was no evidence that books ever rested on the shelves.
“Hmm,” Merlin said. “They’re gone. I wonder where they've made off to?” Asked the old man.
“That’s all you have to say?” Asked Coordinator Anna. “Your library, that by your own definition contained irreplaceable books of vast knowledge, is missing and you wonder where they’ve gone off to?”
“What would you have me do?” asked Merlin. “Should I panic? Should I cry? Should I shake my fist at the heavens? Now is not the time for overreaction. Now is the time for investigation,” he said calmly and started up the stairs. “There are no remains, either. No crumbling spines. No dust. The books seem to have been removed. Are you coming?”
Each of the library floors and laboratories was equally empty. As they reached the top floor, things changed. The top floor had a great round table that seemed to be carved of some kind of solid white material, like marble but with no veins or variation in color other indication of it being stone. Eight curved stone chairs surrounded it. The chairs contained the remnants of cloth of some kind, likely the cushions that once softened them. Melted candles circled the table and symbols were painted on the walls in what looked like dried blood.
Coordinator Anna spoke up. “Merlin is it me or does some of this look recent?”
“It is very recent. Those symbols are dark magic,” said Merlin and he started walking around the room. “Some I recognize as vampiric magic, but most are unfamiliar. This is making sense now. I understand how the Seal was broken. When the beast attacked me at the culmination of the final spell, the Seal was created but flawed. That’s why magic leaked, as the Wardens have described it. Minute amounts, not nearly enough for high powered magic but enough to feed the occasional fey or cause the occasional anomaly. The blood used to make these runes is fey blood. Someone channeled the magic essence of those fey to empower themselves and break the seal. This was intentional. The question is who? The Masters are still asleep, Mordred is dead, and I was a ghost. We need more information. We need to wake the Masters. Let’s go,” said Merlin and began to descend the stairs.
“Weren't the Masters supposed to wake on their own?” asked Anna.
“They were but apparently they did not,” Merlin replied. “I can sense no other great magic besides myself, Sebastian and Chelsea and they can't access their power. Yet.”
As they left the tower, it was a bit darker than when they entered. “Must be getting cloudy above the tree line. It’s too early to get dark,” said Lady Bethany.
Merlin looked around. “Prepare yourselves. We are not alone,” he said as mist started rising from the ground followed by creatures clawing up through the soil. They were gaunt and tall with pinpoints of fire inside empty eye sockets. Their long-emaciated fingers were tipped with claws and their gaping mouths were filled with pointed teeth.
“Ghouls! Guard yourselves,” the wizard yelled.
The ghouls surrounded the group and the Wardens formed a circle, drew their weapons and prepared to fight.
#
Chelsea ran into the castle, Sebastian right behind her. “Wait, Chelsea,” he said as he caught up to her. “We need to talk,” he told her.
“About what? About giant gold statues of us outside? About being some queen in a former life? About living who knows how many lives throughout the centuries? No. I don’t want to talk. I want to be Chelsea. I’m a Warden with Facility 14. I’m not anything more,” she said crying.
“You’re so much more and not those past lives. You’re my partner here and now in this life and whether this is true or some weird dream or illusion or whatever, the one thing we’ve proven is we are able to handle anything if we are together,” he said as he held her.
“This is insane,” she said still crying a little.
“Is it? We’re Wardens. We’re part of a nearly two-thousand-year-old organization dedicated to protecting the world from magical creatures. Most people believe magic is real. We know it is. We’ve stood face to face with the monster’s people tell bedtime stories about or catch an occasional story about on their nightly news. We came here with Merlin, a man right out of legend. We just lived through the Seal of Solomon breaking. Is it really so crazy? With all the crazy and weird crap we’ve been through, that thought is comforting. I think how screwed up the world is and then I look at you and I think, fuck it, we can handle it,” he said.
“You’ve got to admit, it is just a little crazier than the normal crazy we deal with,” she said as she calmed down at his words.
“Yea, I guess it is. Just a little bit,” he said laughing as he held her.
They looked around and realized they were in the throne room. Two thrones sat against the end of a long grand hall. The thrones were intricately wrought of metal, but they could not identify it due to centuries of neglect. Galleries lined the walls and decaying banners of the symbol of the Pendragon family hung in tatters.
“I have flashes here, like fragments of dreams. You sat to my right, on that throne. We received dignitaries and judged disputes here. You were odd among kings of the time in that you let your queen have an equal say in things. It made other royals question your judgment at times, but the strength of our army and the love of our people made them dare not show it openly,” she said.
“I remember, sort of. Like a hazy dream. Our children often played in the throne room when they were young. It annoyed the visiting nobles, so we encouraged it just to keep them off center. Our elite guard flanked behind us, ready to protect us with their lives but they never needed to,” he said running his hand along the throne.
“Camelot was an island of calm in a sea of chaos following the Seal,” she said.
“I wonder how our children flourished after we were gone and how many other children we’ve had throughout the centuries. I recall having grandchildren here,” Chelsea told him.
“We could theoretically be descended from ourselves and that’s a weird thought,” he said laughing.
“After we had the dream when the Seal broke, I did some research. The Pendragon name disappeared sometime during the Dark Ages. The early Wardens did what they could to preserve knowledge but they didn’t have magic to help them and computers wouldn’t be around for a long time, so records are sparse and incomplete. It could have been lost through marriage or conquest or maybe the bloodline simply died out. We will likely never know,” she told him remorsefully.
“It could have been intentional, a way to hide from the past, blend into the future,” he said thinking out loud.
They continued to walk throughout the castle, fragments of memories, dreams, visions, little pieces of their past were everywhere. They eventually reached their private chambers.
“Our bed. You always slept on that side,” said Chelsea pointing.
“And so did you, most nights at least,” he said smiling at her.
“How many times have we shared a bed throughout time? Merlin’s vision showed us a number of lives, but he said there were likely more. In every life, we were together. Maybe Merlin is right and it’s because of some magical oath we took long ago but I don’t think so. I think if that oath never happened we would have simply been together forever in whatever comes after this life and the oath did nothing but bind us to this world. Either way though, it doesn’t matter. We’re together as we should be and that’s that,” said Sebastian.
“I think you’re right. It’s hard to fathom existence without you,” she said. “We complete each other.”
They continued, exploring the castle. The stone was in surprisingly good shape for its age. They came to a stairway spiraling down. He didn’t know how but he knew what was down there. This stairway would lead to a hall that would lead to storerooms mostly, but two passages led off to other areas. One would lead to the dungeons and the other would lead to a secret mausoleum.
“We don’t have to go down here. Let’s go find the others. There’s no reason for us to see this,” he said.
“I have to know. I have to see the tomb and see if we’re really...if Arthur and Guinevere are actually there…” she stopped a moment and composed herself.
“I have to see if my tomb is empty or not,” she said and went down the stairs and he followed behind. They walked down the hallway, checking out the various rooms as they went, neither in a hurry to reach their destination.
They paid a visit to the dungeons first and found the cells empty. “That’s a relief, in a way,” said Sebastian. “The thought that people had been left to die here when the castle was abandoned was disconcerting.”
“Abandoned? You think it was abandoned? Why?” Chelsea asked him.
“Look around. The courtyard still has the training equipment. The storerooms have rotting casks that held wine and decayed barrels of preserved foods. The castle itself has enough gold and jewels throughout it to finance a small nation. There is no sign of looting or fighting. Everyone left and considering the state of some rooms, it seems they left in a hurry,” he observed.
“The inhabitants of Camelot abandoned the castle with enough haste to leave its riches behind and never returned to loot them and your thoughts are on some criminals suffering,” she said smiling at him. “You are a rare man, Sebastian.”
They left the dungeons and proceeded towards the mausoleum. They had put it off until last. As they went to the end of the hallway, it had a door on the left that led to a small storage area but otherwise was a dead end. Sebastian turned to the wall on the right.
“Do you really want to do this? We can go up, find the others and forget this room exists. I doubt even Merlin knows it’s here, so it will remain undisturbed,” he asked her.
“I should ask you that. You’re more hesitant than me. I need to know. I need to see. Even if we do find bodies, I’ll be okay. It’s just a shell and we already know we were reborn so whatever is there are empty remains, not us. The remains of the King and Queen of the Britons might very well be there, but we know that Arthur and Guinevere are right here, alive and well. We have new names and I have much better hair but we’re still them on some level,” she said and pushed on the hidden lever opening a door.
They descended a long stairway that ended in a wide door. Torches that had long ago dried outlined the stairs. The walls and stairwell were otherwise plain and unadorned. They exchanged a glance and pushed the door open.
Inside was a large circular room. The walls were covered in carvings showing Arthur and Guinevere in various activities. On the wall opposite the door was the grandest of these, a carving showing them sitting on their thrones. The carving was inlaid with precious metals and gems and reflected light from an unknown source around the chamber and the gems gave it a prismatic effect. The ceiling was domed and had a checkerboard pattern of various colors of stone matching the same pattern on the floor.
Inside the room was empty other than four support columns and two stone sarcophagi in the center. They were carved from what looked like black granite with white veins in it. The lid of each contained a representation of its occupant in ceremonial armor.
“Ra would approve of this,” said Chelsea. “He was always fond of the great tombs his people built,” she added.
“He would probably want more stuff. You can’t take it with you if you’re not entombed with it, right?” said Sebastian forcing a laugh despite the eerie nature of standing in their own tomb.
He walked over to the one with the representation of the king on it. The stone was carved to show a man in full battle armor with his faceplate up showing Sebastian’s features. The one for Guinevere was strangely similar, showing her in battle armor as well instead of the traditional lavish gowns a queen would wear. He pushed the lid on his coffin and couldn’t budge it. Chelsea helped him, and the huge stone lid finally slid away, crashing loudly to the floor. The noise echoing around the otherwise quiet chamber. Inside was the suit of armor portrayed on the lid, but the faceplate was closed. He reached down and opened it and inside was a skeleton.
“Well, that answers that question,” he said breathing a sigh of relief. “I thought it would feel creepy or weird somehow, but it doesn’t. It’s just a skeleton, an empty shell like you said,” he told Chelsea.
They popped the lid off the other one and the saw the same thing.
Chelsea looked at the remains of her past self and grabbed the armored skeleton then threw it from the sarcophagus.
“What are you doing?” asked Sebastian.
“I don’t know why but I have to see under the body,” she said.
She finished clearing it out and felt around the bottom locating a catch that opened a panel. Inside it was a shield and sword. Sebastian went to the other one and found the same thing. He picked up the sword and shield and held it. He could feel the power surging from the blade. Chelsea was likewise holding the ones from her alcove.
“They’re identical,” she said.
“Merlin made two blades. The legends only say one,” he replied.
“The legends also say the queen didn’t wear armor or fight. Those stories are centuries old and from a time when the world was shattered followed by hundreds of years of the Dark Ages. Who knows what else is incorrect. Even the Warden’s records from their early days are at best partial. Considering how many enclaves were destroyed during the cataclysm of the Seal, followed by more being lost to religious zealots and purges, book burnings and the other nightmares of the Dark Ages it’s a wonder we have any information at all from that period,” said Chelsea.
They stood to face each other, holding the shields and swords. “What about the armor?” said Sebastian.
“It appears to be the normal armor of the period, nothing magical or special. It might be okay to stop a club, but I think I prefer the nanomesh bioweave of the Wardens to that clunky old plate. Our body armor is far superior and can fit underneath my outfit. That armor isn’t going to come close to that and you can’t see these curves through that tin can suit,” she told him.
“You’re right. I do like the look of your body...armor. The blade and shield though, they hum. I can feel the energy flowing through them,” he told her.
The shield was light for a heater of its size. It was trimmed in gold around the edges and a beautiful lion, posed as if it were leaping off the shield with its mouth open and ready to bite was painted on it. It’s companion, held by Chelsea, was the same except a lioness. The swords were also strangely lightweight.
The blades were the normal blades one would expect on a medium length one-handed sword except for the color, a reddish-gold of a metal they could not identify. The hilt and pommel were unlike a normal sword. They looked like three claws extending from an eye, with the larger claw making the hilt and two smaller ones making a pommel. It was the same red-gold metal of the blade that neither could identify. The eye in the center was open showing a yellow reptilian eye.
“If you two have a moment, we could really use your help,” said Coordinator Anna’s voice over the internal comm.
“Where are you? replied Chelsea.
“Northeast corner of the grounds, the base of that big tower. We’re under attack,” she told her agents.
“On our way,” replied Sebastian as he broke into a full run up the stairs, Chelsea on his heals.
He realized as he was running he brought the sword and shield with him. He looked back at Chelsea and noticed she did the same. They rushed out of the castle, navigating the corridors from memory they didn’t know they had. They sprinted through the courtyard and rounded the castle. As they ran across the grounds towards the tower, they saw the fight. Their friends were surrounded by the creatures. The dead things were focused on their prey and didn’t see the pair coming. They tore into the group of undead with their blades flying. The pair was a flurry of steel and the creatures fell before them as they dispatched them one after the other. Their friends rallied and within minutes the minions of death were again returned to its embrace.
“Prepare yourselves, more will come,” said Merlin. “Those things don’t act alone. They have a master and it will show itself.”
The Coordinator was pre-occupied trying to wrap a scarf around her hand.
“Are you okay Anna?” asked Chelsea.
“It’s minor but I can’t get the bleeding to stop,” she replied. “One of those things bit me and it won’t stop bleeding.”
Merlin came over to her and looked at her hand.
“This is bad. Their touch and scratches will heal on their own but their bite...that is something different. Those who are bitten and not consumed become one of them,” Merlin told them, sounding as if it were just another fact and it gave him no cause for concern.
Anna was panicked. “Cut off my arm! CUT IT OFF!” she screamed.
“That won’t save you,” said Merlin. “If I had more time, I could reverse the process but we’re not safe here. When their lord comes you’ll need my help to fight it.”
“You can save her?” asked Sebastian.
“I could but not without enough time to do so,” replied the old wizard.
“Then do so. Save her,” he told Merlin as Anna started to weaken and fell, Xavier catching her.
“No. When that beast comes...” started Merlin but Sebastian cut him off.
“NO. Save her. That is an order,” he replied.
“Who are you to order a Master?” said Merlin.
Sebastian pulled his sword and leveled it at Merlin.
“For thousands of years, since before recorded history, the Masters have played with lives like they were toys. You have used people as pawns and treated us as pets. You have caused plagues and disasters and due to your arrogance and stupidity you have nearly destroyed the world, twice. We were the ones who picked up the pieces. We are the ones who buried the dead. We are the ones who rebuilt the cities. And why? So, the Masters can return and start the cycle again? NO. That stops. This world belongs to everyone, not just the powerful. There has been enough death because of the Masters and you will save her life, or I will take yours. I am Arthur, King of the Britons, Defender of Humanity, First High Lord of the Wardens and I command you and you WILL obey me!” he said. The sword in his hand was glowing with a red energy and his voice echoed as he spoke.
Merlin stared at him a moment as if he were mentally struggling with something.
“I hope you know what you’re doing. Help me get her inside the tower,” said the old man and Sir Xavier helped him carry Anna inside.
Within minutes the area grew cold with a winter wind blowing even though it was summer. A voice whispered through the wind. “Flesh...life...surrender it to me…feed me,” said the voice.
“Show yourself fiend!” ordered Sebastian, his voice still echoing.
A wispy black cloud came into vision a short distance from them. It congealed into a creature several meters tall. It was pale and its skin, where it had any, was dried and crumbling like that of a mummy. The creature was shrouded in a gray robe that hung in tatters. Its eyes were empty with the same fire that burned in the eyes of the ghouls.
“More life to Camelot. More to feed,” it said.
Several more ghouls came out of the ground though not as many as the first wave. “Sir Xavier, Lady Bethany, nothing enters that tower!” ordered Sebastian.
“Yes sir,” replied Sir Xavier as he and Lady Bethany took flanking positions on the door.
“Sir Bruce, Sir Mason, mow down those things, Chelsea and I will handle the big guy,” said Sebastian and he and Chelsea walked towards it.
The creature engaged Sebastian and Chelsea as Sir Bruce and Sir Mason met the ghouls head on. The thing was powerful, of that there could be no doubt. It was surrounded by a feeling of hopelessness and just being in its vicinity gave them a nagging feeling they should give up.
They fought valiantly against the creature but didn’t seem to be able to hurt it. Fire flew from its fingers but was deflected by the shields which surprisingly showed no scorch marks, nor did they get hot from the contact. It moved almost faster than the eye could see, claws slashing and parried against their newfound blades.
The pair fighting the ghouls was faring much better and had dispatched them. They came to join the fray against the large creature and as they did so, Sir Mason stopped and stared at the thing and his eyes met the creature's. “Yes...mine...feed…” it said, and a dark energy stretched from it towards Sir Mason.
“NO!” screamed Sebastian and his blade glowed red like earlier and a moment later so did Chelsea’s and they were able to wound it with the glowing swords. They cut into the fiend and it screamed in pain as they sliced and cut it to pieces.
“That was intense,” said Chelsea.
“It felt like that sword was a part of me and when that thing was doing whatever it was to Mason, I felt my rage pour into the blade, my only thoughts were on saving my people,” said Sebastian as he nodded in agreement.
“Yea. I don’t know how but somehow my own emotions powered it,” said Chelsea. “I saw what you did and knew I could do the same, so I did. I don’t know how though it just sort of happened.”
They headed back towards the tower and as they did so, the tree cover opened, and sunlight beamed in burning away the frigid air. The trees continued to recede returning to normal size. Sebastian looked at the bodies of the ghouls and stopped.
“What's wrong?” asked Chelsea.
“Look at them. It's in tatters but many of them wear armor. Some you can still barely make out the symbol of Pendragon on the crest. Others are dressed like servants. That one wears a heavy leather apron like an old smith. The people of Camelot didn't abandon the castle. That thing turned them into these abominations,” he told Chelsea.
“I think you're right. At least we could give them some peace. Do you think our children were among them?” she asked.
“I don't know. We may never know,” he said with the sorrow in his voice evident.
Chelsea took his hand and gripped it tightly as they returned to the tower.
“Amazing,” said Sir Bruce as they approached the tower and the sun shone brighter through the foliage. “That thing must have kept the sunlight away. Probably some variant of light-sensitive undead like a vampire. It seemed to be focused on feeding. I would suspect it got its power from draining life.”
Lady Bethany gave him a look. “What? I can’t be smart? I am a Warden after all,” he told her.
Lady Bethany smiled at him as they walked inside the tower. They entered, and Merlin was huddled over Anna.
“Is she okay?” asked Sebastian.
“Yes. She’ll live but she’s going to need rest for a day or two as will I. I just had to forcefully put her soul back into her body. That’s a bit stressful,” said the old man.
Anna sat up. “Thank you for saving me Merlin,” she said.
“Don’t thank me, thank the king over there,” he said pointing at Sebastian.
“About that Merlin,” Sebastian remarked. “Anna is important. We’re all important. We have to change the old ways and how you and the Masters operated. Life is more important than anything and we can’t be so willing to throw it away. The toll has been too great, and it stops now. If you can’t live within that constraint, then go find yourself a quiet island somewhere out of sight and leave the world alone.”
Merlin’s eyes widened. “You’ve changed Arthur. There was a day when you would never question the will of a Master.”
“The world changed and keeps changing Merlin, but the Masters don’t change with it. You’re fixed points and you treated the world as if it were populated by primitives in the bronze age but not this time around. Life is more precious than your magic and it’s time you learned this,” he told Merlin.
By this point the room was silent. Everyone was staring at them except for Chelsea who stood by Sebastian facing Merlin.
Merlin looked him in the eye. “There were eight of us in the end. Seven are still sleeping somewhere. I alone sacrificed for this world. I alone stayed to complete the Seal and stop the one person who was worse than the alternative. I expected to die that day. I was prepared to give my life. Thousands of years I had lived, and I was willing to sacrifice that so that life could flourish and not be razed by Mordred. I killed my own son to save your world. Mordred was my child. Don’t tell me about the value of lives!”
No one spoke as Merlin and Sebastian looked at each other, then Merlin continued. “I treated you like my own children. I trained you to become Masters and had I more time, you would have ascended. I saw in you a spark that was lost on the Masters of old. We lost our path, our respect and love for life. Mordred was evidence of how far we had fallen when our focus was on stopping him, not preserving life. You however, you value life first and with you the end does not justify the means. You’re right. There must be a change and I will be the first to make that change. I cannot undo all the years of wrong the Masters wrought upon the world, but I can make things different going forward,” Merlin told him.
“The days of the Masters are gone. You failed. Your actions did nothing to better humanity and only caused more death and destruction than Mordred ever did by the creation of that fucking Seal,” Sebastian told him.
The foolish old wizard, nothing more than a puppet stringing himself back to his long years of wrong started to surface once more. “I cannot and will not apologize for the past!” he yelled then quickly calmed himself. “But I will work to make the future better.”
“I give you a choice Merlin. Join us or get out of our way. The world will not bow to Masters again,” Sir Sebastian told him.
Merlin without thinking, too many years of treating humans as pets, arrogantly remarked, “I will do as I see fit. I am a Master, not you and...” said Merlin but could not finish.
“Shut up,” said Sebastian, his voice echoing again. “I gave you an ultimatum not an opening for a discussion. The Masters are not going to resume their position. You WILL fall in line, one way or the other!”
Merlin stopped a moment and shook his head as if fighting a bad headache then kneeled on one knee. “Sir Sebastian and Lady Chelsea, Defenders of Humanity, I pledge my life to your cause,” the old man told him.
Anna followed suit. “Sir Sebastian and Lady Chelsea, Defenders of Humanity, I pledge my life to your cause.”
Each in succession kneeled and pledge their loyalty to he and Chelsea. “Stand up all of you and stop this foolishness. I’m no more a king than you are,” he said.
Anna stood and spoke. “Merlin is right. We need a new direction. You’ve showed time and again your first duty is to preserving life and order. The Wardens have lost that path and have forgotten our duty to people and stood by as wars were fought, tyrants ruled, and horrors happened using the fey as an excuse. We were silent during the world wars. We did nothing as nuclear devastation and biological warfare savaged the nations of this world. We have lived in luxury as people starved. We tried to justify it by saying our duty was different because we had a cause. We had forgotten why we did what we did. Bad things are coming, and we all know it and we all feel it since the Seal broke. Things have been out of control except where you walk. Order follows you and now so do we. It’s going to throw the Warden’s council into fits when they find out who you are, but they need shaken up. They’re stagnant and idle and we can’t be idle any longer.”
He looked at Chelsea and she stared back into his eyes and said, “You were born to this. The world is in shambles. We have the ALF fighting the government. The fey are going to get bolder without magical constraints. The Seal is broken and as magic gets stronger so will the fey. The world needs you.”
“No, you’re wrong. The world needs us. All of us,” he said looking around.
“What’s our first objective?” asked Anna.
“Restoring Camelot and awakening the Masters. Merlin, can you help us with locations?” asked Chelsea.
“I think I can find them. It’s still difficult in my weakened state. My powers are growing, but slowly. The Seal is broken and magic flows freely again, but it will take time to regain my full potential. I’ve already tried the locations we planned, and they aren’t there. They’re completely missing, chambers and all.”
“Why haven’t we heard this before” asked Anna?
“Because it doesn’t concern you,” said Merlin. “The actions of Masters are not the concern of...” and he stopped. “The actions of the Masters are no longer above the concern of others. I’ll be more forthcoming in the future.”
“Thank you,” said Chelsea.
“It would be easier if I had my library. I could the knowledge contained in it for research. Its loss is profound. Do the archives of the Wardens contain any copies of the ancient tomes?” He asked Anna.
“Library?” asked Sebastian.
“Chelsea, do you remember, the tomb...the hidden chamber...could it be?” asked Sebastian.
She looked at him and seemed excited. “Come with us!” she said and hurried back to the castle.
As they walked, Bruce and Xavier were discussing what just happened.
“Mate, why did we just swear loyalty to someone we just met?” asked Xavier.
“Mate, I don't rightly know,” replied Bruce.
“It was strange, his presence, it just felt like he should be leading us,” replied Xavier.
“I know what you mean. Camelot, King Arthur, is this really happening?” asked Bruce.
“I don't know but I feel like this is the right thing to do,” replied Xavier. “He gives an order and I feel like obeying it. You can hear it in his voice. He's in charge.”
“We are Brits and Arthur was king of the Britons. Maybe it's in our blood,” Xavier said with a laugh.
Bruce smacked him on the back of the head. “Don't be daft. The others are Yanks and they did the same thing.”
“Yanks are just Brits who refuse to acknowledge the monarchy,” Xavier said with another laugh and Bruce just shook his head.
Sebastian and Chelsea led the group through the castle along the hallways and down corridors to the dead end. Anna brought them up to speed on the events relating to the tower. They went down the hidden stairwell into the tomb with the open sarcophagi and the armored skeletons tossed carelessly to the floor.
“Are those who I think they are?” asked Mason.
“Yep,” said Chelsea and walked to the part of the wall with the carving of them on their thrones.
“How can you be so casual looking at your own...your...bodies?” asked Lady Bethany.
“They’re just shells. We’re not those skeletons. We’re right here with you,” Chelsea replied then pressed a series of gems in the carving. She tried a few times and eventually the wall opened. Inside were the books and other items from the tower.
“How did they not rot like everything else?” asked Anna.
“The books were imbued with magic when they were made that preserved them,” said Merlin. “The Seal only stopped the flow of magic into the world, it didn’t destroy what was already here. Minor enchantments preserved the pages.”
“Arthur and Guinevere...I mean we...I mean...oh Hell I don’t know what I mean but we knew about the preservation magic, so they were saved in a secret library,” said Chelsea.
“So, we restore Camelot and awaken the Masters. What if the Masters won’t cooperate with the new way?” asked Mason.
“We hope for the best but prepare for the worst. Start accessing the archives and get me some options in the event they won’t join us. Masters are the magical equivalent of a superweapon and I want to know how to stop them if and when it comes to that. It will also help us against this unknown Seal breaker,” said Sebastian.
“We also need to do more than restore the castle. We need to modernize it. Satellite relays, data feeds, shuttle pads, laser batteries and EMP cannons, all the amenities of the modern world need installed,” he added.
“I’ll contact William to coordinate repair crews,” said Anna. “We lost a number of Warden facilities during the upheaval it won’t be hard to justify a new base to the Council, especially a potential source of magical power. They're already salivating in the hopes Camelot turned out to be just that. We’ll need manpower though and it will take time. At least funding won’t be a problem. The Wardens have a massive budget that’s mostly untouched during the recent fey decline. Supplies will take longer in the aftermath with all the rebuilding going on. I think the Director of Warden European Affairs will approve the expenditures,” she said looking at Sebastian.
“Dad is a good man. He’ll be on board,” he told her. “Until then Facility 14 will remain our primary base. We need to start preparing. We have a new enemy in the world,” said Sebastian.
“Why do you think that?” asked Bruce.
“Merlin says those runes are dark magic and I doubt whoever did that is after peace and love. They also managed to walk past the ghouls. Whoever did that is either allied with, in control of or able to sneak past those undead creatures and those possibilities all spell possible problems for us. We’re at war we just don’t know who or where the enemy is, so we prepare, learn and wait,” Sebastian told them.
Sir Mason and Sir Xavier returned to Caerleon to get the shuttle. The vegetation had receded greatly since the creature’s destruction, so the shuttle could reach the castle now.
Sebastian and Merlin were discussing training plans while the others were doing assessments of the castle for repairs and updates. Anna and Chelsea were walking along the grounds.
“A few months ago, I was training this cute guy to be a field agent so we could go off a few fey together. Now I’m the reincarnation of an ancient queen and engaged to the king and part of a subversive group of Wardens out to make the world a better place and on top of all that I have a wedding to plan`,” said Chelsea.
“Maybe that’s what everyone needs,” said Anna. “In all this strangeness we need something normal to keep us grounded. I know a great caterer,” Anna told her.
Chelsea laughed and put her arm around Anna. “Sure, why not. Let’s plan a wedding.”
Chelsea went back to the castle and found Sebastian talking with Bruce in the throne room. “I’ll talk to dad as soon as we return, and he will get your transfers approved,” he said. “Oh, hi. Bruce, Xavier and Trish are transferring to 14. We need all the friends we can get,” he told her.
She looked at Bruce. “That’s fantastic. After seeing you in action, I can say you’re as good as your profile. You’re an asset to the Wardens and I suspect under that ego you have a good heart,” she said to Bruce.
“About the pub, I was a bit upset that I was passed over to lead an expedition into Camelot to give some upstart command but now, after I’ve seen who that upstart is, I’m sorry. I didn’t believe what I read in the reports but it’s true. You’re them and I believe in the oath I swore. Arthur, Sebastian, Guinevere, Chelsea, whatever you call yourselves now, you’re my High Lords and I will follow you into the jaws of death,” said the big guy.
“Thank you, Bruce. I never doubted you or I wouldn’t have asked you to join us. I’m a pretty good judge of character and you’re on our side, I know that,” Sebastian told him.
“Do you mind if I steal my boyfriend away from you, Bruce? We have a lot to talk about,” said Chelsea.
“Aye, I’ve other things on my mind anyway. I’m going to go chat up that bird, Bethany,” he said.
“Let me give you a tip. She likes her men strong and forceful so don’t be a pussy and you might get some of hers,” said Chelsea.
“I like you. You’re a proper naughty woman, you are,” said Bruce and he laughed as he walked away.
“You’re incorrigible,” said Sebastian.
“Oh, you know you love it,” she said smiling as she pressed up against him. “Every time you blush, every time you get embarrassed, every time I make you push the limits of your shyness, I get a little hotter and you get a little harder,” she said pushing him back to a wall. “Take me right here, right now, you sit on the throne and I’ll sit on you,” she said rubbing against him.
“This room isn’t exactly locked, and anyone could walk in,” said Sebastian.
“I don’t care,” said Chelsea as she pushed him back towards the throne, pulling off his shirt in transit and undoing his pants. He took her shirt off and pants off and they hastily removed each other's armor. They made love on the throne and afterwards, she sat with him and they held each other.
“Anna thinks we should plan the wedding soon and I think she’s right. We need to keep moving forward with our lives and not let things change that. I want to marry you and you want to marry me so let's get married,” she said as they held each other.
“You’re right. We should but I have an unusual request,” he said.
“You? Unusual? I have to hear this,” she replied.
“I can remember fragments of the wedding of Arthur and Guinevere. It was a ceremony presided over by Boudicca. If we can find and awaken her, I want her to perform the next ceremony and repeat our first wedding, assuming she agrees. But we have to face the fact that might not be possible, so we can give it a time limit, say three months and if we can’t pull it off, we have a more modern ceremony or whatever you want,” he told her.
She kissed him.
“That’s the most romantic thing I could think of,” she said.
“Oh, that reminds me, I went back down to the mausoleum out of curiosity and searched the skeletons. You said you wanted a ring, so I managed to find Arthur’s and Guinevere’s and I think we should use them,” he told her.
“Rings? We had a Celtic ceremony and they don’t use rings, but I remember rings. That’s odd, out of place,” she said.
“Influence of Ra or Nefertiti maybe? Egyptians used rings for marriage a long time before Arthur and Guinevere were born and some of the symbols on them could be Egyptian, but I can’t read the language,” replied Sebastian.
“I want to see them, where are they?” she said sounding excited.
“They’re in my pocket,” he said pointing to the clothing trail across the floor.
She jumped down and ran naked across the floor and started digging in his pants pockets. She found the two rings, wrapped in a piece of cloth. She looked at the rings. They were woven with numerous smaller links intertwined on top of a flat band of gold. They had eight gems on them of different types and runes were etched into the inside of the band in what appeared to be different languages. The crown piece of each ring was the Pendragon family crest made of the same red-gold metal as their sword pommels. Other than one being slightly smaller, they were identical.
“Why didn’t you tell me before?” she said as he walked up to her.
“I only just found them a little while ago and Bruce and I were talking and then you came in and then, we, uh, you know,” he said as he walked up behind her.
“You’re amazing,” she said and pulled him down on top of her and wrapper her legs around him.
After they finished, they lay there talking about their future wedding.
“I have one condition of my own,” she said.
“Anything,” he answered.
“You tell me the truth about the moon,” she replied.
He swallowed and sighed. “That. I told you a better version. Can’t we leave it at that?” he said sounding depressed.
“No. If we’re to truly join our lives then we can have no secrets between us,” she said.
“You deserve the truth. What I told you about the Trip-L terrorist incident wasn’t how it happened, it was how it should have happened. I was a corporal in the Global Command stationed on the moon at one of our laser bases. That part is completely true.”
“We have a laser base on the moon?” she said.
“Yea. They’re top secret installations. I can technically be tried for treason for even telling you, but I don't think you’ll turn me in,” he said.
“I was decorated and moving up fast. At twenty-five I already had more commendations than men twice my age and was being fast-tracked through the ranks. Then Trip-L invaded a moon resort. A group of dumb kids, none of them older than twenty went on some stupid crusade to save the moon. They got there just like I said, and I was ordered to secure the resort. I got there, and my assessment was to be patient. They were kids and had no real plan and no long-term vision. There was no reason to force a confrontation. They would have given up in a few days and returned home to mild punishment and given a second chance,” told her and swallowed.
He continued. “Then I received new orders. Instead of waiting them out I was ordered to go in with force and execute them. I was told civilian casualties were an acceptable risk because we have to teach them a lesson. They were stupid kids. They were going on about the moon’s feelings during my negotiations and I was having trouble not laughing at those deluded activists. These weren’t terrorists, they weren’t Seditionists and their actions didn’t threaten anyone. They had not hurt anyone and would not have. They didn’t even know how to properly use the guns they had, and I was told to execute every last one of them as an example and if civilians got in my way to kill them as acceptable risk,” he said sounding very sad.
“I refused. I will not kill to prove a point. And do you know what they did? The ordered me back to base to face a hearing for insubordination. They sent another lieutenant to take my place and he did what they asked. He invaded the resort and the death toll was one hundred percent. “
“A senator's daughter was among the Trip-L list of dead, likely the reason they had the money and connections to even pull it off, so to avoid a political fiasco they offered me an option. Me, and the colonel who ordered the action, along with the lieutenant who carried it out would retire and take an early leave from the service. They agreed to not give me a dishonorable discharge if I agreed to seal the records. The loss of the colony was officially listed as environmental equipment failure. I took the deal and not long after joined the Warden Academy. The lives were lost, and a political firestorm wouldn’t bring anyone back. The ALF is a real threat and a military scandal would incite them and drive up their recruitment and that would be bad indeed and not worth my sense of satisfaction seeing the guilty exposed. When the Director overseeing the academy heard my side of the events and spoke with the Senator he authorized my entry on the spot despite my dad’s concerns,” he managed to get out despite starting to get choked up.
“Now you know the truth and you know I lied to you. I’m sorry, the truth is just horrible to fathom that our own people could do something like that. Our own defenders murdered people to prove a point. Everyone could have been saved but they wouldn’t let me save them,” he said tears in his eyes.
“I covered up an atrocity and I lied to the woman I love and don’t deserve your hand. I lied to you because I wanted to hide from all that death. If I could have been more convincing, if I could have made them wait, I could have saved them. Now their blood is on my hands. I failed you and I failed them, and I failed my people,” he said crying.
She looked at him and wiped the tears from his cheeks. “You didn’t fail anyone. They failed you. Why would you think I would not love you anymore for that?” she said.
“Not for my actions, for lying to you. You are the one person I should always be honest with,” he said.
“You silly man. I have never loved you more than I do right now,” she told him as she held him.
“There is something I want to tell you. You asked me once about revenge on the ALF and I brushed off your question,” she said.
“Yea, I recall. It was back at the end of my training,” he replied.
“The truth is, I did get revenge. After training, after I had been in the field a while, I went back home. I wanted to remind myself where I came from. I wanted to make sure I don't forget my roots and how I got to where I am,” she said.
“That seems relatively normal but I'm guessing it doesn't end there,” he replied.
“No. Not exactly. I got there and was walking through Dirtville and all the old haunts. I visited the building I lived in, my old school, even the alley where Mary was killed. I even met up with the old gang that still ran the neighborhood, the Sand Vipers. A few of their older members remembered me and things were mostly civil. They had a lot of questions about the Wardens and I answered what I could, gave them the pitch about getting out of the cycle of violence and how there are better solutions, you know, trying to be the good citizen,” she told him. “They laughed it off and things with them ended neutrally enough. I had no authority over them and wasn't the law, so they let me be and I let them be. I think they were also a bit afraid of me. Wardens have a reputation for being people you don't cross.”
“While I was there, I ran into some recruiters for the ALF. They were roughing up a group of kids to show them what happened to people who don't agree with their views. I interjected, and the situation escalated when the Sand Vipers showed up. The ALF attacked me and when all was said and done, four of them were dead and three others hospitalized and half the Vipers dead or badly hurt,” she told him. “The Vipers did most of the damage to the ALF, but one died by my hand and two of the wounded were my doing.”
“So, you defended yourself and others. Sounds like you were just being a Warden,” he told her.
“Not exactly. I had superior weapons and armor, better training and skill. I should have called the authorities and let them handle it instead I got involved in a situation that cost several kids their lives. I think the ALF recruits were a lost cause but not the gang members. They could have gotten out. Some of them had interest in joining GloCom. They could have been a benefit to society but instead I got involved in something I shouldn't have and got them killed. They could have been anything other than dead,” she told him.
“You made a mistake. You're human. You couldn't know how it would turn out or how it would have turned out if you hadn't got involved at all,” he said.
“My mistake cost lives. I realized at that point what it meant to have power and responsibility. It wasn't like the power we have now, but it was still power. The Wardens are better trained than anyone. We're better equipped than anyone except GloCom's heavy divisions. We're selected because we're the peak of human physical and mental ability. Deep down part of me was thinking of Mary and enjoyed hurting the ALF and that was wrong. We can't let that power go to our heads as I did,” she said and put her arms around him.
Her voice took on a more serious tone. “Take today. You know when you ordered Merlin to stand down and your voice reverberated? Did you feel the magic in it? I did, and I know you did too. You made a Master kneel with just words. I've known something was different about you since we met but can't explain what. I can't say if it's because you were Arthur in another life or not, but I don't think it is. You didn't become who you are because you became a king, you became a king because of who you are. These people will follow you to their deaths if you tell them to. Take that power very seriously. You're something special and you have a major part to play in the events to come,” she said.
“I do take it seriously. I don't want to be in charge. I really don't. I've never wanted power. All I want to do is help people but no matter how much I try to avoid it, people keep looking to me to make decisions and lead. I don't even know how I got here. Why are the Wardens even giving me any authority? It doesn't make sense,” he told her.
“It's because of the Prometheus Trial. You passed a segment that only very few people have ever passed. Every Warden takes a version of it, Prometheus is 14's. The real test wasn't any of what they told you and everything you found in the database was all forged and left deliberately. Even me trying to tempt you away from it was part of the test. You would have been told once you were officially moved into the career path for Warden command. Part of the test is judging your traits to determine if you're a viable leader or will remain a field agent. Normally, they spend years developing and honing those traits as they did with me or William or any of the others, but the Seal changed things. We lost a lot of our command staff that night to the numerous destroyed facilities and you were fast-tracked,” she told him.
“So that night, you were in on it. That means they knew about us and you knew they knew,” he said.
“Not exactly. They told me to try to seduce you. At the time, I thought they were being genuine. I didn't know they knew about us until your final evaluation. I played along with the test and it turns out I was being played as much as you were. I'm sure Anna and William had a good laugh at our expense,” Chelsea told him.
“We did,” said Anna as she walked into the throne room.
“How much of that did you overhear?” Chelsea asked her.
“Enough of it to know you told him about the real purpose of the test. It's okay though. I was going to do that myself when we returned, assuming he handled himself well on this run. Congratulations, Sir Sebastian. You're officially invited to join the Warden's command staff, as a junior officer in training, of course,” Anna told him.
“I don't know what to say,” he replied. “Thank you.”
“I want to say something, though. You don't give yourself enough credit Chelsea. The one thing that's always held you back is that you don't believe in yourself as much as you should. I agree your boyfriend here is something special but so are you. You're always so quick to fall in line when you should be leading,” Anna told her.
“Anna, he was King Arthur. That commands respect,” Chelsea told her.
“And as I understand it, you were Queen Guinevere. You should read over the founding journals of the first Wardens. Guinevere was as involved as Arthur, often more so. When I've been training with Merlin, I've talked with him at length about you two. I don't think it was your looks that made you the queen and you've earned the respect and admiration of everyone on our team. Now start acting like it,” Anna told them. “Oh and get dressed. The shuttle will be here soon,” she the two as they realized they were still sitting naked in the floor.
“Anna, I...” Chelsea started but Anna stopped her.
“You don't need to say anything. Now you have enough time, if you're quick, so hurry up,” Anna said as she left.
“Enough time for what?” Sebastian said, seeming confused.
“You can be dense sometimes, you know that?” Chelsea said as she laid back and pulled him on top of her.
“Damn those two have stamina,” Anna said to herself as she walked away.
#
The people in the room were having a heated argument. The group numbered a dozen and consisted of ten African and Nubian men and women along with two European men. Their dress and mannerisms were all different, but they had the same symbol tattooed on them indicating their Warden loyalty.
“The Rashidun army will be here in weeks and at the rate, they are conquering Egypt, Babylon is no longer safe for the Masters. We must move them,” said one of the Nubian men.
“NO!” replied one of two beautiful twin African woman. “This Enclave is among the first and will stand the test of time. The Rashidun will not find us, and the Masters will remain safe,” she said adamantly.
The twin woman next to her looked at her and sighed. “Sister, they are right. I was born here as you were, and I love my home as much as you, but we cannot let our feelings cloud our reason. The coming army is unstoppable and will take this city. We cannot risk losing both Masters if this enclave is discovered. You are in command though and we follow your orders,” said her twin.
The twin looked at the Europeans. “What of the Master at London and the one at Edinburgh? Did you move them?” she asked.
“Yes. Morgana and Boudicca are no longer located at enclaves. We have moved them to sacred sites that are not populated so the constant wars following the shattering will be less likely to impact them. Morgana is entombed beneath her home, now abandoned, and Boudicca is entombed beneath the great henge. Both tombs are sealed, and their entrances buried and hidden. We swore to keep them safe and in our judgment that is the best policy but as your sister said, this is your enclave and a new High Lord has not been chosen yet, so you bear the sole weight of that decision,” said the man.
She stood up and paced around the room for a few minutes. “It is decided. I love my city and my enclave, but my advisers are correct in their judgment. Master Ra will be moved to the Necropolis at Giza and Master Nefertiti will be moved to Karnak. Their desire was to remain together, but they could not foresee this and we must separate them to lessen the likelihood both would be discovered if the worst happens.”
“We will assist,” said one of the men. She looked at the Europeans.
“I thank you for the offer but that is not necessary. You are but two and your people could not possibly arrive before the invaders. As envoys assigned to my command, I charge you with a greater task. Take the knowledge of our decision to your respective enclaves so it can be recorded as we will record your actions in our own archives. High Lord Arthur’s prime directive as preservers of knowledge must be maintained as must our duty as guardians of the Masters. Go now. We will handle things here. My people will get you out of the city and arrange transport to London. If you can, return to us and continue your posts as envoys when this war is a memory. You are always welcome here brothers,” she told them.
#
“Sebastian, we’ve been at this for six weeks. We’re no closer to finding the Masters than we were when we left Camelot,” said William.
They no longer used titles when meeting. Sebastian was adamant that no one within their inner circle is above anyone else and they all sit as equals.
“We’ve gone through the database dozens of times. We’ve gone over public records, the President has had her people go through the restricted government databases, we’ve even gone through great expense and effort to get access to the GloCom’s database and nothing. There are no records of what happened to them. We might have to face the fact that they are gone. Merlin can’t even find them magically. I’m out of options and honestly, scanning the databases yet again with yet another set of parameters is pointless,” said William bluntly.
“Agreed,” said Anna. “There is no record in the archives maybe we should forget them and move on.”
“Is everything the Wardens have in the database?” asked Chelsea.
“Everything relevant,” said Anna. “Those records are extensive. The only things not in the archive were private diaries. They were slated to be transferred in the next few years but then the catastrophe hit, and that project is sidelined indefinitely while we rebuild.”
“It’s not much but maybe it’s something. Let’s go through the diaries,” said Sebastian.
“Do you realize the extent of what you’re asking?” said Bethany. “There are hundreds of thousands of them on microfiche. They were never converted from their antique formats. We have fourteen centuries of diaries from nearly a hundred enclaves on an old format from the twentieth century. We don’t have the manpower to go through those,” she told him.
“We don’t need to go through all of them. We can narrow it down,” said Chelsea.
“Suggestions?” asked Sebastian.
Bruce spoke up. “We should start with the guardian enclaves and specifically the diaries of the directors and runners. The archives should at least be able to help us narrow down the names of people who might have had direct involvement with the Masters. Back then they had agents whose only job was to carry messages before electronic communication. Important decisions would have been relayed that way. They wouldn't have written messages down. The runners and leaders kept diaries though, in a code of course, and might have recorded something useful. Our codes are top notch but not impossible to break.”
“Let's just hope if we find anything it was coded before Davinci joined us. His ciphers are...something else,” said Bethany.
“Good call. Let’s do that. Assign archivists immediately and pull everyone off the database scans for this,” Sebastian ordered.
“Next order of business, Camelot’s rebuilding,” Sebastian said.
Mason looked up from his reports. “Repairs are going fast. The council has been very generous in assigning crews and resources. The major repairs and structural enhancements are done. The dungeon has been re-purposed as a utility room and they’re retrofitting it for the generators this week. Once that’s done, the weapon and defense systems will be installed. They estimate work will be done in about five weeks if the weather holds.”
“That’s good news. Have they given it a designation yet?” asked Bethany.
“So far they just refer to it as Camelot. They aren’t numbering it, at least not yet,” replied Mason.
“Moving on, how is the training going?” asked Sebastian.
“Fantastic. Even though his strength is returning very slowly, Merlin is a great teacher. All of our sensitives have already begun to show proficiency in their craft. Those of us on the more expedited schedules are progressing faster than expected. Merlin says he’s pleased with our progress,” said William flashing fire through the air to demonstrate.
“Excellent. You’re channeling fire now, that’s impressive” said Chelsea.
“Yea right, I know what you and Sebastian can do. I’m doing parlor tricks compared to you two,” he said laughing.
“We also need to discuss the matter of High Lord,” said Anna.
“It’s a non-issue,” replied Sebastian.
“Non-issue? I know the higher ups aren’t supporting you but that doesn’t mean they’re right,” Anna told him.
“But they are right. Arthur was High Lord for life, not Sebastian. It was for life and Arthur died and as far as the council is concerned, that ended his tenure and I’m inclined to agree with them,” Sebastian remarked.
“But he obviously didn’t die. He was reborn and lives now,” she said.
“I have some fragments of knowledge and more return slowly but I’m not Arthur, at least not fully. I share the same goals, the same desires and from what Merlin has said we have the same basic personality but I’m not Arthur and even if I were in possession of all my memories, it doesn’t qualify me to lead, not anymore. The world is vastly different since Arthur’s day and he did not have the skills or knowledge to run the Wardens of today nor do I. I’m barely out of the academy yet you all treat me like some infallible leader. I’ve spoken at length with High Lord Alecia and we have put this issue to rest. She has agreed to give me command of Camelot once it’s finished with a hand-picked team to continue our work to find the Masters. I don't think she wants me to have a command but it's an appeasement to end the debate for good. I know you all believe I have some hidden wisdom and leadership ability so trust me in my judgment on this and let's please bury this issue,” he said.
“The last thing on our agenda for today. The unknown wizard that broke the Seal. Does anyone have anything on this person or group?” asked Sebastian.
“I’ve been researching the runes with the help of Bruce,” said Bethany.
“Researching? Is that what you two call it?” asked Chelsea.
“As Bruce tells it your advice is the reason we’re together so deal with it,” said Bethany making a raspberry at Chelsea and the two women laughed.
“But seriously, the runes are interesting. They’re a mix of several ancient schools of magic. I have a theory though they’re not actually any of those schools, and are actually its predecessor,” she said.
“What do you mean, predecessor?” asked Anna.
“Sebastian’s and Chelsea’s rings gave me the idea. They have runes on them and reflect symbolism of different cultures because a piece of each came from each of the Masters living at the time of their wedding and so the rings came from a common root source, the Masters. Merlin says each of the Masters contributed one of the gems and one of the runes. You have a single source for several very different things. Well, all languages come from common roots, so it stands to reason that magic does as well since much of magic is based on language,” Bethany told them.
“You mean like how all of the Romance languages are descended from Roman Latin?” asked Sebastian.
“Exactly. The runes show possible origins in Greek, Mesopotamian, Egyptian and several other cultures in proximity to the Mediterranean and a couple we can’t identify, and that mix has made it hard to research. What if they aren’t any of those cultures but an older one, one that predates all the cultures in that area. One so ancient even Master Ra would consider it legend,” said Bethany.
“I’m intrigued. What is your theory?” said Sebastian.
“Atlantis,” said Bethany.
“Atlantis is a myth,” said William.
“Is it?” replied Bethany. “We have runes showing a type of magic that no culture practiced in totality but only fragments. The runes show evidence of commonality, but the only commonality is to each other and little else. We have legends from every culture in the region about an ancient, powerful culture that predated everything in the area then disappeared when their nation was destroyed and sank beneath the sea. Is it really so hard to think that a powerful culture might have influenced all the young fledgling cultures in the region? The reason those runes show so many influences is not because they are a mix of magic but an old magic that those other cultures learned from and absorbed pieces of into their own practices,” she said.
“That’s a stretch even for magic,” said Anna.
“I don’t know if I agree with you Anna,” said Chelsea. “It’s as a good a hypothesis as anything else we’ve come up with,” Chelsea continued.
“I’m inclined to let her roll with this. Anyone opposed to putting resources into Bethany’s theory?” asked Sebastian. The group was quiet.
“Okay Bethany, your theory is a go. Investigate as best you can and let us know how we can help. We’ll provide whatever resources we can to support you,” said Sebastian.
After the meeting was over, Sebastian and Chelsea went down to the commissary. They got some food and walked over to the table Bethany and Bruce were at. The two had become inseparable since Camelot.
“I like how you think, Bethany,” said Sebastian.
“I could just be grasping at straws and this might be a dead end,” she replied.
“Maybe but that’s not what’s important. What’s important is you’re a creative person and thinking outside the box. That’s a rare talent in people. As you know, when Camelot is finished, I’m going to need a command staff. Because it’s not a traditional Warden facility it won’t have a traditional staff. I’m going to take a page out of the old books and create a sort of group of advisers, the old round table if you will. I want you at that table,” he told her.
“I appreciate your trust in me but what about Bruce?” she said.
“Yea, what about me? If she goes I go,” said the loud Brit.
Chelsea spoke up. “Bruce, of course, you’re wanted as well.”
“I guess being Bethany’s man has some advantages,” he said.
“Not really,” said Sebastian. “If that were the case, you’d be welcome at Camelot but not as an adviser. We want you because of you. You’re a walking encyclopedia on the fey. You know their origins, etymology, vulnerabilities, etc. and you can interpolate that data well. You’re also good with ancient religions. You’re a smart man. You hide it behind all that muscle and like to play dumb, but I’ve read your files and seen your scores at the Academy and know about your degrees before that. You’re a very intelligent man,” Sebastian told him.
“Thank you. I’m happy to be part of your team,” said Bruce.
“And honestly, we assumed you were a package deal since you’re as attached to her as me and Sebastian are to each other and getting two smart, well trained, highly qualified people is a win and the fact one is my best friend is a bonus,” said Chelsea adding, “Besides, you make a good couple and I wouldn’t want to break that up.”
“It’s your fault. As Bruce tells it your advice is what brought us together,” said Bethany.
“Really? You mentioned that earlier,” said Chelsea. “I just told Bruce you liked strong men.”
“Yea, that’s one way of putting. What was the exact phrase he told me…don’t be a pussy and I might give him some of mine,” said Bethany.
“You told her what I told you? That’s awesome,” said Chelsea.
“Awesome?” said Sebastian.
“Yea, I bet Bethany got turned on by that,” said Chelsea then continued “So tell me about it!”
Sebastian said, “I think I’m going to go get some coffee,” and started to get up.
Chelsea pulled him back. “You’re going to sit right here and listen.”
Sebastian grimaced but sat back down.
“There’s not really much to tell,” said Bethany. “I was in the Council’s room in the tower recording the runes for research and Bruce comes in. He says in his loud voice and says ‘Aye! You there!’” so I turn around and he walks up and kisses me. I was a bit shocked but figured what the Hell and kissed him back. He picked me up and sat me on the table. We spent a few minutes kissing and the next thing you know we were naked on the table. He rode me for what seemed like hours and I've not orgasmed like that in a long time.”
“You had to encourage her to tell the story,” said Sebastian to Chelsea who just giggled at him.
“Eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we may die. No one knows that better than Wardens. Just before we met you I was on a hunt and lost one of my best mates to a vampire. Enjoy life while you can because in our line of work any given day could be your last,” said Bruce.
“So, after we finished, we're laying on the table together and I was getting cold so Bruce pulls me close and wraps his arms around me. I asked him what got into him and you know what he said?” said Bethany.
“I said, 'Nothing got into me, beautiful, but thanks to your friend Chelsea I got into you,' and she started laughing. So, she asked me what I meant and I told her what Chelsea told me. She pushed me on my back and pinned my arms down and rode me like she was breaking a wild mustang. Then she starts moaning and screaming and I rolled her over and didn't stop until we were both exhausted. After we rested a bit and got dressed to head down, she told me, 'remind me to thank Chelsea next time I see her,'” said Bruce. “Warden women are wild. They're proper naughty cunts they are.”
“That is a beautiful story,” said Chelsea. “I should tell you about our first time together,” she said while squeezing Sebastian's hand.
“Maybe another time,” said Sebastian.
Bethany interrupted. “On a related subject you should know if I join you I have to go on desk duty, no more field work for me if I accept,” she said.
“Are you okay? Is it medical?” asked Chelsea.
“Oh no, I’m not sick. I don’t know how else to say this so I’m just going to say it. I’m pregnant. With all of the excitement lately, I forgot to get my ovablock renewed and well, Bruce and I are going to be parents and I’ve decided to give up field work and be a mommy,” she said.
“Oh. My. God. This is huge! This is major!” said Chelsea. Bethany smiled. Chelsea got up and ran over to Bethany and hugged her. “I am so happy for you!” Chelsea said.
Sebastian congratulated the couple and smiled. This made him happy. Despite the world still in chaos after the breaking, life was moving along as it always did. “I want you on my team whether you’re in the field or at a desk. Welcome to Team Camelot. Both of you.”
“Team Camelot?” said Bethany.
“Yea, we don’t have a name for the site yet so I’m just using the original name for now,” he told her.
#
A few days later, everyone was seated around the table waiting on William. He had called an impromptu meeting flagged as urgent. Sebastian and Chelsea had just returned from eliminating a group of lycanthropes in the Catskills and neither had time to clean up or rest but attended anyway. William liked routine and was not the type to call a meeting for some minor reason he could address with a memo or conference call or wait until the next meeting. He was also late which was even less like him. Everyone was talking, mainly about the coming baby, when he finally arrived with an old book in his hand.
“Thank you all and I’m sorry I’m late. The courier with this book just arrived. Prior to that, there are a couple of minor issues to update then we’ll get to it.”
“Bethany, Bruce, your transfers are approved and once the castle is officially reopened you’ll be relocated with the rest of Sebastian’s team. Your removal from active field work is also approved, which was never in doubt anyway but you’re now officially on desk duty until you choose otherwise. The repairs on Camelot go fast. The generators are installed, and all modern conveniences have been added. You have insulation, air conditioning, and hot showers. The defensive and offensive systems are nearly done, and a support staff has been transferred and already on site and setting up. You’ll be able to move in within two weeks, well ahead of schedule. There's more work to be done but crews will finish up while you're there.”
“That’s fantastic news, all of it, but it’s not all there is. You wouldn’t call a meeting for that and we all want to know what that book in your hand is about,” said Chelsea.
“This is the reason we’re here. We have an enclave at Babylon, our largest in Africa in the beginning and it was the wish of Ra and Nefertiti they slumber together and so they were put there under that enclave’s protection. During the six-hundreds, not long after the Seal was formed, the Rashidun army invaded Egypt and much of Africa. Our enclave at Babylon was never discovered, fortunately, and exists to this day despite numerous wars, natural disasters, and other problems,” said William.
“Thanks for the history lesson and I don’t want to be rude, but I have dried werewolf blood on me after a very long and arduous weekend in the mountains and I haven’t had a shower in two days. Can we please get to the point?” said Chelsea.
“Good work on that,” said William. “I read the report and you two took out nearly,” but Chelsea cut him off.
“William, point, now or I’m going to go take a shower while you babble on about Babylon,” she said.
William laughed at the joke and continued. “This book was delivered to our research team several days ago. It’s the diary of a runner or envoy as they called them, between the Edinburgh and Babylon enclaves. We reviewed the microfiche copy of it and decoded the ancient version of Warden code they used. Once we did, we found something and so I checked, and the original was still preserved at the St. Paul archives so I had it sent here to visually confirm the microfiche wasn’t an error. The microfiche was damaged and so we confirmed it from the original,” he told the group.
Chelsea picked off a piece of mud dried on her shirt and flicked it at William.
“To make a very long story short, we’ve found Ra, Nefertiti, and Boudicca, or at least where they went after they left their original enclaves. There is also mention of Morgana but it’s not clear. The Giza necropolis is where Ra was moved, and Karnak was Nefertiti’s new resting place. Boudicca is listed as being in the 'great henge' and what we call Stonehenge is the most likely henge being described. Morgana is less clear. It indicates she was moved to her home, but we have no records of where that is and Merlin just says she was born of the sea which is not helpful. It seems that after the shattering, wars and religious persecution were rampant and those impacted our people as well. Out of fear of discovery and loss of the Masters, waking them with no magic would kill them of course, they moved them to hidden locations. So, Sebastian, recovery of the Masters is your domain. I assume you want to start with Boudicca for personal reasons,” said William.
“I do indeed but we can’t. My personal reasons cannot outweigh our needs. We start with Ra. He’s the oldest of the Masters and even though Nefertiti and Boudicca are both strong, Ra is much, much older, at least seven thousand years by some counts and maybe more so he’s more likely to be able to provide insight on the runes and that’s our priority, not our wedding. I would prefer to find Socrates first. He was supposed to be Plato’s source of information on Atlantis, but Ra is a good alternative. The needs of the world come first,” said Sebastian.
“Chelsea, Mason, Xavier, Bruce, you’re with me. Someone, notify Merlin. We will need him so training and meditation will have to wait. Several of us have assigned hunts and we have to maintain public safety, so we finish those first then we go,” Sebastian told them.
#
Anna, William, Bethany, Mason, and Trish sat in the C&C.
“We should get started,” Anna told the group. “We're all your friends and we're all here to help you deal with this.”
They were all focused on Trish. There has been an accident and during her hunt and an innocent person had been killed.
“Shouldn't everyone be here? They have a right to know,” Trish said. She looked despondent, almost in tears.
“This is not for the others. They know what happened on your hunt but not what happens in this room. Something horrible happened...something not everyone has faced but the people in this room has. We've all sat where you sat. A long time ago, the Wardens developed a method for dealing with this and that is why we're here...to help you,” Anna told her then turned on the monitor. On it was the Warden's primary data access. It looked like it did for most others except there were some other things on it. Some were official things that looked like command related items but most noticeable were two large numbers. One in the upper right, one in the upper left.
“An innocent death in the line of duty is not a new thing. It's happened on occasion since the first time Wardens took up arms in defense of our fellow people. It's especially difficult for us because of how much we're conditioned to protect people from the fey. The number in the top left is the number of innocent people whose deaths have been documented. Four thousand, two hundred and seventy-one. That's the number of documented innocent people killed by Wardens in the line of duty throughout our history. We average just over two a year,” Anna told her. “They want the Warden leaders to be reminded of this every time we submit a report, enter a personnel review or anything else that requires access to the central archives.”
“The other number is mine. They were four thousand, two hundred and fifty-three and fifty-four,” she said. “I was working a marid hunt. A hostile djinn was wreaking havoc on a small village in northern Iran. I had tracked the bitch for two days and had her. She fled into the village, but I caught up to her. She was too fast to hit with a blade, so I pulled out my pistol. I shot her. I don't miss, and it died instantly. The laser passed through the creature and reflected off a metal shovel then went through the flimsy walls of a hovel,” Anna told her. “The shovel was under a burlap sack, leaning against the wall. I couldn't even see it, but the laser found it.”
“I heard a child scream inside the hut and ran in. A little boy, no more than six or seven was standing over his mother. The laser caught her in the gut. I got there in time to watch her die by my shot. She didn't cry out or even speak. She just held my hand and looked at me as she died. I still have dreams about it,” she told them.
“That's not all. She was pregnant. The shot went through her abdomen and the baby died instantly. She would have given birth within a few weeks,” Anna told them as she sat back down and cried. “Every time I close my eyes, I am reminded that a child is growing up without a mother and another child was never born because of me. It was a clean shot and it shouldn't have happened. It was a clean shot,” she said despondently.
“Four thousand, two hundred and sixty-one,” said Bethany. “A cyclops had wandered away from the caves where it lived in the Movri mountains in Greece. The facility at Athens had asked for help do to the size and power of the giant so London sent me and a few other agents,” Bethany said.
“It was rampaging through a town. The thing was fifteen feet tall and a juggernaut. We couldn't put in a dent in it. Lasers, slugs, nothing hurt it and it was swinging this huge spiked club with incredible speed and ferocity. We couldn't get close enough to use our blades and we couldn't hurt it from a distance,” she continued.
“Then I had an idea. There was this old-style water tower in the town like they used to have back before modern condenser pumps. It was probably a hundred and fifty feet tall and its weight must have been tons. I had the group maneuver it to a designated spot and then I shot out one of the supports and it fell on the cyclops. My calculations were perfect. The cyclops was crushed but the crash didn't stop there. The tank shattered. The old metal was structurally weak and came apart in pieces that flew across the town. One of them flew through the air and over several buildings. It hit an old man hiding in his home during the fighting,” Bethany said with tears in her eyes.
“Four thousand, two hundred and fifty-eight,” Mason said then paused. “I killed a teacher. There was this beautiful building from the old days, I think it was a church at one time. We're talking architecture from way back, like before first world war and a gargoyle had nested in one of the towers. You know how they have this thing for ancient buildings, right? Something about the stone they tell us, but no one really knows for sure. The building had been converted to a school for gifted children.”
“This gargoyle had already killed a few people in the city. This thing had a penchant for flying its victims up high and dropping them. We still have no idea why and could have been nothing but sadistic pleasure. Local kids had seen it more than once flying around in the hours just before dark. Making the school as its lair was fairly easy, gargoyles are not subtle and stand out.”
“I was working with Chelsea and we split up to check the towers to find the one it was using. The building was a big square job, with four towers along the corner and a huge peaked roof in the center, like Camelot but a bit smaller. She took the north and east tower, I took the west and south. I found it in the first one I checked, and it had people with it. I called for Chelsea for backup and she came running but was a few minutes away at best. The corridors were long and winding.”
“It had taken a teacher and two kids, and they were on the edge of the tower. I put myself between the gargoyle and the victims and we fought for two or three minutes. My gun did nothing to it and my sword just bounced off that stone bastard. It eventually got the better of me and I was down. I had taken a pretty good beating when Chelsea commed that she was almost there. The gargoyle grabbed one of the kids and flew away. There was nothing I could do to stop it.”
“As it flew, it knocked the other kid and the teacher off balance and they fell. I fought through the pain and managed to grab them both, one with each hand but they had momentum and I was injured. I managed to stop them from falling and was dangling over the side, my grip failing and my strength giving out. I couldn't save them both. I looked at the teacher and he looked at me. I'll never forget his eyes as I said, 'I'm sorry' and let him go, grabbing the kid with both hands. I managed to barely hold on to the child until Chelsea got there and helped me pull him up. I watched the teacher fall for what felt like an eternity and then hit the ground. He never cried out or screamed or anything. I barely heard the thud from that height, but I'll never forget it.” Mason was more stoic than the others, but the pain could be read on his face.
“Mine was four thousand, two hundred and fifty-nine. I was hunting a wolfpack with Anna and a few other agents in the Appalachian forests of Georgia. It was mostly routine. We found their lair and took them out quickly. We weren't sure we got them all so Anna and I stayed for a few days. Back then, we were more than friends and just wanted an excuse to spend a weekend together,” William told them.
“That night, I was coming back from picking up our dinner and heard a scream. I dropped the food and ran in the direction of it. When I got there, a werewolf had charged into the middle of the town square and was killing with reckless abandon. I don't know why it went berserk, maybe it was because we killed its pack or maybe it was just its nature. Whatever the reason, I had to stop it. I commed Anna, pulled my blade and went after it.”
“It was fast and hard to keep up with. I chased it through the town, down alleys, over dumpsters and even across a roof top before it ended up back in the square. The area was emptying out quickly but there were still people around. I think some of them stayed on purpose just to see a Warden fight. Wardens should not have groupies. It was over quickly but not before a swing of my blade caught a bystander across her chest. She kept getting closer to the fight no matter how many times I told her to get back. I dispatched the wolf and tried my best to save her but couldn't. She bled to death in my arms.”
Trish opened her mouth to talk then broke down crying. She put her head on the table across her arms and sobbed heavily. The group all went over to her and did their best to comfort her. She cried for several minutes with Anna and Bethany sitting on either side of her with their arms around her. She pulled herself together and looked up. Her makeup was smeared and running. Her eyes were glassy and her face puffy.
“Mine was four thousand, two hundred and seventy-one,” she said still sobbing occasionally. “An ogre was raiding campsites in Yellowstone. I was working with Sir Douglas and we had tracked it for two days. During that time, it had hit two more campsites with one fatality and four other casualties. It had no pattern, but we did our best to predict its next move.”
“We set up an ambush and waited but it never came. We got a call over the comm that another site was being attacked about half a click away. We broke into a full run and got there in time to see the people lock themselves inside a camper. It offered little protection against an ogre.”
“We attacked the ogre and you all know how tough those bastards are. Sir Douglas took a club to the head and was knocked out cold. It was just me and the ogre. My laser was nearly drained, and I was almost out of slugs. Engaging an ogre alone is dangerous enough, doing it with only your blade is suicide.”
“I stayed at a distance for a while trying to figure out what I was going to do. Then I saw it. The campers used old fashioned pressurized gas for their grill. I grabbed the tank and opened the valve then threw it. It was heavy, and I didn't know if I could throw it, but I did. I threw it at least forty feet and then fired. I don't even know how I did that. It must have weighed fifteen kilos. My throw and the following shot were perfect, and the tank caught fire and exploded, taking the ogre's head off and shredding the upper half of its body.”
“The fireball was bigger than I thought it would be and caught the family's camper on fire. The metal exterior didn't burn but the blast blew out a window and the inside was not so fireproof. I called for emergency services over the comm as I kicked the door down and got them out with the help of the father who was the last one out. Everyone had some degree of burns, but his wounds were far worse. He had suffered severe burns and inhaled a lot of smoke. I tried to save him, but he was too badly hurt.”
“Everything was a slow-motion daze. I could hear his wife and kids screaming as he lay dying. Medical help would not get there in time at their best speed. He was too badly injured to even speak, and I watched him gasp as he took his last breath. I tried CPR, but he didn't respond. He was dead, and it was my fault,” Trish said and started crying again.
Anna stood up and walked over to the monitor. “Four thousand, two hundred and seventy-one. It's yours, Trish. Own it and remember it. Causing the death of an innocent is hard enough for normal people. We're not normal. We swear above all to protect life and even when it's accidental, taking a life leaves a mark on you. It scars you. Your scar is four thousand, two hundred and seventy-one. Never forget it.”
“I can't live with this. I can't live with taking a life. I'm done. I'm leaving the Wardens,” Trish said.
“No, you're not,” Anna told her. “We all have that reaction but after you've had time to calm down and reflect you'll realize what you do as a Warden is still the most important thing in your life. You matter here, and you make a difference. One person died because of a mistake but if you had done nothing, all four of them along with yourself and Sir Douglas would be dead.”
“How do I live with it?” Trish said between sobs.
“You own it. You accept it and make it part of you. You can't undo what happened, so you don't try. You're going to hurt, you're going to cry, you're going to blame yourself. You're going to blame Douglas and the Wardens and the ogre and then yourself again. Then, eventually, you're going to accept that it was an accident, and no one's fault. What we do is dangerous and sometimes innocent people get caught in the crossfire,” Mason told her.
“How much time that takes is up to you. It won't be easy, but you don't have to do it alone. Everyone here has been in your shoes and if you need to talk or cry or just sit with someone who knows what it's like, then you ask any of us and we'll be there,” Bethany told her.
“We'll all be there for you, whenever you need for whatever you need. Just call on us,” William told her.
“The only thing you cannot do is mention what happened in here to anyone else. This is an aspect of the Wardens that others won't understand. We all know your pain. I'm sorry you were ever put in that position. You were there on my orders. Trish, I can never undo it, but I will be there for your anytime you need me,” Anna told her.
“What now?” Trish asked, tears still flowing.
“Now, we do what we did yesterday and the day before and the day before. We choke down our pain. We silently mourn the dead and we go back to work,” William told her.
“How do you do it?” Trish asked.
“With friends and support. You're not alone,” Bethany told her.
Trish held her head up and dried her tears. “I'll try to move on. I'll do my best to get past this,” she told them.
“We can ask no more,” Anna told her.
#
“Neith and her followers are relentless. Her lust for power will be stopped this day,” Ra told his assembled priesthood. “She seeks to usurp my place as head of the Necromantic Order. She will fall, and the conspirators will fall with her. Let this day bind us together and purge those who would drive us apart my brothers and sisters,” Ra said.
They stood near the center of the great Necropolis. The area was lit with light from magical torches crafted by Ra and his fellow wizards. The walls were covered in hieroglyphs and statues lined the walkways. Rare metals and precious stones adorned them. Tables were placed throughout with bodies on them, many of the bodies in various stages of mummification. Some of the bodies looked to be undergoing experiments of unknown intention.
Four of the men stepped before Ra. “I will not force this on you. You understand that for which you volunteer, and it is no easy thing for me to do to my brothers. Your sacrifice will be rewarded in the afterlife if you proceed. I give you this last chance to withdraw and will think no less of you if you choose to do so,” Ra said to them.
None of the men walked away. Their dedication to the order and to their high priest was unshakable. They volunteered for what was to come and knew that this would end their lives. Still, they stood firm. They considered it an honor to be chosen. Ra motioned to four nearby tables and each of the men went to one and laid on it.
Ra stood in between the four tables and closed his eyes. Black tendrils of energy swirled around him and begin to coalesce into four tentacles. One moved towards each man and as it approached the end of the tentacle grew and spread out, covering the person on the slab. The men arched upwards as the energy enveloped them. They looked as if they were screaming but no sound could be heard. The energy withdrew to Ra then extended again to four of the large statues. The statues were of Anubis, half again taller than Ra and were armed with a khopesh in each hand. As the energy enveloped the large stone constructs, their eyes lit up and they began to move. “It is done. Our brothers will stand as sentinels over the dead. They give their humanity to be our watchmen,” Ra told the assembled.
A short while later, the doorway to the sanctum shook and a sound akin to thunder echoed across the sanctum of the dead. It shuddered a second time then exploded inwards sending chunks of stone flying through the room. tall woman flanked by two men strode boldly in. The family resemblance to Ra was obvious. Behind her were numerous others. She strode confidently into the sanctum and her followers came in behind her. They spread out and crossed the narrow bridges over the chasm as they approached the central platform. They equaled the number of Ra’s priests and were as well armed, obviously prepared for a fight.
“Mother, we do not have to battle. I do not wish to commit matricide and I implore you, stop this rebellion and join me. Unify our forces and let the priesthood thrive. We squander time and energy with senseless violence when we could be furthering our mastery of life and death,” Ra told her. “Yield to me as your high priest and bow,” Ra told her, his voice echoing with power as he did so.
She laughed. “Your powers of command do not affect me, and I have hardened my faithful against them as well. No son. I will not share power with you. You will die by my hands and I will wield that power alone as it should be. I helped you gain the power you have, and I will take that power for myself. The time for talk is over,” his mother told him.
The fight was brief and one-sided. Neith and her followers stood no chance against Ra. Ra extended his hands and that same black energy flowed into his priests. They became bolstered by it, their strength and speed reaching levels no human should be able to perform. His priests and guardian constructs dispatched her followers with ease and soon only Neith remained, her supporters dead or dying on the floor around her. What spells she managed to cast during the heat of the battle bounced harmlessly off an invisible barrier.
He approached her and drew his blades. She did the same as his priest formed a circle around the two.
“You wish to fight me? I taught you to use a sword. You stand no chance and should have killed me when you had the chance,” she said.
Ra merely smiled and stood still.
She launched at him, her speed and agility more than the eyes of the priest could follow but every attack, every thrust, easily parried by Ra.
“How? You have never been faster than me. You have never been able to defeat me with a blade,” she said, the worry in her voice was evident.
“Much has changed while you were at the sanctuary at Karnak building your rebellion. While you were preoccupied with taking the power you knew existed, I busied myself finding new power, new magic. I have shed the mortal coil. I am as the gods that people worship,” he told her.
He called forth his Divine Light and she had no defense against it. The beam coalesced in front of him, as a cloud of bright energy then focused and shot forth as a single beam, striking her squarely in the chest. Neith tried fruitlessly to resist it. Her own shields collapsed quickly to his power.
Soon, she was broken and begging for her life. “My son, I had no idea your power had grown so much. Spare me and teach me,” she pleaded.
“I will spare you mother, but I will not teach you. You had your chance and cast it away. Place her on the altar,”” he told her.
“he ordered.
Ra’s priests took the woman to the altar as she kicked and tried to fight her way free but to no avail. She was too weakened after the attacks by her son. They strapped her to the stone slab, cut away her clothing and anointed her with holy oils.
Ra started to speak again. “You wanted power mother. You shall have it. I will make you strong and I will make you immortal. The Necropolis you wanted so badly shall be your home forever. You will live in its depth and be its greatest guardian,” he told her.
He took a small jar and removed the lid, pulling a white widow spider from it. The spider crawled around his hand as he lowered it towards her and placed it on her chest. He placed his hand over her chest, between her breasts, and when he removed it, the spider started to grow. It continued to grow until its body was as long as Neith with its legs stretching out much farther and her screams of terror echoed throughout the Necropolis as she saw the massive arachnid standing over her, venom dripping from its fangs. Her flesh sizzled and burned where the venom fell on her. The spider bit down, driving its fangs into her neck. As it did so, her screams of terror echoed through the Necropolis and faded into silence as the two began to merge into a single creature and when the transformation was over, the thing that remained was a mixture of the two.
It turned aggressively towards Ra and started to move towards him. He didn’t move even as his priests retreated from it. He raised his hand and spoke. “Stop mother. You will not attack me or my priests. I command you to retreat to the depths and remain there. You will feast on our enemies and guard this temple from within the shadows below,” he ordered, and the massive creature scurried down into the chasm below.
He looked around at the bodies of her followers, some still alive and writhing in agony. “She wanted to feast on the power of the Necropolis. Let her start with her own priests. Lower them into the chasm and let the traitors sustain her,” Ra said. His priests bound the victims with a rope and lowered them over the side into the chasm. Their screams faded into the darkness below.
#
The Warden shuttle slowed as it approached Giza.
After an incident involving an attempted bombing of one of the pyramids in the turmoil preceding the third world war, the entire plateau had been walled to protect the irreplaceable landmarks from vandalism. Those walls were normally patrolled heavily by Egyptian security. Public access was normally allowed, and the area was patrolled more heavily but in the aftermath of the shattering, the plateau was closed indefinitely and a single guard manned each entrance. The Egyptian government, like everyone else, had their priorities focused on restoring the cities and tourism would have to wait.
That did make the job of the Wardens easier though. It meant there would be no meandering people recording vids and postulating origin theories to get in the way. They cleared their approach with local air control and verified a landing point with the plateau's air control tower. The plateau wasn't well defended but the tower still packed more of a punch than the Warden's shuttle, so they followed protocol to the letter. The shuttle landed on the private security pads on the north side of the complex reserved for law enforcement and emergency vehicles.
Sebastian and the others disembarked and looked around. The place usually had artificial lights, but the generators had been removed and taken to other areas more in need of them. The area was impressive, even in the moonlight. They were close to the pyramid of Khufu, generally called the Great Pyramid. Its decayed stone looked as it had for centuries. The pyramids echoed the defiance of death the builders felt and resounded with their belief in the afterlife. To them, these were not tombs, but doorways through which their pharaohs would enter that afterlife.
The group could feel the area. Despite it being built around death and sacked by Mordred centuries ago, the magic that once flooded still left a trace and it glowed to those who could see it. To the Wardens standing on the stone platform, all of whom had been trained to some degree in harnessing the arcane, the area almost glowed.
“I've never felt anything like this,” Chelsea said.
“It's like standing near a lightning bolt. The air is electric,” said Mason.
“It's just your perception of the faint magic of the area. There are numerous places throughout the world that were bathed in the arcane. This is among the oldest of them. You should visit Asia some time. There are numerous holy sites there where the magic used to shine like the noonday sun,” Merlin told them.
“As much as we're all fascinated by what we feel, we have a job to do,” Sebastian told them.
“Let's get to it then, boss. What's the game plan?” Mason asked.
“Merlin will continue to try to get us a better starting point but unless and until he does, we’re going to go with a good old-fashioned search. The diary said specifically the Necropolis, not one of the pyramids. The entire area is generically called the necropolis, but we think they referred to what Ra would call the Necropolis, the underground complex where the Egyptian necromancers practiced their art. There are no records of that Necropolis. This is why we have ground penetrating scanners. Spread out and scan. Report anything you find immediately. Start with a large grid and narrow from there. I've mapped search vectors for each of you on your heads up. Keep an open channel,” said Sebastian.
The group spread out and activated their scanners. Immediately over the internal communicator started coming in reports of people finding hollow spots here and there. All the reports went into the mapping system until a pattern emerged.
“It’s big. Much bigger than we thought. These passages are all about the same depth and way too deep to be accessible via digging without specialized heavy equipment,” said Chelsea.
“Why didn’t this get discovered earlier? Something this size hidden beneath a highly trafficked tourist spot being undiscovered this long seems unlikely,” Bruce said.
“I would suspect either it was known, and its existence kept secret or the last time this place was mapped the technology couldn’t get that deep. Either way, we know something is down there we just have to figure out how to get us there,” said Chelsea.
Merlin came walking through the plateau to Sebastian and told him, “The riddle of the Sphinx will guide us to Master Ra. I have divined this.”
Sebastian was momentarily annoyed at the old man for his continued vagueness but pushed it aside.
“Everyone converge on the Sphinx. Merlin thinks it’s the key so let’s check it out,” he ordered. They all went to the great Sphinx.
“It’s funny,” said Bruce. “There are so many legends about this monument having hidden passages and secret doors wouldn’t it be ironic if they were true and that’s what we were looking for?” The group laughed and started searching it.
“Merlin, can you help us locate the entrance?” asked Sebastian.
“I can but I’m not going to. You or Chelsea are. This is a lesson,” replied the old wizard.
“We don’t have time for training right now,” said Chelsea.
“I’m not locating it for you so if you don’t want to then don’t. I’m sure one of your modern machines can help you,” Merlin said.
“Fine,” Sebastian said, obviously mad. He held out his hands, cupped them together and closed his eyes. When he opened his hands, a ball of blue energy was inside. “Revelare,” he whispered to the energy in and it flew from his hands.
The little ball of energy zipped around the Sphinx and eventually went to the front of it. It started to stretch and narrow, like someone pulling on putty. It formed a pattern on the front of the statue in the shape of a door and disappeared.
“Good,” said Merlin. “You are progressing very well.
“And how exactly do we open that? It looks like solid stone,” said Sebastian.
“That,” said Merlin, “Is part of the riddle and the lesson. It’s not magically sealed,” said Merlin.
“No reason it would be,” said Bruce. “If this was to hide Ra, logic dictates they would not have used any pre-existing passages. There could be records of those or people who knew about them and that would create risk. They would have created something new and by the time this was done, magic was gone. This is good old-fashioned mechanical ingenuity. For all we know, it might not even open and could be permanently sealed expecting the Master to be able to escape magically once he awoke. Give me a sledgehammer and I’ll open it.”
“Let’s use that as a last resort,” said Sebastian.
Chelsea walked over and sat down in front of the statue. She stared at the wall and didn’t move or speak and closed her eyes. Everyone stared at her and after a minute she stood up and walked over to the wall. She took her sword and used the pommel as a hammer smashing the top left and right corners of the wall. As she banged each area it eventually shattered to reveal an alcove with a lever in it. She pulled the two levers simultaneously then stepped back. There was a loud rumbling noise and the wall slid down revealing a stairway descending into darkness. Merlin patted her on the shoulder.
“Good,” you are both regaining your skills.
They took out flashlights and Sebastian led the group down.
“We should be cautious. The Necropolis is not a safe place,” said Merlin. “The ancient Egyptians were masters of magic and revered this site. Pharaohs were mummified here. It was very sacred and likely well protected, not only by their dead servants but other guardians.”
Sebastian replied, “If this was constructed after magic faded I don’t think that will be an issue.”
Merlin shook his head and sighed. “Dear boy, this passage might have been constructed after the Seal, but the Necropolis was made long before. It was already closed by the time this passage was created, true, but this passage was cut into it. It’s a back door to the Necropolis, nothing more and we must use caution. Magic is back, and Ra might not be the only thing sleeping here.”
“I think Merlin is right about being careful,” Chelsea agreed
They continued down the long, spiraling stairway, descending probably a thousand feet or more. Eventually, the large, winding stairway leveled out and came to a doorway. It was made of stone and was carved with a single image, that of a man with a falcon’s head. It was the ancient Egyptian depiction of Ra.
Sebastian pushed on the door and though heavy and aged. it opened easily unlike the top door.
I guess the builders of this stair didn’t expect it to be found,” said Mason.
As they walked in, the lights from their flashlights revealed a cavern of some size. As they entered, their footsteps echoed into the darkness. Xavier started to take a step forward, but Bruce grabbed him.
“Look down mate,” Bruce told him.
He shined his light down and into darkness. The floor stopped a couple of feet in front of them and then nothing.
“Bloody hell,” said Xavier. “Thanks.”
Chelsea clapped her hands above her head and light spread out from them. The chamber was about fifty feet square and had a ledge of several feet along the wall they were on and the one on the opposite side but not along the edges.
“This chamber once a guarded entrance, crossed with a bridge,” Merlin told them.
“Whatever bridge was here is gone. I see no obvious way across,” said Sebastian.
Mason picked up a handful of the dust covering the floor and threw it across the empty gap. Chelsea gave him an odd look.
“In all the old cinemas there was an invisible bridge or something. Never hurts to check, right?” he said laughing.
“There is our way across,” said Bruce pointing at a ring on the opposite wall and one on the same side they were on next to the door.
“You’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking,” said Xavier.
Bruce smiled. “We all went to the academy and did the same physical training and we’ve all done the rope crawls except old graybeard here. This is the same thing except if you fall here, there’s no floor a few feet below you.”
“One other little point big guy. How exactly do you plan on getting the rope tied on both sides?” said Mason.
“I’ll handle that,” said Sebastian.
Chelsea stood in front of him. “NO! I know what you’re planning and you’re not doing it. Absolutely not,” she said.
“Chelsea, I’ll be okay. I can do this,” he said.
“If you get yourself killed, when we find each other in the next life I will kick your ass,” she said.
He faced the ravine, closed his eyes and jumped. He felt gravity fall away and it was euphoric then he felt his momentum slow and eventually stop. He opened his eyes and turned to look at the group.
“See honey, I told you I would be fine,” he said.
She looked panicked. He looked down and realized he was a foot away from the ledge and floating.
“Don’t panic,” said Merlin, “Or you’ll fall. Keep calm and relax so you,” but it was too late.
“Oh fuck!” said Sebastian as he managed to spin around in time to grab the ledge and hung there by both hands dropping the end of the rope in the process.
He was pulling himself up when Chelsea jumped. She didn't think of anything other than the safety of Sebastian and landed in front of him then took his hand and helped him up.
“Thank you. I was afraid I was going to fall,” he said, and they embraced.
“I’ll always be there to catch you,” she said, doing her best imitation of him from their trip to LA.
“For just a second there, I was flying at the end of that jump,” he said.
“No love, you didn’t jump. You floated off the ledge and across that ravine. You were flying the entire time. I’m the one who jumped,” she said.
“I flew?” he said.
“You flew,” she replied.
“Can you two finish sucking face and get that rope up for those of us that don’t have superpowers,” said Xavier.
Sebastian turned to them. “Throw it across,” Sebastian said.
They tied off one end and threw the coil across and he grabbed the end as it reached him. Once the rope was securely tied off and taught, the others came across, hanging upside down and crawling hand over hand. Eventually, only Merlin was left. Merlin levitated several feet up in the air and walked across the rope as casually as someone would take a walk in a garden.
“Show off,” said Chelsea to Merlin.
“This is the entrance to the true Necropolis. Beyond this doorway, we enter the Egyptian temple of the dead. I have been here several times before, as a guest of Ra and I can get to the most likely area that Ra’s chamber would be in considering their layout. Be extremely cautious, Egyptian magic is nothing to scoff at and we are in the heart of their greatest power base,” Merlin told the group.
The group walked through the doorway and found themselves in a large room. It was about the size of the one they just left. The floor in this one was also missing but walkways and bridges crossed the space here connecting multiple exits along the other three walls. The walls in this chamber were carved with reliefs showing the usual hieroglyphs that were seen in most architecture from the period with references to numerous gods, most commonly Anubis.
“Merlin, what should we expect?” asked Sebastian.
“This entire complex was built covering a massive chasm thousands of years before the rise of the Egyptian empire. The depths were never explored, and the old priests believed at the bottom was the entrance to Anubis’ realm. These kinds of rooms are common. They left as many rooms open as possible, so they could have more contact with their gods. Ra was among the first high priests of the Necropolis. This was where much of Egypt’s necromancy was developed and where Ra first became a great wizard. Many of the gods of old Egypt, like Ra, were powerful priests during the early days of the Necropolis and the religion built intentionally by them. If the guardians still exist, we could encounter undead of nearly every variety and stone guardians similar to golems. Oh, and don’t fall.”
“Did you hear that?” said Xavier.
“Hear what?” asked Mason.
“I don’t know it sounded like something down in shadows,” Xavier replied.
“Getting a bit jumpy? Did the old man’s stories scare you?” said Mason.
“Do you need a hug?” laughed Bruce as he opened his arms and made a motion he was going to hug Xavier who quickly moved out of his reach.
As they walked into the next room it was larger. Its walls were covered with the same hieroglyphs as the rest of the temple. The room itself had clay urns and casks of various sizes many of them broken open or completely shattered.
“It looks like a storeroom of some kind. Any idea what’s in the jars Merlin?” asked Sebastian.
“I couldn’t be certain without opening them but probably salts, honey, resins, the things they used for their rites. We could open them, but I don’t see it worth the time,” he replied.
“Agreed. We’re not on an archaeological excursion,” Sebastian said.
“It has been some time since I was here, but I recall much of it. This room should connect to the main Necropolis. That is where we’ll find their altars and where they practiced mummification and necromancy. Stay on your guard. I feel life within this complex,” Merlin told the group.
Maybe you’re just sensing Ra?” said Chelsea.
“No. It could just be the natural life of the desert around us. My powers are still in flux and sometimes things are...jumbled,” he said.
They proceeded through the chamber and into the hallway connected to it. The hallway was lined with statues representing the pantheon of the old Egyptian mythology. The corridor was dusty and lined with heavy cobwebs they cut from their path as they progressed. They came to an exit from the hallway and it was covered with some kind of curtain.
“This cloth should have decayed centuries ago,” said Mason.
“We might not be alone,” Chelsea replied and pulled her sword. Merlin poked at the cloth with his staff.
“This isn’t a piece of cloth, it’s silk but not cloth. This is a web. She can’t be...No... I’m sure there is another explanation. Let’s continue on and find another exit,” said Merlin. “I would prefer we didn’t discover what weaved that.”
Noises could be heard down the corridor. “I heard it again, much louder. It sounded like footsteps,” said Xavier.
“I heard it that time mate. We’re not alone,” replied Bruce.
Sebastian took his shield from his back and drew his pistol. Chelsea also readied her shield and gun and the rest of the group followed suit.
“I wouldn’t mind having one of those shields,” said Xavier.
“When we get to Camelot we’ll see what we can do,” replied Sebastian.
“Impossible,” replied Merlin. “The metal is rare and likely no deposits remain.”
The footsteps were closer now and a group of men came into view. They screamed in Arabic and dropped back behind the corner. The Wardens engaged in a firefight with the Egyptian men, but no clear shots and the dim light made it a stalemate.
“Hey Bruce, how’s your throwing arm big man?” asked Chelsea.
“What now?” asked Bruce between shots as she tossed him a stun grenade.
“Can you clear that distance?” she asked him.
He smiled. “Give me some cover and I’ll get it there.”
Bruce lobbed the stun grenade the entire length of the hallway and it went off with a loud thud then all the Egyptians stopped firing.
They proceeded cautiously up the hall and found six men lying unconscious around the corner. They tied them up and waited for them to wake.
“What are you doing here?” asked Sebastian. The man screamed at him in Arabic. Sebastian asked him again in Arabic.
“He says the ‘the statues are coming to protect Neith’ whatever that means,” Sebastian told the group.
“Neith? The weaver and the warrior? It’s just some ancient mythology. Neith hasn’t been worshipped in thousands of years,” Bruce told them.
Sebastian spoke further with the man.
“He says they were here looking for treasure but instead found death. They said half their number were killed by statues and is begging us to save them from Neith,” Sebastian relayed.
“They're just trying to keep from going to jail for trespassing and attempted theft of relics. We should be ready though, there might be more of them. It also means there are other entrances open if they got in, so we need to watch our backs. Once we get out of here, we’ll let authorities know how to find these people,” said Chelsea.
“I don’t think they mean the old religion. I think they mean Ra’s cursed rival,” said Merlin.
“Can you elaborate on that please,” said Chelsea.
“It’s a story Ra told me. In the early days, after they first built this place, many of the great wizards who would later be called gods vied for power. Neith, the one who would be called the war goddess was the mother of Ra. Her power grew, and she wanted his position. She was no longer satisfied with being second to her child and wanted to head the priesthood, so she plotted against him and with a group of her supporters, she attacked him. Ra was too strong for her and beat her but decided not to kill her as she was still his mother. Instead, he cursed her. As he told it, because she plotted against him and created threads of deceit, he cursed her to weave threads for eternity. He turned her into a spider creature, a hybrid of her human self and an arachnid and cursed her to spend forever in the shadows below the Necropolis. She subsisted on the dead bodies of the people sacrificed at the Necropolis, but he says she was immortal so could have survived the ages even without an active food supply. I never thought she would survive this long but an active cult, those webs, no, I fear Neith lives,” Merlin told the group.
They continued down the hallway. “Look on the bright side, it could be worse,” said Bruce.
“And how the bloody hell could it be worse? There is some ancient spider-human thing living in the chasm below us and there’s an armed cult group of tomb robbers and we’re in some winding underground maze they likely know better than us. How the fuck could it be worse?” said Xavier.
They heard a loud thud behind them then several more in periodic succession followed by screams. They ran back to where they left the cultists and found a mess. The bodies were mutilated, and blood was everywhere. A large statue of Anubis turned to face them.
“Bruce, the next time a thought like that enters your mind, ignore it,” said Xavier.
The statue stood approximately nine feet tall and carried a large khopesh in each hand. It turned to face them and started walking towards the group, the steps echoing like thunder in the enclosed space.
They opened fire as it approached, and their energy weapons had no effect. “Cycle through the slugs. See if any of our shots can hurt it,” said Sebastian as he deflected slash after slash with his shield, Chelsea doing the same on the other side.
They heard more echoing steps coming down the corridor. The room they were in had two exits and the sounds could be heard from both directions.
They cycled through their slugs and the impact slugs had some effect, so they focused on those rounds and eventually the statue shattered.
As it crumbled, the slow-moving constructs came through the doors. There were three more of them. The room was large but not large enough to surround them. The constructs were blocking the exits.
Merlin cast a spell and a beam of energy flowed from his hands and into one of the statues. It stopped moving as did Merlin. The two of them stood still, facing each other, as Merlin continued to pour energy into it.
Sebastian and Chelsea pulled their blades and readied their shields. The statue carried two swords and seemed fully able to handle both. They were trading blows, parrying and swinging at each other with neither group making any headway. Bruce, Mason, and Xavier surrounded the third. They were faring the same against theirs. For the moment, it was a stalemate.
“Let's see if all this magic training can be put to use. Xavier, Mason, keep it occupied, I need a moment,” said Bruce over the comm. The two men kept swinging as Bruce backed off and the statue ignored him for the moment. He then closed his eyes and calmed himself and started to focus inward.
Merlin seemed to be tiring and the statue was beginning to break free.
“Chelsea, start back up towards the door. Feign weakness. Let it think its winning then run out and head towards the chasm. When you get there, wait for it then at the last minute, jump aside. Trust me,” Sebastian told her over their comm.
Chelsea backed away, going purely on the defense and looking like she was being beaten. The statue began to more aggressively attack her and focused less on Sebastian.
Xavier and Mason were doing what they could against the statue but without Bruce in the fight, it was quickly turning against them. Xavier had a huge cut along his hand and was bleeding badly and Mason had a slash across his left jaw. He barely managed to move, or he might have lost his head.
Bruce yelled and grabbed the statue from behind, lifting it up and over his head. He then slammed the statue down and into the floor, breaking it into pieces. He then collapsed as Mason and Xavier ran over to him.
Merlin stopped the energy flow and statue remained motionless. The old man sat on the floor and leaned his back against the wall, panting for breath.
Chelsea ran down the hallway with the statue behind her. She stopped at the edge of the chasm. The statue drew nearer.
Sebastian waited until it was some distance away, timing it as best he could, then he charged it. He drew upon everything he had learned and moved incredibly fast, drawing on the celerity training Merlin had taught them. He couldn't hold it up for more than a few seconds, but it might be enough. He sheathed his sword and braced his shield on his right arm in front of him after he saw which side Chelsea was on.
“Catch me,” he said to Chelsea over the comm as he slammed into the statue from behind and it lurched forward and over the edge of the chasm. He put his left hand out as his momentum carried him along the same trajectory as the statue. She grabbed his hand with one of hers and gripped the edge of the entryway with all her strength. She swung him around and he slammed hard into the wall. It knocked the breath from him, but he was otherwise okay.
The two ran back to the room and saw the aftermath.
“Report,” Sebastian said.
Xavier just finished putting some dermal glue on himself and Mason and spoke. “Mason and I had some minor cuts and scrapes. Bruce is awake but needs to rest a few minutes. He went Hercules on us and bench pressed one of the statues. Merlin is likewise fatigued after whatever he did to the one that isn't moving. Otherwise, we seem to be fine.”
“Merlin what did you do to that thing? Merlin? Where the hell is Merlin?” Sebastian asked.
“He was with us a moment ago,” said Xavier.
“Damnit. We need to find him, he’s our guide here,” said Chelsea.
“Let's find him. Bruce are you ready or do you need more time?” Sebastian asked.
“I'm fine. Let's find that daft old bastard,” Bruce said.
They started backtracking and heard a large crash back towards the room with the bridge.  They ran towards it and found the bridge missing.
“What the hell did this? The bridge was anchored in the stone and those anchors have been sheared off,” Sebastian told them.
“Whatever happened, there is only one way we can go now,” said Bruce as they went back down the hall.
They came to the first door, the one covered with the silken sheet of web and it was open. It looked as if the web had been burned away.
“If he’s in there, he better have been kidnapped by tomb robbers or Neith because if he went in there intentionally and without us, I’m going to beat him more senseless than he already is,” said Chelsea.
They continued down the hall and found more storage rooms but no other exits, so they went back to the webbed door.
“Merlin and I are going to have a long talk once we get back to base,” said Sebastian. “The concept of teamwork still eludes him and that’s unacceptable.”
They walked out carefully, weapons at the ready. The room was vast, extending far beyond their light and the chamber was almost completely covered in webs.
“If Neith is alive, she knows we’re here,” said Bruce.
“We can’t be sure of that,” said Mason.
“Sure, we can. Don’t you remember your studies? Spiders that make webs can feel the vibration on them. Look down, you’re walking on that web. If she’s alive, she knows we’re here,” Bruce told him.
“Then we need to proceed under that assumption. Something tore down the bridge and cut off our retreat and that something would have to be strong. That means that something is also intelligent enough to cut off our exit. That statues were mindless and could do little more than swing a sword and I'm certain it wasn't them. Something else is down here and that something got to this room without using the hallways and there is only one other way into it,” said Sebastian looking down.
“We’ll proceed around the edge in a clockwise direction. Fortunately, this place is dusty, and the webs have lost their adhesion. If that changes, we have to be careful. Spider silk of this size could easily hold one of us, so we advance slow testing as we go,” Sebastian ordered.
They heard a sound in the distance but couldn’t pinpoint it. It sounded like a large insect walking on stone.
“Weapons on maximum settings. If we find Neith, shoot to kill. Start with lasers but switch to slugs if they show no effect and don’t wait for my orders to do so. We’re all professionals, use your judgment,” Sebastian ordered.
They heard the sound again, but it was still impossible to triangulate in the dark, echoing room. They continued to move around the wall and heard the noise again, this time closer and above them. Chelsea looked up and said, “That sounded like it was somewhere above us.”
“She could be moving on the ceiling. We need to watch from every direction. Assume she can move like a spider and that means every surface and dangle from webs. We’re restricted to two dimensions, but she isn’t. Keep your guard up,” Sebastian ordered.
They saw movement ahead in the darkness and Merlin walked towards them into their light. “This way. I found Ra,” he said motioning towards the center.
“Wait. We’re being stalked,” said Sebastian.
“I know but we have to reach Ra. He’s the reason we’re here,” said Merlin.
“We have six people here alive and well with some ancient spider thing stalking us from the dark. We’re not going to go blindly into the open for someone who might be alive or might not. My first duty is to my people and their safety,” said Sebastian.
“You’re making a mistake,” said Merlin. “Ra could help us. He created it and he can help us against it,” the old man added.
“You’re making a lot of assumptions. You’re assuming Ra is alive, he’ll have the strength and sense of mind when he awakes to help us, and he’ll be on our side. I’ll not take unnecessary risks with my people for assumptions. Ra has been there for 1700 years and Neith hasn’t bothered him yet so it’s unlikely she will in the immediate future. I suspect she’s the one who cut off our exit, so she’s already shown hostile action towards us. Ra can wait,” said Sebastian.
And what if you’re wrong and we lose him,” said Merlin.
“Then it’s my responsibility and my choice to make. I’ll put the six lives here first and that’s the end of the discussion,” said Sebastian.
“As you wish,” said Merlin though he appeared unhappy with the decision.
They continued around the room, eventually getting back to their starting point. They heard Neith several more times, but she never showed herself if the noise was indeed Neith.
“Well that was a nice stroll, can we see about getting to Ra sometime soon?” said Merlin.
“It wasn’t a stroll,” said Mason.
“It was mapping. Our light source can’t cover the entire room, so we now know the dimensions and location of other exits,” said Bruce. “We can also be reasonably sure there are no other surprises.”
“I see,” said Merlin. “I’m sorry. I assumed your actions were just the result of fear or paranoia. I didn’t realize they had a purpose,” he continued.
“When we finish this trip, I want you to consider going through the Warden’s training program Merlin, at least the parts you can physically handle at your age,” said Sebastian. “Some training in teamwork and tactics would do you good.”
Sebastian turned back to the rest of the group. “Looks like the room is about four hundred by two hundred, with doors here,” he said while drawing a map in the dust. “Merlin, on this map, we’re here. Can you point out Ra for us,” he ordered.
Merlin made a dot more or less in the center.
“Any walls, open pits, anything we need to know about?” asked Sebastian.
“The center of the room has an open floor about fifty-five feet in diameter. In the center is a platform about thirty feet in diameter with a stone walkway from each cardinal point connecting to it. Ra’s chamber is in the center,” said the wizard.
“How do we open it? Is it just a smash and grab or something special?” asked Chelsea.
“It’s a crystalline sarcophagus. It should open rather easily once the four gems on the corners are deactivated which should only require breaking them,” Merlin told them. “We thought the Masters would awake on their own once magic returned but it seems we anticipated incorrectly in that.”
“Next problem exit strategy. We can go the way we came and rope across but if Ra isn’t in a state to carry himself, we might have an issue. As Merlin describes him he’s bigger than Bruce so carrying him won’t be easy,” Sebastian said.
“Merlin, do these doors lead to any other exits?” Chelsea asked.
“Yes, several. The best one would be north which will take us to the pyramid of Khufu. It’s this exit and then take every left connecting hallway,” Merlin said indicating points on the map.
“Okay, we’ll go with that. You know this layout better than we do,” said Sebastian.
“We approach from here, direct path to the sarcophagus. Open it and take this bridge to the exit point. If Ra can’t walk, we’ll have to carry him,” said Sebastian.
As they were planning their path, Mason shouted, “Above us,” and started firing.
Sebastian looked up in time to see something very big go through the air and out of site.
“She was dropping down from above, all nice and quiet but she didn’t count on us watching out for her,” said Mason. “Did you see it? It’s monstrous, like a human and a spider put together in some bizarre experiment,” he said.
“Did you hit it?” asked Sebastian. “I did but I don’t know if it hurt it. It fled the second I fired, and I see no evidence of blood but the laser could simply cauterize any wounds depending on its physiology,” Mason replied.
“Good job Mason. You probably just saved everyone,” said Sebastian.
“Let’s move,” Sebastian ordered, and they started heading in the direction of Ra.
Neith got close a couple more times but fled every time they opened fire. She stayed at the edge of their light and didn’t get close enough for them to fully inspect her. They eventually got to the edge of the platform and saw the crystal chamber in the center.
“Careful. Neith could be in the cavern below so watch up and down. She could come from any direction,” said Sebastian.
They approached the sarcophagus and wiped the dust from it. Through the crystal lid, they could see a large African man dressed in golden robes wearing a pharaoh’s headdress.
They quickly shattered the four crystals and pulled the lid off. Ra opened his eyes and sat up.
“Merlin my friend, where is Nefertiti?” he asked as if waking from a nap.
“Ra, we don’t have time to explain. We have to move. Can you walk?” asked Sebastian.
“Not until someone tells me where Nefertiti is and why I am at the Necropolis and not Babylon,” he said.
“Master Ra, you have been asleep a very long time and a lot has happened. Nefertiti was moved to Karnak when you were moved here. We’re going after her next and you’re welcome to join the expedition but right now, we’re all in mortal danger and we must move. Now. Can you walk?” Sebastian asked.
“I believe I can, Captain Arthur,” said Master Ra looking around.
“Okay, you know the plan. The fastest way out is the tunnel to the pyramid of Khufu so let’s go,” Sebastian order.
“That is not correct, Captain Arthur,” said Ra.
“You showed me these passages yourself Ra, what do you mean that’s not correct?” said Merlin.
“Merlin, you are not of the Priesthood. There were some secrets I did not share with you. Captain Arthur tells me our lives are in danger and he is not one prone to exaggeration, so situations dictate I reveal a secret of the Necropolis,” Ra told him.
“Okay new plan. We follow Ra. Assume Neith is still stalking us and be ready,” Sebastian told the group.
“Mother lives? You are very much in danger then if she no longer stays to the shadows below,” Ra said.
“Can you speak with her? Can you calm her?” asked Chelsea.
“Lady Guinevere, you changed your hair and no, I cannot. Her mind is no longer human. She will not attack me or other members of the Priesthood but you she will devour,”
Ra told them. Ra held out his hands and they glowed a bit but then stopped.
“Sunlight will drive her away, but it would appear my power is drained from the sleep, so I cannot call it forth to shine upon the darkness,” Ra told them.
Chelsea held out her own hands and was able to generate a little more light than before but it was just white light, not sunlight.
“I can’t do it, I’m not strong enough. Sebastian? Merlin?” she asked but both shook their heads no.
“Wait, I have an idea,” Sebastian said and walked over to her and took her hands. “We are bound to each other. Our souls are intertwined and as we come together in body and spirit, maybe we can do so in magic.”
They held hands and closed their eyes. A small ball of energy formed and began to glow, the light spreading out throughout the chamber and burned like the bright noonday sun. Looking at it was difficult. Neith was crawling across the ceiling towards them and screamed then dropped into the gap to the chasm. The webs dried and withered to dust under the intense brightness.
“Merlin you have taught them well,” said Ra.
“I didn’t teach them that,” said Merlin.
“I don’t know how long we can maintain this, it’s taking a lot of strength. Let’s move with haste please,” said Chelsea.
As Ra led them through the corridors, the ball of light followed them.
“She loved this temple but allowed her lust for power to get the better of her. She challenged me and even with the support of her followers they were no match for my power. I should have killed her and released her from this world, but I could no more kill my own mother than I could kill myself. Instead, I gave her what she wanted. I gave her immortality and power. She was charged as guardian of this temple and I gave her the ability to defend it. She is very strong, and you are lucky to be alive. I would guess she was toying with you, stalking you for fun instead of outright attacking,” said Ra.
They twisted and turned and went through several hidden passages and eventually emerged through a tunnel hidden in one of the small tombs. The moon was directly over the plateau, giving the plateau an eerie glow. Ra looked around the area, saw the state of the buildings and the decay of his beloved petrified pet Sphinx.
“How long was I asleep?” he asked.
“We should talk but not now,” said Merlin.
They stood in the sand and looked around in the moonlight, the light conjured by Sebastian and Chelsea having faded.
“The shuttle is just south, about ten minutes’ walk. Let’s get out of here and bring Master Ra up to speed as much as we can on the flight,” said Sebastian as someone screamed.
He turned and saw Mason hanging from Neith’s fangs. She threw him down and reared up. He didn’t move and just crumpled to the ground. Her body was an abomination. Her arms and legs were gone, two large spider legs about four meters long extended from her sides. Her body formed the thorax and a distended abdomen extended down from her pelvis. Her eyes were replaced with clusters of eyes like a spider and her mouth wider than it should have been with two large fangs gripping in front of her like a pincer.
Ra turned and faced her. “Mother, do not do this,” but Neith just made a hissing noise. “Mother, I command you return to the chasm and fulfill your duty as guardian of the Necropo…” but Neith hit him with one of her legs, knocking him down then started advancing towards her son with venom dripping from her fangs, smoke rising from the sizzling sand where the venom landed.
Sebastian was already running towards Neith with his shield and sword out as was Chelsea.
“Nooooo!” he screamed as he attacked the arachnid monstrosity.
Swords flashed, and shields parried as the two fought the creature. They moved fast, as fast as Neith if not faster. The remainder of the group took shots of opportunity except for Merlin who was heading to Ra as fast as he could manage, and Bruce went after him to help.
The pair were in an almost trance as they fought the creature. They moved as two parts of one machine, perfectly in tandem. When one parried the other attacked. Neith could not fight both at once and could not escape. Every time she tried to run, one of the two blocked her path. She was getting desperate in her bid to escape and overextended herself. Chelsea stepped under her and thrust upwards, moving backward and slicing open the monster as she moved. Neith screamed in pain and her legs drooped down as she bled the ichor of an arachnid mixed with her human blood. Sebastian leaped and landed on her back and struck down, slicing her head in half vertically then jumped again as she crashed to the ground.
He immediately ran over to Mason but there was nothing that could be done. The digestive, acidic venom of the spider had already destroyed much of his body. Chelsea ran over to him as well.
Ra came over to them.
“You killed my mother and for this, I will forgive you and I command you to take me to Nefertiti now,” Ra said to him.
Sebastian didn’t look at him. “You command me? An abomination you created just killed a friend. We have lost over ten billion people due to the actions of the Masters. TEN BILLION. You command me?” He turned to Ra and stared at the large man. “YOU COMMAND ME?”
“Arthur, I am a Master and you are not. I command all who are beneath us,” said Ra calmly.
“Beneath you?” said Sebastian as he started walking towards Ra.
He grabbed Ra by the throat and lifted him off the ground. “You command me?” Ra was choking, and Sebastian was hitting him repeatedly in the face, a punch putting an exclamation on every sentence.
Ra punched and kicked Sebastian. His command of martial skills was impressive and even in his precarious position, he landed numerous blows on Sebastian. The younger man's nose and lip were bleeding but still, he held Ra aloft by his throat. The large Egyptian was gasping for air.
“Listen to me, Master. This world isn’t yours anymore. It belongs to everyone. You will show respect for the man whose life your abomination took. The world has changed in the two millennia you slept and you’re not in charge anymore,” he said and threw Ra down beside the body of Mason.
Chelsea grabbed Sebastian, but he ignored her as he kicked Ra in the ribs repeatedly. The sounds of bones breaking could be heard and Ra was coughing blood.
“Beg for his forgiveness, Master. Tell the man you’re sorry. That’s right. You can’t. He’s dead because of you. He’s dead because of your arrogance. Everyone to the shuttle. Leave this Master to rot in the desert,” Sebastian ordered and started walking away.
As he departed he said, “Ra it’s in your best interest if I never see you again.”
“Sebastian, wait,” said Merlin. “We need him. You yourself said next to Master Socrates he is our best hope for information about the runes. I am on your side, you already know that. I’ve sworn to follow you and I will do so. If your order is to leave then so be it but think of the ramifications. Think of the great evil out there somewhere with power from an unknown origin. We need information and Ra is our best source. I am not asking you to be his friend, but I am asking you as your adviser and your friend to put the people you love so much before your own anger and reconsider.”
Chelsea went up to Sebastian and he stopped walking.
“He’s right. I’m sickened by this. I want to gut that egotistical bastard, but we have a greater responsibility. Forget the world. Forget the Masters. Mason came here to save Ra. He, just like every other person in this group, ourselves included, were ready to sacrifice our lives on the slim chance he might have information that we need. We cannot let Mason’s death be fruitless if we can avoid it. You’ve made these kinds of hard choices before and you’ve put aside your own desires for the safety of others. Can you do this one more time?” she said.
Sebastian turned and walked back to Ra who was still sitting in the sand, blood dripping from his lips and nose and he held his left side where Sebastian had kicked him.
Ra put his head in his hands. “Ten billion, Captain Arthur? How? There haven’t been that many people who have lived and died,” said Ra.
“The world is different. Humanity has become so vast we cover most of it now. We have people who live on the moon and Mars. The population of this world was over twenty billion and then an unknown power broke the Seal. The Cataclysm happened again, just like when you formed it but the population this time was far greater and the death toll numbing and it’s still rising. Five billion died the first few days just from the natural disasters. Disease and starvation are rampant now in many areas. Violence and chaos have taken hold in the hearts of many out of fear and since that first night the death toll has doubled,” Sebastian told him.
“Again? This happened before?” said Ra.
“Come on old friend, I’ll tell you everything I know,” said Merlin, “But we need to go.”
“No, not yet,” said Sebastian. “Ra, I’ll be blunt. I need you. You are the oldest living man on this planet and may have knowledge we need to find the one who broke the Seal. However, you’re going to have to play by our rules. The Masters are no longer in power. From what Merlin has told me, you’re an egotistical son of a bitch but you’re a good man at heart. Can you put aside your pride and your status as a Master and join us in making the world a better place? I don’t ask you to swear loyalty to me as these people have. I do ask you to play by our rules though and when this is over, if we all survive, to not try to regain your status regardless of how much power you regain.”
“You have changed Captain Arthur. I will agree to your terms. Even if the dead did not die directly by my hand, a stain of ten billion deaths is still on my soul because my actions helped create the Seal that caused it. I must atone for that and in a thousand thousand years I could never do that, but I must try. My soul will never balance against the feather. Take me to your chariot and we shall be off,” Ra said.
“Chariot? You’re in for a shock,” said Bruce.
#
Sebastian stared at the letter on the screen and read it again. Chelsea was standing over his shoulder looking at the screen as well.
Brother Crusader,
I know it's been a while but I'm not sure who else to turn to. Normally I wouldn't turn to a Warden for a military issue but you're one of us and always will be. I need your help, Brother. I'm stationed at a new shuttle transport depot in Hawaii as a logistics officer. We set it up after the Cataclysm to help with relief efforts. It was mostly quiet but now it's not. Something is killing us. So far, seven people are dead. I've seen two of the bodies and it's nothing we've ever seen before. The bodies are completely dried out. There's not a drop of fluids of any kind left in the bodies. The brass is saying it's a non-transmissible pathogen but it's just a cover-up. It's like no pathogen I've ever heard of. Mummies in museums have more moisture than these bodies. I hate to contact you like this when we haven't spoken for years but you're the only person I could turn to. The commanders have refused to go through official channels. Please, Brother Crusader, we need your help. There's a lot of soldiers and civilians here who are going to be picked off while the higher-ups hide it. I know you joined the Wardens and read online what they say you can do. We need you brother.
-Brother Stone
“That's a strange message,” Chelsea said. “Who are Brother Crusader and Brother Stone?”
“I'm Brother Crusader. Brother Stone is Bobby Mavis, an old friend from when I was in the Elite Corps with GloCom. After our unit was deprecated when GloCom reduced their troop strength we were split up. I haven't seen him since we were decommissioned. He was always a phenom with numbers and joined the logistics division+6947+9+ and I was accepted into officer's training,” Sebastian replied.
“Do you think this message is legitimate?” she asked.
“No doubt in my mind,” Sebastian replied.
“I want details, Brother Crusader,” she said as she put her arms around him and looked at the screen.
“There's not much to it. When I was in GloCom, I was part of the Elite Corps. Each group had a name. Our CO was a Lieutenant named Mark Willis, or Brother Mason as we called him. We were called Mason's Monks.  We had this whole theme going where we each had a code name of Brother. I was called Brother Crusader. The man who sent this is Sgt. Bobby Mavis or Brother Stone as we knew him,” Sebastian replied.
“How did you end up in his squad?” Chelsea asked. “I've always heard the Elite Corps are invitation only and they don't just recruit anyone.”
“When I first got out of basic, Brother Stone and I were assigned to the infantry. That was about the time when President Yassim won her first term as president and the ALF activity ramped up significantly in response to her strong anti-terrorism platform. My unit was assigned to the assault on Los Angeles after the ALF invaded. We couldn't use air strikes or heavy equipment inside the city due to the civilian population, so it was a ground attack all the way.”
“My unit was working in the downtown area when we received a call that a command station was under siege and we were sent to rescue them. They had safeguards like our own Fortress Protocols and were dug in but couldn't hold out forever. The ALF opposition was greatly underestimated, and I lost a lot of friends during the firefight.”
“We lost our ell tee, the noncoms and enough other people that we had no command structure left. We were in disarray and I took control and started barking orders. I had no authority but with no one else stepping up, people fell into line and we regrouped.”
“What's an ell tee?” she asked.
“It's what we called the lieutenant commanding a unit,” he replied then continued his story.
“We eventually pushed them back and managed to secure the station. Brother Mason was the man in charge of the command station and we got him and his team out and led them to a drop point for evac. Along the way, we came under fire again and were outnumbered and pinned. Brother Stone and I managed to pull us out of it by clearing a path through the enemy.”
“Brother Mason's second in command took a laser shot to her leg and another to her gut and was bleeding out. After we cleared the path, I staunched the blood flow as best I could then pick her up and carried her the rest of the way to the evac shuttle. Brother Stone kept our six clear and we managed to get the entire command staff out. As we were flying out, Brother Mason told me he was taking command of an elite squadron and offered us both a place on the team on the spot,” Sebastian told her as a tear ran down his cheek.
Chelsea looked at him and wiped the tear. “That woman you carried out...she died, didn't she?”
“She did,” he replied, a bit choked up. “I was awarded two medals and promoted but all she got was a grave. I accompanied Brother Mason when he told her family. Her mother cried on my shoulder. I know the Wardens are my family now and we're not officially involved in combating the ALF, but they owe a debt that will be settled.”
He punched the wall and his fist went through it. He hit it again and again until there was a hole at least a foot in diameter then yelled. It was half scream, half battle cry and the rage in his voice echoed across the room and shattered anything glass and knocked most of the things on the desk to the floor.
Chelsea held him a moment until he calmed down.
“About a year after I was assigned to the Monks, UniGov decided to further downsize GloCom's combat forces with the diminishing need for them as the ALF further shrank under Yassim's aggressive policies. I was accepted to officer's training and Bobby joined the logistics division. The Monks all went our separate ways. I eventually went to the moon and you know the rest,” he continued.
“Can we trust this Brother Stone?” she asked.
“Bobby doesn't exaggerate. He's a by the book guy. I'll clear this with Anna. It shouldn't be hard with the LA Facility that handled the area now out of commission. You hold the fort here until I get back. I'll handle this one alone,” he told her.
“Excuse me?” she said. “You are not leaving me behind. There is something there draining people to death and if you think I'm going to let you face that alone, you've got another thing coming,” she said.
“No,” was his only reply.
“No? NO? Who the hell do you think you are to tell me no?” she said as she glared at him.
“Chelsea, this is my hunt. Bobby is a friend from my past and I can't let you be endangered because of that,” he said calmly. “My past is mine to deal with. You're my present and my future.”
“Your past is my past. I don't know what macho bullshit you think this is, but you need to stuff it,” she said getting more perturbed.
“They'll see you as an outsider. It will make things more difficult,” he told her.
Her own anger was growing. “You think I'm an outsider? Those assholes kicked you out. Do think they're going to welcome you back with open arms?” she said, her voice getting louder.
“Chelsea...it's just that...” he started to say but she cut him off.
“Now is not the time for you to talk. Now is the time for you to listen. These people kicked you out. They didn't want you. The Wardens do. You're one of us now. I want you. I accepted you for who you are, who you were and who you will be. This isn't your past coming back to haunt you. I know this brings up all kinds of bad memories and you feel some obligation to your old friend but that's bullshit. You need to accept that your past is just that. Passed.  Gone. You were wronged. You moved on. You're a Warden now and we act as Wardens. Whether you've realized this or not, you're mine and I'm yours. We have risked our careers for each other. We have risked our lives for each other. That doesn't stop now or ever. Where you go, I go. I don't give a damn if that's some base in the Pacific or the gates of Hell I'm going to be there with you. You think me being there is going to make things difficult? So the fuck what? They have no authority over us and if they don't like it they can kiss my ass,” she said, now yelling.
He swallowed and looked at her. She was irate. Her nostrils were flaring and her eyes wide. “You're right. I have to let it go. I think somewhere deep down I still have issues with what happened. I'm sorry. Let's go as soon as we do some research and try to get an idea of what we're up against,” he told her.
She calmed a bit at that. “Say that again,” she said.
“Umm...okay.  Let's go as soon as we do some research and try to get an idea of what we're up against,” he told repeated.
She laughed at him. “Not that. The part about me being right.”
He smiled at her. “You're right. You're always right. Let's go to Hawaii.”
“Pack an extra bag because after we finish this hunt we're spending some time on the beach,” she said with a smile.
“So why do they call you Crusader?” asked Chelsea.
“I'll save that story for another time,” he replied.
#
The two of them sat in a data room with Bethany. She was helping them speed up the research.
“We've narrowed it down to an incubus or succubus,” Bethany said.
“They drain life energy, not bodily fluids,” Sebastian replied.
“Not always. Some of the old lore describes them as almost vampiric. The lore on many fey is anything but complete. The Warden records don't start until the Dark Ages and that was after the Seal. Most pre-Seal lore is from sparsely written references, most of which can never be verified. We really can't say for sure what some fey can do with their magic intact,” Bethany told them.
“That's true. We'll have to play this one by ear. Whatever it is, it either looks human or can hide well. This isn't an isolated area, this is a busy transport depot, so we'll have to be very careful,” Chelsea replied.
“Let's take Trish and Xavier. They're both good and we might need the backup,” Sebastian told them.
“What about Ra or Merlin?” Chelsea asked.
“Impossible. Wardens are cleared for GloCom base access under limited circumstances, but the Masters are not officially Wardens. For that matter, they're not even documentable citizens of UniGov. There's no way GloCom will let them on a base even with us as an escort,” Sebastian told them.
“We need to modernize those two,” Chelsea replied. “Let's do it then. I'll let Trish and Xavier know.”
“Let's do it,” he said.
#
The shuttle touched down on one of the landing pads at the Maui relief station.
A person wearing the rank of a Major General escorted by another officer and armed infantry approached the Wardens as they disembarked.
“Major General, thank you for seeing us on short notice. I'm Sir Sebastian. This is Lady Chelsea, Lady Trish, and Sir Xavier. We hear you have a possible fey issue,” Coordinator Sebastian said.
“We didn't ask for your help but since you're here, might as well have a look at what's going on. I'll have an escort assigned to you,” the commander told them.
“I would like to request Lt. Bobby Mavis as our escort if that's okay of course,” Coordinator Sebastian said.
“Mavis is a logistics officer. Why would you want him?” Lt Jones, the Major's second, asked.
“I know him. I would prefer a familiar face,” the Coordinator replied.
“It's a bit irregular but I see no harm in it. Lt. Jones take the escort and go find Lt. Mavis and have him report to my office,” the Major General told his second.
“Sir, the escort should remain with you,” the woman replied.
“I think I'm safe with Wardens. Do I need to repeat myself?” her CO asked.
“No, sir. Right away sir,” Lt. Jones replied and left with the rest of the troops.
“Now that they're gone, how the Hell have you been, Brother Crusader?” the Commander asked as the two shook hands vigorously.
“It's been an interesting few years, Brother Mason. It's good to see a friendly face,” Sebastian replied.
“Let's talk more in my office,” the Commander said and led them into the base.
#

Major General Willis was regaling the group with stories of the Elite Corps while they waited for Lt. Stone.
“And then Brother Gun grabbed that heavy plasma cannon and charged into the factory. He should have been killed on the spot, but I think the ALF was caught so much off guard they didn't know how to react seeing a man his size charge at them with a heavy plasma cannon most men couldn't even lift,” Brother Mason told them.
“I still remember him yelling out his body count as he ran through and punched a hole for the rest of us,” Sebastian said with a laugh.
“That man was certifiable,” said a man as he entered the office.
“Brother Stone, good of you to finally join us. What's it been? Five, six years and you still haven't managed to be on time for something,” Sebastian said.
“Hey! It's not my fault I'm a busy guy,” the man replied.
Sebastian introduced his group to the man. He was a little below average height with light ebony skin. He wasn't as broad as some men but was toned and in good shape. His long hair was held in a single braid that stretched almost to his waist.
“Looks like they finally made you an officer. Took them long enough,” Sebastian said.
“Brother Mason had a moment of weakness when he recommended me for the promotion. I'm sure he'll knock me back down to non-com soon enough,” Bobby said with a laugh.
“I've never had a moment of weakness in my life. The day I die it will take an army of reapers to take me. The Monks are anything but weak,” the CO replied.
“I have a question,” Chelsea said. “How did you get the names Brothers Mason, Stone and Crusader? I asked him, but he just deflected it,” she said motioning to Sebastian.
“That's not important,” Sebastian said.
“The Hell it isn't. You were part of the Elite Corps. Be proud of it, son. We all earned our names. They call me Mason because when these little shits came to me they were unworked marble. I was the sculptor that carved them into the works of art they became. They wanted to call me the artist or some bullshit like that but I'm a working man, not some dainty artiste. Bobby got his name because of how he fights. He doesn't have the size or bulk of a lot of men, but he hits twice as hard and can take a mule kick to the face and not go down. He's like punching a slab of granite and has fists made of concrete. Don't even get near his feet if he starts that dancing kung fu shit he is so fond of. Crusader here? He was always about saving people and fighting for what's right. You don't know how many times we had to listen to his monologues on how we fought for the people and not for ourselves. By the time we were decommissioned, he had more medals than the rest of the unit combined, including me. It was no surprise when he went into the officers' academy,” Mason told her.
“That certainly sounds like the Sebastian we know,” laughed Trish and Sebastian blushed.
A comm panel on Mason's desk beeped and the man walked over and looked at it. “I hate to break up this reunion, but I don't have a lot of time. I have a busy base to run. I'll make access to everything we have on the deaths made available and whatever else you need. I would already have contacted the Wardens, but some decisions are made above me and it rolls down. GloCom likes its bureaucracy,” Mason told them.
“They also like to cover up things,” Chelsea said looking at Sebastian.
Mason and Sebastian looked at her with a cold stare but said nothing.
“Did the temperature just drop?” Xavier asked breaking the uncomfortable silence.
“Let's get to work,” Sebastian told them.
The group spent the next couple of hours going over the available evidence on the attacks. It wasn't much. An eighth body had been found, the same as the others. Each body was completely desiccated. The bodies were found in random locations, always in isolated places like storage rooms. The time of death was always placed at night. There was no pattern to the bodies other than the cause of death being near total desiccation.
“Whatever is doing it has knowledge of the base. They're avoiding high traffic areas, cameras are not catching anything and they're doing a good job of staying hidden,” remarked Trish.
“We still can't even be sure it's a fey. This really could be an unknown pathogen but not likely. Their reports show no sign of a contagion of any kind and there is no evidence of infection, bacteria or other cause at any of the scenes,” Xavier said.
“So, we have a killer with no predictable pattern of kills. The only thing that is consistent is every three days which puts its next kill tomorrow night. That points more to a succubus or incubus. Life feeders would need frequent kills,” Xavier said.
“The kill method is still not consistent with their pattern. They don't need to kill their victims and they often drain them during sex. They seem to prefer the energy they get from heightened states of arousal. We have reports of one living off a village for years without killing anyone by taking small amounts. There are even reports of symbiotic relationships in days long past where the creature protected the village in return for the locals providing small amounts of energy from each of them. This doesn't fit the pattern of an incubus,” Chelsea said.
Sebastian was quiet. He was watching surveillance recordings from all the cameras in the areas of the kills. They were looping on the monitor in front of him.
“What about some kind of vampire? They drain blood, maybe there is some type that drains other body fluids,” Trish said.
“No bite marks,” Xavier replied. “No wounds of any kind. Even the blood is still there, at least the solid parts of it.”
“So, the only thing we know is that we have something that drains a body and completely desiccates it once every three days. I think we have this wrapped up,” Trish said trying to inject some humor into an otherwise humorless room.
“There,” Sebastian said.
“Excuse me?” asked Xavier.
“There. The security camera caught something,” Sebastian replied as he played a few seconds of a recording over and over.
“I don't see anything. That's just an empty hallway,” Trish replied.
“I think you've been staring at that screen too long,” Xavier said.
Chelsea looked at the screen. She stared at it with Sebastian.
“I see it. It's almost imperceptible,” she said.
“See what?” asked Bobby.
“Watch here,” Sebastian said as he pointed at a stack of crates on the video.
“I still don't see it,” Trish said.
Sebastian zoomed in the image and slowed it down.
“Watch. Right here on the corner of the crate. There is a light shadow passing over it and then the crate moves slightly,” he said.
“I still don't see anything.... wait...I see it!” Trish said.
“Is it something invisible?” asked Xavier.
“Either that, it can otherwise not show up on a camera or altered video. Whatever passed through that hallway bumped that crate. Bobby, do you have people here capable of gathering and testing genetic samples? Maybe we can get lucky and some skin cells were left if the crates are still there,” asked Sebastian.
“I don't know. I'll have to ask. Give me a few minutes,” Bobby said as he took out his comm.
The group continued to go over the film and with an enhancement to the image, they found small, minor traces showing the recording had been digitally altered to remove someone but whoever doctored it missed the small fragment of shadow and bumping of the crate. They had two seconds of film with almost nothing on it, but it was all they had.
Bobby spoke to someone at length then came back to the group. “We don't have anyone on site but they're bringing in a specialist team. It will take a few hours for them to prep their equipment and get here and more time to investigate. In the meantime, there is nothing you can do but wait.”
“We're booked at a hotel in Maui. Can you let us know the moment you get anything and if you have time, come by? We should catch up when you're off duty,” Sebastian told him. “Bring Pat if you can. I'd love to catch up.”
“I'll try. It's busy here with the relief efforts ongoing and they have Pat's unit flying shuttles out of Heathrow with relief drops. Most of us work double shifts trying to keep this place moving. A lot of people need help right now,” Bobby replied.
“I know, Brother Stone. We're doing our best to find whoever was behind this and keep the worst of it at bay. There are things out there you can't imagine since the Cataclysm,” Sebastian told him.
“I'll make the time to come and see you. I've earned a few hours of downtime. I'm sure Mason will be okay with it,” Bobby told him.
“Say when and where, Brother Stone and I'll be there,” Sebastian told him, and the group left.
#
The Wardens checked into their hotel. They had adjoining suites with a common area between them.
“We have some time to burn, what do you want to do?” Xavier asked the group.
“Do you even have to ask that? We're going to hit the beach!” Trish said excitedly.
“We?” Xavier asked.
“We,” she told Xavier.
“You two want to join us?” she asked Sebastian and Chelsea.
“I'm going to pass. I want to relax. I think I want to just sit out on the balcony and watch the waves,” Sebastian replied.
“That does sound like a good idea. We've been on the go so much lately a little bit of just sitting around sounds like the best thing in the world,” Chelsea replied.
“Okay you two, see you later,” Trish said as she said then turned to Xavier. “You. Room. Naked. You have ten seconds.” Trish smacked him on the ass he started through the door and the two of them entered their room.
“I didn't know they were a couple,” Sebastian said to Chelsea.
“They're not. They're just good friends who occasionally sleep together,” she said as she walked over to their door and put her ear to it then giggled.
Sebastian didn't need to listen at the door to know why Chelsea was giggling. Xavier and Trish were not quiet.
They walked back into their own suite.
“Let's check out that hot tub before we go outside,” she said and started to strip down.
He did the same then got into the hot tub while she was putting her hair up. She walked into the hot tub and stood over to him and slowly lowered herself down. She rode him slowly and gently as the two mad passionate love and let the relaxation of the hot water overtake them.
#
Later that evening, the four Wardens met with Bobby and another man in the hotel's restaurant.
“Pat, how have you been? I haven't seen you since you the Monks were disbanded,” Sebastian said to the other man and they hugged.
“Sebastian! How are the Wardens treating you? If they give you any problems, you let me know and I'll bring my dragonfly around and light up that tower,” Pat said with a laugh.
“Pat, this is Chelsea, Sebastian's fiancé and two of their fellow Wardens, Trish and Xavier. Everyone, this is my husband Patrick, but he goes by Pat. He's a dragonfly pilot stationed at the Heathrow flight base.”
“Any friend of Sebastian's is a friend of mine,” Chelsea said.
“She means a friend of ours,” Xavier said.
“Dragonfly pilot? That's intense. I applied to flight training when I was in GloCom but didn't like the G-forces,” Trish replied as the waiter seated them and gave them menus.
“You were in GloCom? Where at?” Bobby asked.
“I was a munitions specialist stationed mostly at Moscow,” she replied.
“Why did you leave? If you don't mind me asking of course,” Pat said.
“It was boring. With no wars in decades and most of the action against the ALF handled by either infantry or air, wasn't much for a sapper to do since the ALF doesn't generally have fixed bases. I joined the Wardens in their R&D division specializing in weapons research then moved to field work,” Trish replied.
“I'm sorry. Where are my manners? Not all of you were in the military and I don't want to monopolize the conversation with shop talk,” Pat said.
“It's quite all right, mate. I'm just happy to be sitting with people from GloCom who aren't treating us like the enemy,” Xavier replied.
“We don't all hate the Wardens. We each have our roles to play in keeping the world safe. We do our part and you do yours and if a few people at the top don't like it, that's their problem,” Pat replied.
“I like you. You're not what I expected from military people. I expected you to sit down and deflect every subject with I'm sorry but that's classified like Sebastian does all the time,” Chelsea said with a laugh.
“I do not. There are some things I'm not able to discuss in public, but I have no secrets from you and you know that” he said. “Classified be damned I'm not keeping secrets from the most important person in the world.”
“Ah, isn't that sweet, Bobby?” Pat said laughing.
“Isn't it though. I think my blood sugar is rising just from looking at those two,” Bobby replied.
“Laugh it up. You both know lunar ops is classified and leaving GloCom doesn't change my oath. We're only as good as our word and I gave mine to uphold that oath,” Sebastian replied.
“See, Pat. I told you. He's still the Crusader,” Bobby said to Pat.
“He always will be. We can't change who we are,” Pat said.
“Talking about how you can't change who you are, what about you two? You've been together, what, nine years now but you still seem to be the same couple I met at basic,” Sebastian said.
“We had our tenth anniversary a few months ago. Time flies when you're in love,” Pat said.
“That it does,” Chelsea replied.
“But I must ask you something, Crusader.  Did you really find Ra? And Merlin? And the things I read about you online...you can use magic. Is that legit?” Bobby asked.
Sebastian took a deep breath.
“It is. It's all true but how did you hear about it?” Sebastian asked.
“You're kidding, right? You're big news. Since the Cataclysm, a few newsgroups got wind of you and run stories all the time. McKenzie's stories are all the rage,” Bobby said.
“McKenzie? Todd McKenzie?” asked Sebastian.
“Yea. He's a reporter for the Global News Consortium. You know him? He runs stories on you two all the time,” Bobby replied. “You're celebrities.”
“How did they even find out and why hasn't anyone told me?” Sebastian asked.
“I'm guessing they looked. We're not exactly able to hide things like the discovery of an ancient castle and Ra is anything but low profile. Not to mention how many hunts we've been on. I'm sure there are numerous witnesses,” Chelsea replied.
“You're okay with this?” Sebastian asked Chelsea.
“Why wouldn't I be? People have a right to know what's going on in the world and as rapidly as it's changing they should be kept informed,” Chelsea told him.
“I guess you're right. I'm just not sure I want to be the face of that change,” he replied.
“Well, get over it. You're the spearhead of that change. It's not every day King Arthur and Queen Guinevere are reborn. Why do you think many of us look to you for leadership? When I first saw that statue of you at Camelot, when I first realized it was true, I felt like I finally knew where I was meant to be in this world and that's fighting by your side,” Trish said.
“She's right, mate. I would follow you into anything if you gave the order. We're not knights, and this isn't the middle ages but we're your roundtable, for better or for worse. And I can tell you, Bruce and Anna and everyone else back at HQ feel the same way,” Xavier said.
“You mean you believe the rumors about them being King Arthur and Queen Guinevere?” Bobby asked.
“Fight by his side. Spend a few minutes on the battlefield with Sebastian. Walk into the courtyard at Camelot and see the statues. We've all been learning magic since the Seal broke but these two? They command the arcane with the same ease I fire a pistol,” Trish told Bobby.
“I have fought by his side, probably more than the rest of you but magic? Actual, real magic. I mean I've read the stories and heard the eyewitness accounts, and everyone knows about the fey but I've never seen it personally. It's so hard to believe,” Bobby said.
Trish picked up a glass of water from the table and stared at it. The water started to heat up and steam. After a few more seconds, it was boiling.
“That's incredible,” Pat said.
“You want incredible, let me tell you about when we discovered Camelot,” Xavier said.
The group continued to laugh and talk for several hours until the restaurant closed, and they were politely asked to leave.
#
They were sitting in Bobby's office at the GloCom relief station.
“Human? All of it?” Sebastian asked Bobby.
“Yep. They recovered five samples from the corner of that crate and all five were human. Two were identified as victims and ruled out immediately. Another was taken off the list because it was a shuttle pilot who was only here during one of the murders and a fourth, his girlfriend, was also removed from the list,” Bobby replied.
“Why was she taken off?” asked Chelsea
“She's stationed here but was absent for one of the killings. She was offshore one night with her boyfriend and we have hotel logs placing her in Hong Kong with her boyfriend the night of the fourth murder,” Bobby told them.
“That could have been faked,” Xavier said.
“It could have been, but we don't think so. We have video logs of the hallway showing those two in it in and the likely source for their DNA to be on the crate. They used it for intimate purposes,” Bobby said.
“You mean they did intimate things with the crate? That's just weird,” Trish said sounding confused.
“Not with the crate. On top of it,” Bobby clarified.
“Oh. That makes more sense than what I was thinking,” Trish said with a giggle.
“What were you thinking?” Chelsea asked.
“Well, I was just thinking that if they...” Trish started to reply but Sebastian cut her off.
“Never mind. We don't really need to know,” Sebastian said.
“You're no fun,” Chelsea said.
“So, that leaves one. What do you have for us, Bobby?” Xavier asked.
“Sgt. William George is the only one we can't rule out. He was on base and unaccounted for each night of the murders. He's a shuttle pilot and will be back from a cargo run in a few hours,” Bobby told them.
“Thank you. Bobby, I'm sorry to ask you to do this but we need you to step away from this now and let the Wardens take over,” Sebastian told him.
“Are you sure, Crusader? I know this base better than anyone. I could help you out,” Bobby told his old friend.
“We may need your expertise and we'll call on you if we do. For now, Brother Stone, sit this one out,” Sebastian told him.
“Brother Crusader, I'm combat trained and you know that. I've fought by your side and we've always had each other's backs. It's my duty as a Monk to have yours now,” Bobby told him.
Sebastian took a deep breath and sighed. “Give me a moment, Bobby. Can you wait outside?”
Bobby looked at Sebastian and paused a moment. “Ok, Brother. I'll be right outside.”
Bobby left the room and closed the door behind him.
“No,” Xavier said.
“I haven't even said anything yet,” Sebastian replied.
“He is not a Warden and is not joining us on a hunt,” Xavier said.
“He's right, love,” civilians can't join us Chelsea said agreeing with Xavier.
“He's not a civilian. He's GloCom. He's a Monk, former Elite Corp and I've called him brother for longer than I've known all of you combined. He can be trusted. Besides, we're on a GloCom base and we don't know the layout. Having a friendly face who can help us navigate the bureaucracy will come in handy. Our potential target is a GloCom soldier, not a fey or at least not as far as we know. We're going to be walking a razor blade on this one. A joint operation with a GloCom officer might dull that blade some,” Sebastian said.
“You're not wrong,” Trish agreed.
The group was silent a moment.
“Let's compromise,” Chelsea said. “Having an official escort is a good idea. Let's put the question to Mason and if he agrees, then Bobby can join us but only as a liaison and must not in any way be involved in any potential fey combat.”
“I'm okay with that,” Xavier said.
“Me too,” Trish agreed.
“Okay. I'll ask Brother Mason,” Sebastian said.
“I like how you call him Brother Mason and not Major General Willis,” Chelsea told her boyfriend.
They informed Bobby of their intentions.
“Crusader, Sgt. George's medical files indicate he's seeing a doctor on a regular basis. I think we should check it out,” Bobby said.
“Good call,” Sebastian replied.
“So, you're what...a wizard now?” Bobby asked as they walked. “How?”
Sebastian laughed. “Something like that. The Cataclysm was caused by the breaking of a barrier, we called it the Seal of Solomon. It was a sort of barrier that held back the magic. The natural state of the world has a flow of magic like any other force, gravity for example. Just like we can manipulate the force of gravity to create propulsion for our ships, some people can tap into that magical field to utilize it for damn near anything and each person's abilities seem slightly varied. When that barrier fell, it opened up that access again. Some people, like myself, Chelsea, Trish and Xavier have the natural ability to tap that field.”
“They say you can do some incredible things,” Bobby replied.
“That's a matter of opinion. According to Merlin, I have a high natural talent for it, as does Chelsea and several other Wardens, like our friends here. I don't really know what that means, though. Honestly, I feel like I'm flying blind most of the time. This is uncharted, Brother, but it has to be done,” Sebastian told him.
“What has to be done and why do you have to do it?” Bobby asked him.
“Between us? One Monk to another? Well, Brother, I'm going to find who broke that Seal and stop them. Why me? Because I'm one of the few who can. Whoever broke that Seal, whatever bashed down that barrier, it's powerful. It's more powerful than anything we've ever seen. They're the magical equivalent of a nuclear-armed dreadnaught,” Sebastian told him.
“Definitely a crusader,” Xavier said with a laugh.
“I don't know. Maybe more a warrior monk doing some kind of chi thing,” Trish said and made some exaggerated martial arts moves.
Bobby shook his head. “I don't envy you, Brother. Don't get me wrong, a little magic every now and then might be cool but I wouldn't want the weight of the world on my shoulders.”
They walked in the medical bay and a located the nurse in charge.
“We need to speak with someone about Sgt. George,” Sebastian said.
“Sgt. William George?” the nurse asked.
“That's the guy,” Bobby replied.
“If you see him, can you tell him his doctor needs to see him,” she said.
“For what?” Bobby asked.
“Doctor-patient privilege,” the nurse replied.
Sebastian undid his cufflinks and pulled up his sleeves. He held up his arms showing the golden knots. “I'm Sir Sebastian with Warden Facility 14 on assignment. Sgt. George is the subject of a Warden investigation. As I'm sure you know, the authority granted by UniGov supersedes that privilege when it involves an active investigation. Why does Sergeant George need to see a doctor?”
The nurse looked annoyed. “I never did like that rule.”
Sebastian just stared at her and raised his arms again.
She grabbed a scanner and verified he was a Warden.
“Fine. He's suffering from a genetic problem and it's causing chronic dehydration. Frankly, the doctors have no idea what's causing it. He needs medical treatment every few days or he'll start suffering muscular collapse. It was kept under control for a long time but has gotten worse in recent months. He stopped coming for treatments almost a month ago and told the doctors he was fine now, but they need to verify that. His condition is life-threatening if not treated,” she said.
“You knew he suffered from dehydration and that people were being drained and he stopped seeing his doctor about the time the deaths started and didn't report it?” Xavier asked.
“It's a busy facility. We're understaffed and overworked. Even if we had made that connection, we couldn't say anything. We're not Wardens. We can't break the rules,” the nurse replied then gasped as she realized the implications of what Xavier said. “Is he one of those monsters...”
“Thank you for your time. Please keep this conversation confidential pursuant to the Warden medical exemption statues,” Sebastian told her.
“It's also classified per GloCom security policy,” Bobby said.
“Can you at least tell me if he's one of those monster things the Wardens go after?” she asked.
“Oh! Oh! Oh! Let me take this one,” Chelsea said, smiling. “All inquiries can be addressed to the Warden's website or public relations office.”
“Smart ass,” the nurse said as the group left.
#
“We just got his request for clearance to land. It's been granted, and he'll touch down in about four minutes. As requested, we have overrides in place in case he tries to bolt. We can take control of the shuttle and bring it down whether he wants to land or not and if he tries to open fire, there are two EMP turrets already charged,” Lt. Mavis said.
“Thank you. Clear the field. Once he's on the ground and exits the shuttle, only Wardens anywhere near it,” Sir Sebastian ordered.
The shuttle touched down and as the hatch opened, the troops dispersed. Chelsea and Xavier came around the rear of the shuttle while Sebastian and Trish came from the front.
“Under Warden authority, hands on your head. Drop to your knees. Don't make any other motions,” Sebastian told him.
“It's not my fault. I can't stop it,” the man said.
“I can't control it. Help me. Please,” he said as he followed their orders.
“Don't move,” ordered Sebastian as the four surrounded him.
“Please...help me...I can't control...” said the man. He grabbed his head and stood up.
“I said stay down!” Sebastian yelled.
The man turned to face him. His eyes were glowing brightly. “I can't...I can't control it...help me...” he said as he lunged at Sebastian. An energy beam came from the man and hit Sebastian. Sebastian managed to create a barrier that blocked the beam after a second.
“The beam, it felt like it was dehydrating me. Don't let him hit you with it,” Sebastian ordered.
The man was fast. Very fast. He moved like liquid. His body no longer seemed to be solid. His body moved and flowed in curves and angles no human should be capable of doing. The four Wardens fought the man for some time. His agility and flexibility made it nearly impossible to hit him.
“It's like trying to catch water with a sieve,” Trish said as she stabbed again and where she should have met flesh, a hole opened around the blade then closed immediately again as she pulled it back. An appendage of liquid flesh lashed out at Trish, catching her in the shoulder and knocking her off her feet. Blood trailed from the impact point. The appendage had narrowed to a point as it hit her and pierced her armor. Though the bioweave still absorbed much of the impact. She rolled away as another hit the ground where her head had been.
Xavier fired a pulse of electricity at him. It hit him and dissipated over Sgt. George's body. The man screamed but continued to fight. Xavier hit him with another pulse and for a moment the man seemed to lose his fluid nature. The other three started doing the same thing and activated the electrical charges on their blades slicing through the liquid body and leaving no visible marks but he slowed more with each hit. After a few more hits, the man collapsed to the ground. He lay still, bordering on the edge of unconsciousness. His body seemed to no longer have the fluidity it had but his joints still seemed to be oddly positioned and he had bends in his arms and legs where none should be, and his back curved at an odd angle.
“So... thirsty...so...thirsty...” said Sgt. George as he passed out.
#
The group stood in the medical ward. Trish had removed her armor from the waist up and a doctor was treating her shoulder where she was hit. Xavier was standing next to her and the doctor.
“The wound is clean. Your clavicle was broken, and the top rib cracked. We'll get you prepped for surgery to knit them. In the meantime, I've stopped the bleeding and put a bandage over the wound. There's no sense in closing it until the surgery is done. No major arteries were hit. You were lucky, young lady. A little lower and it would have punctured a lung. If you didn't have that armor on, there's no telling how much damage would have been done,” the doctor told her.
“Thank you, doctor,” she said.
“Take care of her, doc. She means a lot to us,” Xavier said to the doctor.
Trish smiled at him. “I would hug you, but I don't think I should move my arm,” she said.
“That's affirmative. Let's get you over to pre-op,” the doctor said.
Trish hopped off the table. “Point the way.”
“Let's get you a chair. You should take it easy. Any movement is going to cause pain,” the doctor told her.
“I'm fine. I can walk,” she replied.
“Are all Wardens this stubborn?” the doctor asked her.
“Most are worse,” Xavier said with a laugh. “She's one of the nice ones.”
The doctor led her into another room. Xavier tried to go but the doctor told him he wasn't allowed in the operating areas.
Another doctor was talking to Sebastian and Chelsea.
“He's dying,” said the doctor as they looked through the reinforced glass tank. “I wish there was something I could do.”
“What happened, doctor?” asked Sir Sebastian.
“I'm not entirely sure. Based on what you've told me, it appears he has somehow gained the ability to become liquid, sort of. Whatever happened while you were subduing him seems like it made him return to a solid form too fast and his bones hardened in positions they shouldn't have. He doesn't have any breaks but they're all out of position. Straight lines are bent. Round bones are flat. Flat bones are folded. His musculature is equally out of position. They told us he was amorphous so at the Major's insistence, we had a tank placed here that was used for containment of dangerous aquatic species while he was being transported but I don't think it was necessary. This base used to be an oceanographic research lab before the cataclysm, so we had the tank on hand on hand, fortunately. We moved the researchers out in a hurry when we set up the rescue operation and they left a lot of their equipment behind,” the doctor replied.
“Can he be fixed?” asked Sebastian.
“He killed numerous people and you want to fix him? Curious. I wouldn't have expected that response from the military, but I guess you're not military. But the answer is no. Given time, the physical damage could be repaired somewhat though he'll probably never walk again. He's dying though and not from that. His body is rapidly dehydrating. His body is losing moisture at a cellular level. I can't explain it,” the doctor said.
“Is he able to talk? We need to ask him some questions,” Major General Willis said as he walked in.
“He's out and needs to stay that way. He's in no shape to talk and if we wake him, I would suspect the pain will be unbearable. His nerves are a mess, but they are mostly still connected and working,” the doctor replied.
“Can you wake him?” asked the Major General.
“I can but as the chief medical officer, I can't recommend it. The more stress he's under the faster the dehydration occurs. While he's sleeping, it's at its slowest and maybe I can find a way to save him,” the doctor replied.
“Wake him. That's an order,” the commander told him.
“No,” the doctor replied.
“You're refusing a direct order?” asked the commander.
“When it comes to medical issues, you don't outrank me. Waking him would accelerate his death and that's not an acceptable risk,” the doctor replied.
“Brother Crusader, I have no right to ask you to do this, but you know what I'm about to ask,” Brother Monk said.
“Brother Monk, can't we let him die in peace?” Sebastian asked.
“I would prefer that, but we don't know if he was working alone. We don't know if there are more bodies. We don't know how he got those powers. We need answers and the Wardens can order him to be woken up,” Brother Mason told him.
“Sebastian, he's right. I don't want to see anyone suffer, even a murderer. There are too many what ifs. We need answers and if he dies while asleep, we'll not get them,” Chelsea told him. “I can do it if you want. You're in charge of the mission but any of us have the authority.”
Sebastian swallowed and looked at the doctor and then back at Chelsea.
“No. It's my mission and I'll do it. Doctor, wake him. That's an order under Warden authority. Your medical authority is superseded based on the threat to public safety. Wake him up,” Sir Sebastian said.
“This is not a good idea,” the doctor said as he prepared an injection. He went over to the tank and two guards opened the panel on the front. The doctor injected the unconscious man and stepped back. The guards replaced the panel.
Sgt. George screamed as he regained consciousness. He tried to move but the nature of his bone and muscle issues made it impossible.
“Please...help me...so thirsty...so much pain,” he said with tears in his eyes and the pain evident in his labored words.
“I can't do anything for the thirst, but I can make him more comfortable. With your permission,” the doctor said to Sebastian.
“Please. If you can help him with the pain do so,” Sebastian replied. “Sgt. George, you're going to be given something to help with the pain. Do not resist and do not try anything. You're surrounded by Wardens and soldiers.”
The doctor prepared another injection. The guards removed the panel again but this time with weapons ready. Sgt. George did not move. The doctor gave him the injection and a couple of minutes later, Sgt. George stopped moaning and seemed to be relatively pain-free according to the monitors.
“Sergeant, can you speak?” asked Sebastian.
“I can...my head...it's cloudy...” the man replied.
“What kind of fey are you? You test as human but obviously are not,” Sebastian said.
“I am human...family...cursed...magic...” the man replied.
“What do you mean by cursed magic?” Sebastian asked.
“My family...we're cursed...they say we were wizards once...the stories...never believed...then the quakes...powers...so thirsty...” the man replied.
Sebastian looked at him. The man was a mess and obviously incoherent from the painkillers but somehow, he believed him.
“Why do you kill people and take their fluids?” Sebastian asked.
“So thirsty...must abate it.... water...no help...need more...don't want to...the thirst...” Sgt. George said and started weeping. “Can't control it...”
Sebastian stared at the man and their eyes met. Sebastian's eyes turned white and he fell into the man's memories. He saw a child playing in his grandmother's house, being told stories by the old woman about how their family was born of the sea. She told him that once, in ages long past, they could live under the water and breathe as if it were air. She told him of a time of magic and monsters and how powerful wizards once walked the earth and took the magic from everyone to keep it for themselves, locked in towers and castles and took their family's ability to walk in the ocean. He saw the man's life and family and realized he was an only child with no children of his own and no other relatives he knew of.
“Put him back to sleep, doctor,” Sebastian ordered.
“Kill me...please...can't live...not like this...I'm a monster...the pain...the thirst...” he said again.
“Knock him out, doctor,” Sebastian ordered again.
The doctor prepared another injection and within seconds of receiving it, the man was unconscious.
“That didn't make a whole lot of sense,” the Major said.
“It did. This man is most likely from a family with strong magical ability. When the cataclysm occurred, it released magic back into this world. This man had some natural genetic defect according to the doctor that seemed to worsen when his body was infused with magic. His natural instincts were to slate his thirst and he was magically able to do so. The only question is whether he was in control of his actions but even that is a moot point. He's in violation of numerous statutes and whether he's an unwilling slave to a magic that he can't control or a willing murderer, the sentence is the same,” Sebastian said and stopped.
“You don't have to,” the doctor told him. “His body is not able to function like it is after whatever you did to him in that fight. He'll be dead in a day or two either from the injuries or dehydration. I can keep him sedated until then and he can die in his sleep.”
“I wish we could leave it at that doctor, but we don't get a choice in this. The law is very clear. He's a danger and if he wakes up and can activate those powers again, his injuries will be meaningless if he can regain the amorphous state. We can't let him live,” Chelsea said as she pulled out her pistol.
“No. I'm in charge of this mission and it's my responsibility,” Sebastian said. “Open the tank.”
“Honey, you don't have to do this. I'll do it,” Chelsea said.
“I do have to do this. Not only am I in command but this man is a soldier. I may not be active anymore, but my honor wouldn't allow me to walk away and let someone else do my duty,” Sebastian replied.
“Brother Crusader, I don't envy you this burden. Taking a man's life is no easy thing. We trained to kill the enemy and we've both done so on many occasions but never like this. The Wardens train to kill hostile creatures. Having to take the life of a sleeping man...it's more than you should have to bear,” the Major said as he put his hand on Sebastian's shoulder.
“I'm going to leave. I won't be here for this. Tell me when it's over and I'll come in to pronounce the body,” the doctor said and walked out, seeming very angry and slammed the door as he left.
Sebastian watched him leave and started to say something, but Brother Mason stopped him.
“Let him go. He's a doctor and swore to do no harm. He knows why you have to do what you have to do and has to accept it but doesn't have to like it,” Brother Mason told him.
Sebastian walked over to the tank. He took out his pistol and stared at it then put it back. He reached into the tank and put his hand around the man's throat and pinched off the arteries taking blood to the brain. After a couple of minutes, the heart monitor flatlined and Sebastian walked out. No one said a word as the other Wardens followed him.
“Why didn't he just shoot him and make it quick?” asked Brother Stone.
“Because if you're going to take a man's life in cold blood you should do it in a way that you'll never forget, and he'll never forget this day. The world changed on us, son, and it changed Brother Crusader in ways we'll never understand,” Brother Mason said.
“I know. He's on the forefront of all this craziness. Do you know what his mission is?” asked Brother Stone.
“I do. I have friends in the Warden Directorate and I know about the Seal and the dark wizard. I'm sure he's told you. He always considered you a close friend. I'll tell you one thing, Bobby. I feel safer knowing he's the one on that hunt,” Brother Mason said.
“Me too,” Brother Stone replied, and they left the room to get the doctor.
The Wardens waited until Trish was out of recovery and left the base.
#
The gates of Karnak were well fortified, but the guards still shifted with unease knowing the coming threat was soon upon them. The Necromancer’s temple of life was about to be besieged by death. A plague spawned by some dark magic had swept through several nearby villages and the victims, after dying a slow, painful death had arisen and formed a horde of undead. The suffering of their passing had filled them with hatred and anger. They had consumed or converted a few other villages and were moving slowly toward Karnak.
Nefertiti stood in the grand hall of the temple with Akhenaten. “A runner from the front just left. It seems our enemy was not stopped by the army but instead our troops swelled their ranks. The walls of Karnak are not unbreachable, especially by such great numbers. Ra has promised his aid but may not arrive in time. I say we fight. If we do nothing then we wait to die and join the horde of death,” she told her husband.
Her husband thought a moment and paced. “I agree my, dear. We fight. We might die today but it is better to die on our feet than die of starvation from a siege or be torn apart by that horde. We have powerful magic and great guardians. We will make our stand here. This is the temple of life and they are minions of death, this battle must be fought here,” he said.
“Give the order. We make our stand,” he shouted to the assembled guard.
Akhenaten and Nefertiti walked to the wall next to the gate and ascended to the parapet. He was powerful, but he knew her power was superior to his own. She would be the one to see this battle through if it could be won. She was a Master of the craft, of this he had no doubt. She had been training with Master Ra and even shown the ability to call the Divine Light, something no one else had ever managed to accomplish and in lieu of their high priest, Master Ra himself, there was no one better suited to stand on the parapet with him awaiting their enemy than Ra's greatest apprentice.
“So, Ra is to be your second husband. This pleases me. He is a powerful man and as head of our Order a powerful ally to have,” Akhenaten said. She had just returned from Giza and told him earlier that day.
“This is all true, but I marry him not for his power but for his heart. I have a powerful husband already. Our marriage cemented the two Orders together under Master Ra’s leadership and that has been fortunate. You are a good husband and I care for you, but my heart is Ra’s,” she said.
“And so, it is. We shall celebrate once this battle is won. Your wedding will be one of legend,” he told her. “You should wed here. The Necropolis is spectacular, but it is dark and isolated. Your wedding should be celebrated and known to all,” he said.
“That is our intention and you should preside as third in the Order and my first husband, but this must be discussed another time. I see the enemy approaching,” she said staring at the distance.
Akhenaten peered into the distance but saw nothing. Whether she could see them with her eyes or sense them he didn’t know but her word was good enough. It was time.
After a couple of minutes, he saw it as well. They were coming, and their numbers were larger than he expected. They raised a cloud of dust around them making it look like a small sandstorm coming towards Karnak. The army at Karnak stood before the gates and numerous sphinxes leaped out to join them. On either side of the gate, two gargantuan statues of Ra animated and lumbered forward, the ground trembling with their bulk as they moved past the soldiers and flanked the road then continued marching slowly forward. The sphinxes were right behind them. Nefertiti, with the aid of Akhenaten, began to channel a spell and a dust devil grew from the ground. The tornado approached the coming foes that were moving ahead of the stone sentinels.
The small tornado crashed into the marching horde of undead and tore them to shreds. Dozens were thrown aside as it whipped through them. Then it stopped and dissipated.
“There is powerful magic in that army. To stop that spell with such ease is a mark of power. This fight will be difficult,” she told her husband.
The undead continued to approach and the two sentinels along with the sphinxes smashed into their bulk. The sphinxes were fast and agile, and it made them hard for the undead to hit. The sphinxes leaped and slashed and shredded the undead, but the horde slowly culled the sphinxes numbers until none were left. The two great behemoths, armed with a khopesh in one hand and a club in the other, swung their mighty weapons laying waste to anything they hit. The undead swarmed over them covering them like a second skin. Eventually, after hundreds of undead were destroyed, they managed to pull the sentinels off their feet and smashed at them with rocks and clubs until they were shattered.
“Now comes the real fight,” said Nefertiti.
The undead charged chaotically into the well-formed line of Egyptian soldiers. Khopesh and shield met claw and tooth with ferocity. Akhenaten pulled his sword and started towards the stairs, but Nefertiti stopped him. “Wait. They are mindless. Someone or something controls them. That same something countered my dust devil and created these things. We find that, and we find the source of this scourge. Search. Reach out with your mind and feel for the strongest source of magic. Once we find it, that will be their master and that is where I strike,” Nefertiti told him.
“This is why Ra chose you as his apprentice over me. As always, your wisdom is great, and I shall heed your advice,” he said.
He focused his mind and felt the area.
“You were wrong Nefertiti. I have found the strongest source of magic and it isn’t in the opposing army. It is beside me where it has been for years,” he said smiling.
“Focus. Now is not the time for jest. Our soldiers die while you waste time on mirth,” she said, scolding him.
She reached her mind out across the battlefield and at first, found nothing. There was no sense of magic, no power of any kind even from the undead.
“This is a veil. Someone is masking their location,” she said and again focused.
She reached out and let her mind flow across the battle. She ripped away the veil and found it. Near the rear of the army was a power shining like a beacon as dark as the noonday sun is bright.
“I have it,” she said and drew her swords as she descended the stairs with her husband behind her.
She walked calmly into the crazed fray of the melee, swinging her khopeshes with the seasoned arm of a master swordsman. She cut a path through as Akhenaten was cut off by a swarm of the creatures.
“Go on, I’ll be fine. Stop their master,” he said as his blade cut and his spells flew into the things.
She continued to cut a swath through the monstrous dead and finally broke through their haphazard ranks. They didn’t pursue her; their focus was on the attacking soldiers.
She approached the source and at first saw nothing.
“I can feel you even if I can’t see you. It’s not necessary to see you to destroy you so if you wish to hide like a scared child then so be it,” she said.
A creature appeared from nowhere as it dropped its illusory magic and was not what she expected. She expected a dark wizard, not another undead. It looked like a little girl of no more than ten. Her long hair was tangled and matted, and her clothing torn and dirty. Her skin was pale as death and her face gaunt and drawn. Where her eyes should be, only empty sockets with a pinpoint of light shined in each of the dark holes.
“I’m scared. Are the mean men gone?” the little girl said sniffling as if she were crying but no tears fell from the empty eyes.
“The mean men hurt me and now I’m lost. I want my mommy,” the little girl said sounding despondent.
“I want my mommy,” she cried though no tears fell from the dead thing’s empty eyes.
“My friends try to protect me, but people keep trying to hurt them,” she told Nefertiti.
“By the gods. A revenant. You should have passed on and now your pain has created this horde. Your mind is too young to understand what happened. Death follows in your wake and you keep that death near to comfort your lost soul. I’m so sorry for whatever happened to you that made you into this. I can only try to give you a quick release, so your spirit can move on,” Nefertiti told the little girl.
“Where’s my mommy?” said the little girl.
“I’ll take you to her,” said Nefertiti.
Nefertiti pulled her khopesh, stilled herself and calmed her emotions. This lost spirit tore at her heart and it ached for whatever pain happened to this child to turn her into this abomination. She must have had a natural magical ability for her soul to cling to this world after her body died and it was creating more undead to be her ‘friends’ as the girl called them. This child had already suffered something horrendous to become a lingering spirit and now she had to make it suffer more to let it pass on. Such was the burden she had to bear but the little girl’s burden was greater, and her suffering must end.
She swung at the child and it moved faster than she anticipated. “You’re being mean to me. Why is everyone so mean to me?” it asked.
“I won’t let you hurt me. No one can hurt me anymore,” said the child and it started to change. The innocent face was replaced by a twisted visage and it grew larger. Its fingernails lengthened into claws and its teeth elongated.
“STOP TRYING TO HURT ME!” it screamed and came at her.
The two fought for a minute before Nefertiti realized many of the other undead were coming back towards them. She cast several spells at the creature, but it wasn’t fazed. She leaped back into the coming reinforcements and focused her magic on herself instead. She moved like a blur, cutting through the advancing fiends until none were left. She turned her attention back to the revenant.
Nefertiti charged it and as it swung at her she disappeared and two of her reappeared on either side of the revenant. The creature lunged at one of them and the two disappeared again and four reappeared. The four of them faced off against the creature, forming a circle around it. When it lunged at one, another would attack as that one defended. The attackers seemed to be little more than ghosts, their weapons passing through it, but it was enough to keep it distracted. It began to realize the ploy and turned to face one and laughed. Dark energy flowed from it and the illusion in front of it vanished along with the two beside it.
“Your trick is revealed, witch. Your illusions are dispelled,” it said.
The real Nefertiti was now behind the creature and placed her hand on its head. She reached into what was left of its fragmented mind and pulled memories out. She found the ones she sought and changed her appearance. The creature spun around towards her and then stopped. It started to attack her then hesitated and stopped again. It changed back into the little girl.
“Mommy. I missed you,” said the little girl who was crying even though her eyes could not produce tears.
“They hurt me. The bad men hurt me,” she said to the disguised Nefertiti.
“I’m so sorry. They can’t hurt you anymore and I will protect you. I promise,” Nefertiti told her.
As she held the child, she pulled an enchanted blade from its sheath and drove into the undead child’s back, penetrating its heart.
“Go to sleep my dear,” Nefertiti told the revenant as her blade pierced it.
The undead girl continued to cling to Nefertiti and for a brief moment, the pallor of death was gone, and the girl seemed alive and vibrant.
“Thank you, mommy, I love you.” The little girl looked up at Nefertiti and faded away.
The horde of undead stopped moving and all dropped where they stood as the spirit passed from the world.
Nefertiti, tears in her eyes, made her way back to the temple gates. She walked up the stairs and stood on the wall facing her surviving soldiers. Two large glimmering images appeared above the soldiers and took the form of two men. Her voice echoed loudly across the field in front of her.
“These men caused this plague. Find them and bring them to me. A coffer of gold and an estate on the Nile to the ones who bring them before me. Two coffers if you bring them back alive,” she said, and the soldiers immediately departed.
Akhnaten asked her what that was about, and she told him, “During my fight with the creature, I pulled its memories. The master of the undead was a young girl with magical talent who was raped and murdered by two highwaymen. She became a revenant and created this horde to be her friends because her spirit was afraid. I will find them, and they will pay for their crime. Every moment of pain she suffered will be visited upon them a thousand-fold. They will suffer one additional day of torment for each corpse upon this field. I will see to it personally.”
“We will see to it personally,” said Ra as he walked up behind her.
“I am sorry I have arrived late,” he told her as they embraced, and he held his crying fiancée.
#
Ra was amazed by the new world. Merlin had the benefit of being a ghost and gaining a small bit of peripheral insight into the world, even if it was hazy and sporadic and tainted by the minds of lunatics. Ra did not have that insight and he was like a child in a toy store. Computers, lasers, guns, shuttles, even the buildings filled him with awe. Ra spent most of his time trying foods in the commissary and standing on a deck watching shuttles fly by.
As much as Ra was fascinated with the world, Bethany was fascinated by Ra. She had discovered a natural talent for magical languages and here was a man who helped create Egypt’s own unique runic system of magic. She sat with Ra on a balcony for some time talking about the history of Egyptian necromancy or at least trying to as Ra was continually distracted by the constant shuttle flights in the busy city.
Bruce finished with a debriefing upon the return of the others from Hawaii and came to get Ra to help plan for Karnak. Ra stood to face Bruce. Bruce was a towering man at six foot three and heavily muscled, yet Ra dwarfed him.
“Your Lady Bethany tells me she is with child and you are the sire. I have not had time to thank you for awakening me so allow me to do so. May your lives together be graced with many children, may your sons be strong warriors, may your daughters worthy of marriage to princes and may your fields be filled with fat cattle,” he said.
Bruce gave him an odd look and looked over at Bethany.
“That’s a good thing, he’s wishing us well in his own quaint way,” said Bethany.
“Uh, if you say so. You’re welcome, I guess,” said Bruce.
Ra had agreed to help them, but it was conditional that they go to Karnak first. Bruce led him to the meeting room.
“Thank you all for coming,” Sebastian said.
“We’re still hurting from the loss of Sir Mason and could use more time to mourn but time is something we can’t afford to sacrifice. We’ll be leaving for Karnak as soon as everyone has a chance to rest up. We're just weeks out from a very difficult trip and I am sorry we have to rush out again so soon. With fey activity on the rise, we've had frequent hunts and very little downtime since Giza. I know you're tired and I wish I could give you time to rest. If you’re not familiar with it, Karnak was an ancient temple site. I’m not wasting time on irrelevant details so let’s make this to the point. We know our intelligence is sound. Ra is proof of that. Karnak is a complex so it’s not just going to a single point. The team will consist of myself, Chelsea, Bruce, Xavier, Trish, and Ra. Merlin is sitting this one out to catch up on training. There are a lot of sites at Karnak so Ra, we are hoping you can help us narrow it down,” Sebastian said to the assembled group.
Ra stood and turned to face the group. “There is no question. She is in or near the temple of Akhenaten who you may also know as Amenhotep the Fourth.”
William spoke up. “Are you sure? History says she was married to him and as her second husband, wouldn’t they have considered it insulting to you? They did revere you and Nefertiti after all.”
Ra laughed. “Why would I be insulted? She was a wife of Akhenaten as she was a wife of me and she had several other husbands as I had other wives as did Akhenaten. Akhenaten was a friend and fellow leader of the Priesthood and it was an honor to share a wife with him. I mourned his death as did Nefertiti. I have never understood the obsession with a single wife and husband. Some of my own countrymen had such strange traditions but such nonsense did not impact those of the Priesthood.”
“Ra, if I may ask, you’ve mentioned the Priesthood before. Can you elaborate on the significance of that?” asked Xavier.
“The Priesthood is sacred, and I am not at liberty to divulge its secrets but seeing as it has been dead for thousands of years, those secrets seem no longer worth protecting. The Priesthood of the Necromancers started at Giza. Centuries before the pyramids, before Karnak, before any of the monuments, myself, my family and a few select others learned the secrets of magic. We worked from scant traces in stories handed down through many generations. We found pieces of spells in various ancient works. It was a complex chore but one we relished. We created the art of Necromancy from the ancient dead magic that we revived and reshaped. We formed a secret society within our region that manipulated and controlled the path of the Egyptians for thousands of years. We built and tore down faiths, installed and removed pharaohs and whatever else we felt was needed to maintain our power. We thought ourselves alone in our master of magic. Then we discovered we were not alone in our mastery of magic and Masters from around the world started becoming aware of each other. We were the strength behind Egypt, but we rotted from within and time wore away our bonds. We slowly fell from our grand station to scattered cults and eventually only me and Nefertiti remained of the Priesthood. We alone carried its secrets and shared them with a precious few, among those few were some of the members of Merlin’s Council.”
“The temple of Akhenaten it is then,” said Sebastian.
“Ra, is there anything we should know about the temple or the grounds? Any hidden dangers, any more monsters, anything you feel should be mentioned?” said Chelsea.
Ra thought for a moment. “Necromancy is often considered the magic of death but it’s also the magic of life. At Karnak, we experimented with life the same as we experimented with death at the Necropolis. We created things glorious and dreadful. Nefertiti and I returned to Karnak when we made the great Sphinx to guard the surface of the Necropolis. The great sphinx was beautiful and horrifying and her loss is what made me realize how powerful Mordred was. There were many other things there, smaller versions of my pet for example. There are no secrets on par with Neith though,” he said.
“Will your presence give us any protection should they be awake?” asked Sebastian.
“I fear not. I thought it was my spirit that gave me that protection but now I know it was my magic, mother is proof of that. She would have killed me if not for you and your lover. I fear without my full power it will be the same at Karnak,” Ra said.
“Okay then, we have our team. We have our objective. We have twelve hours until we leave. Use it to rest friends, we’ve earned it though I wish I could offer you more. Dismissed,” said Sebastian.
“Ra, if you don’t mind taking a few minutes from your exploration of the new world, could I talk to you?” said Sebastian.
“I was wondering when we would speak. We both have things unsaid after Giza and with your quick departure to the west, we have not had time to say those things,” said Ra.
“Arthur and Guinevere, Merlin told me of your rebirths. I am pleased to see you found a way to cheat death. But, from the looks of your faces and furrowing of your brow, you do not wish to speak of pleasant things. I can understand your anger and I know how it feels to lose. I do not blame you for the death of Neith and I spoke rashly at Giza. That thing you killed was not my mother. I killed her thousands of years ago when I created that creature. I took the best parts of her and threw them away and left only the hideous. I was young and angry and impetuous when I created that monstrosity and it cost your friend his life. He was there to save me, and I killed him, and this cannot be forgiven. I wish I could convey how much I regret his death. He did not know me and gave his life willingly to save mine. Mortals have changed,” said Ra.
“I've had time to think on things as well and I also spoke rashly, but we didn’t change Ra, you just never saw it. That’s why we’re here, not to talk about Neith or our reincarnations. This world is not the one you left. We do things differently. We have a unified global government now and our leaders are chosen by the people, not noble heritage or magical strength. We need to know that you will either work with us in this new world or stay out of our way. We will not allow the Masters to try to take control of anything again. You have agreed to help us with some research once we rescue Nefertiti and we will hold you to that. Once our bargain is completed, you have no further obligation to us,” Sebastian told him.
“It doesn’t have to end there,” said Chelsea.
“Merlin speaks highly of you. He said the Ra who ruled Egypt and demanded worship as a god was not the man who joined the Council. He said you changed and were a man who wanted to make the world a better place. Is that true?” she added.
“It is. We saw Mordred’s actions and were appalled. Even at the height of our power in the old dynasties, we would not have conceived of such evil. We agreed that the world needed to be protected and agreed to join Master Merlin’s council. We were hesitant to form the Seal but after Mordred sacked Giza we had no choice. Did you know it was beautiful once, not the waste you saw? My magic held back the desert and it was lush, and plants and animals thrived. We created the Sphinx to guard it and Mordred laid waste to it. We fought him but failed and we fled. He destroyed the magic that held back the desert and left nothing. It would seem only Neith survived, a creature as dark as him. We could not allow him to do that to another nation.”
“Then join us, join the Wardens. As we’ve already said, we’re not going to allow the Council to reform. No Master will stand above his fellow man again. The Wardens are all equal and you can be one of us. Our order was created to protect all of humanity. We have stood for two thousand years and survived wars, plagues, disasters, yet we’re here today doing the same thing we did on day one after the Seal. We have new technology but we’re still the Wardens. We still give everything we are for the betterment of humanity. Remember why you joined Merlin in the beginning and join us now. In a past life, I called you friend and I hope I always can. Now let me call you brother,” said Sebastian.
“Your words are powerful Arthur, or rather Sebastian. You always had a gift for oration and could inspire an unarmed knight to take on a horde of dragons. Your words speak to me but like with you and Guinevere, there is no me, there is only we. I can promise you nothing except this. I will never be your enemy and I will never be an enemy of my fellow man. I cannot promise you more until I am reunited with Nefertiti. She is as precious to me as Guinev...I mean Chelsea is to you and we act like one in all things.”
Sebastian looked at him through snow-white eyes and saw the truth of his words. “I can ask for no more than that,” said Sebastian.
#
Ra barely slept. He was still amazed by the new world he found when he awoke. He returned often throughout the night to the deck not only to watch the shuttles but to think. Nefertiti was foremost on his mind but so was Sebastian. Nefertiti would come first then he would discuss the offer with her and see what their future held.  He spent a lot of time in the commissary trying nearly every food they had. But he came to the commissary this time not to eat exotic foods, as much as he did enjoy it, but to speak with his old friend.
“Merlin, this world is strange and wondrous all at once. Exotic foods worthy of a pharaoh are commonplace. Women walk in society as equals in all nations now, something that few other than Egypt allowed in the past. They have weapons that channel the power of the gods and can be carried in one’s hand and chariots that fly. I was asleep a long time,” said Ra.
“I know. We knew each other a thousand years before...before the Seal. Now twice that span has passed in the blink of an eye for you and as a half-remembered dream whispered on the lips of the touched for me. Things are different now...better I think,” Merlin told him.
“You really bowed to Arthur? Your student, a mere guard in our time,” said Ra.
“It was necessary at the time. He can speak the geas and it took me a moment to resist it. It has been a long time since someone had a geas strong enough to challenge my mind and it took some effort to break,” Merlin told him.
The old man paused a moment to take a bit of food then continued. “He was always more than a mere guard and we both know it. He would have been a Master as would his wife had I team to finish their training and you know this as well as I. You’ve had your share of apprentices and can judge their strength. What makes him different though is his spirit, not his skill. He is a true leader. He was born to be a king and I suspected it then, but he wasn’t ready. Had he been, I would have installed him on the throne of Britannia. The actions of our Council, the formation of the Seal, it forced him into a role he didn’t want. He became their king after we were gone but from what I’ve seen of his past, he wore the crown with a heavy heart because he wasn’t ready. He is now,” said Merlin.
“I have placed many men and women upon the throne of Egypt during the height of my power and I often found the best leaders were the ones who did not want to lead. A desire to lead is often a mark of the power hungry. Those who do not want power, those who take it only when there is no other option, they are the ones who care most for their people and those are the ones the people love and follow the most. I sought that trait whenever possible,” Ra told him.
Ra finished his drink and refilled it then continued. “I do not have the luxury of the time you have had with him. I have known him, the new him, barely a day before he left, and he only just returned yet in that time he has made an impression I cannot deny. I will seriously consider his offer, but I will wait for some time. I want to judge him further and see this new Arthur for myself. As much as I have faith in your word my dear friend, I must see it myself,” Ra told him.
“You will. I promise you Ra, you will. Give him his platitude of belief in your loyalty. You'll have more control that way,” said Merlin.
“Something I find curious Merlin. You have been awake since the instant the Seal was broken but you seem to be regaining power more slowly than Sebastian and Chelsea. Even my own power is returning yet yours is oddly stalled,” said Ra.
“Ah, you noticed that. Ra, this must be between us. I am nearly at my full power, but they must not know,” said Merlin.
“Why? What is the point in hiding it? You could help so much more effectively,” said Ra.
“True, but I have seen something strange happening. You saw the spell with the sunlight. I know you haven’t regained your full power and couldn’t feel the energy they produced but I trust you know what they did?” said Merlin.
“I do. They conjured a solar orb,” said Ra.
“That and more and I don’t know how they did it. I trained them both in the beginning. I know what they were capable of and it took years to get them to the proficiency level they were at. They have trained very little since I arrived in this life compared to their old lives. They have great natural talent, that we always knew but that was advanced magic they used, and they held it together for a very long time, possibly longer than the two of us could do had we joined our strength as they did. I have not, in this lifetime or their first, trained them to use that kind of magic and they used it at a strength that was enough to make Neith afraid. You saw how she reacted and the impact on her webs around the room. They summoned an orb that not just generated sunlight to drive away the darkness, but they created a weapon against that darkness. Neith was an immortal of great power and they made her afraid. Then, when they fought her, did you see how fast they moved and how they moved perfectly in concert with each other? Neith feared them and tried to run away. Something strange is going on with those two and I’m inclined to play the weak old man and see where it goes,” Merlin told him.
“Very curious. Do you think they are on a path for natural ascension?” said Ra.
“I believe they may be. They weren’t ready in their past lives and needed guidance but now they may be ready and may ascend with or without our interference. Their pace is unparalleled though. We should let them have their opportunity,” said Merlin.
“I agree. Once we attempted to control the path of magic in the world and it only brought us conflict. I agree we should not interfere and let Arthur and Guinevere discover their path, helping them with guidance as they need,” said Ra.
“And what of saying they will not let Masters regain power?” Merlin asked.
“That, I think, is a good thing. We had absolute power and what did we do with it? We caused death and destruction on unprecedented levels” Ra said.
“I think once they ascend, they'll see things differently. They'll realize our place as the guides and leaders of the mortals,” Merlin said.
“I’m inclined, for now, to see how this plays out. They think I’m some feeble old man and that works to my benefit. If I’m right, they’re our key to stopping him once and for all,” Merlin told Ra.
“So, you think it’s him again?” said Ra.
“I don’t know for certain, but I suspect it is. It’s the only thing that makes sense. We found a way to survive through time, Arthur and Guinevere survived, is it so hard to fathom he could have survived? Who else would have that kind of power in a world that was devoid of magic?” said Merlin.
“No, it is not hard to fathom but it is unnerving to think that all our effort was fruitless,” Ra said.
“Maybe not, it feels different this time. Arthur is the key. I don’t know how yet but I think he is,” said Merlin.
“I hope you are right. Your skill in divination was always superior to my own so I will trust your opinion on that. I do not believe we will get another chance after this one,” Ra told him.
“Now Master Ra, on to more important things. Since you are here I want you to try a local delicacy, they call it a hot dog,” said Merlin and handed him a plate.
Ra ate the Coney. “In all the times I have eaten dog, never has it been so wonderful. That strange soup they put on it, marvelous.”
“They call that chilly though it’s generally served warm or hot and never cold as the name would imply. Their nomenclature is strange but their food worthy of a Caesar,” said Merlin.
“But the new clothing they provided...reprehensible and stifling but when in Rome one does as the Romans do. Having spent much time in the actual Roman Empire, I can say with first-hand experience you should indeed do as the Romans do. It is their fashion and I will do as I can to fit in. I will not wear the undergarments though. A man should not bind himself,” said Ra.
“I agree. I discarded those despicable garments at the first opportunity,” Merlin said laughing.
Ra joined in on the laughter and the two men joked and talked into the night.
#
Everyone else slept, preparing for the trip to Karnak except for Sebastian and Chelsea. They lay in their bed talking.
“I was Arthur. Half the knights in my command died fighting the Tormentor. I was a general in the Unification War’s Asia front. Tens of millions died in that campaign just from the nukes. I’ve had countless people die under my command throughout time, why is this one so much worse? First, I lost Mason in Giza and then I had to kill the sergeant in Hawaii. I killed many members of the ALF when I was in the infantry and corps. Why do this hurt so much when those deaths didn't?” he asked his lover.
“Because the Unification War is just a fragment. It's like reading a biography. Sure, it’s your biography but our memories of those past lives, for the most part, are just fragments. I bet in those lifetimes they hurt just as much. When you were in GloCom, you fought an enemy and killed to save lives. What happened with Mason, that was fresh, and he was close to us. Since the Seal broke, he’s been a part of almost every mission we’ve been on as a team and he was our friend. You’ve known him since the day you arrived. Other than me, Mason was the first friend you had in the Wardens and now he’s gone and more than that, we watched him die. It hurts and you’re asking yourself what could you have done to prevent it? How could you have stopped it? Why couldn’t it have been you? As for the sergeant...you killed a man who could not fight back. He was a danger and the law was clear. You had to take a defenseless man's life. That should never be easy,” said Chelsea as she held him.
“I know because I’ve been there. I’m only a few years older than you but I’ve been in the Wardens a lot longer. While you were doing your tours with GloCom, I was leading fey hunts. I’ve had people die in front of me before and I have felt the same thing you feel, and I feel it now. I've had to execute fey who were beaten and no longer able to fight back. It’s like the colony on the moon or that woman who died in your arms in LA. That still hurts you,” she told him.
“When does it get easier, honey? When does losing someone become less painful?” he asked.
“Because you’re a good man Sebastian, it never will. And the fact that it never will, that’s what will make you a great leader. You’ll always care for everyone in your command, even the ones you just met, and you’ll always do everything in your power to bring every last one of them home every time just like I do,” she said as she held him.
They didn’t speak anymore and just held each other until they fell asleep.
#
The shuttle was in route to the temple of Amenhotep IV at Karnak.
“Ra, you’re our guide this trip. You’re not a full strength and you don’t have any combat training so if a situation arises please let us handle it,” said Sebastian.
“No combat training? Do you not know who I am Arthur? I’m not some feeble old man like Merlin. Without my magic, I am still Ra. I was trained to fight from the time I could hold a sword. Your Coordinator was kind enough to provide me armor and weapons and I will handle myself. I will yield to your leadership but do not insult my ability or I will have to challenge you to an honor duel,” he said.
“My apologies Ra, I was not informed regarding your training and skill. I meant no insult to your honor and spoke out of a lack of information,” Sebastian told him.
“Your skill at diplomacy is as strong as your skill in combat Sebastian. There is no slight when the insult was not intended, and all is forgiven,” Ra told him.
Chelsea said, “Ra, your words are eloquent. You speak with a golden tongue.”
“You are not the first woman to compliment my tongue, Chelsea. My wives have sung the praises of it loudly and often. Now we must find Nefertiti, so she may once again do so,” said Ra laughing.
They landed in a clearing on an old stone platform that once housed a structure long ago destroyed by elements or enemies, but the reason lost to time. The desert sun beat down upon them as they left the shuttle.
“Karnak, what have they done to you?” asked Ra.
“A lot has happened, Ra. Egypt has been involved in a lot of wars throughout history and some of their enemies were not kind as to leave ancient and sacred sites untouched,” said Xavier.
“That is sad. History is a teacher whose lessons should never be forgotten,” Ra said to no one in particular.
“We’re Wardens, Ra, and no one knows that better than we do. We’re one of the few groups who hasn’t altered our history books, but many others have. History is written by the victors,” said Sebastian.
“I take it then Egypt was not victorious,” said Ra.
“Not all the time. Fortunately, wars are barely more than a memory since the Great Unification War. Once the nations allied, once Global Command was established, we’ve had little more than minor border disputes. Our only real issue now is the ALF” Chelsea told him.
“I have heard this name in passing. What is this ALF?” asked Ra.
“They’re a terrorist organization. They’re anarchists who want chaos and disorder. They claim the government is forcing unification on the world. After the fourth global war, all the members of the old United Nations had lost their taste for violence and voted to unify, and that vote was almost unanimous. After the horrors unleashed in that war, nuclear and biological weapons of immense power, the thirst for combat was over. A few seditionist groups formed and eventually banded together and then started a rebellion and they grew until they became an army and we fought the last global war against them. The ALF is the remains of those Seditionists. They cause riots, they attack the police, kill innocent people and bomb government buildings. We’ve nearly eliminated them but it’s hard to behead a hydra,” said Bruce.
“There will always be bad people. We can be thankful that the good usually outnumber them,” Ra replied.
“Ah. We are here,” said Ra.
They had arrived at a walkway that was mostly rubble. One side was lined by sphinx statues that were far smaller than the one at Giza. The area itself was little more than an open space. The remains of a few structures could be seen but the temple itself was gone.
“Beautiful Akhenaten was glorious in her day. Some of it was destroyed by my own countrymen but it seems that whatever they left is now a memory as well,” said Ra.
“It wasn’t just wars that caused this damage. Various religious groups throughout history have tried to bury the past. They tried to suppress other beliefs to make theirs the only choice,” Chelsea said.
“It saddens me to know this, but I can mourn my people’s legacy another time. Now we must find Nefertiti and she is here,” Ra told them.
“I don’t see anything,” said Xavier.
“That is because you are looking for buildings in front of you and not below you. In the Priesthood we built our temples deep for protection as you saw at the Necropolis. There is a similar complex here, though it is smaller. The main entrances were permanently sealed during the reign of the Romans. There are other entrances, secret ones. Please, assist me,” said Ra as he walked over to one of the sphinx statues.
The group joined him, and they started pushing on it.
“Time has closed the doorway permanently as well it would seem,” said Ra sounding despondent. “To be so close to her and have no way to proceed weighs heavy upon my heart.”
“I promised you we would find Nefertiti and we will,” said Sebastian and tapped his temple.
“We’ll use the shuttle’s engines for some extra power,” he told Ra.
“Hah! Your flying chariot continues to amaze me. I want one,” said Ra.
“We’ll see what we can do when we return,” said Sebastian. The shuttle arrived a couple of minutes later.
“We left no guide for the chariot, yet it seeks you out. Your magic is stronger than I thought,” said Ra.
“It’s not magic, it’s technology. They have a limited ability to self-guide, it’s called an autopilot and can handle simple flying. Now, let’s get the tow cables hooked up to this statue,” Sebastian ordered.
They lined it up per Ra’s direction and Chelsea jumped in to manually control the throttle. The shuttle strained a few seconds then the statue ripped loose, and the shuttle lurched forward. Where the statue stood was a hole with a stairway. Chelsea hopped out and the autopilot returned the shuttle to its landing point.
“If anyone from the Egyptian government finds out about the broken statue, it was like that when we got here,” Chelsea said.
“You know, I could be convinced to keep my mouth shut. I could also use larger quarters and a few weeks of paid vacation. Just saying,” Xavier said with a grin.
“I'll remember that attempt at blackmail the next time we spar,” Chelsea said.
“Okay. Okay. My lips are sealed,” he said as they both laughed.
“What can we expect in this one?” asked Trish.
“It is as the Necropolis though it does not have the chasm underneath, so the floors will all be solid. There should be no great monsters here though there might be some small ones,” Ra told her.
He paused and continued, “We should be cautious, ripping one of the statues from its pedestal such as your chariot just did may have caused the other status to become threatened.”
They heard a bleating sound from behind them. Sebastian turned in the direction and pulled his sword and shield.
“The statues are moving,” he said.
The rest of the group drew their weapons.
“These strange blades your Coordinator provided are good, but I would prefer the heavier feel of a khopesh. I shall make do though,” Ra proclaimed as he extended two of them.
The statues were transforming, the stone becoming fur. After a few seconds, they looked like a living creature.
“Any special vulnerabilities?” asked Sebastian.
“They can bleed and die in their flesh form and I suggest we make them do so,” replied Ra.
There were only about ten of the sphinx creatures left, the rest having been destroyed throughout the centuries while still stone. They were like the one at Giza in having a lion's body except smaller than the Great Sphinx and with the head of a ram instead of a human. The creatures were fast and agile but the group’s vibroblades easily sliced through them and soon the things were all dead.
“It’s a shame. They might possibly have been the last ones left in the world,” said Bruce with a sigh.
“Then I shall teach you to make more,” said Ra laughing then continued, “Now into the darkness. May the only terrors in the deep be us.”
They descended slowly and carefully. The steps were in bad shape and a few minor collapses of the ceiling made travel slow but not impossible. The steps went about the same depth as the Necropolis then opened into a small room with a door against the opposite wall.
“This is the entrance to the Temple of Creation as the Priesthood called it,” he said then opened it.
Their lights revealed a crumbling mess. Part of the ceiling had collapsed, and other damage could be seen.
“Come. She would most likely be taken to the Chamber of Making,” said their guide.
He led them through a series of tunnels and rooms, all of which were empty and eventually to a larger room. It was filled with columns and arches and had a higher ceiling than the rest of the maze.
“This room is where our order created life. Once, a large passage led to the surface, but we sealed it when the Romans came. The first sphinx was created here nearly seven thousand years ago. Karnak was nothing but a small village then with a few hundred people. They didn’t even realize this place existed. The above ground complex was built here as a ruse to disguise the coming and going of the priests when the area grew larger and more populous many generations later,” Ra explained.
They found the crystal sarcophagus in a small alcove.
“There she is,” said Ra rushing over.
“She is as beautiful as the day I met her,” he said as he started breaking the crystals.
Once it was done, he opened the lid and Nefertiti opened her eyes.
“Ra, my love,” she said, and he helped her out.
They kissed for a long time then Sebastian interrupted. “I know you have missed each other, and I know how you feel right now but there will be plenty of time to catch up on the surface.”
“Captain Arthur, you live. I take it the Seal did not last long then,” she said.
“My goddess, I will tell you everything. Many centuries have passed, and the world is wondrous. Let us ascend to the surface so I may show it to you,” said Ra.
The group followed Ra back to the stairs and started to ascend.
As they went up, part of the ceiling broke loose and collapsed above Nefertiti. Sebastian reacted quickly and shoved her out of the way, taking the brunt of the collapse. He managed to save her but in doing so, had become buried in the crushing stone.
Chelsea screamed and rushed over to him pushing past the group to reach him. Ra and Bruce helped her clear the rubble, some of the stones weighing more than a hundred pounds. Sebastian was alive but unresponsive. Chelsea was in tears from panic. Xavier ran the portable med scanner over him.
“A lot of broken bones, internal injuries, no brain damage detectable. Normally we shouldn’t move him and wait for extraction but I’m not sure we have a choice,” he told her. “The scanner shows significant internal injuries to several major organs. He needs medical treatment immediately and far more than we can provide in the field. Cairo Medical has an emergency trauma ward and the last update showed it back to full operation after the cataclysm.”
They unfolded the stretcher in the medical pack and carefully placed him on it, then carried him up the stairs where the shuttle was waiting for them. They loaded him on the shuttle as Chelsea took the controls and opened the emergency channels.
“This is a Warden shuttle on route from Karnak to the medical facility at Cairo and I suggest anyone in my flight path get the Hell out of my way,” she said.
The radio lit up and someone replied, “Warden shuttle, this is GloCom Cairo Air Defense, please state your designation and approach vector.”
“My designation is get the fuck out of my way or,” started Chelsea but Bruce killed her channel and opened his.
“GloCom, this is Warden shuttle Sierra Alpha Tango 1-6-4 approaching on a direct vector from Karnak to Cairo Medical,” said Bruce.
“Warden shuttle, we’re going to need you to deviate. We have air exercises on your vector,” said the voice.
“Negative. We have a critically injured Warden here and deviation is not an option. I suggest you clear our approach vector,” said Bruce.
“Warden shuttle that won’t be possible. Please deviate per transmitted flight path,” replied the military channel.
“Negative. Our agent does not have time to detour. This is a life and death situation. We’re coming through whether you clear it or not,” Bruce replied.
“Acknowledged Warden. Clearing your path and sending a fighter escort. GloCom out.”
Bruce notified the hospital they were coming in fast and was assigned a landing pad. The trip from Karnak would normally only take a few minutes at the shuttle’s top speed but they had to slow a bit to keep Sebastian from being thrown around by the G-forces. Those with magical skill did what they could for him, stopping the bleeding and trying to brace him as best they could. They got to the landing pad as a medical team was coming out the door. The medical personnel carefully placed Sebastian on a stretcher and then rushed into the building with Chelsea and Bruce right behind them. Trish flew the rest back to Facility 14.
They took Sebastian into surgery immediately. Chelsea tried to follow but with the help of Bruce managed to restrain her from the operating room. Bruce sat with her in the waiting area, but she wouldn’t speak. She just sat in a chair with her knees pulled into her chest. He couldn’t get her to eat or drink anything and she just stared at the door to the trauma ward. About a half an hour later a shuttle arrived with Anna, Bethany, and William, then a second one with Abraham. Abraham walked over to Chelsea, sat down next to her and put his arm around her. She leaned against him and cried. Several hours passed and a nurse or doctor would occasionally come out and tell everyone Sebastian was still in surgery with no other significant updates.
Around dawn, a doctor came out and asked who the closest relative was. Bruce directed him to Chelsea and Abraham. Chelsea looked up at the doctor but didn’t speak. Her eyes were glassy, and she was exhausted from both a lack of sleep and emotional stress. Abraham asked the woman how his son was doing.
“He’s going to live. We’ve managed to knit all the broken bones. He had extensive internal trauma, but we’ve stopped all the bleeding and repaired the damage to his organs. The tissue regeneration process was completely successful, but his own recuperative abilities are amazing. Most men would have been dead from that level of trauma. He lost a lot of blood and will need to remain here several more days until his blood cells are fully restored but otherwise should make a full recovery,” the doctor told them.
Chelsea jumped up and grabbed the woman, hugging her. “Thank you,” Chelsea said.
“Can we see him?” asked Abraham.
“Of course. He’s asleep though and it will be some time before he wakes up,” said the doctor and led them to the room.
Abraham and Chelsea sat one on each side of the bed. Chelsea held his hand and despite numerous attempts by several of her friends to get her to take a nap or get something to eat she adamantly refused.
Abraham finally got up and came around to her. He put an arm around her and said, “Listen, I know you love him, but you need rest and food. As I hear it, you were on a stressful mission yesterday and haven’t had any sleep or food in over twenty-four hours or more. I’m rested and refreshed, and I’ll stay with him. I want you to go get some food and then get a nap in.”
“I’m not leaving him,” said Chelsea.
“You’re not leaving him, you’re just taking a break. I could pull rank and order you but we both know that wouldn’t work so instead I’m asking you, as your friend, to rest up. He’s going to need you to be strong when he wakes up and you can’t do that if you’re passing out from exhaustion and lack of food. So, go. Anna will take you to get some breakfast and then come back and get a nap in. The doctor already told you he’s going to be fine, he’s sleeping off the drugs from surgery. He’ll be here when you get back,” Abraham told her.
“Okay, Abraham. You’re right,” she replied and hugged the old man tightly.
“Call me dad,” he said.
She smiled for the first time since the accident and hugged Abraham, leaning against the man for a moment. “Thank you...dad.”
Chelsea grabbed a quick bite, eating and drinking as fast as she could and then headed back to the room.
While she was gone, Abraham had pulled a bed from another room into Sebastian’s to the chagrin of several young orderlies who he nearly made cry from a scolding when they tried to stop him. For a man of his age, he was still spry and imposing, especially with the scars. He pushed the two beds together and got her some blankets and pillows. She thanked him and gave him a hug then lay down next to Sebastian and curled up against him as much as she could without interfering with the IVs and monitoring equipment. She put her hand on his and fell asleep nearly instantly and drifted off into a dream.
#
Sebastian and Chelsea looked at each other, the breeze blowing gently across the parapet and onto the roof. They were dressed in flowing silks of red and gold and they wore crowns of a reddish-gold metal of a similar color to their robes. He had his arm around her as they looked out over a large city below them. It spread out in concentric rings to the shore a long way off. A massive dragon with scales the color of their crown coasted in the distance, drifting along on a thermal vent. A dreb approached them from behind and motioned for them to follow him. Sebastian nodded and turned to go with him, Chelsea following behind. Sebastian took the staff he was carrying and tapped its bottom tip on the stone of the roof. The orb at the top, made of the same metal as his crown and held in place by a dragon’s claw-shaped socket glowed briefly and the diamonds on the claw that served as its setting flashed. Three pegasi landed and the trio mounted them and flew off.
#
The druids formed a line at the henge. The dark fey had pushed them as far as they would go, and they would not allow blood to be spilled on their most sacred site. Their ranks were greatly thinned but they would stand behind their leader and make a stand here. The only way their enemy would despoil their holy site was through them.
The woman at the head of their ranks looked tired but she could not rest. The creatures that hounded them were strong and individually none could stand against her, but they were in masse this time. Her long red hair was matted and tangled from pieces of dried blood and foliage. She carried a spear that showed signs of heavy use and was as crusted with blood as her skin and clothes.
Around them, the pristine glade was covered in a light fog as the sun was yet to rise and burn it away. The grass and stones of the henge glistened with dew and the land was bathed in silence. No birds chirped. No frogs croaked. The only sounds were the rustling of the druids as they waited anxiously for their foe.
They heard them before they saw them. The bestial sounds of the creatures echoed in the still air of the morning. Howls shattered the silence and the trampling of brush could be heard along with breaking saplings growing louder by the second. Minutes passed, and visibility was poor. When they finally saw them, their enemy was already on top of them.
The creatures were numerous and though the druids had culled their numbers significantly, they still outnumbered them by a large margin. Wolfmen, corrupted nature spirits, undead, and others charged them. At the head of the horde was a massive beither.
The druids cast spells of fire and energy at their foes in the short span they had before they were on them. Boudicca’s spear flashed and burned with white flames and her normally blue eyes shined with the same white fire. The edges of the fire burning in her eyes trailed up her forehead and touched the edge of her hairline but did not burn it. She raised her hands and called on her allies in the Earth. Thick, thorny vines grew and wrapped the fey, stopping some as spikes of stone shot up from the ground and screams of agony came from the entangled foes. Holes formed in the ground and swallowed more of them. Still, they came.
She called on the spirits of nature to imbue her and the spirits of varied predators filled her. She moved like lightning and ran into the middle of the charging ranks. Her spear pierced and stabbed and burned the evil creatures. Claws grew from her fingers and slashed and tore at the monsters. Fire flew from her hands and lightning bolts came down from the cloudless sky. She was a whirlwind of death and ripped through the dark fey troops. Still, they came.
The druids felled more and more of them. Spells and spears and swords left a field of corpses in their wake. The druids' numbers suffered as well as their enemy’s greater numbers took their toll. The dark fey were winning at great cost but they didn’t care. No matter how many times a fey fell, another came to take its place.
The druids and their priestess fought hard and the battle raged on. As the morning sun rose and vanquished the fog, the battle was still being fought. The glade just outside the henge was littered with corpses of fey and druid alike. The number of dead on both sides was staggering.
She stood face to face with the massive beither, it’s bulky form nearly twice her own height. It's serpentine flesh and snakelike head stared down at her. It snapped at her with its venomous fangs but missed. It sprayed acid at her that ran off her skin like water. It slashed and clawed at her but only found air where she once stood. She spun and danced around the creature, slashing and cutting. The beither was no match for the dervish and she rolled behind it, slashing across the back of its knees. The creature howled in pain and dropped down on all fours. She moved beside it and pushed her spear through the creature’s head, twisted and pulled it back out. The beither slumped over and did not move.
The druids were calculating in their fight. They were taking great care to keep the battle away from their sacred henge.
In the middle of the newly forming graveyard, the fey had formed a circle around Boudicca and her remaining priests who were tiring, and it was showing. The fey were winning and Boudicca lowered her spear then dropped it to the ground.
“It is time,” she told the priests.
They formed a circle around her and she dropped her spear then placed her hands on the ground. The druids held fast, holding the fey back but they were starting to fall from the overwhelming odds.
She began chanting as the fire from her eyes and hands bathed her. Black clouds formed above her, and lightning and thunder crashed. Vermin, insects, and animals of all forms came forth from the surrounding woods and swarmed the fey. The ground rumbled and fomorians arose from it, beautiful and deadly like giant fairies. She stood and put her arms to the sky and floated upwards until she hovered several feet off the ground. Numerous bolts of lightning crashed downward and struck her. She screamed as the lightning radiated outward and passed harmlessly through the druids. It shot into the fey and arced through them, forking through the remaining fey. The ones who didn't die instantly writhed on the ground, taking their final breaths as their skin blistered and their blood boiled.
When the spell ended, the clouds quickly parted. The fey surrounding them lay dead or dying and the fomorians retreated to the Earth. Boudicca dropped and went down to her knees, her energy momentarily spent. That spell was her last effort to stop them and though her power returned as the Earth fed her, the spell had momentarily drained her. Her second in command helped her to her feet and gave her back her spear. They looked around and she smiled because the henge was unspoiled.
As she surveyed the terrain, she heard hoofbeats coming from the southeast. A group of knights bearing the symbol of a red dragon on their shields approached. The horsemen stopped a few meters away and the druids all readied their weapons except for their leader. She approached the lead horseman, who dismounted and removed his helmet. Boudicca noticed the knight who rode as his second was a woman. The oddity of a Briton woman in armor caught her attention. To ride as the second in a group of knights was unheard of among her cousins to the east.
He kneeled before her, his other knights following suit, and spoke. “Lady Boudicca, I am Captain Arthur, an envoy of Master Merlin who sends us to aid you in defense of your holy site. The creatures attacking you are minions of the wizard Mordred and as we share a common enemy, we would offer our swords in your aid.”
She walked towards him and stumbled, the woman in armor jumped to her and caught her. The armored lady then helped her to stand.
Boudicca bid the Knights rise and replied. “We have beaten the horde and won. You are late.”
“Our intelligence informs us this was merely the first wave and another horde approaches. We are here to offer you assistance if you would have it and await your orders,” Arthur told her.
As if on cue, another howl was heard in the distance and she smiled. She was tired, her druids likewise, and her energy was yet to fully return but that old bastard in Camelot had sent her reinforcements. The day might yet be won.
“Arthur, your aid is most appreciated. My orders are simple. No blood must be spilled on the henge and every enemy of Druid and Briton should die to spear and blade this day,” she told him.
“Then by your order. Knights at the ready. Form a line and nothing crosses it. No blood on the henge. You heard the lady,” he said.
She laughed. “I have been called many things in my life but never a lady.”
Arthur laughed as his blade, and its twin carried by the female knight, ignited in blue flame and they readied for the onslaught.
#
The sun burned above the group as a cool breeze blew through the leaves. The great stones raised around them were casting shadows that slowly walked across the ground as the sun followed its path across the sky. The ceremony had concluded as the sun set atop the keystone on the summer solstice, or Litha as Boudicca’s people preferred to call it. The Druids, or Celts as many people called them before they took the formal name Druids, normally would not allow outsiders into a sacred place like this, especially on this holy day but their high priestess had made the decision because of extenuating circumstances and none would dare question her.
Several years earlier, after the dark fey had attempted to raze the site, Arthur had fought in defense of the Druids and their sacred henge, fighting back to back with Boudicca and her warriors. The fight had been fierce, and many lives lost but in the end, the actions of Arthur not only saved the henge and a great many lives but that action also convinced Boudicca to join Merlin’s Council and the Druids had initiated Arthur and his knights into their circle as honorary members for his actions. As high priestess of the Druids and their warrior queen, she had offered to perform a Celtic wedding for him when she discovered his intent to marry Guinevere.
After the ceremony concluded, a great feast was held. After the food was done and much drink consumed, their friends presented them with gifts. They were given a small fortune in precious gems and jewelry, but several gifts were beyond mere wealth. The Council gave them a pair of rings, forged by Ra and Nefertiti. They were a flat band of platinum covered in gold links resembling the scales of a dragon and a gem representing each member of the council adorned them. In the center of the ring was the crest of his family, Pendragon. Merlin and Morgana presented them with twin blades known as Excalibur. Ra and Nefertiti gave them golden shields adorned with a lion for Arthur and a lioness for Guinevere. Socrates, Solomon, and Alexander gave them a gift of a blessing. The three all agreed that knowledge was the key to power so the trio crafted a spell that would allow them to read, write and speak any common language.
Then came Boudicca’s turn. “Arthur, Guinevere, I thank you for the privilege of allowing me to preside over your wedding. With all the violence in our lives right now, being able to bring together two who so obviously love each other is a greater gift to me than anything I could give to you. You have given us all an opportunity to take leave from the secret war we fight and celebrate life and love and that is something that is too infrequent in the gathering storm we live in and so we gather here, on this holy day, to do just that. To celebrate life. To celebrate love. To remember that there is more to life than this war. Those assembled here, your fellow knights and the Masters have given you lavish presents of high material value and great magical power. I have something different for you. Each of you, take one of my hands, please,” said Boudicca.
They took her hands and she closed her eyes and began to glow. The light flowed from her to each of the two betrothed and then receded. Boudicca opened her eyes and continued talking. “I give you the blessing of mother Gaia and bestow upon you a special ability. Druids place great importance on our dreams and many have the skill to walk within their own dreams. Rarely there are those with the knowledge of how to walk within the mine of another and I have given you that ability with each other. As you share your lives, so may you share your dreams.”
#
Ra and Nefertiti sat in the commissary. It was pasta day and Ra had a huge plate before him with spaghetti, lasagna, macaroni and cheese, and garlic bread. A large cup of sweet iced tea sat beside it and he was eating and drinking with gusto.
“The world could change a thousand times over and you will always be Ra,” said Nefertiti. “If ever we are separated and lost from each other, I need only find the most exotic foods to find you.”
“My dear Nefertiti, it is a passion for pleasure I have, be it good food and drink or your company and I have eighteen centuries to catch up on. We shall be busy day and night for some time to come.”
“I am yours for eternity and look forward to spending that eternity in your bed but for the moment, we should talk. Is it true what they tell me about a cataclysm brought about by our actions and the death toll as a result?” she said.
Ra put down his fork and his expression changed. “It is. I did not want to believe it at first, but Bethany has shown me how to use a machine called a satellite surveillance and a computer that can scry upon the world and show things that have happened and are happening now. I have also seen it with my own eyes. It saddens me to no end to know that my actions helped cause such suffering and death,” he said.
“I have no words to express my sorrow,” said Nefertiti. “We will do what we can to make amends, but I fear that scale can never be balanced.”
“You are right as always, dear wife. After the events of Giza, we swore to protect life and even though many years have passed, I do not believe that excuses me from my vow,” Ra told her.
“It does not, my love.  I must go to Arthur. He nearly sacrificed his life for me and I must thank him for that,” said Nefertiti.
“Now is not a good time. His wounds were great and while he does live, he is healing, and I fear Guinevere may blame you. She is not as docile as she was in her first life and we should not risk her ire while we are still weak. Their power is surprisingly great,” said Ra.
“That is exactly what I must do. Right is right, and he saved me and that must be acknowledged. Where can I find a stable to get a horse in this city?” she asked.
“We will go together but a horse will not do. We are many thousands of miles away and a horse will have trouble carrying you across an ocean. I will ask for one of their flying chariots to take us,” said Ra.
“Do you remember the hidden land Merlin told us of, the one with the savage natives that lay across the great ocean?” said Ra.
“I remember Merlin’s stories of it. Merlin set up enclaves there,” Nefertiti replied.
“Sometime after the Seal was formed, non-magic people finally discovered the land. We are on the eastern shore of that land in a place they call New York and are thousands of miles from Cairo where Sebastian is at,” Ra told her. “You must also know something else. If Arthur survives, his intent is to stop the Council from reforming. Merlin has already bent his knee to him, though I sense some deception there and Arthur has asked me to do the same, but I have given him no answer.”
“You would consider kneeling to a mortal?” said Nefertiti, appalled.
“Arthur is different now. I have seen him do things extraordinary and I think he is right. The Council failed to stop Mordred countless times and did nothing more than slow his advance, our Seal nearly destroyed the world twice. The single action of creating the Seal has caused more death than Mordred did a thousand times again. Arthur is right, the Council was bad for this world and Arthur’s Wardens are the answer. I feel this to be true, but I cannot do this on my own. We act as one. Do not answer now Nefertiti. Observe him, observe the world then decide. I trust your judgment more than my own. You have always been the wiser of us and once you decide, your decision will be mine,” Ra said.
“There is one other thing you must know. Merlin thinks Mordred has returned. I do not know if he is right though his reasoning is sound, but we lack proof. The Wardens know they have an enemy but have not discovered his identity yet. They have made an interesting discovery though. He uses magic that may be ancient, even older than me and they want my help with this. I have some limited insight but only rumors and second-hand information from my childhood. Do you remember the old stories of Atlantis?” Ra asked.
“I do indeed. It was said to be ancient and glorious and powerful and then destroyed by its own people. They think Mordred’s magic is rooted in Atlantis?” she asked.
“We cannot be certain but if it is, that would explain a great many things. He used magic that time and again defeated us. We had the greatest Masters in the world fighting against him and he brushed us aside even when we had numbers on our side. The evidence is unclear, but I think this may be the right path and the path to finally removing his filth from existence,” Ra told her.
“I hope so, Ra,” she said.
“Is this the nature of your deal with Sebastian?” she asked.
“It was but it was bluster. If my attempts to recover you had failed, I would still have helped them. I would not let the world suffer because of my own personal feelings,” Ra said.
“You surprise me, Ra. You have found humility during your slumber and that is a good thing. Your one fault was always your ego and your own desires, and you are looking past that now,” she said.
“I did not find humility in my sleep. I found it at the hands of a thrashing by Arthur. I was pompous and arrogant and with a single action he held my life in his hands and I saw in him the fierceness we knew he possessed but did not yet knew when he was Arthur,” said Ra.
“I cannot say what tomorrow brings and I must observe Arthur for myself. I will judge him on his actions in this life, not his past,” she told her husband.
“That is essentially what I told him. Also, he is called Sebastian in this life and his lover goes by Chelsea. They have new names in their new lives and are similar but not the same. They were but kittens when we knew them last and they have grown now into the lion and lioness you once said they would become,” Ra told her.
“I am glad they have finally come into their own. They have great potential and it is good they may finally live up to it though I would judge this for myself,” Nefertiti said.
“We will go then and see Sebastian and Chelsea and do what we can to make right the wrongs we have visited upon the world. When do we leave?” Nefertiti asked Ra.
“I will inquire about a flying chariot once I finish eating,” he replied.
“I will die of old age before you finish eating and I am immortal,” she laughed.
#
The shuttle landed at the hospital and Abraham met Ra and Nefertiti on the landing pad.
“Well met Abraham,” said Ra. “How is your son?”
“He is going to be fine but is still weak and unconscious. Fortunately, modern medicine can work miracles and he should make a full recovery in a few days. He’s asleep right now though.”
“You are the father of Sebastian? I am in your debt as well then. Your son saved me and for that, I am in his and your family’s debt,” said Nefertiti as they walked in.
“We can wait in the family room,” Abraham told them as they went inside, and he led them to the waiting area. Anna walked up to them.
“Hi. I’m Coordinator Anna. Pleased to meet you,” she said.
“She is the leader of the Wardens and in charge of the garrison, we were at. It is her graciousness that gave us the use of her chariot to fly here,” Ra told his wife.
“Then I thank you, Coordinator Anna. I am told it is not magical but a machine,” Nefertiti said.
“That’s correct. Why don’t we sit and chat while we wait for Sebastian to wake up?” said Anna.
“I would like that,” said Nefertiti and the two women sat down.
#
Sebastian opened his eyes and saw Chelsea sound asleep beside him. He started to move but realized he had an IV in his arm. He was confused for a moment from the fog of sleep then his mind cleared, and he remembered the rockfall. After looking around the room he realized he was in a hospital. The signs on the walls were in Arabic and since they were at Karnak when the accident occurred, and Cairo was the closest major medical facility, he concluded that was where he was. He didn’t want to wake Chelsea, so he just lay there quietly. A moment later a nurse came in.
“The Warden awakes,” she said, and he gave her an odd look.
“The diagnostic machine registered the change in your bio-signs and we were alerted when you woke up,” she said.
“How did you know I’m a Warden,” he asked, his voice hoarse.
“You’re kidding right?” said the woman while laughing.
“I just wanted to make sure you didn’t try to get up and pull the IV loose,” she told him as she checked the connections.
“Am I okay?” he asked.
“You’re going to be fine. You lost a lot of blood from the accident and a lot more in surgery, so your red and white counts are very low. That IV is helping your body regenerate the lost blood cells but otherwise, you’re okay. All of your breaks were successfully knitted, and all of the internal damage has been repaired or regenerated. You’ll have a few scars and no other long-term effects,” she told him.
“In three to four days, you’ll be good as new but until then you’ll need to stay here and get more intravenous platelet boosters. We replaced the plasma, but synthesizing blood cells can’t be done until the laboratories are repaired so until then, you get old-fashioned IV drips of platelet regenerators. Oh,” she pointed at the sleeping Chelsea, “No strenuous activity until you’re cleared. You nearly died. Your body is weak, don’t push yourself,” the nurse told him.
“Yes ma’am,” said Sebastian, forcing the words out through his dry throat.
“That hoarseness is from the anesthesia and dehydration. It will clear up in a few hours but in the meantime, I’ll bring you something to drink and that should help. If you feel tired, then sleep. Don’t fight it, you need rest,” she said and walked out.
Chelsea smiled at him as the nurse left. “She’s no fun,” she said.
“I didn’t realize you were awake, sweetie,” said Sebastian.
“I could say the same for you. I’ve been worried sick about you,” she said.
“Is this where you tell me if I ever do anything like that again you’ll kick my ass,” he said.
“No. This is the part where I kiss you and tell you I love you and I can’t begin to tell you how happy I am you’re alive,” she said and kissed him.
“Hey, none of that,” the nurse said as she brought a tray in with a pitcher and a cup.
“This is an enriched nutrient liquid. It tastes mostly okay and will help you build your strength. Drink as much as you can and if you want solid food just hit that buzzer and tell the orderly. I promised them the old man won’t yell at them again if they come in here so can you ask him not to please. He scared them,” she said.
“Old man?” said Sebastian between gulps.
“Your dad was in here earlier,” said Chelsea. “He scared away a couple of young orderlies when they tried to take this bed back out”, she told him.
“Oh, I’m sorry nurse my dad can be a bit...abrasive. He’s blunt at times but he means well. I’ll talk to him,” he said then added, “If you need the bed for other patients you should take it, right Chelsea?”
“No, it’s fine. They were just doing their job to keep the rooms organized,” the nurse told him.
“I’ll let dad know you’re awake,” said Chelsea and got up and left the room.
Abraham walked into the room and looked at his son. “If you ever give me a scare like that again, I’m going get your wife there to kick your ass because I’m too old to do it myself,” the man said.
“You know we’re not married yet, dad,” Sebastian said.
“Don’t give me that technicality bullshit. You don’t need a legal document to tell everyone what we already know. You two were meant for each other and that’s just the way it is. You’re as much married to her as I was to your mother and no signed forms or lack thereof will change that. Now, what the fuck were you thinking, you dumb shit?” said Abraham.
“I was thinking that her life needed protecting and I bet you would have done the same thing in my place,” said Sebastian.
“Yea, I probably would have but that’s not the subject. You’re not allowed to risk your life and scare your dad, I forbid it,” Abraham told him.
“Well that changes everything,” said Sebastian. He looked at Chelsea. “Dad says I can’t scare him anymore so I’m going to have to go on desk duty,” he said.
“Dad knows best,” said Chelsea laughing.
“Yea, yea laugh it up. Son, I’ve not had to face this before. When you were in the military you had some cushy post on the moon, but I have to face this now. You’re a Warden and we all know what that means. I haven’t said this enough, but I am going to say it now. I love you son. When I got that call I was scared because you’re my child and whether or not I’ve shown it I love you,” Abraham told him.
“I love you too dad. I really mean that. I became a Warden because of you and only ever wanted to make you proud,” Sebastian told him.
“You have, son. You have more than you may ever know. I’m proud of you. I could care less if you lead the Camelot office or defeat this unknown wizard or anything else. In my life, the only thing I’m actually proud of is you,” Abraham told him. “In the end, your family is all that matters and if I hadn’t been a dumbass I would have learned that before I lost your mother. I’m damn proud to have you as my son,” the old man said.
“And I’m damn proud to have you as my father,” said Sebastian.
“Did Nefertiti survive, is she okay?” asked Sebastian.
“She’s fine. She and Ra are in the lobby waiting to see you,” Abraham told him.
“Anna, William, and Bruce are also here. Bethany came as well but had to leave. She is fighting morning sickness, so she went home for a while to rest,” Chelsea told him then added, “Or at least that was the case when I went to sleep.”
She looked up at the clock. “Have I been asleep for twelve hours?” she asked Abraham.
“You have. I told anyone if they woke you they’d have to answer to me,” he told the two. “You don’t have to see anyone right now, son. You can rest and relax, and I can go tell them you’re tired and going back to sleep.”
“I appreciate you running interference for my dad, but time isn’t on our side. If Ra and Nefertiti are ready, then I’m okay enough to talk,” Sebastian told his dad.
A few minutes later, Ra and Nefertiti entered the room and walked over to the bed and Ra stared at the IV.
“It’s medicine. I lost a lot of blood and that is helping my body make produce it faster than it could on its own,” Sebastian explained.
“The marvels of this world never cease to amaze me,” Ra replied. “I saw you crushed by stones, yet here you are, alive and well and I am told in a few days you will be as if it never happened. This is a great thing indeed. You saved my wife and we owe you a debt of gratitude,” Ra told him.
“I thank you for your sacrifice. You could have died to save me because you put the value of others above your own. You are a rare man Sebastian,” Nefertiti said.
“Nefertiti, I can’t lie to you. Ra made a deal to help us and that was contingent on recovering you. We are dealing with something unknown and need his help, so you were a means to an end,” Sebastian said but Nefertiti held up her hand.
“You cannot lie to me. I was there and while this is all true, you and my husband struck a bargain which we will both honor and not just him, you did not have time to analyze the situation. You saw someone in danger and reacted on instinct. Any time given to thinking about the risk and your deal with Ra would have cost my life and you didn’t take the time to do that and from what I am told, had there been no bargain and you had time to think about it you would do it anyway. You could have died to save me because you put another’s life above your own and for this, I owe you a great debt,” said Nefertiti.
“You owe me nothing. I didn’t act in anticipation of reward. I did what I did because it was the right thing to do and I absolve you of any real or perceived debt from that action,” Sebastian told her, his voice cracking again from dryness.
“I am humbled and honored by your actions,” Nefertiti told him.
“Please excuse me a moment, recent events have left me dehydrated and I must put aside my manners for a moment. Forgive my rudeness for not offering you a drink, it’s a form of medicine, not a pleasant drink,” he said as he downed another glass of the liquid from the pitcher.
“There is no slight. A thirsty man should drink,” Ra told him.
“I will be brief. You are recovering and should rest. We made a bargain which I will honor, and I will work with your Wardens and provide all assistance I can in solving this magical puzzle. I fear I may not offer as much help as you desire, my knowledge is limited. The rumored kingdom of Atlantis was thousands of years before my time if it indeed existed, but I was among the earliest to create a system of magic that drew upon the ancient ways so if those ancient ways are indeed Atlantean in origin, then I am possibly your closest link. If the magic is not Atlantean, I may still be able to help piece together the original magic. I can also assist in finding the other Masters. I understand Socrates is considered to be an expert in this field, so I can focus those efforts on locating him if he still lives,” Ra told him.
“I thank you, Ra. I can ask nothing more than that and thank you for your assistance in my fight,” Sebastian said.
“It is not your fight, it is our fight,” said Nefertiti.
“There is a power that is unknown to us and has already broken the Seal. The strength to do that, considering the world was nearly devoid of magic is incredible and poses a great threat. We live in this world as you do and will do as we can to protect it. Now, you must rest, and we will take our leave,” Ra said, and the pair walked out.
“It’s a start,” he told Chelsea.
“If Bethany is up for it, ask her to work with Ra as much as she can but she and the baby come first. I don’t want her stressing herself out right now because Ra isn’t pregnant and seems to have the energy of a hyperactive child. Make sure she doesn’t let him push her past her limits,” Sebastian said.
“Good luck getting Bethany to listen. This project has engrossed her, and she doesn’t like to admit she has limitations now, or at least will soon, she’s barely along so other than some nausea she doesn’t really show it yet,” said Chelsea.
“Well, she joined my team so I’m her boss. Tell her it’s an order,” said Sebastian.
“Yea, good luck with that,” laughed Chelsea.
When he didn’t reply she looked over and realized Sebastian had fallen asleep again. Abraham left the room and Chelsea lay quietly beside Sebastian. She took his hand again and dozed off.
#
The trio flew on the pegasi to a large open area on the southern side of the city. As they flew, Morgana joined them and the four of them circled the island approaching a huge amphitheater that was filled with what must have been tens of thousands of humans and a myriad of other species. She recognized many as fey, but some were unknown yet familiar. They landed the mounts on a platform above the main dais of the amphitheater and walked down the stairway to the platform below. Sebastian walked to the front of the stage and tapped his staff. A loud thunder echoed around the area and the crowd grew silent.
“Welcome my brothers. Today we come together to celebrate our alliance as we have for a thousand years. It was on this day our ancestors formed the pact between the various races of this world and created this city as a place for the advancement of our shared heritage under the guidance of the dragons. Atlantis is what it is because of you and it is my honor to serve as your king and begin the celebration,” Sebastian said.
He tapped his staff again and lights and flames shot into the sky reminiscent of a fireworks show. The dais had two great thrones on it and Sebastian took one while Chelsea took the other. The dreb took a smaller seat on the side of Sebastian’s throne. Morgana sat in a similar chair to the side of Chelsea.
#
Chelsea awoke and looked at Sebastian who was still asleep and she woke him.
“Sebastian, I just had a weird dream where we were flying on horses and in a big amphitheater. I think it was Atlantis,” she told him.
“I did too. I had a similar one before, but I can’t recall when,” he said.
“It was when you got out of surgery. I laid down with you and fell asleep. What the hell is going on?” she asked him.
“I don’t know but it felt so real,” he said.
“Yea, very real. And why was Morgana there? I only remember her from dreams or visions or whatever the flashbacks about Camelot are but that was her. Why would she be in a dream about Atlantis?” Chelsea asked.
“I don’t know but it’s probably just coincidence. She’s one of the four Masters we have information about, we found Nefertiti, so Bethany’s theory will get explored and Atlantis is on the forefront of our thoughts so I’m sure it’s just our subconscious putting together a random series of things on our minds into a dream,” he told her.
“Maybe but it’s a dream we shared, and you didn’t know Nefertiti was alive when the first one occurred and it’s odd though that we both shared the dream. That just doesn’t happen,” she said.
“Merlin and Morgana were married for hundreds of years and he doesn’t know where she was born. He’s been here since the Seal broke, yet his power seems to be returning slowly. Even Ra is already showing signs of his power returning and he has barely been awake two days. We’re having dreams of Morgana from what appears to be Atlantis. I want to talk to Merlin,” she said.
“And talk we should,” said Merlin as he entered the room.
“How much of that did you hear?” Chelsea asked as he entered.
“Enough to know Boudicca’s gift has returned,” he told them.
“Boudica’s gift?” said Sebastian.
“It was a wedding gift. Boudicca was a powerful sorceress and Druids considered dreams to be sacred. On your wedding day, Boudicca gave you the ability to share your dreams. That’s why you can enter each other’s minds when you sleep,” he told them.
“Well, that makes sense I guess,” said Chelsea, “But it doesn’t explain the rest.”
“As Arthur said, it’s just your minds putting together random events to form a dream,” he said.
“But Sebastian didn’t know about Nefertiti and had no way of knowing the Atlantis research was a go now that she is reunited with Ra as agreed,” she replied.
“But you did. Why do you assume the dream was yours or his? You shared the dream and its substance was drawn from both of your imaginations,” said Merlin.
“Maybe,” said Chelsea.
“How did you just happen to arrive at the right moment?” she said.
“My arrival right now was chance. Arthur was injured severely, and I came as soon as I heard. I was on the other side of the world researching ancient runes in the Warden library at Athens. I prefer the feel of a real book to those machines you have.”
“Okay so why is your power returning so slowly compared to everyone else?” asked Sebastian.
“I don’t know but I theorize it’s because of the nature of my existence up until now. I walked the veil between the living and the dead. Magic is drawn from its connection to one or the other and I was neither. My flesh returned quickly but my connection to the flow of life is returning slower as is my magic,” Merlin told them.
“That sounds reasonable,” said Chelsea who was still exhausted and didn’t feel like pushing the issue.
Sebastian got a comm from her on their internal communicator. “His answers are too convenient. I don’t believe him, and I don’t trust him but for now I’ll watch and wait,” she told Sebastian privately.
“Merlin, while you’re here, can you give us any more insight into Morgana? She was taken home according to the text, but we have no record of her home. Some references suggest she was Irish, but you said she was born of the sea. What does that mean?” asked Sebastian.
“When I first met Morgana, she was a young lady who had just gotten off a ship in London and walked into the tavern where I was having a midday meal. She looked confused and lost so I asked her if she needed help. She told me she didn’t know if she needed help which of course was odd and further inquiry showed she had no memory of how she got on the ship, where she came from or where she was going. I bought her some food and we talked, and I realized she had the magical ability, but she didn’t know it. I convinced her to let me train her and many years later, after her ascension, we were married. So, when I say she was born at sea, it simply means she got off a boat at London with no knowledge of where she came from and when I inquired on the boat, no one knew how she got there or at which port she came on board. They had been across the North Sea and docked at numerous ports, but no one remembered her. I even traveled with her to all those ports and we were unable to locate even a scrap of information about who she was or where she hailed from. While she was training, she took the name Morgana which in Celtic means sea dweller and it stuck,” the old man told them.
“That’s amazing. You never found any information on her past?” asked Sebastian.
“No, we did not. We searched on and off for hundreds of years until the war started. Her past before that ship is a mystery and one we never solved,” he told them.
“So, you can’t say for certain Morgana is not Atlantean,” said Chelsea.
“No more than you can say she is except for one detail. If she were that ancient, more so than Ra by thousands of years and had access to the kind of magic you think Atlantis may have held, she would have made some mark on the world before I found her. Which is more likely? She’s a member of an ancient race of very powerful wizards and has hidden for all that time or she’s a woman who lost her memory? It’s not so strange no one remembered her. She was in the rags of a peasant and most people would simply have overlooked her. The simplest answer is usually correct,” Merlin said.
“Occam’s razor,” said Chelsea.
“Occam?” Merlin inquired.
“Logic theory. Look it up if you have time,” she told him.
“If those Wardens had some insight into her home they didn’t get it from me,” Merlin said.
“Where did you live? Maybe they didn’t mean her ancestral home but her literal home,” said Chelsea.
“We lived at Camelot. I built that castle before I met her,” said Merlin and added, “It was the only home she ever knew but I know that castle inside and out. There are no secret passages or hidden alcoves.”
“There weren’t in the Sphinx until after the Seal and we had the tomb and library at Camelot built in secret after your death. We can’t be certain that the Wardens didn’t do the same and it was abandoned as they described her home. We just don’t know exactly when or why,” Sebastian said.
“Chelsea, can you put together a team with Merlin and go over Camelot? Go stone by stone if you have to?” asked Sebastian.
“What about finding Boudicca for the wedding?” she asked him. He sighed.
“Once again, we’ll have to wait. I don’t know why but I feel like Morgana is connected to this somehow. Let’s at least give Camelot a look over,” he told her.
“Surely that can wait until you’re up and on your feet in a few days,” she said.
“We don’t know what tomorrow holds and having the Masters all awake is something we shouldn’t take our time on. We can go after Boudicca once I am recovered and until then a little poking around at Camelot shouldn’t hurt,” he said.
“Okay love, I will,” she said.
#
“The clan is tired of waiting for you, Mordred and we demand action,” said the dreb.
“D’ras, my friend, you know as I do that they have three Masters awake and more that are strong in magic. Not only that, the dragons are still an unknown variable. I have put things in motion that will hurt the Wardens and keep them off guard while I restore my lost abilities,” Mordred said.
“Your pace is slower than we have the patience for. We demand action and we demand it now,” the dreb said.
“Then action you shall have. I have new allies that will harry the Wardens until I am ready to take this world. I have an army now and that army will be my hand against the Wardens,” Mordred told him smugly.
“This is good. We have waited almost twelve thousand years for our revenge. Two thousand years ago you promised us that revenge and failed. I would not fail again if I were you,” the creature told him.
Mordred glared at him and said, “Your words are hollow. We both know you can’t use the power I have. Your people are denied access to the ancient powers of the sphere and without me, without my bloodline, you have no options,” Mordred said.
“We will act when and how I say. Now, go home to your superiors and remind them that I am the one in charge here and I am the one making decisions because I am the one with the power, not you and your people,” Mordred told him with a smug smile on his face.
The dreb glared at him a moment then teleported away.
Mordred smiled again and looked at the silver sphere on the table. It sat in its claw appearing as nothing more than an ornate decoration. The drebs had helped him awaken its power and learn some of what it could do but he suspected there was more to it. There was a piece of the puzzle they were not telling him. He could wait. Patience was easy to come by for an immortal.
#
Sebastian, Chelsea, the Masters and the rest of the Camelot division sat around the table discussing things.
“We’ve finished going over Camelot with a fine-tooth comb and there is nothing here. Either she’s here and so well hidden we can’t find her or she’s somewhere else,” said Bruce.
“As much as it saddens me to agree, Bruce is right. She is not here, and more searching is not going to produce results. As much as I long to see Morgana, I must accept that,” said Merlin.
“What about Boudicca? We know where she likely is, and we should pursue her next,” said Bethany.
“Agreed,” said Sebastian.
“Scotland awaits. Sebastian, who do you want on the team?” Chelsea asked him.
“How about you decide the team. You know our people as well as I do,” Sebastian told her.
“Well let’s go with our usual five and one Master. I want to continue to keep the Masters separated for now in case of an incident, so we don’t lose them all at once. So that means Sebastian, me, Bruce, Xavier, Trish and Merlin. This is Merlin’s home country and he knows Stonehenge. Ra and Nefertiti can continue working on the runes with Bethany,” she said.
“Okay, that’s the team. We leave at dawn,” said Sebastian.
#
A short while later, Chelsea and Sebastian walked through the castle. “Are you sure you are up to this? You’ve been out of the hospital for two days. As soon as we stepped off the shuttle at 14, we got the notice that Camelot was ready enough to move in, so we packed and left. Now we’re leaving again tomorrow morning. I don’t think you’ve slept more than a few hours since your release,” she said.
“I’m fine. You heard the doctor yourself. I made a complete recovery in record time and I may not have slept much last night, but I slept plenty in the hospital. Other than a few scars you can’t even tell I was hurt,” he told her.
She looked at him with concern.
“Really Chelsea, I’m perfectly fine. I have no lingering injuries and feel as good as I did before the accident. I’ll prove it,” he told her. “Let’s go to the training room, you can see for yourself.”
“You don’t have to prove it. I believe you,” she told him.
“I think I do need to prove it,” he said and picked her up and threw her over his shoulder as she squealed then carried her to their bedroom and set her down.
“That’s all you got? You carried me a hundred feet down a hallway and that’s supposed to prove something,” she said smiling at him.
He forcibly undressed her and lifted her up against the wall with her legs pinned up against her. She couldn’t move and was completely at his mercy and spent a long time in that position with him making love to her with the frenzy of an animal. After they were done, he carried her over to the bed and lay down next to her.
She laid back on the bed and smiled. “I think I need more convincing.”
#
The next morning the group prepared to leave. They had recovered two Masters and both times had resulted in incidents, losing one team member and nearly losing another.
“I want everyone to be extra cautious. Everyone comes home. We’ll be at Stonehenge in less than ten minutes. Merlin, anything we need to know?” said Chelsea.
“Stonehenge is an ancient Celtic site. Boudicca’s people built it and the Druids had a deep-rooted belief in nature as a divine being. Their magic was built around that belief and they had great power over plants and animals and the Earth itself. For example, the corrupted fomorian you had in your dungeon was a creation of theirs. Druidic magic is as dangerous as any other and if they have any guardians left they might think we’re hostile, so we could come under attack. Keep your intent just and your actions pure because not inciting them is our best defense. Their creations were as varied as nature itself so predicting the results of Druidic magic is next to impossible,” Merlin told them.
The group loaded and launched. The shuttle was fast, and Stonehenge would not take long. They landed a short distance away so as not to disturb the ancient monument.
“I would recommend keeping weapons away for now. This isn’t some dark tomb hidden in the desert isolated from civilization. This is the middle of the Scottish countryside with numerous villages and towns nearby,” said Bruce.
“It’s also a tourist attraction and we could have non-coms in the area. Keeping weapons out of sight, for now, is a good approach,” Chelsea said agreeing with him.
They approached the henge cautiously and found it as normal with the usual mix of sunrise tourists looking for spiritual meaning or hidden codes in the shadows or just watching a beautiful sunrise at a wondrous monument of the old world. It was as it was every other day of the year just less crowded due to the drastic drop in tourism after the cataclysm.
During the past few centuries, during the numerous wars, monuments had often been the site of attacks so many nations had walled off and strictly controlled access to their monuments. After the cataclysm, many more of those had been completely closed to the public while security and other personnel were diverted to public safety or reconstruction efforts.
With most of the strategic importance of the British Isles housed in England, Scotland had been spared much of the pain of history. There were no invasion attempts and its cities remained untouched by the violence of war for the most part. The Scots themselves always stood fast against tyranny and fought on the side of the British and American brethren in the major conflicts but the wars never spilled into Scotland itself. The countryside was as idyllic as it ever.
Though many monuments and historic sites were closed completely, the henges were left open. The Scottish government felt they belonged to everyone and thus had no authority to close them. The people who visited them always remained peaceful and no security was needed, though a small token force did patrol to handle the rare case of trouble.
Some people were milling around taking vids and telling their companions their theory about the henge without any realization that approaching were people who not only knew the true origin but possibly somewhere nearby was the woman who engineered part of its creation.
They were an interesting site to the motley crew of tourists. The six of them were dressed in civilian clothing carrying backpacks with their equipment and one of them walking with an old wooden stick. Though they did their best to fit in and look casual, the way they walked, the way they observed everything in their surroundings, they seemed out of place.
Just before they reached the henge, a local man came up to them carrying several brochures.
“Good day mates, this is your lucky day,” he said.
“Oh really,” said Chelsea.
“Aye lass, I have right here the truth of Stonehenge for only thirty credits each and I’ll give you a guided tour. It’s a bargain, where else will you get the truth AND a tour guide for only a few credits?” he said.
“Thanks, but no thanks,” said Sebastian and they continued walking to the henge.
“Okay I can see you need convincing, so I’ll make it a hundred and fifty for the lot of you,” he said.
“I don’t think we need a guide,” said Chelsea, “But thank for the offer. Now please leave us be.”
“Okay, okay. I see you drive a hard bargain,” said the man who pulled a gun from his satchel.
“How about you give me your valuables and I don’t take them by force,” he told them.
Bruce laughed at him and grabbed the gun. The hulking man hit the would-be thief once and knocked him to the ground.
“What the bloody hell is wrong with you, mate? What kind of idiot would rob a group of Wardens?” Bruce said.
The man was sitting on the ground nursing a bleeding nose. “I didn’t know you were Wardens. I’m sorry. Please don't call the police. I’m not a bad person there’s just no work since the quakes. I have a family and you looked like you had money,” the man said. “I’m sorry I really am. I don’t want to do this I just have no option. Please don't send me to jail.”
“That’s a likely story,” said Xavier, “Now get the Hell out of here.”
“Wait,” said Sebastian. He walked over and kneeled.
“Tell me that story again,” Sebastian said and stared at the man.
Sebastian's eyes turned white as the man talked and when he was done, Sebastian took out a chip, coded it with an amount and gave it to him.
“What is wrong with your eyes?” the man said with worry in his voice.
“It's nothing to worry about. Here take this,” he said giving the man the credit chip.
“I don’t understand. I tried to rob you and threatened you, why would you give me this much?” the man said.
“Because you’re telling the truth and I want your kids to be taken care of. Share it. That’s enough money to last your village a few months if you’re frugal. Now go home and take care of your kids. Your nose might be broken. If you go by Camelot, I’ll make sure you get medical treatment. I’ll give them a heads up you’re coming,” Sebastian told him.
The man thanked him then took the money and left.
“You would give a violent man money? Why?” Merlin asked.
“Because I looked into his heart. He’s not a violent man. He’s a good man driven to bad things by the destruction of the world. I want you to think about him. I want you to think about what the Masters did. When I looked inside him, I saw his life. He is a husband and father and your actions, and the actions of the other Masters turned him into a thief. The world is shattered, and you don’t see it. We travel using expensive shuttles and live in fortified buildings with plenty of food and medical supplies and we are isolated from the destruction and death but it’s out there and it’s everywhere. There is not a single place on this planet that didn’t feel the breaching of the Seal. He has a wife and two children in a small village near here and they’re hungry. The factory that was his village’s main source of work was destroyed and it isn’t high enough on the list of essentials to get rebuilt for some time. So, they suffer. His family suffers. His friends suffer. His neighbors suffer. They starve. They die from illness and infection and other things we should be able to treat but we lost too many hospitals and doctors and nurses and everyone else that worked to heal people. That’s your fault Merlin,” Sebastian said.
“Arthur…” started Merlin but Sebastian wouldn’t let him talk.
“This isn’t the time for discussion Merlin and don’t call me Arthur again. Arthur died a long time ago. I’m Sebastian. I'm a Warden, not a king and if I have anything to do with it, this world will never have another king or Master lording over people like they're pets or vermin or slaves,” he said and started walking.
The group proceeded in quiet to the monument.
“There are no above ground structures here and as far as we know there are none below ground either. The area isn’t that big, so it shouldn’t take long to search. Trish, Xavier, I want you on crowd control. There are still some tourists and they need to be vacated to a safe distance. Play nice if possible but invoke Warden authority if and only if you have to,” Chelsea told the group.
Some of the tourists were angered they had to leave but they didn’t question the Wardens in the end. The group spent the next half hour scanning the area and found nothing.
“It’s just the usual mix of dirt and rock we’d expect in the Scottish countryside and nothing more,” Bruce told them.
“She’s here. I can feel it,” Chelsea told them.
“It’s just a matter of figuring out how to find her. Merlin, what about a simple divination? You’re generally good at gathering information,” she said.
“I’ll try but divining is tricky. Pulling fragments of knowledge from the threads of time is...difficult. This isn’t like finding the hidden doorway on the Sphinx. I’ll need to look at the past to find where she is hidden and looking at the past is...discomforting. You saw what happened when I tried to show you your past. It was fragmented and hopped randomly throughout the ages,” the aged wizard said and walked to the center of the henge.
He sat down facing the keystone and meditated. After a few minutes, the ground started to rumble.
“Looks like a small quake,” said Xavier.
Merlin stood up.
“She’s here and our presence isn’t welcome. The Earth thinks we’re here to steal her instead of just wake her up,” Merlin said.
Trish screamed and fell to her knees, holding her head.
Chelsea ran over to her but was knocked back by some kind of energy pulse.
Trish continued to scream for a moment and was writhing on the ground. Plants grew up around her and encompassed her completely and she went silent. The rumbling stopped, and the plants receded. Trish stood up but was changed. Her skin was like the blue stones around them and small plants grew sporadically on her body. Her hair was replaced by vines with flowers growing from them and her eyes were like lava. She turned towards the group and walked towards them. Her skin cracked and formed into small rocky plates as she walked with lava glowing through the cracks. As she walked, flowers grew rapidly behind her everywhere her feet touched the ground. Extreme heat emanated from her that heated the air enough to make everyone sweat but had no effect on the plants near her.
She spoke, and her voice was a mixture of blowing winds and a crackling fire. “You come to steal the queen. You have violence in your hearts and will not take her,” said Trish.
“We do not wish death on our sacred ground, so we give you leave to flee and never return. The queen must remain,” the Trish creature said as the ground rumbled again.
Sebastian motioned everyone to get back. “Chelsea, stay with me, the rest of you get away from the henge. Make sure you’re outside the final ring,” he ordered.
“Trish, we’re not here to hurt Boudicca or take her away. We just want to talk to her. You know me, Trish. I’m not a bad guy and I just want to talk to her,” Sebastian said.
The Trish creature spoke again. “You are old and new. You break the cycle of time. She is queen and queen must rest. Queen must stay outside the cycle of time. You brought a destroyer. You walk in circles of death. Queen must live. Queen must rest.”
“Trish, think. You’re our friend. Whatever you are now, you’re still inside there and you know my intentions. I only want to talk to Boudicca, to the one you call the queen. If she wishes to go back to sleep or stay here forever then I won’t stand in her way,” Sebastian told it.
“This is her home,” said Chelsea, “We’re not here to take her from it or from you. She is free to take her own path. Darkness is on the world and she deserves the right to choose if she wishes to fight it again.”
“Queen sleeps. She rests. We feel the darkness. Queen must sleep until the darkness is passed,” said the creature.
“If queen sleeps the darkness may never pass,” Sebastian said.
“Trish she must be allowed to choose,” said Chelsea.
The Trish creatures shrieked “NO! You lie! You seek death from afar!”
“What do you mean death from afar? I don’t understand,” said Sebastian.
The Trish creature outstretched its arms and threw its head back. It opened its mouth and insects of all types came pouring out followed by snakes, spiders, and scorpions. The swarm of creatures advanced on the group outside the perimeter.
Chelsea looked over at the group and realized Merlin was chanting. “Wait, Trish! Give me a chance,” she said and walked towards the swarm. The swarm slowed and stopped.
Sebastian grabbed her hand. “You can’t walk into that. They’ll eat you alive,” he said.
“That’s exactly what I have to do. She stopped the swarm, she’s giving me a chance. No death on the sacred ground, right? Merlin is doing something stupid. We need to show it that we’re different and not like him. I love you,” she said then walked towards the swarm that was paused as if against some invisible barrier at the edge of the outer circle of the henge.
“How do you know they won’t attack you?” Sebastian asked.
“Because I don’t intend her any harm. This thing can sense our motives and mine are good,” she told him.
Chelsea walked slowly into the swarm and the haze of insects was so thick she could barely see but other than brushing into her, they left her unharmed. She walked her way to the edge and stopped.
“Merlin, whatever you’re doing, stop!” Chelsea ordered.
“That thing has taken one of your people and you don’t want to lose anyone else. I’m going to remove its tether to nature and that will break its hold on her,” Merlin said.
“Merlin, no. You said yourself keep your intentions pure and you’re the one causing this. Leave and return to Camelot you’re no longer needed here,” she told the wizard.
“I am here to help you,” Merlin replied.
“You’re not helping. Now stop and return to Camelot you are risking everything. That’s an order,” Chelsea told him. “
You’re making a mistake,” said Merlin.
“It’s my mistake to make,” Chelsea replied said.
“Xavier, Bruce, escort our friend to the shuttle and take him back to base please,” Chelsea ordered.
“Aye Chelsea, consider it done,” replied Xavier and they started walking Merlin away. Once the shuttle left, Trish inhaled a deep breath and the creatures returned to whence they came.
“Hey, Chelsea, take care of Trish. She's like a sister to me,” Xavier said as he was leaving.
“She's like a sister to all of us, Xavier. I'll bring her home in one piece. I promise,” Chelsea said then returned to Trish.
“Young one protects. Old one destroys. Young one stopped old one. Mother agrees. Queen comes,” the creature said.
The ground rumbled again and started to heave up in the center of the henge and pour away like something below pushing it up. A moment later a large pile of dirt was in the middle and atop it sat the crystal sarcophagus of Boudicca.
They rushed over to it with the Trish creature following more slowly behind. Sebastian and Chelsea started breaking the crystals and pulled the lid off while the Trish creature stared blankly at them through its lidless, lave eyes.
Boudicca opened her eyes and sat up.
“Hello, Arthur,” Boudicca said and stood up.
She was not what they expected. She looked like she was thirty at most. Her long red hair appeared as though she had never had a real haircut. She was tall and voluptuous and had bodily dimensions that would make men beg. She was heavily tattooed in tribal designs. The best word Sebastian could think of to define her was wild.
She saw Chelsea and exclaimed, “Guinevere!” and hugged her.
“Why are you both dressed so strange and you changed your hair,” Boudicca said as she looked around.
“The forest has changed. The henge is older and decayed. A lot of time has passed, has it not?” the redhead asked.
“It has,” said Sebastian.
“Almost two thousand years,” Chelsea said.
Boudicca walked over to Trish and touched its face.
“Mother Gaia, release your child. Free our sister,” she said.
“I don’t seem to have the power to speak to Gaia. That’s troubling,” said Boudicca.
“It’s been the pattern with the other Masters that have been awoken. Your power will return slowly it seems,” Chelsea told her.
“Then you will have to free her. She is under the thrall of Mother Gaia and needs to be released. Do you have any power now?” Boudicca asked.
“I do but I wouldn’t even know where to begin,” said Chelsea.
Boudicca held out her hand and Chelsea said: “No, Sebastian is stronger he should do it.”
Boudicca shook her head no. “He is a conduit, not a vessel and cannot channel the power of Gaia. Gaia is the mother goddess and only a woman may channel her power. Your essence as a mother will make it easier. He would channel the Stag Lord but that would be of no help here,” she said and extended her hand again.
“I’m not a mother, I have no children,” Chelsea told her.
“I saw you with child before the Seal,” Boudicca told her.
“That was a past life, I have been reincarnated many times over since that and in this life, I have no children,” Chelsea replied.
“Your essence doesn’t change. What you were you will always be,” Boudicca told her.
“I don’t understand. Trish has had no children and isn’t reincarnated like me as far as we know so there is no past life where she was a mother yet she’s obviously channeling this power,” Chelsea said.
“Not exactly. She isn’t controlling it. It’s controlling her and mother or not, she is still a vessel. I understand. You’re scared. I am your friend and have not and never will do anything to hurt you. Trust me,” Boudicca told her.
Chelsea took her hand and they put their free hands-on Trish forming a circle.
Boudicca closed her eyes and spoke. “I will guide you. Open your mind and let your life energy flow out and into me and your friend. Feel the Earth. Feel the life on it. Feel it flowing and ebbing and let yourself drift on the current.”
For a moment Chelsea could feel the entire Earth, the collected living essence on it and it overwhelmed her as it flowed through her. She saw the essence of life flow from her and into Trish. She saw the essence of Trish and could see the alterations to her, the changes made by the power she was channeling. Boudicca guided her in removing the energy that was not Trish's. Though they succeeded in cleansing her of the foreign essence, she could still see its impact on her life and knew Trish was changed irreversibly. As she cleansed her, she could see the physical changes to her friend fade away then she and Trish both passed out.
Sebastian ran over to Chelsea.
“She will be fine. She touched the pure essence of life on this planet and had no training or context. That can be difficult to do but she’ll be fine with a bit of rest. If there was a danger I would not have asked it of her. Now, while she rests, can you help me understand the past I have missed?” Boudicca asked him.
“Of course,” he said.
He moved the two sleeping women to soft places in the grass under the shade of the standing stones and made them as comfortable as he could, using his jacket as a pillow for them. He and Boudicca then sat on a fallen stone and talked.
Sebastian finished giving her the details of what had happened, or at least the short version with all the major details of the Seal, his and Chelsea's reincarnations and the big points of world history and the Cataclysm while the other two women slept. He answering as many questions as he could until Chelsea and Trish awoke. Sebastian went to Chelsea and helped her and then Trish.
“Are you okay?” he said. “I’m more than okay. I’ve never felt so good. I’m tingling. I want you. Now.” she said then licked and bit his ear.
“Hey stop that! It tickles!” he said.
She started kissing him.
“What’s gotten into you?” he said.
“It’s an effect of touching Gaia as a novice. It’s a crude way of putting this but she’s just been so connected to life she wants to make more,” said Boudicca.
“How do we fix it?” said Sebastian.
“Well the most obvious way is to fulfill her desire,” Boudicca told him.
“Make life? Get her pregnant? Are you crazy?” Sebastian said.
“Conception isn’t always the result from copulation but if you choose not to copulate she’ll eventually return to normal. It will take a few hours or a day or so and in the meantime, she’ll be exceptionally amorous. Your other choice is you could do what husbands and wives do and help her purge the energy immediately,” Boudicca told him.
“Here? Now? We’re in the open,” he said.
“You were always a shy one. This is a sacred site, Gaia would smile on you. It’s okay,” Boudicca told him. Chelsea led him, practically dragging him, behind one of the fallen sarsen stones.
In the meantime, Trish and Boudicca sat and talked, doing their best to ignore the sounds coming from behind the stone.
“Why didn’t it impact me like that?” asked Trish.
“Because you were possessed, more or less, and not consciously channeling the power. She was filled with life and now is drained. Her body misses that power and her instincts as a woman is to have that life inside her again. Our instinct as a woman is to do that in the form of a child. She’s not entirely rational right now and her base instincts are stronger than her intellect until the latent energy fades. He will help with that. Life is instinct as well as intellect and powerful magic can overwhelm a person. Her's is very powerful. For a novice, she has a vast well to draw on. I must speak with her about that when time allows,” Boudicca told her.
“Oh, I get it. She was filled with life and now she’s empty and wants to be filled again so he’s filling her,” Trish said laughing and Boudicca laughed along with her.
“Like my own, that’s a crude analogy but yes, that’s the basic idea. You, however, were imbued by the spirit of life that guards this grove. It felt a danger and you were a capable repository, so it created a guardian and from what I saw, a strong one at that. You were imbued with a tremendous amount of energy. The spirits that manifest here poured as much power into you as you could hold. Your natural talents must be very great,” Boudicca told her.
“I didn’t feel possessed. It felt natural. At least I didn’t have any after effects like Chelsea. I don’t think she’d share him with me and I don’t see any other men around,” Trish said laughing.
“It felt natural because it was natural. The Earth needed a guardian and you were capable and did not refuse it. Don’t be surprised if you have some effects left. That left a permanent change on you and one that can't be removed. It's a part of you now and you may have any number of blessings,” Boudicca told her.
“Like what?” Trish asked.
“It’s impossible to say. Gaia’s gifts are unpredictable and what gifts remain within you only time will reveal,” she told Trish.
“Who is Gaia? Is that your goddess?” Trish asked.
“Life exists in duality. Good and evil, life and death, male and female, sun and moon. We are all aspects of that duality and a Druid’s power is drawn from the duality of life. Our gods are not actual beings. They are simply the male and female embodiment of the force of life, of nature itself and we use a name for simplicity. We give the essence its form, its identity,” Boudicca told her.
“So, this life energy, it’s sentient then,” Trish said.
“Not exactly. It draws from the life energy of every being and is more instinct and reaction, not intent and will. It doesn’t think but if enough life is attuned to the same thing and there is a conduit that can channel that focus, they will sort of lend themselves to the abstract and from that imbue it with their will,” Boudicca told her.
“So then, what I became, that was the will of what, the bugs and trees? Sort of like a networked system of computers,” Trish said.
“I don’t know what that means. The will that imbued you was indeed the plants and the insects and the birds and animals and the people around us. It was drawn from all nearby life and as some of that life was quite powerful, the guardian it created, the power it gave you was also quite powerful as a result. I was told Merlin was here as well as Sebastian and Chelsea, so it had quite a supply to draw from. I can teach you nature magic if you would like to help you understand your untapped talents. You obviously have the gift, or you could not have been imbued with that much power. I can also help you understand and draw out whatever effects were left on you. That kind of power would have killed you had you not the natural talent for it,” Boudicca told her.
“That was an amazing experience and it felt right. I would like to learn more. Thank you,” Trish said.
“Then once my power starts returning, you shall become my apprentice and I can teach you about nature and life and you can teach me about this network computer,” Boudicca said.
“You’re very trusting to offer to teach someone you just met,” Trish said.
“And you are very trusting to accept a teacher you have only just met. The energy of this henge was able to imbue you which tells me a great deal about what kind of person you are. It chose you over Guinevere and that is a significant thing. While we only just met, I’ve known those two for a very long time. They call you friend and they choose their friends wisely. This is enough for me,” Boudicca told her.
“That we do, and Trish is both a good friend and a good person,” said Sebastian as they returned with Chelsea holding him tightly as they walked.
“So much has changed but so much is as it was,” said Boudicca as she looked around.
“When I was young, the central stones here were not yet erected. When I was older, I was adopted into the priesthood when they discovered my connection to Gaia and eventually rose to lead them. It was under my direction the monument was completed and the keystone of the solstice put in place. In those days, we had many sacred sites but revered this one above others and to see it in such a state of disrepair is sad but such is the way of life. Everything that dies gives back to the Mother. Sometimes, her children escape the cycle of life and death but must choose to become a custodian of life or apart from it. It seems you and your wife have chosen to the path of custodian and for this I am grateful. I only wish everyone on our Council had done so,” she said.
“Like Mordred,” Sebastian replied.
“No, he was never a part of the Council. Others, like Morgana and Solomon, were born to the path and others like Ra and Nefertiti chose it later. Some, like Merlin, held himself apart from it, thinking he was above it,” she told him.
“What of Alexander?” he asked. She smiled and laughed.
“He was arrogant and boastful and had the personality of a conqueror. It made him a good lover but a poor person. I would not have chosen to train him had it been my decision,” she told the group.
“You and Alexander were lovers?” said Chelsea.
“Ha, you have forgotten. You two alone knew,” she told Chelsea.
Chelsea tried to recall the details but was unable to do so.
“I'm sorry but I don't remember. So much of our pasty is forgotten or remembered only in fragments,” Chelsea told her.
“You have forgotten so much. I trusted that secret to you. We were lovers after a fashion. It was more like we used each other for mutual pleasure but otherwise despised each other. He did not deserve to be on the council or trained as a Master, but Merlin did not judge people on the quality of their being but on their skill in magic. That is a poor way to judge people,” she told them.
“May I ask you a personal question?” Trish said.
“Of course, young one. I keep no secrets from my friends and my future apprentice,” Boudicca said.
“Future apprentice? Did we miss something?” asked Chelsea.
“I’ll fill you in,” Trish said then continued, “I realize your culture was different but I’m curious how you could take a man into your bed that you hated.”
Boudicca laughed. “My dear, pleasure is not dependent on love and young men who are full of ego and strong of spirit can make the best lovers even if they don’t make the best friends. Learn to separate the two and you’ll have more enjoyment from the men and women you invite into your bed.”
“I agree,” said Chelsea, “But it’s so much better when you find one that is both,” she said looking at Sebastian.
“We cannot all be so lucky,” said Boudicca laughing.
“Men and women?” asked Trish.
“Of course. One of each is only needed to produce a child. Pleasure is not dependent on gender,” Boudicca said smiling and Sebastian got embarrassed.
“Two thousand year and countless lives later and you still blush!” Boudicca said laughing.
“How is it that you, Ra and Nefertiti are so different from Merlin? You’re all, for lack of a better term, human,” said Sebastian.
“Some people embrace life and love and live for those things and some live for their power and protecting it. Merlin is the latter and we are the former,” she said.
“He’s not evil, he’s just so far removed from his humanity he only thinks in terms of magic power and that’s sad because Morgana loved him so much, but he could never love her on the same level,” Boudicca told them.
“I would say it was his age but he’s not even as old as Ra. I don’t know what burdens he carries but they weigh him down and make him bitter,” she told them.
“He’s a strong ally to have beside you in a fight and a decent enough man in his heart but he will never truly have friends and never truly love anyone.” Boudicca looked at the three people who were observing her intently, hanging on her words.
“I have become so far removed I am a relic to be observed,” she said.
Chelsea said, “No not at all. In fact, you’re amazing.”
“Yea, you’re great,” said Trish.
“I blushed as Arthur?” he asked.
“You see? This is why women are the vessels. Men do not have the attention span needed,” she said, and the women shared a laugh at Sebastian’s expense.
“I know you only just woke up but there is something Sebastian and I were wondering,” said Chelsea.
“Chelsea now is not the time. Let her rest and recover her strength. Our personal needs must not supersede greater issues and I am sure Boudicca doesn’t want to address personal issues that don’t impact the greater good until she has had time to adjust to the new world,” Sebastian said.
“And I see no harm in asking her. The worst thing she’ll do is say no,” Chelsea told him.
“Maybe you should say what should be said and allow me to decide what I do and do not want,” Boudicca told him.
Chelsea stuck her tongue out at him and Boudicca gave her a strange look.
“It’s an expression used to convey ‘ha ha ha she took my side,’” said Chelsea.
“Well that is certainly an unusual way to put it but yes, I do agree with you. As Solomon would say the only way to get an answer to a question is to ask it,” Boudicca replied.
Sebastian started to talk but Chelsea interrupted him.
“Nope. You had your chance and didn’t want to bring it up, so I’ll handle this,” she said and Trish laughed at him.
“Boudicca, do you remember our first wedding?” said Chelsea.
“I don’t know. Was I there?” she replied.
“Of course, you were. You presided over the ceremony. We were married here on the day of the summer solstice,” Chelsea said.
“And how was I to know that was your first wedding?” said Boudicca.
“What?” said Sebastian.
“Life is a cycle of birth and death and we already know you have lived another life and who knows how many before I met you. Sometimes souls become entwined as yours have. I’m certain you’ve been married many times throughout history and there’s a chance at least one of those was before we met. Now, if you are asking me if I remember the time you were married in this grove at this henge on the holy day of Litha and I was there, then yes, of course, I remember,” she told them.
“That’s the day I mean. That was our first life and our first wedding. We were wondering if you would be willing to replicate that ceremony for us in this lifetime? Not now, of course. Sometime in the future when this chaos is over,” Chelsea asked.
“It would be my honor,” she said.
“But now, I must ask a favor of you,” Boudicca said. “I would like a hot meal and a soft bed with a strapping young man in it.”
“Well we can definitely give you the first two and as far as the third, we have a lot of recruits at Camelot, I’m sure you could have your pick with looks like yours,” Chelsea said.
“You could share that one. As Guinevere, you spoke highly of him and it seems you still enjoy him,” Boudicca said looking seductively at Sebastian.
“I definitely do, and I would almost consider it just to see his face if I said yes...but no, he’s mine,” Chelsea told her and the three women laughed while Sebastian’s face turned deep red.
“I’ll call a shuttle,” Sebastian said changing the subject and put his hand to his temple to activate the internal comm.
“You’ve mastered telepathy. Impressive,” Boudicca told him.
“No, it’s...it’s complicated and we’ll explain everything. I’m summoning transportation to Camelot,” he told her.
“Good idea. It’s a long walk and a wagon would make it faster,” she said.
A few minutes later Xavier landed with a shuttle.
“By the gods!” exclaimed Boudicca.
“It’s just modern machinery,” Trish told her.
“This is a machine? What else can machines do now?” she asked.
“Now it’s not a question of what can they do it’s what can’t they do. Take Sebastian. He was caught in a cave in just over a week ago. His organs were crushed, his bones shattered, and he was on the edge of death and most men would have died. He spent a few days in a medical facility and machines and medicine healed him back from death’s door,” Trish told her.
“This is fascinating. I want to know all about your machines,” Boudicca said.
“Sure, I’ll answer all of your questions,” Trish told her. “Once we get back to Camelot and get you settled in, I’ll give you a tour and try to get you caught up as much as I can on new technology.”
“That’s a good idea, Trish. After she gets something to eat take her by the armory as well as get her fitted for bio armor. Make that a priority. Can you use a sword Boudicca?” asked Chelsea.
“I am the warrior queen of the Druids, you know this already. I can use any weapon,” she said.
“I’m sorry but I don’t remember everything. Trish, get her a Warden’s sword and a dual pistol while you’re there then take her by the range and get her accustomed to how a gun works. If that’s okay with you Boudicca to delay your sleep a little while so we can get you weapons and armor. Our world isn’t a safe place for us,” Chelsea told her.
“Of course. It wasn't sleep I wanted anyway. I just awoke from a very long rest. You know this world, not I, and your request is reasonable,” said Boudicca.
“I’ll take care of you,” said Trish.
“Until you are at full power we are equipping the Masters with the best weapons and armor we have for your safety,” Sebastian told her.
“I appreciate your concern for my safety, Sebastian,” she replied.
“My primary concern is the safety of this world and everyone in it. You're part of that world now and part of my responsibility,” he replied.
“If you are at all like you were as Arthur, the world is better for that concern,” Boudicca replied.
#
The shuttle landed at Camelot and it was much different than Boudicca’s memory of it. There were automated laser turrets and EMP cannons on the walls and palisades. The castle itself had been retrofitted with electricity, plumbing and other amenities and a small regiment of cadets had been sent for training alongside the seasoned Wardens that staffed the castle. Like military and government buildings, all the Warden facilities were defended but most were in cities and so the weaponry was concealed. Here it wasn’t feasible to hollow out the large stone walls, so the embankments were in the open. Camelot had been converted from an ancient castle to a modern fortress because of its magical nature and the Wardens felt it worth the expense. Some testing of the stonework after its discovery had yielded strange results. Despite it appearing to be stone from local quarries, its resilience was incredible. It had the strength of hardened steel and did not decay. The magic of the tower was also of interest and the Wardens wanted as much control over it as possible. The castle and fortifications were built with arcane energy in its structure and a magical construct from the first brick to the last.
Boudicca continued to be amazed as she entered. The throne room was now a large commissary with the capacity to handle the two hundred or so people that lived there with that number still growing as it ramped up operations.
Ra and Nefertiti were sitting at a table and Ra had a large pizza in front of him. Nefertiti saw her, but Boudicca put her finger to her lips and sneaked up behind Ra.
Between bites, just before she reached him, he said, “Boudicca! It is good to see you awake and back with us at Camelot! You must try the pizza, it is fantastic! And this nectar, what did they call it, oh yes, soda!”
“Ra, your senses are as good as ever,” she said.
“I would like to tell you it is my honed warrior’s skill from thousands of years of training and discipline, but I will not lie to you. The communication machine they call a monitor can act as a mirror and I saw you enter in the reflection. A warrior must always be aware of his surroundings, even amongst friends and allies,” he said laughing.
They caught up for a few minutes as Boudicca ate and then Trish took Boudicca to the armory as ordered and got her equipped. They spent some time teaching Boudicca to use the standard energy-slug hybrid weapons of the Wardens and while she was no expert marksman, she showed quick familiarity with it and basic proficiency in a very short time. She also promised to practice with it on a regular basis to increase that proficiency.
“This machine is amazing. It can summon magic light and throw stones with enough force to kill a man and you say it has no magic?” Boudicca asked.
“None at all. It’s completely a machine. What you call magic light is a laser as we call it, a beam of light energy. What you called a stone is called a bullet. In the old days it was propelled with a tiny explosive charge but now, it’s handled by magnetic coils that propel it using an oscillating method of induction powered by a micro fusion cell and you have no idea what I’m talking about, I’m sorry. I forgot you have two thousand years of technology to catch up on,” Trish said.
“You owe me no apology. My people have great respect for warriors and you know your weapons well. Where did you learn this? Is it your family’s trade?” Boudicca asked.
“I’m educated as an engineer and I served in the Warden research and armory divisions before I transferred to field work and was in GloCom for a tour before that. With the world mostly at peace, I left GloCom to join the Wardens for the excitement and had no idea what I was in for,” Trish said.
“What is GloCom?” asked Boudicca.
“It’s the world military. It stands for Global Command and serves as the offensive and defensive arms of the Unified Government. We haven’t had a war in over a hundred years though so it’s kind of boring. Now it’s just an occasional territory dispute that’s almost always settled diplomatically or minor riots and terrorist incidents. All of the excitement is in the Wardens,” Trish told her.
“So, you are educated, a soldier and a Warden. In my tribe you would have been well respected,” Boudicca told her.
“It’s exciting but you, you fought the Romans. THE Romans. That’s legendary,” said Trish.
“I fought them, but I lost,” said Boudicca.
“It was a Pyrrhic victory from what I’ve read,” Trish told her.
“Pyrrhic?” asked Boudicca.
“It’s a term we use in reference to the Pyrrhic War. It means they lost so many people it’s hard to call it a victory. That’s a win for a bunch of what history calls savages,” Trish told her.
“History calls me savage? I committed no atrocities or barbarism. We fought for freedom and life,” said Boudicca.
“Savage has changed its meaning. Now it just means tribal. I didn’t mean to offend you,” Trish told her.
“Language, like everything else, changes,” said Boudicca as she smiled at her.
#
Sebastian walked into the armory.
“Trish, are you in here? Comm says you are, and I can’t find Sir Frank,” he said.
He heard a noise and turned to see Trish sitting on Boudicca’s lap on a stack of nearby crates, arms intertwined and kissing. The two women stopped and jumped up.
Trish was fixing her shirt and said, “I’m sorry sir, I was, we were, uh,” and Boudicca jumped in.
“My apologies. I accept responsibility. I was the aggressor and should be solely faulted,” she said.
“Faulted? Huh? For what?” Sebastian said.
“I... we...it would seem things have changed. Once our actions would be punished by some and there were armies would even execute soldiers for unnatural acts,” Boudicca said.
“Unnatural acts? Oh, you mean two women?” he said and laughed.
“Things have indeed changed. I don’t care what you two do to each other and if it’s not affecting duties then I don’t care when you do it. I just need to see Trish because I can’t find our quartermaster and I need to restock my fusion cells. Before she was in the field she ran an armory and she’s been helping our quartermaster set up in her downtime,” Sebastian said.
“Sure, boss. I told him the Master wanted privacy and he could take a break,” said Trish who then looked at Boudicca and added, “You’re the aggressor? Yea, right!”
She walked over to a shelf and told Sebastian, “Fuel cells are here until Frank gets everything put up and organized.”
She looked at Boudicca and laughed then at Sebastian. “She’s the aggressor. That’s a good one.”
#
“Are you certain you can control them, Senator?” asked Mordred.
The man sitting opposite him replied, “There's no need for titles. I'm not here on behalf of UniGov and of course, I can. They’re my people and they follow me without question. They’re easy to rile up and fanatical if I need them to be. They’ll do as I say as long as you continue to make it worth my time and effort.
“Mr. Atkins, working for me is both profitable and pleasurable,” Mordred told him and clapped his hands.
Two beautiful women came out carrying small chests filled with gold and jewels. One lit a hookah and put the pipe in the man’s mouth and the other kneeled between his legs and started to perform fellatio.
“If you prefer modern currency to the more traditional methods, I can provide you a wealth in credits,” Mordred told him.
“Mr. Mordred, I think we’ll be good friends,” said the man between moans.
“It’s just Mordred, there is no Mr. on it and I will be happy to keep you as a friend. All you have now, and more is yours just make sure the ALF does what I want when I want,” he told him as the first woman took a draw from the hookah began to undress.
“And Mr. Atkins, one more thing. Do not ever disappoint me or betray. I can be as dangerous as an enemy as I am generous as a friend,” Mordred told him.
#
Sebastian and Chelsea went running through the room at full speed towards the command center with Bruce and Xavier right behind them. Trish, still showing Boudicca around had stopped by the commissary for something to drink when she got the message on her comm. She turned to the table where Ra and Nefertiti were at. “We have an emergency, follow me,” she said and ran in the direction of the room that now served as their command and control.
Sebastian was at a monitor with Chelsea sitting at the table and motioned everyone else to sit down.
Chelsea asked, “Has anyone seen Merlin?”
“Not since we returned from Stonehenge,” Xavier said.
“We’ll have to proceed without him. Effective immediately, fortress protocols and full lockdown are in effect for all Warden facilities including Camelot. I’ll be brief. For those of you new to the table, the world unified a long time ago. When we did, a few groups didn’t like it and banded together. They formed a terrorist organization called the Allied Liberation Front which we shorten to ALF. They incite riots, murder government officials and bomb federal facilities. So far, they’ve been at worst a minor inconvenience to the government and have ignored us all together. That seems to have changed. The government and military are preoccupied with recovery, so ALF has gotten bold. However, their latest target isn’t the unified government, it’s us. We received this a short time ago,” Sebastian said and turned on the monitor and a video played.
The video was of a man silhouetted in shadow and his voice altered. The ALF’s logo was behind him.
“Wardens we place you on notice. The shattering of the world is your fault. You promised to protect us from the magical monstrosities of the world and now you failed and brought dread upon the world. We now realize the plague of mankind is not the Unified Global Government, but it is the Wardens and as you visited dread upon the world then we will be the hand by which even more dread is brought down on you. The Allied Liberation Front is the method by which more dread will destroy the Wardens. More dread. More dread. MORE DREAD!”
The voice trailed off into laughter and the video cut out and the word’s MORE DREAD in a font that looked like blood flashed on the screen.
“Are you fucking kidding me? Is this a bloody joke?” Bruce said.

Sebastian shook his head. “This is no joke. This video was sent just after our training facility at Brisbane was attacked less than an hour ago. A group of well-armed people stormed it. Both sides suffered heavy losses but ours were worse. We were not prepared to be a target of terrorists. The High Lord has called all the Directors in for an emergency planning meeting. All facilities, including Camelot, are now on high alert. However, that’s not the reason we’re discussing this right now. The Directors and High Lord will handle the ALF. Our focus is a bit different. The message was heavy handed but then subtlety is not the ALF’s strong suit. They infer that Mordred is alive and they now work for him. The question is, do we believe them?” Sebastian said.
Ra and Nefertiti looked at each other.
“We do. We spoke with Merlin and he believes the unknown wizard is his son, Mordred, somehow alive,” Ra said.
“Why the Hell wasn’t this mentioned?” said Chelsea.
“Because we did not know for certain and we trusted in Merlin and should not have. He is keeping secrets and we don’t know why he is,” Ra continued.
“Any other secrets Merlin is keeping from us?” asked Chelsea.
“He also thinks that you Sebastian and you Chelsea, you are not what you seem. He thinks you’re natural Masters like me or Boudicca and Merlin,” Ra continued.
“Natural Master? I am not familiar with that term,” said Sebastian.
Boudicca spoke up. “Magic is a part of the essence of every living thing, but some have a stronger connection to it and can learn to wield it. Others, rarely mind you, have a connection strong enough they can be trained to be a Master and gain great magic like Nefertiti or Alexander and even ascend past death. Sometimes, an occurrence of utmost rarity, a person’s connection to the arcane is so strong they ascend to the level of Master naturally. There have probably been a few thousand Masters throughout the entire course of history making them rare but the natural talent, that is something rarer still.”
“I am sorry for keeping secrets from you. Nefertiti and I have talked, and we do not like how Merlin is behaving. He is also hiding the fact that he is nearly at full power. There will be no more secrets between us,” Ra said.
“We need to discuss this further but not now. Simple question for you Ra and you Nefertiti. Do you agree with Merlin? Do think Mordred is our unknown wizard?” said Sebastian.
“We do. Sebastian and Chelsea and the Masters have already shown there were ways to survive the passage of time. I don’t know if he slumbered like us or was reborn like you or something entirely different but it’s not that hard to believe a powerful wizard would find his own way to survive. He didn’t have as much time to plan it as we did with our sleep but it’s possible he found a way and recent events would seem to indicate he has certainly managed to survive,” Ra told the group.
“Right or wrong, we’ll run with that so let’s assume until we have better intel that Mordred is alive, and the ALF is working for him. It changes little anyway. We were always working under the assumption it was a dark wizard or wizards and now we just put a name on that wizard,” Sebastian said.
“Now the question is what do we do about it?” Chelsea asked.
“He has been quiet until now. If he’s ready to make his presence known, then we won’t have to wait long to find out what he intends. He is like this ALF in that subtlety is not his strong suit,” Nefertiti said.
“He has a flair for the dramatic. He could have destroyed Giza and simply killed the people but instead, he took extra time and power to strip the land of its life and turn the Sphinx to a statue. He acts a child and as such, we should expect his actions to be childish,” Ra added. “He likes grand gestures and he likes his name to be whispered with fear. The way you describe this ALF, I would think they are similar and that is why he is using them.”
“Mordred is mentioned often but never specifics. How did the child of Merlin and Morgana become the nightmare he was?” asked Sebastian.
“As you forget we do not know your world, we forget you do not have your full memories from those times and assume you know much you have forgotten. Many of you were not even there the first time around. For us, we went to sleep and woke up and it feels as if a good night’s rest occurred not a sleep of hundreds of years so let me tell you about him,” Nefertiti said.
“Mordred had great natural talent. He was the child of two Masters and was a wizard without equal. By the time he was fifteen, he could have defeated any single Master. He was petty and jealous though. He hated Arthur, Guinevere, and Alexander because his father taught them and thought Merlin should only focus on his training. He hated the Masters because he didn’t feel they gave him the respect he deserved. He hated his mother and father for trying to control his actions as parents should for their child. As he grew older, his attitude became worse. Then he left and vanished for years. His mother was heartbroken and his father distraught. They blamed themselves for pushing their child away,” Nefertiti told him.
She continued. “Then he surfaced again. He had been missing for nearly five years with not a word. The first we heard of his return was a magical fortress in China being destroyed. A friend, an elder wizard and Master who resided at a sacred temple in the mountains near Mongolia came to us in terror. His temple was destroyed, and his students murdered. His description of the attacker was a young man of barely twenty with long black hair and deep blue eyes with powers that dwarfed his own. We heard scattered reports like this for nearly twenty years. We suspected it was him but had no proof though Morgana and Merlin were sure of it. It was always small, fast attacks on isolated places and almost every time he attacked a Master died. Most of the time we didn’t even hear of them until long after when they went out of contact for a while. Then...then came Japan. He attacked a stronghold in Japan and managed to kill two Masters but this time, instead of hiding, an envoy was dispatched to us with their heads and a message. He told us he was coming for us.”
She looked dismayed but continued. “By the time he attacked us directly, there were a few dozen Masters left alive and Merlin began to form the Council. Until that point, there were informal gatherings often called councils where Masters would meet, share stories, discuss magic and things like that. Mordred was bitter that as a child he wasn’t invited but their nature was sometimes more...personal…than would be appropriate for a child.”
Boudicca jumped in. “The Council as you know it was formed in response to the attacks and its sole purpose was to stop Mordred. Merlin's place of power was here at Camelot and my henges were close. We had known each other hundreds of years and always been on good terms if not friends. I was as dismayed as he at the loss of my friends but didn’t join immediately because I felt safe and invulnerable in my henges. A group of dark fey attacked us and while we held our own, they were wearing us down. Merlin has great skill with divination and had sensed the fight coming and dispatched Arthur, Guinevere and his knights. They, you, rode into battle and turned the tide and I realized I was not safe alone and I joined Merlin. Even then the two of you fought as one as if you shared one mind,” she said.
“His pupil Alexander joined as well and then others and then by the time we had recruited all we could there were the eight you know of and we were the world’s defense against Mordred. Four others were left alive by that time, but those remaining Masters refused to join us and one by one they were killed,” Ra added.
“He then razed our strongholds. Socrates and Greece were the first to feel his attack. Socrates had a great library on an island off the coast and Mordred left nothing of it. Socrates only escaped because he was at Camelot with us and after that, we all remained in Camelot most of the time. His next target was the great library of Alexander at Alexandria then Solomon’s repository of wisdom,” Boudicca said solemnly.
Boudicca was dismayed at the story but continued.
She sighed. “We tried to fight back. We started to use our spells solely for locating him and eventually we did. We found a pattern. He was attacking and destroying libraries and any other repositories of arcane knowledge and we still don’t know why. Knowledge is power and with Mordred’s lust for power, it seemed contradictory to his nature. Alexander’s knowledge of military strategy came in very handy and he was able to predict his moves to some degree. The next likely target based on his attacks so far was an ancient site in the Carpathian Mountains and we set a trap. Solomon, Socrates, and Alexander and I went there. We were confident because we had numbers on our side and four Masters vs one child, how could we lose? I have never seen power like his. We fought valiantly and held him at bay for a time, but he was unrelenting, and we barely escaped with our lives because he did not fight alone. Beyond his own power, he had an army of fey.”
“This is when Solomon suggested we bind magic and at first, no one took the idea to heart and we laughed it off. We lost again and again and more of us started considering it. We would bind magic, sleep for a while and hopefully wake up in some distant future with no Mordred and regain our status and all would be well. That’s when Merlin set in motion the creation of the Wardens.”
She was obviously saddened by the story but continued anyway. “We suffered defeat after defeat and after Giza, Ra and Nefertiti finally agreed so we started preparations. It took months of work to create the spells. Fortunately, Mordred was still not willing to take on the entire Council at once even with his power so for the time, Camelot was safe. That changed when Mordred discovered our plans. How he found out we never knew but he did and sent an envoy demanding we cease.“
“When we did not, he created the Tormentor. It was first seen in Greece and began to work its way towards us. It moved with the speed of a fast horse, so we had a little time to prepare. We tried numerous times to intercept it and always had to retreat. We had never seen the likes of it and didn’t know how to fight it. Divine light would slow it for a moment but that was all. It took several weeks to reach us and, in that time, it destroyed everything in its path.”
She took a deep breath. “Then the time came, and Merlin was the one to cast the final spells. One of the drawbacks to being a Master and ascending to our level of power is that we require that connection to live. It becomes as much a part of us as blood and breath. The one who would cast the final spell would die when that link was severed while the rest slept. We had created the crystal tombs as a sort of store of energy. It kept us in a sleep, a stasis if you will and would persist until the stores of power were severed which we thought would happen when magic returned but we were wrong in our calculations. Socrates was a great wizard, but his designs had a flaw. I went to mine and know of nothing else until I saw you in the henge. Even now, I haven’t regained the ability to use my power again, but it flows into me, I can feel it. How Mordred survived without that connection is beyond my knowledge.”
Sebastian finished the story. “Then the Tormentor reached Camelot. My knights and I did all we could, but we could do little more than slow it and only for a moment. That moment ended with half of my ranks dead and myself and many more injured as it brushed us aside. As Merlin cast the final spells, the Tormentor attacked him. The spells completed but were weakened and flawed due to the monster’s actions and the Seal was flawed but we didn’t know it.”
Sebastian was getting visibly agitated. “Arthur and Guinevere survived and were asked to lead to help fill the power vacuum left when the Masters fled to hide and sleep while we were left to clean up their mess. The world was broken and in turmoil and chaos reigned followed by a dark age of man that would last for centuries. Disease, warfare, and fanatics caused the death of untold numbers and tyrants would rule by fear and oppression for a long time. The world would recover and after many, many more centuries would eventually unify and find peace.”
He stood up and looked coldly around the table and continued. “Then it would start all over again thanks to the irresponsible actions of the same group of cowards. The Seal would be shattered and once again death and disease and fear would ravage mankind,” Sebastian said as anger rose within him then walked out and slammed the door behind him.
Chelsea, doing her best to suppress her own anger was initially shocked at Sebastian’s sudden departure because it was out of character for him to react so emotionally. She forced herself to regain her own composure. She jumped up and rushed to the door, opened it and ran after him.
“I understand why he’s upset. There has been a lot of death and suffering because of the actions of Mordred,” said Ra.
“I don’t think that’s it,” said Nefertiti.
“They have a unique perspective having lived during both events and having many lives in between. We haven’t directly been impacted by the events at all. For us, once we went to sleep, time passed in an instant and I awoke feeling as if only a night had passed. For them, they lived through every impact, every death, every war, every plague that would come after the Seal was formed. No others can say that. Others throughout history might have lived through one event or the other and they might have witnessed a plague or war but those two, they saw it all and from what Merlin has told me, their nature draws them to those events so they not only saw them but they fought in the wars, battled the plagues, challenged those tyrants and as more of their memories return, they’re going to feel more of the pain, more of the suffering, more of the Hell that was visited upon this world at our hands. Even if they don't remember it all directly, it's still there. It's not at the forefront of their thoughts but it's there, hidden and it shapes them and their actions,” Nefertiti told them.
“We deserve their animosity. We could have faced Mordred directly, the eight of us combined could potentially have beaten him but we were afraid,” said Ra.
“I do not fear death,” said Boudicca.
“We were afraid but not of death. You were born a warrior as was I. You and I were born into a world of death and we fed it to our enemies in grand feasts of war and would accept death. It wasn’t death we feared. It was defeat. It was being forced to accept that despite our lofty positions and great power that we weren’t as great as we believed. It was easier to hide and sleep through the ages until our enemy was gone so we could wake up and be supreme once again never having accepted we were not supreme. The Council was a Council of cowards and rather than face our enemy and accept our limitations we ran from him and for that I am ashamed. The suffering that followed those actions, the blood of the innocents, that is on my hands and your hands and cannot be cleansed. Death in battle is acceptable but the death of another due to my own cowardice is not. Sebastian, as he is called now, is right. We are to blame, and we are cowards but NO MORE!” said Ra standing up and knocking over his chair.
“Nefertiti, I make a decision I cannot hold you to. We always act as one but if in this I act alone then so be it because my honor demands it and I cannot ask you to follow me in this regard. When Sebastian returns, I will give my loyalty to him and his cause. He has courage and wisdom and I know in my heart he is the one who will bring us through this storm and make right all that was wronged,” Ra told those assembled.
“You don’t have to do this alone. I have seen enough to know his heart and soul and can feel his power growing. He is like Mordred in that regard, but he does not have the darkness to his soul that Mordred did. I will also swear fealty to him,” said Nefertiti.
“Boudicca, where do you stand?” asked Ra.
“I woke up a few hours ago, I don’t even know what you’re talking about,” she said.
“It’s okay, I’ll fill you in,” Trish told her.
“For now, let’s give Sebastian and Chelsea a little while and reconvene when they’re ready,” said Bruce.
#
The dreb walked into the study.
“Mordred, I have come to speak with you,” he said.
Mordred turned and the dreb was not the one he expected. This one was slightly darker in hue and his hair was a translucent orange. He was otherwise the same.
“I summoned D’ras. Who are you?” Mordred asked.
“D’ras failed us and has been removed from his position as your handler. I am D’rus, the Beta of our clan. You have failed us in your position as well. It is time for action not talk,” said the dreb.
“They have four masters awake and their leader, this Sebastian and his mate Chelsea are growing in power fast. Their people believe they are the reincarnation of Arthur and Guinevere, but they did not have that kind of power. There is something else going on here and we need more information before we act,” he told the dreb.
“We don’t care what else is going on. You agreed to help us get revenge for the death of my people and we agreed to give you the power to do it, so you have been given a relic of extraordinary power and taught very power, very ancient magic and have squandered it. Your rash actions in the past caused them to take rash actions of their own and now given a second chance you drag your feet as if scared to act at all. Fulfill your end of our bargain because we no longer have patience,” said the creature.
“Fine. You want action then I’ll give you action,” Mordred said. He placed his hand on the sphere and the red-gold metal glowed for a moment.
“I’ve empowered the Tormentor and will arrange to have it woken up. Happy now?” said Mordred.
“We will not be happy until all the remnants of Atlantis are gone and those who killed our people have suffered for their actions,” said D’rus who then turned and promptly walked out.
Mordred stood to fume. He was disappointed at himself for not being more aggressive but was also concerned. As powerful as he was, the drebs had taught him that power and he knew they were holding something back. Whether it was knowledge or training he wasn't sure, but he couldn't refuse them until it was clear.
He would also need time to recharge. Waking the Tormentor was draining but he couldn't let them know that and he needed to buy more time. It was a win-win situation for him. If the Tormentor was as unstoppable in this era as in the last, then his victory was assured. If it was not, the drebs would see how powerful their enemies were and would be more hesitant about future actions. He secretly hoped the Tormentor failed. He wasn't sure he wanted victory while the drebs still had their secrets.
#
“Erik, thank you for seeing me,” the man in brown said as he was led into a mostly empty hall.
“It is unusual for the Warden’s to reveal themselves much less to request help from anyone and you have made me curious as to why. That alone would entice me to grant you an audience,” said the boisterous man.
“You know of our order?” said the Warden.
“I do. When I was a younger man I was ambushed by a troll and a group of your people helped me slay it. Their leader became a friend and I have spoken with him numerous times over the decades. The Wardens are glorious warriors and I have seen him in combat personally. I am certain his soul sits in Valhalla,” he said.
“Thank you. I have not heard the tale of the troll, but my superior spoke highly of you before his death and said you were trustworthy which is why I approached you. We have been made aware your son Leif intends to travel to the west, past the known lands and we wish to book passage for several people and a large parcel of cargo to be delivered,” said the Warden.
“Book passage? This isn’t some pleasure trip. My warriors are explorers and their ships are not merchant's vessels,” said Erik.
“This is far from a pleasure trip. Your people are correct, there is another land further west and there are old Warden enclaves there. As new religions spread through our lands, wars follow, and we need to move something very dangerous to the western land to remove it to a safer place,” the Warden told him.
“Something dangerous? So, it would risk my men’s lives?” said Erik.
“We do not believe it would risk their lives. It’s dormant and will likely remain so forever but cannot risk it falling into evil hands. It gives a sense of dread and only those stout of heart can stand in its presence and there are none braver than your people. The cargo is very large but will weigh very little,” the Warden told him.
“And why should we do this?” said Erik.
“For this service, we will secretly finance your son’s expedition in full and you will be richly rewarded as well,” the Warden replied.
“I cannot commit my son to this. Arrange for him to see this cargo and let him decide for himself. If he agrees, then we have a bargain. If he does not, then we do not,” Erik told him.
#
Several weeks later, Erik, Leif, and the Warden spoke in the great hall of Erik the Red.
“So, you can do this?” asked Erik.
“I can, father. This thing they would have us carry is a nightmare of legend, but it sleeps and does not awaken. It will take two ships bound together to carry it, but we can do it. The Wardens they wish to send are hearty and will be able to pull oars and fight if needed. The Wardens are strong warriors and will not be a burden,” Leif told his father.
“Then Warden, we have a deal and I will accept your payment in silver. The ships sail in two months’ time be ready,” Erik said.
“Is there any information you can provide us regarding this new world you tell us is there?” asked Leif.
“We will provide you what information we have on the voyage and the lands and people you will find. Our last reports advised they are primitive by our standards but peaceful. I do not foresee them greeting explorers as enemies. Our information is older than we would like so caution is advised but I will give you all the information we have. If you come directly to London it will seem odd and possibly trigger violence as your people are considered raiders by many and we do not wish to put you at risk with unneeded confrontations. We will provide you with a map to a hidden cove and meet you there to transfer the cargo. The Wardens who will join you are shared of your ancestry and will dress and act as your crew to avoid suspicion and readily accept the orders of your son,” the Warden told him.
“Our boats will retrieve this cargo and your warriors. You have my word. May this be the beginning of a friendship between our peoples,” said Leif.
“Now, we feast to celebrate a new alliance and I shall tell you the tale of young Viking, a Warden, and a troll,” Erik said.
#
“HAPPY NEW YEAR!” yelled the assembled Wardens. From the top of Facility 14, they could see the apple drop and the sky light up with fireworks.
The tradition was centuries old. A light snow was falling, and it made the skyline look like a snow shaker lit by multicolored strobe lights from the fireworks. Chelsea was watching the fireworks and rubbing her arms as her breath fogged up in front of her. Sebastian came up behind her and put his arms around her.
“We should go inside, you’re cold and you didn't wear your jacket,” he said.
“I’m fine. It’s a little chill and you can help me warm up later when we go back to Camelot,” she told him.
“I like that idea. Maybe we should head out early and get started on that,” he said.
“I would love to, but we promised Anna we would stay for the party. We see each other every day and we haven’t seen her and William and the rest of the Facility 14 crew in weeks. Your dad is here, Alicia is here, they’re all going to expect us to make an appearance. You’re the Coordinator of Camelot and that’s not exactly a low-key position. It comes with some responsibilities to the pomp and circumstance of your rank and that means that occasionally we have to stop the exciting stuff to spend some time socializing with bureaucrats. There’s also the other meeting and what it could mean and even if you ignore everything else tonight, we can’t miss that,” she told him.
“Have it your way but when we get back we’re not leaving our bedroom for an entire day. Bruce already runs Camelot as much as we do so another day won’t hurt him,” Sebastian said.
“I like how you think,” she said.
As the fireworks died down and the drinking revved up, Anna stood up on a crate and whistled to get the attention of the gathered revelers. “Everyone, please, may I have your attention. Master Ra has asked to address you. He says he has a gift for us,” she said and stepped down.
Ra stood up on the crate though at his height it was hardly necessary. “My friends, thank you. I have been awake several months now and your world never ceases to amaze me. I am told this is a celebration of rebirth, the death of an old year and the birth of a new one based on Gregor’s calendar,” Ra said.
“Gregorian,” Nefertiti said, correcting him.
“Ah yes, Gregorian’s calendar. As part of this celebration, you light up the sky with colored fire and so, I shall show you how I became associated with the sun,” he said.
Ra put his hands up and faced the night sky. He raised his arms and pointed his hands towards the sky and beams of light shot forth. He lit up the night sky in hues of gold and white, kaleidoscopic patterns changing as fast as the eye could see. This persisted for about ten minutes and as it began to fade, a final burst lit up the sky in the pattern of the symbol of the Wardens, Solomon’s Knot. The assembled Wardens cheered and as Ra finished he stepped down and was the new center of attention for many of the half-drunk Wardens.
An hour or so passed and Anna walked over to Sebastian and Chelsea. “It’s time,” she said.
“On our way, Anna,” said Sebastian.
Coordinator Anna, Facilitator William, High Lord Alicia, Coordinator Sebastian, Facilitator Chelsea, Director Abraham and several other ranking members including all the regional directors sat in the C&C room of Facility 14. Boudicca and Merlin were absent. Boudicca had been to NYC once since she awoke and requested unless there was a critical need to never return and the same applied to all the major metros. She was uncomfortable with so little nature and so much artificial structure in place.
Merlin had still not been located since the events of Stonehenge. There were a few rumors that he was dead, or he was the evil wizard, not Mordred and numerous other unsubstantiated theories but there was no actual proof of anything. The commanders of Facility 14 and Camelot were both invited because of the main reason for the meeting. The monitors in the room all showed the Tormentor.
“Okay, now that everyone is here we can start. You’ve all been brought up to speed with as much information as we have which is not much. The thing has been dormant since the Seal was first formed. The original Wardens that retrieved it detailed its state at the time of capture and with three transfers including a transatlantic crossing, there has been zero change in its state. Now, suddenly, it’s moving around its cage for the first time since its original containment after the Seal. It didn’t even respond to the Seal breaking and remained dormant until now. Anyone have an idea why? Thoughts? Speculation? Wild guesses?” Anna said.
No one said anything.
“Well that was enlightening,” she said to the group.
“Let’s speculate. If this thing is about to become active again, how do we handle it?” asked Alicia.
“We don’t. We get out of its way because it can’t be stopped,” Nefertiti said to the group.
“It’s one weakness is its speed, so it should not be difficult to stay ahead of it. Whatever it goes after, relocate it or consider it an acceptable loss because you’ll have no other option,” Ra said.
“I don’t accept that. With all due respect to you Masters Ra and Nefertiti, you fought this thing nearly nineteen hundred years ago. Science and technology have advanced a lot in that time and there must be something we can do. I know our scientists have tested it every few years but never with new results and it seems invulnerable to everything but there has to be some way. Everything has a weakness. Let’s put some mental effort into this and come up with a solution before it becomes a problem,” said the High Lord.
“We all hear the normal stories about this thing. The truth is we don’t really know much about it accept that being near it makes you afraid at a deep level and it’s been immobile since the Seal was formed. Ra and Nefertiti, you’ve both had actual encounters with this thing. Can you tell us firsthand what it was like?” asked the High Lord.
“I would prefer not to think of such things, but I can respect your need for information. The thing was unnamed when we first encountered it. It first appeared in Greece on the north coast of the Aegean Sea. A small fishing village was the first to encounter it and the aftermath of that encounter...what was left...it was horrid. The ground was scorched and the plants dead. Fortunately, it did not appear that the people suffered much. Then the thing cut a path across Europe to Camelot. It took it months to reach Camelot destroying numerous farms and villages along the way and even a few cities. It moved with some indication of intelligence, avoiding difficult terrain like mountains. The name came from the Germanic tribes. A number of villages that evacuated from its path referred to it as die sache die qualen,” Ra said.
“The thing that torments,” said Facilitator William.
“Eventually it reached the Franks and they made a stand. Their king decided this thing must be stopped and he rallied his wizards and knights together to stand against it. It is fortunate his troops broke and ran after the first wave was decimated or his losses would have been more severe. Reports of that battle indicated it seemed to seek out the mages on the field and make them its focus, slaughtering them first,” Ra told them.
“That was when we discovered the size of the tentacles it could grow was hundreds of feet and the energy arcing over its surface could be discharged but that was also the first and last time a large force attacked it. The thing would generate tentacles from its mass and use them as prehensile appendages grabbing and crushing, spearing and stabbing, it was merciless and the fear that you feel from it now is minor compared to what the feeling is like when it’s active. I have seen the hardest men flee in terror from it,” Ra said with obvious disdain for it in his voice.
“I am a Master of magic and encountered terrors of all kinds without fear and it made me tremble,” Nefertiti said.
“In fact, the only people I never saw tremble in its presence was Arthur and his knights. That’s why they were the only ones that would fight it with us,” Ra told the group.
“Arthur’s knights, myself and Nefertiti engaged it a few times in Europe and each time we slowed it and held it for a moment but maintaining the power needed to stop that thing for more than a few minutes is draining and we couldn’t hold out. Eventually, it reached the strait between France and England and we lost track of it while it was under the waves but eventually it came ashore. It continued across the countryside to Camelot and you know the rest from that point,” said the man.
“Armies, wizards, nothing stopped it. If you think your machines are any different then try but I have little faith in a different result. It’s not an assassin and it won’t be sent to kill you in the dark. It’s a dark magic siege engine and no wall can stand against it. It has battered down many a village wall or fortress in its way. There are other stories, many deaths, and defeats but they are all the same. It came, it destroyed, it moved on towards Camelot,” Ra said.
“Thank you for the insight Master Ra. We need everyone on this. Every spare moment should be focused on researching a way to stop this thing if it becomes active or even better a way to destroy it before it does. Everything has a weakness so find it,” said the High Lord.
She continued, “Otherwise, the termination project is proceeding as time allows and the cells here are at half capacity. It’s not a priority now so it’s being treated as a side project.”
“Our resources are somewhat spread out and with Merlin’s disappearance, the training progress has slowed significantly. This is another place we need to thank the other Masters for helping get the Wardens up to speed. In Merlin’s absence, the other three Masters have helped with training as time allows.”
“Facility 14 and Camelot have progressed well. Training is slower than ideal, but we have limited people capable of teaching and their focus is split in many directions. We are also going to be getting new blood soon. We lost a lot of people during the cataclysm and the ALF raids were costing us as well but more on the ALF in a moment. We have several groups finishing training and with Camelot acting as a fast-track training facility for the exceptional magical trainees, we’ll start replenishing our losses. The cataclysm itself has driven up recruitment. It’s good to see. It’s a good sign that so many people want to become actively involved in the protection of their fellow man during a time of crisis. I understand GloCom recruitment is up as well and we’ve sent many of our applicants to them when they don’t meet the criteria for Warden recruitment.”
“The A.L.F is still the second of our three primary focuses. Their attacks have dwindled and returned to their old methods of random small bombings or isolated assassination attempts but the general concern it’s just a lull until they finish building another force. We have some progress towards Tokyo. The president has a soft approval and we’re just waiting on final clearance from GloCom. There is some concern as to whether the reactor at the ruined base shut down correctly. Once we have that verification, we’ll greenlight the mission. We don’t want our recon group dying of radiation poisoning,” she told the group.
“Are there any actual concerns or is GloCom just delaying?” asked Coordinator Sebastian.
“We think they’re delaying. Our satellites show zero indication of an unstable reactor at that location. If there were, the heat and energy signature would be unmistakable. Why they are delaying is the real question,” said the High Lord.
“Without a valid reason, they will continue to delay as long as they can to get their own surveillance teams in the area to fully scout it and see what they can find. They’re confident in their drones and will send unmanned air and ground vehicles. They are trying to either verify there is nothing there, so we look like idiots or if there is, get the first strike before we can,” said Coordinator Sebastian.
“We’re all on the same team why would they care?” said Coordinator Anna.
“They don’t like us. The president said they want to limit our power and access and I can tell you from serving with GloCom they consider us a nuisance. To them, we’re just civilians with way too much power and authority and they would love to see us leashed or even better moved to their control,” Coordinator Sebastian told them.
“Has anyone made any other progress on the ALF situation?” asked the High Lord.
Director Thomas replied “I’ve got some good people working on the data streams. We haven’t found anything and that’s what is strange,” he said.
“Really? Nothing? Not even casual chatter?” asked Director Abraham.
Director Thomas told him, “No and that’s the odd part. They’ve gone dark. We’re still seeing isolated attacks, their usual level of activity but they’re not talking about it anymore.”
“Well, they have to be communicating somehow. Even if it was highly encrypted we could still see it. Hell, our own frequencies can be found just not eavesdropped,” said Facilitator William.
“Can they be using magic?” asked Coordinator Anna.
“Unlikely,” said Master Nefertiti. “Telepathy is very hard on the mind and only a few can master it without pain. It’s a rare gift even among mages,” she said.
“Well they sure as hell aren’t using smoke signals,” said Abraham.
“Maybe they are,” said Facilitator Chelsea.
“Are you drunk?” said Director Abraham.
“Not necessarily smoke signals but what if they are using something else we would consider equally obsolete and not even bother looking for? Maybe some old technology like a radio,” she replied.
“That’s not a bad idea,” said High Lord Alecia.
“Technology is my division, so I’ll get people on it right away,” said Director Thomas.
“No,” said High Lord Alecia. “Or rather not just your people. Your people are very good with current technology but if they’re using something old, something antique, let’s put this on everyone’s plate. Brainstorm it with your people everyone. Think about unusual solutions. It might end up being a dead end but let’s at least take a look,” she told the group.
“The final reason we’re here is to discuss the Seal breaker,” High Lord Alecia told them.
“We all think it’s Mordred and maybe it is. That does not change how we continue to handle the search. Coordinator Sebastian, any news?”
“Nothing significant but we are making limited progress deciphering his methods. Lady Bethany is turning out to be phenomenal with languages and under Master Ra’s tutelage, she is, to use the Master Ra’s terminology, becoming very talented in the field of runic magic. Master Ra and Lady Bethany are mapping out the history of magic language in the greater Mediterranean area looking specifically for commonalities and origins and as you can imagine that’s a vast undertaking. Our hope is if we can understand his source of magic we can find a counter to it. Any linguistic support that can be provided would be welcome, specifically, people with knowledge in ancient Mediterranean languages, pre-Latin eras. They’re both very talented but they’re only two people and we’re talking nearly a dozen languages, that we know of, maybe more and most at least four thousand years old or older,” Coordinator Sebastian told the group.
“Directors, check your personal files. Anyone meeting that criteria is to be reassigned to Camelot pending Coordinator Sebastian’s approval of course,” High Lord Alecia ordered.
“Please check with me, Facilitator Chelsea or Lady Bethany before putting in transfer requests so we can base it on need and not have a bunch of unnecessary people being transferred and no unneeded duplication of language support,” Coordinator Sebastian said. “As far as locating him, nothing. We have the shattered Seal and a video by the ALF and nothing for a month,” Coordinator Sebastian said.
“I know these seemed like points we could have discussed by conference video, but we so rarely have the opportunity to get together as a group and this holiday was a rare quiet time to do so. With everything going on right now the opportunity to connect is rare. This celebration is the first new year after the Seal broke and we are not only symbolically in a new calendar, but our world is changed enough it’s literally a new world. We’ve been through changes before as Wardens. We’ve survived both cataclysms, countless wars including the Crusades, five World Wars, the Unification War, plagues, disasters, changes in governments and borders and we endure. We all bear the same symbol, the Masters excluded of course,” she held up her wrists to illustrate, “And as Solomon’s Knot metaphorically ties things together, the Wardens have metaphorically tied history together. We have done so for eighteen and a half centuries and will do so for eighteen and a half more. I was going to say good job everyone, but this isn’t a job. It’s who we are. It’s what we are. We have always and will always transcend race, religion, nationality and any other division because we are Wardens and defend humanity when humanity can’t defend itself and I am proud to call every one of you brother and sister, Now, enjoy the party. Dismissed,” said High Lord Alecia to which everyone stood and applauded.
As they returned to their seats, an alarm went off. Coordinator Anna immediately tapped her internal comm. “Excuse me, we have an incident in the cells. Don’t worry, it’s not the Tormentor I’ll have some people check into it and see what has the guards concerned,” she said.
“Let them celebrate,” said Coordinator Sebastian. “I’ll go down there and see what’s going on,” he told the group.
“Not without me you won’t,” said Facilitator Chelsea.
Coordinator Anna told them, “This is my facility it’s only appropriate that my Facilitator and I join you,” said Coordinator Anna.
“It is?” asked Facilitator William. “Yes, it is,” Coordinator Anna replied.
“Wait,” said High Lord Alecia.
“I will not have two Coordinators and two Facilitators going into an unknown situation. We’ll send field agents not command staff,” she told them.
“With all due respect High Lord, that’s not your decision to make,” said Coordinator Anna.
“It’s not? The last time I checked I was still the High Lord,” she replied.
“Let me reference regulations. The Coordinator of a Facility has sole discretion in determining the disposition of Warden forces assigned to their Facility. They also state a Coordinator may temporarily conscript personnel from other Facilities when currently located at said Coordinator’s Facility if the need arises and any disputes must be settled by a full vote of the Directors since it’s a regulation dispute,” said Coordinator Anna.
“Well it’s a good thing we have the full Director’s body here then, isn’t it?” asked High Lord Alecia.
“Sorry, you’re short one Director. I recall you saying enjoy the party and I’m an hour behind on drinking and trying to woo some new recruit into an old man’s bed with dashing stories of his youth and there is no way in Hell I’m jumping into this catfight,” said Abraham as he walked out the door.
High Lord Alecia stifled a laugh and tried to continue her cold glare at them as the four of them left the room.
Director Thomas said, “I bet you’re pissed.”
She looked over at him and said, “Only because my rank doesn’t allow me to go with them.”
#
The four of them went to the elevator and headed down.
“Why exactly did you volunteer the two of you to come with us. Don’t misunderstand me, it’s welcome it’s just out of character,” said Sebastian.
“It’s what the High Lord said about how we’re Wardens. This is who we are and I don’t get to do this anymore. The regular Facilities don’t have the loose operating controls you have at Camelot so we have to follow protocol. That means I don’t get to go out helping people because I’m stuck running my enclave no matter how much I argued making the command staff more active. The High Lord didn’t agree so I’m stuck at a desk,” Anna replied.
“Why did you volunteer me? There’s a massive party on the roof and I could be there,” said William.
“Because this is probably nothing but if it is something, I want the best at my back and right now in this elevator are the four best field agents the Wardens have seen in my lifetime, pardon the ego for counting myself among them,” said Anna.
“If you two were a couple it would be like a fey hunting double date,” said Chelsea laughing.
Anna and William looked at each other.
“Oh my god! You are! I want details,” Chelsea said.
“We’re not a couple, we’re friends,” said William.
“You might be friends but that look wasn’t a friend look,” Chelsea told him.
“We’re more than friends, you’re right Chelsea but that’s not public information. We’re...figuring out what we are. We used to be close and drifted apart years ago and recently have drifted back together,” Anna said.
“I want details! I bet he’s an animal in bed,” Chelsea said smiling.
“Oh look, we’re on the armory floor,” said Sebastian.
“It would appear so. We should get geared up,” said William with Chelsea still giggling.
Anna and William equipped themselves and the four returned to the elevator. Sebastian and Chelsea almost never took off their armor and their sword and shield stayed strapped to their backs, and as such, were prepared.
They headed back to the elevator and as soon as the doors closed Chelsea looked at Anna and said, “So is he?”
“Is he what?” said Anna.
“An animal in bed. You’ve got to dish on the details,” Chelsea told her.
“Can we let this go please?” asked William.
“You’re asking Chelsea to let something like this go?” said Sebastian.
“You’re right. I forgot that underneath that hardened Warden exterior beats the heart of a teenager with the libido to match,” William said.
“Now Sebastian, he can be an animal. Take the day he got out of the hospital,” Chelsea said ignoring the comment by William and Sebastian interjected.
“Chelsea, please!” Sebastian said.
“I don’t recall you saying please. I recall you just taking what you wanted,” she said.
“Chelsea they don’t want to hear this,” Sebastian said.
“Oh, we’ve heard it. The walls in this Facility aren’t that thick and you had a room on the same floor as I did,” William said.
“Don’t forget the video camera in the alley,” said Anna.
“Now you’ve got them started,” said Sebastian.
“I bet they get started all the time,” Chelsea said laughing.
“As often as we can find the time,” said Anna giggling.
“I’m in an elevator full of teenagers,” said Sebastian.
“Oh look we’re at the cells,” said William.
As the four walked out, Anna leaned over to Chelsea and said, “Yes, he is.”
“I knew it! Men fuck like they fight and these two are beastly in combat,” Chelsea said.
“Aggression of a wolverine,” said Anna.
“Power of a bear,” said Chelsea.
“Stamina of a hound,” said Anna.
“Agility of a tiger,” said Chelsea.
“Okay, that’s enough ladies. We have a job to do,” said Sebastian and both women started laughing.
“Yes, my king,” said Chelsea still laughing.
They got to the guard station and Sebastian walked up. “Situation report,” he said. Chelsea loudly cleared her throat.
“Oh, right. I’m sorry Anna. This is your Facility,” Sebastian said. “Coordinator Anna,” he corrected looking at the guards.
“It’s okay,” she replied.
“What he said,” she told the guard.
“It’s the vampire that calls himself Tepes. He’s trying to break down his cell door,” said the guard.
“You sounded an alarm because a fey is banging on the door?” said Coordinator Anna.
“No, ma’am. I sounded the alarm because he’s showing incredible strength for the first time ever and is actually damaging the door. I have a team deployed at the cell now in case he gets through,” the guard said.
“Good call then. Stay at your post and continue to monitor the other cells,” she told him.
The group of four worked their way through the cells and finally reached the one containing the vampire calling himself Tepes. The door’s hinges were showing signs of fatigue and cracks in the metal. *Whoom* echoed around the room. *Whoom* *whoom* over and over could be heard thudding from the chamber. They turned on the monitor and the noise immediately stopped, and the creature looked at the camera.
“Well, hello there. If I had known to expect royalty I would have cleaned up a bit,” the creature said and laughed.
“Royalty?” said Anna.
“Somehow it knows me, and Chelsea are the reincarnation of Arthur and Guinevere. I think it has some telepathic ability,” said Sebastian.
“Oh, you’re the reincarnation of far more than just Arthur and Guinevere,” it said. “There are Paris and Helena, Cleopatra and Mark Antony, and many others going all the way back to Baldric and Malka,” said the vampire.
“I’ve not heard of Baldric and Malka. Anyone?” said William.
“I’ve got nothing. They sound familiar, but I can’t place the names,” said Chelsea.
“Yea, familiar but not sure from where. Probably some minor footnote in history. It’s just trying to make us forget it’s trying to get out of its cage,” said Sebastian.
“They should be familiar to you. You were...it doesn't matter, does it? You'll all be food soon enough,” said the creature.
“It’s just delaying so why don’t we just kill it and be done with it,” said Anna.
“Do red and gold robes remind you of anything?” the creature asked.
“How did it know about that?” asked Chelsea.
“We already know it can get into our heads it’s just reading memories of the dream,” said Sebastian.
“What dream?” asked Anna.
“Nothing important, just a fevered dream while I was recovering from the accident at Karnak,” said Sebastian.
Anna pulled out her sword and fire blazed across it and William did the same.
“Open the door,” Anna ordered. As she did the creature backed up in the cell.
“We’ll make this quick and painless if you don’t resist,” said Anna.
“Look at the pretty little swords. It seems someone has learned some magic but it’s just baby magic. Open the door and let me out. First I’ll feed on the servants, then on the monarchs. Royal blood is delicious,” said the vampire.
Sebastian and Chelsea pulled their swords and the red-gold blades glowed as blue flames burned across them.
“NO! Dragon’s ore! NO!” screamed the creature and it fled to a back corner of the cell and curled up into a fetal position.
“It’s afraid of our swords. Why are you afraid of our swords?” asked Sebastian.
“Dragon’s ore hurts. Dragon’s ore kills. I will relent. No more trying to escape my liege. I swear. Please don’t kill me,” it said.
“What is dragon’s ore?” asked Chelsea.
“No more. No more. Away with the dragon's ore,” the vampire replied.
“Tell me,” Sebastian ordered, his voice reverberating.
“The metal on your blades. Your rings. The king’s stave and the queen’s scepter. Spun into your robes. Dragon’s breath on iron. Dragon’s ore,” it said.
“So you’re saying this metal, this reddish metal, it’s iron ore that a dragon breathed on?” asked Sebastian.
“Send in the others sire. So hungry. So hungry. Let me feed,” it said.
“Answer me!” yelled Sebastian his voice echoing with power.
“Yes, sire. Iron. Dragon’s fire. Dragon’s ore,” it said.
“Please let me feed. I’m so hungry,” it said.
“It might have information we could use,” said Chelsea.
“Yes, it might but look how it’s acting. It wants to kill and that makes it dangerous with it gaining strength,” Sebastian said.
The vampire started singing.
“Sitting on a table atop the magic tower
Drawing on their life force and taking all their power
Shattering the world and tearing down the Seal
He is the one who will force the world to yield.”
It sang that verse over and over.
“How do you know about the tower?” asked Chelsea.
“All fey heard the call. The Master called his subjects. Many went. Many fled. They all fed the Master,” it said then went back to singing the verse.
“Shut up,” said William.
“Anna, this is your facility, it’s your call,” said Sebastian.
“How do you want to play this?” Chelsea asked her.
“I want it out of here,” Anna said.
“If you want to question it, we’ll prep a transport cell and you can take it to Camelot but whether it’s dead or transferred its stay at Facility 14 is over,” Anna told him.
“We’re not equipped for prisoners at Camelot and I really wouldn’t trust anything it has to say so we kill it,” Sebastian said.
*Whoom* went the door as the creature smashed into it again. *WHOOM* *WHOOM* The thick clear panel was incredibly strong but finally cracked. The vampire stopped bashing it.
“Free,” it said and turned to mist and shot out through the crack.
The mist swirled a moment then trailed off quickly down the corridor with the four of them chasing behind it and the group of guards following. They heard a scream from the area of the main guard station and as they got there, they saw the guard manning the station crumpled on the floor and the vampire pressing controls before it dissipated again and headed back into the cell blocks. Alarms started going off and Anna tapped her comm.
“We have a situation. All capable field agents in Facility 14 proceed immediately to the detention area. The cells have all been opened,” she said.
“Well, shit. This is not going to be fun,” said Chelsea.
Anna was at the control panel and working diligently.
“I’ve gotten the cells locked back down but can’t be sure if anything got out. We were less than half capacity so it’s not a lot if any got free but what is left is the nastier things. I’m cycling cameras now,” Anna told them.
“Guards, form up, cover this station,” Sebastian said.
Chelsea looked at Sebastian then at Anna.
“This isn’t the time for rank and protocol. Anna has her hands full,” Sebastian said.
“He’s right,” said Anna. “It’s time for action,” she said.
“It looks like we got lucky,” Anna told them. “I see an ogre and a reptilian and a few werewolves. I’ve also seen that vampire’s cloud on a few cameras but it’s fast and on the move. I think it’s looking for an exit but I have this place locked down on an airtight seal so even that mist isn’t getting out. Reinforcements are going to take some time, most people are drunk on the roof. The only exit is this elevator and that’s through guards that are prepared now,” Anna told them.
“Okay, let’s do this,” Sebastian said. “My thoughts are to split the guards into three groups. One group will watch this exit and control station. Chelsea and Anna with one group of the guards go east wing, William with me and the other group of guards will go west wing and we’ll meet at north wing and come back this way. That way if they aren’t vulnerable to the new Warden enchanted blades, one of us will be there for each group with the Excaliburs,” Sebastian said.
“Agreed,” said Anna.
She went over to the control station and entered in some commands.
“This place is sealed. Only a Coordinator or higher can activate that elevator and the cells,” Anna said. “Chelsea, how do you feel about going after a doggy or two?” asked Anna.
“I’m always down for doggy. Right, Sebastian?” Chelsea asked winking at Sebastian and Sebastian rolled his eyes and several of the guards along with Anna and William could be heard suppressing a snicker.
#
The two groups split up with Anna’s group heading towards the lycanthrope containment while Sebastian’s group went after the brutes. Anna led her group with weapons ready and Chelsea at her side.
“I want everyone prepared. These lycanthropes can be slowed and hurt by our standard weaponry but they regenerate it fast and it won’t kill them. They’ve shown less resistance to the enchanted blades so Chelsea and I will be handling the brunt of the fight. I want the guards on suppression detail. Energy weapons are the best effect here so if you get a shot take it. Every shot hurts them and weakens them,” the Coordinator told her guards.
They proceeded cautiously to the wing with the werewolves. They weren’t in the corridor.
“They’re hunters. Expect surprises, ambushes, pack tactics,” said Anna.
The group moved slowly through the corridor. As they turned, two came at them from the front two from the back. Chelsea jumped over the group of guards and met the two in the rear head on. The first one swiped at her and she lopped off its arm. It howled in pain and lunged again and she cut through the other arm and through its head decapitating it and dropping it to the floor. Anna met the front group and was a little more pressed but held her own, parrying the attacks of the two wolves as the guards flashed energy fire by her. One of the wolves took a laser to the eyes and was temporarily blinded and she used that to her advantage, stabbing her blade through its heart and then beheading it. The second one in the back lunged at Chelsea and got its claws in her shirt and ripped it off but her body armor protected her from its slash. She impaled her blade into its gut and slashed upward cutting it in half from the navel up. The last wolf was staring at Anna and slowly advancing. It feinted then leaped and caught Anna off guard but she recovered and impaled it through the face and out through the back of its skull. It slumped over on the ground and didn’t move. Chelsea took a moment to set each on fire with a blue flame she summoned.
“Burnt fur is disgusting but there won’t be any regeneration,” Chelsea said.
“And with the environmental system sealed, it’s gonna smell like that everywhere,” said Anna.
“Seemed like a good idea at the time,” Chelsea replied.
#
Sebastian’s group approached the brute wing. “Pistols on slug settings. Use impact shells. If you exhaust those, switch to high velocity,” Sebastian ordered.
They came to the row where the ogre’s cell was located and found the ogre meandering through the hallway. It was approximately 8 and a half feet tall with a massive frame and huge dense musculature. It had torn one of the security gates off the hinges and was using a piece of the reinforced metal frame as a weapon. It was jagged and heavy and it had it leaning on its shoulder like a club.
“Okay, let’s do this,” Sebastian told them.
“Fire at will,” he ordered and they opened fire.
It grunted and charged at them. William was on Sebastian’s left and as it swung he rolled out of the way and Sebastian pulled his shield at the last second and caught the impact on it. The blow launched him across the hall and into the wall. He shook off the impact and turned back to the fight. It was focused on William and trying its best to hit him with the makeshift club but William was faster than the ogre. Sebastian advanced back to the ogre and he and William stayed on opposite sides. As it swung and moved, they would slash and dodge slowly covering it with cuts. Even Excalibur couldn’t cut completely through it but eventually, they managed to weaken it though it took significant damage to do so. It dropped to its knees and the club fell from its hand. William took his sword and rammed it into the back of the creature’s neck and it fell over dead.
#
“Status update. We've finished with the lycanthropes no sign of the vampire. How about that side?” asked Anna over their comms.
“Ogre is down, no sign of the reptile. We’ve been through this block twice,” said Sebastian.
“Okay meet at the north wing,” Anna replied. They headed to the north wing and as Sebastian’s group rounded a corner, he saw a distortion drop down from the ceiling into the guards. It moved fast and two guards were dead in seconds and the distortion leaped back to the ceiling.
Sebastian and William ran towards it but it was already gone. The guards rained fire in the direction it disappeared to but hit nothing. Something shimmered in the group of guards and was gone again but not before another was dead and another unconscious.
“The reptile can stealth or camouflage. We have multiple casualties, most dead. Use extreme caution. It’s effectively invisible and very fast,” Sebastian said over the comm.
“Acknowledged,” came the reply.
The reptile creature struck again, this time against Anna’s group. It killed several guards and was gone before they could get a shot off. Eventually, everyone rendezvoused at the north hall and headed to the guard station.
“I want the guards to stay here and nothing gets to that elevator,” said Anna.
“The four of us will stay together and search. Lock this gate behind us and close the airtight barrier to this station. Seal us in with the reptile and vampire,” Anna ordered.
The four of them started going carefully through the corridors. They occasionally heard something but by the time they turned, it was gone. They came into cross-section between several wings and it dropped in the middle of the group. As they turned to face it, it attacked but William managed to parry its claws with his blade and it sprayed something in William’s face as it jumped back to the ceiling.
The world slowed for Sebastian and he was as quick as it was and managed to catch it with his sword and drops of a green liquid trailed off in the direction it fled.
The world sped up again and he turned his attention to William and realized he was hurt badly. His face was smoking and you could see parts of his facial bone and skull where his skin was burned off. His eye sockets were empty and he was screaming. Anna was trying her best to help him but there was little she could do. There was no bleeding, just acid burns.
“You two take him to get medical help, don’t delay. I’ll handle this thing,” said Sebastian.
“You need help,” said Chelsea.
“William needs help. I’ve got this. Help Anna. She’s going to need you to help her get him to the guard station. Go I’ll watch your back. Anna, he’ll be okay. Look how bad I was hurt and I’m fine. Get him to medical now,” said Sebastian.
The four worked their way back to the guard station and they opened it and got him through. Sebastian went back into the blocks.
“Anna, I’m going with him. The guards can help you from here. He’s in there alone with that thing and the vampire is still unaccounted for. He might be able to beat one but if they both attack him...he needs me. Everyone’s safety might depend on it,” Chelsea told her.
“Go. I’ll take care of William. You two stop those things,” said Anna while fighting back tears and trying to hide the panic in her voice.
Chelsea went back in and they sealed the barrier behind her.
“Where are you? I’ll meet up with you,” she said over their comm.
“You should be with Anna. I’m fine,” he replied.
“Yea, sure you are. The vampire is still in here somewhere. Did you forget about it?” she asked.
“I’m nearing the junction where William was attacked. It’s hurt and it's bleeding but we need to hurry before the bleeding stops and the trail goes cold,” he told her.
Chelsea headed in that direction and stopped. She heard a voice, like a whisper on the wind.
“Royal blood. Warm. I will drink you slowly and savor it as your fading heartbeats echo in my ears, softer and softer as your life becomes mine. Come, queen. Come to your death,” said the voice.
“I’ve got company, Sebastian. I’m going to be delayed,” she said.
“I’ll come to you,” he replied back.
“No, pursue the reptile, I’ll handle the vamp,” she said.
“Are you sure?” he asked.
“I’ve got this,” she said.
He turned down a corridor to his left side and as he turned the corner it leaped out at him and spit but Sebastian blocked it with his shield. The wall sizzled from splatter that ricocheted but the shield was unharmed.
It disappeared again and leaped away but Sebastian caught it in the back with the same blue fire Chelsea used on the werewolves and it screamed and dropped to the floor. It got up and ran again but stayed visible and stopped on the ceiling. It stared at him while it stayed perfectly still.
“It thinks it’s still hidden. It doesn’t realize its camouflage is failing,” thought Sebastian.
He turned as if he didn’t see it and started walking down the hall under it. The reptile dropped behind him and as it did he turned and swung. It jumped back but he caught it with his blade anyway and cut halfway through one of its arms and sliced across its chest. It screamed and hissed and sprayed the acid again but Sebastian jumped out of the way.
The creature turned and ran down the corridor and he went after it. It stumbled and he leaped at it to take advantage of its weakness and realized too late it was a feint. It turned and slashed with its good arm. Sebastian jumped back and managed to avoid the brunt of it and its claws barely grazed him across his hand. He started to stumble within seconds and his vision blurred. The reptile was no longer alone as his vision faded and saw more than one as his vision lost focus. He staggered as he felt the poison rush through his veins.
#
She stood still, using more than her eyes to find the vampire. It was able to turn to mist, she knew that much but thought back to her training and the other powers they were rumored to have. Animal forms, hypnosis even magical skills and that was the one that concerned her. If it knew magic, and it was obviously older and more powerful than most other vampires, then this thing could be dangerous indeed. She extended her senses beyond her body and gained a view of the room she was in. She could feel its dimensions, the objects in the room, and every current of the mostly still air.
“Queen Malka how I have missed you. It’s been so long,” she heard from the whispers on the wind.
“Who is Malka?” she asked.
“You are. You are the last queen and with your blood, I shall be made whole again,” it whispered.
“I don’t understand. What do you mean the last queen? I have never heard the name Malka,” she said.
“You have. You can feel it. I see your body temperature rise when you hear it. Your body flushes and you respond even if you don’t know it,” the thing said.
It made a mistake. It said it saw her body temperature rise that meant it could see her. It was in the room. She clapped her hands and sunlight filled the room. She heard a scream behind her. She turned and it was back in human form and laying on the floor.
“Your magic is strong, Queen Malka. Not strong enough,” it said. It was on her in a flash and moved like lightning.
“Celerity. Nice trick but I can do that too,” she told it as she parried and blocked its every move.
It grabbed her sword hand. It was very strong and they struggled for her blade. It was slowly overpowering her and the blade was pushing against her neck as it managed to get behind her. She felt pain and the warmth as her blood flowed over her shoulder dripping onto the floor.
#
Sebastian stumbled and went down to one knee. The reptile was badly hurt as well but still advanced towards him. He slashed at the air in front of him and it stayed just out of his range. He felt the venom flowing in his veins. It was making it hard to think but he was not willing to give up.
He took what remaining willpower he had left and reached out his mind and found his love and as he found Chelsea their minds linked.
“I need your focus. I’m poisoned and fading,” she heard in her mind.
“I need your strength. It’s stronger than me and I’m being overpowered,” he heard in his mind.
They linked, telepathically, even though they were apart they felt like one.
She felt the venom's effects on him as he drew on her superior focus and the various visions of the reptile coalesced into one. He stood and faced it. It came at him and he was prepared. As it reached him, he easily sidestepped it, showing agility more akin to Chelsea than himself, and slashed downward with his sword and cut from its shoulder to the opposite hip, severing it at a bias and the creature fell into two pieces on the floor.
He felt her struggle against the vampire and weaken further from the blood loss as she drew on his greater physical strength as she continued to struggle with the vampire for control of the sword and forced it away from her neck with a strength she didn't normally possess. She moved her free hand to her neck and fire flared from it. She seared the wound closed and they both screamed from the pain as she did so. She grabbed the hilt with both hands after the bleeding stopped and faced the vampire and smiled. Its eye widened and showed fear as she turned the sword back towards the vampire and pushed it into its neck.
“How can you know my past if you’re Tepes. That would make you only a few hundred years old,” she said. “Tell me the truth,” she said, her voice echoing with the vibrato that Sebastian used to control people as his own mouth mimicked the words.
As she pushed the sword back towards the vampire, its expression changed to panic.
“It’s only a name I took but wasn’t mine. I used his legend to breed fear. I know your past, my queen. I can tell you who you are Queen Malka. Spare me and I will swear fealty to you,” it said.
“I don’t know anyone named Malka. I am Chelsea,” she said and relieved the vampire’s body of the burden of its head. It turned to mist and even the mist dissipated.
#
Sebastian stumbled into the room and Chelsea caught him but nearly fell herself. She had lost a lot of blood and was as weak as Sebastian was. They helped each other make it back to the guard station and when they came into sight, the guards lowered the barrier and ran out to help them.
“Get us to medical and keep this place on lockdown until Anna clears it,” said Chelsea as she nearly fainted.
Sebastian was sweating and having muscle spasms. Chelsea was light headed and not able to stand. The guards got them to the elevator and took them up. Both lost consciousness in the elevator. The guards carried them to the infirmary and helped the doctors get them onto beds before returning to their posts. They had to reopen the wound Chelsea seared shut to fix internal bleeding and stabilized her but Sebastian was a different story.
They had never seen venom of this nature and standard treatments didn’t work. He was dying. They notified the High Lord and word quickly spread. Ra and Nefertiti went to the infirmary and saw him. Anna was there with William who was sedated but doing okay. His skin was being regenerated with dermal patches and they would put in artificial eyes once his face was healed.
“How are the champions doing?” asked Ra.
“William will recover as will Chelsea. I am uninjured. Sebastian has been poisoned by a reptile creature and we don’t know enough about its venom to cure it. I think he’s dying,” Anna said to Ra.
“Can I see this creature?” he said.
She pulled up an image from their data files and showed him.
“That’s a beither,” Ra told her.
“I thought beithers looked like giant snakes. I’ve never heard of a humanoid version,” Anna replied.
“They are rare, but they exist. You need Boudicca. This creature is from her homeland and if anyone knows how to cure its venom then she will,” Ra told her.
Anna immediately contacted Boudicca over a video conference. “Boudicca, I know you don’t like New York and if it weren’t an emergency I wouldn’t ask. Sebastian has been exposed to a venom we’ve never seen before and don’t know how to treat it. Ra says the creature is a beither and you might be able to help.”
“I will come. His life is more important than my distaste for your cities. I will ask Sir Bruce to provide me a shuttle,” she said.
About twenty minutes later, Boudicca and Trish arrived and were immediately taken to the infirmary. Boudicca’s discomfort was obvious, but she hid it as best she could. She went over to Sebastian and took his hand then closed her eyes and hummed.
“The venom has had a long time to act. I don’t know if I can save him, but I will try. Trish, I need your help, but it will be a struggle,” said Boudicca.
“The venom of a beither is both magical and mundane. It’s not just a question of cleansing his body but also his spirit. I will have to enter his mind and fight the effects from within. It’s not usually how this would be done but with it, this far progressed we have no choice. The physical venom will have to be purged from his body. It will have to be cleansed drop by drop from his blood.”
“This is not without danger for everyone and it would be better if we have Chelsea to join us. Her natural bond with him and her stronger connection to their life will help ground him and pull him back from the doorway,” Boudicca told them.
“Chelsea is fine, and I can wake her for you but she must stay on the IVs,” said the doctor. “She’s weak though.”
A few minutes later Chelsea came over to them. She was clearly upset and unable to hold back the tears when she saw Sebastian. Boudicca hugged her.
“Will he be okay?” Chelsea asked.
“I can’t lie to you. I don’t know, and I need your help to save him. The venom that’s in him is going to be difficult to purge and your presence will help pull him back if it can be done. You’ll be inside his mind and being inside someone’s mind is difficult,” Boudicca told her.
“I’ve shared his mind before, we dream together,” said Chelsea.
“This won’t be like a dream. You will be inside the mind of a dying man. This is not going be like anything you’ve experienced. You’ve been through a tough fight are you sure you’re up for this? You’ll have to be strong. If you’re not recovered, I can ask Ra or Nefertiti but they don’t have the connection to him you do,” Boudicca told her.
“It’s okay, I can do it. For him I can do anything,” Chelsea said.
“Trish will handle the venom in his blood while Chelsea I will handle the venom in his mind,” Boudicca told the group.
“Trish?” asked Anna.
“Trish has been developing her skills and is fully capable of cleansing the venom. I have confidence in her,” said Boudicca.
“I’ll do my best,” said Trish.
“You’ll be fine. The Mother will guide you,” Boudicca told her.
Trish went over to Sebastian and climbed up on the bed, straddling and sitting on him and put her hands on his chest. Boudicca took one of his hands and instructed Chelsea to take the other. Trish’s hands started growing tiny vines that spread out over Sebastian and drilled into his skin at various points over his body.
Chelsea looked concerned and Boudicca told her, “It’s okay. She’s going to draw out the poison and into herself. The plants will create a counter for the venom and destroy it. Now concentrate.”
#
Boudicca and Chelsea both closed their eyes. When they opened them, they were on a rocky outcropping surrounded on all sides by a glowing energy that seemed to be flowing in every direction at once. A man in a reddish-gold robe wearing a crown and carrying a staff with an orb like the one Mordred possessed atop it stood at the edge staring into the energy patterns.
“What is this?” asked Boudicca.
“I don’t know. I thought you knew what to expect,” Chelsea replied.
“I’ve never seen anything like this. It feels incredible,” Boudicca replied.
“Malka, my love. It is rare we are here together but your presence is always welcome as we wait for a new beginning,” said the man.
He turned around and faced them.
“You’re not Malka, yet. At least not fully and you’ve brought a guest. This is unusual,” said the man.
“You look like Sebastian, you’re so familiar. Who are you?” said Chelsea.
The man laughed. “It’s always difficult making the transition and the memories are slow to return. I am Baldric, your husband,” he said.
“This is Boudicca and she’s here to help me save you or Sebastian or whoever you are,” said Chelsea.
“She is welcome to stay with us and see us on our next journey but how can you save me? I am dead,” he said.
“You’re not dead. The beither venom is being purged from your body and we’re here to cleanse it from your spirit,” said Boudicca.
“Beither? I’m not familiar with that word,” he replied.
“Who are you,” said Boudicca.
“Malka has not told you? I apologize. I assumed you knew us but her memories are not yet coalesced so allow me to introduce us. As I said, I am Baldric and I was the last king of the Atlanteans and this is my queen, Malka.”
“King and queen of Atlantis?” said Boudicca. “That’s a bit hard to believe. I know you’ve lived multiple lives but to say you’re from a land that’s barely more than legend and not only from Atlantis but it’s monarchy, that is somewhat of the fantastical leaning,” Boudicca continued.
“Legend? How long has it been since the betrayal and loss of our beloved land?” asked Sebastian.
“We don’t know for sure, there are no records and only legend and rumor. If Atlantis were real, it was at least twelve thousand years ago,” Boudicca told him.
“What are your thoughts, Chelsea?” Boudicca asked her but Chelsea didn’t reply.
Chelsea walked towards the man and as she did, she changed. Her clothing transformed into a reddish gold robe and a crown adorned her head. Her shoulder length hair grew long and hung in golden blond curls to her waist. She walked to Sebastian and the two embraced.
He put her hand to her head and said, “Remember.”
“My love, we have to return. We can’t move on this time,” Malka said.
“My body may not be dead but I can feel it dying and my time in this life is ended. I prepare for the next as we always have,” he replied.
“That’s why we’re here. We came to help,” Chelsea told him.
“My apprentice is purging the venom but it was too far progressed to cleanse your spirit without entering it directly,” Boudicca told him.
“Someone purges the poison? There may yet be a chance,” he said.
“Where are we? I’ve entered people’s minds before and never seen anything like this,” asked Boudicca.
“You are adrift on the great Weave where Malka and I always return waiting for the rebirth,” he told her.
“The what?” asked Boudicca.
“The Weave. It’s the essence of magic and the source of all arcane craft,” he told her.
“How is that possible that we can be inside magic?” she said.
“The Weave was the source for Atlantean power. We were taught by the dragons to access it, to draw directly from it,” Malka told her.
“We were a land of grand wizards who pulled their power directly from this Weave but our source of power was our undoing. Atlantis was betrayed from within by those jealous and wanting more power. Our alliance was shattered by a people we accepted as friends. They waged a war of magic. The war caused the dragons to shatter our land and left Malka and me in this cycle of rebirth. When our bodies die, our spirit waits here for rebirth and,” but as he was speaking the platform they were on started shaking.
“That’s never happened before,” he said.
The patterns in the energy distorted and the calm flowing patterns turned to spikes and chaos like static interfering with a video signal. A figure rose from below the platform, gargantuan and dark, a shadow cast against the energy patterns behind it. The darkness coalesced into a solid form and the beither was there.
“It’s the beither!” shouted Boudicca. “Its hold on your spirit is taking form,” she told them.
“That’s a Saurial. He’s changed though. What has time done to your great race?” said Baldric.
The creature breathed, and the acid sprayed towards them. Baldric raised his staff and an invisible barrier protected them, the rock outside the barrier was sizzling and smoking where the acid made contact.
#
Trish was in pain and she screamed but did not let go. Blood was trickling from her nose and eyes and she was breathing hard. Nefertiti went over to her but when she got close, Trish’s skin hardened and turned to the blue stone again and vines covered in barbs shot out from cracks between the stones towards her barely missing as Nefertiti jumped away. The vines receded but her skin stayed as it was.
Several of the guards who had carried Sebastian and Chelsea up to the infirmary had remained and pulled out their weapons.
Nefertiti yelled, “NO! Take no action. She is reflexively defending herself and will not threaten us if we stay away. She is acting on instinct to protect herself and Sebastian as she tries to heal him. I should have known better than to approach her.”
The vines that were piercing Sebastian grew longer and he was virtually covered in a carpet of bright green vines with small lilac flowers that looked like morning glories growing from them.
Trish was shaking, almost convulsing.
“Is she okay?” Anna asked Nefertiti.
“I’ve never seen someone of her fledgling skill attempt something so difficult but Boudicca has faith in her and we should trust in that judgment. This type of magic is her domain, not mine, and we should have faith in her decision,” Nefertiti replied.
The flowers turned red then began to darken and grow larger. Sebastian’s body was convulsing violently but Trish did not relent. The blood from her nose and eyes was joined by a flow from her ears. The flowers darkened further, turning the color of coagulated blood, then black. The blackened flowers shot from the vines and landed on the floor around them, withering quickly. A small centipede crawled from each, with Ra and Nefertiti stomping them as they got some distance away from the table and safely away from Trish.
The vines receded as Trish and Sebastian stopped convulsing and she collapsed on him then fell towards the floor. Ra rushed to catch her and the vines whipped out at him though with far less fury than before. He suffered quite a few lacerations and punctures from the thorny vines but held on to her and carried her to one of the nearby beds. He laid her on the bed and started pulling the thorns out as she dropped into sleep and the vines receded. A doctor helped Ra get the thorns out of his skin and used dermal glue to close up the cuts.
A doctor ran over to Trish, cautiously approaching her and after he was sure the vines were not coming started looking her over.
“Is she going to be okay?” asked Anna.
“I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like that before and I really don’t even know how to treat her. The monitors show her blood pressure at zero, internal body temperature at a thousand degrees, the maximum it can read despite her...skin...being cool and she isn’t breathing but she’s obviously alive. I think she lost a significant amount of blood and normally we’d start a plasma drip and platelet boosters but I don’t know how to get a needle through whatever that is on her skin and even if I could, I don’t know if her blood is even human now. She’s made of rock or something,” said the doctor sounding utterly confused.
“It’s Scottish blue sarsen stone because she’s part Stonehenge or something. I don’t really know how it works and Boudicca can’t put it in terms anyone can understand. It will eventually return to normal but I can’t say how long it will take,” Anna told him.
“In that case, all we can do is wait,” the doctor told her then he looked at Anna.
“Part Stonehenge? Really?” the doctor asked.
“Yea, Stonehenge,” Anna replied.
“Huh. That’s different,” he said.
#
The beither saurial thing breathed the acid again and once again the spray deflected harmlessly off the shield, but the shield wavered a bit. It opened its mouth for a third blast, but it stopped and shuddered. It started roaring and a huge flash of light emanated from it. When the light faded, the reptile was standing on the platform. It was still huge and easily doubled the height of Baldric who was tallest of the three.
“It’s weakened. Trish must have drained the venom and we have a chance now,” Boudicca told them.
The reptile snarled and circled around the outside of the platform.
“We have no weapons and I’m not sure my magic will work in here,” Boudicca said.
“You’re in the Weave and you’re a powerful sorceress. You don’t need weapons. You are a weapon. This is the essence of pure magic so use it,” Malka told her.
To illustrate her point, Malka glowed, and the glow pulled from her body and formed a spectral version of herself. It launched at the reptile and merged into it. The thing screamed in pain as dozens of spectral hands shot out from it from random locations as if it were sprouting new limbs and they continued to grow in length until they extended into the energy patterns around them. The reptile was being stretched and pulled in every direction and the tendrils held it firmly in place as it screamed and dropped to its knees.
Boudicca closed her eyes and the energy around them pulled inwards and flowed into her. From her came four tendrils of energy that coalesced into the four elements, earth, wind, water and fire and spiraled around each other into a beam that struck the reptile. When it cleared, the creature was bleeding, broken and beaten.
Baldric walked up to it. “Saurials were once great and I am sorry for what happened to your people after the war. You tried to kill me, but I can see into your mind and you’re little more than an animal now. Whatever happened to your people in the aftermath I will undue if your people still live and if ever I have the opportunity. You have my word on this but all I can do for you now is end your suffering. Go into the weave and be at peace,” he said. He put his hand on it. Blue fire covered the creature as it dissipated into energy that was absorbed into the Weave around them.
“Who betrayed you?” Boudicca asked.
“There is no time. With the creature’s venom purged, and it’s hold on my spirit broken, I can feel myself being pulled back to the world of the living. Malka and I will have no memory of this,” he said.
“Why?” asked Boudicca.
“It’s intentional. We choose to forget. As Atlanteans, we discovered how to draw power directly from here and it is more powerful than the world can handle. It tore apart our society and crumbled our nation. This power cannot be brought into the world again and if we have the memory of it then it’s possible for those memories to be taken and open the doorways again. We forget because we must,” he told Boudicca.
“But I think someone has opened one of these doors,” Boudicca told him. “If we can access this, then we can stop him.”
“No. We will find another way. You can feel it, can’t you? This is magic unchained. We will find a way to stop Mordred but it will not be with this power. It’s too dangerous to unleash again,” Malka told Boudicca.
“We need this. This is incredible. I’ve never experienced anything like this. Who are you to say otherwise? What gives you that right?” Boudicca asked.
“It makes no difference. The magic of this place will make us forget and our time here is ended,” Baldric said. “Before you are expelled from my mind, I have some advice for you. I can feel the essence of your magic. You draw your magic from nature and see that as your strength but it is your weakness. Magic flows within in all things, natural or otherwise. You limit yourself by forcing that unnecessary connection. Let it go and become more than you ever imagined. You don't need access to this place to access powerful magic. It comes from within. Your connection to this Weave is like all things. It is innate and always there even if you can't draw on it directly. You will not remember this consciously but my words will be there in the back of your mind. Take them to heart.”
#
Boudicca and Chelsea woke up still holding Sebastian’s hands. Chelsea and Boudicca looked at each other.
“Is he alright? Are you alright?” asked Nefertiti.
“I...I’m fine but I don’t know about Sebastian,” said Boudicca.
“Vital signs are stabilizing! Whatever you did you might have saved him,” the doctor told them.
“What happened in there?” asked Ra.
“I don’t remember. Boudicca, do you?” asked Chelsea.
Boudicca paused a moment before deciding how to answer and looked at Chelsea. Sebastian and Chelsea were magically bound to forget, Boudicca wasn’t. “No. I have no idea,” she said, deciding to lie for now.
“Well, whatever it was it worked,” the doctor said.
“His heart rate is up and his blood pressure is stable. He shows no sign of the incident, at least physically but if there are other effects, we have no way of knowing yet,” he continued.
“Boudicca, we need you, it’s Trish,” Anna told her.
Boudicca went over to the table and saw her apprentice laying there with the stone skin.
“I have no idea if she’s okay or not and most diagnostics either can’t penetrate that stone and the ones that do, the readings are so far off the scale she should already be dead,” the doctor told her.
Boudicca held Trish’s hand. The blue stone faded and Trish returned to normal. The doctors gave her a full evaluation and said she would be fine with some rest. The blood loss was less than they thought and she showed no signs of illness or injury but she was fast asleep.
“Why do I keep waking up in hospitals?” said Sebastian as he sat up.
“Why does my skin itch and smell like rotting flowers?” he asked.
Chelsea ran over to him and hugged him nearly pulling both of their IVs out.
“You don’t know how happy I am to see you awake,” she told him.
“Was it that bad?” he asked and then noticed the bandages on Chelsea's neck. “How are you?”
“Does it matter? We’re alive and that’s all that’s important,” she said and nearly fainted again but Nefertiti caught her.
He started to get up but Nefertiti stopped him. “She’s fine. She lost some blood during the fight but the doctor says she’ll recover completely.”
He looked around. “Are those dead bugs?” he asked. “Are we still in NYC?” he asked.
“Of course. Why?” asked Chelsea, leaning against Nefertiti.
“Because Boudicca is here. If she came to the city then it must have been bad. I remember the reptile scratching me then things got hazy. Chelsea, you helped me clear my head and I was able to kill it but then it’s pretty much blank until now,” he told them.
“Boudicca and Trish saved you from the creature's venom. I fared better, just some blood loss but you had me worried. You have to stop nearly dying on me,” Chelsea told him.
He looked up at Chelsea and saw the bandages on her neck. “Just some blood loss? Did it...bite you?” he asked.
“Nothing like that. It was a cut and some burns. I might have some scarring but I’m not going to start craving human blood anytime soon,” she replied.
“How is William?” asked Sebastian.
“He’s going to be okay and they have him heavily sedated right now. The acid did some pretty serious damage to his skin but no major nerves were damaged and it didn't reach his brain. He lost his eyes but they’ll implant artificial ones as soon as his skin is regenerated. He’ll also have some permanent hair loss. The doctor says he’ll be here about a week, maybe more,” Anna told him.
“How are you holding up?” Sebastian asked her.
“I’m fine. I’ve had people under me get hurt before and it’s something we deal with. He’ll be okay though,” said Anna.
Sebastian at first was not sure why she was being nonchalant then remembered she said it was a secret relationship and they were not in private. She was probably screaming inside but forcing herself to maintain appearances.
“Okay, everyone. The show is over and I have patients that need rest and medical care so let's clear the room, please. Chelsea back in your bed. Everyone else out except you, Boudicca. I don’t know enough about what you did to respond appropriately so at least for a moment, would you review the patients with me and give me what information you can?” asked the doctor.
The medical ward had four patients. Sebastian, Chelsea, and Trish were all recovering well. William with his more extensive injuries was recovering but was in a private room with limited access. Due to the amount of skin lost, he was in sealed containment to keep down on infection until the regeneration of his skin was complete. Trish woke up after a few hours with no ill effects from the incident and returned to Camelot with Boudicca. Sebastian was also cleared pretty quickly. Whatever the creature’s venom did to him left no trace and Trish’s unusual purgation seemed to completely heal him. Chelsea would need a little more time to recover blood loss but otherwise would be fine.
#
After the return to Camelot, Sebastian, Chelsea, and Bruce were in the C&C going over paperwork. They had a large number of new personnel to review, hunts to assign, build repairs were still being conducted and all of the normal litany of responsibilities that came with command. Bruce was effectively third in charge though there was no formal rank or title for it. He had demonstrated a knack for leadership and had been instrumental in keeping things moving so they now included him in any command related activities. When the two of them were absent, as they still took on fey hunts, he was effectively in charge.
Ra, Nefertiti and Boudicca entered the C&C.
“Sebastian, may we have a word?” Nefertiti asked.
“We have a lot to do, can it wait?” he replied.
“It can but it shouldn’t. It is important,” Ra told him.
“Is this a matter for the Wardens or private?” Chelsea said.
“It is for all to know, we do not keep secrets from our friends and allies. May I tell you a brief story first?” asked Nefertiti.
“Go ahead but please make it quick,” Sebastian said as he sat down.
“Ra, would you prefer to tell the story of our gift?” asked Nefertiti.
“It was your idea to create them and you are the better storyteller than I so why don’t you, my love,” Ra told her.
“In the days before the Seal, I met two young people. They were in love and happy and neither knew nor care that they had untapped power. I remember speaking with Ra about them and referring to them as kittens. Our people hold cats to be sacred and they grow into fierce predators, the greatest among them the lions of the Savannah. These two kittens had the makings of lions but were too young to know it and not ready to grow into that ferocity. Lions are more than fierce though. They are loyal and strong and the lion protects his pride with power unmatched by any predator on the plain and the lioness is a huntress without equal,” Nefertiti told them.
She continued. “The two kittens decided to marry and we made them a gift. As a lion shields his pride from danger and a lioness guards her cubs with unparalleled strength, we made them shields that bore the symbol of the spirit we saw in them and one bore the visage of a lion and the other a lioness. With the help of Morgana, we imbued them with great power of protection and the ability to summon the divine light of Ra, a spell created by my husband many thousands of years ago.”
“Recently, I saw those kittens have grown into the lions I knew they were. Deadly beasts were free in the dungeons and you two led that charge into the unknown to protect your fellow people and nearly gave your lives to do so. You fought battles worthy of a song yet due to the secrecy you maintain, those songs will never be sung. You did it not for praise, nor honor, nor glory but for no other reason than it was the right thing to do.”
“You are lions and we are all members of your pride and as such, Ra and myself have agreed to give you the allegiance you deserve. Until those actions, we were still somewhat undecided but now know that you are no longer kittens and are fierce indeed. Beyond that, you care for your people and for all people. You have matured and as your power grows so shall those who count themselves as your vassals and today you have two more among them.”
“Sir Sebastian and Lady Chelsea, I swear my allegiance to you,” said Nefertiti as she kneeled.
“Sir Sebastian and Lady Chelsea, I swear my allegiance to you,” said Ra as he kneeled.
Boudicca looked at the two Egyptians then at the Wardens and spoke.
“I don't have any great stories nor do I have the gift of oration these two have. What I do have is the honor of having been your friend since I have known you. The first time I met you, you saved me and my Druids and protected a holy site dedicated to a religion you did not follow. Though you were sent by Merlin, I suspect you would have come anyway because you are protectors.”
“Everyone on the Council, Ra and Nefertiti aside, treated me as an outsider. They considered me wild, chaotic, primitive and lewd. They were correct then and still are, she said with a grin. The people in Camelot saw me the same way. I was some pagan freak from Scotland who didn't belong. You two were not like that. You always saw me and everyone else as an equal.”
“You were born to lead. You don't want to and you've been adamant about that. Like it or not, you're the ones people look to for support and leadership. I am older than you by far as are all of the Masters and we are, at least for now, stronger than you in magic though I suspect that won't last long at the rate you are growing. When problems arise, do people seek out Merlin and his power? Do they seek out me or the other Masters? Do they look to your leaders in the Wardens? No. They look to you.”
“I lost my daughters to Roman butchers and was forced to bow to them. After I ascended and became a Master, I swore I would never bow to anyone again and that remains true. I will not bow to you. I will, however, promise you that which you already know but needs said. I am your friend. I am your ally. I will always be so in this life or the next. I give you my loyalty,” Boudicca told them.
“You are a liar, Boudicca,” said Ra.
“Excuse me?” said the redhead as her hair flew from an unseen wind and fire burned in her eyes.
Ra laughed. “You say you have no gift for oration and that is a lie. You speak as eloquently as any I have ever heard. Your words are poetic and your voice like the song of birds on the wind. If ever there are songs sung about these two, I hope you are the one to write them and to sing them but do not lie to us again in saying you have not gift for words.”
Boudicca's eyes returned to normal and the wind died down and she started laughing and the rest joined in.
“Ra, I do not sing,” Boudicca told him.
“But do not all pagans dance naked around great fires in the moonlight sacrificing virgins and singing songs to nature spirits?” asked Ra.
“There are far better things to do with virgins when dancing naked in the moonlight,” Boudicca said with a devilish smirk.
“There are indeed,” laughed Ra.
“Sign us up for the next dance,” said Chelsea, laughing along with them.
Sebastian said, doing his best to ignore them, “I’m not really sure of protocol here so, uh, I accept your loyalty and welcome you into my pride so you can stand up or sit down but if you're going to build a fire, please do it outside. Is that a good response?”
“It is as good as any other,” said Nefertiti laughing.
“You have the skills and power of a great warrior mage but you have much to learn of being a king,” said Ra laughing. “I shall teach you as time allows.”
“I don’t have any plans on being a king. I’m just a man doing what’s right surrounded by good people also doing what’s right. We don’t need monarchs or titles for that, just friends fighting together and protecting each other to make the world a better place,” said Sebastian.
“Now, about that naked dancing. Sebastian, do you prefer slow music or fast?” Chelsea asked and Sebastian blushed as she started to grind up against him in a very seductive dance.
#
Several days later, Coordinator Anna was sitting in her office going over reports and watching the security feed of William’s room. He was in and out of consciousness and she was only able to speak to him through a plastic wall but he would be out soon and she was all the happier knowing that. The last week had been quiet. She was going over the latest personnel training reports when the building rocked and alarms started going off. She pulled up the security feeds and tapped her comm contacting the interim Facilitator during William’s recovery.
“Sir George, Report,” she said over the comm.
“We’re not sure what happened yet. Security feeds show that it’s a bomb alert,” he replied.
“Wait, go to the security feed for the north exterior, ground level. We have a confirmed detonation and it’s big,” he told her.
“Northside, ground level? That’s directly above...get teams to the cells immediately check on the Tormentor,” she ordered.
Coordinator Anna was going over the security feeds. They showed an armored vehicle break out through the walls of a nearby building and drive directly to the Warden tower. It’s laser defenses automatically intercepted it and the vehicle took a beating but kept coming and once it got to the north side, it detonated and the blast was huge. As she was reviewing the footage, she got another message.
“Coordinator, we have a problem. The Tormentor is free and on the move,” said Sir Adam.
The amorphous black cloud moved through the streets of NYC destroying anything in its path. It carved tunnels through skyscrapers and the concrete and steel constructs of the modern world offered no more protection against it than the ancient fortresses did. The electric currents racing over its form shorted out electrical connections, causing a small blackout in a radius of a block or so around it. Several skyscrapers toppled into nearby buildings as the Tormentor tore through their support structures.
As it traveled, police, GloCom and the Wardens hit it with everything they had and nothing stopped it. At first, its path seemed meandering but then it started to get more specific in its direction and it was moving north out of the city. Its pace was slow compared to modern machines but it still moved with no hindrance.
The High Lord, Directors, and Coordinators were all talking via a conference.
“North? The only thing of significance to the north is Montreal. You don’t think it’s going after the Unified Government building do you?” asked Director Abraham.
“It’s the only thing in that direction and at its current speed, we have less than two days before it gets there,” High Lord Alicia replied.
“We have everyone at every facility focused on this. The complex is being evacuated but it can’t be done in two days. There are over hundred thousand people in that facility and even with every shuttle at our disposal, we can’t get them all out in time. The military is even using their troop carriers to assist. They are being prioritized by government importance so it means a lot of low ranking people won’t be evacuated in time and will have to run. To complicate it further, we’re also evacuating in the path of the thing further limiting resources,” the High Lord informed everyone.
Coordinator Sebastian tapped his comm to take a private message. It was Sir Xavier.
“Do you have a moment? I have an idea on how we can fight the Tormentor,” said Xavier.
“One moment Xavier, I’m transferring you to the video monitor so everyone can hear,” said Coordinator Sebastian then told the group what Xavier said.
“You have everyone’s attention,” said High Lord Alicia.
“It’s just a hypothesis and probably won’t lead anywhere but I’ll need access to our R&D facility in Munich as well as Master Ra and either Coordinator Sebastian or Facilitator Chelsea,” Xavier said.
“Can you give us any details?” asked the High Lord.
“It’s based on Ra’s Divine Light. It’s just a wild theory that will probably not pan out and as such, rather than get anyone’s hopes up,” Sir Xavier said but the High Lord cut him off.
“We don’t have anything else to go on so let’s give Sir Xavier a chance. Director Abraham, that’s your region. Make it happen ASAP,” said High Lord Alicia.
“Sir Xavier, how soon do you need access?” asked Director Abraham.
“The sooner the better. Now is best considering our time crunch,” Sir Xavier replied.
“I’ll ask Master Ra, one moment,” Coordinator Sebastian said. He came back to the conference a moment later and told them Ra had agreed to help.
“Coordinator Sebastian, Camelot is your facility and your priority so I’m delegating Facilitator Chelsea to this duty. Anything else before we leave, High Lord?” asked Director Abraham.
“You’re leaving now?” asked Coordinator Sebastian.
“The High Lord says ASAP, Sir Xavier says sooner the better, Ra is on board and ready to go so is there any reason on your end we should delay this? Xavier has an idea that might give us a weapon against this thing, something that has beaten Masters and armies and everyone else is on board with going now. Is there any reason we should delay Coordinator?”
“No sir, not at all. I was just clarifying our timeline. I’ll inform the Facilitator of her new orders,” Coordinator Sebastian replied.
#
Abraham’s shuttle would pass near Caerleon on the way to Germany so he stopped and picked up the rest of the group at Camelot to save resources since shuttles were in demand for evacuations. Abraham, Ra, Xavier, and Chelsea headed for Munich.
“Do you want to tell us what we’re doing?” asked Chelsea.
“Divine light,” said Xavier.
“Well, that’s as clear as mud. Care to elaborate?” she asked.
“Ra, how is it you described the divine light spell you created?” asked Xavier.
“It is the pure essence of the sun,” said Ra.
“Exactly. Pure. Sun. Why didn’t we catch that before? Think about that Chelsea. What he’s saying is its pure light. What if that’s just a way of saying it’s a single wavelength of light energy like a…” he said as Chelsea cut him off.
She yelled, “It’s a laser!”
“Maybe. I’m not sure. I’ve seen what your shields generate and I saw what Ra did during New Year’s Eve. I can’t say for certain but I think it may be nothing more than a magically generated laser,” he said.
“So you’re going to the R&D facility at Munich to test it out. I don’t see why you need me though,” she said.
“Ra channels it directly and your shield channels it via some kind of imbuing. If I’m right and it’s laser energy, then we need to know if what comes from your shield equates to what he creates with a spell and if both of those equate to laser energy. If it does, our conventional energy weapons may work against it. There could be differences in your shield and his magic but if either one matches a conventional laser we might have a chance,” Xavier said.
“That’s brilliant,” said Abraham.
“The only problem I foresee is power. Based on what I saw at the castle during the bombardment, your shields generate a few megawatts at most for a short blast. If Ra couldn’t generate enough energy to stop it and you said the entire group of knights couldn’t do it, then I’m not sure we have the power to do it either. I don’t know how many megawatts, probably gigawatts, it would take and I doubt there’s anything in even GloCom’s arsenal that could do that,” said Xavier.
Chelsea and Abraham looked at each other.
“Let’s get your testing done and see if you’re right. If you are, we’ll see what we can do about getting a big laser,” said Chelsea.
“Do you know something I don’t?” asked Xavier.
Chelsea looked at Abraham and he shook his head yes.
“Okay, listen. What you’re about to be told is classified and if this information is not disseminated discreetly, Sebastian could be tried for treason for violations of national security. I was told in confidence. It’s on a need to know basis and you need to know. If you’re correct, Xavier, then we do have a laser that can generate gigawatts of energy from what I’ve been told. Serendipity base on the moon is a laser embankment with a planetary defense system and has the strength of a grid laser,” said Chelsea.
“It’s a what?” said Xavier.
“Planetary defense laser,” said Abraham. “Back when we started colonizing the moon, there were some concerns we might get attacked by aliens or a big meteor would get past the grid so we built a laser. A big one. It was designed to be able to knock an extinction level meteor out of the sky. There’s actually more than one but most are on the dark side. The one at Serendipity was a last resort just in case. I wouldn’t be surprised if it were also built planet facing in case the old government that built it wanted to suppress a rebellion. They weren’t as nice as the Unified one that’s in charge now. It’s only because the Admiral in charge during the Unification war defected to our side and refused to fire that it wasn’t used on civilian targets. I knew the man. We were lucky he was in charge of the moon base and not someone loyal to the Seditionists.”
“As I understand it, that war was many years ago. You are not a Master. How is it you were alive during that war?” asked Ra.
“Lifespans can push two hundred now,” said Xavier.
“When most children are born, they're given a genetic treatment that alters the aging process. It's just another trick of science,” Abraham told him.
“How old are you?” asked Ra.
“I'm old enough to have fought in the Unification war and spent decades as a Warden field agent but still young enough to enjoy the finer things in life like good liquor and promiscuous women,” he said as he took a drink from his flask.
“And those are two of the finer things. When this battle is won, we must drink and celebrate,” Ra told him.
“And celebrate we will. Once we beat this Tormentor, we'll be heroes and you know how much the ladies like heroes. Let's drink to being old enough to know the secret to enjoy life and young enough to actually do it,” Abraham told him and passed Ra the flask.
“A worthy toast! To wine, women and song as the Romans would say,” said Ra as he took a drink.
While they were on route, they were notified the ALF had released a statement claiming credit for the bombing that destroyed the Tormentor’s cage. They again referenced bringing more dread to the Wardens.
“They’re not being subtle,” said Abraham.
The shuttle landed and the staff at the Warden R&D facility ushered them to the weapons testing area. The local Coordinator, a grumpy old man named John offered full assistance.
“I spent a year here before moving to fieldwork. I know my way around,” Xavier told him.
“It’s still my facility and you’re not assigned here so my Facilitator will be your escort while you’re at this location,” he told them.
As they got off the elevator, a woman in her mid-30s with long black hair met them.
“Facilitator Samantha, this is Director Abraham, Facilitator Chelsea, Sir Xavier, and Master Ra. Give them full access and full cooperation. Don’t bother me unless it’s critical. I’m going to take a nap,” he said then got on the elevator.
“Well he’s a ray of sunshine,” said Facilitator Chelsea.
“He’s a dick. He should have retired years ago but I think he sticks around just because he has nothing else to do,” said Facilitator Samantha.
“I heard that,” he said as the elevator departed.
“I know you did now fuck off,” Facilitator Samantha said.
“Xavier, good to see you again. So they tell me you need to do some weapons testing. Energy or ballistic?” Facilitator Samantha asked.
“Likewise, Sammy, I mean Lady Samantha. It's been too long but unfortunately, we don't have time to catch up. Time is against us right now,” Sir Xavier replied.
“Energy testing. Sir Xavier here is the point man on this so we’ll follow his lead,” said Director Abraham.
“Yes, sir. I’ve already had full clearance granted. It’s good to meet you, Director. After you were moved to European division, we haven’t had the time for a facility tour. Would you like to take one today?” asked Facilitator Samantha.
“Cut that sir shit out and leave the protocol for bureaucrats. A lot of lives are on the line and we don’t have time to play around with formality. Everyone pretend we don't have volumes of protocol shoved up our ass during training and make this as fast as possible. Those lives are more important than rank and formality,” Abraham told her.
“I like you. You’re all right for an old fuck,” said Samantha.
“Isn’t he though,” said Chelsea laughing at Abraham’s reaction.
“Old fuck, my ass. I’m still able to hold my own with any one of you,” he said as they walked through the facility.
They reached the testing area and Xavier started turning on the equipment. “Okay, Chelsea. I need you to stand here and aim your shield’s beam at that panel. Hit it as hard as you can muster and sustain it as long as you can,” Xavier told her.
She focused her energy into the shield and the beam of Divine Light fired and she held it for about a minute before it drained her and she went down to one knee. Samantha helped her up as Xavier checked the readings.
“Was that real magic? I’ve never seen it before,” said Samantha.
“It was,” said Chelsea.
“They say you were Guinevere in a past life and you’re marrying Arthur again. That’s so romantic,” Samantha told her.
“That seems to be the truth but it doesn’t matter. The past is gone and all that matters is what we do here and now. Who someone was isn’t important. All that matters is who they are now,” Chelsea replied.
“What about Lancelot? All the old stories say you had an affair with him,” Samantha said.
“He was just another knight,” said Chelsea.
“Really? All the stories are false?” Samantha said.
“Yes. I hate to ruin the tabloid affair but there was never anything between me and anyone other than Arthur. By the time I met Lancelot I was already pregnant with Arthur’s child and Lancelot was killed a few months later in the battle with the Tormentor,” Chelsea said. “The stories you've heard are just fanciful tales.”
Abraham interrupted the conversation of the two women. “Sorry ladies but you’re going to need to stop dripping over love affairs a moment because Xavier has the reports back.”
“You’re a dirty old bastard. You’re all right in my book,” said Samantha.
“It’s not your book you want me in but that has to wait. We have a job to do,” Abraham said.
“Just over four megawatts. That’s an amazing amount of energy considering there is no discernible power source. Ra, can you do the same thing please?” he asked.
Ra stood on the spot and channeled his energy into a similar beam but much more intense. He managed to stay that way for about three minutes before he exhausted.
“Almost ten megawatts for three minutes. That’s unbelievable. Does Nefertiti have that much power?” asked Xavier.
“She does. She is a powerful Master,” said Ra.
“The good news is both of the energy outputs are basically just lasers. So we can assume about twelve knights generating around four and two masters generating around ten that’s just under seventy megawatts and you said it slowed but didn’t hurt it,” said Xavier.
“How do you produce that much power? Megawatt lasers take enormous power supplies. You would need a reactor to power one,” Samantha said.
“It's hard to explain. It just...sort of...flows out. I don't know where the energy comes from. Magic isn't really something you can explain.” Chelsea said.
“As to the Tormentor, it seemed to react and turn away from us but we can’t be sure if it even hurt it and if it did then it’s ability to heal is very high,” said Ra.
“I’ll get the High Lord on the phone and have her reach out to the president. We’re going to need Serendipity. Let's go. I'll call them on the way,” Abraham said.
#
An hour later, High Lord Alicia, Director Abraham, Coordinator Sebastian, Facilitator Chelsea and several other officials including a general with GloCom and his command staff were in the president’s interim office at London.
“Madame President I don’t think this is a good idea,” said General Morrison.
“We don’t have a choice. You’ve seen what this thing can do. It’s shredded everything it’s come into contact with. Your strongest artillery and terrestrial laser weapons have had little or no effect. Plasma weapons didn't even phase it. If we don’t do this, not only are a lot of people likely to die but it won’t stop there. What’s next? The GloCom base at Quebec? A major city? We don't even have full communications back and can't warn a lot of the people that might be in its path. This thing has shown to be affected by lasers and we don’t have anything that can do more than irritate it down here. Sitting on the moon is a laser installation strong enough that it might do it. What else do you propose general? Keep evacuating ahead of it and run forever? Nuke it and deal with the radioactive fallout when we don’t even know if a nuke can hurt it. We need to do this,” said Coordinator Sebastian.
“How do you even have the gall to speak? You should be in a military prison. This information is classified and apparently you’ve gone spreading it around like it’s common knowledge,” said Major General Elam.
“That’s enough, Major General,” said General Morrison. “I’m the ranking officer here and I’ve already dealt with the issue. Situations arose that made it necessary and the safety of our citizens is more important than a secret. Now the bigger question is when and where do we strike?” said General Morrison.
“General Morrison, sir, once again I would like to note that this is a violation of protocol and policy would dictate no military weaponry can be used against non-military targets and civilians being involved in the planning of said operation is a breach of protocol and security,” said Major General Elam.
“You’re right, Major General. Madame President, we need the full Senate to declare war. Can you give me an emergency declaration pending Senate review designating the creature tentatively known as the Tormentor as an enemy of the State and active aggressor against said state and authorizing the use of the Serendipity assault platform?” asked General Morrison.
“Granted,” said the president.
“Now shut the hell up, Major General,” said General Morrison.
“So like I was saying. When and where do we strike?” asked General Morrison. “We sure as hell can't fire into the middle of New York City and Montreal will be too late. We have a lot of green along the way. Somewhere there looks like our best bet.”
“Here,” said Sebastian pointing at a small lake outside Syracuse.
“This area is all national park and like most parks, it is closed right now while funds and resources are diverted to reconstruction. It’s open land that’s lightly forested. It’s a long way from the nearest city and there will be no people there. We’ll have the local authorities help us do a sweep of the area to make sure there are no civs in the area,” he told the group.
“What if it doesn’t go that way?” asked the General.
“Then we drive it. It isn’t seriously hurt by our terrestrial weapons, but it reacts to them and adjusts its bearing. We can use that to steer it as long as we don’t make it go so far off course that it would go through us instead of around us. I’m not sure how intelligent it is but something is navigating it and it’s not interested in small things. It has a target and is focused on it,” Sebastian said.
“How much of the forest are we looking at being lost?” asked the President.
“At most, a radius of a few hundred yards or a couple of miles depending on how long we have to fire and if it keeps moving when we attack with possible impact craters depending on how long of a burst is needed. We’ll start small and only increase as necessary. There might also be a track line as we home in on it. It doesn’t appear on radar or any other tracking method, so we’ll have to use sight points and manually target it. We’ll do our best to keep collateral damage to a minimum. You’ll also need to have fire suppression on hand. That thing will burn hot and the area is forested. Have every local fire department you can on location but keep a very wide distance,” said the General.
“Okay approved. Coordinator Anna, devote all the resources you can to sweeping the park. I’ll have Syracuse locals start as well. Make it happen, people,” she said.
The General went to a display screen and placed a call to the Serendipity installation on the moon.
“This is General Morrison. I need Admiral Keffler. Now. This is a priority one emergency,” he said.
A moment later an older man in a bathrobe with shampoo still on his head got on the display.
“What do you want Bob? I was in the middle of something,” said the Admiral.
“That’s obvious, Mark. We need Serendipity’s laser. This is not a joke,” said General Morrison. “Have you been following the reports of the Tormenter?”
“I have. Everyone in GloCom has their panties in a bunch over it,” the Admiral told him.
“It’s a hail Mary but we really are out of options short of a nuke. We know lasers affect it but we don’t have anything strong enough Earth side to hurt it. We hope your little flashlight will do it. We'll build you a targeting grid,” the General told him.
“Bob, you know I’m going to need more authorization to fire at Earth. Your word is good but not good enough for me to fire that thing at a terrestrial target,” said Admiral Keffler.
The President merged into view on the display. “I authorize the use of the Serendipity platform,” she said. “I’ll get you an official authorization in a moment,” she said.
“Madame President, with all due respect you can’t authorize the use of this without Senate approval,” said Admiral Keffler.
“I can and I am. Two points Admiral. First, we’re under Martial Law giving me emergency powers. The next vote on that declaration isn’t for a few months so until then I can authorize temporary military actions in emergency situations. There is no way to get a Senate vote in the amount of time we have because the Senate is scattered from the evacuations and half are out of communication in temporary shelters. That meets emergency criteria. Second, my only limitations are on the use of mass destruction ordinance and only when it’s not been used against us first. The laser is neither nuclear, biological or chemical so your laser is a gray area. While it does massive damage, it’s not specifically mentioned in the provisions and if it were, this thing we’re fighting meets the criteria of a weapon of mass destruction allowing for retaliation. It’s damage to NYC has toppled buildings and cost thousands of lives already from a single weapon. That’s mass destruction by any definition,” she said.
Admiral Keffler stared at the screen. “I’ll authorize the warm up. It’s an old machine that’s never been tested against an Earth-based target so I can’t promise you how it will respond. It will be as ready as we can make it. I want that authorization in writing with your seal on it. If this goes to shit I’m not taking the heat for it,” said Admiral Keffler. “Anything else Madame President or General Morrison?” asked the Admiral.
“That’s all and thank you Admiral Keffler,” said the President.
“I’ll get engineers building you a sighting and coordinate grid. This is a pinpoint shot so have your best people on the trigger,” General Morrison said.
“Then if you’ll excuse me I have shampoo in my eyes and a flashlight that needs its batteries charged,” Admiral Keffler said as the comm went dead.
#
The dew glistened on the grass and birds were starting to sing as the morning sun shone down on the target zone. The light was dimmer than normal from the debris thrown up by the eruptions but still beautiful. The team of military engineers had been busy for hours, working through the night setting up tracking beacons that would allow them to create a grid for tracking and aiming of the Serenity platform due to visual sighting being impossible at the distance Serendipity would need to fire. The team worked diligently and efficiently and completed the final beacon assembly ahead of schedule.
The grid they built was huge and to save time they placed the beacons initially at maximum range from each other to get a grid in place and started adding more as time allowed. They worked until the last second to give Serendipity its best chance for target acquisition. Firing a laser the two hundred and forty thousand miles between the two celestial bodies, both of which were in constant motion and then through a three hundred miles thick atmosphere which created light deflection was a challenge by itself. Fortunately, the supercomputers that ran tracking and atmospheric data gathering were satellite-based and not damaged during the Cataclysm.  They needed to hit a moving target that doesn’t show up on any tracking devices and was invisible to the shooter. It would be a near-impossible shot. The grid would make that shot possible by giving them electronically trackable points.
Meanwhile, to the south, groups of assault teams were herding the vile monstrosity towards them.
The full evacuation of everything in its path including the larger cities and towns along the way was estimated to need at least three days and that meant a lot of people would die because they only had a few hours. It wasn’t as simple as just running away. Many of the small towns still had significant damage and full communications were not yet restored. The government facilities would likely be able to get most people out as would most of the towns but they still estimated tens of thousands of people off the grid and in its path. Manual verification and evacuation of buildings was a tedious process exacerbated by the massive damage and shortage of transport vehicles.
A large amount of the land between NYC and the government complex was also interlaced with mostly undeveloped natural forests and waterways and was a popular place for hiking and camping. Along with that were an unknown number of campgrounds and temporary communities akin to the ancient Hoovervilles of the Great Depression from hundreds of years ago due to the outright destruction of many towns from the natural disasters following the cataclysm. Many towns were lost to quakes, fires, reactor failures, and other catastrophes.
#
The people sitting in the conference room at Facility 14 were silent for the most part. They were all waiting anxiously for the military to do their part and no one in the Wardens could help them in this. General Morrison had been given use of the conference room to coordinate. Since the Wardens and GloCom were both involved and were already meeting there, he felt there was no need to waste time returning to his base. All the coordination needed was already done and the operation was in the hands of the people qualified to do it so the leaders of both GloCom and the Wardens could do nothing but sit and wait.
Coordinator Anna and Facilitator William were absent. Since there was little she could do, Anna was in the medical ward talking with William during one of his rare bouts of consciousness.
The group upstairs watched the progress of the teams that were following and occasionally guiding the thing as it moved and read reports on evacuation progress. Sebastian and Chelsea were practically climbing the walls because they were stuck in the command center while GloCom handled what they felt was their responsibility. Every time another report came in of a casualty their mood got worse.
The time was nearing. “I’m taking one of the emergency reserve shuttles and going to the target zone,” Coordinator Sebastian said.
“No, you’re not. You’re not going to be able to do anything and it’s a waste of time,” High Lord Alecia told him.
“Then you can discipline me when I get back. I’ll accept any consequences but with all due respect High Lord, I refuse your order,” he said.
Facilitator Chelsea stood to follow him.
“Don’t make me have security stop you,” the High Lord told him.
“They’re not capable of it and we all know it,” he told her.
“I had the chance to stop this thing once before and I failed. I don’t know if I can or can’t do anything but I have to be there. I watched it kill half the people in my command, friends all of them, in a matter of minutes. If this thing dies today, then I want to be there to see it. I need to be there,” he said, the emotion in his voice evident.
“Coordinator Chelsea, do you plan on disobeying as well?” said the High Lord.
“High Lord Alecia, I was forced to abandon him last time he went against it and I’ll be damned if I do it again. He comes before the Wardens and if it means our careers then so be it,” she said.
Ra and Nefertiti stood to go as well.
Most surprising was General Morrison. “High Lord Alecia, I plan to survey the field operation and need a pilot and support team. With my own people back at base, I would like to request a Warden escort,” he said.
“General you shouldn’t risk your life just to keep a few people you barely know from being reprimanded,” the High Lord told him.
“It’s not about that. We’ve got wizards and monsters walking the earth. Earthquakes and floods destroying cities. The sky is still hazy from volcanic ash. Hell, I haven't seen a proper sunrise since the cataclysm. The world I grew up in changed on me and for all I know one of those disasters or monsters might kill me tomorrow. The safe world we lived in is gone and I want the opportunity to stand on the field with my people because I may not get that chance again,” he told her.
“You put me in a difficult position General. I can’t refuse your request but you’re a guest of the Wardens and your safety is my responsibility which means I have no choice but to lead that escort myself. Director Abraham, I want you to remain here. In lieu of contact with the full Directorate, I place you in temporary command until my return,” she told him.
“Now if you think I’m going to let my own son run off against something like this without me there you have another thing coming,” Director Abraham told her.
“Abraham, let’s be realistic. You haven’t been fit for field duty for a long time. That rougarou ended your tenure as a field agent permanently. You’re also the most experienced person on the Directorate and if a worst-case scenario occurs, then I need you taking my place,” she told him.
Abraham stood up. “Alecia give it a rest. I think by this point we know everyone in this room is going and we’re wasting time arguing about it,” Abraham told her.
“Major General Elam, let’s go,” said the General.
“Sir my place is...” started the Major General but was cut off.
The General finished his sentence with “...wherever the hell I tell you it is.”
#
They landed at the field office that GloCom established outside of Syracuse. The scope of it was impressive considering that less than six hours prior it was an empty field and now had a mobile command center capable of supporting the entire field operation.
“The military’s efficiency never ceases to amaze me,” said High Lord Alecia.
“You should see what we can do when we have time but we’re not here to marvel at a bunch of mobile prefabs so let’s get to it,” said the General.
“I think it's amazing you were able to prepare all of this on a moment's notice,” Chelsea said.
“The military has contingencies for every foreseeable occurrence and there have always been emergency plans for deployment of Serendipity. This has been ready for nearly a century just waiting to be used,” the General replied.
“GloCom having a plan in place to shoot the planet does not surprise me in the least,” Abraham told them.
They found the local field operations commander and requisitioned a transport vehicle. The General received some strange looks. Apparently, a high-ranking officer going into the field was as unusual in GloCom as it was in the Wardens though it was getting more common in the Wardens as of late, mainly due to the actions of Facilitator Sebastian. They were transported to the kill zone in a heavily armored personnel transport and arrived about an hour ahead of the Tormenter.
The area was quiet and peaceful with the chirping of birds the only thing that broke the stillness. They waited as patiently as they could considering the circumstances.
“It feels so calm, yet we have a legendary nightmare approaching from the south and a technological marvel in the sky above us about to fire. We’re in a killing field. A beautiful, pristine killing field. In a little while, whether it succeeds or not, much of this is going to be gone,” said Alecia.
“It’s a sacrifice for the greater good,” said Chelsea.
“I know but it feels wrong to destroy so much. We shouldn’t have to sacrifice anything because some spoiled super wizard has a beef with mommy and daddy,” Alicia replied.
“I know and you’re right, but it happened, it’s coming and if we don’t make that sacrifice then it might be worse. We can keep running and evacuating but we need to make a stand. We’re Wardens and it’s our job to draw the line and stand fast against the dark magic of this world and this is the darkest magic there is next to Mordred. I don’t even like involving the military. It’s our responsibility to clean up this mess, not theirs,” Chelsea told her.
“No. It’s not,” said Sebastian.
“Excuse me? The last time I checked it was,” Alicia told Sebastian.
“It’s ours. All of ours,” he said looking around. “We have an opportunity here. For the first time, we have the two premier peacekeeping groups working together. There’s no reason that can’t and shouldn’t continue. I’m not saying we should do each other’s job, but we should be able to more closely rely on each other. We’ve found out that the fey, the domain of the Wardens, are susceptible to conventional weapons, especially energy weapons. We also know that in some cases magical creatures and people are working with terrorists who fall under military jurisdiction. The ALF is a prime example of that. If our enemies are going to work together against us then we should work together against them,” said Sebastian.
“That’s something to think about son. The military lost a good leader when they screwed you over, but I think you found your calling,” the General told him.
“In an hour we could all be dead,” said Alicia.
“Regretting your decision to come to the front line?” asked Chelsea.
“Not at all. If I’m going to die, then I’m going to die. I lived a good life and have no regrets,” she replied.
The General poured everyone a drink.
“It’s a little something our motor pool cooks up using a still made from old motor parts. It tastes like shit and will burn going down but it’s all we have out here. It’s against regulations to bring alcohol onto an active base so we make our own,” he told them.
“I remember it. During boot camp it was the only thing we could get and still smells as vile as it did then,” Sebastian said laughing.
“To no regrets,” said the General.
The group drank a toast. “Lieutenant, I read your file. You got a raw deal, but I have to say I think you and the world ended up better for it,” The General told him.
“I haven’t been called Lieutenant in a long time. I was destined to be here. It wasn’t a choice it was just a matter of time,” he replied.
“I don’t believe in destiny,” the General told him.
“I didn’t either until these two made me think otherwise,” said Alicia.
“You really believe the tales I hear about these two?” the General asked her.
“I didn’t at first, but I’ve come to. Spend a few minutes with the Masters and see what they and these two can do and you might be swayed,” Alicia told him.
“We’re just doing what’s necessary to keep people safe. We have some skills others don’t and we use them in their defense. Nothing more and nothing less,” Sebastian said.
“This is vile. I will have another drink!” exclaimed Ra.
Nefertiti smiled at him. Ra will always be Ra.
“If you would have stayed in the military and showed this kind of initiative, you’d have your own command by now,” General Morrison told him.
“General, with respect, I did have a command and I was kicked out by a man like you,” he replied.
“Not everyone in GloCom makes bad decisions. If I would have been in charge of that operation, we would have babysat the so-called terrorists until they got bored and went home to mommy and daddy but I can’t undo it the past. Civilian casualties should be avoided at all costs and I think us being here today reiterates that at least we all agree on that,” the General told him.
“You’re right General. I apologize for making assumptions. Stereotypes no more apply to GloCom than they do the Wardens and we all have a lot to learn from and about each other. Hopefully, we’ll all live long enough to do so,” Sebastian replied.
Abraham had been quiet so far, just drinking and thinking. He sat his drink down and looked around at the group.
“You know,” he said sounding irritated. “I’ve been around a lot longer than all of you. I’m pushing a hundred and fifty and have more field experience in the Wardens than most people left alive. I fought in the Unification War. I spent six decades fighting things right out of fairy stories and watched a lot of my good friends die. I spent another two decades of training children to die before I got too old for that. Then this daft old cunt had the inclination to keep me around as part of the command staff,” he said looking at Alecia.
“Excuse me? Old? I’m not that old,” said Alecia.
“Oh don’t get all uppity on me. You know damn well I shouldn’t be commanding anything. I’m a field agent past his prime and I’m only here because you took pity on me,” said Abraham. “Now would you let me finish while I’m still sober enough to hold a thought.”
“When my own son joined GloCom I thought I would be happy. He was going to have an easy life. We don’t have major wars anymore. We don’t have major terrorist occurrences anymore. Trip-L was a joke and the ALF all but defunct. My son would never suffer as I did. He would never watch his friends die. He would never have to make a choice between family and duty like I did because military life was easy compared to a Warden's life. I put aside my hatred of your people because as much of a bunch of pussies as I thought you were, he would be safe with you,” Abraham continued.
“But he wasn't safe. There was the infantry and the Elite Corps and then the incident on the moon happened. I hated GloCom more than ever for what you did to him. I thought you crushed his spirit. My first instinct was to grab my blade and hunt down every son of a bitch involved in the chain of command of that massacre and the following cover-up and treat you like a rogue fey. I eventually calmed down and got distracted by trying to keep his stubborn ass out of the Wardens,” Abraham said as he poured another drink.
“A fat lot of good that did,” Chelsea said laughing.
“But now, I’m sitting on a field where the worst fey anyone has ever seen is bearing down on us and those same people I thought were too soft for a real fight are not only here but they’re the first line of defense this time, not the Wardens. I don’t know if we can stop this thing. I don’t know if we can kill it. Hell, I don’t even know if there’s enough of this 150-proof motor oil left to get me drunk. What I do know is that I was wrong, General. There are good and bad people in all walks of life. General Morrison, you and your troops have changed my mind about GloCom,” said Abraham.
The General started to speak but Abraham stopped him.
“Let me finish before you get all uppity too,” Abraham told him. “What is it with you leader types? GloCom, Wardens, politicians, give you a little power and you think everyone wants to hear you rattle off all the time,” he told the group.
“Everyone has been sitting around pulling each other’s pud talking about working together and alliance and blah blah blah blah. Well, you’re all god damned wrong. Your first duty isn’t to GloCom or the Wardens or any government or even to yourselves. Whether you wear a GloCom uniform or the Warden’s Knots, your duty isn’t to those groups. Your duty is to the people of this planet and regardless of what happens here today, whether we win or lose, whether the Wardens and GloCom become best buddies or bitter enemies, remember that. We are here to serve and protect and that duty is first and foremost. Our groups exist to serve the people not our own senses of pride,” Abraham told them.
Abraham raised his glass. “To the people of this planet. May they have long, happy lives free from the terrors in the dark whether those terrors be fey or human.”
The group raised their glasses as sirens started wailing throughout the area.
“It’s time,” said Alicia.
#
The creature was moving north towards the grid exactly as predicted. The group stayed clear of the zone and watched the progress from a safe distance. When they fired Serendipity it would superheat the air near it and create a kill zone that would be deadly to humans a significant distance away from the actual beam. The beam would also have a tunneling effect and the possibility of flying debris created a further danger to anyone near it.
The Tormentor tracked north right into the boundaries of the grid. They knew it had some ability to react and adapt but not how much and if it was intelligent it either didn’t know or didn’t care it was moving into a trap. They were monitoring the ground to Serendipity communications to follow the progress of the attack and put on their polarized goggles to protect them from the glare.
“Target entering grid at between markers south-four and south-five moving northwest at twelve degrees off midline. Speed unchanged,” came a voice over the radio.
“That would be the spotters relaying coordinates for a shooting solution. The grid can be tracked even though the creature cannot and those coordinates will tell them where to fire,” The General told them.
“Serendipity base standing by. Platform armed and awaiting final authorization,” said Admiral Keffler over the channel.
“Final authorization granted,” came the President’s voice.
“Turn on the flashlight boys,” said Admiral Keffler.
The glare was intense, even with the shielded glasses. Even though the laser itself was silent, the roar of the air around it and the sound of the rumbling ground as it burned away were deafening. The laser missed.
Ra and Nefertiti were in awe. “By the gods!” said Ra as he and Nefertiti stared at the beam.
“Adjust bearing towards marker east-11,” a spotter relayed over the comm.
The laser started moving towards the monstrosity and made contact with it. The creature lurched and started to move away.
“Adjust bearing towards marker east-12 and increase tracking speed twenty percent,” the spotter said. The laser started to touch it again and overcame it.
The glare was too blinding to see what was happening.
“South no visual,” came a voice.
“West no visual,” came a second voice.
“East no visual,” said yet another person.
“North we have visual confirmed. Flashlight is shining brightly on the shadow,” said a final voice.
“We’ve hit it, now burn it down,” said General Morrison on the channel. “Dig a hole to Australia if you need to,” he ordered.
The laser continued to fire for a few more seconds and stopped.
“Shit,” came Admiral Keffler’s voice. “We have a problem. A capacitor overloaded and burnt out. We’re unable to fire again,” said the Admiral.
“Did we kill it,” asked the General?
As the debris settled and the air cooled, they could see more clearly. The ground was scorched and melted into a large ditch that ran from the impact point to the place where it hit the creature and formed a crater. They couldn’t see the bottom of it.
“Get me eyes on the crater and Admiral get that laser running again,” said General Morrison.
“No go, General. The repairs will take at least an hour and I have every man on it. This is a hundred ear old installation and we weren’t given time to do a full maintenance check. You were warned,” said the Admiral.
“No no no no,” said Alicia looking towards the crater.
They turned, and the Tormenter was coming out of it. It was smaller, back to about the size it was when it escaped but it was very much still alive.
“We failed,” she said.
“Damnit. That was working. We’ll get the laser back online and try again,” said the General.
The Tormenter came in their general direction.
“Creature deviating from the standard path. New bearing towards marker east-2,” said the spotter.
“That’s us,” said Major General Elam.
“We need to move,” said Alicia.
“Go. I’ll stop it,” said Sebastian drawing his sword.
“We’re going to stop it not you,” said Chelsea.
He looked at her and nodded.
“You two don’t have anything to prove and as your High Lord I order you to retreat with us,” said Alicia.
“This isn’t about the Wardens and it has to be done,” Sebastian told her.
“You couldn’t do it before with your entire group of knights and the help of the Masters what makes this difference?” Alicia asked him.
“Because we’re together this time,” said Chelsea.
“And they do not fight alone. They have the support of your army, the Wardens and two Masters,” said Nefertiti.
“Make three and a very strong apprentice,” came Boudicca’s voice from behind them.
The group turned and Boudicca and Trish were walking towards them.
“I heard the Earth scream and knew it must be anticipating your battle. I came immediately,” Boudicca told them.
“How? You can't teleport and there haven't been any shuttle arrivals. This is a closed air zone except for the military,” said Chelsea.
“I had help from an old friend. I'll explain later. Time is of the essence,” Boudicca replied.
“General, once we start can you have your people hit that thing with everything they have. Don’t worry about our safety. We’ll be fine and even if we’re not, this thing has to be stopped,” said Sebastian.
The General stood up and put his hand out. Sebastian took it.
“You have my word son. We came heavy in case of a fight and that firepower will have your back, Lieutenant,” General Morrison told him.
“I’ll be damned if I let you two kill yourselves,” said Alicia.
“Alicia, go back to NY. The Wardens need you and you can’t help here,” said Chelsea.
Sebastian and Chelsea started moving towards the Tormentor with weapons ready.
“This is General Morrison to field command. All ordinance converge on the Tormentor. Fire at will and continue to fire until I tell you to stop. If you run out of ammo or your power packs run dry throw rocks at it,” he said over his comm.
“General Morrison we have several civilians approaching the engagement zone,” said a voice.
“I know. Ignore them and follow my orders, soldier. Morrison out.”
The Tormentor was moving towards them. Sebastian and Chelsea broke into a sprint and moved with the speed of a cheetah, closing the distance fast as the roar of attack craft could be heard getting closer.
“General, we have another problem. Radar shows hostiles inbound, ground and air. Recon says they have ALF markings. The force isn’t large but could pose a problem if they hit the engagement zone,” said a comm officer.
“Well, shit,” said the General. “Divert fighters to intercept. We can’t have them interfering with this fight. Hit them hard and fast and get those fighters back here,” he ordered.
The Tormentor slowed as they approached and black tendrils arcing with electricity shot towards them. They avoided them, jumping and dodging faster than the Tormentor could react. It created more and more of them and eventually managed to grasp both of them with tentacles. They cut through the misty tendrils with their blades and they dissipated into the nothingness they came from.
Boudicca and Trish were not as effective against it. When they realized their nature magic wasn’t having much effect, they pulled back to the medical area to help with wounded.
Ra and Nefertiti were in the thick of the fight. They had a blade in each hand and were moving at a speed that rivaled that of Sebastian and Chelsea. They cut and slashed through tendrils and fired their divine light at the Tormentor as attacks of opportunity allowed, helping punch a hole through the tendrils for Sebastian and Chelsea to breach its defenses and engage the bulk of the monstrosity.
Sebastian and Chelsea quickly reach the beast with the assistance of their Egyptian allies. The two of them stood facing it. Even after the damage from Serendipity, it was huge. It was about thirty feet in diameter now. It’s billowing mass continued to create the tentacle projections and the two of them continued to chop through them until they could almost touch its core. The mass started to shift and formed a face. The Tormentor launched towards them and the mouth on the newly formed face engulfed them.
Jets and artillery were firing a heavy barrage of energy weapons at the Tormentor no longer going for diversion or driving it but outright attacking it. It had stopped moving and created more of the tendrils as it moved towards the artillery. The close-range vehicles were faster than the Tormentor and for some time managed to maneuver on their anti-grav thrusters to avoid the beast's attacks. The monster kept creating the tendrils and they became longer and more accurate with each iteration, eventually managing to hit the fast-moving military vehicles.
“It’s adapting to our tactics,” said the General.
“I noticed,” said Alicia.
“They only need to keep it busy. The slower, heavy artillery will be firing in a moment,” he told her.
Despite the thing seeming to be made of a mixture of smoke and shadow, its tentacles grabbed several of the fast attack craft and smashed them on the ground and the physical munitions impacted on its surface as if it were a solid mass.
“I hope they hurry. You’re going to lose a lot of people if this goes on long,” said Alicia.
“Everyone on this field knows that and doesn’t question it. We came to this fight knowing we might die. It's a soldier's duty,” he told her.
“And a Warden's,” she said as she saw it engulf the two heroes. “I hope we didn't just watch them die.”
Some of the GloCom forces were breaking off to engage the ALF hostiles. The area was utter chaos with lasers and railguns firing in every direction as ALF fighters entered the area. Machines were exploding and the entire field was a debris cloud.
#
Inside the Tormentor was quiet and peaceful. They couldn’t see or hear the battle raging outside. They could see each other and a figure in shadow backlit by the electrical arcs was with them. The scene was beautiful in a way.
“Arthur. Guinevere. You shouldn’t be fighting me. You should be joining me,” said the shadowy form.
“And tell me, Mordred, why should we do that?” asked Sebastian, recognizing the voice despite not being able to make out any features of the figure.
“Because we are the same. We want order and peace. The mortals need a strong hand to guide them or they become lost,” Mordred replied.
“They had peace. You broke that peace when you broke the Seal,” said Chelsea.
“The natural order had to be restored. Can’t you see that? The Masters were gone. They were supposed to sleep. You were dead. This world would have stumbled but I would have helped them stand,” he said.
“You didn’t know about the Wardens, did you. You didn’t anticipate that your father had contingencies in place for this occurrence. You’re just an ambitious, power-hungry child,” Sebastian said.
“I knew of your Wardens. I have been waiting in the shadows. Watching. Biding my time for the Seal to be weak enough to break. It was you I didn’t expect,” Mordred replied.
“You’re a fool. You think power gives you the right to rule. The right to rule is derived from the people,” Chelsea told him.
“NO! I am beyond the humans. I am beyond the Masters. My blood is stronger than theirs. It is my birthright to rule,” he replied.
“How so? What makes you so special and gives you the right to control the world?” asked Chelsea.
“You don’t feel it? You don’t sense what I am? What you are? We’re brethren. We are Atlanteans. My mother passed her gifts to me. I don’t know your lineage but I can feel that same blood in you. Join me. Reclaim what was taken from us and rise above the mortals. We are gods and above them,” said the shadow.
“We are not above anyone. You are right though, we are brothers. We’re humans. Mortal, Master, Atlantean, it doesn’t matter. We’re all one and the same. We all have the same connection to each other and to life and no one has the right to control or take that from any other person,” said Chelsea.
“Then you have chosen your side and as much as it pains me to kill my brother and sister Atlanteans I do what must be done,” the shadow said.
Arcs of electricity engulfed the two and they screamed. Inside the energy was far more powerful than it was outside.
#
“General it’s not looking good. They can’t put a dent in that thing,” said Alicia.
“We’re not trying to win. We’re trying to buy time for your two people inside that thing if they’re even alive. We’ll fight to the last man if we have to,” said the General.
“I wish I could do something. I feel useless standing here watching the fight from a safe distance,” said Alicia.
“Are you rated for delta series short range energy canons?” asked the General.
“I don’t know what that is so I can’t say,” she replied.
“It’s a plasma cannon with a short range and big burst. It’s mostly point and shoot, think you can handle something like that?” asked the General.
“What do you have in mind?” she said.
“You see those vehicles? A lot of them lost their crew but they’re still intact. Back before I became an officer I used to pilot one in the early days of the Unification and I was pretty good at it. Half my medals are from those days,” he said.
“You’re not thinking...” she said.
“I’m thinking it. I can pilot it but they’re two-man vehicles. I need a gunner,” he said.
She smiled at the man. “Let’s do it,” she said and they ran to the closest one. He surveyed the damage and cleared the vehicle for use. He helped her strap into the gunner’s chair and then strapped into the pilot’s seat.
“Hang tight, these things are fast,” he said as they shot into the air.
#
Sebastian and Chelsea arched and spasmed with each jolt. Sebastian managed to shield himself and Chelsea followed suit a moment later. They looked around. The darkness was only broken by the occasional flash of electricity as it danced over their shields like a Tesla coil, the electricity flowing over the shields like a rainbow-colored web. Sebastian started firing blasts from his shield but couldn’t tell if they had any direct impact. Chelsea was doing the same and as they did, more and more of the arcs started hitting their shields.
“I think we pissed it off,” said Chelsea.
Their barriers held for a while but were weakening as they started to lose strength.
“I can’t keep this up forever,” she told Sebastian.
“We need to figure something out,” he told her.
They eventually had to stop attacking and focus entirely on their barriers and soon even those gave out. The electricity continued to blast them and they starting to fade and soon even the bright light of the electricity was dim. With his last ounce of energy, he reached out for Chelsea’s hand and took it.
“I love you, Chelsea,” he said as another blast hit him.
“I love you, Sebastian,” she replied.
The pair's eyes turned a bright yellow with a slitted pupil and their skin took on a red hue. A blue flame formed where their hands joined and started to grow larger.
#
Abraham’s head was starting to clear from the Antitox. He didn’t feel useful in the fight, so he had headed to the medical area and was helping Boudicca and the medics. He had some basic medical training like all Wardens, so they put him to use.
As he was helping put a wounded man on a table, a vehicle crashed nearby. It was an ALF vehicle and several of the terrorists were still alive after the crash. Boudicca turned from the man she was healing but Abraham stopped her.
“I’ll handle this. You’re a hell of a lot better at saving lives than me so keep doing what you’re doing, and I’ll take care of these assholes,” he told her.
He grabbed a rifle from a wounded soldier and headed towards the enemies. They took a few shots at him but his nanomesh dissipated the energy. He was firing in return and was a better shot. He had taken cover behind some wreckage and was exchanging fire with them. He changed over to grenades and fired one, killing the last two of the enemies.
He cautiously approached and confirmed the kills. As he was returning, two more people were heading towards the medical shelter and one was taking aim at Trish with a rifle. She was so focused on healing a soldier she didn’t even realize they were there.
Abraham shot the guy from behind but as good a shot as he was, age had taken much of his reflexes and eyesight and at that distance, the shot only winged him. They turned and started firing. A shot caught Abraham in the side of the head and he felt the blood flow. They hit him where his old wounds were and many of those nerves were dead so he couldn’t tell if it was bad or not.
“Now you’ve pissed me off,” Abraham yelled at them.
The two men and Abraham were firing at each other with no cover. Abraham’s armor was handling the blasts. He took one out and the other one clipped him again, this time across his left hand rendering it useless. He couldn’t fire the rifle appropriately with one hand, so he charged at the man with everything he had. As he got closed, he pulled his blade, extended it and jumped, driving the blade into the man’s chest. As he impacted, the man managed to pull his own knife and it sank deep into Abraham's abdomen, the vibroblade managing to pierce his body armor.
Boudicca heard the fight and ran to him. As she got there, Abraham was laying on the ground in a pool of blood from a large wound on the side of his head and the hole in his gut with the knife still in it.
“Abraham! Abraham, are you okay?” Boudicca asked.
“I don't think so, hot stuff. Can you help me with my flask?” he asked her.
“That's not a good idea. Medics are coming, you'll be okay,” she told him as she applied a pressure bandage to the side of his head and tried to slow the blood flow from the knife wound.
“Cut the shit, red. We both know I'm done. I already getting light headed from the blood loss. I can't feel how bad my head is, but I can feel the knife in my stomach and that copper taste is hard to mistake. My time is done. At least help a dying man have a drink,” he said.
She was trying to remain optimistic for him and helped him get his flask out and take the lid off.
“At least the knife missed my flask,” he said coughing up blood. “I brew this myself,” he said and took a drink then handed her the flask. “Drink up gorgeous. I always wanted to die a hero saving a beautiful woman,” he said then started coughing again.
She took a drink and said, “Save your strength Abraham,” as the medics got to them and started treating him.
“I hoped that would come after a long torrid weekend with her, but we can't win them all,” he said and tried to laugh but started to lose consciousness.
“Abraham, stay with me. Stay awake,” she pleaded.
He looked up at her and said “Tell Sebastian and Chelsea I love them,” and closed his eyes. A tear fell from Boudicca’s cheek as she felt the life in him fade. She reached down and closed his eyes. She took another drink and started crying.
#
The General and High Lord were dodging the tentacles and she was firing as fast as the gun’s capacitor would let her. She was taking shots at the Tormentor and ALF as either presented a target. They both knew it was useless but neither was willing to give up. The ground was littered with broken vehicles and dead bodies from both sides and only the long range cannons and aircraft were untouched but they didn’t have any visible effect on the Tormentor.
“If we get through this I’m going to buy you a drink,” said the General.
“I know a great bar in NY,” she told him.
The General was a good pilot if a bit rusty, occasionally banging against a downed craft or skimming a bit too close to the ground. The ever-increasing number of obstacles didn’t help. The small craft danced around tendrils and over flaming debris and Alicia continued to fire at the Tormentor then it stopped attacking them. All of the tendrils withdrew. The arcs of electricity faded and the amorphous mass became a smooth round ball. Then it exploded. From inside blue flames poured out and washed over the battlefield engulfing everything within a few hundred feet.
The ship was hit and knocked back but the General’s skills kept them from crashing. He managed to keep them aloft and turned the ship to ride the shock wave. The fire caused them no harm. They couldn't feel any heat from it even though it burned everything in its path. ALF forces caught in the flames were burnt to ashes while the GloCom soldiers and Wardens were untouched.
Nefertiti was screaming for help. Medics made it to her and found Ra leaning against a piece of wreckage. He had a large piece of metal piercing through his chest and out his back pinning him to the debris.
“A flying vehicle was destroyed by another flying vehicle and the debris hit him,” she told the medic. “I’m doing what I can to keep him alive. Help him, please,” with tears flowing from eyes and on the edge of panic.
The medics started working to stop the bleeding, cut him free and secure him for transport.
The Tormentor was gone. A crater about a hundred feet across and several dozen feet deep was burned into the ground where it once was. The General circled the crater and at first, could not see anything. As the smoking ground cooled and the heat rapidly dissipated in the chill morning air, two bodies could be seen in the center. The General and High Lord couldn’t tell if they were alive. The General landed the shuttle close to them then he and Alicia jumped out and ran over.
“They’re breathing!” Alicia yelled.
“I need a medical crew immediately to the center of the blast zone. NOW! Two casualties, injuries unknown,” the General said on the comm as he ran to them.
“I can’t see any open wounds. They have numerous burn marks. They're alive but they’re not responding,” Alicia told the General.
He started checking them over. They were completely nude, all of their clothing burned away in the fire. Only their shields and swords remained.
A woman wearing a long flowing dress appeared.
“Who the hell are you?” said Alicia.
“I am Morgana,” she said as she kneeled by Chelsea.
She ran her fingers over her forehead then did the same to Sebastian.
“They are injured from the electrical shocks but will survive. This makes me happy,” she said.
“How did you get here?” said Alicia. “We’ve searched for you but couldn’t find your chamber. Who woke you?”.
“I will explain all in time but for now, our focus should be on their health,” she told Alicia. “They are precious to me and their safety is paramount.”
The med crew arrived and put the two on stretchers. They were unconscious with multiple second and third-degree electrical burns. The medics transported them to the unit’s mobile hospital.
#
While the doctors worked with the two wounded, treating their burns and checking for other injuries, Morgana and Alicia stood talking. The General was busy with the duties of his command.
“I have so many questions. How long have you been awake? Who woke you? Where have you been? How did you get here?” asked Alicia.
“You have seen much in the way of magic since the Seal was broken and know of teleportation. It was I who brought Boudicca and her apprentice to your battlefield. As to my awakening...I never slept. I have been watching, waiting, hoping this day would not come but it has and now I must no longer hide,” she told Alicia.
“But the Warden’s records indicate you were placed in your crystal chamber and moved to a hidden location,” said Alicia.
“The Wardens responsible for me falsified those records at my request. They balked at the idea but in the end, agreed and allowed me to forge my own path after the Seal was formed,” Morgana told her.
“They’re awake but tired,” said the doctor. “I don’t know how they survived that blast or whatever electrical shocks caused those burns but they did. They have a significant number of those burns and are weak but they should recover. If you want to talk to them you can but don’t push them too hard they need to take it easy,” he continued.
Morgana and Alicia walked into the room and over to the two of them. They were covered in bandages and looked tired.
“Did we stop it?” asked Chelsea.
“You did. Whatever you did it’s gone and we can’t find any trace of it,” Alicia told her.
“Good,” said Sebastian.
“You just stopped a legendary nightmare and all you can say is good?” said Alicia laughing.
“I’m also hungry,” he replied.
Chelsea spotted Morgana. “Morgana? Is that you?” Chelsea asked.
Her hair was the flowing, curly red that was a trademark of Irish descent she remembered from Camelot, not the long, straight black hair in their dreams of Atlantis but it was her. “It is my dear,” replied Morgana as she took Chelsea’s hand.
“When did you awake?” Sebastian asked her.
“Apparently she didn’t sleep. The Warden’s records were doctored,” Alicia told her.
“How did you survive without access to magic? I thought it would kill the Masters,” Sebastian said.
“Magic is not just the simple currents that the Masters use. Magic is the fabric that binds all together. I have studied your sciences over the years and became quite adept at them. In physics, you have matter that is comprised of atoms which are comprised of atomic particles and then subatomic particles. You talk of weak and strong forces like gravity. Magic is the strongest of those forces and binds that beneath even the subatomic together. Magic, in a way, is like a river. The Masters swim in the surface of that river but it goes deep. The Seal took away their ability to swim but did not impact those who know older magic, the deep magic,” said Morgana.
“You’re Atlantean,” said Sebastian.
“I am. I was there when the empire fell. I have watched the world throughout the millennia waiting to see if I was needed again. I believe that now I am,” Morgana told him.
“Then Mordred’s power comes from that magic,” said Sebastian.
“Yes. He was never formally trained and I would never have dared teach him at his age. His talents are wild and uncontrolled. If magic is a great river he is a flood. He doesn’t know how to control it and despite my best efforts, I could never get him to express a desire to learn control. That and his emotional tendencies are why I did not teach him to use that magic. He only survived the Seal because he has a tenuous enough connection to the deep to sustain him but not enough of one to tap that magic directly,” Morgana told them.
“So Merlin isn’t his father?” he asked.
“He very much is. I met Merlin when he was much younger and still full of life and hope before he became the waste he is now. I gave him the illusion I was untrained and let him think he taught me. I grew to love him and we had a son. That is all true,” she said.
“Mordred’s power is like a child with a gun, though. He can point and shoot but doesn’t understand the power he has and that makes him more dangerous than you could imagine. I held out hope to the end that the Seal would stop him. I hoped against hope his connection to the Weave was too weak, his knowledge too limited to survive,” she told them.
“So you could stop him then,” said Sebastian.
“No, and not because he is my son. All people with magic talent have strengths and weaknesses much like the ebb and flow of the currents on a river. Some currents are fast and strong, some are slow and weak. When it comes to magic, some are strong in some things and some are strong in others. My strength is not in the magic of destruction but of creation. I made your swords for example. Merlin thinks it was his effort and I’ve always allowed him to think his creations were his and his alone but they were not. I am an artificer. I even created the stave and scepter for the monarchs of Atlantis,” she told them.
“Why tell us now? After keeping these secrets for thousands of years, why now?” asked Chelsea, still holding Morgana’s hand.
“Because something changed. I’ve watched you two for a long time and encountered you in many of your incarnations throughout the ages. Now, you are ready. As much as I love my son, you are the ones who will stop him. You can feel it can’t you. You are strong in the magic needed to fight and protect. You are both born guardians,” Morgana said.
“I don’t know what you mean,” said Chelsea.
“You feel the power growing in you. What you did with the Tormentor is proof of that,” Morgana told them.
“Really? And how would you know this?” asked Chelsea.
Morgana smiled at her and said, “Some secrets must still be kept.”
Boudicca came in. “I’m sorry to interrupt but this shouldn’t wait. Sebastian…” she started but had trouble talking.
He looked up at her and saw his father's flask in her hands. “Boudicca, what’s wrong?”
“Sebastian, it’s your father, he...he’s gone. I’m so sorry,” she said.
He was stunned. “I don’t know what to say...he can’t be…”
“He died a hero. He single-handedly stopped a group of ALF from attacking the hospital. It’s my fault. He told me to stay behind so I let him go alone and stayed here. The medical personnel could have handled the wounded. I should have been there to help him,” she said.
“Don’t blame yourself. If he told you to stay it would have been because he thought the wounded needed you more than he did and you know how stubborn he could be. Your magic isn’t strong enough to win an argument with him,” Sebastian told her.
“I got to him just before he passed. His last words were to tell the two of you he loved you,” she said.
“Thank you,” Sebastian said as his eyes started getting moist.
“Sebastian, Chelsea, I must go now and apologize but I must leave you. Ra needs me. He was injured badly and is struggling to survive,” she said.
“What happened?” asked Chelsea, between sobs.
“He was pierced by a piece of a broken machine. It has injured him gravely and many of his organs were hurt. Trish and Nefertiti are doing what they can to aid the doctors. They are calling his condition a coma. I am not familiar with that word but I believe it is what my people would call the sleep of death. I must return to them now,” Boudicca said as she excused herself and left.
“Can I be alone, please. I need some time to think and process this. I just want to be alone with Chelsea for a little while,” Sebastian said trying his best to hide tears.
#
The two men sat across from each other. A woman ran her hands over Mr. Atkins, rubbing and fondling him. He was smoking from a pipe and smiling. Mordred did not seem pleased.
“Mr. Atkins your heavy-handedness has forced them into action and cost me my favorite pet. It will be years before I have the strength to create a new one,” Mordred said.
“You’re too angry, kid. A little chaos is good for the soul. As I recall, we just followed your orders. If you have anyone to blame, it’s you. Besides, we have the Tokyo reinforcements coming and they won’t know what hit them,” Mr. Atkins said laughing.
“I told you to attack the Wardens not to invoke my name in doing so. You have set things in motion before we were ready,” Mordred told him calmly.
“Calm down, kid. Things will work out. Just have some patience and let my people do their thing,” Mr. Atkins replied.
“STOP CALLING ME KID!” Mordred yelled at him.
“You're going to pop a vein if you keep this up. Here, have a hit of this,” said Mr. Atkins offering the hookah's pipe to him.
“You have failed me Mr. Atkins and I do not tolerate failure. You wanted more dread, I will give you more dread,” Mordred told him.
The woman running her hands over Mr. Atkins snarled.
“Disembowel him slowly, make him suffer and then strangle him with his own intestines,” Mordred ordered.
The woman’s fingers grew into claws and she ripped the stomach of the older man open then started pulling out his insides very slowly as the man screamed and the other woman held him still.
Mordred turned to the monitor. Major General Elam’s face could be seen wincing at the scene going on behind Mordred.
“Major General, the ALF is under your control now. Mr. Atkins has been removed from his position. The ALF has been a failure up to this point. Change that. I want the operations at Tokyo tripled,” said Mordred.
“If we pull that much manpower people are going to notice. GloCom is already starting to snoop around and I can keep that under control in small quantities but if we start taking workers in those numbers…” but he stopped as Mordred simply stared at him.
“Yes sir,” said the Major General and the comm went blank.
#
“Phenomenal. I don't know what else to say about it,” said High Lord Alicia. “What you did at Syracuse was unprecedented. It's hard to believe that the Tormentor is gone.”
“It was just our job. It was just another fey,” said Lady Chelsea.
“Would you like to explain that explosion?” asked the High Lord.
“If I could I would. It's as much a mystery to us as it is to you,” said Coordinator Sebastian.
“Whatever it was, it worked. You saved a lot of people and got a lot of attention. There were a number of press shuttles watching the fight and a few of them were shot down by the ALF While the loss of civilian life was horrible, some good came of it. It did a lot to hurt the ALF They used to have this image of the little guy fighting back against an overpowering government. Now, to the media, they're murdering terrorists and that image is being conveyed in their reports,” said High Lord Alecia.
#
Sebastian, Chelsea, Alicia, and General Morrison walked into the President’s office.
“The media is calling you four the Heroes of Syracuse,” said the president.
“We’re not heroes, Madame President. We’re just doing our jobs,” said Sebastian.
“Speak for yourself. I like being called a hero,” said the General with a hearty laugh.
“I can’t thank you enough for what the Wardens and GloCom have done but as I understand it, the defeat of this creature was solely the responsibility of you two?” she asked.
“That’s not true at all,” said Chelsea.
“If they hadn’t weakened it with their firepower and kept it fighting on two fronts, we’d have likely died quickly,” Sebastian told her.
“Nonsense,” said the General. “I don’t know what you did or how you did it but that explosion you caused is what killed it.”
“We don’t know if we’d have survived long enough to do that without you, General,” said Chelsea.
“You can all stop patting each other on the back for now. We have other business to discuss,” said the President.
“I have been reviewing the operation and I think having GloCom and the Wardens work more closely together in the future is a good idea. What are your thoughts?” the President asked them.
“I think it's a great idea,” said General Morrison.
“I concur. I have an idea on how to proceed with that. I would like you to consider stationing an Elite Corp group at Camelot with my people. We've had a few recent hunts where the fey were armed and equipped and with the ALF showing an increase in the use of magic, we should be working together already,” Sebastian said to the General.
“I'll have to think about that and consider all of the angles. It won't be an easy sell to Central Command. We would have to figure out responsibilities and command structure but with Presidential support, I think I could make it happen,” General Morrison replied.
“Assuming you can get me a viable plan in place, you'll have my support. Start work on it immediately,” she said.
“One more thing, we're going to turn the combat zone into a national monument. At the opening ceremony, you're all going to be awarded medals,” the President continued.
“Wouldn't the funding and effort better go to reconstruction efforts?” asked Sebastian.
“It's a minuscule amount compared to the cost of rebuilding and I think it's needed. With all the bad, we need something to give people hope. They need to be reminded that with all the bad in the world, there is still good. We're building a park. You're getting medals. It's going to be a big publicity event and I expect the full cooperation of all of you. I'll expect speeches as well,” President Yassim replied.
“Yes, Madame President,” said the General.
“Now I hate to push the Wardens out but I’m meeting with the head of Macedon Machines and he’s waiting outside. He's very rich and very powerful and very well connected and I need all the support I can get. As expected, they’ve been granted the contract to rebuild the military after the cataclysm and the CEO is meeting to discuss it. General, you’re welcome to stay as this impacts your people directly,” the President said.
“It sounds more like a campaign support meeting,” said Alicia.
“Yassim, I would love to, but I have a drink to buy and I don’t really care where I get my equipment as long as I get it and it’s up to spec,” said the general.
The door to the President’s office opened and a man walked in and the President greeted him.
“Mr. Macedon, thank you for coming. My other guests were just leaving,” she said as she met a man at the door to her office.
Sebastian stood up and turned to leave and was face to face with the man who just walked in.
“Alexander? Is that you?” asked Sebastian.
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