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    The Wardens: The Vanguard 
 
    The Macedonian lay dying. His skin was pale with his breathing labored and he perspired profusely. The poison was slow acting, and he lingered long in the world of the living as the agony of death slowly overtook him. He was overcome with pain and burning with fever. 
 
    He knew not who killed him but was sure why they did. His enemies wanted his death to hurt, to reflect the pain his conquest had caused the world. Still, he had no remorse for his actions. He believed it was the right of the strong to rule the weak and he exercised his right with efficiency. He had conquered the known world and was proud of his actions. 
 
    His only regret was that his murderers had not faced him on the battlefield but instead attacked like cowards. He was beaten though and anyone able to defeat him, even by such a disreputable method, was a worthy opponent and he would have liked to have faced them on the battlefield. 
 
    Now, as he lay near death with the stupor and delirium of the fever overtaking him, he had a visitor. The aging man walked up to the bed and sat on a stool beside it. The younger man was weak but had a strong enough presence of mind to keep the delirium from fully overtaking him. 
 
    “You don’t wear the colors of my soldiers,” he said to the visitor, his voice weak and fading. "Are you my executioner come to gloat?” 
 
    “To the contrary young one, I am your salvation,” the old man said in an accent Alexander had heard before but did not have the presence of mind to remember the origin. "You are dying but know this. I can save you. I can purge the poison from your body and return your strength.”

“And what,” he paused to cough, “Is the price of salvation?” asked Alexander. 
 
    The old man ignored the question. "I can feel the latent power within you. I can help you cultivate that power. I can elevate you above the mortals around you and show you what true power is, not this childish conquest. What I offer you is the power of magic,” the old man told him. 
 
    “And why would you offer this? Only the gods wield magic and they do not share with mortals. You are a trickster, come to torment me as I die. You are likely an agent of my enemy come to torture me with offers of life only to gloat as it further slips away,” Alexander told him. 
 
    “You can believe as you wish. Your time draws short and you will be dead by nightfall. You can take my offer and live or you can die,” the man said. 
 
    “And what would this offer cost me? Nothing is free. What is the tax you would levy upon me for this boon?” he said, gasping for air. 
 
    “The price is your life. Your current life. You must leave it. You have the potential but my world, the world of magic, is not for the eyes of the masses. Your life will be long, but you can no longer have that life in the public. While many know of our existence, we mingle in the affairs of lesser beings only when it is necessary. They are beneath us. I can show you things you thought impossible. Things you thought were fanciful stories of gods and demons. A spark like yours is a rarity and it would be a shame to let it burn out, but I cannot make this choice for you. I could force you, but slaves make poor students,” he told the man as he was fading from the mortal coil. 
 
    “You would give me a new life at the cost of my old one. I would have to give up my armies and empire. I have already done this. My life is forfeit and my enemies have won. If you can save me and teach me then do so,” he said as he started coughing blood. 
 
    “You are an open book to me, Prince Alexander. You would think to take what I teach you and return stronger and more powerful to hunt down your poisoners and reclaim your kingdom. You would start your conquest again, thinking yourself unstoppable. I would not allow this. You must swear to me you will leave this life behind and if you attempt to regain it then your life will be forfeit and your final death will be infinitely more painful and lingering than this one. I will take that life myself,” the wizard told him, his eyes glowing white as he looked into Alexander's heart. 
 
    “Would that I could have time to dwell on this matter and consider it, but my time is slipping to nothingness. I will take your offer. I see no choice. Alexander shall seek conquest no longer. If it is truly within your power to save me and teach me that which you have spoken of, then do so,” he said coughing. 
 
    Merlin summoned for a servant and when he arrived, he bid him come closer. He held out his hand, palm facing the servant and the man dropped dead. He cast a spell and the dead servant transformed to look like Alexander. He cast another spell, this time upon Alexander and the color returned to the man’s skin as his breathing eased. 
 
    He helped Alexander up from the bed and placed the dead servant in it. He cast another spell and he and Alexander vanished. 
 
    # 
 
    Merlin and Alexander stood on the bow of a ship as they circled a great maelstrom. The waters spun quickly around the gaping hole in the sea pulling everything towards the center, including their ship. 
 
    A vicious storm saturated them with torrential rains and bright arcs of electricity leaped violently from the clouds. The waves were rocking the ship and it was all the captain could do to keep it somewhat steady. 
 
    The bow pitched up and down with the waves but the two men standing on the edge did not falter and stood perfectly upon the deck. There was no railing and only inches separated them from the turbulent waters in the raging storm. 
 
    “And why are we here, Merlin? Is this to be a lesson in aquatic magic? Elemental forces? Weather control?” asked the golden-haired Macedonian. 
 
    “No, Alexander. This is a test. You have come far and learned much, and it is time to test you on it. I will see you back at Camelot if you survive,” Merlin said. 
 
    Alexander turned to ask what he meant but Merlin spun his staff at Alexander and impacted him with such force and power that Alexander was thrown far from the ship and into the water then pulled quickly towards the massive whirlpool. 
 
    Merlin turned to face the sails and ordered the captain to get underway. He raised his hands. As he did, the winds shifted, and a strong gale pushed the boat out of the heavy current of the maelstrom and back towards his homeland. 
 
    Alexander kicked and thrashed, trying his best to swim against the current with his golden armor and sword weighing him down. He instinctively tried to remove them, then realized to himself this was a test of magic, not swimming. 
 
    He calmed himself like he used to do before a battle. He quickly processed a list of his options and settled on one. He rose up above the water, walking on it like it was sand. He had solved the problem of drowning. 
 
    Now, he just had to find a way to escape the torrent of the waves rushing him like quicksand towards the vortex and then find a way back to Camelot. He may not be sinking but the current was still swift. It was like trying to walk uphill on marbles. They had sailed for several days to get here and it would be a hard journey back. He had not learned portive magics as Merlin used. 
 
    “Well, at least it couldn’t be any worse,” Alexander said to himself as he continued to be drawn towards the whirlpool. 
 
    He circled the outer edge a few times weighing his options to get back when he noticed something as he circled closer. On one side of the whirlpool, just below the surface, he could make out something. It was hard to make out in the murky light of the storm lit only by the occasional lightning strike. It looked like two large eyes sticking out from the edge of the maelstrom. 
 
    “Damn. Merlin has outdone himself with this test. Will I drown, be torn apart by the pressures of the maelstrom, killed by a bolt of lightning or eaten by a kraken?” he said to himself. 
 
    He cast a spell to augment his physical abilities. "I choose neither,” he said while drawing his sword and shield. 
 
    The kraken was fast, but Alexander was faster. Two tentacles launched from the water towards him, the pads on the ends slapping together where just a moment before had stood Alexander. He landed on the other side of the whirlpool facing the beast from the opposite side. 
 
    Again, the two tentacles shot towards him and he leaped away. As he landed two more grabbed his legs from below. "Damn, it learns fast,” he said to himself as he sliced one free. 
 
    The creature lurched in pain and he felt skin rip on the leg it still had in its grasp. He sliced once more but missed as it yanked him under the water. 
 
    He felt water rush into him and he was choking, the salty seawater burning his lungs. The creature rushed towards the bottom of the ocean with him in tow. 
 
    “Must...breathe…,” he thought to himself. He tried to relax as best he could and focused his energy. It was difficult with the pain in his leg and lungs and the lack of oxygen quickly making him light-headed. He managed to focus his power into a spell and felt his neck swell and rip as gills formed. 
 
    “Much better,” he thought. 
 
    As his head cleared with the return of his oxygen supply, he realized several more tentacles had wrapped around him. There was also a trace of ichor in the water from the tentacle he severed and blood from his own leg. He noticed a few sharks at the edge of his vision starting to circle. The kraken was pulling him towards its beak and he was about to be lunch. 
 
    He focused another spell, electrifying himself. The kraken thrashed but did not release him. The beast flashed a few different colors but did not relent. A large tiger shark lunged at the kraken and another took a bite at Alexander but missed. The kraken was thrashing far too wildly for the shark to have an easy target. 
 
    He managed to work one arm free but could not find his sword. It must have dropped as he was pulled under. He grabbed a tentacle with his already augmented strength and pulled it free. He kept working to release himself but every time he freed himself from one another would replace it. 
 
    The sharks were starting to bite at the kraken more ferociously now and more ichor spilled into the water. He looked around and even though it was murky, he had some visibility through his enhanced vision. 
 
    The bottom of the ocean was mostly bare except for some small animals. He noticed a rock outcropping and hoped it was enough. He focused his mind on the rocks and broke one free. It rushed towards the kraken as fast as could be propelled through the resistance of the water and contacted the fluke. He pushed down pressing the kraken against the ocean floor and smashing the rock repeatedly into it. 
 
    Once he was satisfied it was dead, he turned his attention to the sharks. His first and only lucky break was that they were so focused on the dead squid they hadn’t noticed him. 
 
    He reached out and into the mind of one of the large tiger sharks and it turned and swam towards him. He grabbed its fin as it swam past and held tight. It was no horse, but it would get home. 
 
    Two days later, he limped into Camelot, having walked the distance from the shore to the castle with his injuries. He could have found a horse in a nearby village but chose not to. He was a warrior at heart and could endure pain of immense proportions. He had been wounded many times on the battlefield and this was no different. The pain reminded him of his mistakes and every wince, every ping of a nerve forced him to rethink the battle to correct his mistakes, so he would not make them again. 
 
    Merlin met him in the courtyard and observed Alexander. He had most of his clothing and armor torn away and was covered in the large disc-shaped sucker marks of a giant squid. He had lacerations on his leg and his neck was still red and swollen from the gills. 
 
    "So young one, what have you learned from your experience with a kraken?” the old man asked. 
 
    Alexander smiled at him. "To never say things could not get any worse.” 
 
    # 
 
    “Alexander,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “Hello Arthur, it’s been a long time,” replied Alexander. 
 
    “It’s Sebastian. Arthur was another man in another life,” he replied. 
 
    “And I am known as Julius now,” replied Alexander. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware you two knew each other,” said the president. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce him,” replied Sebastian. "President Neala Yassim, meet Alexander the Great.” 
 
    “Is this for real?” asked one of the president's aids. 
 
    “It is,” replied Julius. 
 
    The president stood staring. Her expression remained static and she didn’t miss a beat. "Hello, Alexander, nice to meet you. I didn’t realize the head of MM was a Master and the among the greatest generals the world has ever known at that,” she replied offering her hand. 
 
    “President Yassim, I’m still Julius. I left that life a long time ago and I’m just a businessman now. The only thing I conquer are the markets and I plan to stay out of the business of the Wardens and GloCom unless I’m selling them something,” he replied suavely. 
 
    One of the aids seemed unconvinced. “Madame President, you can't believe this farce.”

She smiled. “With everything that has happened recently, belief in the impossible is much easier than it once was.” 
 
    General Morrison approached Julius and shook his hand. "Prince Alexander III of Macedonia or Alexander the Great as most history books refer to you, it is an honor. We still teach your strategies in GloCom’s command academies. You’re a living legend. I have a personal fondness for your battles against the Persians,” he told him. 
 
    “I’m honored and pleased to meet a fellow general of renown. I have been told you are responsible for the victory at Syracuse and even fought in the battle personally,” Julius replied. 
 
    “Nonsense. GloCom was there but you have Coordinator Sebastian and Facilitator Chelsea to thank for that victory. It did feel good to fight again, I will concede that point,” the General replied. 
 
    “Alexander...Julius...I’m sure you’re aware of what is happening in the world. Can we count on you to rejoin the Masters and help us bring this to a stop?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “Why Guinevere, you are as beautiful as ever. To answer your question though, yes and no. My days of a warrior are long behind me. I run a boardroom now and my contribution to your war effort will be limited to providing the fine folks at GloCom and your Wardens, should you choose to give me your business, the best military hardware your money can buy. Macedon Machines has a new design of our already impressive hover tanks I was planning on demonstrating to the military. I can secure an invite to that demonstration for the Wardens. I am sure after Syracuse that security clearance can be granted for you,” he said smiling and nodded at the General. 
 
    “Alexander, how did you survive?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    He smiled at Chelsea, “It was actually quite difficult. My chamber was damaged in an earthquake some years after the Seal and two of the four crystals were destroyed. I awoke and was dying without access to the Weave. I managed to draw energy slowly from the remaining two and that barely kept me alive though greatly weakened. The Wardens helped me for a time until my body once again adapted to the lack of magic. I limped through the centuries, remaining a recluse and used my knowledge to gain a foothold in the business market since I was no longer physically able to fight. It was painful at times and until the Seal shattered, I was a broken man. Fortunately, I am back to normal now and no longer need to hide, so this time when President Yassim asked for a meeting I was happy to accept.” 
 
    “On that note, if you’ll excuse us, we have business to discuss so that the General and the brave men and women of GloCom have the hardware to save the world. Sebastian, you should talk to your leaders about switching the Warden’s manufacturing contracts to MM. I can offer you a great price over your current supplier,” he said still smiling. 
 
    “He is correct. Master or not, Alexander or Julius, he has an appointment and I must keep that appointment. The safety of our citizens is of primary concern to me and re-equipping our military is an important step in that direction. Now, if you’ll excuse us,” she said. 
 
    “Alexander, you must come by Camelot and see what we’ve done with the place. I think you’ll love it,” said Chelsea with an obviously fake smile. 
 
    “My dearest Guinevere, nothing would please me more. I’ll have my assistant contact the Wardens to set up an appointment,” he said and turned back to the General and President. 
 
    As they left General Morrison stopped Sebastian. "I have my people focused on the ALF. We'll find out how the ALF is getting this equipment and where they're based out of and when we do, we're going after them together. Have your people ready at a moment’s notice because when we find them, we’ll move fast. Can’t have anyone getting a heads up on our actions,” he told him. 
 
    “You got it, General. We’ll be ready,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    “Ready for what?” asked Julius overhearing the tail end of the discussion. 
 
    “Warden business. We’ll let you know if we need to buy that tank,” Sebastian said and walked out the door. 
 
    # 
 
    Sebastian and Chelsea headed towards the shuttle bays. Sebastian heard Chelsea’s voice over their internal communicator. "Do you think he’s telling the truth?” she asked. 
 
    “Which one? Merlin about a traitor or Alexander about everything?” he asked. 
 
    “Both,” she said. "Merlin left before we could ask any questions. I’m beginning to doubt his usefulness to our fight. Alexander is hiding something, but I don’t know what. His story sounds like a lot of bullshit and I can’t help feeling all of that was a pretense,” she told him. 
 
    “Agreed. Neither one is a pressing concern right now. We need to speak more with Morgana and then prepare for…” then he stopped. 
 
    “...The funeral,” she continued for him. "Sebastian...I know how hard that’s going to be on you. Things have been so busy the last few days since Syracuse we haven’t had time to talk. We were just released from the hospital this morning and we’re already back on the job. I want to help you as much as I can.” 
 
    “You just being there for me is all I need. I’ll get through it,” he replied. "Unfortunately, like everything in our lives now, there is so much going on that finding the time to do it is the problem. We have the funeral, two more Masters to find, Mordred to find, the ALF to shut down...we need more people on our side. To have Alexander back and then refuse to help us, that’s a blow we didn’t need,” he told her. 
 
    “I don’t trust him. There’s more to this but you’re right, that’s the least of our concerns right now. He wasn’t a loss. He was a potential gain that didn’t work out. We still have two more Masters out there. Morgana is back, and Ra, Nefertiti, and Boudicca are on our side for sure. I have no doubt about those four. Merlin...who knows. Right now, let’s just get home. I have so much to ask Morgana. She’s a real, living Atlantean. That’s huge. I have so much I want to know. Maybe she can shed light on the dreams,” Chelsea said. 
 
    A short while later, they landed back at Camelot and found most of their friends in the common area. They were not just team members. They were friends. Except for Merlin, most of the Wardens and Masters had become quite close and the fact that the people were fighting to save their friends was comforting. He recalled a conversation with Chelsea back during the beginning of their relationship about personal connections and he was sure it was better to have those ties than not. 
 
    “I don’t need a psychic connection to your mind to know what you’re thinking about, but it helps. You were right. Connections keep us human. They keep us grounded. I think that’s why Merlin is so different from the others. The others still laugh. They still love. They still cry and hurt when those they love are hurt,” Chelsea said gripping his hand tighter. 
 
    Bethany came running up to Sebastian, which wasn’t especially fast considering she was beginning her third trimester. She hugged Sebastian and Chelsea saying, “I am so sorry about your father. If there is anything you need, you come to me or Bruce. We’re there for you anytime you need us.” 
 
    The rest of their team offered similar condolences. He thanked them and did his best to stay strong. He lost his father and while they weren’t the closest family since the Seal and the cataclysm and all the death and loss he’d been making real inroads in rebuilding their relationship. He had come to realize how important your friends and family were when so many were lost so fast. 
 
    Nefertiti was absent but that was no surprise. She wouldn’t leave Ra. Ra was still in a coma after the events of Syracuse and in the days since that had passed he had shown no change in his condition and no sign of waking up. In addition to the internal injuries, he had also taken a significant blow to the head. He was being kept in a secure ward at the UniGov complex in Montreal at a military hospital. It was reserved for key members of the government, military and other figures of both high importance and high risk. There were enough enemies of the Wardens that they were afraid a Master in Ra’s condition would make a prime target for the ALF, so they kept him well guarded. 
 
    Morgana approached them after the rest of the group finished their condolences over the loss of Abraham. 
 
    “Excuse me. May we talk in private?” she said. 
 
    “Of course. How long do you need? We have a briefing in an hour,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “I need a hundred lifetimes to tell you all that you should be told and say all that should be said but for now, an hour shall do,” Morgana replied. 
 
    “Well a hundred lifetimes is a bit difficult to fit into our schedule, but an hour can be managed,” Sebastian told her trying to force a smile through his pain. 
 
    “Your wit was always dry but refreshing,” she said and smiled. 
 
    "They have been kind enough to assign me a living space. Would you meet me there?” Morgana asked. 
 
    “Of course. I would like to speak with you anyway about some dreams we’ve had,” said Chelsea. 
 
    Morgana seemed surprised at the mention of dreams but regained her composure quickly. “My dearest, I will answer all questions you pose. I shall see you momentarily,” Morgana told her then left. 
 
    “Well that was odd,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “Odd is a word for it. She knows something, and the mention of dreams caught her off guard. Maybe she’ll make more sense after we talk,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    # 
 
    A few minutes later, they were in Morgana’s private suite sitting at a table. 
 
    “I didn’t like coffee in the beginning. After the new world was re-discovered, it was all the rage in Europe, but I found it bitter and not at all palatable,” Morgana said sipping on a hot cup of coffee. "It was a couple of centuries before I finally gave it a second chance and found its subtle charms to be most pleasing. It had been greatly enhanced by selective breeding and improved brewing processes and is not the beverage it was,” she told them. 
 
    "But we are not here to discuss my taste in hot drinks. I want to tell you everything I can and had a prepared a short synopsis but now I am intrigued. You mentioned dreams,” Morgana said. "Dreams, as they say, are glimpses into the soul. What are you seeing through those glimpses?” she asked Chelsea. 
 
    Sebastian looked at Chelsea. 
 
    "It’s okay, we can trust her. I know we can. I can feel it and I want her to know everything. Are you okay with that? I mean everything,” Chelsea told Sebastian. 
 
    He reached out and took her hand. "You have my complete faith. If you believe we can trust her then I believe we can trust her,” he replied. 
 
    “You two always made such a sweet couple. Even when you disagreed it was always with love,” Morgana told her. "Now, tell me of your dreams.” 
 
    Chelsea spent a few minutes relating the story of Boudicca’s spell, the crowns, and red robes, the vampire’s words and the great city of concentric rings. "Merlin thinks they are just shared dreams, pulled from our random fragments in our collective subconscious and don’t mean anything. What do you think?” Chelsea asked her. 
 
    “I think you’re going to want another cup of coffee,” said Morgana. "I also think it’s time you know the truth. Where to begin...I guess in the beginning.”

Morgana took a deep breath. "Many thousands of years ago, the only magic-using creatures on the planet were dragons. They likely evolved from some species of pterosaur much as we descended from primates. Sometime in the distant past, their evolution reached a point where they discovered magic. For untold ages, they were alone. They were the only sentient species.” 
 
    “They were peaceful by the time of Atlantis, but their history was not without strife. In their early days, they warred with each other as factions grew stronger and more powerful. Their own memory of those times is nothing but stories and songs as they never had the desire or need of a written language. They struggled but, in the end, found peace.” 
 
    “Eventually other species evolved to the point of sentience but were primitives. This was of no consequence to the great creatures until those new sentients discovered magic. The dragons took those sentients under their wing and taught them and guided them, so they would not know the wars and pain the dragons had endured. They called them fey which in their language meant child. In the beginning, there were many of us. Reptilians, saurials, drebs, humans and many other fey who learned from the dragons. Those fey used their magic to make other creatures that populated Atlantis and gave rise to many of the legends of today.” 
 
    “Wait,” Chelsea interrupted. "Humans are not fey. Fey are magical creatures and humans are natural.” 
 
    Morgana smiled at her. "You are indeed fey. Magic is as much as part of humans as any other fey. It is a part of all life. We are no different than any other. Fey is simply the name the dragons gave to all the sentient creatures taught by the dragons. Humans were among the first students. That Wardens only refer to fey as monsters is an abomination of the term. You are as much a fey as any of the creatures you hunt.” 
 
    “The dragons taught us and guided us and helped us understand our power, so we didn’t destroy each other as they nearly did. Atlantis was built by fey and dragon alike to serve as a place of learning and cooperation among all the magical species of the world. No city that grand had ever stood and nothing would again for many thousands of years,” Morgana told them. 
 
    “Where was it?” asked Chelsea. "We’ve searched every archive and historical record we could find and there are no references to it other than vague legends. Plato had the most descriptive location handed down from Socrates, but we can’t find anything matching it.” 
 
    Morgana continued. "Socrates had the location correct. He used to talk about it at length. It was misinterpretation and poor transcription by Plato that caused the error in his later descriptions. I spoke with Socrates at length about it, pretending to be oblivious. Atlantis was an island in the Mediterranean about halfway between Europe and Africa. With no real ability to cross the ocean by non-magic species, we were protected, and our culture thrived. “ 
 
    “As children that could use magic were born into the world, our diviners found them, and we took them to Atlantis. It was often heartbreaking to take a child from their parents, but their safety required it. We saw too many children die from a lack of ability to control their power or jealous and frightened adults killing them.” 
 
    “The island you describe in your dreams is Atlantis. Our city encompassed the entire island and had tunnels and grottos far beneath the surface. Some fey preferred the darkness and dwelled underground, some of the tunnels even went into the ocean itself for the aquatic fey. It was built over a span of a thousand years and was glorious.” 
 
    Sebastian interrupted. "That’s all good and well but it doesn’t explain the dreams.” 
 
    Morgana smiled. "You used to be more patient. Atlantis was ruled by a group of those considered to be the wisest among us. They elected a single person to serve as our leader for a span of one pass of the Dragon’s Eye or what today we now call Haley’s Comet. The last king was Baldric and his wife, Malka, was his queen.” 
 
    “The king and queen were benevolent and loved by most. Their reign, though short, was marked by wisdom and clarity not seen in a monarch in many hundreds of years and even the dragons appreciated and respected the decisions of Baldric and Malka though they were not bound by them.” 
 
    “The king’s chief advisor and good friend was a dreb named D’lom. Drebs are a species of reptilian humanoid that is extinct. The king was betrayed by his friend when the drebs attacked during the celebration of the new year. We celebrated that during what we call the Summer Solstice today. I still don’t why they betrayed us. There was no reason for the attack, no hint, nothing.” 
 
    “You, my dear,” she said looking at Chelsea, “Are Malka the last queen and you,” she turned to Sebastian, “Are Baldric the last king.” 
 
    “Okay, this is getting a bit weird and I’m not sure I’m buying any of this,” said Chelsea. "That still doesn’t explain how we have survived, why we’re being reborn and why you were in the dreams as well.” 
 
    “You were barely a score into your rule when they struck. It was a violent and bloody fight with most of our people dying and the drebs winning thanks to their sneak attack. It was over in a matter of hours. Their attack was well planned and swift. The dragons, in a rage at the betrayal, awoke the volcano and destroyed the island, the betrayers and most of the fey with it.” 
 
    “As to your survival and rebirth, you didn’t survive. The king’s staff was an amplifier for his power. It was my greatest creation. One of the great dragons poured all her life into it, all her essence and magical strength and cast a spell into that amplifier as the lava began to pour over the assembly and molten stone rained down on us. That spell took the dragon’s life and your lives with it and imprinted its essence on you. The blue fire you can call is a mark of that dragon’s soul. She is now a part of you and the three of you are bound together.” 
 
    “Why she chose to sacrifice herself while the rest of her kin chose to destroy is a question to which the answer died with her. She sacrificed herself to save you. I knew her well and she cared deeply for the fey and I suspect the dragon knew that after Atlantis the fey would need a caretaker. That spell ensured your rebirth every time you die. I believe she saw the rage of her own people and feared they would no longer help their children. Her action bound the three of you together and bound your spirits to the Weave. Her brother is the one who saved me by taking me from the island.” 
 
    Morgana continued. "Now, as to my involvement. I was there because as the king had an advisor so did the queen and I was that advisor. The queen, you, trusted me as your guide and counsel. When I realized the fight was lost, a dragon saved me and took me to Britannia though in those days it did not yet have that name. I lived in what would become Ireland for many thousands of years.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Chelsea. "Why did I trust you over any other? There’s something you’re not telling us.” 
 
    “There is indeed,” Morgana continued. "You trusted me because you had always trusted me since you were born as any child trusts their mother.” 
 
    Sebastian’s eyes widened, and he stared at the two of them. "You can’t be serious. This is all pretty far-fetched.”

  
 
    Chelsea stared at Morgana, her eyes tearing up. "No Sebastian, it’s true. I don’t know how I know or why I know but it’s true.” 
 
    “You know because you remember. Those memories are buried in the many lifetimes of memories you have but they are there. Sadly, Malka, your father was killed in the fight as were your parents, Baldric. So many died that day. What ones survived had scattered. The dragons went into isolation, many of them being driven insane and left as animals by the releasing of such powerful magic when they shattered the mountain and called the magma from deep below the surface. Those dragons were like beasts and became the monstrous dragons of legend from folklore.” 
 
    “The drebs, the betrayers, died as well. Their people lived in the tunnels below the island and did not anticipate the dragons using the volcano. In their hubris, they never dreamed the heights of rage to which the normally peaceful dragons could reach or what their power could do when unleashed. They turned the entire island into a caldera.” 
 
    “That is your heritage and your history,” Morgana told them. 
 
    “So that spell is why we can’t die permanently. It’s why we keep being reborn and drawn to each other,” Sebastian said. "Can it be undone? Can the dragon’s soul be separated?” 
 
    “You’re half right. That spell is why you are both reborn and pulled to each other physically, the dragon’s soul merged with both of you and pulls you to a center. You are drawn to each other emotionally because you are you. You two love each other. I have seen you many times over the centuries and every time I do you two are together. And no, it cannot be separated. What was is no more and what you became is what you are. It was a desperate act for a desperate situation,” Morgana told them. 
 
    “You’ve seen us in the past? Other than Camelot I mean?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “Occasionally. I’ve not always been able to find you in every life but when I do you two are always together,” Morgana answered. “It has gotten easier as technology advanced.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t explain our connection to the Wardens. They didn’t exist at that time and wouldn’t for thousands of years,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “That’s easy. You don’t have one. I think you and the Wardens are drawn to each other because the Wardens have the same goals and desires you do. Like attracts like,” she said. 
 
    “So, we’re cursed in a cycle of rebirth and our nature will force us to always fight and struggle,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “Is it really so bad? You are gifted not cursed. The dragon that took that action was the daughter of their eldest. She was ancient and wise and chose you. She considered all magic using creatures her children as all dragons did and chose you to be the guardian of their children and the vanguard against evil. That is a blessing unlike any that has ever been given,” Morgana told him. 
 
    “I agree with your desire to talk in private. This is a lot to take in. We need to discuss much of this with our advisers and see what information is useful. Don’t misunderstand me, Morgana, I appreciate your trust and faith to share this and I have no reason to doubt you. Chelsea believes you and that’s enough for me. However, right now we have far more pressing concerns than ancient dead cities and dragon spells. We have a world in crisis and the people of the world are a more pressing concern than our own family matters,” Sebastian told her. "For now, let’s keep this between us and we’ll bring in the others at the first opportunity. This needs to be discussed in detail not just a passing word in the hallway.” 
 
    “He’s right, Morgana...mother...we have a greater responsibility than ourselves. I don’t want you to think we’re discounting the wealth of information you have and I have so much I want to know but right now, what is of most value is what we can use to stop Mordred...my brother, I guess...sort of...and bring stability back to the world so we can continue rebuilding. You were awake for the shattering and you know what’s happened to the world and our first duty is to the people of it,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “This is why the dragon chose you. You are the vanguard against dark magic. My knowledge and power are yours and I will help in any way I can,” she replied. 
 
    “Morgana, I have to know. I’m sorry to ask this but I must. Mordred is your son. If he is alive and he is responsible, he must be stopped. Will you help us against your own son?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “I am in a precarious place, dear boy. I would want nothing more than to save both my children. In my long life, I have had only two children and now those two children are on opposite sides of a war of magic. In the end, I will lose a child. The pain of that knowledge is more than you can imagine though I will shoulder it. The lives and safety of vast numbers of people are at risk and I cannot sit idly by this time. The last time I could not bring myself to kill my son. I knew Mordred was wrong but to fight against my own child, it was too much. I paid lip service to the council but never brought my true power to bear. I thought he could be redeemed. When that failed, I thought the Seal, if it worked, might stop him. Now I know that was folly. I will do all I can to help you,” she told him with tears streaming down her face. 
 
    Chelsea sat beside her and held her mother. "Go, Sebastian, find the others and tell them what you think they need to know and handle the briefing. I’m going to stay with her a while.” 
 
    “We can postpone the briefing, it’s just routine. I should be with you two,” he replied. 
 
    “As you said, the world comes first, so go,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    # 
 
    A few minutes later, the partial group was assembled in C&C. 
 
    “Chelsea will not be joining us for this meeting,” Sebastian told his assembled colleagues. "Nor will Morgana and Nefertiti.” 
 
    “I don’t have much,” he continued. "General Morrison has asked to be ready at a moment’s notice. I guess he doesn’t understand that’s business as usual for Wardens. We haven’t gotten any solid leads on ALF bases and we still don’t know where Mordred is located.” 
 
    “There is one new thing. We’ve located Alexander. I had a conversation with him at the President’s office,” he told the group. 
 
    “That’s great! Another Master on our team is fantastic news,” said Xavier. 
 
    “I wish it were. He’s declined to join us. He’s apparently been awake for centuries and is living under a presumed identity. He says he’s a businessman now and runs Macedon Machines. He told us he wants to avoid conflict and just stay in the war profiteering business,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “He’s lying,” said Boudicca. 
 
    “Are you certain?” asked Bruce. 
 
    “I know him as well as he knows himself. That man, and I use that term loosely, will never change. He is nothing but pride and ego and believes conquest to be the ultimate expression of that ego,” she said. 
 
    “He’s been awake a long time though. Maybe he’s changed,” said Bethany. 
 
    “Doubtful. He treats everything as a conquest. I think that’s why he was so enamored with me because he could never conquer me no matter how much he tried, though his aggression made him a good lover. I will warn you, don’t underestimate him. He may be full of pride and bluster, but his reputation is well deserved. He is as dangerous a general as this world has ever seen and if he’s playing at a shopkeeper then he’s hiding something,” she told them. 
 
    “I have those same concerns. I only have fragmented memories of Alexander, but he didn’t seem the like kind to quit. There’s also the recent talk with him. He was pompous, and his words were...taunting. He was smug about it,” Sebastian told the group. 
 
    “Then if I were you, I would start sleeping with my sword in hand and back to a wall because if he’s taunting you it’s because he believes you to be a challenge and is planning on coming for you. He’s like a cat playing with its prey,” Boudicca said. 
 
    “Duly noted. Thank you for the warning. Why would he come for me though? He’s been awake since long before the Seal broke. He’s heard of the Wardens. He knows we’re not the bad guys here,” he said to Boudicca. 
 
    “You make a very dangerous mistake Sebastian. You assume he is a good guy. You’re among the best fighters on the planet and he seeks battle. He might come after you for no other reason than to test himself,” she replied. 
 
    “Words to think on. You’re right,” he said to her. “That’s it from me. Anyone else have anything?” he asked the group. 
 
    “I’m wondering where we stand on the language. Now that Morgana is back, she can probably help. I’m not sure what good it will do at this point though. We’re certain it’s Mordred. We know where and how the Seal was broken. We know it was some variation on Atlantean magic. We might not have the exact method, but I don’t see how further research will be necessary now that Morgana is here, assuming it’s true of course, that’s she is actually an Atlantean,” Bethany said sounding discouraged her pet project might be scrapped.

“I disagree,” Sebastian replied. "I think now more than ever we need to understand this magic and yes, Morgana might be helpful in the root language but as you said yourself this evolved through numerous cultures over thousands of years. It would be like having someone who speaks Latin helping you interpret a book written in French and Spanish. Sure, there is a root commonality but the bulk of it has evolved into something different. We need to know what kind of power Mordred has. This is no longer about proving it’s Atlantean magic, it’s about understanding Mordred’s power and that is more crucial than ever.” 
 
    “As far as Morgana goes, she is Atlantean, of that I am absolutely certain. There is more to it, but I want to wait until we have a full group to go over the rest. It’s nothing crucial now and can wait. I’m not going to bog down our already numerous problems with superfluous things and we already have far too much going on.” 
 
    “I want everyone preparing as best they can. Redouble your training efforts. Bring every Warden stationed here on board and hand pick the ones that should be with us. I have a feeling this is going to be bad, so we need the best we can get,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “Does anyone else have anything?” he asked. 
 
    “I have some bad news,” said Boudicca. “Trish and I have tried everything we could for Ra but cannot wake him. His life is in the hands of the doctors. I have no magic that can return him to us.” 
 
    “I hope he pulls through. I like that big man,” said Bruce. 
 
    “We all do,” replied Sebastian. “He’s an asset to the team but beyond that, he’s become a friend and I am tired of losing friends. Too many have died at the hands of Mordred and the ALF. It has to stop and stop soon.” 
 
    “On an unrelated note,” said Bethany, “We’re starting to see an increase in fey activity. I mean a big increase. Since the Seal broke, it’s been increasing on a curve. The main Facilities are handling it for the most part but they’re requesting help.” 
 
    “They’ll get it. I want everyone hunting whenever possible. Don’t tire yourselves and be ready for the General’s call but in your rare downtime see what you can do to help with the fey.” 
 
    “I’ve been aching to sink my blade into something,” said Xavier. 
 
    “We’ll also help as much as we can. I have much to teach Trish and application is always better than instruction.” 
 
    Trish smiled. “I do like your teaching.” 
 
    “Teaching? Is that what you two call it?” laughed Bethany. 
 
    “A good teacher can instruct a pupil on many subjects,” replied Boudicca. 
 
    “I think that is a conversation you should have with Chelsea. She’ll appreciate the subtext,” Sebastian said and left the room. 
 
    # 
 
    The planning for the funeral was easier than Sebastian expected. They had a family plot on their farm and both the Wardens and GloCom were to honor him. He had died defending a military hospital during the battle of Syracuse and both sides considered him a hero. Despite the objections regarding military honors for a civilian, the General would not yield on his desire. He never served in GloCom, but he did serve in the Unification War as an officer in GloCom's predecessor. A Warden dying in the line of duty was not a rarity, so the Wardens had a well-developed plan for burying their brothers and sisters. 
 
    The day of the services was calm and peaceful. Even the weather seemed to still itself in reverence. It opened with an old-fashioned 21-gun salute. The pallbearers were Boudicca, Trish, Bruce, Xavier, General Morrison, and William. Flags representing the Wardens and GloCom were both draped on the coffin. Alicia presided over the event as was a tradition in the Wardens. As Abraham’s direct superior, it was her duty and honor. 
 
    She gave a short speech followed by words from many in attendance. Abraham came off as a grumpy old pervert but was well loved by all who knew him. Sebastian was quiet, and tears welled in his eyes the entire time. Chelsea stood by his side holding his hand, her own tears flowing more freely. When it was over the flags were folded and presented to Sebastian in military tradition and General Morrison and his elite guard saluted the coffin as it was lowered. 
 
    The tombstone was simple and contained only his name, the dates of birth and death and three words: “Father, friend, hero” with Solomon’s Knot inscribed at the top. Sebastian had his mother’s stone altered to include the knot as well. They kept her past hidden to try to dissuade Sebastian from that life, but he felt it was only right to honor her as well. 
 
    After the funeral was over, a small gathering in remembrance was held at the Dragon’s Roost. Sebastian walked up to the bar and climbed up on it. He tapped a spoon on his glass and once everyone was focused on him, he started to speak. 
 
    “I’m not much for speeches that don’t involve a fight but a proper eulogy for my father could only be delivered in a bar. This bar was a favorite of my father’s. Most of you knew him. At one time or another, everyone in this room was probably either insulted, berated or propositioned by him. He lived large and spent most of his time with a drink in his hand and as much as he could muster, a woman in his bed.” 
 
    At that several women in the bar, ranging from barely old enough to be out of the academy to approaching Abraham's age cheered. 
 
    “Recently, I completed the paperwork to purchase this place. It is being renamed The Dirty Curmudgeon in Abraham’s honor. I want it to be as it always was and the best way to do that is to own it, so no one can change it. From today forward, this will be a private establishment open only to Wardens and GloCom. We fought together and should drink together. Today the bar is open, so eat, drink and be merry my brothers and sisters for tomorrow we may die,” he said and jumped down to a long round of applause and cheers. 
 
    # 
 
    Merlin spoke to the man kneeling before him. "Your skill is extraordinary and your ability to lead exemplary. You have risen to the top of the ranks due to that skill and ability. I charge you with commanding a force to guard Camelot. Henceforth you shall be Captain of the Guard for Camelot and defense of its walls your duty. Rise Captain Arthur.” 
 
    The kneeling man rose and the two of them walked to the training grounds in the courtyard. They walked through the sparring knights, observing and discussing their various strengths and weaknesses. "Your ranks will be filled by these knights and any others you deem worthy to recruit. From those recruited you should choose your elite guard, your champions to ride beside you,” Merlin told him. 
 
    As they were talking, a ballista that was being loaded by some trainees broke and the force of the fracturing arms sent heavy shards of wood and metal flying across the courtyard to the common area by the fountains. 
 
    A child was playing near the fountain, oblivious to the danger hurtling at him. A young servant woman ran towards him at an amazing speed, one that would exceed a knight in peak condition. She was carrying a bronze water pitcher and threw the pitcher to deflect one of the larger pieces then grabbed the child and rolled out of the way with him with many of the shards bouncing harmlessly off her. 
 
    “I want her,” said Captain Arthur. 
 
    “She is a lovely young woman but beneath your station. She is a mere servant and you are a knight. You could have your pick of any noble daughter as your wife,” Merlin replied. 
 
    “I want her as one of my knights. That speed, those reflexes, she wasn't hurt by the shrapnel and she risked her own life to save a child. If that’s not the stuff of a champion, then nothing is. You also saw that. The speed was unnatural, and those pieces of wood and metal should have at best left her bleeding badly if not dead. She carries the spark of arcane. As to my wife, that’s not an unpleasant idea either but that’s as much her choice as mine,” he said smiling as he walked over to her. 
 
    “Are you and the child okay?” asked Arthur as he helped them up. 
 
    “I am unhurt and so is the boy, I believe,” she replied. She realized who was speaking when she turned and immediately bowed. "I am sorry my lord, I did not realize who you were at first. Please forgive my slight.” 
 
    “Nonsense. You never have a need to bow to me. You risked your own life to save a child and your skill, though raw and not honed, is obvious. I want you to join my ranks as a guardian of Camelot,” he said to her. 
 
    “My Lord...I... I don’t know what to say,” she said. 
 
    “Say no,” ordered Merlin. 
 
    “Merlin, with all due respect, you said I could recruit any I deemed worthy and I deem her worthy. Is that not your command and my decision to make?” he asked. 
 
    “Women may not be soldiers,” said Merlin. 
 
    “Master Merlin, again with respect, did you not recently tell me of an Egyptian woman who is not only a Master but a warrior as well? What of Boudicca? Her skill in both spear and spell is well known. Why should this lovely young lady be any different?” Captain Arthur asked. 
 
    “My Lord, I do not wish to cause any difficulty. I will return to my duties,” she said. 
 
    “That is probably for the best,” Merlin said. 
 
    Arthur told Guinevere, “Just moments ago he said I may recruit any others I deem worthy. Do you think he should visit a healer? His memories seem to be slipping. I have heard that happens with age and he is quite old you know.” 
 
    Guinevere started to laugh then stopped for fear of angering the old wizard. 
 
    Merlin fumed but conceded the point. "I did say it is your choice and it is. I do not misspeak. You may train her if she accepts, but she should not be knighted. It is improper and unheard of. Women may not be knights and that is my decision, not yours.” 
 
    “Do you accept? Will you join my ranks and become a guardian of Camelot?” Arthur asked her. 
 
    She looked at him. Their eyes met and they both smiled as she felt her pulse quicken. "I will. I will follow you anywhere my Lord and leave my days as a servant behind.” 
 
    “I am happy to accept you, but you will still be a servant. You will not be a servant of food and water at the beck and call of pompous nobles. You will be a servant of the greater good and servant to the needs of the people of this kingdom. We carry shields and swords instead of water and food, but we serve all the same,” he told her. 
 
    “I understand. It is a great honor and one which I will not take lightly,” she said. 
 
    “Good. Then it is settled. Come, I’ll take you to the smith and they can fit you for a suit of mail until you are trained and then we’ll get you a suit of plate,” he told her. 
 
    “Arthur, surely a squire can do that. You have more knights to review and select,” Merlin said. 
 
    “That can wait, Merlin. I wish to see to this warrior personally,” he said. He held out his arm and she took it and they walked towards the smithy leaving Merlin behind to stew. 
 
    “We’ll start your weapon and magic training tomorrow morning at first light. I’ll train you personally to get you caught up to the others. With your natural talent I’m sure you’ll meet and surpass their level in no time,” he said. 
 
    “Magic?” she asked. 
 
    “Surely you know you have the gift. What you just did was not possible for a normal human. That can’t be the first time you’ve seen that power surface,” he said. 
 
    “That is true, but I keep it hidden. People are afraid of those who are different. I... I shouldn’t even tell you this and I would not have done something so public but the child…” she said. 
 
    “Of course. That is why I chose you. Your only thought was saving a life, not concern for your own. That is the trait of a hero. You will be amazing indeed once you are trained,” he told her. 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” she said. 
 
    “But one thing, you must no longer call me my lord,” he said. "You will address me as Captain Arthur when we are in public and you are within my ranks. When in private, Arthur will do. Titles annoy me. And, what my lady, is your name?” 
 
    “I am Guinevere,” she told him. 
 
    “Must I teach you everything,” he said. 
 
    “But Captain Arthur, I think I know my own name as surely as you know yours,” she said. 
 
    “Well, apparently you do not,” he replied.

“But I do. I have been called that my entire life,” Guinevere said. 
 
    “Are you questioning your commander?” he asked her. 
 
    “Well, no but...” she said. 
 
    “You are questioning me. My lady, you continue to insist your name is Guinevere and I have told you it is not,” he said. 
 
    “Then tell me, damn you! What is my name?” she asked. 
 
    “Do you not know? Perhaps you should visit a healer as well as Merlin. I can't have people who forget their own name riding onto a field of battle,” he replied. 
 
    “But you just said...” she replied. 
 
    “I know what I said. My memories are fully intact,” he told her. 
 
    “I'm confused,” she said. 
 
    “And I'm Captain Arthur,” he replied. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she asked. 
 
    “Your name, you don't know it,” he said. 
 
    “I do. I am Guinevere,” she said. 
 
    “You are not,” he replied. 
 
    “You are infuriating,” she said. 
 
    “I am not infuriating. I am Captain Arthur and you are Lady Guinevere. You’re no longer a peasant. You’re a guardian of Camelot and with that position comes station. Your peers will address you as Lady Guinevere henceforth and your enemies will likely just beg for a merciful death and skip the name part altogether,” he said. 
 
    “You are wrong. You are infuriating,” she told him. 
 
    “If you think I'm infuriating now, wait until we're married. I’ll have Camelot’s dressmakers craft you a new wardrobe as well. It wouldn’t be proper for the wife of the Captain of the Guard to dress as a peasant,” he said and turned to her. 
 
    “Wife? That’s a bit forward isn’t it?” she said. 
 
    “It is,” he said and reach forward to kiss her and she returned his advance with her own. "My duties are many and I am not often given the luxury of spare time, so it might be a long courtship. Assuming you’ll have me, of course,” he said as they stopped kissing. 
 
    “I will,” she said as they embraced again. “You are still infuriating.” 
 
    “There you go again. I am not infuriating. I am Captain Arthur,” he said with a smug grin. 
 
    “Shut up...just shut up,” she told him and kissed him again. 
 
    # 
 
    Sebastian and Chelsea sat in the C&C looking at the monitor. They were having a video conference with President Yassim, High Lord Alicia and General Morrison. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re on board with this General? It seems unusual coming from GloCom. You’re not usually one to put people you once called glorified mercenaries in a position of critical importance. Do you really feel we need this?” asked President Yassim. 
 
    “I think it’s necessary now. We have these god damned fey creatures showing up more and more often and we have groups like the ALF using magic. The world changed on us when that fucking Seal was broken. Our enemies aren’t playing by the old rules and dammit if we can afford to any longer. Have you read the reports, Madame President? The dead are walking the streets of Amsterdam and the city is lost along with several others in similar situations. We had a terrorist attack against the UniGov building in Rio perpetrated by humans with unnaturally augmented abilities shooting fire out of their hands and that wasn’t an isolated incident. We have fey suddenly supercharged all over the place. The world has changed, and we have to change with it,” General Morrison replied. 
 
    “High Lord Alecia, what are your thoughts?” President Yassim asked. 
 
    “When the General first approached me with the idea, I refused outright. The Wardens are and always have been a solitary group. We handle the things that require...special handling. That has served us well since our inception. He’s right though. That was the past and the world changed whether we wanted it to or not. We saw in Syracuse how well we can work together and making that cooperation permanent as a new unit is a good idea. Combining GloCom’s superior numbers and heavier hardware with our special training and skillset is needed.” replied High Lord Alecia. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Coordinator Sebastian, this falls on your shoulders to implement if I green light it. What do you think?” the President asked him. 
 
    “I’m in a rare position to see this from both sides. I’ve served with GloCom and I’ve served with the Wardens. When the High Lord told me what she and the General were planning, I was very much surprised. I thought it over and discussed it with my advisers and we agree it’s the right thing to do,” Coordinator Sebastian replied. 
 
    “I’ve given this some thought already as well. I will green-light this, but there will be some conditions. The proposals submitted by both the Wardens and GloCom were well laid out. The transfer of several units of the special tactics units from GloCom will be immediate. The General has chosen groups he thinks will be a good fit. First, Coordinator Sebastian, this will be completely under your command and you will report directly to me for now. Once we’ve established the unit and proved your need, you’ll report to the Wardens as a special division answering to the Directorate but otherwise outside of the normal command structure. Your supplies, gear and other needs will still be supplied by the Wardens and GloCom. I want you to have sole discretion in recruitment and I will fast track anyone you want on your team. You’ve shown good judgment in the past,” the President said then paused waiting for the backlash. 
 
    “Now wait one damn minute, Madame President,” said the General. "This needs to be a military division. It’s a tactical strike force and that is my domain.” 
 
    “To the contrary General Morrison, I believe President Yassim is correct here. This is going to be something new and we need a new command structure for it. They can’t operate under our normal bureaucracies,” said High Lord Alecia. 
 
    “There’s more,” said President Yassim. "I’ve done a high-level financial review of both the Wardens and GloCom. GloCom has a tight budget and an exhaustive review process. The Wardens do not. Effectively immediately, I’m reallocating ten percent of the Warden’s operating budget to the new project. I’m also freezing another twenty percent of it that will be allocated to the new project as needed and until then, held in a reserve fund. As the size of this new unit grows, that percentage may further increase,” she continued. 
 
    “That’s hardly fair. We need that operating budget,” said High Lord Alicia. "We need a flexible budget for unpredictable things. You can’t slash our operating funds.” 
 
    “You’re right, you need that budget for unpredictable things and this new unit is one of those unpredictable things. They will have a ramp-up process and need the discretionary spending. It's already been reviewed by the Warden oversight committee in the Senate and they made it official. That is final on the subject,” the President replied. 
 
    High Lord Alicia was visibly angry but said nothing more. 
 
    “As I said, recruitment will be at the discretion of Coordinator Sebastian. All personnel currently assigned to Camelot will be part of the new division as well as the General’s tactical units. Any recruits he desires will be vetted through my office. A liaison will be appointed to operate as my voice when I’m not available. If the request is reasonable and valid, it will be approved,” the President told the group. 
 
    “On that note Madame President, I have some recruits in mind already assuming they agree to join me. I would like Coordinator Anna and Facilitator William from Warden Facility 14,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “No. You’ve already taken a huge portion of my budget you can’t expect me to willingly give up my command staff as well,” said High Lord Alicia. 
 
    “With respect, High Lord, I don’t answer to you right now and the President did say it was at my discretion pending her approval so it’s her I’m asking not you,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    Chelsea smiled at that. 
 
    “I understand your concerns, High Lord but he is right, and I see no reason you can’t promote from within to replace them. If they accept, the transfer is approved,” replied President Yassim. 
 
    “At the moment, I only have one other request. I want Facilitator Samantha from the Warden’s Munich R&D facility assuming she agrees to the transfer,” Coordinator Sebastian told the President. 
 
    “Why would you want her? She’s shown magical aptitude but isn’t a combat trained Warden. She’s a scientist and bureaucrat,” High Lord Alicia said. 
 
    “I’ve reviewed her files. She is an expert on all ordnance and weaponry, was the head of the Warden’s R&D division before moving to command and as you said, she’s a bureaucrat. She knows protocol, command structure, she’s a model officer and not everyone needs to carry a weapon and fight. I’ll need people like that,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “I see no reason not to ask her,” President Yassim replied. 
 
    “You’re an asshole,” came Alicia’s voice through his internal communicator. "You’re taking my money and my people.” 
 
    “Alicia, let’s be realistic here. You came into this expecting to rid yourself of a rival. You thought the issue with some of the Directors wanting to put me in charge of the Wardens because of the old rules would go away if I wasn’t part of the Wardens anymore. You got what you wanted. To be honest, I never wanted nor would have sought control of the Wardens. My place is the front lines in this fight. I’m not taking your people either. I’m putting the best people in the best place to save the world. As to the money, I had no idea I would get such a large budget, but it will be needed. I must equip and maintain a force capable of fighting against some of the nastiest things in history. My people are going in first, not yours,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “Besides, it’s not permanent. We’ll be coming home sometime in the future. The President is scared. She hides it well, but she’s frightened at what's happening in the world and thinks having my unit under her direct command will give her an edge. Once this is all over, my unit will report back to you and you’ll have a stronger operation for it,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “We have to be allies here. We are on the same side we have always been on and that is the side of life. We must be united now more than ever. We’re still going to need you. Your archives, your researchers, your help in fights, we’re still a team we will just have a new name,” Chelsea added to the internal comm. 
 
    “You’ll have what cooperation I can give you. I can swallow my pride and put that aside for the greater good. It is what Wardens do. Don’t forget who you are,” said High Lord Alicia. 
 
    “Never. And you’re right, it’s who we are. We’re the guardians of Earth and it’s time we protect our charge,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “Do you have a name for your new unit yet?” asked General Morrison forcing them to abandon their private discussion. 
 
    “We do. It was taken from something one of the Masters said to me. She told me that we were the vanguard against dark magic and so that’s who we’ll be: The Vanguard,” Facilitator Chelsea replied. 
 
    “What about ranks? We keep calling you Coordinate and Facilitator. Are you going to emulate the ranks of the Wardens or something different?” asked General Morrison. 
 
    “We talked it over and are going to use titles as old as the Wardens. Our leader, currently me, will be Lord Marshal. Our second, Chelsea, will be Vice Marshal. I will have a command staff going by the rank of Field Marshal. Non-combat officers will be Base Marshals. Beyond that, we will add as we see a need. We’ll be using a red dragon on a gold shield as our symbol, an homage to the Pendragon family. We’ll keep everyone here up to speed on our personnel changes, ranks, etc.,” replied Lord Marshal Sebastian. 
 
    # 
 
    Boudicca, Trish, and Xavier exited the shuttle in the mountains northeast of Milan, Italy. Xavier was already there and waiting for them. The small village was quiet with a light rain falling. The cool rain was welcome in the heat of the noonday sun. Xavier sat under a canopy at a small table at an outdoor diner. He was just finishing a plate of pasta and about to bite into some cannoli. 
 
    “You have to try this wine. The owner tells me it’s pressed and vinted locally. The food here is fantastic. You should eat before we get started,” he enthusiastically told the ladies as they approached. 
 
    The two women placed an order with the waitress and had a glass of wine while they waited. 
 
    “So, we have something new. It’s been a while since we ran into something, not in the archives,” said Trish. “I did some research and there are numerous references in folklore to half-snake, half-human hybrids. The abilities are fairly diverse, so we should probably be prepared for anything.” 
 
    “Maybe we can narrow it down,” said Xavier. “What do we have from this location? Naga maybe?” 
 
    “Naga are more far eastern. The Greco-Roman pantheon and some of the local cultures have a lot of references to various creatures that could fit the description. I wish Bruce were here. He knows this crap better than we do,” said Trish. 
 
    “Yea me too but he’s at the hospital with Bethany. I hope the labor goes okay,” said Xavier. “How cool is that? There’s gonna be a baby at Camelot.” 
 
    “The birth of a child is the most amazing gift Gaia can bestow,” said Boudicca suddenly seeming very sad. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Boudicca. I forgot. I didn’t mean…” started Xavier. 
 
    “Please, don’t worry about it. It still hurts but that was a long time ago and the Roman Empire is dead and gone. It’s just that being here, in the birthplace of their empire, it reminds me of what they did. I’ll be fine,” Boudicca replied. 
 
    “Do you have any insight on our unknown fey?” Trish asked Boudicca. 
 
    “None at all. I had never visited Italy prior to today. I know very little of its fey,” she replied. “What do we know?” 
 
    “An earthquake had cracked open a fissure and something came out. So far, there had been no casualties, but the creatures were viewed by multiple eyewitnesses using magic. The locals weren’t sure exactly what the creatures were, but they described them as a human with a snake body from the waist down and they said they were slaughtering the local wildlife. They said the creatures ignored them and focused on their slaughter. There were no records in Warden archives matching that description. The fact that it is a new, or at least undocumented fey, combined with the magical abilities prompted them to send this one our way,” replied Xavier. 
 
    “Then I suggest we finish this meal and go see this fissure for ourselves,” Boudicca said to the other two as she ordered a third cannoli and second glass of wine. “These little creamy tubes are delightful,” she said with her mouth full. 
 
    # 
 
    The trio headed through the forest in the direction of the fissure. They approached the area and found a section of the mountain opened into a long slit where a shelf of rock had collapsed and fallen. The rock revealed a long passage that went down into darkness. Outside of the entrance were long trails through the ground that looked as if giant snakes had crawled in and out of the cave. 
 
    They heard noises from the tree line ahead and saw several creatures slither into view. There were five of them. From the waist up, two looked like male humans and three like female humans. From the waist down, they were serpentine with long snake-like bodies. The two males and two of the females were carrying several game animals with them. 
 
    “Looks like we found our fey and they’re definitely killing the local animals,” Trish whispered to the other two. 
 
    The creatures turned in their direction and started coming towards them. They surveyed the area for a moment then one shouted when it noticed the Vanguard. 
 
    Trish and Xavier pulled their blades in one hand and pistols in another and jumped out. Boudicca was more hesitant but did so as well. The creatures backed up and drew the spears strapped across their back. They were long with a small trident head on them. The creatures stood in a line with the females in the center. 
 
    “Spears? Are you kidding me,” asked Trish? “This is gonna be a slaughter.” 
 
    The spears started buzzing and crackling with energy as large arcs raced across them. The Vanguard and creatures stood facing each other. 
 
    “Trish, next time you have a thought like that...shut up,” said Xavier. 
 
    One of the creatures was acting differently than the others. Boudicca looked at it closely as the two groups faced each other. Boudicca dropped her weapons on the ground and walked forward with her hands out to her sides. The creatures backed up a bit but made no hostile actions. 
 
    “Boudicca, what are you doing?” asked Trish. 
 
    “They’re not slaughtering. They’re hunting. Those spears are not suited to combat and one of them is hurt,” Boudicca replied. “She’s bleeding. The rest were carrying game, but she wasn’t. She is injured and needs help. We fight only when we must, and they have not attacked us even though they had the opportunity. They have also refrained from attacking any of the locals. Think about all aspects. Fight when you must but only when you must. Learn this lesson well, Trish. You may not be my apprentice, but you would stand to learn this lesson as well, Xavier.” 
 
    She continued to walk forward and approached the one she thought was injured. The creature balked at first but stood her ground. Boudicca approached the injured creature and examined the injury. She placed a hand on the wound and though it was beyond what she could heal quickly, she was able to stop the flow of blood and close it somewhat. 
 
    “Xavier, can you please apply a bandage to this wound?” asked Boudicca. 
 
    Xavier cautiously approached the creature and put a dermal patch on the incision. “The cut is rough. It wasn’t made with a weapon. I think there is some muscle damage as well,” he told them. 
 
    The creatures were talking to them, but their language was unfamiliar. 
 
    Boudicca closed her eyes and a glow formed around her. The glow soon spread to encompass everyone present including the creatures. 
 
    “Can you understand me? I have cast a spell that will allow us to speak to each other. We mean you harm,” Boudicca said. 
 
    “You are an Olympian. Did Hera send you?” said one of the females sounding panicked. 
 
    “From all accounts, the Olympians have been dead for a long time. We are with the Vanguard,” Boudicca told them. 
 
    “We do not know of this Vanguard. Are the Olympians truly dead? We feared when our sanctuary collapsed they had found us,” said one of the males. 
 
    “Collapsed? I bet the quakes from the Seal did it,” said Trish. 
 
    “Why are you here if you are not agents of Hera? We have been in hiding for so long we thought the world outside had forgotten us. The sanctuary collapsed, and our power returned. We feared the worst,” said another of the males. 
 
    “Thank you for tending my wounds,” said the injured female. “Our healers were killed during the collapse. I feared the festering.” 
 
    “What happened?” asked Xavier. 
 
    “We were attacked by satyrs. They claim these woods as their own. They allow the humans to pass freely but would not allow us the same passage. We are forced to hunt and have no choice,” said a female. 
 
    “Why are you forced to hunt?” asked Trish. 
 
    “We have lived on fish until recently. The collapse also closed our access to the underground river where we caught fish. Fortunately, it opened the passage to the surface, so we did not starve,” said one of the males. 
 
    “What species are you? How did you get here? We have not seen your kind before,” asked Boudicca. 
 
    “We are lamia. We are originally from Greece but fled here after Hera took offense with us. We had magic but not enough to contend with an angry Olympian, so we ran. We found passages in these mountains and then located the underground river. We sealed ourselves in and hid,” said the injured female. “Come. We don’t have much but will share what we have. You have helped me, and I am indebted to you. What I have is yours.” 
 
    “You owe us nothing. We helped you because it’s the right thing to do. We would welcome the chance to learn more about you though. The lamia are legends. We thought you little more than stories until today. By the way, I have been rude and failed to introduce us. I am Trish. This is Boudicca and Xavier.” 
 
    “I am Phaedra,” said the injured female. “This is Detal and Oran, my mates and my sisters Shaba and Welan.” 
 
    “We are pleased to…” said Boudicca then stopped as Xavier knocked her to the ground with a telekinetic force and an arrow passed through the air and missed her head by inches. 
 
    He then turned and fired two shots as he drew his pistol and lightning arced from his fingers. By the time the rest had time to react, four satyrs lay dead at the edge of the tree clearing. 
 
    “Your mate...I suspected he was strong to have two concubines but to possess the powers of Zeus...you are Olympians!” said Phaedra. 
 
    “Olympians? Zeus? I don’t think so, but I do like the idea of these two being my concubines,” said Xavier with a grin. 
 
    “In your dreams. The electrical blasts would be my guess why they think we’re Olympians. Zeus was said to control lightning,” said Trish. 
 
    “That makes sense. Stop bowing. I’m no Olympian. It’s just magic. I saw you charge your spears,” he told the lamia. 
 
    “We can produce small charges to help with subduing game but to do what you did...only an Olympian can do that,” said Phaedra. 
 
    More satyrs rushed into the clearing near the cave entrance. Their weapons were primitive, and they seemed wild and erratic. They swarmed the area as lamia formed a perimeter around Phaedra. The lamia fought well but their fishing tridents and serpentine bodies made them no match for the fast and agile satyrs and were quickly becoming overwhelmed. The Vanguard, however, was a different story. 
 
    Xavier jumped through the air, landing in the middle of a group of satyrs. He avoided fire magic due to the dry woods and was only using telekinesis and energy attacks instead. His blade hummed with energy as he slashed and cut through the satyrs. 
 
    Trish was back to back with Xavier and was doing as much damage. She hardened her skin into sarsen and between her sword and stone hands, the satyrs were falling fast. She called vines from the trees that entangled more and more of the satyrs and held them dangling. 
 
    Boudicca, having left her weapons on the ground to heal Phaedra was unarmed so she grabbed the spears from two of the lamia faster than they could react. She growled, sounding like a lioness and charged into the fray. The two spears were spinning and twirling like deadly batons. Her speed was a blur. 
 
    As the number of satyrs thinned quickly, they broke and retreated. 
 
    Boudicca went over to the ones in the vines and used the same spell, so she could speak with them and released the vines on one of the satyrs. “You will be freed and allowed to leave. You must never attack the lamia again. They are under our protection and free to hunt these woods. Do you understand?” 
 
    The satyr bowed deeply. “Yes, goddess. We understand. Please forgive us the slight against your chosen.” 
 
    “I’m not a god…” Boudicca started to say but Xavier stopped her. 
 
    He arced lightning between his hands. “These forests are protected. No violence must occur. Now go. Tell the rest of your people this and no longer attack any sentient creature.” 
 
    The vines released the rest of the satyrs and they ran off. 
 
    “Xavier...you’ve gotten good. The last time we sparred you were nowhere near that fast and didn’t have that much control over energy,” said Trish. 
 
    “I’ve been training with Sebastian and Chelsea in my free time. With them, it’s either improve or get your ass kicked. I’m getting better but still in the getting my ass kicked phase,” he replied. 
 
    “Tell me about it. I was a walking bruise the last time I stepped in the gym with Chelsea and that’s with my stone armor,” said Trish. 
 
    “You saved me. Thank you. I let my guard down and nearly paid with my life. If you not for you…” Boudicca said. 
 
    “Think nothing of it. We have each other’s backs. It’s what we do,” he replied. 
 
    “I will think everything of it. Thank you again. We will talk more about this later but for the moment, we have new friends to speak with,” Boudicca told him. 
 
    “Why did you allow them to believe we were gods? That’s wrong,” Boudicca told him. 
 
    “Because we can’t protect these lamias all the time and they can’t protect themselves. They have been isolated and don’t know how the world works. I don’t like it but it’s the best choice for the greater good,” Xavier replied. 
 
    
“I have heard those words spoken before. They have been spoken by Merlin and Ra and Alexander and me and many others before the Seal. It’s how Masters become gods. We cannot go down that path again,” said Boudicca. 
 
    “It’s not a path. It’s a onetime thing and we’ll come back and fix it once this war is over,” Xavier replied. 
 
    “Xavier please listen to me. I was there for the first war. I have seen it myself and been guilty of it myself. We cannot put ourselves above others as gods. We cannot use our magic to manipulate people’s beliefs be they human or fey. We cannot let ourselves be above others. Promise me you will never do that again and will do everything you can to undo the damage you have just done to their culture,” Boudicca told him. 
 
    “I didn’t think it was that big of a deal,” said Xavier. 
 
    “You sound like Merlin,” said Boudicca. “The end cannot justify the means. That line of thinking has caused more deaths and more suffering than all the wars combined. The Egyptians, Greeks, Babylonians, nearly every ancient culture’s mythology was started by powerful wizards using their power to manipulate and control through fear and worship. Those creatures now believe gods walk among them. They’ll start building a religion around us.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize the ramifications. I’ll take care of it as soon as the lamia are safe,” he said. 
 
    “I will hold you to that. We must be better than the old Masters were. We can help and save people without needing to manipulate beliefs. Make this right and it will be forgotten,” Boudicca told him. 
 
    “You have my word,” said Xavier. 
 
    They returned their attention to the lamia who were bowing. 
 
    “Uh...why are you bowing?” asked Trish. 
 
    “You say you are not gods but command the powers of the heavens. Only gods can do that,” said Phaedra. 
 
    Xavier looked at Boudicca. “No, my friends, we are not gods. You control your own destinies and have no need to bow to us or anyone else.” 
 
    Boudicca nodded her head at him in approval. 
 
    “I'll be back as soon as I track down the satyrs,” Xavier said and left. 
 
    “You're going now?” Trish asked. 
 
    “Why not? You two have things under control here and this is my mistake to fix. It's better to do it sooner than later,” he replied and left. 
 
    The group went into the caves with the lamia and spent some time bringing them up to speed. They explained the Masters, the Seal, Mordred and the basic idea of the world’s status. 
 
    They also learned much of the lamia. Less than five hundred had survived. Their home was a network of caverns inside the mountain and the quakes that spared them when the Seal was formed were devastating when it was broken. Most of their clutch, as they called their society, was destroyed. Their nesting cavern was spared so in a generation they would be able to rebuild their numbers but for now, they were an endangered species. Their leaders were killed, and Phaedra was among the most senior ranking. They didn’t have much need for leadership anyway as they were a communal species and worked together. 
 
    “That is quite a lot of information to absorb,” said Phaedra. “The world has changed much during our seclusion.” 
 
    “There is no reason to be secluded anymore. We can help you relocate to a safer place. These caverns aren’t stable anymore. They have significant structural damage and will continue to collapse so we need to get your people and your eggs to a safe place,” said Trish. 
 
    “You would do this?” asked Phaedra. 
 
    “Why not? You’ve proven friendly and our leader has the ear of President Yassim,” said Trish. 
 
    “But you said your people, this Vanguard, hunt my kind,” said Phaedra. 
 
    “Not exactly. We hunt those who are a danger to others. You and your people have shown me you’re not a hostile species. You would be welcome in our world,” Trish told her. “If you’ll excuse me a moment I need to speak with Sebastian.” 
 
    “You’re wound is mostly healed but you will be a bit weak and should refrain from hunting until your strength has returned,” said Boudicca. 
 
    “I would if that were an option, but I cannot. We must have food and though we have only started to hunt since...what was the word you used...the cataclysm, I have no choice. Many of our survivors are very old or very young. Some are wounded or sick. We have many who cannot hunt and those of us who can provide for them with our supply of fish no longer available,” said Phaedra. 
 
    Trish walked back. “I have some good news on that front. I just spoke with Sebastian and several shuttles of provisions will be here within a few hours. It will also include medical supplies. We were going to include medicines, but we need to learn your physiology first. We wouldn’t give you something that might fight infection in a human but be poisonous to a lamia. A group of GloCom troops will also be deployed here to guard you against more satyr attacks. Unfortunately, they can’t stay long term, but it will be long enough to either help you relocate or at least get your people healed and able to stand on your own again should you choose to remain, which we do not recommend,” Trish told her. 
 
    “Where would we go if we left? We have known only these caves for thousands of years,” said Phaedra. “Would we be welcome again in Greece?” 
 
    “The grounds at Camelot have room for temporary housing. We can have prefab shelters set up in a day's time. GloCom is very efficient and we have a good relationship with them now. Sebastian spoke with them and they offered to help. That will suffice until a safe location can be found for you. That will take a bit longer,” said Trish. 
 
    “Large flying machines are going to land outside the entrance. Don’t be afraid. They’re bringing you the supplies. We'll get word to the leaders of Greece and see what they say. We can't make any promises on that.” 
 
    Xavier returned a couple of hours after he left and found his two companions. “The issue is settled. I explained and apologized for manipulating them. They say they'll leave the lamia alone but to be honest, I'm not sure I trust them. They're very wild for lack of a better term,” he told the women. 
 
    “What is important is you did what you could to correct your mistake,” Trish told him. 
 
    The first shuttle arrived and unloaded several large pallets of food and supplies in addition to a dozen well-armed troops. Xavier helped with the unloading while Boudicca and Trish explained what they were giving them. The three then boarded the shuttle and headed back to the town at the insistence of Boudicca. 
 
    “Why not just go back to Camelot?” asked Trish. 
 
    “I want to learn more of this area and have more of the creamy tubes,” said Boudicca. Boudicca then whispered something in Trish’s ear and the two women giggled. 
 
    “You can’t be serious?” said Trish. 
 
    “Why not?” said Boudicca. “You said you have before.” 
 
    “Yea, so what?” replied asked. 
 
    “Then what is your hesitation?” asked Boudicca. 
 
    “Sure. Why not?” replied Trish still giggling. 
 
    “See you ladies back at Camelot,” said Xavier as Trish and Boudicca got off the shuttle. 
 
    “Come on Xavier, join us for dinner,” said Boudicca. 
 
    “We have food at Camelot and it’s barely an hour away even on one of these lumbering cargo transports,” said Xavier. 
 
    “But we don’t have the...what did you call them...cannoli,” said Boudicca. 
 
    He thought a moment then jumped down out of the shuttle. “Sure. I can catch a local shuttle back after dinner,” said Xavier. 
 
    The three of them ate together, talking mostly about the lamia and drinking copious amounts of wine. 
 
    “That was delectable. Now for dessert,” said Boudicca as she kicked her shoe off and started rubbing her foot along Xavier’s thigh. 
 
    “I think you’ve had a bit too much to drink,” said Xavier. 
 
    “I think I want another cream filled tube,” said Boudicca. 
 
    “You ate at least half a dozen of them already,” said Xavier. 
 
    “I’m not talking about some cannoli,” said Boudicca grinning at Xavier and moved her foot further along his thigh. 
 
    Trish walked over behind him and ran her hands over his chest and bit his earlobe. “We are your concubines after all,” she whispered. 
 
    “Ladies, this is like a dream come true but you’ve both been drinking, and I think you probably need to get some sleep,” Xavier said. “You should head to bed.” 
 
    “Oh, we’re going to bed, but we won’t be sleeping. Tonight, we are both yours,” said Trish. 
 
    “Not exactly,” said Boudicca. “What she means is tonight you are ours. As far as the wine goes, this was planned before we started drinking so your conscience is clear.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I wouldn’t want to make our working relationship awkward,” he said. 
 
    “Limited time offer. You can go back to Camelot and sleep alone or you can spend a night with us and not sleep much at all. Choose now,” said Trish. 
 
    “I saw an inn a couple of blocks away,” he replied with a smile. 
 
    The two women pulled him up and they walked arm in arm on either side of him down the sidewalk towards a small inn, paid for a room and went to the elevator. As the doors closed, Boudicca pushed him against the wall and kissed him, practically shoving her tongue down his throat. 
 
    When they got to the room, the two women threw him down on the bed and slowly undressed each other. They spent as much time making out as they did removing clothes. When they were done, they slowly removed his clothes. 
 
    “Looks like someone is happy,” said Trish as she climbed up on the bed and stood naked over him, looking down. 
 
    “I should say so. This has got to be the best thing...Ooohhhh,” he said as Boudicca took him in her mouth. 
 
    “You talk too much,” said Trish as she lowered herself onto his face. 
 
    The three of them spent a rather torrid night and morning together. It was nearly noon when the room’s video panel started beeping. 
 
    Trish activated the wall panel and it was Sebastian. 
 
    “You didn’t check in this morning. I wanted to make sure everything was okay and your last check-in you told me you were staying here,” he said. 
 
    “Everything is fantastic,” said Trish. 
 
    “Have you seen Boudicca and Xavier?” he asked. 
 
    “They’re here. They’re still asleep. We had a rather taxing night,” she said. 
 
    “When you see them ask them to check in,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “Give me a second, you can tell them yourself,” she replied. She adjusted the viewing angle until it was pointed at the bed. She walked over to the bed and joined Boudicca and Xavier. “Hey sleepyheads, wake up. The boss wants to have a chat,” she told them. 
 
    “The three of you...I mean I didn’t realize...we can talk later,” he stammered and signed off. 
 
    # 
 
    The next day, the Vanguard Marshals minus Chelsea, Merlin, Ra, and Nefertiti were assembled in the C&C of Camelot. 
 
    “So, mate, what’s our game plan now that we don’t answer to the Wardens anymore?” asked Bruce. Bethany’s labor turned out to be false so they were back at Camelot. 
 
    “Same as always Bruce. Nothing changes. We were mostly independent already now it’s just official. We have a new name but we’re still who we always were,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Anna and William are joining us as soon as they finish briefing their replacements and packing. We have a new face though to most of you. This is Samantha. She’s a weapon and equipment specialist and is signing on as one of our first two Base Marshals, along with Bethany. Some of you have met her, for those who haven’t, say hi. I myself haven’t met her before now but she made an impression on Chelsea and Xavier and that’s good enough for me. She is going to work with Bethany as our C&C,” Sebastian said. "We’re going to be more active in the field so we’re going to have a permanent command group here to coordinate things for us.” 
 
    The group took a moment for introductions. The woman was cordial and not at all bashful when meeting new people. 
 
    “Where is Chelsea?” asked Bethany. 
 
    “She’s outside at the shuttle pads. She said she has a surprise for us and will be here once she picks it up,” Sebastian replied. "I’m as curious as you are. She wouldn’t tell me what it is.” 
 
    Almost on cue, Chelsea came in with a cart and several large boxes. She put one on the table and was smiling ear to ear. "Guess what? We’re getting berets!” said Chelsea enthusiastically. 
 
    “Excuse me? What is a beret?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “I thought, new name, new titles, a new symbol, we should also have a new look. Since our symbol is an homage to something from the past I thought our look should be as well. I dug through old military photos and ran across a beret, it’s a hat that soldiers used to wear before the Unification War. They’re adorable,” said Chelsea. 
 
    She started handing out the hats to everyone and gave them a demonstration on how to wear them. 
 
    “Oh, they are indeed adorable!” said Bethany. 
 
    “I love these. We should wear them all the time,” said Trish. 
 
    “Now this is the hat of a warrior,” said Boudicca. 
 
    “So, it’s all about the hats then? Not fighting for the greater good. Not helping people. It’s about the hats,” said Sebastian. 
 
    Chelsea didn’t respond but walked over and put one on his head, then stepped back and looked at him. "Something is not right,” she said. 
 
    Boudicca walked over and turned it slightly, so it was off center. 
 
    “Much better,” said Chelsea. 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” replied Trish who moved the hat on Sebastian to a slightly different angle. 
 
    “Hmm, not sure,” replied Boudicca. 
 
    “That’s because you’re having him wear it like a woman,” said Bruce who moved the hat, so it was pitched slightly forward and put his own on the same way. 
 
    “Oh, that’s good,” said Trish. 
 
    “Are you all finished yet?” Sebastian asked trying his best to remain patient. 
 
    “Nope. I even designed some uniforms for us. One in red and gold to match the Pendragon crest for dress purposes and one in black for field work,” Chelsea said pulling the demos out of the crate. 
 
    “I’m impressed. These are tasteful and well done,” said Sebastian looking at the dress uniform. 
 
    “Why does that feel like an insult?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “Because,” said Xavier laughing, “If you design something to wear, we all expect to have about 90% less material.” 
 
    “It’s not an insult at all. We spend so much time fighting and dealing with politics and bureaucracy we have little time for much else. I sometimes forget how talented you are in other things. You never cease to amaze me,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    She smiled and started to say something then just grabbed him and kissed him. 
 
    “Don’t you two ever stop?” asked Bruce. 
 
    “I’ve seen them together since Caerleon and they haven’t stopped yet,” said Xavier. 
 
    “Make that since Camelot and no, they haven’t stopped at all,” said Boudicca. 
 
    “Should we start another pool?” asked Xavier. 
 
    “I heard about that,” said Bruce. "I’m up for winning some money.” 
 
    Sebastian stopped kissing Chelsea and picked her up, throwing her over his shoulder. 
 
    "Start your timer,” Chelsea said as he carried her out the door. 
 
    # 
 
    A few minutes later, alarms started going off and Bruce tapped his comm. “Damn, okay...Fortress protocols authorized. Charge the guns and activate all perimeter defenses...no, Sebastian and Chelsea are not available now that leaves me as the ranking Warden and that’s an order so bloody follow it!” he said. 
 
    “Ladies and gents, we have a situation. We don’t have numbers yet, but we know a force of unknown size is coming our way,” Bruce told them as he was pulling up satellite feeds on the monitors and the rest of the group sprang to action while the Masters just sat looking confused. 
 
    “I’ve got British locals on the line,” said Bethany. “They’re sending a tactical assault division, but they won’t be here for about twenty-five minutes. They’re not happy about an unknown military force in their backyard and are sending help but they have to scramble crews,” she said. 
 
    “I’ve got the Warden Directorate on the line,” said Trish. “Warden air assault craft are in route, ETA fifteen minutes. The nearest Warden crafts are in Munich and launching now.” 
 
    “Satellite recon data is being pulled and we’re tapping British local surveillance. Reports of tanks, aircraft and infantry troop vehicles are reported and are marked with the ALF logo. ETA is less than five minutes. Due to the tree cover, the vehicles were dropped outside by air relay, but their aircraft will be here much sooner,” said Bethany as they heard explosions outside. 
 
    Sebastian and Chelsea came through the door. 
 
    “Assessment,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “We have what looks like an ALF attack underway. They have heavy equipment incoming and aircraft already on us. Warden air is ETA fourteen minutes and the latest update from the Brits is their ground force will be here in twenty-two minutes. They’re launching fighters from GloCom’s London field and they’ll arrive in ten,” said Bethany. 
 
    “Bethany is coordinating communications, I was just about to head out and prep for the assault force,” Bruce said. 
 
    “Good. You heard Bruce. Bethany has the Command Center, we’re going frontline,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Any idea where they launched from? They could have more incoming,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Their vector would indicate southwest. There’s a storm off the coast and that could have hidden them enough to get close. The storm has a high amount of electrical activity, so it could definitely be masking more but that’s a lot of equipment to transport on ships,” Bethany told him while looking at charts on a monitor. 
 
    Sebastian tapped his comm. “Warden Command, this is Lord Marshall Sebastian of Camelot Facility. We need recon of a storm to our southwest. We believe that’s the approach vector of the attacking force and need to check the storm for hidden ALF craft. They had to launch from somewhere.” 
 
    They heard a loud crash as they headed to the main entry. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “Downed plane, ma’am. The EMPs got one and it hit the north wall,” a Warden trainee told her. 
 
    “There is nothing we can do until the aircraft are handled. It’s suicide going out there right now,” the trainee continued. 
 
    “There’s something I can do,” said Sebastian. 
 
    He walked out the doorway as a plane buzzed them with laser fire hitting the shielded walls. He walked out in the middle of the courtyard as another plane passed over. He put his shield up and it blocked the laser fire. As the plane passed he turned and focused his energy into the shield and the same white light that he used against the Tormentor in his dream fired from it. It hit the plane in the wing and smoke poured out, but it didn’t go down. 
 
    He was firing that as fast as he could, and Chelsea had joined him when they heard an explosion on the south wall. They rushed in that direction and saw infantry pouring in as the Wardens headed out to meet them. 
 
    Bruce was heading the charge into the infantry with Xavier, Trish and the Masters behind him. As they went, fire and lightning came from them along with energy weapons cutting into the ranks of the ALF before they even reached them. The ALF’s return fire wasn’t penetrating their bioarmor, at least not yet. The fight was arduous and the ALF tenacious, but the training and equipment of the Wardens paid off. 
 
    The ALF had managed to acquire vehicles and heavy weapons but didn’t have the training needed to use them appropriately. Eventually, the infantry ranks were down and the planes in the air were being met by Warden and GloCom aircraft. The general transport shuttles the Wardens had on-site at Camelot only had a small laser that would be no match for attack craft, so they kept them grounded and waited for support. 
 
    The ALF was shelling the castle from the trees with rounds from their heavy rail guns, giving them, some cover and making it harder for the friendly aircraft to target them. British GloCom air support would reach them soon they just had to hold out. 
 
    The shielding was holding, and the laser turrets were helping with the closer range artillery but some of the enemy craft had a longer range than their laser batteries did. The longer-range cannons stayed several miles away, inside the forest, and continued the assault where the lasers could not target them. Camelot took several solid hits and several Wardens were killed or injured. 
 
    Sebastian received a message on his comm then relayed to the group, “The Brits are engaging the artillery and the Warden attack shuttles are strafing the ALF vehicles as well. The ALF lines are broken and retreating but they have nowhere to go. They're cut off on all sides. I want everyone in the command center in five minutes to assess and debrief.” 
 
    The group assembled in the C&C. “Damage assessment underway. It’s mostly superficial from what I’ve seen with two wall breaches as our only real structural damage. The plating held nicely, and the castle's inherent magic helped. Casualty count still coming in. So far twenty-three injured, fourteen dead,” Bruce said. 
 
    “It wasn’t just us that was hit,” said Bethany. “We have reports that five other facilities were hit. The GloCom submarine team indicates they found and captured a small carrier in that storm,” she said. 
 
    “A carrier? How the Hell did they get a carrier?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “What is a carrier and why is it significant?” asked Boudicca. 
 
    “It's a huge, flat military ship that carries aircraft. They're not used much anymore but a few are still around. It's significant because they're rare, large, expensive and well-guarded,” Xavier told him. 
 
    “As far as how they got one, we're not sure. After the Cataclysm, we lost a lot of military vehicles and some ships. What carriers we have left are well built but even they can’t survive a tsunami, and some were sunk but the reports from the GloCom team that captured it indicate this carrier was undamaged. I checked the logs and the military has no official reports of a carrier missing and all the ones that sank in the tidal waves are accounted for. The rest of the vehicles and artillery are probably salvaged from the quakes and fires according to my military contacts. I tried again to get more information on the carrier but GloCom denied access to classified files,” Bethany said. 
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me in the least,” Sebastian said and continued, “For a while at least, I expect we’ll see an increase in groups with military hardware they’ve salvaged or stolen from bases that were decimated. I’m surprised we haven’t already seen it. A carrier though...that’s an anomaly. If one sank, the effort to either recover or decommission it would be massive if for no other reason than the reactor and weaponry. Salvaging one secretly would be outside what a small terrorist group could do.” 
 
    “It would have to be repaired to make it seaworthy again,” said Chelsea. 
 
    “Or it would require a group that has access to the powers of a Master wizard,” said Xavier. 
 
    “Good point,” said Sebastian. “If they’re working for Mordred as we believe they are, then we should assume that he’s helping them. I don’t know what the upward limits of a Master’s power may be though and bringing up a sunken carrier would still be a feat. We can figure that out later. Right now, the important thing is damage assessment and making sure our casualties are taken care of. Once that is done we go on the offensive. We’re going to need information and I have some ideas about where to get it.” 
 
    “After today I’m all for taking out the ALF What’s our plan?” said Bruce. 
 
    Sebastian pondered that a moment. “We can’t just attack them. The main reason is we aren't authorized to do so. We cannot step on GloCom's turf. Things are precarious right now and with the world under martial law, they have a lot of power and influence.” 
 
    Chelsea added, “Even if we had the authorization, they’re not an army. They don’t have central facilities that we know of but if they’re collecting and repairing hardware, they’re gonna need a place to do it. The only places with the equipment and facilities to repair heavy artillery, planes, and tanks are going to be manufacturing facilities and military bases. They haven’t had time to build their own and they’ll need one with port access since a carrier was involved. The manufacturing facilities would be a government priority to get our military back up to full strength and that would make it unlikely ALF would try to usurp those.”

“There were a number of bases completely wiped out during the cataclysm and one of those bases, somewhere considered not worth the risk is right up their alley, somewhere the government and military have determined is beyond hope…that is is where they're at,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    “You’re thinking Tokyo, aren’t you?” asked Trish. 
 
    “I'm thinking Tokyo. Now we just must get the government to okay it. We’re not an anti-terrorism task force so we can’t just attack the ALF, even though they hit us first. There would be political repercussions and right now, we need UniGov, GloCom, the Wardens and Vanguard united and can't go driving any wedges between us. I need to speak with the president and I know I can convince her to give us the okay to go after them,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “And why would she meet with you?” asked Bruce. 
 
    “I have a story to tell if you'll indulge me. Chelsea knows this already but in the interest of not keeping secrets with my friends, I want you to know. Most of you know I was in GloCom and most of you know I was stationed on the moon,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Sebastian, wait. You know the repercussions if it gets out that you told anyone. Are you sure you want to do this?” Chelsea asked him. 
 
    “Absolutely. What you don't know is that I didn't leave the military voluntarily. I was kicked out after I refused to kill civilians. Does everyone remember a few years ago the story on the news about losing Tranquility Colony to a malfunction of the atmospheric processor?” he asked then went on to relate the story of the incident on the moon. 
 
    “That Senator whose daughter was killed was elected president. After the incident occurred, I had a chance to talk with her and told her the truth about how I tried to save her daughter and how we were both wronged by GloCom. She’s an honorable woman and will help, I think,” Sebastian told them. “I just hope I can get her to agree,” he said. 
 
    “I know I covered up a tragedy and could have gone public, but I felt then and feel now I made the best decision I could make at the time. You've seen today how dangerous the ALF is and we couldn't take the chance on them seizing the opportunity to gain more support,” he told them. “I understand if you lose respect for me, but I won't apologize for my actions. It was the right thing to do at the time.” 
 
    Bruce spoke. “Mate, I think I think I can safely speak for everyone here when I tell you that we would have all done the same thing and stand behind you completely.” 
 
    # 
 
    They continued cleanup and rebuilding of Camelot when Sebastian received notification he was being granted an audience with the president. President Yassim had offered the invitation to Sebastian and his senior command as well as the Masters. They traveled to the new headquarters of the Unified Earth Government in Montreal. 
 
    Montreal was barely touched by the cataclysm and with so much reconstruction needing done, the President felt the resources were better used on other projects rather than shuffling bureaucrats around and rebuilding the old facilities. Montreal was also close to the GloCom's primary command center, so it made logical sense to just relocate the government permanently. 
 
    The complex was a veritable fortress. It was heavily guarded by the military and had a private security force on top of that. The group was stopped at security and had to go through multiple checkpoints. At each one, they reviewed their documentation to make sure they were cleared. The biggest issue was the weaponry. The Wardens had the authorization to carry weapons in any building at any time but with martial law in effect, security refused to allow them through. They were finally cleared by direct order of the president.   
 
    High Lord Alicia was already in the office and introduced everyone to the president then introduced president Neala Yassim to the assembled group. 
 
    “I wanted an opportunity to meet those of you I don't already know. Welcome,” the President told them. 
 
    “Neala is a fitting name,” said Boudicca. 
 
    “Thank you,” said President Yassim. “You know of it?” 
 
    “It’s a Celtic word. It means champion so it’s a fitting name for the leader of your government. Are you Scottish?” Boudicca asked. 
 
    “Scottish ancestry but it’s been many generations since any of my family were actually born there,” she replied then turned to Sebastian. 
 
    “It’s good to see you. My time is stretched thin so talk,” she said smiling. 
 
    “It’s good to see you and I was very sorry to hear about Vadim. I liked him a lot,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Thank you, Sebastian. His loss still hurts. Many of us have lost someone from this tragedy,” she replied. 
 
    “I never thought I'd meet the President. It's good to have a leader who knows your boss,” said Bruce. 
 
    “I don’t know the President. I know a great woman and a loving mother who lost her daughter in a situation that could have and should have been avoided and that woman also happens to be an elected official,” Sebastian said. 
 
    The President then took her seat behind her desk and addressed them. 
 
    “Everyone please take a seat and we can discuss the matter of the ALF and Tokyo. You’re not asking a small thing. GloCom is very territorial and the commander responsible for the Rim doesn’t like you in particular Sebastian. He was the Admiral in charge of Lunar Ops. After the issue on the moon, he was demoted, reassigned ground side and he’s not on your side.” 
 
    “I’ve considered this matter, but I wanted to talk to you myself and since it will likely involve the Wardens to some degree, I invited Alicia. Tokyo is a dangerous place. After the catastrophe the death toll there was extraordinary. The people who are left are scared, hungry and have formed into small gangs for protection. There is no grid of any kind, and both water and power are out. Most of the city is rubble. The reports from GloCom say the base's reactor is unstable making it a potential radiation risk and the site has been quarantined. What exactly do you plan to do?” asked the president. 
 
    “Strictly recon at first. I know we have satellites and flyovers but if the ALF is good at anything it’s hiding. I think we need a small ground excursion. We take a few people, reconnoiter the old military base and get out. Based on what that group finds, we plan further or drop the issue altogether. To be honest, we could get a group in and out and if all goes well no one would have even known but now is not the time to burn bridges. If something goes wrong, it’s best to have everyone informed,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “And why not just have the military do it? They have stealth drones and other intelligence gathering methods that are quite effective,” said President Yassim. 
 
    “Can I show you a trick?” said Sebastian. 
 
    “That’s not exactly the response I was expecting but okay,” she replied. 
 
    He took paperweight sitting on her desk and held it. He focused on it for a moment and it disappeared. 
 
    “Nice trick but we’re not talking about paperweights. We’re talking about industrial sized military buildings and heavy battlefield equipment,” said the president. 
 
    “I’m only learning and if we’re right and Mordred is behind the ALF and the attacks on the Wardens, then this is nothing. His power is way, way beyond mine,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    The paperweight became visible again and he placed it back on her desk. 
 
    “That’s why we need me and my people on the ground in Tokyo. We have some magical skill of our own and the Masters get stronger by the day. The military is out of their league here but we’re not. Get us clearance for a scouting mission. If it is being used by the ALF for staging attacks, then the military is going to have better information to use for an attack,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “High Lord Alecia, what are your thoughts?” the president asked her. 
 
    “I don’t like the idea of creating friction with the military. We’ve mostly worked together or at least not worked against each other since the Unification War was won and GloCom was established. This is necessary, though,” the High Lord replied. 
 
    “I agree. I don’t like it but it’s necessary. It will take some time to get the political issues cleared so until then we need to keep this quiet until I have full approval, so I need everyone to hold their tongue,” said the president. 
 
    “The way you tell it Sebastian knows exactly where to hold his tongue,” Trish whispered to Chelsea. 
 
    Several people started snickering and High Lord Alecia said, “Remember where you’re at.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I thought I whispered that,” Trish said. 
 
    The snickering continued from a few people and Sebastian’s cheeks turned the deep red he was known for. 
 
    # 
 
    A few days later, they were discussing the Tokyo situation with the President and General Morrison on a video conference. 
 
    “The disappearances around Tokyo have escalated quickly. There have been sporadic incidences where groups go missing but in the aftermath of the cataclysm that wasn’t surprising. We thought it was starvation, disease or gang violence. Now though, it’s large groups mostly around Tokyo base,” the President told them. 
 
    “We have been pulling recon ops at Tokyo. We haven’t found anything and that’s the strange part,” said the General. “There are dozens of flyovers, countless drone flights, satellite surveillance and it shows nothing,” said the General. 
 
    “So, there is nothing at Tokyo base then we need to look elsewhere,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “No, you don’t understand. There is nothing. The files are all missing. The soldiers who did the flyovers are AWOL. The drones have been wiped. Someone hid whatever they found. The results provided to our intelligence people had their timestamps faked and were from shortly after the cataclysm when we did the base check and determined it needed closed,” he replied. 
 
    “Who would be able to do that?” asked the President. 
 
    “We narrowed down the list of people with the access level, training, and systems knowledge and it was a pretty short list. We don't have proof of anyone yet but suspiciously one of the people on the list has gone missing,” he said. 
 
    “Who?” asked Alicia. 
 
    “A former member of military intelligence who moved into command and served as my second in command,” the General replied. 
 
    “Major General Elam,” said Chelsea. 
 
    “Major General Elam,” the General repeated. 
 
    “This is troubling, but we have to make a call on Tokyo regardless,” said the President. 
 
    “I say we go,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “We have no intelligence, no idea of any kind what, if anything, is there. You’re talking about taking on an unknown enemy with unknown strengths with the knowledge and information of a GloCom command officer and intelligence specialist. Sun Tzu said something about first knowing your enemy,” General Morrison said. 
 
    “It’s what the Wardens do. We handle the unknown,” said Alicia. 
 
    “I’m hesitant here,” said the President. 
 
    “Let me take a team. Volunteer only. If it falls to shit, it’s on me not you. It’s unofficial unless it turns out positive and if it doesn’t then it was a renegade action by me,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “No,” said General Morrison. “You’ve taken the fall before and GloCom caused it to happen and it won’t happen again on my watch. GloCom is going to have your back this time. I already have recon teams getting us new intel and we'll be informed once we are ready to go,” the General told him. 
 
    “Then I guess it’s settled,” said the President. 
 
    “I’ll leave your two groups to handle the details but keep my office up to speed on the operation from start to finish and the final approval comes from me,” she said. 
 
    # 
 
    Several days later, Sebastian and Chelsea were sitting at breakfast with Boudicca, Trish, Samantha, and Xavier just after dawn when Bethany’s voice came over the internal comm. "We have a call from General Morrison. He said Tokyo is a go,” she said. 
 
    Sebastian and Chelsea looked at each other. "That was fast. Gotta love GloCom's efficiency. On our way,” he replied to Bethany. He activated his comm unit and said “All Marshals to the C&C immediately. This is a priority,” he said. 
 
    A couple of minutes later, everyone was assembled in their command center. General Morrison’s face was on the vid screen. 
 
    “Lord Marshal, we have a go,” General Morrison told them. “We have to tread cautiously. The base is on the edge of the civilian sector of Tokyo. We don't want innocent deaths.” 
 
    “General, we understand. You’re giving the go-ahead so that means you found something,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “We did indeed. We’re going to need your help in planning though. We finally got verifiable recon back and it’s going to be a major operation. It’s definitely an ALF base. From what we can tell, they’ve salvaged some of the equipment and facilities and are running a full-scale operation. The problem is they have other things there. Your kind of things. We don’t even know what some of them are. Can your people come to my base at Quebec for the planning? I would prefer to not have channels open that might be snooped considering Elam's background in intelligence,” said the General. 
 
    “Of course,” replied Sebastian. "We’ll prep and leave immediately.” 
 
    “Come heavy and bring all your combat-ready people. Be prepared to roll out,” the General said. 
 
    “General, the Vanguard is always ready,” replied Bruce. 
 
    A short time later, several Vanguard shuttles were cleared and landed at Quebec GloCom Command and the Vanguard Marshals were transported to the General’s main headquarters on the base and the rest of their group taken to a waiting area. 
 
    “Welcome to QGCC,” said their escort. "I’m Major General Davis. I’m General Morrison’s second. If you’ll follow me, General Morrison asked you be escorted immediately to his conference room.” 
 
    “You’re Major General Elam’s replacement then?” asked Field Marshal Bruce. 
 
    “The traitor? Yes. The recon data shows he might be at Tokyo. Gut him for me please and make it hurt. He betrayed UniGov, GloCom and his commander and he deserves to suffer,” she said then indicated a door. "We’re here.” 
 
    General Morrison and several other members of GloCom were already sitting and waiting on the Vanguard along with High Lord Alecia and several people from the Warden Directorate. The group took a moment for formality and introductions. 
 
    “Welcome. Nice uniforms. You look like an old school Special Forces unit. Normally we would be more cordial to guests, but pleasantries can wait. We have an assault to plan and time is more important than we realized,” he told them. 
 
    “This is your show, General. Tell us what you need,” said Lord Marshal Sebastian 
 
    “What we need is your particular field of expertise in planning and pulling off this assault. If it were strictly ALF we were dealing with, we would already have launched. It’s not though and quite frankly, we don’t know what many of these things are, their capabilities, weaknesses, etc. Let me show what we’ve got,” the General told them. 
 
    “Excuse the interruption, General Morrison. Another of the Vanguard just arrived,” said a Lieutenant as he led Field Marshall Nefertiti into the room. 
 
    “You should be with Ra,” said Lord Marshal Sebastian. 
 
    “Ra and I are warriors. He would not want me to sit idly by when a battle of great importance was being fought. He is with me in spirit. I will fight twice as fierce for him,” Field Marshal Nefertiti told them. 
 
    He activated the wall panel and a map of the base appeared. "This is Tokyo Base, or rather what’s left of it. Initially, we declared it a no-go because our data indicated the reactor was unstable, so we set up a perimeter guard at some distance around the entire base in case of a meltdown, but that perimeter was compromised by Elam and appears to be comprised completely of his people. We now know that all of the recon data was falsified as well.” 
 
    “The base itself is in shambles. There are only a few buildings still intact. The lots are cracked, and seawater has flooded much of it. There are rubble and debris from the buildings and craft we had stored. The base is a hazard.” 
 
    “It looks like they’ve concentrated their salvage efforts around three key areas. This location,” he said indicating a red circle, “Is the motor pool. These facilities are also set up for repair and maintenance on nearly every piece of equipment we use. After the declaration of a no-go, we were forced to leave a lot of equipment behind until we could get crews in to stabilize the reactor. We now know the delays and bureaucracy were exacerbated by a traitor.” 
 
    “The second area is the armory,” said the General indicated another red circle. "The armory contains ordnance as you might guess. Based on an analysis of recent attacks, we know they have a supply of military grade armaments, so we think this is a likely source. This armory contained everything from small arms ammunition to RATS.” 
 
    “Excuse the interruption General,” said Field Marshal Boudicca. "Why would rodents be a threat?” 
 
    “I don’t mean the little rodents that scurry around. RATS is a military machine. It stands for Robotic Advanced Tactical System. RATS. They’re big suits of heavily mechanized armor equipped with grenade launchers, energy cannons, and rocket launchers. They can take a beating and dish one out. They’re airborne capable and can withstand heavy attacks, extreme temperatures and keep the pilot protected. They’re nasty pieces of work,” 
 
    “I remember them from my GloCom days,” said Lord Marshal Sebastian. "Let’s hope they haven’t got those mobilized yet. Their security systems are good but not impenetrable, especially if they’ve gotten command codes from the database.” 
 
    “The last area is the command center,” he said illustrating a red circle almost in the center of the base. “By itself, it’s not an actual threat. It’s the computer systems inside. The security is the best we have available and getting past those firewalls will take the best crackers in the world and a lot of time if there is anything to salvage. Once the base was declared a no-go, we sent commands to wipe the systems and as part of standard protocol, all global systems had security codes reset so any codes they retrieve are garbage and even Elam couldn't stop that from happening. The concern here is those systems, if the wipes failed or weren’t complete, have locations and specifications for our global security measures,” General Morrison told them. 
 
    “Now, as far as opposition. We know the ALF has fortified their position. The number of troops they have is in the hundreds, possibly more. They have access to the defenses of the base as well. This includes automated laser turrets, missile defense systems, anti-personnel measures and any vehicles they’ve managed to salvage,” he told them. 
 
    “We looked through the archives the Wardens provided and identified many of the fey. They have ogres, lycanthropes, zombies and a variety of other common fey. These we can even handle and maybe we can handle it all and clean up our own mess but that’s what you’re going to tell us,” he told the group. 
 
    “The reason the Vanguard and Wardens are here is the things we don’t know how to fight. Our recon has provided us information on creatures we’ve never seen. The floor is open. I’ll show, and you tell,” he said changing the display. 
 
    On the screen was a tall, gaunt creature in tattered robes. It was near a building entrance with dozens of what looked like zombies milling about. 
 
    “I don’t know what that is, but we’ve fought one. Conventional weapons don’t hurt it, but magical fire seems to do the trick. They also have the ability to summon what Merlin called ghouls. The ghouls are deadly. If they get their teeth in you then you’re dead. The thing itself makes you afraid if you’re close and can hypnotize people with its eyes,” said Field Marshal Xavier. 
 
    “It’s a lich,” said Field Marshal Morgana. "They’re a type of undead created from the remains of a powerful wizard. They’re very dangerous. You should leave it to the Vanguard and Wardens. 
 
    He changed the display again. A massive, heavily muscled creature was visible. It was at least thirty feet tall and its skin glistened with what looked like metal plates. 
 
    “That’s a troll,” said Field Marshal Boudicca. "It’s been armored though. The metal plates on its skin aren’t natural. That’s going to make it very hard to kill. It’s full grown too. They can be hurt by normal means but take a lot to kill. Their skin is very thick and tough on its own with a hardness almost like granite and the armoring will make it even stronger. My recommendation would be to use some of those bombs you seem to like.” 
 
    The general changed to another slide. It showed several humanoids with scaled skin and long, shimmering hair. They were obviously reptilian. They were accompanied by large animals that looked to be a cross between a lizard and dog and were half again larger than a wolf. 
 
    Field Marshal Morgana gasped. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” asked Vice Marshal Chelsea. 
 
    “Drebs…” said Field Marshal Morgana. 
 
    “You said they were dead,” replied Lord Marshal Sebastian. 
 
    “I thought they were. If they’re alive this could have serious ramifications. I’m sorry but I can’t join this fight. I have to speak with the dragons,” Field Marshal Morgana said. 
 
    “We need you here, mom. I need you here,” said Vice Marshal Chelsea. 
 
    “Mom?” said Field Marshal Boudicca. "So, you know who you are then, Malka?” 
 
    “Wait, how do you know?” Vice Marshal Chelsea asked. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse me a moment. I don’t want to seem rude but,” said the General and continued “I’m not sure what all this is about but unless it pertains to the matter at hand can we table it for later please?” 
 
    Vice Marshal Chelsea said, “Of course General. This is an internal issue and is not relevant nor will it impact the operation.” 
 
    “They’re very dangerous. You should nuke that place immediately,” Vice Marshal Morgana told him. 
 
    “Are you telling me a few dozens of those things and their lizard dogs are so dangerous we should nuke Tokyo and kill millions of people? Even a tactical warhead would kill massive numbers in that densely populated an area and that’s not even mentioning fallout,” the General asked. 
 
    “Millions?” asked Morgana. "No. We might lose lives in this fight, but we can’t sacrifice that many. They’re drebs. They’re a very old, very powerful fey race. They’re as old as humans and just as strong magically. What you call lizard dogs are krinn. They’re descended from canines but magically altered. They’re extremely fast with incredible endurance. Their bites are venomous and can kill a creature many times their size. The drebs create them and keep them as pets. Do not underestimate drebs. Next, to Mordred, they're the most dangerous creatures on this planet.” 
 
    “Noted. There are only a few more slides,” said the General. 
 
    “Field Marshal Boudicca is as knowledgeable as I about the fey and can offer any insight I might have. I must speak with the dragons if they’ll grant me an audience. I’ll return as soon as I can,” said Field Marshal Morgana then disappeared. 
 
    “Dragons? There are dragons now?” asked the General. "Are they on our side or not in this fight?” 
 
    “I don’t think they’ll be involved in this fight, General, but from what I’ve been told, they’re on our side. I didn’t realize any were still around,” Lord Marshal Sebastian told them. 
 
    “We have a lot to discuss back at Camelot when this is over,” said Field Marshal Bruce looking at Lord Marshal Sebastian and Vice Marshal Chelsea. "The Vanguard is not supposed to have secrets.” 
 
    “General, a question if I may,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “Of course, Lord Marshal,” replied the General. 
 
    “This is uncharacteristically cautious for a GloCom strike. The base is easily accessible. The warheads housed there are in deep bunkers. Why hasn’t GloCom just launched an airstrike? It’s hard to believe you need to do a ground assault here. I appreciate the need to check the computer systems, but couldn’t you just surgically strike everything else then raid the command center?” asked the Lord Marshal. 
 
    “That’s a good point and one I was about to get to. Under normal circumstances, you would be correct. There are extenuating circumstances and political issues to deal with. Politically, the President wants this to be done as a joint strike between GloCom, the Wardens and the Vanguard should it be more than GloCom can handle and from what I'm hearing about the lich and drebs, it is. She’s operating under martial law statutes but even in that case, authorizing Serendipity and creating the Vanguard are pushing the limits and making the Senate question her. She was able to brush aside the Serendipity issue because there were no civilian casualties and it was overall a successful operation. A successful venture here would help show at least that the Vanguard was a good decision as well,” said the General. 
 
    “That’s all good and well but the follow-up raid on the C&C at Tokyo could be done as a joint strike. There’s no reason to waste lives on a ground offensive that is likely going to get nasty,” said Field Marshal Bruce. 
 
    “You’re right. That brings me to the next issue. One of the things that made Serendipity and Syracuse go away was the lack of civilian casualties aside from a few press shuttles which was turned to our advantage. We don’t have that luxury here. They’ve been kidnapping locals. Until we got solid recon, we couldn’t be sure it was the ALF. It could have just been people lost to the violence and situations of the aftermath. Now we know that’s not the case,” General Morrison said as he changed slides. 
 
    He pulled up images of people in civilian clothing doing what appeared to be forced labor. 
 
    “The people you see here have been kidnapped from the local areas. At first, it was small numbers and isolated instances. The volume increased recently. As you can see, they’re being used as a forced source of labor and likely human shields. If we send in our aircraft or a missile strike, they will indeed wipe out this base. They will also wipe out every single innocent person there. By going in on foot, we hope to limit the number of innocent deaths. There will be casualties, of that I have no doubt. We have to keep that number to a minimum,” General Morrison told them. 
 
    “Well, that makes more sense under these circumstances. Do we have any idea on numbers?” asked Vice Marshal Sebastian. 
 
    “Unfortunately, nothing solid. We can see possibly a thousand civilians, but we can’t see inside those buildings. Some of them are quite large, especially the maintenance bays, and could have large numbers inside. They could also have more combat personnel so we’re going strong,” General Morrison replied. 
 
    “Lastly, Elam is in there somewhere. We’ve got numerous videos and images of him and he seems to be in charge,” the General told them and illustrated the point by showing them several images and video clips of the traitor and it appeared he was giving orders. "I want him alive if possible. Not surprisingly, he’s mostly seen around the C&C.” 
 
    “One more thing, General,” said the Lord Marshal. "We’ve danced around this and for those not familiar with Tokyo base they need to know about the underground armaments. My own knowledge is several years out of date and this is your backyard, not mine. What’s the status of the warheads?” 
 
    “A couple of years ago, what little of our nuclear arsenal was left was decommissioned and disposed of in controlled reactions. There is no weapons-grade material left. Nukes are a relic of the past and we have far more efficient ways of handling warfare without the danger of fallout. We learned our lesson in the Unification War. It was after your tenure, Lord Marshal, so I’m not surprised you didn’t know about it. The only nuclear fuel on the surface of this planet now is in the power grid reactors and that’s not weapons grade,” the General told him. "If those missiles had been in the terrestrial silos during the catastrophe…” 
 
    “Well, some good news is better than no good news. How do you want to play this, General?” asked Vice Marshal Chelsea. 
 
    “High Lord, you’ve been quiet so far. Do you have any questions or anything to bring up before we begin a review of the attack plan?” General Morrison asked her. 
 
    “Nothing from the Wardens. The Masters had the fey knowledge we needed. The Wardens are ready,” High Lord Alicia told him. 
 
    “We have several objectives. Secure the base and eliminate all ALF troops and fey. Breach the C&C and secure our data center. Save as many of the hostages as possible. Capture Elam,” said the General. 
 
    “We’ll go in phases. The first phase will be our infantry. Our intel indicates they have rebuilt much of the scanning systems, but they can’t see everything. We’ll send in frogs in the middle of the night. There’s a new moon over Tokyo tomorrow night so between our stealth amphibious craft, the volcanic ash still blocking out some of the starlight and the lowered visibility of a new moon, we think this will give us our best option at a foothold,” he told the groups. 
 
    “Once the frogs breach the walls, then hydrocraft will come in and start shelling the defense towers. We can’t use air support as long as those towers are up,” he continued. 
 
    Field Marshall Boudicca interrupted again. “I’m sorry to stop you General but as with RATS, I assume by frogs you don’t mean actual frogs.” 
 
    The General laughed. “My apologies. I am used to briefing military personnel. Frogs are our term for a type of amphibious vehicle designed for coastal assaults. They were developed as a means of breaching a coastal fortification, punching a hole in it and offloading troops.” 
 
    “Thank you for the clarification. Your nomenclature takes some time to get accustomed to,” she replied. 
 
    “From here it gets chaotic. Once the battle is underway, we’ll bring in the Vanguard and Wardens. I want everyone working together. The Vanguard Field Marshals and Masters are in command of the surgical teams. Are you going to be okay with that High Lord?” he asked her. 
 
    “We’ll do our part. My people can take orders from them,” she replied. 
 
    “There will be three strike teams. With Morgana's departure, we have nine Vanguard Marshals so let’s put three per team. The Wardens and remaining Vanguard will be distributed evenly among those teams along with a full squadron of our elite forces per team. Lord Marshal Sebastian, distribution and assignment to the three strike teams will be at your discretion,” said General Morrison. 
 
    “The three strike teams will be on hybrid troop transports with a wing of Dragonflies for an escort. Depending on how successful the hydrofoils are at taking out the towers, the transports will either come in airborne or go to sea to the breach points. They tell me all Vanguard and Wardens are trained in PEMES,” General Morrison said. 
 
    “Two exceptions to that General. Field Marshals Boudica and Nefertiti have not undergone formal training. They’ll need a crash course. How long do we have?” said the Lord Marshal. 
 
    “About twenty-four hours. That’s hardly enough time to field train two people in PEMES,” said the General. 
 
    “Those two people are Masters. Don’t underestimate what they can accomplish. I’ll have them ready,” High Lord Sebastian replied. 
 
    “There’s a lot riding on this but we need them so once we’re done here, I’ll make my training facilities available to you,” the General told him. 
 
    “Thank you, General. They’ll be ready,” he replied. 
 
    “Each strike team will have a different objective: motor pool, armory or C&C. Once you deploy, you’ll be on your own. If we can, we’ll try to provide you backup, but our troops are going to have their hands full. We lost a lot of people during the cataclysm, so our resources are limited. We expect heavy resistance and we’re going to lose people. Let’s keep those numbers to a minimum. Who is your team breakdown Lord Marshal?” asked the General. 
 
    Field Marshal Bruce will command one team along with Field Marshals Trish and Boudicca. Field Marshal Anna will command a team along with Field Marshals Nefertiti and William and I will command the third unit with Vice Marshal Chelsea and Field Marshal Xavier. Field Marshal Bruce’s unit will take the armory. Field Marshal Anna’s will take the motor pool and my group will take C&C,” Lord Marshal Sebastian told the General. 
 
    “You’re not placing the Masters in charge?” asked High Lord Alicia. 
 
    “With all due to respect to them, they are not qualified to lead a strike team. Field Marshals Anna and Bruce are both well qualified and are the two most senior agents at this table, yourself included High Lord. I don’t have their experience in Warden field ops, but I have two tours in GloCom. Field Marshals Nefertiti and Boudicca have both proven themselves capable, but they don’t know how modern warfare works. We need people leading these strike teams who understand not just combat but the technology and tactics we’ll be using,” Lord Marshal Sebastian told her. 
 
    “That settles that. Maps, personnel briefings, and tactical data will be downloaded to your comms. We roll out in twenty-four hours,” the General told them. "Dismissed.” 
 
    # 
 
    A short while later, Chelsea, Trish, Boudicca, and Nefertiti were in a training area with a large pool. "First, you’re going to learn the fish suits. The actual name for that outfit is a personal environmental mobility and elevation suit or PEMES. Its label of love is a fish suit when deployed in an aquatic environment. It will provide oxygen, vision assistance in normal, night vision and infrared spectrums with a heads-up display, protection from heat and cold and pressure down to about a thousand feet. You have about three hours before the power supply runs out. It will slowly recharge but if we need more than one charge we’ll already be in trouble. It’s the easier of the two so we’ll get it out of the way and devote as much time as we can to the squirrel suits,” Chelsea told them. 
 
    “This is a rebreather. With it you can breathe underwater for several hours,” she said demonstrating how to put it on to cover the mouth and nose. "The face and head covering include the multimode vision goggles. Tap the buttons on the sides of them to switch from normal vision to other spectrums. You can toggle each lens independently, but it can be disorienting. This way ladies.” 
 
    They walked over to the pool following Chelsea. As they stood at the edge of the pool Chelsea said, “Now!” and Trish pushed Boudicca and Nefertiti in. The two women shouted reflexively at the sudden dip into the cold water and swam towards the deck yelling obscenities in several languages at Trish and Chelsea. 
 
    “You bitch! That water is cold!” yelled Boudicca. 
 
    “Oh, suck it up. You would think someone as tough as you could handle a refreshing swim in some cool water,” Chelsea said laughing at her. 
 
    "Relax and sink. Breathe as you would normally. You’ll find the device works just fine even if the air tastes a little stale. You’ll be able to hear us and each other through the built-in comm units,” Chelsea told them. 
 
    The two Masters went below the surface and gagged a bit at first getting used to the breathing device but were fine after a moment. They came back up and swam over to the side Chelsea and Trish were on. 
 
    “Now, that unusual outfit we asked you to wear is more than just fashion. On your left arm is a device. Tap the console and press this sequence,” she said illustrating the activation commands. "Now to turn it off, tap this sequence,” she said demonstrating the second sequence. "Up to this point, your suits have been deactivated except for the rebreathers. I’ll change that in a moment. On your hands are throttle and brake controls. On your boots are turbines. If for any reason you need to drop the suit, press this sequence but try to avoid that. We might need them later if things go bad,” she told them showing them another sequence. 
 
    She tapped a few buttons on her own console and the suits on the women buzzed as they powered up. Fins popped out from the arms and legs and the canon-shaped propellers unfolded and deployed on the backs of their legs and feet. The boots expanded into fins. 
 
    “Have at it. Learn to swim like a member of GloCom,” she told them. 
 
    The two women spent an hour or so learning the nuances of controlling the fish suit then came out of the water. 
 
    “The marvels of your technology never cease to amaze me,” said Nefertiti. 
 
    “The suit is a marvel, I will grant you that, but I had a question about this console. I think it was malfunctioning,” Boudicca said. 
 
    Trish and Chelsea walked over to her and she started asking about some of the buttons and then, without warning, a strong telekinetic force emanated from Nefertiti, grabbed both Trish and Chelsea and threw them into the pool. 
 
    The two women gasped as they hit the frigid water. 
 
    “You're going to pay for that!” Chelsea yelled at them. 
 
    “Oh, suck it up. You would think someone as tough as you could handle a refreshing swim in some cool water,” Boudicca said laughing at them. 
 
    After they climbed out, the four women stood talking a good distance from the pool. 
 
    “Now comes the hard part. You’re going to learn to fly or at least glide fast. Squirrel suits are next. You’ll use the same rebreather, so you can breathe easily at the altitude in the thinner air and high speed at which you’ll be moving. Now that you have had a moment to rest, let’s get to it,” she said. "This is the aerial deployment mode or as well call it, squirrel suit. It has some similar functions to the fish suit but important variations. First, the command sequences are different,” she said while showing them how to activate and deactivate the modes. "This time we start slow. I’m not going to throw you out of a shuttle on your first try.” 
 
    “Do you mean we will actually be jumping out of a shuttle with this suit on possibly hundreds of feet in the air?” asked Boudicca. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” said Chelsea. "It will be a few thousand and it won’t be a shuttle. It will be a military transport going hundreds of miles an hour.” 
 
    “Surely you jest,” said Nefertiti. 
 
    Trish and Chelsea looked at each other. 
 
    “I don’t believe they do,” said Boudicca. 
 
    They spent the next few hours teaching them how to use the suits. They were built on the concept of a flying squirrel. Ultralight membranes stretched between the legs and down from the arms to the ankle creating a human glider. The same unit that served as the propeller on the aquatic setting doubled as a thruster of sorts. The landing was tricky. It involved reversing the thrust on the turbines to rapidly slow the ascent then hitting the ground running or rolling. The suits were fast and dangerous for the untrained, but the Masters were quick studies and soon were making passable drops from the training platforms a few hundred feet in the air. 
 
    “I don’t want to unnecessarily risk anyone, but we don’t have the luxury of time. We need to do a real jump. You’ve got the basics down and are passably handling the training jumps. We’ll have backup chutes in case you run into a problem on the training jumps. When we go to Tokyo, they’ll be no backup. They’ll get in the way. Just pull the handle on your chest to deploy the chute if you get in trouble and you’ll float down. A flashing light on your heads up will let you know the last safe point to deploy the chute. If it turns yellow and you're not in control, pull the handle,” said Chelsea. 
 
    The four women loaded into a military training shuttle and launched. They climbed to about five thousand feet then Field Marshal Chelsea ordered the pilot to start doing wide circles around the drop zone. 
 
    “Should we start a little lower?” Trish asked. 
 
    “I wish we had the luxury of time, but we don't. I think they'll be okay, or I wouldn't make the call,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    “I think you're right,” Trish told her. 
 
    "Trish will lead and I will follow you down so if you run into trouble we can get to you,” Chelsea told them. 
 
    “You’ve done this many times?” asked Boudicca. 
 
    “Not since training but it’s like riding a bicycle,” replied Trish. 
 
    “I have a bit more experience. My status as a senior agent often got me assigned some of the more difficult fey targets and that sometimes meant inaccessible locations. That’s why I’m the one training you,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    “What’s a bicycle?” asked Nefertiti as the shuttle bay opened. 
 
    The two Masters stood staring at the open air down to the ground. 
 
    “There’s nothing to be afraid of you. You know how to use your suits, you’ll be just fine,” yelled Chelsea over the rush of the air. 
 
    “Let’s do it!” yelled Trish as she put on her rebreather mask and jumped. 
 
    The two Masters followed suit, both yelling half in adulation half in panic as they jumped. Chelsea followed them out. 
 
    The four women propelled downward. The wings on the suits allowed them to steer their fall towards the big target area. The first drop for the Masters was sloppy and both hit hard and fell when trying to do a running stop, fortunately without injury. 
 
    “Good first try. Let’s do it again,” ordered Chelsea. 
 
    “Again? How many times will we do this?” asked Boudicca. 
 
    “Until you get it right or we run out of time,” Chelsea replied as the shuttle landed and they got back onboard. 
 
    They spent several hours repeatedly jumping and by the time Chelsea cleared them they were far from perfect, but she was confident they could make the jump on target and survive, and they only had one phase left to their training. 
 
    “Now, one last thing to learn,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “They're not going to like this,” Trish replied. 
 
    “No, but they have to learn. It's how we'll be making the actual jump,” Chelsea replied then tapped a few buttons on her own suit. 
 
    “What the hell!” Boudicca exclaimed. 
 
    “What did you do to my eyes?” Nefertiti asked. 
 
    “You're going to be jumping in the dark using a heads-up display to give you a virtual image of the target drop. I've blacked out your lenses to simulate the darkness. You'll see a virtual wireframe display appear in a few seconds,” Chelsea told them. 
 
    They jumped a few more times using the darkness simulations and they had difficulty at first but adapted quickly. 
 
    “You’ve both done phenomenally well. This training usually lasts weeks and you’ve crashed it in a day. Literally, considering your first few jumps. Let’s get some food, rest up and prepare. We have about six hours before we launch,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “You’ve really come into your own,” said Boudicca. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “In the past, before the Seal, Nefertiti and I talked on numerous occasions and recognized your potential. The time and place hindered you. Even though a few like myself and Nefertiti rose above it, we were from different cultures, different times, where women were able to achieve more. You had the unfortunate occurrence, at least in that life, of being born into a culture and time when you would never be allowed to achieve all you could as a woman. Regardless of who you were and what you could do, you always lived in the shadow of the knights. Arthur was the only one from Camelot who really supported you. Now though, that is not the case. You are a leader and a warrior. You would have been revered in my clan,” said Boudicca. 
 
    “You have heard me refer to you and your husband as kittens. In Africa, as I’m sure you know, the lion is the most feared predator on the plains. The lion is indeed the fiercest predator, but the lioness is the greatest hunter. They must both be at their peak to ensure their pride flourishes. You and Sebastian are that lion and lioness now. You have taken the world as your pride. Now you are no longer kittens. I am pleased to see this,” said Nefertiti. 
 
    “Thank you both for the words of encouragement. Even the fiercest predator must eat and rest. We should do that now because soon we hunt,” she told them as they went towards the mess hall. "Your Vanguard uniform should also be here now. I had it shipped here right after you arrived,” she told Nefertiti 
 
    “This pleases me. Boudicca showed me her hat I would very much like one,” replied Nefertiti. 
 
    “It’s all about the hats,” said Trish doing her best to mimic Sebastian as she, Boudicca and Chelsea laughed. 
 
    “I do not understand. What is the jest?” asked Nefertiti. 
 
    “I’ll explain as we eat,” said Trish. 
 
    # 
 
    General Adamson stood in the large command center at Tokyo Base on the south end of Tokyo Bay. It was built on the ruins of Yokosuka after the peninsula was decimated at the end of the last world war. The base was massive, covering most of the peninsula and housed the Unification Army’s primary strike force for holding the Pacific Rim. Most of that force was deployed to the Korean offensive in the effort to retake the west half of Asia. He was staring up at the screen when the alarms started going off. He rushed towards the communication panel and hit a button. 
 
    "Report,” he said calmly into the speaker. 
 
    “General, we have seditionist forces on our south seawall. They’ve breached the seawall and gained a foothold. We have amphibious assault craft entering through the breach and infantry offloading. Numbers unable to ascertain currently. Our submarine and surface craft are not reporting in. Air cover is still engaged in the firefight at Seoul. Our base troops are moving to intercept,” came a female voice over the intercom. 
 
    “Send the RATS. Seal that breach and push them back. We’ve almost got this war won and I will NOT lose this command base,” he yelled at the intercom. 
 
    “Yes, sir. RATS deployed,” came the reply. 
 
    In a hangar near the command building, a few troops ran towards large mechanized sets of body armor and climbed into them. As they sealed them and activated, rocket boosters on them fired propelling the mechanized units towards the seawall where the seditionists broke through and were storming the base. 
 
    The fighting had spilled out onto the main base as the RATS and heavy infantry engaged. The battle was too chaotic to use artillery due to the risk of hitting their own people. Their heavy guns fired towards the amphibious craft that had breached the wall to cut off any possible retreat and stymie reinforcements. 
 
    “It’s an act of desperation. They want you, General,” said the woman next to him. 
 
    “Let them come, Major. Let them come. They might kill me, but they’ll never get my command codes,” the General replied. He took off the keycard on the chain around his neck and pulled out his energy pistol. He fired two shots into the card, turning what remained of it into a mass of molten metal and plastic. He then turned to the woman next to him. "If they take me, with the key destroyed they might try to force me to reveal the codes. I won’t break but they might have neural probes. If you think they’re going to get take me and I can’t do it myself, you need to kill me if you get the chance. They cannot get my launch codes.” 
 
    “Neural probes are illegal after the treaty of…” she started to say but he stopped her. 
 
    “These people haven’t given a damn about rules of engagement so far and they won’t start now,” he snapped with disgust at the idea of their enemy’s tactics. 
 
    “RATS being pushed back. Command center breached. We have hostiles inbound,” yelled a young officer standing at one of the consoles. 
 
    “You heard the man, they’re bringing the fight to us. Remember, we aren’t fighting for ourselves. We’re fighting for everyone. You’ve heard these speeches from the UN and the President numerous times and I’m not going to bore you with another. We’re not politicians. We’re not soldiers. Our job...no, not our job...our duty...is to fight and possibly die so we can end this war and all wars. If we win this, we win it all. The Pacific front is the only one left in this war and we’re it’s salvation. If we lose it, that will free up their forces for other fronts. Ready your sidearms, remember your training and fight for your world because whether you fight or not, the people coming will fight. It’s their lives or the lives of everyone if they take this command center. FOR UNIFICATION!” said the General as he moved to cover behind a console and faced the main door and cheers could be heard throughout the room. 
 
    “Sir, we have to evacuate you. You’re the commander for the Pacific front. We need you,” she said. 
 
    “Cut the rank shit,” he said then grabbed her and embraced her. The two kissed for a long moment. As he held her close he whispered, “You and I both know this isn’t about me. This is about our charge. We are the guardians of this planet and I am not running. For the Wardens.” 
 
    She leaned in and spoke softly. “You know we aren’t really Wardens anymore” 
 
    He smiled and told her, “We’ll always be Wardens whether they acknowledge us or not.” 
 
    “For the Wardens,” she whispered back, and they kissed again. As they entwined, a tattoo could be seen on the side of each of their necks. It was the tattoo showing the Unified Army’s symbol and in the center of it was Solomon’s Knot. 
 
    They heard several shots in the hallway outside the door. 
 
    “This is it, let’s do this,” the General yelled. 
 
   
  
 

 The heavy security door blew off the hinges from a shape charge and people started pouring through. They were met with crisscrossing energy weapon fire. There were a lot of them and even though many fell, more got through, some using their fallen comrades for shields. 
 
    As they came into the room, they hid behind consoles, returning fire to the defenders in the room. The fighting was brutal, and a lot of the General’s people died. When the smoke cleared, and the firing stopped, less than a dozen of the nearly one hundred people remained alive, but the seditionists were all dead. 
 
    “Get me a report on the fight outside,” the General ordered. 
 
    “Report incoming,” replied the Major. 
 
    “Sir. We can’t get accurate numbers yet. The firefight is still going on,” she told him. 
 
    “Okay everyone, gear up and form up. We’re going to help our brothers and sisters dying out there,” he ordered. 
 
    He went over to a munitions locker and pulled out a belt with grenades on it, grabbed an energy rifle and started handing out rifles to the remaining soldiers. 
 
    “You have a grenade belt in the munitions locker of a secure command center? Really?” the Major asked him. 
 
    “You never know when you're going to need it,” he replied with a smile. 
 
    The group headed through the corridors towards the exit. The General was in the lead and the Major on his heels. It had been a long time since either of them were in a fight but they both knew this base must not fall. 
 
    As they exited the compound and out onto the base, the battle was raging. The seditionists had gotten a large force onto the base and those seditionists were met by a small but determined base force with terrain advantage. Security bots were activated, and a few RATS were still standing. A group of the enemy had taken a fortified tower and were targeting the RATS, bots and anyone else they could hit with rocket launchers and the turret and were doing significant damage. 
 
    “There,” said the General pointing. "We need to take out that tower.” 
 
    He led the group cautiously towards it, staying to cover and taking targets of opportunity as they went. They reached the edge of their cover and from that point on it was about a hundred meters in the open to the tower. 
 
    “I’m going to need cover fire,” he said. 
 
    “No,” replied the Major. 
 
    “No? I might take orders from you in the bedroom but I’m in charge here,” he replied. 
 
    Several of the soldiers laughed. 
 
    “No, sir. You don’t need cover fire. We need cover fire. I’ll be damned if you’re going to do this alone,” he said. 
 
    “I’m not alone. I have a dozen of the finest officers this military has ever seen covering me,” he told her. 
 
    “And you’ll have me on your six. You know you’re not going to win this debate, so you might as well give in,” she told him. 
 
    “We don’t have time to argue. Cover us,” he told the group. 
 
    The rest of them started firing cover as the General and Major sprinted across the gap. They had to duck and roll a few times but managed to cover the distance and got to the entrance at the base of the security tower, flanking the door. 
 
    He took a grenade and pulled the pin then dropped it at the base of the door. They ducked around the sides as the grenade went off then quickly entered the room. The blast of the grenade had taken out the only two people on the ground floor of the tower. 
 
    “Now the Wardens take over,” said the General as he drew his blade, shifting his pistol to his off hand. 
 
    The Major smiled at him and did the same then nodded at him and then the door. 
 
    “Point or six?” he asked her. 
 
    “Six,” she replied. 
 
    They worked their way quickly through the ground floor towards the emergency stairs in the back deciding the elevator too much of a risk. They encountered and eliminated several seditionists, but it didn’t appear they had a large force in the tower. 
 
    As they worked their way up the stairwell, a few more showed up and they dispatched them rather easily. 
 
    They got to the top of the tower and stopped. 
 
    “Last door to the observation deck. They know we’re coming,” she told him. 
 
    “That makes it more fun,” he said smiling. 
 
    He pulled out an unusual looking grenade. "Been saving this one for last,” he told her. 
 
    She smiled again. "Is that a Crowd Controller? I thought we ran out of those not long after the factories were bombed,” she said. 
 
    “I have a friend in the armory. I stashed one of them in the command center munitions locker just in case,” he told her. 
 
    “Just in case of what?” she asked. 
 
    He looked at her and gave her a look. "Seriously? Just in case of something like this,” he said. 
 
    “You couldn’t possibly know this would happen,” she replied. 
 
    “It’s my job to plan for every contingency,” he told her. 
 
    “You just wanted one to play with,” she replied.

“Can we argue about this later? We have bad guys to defeat in case you forgot,” he said. 
 
    “Fine, cowboy, let’s do it,” she told him. 
 
    “Cowboy...you haven’t called me that in years, not since…” but she cut him off. 
 
    “We have people dying,” she said. 
 
    He pulled the pin, opened the door and tossed the grenade inside. They quickly retreated down the stairs avoiding the energy fire coming from inside and ducked around a corner then plugged their ears. 
 
    The grenade clicked and whirred then exploded. Immediately following was a deafening roar. Once that subsided a blinding light pulsed. 
 
    They went back up the stairs and cautiously entered the security tower’s control room. Everyone that was still alive was writhing on the floor. 
 
    “Concussion to stun. ULF for the ears and nerves. High-intensity light for the eyes. That was fun,” he said. 
 
    They walked around the room shooting anyone still alive. The ones who survived were not in good shape. The Crowd Controller basically overloaded their nervous system. 
 
    As they were finishing, she noticed a fire flash and a smoke trail coming at them and grabbed the General then pulled them both behind a security locker. A large explosion hit the roof of the building blowing the roof off and knocking them both hard to the floor. 
 
    “Fuck, they got their hands on a RATS,” said the general as the armored soldier fired again. "We need to up the security measures on those things.” 
 
    They ran towards the edge and leaped out of the building, a good twenty-foot drop. The Major grabbed a rocket launcher as she jumped. They hit the ground and managed to roll out of any serious injuries. The RATS turned and headed towards them. 
 
    The Major dropped to one knee and prepped a rocket. "There’s only one left. It’s not enough to take it out but if I can hit its rocket launcher I can take out that heavy ordinance,” she said. 
 
    He started firing his pistol at its view panel trying to momentarily distract it to give her a shot. 
 
    “Anytime now,” he said. 
 
    “Patience, love. I only get one shot, so I need to make it count. Keep firing at it, cowboy,” she told him. 
 
    The RATS’ rocket launcher whirred as another rocket slid into the chamber. The Major fired and hit just near the barrel. The RATS’ rocket launcher exploded and blew off the unit but didn’t do any other serious damage. 
 
    “Good shot, cowgirl. Now we just have a heavily armored mech suit with dual pulse cannons and a pissed off pilot,” he said.

“Better odds than against those rockets,” she said. 
 
    “Do you remember Rio and the ogre?” he asked as he started running towards the RATS, ducking and dodging its pulse cannons. 
 
    “You’re insane!” she yelled then started running behind him. 
 
    He stopped just before reaching it, turned and kneeled. He cupped his hands together and she jumped, put one foot in his hands and he launched her. Her blade was ready as she flipped through the air and used the momentum to drive the blade through the view panel and into the pilot's skull. 
 
    “How did you know the blade would penetrate the screen and not shatter on it? That’s a reinforced polymer alloy,” she said. 
 
    “Simple. Based on the tensile strength of the view panel, your speed and momentum, the PSI at the point of the blade, it was a given,” he said confidently. 
 
    “You don’t even know what half of those words mean. You just guessed, didn’t you?” she asked him. 
 
    “It was a good guess,” he said laughing. 
 
    The fight was winding down. The base was safe, and seditionists were trying to retreat but had nowhere to go. Several had been taken prisoner, but most were killed in the battle. The General and what was left of his command staff returned to the C&C. 
 
    “General Adamson, this is Colonel Williams. Seoul has been liberated and the seditionists are in full retreat. We’re dispatching a wing to help with your base defense,” said the voice over the comm. 
 
    The General kissed the Major again and both started laughing. 
 
    # 
 
    The group awoke just before 8 AM local time. The assault on Tokyo base would begin in less than two and a half hours putting them arriving just after midnight local time. The airfield at the base was filled with frog transports. The aircraft would not be launched until the frogs were in position. The frogs would be going in low, just above sea level and keeping their speed slow to avoid detection as long as possible. 
 
    Everyone was assigned a transport and loaded. The members of the strike teams were all in PEMES waiting patiently. The first waves of the assault force were going in the frogs. The hydro skimmers, a type of stealth hydrofoil with rail guns would be following them in. The strike forces would be in transport shuttles. The long shuttles were heavily armored and armed, but their bulk hurt their speed and agility, making them clumsy. They were lined with bays to allow the jumpers a quick exit. Dragonflies, fast and agile attack craft armed with energy weapons, were escorting the shuttles. 
 
    “The last time we fought a major battle together was the defense of the Great Henge,” said Field Marshal Boudicca over the group's private channel. 
 
    “I recall fragments of it. I believe we joined late after you had already beaten most of the dark fey and helped win that fight, didn’t we?” asked Lord Marshal Sebastian. 
 
    “You did. My command to you was no blood must be spilled on the henge and you followed that order well,” she replied. "Now the roles are reversed. What is your order for me?” 
 
    “Make them pay for every life that has suffered at their hands. Show them the world is not theirs to abuse,” he said. 
 
    “Revenge is a dangerous motivator,” said Field Marshal Nefertiti. 
 
    Field Marshal Sebastian’s eyes flashed yellow with small slits for pupils. Beside him, Field Marshal Chelsea took his hand and squeezed it as her eyes did the same. The goggles on the PEMES suits hid their eyes from observation. 
 
    “It’s not revenge. It’s justice,” he replied as the shuttle rocked slightly during its launch. “The world has been wronged and as its guardians, we will right those wrongs and extract justice upon those responsible.” 
 
    The spent the next half hour listening to reports from breaching efforts and doing final weapon and gear checks. The breach was successful, and they had several footholds that GloCom was keeping secured while infantry advanced on the base. The hydro craft were doing their jobs to keep the towers busy. The two-minute warning came. 
 
    “Switch to heads-up optical display. Prepare for the drop in sixty. Make for your target zones,” he said over the comm to all of the squads as the shuttles and dragonflies split into three squadrons. "Squadron leaders, you have your orders,” Lord Marshal Sebastian said as he switched to his squadron channel. 
 
    “Okay everyone, you know what to do. We’re all professionals here. We’re trained by the best to be the best, drop in fifteen,” he said as the bay doors opened, and the roar of the air could be heard. 
 
    Aboard the three shuttles, everyone put on their breathers and prepared to jump. 
 
    The dragonflies were firing at the turrets to distract the remaining laser batteries. Occasionally silhouetted against the flashes of the lasers, the skydivers could be seen heading towards the base. 
 
    Below them, the signs of fighting could be seen everywhere. The flashes of laser weapons, fire and other magical energy and small explosions like grenades were chaotic but the breach teams were doing their job well. The fighting was concentrated in areas away from their drop zones. 
 
    Field Marshal Anna’s voice came over the general comm. "Motor pool strike force on the ground. All accounted for.” 
 
    Field Marshal Bruce’s voice came over next. "Armory team on the ground. All accounted for and moving out.” 
 
    Lord Marshal Sebastian’s voice came on. "C&C team on the ground. All accounted for and moving out. Keep the general channel clear from this point on for emergency use only. Team leaders, you have your objectives." 
 
    # 
 
    Field Marshal Anna’s Team moved slowly in the direction of the motor pool. As they moved, groups of ALF and various fey engaged them repeatedly. They managed to fight their way through them without casualty until they were at the edge of the outer perimeter of their objective. Across the lot were scattered numerous military vehicles in various states of repair or salvage. 
 
    “No sign of activity. We’ll work our way to the main hangar using the vehicles as cover. Spread out into three units. Group one with me. Group two with Field Marshal William and group three with Field Marshal Nefertiti. Group two flank left. Group three flank right. Group one, we’re going up the middle.” 
 
    As the three groups proceeded, they started to encounter more resistance. Several squadrons of ALF infantry along with a contingent of werewolves tore into the groups. 
 
    “GloCom tac squad, handle those riflemen. Wardens and Vanguard engage the lycanthropes,” ordered the Field Marshall. 
 
    The fight was drawn out. The GloCom elite forces were superior to the ALF and were slowly thinning them out. The lycanthropes were more agile than their opponents, but the Vanguard and Wardens were equipped for them. Their blades were cutting through the wolves as the tactical forces whittled down the opposition infantry. 
 
    “We lost one Warden. Report team leaders,” said Field Marshall Anna when the fighting was over. 
 
    “Looks like we lost three. One of the Wardens and two of the tactical squad were caught with laser fire on the way in,” replied Field Marshal William. 
 
    “We survived. They did not,” replied Field Marshal Nefertiti. 
 
    “Proceed on target. We’ll converge outside the main hangar. Watch for reinfor…” said Field Marshal Anna but stopped when she heard a loud roar. 
 
    Field Marshal Nefertiti and her group turned as a massive creature came across the tarmac at them. It was hard to make out in the dark but based on its size it was likely the troll. The ground shook as it ran towards them. The creature bent down as it was running and grabbed what looked to be the remnants of a hovertank in the process of being salvaged, then hurled it at them. Her group scattered but not everyone managed to avoid the crash and resulting explosion. 
 
    “It's the troll! We just lost five of our forces to that thing,” said Field Marshal Nefertiti into the comm. 
 
    “New orders. Everyone, converge on that troll. Take it out,” Field Marshal Anna ordered. 
 
    “This is Field Marshal Anna. We’ve located the troll. If there are any RATS or anyone with heavy weaponry, we could use an assist,” she said on the command channel. 
 
    “Acknowledged. I’ll see what I can send your way,” came the reply from a comm officer. 
 
    The team was scattered from the barrage. The troll was using anything in reach as a weapon. Fortunately, after its first attack, they managed to keep at a safe distance. They kept shooting it, but the shots did no damage as far as they could tell. The Vanguard were throwing magic at it as well. Fire, energy, telekinetic blasts, nothing seemed to phase it. 
 
    “Boudicca, this is Nefertiti. Do trolls have any weaknesses?” she asked on a private channel. 
 
    “Not really. They’re slow and have poor eyesight but are very strong and durable. Their skin will resist energy to some degree including fire,” Boudicca replied. “What about your divine light?” 
 
    “We have laser rifles and they do no damage to it. You have given me that which I need. It will fall. Thank you,” Nefertiti said. 
 
    “I have a question for you. We have undead here. I was under the impression that zombies would attack any living creature near them. What would prevent that?” asked Boudicca. 
 
    “A necromancer. If the undead do not attack the living them someone is controlling them. A necromancer controlling them would take on some of their traits as they extend themselves into the realm of death to touch the minds of the undead. Their skin will pale, their body temperature will drop, and they’ll smell like a corpse. We learned how to overcome those traits, but we had centuries to perfect our skill. It has not been a year since the breaking, so they would not have had time to learn that control,” replied Nefertiti. 
 
    “I have to go, we’re under attack here. Good luck,” Boudicca replied. 
 
    “We are warriors. We do not need luck. Fight well,” Nefertiti said and closed the channel. 
 
    “Field Marshal Anna, this is Field Marshal Nefertiti. Take your troops and proceed. I will handle the troll,” she told Field Marshal Anna on the team channel. 
 
    “Negative. We do this as a team,” replied Field Marshal Anna. 
 
    “You must trust me. I can engage it, but your weapons limit my mobility. I cannot move as I should if I’m also dodging your divine rifles,” Field Marshal Nefertiti told her. 
 
    “Are you sure? That thing is very dangerous,” replied Field Marshal Anna. 
 
    “I am certain. It is dangerous but so am I. I will stop this beast and rendezvous with you at the entrance. Go now. I must focus on this fight,” Field Marshal Nefertiti told them. 
 
    “Command, belay that request for heavy artillery for now,” Field Marshal Anna said on the comm channel. 
 
    “Acknowledged,” replied the comm officer. 
 
    “Regroup with me. We’re going up the middle. Make some noise and keep the ALF and fey focused on us, not Field Marshal Nefertiti,” Field Marshal Anna told them. 
 
    # 
 
    Field Marshal Bruce looked at their objective. It had a large contingent of ALF surrounding it. Their opposition was heavily armed and holding a fortified position. They had mortars, rocket launchers and it looked like they had even dug up some old-fashioned 50 caliber tripod guns. 
 
    Between them and the armory was a horde of undead. They appeared to be zombies, but the group was taking no chances. 
 
    “Okay everyone, form up. We’re going to take that armory and anything in our path. Hit them hard,” Field Marshal Bruce ordered. 
 
    “Wait,” said Field Marshal Boudicca as she finished her communique with Nefertiti. “The undead are under the control of someone. We need to find that person and kill them. Once we do that, the undead will no longer consider the ALF their ally. They’ll still consider us food as well but at least they’ll have multiple targets.” 
 
    “Good theory but how do we find the right target in that mass of troops?” Field Marshal Bruce replied. 
 
    “Body heat. The necromancer controlling them will appear as if dead. That will lower their temperature,” she replied. 
 
    “Switching to thermal scanning everyone. Let’s find our necromancer,” he said and adjusted his goggles. 
 
    The target stood out immediately. They couldn’t see it before because it was silhouetted in the darkness and on top of the armory. “Fuck me, it’s the lich and it’s on the roof. With the undead and that fortified line between us and it, this is going to be rough,” said Field Marshal Bruce. 
 
    “That also means mixed in those zombies are possibly ghouls,” said Field Marshal Boudicca. “In this lighting, it’s going to be impossible to know until we’re close enough to see the eyes.” 
 
    “Okay then. We must take out that lich. If it’s up there, the threat of the ghouls is too much of a risk. We can’t have our people being turned into those things,” said Field Marshal Bruce. 
 
    “It’s also stronger. I can feel the fear from here,” said Field Marshal Trish. “The one at Camelot wasn’t this...dreadful for lack of a better word. This thing is strong.” 
 
    “Likely when you faced it before it was weakened since the Seal had just been breached. Now it has had time to regain its full strength. It’s also possible that’s the reason it’s up there and not down with the soldiers. Being close to one for a living being can be dangerous,” Field Marshal Boudicca told them. 
 
    “Can you summon some fomorians? I bet they could do some damage against that thing,” said Field Marshal Bruce. 
 
    “I’m sorry. This place is too unnatural. I would need a grove or other open natural area to summon them,” Field Marshal Boudicca replied. “If I could get to I could beat it. Even with my power, I can’t get by that horde along with those troops and those weapons they have.” 
 
    “Are you sure you can beat it? I might have a way to get you up there, but I won’t send you to your death,” replied Field Marshal Bruce. 
 
    “I can’t draw from the earth, but I can draw from the sky. It will fall to me if you can get me to it,” she told him. 
 
    “How well did you do in your PEMES training? Did they show you how a thrust pulse works?” asked Field Marshal Bruce? 
 
    “You can’t be serious, Bruce? She doesn’t have the experience for that. She’ll not be able to control it and end up smashing against a building or crashing head first into the ground. Let me do it,” said Field Marshal Trish. 
 
    “I don’t know what this thrust thing is, but Morgana told me what a lich with its full power can do. Trish, I don’t know if you can defeat it. I believe I can. The lich has to be destroyed to eliminate the danger of the ghouls and take out the control of the zombies,” said Field Marshal Boudicca. “What is a thrust pulse?” 
 
    “You know the turbines on your suit? When you’re descending they have enough thrust to speed you up and help control your direction. When you’re landing they have enough thrust to help slow you down, so you don’t hit the ground at full speed. They don’t have enough power to make you fly, though. The amount of power needed would make the suit unwieldy. It is possible, though, to pulse the power pack into a single charge that can launch you into the air. Based on your weight, you’ll probably be able to clear a few hundred feet in altitude and then you can glide like normal to the top of the building,” Field Marshal Bruce told her. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound too bad,” Field Marshal Boudicca replied. 
 
    “It’s not that simple. First off, you won’t be able to steer. It’s a rocket. You’ll need to be pointing straight up when you launch, or you’ll go at an angle and could end up far enough off target that a glide won’t reach the roof. You could land in the middle of that horde or the ALF or you could hit the wall. That brings me to the second point. It completely drains the battery, so you won’t be able to use the turbines to slow down. Whether you land or hit a wall or wherever you end up, you’ll be at full speed. We can’t see the entire roof, but I doubt there’s a cushioned landing spot,” Field Marshal Bruce told her. 
 
    “You will also have to contend with the laser fire overhead from the turrets and aircraft and no way to dodge them on the way up,” Field Marshal Trish added. 
 
    “So basically, I’m an arrow flying through a ballista barrage,” Boudicca replied. 
 
    “That’s pretty much it,” replied Field Marshal Bruce. “Are you certain that you want to take the risk? I know Masters are strong, but this is iffy.” 
 
    “We do what we can for the good of all and tonight is no exception,” she replied. 
 
    “Let me show you how it works,” Field Marshal Trish told her and then outlined the procedure. She looked at Boudicca with a tear in her eye. “Be careful. I love you and I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    Boudicca was keying in the sequence on the control pad. She looked at Trish and reached out to wipe the tear away. “I love you, too,” she replied and launched. 
 
    # 
 
    Lord Marshall Sebastian and his team worked their way to the C&C in the center of the base. They had the longest trek and an unknown objective. The other targets were clear-cut, but they had no intel on the resistance inside of the C&C. The building was large and mostly offices connected by hallways and twisting corridors. There were two large areas, the data center, and the control room. Elam was most likely in the control room. All they had to do was get there. 
 
    Their drop zone was quiet on the far edge of the northeast section of the base. Most of the fighting was going on along the western side, near the deep water of the Pacific. To the west of them were the airfields and directly south, about a half a mile away, was the main C&C building. 
 
    “Once we reach the building, we have two objectives. Our primary focus is the data center and computers in the control room. They’re both deep in the building and not close. How we handle them will depend on whether we encounter heavy or light resistance. If it’s light, we’ll split into two teams and take targets individually. If it’s heavy, we’ll stay together and work them in sequence. First, we have to get there. It seems like they’re focused on the General’s diversionary strike and didn’t notice us. Let’s take advantage of that and move quickly. We’ll work through cover as much as we can. There is a lot of rubble, so we’ll use that to our advantage. Form up and move out,” Field Marshall Sebastian ordered. 
 
    They headed south, moving slowly to maintain stealth. They went from building to building, doing their best to stay hidden. As they cleared a partially collapsed building, they saw movement ahead. 
 
    Lord Marshall Sebastian put his hand up and the group stopped. Through his night vision, he could see several patrols. They were still far ahead of them. There were three groups, each consisting of a few dozen ALF troops with two large quadrupeds with them. 
 
    “ALF troops and they have manticores. They look like they’re on patrol so let’s hold up a moment and let them pass,” said Vice Marshall Chelsea. 
 
    The patrols continued their way then one of the manticores stopped and looked towards their position. It put its nose to the air and made a sound that was a mix between a growl and a scream. 
 
    “I think it smells us. GloCom, leave the manticores to the Wardens and Vanguards. Your focus is on the troops. Marking targets on the heads up. Scope them out and get ready. Your weapons won’t be much use on the beasts. Vanguards, I’m marking a manticore each for us and Wardens will take the fourth. We’re going to draw off the manticores to the left. Chelsea and I will go first, we’re faster. When the manticores break in our direction, wait for them to separate out then Xavier and Wardens, follow us and pick up your targets. Manticores are fast so they’ll close much sooner than the troops. GloCom open fire and get the attention of the terrorists five seconds after I go,” the Lord Marshall ordered. 
 
    The two patrols started in their direction. The manticores were ahead of them a bit and coming straight at them. They closed the distance and when they got to about a hundred yards out, the Field Marshall said, “Chelsea, let’s get their attention.” 
 
    He pulled his blade and blue fire covered it then Chelsea did the same. “NOW!” he yelled, and he and Chelsea jumped out from their cover and ran left around the building in full view of the patrols. 
 
    The manticores closed fast and pursued them around the building, with Xavier and the Wardens coming just behind them. The GloCom troops opened fire and took out a dozen or so of the ALF with their surprise attack. The remaining terrorists went to cover behind debris and started returning fire. They were greatly outnumbered but the GloCom soldiers were the best of the best and had superior training and skill. 
 
    The four manticores closed on Sebastian and Chelsea. Xavier hit his target with a bolt of energy and it turned to face him. One of the Wardens shot an impact slug at their target to get its attention. Sebastian and Chelsea fired bolts of blue flame at their targets. The four manticores were effectively divided. 
 
    Individually the manticores were still deadly. They were the size of a bear, with the speed and agility of a cat. Their claws were the size of small knives and razor sharp. They had a vaguely human head with poisoned fangs and a long, spike-covered tail with a scorpion-like stinger at the end. They were covered in thick skin with coarse fur that made them very durable and were legendary for their viciousness and cunning. 
 
    The Wardens had circled their target. They were using the standard swords of the Wardens with flames dancing across the blades. They were fighting it like a wolf pack, as it would lunge at one, another would slice at it or throw a spell at it if they couldn’t get close enough for a weapon shot. They weren’t doing any significant damage and for the moment were in a stalemate. 
 
    Xavier and his target circled, staring through the darkness at each other. The manticore moved first and lunged at him. Xavier ran towards it then slid underneath, passing between its legs and stabbing up with his flaming blade but due to the toughness of its skin, the blade only penetrated a few inches. The beast howled and leaped away as Xavier jumped to his feet and fired a bolt of electricity at the beast. The electric energy dissipated along its fur. As the beast landed, spines flew from its tail in Xavier’s direction but the ones that landed didn’t penetrate his armor. 
 
    It lunged at him again, lower this time so he was forced to sidestep instead of going low. As he did, the stinger came at him and he barely managed to avoid it and swung his blade at it again cutting the stinger off. The beast screamed and swiped at him, catching him in the side and launching him into the side of the building, momentarily stunning him. 
 
    It was on him in a heartbeat, its front legs straddling him as it tried to bite him. He moved as best he could, avoiding its bits or using his sword to parry the lunging fangs. It got its front legs on his shoulders and pinned him in place, knocking his sword from his hand. The creature smiled and reared back to bite again knowing it had him. He managed to work his arms free enough to reach the PEMES control panel and keyed in a thrust sequence. He kicked his legs up and the thrust went off, pushing the beast off him and back a short distance. 
 
    Xavier rolled forward and grabbed his sword. Once again, bright orange flames engulfed the blade. He leaped at the manticore and landed on its back while it was still disoriented and confused from the thrust. He raised his sword and then stabbed downward into its back, enhancing his strength as he did so. The blade sunk in and down through its spine. The creature thrashed, knocking Xavier off then fell over on top of him. 
 
    Chelsea was more aggressive with her target. She focused inward and felt euphoric as the excitement of battle overcame her. Her senses sharpened, and time slowed. She stared at the creature as they circled. Her sword was drawn in an attack posture. The manticore was snarling as they looked into each other's eyes. 
 
    She felt fear from it. Not fear of her, fear of the ALF. She looked into its eyes and saw intelligence. It was despondent. She felt as if it was attacking her for no other reason than it had to. 
 
    She put a hand out and slowly walked towards it using her power to project a calming, soothing presence. It made no advance but the hair on its back stood on end. She put her hand on its head and slowly stroked down its neck. As she reached its shoulders, she stopped her hand. There was something there. An electronic device of some kind was attached to its back and wires were penetrating its hide. 
 
    She put her hand on the device and slowly, cautious not to spook the manticore, crushed it. 
 
    She moved her hand back to its head and spoke calmly. 
 
    “I can tell you're more intelligent than an animal, but I don't know how much language you can understand. I'm going to remove the device that hurts you. It might hurt a bit, but you'll be free once I do. Can I trust you not to attack me?” she asked it. 
 
    The creature made no sound but lowered its head in a submissive posture. 
 
    She used her sword as best she could to slowly cut away the damaged device and cut the wires as close to the skin as she could. The manticore turned to face her and butted its head into her chest nearly knocking her over. She rubbed its ear and it flew away. 
 
    “Sebastian, I think the manticores are being forced into service through pain. There's a module of some kind on its back that reminds me of the shock collars we use on some of the more violent fey in the cells. I removed the device and this one just left,” she told him. 
 
    “Acknowledged,” he replied. 
 
    Sebastian stood calmly staring at the approaching creature. It seemed confident and crept forward like a cat anticipating an easy kill. He simply stood there. It fired a volley of spikes at him, but they dropped harmlessly to the ground inches from him. 
 
    He repeated the same basic actions Chelsea had done and the manticore butted him in the chest then flew off. 
 
    Sebastian turned and surveyed the field, then sent a message to Chelsea. “Help Xavier, I’ve got the Wardens.” 
 
    Chelsea ran over to Xavier and helped lift the still living but badly wounded manticore from him. He looked stunned that she could move something of that size. 
 
    “It’s hurt and dying. It’s your kill, don’t let it suffer,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    Xavier took his blade and pierced its head, ending the monster’s pain. 
 
    The Wardens were not faring well. One was down from a stinger that managed to penetrate its goggles. The stinger went through the glass, then through his eye and killed him instantly. Another had been bitten and downed by poison and another killed by the stinger. Of the six Wardens that came, three were dead. 
 
    Sebastian saw the Wardens were in trouble and broke into a full run closing the distance with lightning speed. As the manticore leaped at another of the Wardens, Sebastian leaped as well. He pulled his sword and blue flame sprang forth as he came down next to the manticore and removed its head from its shoulders. 
 
    “That’s all four manticores accounted for,” said Xavier. 
 
    We lost three brothers though,” Sebastian replied as he kneeled beside the first one. “You gave your lives in defense of life. You lived and died as guardians of the Earth and there is no higher honor we could hope for. Your fight is over. Rest well, you’ve earned it.” 
 
    “Let’s get back to the soldiers, they may need our help,” Chelsea told them. 
 
    As she spoke, they heard the roaring of jets and looked up. A RATS was flying in the direction of the GloCom troops. They made it back to their allies who reported all the ALF either dead or retreating. The RATS landed and fired a rocket as they were getting the report. 
 
    Chelsea and Sebastian threw up a shield together and blocked the impact. The GloCom troops started firing at it immediately. 
 
    Sebastian looked at Chelsea. 
 
    “Do you remember Rio and the ogre?” he asked as he started running towards the RATS, ducking and dodging its pulse cannons. 
 
    “You’re insane!” she yelled then started running behind him. 
 
    He stopped just before reaching it, turned and kneeled. He cupped his hands together and she jumped, put one foot in his hands and he launched her. She flew, flipping forward and using the momentum to drive the point of her blade through the polymer panel and into the pilot. Blue flame engulfed the inside of the armor as she pulled her blade out. 
 
    “How did you know the blade would penetrate the screen and not shatter on it? That’s a reinforced polymer alloy,” she said. 
 
    “Simple. Based on the tensile strength of the view panel, your speed and momentum, and... Chelsea, we’ve never been to Rio,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    “You’re right. What was that all about?” she asked him. 
 
    He just shrugged and grabbed her. “I love you, cowgirl,” he said. 
 
    “I love you, cowboy,” she replied, and they kissed. 
 
    The let go of each other and turned and went back to their team. 
 
    “Spectacular mate. That was amazing, Chelsea,” Xavier said. 
 
    “Thank you. They know we are here now. I doubt it’s going to be quiet and easy the rest of the way,” she told the group. 
 
    “That’s okay. They might have been ready for the Vanguard or the Wardens or GloCom individually, but they weren’t ready for all of us. Friends, let’s take that command center,” Sebastian said. 
 
    As they were doing an assessment and preparing to get underway again, they saw a shuttle approach and land. Several drebs got out with their pets and calmly walked towards the group. They didn’t seem hostile. 
 
    Lord Marshall Sebastian stepped forward, Vice Marshall Chelsea at his side. Both had their swords drawn and blue flames writhed on the blades. 
 
    The dreb in the lead spoke. It was taller than Sebastian with shimmering scales and hair, the exact color hard to make out in the darkness but appeared to have silver-yellow tints. “We wish to speak with you, my liege.” 
 
    “You’re the betrayers of Atlantis. You work with my enemy even now. Why should I wish to speak with you?” Lord Marshall Sebastian replied. 
 
    “We are not your enemies, my liege. I am A’knn. Alpha of my clan. My clan spoke against the betrayal of Atlantis and were cast into exile for it. We fled instead of helping you. That wrong can never be excused and we do not ask for forgiveness but for the chance for redemption. We have never participated in the vile actions of our kin and we want only a chance to restore our own clan’s honor. When we saw the videos of you and Queen Malka heralded as the Heroes of Syracuse, we knew our chance was at hand. We are loyal citizens of Atlantis, King Baldric, and Clan A’dba offers you our hand in service or our heads in penance for the sins of our fathers. Take whichever you feel is warranted as either will restore our honor,” the dreb replied as he the others kneeled and bowed their heads. 
 
    Sebastian looked at Chelsea then the dreb. “There has been enough death. If you want redemption, show me I can trust you,” Sebastian replied. His eyes turned white and he stared at the dreb. 
 
    The dreb remained kneeling and looked up. “My liege, thank you. There is a man you seek in the building. We will help you hunt him. He is strong and has been imbued and trained by the dark master. Give us this chance. We ask for no more than this,” A’knn replied and noticed Sebastian’s white eyes through the goggles. “Your eyes see the truth of my words.” 
 
    “You’re right, I can see the truth and you’re being honest,” Sebastian told him. “One more question, how do you know who I was?” 
 
    “It is true what we were told. You have forgotten much. Our people have a shared memory. We can see pieces of our past. Not everything is clear, but fragments stand out like candles in a dark room. The betrayal of our king, of you, is one of those beacons. Your face is known to us all,” the dreb told him. 
 
    “My clan was then and are now your loyal subjects. We have stood silent, fearing the power of our brothers and their wrath if we interfered but we can no longer do this with your return. We have watched our brothers from afar but always hidden. When we felt the return of the Weave and then saw your face we knew the time was upon us. We sought out the Great Alpha and falsely pledged our loyalty. He did not trust us so has only given us token tasks which are to our preference as we prefer not the carnage of our kin. We knew your paths would inevitably cross as two opposing magnets are drawn to each other and we would have our chance to avenge the wrongs on both your people and mine.” 
 
    As Sebastian looked at him, he was drawn into the dreb’s mind. He saw a meeting of drebs arguing about an impending attack and one with silver-yellow scales vehemently arguing against it and being exiled in secret. He saw the drebs pulling the strings of the Inquisition. They were with the Nazis during WWII. Throughout history, they were involved with many of the worst events of the day but always A’knn's clan was absent. 
 
    “I am not a king and you are not my subjects. Stand. I will not call you my vassal, but I would like the chance to call you friend,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “Your words honor us,” the dreb said as they stood. 
 
    Sebastian extended his hand to help the kneeling dreb stand. As he did so, he continued to look into his eyes and felt drawn in. 
 
    “Why must my clan do this?” A'knn asked. 
 
    “Because you have failed us too many times and you have one final chance at redemption. You allowed the dark child to acquire too much power and now he questions us. We are not pleased with his progress and as his handler, it was your position to guide and control him, a position at which you failed. Complete this task and you will be redeemed in the eyes of the Great Alpha,” D'rus replied. 
 
    “But their magic...their arms... it will be a slaughter if they discover the deception. He has the sight,” he replied to his superior. 
 
     “The sight will not penetrate the veil we have created. They will see the false memories we have created, and they will trust you. At your first opportunity, you will kill the lieges. Now go. Perform as you are ordered,” D'rus ordered. 
 
    A'knn turned and left. 
 
    Sebastian was pulled back to the present. 
 
    “A'knn, who is D'rus?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    The dreb's eyes widened and his group fell back into a defensive position. 
 
    “Open fire,” Sebastian ordered with his voice echoing. The people under his command acted without hesitation. 
 
    The fight was brief and with the drebs caught off guard, it was a slaughter. 
 
    “Want to tell us why we just executed an unarmed group? Sure, they were drebs, but they were defenseless,” Xavier said. 
 
    “They were sent to betray us. As more of his memories peeled away, the truth became evident. He was sent to assassinate Chelsea and me. I'll make a full report after we get back to Carleon,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    “Just one more question,” said Xavier. Why were they calling you King Baldric and Queen Malka?” 
 
    “Because we are Baldric and Malka or at least we were. We are the last monarchs of Atlantis and were there when the nation fell,” said Chelsea. 
 
    Xavier stood in silence a moment then spoke. “You know what, mate? Forget I asked. Let’s go hunt a rogue major general.” 
 
    # 
 
    Field Marshall Anna’s team was scattered. The troll was a walking trebuchet. Vehicles, pieces of buildings, whatever it could grab was a projectile. After their initial losses, the group managed to avoid the projectiles but only barely. It was immensely strong though lumbering and slow, giving them time to react. It had them pinned with nowhere to go. 
 
    While it was distracted, Nefertiti sneaked through the darkness towards it. She worked her way slowly through the clutter and around the behemoth until she was behind it. She ran at it and leaped, using her magic to propel herself upward and caught one of the metal plates on its back. The plates were bonded directly to its skin. She quickly climbed further up until she was on the back of its neck. 
 
    She was able to see the movement of Anna’s group with her magically enhanced vision and realized they were in trouble. The metal plating might have enhanced the creature’s durability, but they decreased its sense of touch and it couldn’t feel the relatively tiny human moving on the plates covering its back. She cut her hand and drew a symbol in blood on a plate directly in the middle of its neck just below the base of its skull. She said a word in Egyptian and then jumped down and ran behind the cover of a pile of rubble. 
 
    The plate with the rune began to glow, increasing in heat and brightness until it was bright white. The gargantuan creature howled in pain and started tearing at the nearly molten plate with its free hand. The plate finally ripped free, taking a huge portion of its skin with it. 
 
    Enraged, it threw the broken troop transport it was carrying in no particular direction. The transport flew several hundred yards through the air and into the side of the armory building, embedding into the wall. Troops near the entrance began running in the direction of the crash to investigate. 
 
    Field Marshall Anna seized the opportunity and ordered her people to charge the entrance. With most of the troops drawn to the crash or focused on the troll, they had a clear path. They quickly covered the distance, using their rifles to clear out the remaining troops and secure the gun embankments at the main entrance. They turned some of the heavy guns on the troops returning from the crash scene and the rest on the fortified doorway. 
 
    Nefertiti again ran up to the creature and jumped onto its back. It thrashed in pain for a moment from the wound on its neck but shook it off and returned its focus to the armory and Field Marshall Anna’s team. Nefertiti scrambled up its back running as if it were a horizontal surface all the way to the location of the missing plate. She smiled to herself. As she hoped, as the troll had ripped the metal plate free it also pulled a large amount of its skin off leaving an exposed area that was still smoking and dripping with the rancid smelling blood of the troll. 
 
    She balanced herself as best she could on the frenzied troll and called the Divine Light. The beam shot forth from her hands and into the exposed area, digging into its flesh and penetrating quickly through the soft tissue, then deep into its neck. She aimed to the side trying to avoid the thick spine in the back of its neck and instead aimed towards the arteries and veins on the sides. The beast howled in pain and started trying to grab at her, staggering more with each step. Blood was gushing from the wound. 
 
    The troll was unsteady on its feet and starting to sway as it thrashed. Even with her magically enhanced balance, she was losing her footing. She climbed up the back of its head and onto the top of it. She quickly surveyed the area and located the rest of her team. She channeled every bit of magic she could into a jump and leaped straight up. Once her momentum stopped, she activated the squirrel suit and glided towards armory entrance. She heard a loud crash behind her and glanced back to see the troll lying face down with blood quickly pooling around it. 
 
    She made it to the team, hitting the wall near them and landing hard on the ground with a significant impact, knocking the wind from her. Two of the Wardens rushed to help her up. Field Marshall William ran over to her. 
 
    He put his hands on the side of her cheeks and lifted her face up looking at her eyes. “Nefertiti, are you okay?” he said. 
 
    She shook her head yes and coughed as she got her breath back. “I am unharmed but will need to bathe. The blood of the troll stinks and I am covered with much of it,” she replied. 
 
    He laughed and helped her sit on a nearby crate until she was recovered. 
 
    The GloCom troops were still firing at the main entrance when one of the doors finally gave and crashed down. Laser fire immediately started pouring out at the group. 
 
    “Evasive actions. Take cover and return fire!” shouted Field Marshall Anna. 
 
    # 
 
    Boudicca yelled in delight as she rushed upwards. To her, it was a very thrilling experience. She shot upwards with laser cannon blasts and fighters zooming by. She was nearly hit by a dragonfly and was caught in its wake, spinning like a ballerina. She channeled her energy and slowed her spin until she was no longer spinning, then realized she was facing the wrong way as the momentum of the rocket wore off. 
 
    She activated the squirrel and started gliding, making a long curve back in the direction of the lich. She managed to get oriented with a bit of effort and was on a direct course for the lich. Her altitude was lower than she hoped it would be, but she should just clear the edge of the roof. As she approached she tried to reverse the thrusters but as they had told her, it was drained of power. It had enough charge to open the glider panels but that was it. 
 
    She approached the edge of the roof much faster than she could handle even at an enhanced full run. As she approached the ledge, she called out to the sky and winds rushed down and towards her, buffeting her approach and slowing her. As the winds started to blow, she called out again and felt her heart pounding faster and faster. She roared as she hit the ground on all fours, running like a cat as the spirit of a cheetah infused her. She came to a stop and turned towards the lich. Her eyes were like a cat's as she faced the creature down and she licked her lips in anticipation of the fight and her prey. 
 
    “Life...power...feed,” came the lich’s wispy voice as it saw her. 
 
    She felt the aura of fear and dread. This close to the lich it was almost overwhelming even for a Master. She smiled and let her mind race free. She called on the spirit of a badger and the fear faded from her. She was half crouching as she approached the lich with her blade in one hand. The sword and her off hand were both bathed in a green energy. 
 
    The lich stared at her and she felt its own mind, alien and strange, trying to force its way into hers. She drew on the spirit of the serpent and stared back at the lich. As their eyes locked, their wills clashed, and the lich could not overcome her mind. 
 
    She started pacing around it in a wide circle. Her eyes still reflected those of a cat and she was hissing quietly. 
 
    “Strong...much power...consume you,” the lich said. 
 
    The lich pointed its emaciated hands and torrents of energy flew at her but hit only air. She jumped over the lich and landed behind it, slicing at it with a series of swings then launching backward as the green energy from her hand flew at the lich, catching it squarely in the back. The lich writhed in pain but made no noise. 
 
    The lich raised its hand and three spectral figures rose out of the rooftop and surrounded Boudicca. The creatures started to drift towards her. She calmly sheathed her sword and stared at the sky. She raised her hands and lightning flashed down impacting all the undead. The three spectral figures dissipated but the lich remained. 
 
    “Feed...hungry,” the lich said and came towards her. 
 
    It unleashed the torrents of energy at her again while she was off guard from summoning lightning. It hit her and engulfed her, surrounding her in an amorphous bubble of the pale energy. It opened its mouth and began to draw in the energy, pulling her own life force with it. The energy was lifting from her the ground, suspending her several feet in the air. 
 
    At first, she seemed to be trapped and weakening. Then she slowly turned towards the lich. “You wish to feed, foul creature, then feed. Feed on the essence of Gaia. The essence of life. Feast upon the essence of the Mother and return to her loving embrace,” Boudicca said as the energy flow to the lich got more intense and turned a bright green. 
 
    “What the hell is going on up there?” asked Lord Marshall Bruce seeing the top of the building starting to glow with an intense green light. 
 
    “Feed beast. Feed on the embrace of life. Let the warmth and love of Mother Gaia fill you and return you to her womb,” Boudicca said. 
 
    The undead started to thrash and wail as the energy became more and more intense. In the horde milling about below, many of the creatures began to shudder and collapsed. The lich began to pulsate with the energy and exploded. As it did, the zombie horde below became less focused and began to mill about randomly. 
 
    “She did it!” said Field Marshall Trish. 
 
    “It looks like it. The zombies are already taking notice of the ALF troops,” said Field Marshall Bruce as the horde started moving towards the enemy. “Field Marshall Boudicca, can you read? The horde is engaging the ALF You have a return window if your squirrel suit is still functioning.” 
 
    The comm reply came through as a low, predatory growl. 
 
    “Uh, sorry, could you repeat?” he replied. 
 
    “I’m sorry. Acknowledged. Heading back,” she told him. 
 
    Boudicca extended the glider panels and leaped from the top of the building. She glided back to the group. As she went over to the ALF and the horde, she saw the battle raging and felt her blood boiling. She was still under the effects of all the predator spirits she summoned when fighting the lich and could feel their desires. She glided past and as she got closer to her team, she felt the spirit of the hunters overwhelming her and she circled back. 
 
    “Field Marshall Boudicca, what are you doing?” asked Field Marshall Bruce. 
 
    “I’m going hunting,” she replied, her growling as she spoke. “I’ll meet you at the door.” 
 
    “Shit. GO! GO! GO!” ordered Field Marshall Bruce as he leveled his rifle and started running into the fray with everyone close on his heels.
  
 
    # 
 
    “Lord Marshall, they're heavily fortified,” said the Corporal looking through a pair of binoculars. 
 
    “It's just Sebastian. I'm not a fan of titles. Numbers?” asked Lord Marshall Sebastian. 
 
    “Can't be certain but it’s a lot. Let me get up higher to get a better assessment,” replied the Corporal who started climbing a broken wall of a building. He managed to get up to the third floor before he could go no further. “It doesn't look good. The C&C is heavily defended. I don't think it's can be breached by our strike team.” 
 
    “I can't get a good count at this distance. The initial assessment is several hundred ALF surrounding the entrance. They have at least a dozen heavy gun placements and multiple types of very large fey numbering several dozens. They look to be what the Wardens classify as brutes. That isn't counting the building's own laser embankments,” said the Corporal. 
 
    “Why aren't they trying to defend the base with the rest? That's a sizable force to hold back when you're under heavy attack,” said one of the Wardens. 
 
    “Something in there is important,” said Chelsea. 
 
    “Elam. They’re probably defending him,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “So, what do we do?” asked Xavier. 
 
    “We have to finish this. We must stop the ALF. We have to stop Elam and to do that we have to take that C&C,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “These are pretty grim odds in this fight. They need some backup to make it fair,” laughed Xavier. “So, straight up the middle?” 
 
    “I have a better idea,” said Chelsea. “Cowboy, does this place seem oddly familiar to you?” 
 
    “Yea, cowgirl. I can't place it, but I've been here before,” he replied. 
 
    “There are emergency escape tunnels for evacuation not on the maps,” said Chelsea. “There are multiple exits. One underwater on the north side of the base. Two exits on the base perimeter. One comes out after a long walk near Mt. Fuji. One on the south side near the docks. One on the...” 
 
    “Roof,” said Sebastian finishing her sentence. “We go in on the roof.” 
 
    “Good plan but how do we get there?” asked one of the Wardens. 
 
    “You don't. Chelsea, Xavier and I do. We'll go in on the roof and head to the control room. We need everyone else to secure the server room,” ordered Sebastian. 
 
    “Does all that power let you fly?” asked the Corporal. 
 
    “No, it does not,” replied Sebastian. 
 
    “I’ve seen you fly. I was at the Necropolis,” said Xavier. 
 
    “I floated a little way. Once. I nearly died doing so and have never been able to repeat it. I don’t count that as flying,” replied Sebastian. 
 
    “So how do we clear that brigade blocking our path assuming you reach the roof?” asked the Corporal. 
 
    “We're going to ask GloCom to clear us a path,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “How exactly do you plan on reaching the roof?” asked a Warden. 
 
    “We're going to fly,” said Chelsea as she started motioning towards the darkness above. “Those manticores we freed have been following us. I think they'll help us.” 
 
    “We might not be able to fly but our friends can. They can take us well above the firefight and out of sight then we glide down, straight to the rooftop. If we go fast enough, we'll be on the roof before they even know we're there and be able to take them by surprise.” 
 
    “I can't make out numbers but there are forces on the roof as well,” said the Corporal. 
 
    “Then we'll handle it. I hope it’s not as heavily guarded as the doors,” said Chelsea. 
 
    “I might be able to help with that,” said the Corporal. He tapped his comm. “I'm tapping into our combat tracking drones. Let's see what's up there.” 
 
    They went over the drone surveillance. It had been several minutes since the last flyover, but the roof was far less defended than the ground. They could see several ogres and a few dozen troops. They also noticed several anti-air canons. 
 
    “The roof it is. We can handle that,” said Xavier. 
 
    “GloCom command, this is Lord Marshall Sebastian. We have an insurmountable force blocking a key objective. The north side of the C&C is heavily defended. Can we get some assistance clearing the path?” he said. 
 
    A comm officer replied. “What do you need Lord Marshall?” 
 
    “How fast can you get a RATS squadron here?” Lord Marshall Sebastian replied. 
 
    “We can have dragonflies there faster. If you really want RATS, we have a unit that just finished clearing one of the docks. We can have them there in about eight minutes,” came the reply. 
 
    “Negative on dragonflies. The building has some structural damage. We need something more precise. Can you send us the RATS?” replied the Lord Marshall. 
 
    “Verifying...Confirmed. RATS strike authorized. Eight minutes ETA,” replied the comm officer. 
 
    “Confirmed. Eight minutes to RATS strike,” Lord Marshall Sebastian replied. 
 
    “Vanguard, mount up,” he ordered. He got on one of the manticores, Chelsea and Xavier on the other. 
 
    # 
 
    Field Marshall Anna's group fell back to defensive positions. Through the wreckage of the heavy steel doors that were blown violently from their hinges, they could see dozens of points of laser fire. As the dust cleared, she had a clearer view of the area inside and saw large numbers of people. They had hundreds of people connected by a long chain to anchor points on the walls.   
 
    “Hold your fire!” yelled Field Marshall Anna. “They have civilians in there.” 
 
    “We found the missing citizens,” said Field Marshall William. “Targets of opportunity only. Avoid civilian casualties.” 
 
    Their team was under heavy fire but could not bring their full force to bear on the fortified terrorists. They had several heavy guns they had captured that could easily be turned and fired inside but the risk was too high. They were forced to remain behind cover and only take shots against no-risk targets. 
 
    “We're not making any progress like this. We need a plan,” said Field Marshall William. 
 
    “I know but we can't risk those innocents. There are hundreds of them and the ALF is entrenched.  If we had a way to get behind them, we could ambush them. They're only fortified from the front,” replied Field Marshall Anna. 
 
    “What about that wall breach? The one the troll made when it threw the vehicle into it,” said Field Marshall William. 
 
    “That's it. Field Marshall William, you and Field Marshall Nefertiti take the Wardens and half the GloCom troops and go through that breach. Quietly. Get behind them and take them out quickly. Go slowly, a few at a time, so they don't realize we're splitting up and the rest of us will keep them focused on the doorway,” Field Marshall Anna told him. 
 
    Field Marshall William designated several people at a time to break off from the firefight and regroup around the side of the building near the breach. They worked their way through the vehicle debris field and his team regrouped at the breach. The hole in the wall was large but mostly filled with the broken chassis of the troll's projectile. There was enough room to squeeze through and eventually the group made it inside. 
 
    They worked their way past a group of slaves, doing their best to convince them to be quiet. The slaves spoke Japanese for the most part creating a small language barrier but enough spoke other languages they were able to convey the message without too much noise being made. The people were malnourished and weak, so they weren't exactly able to be exuberant anyway. The Vanguard promised them that as soon as they eliminated the terrorists they would return for them. 
 
    They slowly worked their way through the large hangar until they were behind the main portion of the fortified force. They slowly took up positions as several of the GloCom soldiers readied grenade launchers. Once everyone was in position, they held, waiting for the final order. 
 
    “Fire,” said Field Marshall William over the comm. The grenade launchers and laser fire did significant damage in their opening salvo. The terrorists were caught in a crossfire from the front and rear and were quickly being taken out. They got in a few good shots of their own killing two Wardens and half a dozen GloCom troops before the shooting finally stopped. 
 
    The two teams rendezvoused inside the building and did a quick perimeter check. They estimated the number of captives to be about two thousand, many of whom were in dire need of food, water, and medical attention. They quickly set to work freeing them but made them stay inside the building since the firefight was still going on outside.   
 
    “This is Field Marshall Anna to GloCom command. We have control of the main armory hangar and approximately two thousand freed captives. As soon as you can swing it, we need food and medical attention. Some of these people are in bad shape,” she said. 
 
    “Acknowledged, Field Marshall. We'll clear a path and get relief shuttles in there as soon as we can. No ETA,” replied the comm officer. 
 
    Her team continued to secure the area and provide as much aid as they could to the tired, hungry people. They began to set up perimeters at the entrances and breach in the wall and dug in to wait for GloCom to relieve them. Field Marshall Anna, one of the Wardens and several GloCom troops were setting up a makeshift first aid station to help the more seriously injured citizens. 
 
    One of the enemy troops came from a hidden location along a wall and opened fire on them with a heavy plasma weapon. Out of the corner of her eye, Field Marshall Anna saw a bolt of energy hit one of the GloCom troops and several of the injured citizens. Time slowed as she spun around, watching the Warden's chest engulfed in a flash of light as she did so. Their armor could handle lasers but not plasma weapons. Her rifle was on a table to free her hands for helping people, so she drew her sidearm as she felt something hot hit her chest. She felt a pain in her left arm as she drew on the attacker and started to fire with her right one, hitting him with every shot. She could hear William scream her name as she watched the man fall and turned in William's direction. She started to say, “I got him,” but felt something wet and coppery rise in her throat and passed out. 
 
    William saw the brief fight and bolted across the floor screaming, “Anna!” as he ran. Nefertiti came from the other direction and both got there just as she hit the floor. The GloCom troops ran to other injured while the Vanguards attended to Anna. 
 
    “It's bad,” said Nefertiti looking down at Anna. She had been hit once in her chest with plasma energy that passed between her stomach and a lung. Her left arm was severed midway between the shoulder and elbow.  Nefertiti took the strap from her rifle and made a tourniquet for the amputated limb while William was doing his best to staunch the blood flow from her chest. Her armor mitigated some of the damage but couldn’t stand up to the heavy weapon. Fortunately, the plasma cauterized much of the wound, so blood loss was not as severe as it could be. 
 
    “GloCom command, this is Sir Jonathon of the armory team. We need emergency medical here now. Field Marshall Anna is critically injured. We have six dead including three civilians and two severely injured civilians. We need a medical evac capable of handling plasma damage, ASAP,” he said over the comm. 
 
    “Acknowledged. Checking,” replied the comm officer. A minute later the voice came back on and said, “Sir Jonathon, Command indicates they can have a medevac team to your site in about ten minutes. We have heavy casualties and are working your way. Hold out until then. Command out.” 
 
    “They can't get a medical team here for about ten minutes,” Sir Jonathon told them. 
 
    “That's too long, she's dying,” said William, the panic in his voice obvious. 
 
    “I will not get you back in my life just to lose you like this. Hold on. You're strong,” he said but knew she didn't hear him in her unconscious state. Since they officially joined the Vanguard, their relationship was no longer secret and to see her dying on the ground was almost too much for him. 
 
    William and Nefertiti got most of the remaining blood flow stopped but she was fading fast. Her pulse was weak. Her breathing was shallow and getting fainter by the second. The plasma cauterized the wounds it made so blood flow wasn’t as bad as it could have been. 
 
    “I am not as gifted with healing as Boudicca, but I did learn many things during my time in Karnak. I will do what I can,” said Nefertiti. 
 
    She placed her hands onto Anna's chest and white light flowed from them and into Anna. Anna spasmed slightly and William looked concerned. “It's her body reacting. I'm forcing her body to repair itself and she has very little strength. I'm giving her what I can, but I need most of my energy for healing the wounds. If you can yield her your own strength it would help her. 
 
    “I will do anything I can for her just tell me what to do,” replied William. 
 
    Nefertiti helped him channel his strength and his will into Anna. He could feel the faint energy of her life and see it growing darker. As Nefertiti worked her magic, he could see the pace at which the energy faded slowing until it stabilized and got no dimmer. 
 
    “You saved her,” said William. 
 
    “I do not think I did. I think this only managed to stall her impending death. She needs far more healing than I can provide. Her organs are damaged, and she has lost much of her blood. That, I cannot repair,” Nefertiti told him. “I am not good at expressions of sympathy. I am a warrior and it is not in my nature. Know that we share a bond in that our lovers have both been wounded gravely by our enemy and if either should die, I will make Mordred and his people suffer instead of offering them a quick death. This is my word to you.” 
 
    William sat beside Anna hold her remaining hand. “Thank you, Nefertiti. You have my word as well. Too many have been lost already. We have lost many today and many more will die before the fight is over. Nefertiti, I'll stay with Anna. Can you see to the other wounded and dead, please? I know I ask you to take my responsibility, but I can't leave her.” 
 
    “I understand and do not fault you for your decision. When Ra lay on the battlefield at Syracuse, I was by his side. It is in our ability to love that separates from those we fight. Stay with the one you love. I will see to the others,” Nefertiti told him as she walked away. 
 
    A few minutes later he heard explosions outside. William turned to look at the entrance and a shuttle with medcorp markings came in too fast but managed to stop just before it crashed into a wall. Two RATS were behind it, firing outwards from the entrance to the hangar. The RATS were covering the entrance and obviously under fire. Their perimeter guards were helping the RATS to defend the shuttle. 
 
    The shuttle bay and side doors opened as several medical teams with stretchers and medical kits came running out. One crew came over to Anna while the others ran to the other wounded. 
 
    “Gonna need you to move sir,” said one of the medics. 
 
    William didn't hesitate. As much as he loved Anna the medics were the experts and he would just be in the way. 
 
    They ran a scanner over her and started an IV drip. They put a real tourniquet on her arm just above the makeshift one made from the rifle sling and took the sling off her arm. They spent a few minutes getting her stabilized and strapped in then secured her in the shuttle. The medics did the same with the other wounded and prepped the shuttle for launch. 
 
    The RATS started firing again to clear their path as William and Nefertiti watched it depart. One of the laser turrets started tracking in the direction of the shuttle and would hit it in seconds. “NOOO!” screamed William as torrents of energy flew from him into the turret, blowing the top from it. He dropped to his knees from the output of energy, already weakened from helping Nefertiti with Anna. 
 
    “That was impressive William. I did not know you have managed that level of arcane talent,” said Nefertiti. 
 
    “Neither did I. I saw that it was about to hit the shuttle and thought about losing Anna and me just...I knew what I had to do and did it without thinking,” he replied. “I guess that was just my rage and grief expressing itself.” 
 
    “It was neither. It was love and you should remember that feeling. Emotions are powerful motivators for magic and can lend you the strength to achieve great things. The trick is knowing when to do so and which emotions to use,” Nefertiti told him. “When I find Mordred, you will see rage.” 
 
    “I should have been on that shuttle with her, but I know she's in good hands and my place is here. We took the main hangar for this base. The other hangars are in rubble, so our objective is done but we can't rest. I know you want to be with Ra as much as I want to be with Anna but as you said, you're a warrior as am I. Our place is here. If we don't win this battle we can't hope to win the war. If we lose the war, we lose Anna and Ra and everyone and everything we fight for. We make a stand here and now not because we fight for ourselves but because we fight for them,” William told Nefertiti. 
 
    “Your words speak to my heart, William. Arthur, or rather Sebastian, has always been good at reading people and has made a good choice in making you one of his generals,” Nefertiti replied. 
 
    “I'm no general. I'm just a man doing what needs to be done to help others and make the world a better place,” he told her. 
 
    “That may be true, but you are a general in this war. Sebastian is a de facto king, our king, and commander in this war and you and I and others who sit at his table are the generals of that war,” Nefertiti told him. 
 
    “I doubt he would be happy being called a king but regardless, we have a mission to complete. We've finished this objective. I say we move on to the C&C. Bruce's team will handle the armory but based on the chatter on the comm, they've hit some trouble with the command center. It's more heavily fortified than expected and they might need some help or at least another target for the enemy's guns,” William told her. 
 
    “Agreed,” Nefertiti replied. 
 
    “Sebastian, this is William, do you copy?” he asked over the Vanguard channel. 
 
    “Sebastian here. How is Anna? I just got the report from command,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    “I don't know. She's hurt badly. She took a plasma shot to her chest and lost an arm. She's strong. All I can do is hold out hope and finish this fight for her. That's what I'm inquiring about. We're finished here. We have the main hangar, freed the civilians and GloCom can hold it from here. Nefertiti and I are coming to help you. Where do you need us?” William asked. 
 
    “Chelsea, Xavier and I are about to go airborne and hit the roof entrance. The main doors are heavily guarded so we're going in from the top. If you can get to the roof, you can join us there. If not, join Bruce's team at the armory if you can get there. If you can't manage either, check with GloCom see where they need reinforcements,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    “We are in a large room full of flying machines in various states of repair. I am certain William can make one of them fly,” replied Nefertiti. “The command building is large. Which part of the roof should we meet on?” 
 
    “There is a shuttle landing pad near the northeast corner. There is an air conditioning tower on the south side, about ten yards from the main roof entrance. That tower has a concealed door that goes to some escape tunnels for command staff. That's our destination. We'll be on the roof in about seven minutes,” he said. 
 
    “Then in seven minutes we will storm the air conditioning with you,” replied Nefertiti. 
 
    They heard Sebastian laugh then reply, “If you can get there we'll meet you otherwise use the other options as fallback contingencies. 
 
    “How exactly are you going to get us there?” asked William. 
 
    “Look around you. We have chariots in no short supply and is this not a building where they repair such things? Perhaps one of them is repaired and may take to the skies,” replied Nefertiti. 
 
    “That's a pretty good idea, Nefertiti,” William said as he surveyed the shuttles. 
 
    “That one,” he said pointing at one. “It's a small tactical shuttle. The model is old but it's fast and maneuverable. It doesn't have much armor and will be a bit cramped but it's very fast and will be hard to track in the chaos above us. Most importantly, the maintenance logs on the computer indicate it's in working condition except for its guns,” William told her. 
 
    “That is our chariot,” said Nefertiti as they walked to the shuttle. 
 
    “Sir Jonathon, stay with GloCom and keep this area secured and those civilians safe until GloCom can reinforce this position,” Field Marshall William ordered as he and Nefertiti walked to the shuttle. 
 
    # 
 
    Bruce and his team charged into the fray. Boudicca was already on a killing spree, eschewing her sword for claws that had grown from her fingertips. She was a hurricane of destruction in the middle of the undead and enemy troops, leaving a bloody mess of mangled corpses in her wake. She was extremely fast with incredible agility and the few enemies who managed to get a shot at her in the melee missed badly, usually to the loss of a limb or worse. 
 
    Her allies hit the outside of the fight and were cutting their own path through the mix of living and dead enemies. Part of the danger was the recently deceased. As they were struck down, there was a chance they might rise again to refill the ranks of the undead. Of all the old legends about the undead, zombies needing their brain destroyed was one of the true ones but fortunately, the transmission was not as common as in the old vids. It was far too difficult to get clean shots in with the chaos around them, so the Vanguard and Wardens had switched to swords while the GloCom troops were shooting outliers anytime they could get a clean shot. 
 
    Trish's skin had hardened into sarsen and her reflexes and speed were still phenomenal despite being covered in stone. Bruce, though he lacked the hardened skin of Trish, was able to augment his strength and physical attributes significantly making him a force in his own right. She and Bruce were side by side as they cut through the horde to Boudicca. 
 
    Once the control was broken, the zombies turned on the ALF almost instantly and the unprepared soldiers were taken by surprise as the undead overwhelmed them. By the time the strike force had fully engaged most of the terrorists were dead or turned. This was fortunate for the Vanguard and Wardens. The zombies were slower than the living, so they made short work of the creatures. 
 
    After several minutes the horde was dead, and Boudicca stood face to face with Bruce. The claws on her fingers were long, even cutting through the gloves of the biomesh polymer that made up their armor. Her teeth were elongated into fangs. She was growling quietly as she walked menacingly towards Bruce. She swung a clawed hand at him, which he caught and then grabbed her second arm when she went for his throat. 
 
    “Field Marshall Boudicca, at ease,” ordered Field Marshall Bruce. 
 
    She continued to struggle against his grip and was smiling. The growling intensified. 
 
    “Boudicca. Stand down. That's an order,” Bruce said as he released her. 
 
    She stopped and stared at him then flexed her claws. She bent down like she was about to pounce. 
 
    Trish ran over to her and stood between the two. “Boudicca. Listen to me. Listen to my voice. You guided me back when I was lost to the spirit of nature and now you're the one lost. Come back to me. I need you,” she said walking slowly towards the Master. 
 
    Trish reached out and Boudicca stopped. She bent down on the same level as the crouching redhead. The blue stone of her skin faded, and she looked Boudicca in the eyes. She reached out and put her hand on Boudicca's and slowly stood up, pulling Boudicca up with her. Boudicca shook her head like she was trying to clear it. The claws on her hands started to recede. Trish embraced her and the two kissed. 
 
    “Hey! You bit me!” said Trish. 
 
    “Sorry, it must have been the fangs,” replied Boudicca. 
 
    
“You don't have them anymore,” replied Trish. 
 
    “Maybe not but I can still be an animal,” she replied with a grin. 
 
    “Later, ladies. We have an armory to take,” ordered Field Marshall Bruce. 
 
    “Sir, yes sir!” Trish said as she snapped to attention and saluted him trying not to laugh. 
 
    “Very funny. Now if we're done playing I have some terrorists I need to kick the shit out of,” Bruce told them. 
 
    “Let's commence to kicking,” replied Trish. 
 
    The armory had numerous entrances, from large bays to small single doors.  “They seemed to be focused on guarding this entrance so let's see why. It’s locked up tight. GloCom, you lads have a key?” asked Field Marshall Bruce. 
 
    “Sir, I brought a master key,” said one of the troops as he walked up to the door and took off his pack. He walked over to the bay door and started putting putty along the edges of the door. The rest of the group covered him while he worked except for Bruce who was serving as a human stepping stool to help him reach the higher parts of the door. Once he was done, he had a line of the putty around the door and had attached a detonator. 
 
    “We need to move to a safe distance,” said the Corporal. 
 
    “We don't really have any cover and we're out in the open. We can go back across the lot but that's a long distance and the explosion may attract a crowd,” said Field Marshall Bruce. 
 
    “I can handle that,” said Field Marshall Trish. 
 
    She walked back about twenty feet from the door and put her hands on the ground. The ground rumbled a moment and several large sarsen stones sprang up. They were barely big enough to hide everyone, but they would have to do. The group got behind the stones and the Corporal opened the cover on the detonator. 
 
    “Fire in the hole!” he shouted and hit the switch. 
 
    The explosion wasn't as bad as they expected and other than a ringing in their ears no one was injured. Trish took her hands off the ground and the stones receded. As the dust cleared, the doors were still standing. 
 
    “Well, shit,” said Field Marshall Bruce as he walked up to the door. As he approached it, the doors started falling over in his direction. He backed up a step then turned and ran at full speed back to the group as the doors hit with a massive thud to the ground, only missing him by a few feet. He jumped at the last second and landed poorly. He wasn't hurt but his landing was less than elegant. 
 
    “Open, says me,” said the Corporal as the group was laughing at Bruce. 
 
    “Laugh it up,” said their Field Marshall. “The door is open, let's invite ourselves in. It looks quiet. Approach from the side. Let not walk into an ambush. 
 
    As they approached the corner, Field Marshall Boudicca yelled, “Run!” and headed away from the door. She headed in the opposite direction as fast as she could, which was extremely fast, and the rest of the group followed. 
 
    They heard a grating noise, like heavy metal being dragged along the concrete. From inside the armory, a large creature that looked to be made of stone was walking towards the door. The thing was about fifteen feet tall. It was a carved white marble statue that looked like a soldier carrying a very large, very real, heavy laser rifle and dragging a long metal chain with an anchor on the end. 
 
    “Holy shit! That's a memorial statue of Admiral Baker, commander of the Atlantic fleet. He was one of the five commanders credited with winning the Unification War. That chain and anchor is from the first boat he ever served on, a small gunship on his first assignment. He should be in the parade grounds with the rest, not walking around,” said one of the GloCom soldiers. 
 
    “They went too far this time. They desecrated a memorial to a hero of the Unification War.  These assholes just made this personal,” said Corporal Jameson. He grabbed a rocket launcher from one of the nearby ALF corpses and started firing. The statue lumbered back from the first blast then shattered on the second. 
 
    “I didn't realize you were such a patriot, Corporal. Nice shooting,” said Field Marshall Trish as the group started walking carefully back to the armory. 
 
    “It's a family tradition. My great, great, great grandfather was the commander of the PacRim forces and the line of soldiers in my family predates him and has continued all the way to my own father, General Morrison and now me,” replied the Corporal. 
 
    “General Morrison is your dad? You have big shoes to fill,” replied Field Marshall Trish. 
 
    “I know. That's why I use my middle name instead of my family name. I don't want most people to know so I don't get preferential treatment. You're not military so I don't see it hurting anything,” replied the Corporal. 
 
    “Did you know the PacRim commander, General Adamson, was a Warden?” asked Field Marshall Bruce. 
 
    “I did not. I didn't think the Wardens ever got involved with political wars,” replied Corporal Jameson. 
 
    “He was a Warden and he did get involved in the war as well as his wife. Both were Wardens but were kicked out when they joined the Unified Military as the conflict was starting to heat up. They were adamant that the Wardens should be more proactive in their approach and that we should be about helping everyone not just protecting them from fey. The Directorate didn't agree. They gave them an ultimatum and they chose to leave. Their story is taught at the Warden Academy as a precautionary tale about getting involved in what the Wardens consider to be politics,” replied Field Marshall Trish. 
 
    “That's kind of ironic considering where we are now. Lord Marshall Sebastian doesn't seem to care much about the old rules. He seems to have not just ignored the barriers between the Wardens, GloCom, and UniGov but torn them down and stomped on them,” replied Corporal Jameson. “He's a good leader.” 
 
    “You should be in his presence. He has a strange habit of getting people to listen to him. If he wants to talk people tend to be willing to listen. If he gives an order, people obey it. I am pretty sure there is some magic to it, but I don't think he does it consciously and may not even know it or be able to control it. Take Camelot. When we were first recovering it, he and Merlin got into a dispute and he told Merlin to obey him. So not only did that old gray-haired bastard bow and pledge loyalty but every one of us did and none of us know why. I think...” but Field Marshall Bruce stopped when they heard another sound coming from the armory as they got close to the door. 
 
    “How many statues were in that memorial?” asked Field Marshall Boudicca sounding concerned.   
 
    “The five generals from the Unification War,” replied one of the other soldiers. 
 
    “How many rockets do you have left Corporal?” asked Field Marshall Bruce. 
 
    “One. We have some grenades. We still have some plastique but that's not battle convenient,” replied a trooper. 
 
    “They move kinda clunky. I doubt they can jump,” said Trish as she put her hands down on the ground and cracks radiated out from them. In a semi-circle surrounding the large entrance, the ground cracked and sank down. A gap about ten feet wide and ten feet deep appeared surrounding the entrance. 
 
    The statues came from the back of the armory in ranks of two by two. They lumbered out the door and to the edge of the pit. The two statues in the lead stopped and looked at the pit then at the group across from them. The statues bent down then leaped and landed just on the other side of the pit. The ground sunk in under them as their weight impacted it both where they launched and where they landed. They kept walking towards the group and moved the laser rifles to a firing position. The two in the back followed them. 
 
    “Take cover!” yelled Field Marshall Bruce as the group scrambled away from the incoming heavy laser fire. 
 
    Field Marshall Trish stopped running and raised several sarsens around the statues as the rest of the group ran towards their original cover points several hundred yards from the armory. 
 
    “Trish, RUN!” screamed Boudicca. 
 
    “GO! I just need a moment,” Trish yelled back at her as a blast from one of the heavy rifles caught her in the abdomen. Her bio weave dissipated some but not all the energy as the bolt passed through her armor and her sarsen skin. She grimaced but she continued to channel. A complete ring of stones formed around the four statues forming a corral. 
 
    Trish turned to look at the group and smiled. “I bought you some time. Boudicca, I love you,” she said then collapsed. 
 
    “NOOOOOOOOOOO!” screamed Boudicca as she and Bruce ran to their friend. 
 
    When they got to the woman, blood was already pouring from the hole. The blue stone was fading outward from the wound, turning to normal skin. The laser blast was heavily mitigated by her armor but still strong enough to pass completely through her and out her back. She was conscious but in shock. 
 
    Several of the GloCom troops were already starting first aid. “Body temperature dropping fast. Blood pressure dangerously low. Breathing shallow. Heart rate faint. She's dying. Get me the surgical kit,” said the Corporal. 
 
    Across the pavement, they heard loud thuds on the stones. 
 
    “Those things are trying to break through. You need to hurry so we can move her,” said Field Marshall Bruce. 
 
    “Move her? I don't even know if I can save her,” replied Corporal Jameson. 
 
    “How can I help?” asked Field Marshall Bruce. 
 
    Corporal Jameson was busy working on the wound while another trooper was prepping a syringe, “If you are trained medically I could use your help. I'm a passable field surgeon but it's not my field of expertise. If you're not trained medically keep those walking statues from doing any more damage.” 
 
    “You heard the man. Form a line. If they get those stones down they do not reach Trish,” ordered Field Marshall Bruce and grabbed his rifle then headed towards the statues. 
 
    Boudicca was beside Trish holding her hand. She had her eyes closed. 
 
    “Field Marshall, I know she means a lot to you, but you can't do anything here. If you care about her, help stop those things,” said Corporal Jameson as he worked on the wounds. 
 
    “You don't know magic if you think there is nothing I can do,” Boudicca replied. 
 
    She reached out to Trish's life force as she had done at Stonehenge when she was first taken by the spirit of the grove. She felt Trish's life, but it was almost gone. The faint trace that was left was slipping away fast. Boudicca fed her own life force into Trish to bolster what was there and felt her own essence merge with that of Trish's. 
 
    Corporal Jameson was working as quickly as he could to stop the blood flow. The laser passed through her abdomen, severing her intestines in several places and passing out through her spine. He had to cut her open further to be able to reach the damaged areas. He was sealing ruptured vessels as quickly as his hands could work. She lost a tremendous amount of blood and was losing more at a fast rate, but he was making progress. As part of both GloCom's special forces and a commanding officer, he had been trained extensively in all things they considered necessary to lead an elite operative group and this included field surgery. He was by no means a fully qualified surgeon but could handle many medical emergencies. 
 
    Field Marshall Bruce and the rest of the team took aim on the sarsen stones. The pounding grew louder and more intense. Several of the GloCom troops readied grenade launchers. The pounding got louder, and cracks started to form in the stones. 
 
    # 
 
    “This thing is beat up, but it should fly. Strap in and hold on. I just wish we had time to wash off that troll blood before we got into this cockpit,” said William and helped Nefertiti connect the five-point harness. 
 
    He powered up the craft and eased it out of the hangar. They headed quickly in the direction of the C&C building. It was a short distance for a flight craft and they only need to climb a few stories. The craft was flight worthy but only barely. It was sluggish, and the controls were not responding well. They cut through the firefight between the turrets and fighters doing his best to maintain control when a turret shot caught them. “We're losing altitude,” William told Nefertiti as the craft shook violently. “I can hold it but can't climb. We'll not be able to make the height needed for the rooftop. Rerouting to Bruce's team. We can back them up.” 
 
    He steered the craft as best he could, zigzagging through the firefight in the crippled ship. They approached the armory but, in the darkness, couldn’t make out much below them. As they neared the armory, a dragonfly unaware they were friendly came in behind them and took out the engines and one of the wings. 
 
    “Nefertiti, we’re going to crash. I’m ejecting us. Let’s hope the seat’s thrusters and chutes are working,” said William. 
 
    “What does ejecting mean?” asked Nefertiti followed soon behind by her screaming as the roof canopy blew off and the seats launched into the air. 
 
    # 
 
    Bruce and the rest formed a line between Trish and the statues. The stones continued to crack and finally shattered. The huge marble constructs started advancing towards the group again. As they did so, an old military shuttle came towards them like a rocket. The shuttle crashed into the statues and destroyed two of them. The remaining two continued to advance, leveling their rifles at the group of defenders. 
 
    Bruce calmed himself and faced the statues. He felt energy well up inside him and he released it. Bolts of electricity leaped out of him and at the statues. It had no effect on the stone, but the laser rifles the statues carried shorted out and caught fire. The statues dropped the damaged weapons. One of them grabbed a piece of the twisted metal from the shuttle wreckage and the other picked up the leg of one of their fallen comrades. 
 
    Bruce yelled and ran towards the one with the statue leg. As he did so he channeled all his power into himself, augmenting his already impressive physical strength. The surviving Wardens charged the one with the shuttle piece. 
 
    The Wardens and GloCom were concentrating their fire on the statue’s head. The Wardens were using their impact slugs and were slowly chipping away at it. The stone was hard but not indestructible. The statue was swinging the metal in large arcs like a mowing scythe. The Wardens were faster and GloCom stayed out of range so initially, it didn’t have much success. 
 
    Bruce charged into the statue with his shoulder forward and hit it hard. The statue staggered a bit but did not fall. It swung the leg at Bruce and missed, hitting the ground and Bruce kicked its knee. The statue swung again, and he kicked its knee again. The statue raised one of its massive feet and stomped down on Bruce. The man used his augmented strength to catch the foot and pushed away, throwing the statue off balance. He kicked the knee again and a crack could be heard. 
 
    “Pull the pin and throw a grenade at it,” yelled one of the Wardens to the GloCom troops. 
 
    “It’s too far, I can’t get a grenade that distance,” a troop yelled back. 
 
    “Just do it!” the Warden yelled at him. 
 
    The troop pulled out a grenade and lobbed at the statue. The Warden made a motion with his hands and the grenade flew to the statues head and reached it just as it exploded. The statue reeled backward and threw the large chunk of metal at the Warden. It struck the Warden and the one next to him with massive force. The two Wardens were thrown backward and lay still on the ground. The statue continued to walk around but seemed to have no focus or orientation. It stumbled and got too near the pit that Trish had created and fell in. 
 
    The remaining statue was stumbling as well as its knee began to give way. It swung the leg at Bruce again and he ducked it, kicking the knee a fourth time. The statue spun around and swung again before he was clear, and the leg-club caught him in the abdomen. He was thrown some distance through the air and hit the ground roughly. He struggled to stand but he managed to make it to his feet. The statue lumbered towards him, off balance due to its damaged knee. 
 
    It swung the leg-club again and Bruce caught it with every ounce of strength he had and ripped it free from the statue’s hand. He swung it around with such force it shattered the already weakened knee and continued, impacting the second one and breaking both the second knee and his makeshift club in the process. The statue fell onto its back and started swinging at Bruce. He grabbed one of the arms and broke it off at the shoulder. It continued to swing, and he repeated the process on the second arm. The statue lay there, still trying to move its stumps. 
 
    Bruce realized both statues were down and limped back to Trish. As the magic he used on himself wore off and the adrenaline of the fight faded, he felt the impact from the statue’s hit. He felt like some ribs were cracked, possibly broken but he couldn’t let it show. Trish was the one with serious injuries, not him. Breathing hurt, though. The thing hit him hard. 
 
    Boudicca was still holding onto Trish and in a trance. The blue stone of Trish’s skin had returned to normal and Corporal Jameson was closing her up as best he could. 
 
    “How is she?” asked Field Marshall Bruce. 
 
    “It could go either way. Whatever Boudicca is doing is helping. Her vitals are very weak but stable, and I’ve stopped the internal bleeding. Medvac is in route,” the Corporal told him as he finished up and prepped her for transport once the shuttle arrived. 
 
    “Thanks, Corporal. She means a lot to us,” Field Marshall Bruce told him. 
 
    “Why are you limping and holding your chest?” asked the Corporal as he got out his scanner and started running it over Bruce. 
 
    “Nothing major, just some bruising. I’ll be fine,” he replied. 
 
    Michael looked at the results of the scan. “You’re going to be on the evac shuttle with Trish. You have a badly sprained knee and ankle along with several broken ribs. One of those broken ribs is pushing against a lung. I bet it’s hard to breathe. You’ll live and it’s a pretty easy repair, but your day is done. Let me help you sit down and rest until the shuttle gets here,” Jameson told him. 
 
    “Not happening. If I can walk, I can fight. I’ll be fine,” replied Field Marshall Bruce. 
 
    “You will be fine but only if you get treatment. If that bone pierces your lung it’s going to be a much worse injury. Being the only one here with medical training, that makes me the ranking medical officer and that's an order,” the Corporal told him. 
 
    “You’re in GloCom and I’m not. The only people on this base that can order me around are Lord Marshall Sebastian and Vice Marshall Chelsea,” he replied with a smug smile. 
 
    “Hold on, I’m getting an update on the shuttle. I need to give them a status report on Trish. If you won’t listen at least sit and rest,” said Corporal Jameson as he walked away. 
 
    Bruce did as he asked and with some painful effort sat down on the pavement and went over their status in his mind. He watched Boudicca and thought about the fight so far. Anna was down. Trish was down. He was hurt. They had the hangar and the armory. GloCom was already clearing the hangar now that they had eliminated any magical threats and only a token resistance was left. Sebastian and his team were very good, and the C&C would probably fall soon. The military would call their results so far successful with acceptable losses, but he was getting damn tired of losses being acceptable. 
 
    He was in the middle of a battlefield where shit was going rough and every fiber of his being wanted to push on through the pain and fight. Deep down though, the only thing really on his mind was Bethany and their soon to be child. He felt the pain in his chest again and pulled himself up. He could barely breathe and each time he did, he could feel the bone pushing on his right lung. 
 
    Corporal Jameson walked back over and checked on Trish. As he did, a call came in Bruce’s internal comm. “I understand you have broken ribs that could puncture a lung and you’re refusing to evac. I spoke with the Corporal and you’re right. Only two people on this base can order you on an evac shuttle and one of them is doing it. I want you on that medical transport. You have a child on the way and don’t need that child to grow up fatherless because you weren’t at your best and got killed in battle,” came Vice Marshall Chelsea’s voice over the comm. 
 
    “Trish is down. Boudicca is effectively out of the fight keeping Trish alive and that just leaves me to command this unit,” said Field Marshall Bruce. 
 
    “I just got a message from William. He and Nefertiti had to eject from a damaged ship and landed a few minutes from you. They’re on their way to you and William will have your back. Now get on that shuttle. You’re a friend Bruce and I don’t like to use rank but I’m going to. That’s an order,” she told him. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he replied sourly and cut the channel. 
 
    Bruce slowly pulled himself up and walked over to Corporal Jameson. “I should knock you out for that. You went over my head,” said Field Marshall Bruce. 
 
    “With all due respect sir, with the injuries to your ribs if you took a swing at me you would end up on the ground, not me. Right now, you have some broken ribs and a bit of bruising internally. If that bone pushes through your lung, and any strenuous activity could do that, you’re going to have trouble breathing and blood flowing into a possible collapsed lung along with other complications. A minor fracture could become life-threatening. You need to swallow your pride and get your ass on that shuttle,” the Corporal told him. 
 
    “You have a lot of nerve. I’m twice your size,” said Field Marshall Bruce. 
 
    Michael stared up at the significantly larger man. “This isn’t about your ego it’s about your team. You’re not healthy and that makes you a liability. It’s not just your life that’s on the line it’s everyone else who is depending on you. If you can’t be at your best you don’t need to be on a battlefield,” Corporal Jameson told him. 
 
    Bruce glared at him. 
 
    “I’ll make a deal with you. Once you’re healed up, you can have your shot. Just remember, I’m a GloCom elite and you might be biting off more than you can chew,” Michael told him while holding his gaze in a cold stare. 
 
    William walked between the two and laughed, “Zip them up, kids. We don’t care who’s got the bigger dick right now. Michael, when this is over, remind me to recommend you for a transfer to the Vanguard. Not a lot of people have the balls to stand up to someone like Bruce.” 
 
      
 
    The evac shuttle landed and they loaded Trish and Bruce. The doctors determined they could keep Trish stable without Boudicca at this point. With tears in her eyes, she watched the shuttle depart. She wanted nothing more than to be with Trish, but she knew if they failed here today, it could mean the lives of more than Trish, so she put her love of one person aside for her love of the world. Nefertiti held her a moment as she pulled herself together and dried her tears. 
 
    Several of the soldiers from Bruce’s team came over and spoke with William. They had been reconnoitering the building while the rest deal with the medical evac. 
 
    “Okay everyone, GloCom tells me the armory is secure. That’s the good news. The bad news is it’s stripped. Most of the ordnance is gone. That’s not good but we can’t do anything about that right now. We need to plan. The C&C is the only key objective left. Sebastian, Chelsea, and Xavier are going in from the roof. They said there’s a secret access there. That’s a few stories in the air and no way to reach it. The only shuttles available are medical ones and they won’t go anywhere near those roof turrets. We can reinforce positions or help the GloCom team on the north wall breach that entrance,” William told them. 
 
    “You should see this,” said Corporal Jameson to the rest of the group as he stood staring at the statue that Bruce destroyed. 
 
    The group walked over, and Corporal Jameson had a flashlight on the statue. It was still trying to move despite the loss of all four limbs. 
 
    “The magic will fade over time. It’s no threat to us,” said Nefertiti. 
 
    “It’s not that. This is the statue of General Adamson. Look at the face. Does it remind you of anyone?” asked Corporal Jameson. 
 
    “Hehe. Looks like we have another name for King Arthur,” said Field Marshall William. 
 
    “Another name? How many does he have?” asked Corporal Jameson. 
 
    “We don’t know for sure. Some kind of curse makes them keep being reborn. Sebastian is the latest incarnation of King Arthur and Chelsea is the latest incarnation of Queen Guinevere,” William told the young man. 
 
    “That means…my ancestor was…” said Corporal Jameson. 
 
    “Ancestor?” said Nefertiti. 
 
    “General Adamson is my several greats grandfather so that makes Sebastian…what the hell does that make him?” asked the Corporal. This is confusing. 
 
    “After a while, you get over it. He might or might not have been another person in the past, but it doesn’t matter. As he is quick to point it out it doesn’t matter who anyone may have been in this life or any other it’s who they are right now that matters and right now he’s heading to the roof of that building and there is no way for us to get to him to help,” said William. 
 
    Boudicca still had tears in her eyes. “Maybe there is,” she said. “Normally I wouldn’t recommend something like this for people without the time to train properly but there is a way. We can climb the walls.” 
 
    “That’s a long climb without proper equipment,” said the Corporal. 
 
    “The building’s surface is stone. Many animals can climb that,” said Boudicca. 
 
    “Do think they could handle that?” asked Nefertiti. “Summoning an animal spirit is difficult for an untrained person.” 
 
    “If we want to get to the roof, that’s the only way. You and I could easily make the climb, but they couldn’t. Maybe something easier to handle like a squirrel or lizard?” replied Boudicca. 
 
    “Perhaps the squirrel. A reptile’s mind is too foreign to a human and they would not be able to control it without training. We would have to forcibly purge the squirrel spirit at the top. We could not leave them under its influence. They can climb walls but are too skittish to fight,” Nefertiti replied. 
 
    “Wait just a damn minute. No one is turning me into a squirrel,” said Corporal Jameson. 
 
    “I have to concur here. There is no way I’m letting you do that to me,” said Field Marshall William. 
 
    “You would not be turned into one. You would adapt its traits, its skills and some of its habits,” said Nefertiti. “Boudicca’s people perfected the spell and she taught it to me. It is not easy at first but will not harm you and not physically change you very much.” 
 
    “Very much?” asked William. 
 
    “You will have some minor changes. Since the purpose of this would be to climb the wall, then the spell would be focused on that ability and you would grow claws, for example, and probably some more body hair. The physical part isn’t the problem. You would also take on some of its mental qualities. They are somewhat erratic and spook easily. It would take tremendous concentration to control,” Boudicca said wiping away a tear. 
 
    “I’m not worried about focus. I have that in droves. I’m worried about the after effects,” said Corporal Jameson. 
 
    “There will be no lasting physical effects. There might be some minor personality quirks until you fully purge the spirit,” said Boudicca. 
 
    “Like what?” asked William. 
 
    “It’s hard to say. We would be using the spirit of a squirrel so maybe you’ll desire acorns or want to climb trees. I’ve never drawn on their spirit, so I can’t say for sure. They are however the best choice. Other animals that could climb walls like lizards or spiders are going to be too alien and the physical and psychological effects are profound. A squirrel is the safest choice I can think of for the first time,” Boudicca said. 
 
    “I’m game. I’ve sat idle too long and the more we talk the more people die. Let’s do it,” said Corporal Jameson. 
 
    “I like your enthusiasm. If you’re interested, you really should consider joining the Vanguard. Sebastian has the ear of General Morrison and the President. I’m sure we could make it happen,” William told him. 
 
    “I have a direct line to the General myself. I see him every holiday at our family dinners except I call him dad, not general,” the Corporal told him. 
 
    “That doesn’t change anything. The Vanguard needs people like you. You have the potential for magical training as well. I can feel it in you,” said Nefertiti. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say. I’m honored but GloCom is my home and has been my family for generations. I would need to think about it,” Corporal Jameson replied. 
 
    “We are ready. Join hands please,” said Boudicca. 
 
    Boudicca and Nefertiti closed their eyes. At first, nothing happened but then William felt twitchy. His fingertips itched a bit and he felt his fingernails growing. The hair on the back of his neck was standing up and every time a laser fired, or a jet flew over, he wanted to run. He was holding it together but was feeling very paranoid. 
 
    “Hurry. We don’t want to maintain this any longer than necessary,” said Nefertiti as she ran towards the C&C building the rest following behind her. 
 
    It wasn’t very far, maybe a mile run and they were moving very fast. The group went over debris, around obstacles, springing and jumping with agility they didn’t usually have. They reach the C&C building with Boudicca in the lead and Nefertiti close on her heels. The two men were a little further back not having the experience with this type of magic the two women had. 
 
    The Masters hit the side of the building and kept going, scampering up the side like it was a horizontal surface. They zigzagged back and forth going around windows and duct work and made quick progress. The men struggled to keep up but managed the climb without issue. 
 
    # 
 
    Sebastian, Chelsea, and Xavier soared on the manticores. 
 
    “Why didn’t we just have them drop us directly on the edge of the roof? It would have been faster,” Xavier said on their comm. 
 
    “It would have been, but it would not have been as discreet and would have put the manticores in greater danger. This way, they can drop us and go home away from the danger of the battlefield,” Sebastian replied over the comm. 
 
    The manticores flew upwards, as close to a direct vertical as they could manage. The laser fire was dying down as more turrets were destroyed or captured and GloCom slowly started taking control of the base. The manticores flew over the C&C building at a significant altitude and circled. 
 
    Sebastian sent a message of thank you to the mind of the manticore. “It’s time. Let’s go,” he said and jumped. 
 
    Chelsea and Xavier followed suit and the three activated their PEMES and plummeted to the top of the building. At the last second, they pulled up and slowed their momentum, then landed running. 
 
    Just ahead was the group of ALF and ogres positioned centrally between the two remaining towers. The terrorists and fey did not expect them and were caught off guard. 
 
    Sebastian pulled his blade and blue flame poured from his other hand engulfing the group. Chelsea did the same as did Xavier except instead of blue flames, electrical energy arced from his hand. Most of the ALF was killed in the opening salvo but the ogres, while singed and showing multiple burns, were mostly unharmed. 
 
    “I hate brutes,” said Xavier as they faced off against the massive beasts. They were holding large chains with a spiked ball on the end and each also had a spiked club hung on its back. 
 
    “Before we go inside, we need to take out those two towers,” said Sebastian. There’re three ogres and three of us. We’re much faster but need room to fight. Divide and conquer,” he ordered. 
 
    The three Vanguard dodged and maneuvered to get the ogres separated. The one going after Chelsea followed her over near one of the turrets. The ogre swung the chain with elegance and speed Sebastian did not expect. The ones facing the other two were similar. They displayed speed and dexterity that was not usual for ogres. 
 
    “They’re enhanced, be careful!” yelled Chelsea. 
 
    The Vanguard held their own for the most part, but an ogre was already a formidable opponent. The enhanced abilities made them deadly. Their skin seemed abnormally resistant to damage as well. 
 
    “That explains why the fire didn’t do more damage,” Xavier replied. “This is going to be harder than we thought. Three on three doesn’t seem like good odds anymore.” 
 
    “It’s not three on three,” yelled Boudicca as she and the other three raced across the roof. A lightning bolt struck down from the sky on the ogre attacking Xavier and another hit the one near Chelsea. Boudicca didn’t break stride and as she approached the ogre on Xavier she pulled her blade and jumped in a single motion. William drew his blade and ran towards Sebastian with Jameson close behind as Nefertiti engaged the one by Chelsea. The ogres were strong and fast but outmatched. The Vanguard quickly overwhelmed them and within minutes the three brutes were dead. 
 
    Jameson went to one of the laser turrets and accessed the control panel. He started keying in commands trying to bring the turret offline. 
 
    “How can we help?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “Unless you’re familiar with security systems for military systems you really can’t,” Jameson replied. 
 
    “I have some experience. I’ll see what I can do on the other one,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “Unless you are absolutely sure, please don’t. You’ll trigger a lockout if done incorrectly and then we won’t be able to deactivate them without accessing their core system directly and that’s inside the C&C,” Jameson told him. 
 
    “Understood. You’re the expert here,” replied Sebastian. 
 
    “Jameson, is GloCom planning on salvaging this base or its hardware?” asked William. 
 
    “We assumed it was lost already. If we hadn't lost so many troops in the cataclysm, we would have already decommissioned it formally. If we can salvage anything that would be great, but it’s all considered an acceptable loss. We’re only here to stop the ALF and free their hostages,” Jameson replied. 
 
    “Then why don’t we just destroy the turrets?” asked William. 
 
    “I don’t have any high explosives. Do you?” asked Jameson. 
 
    “We’re the Vanguard. We are high explosives,” said Chelsea with a smile. 
 
    “I managed to destroy a smaller turret myself, but these things are massive, comparatively. That’s a feat even for Masters,” William replied. 
 
    She took Sebastian’s hand and turned to look at one of the turrets. He looked hesitant, but she reassured him. “We can do this, love. Remember the Tormentor? We can do that again,” she told him then looked at one of the towers. 
 
    The two of them focused on the tower. Blue flame engulfed them and flowed towards the turret. It took the shape of a winged creature and hit the tower. The flame engulfed the tower and for a moment nothing happened. Then the tower exploded. The shockwave knocked them down and a moment later debris rained on them. Xavier conjured a shield above them as Nefertiti and Boudicca used energy waves to deflect the falling pieces of the tower. 
 
    “Now we know what killed the Tormentor,” said William. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” asked Boudicca. 
 
    “The lions roared,” said Nefertiti. 
 
    “Dragon’s breath…” said Boudicca. “You can call on the portion of your soul that contains the dragon when the two of you work together. The fragments become whole. That explains much.” 
 
    “What?” said Chelsea. “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because I chose to remember when you did not. I’ll explain it later but for now, destroy the other one so we can move on,” Boudicca told them. 
 
    “No need,” said Jameson. “I have disabled this one and shut down its reactor. It will take a while to reactivate the core even if someone managed to break the encryption I put on it,” he told the group. 
 
    “The secret entrance is in the air conditioning ductwork near the corner,” said Chelsea. 
 
    “How did you know about that? It’s not on any maps and only command staff know about it,” said Jameson. 
 
    “I don’t know. I just knew it. It’s a memory from a prior life but I’m not sure which one,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure Lord Marshall Sebastian was General Adamson during the Unification War but I’m not sure of your connection. The old cowboy commanded the PacRim forces and is one of the five generals that are credited with winning the war,” Jameson replied. “He’s also my great, great, great grandfather but that’s something I’m still wrapping my head around.” 
 
    “Why did you call him a cowboy?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    Jameson was working at a hidden panel for the secret access tunnel while they talked. “He grew up in Iowa and met his wife there. They called each other Cowboy and Cowgirl. It’s just their names for each other, I guess because they grew up on farms or something. That’s why I joined GloCom. It’s in my blood. Going back to General Adamson and even farther than that the men of my family have all been command officers,” Jameson told them. 
 
    “I have some news for you. Being a Warden is in your blood as well,” said William. “Cowboy and Cowgirl were Wardens before they were GloCom.” 
 
    “And considering their history, I would suspect Cowgirl was Chelsea,” said Boudicca. “And technically the military was first. Captain Arthur predates all of those although if you really want to get technical, King Baldric was the first, so it would go nobility then military then Wardens then Vanguard.” 
 
    “King Baldric? Who is that?” asked William. 
 
    “How about we talk about history later. We have a rogue commander to find,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “Think about it, kid. It’s in your blood. You’re good in a fight, you have medical training and you know computer systems. You could learn magic and have the potential for greatness in the Vanguard. We don’t have a lot of people with those skills. Sebastian is one of the few with GloCom experience and with the lines between the two gone in the Vanguard, you’re a natural fit,” William told Jameson over a private comm channel. 
 
    “It’s a lot to think about and I will seriously consider it if we make it out of this,” said Jameson. 
 
    “This is going to take a few minutes. They’ve changed the security codes. I can get by them. Just give me a few minutes,” Jameson said. 
 
    “Boudicca, William, Nefertiti, I can’t imagine how you’re holding it together. I’ve been in your shoes twice and I fell apart. You have my deepest sympathies. Your resolve is unreal,” said Chelsea. 
 
    “It’s not easy but it must be done. We fight for more than ourselves and I suspect were you in this position you would be doing the same. When Sebastian was injured you were not fighting. You had time to let it sink in. We have the battle to preoccupy us,” said Nefertiti. 
 
    Xavier walked over to Boudicca. “I’m very sorry about what happened. She has been my best friend for many years and to lose her would hurt more than I can imagine. Once this is over, I’ll do anything I can to help.” 
 
    “Thank you. She feels the same about you. She considers you her closest friend,” said Boudicca and rested her head on Xavier’s shoulder while they waited for Jameson. 
 
    “We went to the Academy together. She was top in the class and I was right behind her. I spent a year in Germany then we were assigned to the same Facility for years and have been hunting together since. I couldn’t imagine life without her. When we find him, I will make Mordred suffer,” Xavier said. 
 
    “You will have to stand in line,” said Nefertiti. 
 
    “It’s going to be a long line,” said William. 
 
    “No one is fighting Mordred alone. If there is one thing I’ve been adamant about since the beginning, it’s that we are a team. We’re friends and we care about each other. That’s what separates us from people like Mordred. We fight for each other and everyone else and that must never change. We fight for Ra. We fight for Trish. We fight for Anna. We fight for Bruce’s and Bethany’s unborn child. We fight for the billions dead and the billions living. We fight alongside those who can fight to protect those who can’t. None of us is as strong as all of us,” Sebastian said. “Jameson, stand aside.” 
 
    “Sir?” Jameson asked. 
 
    “Move. That door is coming down and we’re waiting no longer,” said Sebastian. 
 
    Jameson stepped to the side. Sebastian closed his eyes and pushed forward with his hands. A wave of energy went from him, shattering the surface of the roof as it passed from him and impacted the secret door. The reinforced steel door blew off its hinges and took a portion of the wall with it. 
 
    “Vanguard, move out,” Sebastian said as he drew his blade and walked down the hidden stairwell. 
 
    They worked their way down to the stairs, meeting no resistance. The route was concealed, for the most part, alternating between stairs and walkways to create an exit path from the main control room that avoided all the areas of the building likely to be breached in the case of overwhelming force. 
 
    The building was ten floors, most of which was taken up by offices and storage rooms for the bureaucracy necessary to run a base of its size. The passage showed signs of damage from the quakes and tidal wave and possibly the fight outside. They managed to descend seven flights before the stairwell became impassable due to a collapse of the floor above it. They used the collapsed section as an exit and came out in an office pool on the fourth floor. 
 
    They started to walk out the door, but William stopped them and whispered, “Wait, something is wrong. Something doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    “It might just be lingering effects of the spell. You might still be feeling the fear and paranoia of a lower prey animal,” said Boudicca quietly. 
 
    “That’s not it. There was no resistance to this point. The stairwell became impassible and now we’re in an office that opens out into a hallway with no exits until the end. This smells like a trap. Considering Elam was a commanding officer, he should have known about the passage,” said William still whispering. 
 
    “You're right. They have to know we’re in the building. We should assume there is resistance ready for us,” said Chelsea with her voice low as well. “We’re too close. To make an amateur mistake now would be stupid.” 
 
    The room was laid out parallel to the hallway with a single entrance on the far end, near the outside of the building. Sebastian went to the edge of the door and was about to peer out. 
 
    “Wait. Let me,” said Nefertiti as she created an illusion of herself. The illusionary Nefertiti walked to the door and eased its head out. She looked down the hall and saw nothing. She slowly scanned the hallway looking for any anomalies. At the edge of a door, a small black thing could be seen. She narrowed her vision and focused on it. It was the end of a gun barrel. 
 
    “Someone with a gun is behind one of the doorways near the end of the hallway,” whispered Nefertiti. “I could not ascertain numbers beyond that. I will send spectral forms down the hallway. I can see through their eyes. I will gather more information. They know we are here and waiting for us, so I see no reason to maintain the pretense.” 
 
    “Do it,” whispered Sebastian. 
 
    Nefertiti created four spectral forms. The four ran down the hallway very quickly looking in each of the doors as they did so. Gunfire erupted from several locations with each form dissipating as it took a hit. “There are many. I estimate at least thirty spread out among four other rooms. They are wearing armor of some kind and carry large weapons. Some of them look like the one that gravely injured Anna and they are coming this way now,” Nefertiti told the group. 
 
    “Plasma rifles. Our armor won’t do much against those. We might be able to take them but could suffer serious casualties in the process. There are no other exits and the walls are reinforced,” Jameson said no longer keeping his voice low. 
 
    “If we can’t go through them then let’s go under them,” Chelsea told the group and channeled her energy into the floor. It shattered beneath her creating a large hole through the floor and drop ceiling of the room below. She was a bit overzealous and most of the floor of the room collapsed, dropping the group down to the one below. 
 
    “Everyone okay?” asked Sebastian. Everyone gave an affirmative. 
 
    “Let me pull the floorplan for this building and find us a way down,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “Already loaded and reviewing,” said Jameson. “Down the north hall is a large conference room. That conference room is next to an interior wall with the elevator, ducting and plumbing for this part of the building. There is also an emergency stairwell next to it. The stairwell is too much of a chokepoint but that interior wet wall will get us to the first floor and connects to a washroom.” 
 
    As the group was discussing their options, they heard the terrorists above them closing in on the room. “We’re in a shooting gallery here. We need to move,” said Xavier and the group headed out the nearest door. 
 
    Several of the ALF dropped down into the room behind them and followed them into the hallway. Sebastian turned and raised a shield just as the plasma rifles started firing. The impact of the plasma hit the shield and was absorbed but the impact was noticeably draining. 
 
    “I can’t hold this long. Run!” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Wait. I have an idea,” said Xavier. “Everyone, do what you can to make the shield stronger. If this works…just reinforce that shield and surround us if you can.” 
 
    “What are you doing, Xavier?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “Bringing together physics and magic and making a big boom,” Xavier replied. 
 
    “Don’t do anything stupid,” said Chelsea as Xavier started focusing energy. 
 
    A strange hum and the sound of electrical current could be heard emanating loudly from the direction of the soldiers firing the plasma rifles then it stopped, and their rifles stopped firing. One of the soldiers looked at his rifle just as it exploded along with the rest of them. 
 
    The hallway created a tunnel effect on the resulting fireball and propelled the soldiers back into the wall behind them. The Vanguard was less impacted thanks to their shielding, but they were still knocked back a bit. The soldiers didn’t move. Several fires ignited but quickly burned out thanks to the fire-resistant construction. 
 
    “We’re lucky those things have small power packs. That could have been devastating. Xavier, next time you decide to set off plasma bombs thirty feet away from us, how about a bit of warning? That fire could have damaged my hair!” said Chelsea trying to add some levity to a bad situation. 
 
    “Well we certainly wouldn’t want anything to happen to your meticulously styled ponytail now would we,” William said, doing his best to muster a fake smile despite his concern for Anna.   
 
    # 
 
    The RATS decimated the forces on the north side of the command center then the GloCom troops and remaining Vanguard and Wardens worked their way inside. They were ordered to find the server room and secure it. They had maps to the location so finding it wouldn’t be a problem. 
 
    The resistance on the ground floor wasn’t too bad and they worked their way to the stairwell quickly. Along the way, they had found only a small number of troops. They made their way through the corridors and down to the large area serving as the computer core of the building. It was filled with servers and computers from wall to wall. 
 
    The group of soldiers immediately found specific terminals and started setting up physical interfaces to the packs they carried. The satellite feeds to the base had dropped and their first job would be determining if that was due to the unnatural disaster or tampering. Once that was done, they would need to pull the logs to see if it had been accessed. The process was going smoothly so far. 
 
    The troops not working on the computers were sweeping the room. “Sir,” yelled one of the troops to the Corporal, “We have a situation. There are explosives over here with what looks like a remote trigger.” 
 
    “More over here,” said another soldier. 
 
    “Everyone out! It’s a trap!” yelled the Corporal. 
 
    They left their equipment behind and headed for the door. They found the heavy steel security door locked. They tried to get it open via the console and even weapons fire but no effect. 
 
    “Fuck,” said the corporal. “We're trapped in here. This room is heavily reinforced. Keep the data probes going. If we make it out, we'll want the data. If we don't then maybe one of them will be salvageable.” 
 
    # 
 
    The Vanguard worked their way down the main corridor of the first floor winding their way to the command center. 
 
    “This floor is too quiet. Outside this building is a firestorm but other than one attempted ambush, there has been nothing. I don’t like it,” William said. 
 
    “Agreed, sir. This doesn’t feel right,” said Corporal Jameson. 
 
    “Corporal in case you hadn’t noticed we don’t really pay attention to ranks and titles. What’s your first name?” William asked him. 
 
    “Michael, sir,” replied Corporal Jameson. 
 
    “Okay, Michael it is,” William told him. 
 
    Sebastian stopped and stood along one side of a door and William flanked the other. They looked at each other and nodded. Sebastian turned to face the door, kicked it open then turned back along the wall. It was just another empty room. 
 
    “Where is everyone? This building was too heavily guarded for it to be this empty,” Chelsea remarked. 
 
    They passed a large conference room and repeated the process. This time William kicked the door down, but the room wasn’t empty. Inside the large conference room were numerous beds separated by partitions. Each of them had a young woman chained to it. The women were mostly nude though a few had a few scraps of torn clothing they clung to. They all seemed very much afraid and some were crying. Most showed injuries, some of them bordering on severe and looked to have been beaten. 
 
    “I’m going to kill every god damned member of the ALF I find and when we find Elam I’m personally going to neuter him with a hammer,” Chelsea said, the anger in her voice obvious though she was doing her best to control her rage. 
 
    Boudicca was quiet. She just stood staring at the room, her fists clenched. “Where is this control room you are seeking,” she said with quiet rage in her voice. 
 
    “Boudicca, calm down. I know this is a personal issue to you after what happened to your daughters but…” started William but she turned a stared at him and he stopped. 
 
    “What do you know? What do you know about the pain of seeing your own daughters raped and murdered by soldiers? Looks at these girls. They are barely more than children and have been savaged and beaten. Tell me. What do you know of how I feel? WHAT DO YOU KNOW OF HOW THEY FEEL?” she screamed at him. 
 
    “Boudicca, I am so sorry. I didn’t mean to…I was just trying…I’m sorry,” William said. 
 
    Nefertiti put her hand on Boudicca’s shoulder. “He’s not the enemy here. Remember who the real enemy is. He was just trying to be empathetic. His heart was in the right place even if his words were not. Come on, old friend. Let’s see if we can help these girls.” 
 
    “GloCom this is Lord Marshall Sebastian. We need multiple medical teams to the C&C building immediately, ground floor, conference room 11B. We have approximately 20 female victims of what looks to be rape and violent assault. Please send medical support immediately,” Sebastian said over the comm. 
 
    “Acknowledged, Lord Marshall. Medical teams are stretched thin. Are any of them critically injured?” the comm officer asked. 
 
    “No, but they’re barely in their teens for the most part. Please ask them to prioritize this. These are civilians and need our help,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “Acknowledged. We’ll get med teams there as quickly as we can,” the comm officer replied. 
 
    “Lord Marshall Sebastian out,” he replied. 
 
    Sebastian walked into the room and approached one of the older girls. 
 
    “I’m here to help. You’re safe now,” he said. 
 
    The girl replied in Japanese and seemed to be frightened and wanting to run but the chain was too short. 
 
    Sebastian said something back to her in Japanese and the two spoke for a moment. Many of the other girls were also talking and crying and he was doing his best to calm them. 
 
    Boudicca cast a language spell on herself and walked in the room beside Sebastian. She started talking to them in their language and they seemed calmer. “Sebastian, go on. I’ll stay with them. I’m sure you can understand why but you’re making them scared. They’ve been through a lot and right now they need a mother’s help. Go. I’ll help the ones with the most injuries, at least physical injuries. Their pain is going to run much deeper and take longer to heal. Nefertiti, would you stay with me as well please?” 
 
    “I will. Sebastian, when you find Elam, make it hurt. Make his suffering legendary,” she told him. 
 
    “Thank you both. I’ll keep an open channel. Should either of you need anything call me immediately,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “These people have no limits. Those girls are practically children. There are no words for the rage I feel right now,” said Chelsea. 
 
    “We all feel that way,” said William. “I just hope the bastard in charge is here. He will be held accountable.” 
 
    “The command center isn’t far. It’s just up the hallway,” said Michael. 
 
    “You’ve been quiet, Michael,” William said. 
 
    “I am just trying to keep myself under control. I have two sisters. One is about the age of those girls. I’m just trying to keep my mind from straying into a what if it had been my sisters kind of direction. I have to maintain control,” he replied. 
 
    “Those girls are in good hands. Boudicca and Nefertiti will help them and keep them safe until med teams can get here. With the fight outside winding down hopefully medical help will be here soon,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “We don’t really have medical teams trained for that. Our people are combat medics and battlefield surgeons. They need someone trained for their situation,” Michael told them. 
 
    “I know. That’s why Boudicca and Nefertiti are important. They’ll provide the emotional support needed, or at least as much as possible,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “When did you learn to speak Japanese? It’s not in any of your files,” said William. 
 
    “I don’t speak Japanese,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “You were speaking Japanese. I know a few phrases and recognize it. You spoke to those girls in Japanese for quite a while,” Michael said. 
 
    “Are you drunk? He spoke English to them,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “We don’t have time to argue. You have a channel open to Boudicca and Nefertiti, ask them. How the Hell can you speak a language and not know you were speaking it?” Michael said. 
 
    “Michael, you’re gonna learn something. Don’t ask these two questions like that. Just accept it and move on,” William told him. 
 
    “You’re right, William. We have a more important goal right now than linguistic debate,” Michael said in German. 
 
    “At least you’re talking sense now,” replied Chelsea in German. 
 
    “You don’t even know you’re doing it, do you?” asked William. 
 
    “Doing what?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “Just now. I said something in German and you replied in German,” Michael said. 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense. If I could speak Japanese and Chelsea could speak German I would know,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “Sebastian, Chelsea, you did indeed speak a different language. Remember your wedding,” said Boudicca’s voice over the comm. 
 
    “How did you know what we were talking about?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “You left this communication device active, remember,” said Boudicca. 
 
    “Oh, yea,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    “Our wedding? What does that have to do with anything…oh…the gifts…that makes sense now,” said Sebastian as the memory gelled into place. 
 
    “Can you fill us in?” said William. 
 
    “As Arthur and Guinevere, when we were married, three of the Masters placed a spell on us that would allow us to speak any language. We learned the spell and it became almost innate. As more of our memories return, I guess those kinds of things are returning as well,” Chelsea said. 
 
    William seemed surprised. “Boudicca actually has to cast a spell to do that. How do you do it on the fly like that?”
  
 
    Chelsea just shrugged and continued down the hallway. 
 
    Sebastian looked back at William. “What she said.” 
 
    The Vanguard approached the command center. The door was closed and opened of its own accord. General Elam was on the other side of the room with his back to the door. 
 
    “Ah, the Vanguard arrives,” said Elam. 
 
    The group looked at each other. 
 
    “Yes, I knew you were coming. You took longer than I expected. I do NOT like to be kept waiting,” Elam told them. 
 
    Sebastian drew his blade and walked towards the man who still had his back towards him. 
 
    “We can't have that. Skipping the parley will take all the enjoyment out of this. I do love to hear myself talk and I have gone to great lengths to arrange this meeting,” Elam told them though he was still not looking at them. 
 
    “I have a bargain for you. Several of your friends in GloCom are currently locked in the server room. The room is well secured. It's designed to withstand an assault force. The room is heavily loaded with high explosives, enough to take down this building. The attractive Masters in the toy room are likewise sitting on a store of explosives hidden beneath the floor. Don't bother trying to warn them. A jamming field just went up that will interfere with your communicators and if any of you try to leave, then the explosives in both locations detonate.” the man told them. 
 
    “How exactly is that a bargain?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “Guinevere, I'm pleased you came.  I was afraid I would only get to kill one of you but to kill you both will make Mordred very happy,” he said. 
 
    The four of them entered the room and started spreading out. 
 
    “Oh, how utterly boring. You're trying to flank me. I told you I WANT TO TALK!” he yelled, and a wave of force poured over the four of them and knocked them into the wall behind them. Sebastian and Chelsea maintained their balance while William and Michael were knocked to the ground. 
 
    “Oh, look. You're stronger than you were the first time we met. This is good. It will make this less boring. Now, onto my bargain, if you would STOP interrupting me. A wise man once said true knowledge exists in knowing you know nothing. That makes the four of you wise indeed.” 
 
    “Let me tell you a story. I would listen if I were you. Antagonize me again and I'll blow the explosives. The Masters might survive. Arthur and Guinevere, you might survive. You may be strong enough by now. Everyone else though, they'll die. The soldiers. The toys. Your friends. Dead. Do you want to hear my story?” 
 
    “How do you know us?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “That’s the fun part. Just under three thousand years ago a wise man met a witch. This witch played the doe-eyed student well, but he was wiser than she. He played his part and answered her questions, but he saw through the ruse. He was curious though. Why would someone as powerful as she was pretend to be something else?” Elam asked rhetorically then continued his monologue. 
 
    “She asked many questions but was especially interested in his knowledge of Atlantis. How did he get that knowledge? Ah, but he never told her. She never knew of the drebs. They have always been here. They are older and wiser than any human. They gave him knowledge and taught him to harness his power.” 
 
    “He wandered for many years being guided and taught by them. His power grew. They asked him for nothing but to wait. They said he would play an important part in a future event but never what that event was. Centuries passed. They told him to go to the Britons where he met the witch again. She had a child. Teach the child in secret that which they had taught him. That was their only order.” 
 
    “They had given him much and never asked for anything in return, so he did this favor for them. He taught the child and he became powerful. The child's power grew faster than expected and soon the student was the teacher. His well never ran dry. It was his mother's gift they told the man. They said to help him as needed. Not with magic, but with knowledge. So, the man did. He kept him safe. He kept him safe from those who would harm him.” 
 
    “You mentioned a bargain,” said William. 
 
    “My bargain is simple. In about 7 minutes, it would have been longer, but you waste so much time, the explosives will detonate and the only way to stop them is to kill me. They are tied to a magical trigger that is connected to my life. It cannot be stopped if my life continues. Kill me, they live. Fail to kill me, everyone dies. Every beat of my heart brings them one tick closer to death. It’s really a beautiful thing. My life equals their death. My death equals their life. How many lives is one Master worth? There is more to my story first though.” 
 
    The man drew a pistol and started firing at the pair. What shots they didn’t dodge were handled by their armor.  The old Greek drew two swords with arcs of silver energy racing over the blades and readied himself. Sebastian and Chelsea drew their own blades bathed in blue flames. 
 
    “William, Michael, shut down this traitor’s bombs remotely if possible and open up that server room to get our people out,” Sebastian ordered. 
 
    William and Michael headed to consoles. Elam fired a bolt of electricity at them, but Sebastian intercepted it and deflected the bolt into a wall. 
 
    “Your power is more than they anticipated. No matter. I taught the child much, but he taught me more,” Elam said as he charged at the two of them. 
 
    The three of them fought in the command center. The room was lined with computer terminals and stations where normally dozens of people would be working to coordinate the vast machine of GloCom but now it was empty other than those five. Fire and electricity flashed between the three in combat. 
 
    Elam was much faster and more highly skilled than one would expect a man showing his pronounced age should be. He moved with the physical prowess of a man in his prime and had the fighting skills of a master of not only magic but of swordplay and fighting. 
 
    Sebastian and Chelsea were holding their own against him. They worked very well in tandem but had never faced someone of his skill and power. The man moved with magically augmented abilities and was using spells faster than they had seen. As the trio danced around the experience and power of the man was showing. 
 
    “You're Alexander!” said Chelsea. “This is all about some drebs' desire for power. They're still bitter their rebellion failed.” 
 
    The man laughed loudly at that. “Alexander? No, I am not that brutish buffoon, dear Guinevere, but you are close. Only a member of Merlin's council would have the knowledge to keep the child safe. Eight sat at the table. Back to my story now,” he said as he continued to swing his blades and fire spells at the pair. Sebastian and Chelsea were starting to tire. They had managed to block most of his attacks, but they couldn’t keep it up. 
 
    The group continued their melee and Elam spun around catching Chelsea across her right leg with one blade and her left arm with the other. She went down to one knee. Sebastian jumped between Elam and Chelsea and blocked the man’s next attack her but caught a lightning bolt to the chest for it. 
 
     “They didn't betray Atlantis. There was no rebellion. When Atlantis betrayed them, they fought back and were slaughtered for it. They only wanted to be treated as equals and instead were subjugated and treated as lesser beings.” 
 
    “That's a lie. The drebs were hungry for power. They launched a sneak attack during a peaceful celebration. They slaughtered families. The murdered children. They killed without regard in their thirst for power and their betrayal. THEY WERE MY FRIENDS AND THEY BETRAYED ME!” yelled Sebastian as his eyes turned yellow like on the dropship. 
 
    “And how would you know? What do you mean they betrayed you?” the man asked. “You were born ten thousand years after the fall of Atlantis, Arthur.” 
 
    Sebastian started walking towards him. 
 
    Chelsea stood up and started walking towards him, her eyes the same yellow. “We were there. I watched my people die. I watched the land collapsing as the magic of the dragons destroyed the island when it fell to the betrayers. I felt the rage and sadness of Asala, daughter of the great dragon Absillion, at the betrayal of his children. We were all their children. I felt Asala's pain and my husband felt her pain as she merged her soul with ours and blessed us with eternal rebirth to guard the fey. To guard their children.” 
 
    Sebastian raised his hand and made a motion and Elam’s face changed to that of Socrates. “How do you...who are you?” Socrates said as he was backing away from them. 
 
    “I am Baldric. I am the last king of Atlantis and she is Malka, my queen,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    The two continued to walk towards him, their hands becoming engulfed in blue flame. Chelsea fired a blast of blue fire that Socrates tried to block but only managed to slightly deflect it. It caught him in the side. He screamed in pain continued to back away. 
 
    Sebastian brought his blade down in an arc towards Socrates and the man tried to parry the swing, but the dragon’s ore blade sliced Socrates’ own blade in half. The old man jumped back but not far enough, and the blade left an inch-deep slice from his collarbone to his navel. 
 
    Socrates raised his hand and a scepter flew into it from behind a console and he cast a spell. The energy faded before it reached the pair. “How? They said none could stand against the magic of this scepter.” 
 
    “My scepter will not harm me. It is bound to the royal blood of Atlantis and cannot harm any of the lines of monarchs,” Chelsea told him as she and Sebastian continued to walk slowly towards him. 
 
    Socrates started backing away and waved his hand. A panel opened and a young girl like those in what he called the toy room was behind it. He grabbed her and backed away from them with a knife to the girl's throat. “Come any closer and she dies. If you're guardians as you claim you won't let an innocent die.” 
 
    He backed towards the wall and waved his hand again, opening the passage to one of the secret escape tunnels the command staff used in emergencies. Behind the doorway stood Alexander. He was wearing golden scale interwoven with fine linens and looked like his old self again, not Julius the businessman. He carried a spear and poked Socrates in the back with it.  
 
    Socrates turned, caught off guard by the appearance of someone behind him. Faster than he could blink, Alexander’s spear pierced his heart. 
 
    “I never could tolerate betrayers or cowards and you are both. You shame your heritage, Socrates. The Athenians were honorable.” 
 
    Socrates released the girl and dropped to his knees. “Killed by a fellow Greek. It is fitting. I do not fear death.”  
 
    With that, Socrates fell over, dead. 
 
    Alexander stabbed him a second time through the heart. He wiped his blade on the dead man's shirt. “In the old days, that would be considered double tapping, I suppose.” 
 
    The flames on their hands receded. Chelsea ran over to the body and picked up the scepter. “My scepter. I thought I would never see it again.” 
 
    “Alexander, I thought you were content to remain as Julius and run your company,” Sebastian said to him. 
 
    “I was simply following the request of my teacher to not get involved but once I found out Socrates betrayed our council I could not sit idle. She will not be pleased but I could not let this stand. My honor as a Greek demanded satisfaction. My people were honorable soldiers be they Macedonian, Athenian or Spartan and such a betrayal stained us. I have cleansed that stain,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “I thought Merlin was your teacher. Who is this she you mentioned?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “I believe you now call her mother,” said Alexander. “We need to have a very long talk but first tell me what happened to your eyes?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Sebastian. 
  
 
    “Have you looked in a mirror lately?” asked Alexander. 
 
    Chelsea looked at her reflection in Alexander's polished breastplate then looked at Sebastian. 
 
    “What the Hell?” she said. 
 
    “I have no idea but I'm guessing mine look like yours and I have no explanation for that,” he said. 
 
    “It might just be a side effect of the dragon's soul. That would be my guess. The closer you get to remembering everything then the more of your inner selves come out,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “How do you know about the dragon?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “I know many things about you. Probably more than you do. Let's save your friends and talk at Camelot. Regardless of Morgana's wishes, my place it at the table with you not watching from the sidelines. I am Alexander the Great, not Julius the Businessman and while I no longer wish to conquer the world, I do wish to keep it safe and the best way to do that is at your side. Besides, if the world fell who would I sell my war machines to?” he said with a grin. 
 
    “The comm is working again,” William told them. “I've brought Boudicca and Nefertiti up to speed and they're evacuating the girls just in case that bomb thing wasn't an empty threat. I am trying to open the server room, but I can't get by these lockouts.” 
 
    “Me neither. My codes aren't working,” Michael said. 
 
    Alexander walked over to the console and started typing. “The server room is open. Tell your people to get out and I suggest we do the same. If what Socrates said is true, this building is a death trap.” 
 
    “You have access codes to military equipment?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “Not at all but I did help a former protégé design the systems and it helps to know where the backdoors in the code are,” he replied. 
 
   
  
 

 # 
 
    The battle was all but over. GloCom had taken the base. They were wiping up the last few pockets of resistance. 
 
    Boudicca and William were at the medical facility. Trish and Anna were both alive. Anna was heavily sedated as both were being prepped for transport now that they had been stabilized enough to move. They had plasma drips going to them and were connected to multiple monitors. 
 
    Anna was critically injured. Her left arm was gone, and she had extensive damage from the plasma blast. Her right lung was destroyed and her heart only pumping with electrical stimulation at this point. She had lost a tremendous amount of blood and was on the edge of death. Nefertiti sat with William doing her best to keep Anna alive until she was transported to the surgical unit. Chelsea was with William as well. She had known Anna a long time and was hurting more than she let on. 
 
    Trish was awake but groggy. 
 
    Boudicca was holding her hand. 
 
    “How bad is it?” asked Boudicca. 
 
    “I have a lot of intestinal damage but that isn't the bad part. That laser was strong enough to go completely through my armor, both the bioweave and the sarsen. I guess I still have bones inside when I change,” Trish told her with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “It destroyed my spine. They said neurosurgeons might be able to fit me with a cybernetic bypass, but it doesn't always work. Sometimes a person’s body rejects it and if it doesn't work I'll never walk again. Even if it does, I'll never be able to fight again. I can't feel anything from my chest down. I'll never be part of the Vanguard again.” 
 
    “I will heal you. It will take time, but I can regrow the damaged parts. We will need to go the great henge. Gaia will see you through this,” Boudicca told her. 
 
    “I hope so,” Trish said still crying. “I don't want to lose you. I never let anyone inside until I met you and I can't lose that.” 
 
    “Why would you lose me if you could not walk?” asked Boudicca. 
 
    “I will be an invalid. I won't be a Vanguard anymore. I'll be nothing,” Trish said despondently. 
 
    “My love, you will never lose me. I don't care if you're in a wheelchair or covered in stone with lava for blood. The measure of a person isn't in their body it's in their heart,” Boudicca told her holding back her own tears trying to be strong for Trish. “If death had taken you I would have found him and beat him until he brought you back to me.” 
 
    “Listen to her. She'll do it,” said Alexander as he walked up. 
 
    “Trish, meet Alexander. He's decided to join us after all,” Boudicca told her. 
 
    “You're the one who finally conquered the savage warrior queen. If you're strong enough to do that a little thing like a laser won't stop you for long,” he said with a smile. “I won't take much of your time. I just wanted to meet the woman who conquered the one I never could.” 
 
    “He's cute. I can see why you used to spend time with him,” said Trish as she started coughing. “The way I hear it you two conquered each other often.” 
 
    Alexander laughed. “No, my dear. I never conquered her. She is a force of nature and only another force of nature could do that. As for the Vanguard, well I think you'll be back to work soon enough. If Boudicca says she can heal you then she can. We may not always have seen eye to eye, but her power should not be underestimated. I would love nothing more than to stay and catch up, but I must go. There is a long discussion I must have with your leaders and I should not put it off. I will see you at Camelot my friend if I may be so bold as to call you a friend.” 
 
    “I'll be there as soon as I am able and yes, you certainly can,” Trish said weakly as Alexander left. 
 
    Boudicca spoke telepathically to Alexander. “Do you know where Merlin or Morgana is at? I need someone who can teleport,” Boudicca said. 
 
    “What do you need my dear?” Alexander replied telepathically. 
 
    “I need to get her to the great henge, but she is not able to be moved without their machines,” Boudicca told him. 
 
    “Morgana is not available now and I do not know where Merlin is at. I can teleport you there myself if you trust me enough to let me take you,” Alexander told her. 
 
    “I’ve never really trusted you at all. Trusting you with her life is difficult,” Boudicca told him. 
 
    “If you know anything, you know my sense of honor. I swear to you on my honor I harbor no deception and will get you both to Stonehenge unscathed,” Alexander told her. 
 
    “Thank you, Alexander. You don’t know how much that means to me,” Boudicca told him. “Can you return in an hour? Let her rest a while longer.” 
 
    “In one hour, I will return,” he told her and left. 
 
    “You're smiling. Do I have to worry about losing you to the suave Macedonian?” said Boudicca. 
 
    “Not at all. He just reminded me of something I forgot,” Trish said. 
 
    “And what would that be?” asked Boudicca. 
 
    “Something Sebastian has always told us. It's what makes us stronger than Mordred. We are a team. We are friends. Mordred has servants, slaves, and minions. We have each other. Whether you heal me, or I have some circuitry in my back or I spend my life in a wheelchair I'll always have my friends. We can get through anything together,” Trish said as she drifted off to sleep. 
 
    # 
 
    Alexander walked up to Sebastian and Chelsea. They were at GloCom's mobile command center talking with General Morrison as the military was prepping to pull out most of their forces and leave an occupying force to keep the base under control until it could be properly mothballed. 
 
    “Julius, good to see you again,” said the General. 
 
    “It's Alexander. I can't deny who I am any more than you could. Like yourself, I am a warrior and to deny that is to deny ourselves,” Alexander said. 
 
    “We were just finishing up here. The General's son wants to join the Vanguard, but we had to clear it with GloCom command and the President. Her envoy just signed off and the General is okay with it, so we have a new member,” said Sebastian motioning to Michael. 
 
    “If you'll excuse me gentleman, I have a presentation to repair. Everyone thinks being in charge is all fun and games until you're being grilled by the press about military actions when they have neither the information nor training to actually understand the answers,” said General Morrison. He looked at his son a moment. “You make me proud son.” 
 
    “I have big shoes to fill. You’re the fourth general in our family. I don’t know if I’ll ever achieve that, but I’ll try to be as great a man as you have been,” Michael told him. “I’ll make you proud.” 
 
    “You already have. Be yourself and do what your grandpa here says, and you’ll be fine,” General Morrison told him. 
 
    “Grandpa? That’s not exactly accurate. It’s…difficult to explain,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    General Morrison laughed and patted him on the back. “I’m just messing with you, son. I don’t really know how all this stuff works. You’ve got a good soldier joining you. GloCom’s loss is your gain. I hate to see him go but I believe your group is going to be the one that pulls this through.” 
 
    Michael and his father saluted each other, and they left the general's office. The three of them stood outside in the cool morning air talking. 
 
    “First order of business will be getting you started on magical training. We are stretched thin right now on skilled people to train you, but I'll make it a priority. I'm thinking William would make a good fit once he's back from the hospital. They said Anna will be there several weeks,” Sebastian said to Michael. 
 
    “I'll teach him,” said Alexander. 
 
    “You?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “Why not? I'm a Master of magic and trained by an Atlantean. The man has Atlantean blood, yours if my senses are correct though I'm still not sure which iteration of you he's descended from,” said Alexander. 
 
    “General Adamson,” said Michael. 
 
    “General Adamson? One of the heroes of the Unification War?” asked Alexander. 
 
    “One and the same,” said Michael. 
 
    “I served on the American front. Once we launched our dreadnaughts and started the war in earnest, that war moved so fast I never noticed that you were General Adamson, or I would have maneuvered myself into a transfer to your command,” Alexander said. 
 
    “You served in the Unification War?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “My friend, I have served in every war. Since the end of the dark ages, I have made it a point to fight for whatever side was the good side although sometimes that was a gray area. You probably don't remember but we've served together twice. Once during the Revolutionary War for the old United States. We served under General Washington and fought at Valley Forge then again in World War II. We were British pilots with the Allied Powers,” Alexander told him. “I also served with Chelsea once during WWIV. She commanded a hovertank brigade during the siege of Los Angeles and I was one of her pilots. I never got to meet you in that iteration.” 
 
    “I don't remember. I'm sorry. It's good to hear you have been fighting the good fight. The world needs more people that do that,” Sebastian replied. “I hate to change the subject, but we need to have that talk.” 
 
    “We do. What about teaching Michael?” asked Alexander. 
 
    “Alexander, you have to understand I have to speak with Morgana first. The last time we spoke I knew you were hiding something but spending all this time as her secret apprentice? If she confirms your story then absolutely,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “I would expect nothing less. Trust is good, but verification is better. Morgana will verify everything I told you once she gets back from Antarctica,” Alexander told him. 
 
    “Antarctica? What is she doing there?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “I thought she told you. She is speaking with the dragons. Absillion granted her an audience and she's been there since,” Alexander told him. 
 
    “Let's all head back to Camelot and wait there. We can talk and catch up, Alexander and Michael need to get familiar with the castle,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “You haven't verified my story. Are you sure you want to invite me into your base?” asked Alexander. 
 
    “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. Regardless of which you are Camelot is where I am going to be. Either way that logic would dictate you should be there as well,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    “Then I'll meet you there tomorrow morning. You've been through a lot. Go home and rest, spend some time with your wife and clear your mind. Though you lost a lot of people tonight, you didn't lose anyone close but several of your friends were gravely injured and you should take some time to unwind. Drink some tea. It's soothing. Don't ask Morgana how to unwind if you see her before I get there. She'll tell you to drink coffee. She has quite a caffeine fetish,” Alexander told him with a laugh. 
 
    “I'll try that, but Chelsea and I aren't married,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “I was at your wedding or at least one of them. You don't need a government document to tell you what you already know,” Alexander said. 
 
    “You're the second person to tell me that,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “Who was the first?” Alexander asked. 
 
    “My dad,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    “I miss Abraham. I had no idea at the time his newborn son was you. I saw him in the hospital shortly after the fight that sidelined him. If you’re half as tough as him you’ll be all right,” Alexander said laughing. “I’ll see you at Camelot.” He disappeared. 
 
    “You knew dad?” Sebastian asked him. 
 
    Alexander looked remorseful. “I did. I met him by chance in a bar in Paris. He was a fun man to share a drink with. I have some good stories about that weekend. He knew how to party.” 
 
    Sebastian took a deep breath. His father's loss still hurt him. “That he did. I look forward to hearing them.” 
 
    # 
 
    The young woman sat on the bed crying as her mother tried to comfort her. 
 
    “You are not at fault. You did what was necessary for the good of the village,” her mother told her. 
 
    “I’ll never marry. No man would have me after…” she said still sobbing. 
 
    There was a knock at the door of the hut. 
 
    The old woman walked to the door and opened it then spit on the man standing there. 
 
    The man calmly wiped the spittle from his armor and spoke. “My Lady, I cannot undo what was done and I don’t have the power to prevent it from happening again. I only came to apologize for the actions of the Master and try to undo as much of the damage as I can.” 
 
    “Undo? That bastard raped my child. She is tainted and will never wed. She will die alone as a spinster forever carrying the stain of that bastard’s actions,” the old women said, the anger and venom in her voice obvious. 
 
    “I would offer you payment, if you’ll accept it, for any dowry that she might have obtained or any lands she might have gained from a marriage. I know it’s an insult after what happened, but it is all I can do. I truly wish I could offer a better solution,” Captain Arthur told her. 
 
    “Your Master rapes my child and you wish to buy my complacency. I don’t know which the worse insult is,” the old woman said as her daughter continued to cry in the background. 
 
    “Good woman, I know it is in an insult. He took her future from her and I only want to try to make whatever life she can salvage a comfortable life,” Captain Arthur replied. 
 
    “You wizards are all the same. You treat people like property. You don’t care who is hurt. We’re just pawns and toys to be used and played with then tossed away,” she said. 
 
    
“I can’t change the Masters and I can’t undo what he did but know we are not all like them. What I offer is my own, not from the coffers of the Masters. We seek to protect and guard, and I have failed her in that capacity. My gold will not fix my failure it will only serve to help her put a life together. Take it or not, I can offer no more than that and my sincerest apologies for failing your family. Had I been here, I could have led my knights against the dragon. I was forced to be elsewhere, and your daughter suffered for it. I will take my leave and no longer insult you with my presence,” Captain Arthur told her. He dropped a bag of coins at her feet and walked away. 
 
    Several months later, Captain Arthur and Lady Guinevere approached the hut. He had not been here since he spoke to the girl's mother. He looked at his wife and said, “I think you are right. You should speak with her, not me.” He took a deep breath and knocked. 
 
    The young lady who was despoiled by Merlin answered the door and turned away. She was showing signs of being with child. 
 
    Her mother came to the door. “You again. What do you want this time? Do you come to offer another bag of gold coin?” 
 
    “Good woman, I only come to escort Lady Guinevere,” he replied. 
 
    Lady Guinevere spoke up. “May I speak with your daughter? It is of utmost importance.” 
 
    “What would a Lady of your station want with my daughter. My daughter is nothing but refuse, thanks to the actions of Merlin,” said the old woman who spit on the ground upon saying the name. 
 
    “I appreciate your position, but my words are not for you. They are for your daughter and your daughter alone. I have something I need to discuss with her. She is an adult and should make the choice to speak with me or not,” said Lady Guinevere. 
 
    “My daughter does not wish to speak with you,” said the old woman. 
 
    “Maybe so, but I would hear that from her, not from you,” replied Lady Guinevere. 
 
    The young lady walked up behind her mother. “I will speak with you. I have nothing left to lose. Words cannot hurt me and if you wished me harm, I would think our combined village could not stand against a Knight of Camelot.” 
 
    “Would you like to take a walk? It's a beautiful day,” said Lady Guinevere. 
 
    The woman looked at her mother and back and Lady Guinevere then at Captain Arthur. 
 
    “What is your name?” asked Lady Guinevere. 
 
    “I am known as Anna,” she replied. 
 
    “Well met, Anna. Your mother and the Captain can remain here,” replied Lady Guinevere. 
 
    The two women walked towards the forest behind the small cottage. The sun was high, but a cool breeze made the heat bearable. As they walked they spotted a young doe ahead of them. Lady Guinevere walked towards the doe and it raised its head, initially spooked then went back to grazing. She walked up to it and softly patted it on the back. The young woman stood some distance away. 
 
    “It's okay. You can touch it. Just keep your heart happy and your intentions benign and it will not balk,” Lady Guinevere told her. 
 
    The young woman hesitated but approached slowly. She got close and the deer raised its head from eating to look at her then went back to its grass. The young woman reached out and placed her hand on its back then smiled. 
 
    “Master Morgana says they can sense the true nature of a person. This was a test and I apologize I did not tell you beforehand, but I had to know your heart before I could tell you my reason for coming,” Lady Guinevere said. 
 
    “You have been wronged greatly. As my Captain said on his prior visit, we cannot right that wrong, but I can offer you some peace of mind and a chance to do some good with your life. I must have your word though that what I tell you will be kept secret. These words are not for others to hear. If you don't like what I have to say we will return to your home and you can forget I ever visited, you. Can you give me your word? You should know my magic is strong and by giving me your word, you will be bound to it.” 
 
    “I have no life. Merlin raped me. I tried to resist him, but he used his magic to restrain and silence me. He took everything from me. I had already lost my betrothed to the dragon and Merlin took my chastity, so no man will have me now and I carry Merlin's bastard child. I have nothing left to lose so speak and I swear to you I will not reveal what you have to say,” the woman told her. 
 
    Lady Guinevere smiled at her. “Much of what is wrong with this world is wrong because of the Masters. You know it. I know it. Everyone but the Masters knows it. That will soon change. You may have heard rumors of a war of wizards. Those rumors are true and soon that war will be at an end. Merlin will be dead and other the Masters gone, hopefully forever. Merlin and the other Masters are going to banish magic from the world and the Masters along with it.” 
 
    “This is difficult to believe. The Masters are supreme in their power. None can resist them,” said Anna. 
 
    “Difficult to believe but true. That is not why I am here. I wanted you to know that, so you would know that Merlin was soon to be relieved of his life. He knows it and it is by his actions he will die. He is a poor example of a man and the world will be better without him. Merlin's actions will banish magic and change the world. We hope that change will be for the better. To that end, a secret group is being recruited to be the guardians of humanity. The Masters think that group is to prepare for their return, and they will do that to some degree, but their real purpose is to guard humanity after the loss of magic. I want you to join that group,” Lady Guinevere told her. 
 
    “I have no skills to merit my worth as a defender. I have no talent with weapons. I have no knack for magic. I carry a bastard child who will never know its father. I don't even know how to read and write. What use could I be to you?” asked Anna. 
 
    “You will learn to use a sword. As far as reading and writing, we will teach you in many languages. And magic? No one will have access to magic. It will be gone. It will not be an easy life. It will require sacrifice and dedication, but you and your child will have a home and place with people who will not judge you. You will be part of the future. What comes after they seal away magic is unknown, and we need strong, brave people to help us forge that future. I cannot promise you wealth and power. I can only promise you a chance to be something more than you are now. You and your child will be welcomed, and your past will not matter to those of us in that secret group. We will be your family. Your child will be able to grow among people who will care not her origin, only the measure of her character,” Lady Guinevere told her. 
 
    “Her?” asked Anna. 
 
    “Aye. Her. Your child is a girl and a healthy one. She will be as strong as her mother in spirit and body,” Guinevere replied. 
 
    “Your words scare me and excite me. To learn the world as I know it will change and something unknown rise from it is frightening but to know I could, in some small part, help shape that future is exciting. I will join you,” said Anna. 
 
    “I am pleased to hear this. For now, you will come to Camelot with me under the guise of a handmaiden. I too am with child and though I do not show it, my armor will soon not fit, and I will be expected to have servants to tend me. This is only a ruse and to start your education in secret. Training you in combat will have to wait until your child is born,” Lady Guinevere told her. 
 
    “Camelot? But Merlin is there. If he recognizes me and realizes I carry his child...” said Anna sounding very worried. 
 
    “It will be no concern. He cares so little for mortals he will not notice you should you even chance to meet. The Masters spend their time preparing for the final day and rarely leave their tower. You will be unnoticed by him. Have you ever left your village?” asked Lady Guinevere. 
 
    “I have not,” replied Anna. 
 
    “Then today you will. We will return for Captain Arthur and you may bid your mother goodbye. Worry not about any possessions you have I will see to it you have all you and your child need and more. Do you have a horse?” Lady Guinevere asked her. 
 
    “I do not. Is Camelot a long walk?” asked Anna. 
 
    “It is. I will have to arrange a mount for you.” Lady Guinevere closed her eyes and whistled. 
 
    A moment later a large red hart ran into the clearing and stood before them. “It's not a horse but it will carry you Camelot. He is strong and able,” she told her patting the stag on the head. 
 
    Anna gasped. “He is magnificent, but I do not know how to ride a horse much less this beast.” 
 
    “He will carry you gently and see to your safe journey. He has promised me this,” Lady Guinevere told her. “Let's return and say your goodbyes. We can be at Camelot by dark if we make a steady pace.” 
 
    “Lady Guinevere, I know not what to say. You have given me that which I had lost. You have returned my hope for myself and my child and our future. I will no longer be a peasant, I will be a... what will I be?” Anna asked her. 
 
    Lady Guinevere handed her a pouch. In it was a necklace bearing the symbol of Solomon's Knot. “Wear it with pride for today you are a Warden.” 
 
    
The two women walked back to the village with the hart following them. 
 
    # 
 
    “What do you mean gone?” yelled Chelsea into the comm. 
 
    “I can't explain it. They're gone. They just disappeared,” said a man's voice over the comm. 
 
    “A piece of her spine was burned away by a laser and her intestines are held in by field sutures. She can't just walk away,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “The woman with her, Boudicca I think, is gone as well,” the man replied. 
 
    “Did anyone see anything? Who was the last person to see them?” Chelsea asked frantically. 
 
    “There was a nurse who checked on her and confirmed the medications had knocked her out and told Boudicca they would be transporting her to the surgical center very soon. Another nurse said she saw a tall blonde man with curly hair near the area a short time before they disappeared, but we have hundreds of people coming and going. That's not unusual,” the man replied. 
 
    “Thank you. Keep me informed of any new information,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Will do, Vice Marshall. Sgt. Jones out,” said the man and the comm went dead. 
 
    Chelsea headed to their quarters and found Sebastian sitting in an easy chair with a cup of tea. 
 
    “I think Alexander kidnapped Boudicca and Trish,” said Chelsea. 
 
    “What? Why would he do that?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “I don't know but they both went missing and a tall man with curly blond hair was the last one seen near them. He can teleport. Maybe he took them. He did have a thing with Boudicca. Maybe it was jealousy,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “I don't buy it. He doesn't seem like it's something he would do. I spoke with him. He still seems as smug and pompous as ever, but I don't think he's a bad guy. I think he truly wants to help,” Sebastian replied. “He'll be here soon. Why don't we just ask him? In the meantime, we'll ask Bethany and Samantha to start running queries and facial recognition algorithms against news feeds looking for anything that might match either of them. Boudicca is very strong, and I don't think Alexander could take her without a fight. I'm going to remain calm for now until we get more information and you should do the same.” 
 
    “I'll stay calm for now but if he did something to her and he still comes to Camelot he better bring his entire supply of war machines to keep me from him,” Chelsea said fuming. “I'll go talk to Samantha. She should be in C&C. Bethany wasn't feeling well so she is taking it easy today.” 
 
    “She's due any time now. I'm sure that's at best uncomfortable. I wonder if there's anything we can do for her?” Sebastian asked her. 
 
    “I asked. She said she didn't need anything but rest. She's the size of a cow. I think that baby is going to be born the size of its father,” Chelsea told him trying to forget about her missing friends. “I told her to let either us know the second she needs anything. Bruce will do the same. I wish she would tell me if it's a boy or girl. I want to buy so many gifts, but I don't know what to buy.” 
 
    “They want it to be a surprise. Bruce said they don't even know. Only Doc Fox does. You know that,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    Chelsea feigned anger. “I know but it isn't fair. I want to go baby shopping.” 
 
    Sebastian laughed as she left the room. 
 
    A moment later, Chelsea was in the C&C. Samantha was sitting at terminal typing. 
 
    “How long will it take you to get the search up and running?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “It's already finished. That stuff is child's play,” Samantha told her. 
 
    
“How did we ever get along without you? We have some people good with computers but you're phenomenal,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “You do what you do, and I do what I do. You and your people handle the field. I give you the tools and information you need,” Samantha told her. 
 
    “Don't you ever get bored? You qualified for the field. All you would have to do is say the word and you could resume combat training,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “Why would I want to do that? I like what I do. I'm an engineer, not a hunter. It's my passion like being a warrior is yours,” Samantha told her. 
 
    “Why come to Camelot then? R&D isn't our specialty. I offered you the post because you seemed bored at Munich but if you really like that, then this is the wrong place,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “I disagree. Many of the best discoveries were born of necessity. The only way to know what's needed is to be where it's needed. Take the cold iron in your sword. I managed to crack that formula in two years. We had a research team on it for three decades before I was put on the team. I had begged them to let me take a crack at the formula, but they didn't think it could be done. When I finally managed to cut through the bureaucracy and get access to the research it was a challenge. I was given a thank you for cleaning up some of the formulas the original engineers created. Utter bullshit. I had to rewrite their work completely and the credit goes to others. When you asked me about coming here my first thought was hell no. You have nearly no facilities. You have no research labs. You don't even have a proper machine shop but what you have is freedom to do what needs to be done. Most of my work can be done with computer models and if I did need access to a real lab you and the others here have the resources and pull to make it happen fast,” Samantha said sounding almost relieved. 
 
    “Maybe so but it's not safe like Munich. We've been attacked directly here and lost good Wardens in the process. Are you ready for that? If you don't want to be in the field you made the wrong choice because you're right in the middle of it,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “I know. That means I might get to make a difference. When Xavier got out of the Academy, he was assigned to Munich R&D for a while before he decided to go into field work for the excitement. He was assigned to me as a lab assistant to get him up to speed on our protocols. Occasionally we had dinner together and one night we were talking about the fey in the cells and the Tormentor came up. I told him this theory I had about laser energy after reading some of the old journals from the first Cataclysm and the stories of the fights against it. What happens years later? I get a call from the idiot Coordinator running Munich that Xavier is in route with a team and needs access to the weapons testing facilities because he has a theory about lasers and the Tormentor. Xavier. I don't think he stole my idea intentionally. He probably doesn't even remember the conversation as drunk as we were, but it was my idea and he got credit for it. I'm not going to let that happen again. I will do everything I can to make sure my brothers and sisters have the best tools and weapons to do their job, but never again will I stand by while someone else takes credit for my work. It's always been that way. People see a pretty face and assume I'm some mindless bimbo who fucked my way up the ladder. Here I feel like I can get a fair shot. I don't want glory and fame. I just want people to acknowledge my work for what it is, MY work,” Samantha told her. 
 
    “I had no idea. I honestly can't say I understand why it's that way for the non-field agents. It shouldn't be. It's not the same in the field. What we do is visible, at least within our ranks. Everyone sees it, and everyone knows it. There's no way to take credit for someone's kill. I will guarantee you that you won't be overlooked here. Everyone here is treated as an equal. If you sit at our table then you're one of us. I can't pretend to understand the science behind what you do but know one thing. Before you were offered this position, I read your dossier and in the brief time we had to speak, you made an impression. Xavier is the real reason why you're here, though. When we were flying back to New York, he kept talking about how brilliant you were and how you were wasting away in Munich. When we started having the initial talks about the Vanguard, before we got final approval, he recommended you,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “Base Marshall Samantha, this is Lt. Mavis. Are you there?” said a voice on the C&C comm. 
 
    “Sam here. What's going on Bobby?” Samantha asked him. 
 
    “We have an unscheduled arrival. It's an odd one,” Bobby told her. 
 
    “What do you mean odd?” asked Samantha. 
 
    “It's just one man. He didn't come by shuttle, though. He just, sort of, appeared. Says he's Julius Macedon of Macedon Machines,” Bobby told her. 
 
    “Why is Julius here and what do you mean he just appeared?” asked Samantha. 
 
    “I mean he just appeared out of nowhere near those big gold statues of the bosses,” Bobby told her. “Says he has a meeting with the Lord Marshall.” 
 
    “One moment, I'll confirm. Keep him busy until then,” Samantha told him. 
 
    “Any idea what he's talking about before I dispatch a detainment squad?” Samantha asked Chelsea. 
 
    “That's not Julius or rather he is but isn't. It's Master Alexander. He's been calling himself Julius and keeping a low profile. Give him an escort but more of an honor guard and have them bring him here,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Sebastian, Alexander is here. He's on his way to C&C,” she said over her private channel. 
 
    “Bobby, have some of our elites bring him to C&C. Treat him as a respected guest, not a trespasser. Oh, and don't be late for lunch,” Samantha said. 
 
    “Bobby? Not Lt. Mavis? Sam? Lunch? You have to tell me what that's all about,” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “It's not what you think. We're just good friends but he's always late to lunch and I like an organized schedule,” Samantha told her. 
 
    “Well, yea. You're not his type and he's married but I didn't realize you knew each other,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    “We met after I transferred here, and we've become friends. Now Julius...there's a man I hoped I would never see again. I interned with him after I got my second Ph.D. Is he really Alexander the Great?” Samantha asked Chelsea. 
 
    “I most certainly am. I have me a lot of women in my long life, but none left an impression on me as you did. You should have taken my offer. You would have had access to the best technology and resources in the world and been filthy rich,” Alexander said. 
 
    In a flash, Chelsea drew her sword and was across the room. She hit Alexander with an energy wave knocking him against the wall and had her blade to his throat. “What the Hell did you with Boudicca and Trish?” 
 
    “Ah, the savage and her lover. I did only what was asked of me. I took them to Scotland. She believes she can heal Trish and asked me to teleport them to Stonehenge, so she could do so. It was her request and I saw no harm in acquiescing to it,” Alexander replied coolly. 
 
    “You took a seriously injured woman from the hospital unit and transported her to a place with no medical facilities? Are you insane?” Chelsea asked him. 
 
    “As fierce as she is a warrior, her skill with saving a life is equally great. I trust her more than any hospital. The best-case scenario for Trish in a hospital is a neural bypass where she'll be able to walk but barely more than that. Boudicca will give her the chance to be whole again,” Alexander told her. 
 
    He grabbed the arm holding the sword and pushed it away from his throat. She tried to stop him, but his power was overwhelming. He spun her over and twisted the sword around. She was on her back with Alexander on top of her and her own sword to her throat. 
 
    “I can see I have a lot to teach you. Your form is sloppy,” Alexander said calmly. 
 
    Sebastian ran into the room. “I heard something strange and...” he said but stopped as he saw Alexander on top of Chelsea with the sword to her throat. 
 
    “This isn't what it looks like,” said Alexander as Sebastian waved his hand and Alexander flew tumbling across the room and into a wall. 
 
    He hit it upside down and fell on his head against the floor. Sebastian rushed to him and kicked Alexander in the side of the head. The man flipped over from the impact and landed roughly on his back. He jumped to his feet and stood to face Sebastian. 
 
    Sebastian drew his sword and blue flame covered it. Alexander still had Chelsea's blade in his hand and parried the attack of Sebastian with ease. 
 
    “You are making a mistake, Sebastian. This is a misunderstanding.” 
 
    “The only misunderstanding was trusting you. The first action you take when you get here is to try to kill Chelsea. I should never have trusted you,” Sebastian told him as he attacked again. 
 
    Samantha was screaming for them to stop. 
 
    Sebastian rushed him, but Alexander was too fast. He parried the rush and tripped Sebastian, taking his sword in the process. He kicked Sebastian in the stomach, fast enough and hard enough to knock the wind from him and leave the man on his knees. He crossed the two Excaliburs at Sebastian’s throat. 
 
    Chelsea ran towards them but was knocked back by a telekinetic force smashing her into a wall and leaving her stunned and dazed. 
 
    “This is all just a misunderstanding and you can sit down, and we talk about this calmly or I can kill you. The ramifications of that are not pleasant. Morgana would not be happy with me. I would suggest we sit,” Alexander told him as he released the swords and offered one to Sebastian and threw the other one on the table towards Chelsea. 
 
    “He's telling the truth,” Samantha told Sebastian as he went over to Chelsea and helped her up after he got his own breath back. 
 
    The two, along with Samantha and Alexander sat at the conference table. 
 
    “Sebastian, it was my fault. I lost my temper and attacked him. I assumed he did something to Boudicca and Trish and he did but only because she asked him to. He took them to Scotland. Boudicca is going to try and heal Trish,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “I'm sorry, Alexander. I heard noises from the hall as I was coming here then I rushed in and saw you on top of Chelsea with a sword out and assumed the worst,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “No harm was done. Considering what you did the last time someone tried to come between you two, we should be happy this was over in a minute,” Alexander said laughing. 
 
    “The last time?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “One of the Olympians thought it would be fun to mess with you two. Sebastian went to war,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “Really?” asked Samantha. “Do tell.” 
 
    “It's considered a myth now, but it was very real. The Olympians were Greek masters who were worshiped as gods. One of them used their magic to make a man named Paris fall in love with Queen Helen of Sparta, Chelsea in a prior life, so he kidnapped her and took her to his city. Sebastian, then called Menelaus, along with his brother Agamemnon started a war that lasted a decade. You call it the Trojan War,” Alexander told them. “It was before my time. Morgana told me the story. She said Aphrodite cast the spell because she was jealous of you.” 
 
    “Now as to you,” Alexander said turning to Samantha. “I would never have imagined finding you here. After you turned me down I would have thought you would be in the best facilities the Wardens had building them some deus ex machina to end this war.” 
 
    “You could have worked for MM but instead joined the Wardens?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “Not exactly. He didn't offer me a job,” Samantha said. 
 
    “I asked her to marry me and she turned me down. Can you imagine a woman actually saying no to me?” asked Alexander. “She chose the Wardens over me.” 
 
    “You didn't love me. You were always sneaking around with that older woman, the redhead,” Samantha said. 
 
    “You knew about Morgana? She wasn't my lover. She is my occasional teacher and I am her sometimes apprentice. She's a Master and has been teaching me on and off for nineteen centuries. You had nothing to fear from her in matters of the heart.” 
 
    “I... I didn't know. You would sneak off and lie to me about where you were going and what you were doing and then I saw you leaving with her when you told me you were going to a late meeting and that was the last straw. What was I supposed to think?” Samantha said. 
 
    “I can't fault you for my misinterpreting my secrets. It must have been painful for you and for that I am sorry. I thought you would not find out I was lying to you, but I couldn't tell you the truth. I made a promise to her a long time ago. I was torn between my love of you and my duty to her,” Alexander said. “It was my mistake for not trusting you. My loss is the Warden's gain.” 
 
    “I'm sorry for misjudging you,” said Samantha. 
 
    “It seems there has been a lot of misjudging of Alexander recently. Will Morgana be joining us?” asked Sebastian 
 
    “She will not. She is still with Absillion. I can't say for sure how long she will be there. Dragons are fickle beasts,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “I'll leave you to talk,” said Samantha. 
 
    “Stay. There have been too many secrets as of late. Xavier and Bruce will be here in a moment. Bethany will join us if she is up to it. Everyone else is otherwise occupied,” Sebastian said. “I would prefer my entire command staff be here but with the injuries and missing people we'll just have to go with who's here.” 
 
    Bruce came running into the room. “I heard shouting and fighting. What's going on?” 
 
    “Nothing now. We were just saying high to Alexander,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “Is Bethany joining us?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “Not this time. She's tired. I'm only going to be here as long as necessary so can we go over the important stuff first and you can handle the pleasantries after I leave?” Bruce asked them. 
 
    Xavier walked in a moment later. “So, what did I miss?” 
 
    Chelsea started laughing and a moment Sebastian joined followed by Alexander and Samantha. 
 
    The group spent a few minutes listening as he told them about the conversation with Morgana, Atlantis, what little he knew of the dragons and Alexander. 
 
    “That's a bit hard to swallow mate,” said Bruce. “You really expect us to believe all of that?” 
 
    “To be honest, I don't know what to believe anymore. Every time I think I have things figured out, we go further down the rabbit hole,” Chelsea said. “I believe Morgana, though. I feel a connection to her. I don't know if Atlantis is true or not, but she is my mother. Or was. Or something. I don't know how to explain but I can feel it.” 
 
    “I respect you feel a connection to her, but we operate on facts, not feelings. We need some evidence,” Xavier told them. 
 
    “It's all true. I've known Morgana over two thousand years and she has been training me. She's the reason I survived the creation of the Seal. She is the one who kept me from trying to kill Merlin when I found out he's the one who poisoned me,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “Poisoned you?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “When I was Alexander the Great and was conquering the world, I was poisoned. As I lay on my deathbed, Merlin came to me and offered me a deal. If I agreed to never try to resume my former life, he would save me and teach me magic.” 
 
    “A long while later, I was in the Carpathians with several other Masters trying to stop Merlin. We arrived and met the Master who lived there. He was an alchemist and told me he wanted to clear his conscious. He made the mystical poison and gave it to Merlin and recently had made more for him.” 
 
    “The poison was tailored so only powerful magic could stop it. If I had refused, I would have died a very slow, painful death. I didn't know if it was the truth so based on the information he gave me, I searched Merlin's private chambers and Morgana caught me. I told her the story and together we found the proof. Merlin had more of the poison as well as letters to and from a servant of Constantine the Third. I believe that would have been his next target had Carpathia went well but we lost that fight and would soon after start work on the Seal,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “She convinced me I wasn't strong enough to fight Merlin and to wait until the war with Mordred was over. She said she would train me and help me learn the magic needed to fight him. I was most pleased to learn he survived the Seal, so I can kill him myself.” 
 
    “That sounds fishy. That would put the Seal in the 400's instead of the 600's. How do you account for the missing centuries?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “Missing? How long do think the war lasted?” asked Alexander? 
 
    “A few years at most. Mordred was in his teens when he left and his mid-20's when the Seal was formed,” Chelsea answered. 
 
    “Physically, yes. Chronologically, no. That war lasted more than two hundred years. Mordred ascended sometime after he left. He was never a Master in name, but he was a Master in power. Do you think some child with only a few years of experience could fight the combined strength of the Council? Do you have any idea how long it took to research and craft the spells necessary to create the Seal?” Alexander asked. 
 
    “There is so much you don't know. Locked away in your memories you know these things but unlocking that information is going to be a slow and possibly painful process. In the meantime, in lieu of Morgana, I will tell you what I can and answer what questions you may have,” Alexander continued. 
 
    “I would love to sit and talk about the past but right now the present is our concern. If we all make it through this, we can talk about the good old days until we run out of oxygen. For now, let's focus on beating Mordred,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “As well we should. The threat he poses is no small thing. I would suggest our first order of business is finding his masters, the ones holding his leash,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “You don't think he's calling the shots?” asked Bruce. 
 
    “I do not. Based on what Morgana has told me of these drebs as well as my own limited experience with them, they don't share power. Their war didn't end after Atlantis was destroyed. They fought for centuries, their remnants versus the last of the fey. Their last Great Alpha was beaten, and they seem to have lost their taste for direct conflict, but they've still been very active. They hide behind puppets and pull their strings,” Alexander said. 
 
    “Morgana has told me everything she knows about them which unfortunately is limited to their actions at Atlantis and shortly thereafter. Recently, we have become aware the drebs are still alive but what their plans are and why they're using Mordred is beyond anyone's guess right now. We just don't have enough information to go on.” He continued, “There is a lot I could share but it would be lengthy so rather than direct the conversation why don't you ask whatever questions you have.” 
 
    “Why would Morgana help you and train you to kill her husband?” asked Chelsea. “She loved Merlin.” 
 
    “You're right. She loved Merlin. Past tense. After Mordred was born they clashed often about how to raise him. Their constant bickering and Merlin's heavy-handedness treating his son like a student and not a child was, in my opinion, what drove Mordred away. Morgana never forgave him for that though it was hardly something she would want him dead for. After that, more of his actions came to light. He was manipulating villages and forcing them to pay him tribute for helping them. He was subverting religions and going the path of many of the old Masters like the Olympians and Asgardians. He wanted to be treated as a god and she would not allow this.” 
 
    “When Ra spoke to him of the days of old Egypt, Merlin was fascinated and tried to encourage Ra to regain his status. He was becoming obsessed with being worshiped. He felt Masters should take a more direct control of the lives of others. Mordred was much like his father in that regard. Merlin's sanity was slipping, and I believe he was starting to see himself as a god. He started requiring tribute and worship for his protection. We didn't know this at first as he did so in secret. Once she found out, Morgana confronted him but with the Seal looming and the fight with Mordred going bad, she dropped it for the moment,” he told them. 
 
    “What would Merlin want with material goods? He was a Master. He had no need of gold,” said Xavier. 
 
    “He was not paid in gold. His tributes were more personal. I would suspect he has children other than Mordred,” Alexander replied. 
 
    “That's disgusting. Why would people do that?” asked Samantha. 
 
    “It was a difficult time. To a village about to die at the hands of a plague or warlord, it meant the difference between life and death. Sacrificing the chastity of a few of your maidens and paying lip service to Merlin as a god was a price they were willing to pay, and one Merlin was all too happy to take. There was no Unified Government to come to your aid and the local nobility answered to the Masters.” 
 
    “After finding out he poisoned me to force my service and was going to do that again to another, his actions with the villages and his treatment of their son, she lost faith in him. She is not the type to take life, but I have no problem with killing someone who deserves to die so she offered to teach me. In secret, I became her apprentice and started learning the magic of Atlanteans,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “Then the war turned bad, the Seal was formed, and we thought both he and Mordred dead, so it became a non-issue.” 
 
    “Even that would not have been enough for her to take such an action. This was a man she once loved, and she is not a killer. The last straw was a small village just before we formed the Seal. It was besieged by a dragon and for killing it, he took one of their young women as payment. Morgana has a special love for dragons, I am sure you can understand why, so she was adamant he not kill it. Even the ones descended from the mindless were precious to her. Merlin coerced the dragon into the area, so he could justify killing it and claim its remains for his experiments in magic,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “That's beyond reproach,” Sebastian said sounding disgusted. 
 
    “What is a mindless one?” asked Bruce. 
 
    “When the dragons summoned their combined magic to shatter Atlantis, it backlashed. Many of the weaker ones could not tolerate the overwhelming power and their minds, at least the higher-order parts, were destroyed. They were left as beasts and nothing more than powerful animals. Any of them discovered after the island was shattered would be relocated to Avalon, the dragons' new home in Antarctica. The dragons would act as their caretakers, but they were never able to find them all and they bred throughout the centuries, each generation of offspring equally as animalistic.” 
 
    “Merlin had a different agenda. He discovered numerous uses for their component parts so maneuvered them into positions where he could justify killing them. Near the end, Morgana would dispatch Arthur and his knights because she trusted him to help her capture them for relocation, so it became more common for dragons to show up while the Knights were otherwise occupied. She had enough,” Alexander replied. 
 
    “What a bastard,” said Chelsea. “I've not trusted him since he returned. He's lied, withheld information and been generally either unavailable or made things worse.” 
 
    “That's Merlin. He's so self-centered he doesn't care about anyone or anything. He's not a threat though. I'll see to Merlin personally. You should stay focused on Mordred,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “So, you plan on killing Merlin?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “I do. It's not a matter of if but when. We should be focusing on things more relevant to Mordred,” Alexander said. 
 
    “I don't like the idea of Merlin being killed. I can't remember any of those things, so I'm not qualified to judge him. If it's all true then I can't say I'm opposed to the idea,” said Sebastian. “Assuming the rest of the Masters agree.” 
 
    “You would be okay with killing a man in cold blood?” asked Xavier. 
 
    “It's not cold blood. Merlin's crimes are from a time before UniGov and we're not qualified to judge them. He was a member of the Council of Masters. As such, it is their place to pass judgment on him. It's not a matter for us to decide,” Chelsea said agreeing with Sebastian. 
 
    “Alexander, what do you know about Mordred? Do you have any information that might be useful in finding him?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “I do not. I have tried to predict his patterns based on his prior actions but that proves fruitless. He was obsessed with destroying libraries before but now all information is available electronically. There are very few buildings with books and the ones that do exist already have digital archives. Information and knowledge can't be destroyed anymore. I will have to ascertain a new pattern.” 
 
    “Using the ALF was a good tactical decision. Their randomness has made them hard to predict. I would have been able to predict Tokyo being used had I the necessary information, but I was in the dark. Julius is not privy to discussions involving the military and Wardens but hopefully, Alexander is. Knowledge is the key to victory,” Alexander said. 
 
    “Assuming everything you told us is corroborated by Morgana then I don't see that as a problem,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “Why was he destroying libraries?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “We don't know for certain, but I believe he was destroying ones with information about Atlantis. The ones attacked were repositories of ancient knowledge. He was being trained in Atlantean magic. Morgana and I spoke about it several times. We wanted to find the source which we now know was Socrates who in turned learned from the drebs though their long game is still unknown.” 
 
    “We don't know exactly why but it seems they have been disseminating lies about the downfall of Atlantis to their chosen supplicants. The sympathetic approach is probably what appealed to Socrates. He was wronged by his own government and I would suspect he felt a kinship when they fed him their lies of betrayal but it's merely speculation,” Alexander told them. “Socrates' own library contained a wealth of knowledge but was all lost.” 
 
    “What if it's not a lie? What if their side was correct?” asked Xavier. 
 
    “It isn't. I have enough fragments of memories to know that much. I can remember the surprise attack. I can recall the slaughter,” said Chelsea. 
 
    “I get that. What I mean is what if it was predicated. What if there is more you don't remember that pushed them to that point?” Xavier replied. 
 
    “What could make someone murder innocent people. Even if there was a dispute of some kind, that does not give them license to murder. If they had a beef with the leadership, they had the element of surprise. They could have killed the ones in charge and spared much of the carnage, but they chose not to. They killed without mercy and that's not the mark of someone on the right side of a dispute. Their goal was to eliminate everyone in Atlantis including the dragons,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    “Not to change the subject but I have a question about the libraries. How do we know for sure he destroyed them? How many of them did you personally survey?” asked Sebastian to Alexander. 
 
    “I personally saw the aftermath of most of the major libraries' destruction. There was nothing but ash,” Alexander replied. 
 
    “What if he didn't destroy the knowledge but instead stole it and the destruction was just to hide that? Ancient tomes going missing would be noticed but ash is just ash. You also said most. What ones did you or someone you trust implicitly not see?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “Damn it. How did I miss that? I've gotten soft since I stopped leading armies,” said Alexander. 
 
    “Socrates' own library was only witnessed by Socrates. It was the first one attacked, and we thought it was just an attempt to kill him. Now, in retrospect...”  Alexander said, lost in thought. 
 
    “Where was it?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “In Greece. It was on an island off the southern coast. After he ascended he left the mainland but didn't want to leave his homeland completely, so he chose a small uncharted island and spent much of his time there,” Alexander said. “I think we need to go to Greece.” 
 
    “Not yet. I still want to speak with Morgana first. Can you give me your word you won't go alone but will wait for us to plan this as a Vanguard action?” asked Sebastian. “We can't have any more rogue Masters. Merlin is enough.” 
 
    “You have my word. I am not Merlin. I know the value of an army and this is a matter for the Vanguard, not just a personal issue. The island is likely empty but if it isn't then we need to be ready for a fight. Understand at least one thing about Merlin. Mordred is his son, and while this is not a personal issue for you, this is a very personal issue for him. I think somewhere, deep down under that loathsome exterior is still a father who hurts at the idea his son might have to die,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “What can you tell us of the scepter that we captured from Socrates? I feel a personal connection to it and it had no effect on Sebastian and myself. I can feel its power, but I can't make it do anything,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “I don't know much. Morgana told me of a stave and scepter she created for the line of Atlantean monarchs. They held a lot of power but how to activate that power is beyond my knowledge. I know they will not hurt anyone of the bloodlines of their monarchs and only someone strong in that line can use one. I am afraid you will have to ask her. I can tell you one thing she told me. The stave is in two parts now. Merlin carries one and the headpiece is missing. She gave the staff to Merlin for safekeeping but was not able to recover it after the Seal was formed,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “So that means that both Merlin and Socrates are descended from Atlantean monarchs,” said Bruce. 
 
    “Does that surprise you? Atlantis existed thousands of years before either was born and both are from the same general region. There are probably hundreds of thousands of people or even more around the world with that lineage. Considering the number of times these two have been reborn,” he motioned to Sebastian and Chelsea, “They could even be descended from you. Morgana said the protection applied to the bloodlines of any of the Atlantean monarchs and over the course of Atlantean history, there were many. Consider they chose a new king every seventy-six years and the nation was well over a thousand years old. That's a lot of families and there have been many thousands of years for those families to spread. Not everyone died that day.” 
 
    “I think the library is our next course of business. I need to speak with the rest of our Marshalls first before we take any action, assuming we can do so. Xavier and I will go to Montreal. William and Nefertiti are both there. If Anna is conscious I don't know if she's up for talking or not. Chelsea, you take Bruce, assuming Bethany is okay. Take Michael as well when if he is finished unpacking and settled in,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “May I recommend a change of strategy?” asked Alexander. 
 
    “I'm listening,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    “Send the rest but you and Chelsea should stay here and start training with me. Socrates was beating you until you managed to find your old selves and even then, I can't be sure you would have won even two on one. When you both attacked me, I dispatched you with ease. You need to learn to harness your power if you want to beat Mordred. Your track records so far have been mediocre at best. Poisoned by a beither, nearly beheaded by a vampire, crushed in a cave in... quite bluntly your performance has been horrendous. I don't blame you. You have been operating on a lack of information, knowledge, and training. Merlin was teaching you only what he wanted you to know not what you needed to know,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “You're right,” said Chelsea. “We've stumbled a lot because we've been walking in the dark since the Seal broke. What do you think we need to learn?” 
 
    Alexander smiled. “Everything. I will not withhold knowledge. When the end of this war comes, it will be one worthy of songs and history books and it is my intention to be on the victorious side. Morgana believes only through you two can this be won, and I believe her. I have a vested personal interest in making sure you are ready. I didn't conquer the known world through half measures,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “If you want to be on the winning side, why not throw your support behind Mordred? With your combined power and the resources and equipment of Macedon Machines, you would be unstoppable,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “A military victory is not always a win. A world with Mordred sitting on the throne is not one I would want to live in. Once I had a taste for conquest, but I was young and hadn't tasted the world. It's a much more pleasant place without tyrants,” Alexander replied. 
 
    “When do you want to start?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    Alexander extended his hand and a concussive wave of force flowed from it knocking both Sebastian and Chelsea against the wall. It shattered the chairs they were sitting in and knocked the rest of the group to the floor. “We already have. Your first lesson is always be ready,” Alexander said. 
 
    Sebastian picked himself up and helped Chelsea to her feet. He looked at Chelsea and then at Alexander. “You two are going to get along very well.” 
 
    “Field Marshall Bruce!” yelled a man rushing into the room. “You're needed in your quarters. Base Marshall Bethany sir...she's in labor.” 
 
    Bruce ran out and down the hall followed by the rest of the people in the room. When they got there, two GloCom medics and Camelot's medical chief were already attending her. 
 
    Sebastian was on his comm. “This is Lord Marshall Sebastian. Have the medical transport we have on standby readied to depart.” He paused a moment. “Yes. She started labor. Doc Fox is already here. Just get that shuttle ready to go.” 
 
    “That's not going to work, sir. This baby is coming now,” one of the medics said. 
 
    Bethany was screaming. 
 
    “What's wrong!” said Bruce sounding very worried. 
 
    “The baby isn't turning. It's breeched,” said the doctor. 
 
    “How can we help?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “You can clear the room. Only medical personnel and the father. Everyone else out,” the doctor replied. 
 
    # 
 
    The group waited patiently outside the room. A little while later, the doctor came out. Everyone stared at him waiting for him to say something. 
 
    “Bethany and the baby are resting. It was hard on her, but both are okay. She'll be leaving on a medical transport for London in a few minutes. She said it's okay if you come in but keep it brief,” the man told them. 
 
    “Thank you, doctor,” Sebastian said to the young man. 
 
    “I believe I will take my leave at this point. This is a personal affair and I know neither the mother nor father, so I should excuse myself,” Alexander told Sebastian. 
 
    “Can you hold that thought a moment? I want to see Bethany before she leaves, and we still need to talk,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “I actually have some business to attend to. I still have a company to run,” Alexander told him and disappeared. 
 
    Sebastian walked into the room and Bethany was laying on her bed. Bruce was sitting next to her. It was rare to see a man of Bruce's usual serious demeanor with a smile and smile he did. He was beaming. 
 
    Chelsea, Xavier, and Samantha were all surrounding her, and everyone was focused entirely on the baby and Bethany. He smiled to himself to think that in the world they lived in, dark magic, monsters, terrorists and all the other terrors of their lives yet people could still find happiness. 
 
    He walked over to the group and shook Bruce's hand and gave Bethany a light hug. She was exhausted, so he didn't want to push her much. Handshaking was an antiquated custom, but one the Warden's still used it even as most of society had abandoned it. 
 
    “Do you want to hold the baby?” asked Bethany. 
 
    “Me?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    Chelsea was currently holding the baby and she carefully handed him to Sebastian. She showed him how to hold the baby because he'd never held a child before and was nervous. 
 
    “He's amazing. What's his name?” asked Sebastian as he looked down at the tiny little person in his hands. The baby had his big brown eyes open and was smiling. He drifted off to sleep almost as soon as Sebastian took him. 
 
    “Bruce Sebastian,” replied Bruce. “We hope you're okay with giving him your name as his middle name.” 
 
    “I'm honored,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    “We were hoping you and Chelsea would do us the favor of being the godparents. I know it's an old tradition but I'm British and old traditions are what we do,” Bruce told them. 
 
    “I don't know what to say,” said Chelsea with a tear in her eye. “Of course.” 
 
    “I can't think of a more esteemed privilege,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Okay everyone, sorry to break up the moment but we need to get her to London,” the doctor told everyone. “Despite the complications, the delivery went smoothly but we still need to get them checked out at a proper medical facility.” He took the baby from Sebastian and handed him back to his mother after putting her on a gurney. They all said their goodbyes as the family left. 
 
    # 
 
    Sebastian and Chelsea were sitting in their quarters at a table when the comm beeped. “Go ahead,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “Sir, the Scottish government is on the line. They are requesting a conference with you regarding unusual activity at Stonehenge,” said Lt. Mavis. “They asked you to meet them at the site. They want you to see this in person.” 
 
    “Did they say when?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “One moment, I'll ask,” the Lieutenant replied. A moment later he came back on the line. “They asked if you could meet in three hours. They indicate they have the area zoned off from the public and someone can meet you at the police checkpoint on the north side. They'll have a diplomatic envoy prepped and sent to greet you,” Lt. Mavis told them. 
 
    “Thank you, Bobby. Do we have any recon on the area?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “Yes, ma'am but it doesn't look like Stonehenge, at least not how we know it,” he replied. 
 
    “Send it through and thank you, Bobby,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Patching it through. Lt. Mavis out,” he said and the comm went dead. 
 
    “The reports from the lamia relocation program came in. GloCom indicates the last of the lamia have been moved to the prefabs on the edge of the castle grounds. They clear-cut a small portion of the growth to give them more space. The cave system has been cleared of their personal possessions and detonated. The stone was unstable, and they didn't want anyone wandering in there and getting hurt. They're also learning our language quickly.” 
 
    “We'll have to go meet them. The team said they were nice if a little skittish. Not surprising considering they were in isolation for at least twenty-five centuries as best we can tell and the last humans they dealt with were power hungry Masters masquerading as gods,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Good idea. We can do that as soon as we get back from Scotland. Speaking of which, the data transfer is done,” Chelsea said as she brought up the satellite feeds and both stared at the screen. “What the Hell has Boudicca done?” 
 
    In the middle of Stonehenge was a large structure that looked like a dome made of sarsen stone. It was covered in moss and vines with flowers and saplings growing on it. The dome looked to incorporate the keystone. The outer ring of the henge was edged by a high, thick bramble wall. 
 
    “What has Boudicca done?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “I don't know but international incident comes to mind,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Technically she's Scottish so I think this would be considered an internal affair. It's going to be an interesting evening,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “That's one word for it. We have a few hours to burn. We could go meet with the lamia or finish going over personnel reports,” she told him. 
 
    “We could,” he said as he grabbed her by the waist. 
 
    “We could get in some training,” Chelsea said as she kissed him. 
 
    “We could,” Sebastian replied as he lifted her up and sat her on the table. 
 
    “We could...” she said but her voice trailed off as he kissed her neck and started taking off her shirt, “Do this instead.” 
 
    “Good idea,” he replied with a smile and pushed her onto her back on the table. 
 
    # 
 
    The shuttle landed on the pad at the checkpoint. Sebastian, Chelsea, Xavier, and Michael got out. They could see the hedge ring around the henge from where they were and just like in the images, over the top of the brambles they could see the sarsen dome. It was about ten feet tall and had a diameter of about twenty feet. 
 
    “Lord Marshall, good of you and your team to come. I'm Deputy Minister Windhall from the Scottish Parliament. We're not sure what's going on here.” 
 
    “What do you know so far?” asked Vice Marshall Chelsea. 
 
    “Well, Vice Marshall, see for yourself. It's the strangest thing I've ever seen, and I think it falls in your domain. When our morning patrol found this, we pulled the security feed,” said Deputy Minister Windhall. 
 
    “Let me guess. Three people showed up. A blond man, a redheaded woman and another woman probably unconscious and possibly on a hospital bed. The blond man left. The redhead did something and this appeared,” said Vice Marshall Chelsea. 
 
    “That about sums it up, but it didn't appear so much as grow. Our main concern here is the preservation of the landmark and the safety of the people inside,” Deputy Minister Windhall told them. “We're going to keep the area closed until this is dealt with.” 
 
    “I don't think the people are in any danger. Are you familiar with Master Boudicca?” asked Lord Marshall Sebastian. 
 
    “I am. We took a great interest when one of our legends returned. It's a bit hard to believe though,” Deputy Minister Windhall said. 
 
    “It's really her and she's the one who did this. She probably cares more about Stonehenge than you do. To you, it's a monument but to her, it's a sacred site she helped construct. She also cares a great deal about the woman with her and brought her here to heal her. I don't think it's possible she could harm either the site or her companion,” Vice Marshall Chelsea told him. 
 
    “We're going to go check it out,” Vice Marshall Chelsea told him. 
 
    “Xavier, Michael, stay here,” Vice Marshall Chelsea told them. 
 
    “That's not happening,” Field Marshall Xavier said. When he saw Chelsea's face at refusing an order, he elaborated. “Both of those women are good friends. If either needs help, I'm going to be there to help.” 
 
    Sebastian put his hand on Chelsea's shoulder and whispered, “I'll fill you in later.” 
 
    “Michael, you should come to. You need to see just how strange things can get in our line of work. This is very important. Boudicca and this grove, in general, can sort of sense your intentions. They are zero threat to us and if anything, anything at all happens, you do not react. You do not pull your weapons. You do not in any way try to respond. Remain completely passive,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Michael replied. 
 
    “Don't call me sir. This isn't the military. I'm just Sebastian,” he replied. 
 
    Sebastian turned to the sergeant in charge of the police. “The same applies to everyone here. No one except my team steps on the henge. No one, under any circumstances takes any action towards anything they may see on the henge. That outer ring is a boundary line you are not to cross. Understood sergeant?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the sergeant replied. 
 
    “Did you not hear me just tell him not call me sir,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “I'll have someone cut a hole in that thorn wall for you,” the sergeant told him. 
 
    “Absolutely not. No damage of any kind. No hostile action of any kind. To her and the spirits of this place that might be considered an attack,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “How do you plan on getting over that wall?” the sergeant asked? 
 
    The walked up to the brambles and they parted. The four of them walked to the structure. They took a few minutes to walk around it and survey it. The blue stone formed a solid boundary from what they could tell through the overgrowth of vegetation. 
 
    “I'm not sure what to do at this point. There's no entry. Boudicca and Trish are sealed inside with no way to access them short of blowing a hole in it and that's not an option,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “I know. I just want to make sure they're okay. They're our friends and I'm worried,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    They heard a rumbling from the direction of the keystone. They walked towards it and a small oval hole had opened in the stone. It wasn't large, but they could crawl through it. The group went through without hesitation. They trusted Boudicca and knew she wouldn't hurt them. 
 
    Inside was more vegetation and it was much thicker than outside. They couldn't move much but with some effort managed to work their way to the middle, trying their best not to damage the plants. 
 
    The found Boudicca and what they assumed was Trish in the center. Trish was in a cocoon of sorts formed by a mix of the blue stone and vines, much like the outside of the structure. Through the tangle of plants, shiny parts could be seen that appeared to be the frame of a medical gurney. It looked like the plants grew over it. Boudicca sat cross-legged on a mound of earth and appeared to be tethered to the ground by plants. As they looked closer, they realized the plants were not holding her down but were part of her. They had either grown out of her into the ground or out of the ground and into her. 
 
    “Boudicca, are you okay?” asked Xavier working his way to his friend. “I was worried about the two of you.” 
 
    Boudicca did not look at him but remained facing the cocoon with her eyes closed. “I am fine, Xavier. Thank you for coming. I feared the ones outside would try to destroy this place. Do you plan to try to force me to leave?” 
 
    “We do not. As I see it you have more right to this place than anyone else and you're using it to save a life. At least I think that's what you're doing. That's far more important than tourism. We won't let them disturb you if we can stop it, but you have to tell us what is going on,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “You are correct. Her injuries are more than I could heal on my own, so I am healing her with Gaia's help. She will be made whole by the grace of the Mother,” Boudicca said. 
 
    “Do you know how long it will take?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “It will take until she is healed,” Boudicca replied. 
 
    “Can we bring you anything? Do you need food?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “The Mother will provide all we need,” said Boudicca. As she said that, a vine next to her budded and grew into several kinds of berries and fruits from one vine. Another one curled into a bowl shape and filled with nectar. 
 
    “Michael,” said Boudicca softly. “Thank you for everything you did to save her. Without your efforts, she would have died. We are honored by your decision to join us.” 
 
    Michael seemed happy with her words. “Thank you. I am honored by the opportunity and you are welcome, but no thanks are needed. I will always try to save lives overtaking them.” 
 
    “I'm going to leave you a comm. If you need anything at all, even if you just want some company, you call me,” said Chelsea. 
 
    “Thank you but this needs my full attention. I must return to my meditation now. She needs me,” Boudicca said. “Xavier, would you remain a moment?” 
 
    Sebastian took out a communicator and laid it on a piece of stone next to Boudicca and they left. 
 
    “Sure thing,” Xavier replied. 
 
    Sebastian, Chelsea, and Michael exited. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” asked Xavier. 
 
    “I wanted to speak with you about Italy. I want you to understand that was not the beginning of a relationship,” Boudicca replied. 
 
    “I never thought it was. I've known Trish for many years and that's not the first time for us. It was a little unusual with you being involved but not in a bad way. I consider her one of my oldest and dearest friends and care about her but not in the way you do. I came not out of obligation for a perceived relationship but out of my concern for two of my friends,” he told her. 
 
    “I am pleased to hear this and know that she cares as much about you. I would ask a favor of you,” Boudicca said. 
 
    “Anything I can do,” he said. 
 
    “We may be here some time. It could be weeks or even months. Nature is not always predictable. During that time, it would be welcome if you came as your duties allow you time to do so. She knows you are here and though she cannot communicate as much, she is pleased by this and it comforts her,” she told him. 
 
    “I will. Would you like me to stay a while now?” he asked. 
 
    “We would be pleased by that,” Boudicca said. 
 
    “I will be right back. Let me tell them I won't be leaving with them,” Xavier said. 
 
    Xavier exited the cairn. “Go ahead without me. I'm going to stay a while and keep her company.” 
 
    “Sure thing. Call for a shuttle when you're ready to leave,” Sebastian told him, and Xavier returned inside. As he entered the cairn the hole closed behind him. 
 
    “Do you want to explain this to the bureaucrat or me?” said Chelsea. 
 
    “You're the boss. You explain it,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Gee thanks,” he replied. 
 
    # 
 
    Alexander and Morgana walked away towards the castle as Merlin went to the tower. “I'm sorry Morgana. If I could have stopped him I would but you yourself said I wasn't ready. I know how much the dragons mean to you,” Alexander said. 
 
    “I know,” said Morgana choking back tears. “It's more than the dragon. He has become the thing we fight against. He may not kill and destroy like my son, but he still has gone beyond salvation. He forces villages to worship him and requires tribute from them for his help. He made the king bow before him in open court just to prove his superiority. He isn't there yet but if he's not stopped, he'll go the way so many have gone before and soon start demanding worship as a god.” 
 
    “I wish there were another alternative. I am forced to pay lip service to him until I am stronger. You have already taught me so much. Are you sure I cannot beat him? We could enlist the aid of Boudicca. She is savage but honorable,” Alexander said. 
 
    “She has known him longer than either of us and credits him with saving her holy site. We cannot be sure of her allegiance and to ask would risk revelation of our intentions,” Morgana replied. 
 
    “What of the Egyptians, Solomon or Socrates?” asked Alexander. 
 
    “Ra and Nefertiti are only concerned about saving Egypt. Socrates and Merlin spend much time together and have become fast friends. Solomon is possibly an option but his love for life would make it hard to convince him to help us take one,” Morgana replied. 
 
    “Why don't you take the staff away?” asked Alexander. “If it gives him more power then take it and we can use it,” he said. 
 
    “If only it were that simple. The stave's power will have no effect on us nor would it have any on Merlin. When I made it, the enchantments were designed so that it could never harm someone of the lineage of the monarchs, but I did not foresee this occurrence. Merlin is descended to some degree from one of those lines as are you. My father was king before Baldric and as such my blood also protects me,” Morgana said. 
 
    “Did you know he raped a villager?” Alexander asked her. 
 
    “I did not but it would not be the first time. He grows worse by the day. His sense of superiority is going to be his undoing. It will not be long before he demands worship,” Morgana said. “I have seen this happen all too often throughout the ages.” 
 
    “I also believe the dragon was lured there by him. It is suspicious a dragon of that size that is not indigenous to this land would show up. Beyond that, I have obtained information from a captain who told me of a ship carrying a large cargo that arrived at the same time the dragon appeared. The cargo was unloaded on a sheltered dock and commissioned by Merlin,” he told Morgana. 
 
    “How do you know this?” Morgana asked. 
 
    “I have had people watching him from a distance for some time now,” Alexander replied. “I will kill him and for that, I will need more information, so I have employed spies. He considers himself so far above mortals he doesn't even notice them. For everything he has done to the innocents with his tributes, I will kill him,” Alexander told her. 
 
    “You have changed much. There was a time when we first met that innocents would not have concerned you,” Morgana said. 
 
    “It is your influence. Since you started teaching me you have opened my eyes to a different side of life. I only saw conquest as a mortal and as Merlin's apprentice only a lust for power. I see the world differently. You have incredible power along with knowledge and secrets older than recorded history, yet you don't abuse that power. At first, I saw that as a weakness but now I see it as strength. It is easy to give in to base nature but to restrain from that, to hold back, that takes more strength than my days of conquest ever did,” Alexander said. 
 
    Morgana smiled. “I am pleased to see you beginning to understand. I am happy I took a chance and judged your character correctly. Death is as much a part of the natural cycle as life and there are times when death is necessary. The key is knowing when those rare cases occur and should only be necessary to protect life.” 
 
    # 
 
    William got up from the bedside and met the man walking in. “Alexander, thank you for coming.” 
 
    As Alexander entered, William closed the door and stood against it. 
 
    “My pleasure. Once I received your message I was intrigued and had to come,” Alexander replied. “Is she able to talk?” 
 
    “She is. The internal damage is mostly healed. They already implanted the artificial lung and fitted her for the arm yesterday and will have it ready within a week,” William replied as he took Alexander into the room and to Anna. 
 
    “Hello, Anna. You look amazing. I can't believe you were nearly dead less than a week ago,” Alexander replied. “If you weren't involved I might have to invite you to a weekend on a private moon estate watching the sun rise over the Earth.” 
 
    
“Aren't you the charmer but let's skip the pleasantries. I asked you to come here for another reason. I read Sebastian's updates. You want to kill Merlin,” Anna said, the anger in her voice apparent. 
 
    “If you plan on pleading for his life, I'm afraid you've wasted both our times,” Alexander replied. 
 
    “To the contrary. I want to help,” Anna told him. “I have my own personal reasons for wanting him dead. It's a matter of family honor.” 
 
    “Really? Now I am intrigued even more. What has Merlin done to you that would cause you to want to kill a man in cold blood?” Alexander asked. 
 
    “During the days before the Seal, Merlin started down a path that destroyed numerous lives. One of my ancestors was one of those people whose life he altered irrevocably. As a price for saving a village, he could force himself onto one of their young women. She later bore a child of Merlin's. That woman was an ancestor of mine and since that happened, my family has remembered this and every generation our eldest female child has carried her name, so we never forget. He destroyed her life and while it ended up pushing her down a path that would irrevocably alter the future, it was still a vile act and just one example of his atrocities,” Anna told him. 
 
    “I know of the incident in which you speak. Arthur told me she became pregnant. You are her descendant?” Alexander asked her. 
 
    “I am,” Anna replied. 
 
    “Pardon my bluntness but without that rape, your family line would not exist. Should this not make you beholden to him?” Alexander asked her. 
 
    “While that is true, my family would not exist without that rape and brutalization of a young woman, that does not excuse the act, nor does it take away her pain and suffering. It does not absolve him of punishment for his crimes and that crime was committed against my ancestor and as her only living relative, it falls on me to punish that crime,” Anna told him. 
 
    “May I ask how you know this? I know because I was there or at least afterward when I learned of the incident. How do you know?” Alexander asked. 
 
    William brought a journal over and gave it Alexander. 
 
    “That is the Journal of High Lord Anna, second High Lord of the Wardens after the death of Arthur. A similar journal has been kept by every ancestor since documenting our family line. We have kept our family involvement in the Wardens a secret since family connections are frowned on, but we have always been here, since the first days. I have to do this,” she said. 
 
    “But killing him will not undo the damage and it is long past. How does your duty to protect humanity justify killing someone for an act almost two thousand years past? Understand that I must know your reasons. This is not something to be taken lightly. He is a deadly foe and had I the power I would have killed him before the Seal. I might have the power now and I might not. If, and this is strictly if, I allow you to be involved, I must know your reasons are valid,” Alexander told her. 
 
    “Because he is doing it again. He disappears for long periods of time, weeks and even months. I know where he goes and what he does. I only recently obtained this information. He has a cult worshiping him as a god. He takes from them without concern and if they question him then he makes them remember he is a powerful sorcerer. He must be stopped,” Anna said. 
 
    “That does change things. Stop him we will,” Alexander told her. 
 
    “There is more. This cult, many of them have some skill with magic and many have been recruited from various groups like GloCom or the police. They're armed, trained and using magic. This will be dangerous for the three of us,” Anna told him. 
 
    “You're right about the danger but there are at least four of us. Morgana will be involved, and I believe I can get the Vanguard on board. Sebastian and Chelsea are honorable and knowing the full story, I believe they will agree, especially with Morgana's involvement,” Alexander said. 
 
    “For now, rest and heal. Once they have the adapter socket in place for the artificial limb, I'll have my people in cybernetics provide you with the best available. I'll also have one of my medical groups start cloning you an arm if you would prefer a natural replacement. That takes a while, so you'll need a cybernetic limb until it's ready if that's your desire.” 
 
    “That's a lot of expense to go through for someone you barely know,” William said. 
 
    “Consider it an investment in my own future. I need my allies to be at their best and the hardware my company provides is the best available anywhere and that includes military and UniGov black ops, most of which MM has the contracts for anyway,” Alexander said. 
 
    “Thank you. I do not wish a natural arm again. I want to be reminded of my mistake. I will accept your offer of a cybernetic limb. I'll repay you,” Anna said. 
 
    Alexander laughed. “My dear, if I charged you market value your grandchildren would still be paying off the debt, but I offered you a gift and there is no price. All I ask is if this comes to fruition, do your best to make sure we achieve our goal.” 
 
    “That's a given. I'll give my life if necessary to stop him,” Anna told Alexander. 
 
    “We both will but what if the others aren't on board?” asked William. 
 
    “I have had this discussion once before with Morgana and we hesitated until there was no time left. They will help, and I will not hesitate again and allow this man to play at godhood while people suffer,” Alexander told him. 
 
    “That doesn't sound like Alexander the Great,” said Anna. 
 
    “Alexander the Great died. He was poisoned by Merlin. The man that rose from his ashes is a better man than he was,” Alexander replied. 
 
    “You need time to heal and I need time to make plans. Can you provide me with the information you have on this cult, so I can start gathering information? I promise you I will not act without your direct involvement.” 
 
    “Done,” Anna said. “I'll send you everything I have.” 
 
    “Thank you. Until next time, rest well beautiful lady and William, watch your back. Mess this up and I'll swoop in and take her before you can blink,” Alexander said with a smile as he left. 
 
    “He certainly isn't shy,” Anna said laughing. 
 
    “Do you think we can trust him?” asked William. 
 
    “We have to. We can't do this on our own and he has power and resources and his own personal interest in doing so. I don't know if we can trust him long term but at least in this, I think we can,” Anna told him. 
 
    # 
 
    “Ra is awake!” yelled Xavier over the comm to Sebastian and Chelsea. “Nefertiti just got off the comm.” 
 
    “That's great news. Have them ready a shuttle. We'll leave immediately,” said Chelsea. 
 
    A few minutes later, Sebastian, Chelsea, and Xavier were in route to Canada. 
 
    “I can't wait to see the big man again. I hope he's doing okay,” Sebastian said, sounding excited. 
 
    “Nefertiti said he was weak but otherwise back to himself. She said the first thing he did when he woke up was ask for food. That's the best we can hope for as long as he's been in a coma,” Xavier told them. 
 
    “The way you fly we'll be there before we left,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “I asked if anyone else wanted the helm. Besides, I've got more flight training than the rest of the Vanguard combined. It's not too fast for me to handle,” he told them. 
 
    As they crossed over Newfoundland, the shuttle rocked. 
 
    “What's going on?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “I lost control. I don't know what's going on. Navigation isn't responding and we're changing course. Communications are offline,” Sebastian told them. “Even hatch controls are offline. We're flying by remote.” 
 
    “We have another issue,” said Xavier. “Internal comm has interference so we can't get a signal in or out. Every spectrum, every frequency. We're in the dark.” 
 
    “We're trapped in a reinforced steel box with no method of communication going who knows where,” Sebastian said thinking out loud. 
 
    Shortly after that, the navigation display went blank along with the rest of the console. The blast panels slid down covering the windshield. 
 
    “The last thing I saw before we lost visual was the sun. Based on the angle, we're heading north and likely pointed towards Greenland. If this is a malfunction it's a damn odd one. Get out the PEMES and grab emergency packs. We'll jump before we get too far north. If we can't open the bay door we'll blast it open,” Sebastian ordered. 
 
    “We have a problem,” said Xavier going through the emergency stores. “The PEMES, emergency supplies and provisions are all missing.” 
 
    “What?” asked Chelsea. “Are you sure they aren't just in the wrong locker?” 
 
    “Every storage locker on the shuttle has been emptied. I've gone through all of them. There are no supplies of any kind aboard. The only thing we have is what we have on. At least we have our standard gear,” Xavier told them. 
 
    “It's our own fault. We rushed out without doing a check of the shuttle,” Sebastian said. “Are you sure that was a legitimate transmission from Nefertiti?” 
 
    “Yea. It came from the medical center and was patched through. I had her on visual not just voice,” Xavier told them. “The channel was on our secured frequencies.” 
 
    “This had to be done from the inside. Someone was watching us close enough to wait for an opportunity. They had physical access to empty the shuttle and the technical knowledge to override it remotely. The manual controls are all disabled. We are sitting ducks,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    The shuttle continued its trajectory. They could feel momentum shifts as the shuttle sped up and slowed down and changed its heading numerous times. They felt it start to descend and touch down. The rear hatch opened onto a desolate scene. The area was a combination of rocks and frozen soil intermixed with patches of snow. 
 
    “The shuttle's path felt like it was designed to disorient us, but it ended up on a northern trajectory. We're in Greenland. This terrain is only going to exist in a few areas within that flight time. I am sure this is Greenland,” Sebastian said. 
 
    He put his mask on and the rest followed suit. They were covered in the bioweave and it would give them a degree of protection against the cold but not indefinitely. 
 
    “Now we just need to figure out why we're here and dropped in the middle of nowhere,” said Chelsea. 
 
    “Maybe someone wants you two out of the way,” Xavier replied. “This might be a way to remove you without killing you. If I wanted to get someone out of my way but didn't want to hurt them then that's how I would do it.” 
 
    “Do you put a lot of thought into eliminating us?” Chelsea said. 
 
    
Xavier laughed. “There are a few people I think this world could do without but you two are definitely not on that list.” 
 
    “Over there. There's a structure. It looks like an antenna array with a dish on it,” Sebastian said. 
 
    Chelsea looked in the general direction. “I think you're right. It looks like a communications tower. I don't see anything else and if it can broadcast it's one step ahead of our comms. Let's check it out,” she said. 
 
    Xavier was looking in the same direction. “Either I'm blind or you're hallucinating.” 
 
    “When we get back to Camelot, remind me to teach you how to enhance your vision. It's there, maybe twenty miles. I can barely make it out but it's there,” Chelsea said. 
 
    They heard a howl in the distance followed by several more from different directions. The howls were deeper than a wolf and more melodic, almost musical. 
 
    “SHIT. Shit. Shit. Shit,” said Chelsea. “Amoraks. A pack of them from the sounds of it and they have us surrounded.” 
 
    “I hate those things,” said Xavier. 
 
    “I've never encountered one, but I've read their profile in the Warden database. I looked up all the fey locals before our trip to BC. Alaskan right?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “Inuit technically. They were bred by ancestors of the Inuit before recorded history. Their range used to be much larger than it is. We've driven them back mostly to isolated parts of the permafrost and the volcanic areas of Greenland. If they remain isolated in the desolate tundra we haven't actively hunted them unless they encounter people,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “They're just big wolves. We can handle some wolves,” said Xavier. 
 
    “Deviously intelligent, faster, stronger…they're a bit more than just big wolves. If you've never encountered them, they can use those musical howls as a weapon. They can use them to induce fear and panic and enough of them working together they can stun. Steel your nerves,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “I haven't faced them. Like Sebastian, I'm only familiar with them from their database entry,” Xavier said. 
 
    “They rarely travel in groups of more than four if it's a family, one or two if they have no young. It's rare but not unheard of for the females to have a litter of more than four pups. I heard four distinct howls so it's a family group with at least four old enough to hunt. They'll try to isolate one person. Watch each other's backs. They'll wait until dark. They have excellent night vision and are virtually immune to the cold. We have a few hours. If we can make that structure, we'll be okay. If we don't, be ready,” Chelsea told them. 
 
    “How many times have you fought these things?” asked Xavier as they continued to trudge over the barren terrain. 
 
    “Never,” replied Chelsea. 
 
    “Never? How do you know so much about them? They only inhabit bleak climates and rarely threaten humans. They're not a high priority,” he replied. 
 
    “Because a Warden must always be prepared. What would you do if you were faced with something you didn't know how to fight? Just because you're sent to hunt a particular fey doesn't mean you won't encounter others,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “For example, what would you do if your shuttle was hijacked and you were dumped in the middle of nowhere with nothing but your blade and bioweave and hunted by a pack of amorak and didn't know how to fight them?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “Point conceded,” said Xavier. 
 
    “They're skittish around humans so we have that going for us. They'll only attack if they can isolate one of us. They're smart and won't attack a group if they feel it’s a threat. Stay together,” Chelsea ordered. 
 
    The group had been walking and climbing across the unfriendly terrain for hours and they were getting tired as the sun started to descend.  Occasionally they would hear the howls of the amorak, but they didn't get very close. The group continued working their way towards the tower. The ground's elevation was no longer horizontal and started to slope upwards as they neared the foothills. The terrain became rockier and parts of it all but impassible. They followed a narrow path that wound its way around and eventually opened into a small clearing surrounded by high stones on all sides. The area was perfectly flat, and the ring of stones formed an almost perfect circle. The stones seemed to be cut. Sebastian stopped and motioned the others to do the same. 
 
    “This doesn't feel right. There's only one path that we can find, and this area is not natural,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “It would make a great place for an ambush,” Chelsea said. 
 
    Behind them they heard the howls of the amorak, this time much closer and there were distinctly more of the musical howls. 
 
    “If someone wanted to kill us why didn't they just crash the shuttle or blow it up?” Xavier asked. 
 
    The howls got closer and were directly behind them. 
 
    “I think someone wants us to go into the opening. I have other plans,” Sebastian said. With that, he jumped toward the top of the stones. Normally he could easily clear the fifteen feet or so, but he hit a barrier of some kind going across the top and was knocked back down and barely managed to land on his feet. 
 
    “That shield is military technology. It's like the ones used on the moon for environmental containment. Those take a lot of power to generate and aren't available for civilian use. There must be generators nearby. If we can find those and take one out we can create a hole in it,” he said but stopped talking as the howls got closer. 
 
    “I guess we go in. It's an obvious trap but we have what sounds like an unusually large group of amorak behind us and they're herding us into it. If they have enough numbers I don't think even with our magic, we can resist those howls. At least in there we can spread out and fight,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Let's do it,” Sebastian said. 
 
    They walked into the circular area and spread out. It was about a hundred feet in diameter. The walls were smooth, and the stones rose to between fifteen and twenty feet in most places. As the entered, a portcullis came up behind them cutting off their exit. 
 
    “Whoever did this locked out the amoraks. Curious. It would appear they were our incentive for coming in and nothing more,” Chelsea said. 
 
    All throughout the area small holes opened on the ground and poles started raising. There were well over a hundred of them. Along the poles were concentric rings that looked to be made of copper. They rose to a height that seemed to be about where the shield was at and stopped. Electrical arcs started dancing over them. 
 
    “Our armor can handle some electricity but those look like they're pretty strong,” Sebastian said. 
 
    Several ports started opening on the stone pillars around the area. Laser cannons extended from each one. 
 
    “Oh, this is getting better by the second,” Chelsea said. 
 
    Several more openings appeared in the floor and machines were raised up. They were vaguely humanoid but much taller. One arm ended in a cannon like those on the walls and the other ended in what was effectively a studded club. There were twenty of the droids. 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” asked Xavier. 
 
    Sebastian drew his sword and blue flames arced over it. Chelsea and Xavier did the same. 
 
    “This seems excessive. Whoever did this had an easy opportunity to kill us. Why go through this trouble?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “Good question,” said a voice coming from above them. “This is a game and the last person standing wins.” 
 
    They looked up and behind them, a platform was hovering with several people on it. 
 
    “My money is on the woman,” said another voice. “The two Americans are equal in strength, but she has more experience.” 
 
    “Don't discount his military training. GloCom people might surprise you,” said another voice. 
 
    “I'm betting on the Brit. I'll take the long odds,” said the first voice. 
 
    The platform was hovering on anti-grav thrusters and a dozen people were on it. They were all masked and wearing nondescript clothes. Their voices were augmented. 
 
    “So, we're to fight for your amusement? This is a game?” said Xavier. 
 
    “The most lethal of games my dear boy. You get a prize as well. The last one standing may go free and go on about your little mission to save the world,” said the first voice. 
 
    Chelsea heard Sebastian's voice in her head. Their comm was down but they had developed the ability to telekinetically communicate with each other. “It's going to be okay. This is a test. No one here will die,” he told her. 
 
    “How do you know?” she asked. “You're betting our lives on this.” 
 
    “No time. You have to trust me on this.” Sebastian told her. “Play along for now. I have a plan. I think the lasers are low powered and more for show. They're a model we used in the military for heat generation. They'll leave a nasty burn but not kill.” 
 
    “I don't know anything about lasers,” said Chelsea. “I hope you know what you're doing,” she replied. 
 
    “I was on a lunar laser base remember? I am very well versed in the technology,” he told her. 
 
    The laser embankments started firing as the droids approached the group. The Vanguard were pushed to their physical limits. They dodged the lasers and avoided the columns while engaging the droids. They were able to use the columns to their benefit as the droids were too large to move more than a single file between them. The arena was chaos as the three warriors were moving like gymnasts avoiding the lasers. They had taken out several of the droids but were getting roughed up themselves. They had taken more than a few shots from the pillars and the droids were fast. They were taking a beating but were slowly getting the droids down. 
 
    Chelsea heard Sebastian in her mind again. “Xavier, can you hear me. This is taking a lot of effort so if you understand me then think your response. Don't say it.” 
 
    “I... oh man that hurts...” Xavier replied. 
 
    “I'm sorry. Everyone, slowly maneuver in the direction of their platform but don't make it obvious. When I give the word focus everything you've got on the platform. Don't project your energy. Instead, summon it directly on the platform or the shield will block it. The closer we can get the easier it will be. Fire, telekinetic force, whatever you can muster and as much as you can generate,” Sebastian said. 
 
    The trio continued to fight and maneuver around the obstacles while avoiding the laser fire. They slowly worked their way towards the area where the platform was at. The droids were starting to surround them, and it looked like they were losing. 
 
    “NOW!” came Sebastian's voice in each of their minds. 
 
    The three of them stopped fighting and looked upwards. Blue flame from Sebastian engulfed the platform while electricity from Xavier shorted out its anti-grav thrusters. Chelsea grabbed the platform telekinetically and rammed it down into the shield as soon as the thrusters went offline. The platform rocked and most of the people on it fell off and landed on the shield. The remaining two rode the platform into the shield. As the platform hit, the shield flickered and deactivated. The platform crashed into the ground throwing the other two off it. The machines in the area deactivated when the shield went down. 
 
    Sebastian raced over to the large of the two and put his blade to the person's neck. “Alexander, did we pass your test?” 
 
    “Well done,” said Alexander as he pulled off the mask. 
 
    “Thank you for your assistance, Xavier. We couldn't have pulled this off without your help,” Alexander said. 
 
    “Your what?” said Chelsea to Xavier. She was quickly becoming irate. 
 
    “Don't blame him. It took a lot of convincing to get him to agree and only under the condition that under no circumstances would anyone be hurt more than a few bumps and bruises. It took a lot of convincing to get him to agree to this test,” Alexander said. “Your people are very loyal.” 
 
    “Why? What is the point of this?” demanded Sebastian. 
 
    “That is a private discussion. I know you want to be open with your team, but some things should not be public,” Alexander told him. 
 
    “I disagree. Secrets create mistrust. I need the trust of my people and the only way to do that is to be completely open. There have been too many secrets for too long,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “How long have you known it was me on the platform?” asked Alexander. 
 
    “Since the beginning. You referred to me as dear boy. Only you and Morgana do that and only someone with your connections could pull this off. The height and build matched you. There's also the location. After we met at the President's office, I did some research on Macedon Machines. You have business offices and several plants in Greenland. It would stand to reason that a company that specializes in building combat equipment would have facilities to test it,” Sebastian told him confidently. 
 
    “Outstanding performance. How could you be sure you wouldn't kill us crashing that platform?” asked Alexander. 
 
    “A Master should be able to handle a little fire and a crash. I don’t know who the rest are, but I didn't think they would die. You're not one to surround yourself with weak people,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “Bravo. I would say you passed this with flying colors. I did not expect you to attack us and it so rare that someone makes a move I did not predict,” Alexander said with a smile. “I also didn't anticipate you would recognize us.” 
 
    “Always be ready,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “Touché,” Alexander said with a laugh. 
 
    “Who are the rest of these people?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “They work for me. They do various jobs I need done. They all have some magical ability and military backgrounds. They're a private security force. One of them you already know,” Alexander said as Samantha took her mask off and walked over. 
 
    “Samantha? You too?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “Technically I'm not part of his security. I hadn't even spoken to him in years before we saw each other at Camelot. I'm the one who took control of your shuttle and rerouted it. I used to trust him implicitly until I thought he was cheating on me then after I found out why I realized how hard it was for him to do that and gave him another chance,” she said. “Besides, I don't do field work and getting the chance to see the Vanguard in action was something I couldn't pass up.” 
 
    “We were on our way to see Ra. He's awake. He's been in a coma since Syracuse,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “I know. I've been financing the neurologists that woke him up. I've had the best medical team available working with him,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “Really? You should have said something,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Ra is a fellow warrior. If he dies, he deserves it to be on the battlefield not in a coma in a hospital. I didn't want to get anyone's hopes up. As good as they are there was no guarantee they could save him. It's taken them multiple surgeries to repair the damage to his brain after they found it. Only Nefertiti knew,” Alexander said. 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Sebastian to Xavier. The man was holding his head and seemed unsteady. 
 
    “I'm fine. I just have a bad headache and am a little woozy. I think it's from you forcing yourself into my head,” Xavier replied. 
 
    “Can you explain that?” asked Alexander. 
 
    “In order to get the surprise on you, I telepathically linked to them both. Chelsea and I have no issues with it, but Xavier wasn't ready. It gave him a headache,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “Who taught you?” asked Alexander. 
 
    “No one. We just sort of learned,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    “Spontaneous development is rare. Can you show me?” asked Alexander. 
 
    Chelsea focused her mind and tried to reach into Alexander's. “Hi,” was the simple thought she conveyed. 
 
    “Amazing. Let's go check on Ra and talk along the way,” Alexander said. 
 
    “One more thing. What about the amorak?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “What about them? I had my puppies direct you here. They're very loyal and easy to train once you earn their trust,” Alexander told them. “But you should know how that is. I understand you've tamed manticores.” 
 
    “I wouldn't use the word tamed. We simply helped them by freeing them and they helped us in return. It was more of a mutual cooperation,” said Chelsea. 
 
    “As all good relationships are,” Alexander said. “We should go. It's cold out here and our friend awaits us at the hospital. We'll take my shuttle. Samantha, would you mind returning their shuttle to Camelot?” 
 
    “Of course,” she replied and started tapping some commands on her communicator then opened a channel. “Hi, Bobby. This is Samantha. The shuttle from Operation Misdirect will be returning empty.” She paused a moment. “Everyone is fine. We're taking alternate transport from here. Be a doll and re-equip it for me.” She paused again. “Okay, thanks. We'll see you when we return.” 
 
    “Lt. Mavis was also involved? I don't know what to say,” Sebastian said. “My command is just an illusion.” 
 
    “It was just a test. I needed to gauge you, and we felt the only way to do that was this method,” Alexander said. 
 
    Sebastian started walking away. 
 
    Chelsea ran after him and Alexander a little behind her. 
 
    Morgana ran after them. “Wait. Please just listen to me a moment. I don't have long before I have to leave but I want you to know...” she said but was cut off. 
 
    “Leave me be. I want to be alone,” he said. 
 
    “Sebastian, this isn't a reflection on your leadership,” Alexander said. 
 
    “It damn well is. Don't follow me,” he said and continued walking. 
 
    Alexander put his hand on Sebastian's shoulder. “Sebastian, I didn't mean...” 
 
    Sebastian turned around and hit Alexander in the chest. Alexander tried to block it but couldn't and flew several dozen feet then hit hard, rolling several times before stopping. 
 
    “I said leave me be,” he told them, his voice echoing. 
 
    Samantha ran over and helped Alexander up as Sebastian and Chelsea walked back in the direction they originally came. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I expect my shuttle to be where I left it,” Sebastian said to Samantha as they left. 
 
    “Bobby, belay that shuttle order,” Samantha said over her comm without thinking. 
 
    “I think I have some broken ribs and some internal bruising, possibly more. I didn't know he could generate that kind of force,” Alexander said. “My shoulder is also dislocated. Give me a hand.” 
 
    Samantha took his hand helped him roll his shoulder back into the socket. He winced a bit but otherwise showed no sign of pain. 
 
    “Come on. We'll get you checked out and talk about it more,” Samantha said. 
 
    “Damn it! I knew we should have been more cautious. It's too risky to have them running loose until they learn to control it. Their skills are restoring at a rapid rate. What if Merlin finds them before we do, or they decide to go after Mordred before they're ready?” asked Alexander. “We need to find them. They're still at the point where their emotions can trigger their abilities and that's way too dangerous to leave them alone, so we need to start searching.” 
 
    “I don't think we should,” Samantha said reflexively. 
 
    “I agree. We should leave them be,” Xavier replied. “He said leave him be, so we should leave him be.” 
 
    Alexander shook his head. “His voice. You don't know how to resist it. He hobbled over to both and with some effort to fight through the pain, he placed his hands on their foreheads. He spoke something in a language they didn't understand. “It is done. You're free of this influence but we'll have to teach you to resist future ones.” 
 
    “Would someone tell me what the Hell is going on!” said Xavier. 
 
    “He gave you an order. Did you hear his voice sound odd? That was a form of a geas. You can resist but you need to have the training to do so. I'll teach you both. They're using telepathy as well and that energy wave he hit me with, the geas voice, those are powers well beyond their ability to control. This is a very dangerous time for a mage. What if they start teleporting and miss their mark and end up in a volcano or solid rock or the bottom of the ocean?” Alexander asked. “I should not have pushed for this test. It made him question his ability to lead and drove him away. Damn it. This is my fault. Their power is progressing faster than their ability to control it.” 
 
    “It's not your fault. We all agreed and thought he would understand the need for these kinds of tests even though we might have been wrong in retrospect. You said during our planning this is how Merlin taught you. That worked with you and some others but will not work with them it seems. You'll have to try a different route,” Samantha replied. 
 
    “Are you sure it's their power? They've done some things before that were extraordinary like destroying the Tormentor, but was attributed to the dragon's soul,” Xavier said. “Can you really train them to control that? From what I've gleaned it appears to be a unique occurrence. How can you train them for that?” 
 
    “That is a unique situation but that's not all that's going on. When the dragon's soul manifests, their eyes change. That wasn't the dragon's power he used to attack me or command you,” Alexander told him. 
 
    “That was his own magic. He was the leader of the defenders of Atlantis before he became king and his power was quite incredible. Both were incredible. I’ve seen what a Vanguard can do,” Morgana told them. 
 
    “Come on, we have work to do so let's get started,” Alexander said. He started to take a step then stumbled and went down to one knee. He coughed up a small amount of blood and then forced himself back on his feet. “That man hits hard.” 
 
    “The only thing we're going to get started on is getting you to a medical facility,” Samantha said. 
 
    “I'll be fine,” he told her. 
 
    “Don't you remember from when we were together? If I make up my mind you might as well give up. My mind is made up so call your shuttle and I'll get you to the nearest med center. Now shut up and sit down until the shuttle gets here,” Samantha told him. 
 
    “Okay but as soon as we're done we need to...” Alexander started but Xavier interrupted. 
 
    “We're going to confer with Bruce. In the absence of Sebastian and Chelsea he's in charge until Anna is on her feet again, not you,” Xavier told him. 
 
    “He's at the hospital with Bethany. They haven't gotten back yet,” said Samantha. 
 
    “Anna is out of commission and William is with her at the hospital so then I guess from a seniority standpoint, I'm next in line,” Xavier said. 
 
    “So, what are we going to do then?” Samantha asked. 
 
    “Samantha, get Alexander to a hospital. I'm going to go find my friends and see if I can fix this,” he told them. 
 
    “You can't go by yourself. The amorak will not be as civil without me to keep them under control,” Alexander told him. 
 
    “Then I'll do what I have always done if I encounter any hostile fey. You have your orders,” Xavier said to Samantha and headed in the direction of Sebastian and Chelsea. 
 
    Morgana stood with tears in her eyes and teleported away. 
 
    # 
 
    Sebastian and Chelsea walked through the rocky landscape. They moved faster than before and were soon out of the pass and into the open area. 
 
    “You aren't at fault here,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “Of course, I am. It's the military all over. My leadership ability is nonexistent. In GloCom it cost the lives of numerous civilians and now there is so much more at stake. Everyone has been wrong to put their faith and trust in me. All I've done is fail,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “That's bullshit. If you want to pity yourself and cry, then, by all means, do so. I'll go back with the others and salvage what we can from this and try to finish what we started,” Chelsea told him. “If you want to sack up and be the man I love then we can do it together.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” he said. 
 
    “You heard me. Did they handle this is in a dick way? Sure. I think it was in our best interest though. You've known Xavier since the first Camelot expedition and he's as loyal as anyone. You call Bobby your brother. This wasn't a betrayal of your leadership it was them helping Alexander test us which he obviously thought was necessary or he wouldn't have done it. He didn't disobey any orders. We agreed to let Alexander train us. Always. Be. Ready. Did you think that would always be scheduled times in a training room? Always. Be. Ready. We're not on that level anymore. In case you haven't noticed we're using powers that quite frankly we don't understand and while I'm not the biggest fan of the man, Alexander may be the best one to help us,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “I recall we agreed to let him train us once Morgana corroborated his story and that hasn't happened yet, and she had the opportunity to do so just now. Instead, I find out he's contacting our people outside of our knowledge, hijacking shuttles and really, what was the point of that test? We dodged a few non-lethal lasers and beat up a few machines. We already know how to fight,” he told her. 
 
    “That's not fair. She barely had a moment to speak and when she tried you brushed her off. As far as Alexander goes, yes, he knows but now he has seen it. What happened with Socrates was strange and not really a good show. We were not completely in control of ourselves and today we were. He can now gauge our abilities better. I would also like you to remember that not only did you and you alone recognize the lack of danger and identify Alexander, but you also managed to pull off something he didn't even predict. You outmaneuvered Alexander the Great. Not a lot of people in history could make that claim,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “I just don't know anymore. Things are happening so fast. I don't even know who I am anymore. I get so many flashes of former lives sometimes they mingle together. I have abilities I didn't even know about. Our team is falling apart. Boudicca and Trish are out of commission. Ra is awake but probably not ready to fight after being in a coma. Nefertiti will be distracted until he's fully healed. Bruce is going to be less available now that the baby is born. Anna is out of commission and William along with her. Merlin...I don't even want to think about that waste. Xavier and Samantha are taking orders from Alexander. It feels like it's coming undone and today was just another example of that,” he told her, sounding very despondent. “It feels hopeless sometimes.” 
 
    “They're not taking Alexanders orders. They just helped him set up a training exercise. I know how you feel. I feel what you do, remember? We're connected, and it goes both ways. I really want to be strong for you, but I have similar feelings of my own. We must get through this. I want to speak with Morgana. Right now, we're walking through fire and we must come through it without getting burned,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Morgana's advice would be great but she's not impartial. She's obviously more involved than we realized, and we can't be sure, really sure, that she isn't slanted by her own desires. I just wish we had someone we could rely on for impartial advice. Everyone needs a sounding board and we don't have that,” he said as the two hugged. 
 
    “I know. I want that too,” she said and they both disappeared. 
 
    # 
 
    Xavier saw the two of them up ahead talking and started moving faster. He got within shouting distance and they disappeared. “What the fuck?” he said to himself as he stopped. In the distance, he heard a musical howl. “Shit.” 
 
    The pack closed on him quickly. Initially, he counted six of them. As they got closer the howls became more distinct and he could hear at least ten. He drew his pistol and found the highest point he could and bolted towards it. “I wish I had asked Chelsea if they have any weaknesses,” he said to himself. 
 
    He saw them at the edge of his vision. They were circling him and continuing the musical howling. It was starting to make him feel anxious. 
 
    “Okay, calm yourself. That howl can generate disorientation and fear so hold it together,” he said continuing to have his one-sided conversation. 
 
    They got closer as they circled and the howls got more intense. He could now make out four large ones, one much larger than the others, and seven smaller ones. 
 
    “Hah! They have seven young. Chelsea said only four. I'll have to rub this in when I see her again,” he said to himself. 
 
    The pack closed the circle tighter and finally got close enough for a good shot. Their color blended into the bleak landscape well and they had darkness on their side, so he didn't waste shots until he was sure of a hit. He took aim at one of the larger ones and the howling intensified. He gritted his teeth and clenched his left fist. 
 
    “You can't scare me with some mystical howling. I'm Vanguard and we don't scare easily,” he said to the dogs. 
 
    He opened fire and caught one of the adults in the side. The laser ripped through it and the dog's musical howl turned to a cacophony of discordant sound. He shook his head. “That's more irritating than your singing,” he said as the canines charged him. 
 
    The pack rushed him from all sides with the larger adults in the lead. The one to his front left jumped at him which he easily dodged but as he did so one from the back sank its teeth into his shoulder. His bioweave kept the teeth from penetrating but the force of the jaws still caused tremendous pain. The younger members of the pack were staying at a distance using their howls to continuously keep him disoriented. They weren't as strong at it as the adults were, but the effect was noticeable. 
 
    He reached back and grabbed the muzzle of the one locked onto his shoulder and channeled fire through his hand and into the beast.  It howled in pain as the smell of singed dog hair filled the air. The canine slumped to the ground and twitched a few times but otherwise did not move. 
 
    Another of the adults grabbed him by the back and was trying to force him to the ground. The other remaining adult grabbed his sword arm and the two of them were trying to pull him off his feet. He was drawing on all his strength to fight them and remain vertical. 
 
    He dropped his pistol and gripped the head of the one on his sword arm. He squeezed, ramping up his strength as he did so until he heard bones crack. Blood ran from the amorak's eyes as it dropped to the ground. 
 
    He jumped into the air pull himself free of the one that had him by the back. His shirt ripped away, but the jaws were not able to penetrate his armor, so its grip was only tenuous. As he came down, he impaled his sword through its head and twisted. 
 
    He turned to the young ones that were breaking to run. He picked up his pistol and started firing. For each bolt of energy that came from his gun, another one leaped from his fingers. In a few seconds, the last of the amorak were dead 
 
    He was tired, and his shoulder was hurting. He was mostly okay and returned to the shuttle without further incident. The interference was gone so he activated his comm and tried to reach Sebastian, Chelsea or Bruce but was unable to do so. William answered but advised he was staying with Anna. 
 
    He opened a channel to Camelot. “This is Field Marshall Xavier. Lord Marshall Sebastian, Vice Marshall Chelsea, and Field Marshall Bruce are out of contact. Field Marshalls Anna and William are otherwise engaged. Until further orders from one of them, I am assuming command of the Vanguard and am in route to Camelot. I have some minor injuries so have a medic ready when I get there. Otherwise, continue BAU.” 
 
    “Sir?” replied Lt. Mavis. “What happened to them?” 
 
    “You have your orders. I'm placing the shuttle on autopilot and am going to take a short nap until the shuttle lands. I have a headache and thanks to me there are no medical supplies on the shuttle. Field Marshall Xavier out.” 
 
    # 
 
    The two men were walking slowly through the garden at Camelot. The man Merlin was speaking to was of Arabic descent with a long black beard and curly black hair. He wore simple, white robes and a modest, functional hat to shield his eyes from the noon sun. He walked with his hands held together behind his back. His demeanor was calm and pleasant. He was in stark contrast the European man beside him. Merlin's beard was equally long but completely white. Merlin’s robes were of the finest silks in dark shades of blue and black and a hood covered his head and much of his face. Merlin was anxious and seemed worried. 
 
    “Merlin, I thank you for the offer to join your Council, but you should know I have no violence in my heart. Any such desires were lost to me long ago. My life is one of peace and tranquility and I would keep it as such. I will help as I can to save lives, but I will not take one. I am at peace with the world,” Solomon told him. 
 
    “Solomon, you must understand. This is no normal tyrant. He is a wizard of unheard-of power and has wrought a path of destruction in his wake the likes of which we have never seen. I have no desire to kill my own son but if we don't act then it's all of our lives on the line,” Merlin replied, very animated. 
 
    “If it is my lot in life to die at the hands of a devil given form then I will accept that fate. I have lived a long and fruitful life. I have seen the wonders of the ancient world and the marvels of today. I have no regrets and no hesitation. If you choose the path I have suggested and seek to bind his magic, to bind all magic, then I shall assist you. I believe it is time for magic to pass from the realm for a while. If your path is one of death then I will sit at your table in hopes you change your mind but voice no opinion nor shall I provide any aid should your mind continue to be focused on your son’s death,” Solomon said, remaining calm despite Merlin's increased angst. 
 
    “How can you say that? You could help us end this now before more lives are lost. We could stop him and end this war. How many Masters must die? How many places of power must fall? What is the line he has not crossed that will bring you into this war?” Merlin asked him. 
 
    “There is no line. I will not help you kill. Many centuries ago, when I was younger, I held the lives of a kingdom in my hand. I served as their liege and their judge. I have sent many soldiers to die in battle and many criminals to die at the hand of an executioner. I had power and position and that was not happiness. Do you know where I found happiness?” Solomon asked him. 
 
    “I found it in the laughter of my children and grandchildren. I found it in watching young couples finding love. I found it in watching the flowers bloom and grow in my gardens. I once planted a tree and tended it personally until it bore fruit for many years then withered and died, only to be replaced by another tree. You would do well to see that which is before you. You spoke of Masters and power but not of the people. What of the people you protect?” asked Solomon. 
 
    “They are peasants. Their lot in life is to toil and die. They are beneath us and not worth the time it takes to notice them. We are Masters and must be concerned with larger things. We shape and mold the world not individual lives,” Merlin replied. 
 
    
“But are those individual lives not affected by that shaping? What a small matter of effort it is to shape it something more apt to the lives of mortals. We are not above them. We are beneath them,” Solomon said. 
 
    “Beneath them? How could we possibly be beneath a mortal?” asked Merlin. 
 
    “They have limited time yet still they build, they create, they explore, they love, they live, and they learn. We would do well to learn those lessons. In the vastness of time, we get idle. We can afford the luxury of waiting. If you don't like a ruler he will eventually die. The mortals, however, can't wait for that. They rebel against tyrants. Sometimes it fails, and they die but still, they try. They do while we do not,” Solomon replied. 
 
    “And what have we done? I have killed dragons and toppled tyrants by myself. How many lives were saved by that action? They know this and pay me the respect and adulation I deserve,” Merlin replied. 
 
    “Paying homage to a man who could crush them and does great deeds only for the acknowledgment of the masses is not deserving of respect. The shepherd who faces a wolf is a brave man. A Master who slays a dragon for the worship of the peasants is not,” Solomon told him bluntly. 
 
    “You would risk my ire with such rudeness? I have invited you into my home and offered you a seat on my Council and you return the favor with insults?” Merlin said as his anger grew. 
 
    “I have no fear of you. You are powerful. This is true but so am I. Should we battle you may be victorious, or you may not but battle we will not. As I have told you I no longer seek violence. I have often been called wise and if that is so, then in my wisdom I think you need to hear the truth though I suspect it will do you no good,” Solomon told Merlin, remaining as calm as ever despite Merlin's rising temper. 
 
    “But I do fear I have worn out my welcome for this visit and will take my leave of you. Should your Council head my advice and seek to craft the Seal then I shall come. It is only a long day's ride by griffin,” Solomon told him. 
 
    “I could teleport you and save time,” Merlin told him. 
 
    “I would lose the opportunity to see the Mediterranean from the viewpoint of a cloud. It's a breathtaking experience. You should try it sometime,” Solomon said. He then nodded his head and walked away. 
 
    Merlin stood fuming but said nothing. 
 
    # 
 
    The pair teleported into a chamber of some sort. It was made of weathered stone with pagan symbols and statuary adorning it. The air was still and musky as if fresh air hadn't circulated here in a very long time. The stone's mosaic patterns were intricate and of an architectural origin neither could identify. 
 
    “Where are we?” Sebastian asked Chelsea. 
 
    “I have no idea. I don't even know how we got here,” she replied. 
 
    “I feel odd. My skin is tingling and feels warm and cold at the same time if that's even possible. We were in Greenland now we're...here,” he said sounding confused. 
 
    “I feel the same way. I can't explain it. We teleported I think. Do you think Morgana did it?” Chelsea asked sounding equally confused. 
 
    “I don't think so. She must be in contact with someone to teleport them. Maybe Alexander has some tech on that island we don't know about. There have been rumors for decades that the military had such devices. Totally false of course. I had the clearance to know. What if the private sector does?” he said more to himself than to her. 
 
    “Or maybe we're not wanting to accept the obvious. Maybe one of us did it. It's possible. It's old magic, Morgana taught Merlin indirectly and Alexander as well. Maybe it's Atlantean magic and we somehow know it,” she pondered. 
 
    “Maybe but I wouldn't know how to repeat it and now we're here, wherever here is,” he said as he started towards the only exit from the room. 
 
    As he started to walk through the doorway, Chelsea stopped him. “We don't know where we are. This place could be dangerous,” she said. 
 
    “It doesn't feel dangerous. It feels calm, peaceful. Besides, we can handle anything that might be hiding in the darkness,” he said and smiled at her. 
 
    She relaxed. His smile always had that effect on her. He spoke a Latin phrase and light filled the room they were in and the one ahead of them. 
 
    He walked into the next room and it was large compared to the one they left. The patterns and décor were the same only on a much bigger scale. Massive statues lined the walls, each at least twice the height of a man and the walls half again taller than that. The ceiling was domed and covered in shiny, colored tiles of some form that caught the light from Sebastian's spell and scattered it around the room then breaking it into colored beams that focused on each of the statues, a different color for each. 
 
    “The architecture is intricate. The people who built this were masters of their craft. The tiles are angled so no matter where the light source, they continue to focus on the statues,” Sebastian said as he moved around. 
 
    “I suspect it's a bit of magic as well. I'm no expert on optics but some of those angles look impossible,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    The two continued to walk around the room, examining the statues and patterns. The roof was supported by columns several feet in diameter carved with a language neither of them recognized but were able to read nonetheless. 
 
    “It's a temple to Sheba, queen of Saba. I would say that was just a myth, but myth is reality lately,” said Chelsea as she read a column. 
 
    “So is this one,” replied Sebastian. “It's a dedication to her power and greatness. Whoever wrote this revered her.” 
 
    “This one is a story of her lovers. It mentions Solomon,” Chelsea told him as she examined the column. 
 
    “Saba would mean we're in Yemen or Turkey if I remember my ancient history correctly. Some of the old legends had King Solomon and Queen Sheba as lovers. Others show them as allies and some as just rulers of kingdoms near each other that had a cordial relationship. This column would indicate lovers. It would appear this is a temple dedicated to her.” 
 
    “Or maybe not,” said Sebastian as he looked at one of the columns. “I was never one for ancient cultures and religions and wouldn't dispute anything you said but this column indicates this isn't a temple but a tomb. It states this place is the lover's rest or could be read as the resting place of the lover. You don't think...” 
 
    “Everything we have in the archives says Solomon is somewhere in Jerusalem, but we've not been able to find even a trace of him. We've searched every temple and tomb we could find in the city and most of the region and not a trace has been found. This makes no sense though. By the time of the Seal, Saba had been gone for centuries and nothing, but legend remained of it,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “This one tells the story of the construction of this place. It says the architects would raise their voices in a glorious chorus and descend into the underworld. What the hell does that mean?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    Chelsea smiled at him. “How's your singing voice? I only know a few old songs.” She didn't wait for a reply and started singing. Her voice was clear and crisp and echoed through the room building volume. 
 
    “Oh Danny Boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling. 
 
    From glen to glen and down the mountain side. 
 
    The summer's gone, and all the roses falling. 
 
    It's you, It's you, must go, and I must abide.” 
 
    He stopped her. “That's amazing. You're voice...it's beautiful. Why haven't you ever told me you could sing?” 
 
    “It never came up. I took lessons as a little girl but then after my parents were...I didn't really want to sing anymore,” she told him. 
 
    “You're very good. What's that song?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “It's a very old song. It's from England I think but I'm not sure. My music teacher liked that sort of old stuff,” Chelsea told him. “Did you hear the echo? It was getting louder.” 
 
    “This room is an amplifier of some kind,” he replied. 
 
    She started singing again. 
 
    “Oh Danny Boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling. 
 
    From glen to glen and down the mountain side. 
 
    The summer's gone, and all the roses falling. 
 
    It's you, It's you, must go, and I must bide. 
 
    But come ye back when summer's in the meadow. 
 
    Or when the valley's hushed and white with snow. 
 
    I'll be here in Sunshine or in Shadow 
 
    Oh Danny Boy, Oh Danny Boy, I love you so.” 
 
    With each word, her voice became louder and louder. The room started vibrating. She kept going. 
 
    “But if you come, and all the flowers are dying, 
 
    And I am dead, as dead I well may be. 
 
    You'll come and find the place where I am lying. 
 
    And kneel and say an "Ave" there for me. 
 
    And I will know, tho' soft ye tread above me 
 
    And then my grave will richer, sweeter be. 
 
    And you'll bend down and tell me that you love me 
 
    And I will rest in peace until you come to me.” 
 
    The vibration in the room was at a crescendo where the statues were vibrating to the point they might fall over. The roof was shaking the hardest. The beams of colored light were flickering and no longer shining on their targets. As the vibration escalated to the point it felt the room would shake apart the lights slowly moved and focused on a center point. What was only stone before was illuminated and a large iris was in the center of the room. The statues began to sink into the ground and as they did so, the iris slowly opened revealing a spiral staircase downward. 
 
    She looked over at Sebastian and he was wiping a tear from his eye. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    “It's just from the sound waves. They irritated my eyes,” he replied. 
 
    “You don't have to lie to me. It's a sad song and despite all your bluster you're a big softy,” she said as she wiped away the tear and then kissed him. “I'll make you a deal. If we find a way out of here I'll sing for you anytime you want.” 
 
    “Smart, strong, sexy, talented, powerful...how did I ever end up with someone like you?” he asked as he held her and looked in her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, you know. Atlantis was an old kingdom so I'm sure it was some arranged marriage and we didn't have a choice then the dragon did its thing and now you're stuck with me,” she said with a grin. 
 
    “Yea, that must be it. Just an arranged marriage and now I just can't get away from you,” he said smiling. 
 
    “Do you want to?” she said with a pouty look. 
 
    “Not in a million lifetimes,” he replied and pulled her closer. 
 
    “I know what you're thinking and I'm thinking it too, but we need to focus. We don't know where we are other than somewhere on the Arabian Peninsula and so far, haven't found a way out. The only exit we have found goes further down. The air is stale so there might not be fresh air. We should wait until later,” she told him. 
 
    “You're right. Let's see what's down the stairs then,” he said. 
 
    The stairs descended for what felt like several hundred feet. They turned into a hallway that ended in a large stone door that wouldn't open. 
 
    “I've knocked down military grade reinforced doors, I don't think some stone will stop me,” he told her. 
 
    “Wait. Maybe there's a less destructive method,” Chelsea told him. She went over to the door and knocked on it. As she did the door hummed and then slowly creaked open. “Merlin might be a piece of shit, but he did teach us a few tricks.” 
 
    They felt fresh air rush in as the door opened and they could hear water running from somewhere in the distance. They walked through the door and into a natural cavern hundreds of feet across. A stream ran through the middle of it. They could see glowing fish swimming in the water and the entire cavern had an eerie dim light from a phosphorescent lichen covering the stone face of the cavern's walls. 
 
    A group of rodent-like creatures was nearby. They were larger than a cat and had numerous whiskers the length of their bodies that appeared to be prehensile and were constantly scraping the ground in front and to the sides of the creatures. They were completely white and had no eyes. Any time they found a patch of the glowing lichen, they ate it. 
 
    Above them, they could hear a noise that echoed that was reminiscent of a bat's clicking. The two of them jumped back and instinctively drew their weapons when a small stalagmite of several inches fell from the cavern roof and landing amongst the rodents, impaling one of them. 
 
    They were amazed to see the stalactite was alive. What appeared to be stone were large wings wrapped around the body of a creature that was a bizarre mix of stone, reptile, and bird. It pulled its stony beak out of the rodent then snatched it up and flew back to the ceiling. 
 
    Chelsea conjured a shield over them. “They don't look large enough to kill us, but those beaks could do some damage if they hit just right,” she said. 
 
    “Good thinking,” he replied. 
 
    They were standing near the stream and in addition to the fish, they could see numerous other creatures in the water including what looked like a serpentine creature that was chasing the glowing fish. 
 
    “There's an entire, self-contained ecosystem here. I bet no one has stepped foot in here since that door sealed it. Over there!” Chelsea said excitedly and pointed to a structure in the middle of the cavern. “That's not a natural occurrence.” 
 
    They cautiously made their way over to the structure. It was a cubic structure about ten feet on each side. It was unadorned and seemed to be made of solid stone. There were no seams of any kind. 
 
    “You know when we were at Stonehenge recently and Boudicca somehow opened a hole in the Sarsen. Do you think we could replicate that?” Sebastian asked Chelsea. 
 
    “I don't know if we could, but we would have to know what she did first,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    “She considers all things in nature to be part of life. Maybe she just had it sort of grow open. She likes to use metaphors relating to the cycle of life. What if that was creating a birth canal for the stone? Instead of letting them out it let us in,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “It's an idea. It's better than anything I've come up with and if that's hollow and he's inside...we're both thinking it...we can't just smash it open,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “I guess this is my job. I’m a vessel, remember,” she said with a laugh. “Boudicca and her metaphors.” 
 
    Chelsea cleared her mind. She pictured the stone as a living creature. She focused the image of the stone and gave it a mental form of a womb. As she did so, she extended her own life energy out and over the stone. She pictured the womb giving birth and let herself flow into the stone. She felt her stomach contract and pain wracked her. As the contraction relaxed she heard the stone creak. She felt another contraction and stone started cracking. After a third, an aperture appeared and grew larger. A fourth contraction, stronger than the others made her cry out and break the spell. 
 
    “Boudicca is one tough woman to do that without showing signs of pain if that's how she does it,” Chelsea said as she held her abdomen. She felt Sebastian's mind touch hers and draw much of the pain into himself. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said as he helped her up. “The opening is big enough to get through.” 
 
    She walked over to the stone and stopped a moment. “Do you realize we're about to crawl through a giant stone vagina?” 
 
    “I'm trying really hard not to have that image in my head,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Wouldn't it be more of a uterus?” he asked after he thought about it a moment. 
 
    Chelsea laughed at him as she peered inside. As the light flooded the small room, they saw a crystal sarcophagus in the center of it. 
 
    They went over to it and peered inside and saw Solomon resting quietly. They quickly broke the four power cells and removed the lid. 
 
    Solomon opened his eyes and looked up at the two of them. “Arthur...Guinevere...hello,” he said as he sat up. “You look strange. Your hair and attire are not the same and your eyes...you are you but not you. I believe you have much to tell me,” he said and paused a moment while he stared at them. “You are troubled. Perhaps it is I that have much to tell you.” 
 
    “Solomon!” Chelsea exclaimed as she helped him up and out of the chamber. “We've been looking for you for months.” 
 
    “I can assure you I have not been eluding you,” the man replied. 
 
    “How did you get here?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “I came when the Seal was formed. Merlin sent me to the designated location and per my request, I was moved to this location,” Solomon replied. 
 
    “Where are we? I'm guessing Yemen. This place, or at least the structure above, appear to be made by the people of Sana but that culture was dead long before the Seal,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Ah, that. I knew that even as an immortal wizard I would one day face death. My lover constructed this tomb for me. We always loved this cavern and would spend time here whenever the toils of our duties allowed us a moment of freedom. She should have been here as well, but her tomb was desecrated and destroyed decades after her death. When we decided to make the Seal, I made arrangements to be moved here in secret. I may not have been able to spend eternity with her but at least I could spend it with her memory,” Solomon told him. 
 
    “That's beautiful. I'm sorry you were separated from her,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “It is a tragedy, but such is the way of life. Bodies are only shells and we will be reunited one day if not in this life then in the next,” he replied. “How much time has passed?” 
 
    “A lot. About eighteen centuries as best we can estimate. You're waking in the twenty-fourth century,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    Solomon looked confused. 
 
    “We have a lot to tell you. Things are complicated right now,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “That's putting it mildly,” Sebastian agreed. 
 
    “Then we should talk. I do not want to appear rude, but do you have any food? I am quite famished,” Solomon asked. 
 
    “I am sorry, but we do not. We arrived here by accident and didn't expect to find you. We don't even know how to get out,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “Then I shall lead you. There is a path that follows the river, eventually going up a steep path by an underground waterfall. It winds through the mountain and opens onto a valley. From there it is only a few days walk to the nearest village. Until then, we shall have to make do with nature's bounty,” Solomon told them. 
 
    He raised his hand towards the rodents and after a moment put it down. “I seem to have lost my power. Is magic truly dead then?” 
 
    “Not anymore but it was for a while. Your power will return slowly. It has been a pattern repeated with the other Masters. Until then, we can help you,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “You must remind me to thank your Master. Merlin was kind to provide his two strongest knights to aid me,” Solomon said. 
 
    “Uh, about that...we don't report to Merlin anymore. We should explain things,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “Then explain you shall but until then, the rodents are edible. Would you mind?” Solomon asked him. 
 
    Sebastian complied and used a spell to kill several of the rodents. They field dressed them and skewered them on one of their swords and used magical fire to cook them. The three of them ate the rodents and drank water from the stream. After they were done, and Solomon had gotten his fill, they left down the path Solomon told them of and talked as they traveled. They explained as much as they could about the things Solomon had missed and their current situation. 
 
    “It would appear I missed a great deal. The methods may change but mankind's desire to wage war is never abated. I am deeply saddened that an artifice partially of my creation has caused such tragedy but that is the way of things. My intentions were pure, and I wonder if this beast had not altered the Seal if the results would have been the same. There is no reason to dwell upon that which cannot be changed. Life continues to move forward and so must we,” Solomon told them. 
 
    “Forgive me if I seem blunt but you seem much different in attitude towards the deaths of the Cataclysm. Many take responsibility. Merlin doesn't care at all. You seem like it's just another thing that happened,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “The loss of life can and does affect me and likely more than you realize.  I cannot change it and I cannot undo it. I can only take things as they are and accept that the past is done. Mistakes are a part of our nature as humans. We must learn from them without letting them destroy us. I will learn from the mistake, but I will not let it dominate my life. Time flows only forward, like the waters of the stream,” Solomon said. 
 
    “Now, the more interesting question is how and why you are here. Based on what you have told me I would conclude you did indeed teleport. It's not unheard for Masters to have that skill. All the new skills we learn are difficult at first and require practice which would be why you can't readily replicate it. I would suspect your emotional state powered it. Why are you here though? You said your thoughts dwelled on impartial advice. I am certainly impartial, but you barely knew me. Unlike the others, I was rarely at Camelot and had few opportunities to meet you much less become acquainted to the point you would seek my guidance,” Solomon told them. 
 
    “I guess you don't know about you. In our time, you're considered one of the wisest men in history. Your story is legendary,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “I am honored to be thought of as such, but I am far from a legend. I am a simple man with a small degree of insight and have been known to share that insight,” Solomon said. 
 
    “Now that's a bit modest. The stories of King Solomon the Wise are well known,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    Solomon smiled. “So, they are. You have sought my council and I suspect you seek answers but what you really need are questions. Who are you?” 
 
    “Do you always talk in riddles?” asked Chelsea. “I'm Chelsea and this is Sebastian. I thought we covered introductions.” 
 
    Solomon stopped walking and sat on a stone along the stream's bank and motioned for them to do the same. He picked up another stone from the shore. He smashed it on a rock and broke it into pieces then picked one up one of the pieces. “This is a stone. Before that, it was part of another stone. Before that, it was sand and could again be broken up into sand. Is this stone what it is now, what it once was, what it may become or a fragment of the larger stone?” 
 
    Sebastian started to answer but Solomon motioned for him to stop. He then picked up the pieces of the stone along with some mud and pressed them together. “What is it now?” He smashed it on the ground again. “What is it now?” 
 
    “This is your part to answer,” he said to Sebastian. 
 
    “I get your point, but the problem is your analogy doesn't work. We're none of those things. We're all of them and none of them at the same time. You can see the fragments of the stone. You can see the shape and size of each one. You know what makes up the whole. We don't. We only see pieces of a few of our past lives at best and who we are now, what we are now, is affected by those fragments to some degree but not wholly,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “Then you do not see what you see,” Solomon said as he picked up the stone pieces again and forced them together. 
 
    “Each fragment is there. You may only see a small piece of it, but the piece is still contained by the whole and helps to mold its final shape. Sometimes the edges stick out and sometimes the fragment is unseen at all, yet they are there. You are being shaped now. Some of the larger fragments, the stronger personalities if you will, are coming to the surface and shaping you. So again, I ask you who you are, but I know you cannot answer because the stone is not yet shaped.” 
 
    “I think I understand. We're all a collection of our past experiences and we're in an unusual situation that as more of them come to the surface, we continue to change. Even if we don't remember them outright, they are still there, buried deep down in the center but still shaping us,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “You understand partially. It is more than your lives and your experiences. It is also your powers and abilities. You grow stronger as you began to grow into your role. It is not only your past lives that shape you but your past powers. How many skills have you learned in your past? How many things do you know? Buried somewhere inside you is all that knowledge and power. You may even have crossed the threshold of death and became Masters but that is not an easy thing to ascertain,” Solomon told them. 
 
    “Maybe except for the part about being Masters. We're not Masters. I've seen what they can do and that's not us. Power doesn't shape people anyway. Character is the measure of a person,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “This is true for those without power. For those with power, they are shaped by that as much as by their attitude. Every time you take an action you must gauge how to take that action. You observe a man steal a satchel of coins. He runs but is noticed and the local authorities give chase. You can intervene in numerous ways. You could make him fall so he is caught. You could kill him outright. You could ravage his mind to take away his desire to steal. You could help him by stopping the pursuit or even killing the pursuers. Those actions all create other actions, and each has an impact on you. The greater the action the greater the impact. Tripping the man would have little impact but what if you used your power to reshape the man's will and create a new person? By one act you have taken a life and created a new one. How would that shape you?” 
 
    “You have told me of many extraordinary things you have done and even what an extraordinary thing you are to be reborn and deny death its hold on you. You may not see it yet, but I do, and I suspect the other Masters do as well, at least those with the ability to see, that you may already have ascended,” Solomon said. 
 
    “But I would not ask you to simply take my word. Let's examine you. By your own admission, you have shown the ability to teleport, use telepathy, your bodies have come back from things that would kill mortals, you can use common magic at levels far beyond what any normal mage could do, are these not the things Masters can do?” asked Solomon. 
 
    “It doesn't make sense. If we were Masters we would know,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Would you? What marks a Master? Other than having a greater access to magic and being more physically resilient, we are still just men. You may not be. There is no definitive way of knowing. The only true test is time and you are both young. To know if you have shed the mortal coil will take many years. For now, it is a question of little importance. What you are, to use your own term, is a vanguard against the darkness. You know what you are, but you do not know who you are. Alexander once shared a book with me that he was quite fond of. There is a passage from it about knowing your enemy and yourself. You know your enemy but do not know yourself. You need to find out who you are,” Solomon said. 
 
    “Who you are is of paramount importance. You must find yourself. Somewhere, amongst the mix of all your various lives are your true selves. Until you know this, you will be pulled in many directions and be of many minds. You need to find the components of your stone,” Solomon told them. 
 
    “You're right about being pulled in many directions. There is so much going on that it feels like we never finish one thing before we are forced into something else. I find myself telling my people far too often that something will have to be pushed to the side for whatever new thing has come up. It hasn't even been a year since the Seal was broken and the world has changed dramatically and us along with it. There simply hasn't been enough time to find out who we are. There are just too many things that require our attention,” Chelsea said, sounding distraught. 
 
    “You have many people under your command that you trust. They are not only your generals but your friends. Let them shoulder some of your burdens. You have many skills, but it seems delegation is not one of them. When I was a king, I was also pulled in many directions. The burden of leadership includes a plethora of responsibilities and not all of them must be handled directly. You came to me for wisdom and answers. I cannot give you the answer you truly need but I can give you some advice, one monarch to another. Stop leading for a time. Find yourselves. Trust in your commanders to command and find who you are. Find the shape of your stone,” the old man said as if giving an order. 
 
    “When I was troubled, and my kingdom often came with troubles, I would find small amounts of time to free myself from burdens. Many times, I came here and would spend time with Sheba walking the cavern behind us. In those quiet walks in the twilight, I would find myself in the calm of the darkness and my crown seemed to weigh less. You should take a walk. Find your cavern. The world will continue to turn in your absence,” Solomon told them. 
 
    “We have so much responsibility. So many things require our attention. We can't just walk away,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    “Let's do it,” said Sebastian. “Let the Field Marshalls run the Vanguard for a while. Mordred is quiet since Tokyo. Since we first became a couple, we have never taken time to relax. Sure, we've had brief moments here and there, but we haven't really stopped. Before the Seal, we were always training or hunting. Since the Seal broke, with our powers growing, the Masters returning, the fight against the ALF, the hunt for Mordred and everything else we're dealing with, we haven't stopped. Bruce and Bethany found time to have a baby. Boudicca and Trish have found time to build a solid relationship from scratch. Everyone goes on with their lives except for us. We've lived only for the fight and I'm tired of it. I want to live for us for a little while,” he said. 
 
    “Solomon, can we count you among our generals?” Sebastian asked him without waiting for Chelsea to reply. 
 
    “I am sorry, but no. As I told Merlin during his fight with Mordred, my days of war are behind me. What you have told me of this new world is amazing and I wish to travel it and discover it. If you find a peaceful solution, I will be happy to help you broker it, but I will not fight,” Solomon told them. 
 
    “We'll make sure you have no issues with that. We'll get you the necessary documentation to allow you to travel freely and give you the currency necessary to do so. We'll also teach you to access the public databanks, so you can have information readily available,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “That is appreciated but not necessary. I am quite capable of making my own way,” he told them. 
 
    “Nonsense. You've been very gracious and provided us with your insight and wisdom and that is a debt we can't repay. We can at least help you with your desire to travel the new world,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “Would you mind a short stay at Camelot while we arrange it?” 
 
    “I would be honored,” Solomon replied. “Where will you go once you leave?” 
 
    “We're going to Rio and then Vegas and then Avalon,” said Chelsea without hesitation. 
 
    “I do not know those places,” said Solomon. 
 
    “And who knows where else. I don't know how long we'll be gone but you're right, we need to find ourselves and we're not going to do that if we don't slow down. Thank you, Solomon,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “You are most welcome friends. Now, we should arrange a ship to Britannia,” Solomon said. 
 
    “I think I have a faster route,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Vanguard HQ, this is Vice Marshall Chelsea. Can we get a shuttle dispatched to my location?” She paused a moment. 
 
    “No, your readings are correct. We're in Yemen,” she said and paused again. 
 
    “Okay. Thank you, Lt. Mavis,” Field Marshall Chelsea out. 
 
    “Shuttle is in route. ETA 30 minutes,” Chelsea said. 
 
    # 
 
    “They're using communications embedded in the 800 MHz to 900 MHz range,” Director Thomas told the people on the video conference. “That explains why we didn't find it before. Those frequencies haven't been used in centuries. They were phased out just before WWIII. They hide their transmissions in the normal clutter of the transmission satellites. It was ignored at first. The engineers who run the global communications network thought it was just atmospheric interference caused by all the volcanic eruptions after the cataclysm. The good news is, while it was hard to find, the method is easily intercepted and their encryption, while sophisticated, was easy to crack.” 
 
    “Finally, some good news,” said General Morrison. “Do we have anything we can use to track them? After Tokyo, they've gone to ground.” 
 
    “We will soon. We cracked their encryption and found multiple layers of code. Each one we decoded revealed another. Eventually, we got to the raw text and that's further problematic because they use a code we can't seem to crack. Eventually, we'll get it,” Director Thomas told them. 
 
    “I'll get my intelligence people working on it in conjunction with yours. The more people we have on this, the faster we might figure it out,” General Morrison said. 
 
    “I'll get UniGov Intelligence on this as well,” President Yassim told them. Both General Morrison and Director Thomas seemed uneasy at her decision. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” the President asked them. 
 
    “No one likes your black ops people. They don't work well with others and are more likely to keep secrets than share information,” General Morrison told her. 
 
    “He's right. The General's people and mine are bad enough with keeping secrets. We'll work together but we don't need the help of the Blackbirds,” Director Thomas told her. 
 
    “This isn't an option. They'll play nice. I'll see to it personally. If either of you has any problems or suspect they're not completely forthcoming with any information then you tell me, and I'll fix it,” she told them. 
 
    “I'll get Samantha on it as well. I don't know how she is with code but she's damn good with computers and math and she might be able to write a formula or something. I'll check with Bethany also. She's our go-to for anything language related but I won't let this impact the health and well-being of either her or the baby,” Lord Marshall Sebastian told them. 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Marshall, but they won't be needed. This isn't something an algorithm can fix and it's not an ancient language. We've already run this through the computers and there is no mathematical pattern and the language they use is modern. It's just gibberish until we figure out their context,” Director Thomas told him. 
 
    “If there is no other business then let's adjourn. I have a full schedule and need to get to a cabinet meeting,” President Yassim told them. She waited a moment and when no one said anything her screen went blank. 
 
    “There isn't much we can do here. This isn't really Vanguard territory. I appreciate you keeping us up to speed and if you get the actionable intelligence we're at the ready. Thank you for keeping us in the loop,” Vice Marshall Chelsea said and cut their screen. 
 
    “That's not the best news we can hope for but its progress. If they manage to break their code then maybe we can be one step ahead of the ALF for a change and they can lead us to Mordred,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “I hope so. I'm getting tired of not knowing what they'll do next and always being on the defensive, Sebastian told her. 
 
    “Do you think they'll be okay while we're gone?” she asked him. 
 
    “Bruce comes on strong, but he'll do fine. He has a great team,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “We have lives that most people would consider exciting or terrifying and we do it without reservation time and time again. In all my time as a Warden, in all the fights we've been in, I haven't had butterflies in my stomach since...” she said but then stopped. 
 
    “Since when?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “You'll think it's silly,” she said. 
 
    “Try me,” he replied. 
 
    “Since that day in Canada, after the wendigo when we had sex for...well I was going to say the first time, but I guess it was just the first time in this life, I was scared I was jeopardizing my career and excited all at the same time. It was like a roller coaster,” she said. 
 
    “I remember it well. I knew without a doubt it was going to get me kicked out, but I looked in your eyes and didn't care,” he said as he pushed her back on the table. 
 
    “Sebastian, we're in the C&C!” she said as he pulled off her pants and bioweave then move his head between her legs. 
 
    “Sebastian!” she moaned. “We can't do this here.” 
 
    “This is the command center and I'm in command. Lay back and enjoy it. That's an order,” he told her. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said and gasped. She grabbed his head and started grinding against his face. “By...your command...Lord Marshall...sir...” she said between gasps. 
 
   
  
 

 # 
 
    Morgana sat in the luxurious hotel room. The lounge chair was facing the window and the sun was setting, casting an orange glow over her as she sat and basked in the fading warmth. She had been searching for weeks and found no sign of her son and took a rare moment to rest and unwind before moving on. 
 
    She had tracked every magical anomaly; ever hint of power she could sense and nothing. She bore several wounds of various degrees of injury from some of the more monstrous sources of power she located but healed fast and would be fine in a day or two. 
 
    Her coffee was running low, so she stood to refill her cup and as she turned, her son stood to face her. She gasped partially from the unexpected person in her room and partially from fear and excitement. He had not aged and still appeared a man in his early twenties. His long black hair had been cropped short and barely reached his collar. Her instincts were torn between hugging him, attacking immediately and running. 
 
    “Mordred...” she said quietly. 
 
    “Mother. It has been a long time,” he replied. 
 
    “Are you here to kill me?” she asked. 
 
    “If I were here to kill you then you would already be dead. I came to talk,” he said. 
 
    She walked past him to the coffeepot and filled her cup. She made him a cup without thinking and offered it to him which he accepted. She motioned to the sofa in the antechamber and sat on one side of it. He sat on the other and faced her, sipping his coffee. 
 
    “If you're not here to kill me, then why did you come?” she asked. 
 
    “Because you want to kill me. You have been hunting me, and I want to know why,” he said. 
 
    “I don't want to kill you, but I want to stop you from killing anyone else or getting yourself killed. You've done and continue to do horrible things. You have to stop,” she replied. 
 
    “From your point of view, they're horrible. From another, I am a hero. I don't seek death but sometimes it is necessary,” he told her. 
 
    “A hero? You work with betrayers and kill those who would preserve peace. How can you call yourself a hero?” Morgana said to her son. 
 
    “I know the truth you kept from me. The ones you call betrayers were the ones betrayed. You and your Council oppressed them and forced them into subjugation. They only wanted an equal place in your society, an equal position on your council. When they failed to do that diplomatically they turned to violence,” Mordred said. 
 
    “Oh, my poor baby. You have been lied to so much. I should never have hidden who you are, what you are. I should have told you the truth as soon as you were old enough to understand it. The drebs weren't oppressed. They were our friends, our brothers. Baldric's second was a dreb, the head of clan D’vox. The city protectors and many of the Vanguard were dreb. Members of the royal court were drebs. They were as highly placed in Atlantean society as a race could be. It's how they were so effectively able to pull off their attack. My family and clan D’vox had been friends for generations,” Morgana told him. 
 
    “It's a likely story and one of convenience,” he replied. 
 
    “My son, my dear son. Whatever lies have been told to you please know I have not always told you everything, but I have never lied to you. I love you and your sister so much and to know I might lose one of you is too much to bear. Please don't ask me to lose a child...” Morgana said to him then stopped realizing what she was saying. 
 
    “Sister? Tell me about her,” Mordred ordered her. 
 
    Morgana looked at him. She had revealed something potentially dangerous to Chelsea, but she was tired of hiding things. She tried to resist the geas, but it was difficult with his level of power. On some level, she didn't want to resist. She wanted her family as whole as she could make it. She wanted both her children. 
 
    “You have a sister, in a way.  I've tried to keep it hidden from you to protect her in the hopes she would never become part of this fight but it’s too late. She is who she is, and a thousand rebirths will never change that. Your sister is Malka, the last queen of the Atlanteans. When the drebs attacked, when they betrayed their king and queen, that queen was my daughter. She died that die but is reborn continually thanks to the actions of a dragon,” Morgana told him. 
 
    “Chelsea. Guinevere is my sister. Does she know?” he asked. 
 
    
“She does. She doesn't remember everything, but she remembers enough. She knows who she is and who you are,” his mother replied. 
 
    “You risk her life by telling me,” he replied. 
 
    “I want you and your sister to both live. I want my children to be my children and not each other's enemy. Stop this stupid war. Help us stop the drebs. They are using you,” Morgana said. 
 
    “I know they are using me, but I use them as well. I have things under control and when all is said and done, I will be victorious. I will not kill her or Sebastian if I can avoid it, but I will also not stand between them and the drebs,” Mordred said. 
 
    “The drebs are our enemies here. I made mistakes. I know that. I kept your ancestry secret and left your training in the hands of your father,” she said. 
 
    “I could never call him a father. I was a student to him, not a son,” Mordred told her. 
 
    “Then don't. He's not the kind of person we need in our lives. Come back to Camelot with me. We're your family,” Morgana told him. 
 
    “I can't make excuses for my mistakes. I made them and must accept that. I just want my son back and to not lose either of my children. Just come back to me. Just be my son again,” she said as her eyes watered. 
 
    Morgana reached across the couch and pulled her son to her. He felt the wetness of her cheeks as they brushed against his when she pulled him to her and saw the tears in her eyes. She held him tightly and cried softly. 
 
    “Come back to me. I love you,” she said as he teleported away, and she held only empty air. She sobbed deeply. 
 
    When Mordred arrived at the library, he noticed his shoulder. The dark black leather of his jacket was stained with red circles, one for each tear that touched it. He took off the jacket and tossed it away then went and retrieved it. He ripped the stained cloth off the shoulder and held it in his hand. He felt pain from it. Not physical pain but an ache in his heart and he felt a tear fall from his own eye as he did. 
 
    # 
 
    Morgana sat in her suite with Sebastian and Chelsea. She was sipping on a cup of coffee and looked tired and weary. 
 
    “I am so sorry about what happened in Greenland,” she told the two. 
 
    “I really thought that was for the best. Alexander needed a way to gauge your physical skills and that seemed like a good idea to me. I may have been around a long time, but I have been staying quiet and keeping to myself other than the times I spend teaching Alexander. I didn't realize how it would affect you. It wasn't meant to make you question your authority. The people we involved are loyal to you and it was never meant to undermine your leadership.” 
 
    “I have gotten over it for the most part. You need to understand something. We are fighting a war. We may not be in tanks and fighters and much of that war is hidden from the public but we're still fighting it. We can't allow anything to fragment our ranks. The one thing that makes us stronger than the one we fight is that we have a strong team and are loyal to each other. That kind of incident must never happen again,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Never,” he said, stressing the word. “We want you to be involved but I am in command here. I make the decisions and if and how we train under Alexander is something we will decide. Not him and not you.” 
 
    “Sebastian, you're being a bit harsh, aren't you?” said Chelsea. 
 
    “No, I'm not. Morgana had her chance, as did Alexander. They chose to make the Seal whereas we choose to fight. I have been absolutely adamant since the beginning that the Masters would not be taking over. There will be absolutely no breaking of chain of command and no dissension in the ranks. Is that understood?” he asked. 
 
    “It is. I'm sorry,” Morgana said. 
 
    “Sebastian! What the hell are you doing? She meant well and deserves another chance. Lighten up,” Chelsea said angrily. 
 
    “And she'll get one. I want to meet with the dragons. I want to know everything,” he told Morgana. 
 
    “That's...that's not possible. They're very reclusive and don't meet with mortals. They only allow me to see them because I'm Atlantean born,” Morgana replied. 
 
    “Then it's a good thing we're not mortals, isn't it?” said Sebastian. 
 
    Morgana looked shocked but didn't speak. 
 
    “How long have you known? When were you going to tell us? Were you even going to tell us?” he asked Morgana. 
 
    “I've suspected but it's impossible to say for sure. I didn't tell you because I don't know for certain and I didn't want to interfere with your natural progress,” Morgana said. 
 
    “You already interfered. You wanted Alexander to train us because you knew. You wanted someone who knew both Atlantean magic and how to fight to teach us. You wanted to turn us into soldiers for your cause,” Sebastian said. 
 
    Morgana stood up. “You don't know anything. I wanted to wake you up. I want you to be who you are. You're Vanguards. For a thousand years, the order of the Vanguard kept us safe. It's ironic you chose their name for your new order. Somewhere deep down, you remember. They were warrior mages without equal. Our kings and queens were always chosen from their ranks. The dragons chose only the strongest to safeguard us from the dangers of the world and you will need that strength if you are going to survive this.” 
 
    
“Atlantis was not a safe place despite the rosy picture that has been painted for you. In our world magic was the supreme power and just like today, there were those who abused it. Tyrants of unimaginable power rose up. Beasts of destructive strength unseen in thousands of years roamed. We were safe because of the Vanguard. You,” she said looking at Sebastian and Chelsea, “were both members of that order.” 
 
    “The lives of the Vanguard were in peril constantly. You two were among the most powerful seen in generations yet knowing what you faced I feared every day for my daughter's life. I watched her grow into that power and fall in love with her commander. You. To know that one day she might fall to some ancient monstrosity or power-hungry mage or have her heart crushed if her lover fell, it was torment.” 
 
    “The most joyous day of my life was when you were chosen to succeed my husband as the next liege. I knew that day I would never feel that pain again and then the drebs betrayed us and I watched you both die. As that dragon carried me away from the battle I begged to be taken back. I cried and pleaded in the hopes I could save you both even though I knew in my heart it was too late. I even tried to teleport but the magic they unleashed wrought havoc on the weave.” 
 
    “I have seen you two so many times throughout the ages and you never knew me. You didn't remember. I tried every magic spell I could, and nothing could break through. Whatever Asala did to you is beyond my power to undo. You had no memory of who you were, but you were still you inside. You both still gravitated to whatever cause needed heroes. I have seen you die so many times and every time, every single time, it hurt more than the last.” 
 
    “Do you know what it's like to lose a child? How about to lose your child a hundred times? How about to feel that death thanks to a connection through magic. Even if we didn't meet in that life, I have felt every single time you died. Both of you. You became such a part of my family you were like a son and I feel that same connection to you that I do my daughter. Never knowing if you would find your children again, if you would see your daughter's smile, if you would ever be able to hold your daughter again and know that she knew you is torment.” 
 
    “You want to know why I didn't tell you that you might have ascended? Because of your own god damned bravado. If you knew you were a Master, you might get cocky and take more chances. You might try to find Mordred on your own and he will kill you because you are not ready.” 
 
    “You want to know where I've been? I haven't been to Avalon. Absillion refused my audience. I have been traveling this world night and day looking for Mordred. I wanted to find him before you did in the hopes of saving all three of you and I didn't find him, but he found me. He came to me while I was in Africa and confronted me. I begged him to stop this fight. I pleaded with him to give up his conquest. The drebs have brainwashed him and he believes them more than his own mother. He let me live and left.” 
 
    “I have a chance this time to have you two back, really back, and I do not want to risk that. My son is already dead. My son died for me long ago and was turned into the monster he is now but not my daughter. Not Malka. Malka is alive and remembering and I don't want to lose my daughter again,” Morgana said. She sat down and pulled her knees up to her chest in a fetal position then put her arms and head on her knees and started crying. 
 
    Chelsea sat beside her and wrapped her arms around her mother. “You won't lose me. Not this time.” 
 
    “I... I don't know what to say. I can't imagine the pain.” Sebastian reached out a hand and took Morgana's. 
 
    He sat with Morgana and Chelsea for a few minutes while Morgana pulled herself together. 
 
    “Stand up. Please,” Sebastian said. 
 
    Morgana did her best to hold herself together as Sebastian helped her stand. He put his arms around Morgana and Chelsea and pulled them close. 
 
    “She's right. You won't lose her this because we're going to win,” he said. 
 
    “You should realize it's not just her. I love you like a son and don't want to lose you any more than her. You were part of my family for almost fifty years before the betrayal and you're as much a part of my heart as Malka is. I didn't like the idea of my only child marrying in the order, but I couldn't stand in the way of love. In retrospect, I'm happy I didn't try. You two were made for each other,” Morgana said as her tears faded. 
 
    “Let Alexander train you both. He hasn't lied to you. I've taught him to access the weave the way Atlanteans do but beyond that, he's a warrior like you. When he wasn't training with me or monopolizing the commercial military markets, he was training in other things. He's trained in martial arts, weapon techniques, machines, medicine, he is as brilliant as he is strong. If this were Atlantis, he would be a Vanguard, maybe even a king. He can help you awaken what you've forgotten,” Morgana said to them. 
 
    “Okay, but on one condition. No more secrets. The one thing you've missed is that my team works because we are a family. We work as a unit not as individuals and you should be part of that family. I know you have lost so much and what we have here pales in comparison but it's a start,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “My dear, nothing would please me more. The important part is that we have each other. No more secrets,” Morgana told her. 
 
    “I have one condition of my own,” Sebastian said. “I want to know how to find the dragons. It's time the Vanguard and dragons got to know each other.”
  
 
    “Even as a Master I don't think they will grant you an audience,” Morgana replied. 
 
    “I don't plan on asking first,” Sebastian said. “I want their help.” 
 
    “That's a very risky idea. If you go, let it just be the two of you. They stay out of the affairs of the world, but they might not react well to more than just you. They don't meddle in the affairs of the fey, but they do stay informed. They know of you and your team and what you've done and still do. They don't consider you evil, but they do consider you aggressive and warlike. They might perceive it as a hostile action if you bring others with you. They can be dangerous if angered,” Morgana replied. 
 
    “So can we,” Chelsea said. 
 
    The redhead took a deep breath. “No more secrets. They live in what we call Mt. Sidley, known to them as Avalon. They dwell in the ancient ruins around the dormant volcano,” Morgana told them with some hesitation. 
 
    “I will tell you though, you are wasting your time. They won't help you in this war. They are all but pacifists. The destruction of Atlantis was the last violent action they undertook, and it had been many thousands of years prior to that since a dragon had caused harm except under direct threat.” 
 
    “It's not the fight we want help with, though that would be nice. We want the barriers torn down. You said you couldn't break our memories free, it was beyond your power. Maybe it's not beyond theirs,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Are you certain? You have lived a long time and experienced a lot of pain. All of that would come back to you and when it's done you might not be the people you are now. Your memories return slowly on their own and give you time to adjust. Why not just be patient?” Morgana asked. 
 
    “Because I'm tired of not knowing who I am. You can't know what it's like to not know yourself. You were my mother. My first mother. I can barely remember anything about you and what I remember is cold and emotionless. It's like looking at pictures. I want to know what I've done. I want to know who I've been. I need to know,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “We need to know,” Sebastian said, backing her up. 
 
    “That is your decision and your decision alone. They may not be able to do it though. The magic that bound you is ancient and powerful, and an equally powerful creature imbued it with her own life essence. That's going to be hard to undo. Don't get your hopes up,” Morgana said. 
 
    “We won't. We have settlements all over Antarctica. How do they stay hidden?” Chelsea asked her. 
 
    “Their magic is very strong. They keep to themselves and sleep for long periods of time. When they do leave they can keep themselves hidden in many ways with their magic or leave through tunnels in the ruins that connect to the ocean,” Morgana replied. 
 
    “What ruins?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “No one knows. Even the dragons don't know their origin. They are tremendous. The outside has worn away, so they can't be readily seen but inside the mountain is a labyrinth of gargantuan passages. Some of the dragons believe their ancestors made them in an antiquity so far passed that even they have forgotten. Others believe it was another race that died out long before the first dragons ever took to the skies. However, they got there, they have stood the test of time. There is an entrance on the north side near the peak. About halfway up the mountain you will see the entrance. It's unmistakable to anyone who can sense the Weave and you'll feel it before you see it. You can feel the magic of the dragons inside and with your bond with Asala, I suspect you'll feel it stronger than I would,” Morgana told them. 
 
    “You sound like you won't be going,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “I won't. Absillion has unresolved issues with you and if you don't take my advice and go to see him then you two and you two only should go. I don't believe you would be in any mortal danger. His daughter's soul will keep him from hurting you but don't push him. His daughter is dead, and her remnant might not be enough to save you if you invoke his wrath,” Morgana told them. “This is something you need to do on your own.” 
 
    “There is one other thing you should consider. Absillion is your father in a way. Asala was his daughter and her spirit entwines the two of you. While they are in many ways very different from us, they share the same emotions and love their children as deeply as we do. They can also sense their own kind to a degree through the same magic we use and the stronger the bond, the more powerful that sense. It is especially strong among family lines. Every time you have died, every time I have felt my own heartbreak, so has he. He feels his daughter die every time either of you has passed from this realm and hurts as much as I. Even though you don't know how that feels, respect that he might see you as a physical representation of that pain,” Morgana told them. 
 
    “We will. Thank you for telling us,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “There is one more thing we need to do. We need to assemble the Vanguard and tell them everything. When we finish that discussion, I want everything laid bare,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Now? We should spend some more time together, talking and catching up,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “I want to, but we can't. We have to catch everyone up on everything and get the trip to Socrates' island taken care of before we leave for...well you know,” Sebastian said to Chelsea. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” asked Morgana. 
 
    “It's nothing,” said Chelsea. 
 
    “No secrets, remember? It goes both ways,” Morgana replied. 
 
    “You're right and you deserve to know. We're leaving. After we finish the investigation of the island we're taking off for a while,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Why?” asked Morgana. 
 
    “Because we have to find ourselves. We must discover who we are. We have so many memories and things have changed so fast we've lost ourselves along the way in the jumble of the chaos, magic and past lives. We have to find ourselves so we're going on a trip to do so,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “Where is that journey taking you?” Morgana asked. 
 
    “We'll fill everyone in at the meeting,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    Sebastian went over to the comm screen and opened a channel. “Lt. Mavis, are you there?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” came the reply as the screen lit us showing the young man. 
 
    “Hi, Bobby. I need you to do something for me. Send a request to all of the absent Field Marshalls requesting their immediate return for a priority meeting,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “You got it, brother. I'll forward their replies,” he said. 
 
    Sebastian closed the channel and opened a comm to Xavier. “Xavier, I need you to do something. Get word to Boudicca. We're going to be meeting as soon as everyone can get here. I obviously don't expect her to be here but would like her to at least listen as best she can over the comm. I would call her myself, but she isn't answering the comm I left her, and she seems to prefer your company.” 
 
    “Will do. Any time frame?” Xavier replied. 
 
    “As soon as possible,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    He closed that channel and opened another one to William and Anna. “I need you both back at Camelot immediately. We have a priority meeting and I need you both to be there.” 
 
    “Are you sure we can't do it via conference? Anna is still recovering,” William said. 
 
    “According to her last medical briefing the socket placement was a success, she's fully healed internally, and her artificial limb is connected. I want you both here,” Sebastian said and closed the channel. 
 
    He opened another video channel, this time to Nefertiti and Ra. 
 
    “Sebastian!” Ra said loudly as their faces filled the screen. “How are you, my friend?” 
 
    “I should be asking you that. I understand your therapy is going well and your muscles are regaining strength at an extraordinary rate,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “I am progressing. I am almost able to walk on my own and the doctor tells me in a few weeks I will be fully recovered,” Ra said. “Once I can walk, Nefertiti may have trouble doing so for a few days,” he said with a boisterous laugh. 
 
    “As I have told you, the world changes but Ra is always Ra,” Nefertiti said, smiling at her husband. 
 
    “I wish I had more time for pleasantries but I'm prepping for a meeting. I know you can't be here in person, but I would like you to be available by conference. This is important,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “Can't be there? Do you think something like this could stop Ra? I will be there as quickly as a shuttle can take me. I tire of these white walls and the smell, it is so...clean. And the food is good but not as good as what we have at Camelot. We shall be there with haste,” Ra said. 
 
    “It's not expected but your presence is always welcome. Thank you, friends,” Sebastian said as he closed the channel then opened another comm. 
 
    “Bethany, this is Sebastian,” he said and paused. “No, this isn't about Greenland. I need a favor. I need you to contact Alexander and ask him if he can come to Camelot.” He paused again. “As soon as possible. If he can manage it today, he can sit in on the meeting we're having. If not, we'll coordinate with him to find a time.” 
 
    # 
 
    “The Great Alpha is displeased. You have failed again,” V'dal said to Mordred. 
 
    “I have not failed. Socrates failed. You're the ones who trained him. You gave him the scepter,” Mordred told him. “And let’s not forget your feeble attempt at deception that cost you one of your clans.” 
 
    “You idiot. That feeble attempt as you call it was calculated. That clan was expendable. They were weak and power hungry and that is a combination that will always end in disaster. Now Baldric has a false impression of our strength. We were pleased with the results,” the dreb told him. 
 
    “Is what they told Socrates true? Did the drebs initiate the war? I spoke with mother about it and she tells a different story,” Mordred said. 
 
    “Your mother lies. She doesn't care about you only her own quest for power. Atlanteans cannot be trusted. She withheld power from you. She hid your past from you. Without us, you would be nothing. You would be another child born to power and denied it,” V'dal told him. 
 
    The dreb seemed annoyed but continued. “Now, our next move. They will come here soon. You will kill them. We have toyed with them enough and it is time to act. Baldric and Malka will come, and you will take them captive and take the life of Morgana and end their feeble attempts to stop the inevitable.” 
 
    “They will come, and I will be waiting. Why do you want Sebastian and Chelsea captured instead of killed?” Mordred asked V’dal. 
 
    “That is not for you to know. What is for you to know is I will have a contingent of war mages to support your fight. If you fail us again you will die,” V'dal said and teleported out. 
 
    Mordred reached into his pocket and felt the stained piece of cloth. He pulled it out and held it and felt the pain flow into him again. 
 
    “I will indeed be waiting,” he said to himself. 
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Sebastian, Chelsea, Bruce, Xavier, Samantha, William, Anna, Alexander, Michael, Nefertiti, and Ra sat in the command room. Ra was temporarily confined to a wheelchair while he rebuilt his muscle strength due to atrophy from the coma. Anna had an artificial arm, a standard model that gave her some basic function until she went to Alexander's cybernetics lab to have a superior one fitted while her replacement arm was cloned. Bethany was putting the baby down for a nap and running a few minutes late. There was an open communicator channel to Boudicca. 
 
    “Thank you for coming on short notice. We have a lot to cover and should get started. I would normally spend some time on pleasantries, but we have too many things going on and for too long we've compartmentalized our information and resources. Things have been withheld from you by me and things have been withheld from me by you,” he said looking towards Alexander and Anna. 
 
    “I've been most guilty of it. Sometimes it has been accidental. We move fast in our lives and finding the time to do these kinds of meetings has gotten more difficult as things progress. Injuries, personal affairs, and the fight pull us all in many directions. We must stop that. So today, I'm going to start with me. I'm going to tell you everything I've learned. It's nothing game-changing. I don't have any information that will make this war easier.” 
 
    “Our lives, at least Chelsea's and my own, are not what we thought. Many of you have heard of Baldric and Malka and know Atlantis was real. You know, or at least have been told, that in a past life many thousands of years ago, we were the last monarchs of the island nation as it fell. The story I'm going to tell you, and Morgana may need to fill in some of the gaps, is everything we know. I will say one thing. The drebs concern me more than Mordred. He is one man, albeit a powerful one but they are numerous, and they have been in the shadows for a long time pulling the strings of people like Mordred. I think they are our real enemy,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    He spent the next couple of hours telling them everything he knew and left nothing out. The group had a lot of questions and he answered them to the best of his ability. 
 
    “That's a lot to take in, mate. I don't like that you held anything from us, but I think I can speak for everyone when I say I understand why you did and appreciate you trusting us enough to tell us. Most of that sounds like you're right. I have some concerns from that I want to bring up,” Bruce told him. 
 
    “And you should. Feel free and ask away,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “First and foremost are our plans changed any at all? Is the island still our next step or do you plan on heading off to Antarctica?” Bruce asked. 
 
    “Antarctica can wait. We have a war to fight and taking a long shot on the dragons doesn't feel as productive. The trip to Antarctica is more of a personal issue at this point,” Sebastian told him. “We have to stop this and while the island might be a long shot as well, it's the only shot we have right now for information unless the code breakers get lucky,” Sebastian told the group. “I want you to plan that excursion, Bruce.” 
 
    “Why me?” he asked. 
 
    “I need to start delegating duties. Solomon told me I was your king and you are my generals and I should start treating you as such. I don't think that's true about me being a king, but he was right about you. You're all underutilized and have been little more than firepower at times. That was wrong of me and an example of my own inexperience. I'm not the same man I was when the Seal broke and neither are you the same people. Bruce, I want you to lead the Greece expedition. The reason I'm choosing you instead of Anna,” he said turning his attention to Bruce, “She already has a focus that she and Alexander will be bringing us up to speed on momentarily.” 
 
    “On the subject of delegation,” Sebastian continued, “Xavier, you're in charge of hunt assignments. Prioritize and assign as you see fit. Boudicca and Nefertiti, I want you handling training of the advanced initiates. Trish, you're on GloCom duty. I want you handling troop delegation and assignments to hunts and other ops as Bruce or Xavier need. Michael, work with Trish when you’re not training but your training takes priority. I want you learning above all else. William and Anna will be handling beginner magical training. The Masters can observe and make judgment calls on who is ready for advanced training. Ra, your priority is on rehabilitation. Continue working with Bethany on the magic research but I also want you working with William and Anna to develop a training regimen as your recuperation allows. Once you're back on your feet, split your duties between that and helping with the advanced training,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “What about these dragons?” Bruce asked. “Friend, foe or neutral?” 
 
    “Neutral. I don't think they'll be our enemies, but we can't count on them as allies. Our own interest in the dragons is more of a history and personal issue. It shouldn't have any impact on how we proceed but I'll keep you informed of any developments in that regard,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    “Can I be part of the Antarctica team? I really want to see a live dragon,” said Xavier. 
 
    “There won't be a team. It will just be Chelsea and myself. It's too dangerous for anyone else,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “Why would it be safe for you and not anyone else?” asked Samantha. 
 
    “Because of the dragon's soul. They won't harm their own, but we don't want to push it with anyone else's safety. They've kept away from humanity since the fall of Atlantis. They don't want to be involved in our affairs anymore, but they need to know the drebs have surfaced again. They refuse to speak to Morgana so we're going to go,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Why do think they'll speak to you if they won't speak to her?” asked Xavier. 
 
    “We share the soul of Asala. She was the daughter of their leader. Her sacrifice is why we keep being reborn. Absillion will recognize that and I think he'll see us,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “And if they won't, I'll kick down their door. I need to know what she did to us. Whether they like it or not, they owe us that much,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Assuming this is all true and not just some fairy tale that Morgana cooked up, I can't fault you there, mate. I would like to know myself. I want to know what you are. We need to know. We put our trust in you and that means knowing what to expect,” Bruce said. 
 
    “I plan on keeping you completely informed. Honestly, it's difficult for us to deal with and having you to rely on is making it easier. It's scary at times not fully knowing who or what you are,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “I didn't think the Vanguard field agents feared anything,” said Samantha. 
 
    “Only an idiot is fearless,” said Ra. “Fear is a survival instinct and we all have to face it at times. The measure of a warrior is that we control it.” 
 
    “Truer words have never been spoken,” said Alexander. 
 
    “Regardless, we have to go once the trip to the island is over,” Chelsea told them. “There is something else they might be able to help us with. We hope they can help us open up the walls between the memories of our past lives.” 
 
    “That sounds like a lot of mental stress and possibly life-altering but I get it. If I had parts of my past I couldn't remember I would want to know. I hope it works out for you,” Samantha said. 
 
    “I'm more concerned about you. What if you aren't the same afterward? You're not just our leaders you're our friends and I wouldn't want to lose that,” Xavier said. 
 
    “I don't think you'll lose us. We might be different and maybe we won't be, but we can't do this much longer. It's getting hard to deal with,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “I dream constantly of things that I shouldn't know. I don't know if they're just dreams or past lives. I have fragments of memories, whispers in the back of my mind. If the dragons can help and it does change us and we're not the same anymore, know that you are the best friends and team I could ever have and there is nothing that will ever change that,” Sebastian said. 
 
    The room was quiet, and Bethany was sniffling. Bruce put his arm around her as she looked at Chelsea. “I don't care if it does change you. If that's what you need to make you whole, then you have my support and I'll call you friend no matter what. Don’t mind me, though. I’m just emotional from the baby.” 
 
    “So, on to other news,” Sebastian said appearing uncomfortable. 
 
    “You all know about the code-breaking attempts. Not too long ago, I had a conversation with Director Thomas and General Morrison when the signals were discovered. For those of you who don't know Director Thomas, he runs a division of the Wardens that is sort of a cross between intelligence and applied technology,” Sebastian told the group. 
 
    “And he's a pompous dick. I worked with him at Munich,” Samantha told them. 
 
    “I didn't deal with him much while I was there but what little I saw gave me the impression he's closed-minded and has a superiority complex,” Xavier said. 
 
    “My limited interaction with him would make me concur with both of you. When I offered the assistance of Bethany and Sam on the code, he declined and brushed off their skills and usefulness without even considering it. I later pressed him, and he reluctantly agreed to their help. I'm happy to say one of our own cracked their code. Not only did someone he didn't think would be useful beat his expert cypher specialists, the military intelligence group and the president's Blackbirds but she did it while being a full-time mother, keeping Bruce in check and maintaining her duties here. I think that deserves special acknowledgment,” he said and stood up and started applauding as the rest of the group joined him. 
 
    “You want to fill us in on what you found Bethany?” Sebastian asked her. 
 
    “To say I cracked the code is a bit of stretch. So far, all I've done is identify the code being used. It's a very old Davincian cypher that was ran through a few language translators to further obfuscate it. It was just a question of reverse engineering the language translators used until the original code was unearthed. I couldn't have done it without Sam. She wrote the program,” Bethany said. “We finally figured out what code was used but cracking Davincian cyphers isn't something that's easy and this one is resistant to current methods. Sam is on it though.” 
 
    “I barely did anything. All I did was write a few lines of code based on Bethany's knowledge,” Samantha told them. “I am working on a program to decode the root level cypher. I'm making progress but it's some complex algorithms and it will take time.” 
 
    “This isn't about modesty. This is about pride. In a meeting that included the President, Director Thomas smugly disregarded the Vanguard's worth as if you two were just someone with a calculator and a dictionary and we get to make him eat those words,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “Sam, I can help you. I may not be as good as you, but I know my way around a computer system,” Alexander told her. 
 
    “Davinci was a Warden. It's not very well known but he was one of us. William, can you get our archivists to pull everything we have on Davinci? Maybe it's an old Warden code they're using and don't even realize it,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “If it's a Warden code, shouldn't it already be in your database?” Alexander asked. 
 
    “He lived centuries ago. We didn't have databases then and we don't reuse codes. They might be in the archives but Davinci's journals are enigmas. He often used code to write his journals, so I think we are on the right track but it's going to take time. With Bethany helping with the translations and Alexander helping with the coding, we will get it. It's just a matter of time and who gets the answer first,” she said. 
 
    “Just don't tell anyone what you discovered,” Alexander said. 
 
    “Absolutely tell them. We agreed to full disclosure and the entire reason we are in this meeting is for that very reason. We are not going to keep secrets, especially ones that make us go back on our word,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    “He's right. We're better than that and won't stoop to the petty levels of Director Thomas,” Xavier said. 
 
    “Morgana, Alexander, the wards please.” At this, Morgana and Alexander got up and started making runes on the walls with paint. “They're giving us a degree of privacy we've never had before. Those runes will make this room immune to scrying, divination, and teleportation. He then opened a channel. “Lt. Mavis. I need a complete blackout on all communications to the C&C. We're in a closed meeting and short of the President or General Morrison we are not to be interrupted.” 
 
    “The third main thing we have going on is Merlin. I've struggled with this issue because it's going to be walking a razor blade,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “As most of you know, since Merlin returned he has been less than cooperative. He disappears for long periods of time and generally has been difficult at best. Information regarding his past, before the Seal, has recently come to light. Merlin is a megalomaniac with delusions of godhood. Before the Seal, he was forcing villages to pay tribute to him and took advantage of that tribute in every conceivable way.” 
 
    “Initially, I was inclined to ignore that as it predates UniGov and any authority we may have and let the Masters handle that as they see fit since it happened under their Council then their Council should decide. However, things have changed. That puts his actions under our jurisdiction.” 
 
    “Since the Cataclysm, we haven't been able to track his movements. It took some time, but new information has come to light. Merlin has set up a cult with himself at the center and the members are worshiping him as a god. He is using his power to manipulate and influence his followers.” 
 
    “Before the Seal, some of the Masters were planning to deal with Merlin themselves but the war with Mordred pushed that to the side. Now the Seal is broken, Merlin has returned and as those Masters have all joined the Vanguard and agreed to our authority in matters involving magic, we decide now on both his past and present crimes. I will not make this decision unilaterally. Make no mistake here, we're judging whether Merlin lives or dies.” 
 
    Several people seemed uneasy at this. 
 
    “I know it seems like it came out of nowhere, but this is a very old issue that is reoccurring. We agreed that no Master would ever put themselves above the people again and he has violated that. Don't take my word for it. Anna,” he said motioning to her. 
 
    “Two thousand years ago, Merlin took it upon himself to become the guardian of numerous towns and villages. In exchange for his protection, he required tribute from the locals. He would require payment in virgins or exotic items he could use in his arcane research. In one such instance, he had a young dragon transported near a village and allowed it to prey on the locals for weeks until they were broken and begged for his assistance. He took one of their young girls as payment as well as the remains of the dragon.” 
 
    “Anna, how do you know?” asked Bruce. 
 
    “She is telling the truth. I can verify that story personally,” Alexander said. 
 
    “And how do you know, Anna?” Bruce continued. 
 
    Anna laid a journal on the table. “Because that woman was a direct ancestor of mine. She was also a Warden and replaced Arthur as High Lord after his death. Read it from her own hand. This was her private journal,” Anna told Bruce. 
 
    “There's also the fact of my murder. Or attempted murder,” Alexander said. “He's the one who poisoned me to force me into his service.” 
 
    “And he did those things time and again until the Seal was formed,” Morgana said. 
 
    “Those things are not our problems. He did those things in a time when neither the UniGov, the Wardens nor the Vanguard existed and predate our authority,” Bruce said. 
 
    “This is not in question, but his actions now are,” Sebastian told Bruce. He then turned on a comm panel. 
 
    “As we all know, he disappears for long periods of time and is, at best, less than forthcoming with information. We also know he's been lying to us about his strength almost from day one. He also knew that Mordred was back and opened the Seal but chose not to share that information. He has been working his own agenda and until now we didn't know what that agenda was,” Sebastian said. 
 
    
“That might make him a liar and piece of garbage but that's hardly worth a death sentence, which I might remind you we don't have the authority to enforce on a human, even a Master when that person hasn't crossed the line. We only have jurisdiction over the fey and thanks to a Senate mandate that also includes dark wizards. Merlin is neither,” Xavier said. 
 
    “We'll get to that,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    “This is a compound in the mountains on the border of Peru and Ecuador. It's an abandoned military base from WWIV. The offensive and defensive systems were stripped long ago and since then, it's been an occasional tourist attraction but since the Cataclysm, it's been effectively empty. Or rather it was. In recent months, our passive satellite monitoring shows activity beyond the normal tourists visiting a historical monument,” Chelsea said changing the images. 
 
    “No one took notice with all of the other things going on but fortunately one of our own was diligent enough to look into every piece of intelligence we received and managed to connect this to Merlin. Not at first mind you but now it's obvious,” she said pulling up an image of a large statue being erected that was obviously Merlin. 
 
    “We have managed to procure intelligence from people on the ground at the location. Merlin has started a cult that worships him as a god. He forces tribute from them in many forms just like before. They gift him with lavish jewels, rare antiquities, artifacts possibly of a magic nature and sex that is often forced upon the women in the cult” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Do we have an official sanction from UniGov naming him a target for the Vanguard?” asked Bruce. 
 
    “We don't need one,” said Sebastian. “We have jurisdiction over both fey and dark wizards and Merlin has crossed the line. We have evidence, currently being transferred to your comm links, showing he is in many cases using his power to manipulate the minds of his followers. He's also created several monstrous fey he uses to guard this compound.” 
 
    “He might, and I stress that, MIGHT, be a dark wizard that falls under our jurisdiction but he's no fey. He's as human as any of us,” Bruce said. “If he were fey, we could kill him outright but he's human and that means courts must be involved.” 
 
    Morgana stood up. “It is time you all knew the truth. Until this point, only a select few knew the history of humans but I have agreed to keep no secrets from you. You should know what we are. Originally, there were no humans. There were no drebs, no ogres, no fairies, none of the things we call fey. The only sentient species on the planet was the dragons. A sentient humanoid evolved after the dragons and it was what scientists would call a missing link. This species showed an incredible talent for magic, enough so it gained the attention of the dragons.” 
 
    “The dragons watched this developing species grow quickly in strength until they became a danger to themselves because of their lack of understanding of the power they had and fought with each other for power and status.” 
 
    “The dragons, having gone through a similar period in their own ancient history, decided to take this young species and teach them to spare them the violence and death that would follow. This species was known as fey. The dragons adopted the word into their own language due to its similarity for their word for child and for centuries taught and guided this young race.” 
 
    “As time passed and their power grew, they showed a peculiar trait the dragons had never seen. The fey physically changed to reflect the nature of their magic. As they changed, they began to develop into distinct species and over the course of centuries of changing and breeding, the major races of the fey had developed with two standing at the top in terms of magical strength. Those two were humans and drebs.” 
 
    “You're telling me we're some fairy monster?” Bruce asked. 
 
    “I'm telling you that you are as much a fey as any other magical humanoid on this planet. We are all brothers and share a common ancestor. That includes Merlin putting him under our jurisdiction. During Atlantis, we had names for each race like always, but we considered everyone to be fey including humans,” Morgana said. 
 
    “I would like everyone's input on this please,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Poppycock,” said Bruce. “All of this is nothing but hearsay and speculation. The only facts we have is some people are trespassing on government property and building a statue. You're asking us to take on a Master with nothing but whispers and rumor to go on. Anna has her own agenda and none of that evidence she has was obtained properly nor was it shared with the appropriate authorities. Even now, it's not being handed over to GloCom or UniGov it's just being used to further that agenda. As far as Merlin being a fey? Completely irrelevant. It doesn't matter how we got here and whether your story is true or not, we're human now and humans fall under the domain of UniGov, not the Wardens and not the Vanguard. That story comes second hand from dragons, which by the way we have neither seen nor have any proof they even exist. You want my help, you get me a sanction from the President declaring Merlin a dark wizard and I'm on your side but until then, I'm out.” 
 
    “That goes for me as well,” Xavier said. “I agree with Bruce. There is a proper method and an improper one and this is all wrong. We haven't followed protocol. We have rules and methods for a reason. I'm disturbed by the idea that Merlin has gone rogue. I'm deeply disturbed by it but that doesn't give me the right to pass judgment.” 
 
    “I can't believe I am seeing the world's premier defenders back down from a fight,” Alexander said. “There is a wizard out there mad with power and forcing people to treat him as a god and you do nothing.” 
 
    “They're right Alexander. What real proof do we have? None of that surveillance shows Merlin at the location. The accusations of manipulation and rape are just that, accusations,” Boudicca replied to Alexander. 
 
    “We'll take what we have, forward it to General Morrison and Neala's liaison and see what they think.” 
 
    “YOU CAN'T DO THIS!” Anna yelled. “We can't let that monster do it all over again. I won't let that happen.” 
 
    “Anna, calm down. Let's be patient and let things...” William started to say. 
 
    “NO! I am tired of patience and waiting while bad people hurt good people. I will not stand for this any longer. High Lord Sebastian, effectively immediately I resign my commission from the Vanguard. I will report to the Provisioner to turn in my weapons and have my access decommissioned,” she said and stormed out with William close behind. 
 
    “Chelsea, can you calm her down? I need to finish up here,” Sebastian said, and Chelsea left. 
 
    “This is disappointing,” Alexander said. 
 
    “Why the Hell are you here? You're not one of us and told us you didn't want to be. Are you going to throw in with us and do things our way?” Bruce asked. 
 
    “I think that's a decision for your leader,” Alexander said. 
 
    “He's right. You need to make a choice Alexander. This is how we do things. We're not tyrants and we don't unilaterally decide things. We have processes for a reason. It may take more time but if it's all true, then we'll get proof and we'll get the okay to move on it just like with Tokyo,” Sebastian told him. “Mordred is still the bigger threat and that has to be our primary focus. If the intel on Merlin checks out, we'll handle it.” 
 
    “You put me in a difficult position. I have a promise to Anna regarding Merlin and I have a promise to Morgana to help you. No matter what I choose I must break my word, but I have a much older and longer standing obligation to Morgana and that must take priority. I will ally myself with the Vanguard,” Alexander replied. 
 
    # 
 
    “Anna, wait!” Chelsea said as she ran after her. 
 
    “I've made up my mind. I can't do this any longer,” Anna said as she continued to walk towards the armory. 
 
    “Anna, listen to her. She's your friend. At least let her say her piece,” William told Anna. 
 
    Anna stopped walking. 
 
    “I know you're pissed. This thing with Merlin is bothering more than anyone else but don't let it ruin what you have here. You're crucial to this team and beyond that, you're my friend. I don't want to lose friends. We need you here. You're a part of the Vanguard,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “She's right. Listen to her. We all want to stop Merlin,” William told her. 
 
    “Bullshit. Sebastian and Chelsea are ready to just walk away and pretend it isn't happening,” Anna yelled at William. 
 
    “That's not true. We believe he's in the wrong, but we have a more difficult position to take. Most people think that Merlin is one of the good guys. We have to be able to prove our accusations. Sebastian is being diplomatic because we must hold this group together. Once we have proof, solid proof, we'll move swiftly,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “Why does this even bother you so much?” asked William. 
 
    Anna looked at her love with her eyes watering. “I don't know. It just does. It's eating at me that I have to stop him.” 
 
    “You don't know why you're obsessed with Merlin?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “I have to make things right and I'm the only one who can do it,” Anna told her. “I shouldn't care but I do. What happened was almost two thousand years ago but the pain of what he did to her...I can't let that go.” 
 
    “You feel her pain?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “I do,” Anna replied. She was crying. “I can feel everything he did to her. How she suffered. How she hurt. How the people of the village looked at her and treated her. It's my duty to make him pay for his crimes. I mean I can literally feel her suffering.” 
 
    “Something is not right. Let's talk to the others. If you still feel you need to leave then do so but don't quit. We'll put you on an indefinite leave, so you don't destroy your life over this,” Chelsea told her. “At least talk with Morgana. She knows a lot and might be able to help you. What do you have to lose other than an afternoon? If you don't like what you hear you can go. Quit. Take on Merlin by yourself and die because you can't beat him on your own,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “Okay,” Anna replied. William was holding her as she sobbed. 
 
    “William, take her back to your quarters and let her rest. We might be a few minutes, but I'll be there as soon as I can. If she doesn't seem like she's calming down, call medical and get her a sedative,” Chelsea told her and then headed back to the C&C. 
 
    # 
 
    Chelsea walked back into the C&C. 
 
    “You do realize what that means? It means you follow the chain of command. It means no rogue operations. It means you work with us as part of this team,” Bruce said. 
 
    “I'm no stranger to ranks and discipline. I can work with you as part of your team,” Alexander replied. “We still need to start your training immediately.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Chelsea. “Once this meeting is over we can do just that. We'll work together on a regimen and get started.” 
 
    “You're half right. You might oversee the Vanguard but I'm in charge of your training. I will determine any regimen,” Alexander told her. 
 
    “If you think for one minute...” Chelsea said. 
 
    “He's right,” Sebastian told her. “He should be the one to determine that.” 
 
    Chelsea looked at Sebastian but said nothing. 
 
    “Bruce, I need your plan for the island as soon as you can provide it to me,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “Will do. I'll start going over maps and intel as soon as we finish here,” he replied. “Alexander, do you know anything about the island or the library?” 
 
    “I do not. Only Socrates knew its exact location and only he saw the supposed attack. I can show you the location of the island, but I've never had cause to travel there,” he replied. 
 
    “I know we covered a lot and now that you know everything I know I want you to know that you can feel free to ask me anything. If you don't want to talk about something in the open, we can do so privately but I want to encourage open communication. Every time we face a new enemy or a new battle, it escalates. It gets more dangerous by the day but so do you. Continue to train. Continue to learn. The Masters will help you grow into your abilities. The world grows more dangerous by the day and the Vanguard is not just a name. We are the world's first line of defense against those dangers,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Does anyone else have anything to bring up?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “I have a gift for Xavier,” Alexander said. 
 
    “A gift for me? Why?” Xavier asked. 
 
    Alexander waved his hand and a box appeared. It had several holes in it and whimpering could be heard from inside it. He slid the box across the table to Xavier. Xavier looked inside the box and there were two puppies inside it. 
 
    “No, thank you. I'm not much for animals,” Xavier told him. “Why would you even bring dogs to me?” 
 
    “They're not dogs. They're amorak. One of the females you killed recently had a litter. After I got out of the hospital, I immediately checked on them and these were the only two that survived. You killed their pack so you're their mommy now,” Alexander told him. 
 
    “No way,” replied Xavier as the two snow white puppies whimpered louder. 
 
    Bethany went over to the box and picked one up. 
 
    “Ooohhhh they're adorable. What are you going to name them?” she asked. 
 
    “Aww, Xavier, you're going to make an excellent mommy,” Bruce said with a laugh. 
 
    “Isn't anyone listening? I said no,” Xavier stated. 
 
    “Little Bruce will love to have them around as he grows up,” Bethany said, ignoring Xavier. 
 
    “You like them, you take them,” Xavier said to her. 
 
    “We have enough on our hands with the baby, but I'll be happy to help as I can,” Bethany said. 
 
    “I do not have the time or inclination for pets. Besides, they're not dogs. It wouldn't be safe for the baby to be around amoraks,” Xavier told her. 
 
    “With Bethany living in London near her parents, the baby isn't here that often,” Bruce told him. 
 
    “Besides, amoraks are easily domesticated if raised with people from this age. I sent you all the information you need to raise them. I've been breeding them for over a century. They'll be your best friends in no time,” Alexander said with confidence. 
 
    “You people aren't listening. I'm not taking care of two dogs,” Xavier said. 
 
    “How about Harmony and Melody for names? Amoraks are known for the musical howls, right?” asked Samantha as she picked up the other one. 
 
    “We'll need to make them a little bed,” Bethany said. 
 
    “They'll also need toys to chew on,” Bruce told them. 
 
    “And some little collars in Vanguard colors with their names on them,” Michael remarked. 
 
    Ra took the one Bethany was holding. 
 
    “You will make great warrior dogs growing up with the Vanguard. Your exploits will be legendary among your kind. The spirit of Wepwawet is strong in you. I can sense it,” Ra announced. 
 
    “Looks like the decision is being made for you,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “They are cute,” said Xavier as Samantha handed him the one she was holding. “Why are they crying?” 
 
    “They are probably getting hungry. I have a supply of milk and more can easily be synthesized. Synthetic canine milk is fine, and most veterinarians have it in ample supply,” Alexander told him. 
 
    “Listen. If they stay here, everyone is helping with them. I go on hunts for days at a time and they'll need constant care,” Xavier told the group. 
 
    “I'll be happy to help,” said Sebastian to everyone's surprise. “We had several dogs on the farm when I was growing up.” 
 
    Xavier sighed. “Welcome to Camelot, Harmony, and Melody.” 
 
    # 
 
    Alexander, Sebastian, and Chelsea were in the training facility. 
 
    “This room is not large enough. We need space but for now we'll make it work,” Alexander said as he took off his shirt and picked up a sword. “We'll start with defense. If you can't survive you can't attack.” 
 
    Sebastian went to the wall to grab a blade and Chelsea followed suit. 
 
    “No. Put them back. You don't get weapons. This isn't about attacking. You need to learn to defend and the best way to survive an attack is to not be hit. We'll focus on speed for now,” Alexander told them as he grabbed a second sword. 
 
    The three of them spent some time with Alexander attacking both simultaneously. As they fought he moved progressively faster. At first, the pair had no trouble avoiding his attacks but as his speed increased it became more difficult. They were both bleeding from several minor wounds and beginning to breathe hard while Alexander showed no sign of slowing. 
 
    “You move like slugs. I was hoping to face off against the archmages Morgana regaled with stories about but instead, I spar with a couple of mere mortals. Disappointing,” he said as he continued to move faster. 
 
    “On the bright side, when we finally face Mordred, you're at least strong enough to carry my equipment if you don't get in my way,” Alexander said smugly. 
 
    “You can't make us angry. That kind of trick works on kids and new recruits,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “It wasn't about anger,” Alexander said as several swords flew off the rack and in the direction of Sebastian and Chelsea. They managed to avoid them but only barely. “Good. You're maintaining focus.” 
 
    “Why are we focusing on weapons and not on spells?” asked Chelsea as she continued to move around, avoiding the blades that were whizzing through the air at light speed. 
 
    “Because you aren't ready. You still move like mortals. You haven't embraced what you can be. I'm not sparring with Baldric and Malka or even Arthur and Guinevere. I'm dueling with Sebastian and Chelsea, a couple of above-average humans with a few tricks up their sleeves who are going to die violent deaths if they try to take on a true Master,” Alexander told them. “When you understand what you are and what you can do, I'll know and so will you and then you'll be ready to learn.” 
 
    “Or you just aren't good at teaching. Maybe we should have Morgana doing the training. You probably aren't even that good,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Do you think so?” Alexander asked then spun and drove a blade through her stomach until the hilt was buried. He moved forward, pushing the blade and propelling Chelsea across the room. Her back smashed into a wall/ Alexander kept pushing, sinking the blade into the concrete until she was pinned between the hilt and the wall. Blood flowed down her stomach. Her head slammed backward into the wall nearly knocking her unconscious and leaving her dazed. 
 
    Sebastian screamed in rage and ran to her. As he did so, Alexander threw the second blade through the air at Sebastian who grabbed the sword from the air by the blade and spun it back at Alexander. The blade left a deep gash across his palm that he ignored as he rushed to Chelsea. The speed of the blade was almost too much for their teacher who managed to jump back but still received a small slice across his arm. 
 
    Sebastian rushed over to Chelsea. She was alive but securely stapled to the wall and opened his comm. “I need a medic in the training center immediately.” 
 
    “She'll be fine. I avoided any major organs,” Alexander told him. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you? You could have killed her!” Sebastian said, the combination of anger and worry showing. 
 
    “I would not. She was never in any serious danger,” Alexander told him as he slammed the distracted Sebastian against the wall and pushed a sword into his abdomen, pinning him to the wall like Chelsea. 
 
    Sebastian winced and grabbed the hilt of the blade and pulled. It slid from the wall and he fell to his knees, the blade still penetrating through him. He pulled it out, blood flowing from his hand and both the entrance and exit wounds for the blade. He stood up to face Alexander. Chelsea was recovering from the impact and grabbed the hilt of the blade impaling her but instead of pulling it from the wall, she snapped it off at the hilt and pulled herself from the blade. She had one hand over the wound in her abdomen but the one on her back still flowed. 
 
    “Good. You must not only learn to fight but to endure. What your enemies may do to you is far worse,” said Alexander, “Than what I will do to you. You will suffer, and you will fall but you must stand back up. You must choke down the pain. Every cut, every bruise, every broken bone is a mistake you made. Own them and correct them.” 
 
    Alexander pulled out two small stun metal batons from his pocket and extended them out to about eighteen inches. He pressed a button near the base and electricity buzzed on the tips of each. He jumped at the two wounded Vanguard. 
 
    Sebastian and Chelsea tried to fight against him but were wounded and weakened from blood loss. He pummeled them mercilessly for a minute giving each of them numerous electrical shocks from the stun batons as well as contusions from kicks. 
 
    When the medics arrived, the two of them were laying on the floor, barely conscious covered in their own blood. One of the medics opened his comm. “I need security to the training facility. The High Lord and Vice Lord are both down with extensive injuries.” 
 
    “Belay that,” Sebastian moaned. “It's just a training exercise. Security is not needed.” 
 
    The medics brought in gurneys, but Sebastian waved them off. He pulled himself to his feet and helped Chelsea up. “We can walk to the med bay,” he said as the two of them limped to the door leaving drops of blood behind them. 
 
    “Let the medics take you. You're hurt badly and shouldn't be walking,” Alexander told Sebastian. 
 
    “No,” Sebastian said weakly. “I want my people to see me on my feet regardless of how badly I'm hurt. We're Vanguard and I'm their leader. I will stand when others would fall. I will walk when others would crawl.” 
 
    “And tomorrow you will walk to medical again and you will walk to medical every day until I can't knock you down anymore,” Alexander told him. “Until that day, you will bow before me until I can no longer force you to do so.” 
 
    Sebastian stopped and stared blankly. 
 
    # 
 
    Baldric looked around and the people of Atlantis were gathered before him as he proclaimed the start of the celebration. As the celebration ensued, he noticed fighting breaking out and turned to the Vanguard. “Can you see what's causing that?” 
 
    The drebs of the Vanguard turned their spears on their human allies. The struggle was brief and though Baldric and Malka tried to fight against them, they were outnumbered and taken by surprise. 
 
    The drebs fought with the king and queen and the remaining guards as the city erupted in chaos. Wizards unleashed magic of great fury and the dead piled up. The drebs had planned their attack well and caught the rest of Atlantis off guard. 
 
    Baldric and Malka were surrounded on the platform by their thrones and the head of the Vanguard, a dreb personally trained by Baldric spoke. 
 
    “You will bow before me,” the dreb said. 
 
    Baldric and the dreb faced off, the dreb armed with a magical spear and Baldric with his staff. The orb on his staff had changed into a large, ornate spearhead. The dreb motioned his allies to back off. 
 
    “This one is mine,” he said to his brethren. 
 
    “D'gra, we're friends. You're a brother to me. How can you this?” Baldric asked him. 
 
    “You need not worry yourself with matters of politics anymore. Your reign is over. Spend your remaining moments knowing your people die today,” D'gra told him. 
 
    D'gra and Baldric circled each other. The two fought for several minutes with them evenly matched. Baldric had trained him well but the dreb made a small mistake and Baldric seized it. He thrust his staff forward, spearing the dreb through his chest and driving his spear out its back. 
 
    Another of the drebs swung a blade and cut the head from the staff-spear releasing a magical blast of energy knocking them all down. 
 
    “Baldric!” yelled Malka as she pointed up at Asala flying towards them, opening her mouth to breathe. 
 
    # 
 
    “Sebastian!” yelled Chelsea as he snapped back to reality. 
 
    Alexander was bleeding profusely from a hole in his stomach. A wooden practice staff, usually on a training rack across the room, was driven through Alexander's abdomen and out his back. The staff had no point and was violently forced through the skin, ripping and tearing as it did so, leaving Alexander seriously wounded. The medics ignored Sebastian and Chelsea at that point and rushed to him. 
 
    Alexander looked at Sebastian and smiled. “Morgana wanted you to awaken but I didn't know it would hurt this much,” he said and collapsed. 
 
    “Alexander!” Sebastian said, the worry in his voice was evident. “I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. You'll be okay. We have good medical staff here.” 
 
    “No need...to apologize...my friend...” Alexander said, coughing up copious amounts of blood. “It will take...more than a stick...to kill me and this...was my goal. Not this...painfully but I... wanted to push you to...” but trailed off as the medic injected him with something and he passed out. 
 
    “We'll make it to medical on our own, take care of him,” Sebastian told the medics. 
 
    The blood flow from both Sebastian and Chelsea had stopped, their bodies healing rapidly. 
 
    The medics got him on a gurney and rushed him out. Sebastian and Chelsea walked together and limped away behind them towards the med bay. 
 
    “We can't postpone that trip any longer. The next time someone might get killed,” Sebastian told Chelsea. 
 
    “You're right. Let's go talk to Anna as soon as we're out of medical and transfer command to her. Unless she takes the leave, she is still the ranking officer. First, I want to see if Morgana will talk to Anna. We should start as soon as we're medically cleared,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    The two of them limped towards the medical center leaning on each other for support due to the beating they received. The holes from the swords had partially closed over and the bleeding stopped but they could still feel every inch of the cut with every step. 
 
    # 
 
    Guinevere and Anna were walking through the gardens at Camelot. The Tower was seething with energy and great arcs leaped from it and into the sky and down into the countryside. The region was charged with the energy of the impending Seal. 
 
    “I don't think that is such a good idea, but you must do what you feel is right,” Guinevere told Anna. 
 
    “She is my mother and though I cannot tell her what comes soon, I must say goodbye. I will not reveal the nature of the war and simply tell her I must leave to accompany you on a trip to London, which is true. I wish to see her one last time before the Seal. We might all be dead soon after and I cannot go into the next life knowing how I left things with her,” Anna replied. 
 
    The two women were both obviously with child, Guinevere further along but neither seemed burdened by their developing baby. They were stopped at a bush with red and pink flowers. Guinevere took one and placed it in her hair then did the same for Anna. 
 
    “We all walk a similar path but must choose own our steps upon it. If you need to see your mother, then I will not stand in your way. I would only say to remember you are your own person now and not at her heel. She no longer controls you so meet her as the equal you are not the timid girl she tried to force you to be,” Guinevere told her. 
 
    “I will. She no longer holds control over me. My life is for my child and the Wardens,” Anna told her. 
 
    “You have only been here a few months but have grown so much. I am pleased you join us. Now go. See your mother and I will begin packing for the impending evacuation. I will prepare your things as well should your visit run long. My coachmen will take you to the village. Lancelot and Gawain have agreed to guard you on the journey,” Guinevere told her. 
 
    “Thank you, Guinevere. I will not be long and will return with ample time for the exodus,” Anna replied. 
 
    # 
 
    The wagon stopped in the village outside her old home. Sir Lancelot and Sir Gawain flanked Lady Anna as she approached the small thatched hut. She approached and started to knock but the door opened before she could, and her mother was standing there. 
 
    “Humph,” her mother grunted. “I guess they managed to buy your complacency after all. You went from worthless child to pampered whore and it only took a nice dress and fancy coach.” 
 
    If her words hurt her daughter, it didn't show. 
 
    “You can't cause me pain with your words. I know who I am and for the first time, I am in control of my life. I serve Guinevere and not because of her gold but because unlike you, she is noble not of blood but noble of deeds and by her hand, not by the hands of the Masters or anyone else, have I been elevated as well. I have a purpose now and my child will have a purpose.” 
 
    “I came to try to make amends with the hope you may be a grandmother to your grandchild, but I know that will never happen. You are bitter and care more about how what happened to me affected you than how it affected me. I have come to terms with my life and accepted that though she was created from malice, she will be born of love. If only you had seen your own daughter as your child and not your property things may be easier now. I will never visit you again and leave you to your own devices,” Anna said and turned her back. 
 
    “Wait,” her mother said. “I haven't always been a good mother to you. I know you're not a whore and my words are born of pain. I thought I saw your life destroyed and was bitter. You're strong now and I can see that. The girl who left here would not stand up to me like that. Life has been bittersweet for you but in the short time you were gone, you have hardened. Whether or not you ever see me again, there is something you must do. Your ancestors and your family honor demand it. You're at Camelot now and near the one who soiled you. You owe it to yourself to clean the stain from your name and your bloodline. Remember the old ways, young one. You might be living in that gilded castle, but you know where you came from and you remember what I taught you as a child.” 
 
    Anna thought back to her childhood and the pagan beliefs of her family that had persisted for many generations. They still practiced them in secret and held those beliefs in great regard. She no longer followed the ancient ways, but her mother did, and she would grant her mother the solace of perceived satisfaction. In the old ways, if a member of a family was besmirched, it was the duty of the family to make amends and clear the family name because that dishonor would follow the family line forever. Her mother didn't know Merlin would soon be dead and the oath would be empty. 
 
    Deep down, she also knew the truth. She hated Merlin. She wanted him dead as much as her mother. The old ways would help her. She didn't have the power to do it but one day, one day maybe one of her lineage would. 
 
    Anna slowly, with some difficulty due to the baby, bent down onto her knees on the floor of the hut and used her hands to clear a small area of the ground that made up the floor of the hut and started forming a series of symbols in the dirt. 
 
    The main one was for Woden, the high god of the pagans. His blessing was needed for the oath to be made. She then made four more symbols around the first, one at each cardinal point. The next was for Balder to bind the oath through time. After that was Saxnot to bind their family to the oath. The third was Eostre so it could pass to the next generation and finally Hel to bind it beyond the death of any single member of her line. 
 
    “I will swear that much,” Anna told her. “By the old ways, I swear to you that the stain on our family will be cleansed by my hand or should I fail, the hands of those that follow as our ancestors demand. Merlin shall die. I am Anna, daughter of Annice, and I swear this oath to be binding until the death of Merlin cleanses that stain from my bloodline.” 
 
    She then clenched her hand and cut into the flesh of her palm with her own fingernails and lined the symbols with her blood. The blood soaked into the ground and the symbols glowed briefly for a moment then stopped. Her mother smiled at the approval of the old gods. 
 
    Anna left and got back on the coach without another word. She knew the danger in making oaths from her time at Camelot. Magic was fickle, and the smallest things could latch onto the Weave and give reality to words, binding them. Annise was a bitter hag whom she owed nothing but at least Anna could fulfill her last request with the oath and give the woman some peace of mind. She was her mother and Anna felt she deserved that much. 
 
    # 
 
    Sebastian, Chelsea, Anna, William, and Morgana sat in the C&C. Morgana placed her hands on Anna's temples as the other four held hands with Anna and each other forming a small circle around Morgana. They were forming a circle of power Morgana was using to draw forth visions of the past. It was one thing to bring out someone's own memories, but she was searching through Anna's family line, following her chain of forebears back to the original Anna, the one who wrote the first journal. It was ancient history and took tremendous skill and energy, so they formed the circle to help her. 
 
    A vision of the past Anna was playing out in their minds as if they were watching it unfold on a video presentation from one of the entertainment feeds. There was more though. They could feel her emotions, her strongest thoughts jumped at them as if over a loudspeaker, they could even feel her baby kicking and a very strong desire to pee. They watched the events play out until Morgana broke the spell as the coach left the village. Morgana removed her hands from Anna's head and the rest released their hands. 
 
    “I think we found our answer. Your ancestors practiced very old, very dangerous magic. I thought the pagan ways dead by the time of the Seal, but it would seem I was mistaken. Anna, this is no small thing to break. I'll need to consult with Boudicca. She's not the strongest Master but she's by far the best expert we have on Anglo-Saxon paganism,” Morgana told her. 
 
    “I don't need to break it. I may not be a Master, but I think the solution is relatively obvious. If Merlin dies this oath is fulfilled, correct?” asked Anna. 
 
    “You need to be under control of your own actions. This oath, it can create powerful compulsions as you've already seen and the closer you feel your goal, the stronger those compulsions can become. We want you, YOU, to be with us in the fight. Not the will of an ancestor. You should be in this fight for the right reasons,” William said. “There are numerous references to the power of magical oaths throughout the history of magic and they rarely end well. We need to break this control.” 
 
    William looked at Morgana. “What if we find a way to nullify it? What about the gods the pagans worshiped? Were there any spells of theirs that could break oaths?” 
 
    “They weren't gods. Like most so-called gods, they were just Masters. In this case, I had some firsthand experience with them. They didn't give power to that spell because they were all dead before it was ever cast. The power in that oath came from the belief in it by Anna and Annice and more than likely empowered by the energy radiating out from Camelot while we cast the spells for the Seal,” Morgana told them. 
 
    “How can you be sure they were dead? Maybe there were some of them left. Loki was one of their gods and known to revel in chaos. A spell that would haunt a family for who knows how long, compelling them to attack one of the most powerful Masters of the day would probably have given him a giggle,” William said. 
 
    “Like I said, firsthand knowledge. For a short time in the iron age, I was briefly involved with one of those Masters, a man named Woden, until they started their cult and declared themselves gods. I changed names and locations periodically to make myself harder to track, going into isolation for decades or even centuries between but I always kept track of any Masters I encountered. I would have preferred to stay hidden, but many Masters can sense powerful magic and even suppressed, my magic is a beacon and occasionally, like with the pagans, we cross paths,” Morgana told them. 
 
    “Shortly after the Romans made their mark on old Britannia, the old gods started infighting and several killed each other. The ones that left came up against a young Master and... they didn't survive. He was powerful enough to stand against any of them but the remaining three would come after him together, so I gave him a staff to help him survive...” she said as her voice trailed off. 
 
    The group was silent as they realized she meant Merlin. 
 
    “I created this mess. I should have left them alone to fight amongst themselves and never gave him that damned staff. It belonged to Baldric not him and should have remained hidden until Baldric was ready for it. I let my heart cloud my judgment and this entire war is all my fault,” Morgana told them. 
 
    “Never fault yourself for following your heart. One way or another, that's how everyone in this room, everyone in the Vanguard, ended up here. We can spend our entire lives second-guessing our actions and never be able to undo them. We have to accept our mistakes and learn from them, so we don't repeat them,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “I know but I have more time and more mistakes than anyone else on Earth. I want you two to think about that. The more powerful you become, the longer you live, the bigger your mistakes and you’ve had a lot of power and a lot of lives,” she said to Sebastian and Chelsea. 
 
    Morgana sighed. “I have more than twelve thousand years of mistakes, some of which are pretty big. You've gotten back a few memories and you remember good things right now. How many times in those lives did it end badly? How many times did you live in poverty, die of disease, were imprisoned even if wrongly...how many mistakes did you make? How many lives did those mistakes cost? You'll remember the bad and with as many lives as you've lived, as many times as you've drawn yourselves into the major events of the world, not all of those ended well and the good guys didn't always win. Sometimes in those conflicts, there were no good guys, just varying degrees of bad and the choice of the lesser of two evils has been far too prominent in history.” 
 
    “It's something we considered and despite that, we still have to know. Whatever we find out, it's part of us and we need to know. We have to shape the stone,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    
“But I digress. We're here for Anna and not for history lessons or family affairs. Anna, we can't force you to try to undo the oath. It must be your choice. Of everyone here, everyone in the Vanguard and Wardens, the one who cares about you most is William and it sounded like he wants you free of its compulsion,” Morgana said. 
 
    “I do,” William replied then looked at Anna and took her hand. “The woman I have known and loved for twenty years is not the woman who stormed out of the C&C today. Whatever this thing is doing to you is altering your judgment. My Anna would not want to throw away her career and alienate her friends because she might have to wait a little while for approval for a mission. She wouldn't have a problem with something being deemed a human affair and not under our jurisdiction. That woman I saw today was obsessed with revenge for an act that wasn't even committed against her. I want you back. It seems like the closer you feel you are to killing Merlin the stronger the obsession becomes. You're a field agent. You know the importance of patience and strategy and have seen too many times what happens to agents who rush in.” 
 
    “For you, I'll do anything. You said you need to speak with Boudicca?” asked Anna to Morgana. 
 
    “That's easier said than done,” Chelsea said then opened a comm channel. “Xavier, can you meet us in the C&C? We need a favor and it's not something we want to discuss over the comm.” 
 
    “I'll be there in a few minutes. I'm on a shuttle to London but will turn around immediately. I just left so I should be there in ten minutes or less,” Xavier replied. 
 
    “Sebastian, why are you so quiet?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    The rest of them turned their attention to Sebastian who was distracted and had his hands on his abdomen. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “I'm fine,” he replied still rubbing his belly. 
 
    “You don't seem fine,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    “Is that what's it like be pregnant?” he asked. “I could feel her child. I could feel the heartbeat racing. It was so fast. Was it because of the spell?” he asked. 
 
    “That was normal for a developing child,” replied Morgana. 
 
    “It was just so odd. I can't get it out of my head. I had a baby inside me,” he told them. 
 
    “It is your connection to life and more evidence you have ascended. Masters have a connection to the Weave that transcends that of normal magic and that includes unborn life,” Morgana told him. 
 
    “Why wasn't I affected like that?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “Because for you and me, it's a normal part of life and something our bodies are built to handle. We understand instinctively but not him. Men don't normally have the ability to feel what it's like to be pregnant. They don't understand how profound it can be,” Morgana replied. 
 
    A few minutes later, Xavier walked into the C&C. “I got here as quick as I could. How can I help you?” 
 
    “Xavier, we need you to talk to Boudicca. We need her help understanding an aspect of pagan magic, most importantly how to undo it,” Chelsea told him then spent a few minutes explaining what they learned. 
 
    “I will see what she can tell me. Often when I visit them, she doesn't even talk. Sometimes I just hold her hand for a while because she's not always responsive. You haven't seen her lately. It's hard to tell where the plants end, and she begins. She did tell me recently that Trish is close to being fully healed and they might be done soon but couldn't elaborate on how long that is. I can’t even be certain she’s aware of the passage of time right now. I'll leave immediately if you need,” he replied. 
 
    “We do. Anna needs us and there might something Boudicca can tell us to help her break the compulsions,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “In the meantime, I would suggest you stay here Anna. No field missions. No trips. Keep to Camelot and report to Bruce immediately if anything changes. He's in charge in our absence with you under the effects of this oath,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “Bruce? So, you're leaving then?” Anna asked. 
 
    “We are. As important as this is, there is little we can do to help. If we're needed then we're only a comm away and we'll be here in no time,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “And if you need to talk, you can always contact me privately and I'll be there,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “Avalon awaits, and we still need to notify Neala of our intentions,” Sebastian said. 
 
    He sent Bruce a request to meet them in the C&C. 
 
    “If the rest of you don't mind, we need to speak with Bruce and prepare things for our departure.” 
 
    The room cleared, and Bruce arrived. Sebastian opened a comm channel to the President's Liaison to the Vanguard. 
 
    The face of Stephanie Yassim, the daughter of President Neala Yassim filled the screen. She looked very much like her older sister Dana who was killed in the moon incident. “Hi, Sebastian. Hey Chelsea. How can I help you?” said a chipper voice. 
 
    “Hi, Steph,” said Chelsea. 
 
    “We need to speak with your mom. Is she available?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “She's a bit on the busy side. Is it important?” the young woman asked. “She's meeting with General Morrison about the ALF cleanup.” 
 
    “It is,” said Sebastian. “We need to inform her in a temporary change of command staff. It shouldn't take long.” 
 
    “Okay, I'll see if she has a few minutes,” Stephanie said and left the screen. 
 
    A few minutes later the screen changed and President Yassim and General Morrison were on it. 
 
    “What's this about a command change?” asked the President. 
 
    “I'll get right to it since you're in the middle of something. Chelsea and I are temporarily stepping down and taking a leave of absence. In our stead Field Marshall Bruce will be assuming command until Field Marshall Anna is ready to return to duty. Anna is still on medical leave for her injuries and not ready for active duty.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Neala. 
 
    “It's complicated but it boils down to we need to take some time off. It's not permanent and probably not even that long,” said Chelsea. 
 
    “This is not a good time. The ALF might have lost at Tokyo but they're still out there and Mordred is still a major threat. We need you. There will be time to rest when it's over,” Neala told them. “We're all getting burnt out, but we have to keep pushing.” 
 
    “Maybe or maybe not but we can't wait. Neala, you don't understand what it's been like. Since the Seal broke we have memories flooding back, powers randomly manifesting, it's getting to be too much. It's not burnout. It's coming to terms with who and what we are. If we don't do that now, it may be too late when this is over,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “General, what do you think?” asked Neala. 
 
    “You're right, Neala. We won a victory but not a war. Since all this goddamned craziness started, these two have been at the center of every win we have, and we've come to rely on them. The Tormentor, Tokyo and not to mention all the small things they've done that have been crucial to our continued success. I read the reports. These two haven't stopped. If they have downtime, they're hunting these monsters, training, running the Vanguard and handling all the politics and diplomacy that comes with that and quite frankly a normal person would have cracked. If anyone deserves to take a vacation, it's these two. Do you know how many times they've been seriously injured and still on active duty? Do you want to know what I think? I think they should enjoy their time off,” General Morrison said. “I also think that despite martial law this is still a free world and we can't stop them. Instead of trying to talk them out of it, I think we should be thanking them for not doing it sooner.” 
 
    “Field Marshall Bruce, I know you handle a lot of the command duties already but are you sure you're ready to take over full time?” she asked him. 
 
    “I am. I consider these two to irreplaceable, but I'll hold the fort until they get back or Anna is healed up,” Bruce replied. 
 
    “I pay close attention to your command structure and keep tabs on all the Marshalls. Anna has more tenure, but you have more command experience with the Vanguard. You've spent far more time running Camelot than she has. If she returns to active duty before Sebastian and Chelsea return, you are to retain command. If she has a problem with that she can file a formal complaint. Field Marshall Bruce, effectively immediately I'm approving the temporary command change. You have my liaison’s ear and she has mine. If you three will excuse me, the General and I must return to mundane affairs and he's my go-to right now for keeping the chaos to a minimum,” she told them. 
 
    “One last thing, Sebastian,” said the General. “How is Michael doing?” 
 
    “He's adapting well. He's a fine man and you lost a damn good soldier. He'll excel. Of that I have no doubt,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “Good to hear. Take care you two and don't hesitate to contact me if you need anything at all,” General Morrison told them. 
 
    After the screen went blank, Sebastian turned to Bruce. “I have one last request for you before we leave.” 
 
    “What's that, mate?” Bruce asked him. 
 
    “I want you to train Michael, not Alexander. He's got potential and talent and you're the kind of man who can bring that out in him. Push him hard enough to break him then push him some more,” Sebastian said. “Push him to the point of failure.” 
 
    “You want me to purposely make him fail?” Bruce asked, sounding confused. 
 
    “He won't fail. He'll bend but he won't break,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “You got it. Enjoy your trip you two and keep in touch. This is still your house. I'm just keeping it clean until you get home,” Bruce told them. 
 
    “That it is Bruce. Camelot is our home and the Vanguard our family. I guess we should be going,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “We should throw you a going away party,” Bruce said. 
 
    “We're coming back. It's just like going on a hunt but longer. We're going to go pack, we'll catch you in a few minutes,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    Sebastian and Chelsea walked out into the hallway and Alexander was standing there. He was injured but able to walk with some effort. 
 
    “I would have one suggestion. You should leave someone with more experience in command in charge until you return,” Alexander said. 
 
    “Like who? You?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “Well, it wouldn't be a bad idea,” Alexander replied. 
 
    “You're right. It wouldn't be a bad idea, it would be a horrible idea. You're neither Warden nor Vanguard and have no business leading anyone who is. Many of the Masters have agreed to join us and as such are members of the Vanguard, but they don't outrank the tenured agents. Bruce is our most experienced field agent and has my every confidence. If you follow through with your word and join us, help Bruce as best you can in our absence but remember he's in charge,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “This is my house now,” Lord Marshall Bruce said as he walked out of the C&C. “They're on leave so you need to address any command concerns to me.” 
 
    Sebastian and Chelsea walked to the armory. 
 
    “Let's travel light. Just a change of clothes or two and some essentials,” Chelsea said as she grabbed a couple of frame packs. 
 
    “Before we go to Antarctica, let's take an actual vacation if just a short one,” Chelsea said to Sebastian. 
 
    “Do you still want to go to Rio?” asked Sebastian as they walked to their quarters. 
 
    “Absolutely. I haven't had a tan in so long I look like an undead,” she replied. 
 
    They packed a couple of outfits and some sundries. They opted to leave their dragon ore blades behind for the easier to conceal Warden blades. They packed their armor but did not put it on. 
 
    “Ready to go? We should take a shuttle to London and take civilian transport from there. We shouldn't use Vanguard shuttles for personal trips. It's going to be rough getting outside. Everyone is probably waiting for us to say goodbye,” Chelsea said as she noticed Sebastian writing something on a piece of paper. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked him as they put on the packs. 
 
    “Leaving quietly,” he said. 
 
    She looked at the paper. It read, “We didn't want a big fuss, so we left quietly. If you need us just call. We'll be there. Please, only contact us if it's an emergency. We'll see you when we get back.” 
 
    He laid the piece of paper on their bed. 
 
    “How exactly do you plan on leaving quietly? There's only one shuttle pad,” she said. 
 
    “It's something Solomon said about emotions triggering magic. Anger and confusion took us to Solomon. Maybe positive emotions can trigger it as well,” he said as he put his arms around her and they kissed. “Our love has carried us through the ages. Maybe it can carry us to Rio,” he said as they teleported away. 
 
    
# 
 
    Xavier walked into the sarsen hovel. Nothing had changed since his last visit a few days ago. 
 
    “Hi Boudicca,” he said as he walked over and sat in a small clearing. She had arranged the plants into a pattern that created a sort of chair he could sit on when visiting the two women. 
 
    “I don't know how much you're able to hear me right now, but I have a story to tell you and need any help you can give us if any at all,” he said then relayed the story to Boudicca. He spared no details, giving her the entire story from beginning to end. 
 
    Boudicca opened her eyes and turned to face him. “The first Anna was an idiot. She called on magic she barely understood and expected someone else to keep her from that oath. The magic, powered by the faith of Anna and her mother, bound them very tightly. Our Anna has been a good friend to me and I am pained to see her suffer but there is little I can do. No culture has ever looked kindly on oath breakers so magic to violate an oath is unheard of. Though she did not make the oath, she is bound to it by the blood magic of her ancestors. I know of no way to separate her from the obligation. Please, convey my deepest apologies to her. Had I a way to help, I would.” 
 
    “Any ideas on where to start? We're grasping at straws here. It looks like a fight with Merlin is looming sometime in the future and its very likely Anna will be involved but we want her calm and in control,” Xavier said. 
 
    He thought a moment. “You said their faith bound them? What do you mean?” 
 
    “As you probably know, the old gods, my own Gaia, they were either not real and given form by their follower's faith in them or were Masters masquerading as gods. It is the faith and power of the caster that imbues the spell, nothing more. Anna's and Annice's power were evident but their faith was also obvious. She must have hidden it well, possibly magically, because in her time at Camelot I never expected her to be part of one of the cults of the old gods. It's not surprising though. They flourished in poor towns where life was a struggle. They were an easy path to power. For that spell to have that kind of power, she and her mother must have been strong for mortals but more importantly, with that strength was unflinching faith in those old beliefs. That faith was strong enough to not only bind that spell but keep it charged. That's incredible considering how little power leaked from the Seal,” Boudicca told him. 
 
    “Charged?” Xavier asked. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Spells work in one of two ways. They are immediate, and their effects seen at the point of casting like when we are in combat. You have become quite adept at controlling electrically charged magic from what I have seen. You cast a spell, lightning leaps into your enemies and it's done. Other spells work over time, either continually or are prepared and triggered later. Either way, something must hold that power in reserve during that time. My crystal sarcophagus, for example, had four such sources of power. They were painstakingly crafted to maintain their power indefinitely. They would drain, though, and must recharge from the ambient energy in the world. The recharging would be very slow, so the spell drained them in rotation allowing the other three ample time to recharge. The spell that binds Anna works like those devices and maintains that power indefinitely to hold the binding magic intact,” she told him. 
 
    “How does it stay charged it without a battery?” he asked her. 
 
    She thought about this a moment. “It shouldn't. It requires a physical object to maintain that power. That's the key. If you can find that object, you might have a chance at breaking that oath safely. Magic has few rules but that one is absolute. I should have thought of that, but I am distracted.” 
 
    “What would it be? Does it need to be a storage device like the crystal orbs on your sarcophagus?” Xavier asked. 
 
    “No. We chose those for appearance as much as anything else. They could just as well have been stones. It's not the object that is important it's the faith in the binding magic. People would often mark them with runes or make them elaborate items, but they don't have to be. They only have to have faith in their power,” she replied. 
 
    “So, we just need to find an unknown object somewhere on Earth and destroy it,” he said. “That shouldn't take that long. We just need to search everywhere and destroy everything.” 
 
    “Don't be so melodramatic. It's easy to narrow down. It would need to be something present at the time the spell was cast and that is still around. It would need to be something small, obviously, because Anna would have to both had it at the time of the casting and transported it back to Camelot with her. It would help if it were important. Faith, Xavier. Look for where her faith lies,” Boudicca told him. 
 
    “I will. Thank you. You have been more helpful than we could have hoped for,” Xavier told them. 
 
    “Will you be leaving now?” Boudicca asked. 
 
    “I will. I would love to stay longer but Anna needs our help now and I can't let her suffer any longer than necessary. I'll return as soon as I can. I promise you that,” he told her. 
 
    “I know you will. You should say goodbye to Trish. She's awake but can't speak yet. She has been listening,” Boudicca told him. 
 
    “She is? That's fantastic. Trish, I have missed you so much, old friend. Camelot isn't the same without you two, so you better hurry up and heal and get back there. I miss you and need you back,” he said and put his hand on her, or at least on the vegetative shroud that surrounded her. 
 
    “Could you answer another question, if you have the strength?” Xavier asked Boudicca. 
 
    “I will try,” she replied. 
 
    “You said magic had few rules but that one was absolute. What are the others?” Xavier asked her. 
 
    “There are few. Magic is a force of nature, like the wind. It is always there. Sometimes it is still like a calm day, others it rages like a tornado. The difference is, everyone can feel the wind but not everyone can feel the flow of magic. For those who can, just like whistling or blowing out candles, we can shape and direct that flow. You already know two rules. Magic is either instant or channeled and the channeled must have a focus.” 
 
    “What about runes and spells?” Xavier asked. 
 
    “Many cultures attribute it to gods or nature, but really it is always there and it's the caster who controls it, who grants it. The languages Bethany studies, in and of themselves are meaningless. It's the faith in the runes or symbols that matter. No symbols are needed. It's only your faith in your own ability and belief to create the desired outcome. If you're strong enough and believe strongly enough, you can create the effect. If you use a rune, your belief in the rune is what gives it power, nothing more,” she told him. 
 
    “What makes Masters different?” Xavier asked. 
 
    “Your strength in magic is not fixed. It can grow. When the wind blows strong enough, it can tear down a house. You can rebuild the house with stronger walls. You can replace wood with stone. Using magic is much the same. You can use magic, but your ability is limited by your strength at resisting its drain on you. Masters have strengthened their own will, their own walls so to speak, so that the flow of magic cannot tear them down as easily. We still have limits. Powerful magic will drain you, even kill you,” she said, still focused on Trish.
  
 
    She paused a moment then continued. “To answer your question no, you are likely not. Your house is strong. I can feel it. It’s not strong enough, though.” 
 
    “I didn't ask a question,” he said. 
 
    “No, but you were thinking it loudly. You wanted to know if you were ready to cross the threshold,” she said, smiling at him. 
 
    “What do I need to believe in? What do I need to have faith in? If gods and spells don't give us power, then were should my belief and faith lie?” he asked. 
 
    “You have heard me but haven't listened. That is why you are not ready,” she said. 
 
    He sat a moment. 
 
    “Me. I need to believe in myself. I need to have faith in myself,” he said, speaking more to himself than Boudicca. 
 
    “That is the answer, but it takes more than words. Your abilities grow fast. Be careful. Do not summon the tornado until you make your house stronger,” she told him. 
 
    “Thank you. Take care you two,” he said as he left. 
 
    Boudicca didn't reply and returned to her meditation. 
 
    # 
 
    The great dragons were perched atop the large flat spot at the top of the mountain observing the construction going on below them. There were seven of them that made up the elder circle of the great wyrms. 
 
    At only seventy-five feet, snout to tail, Trall was the smallest of them. His dark green scales glistened in the morning dew like the leaves of an oak. Doga stood next to him. He was emerald green and his scales so bright he could be seen from miles away glowing in the morning sun. Sark was to his left. He was yellow-green and second in command. Bahta, a magnificent bluish gold dragon was next. Qaa, his scales so dark they absorbed light in equal measure that Doga's scales reflected it stood next to him. Onis was black and red and stood on the end. In the center of them was Absillion, the largest of the group at over a hundred feet with red-gold scales that looked like blood washed over a golden statue. 
 
    “We should not be encouraging them to build here,” Doga said to the other wyrms. “They are rash and young and will destroy themselves. We should let them mature for another thousand passes of the Dragon's Eye.” 
 
    “Doga, we have discussed this within the council and the issue decided. They need guidance and training. We will help them learn their power. They are already part of the Weave and whether we like it or not, that connection grows and with it their strength. We either guide them or leave them to learn on their own and who knows how much damage they could do. They may even become a danger to us,” Sark told him. 
 
    “I and my clan agreed to the will of the elders in this matter and while it was not our preference, we will stand by the decision of the circle. My presence here today should be an indication of that much,” Doga replied. 
 
    “You were not the only dissenting voice. I was of a mind with you, but we are wyrms and we do, as we have since times before memory, stand beside our brothers in all matters. That we, as ancient and disagreeable as we can be, can come together in peace and maintain that peace throughout the ages is proof enough of the wisdom of the Elders. I did not agree at first but now that I see the beginnings of their civilization I must concede; this choice is for the best. We will guide them and help them avoid the nightmares of our past,” Trall said to his brothers. 
 
    “They are at a dangerous time in their evolution. Their divergence from their shared ancestry is slowing and may have already stopped. They have chosen their forms,” Bahta said. “Now they must learn to live together in their diversity. We can only hope they don't turn to violence and war to solve disputes as we once did.” 
 
    Onis looked around at his brothers. “We must hope they don't harm us if they do turn to war. Their power grows very fast and though they do not rival us now, I foresee in time that will change. When that time comes, we must make sure they are allies and not enemies.” 
 
    “We will help them. Our skill in magic dwarfs their own considerably, at least for now. At first, they will follow us out of fear but in time, they will learn we are not to be feared. That is the time they will be most dangerous. They may not be wyrms, but they are our brothers still. We are all children of the Weave. When they lose their fear, we must consider them as equals at that time. Until then, we will nurture them and train them. The best way to keep them safe is knowledge, not ignorance. The more they understand what they are and what they are capable of, the more we must impart the wisdom we gained from our own trials, so they can avoid the fate of our ancestors,” Onis said to the group. 
 
    “They are not our brothers,” Absillion said to the assembled elders. “They are our children. They are the fey. The children of the Weave. We must act as parents, not friends or brothers. We will teach them and train them as we do our own hatchlings. We were the first children of the Weave but have grown. Now they are the next generation and so we are their surrogate parents and must act as such. The most contention we have observed in their various societies is that of the choice of leaders and mates. We cannot intervene in their process of mating, but we can in their choice of leaders. We will create their government for them and choose their leaders,” Absillion told them. 
 
    “There will be those who dissent. Not all will accept that. There will also be those who hunger for power,” Doga said. 
 
    “This is your task, Doga. You are most skilled among us in the magic of combat and have time and again shown your might in defending us from the arcane monstrosities of this world. My daughter,” Absillion said as Asala landed beside them, “Will assist you in selecting the best among them. Choose not only those with great power but those with strong spirits. Teach them and make them a force to defend their brothers. Create their Vanguard against the terrors of the world. Take the best of them and make them better. From those the two of you deem the noblest I will then choose their leader.” 
 
    “By your command father. Doga, you are my elder and as father ordains it, I will follow your lead. Let us build this Vanguard in your own noble image,” Asala said to Doga. 
 
    Doga looked at the young female. She was barely a fourth his age but already known as second only to himself in the skills of combat but that should be no surprise as he had trained her as a youngling when her talents were discovered. She had felled eldritch beasts that ancient wyrms would tremble before. The two of them together would form a force that would keep the fey safe for eternity. 
 
    “We should begin the process immediately. We shall choose first based on the nobility of their spirit and then on their skill in combat and magic. Come. Let us walk among them unseen and see the true nature of each,” he ordered and begin to transform. When he was done, he looked like a reptilian humanoid. Asala did the same and the two teleported to one of the camps near the base of the mountain. 
 
    # 
 
    Sebastian and Chelsea lay back on a beach blanket with their eyes closed as the noonday sun beat down. A cool breeze blew across the beach and the sounds of people enjoying themselves could be heard everywhere. A nearby group of people was playing volleyball and a botched return launched towards the two of them. Sebastian awoke from his nape in the sun, then grabbed the ball in the air before it hit his face as one of the people playing ran over to retrieve the ball. 
 
    “Great reflexes. How did you do that with your eyes closed?” she asked in Portuguese. 
 
    “Uh...luck, I guess,” he replied as he tossed her the ball without opening his eyes. “Here you go.” 
 
    “Sure, mister. Thanks again,” she said and trotted back to the game. 
 
    “How did I let you talk me into going to a nude beach?” he asked Chelsea. 
 
    “Because you would do anything for me and I didn't want tan lines on me or you,” she said as she propped herself up on her side and looked at him. “I think I'm going to take you right now.” 
 
    “It's still uncomfortable,” he said. “It's so weird transitioning so easily between languages.” 
 
    “You're changing the subject,” she said. 
 
    “We're in public. You're going to get us arrested,” he said. 
 
    “Nope. I checked the local regulations before we came. This beach is privately owned and not open to the public. There's normally a long waiting list for access but you would be surprised how much red tape being the Heroes of Syracuse can cut through,” she said, smiling. 
 
    “You used that to get access to a private beach?” he said. “We have to set a standard and not abuse our position for personal gain.” 
 
    “Oh, don't be so stuffy. It's not personal gain. This cost us a small fortune and not a single credit of that came out of the budget. This was all out of my own savings,” she said. Her expression changed a bit to sadness then went back to her normal happy visage. 
 
    “What was that look about? Don't say it was nothing. That was something. Something just brought down your mood significantly even though you are trying to hide it,” he told her. 
 
    “I was just thinking about Antarctica. What Morgana said is true even though we brushed it off. If they can really break the barriers on our memories, who we are after might be significantly different. This might be the last weekend I ever spend with the you that you are now. It's why I wanted this trip before we went so we can have one last hurrah as ourselves in case we're someone else after,” she told him. 
 
    “You're right. I'll do everything I can to make this trip as enjoyable as possible because we might not be us anymore after this. I know I'll still love you, whoever you become, as I have since we first met,” he said as he turned to face her. 
 
    He quickly reached up with his left arm and caught another errant volleyball as the same woman from before came running to retrieve it. He tossed it without looking and she caught it. 
 
    “Thanks again,” she said then gasped. “Your wrist! You're a Warden!” 
 
    He turned to look at her. She was in her early twenties. She was Brazilian with bronzed skin and curly black hair down to the middle of her back. 
 
    “Vanguard, actually,” he said. 
 
    “Oh wow! I recognize you two from the vids. You're the ones from Syracuse!” she said excitedly. “I have to go tell the others!” 
 
    She ran off to her volleyball group and told them who the two Americans were. They all came running over. The dozen people all started asking a barrage of questions. They were mostly about the Wardens and the Battle of Syracuse though a few also asked about joining the Wardens. They cordially answered their questions, being vague and redirecting many of them. The inquiries about joining the Wardens were directed to the Warden website where anyone could submit an application for review. 
 
    A private security patrol passing nearby saw the group surrounding Sebastian and Chelsea and came over. They were wearing very little in the hot sun but were the only ones clothed making them easy to recognize as security. They had on knee length surfer shorts and webbed tank tops with a belt holster holding a low voltage stun pistol on one side and a pulse baton on the other. They had the resort's insignia embroidered on the large brimmed hats they wore. The skimpy uniform was in the blue and gold colors of the hotel chain and was finished off with a pair of sandals. They saluted Sebastian and Chelsea. 
 
    “Lord Marshall, Vice Marshall, are these kids bothering you?” one of the three men asked. 
 
    “Not at all,” Chelsea replied. “We're just having a polite conversation. Do you have a lot of need for weapons on a private beach?” 
 
    “We have a lot of parties here and sometimes people can't hold their liquor. They're non-lethal. They'll put someone down for a nice nap but otherwise leave them unharmed. The owners of the resort like to keep the beaches fun and safe,” the guard replied. 
 
    “How did you know who we are?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “The owners make it a point to know anytime we have high profile guests and alert security to make sure you remain safe, although in this case, I doubt you need our help for that,” the guard replied. 
 
    “Thank you for checking in on us. We appreciate the diligence but we're fine,” Chelsea told him. “Oh, and there is no need to salute us. Wardens and Vanguard don't salute and even if we did, we have no authority over you, unless you're really a fey in disguise.” 
 
    “No ma'am, we're all human. We'll leave to your vacation,” the man told them. 
 
    The guards continued their patrol down the beach as the group went back to their questions. After a few minutes, they seemed satisfied and decided to go back to their game. One of the girls remained behind. 
 
    “I had to wait for the others to leave to say thank you for saving my brother,” she said. 
 
    “You're welcome but you have us at a loss. We've saved a lot of people and I'm sorry, but I don't know the specifics,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “He's a Warden. That's why I waited because I don't want to get him in trouble and what he told me was in confidence. I'm not supposed to know about secret Warden things, so I can't say anything around the others,” she said. 
 
    “It's okay. We won't get him in trouble for telling you,” Chelsea said. “Can you give us the details so at least we know he is? I promise we won't cause him any trouble for breaking secrecy rules.” 
 
    “During the cataclysm one of your Facilities was destroyed, the one in Los Angeles. He said an old man, some higher up officer, took command. My brother helped him get the survivors to a cafeteria in a stable part of the building. The reactor was going haywire and the building had plasma fires burning throughout it. He said you two came in like heroes from some old drama vid and saved everyone. He's all I have in the world and thanks to you two, he's still in it,” she said. “I would be alone without him. Even though I don't get to see him very often, at least I know he's alive and well thanks to you. Without him, I'd not only be alone, but I would be homeless. He sends half of his pay to me, so we can keep our family home and the streets aren't a friendly place to live. You saved us both.” 
 
    “I'm glad we were able to help but it sounds like your brother was already saving people. He's a hero as well, you know? What happened to him after that?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “He's assigned to the Facility in Cairo now. I talk to him every few weeks. Is it okay if I tell him I met you?” 
 
    “Of course. Do you mind if I ask you a personal question?” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Sure. I've imposed quite a bit on you. Ask me anything,” she replied. 
 
    “If your brother's pay is all you have, how is it you can afford to stay at a place like this?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “Stay? Oh no. I'm not a guest. I'm an employee. I'm a sous chef in the restaurant in the east wing. We're allowed to use the facilities on our days off and I come here because I love the beach and it's not crowded like the public ones. The pay is decent enough but not enough to pay the debt on our home. My parents had taken a loan against it to open a cafe just before the cataclysm and then they were killed by one of the fires. My expertise is in culinary arts but most of what I know I learned from my mom. She was a chef of renown and knew the head chef at the hotel, so he gave me a job after they died. That's why I work here. The insurance didn't cover cataclysms or, so their people said and it's either pay the loan payments or the bank will take the house and everything else and leave you destitute,” she said. 
 
    “I'm so sorry to hear that,” Chelsea replied.

“It's been nearly a year. I've had time to get over it. We have to accept the hand we're dealt and move forward, you know? We can't cling to the past. I am getting a lot of experience and training under a good chef in a well-known restaurant. I'll open my own one day and be able to pay off the loans. Until then, I work hard, learn everything I can and get the experience I'll need to be taken seriously as a head chef,” she told them. 
 
    “That's a good attitude to have,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “Thank you for your time but I have to go. I need to get home and get ready for work. If you have time, stop by the restaurant. The big man is at a conference and I'm in charge of dinner all week,” she told them. 
 
    “We'll be there. What do you recommend?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “I've had a pot of feijoada stewing since yesterday and will be ready tonight. I'll make sure to reserve some for you if want to try it,” she said. 
 
    “I'm always up for something new. I look forward to it,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “It's been nice meeting you,” she said. 
 
    “You as well,” Sebastian replied as the young lady left. 
 
    # 
 
    “Xavier,” said Bruce as he walked into the commissary to meet Xavier as he returned from Stonehenge. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “Can it wait, mate?” Xavier asked him. “I've got important details about Anna, compliments of Boudicca.” 
 
    “I wish it could, but this is important. Meet me in the C&C,” Bruce said. 
 
    “Sir, yes sir. Field Marshall Bruce, sir!” Xavier said and saluted him with a laugh. 
 
    “It's Lord Marshall Bruce and that's what we need to talk about,” Bruce said as he walked in the direction of the C&C. 
 
    “What the hell did I miss? I was gone two hours,” Xavier said to himself then headed to the C&C. 
 
    “Sit down, mate,” Bruce said as Xavier entered. “The bosses went on their holiday and I'm acting Lord Marshall while they're gone.” 
 
    “Congratulations! You deserve the recognition. What about Anna though? She outranks you,” Xavier said to him. 
 
    “President's orders. She wanted me in the position, not Anna, so we're here now. I need a Vice Marshall and that's you. I've already run it by the President's office and they concur if you accept,” Bruce said. 
 
    “I don't what to say. I wasn't expecting this. I assumed Anna would be the Lord and you'd be Vice based on your rank and tenure,” Xavier told him. 
 
    “If we were in the Wardens, sure, but that tenure means squat here. I recommended you as my second. We've known each other since you were assigned to London. I know your abilities and think you're the best person for the job. She's apparently kept very close tabs on us and knows our profiles as well as we do. She likes independent thinkers. Anna is good but she's by the book. She doesn't improvise well. You do and we're in new territory here. We need free thinkers. It's a lot of bureaucracy though. Reports, briefings, I don't know how those two kept this place running and still found time to hunt. Your life is going to get busy if you accept. Are you with me, mate?” Bruce asked. 
 
    “I accept. Vice Marshall. It has a weird ring to it. Don't expect me to openly flirt with you as Chelsea did with Sebastian, though. I like you as a friend and all, but Bethany scares me and I'm afraid she's the jealous type,” Xavier said with a laugh. 
 
    “Well, damn. That was half my motivation, so I guess I'll look for someone else,” Bruce said laughing. 
 
    He took out an emblem and slid it across the table to Xavier. It was the golden dragon seal of the Vanguard with the rank of Vice Marshall on it. “Now, let’s get Anna fixed up.” 
 
    “Oh. I don't look forward to this anymore. It's going to be awkward telling her,” Xavier said. 
 
    “That's your first official duty. Might as well get used to the hard stuff right away,” Bruce said. 
 
    # 
 
    Baldric tried to jump to avoid the massive tail, but it caught him in the chest and knocked him across the grounds and into a stone wall. He hit the surface with a thud but was on his feet instantly as the massive dragon jumped towards him and slashed with her claw. She found only air as he rolled under it and then ran underneath her. 
 
    He thrust upward with his spear at the soft spot on her belly where her scales were the thinnest, but she jumped straight up and hovered in the air, a blast of telekinetic energy pounding down on him. He dropped to one knee but forced himself to stand up against the onslaught of force energy. He yelled up at the dragon, the sound of his voice amplifying many times and the sound energy striking the great red-gold dragon fully. 
 
    She was tossed through the air, barely managing to stabilize herself and swooped down towards him. She hit the ground in front of him and swung with her left claw which he blocked with the targe shield and drove his spear forward. 
 
    Just before the blade made contact, she caught him from behind with her right claw and gripped him, knocking the spear from his hand.  He tried to break free, but she was too strong. She squeezed harder, making it difficult for him to breathe. The great yellow eyes narrowed on him and she opened her mouth. The forked tongue flicked. 
 
    “You are a great example of your species, but you fell for a simple feint. That could have cost you your life in a real fight,” she said to him, still squeezing. 
 
    “Are...you so...sure...I'm the...one who...fell for a feint...” he said gasping for breath. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “Look...up...” he said. 
 
    She looked up and his spear was hovering just above her head, pointed towards her. He was guiding it telekinetically. 
 
    “Very good,” she said as she released him. “You are every bit the warrior Doga said you would become. You have learned much in the short time you have trained and have the skill of fey decades older than you. It has been a long time since I last observed a warrior of your skill.” 
 
    “It didn't show the last time I faced Doga. I was a walking bruise for weeks,” Baldric replied. 
 
    “If you wish to obtain the rank of archmage, you will need to better yourself. It is not a title given freely and you know that,” Asala told him. 
 
    “His tests are impossible. No fey can beat a dragon. Just now, I only got the better of you because you hold back,” he said despondently. 
 
    “I hold back because killing you would not help you learn. Absillion believes you have potential. Each time you face me, each time you face Doga, we hold back less than before. You are gaining power very fast,” Asala replied. 
 
    “It doesn't show when I face Doga,” he said. 
 
    “Doga is the greatest warrior of the dragons. He is thousands of years old and has spent that long life facing the terrors of this world. You have only just begun to learn. You have faced many challenges and are the greatest warrior among your people, but he has vast experience and has had much time to master his abilities. Continue on your path and someday you may be able to face Doga and only carry bruises for a few days,” she said and laughed. A small puff of blue flame shot forth as she did, one of her peculiar traits Baldric had observed.  
 
    “If Doga is greatest among you, why does your father lead instead of Doga?” Baldric asked. 
 
    “My father's skill in magic dwarfs Doga's. Absillion is also a skilled diplomat and has managed to maintain peaceful relations between all our flights. It takes more than skill in combat to be a leader,” she replied. 
 
    “You would do well to observe him and learn from Absillion. When you are in his presence, notice his words and actions. Doga may be a great warrior but he approaches diplomacy like he approaches a fight. This trait does not help with being an arbiter which is something all leaders must be. If you are to be king one day, you must learn to be as skilled with your words as you are with a spear or spell.” 
 
    “Me? King? I am Vanguard. My place is with a spear in hand not a crown on my head. I don't have what it takes to be a king. I am not worthy of such a position,” he told her. 
 
    “You are not. Not yet. The skill of my father is what you lack. You need to learn that not every situation can be resolved with a fight. You think too much like Doga. Sometimes, the best weapon you have is your tongue. You lead the Vanguard well and are learning. In time, I could see you leading the fey as you do your troops,” she told him. 
 
    “How does one learn to be a diplomat?” he asked Asala. 
 
    “As I said, observe my father. He is a paragon of that skill. Beyond that, find times when you can resolve your problems without using force. You should also observe King Garos. He is well skilled in the art of leadership. There is much to be said for winning a fight without a single blow falling,” she told him. 
 
    “I will. Thank you,” he replied. 
 
    “Assuming you have the time of course,” Asala said. 
 
    “Has there been another threat located? I will ready the Vanguard immediately,” he said as his spear flew through the air to his hand. 
 
    “Ha. There are no threats to the fey right now. I simply meant you do not have much in the way of free time. You spend all of your idle hours on your species' mating rituals,” Asala said and laughed again, the blue flame trickling out her nostrils like always. 
 
    “I do not. I spend time with Malka, that is no debate, but I would hardly say it is all of my idle hours,” he told Asala. 
 
    “You cannot lie to me. We may have a more pragmatic approach to mating than your kind, but we do recognize your species strong desire for your rituals. We may not experience love as you do but we recognize it in the smaller races,” Asala told him. 
 
    “Dragons do not love?” he asked her. 
 
    She looked at Baldric and thought a moment before answering. “We love our children. We love our species but romantic love, no, we do not experience that.” 
 
    “That's a shame,” he said. 
 
    “Perhaps,” she said as she stared at him. 
 
    “You also forget how attuned our senses are. When you two are near each other, you release strong pheromones and perspire. Your heart quickens. You steal glances at each other that you try to hide. When you are alone, you spend all your time with your rituals. You have become so close your scent and hers are nearly indistinguishable. Why do you make such effort to hide that which is well known?” Asala asked him. 
 
    “Well...uh...it's not proper. I am the leader of the Vanguard and she is my second. It is not appropriate,” he told her. 
 
    “Why not? Your species prefers to mate for life and you two have obviously chosen each other as mates. It makes little sense to us. This is no secret. The Vanguard know it. The dragons know it. Your friends and family know it. Yet, despite that, you go to great lengths to hide it,” Asala told him. 
 
    “We don't plan on hiding it for much longer. She has agreed to marry me should her father consent. I need only work up the courage to ask King Garos for his daughter's hand,” Baldric told her. 
 
    She laughed loudly at that. Blue flames poured out over the training ground. It scorched the stone but had no effect on Baldric. She was able to tailor her flames to only harm those she wished. 
 
    “You have faced down monstrous beasts and dark wizards without hesitation, but you fear to ask an old man a question. He will consent. He has told Absillion as much and only waits for you to find the courage to come before him,” she said. 
 
    “How do you...Absillion spoke with the King about my love life?” he asked. 
 
    “You are his children. The Vanguard are our chosen to defend your people and as such, your happiness and wellbeing are important to us. He discusses many things with the King about all the Vanguard. Ask your question and you will receive the answer you desire,” Asala told him. 
 
    “I would normally not involve myself in your personal affairs, but we need the Vanguard to be focused and your constant state of worry is a distraction you do not need. Doga is going to test you again soon and I don't want your agitation over your mating rituals to distract you from preparing,” Asala told him. 
 
    “Ugh. I will redouble my training efforts. I think I should focus more on magic. Doga is too fast and strong for me to be able to beat him with weapons,” he said. 
 
    “That is a good strategy,” she said and sniffed the air. “Your mate approaches.” 
 
    A moment later, Malka walked into the training facility. 
 
    “Lord Marshall, you ordered me here for training. If you are still in your session with Asala, I can return later,” Malka said. 
 
    “We were just finishing. I will leave so you two may train in a more personal manner and I will see you tomorrow for your training session, Malka. Remember what I told you, Baldric. You can only get an answer to a question if you ask it,” Asala said and flew off laughing, puffs of blue flame coming from her nostrils. 
 
    “What did she mean by that?” Malka asked. 
 
    “I'll tell you later,” he said as he pulled her to him and kissed her. 
 
    # 
 
    “I don't agree with the decision but it's not worth division in the ranks. You'll have my full support,” Anna told Xavier. 
 
    “It wasn't my decision either. I was blindsided with this. I just got back from Stonehenge a few minutes ago and this was the first I heard of any of it,” Xavier told her. 
 
    “The decision is made and there's no use fretting over it. Did you get anything useful from your trip?” William asked. 
 
    “That I did. It seems the spell needs a focus to maintain the bind for this long. It would have to be something small, something with her at the time the spell was cast and something you still have,” he told them. 
 
    “That makes sense. Just because the magic is pagan doesn't mean it has different rules. All magic works the same at the base level,” Morgana told them. 
 
    “In that vision or memory or whatever it was, Anna had very little with her. It might have been on the coach or concealed,” William said. “Anna, what is left from that time?” 
 
    “Maybe the journal?” Anna replied then thought a moment. “No. That wouldn't be it. She started writing that after the Seal was formed so it didn't exist yet.” 
 
    “It would have to be small for her to carry it with her and would need to be something she had a strong connection to,” Xavier told them. 
 
    “The Knot,” Anna replied and put her hand on her chest. “The first Wardens wore Solomon's Knot as a pendant. It was made of gold on a silver chain and handed out to all who served in the first enclaves. She felt the Wardens were her family and had great pride and faith in her time with them. She was so loyal that when Arthur died, she replaced him as the second High Lord. I still have hers. It has been handed down through my family,” Anna told them as she pulled the amulet from beneath her blouse, took it off and held it up to show everyone. 
 
    Morgana put her hand near it but did not touch it. “I can feel the power radiating from it. How did I not notice this before? Anna, can you move it closer to your chest again?” 
 
    Anna did as she was asked. 
 
    “If your eyes see what I see you would be amazed. The energy from the amulet flows around it and trickles in your direction but as it approaches you, it changes direction and instead flows into you and becomes effectively invisible. We have to destroy it,” Morgana told them. 
 
    “What are those blue waves? Is that the magical energy?” Xavier asked Morgana. 
 
    “You can see that?” Morgana asked him. 
 
    “Sure. I thought everyone could,” Xavier told her. 
 
    “Very few can see that. The gifts and skills of each individual wizard are different. Being able to see the ebb and flow of the Weave is a rare gift,” Morgana said. 
 
    “Now, as to destroying this amulet. This will be tricky to do safely,” Morgana added. 
 
    “Do we have to destroy it? It's a family heirloom and a first-generation Warden symbol. They're extremely rare and this is one of the few left in existence,” Anna said. 
 
    “I'm sorry but we do. The properties of this amulet would just allow it to recharge if not destroyed and would be nothing but a temporary reprieve. To free you, we need to destroy it but doing so is going to release a vast amount of energy. To release that without killing you is going to be difficult. Even separated, your connection to it is very deep and damaging the amulet may damage you,” Morgana said. 
 
    “Give me ideas. How do we destroy it without hurting her?” Xavier asked Morgana. 
 
    “I don't know yet. I'll need a little time to research it. This is not a commonplace occurrence so it's not something I've dealt with before. Fortunately, magical artifices are a specialty of mine and it shouldn't take long to formulate a plan,” Morgana told him. 
 
    “Until Morgana has a solution, the amulet goes in the vault downstairs. Access it as you need Morgana but try to keep it away from Anna unless you need to expose her for your research. That's at your discretion. Anna, you're on restricted duty until this is done. You're on base assignment reporting to Bethany. You're also restricted from the lower floors where the vault is at,” Xavier told her. 
 
    “Now wait just one damn minute,” Anna said. 
 
    “No, you wait just one damn minute. Like it or not, I'm in charge and my decision stands. If you have an issue with it, take it up with the Lord Marshall. William, you're still on active field duty but I'm putting the same lower floor restriction on you,” Xavier said. 
 
    William said nothing and only nodded his head. 
 
    # 
 
    “Where to now?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “It's going to be hard to top Rio. I want to come back. It's so much fun,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Maybe we can skip the beach next time,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “Why? You look so good with a full body,” she said laughing. 
 
    “Let's go to Las Vegas. Dad loved it. He said it was his favorite place to go,” Sebastian told Chelsea. 
 
    “Really? I grew up near Vegas but never went. I always heard it was loud and obnoxious,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “So was dad,” Sebastian said with a laugh. “I still want to go. He always wanted me to go with him, but we could never find the time to take the trip. He can't be with me in person but at least he can be with me in memory. He told me about a number of places he especially loved.” 
 
    “Let's do it,” she replied, and they disappeared. 
 
    They arrived in the middle of the strip. Vegas was situated far enough away from both the coast and major fault lines that it was spared most of the cataclysm's effects. The strip was surrounded by massive buildings towering over it. They were brightly colored with flashing lights and holo screens advertising everything from gambling to prostitution to drugs. It was the middle of the night, but the city was still awake and going strong. There were hawkers lining the streets selling everything from maps to drugs. 
 
    “Welcome to Gomorrah,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Hey, hey, hey! I see a happy couple looking to be happier. I can get you what you want. Male. Female. Both. I've got it all. My prices are the best,” said a man as he approached them. He was rather nondescript except for the fact he was wearing sunglasses in the dark. 
 
    “Thank you but no,” Sebastian said as they walked down the strip. 
 
    “Okay. That's not your thing. How about we make the happy couple even happier in a different way. I have it all my friend. Uppers. Downers. Old fashioned narcotics and digital trips. I can send pure pleasure straight into your cerebrum,” he told them. 
 
    “He said no. Now walk away,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Oh, she's a feisty one,” the man said then whispered. 
 
    “I've got something extra special. Maybe you're into the exotics. I can get you fey. They're not cheap but they're worth the price,” he said. 
 
    Sebastian stopped and turned to look at the man. 
 
    “You prostitute fey?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “They have a right to make a living like anyone else. Fey gotta eat too and food ain't cheap in the new world. Everything is harder to get after the Cataclysm,” the man said. 
 
    Chelsea put her hand on Sebastian's shoulder. “He's right. If they're not being subjugated and they're not violent, they don't fall under our jurisdiction.” 
 
    Sebastian looked at the man. “I'm going to ask you a question and I will know if you're lying. It is not a good idea to lie to the Vanguard.” 
 
    Sebastian's eyes turned white and he stared at the man. 
 
    “Are all of the sentient creatures for which you broker prostitution doing so of their own free will and in no way being coerced or forced into that service?” 
 
    The man looked at him. “What the hell is with your eyes, man?” 
 
    “Answer the question,” Chelsea said and held up her wrists. 
 
    “Oh shit, you're Wardens. Yea, they're all free. You can see for yourselves if you don't believe me. We ain't doing anything wrong and no one is hurting anyone so ain't no need to be bringing down the heat of the Wardens on us. We keep things peaceful,” he said. 
 
    He looked into the man's eyes as he spoke. He felt himself draw into the man's mind and saw a hotel with dozens, maybe hundreds of fey living in it. Most could pass for human with concealing clothing. They were living and working together. Some worked as prostitutes, others in various industries. Some made the drugs they sold but all were working together in legitimate jobs, at least legitimate for this city. There was nothing in violation with any laws and they were productive citizens, at least as far anyone in Las Vegas was productive. It was called sin city for a reason but UniGov didn't frown on vices. They considered them a personal choice if no one was harmed. He also knew the man he was talking to was a fey. He was a shapeshifter and his natural form was much different. 
 
    Sebastian's eyes flashed and returned to normal. “You're telling the truth. I would very much like to see your commune.” 
 
    “You gotta promise me. No Wardens. No hunts,” the man said. 
 
    “You have my word. You're not violating any laws or hurting anyone so there's no reason for us to hunt you,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “What's your species called?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “My what?” the man said. 
 
    “You're a fey. Your natural form isn't human. What are you?” Sebastian asked him. “I gave you my word you're safe. It's okay. We're not Wardens anyway, we're Vanguard.” 
 
    The man leaned in close. “We're called doppelgangers. And what is your species called?” 
 
    “You're joking, right? You can't recognize humans?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “Humans don't smell like you do. I thought you were saurials at first, but your aura is wrong, and they can't shift,” he replied. 
 
    “I'm sorry friend but you're mistaken. We're just humans,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “You're not the only one who can sense the truth. You believe that, don't you? You really don't know what you are. We'll talk more at the Haven. It's a private boarding house just off the strip. Come by anytime. I'll be here for a few more hours,” Bo told them. 
 
    “The rest of the commune would love to meet you. We always welcome friendly fey and a fey in the Vanguard is something of an oddity,” the man said. 
 
    “How so?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “You're a friend of the fey. You saved manticores in Tokyo. The llamia in Italy. Sure, you've killed a lot as well but only the dangerous ones. Only the ones who make life difficult for those of us who are peaceful. Humans might call you the Heroes of Syracuse, but we have a different name for you. We call you king and queen. We know who you are, Baldric and Malka. You were the last lieges of the fey and there are those of us who still give you our fealty. We await your visit,” Bo told them. 
 
    “You've known this since we started talking?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “I did but had to judge whether or not you were here on business or pleasure,” he told them. “I'll explain everything at Haven.” 
 
    “We'll stop by, but we'll give you time to be there since you're our host. In the meantime, we're going to find something to do,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “First time in Vegas?” Bo asked. 
 
    “Yea. My dad came here a lot and told me of a few things I think we'll check out,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “You're in luck. It's a special night. Tonight's the coronation of the King of Vegas. The ceremony is over at the Gilded Sky's Corporate Headquarters, and Casino” Bo told them. 
 
    “Las Vegas doesn't have a king. We have the Unified Government. Is the city trying to restart the Unification War?” Sebastian asked Bo. 
 
    “Ha ha ha. You take things to literal, my friend. He's not a real king. It's this tradition the city has had going back hundreds of years. They have these impersonators who dress up like some old musician from back before WWIII and compete to be the “king” for a year. The winner gets a coronation ceremony and it's a big song and dance production where the king performs for the crowd. It's a Las Vegas thing. Just enjoy it,” Bo said. 
 
    “Sounds like fun,” Chelsea said. “Thanks for the info. We'll see you in a few hours, Bo.” 
 
    “Take care and watch your pockets. Not everyone in Vegas is here for fun,” he told them as they walked away. 
 
    “Well, my king, want to go see a fellow monarch crowned?” Chelsea asked Sebastian. 
 
    “I couldn't possibly turn down the chance to see that. Shall we, my queen?” he asked and put his arm out. She took it and they walked down the strip in the direction Bo indicated. 
 
    # 
 
    Xavier sat in the sarsen hovel. He seemed unusually excited, even for him. He rarely had the cool, calm demeanor of others and seemed to always be enjoying himself but now was beyond that to the point of being giddy. It had been nearly a week since Boudicca told him Trish was awake but not yet able to speak. 
 
    “Is she really coming out today?” Xavier asked. 
 
    “She is. The process has already begun. A little while later and you would have been too late to see it,” Boudicca replied. 
 
    He looked around the small, dark room and realized many of the vines were receding and the vegetation overall was much thinner. He could also see the occasional vine detach from Boudicca or unravel itself from Trish. The process was slow but steady and after about an hour, he could make out Trish's form under the thinning vines. Within another half an hour, she tried to set up but still had too many vines restraining her. 
 
    “Don't just sit there. Help me get up,” Trish said to Xavier. 
 
    He rushed over to her and started to grab at the vines then stopped and looked at Boudicca. “Is it okay to just pull them loose?” 
 
    “It is. She is no longer tethered to Gaia,” Boudicca said. 
 
    He pulled and ripped at the vines breaking Trish free and helped her sit up. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked Trish. 
 
    “Okay? I feel amazing,” she said as she stood up. She felt her stomach and back and there were no signs of the injury, not even scars. He took off his jacket and handed it to the naked woman. 
 
    “A little embarrassed?” laughed Trish. 
 
    “I've seen you nude a number of times. It's a bit chilly in here though so I thought you might like something warm,” he told her. 
 
    “Such a gentleman,” Trish said and hugged her old friend. “Now let's get Boudicca up.” 
 
    The process with Boudicca was much the same. They cleared away the vines and helped her stand up. Xavier took off his shirt and handed it to Boudicca. He still had his armor on. 
 
    “We should return to Camelot. Everyone is anxious to see you,” Xavier told them. 
 
    “I must return the henge to its original state first. It has served its purpose and should not be left as it is,” Boudicca said. “You may want to exit,” she said and then left the hovel. 
 
    “Trish and Xavier followed her out. 
 
    “Before you start doing anything, let me give the locals a heads up. If anything, unusual starts happening the GloCom contingent might not react well,” Xavier told them. 
 
    He opened a comm. “This is Vice Marshall Xavier of the Vanguard. Can I speak with the officer on duty at the Stonehenge field deployment?” 
 
    “Sir, this is Lt. Marshalls. How can we help you?” the officer replied. 
 
    “The structure at Stonehenge is going to be reverted today. Our Marshall is out and healed. The monument will be returning to its original state. Can you get your people away from the hedge wall please? Give us a perimeter of, let's say at least fifty feet,” Xavier told him. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Give us some time,” replied the Lt. A few minutes later his voice came back. “Done sir. You asked for fifty we've given you seventy-five. All troops and vehicles clear.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant,” Xavier told him. “Can you have someone prep two sets of clothes, please. We have two women here, both approx. 5'6” who could use a change of clothing until we get back to Camelot.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We'll have something waiting for them,” replied the Lt. 
 
    “Thank you. Vice Marshall Xavier out,” he said and closed the channel. 
 
    “Vice Marshall? Since when? What happened to Chelsea? Was she...” Trish started to say it but then stopped. 
 
    “Nothing like that. Sebastian and Chelsea on are on a leave of absence. They went traveling. Bruce is in charge and I'm second until they return,” Xavier told her. 
 
    Boudicca leaped to the top of the keystone. She put her arms out and waves of energy started to flow from them and into the ground below her, channeling through the keystone itself. The hedges around the sides started to diminish. The great blue sarsen stones of the hovel receded into the ground and the area slowly reformed itself to look as they remembered. When she was done and the state of the henge was as she said. It was back to its original state as it would have looked when it was first completed. The stones were perfect and new. The entire monument was pristine. She started to climb down but seemed dizzy and fell. Xavier jumped across twenty or so feet between them and grabbed her as she fell, keeping her from hitting the ground. 
 
    Trish rushed over. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I'm just a bit weakened. Thank you, Xavier,” she said. 
 
    He then helped her over to the military base station. Lt. Marshall came over with two sets of fatigues. 
 
    “I have no idea what I just saw but it was damned amazing. I've already contacted London and let them know we would be breaking camp soon. As soon as the civs give this place the all clear, we'll return to our base,” Lt. Marshalls told them. 
 
    “Thank you, Lt.,” Xavier said as the three boarded their shuttle. 
 
    The women changed on the way back as they talked. 
 
    “So, you're the Vice Marshall now? I can see all kinds of benefits of being best friends with the boss. Choice hunts, best meals and who knows what other benefits,” Trish said. “I'm not calling you sir, though.” 
 
    “I don't expect you to. As far as benefits, I'm just acting Vice Marshall until the two Masters return. Even if I weren't, you know I wouldn't betray my rank like that,” he told her. 
 
    “I know. I'm just teasing. You're uptight,” she said. 
 
    “It's a lot of work. Our GloCom contingent has grown, we're planning an expedition to the Library of Socrates, the llamia relocation is complete so now we have fey living at Camelot, Bruce and I have full plates right now,” he said. 
 
    “I didn't realize. I'll do whatever I can to help and what do you mean Masters?” Trish asked. 
 
    “Sebastian and Chelsea have crossed the threshold. I suspected it for some time but wasn't sure,” Boudicca told her. “It was mentioned at the conference I was listening to. I told you about it.” 
 
    “I'm sure you did. I was in and out of consciousness for the last few weeks and a lot of things are hazy,” Trish replied. “Where did Sebastian and Chelsea go and when are they coming back?” 
 
    “We don't know to both questions. We got a ping a few days ago they were in South America. Some local security report flagged a routine check on Praia Vermelha, one of the Gilded Sky beaches at Rio,” he told the women. 
 
    “We're tracking them?” Boudicca asked. 
 
    “There are sniffers running on all the public databases, police and open military channels that flag any mention of our people, Vanguard or Warden, or anything that might be fey related,” Xavier told her. 
 
    “I did not realize you could read so many things at once,” Boudicca said. 
 
    “We don't actually read them. A series of computers scan them and looks for keywords. The names of all Wardens and Vanguard and every known species of fey, along with their physical descriptions and methods of attack are filtered out and flagged for review. Most of that is handled by the Wardens but they send us anything they think is under our domain,” Trish said. 
 
    “It also flags anything indicated specifically for our attention. The police and GloCom have special flags they can activate that will immediately send something to us.” 
 
    “That's amazing. With the size of the population that must be thousands of things at once,” Boudicca said. 
 
    “More like tens of millions in the average day. We use mathematical formulae, called algorithms, to assign priorities. Anything specifically mentioning our people gets sent to us immediately. That's how we knew about the bosses,” Xavier said. 
 
    “At least they're enjoying themselves. I couldn't think of a better place for a vacation,” she replied then started laughing hysterically. 
 
    “Am I missing a joke?” Boudicca asked. 
 
    “We both are,” Xavier replied. 
 
    “Sebastian went to Praia Vermelha. I’ve heard of that beach. It's an anything-goes hedonism resort. I can't imagine someone as shy as him on a nude beach where anything goes,” Trish said. 
 
    “I'm sure he kept he clothes on,” Xavier replied. 
 
    “That's not an option. Gilded Sky's hedonism resorts are not for the bashful. I bet Chelsea had to practically drag him on the beach,” Trish said still laughing as Xavier opened the comm to Camelot. 
 
    “Anything else we missed?” asked Trish. 
 
    “I have two puppies now. Amorak. It's a long story but they're cute,” he told her. 
 
    “I love puppies! I can't wait to see them,” Trish said. “I never had pets growing up.” 
 
    “Lt. Mavis, this is Vice Marshall Xavier. I need clearance for landing immediately. Notify medical they have two incoming. No injuries, just routine physicals but I need them done immediately,” he said. 
 
    “Acknowledged, sir. Welcome home,” he said. 
 
    “What's this about physicals? I'm fine,” Trish said. 
 
    “I believe you, but we need to be sure. With all due respect to Master Boudicca, we don't know what was done and how well you recovered. The last time we saw you, you had a hole through you and a good portion of your lower lumbar blown away and your spinal cord along with it. As far as Boudicca, she's weakened. It will do her good to see a doctor. She helped you so let us help her,” Xavier said. 
 
    “Command looks good on you. As soon as I'm out of medical, I'm going to spend the next hour eating,” she replied. 
 
    “If the two of you check out okay, we would like you both at Greece. We'll be leaving soon but your health takes priority,” Xavier said. 
 
    The shuttle touched down and a medical team was waiting to escort Trish and Boudicca to the medical ward. 
 
    “If you'll excuse me, I have to get some personnel reports done,” Xavier said and left. 
 
    A little later, Trish and Boudicca sat on beds in the medical ward as the doctor finished the examination and walked over to Trish. His bedside manner was blunt, but he was an expert in both internal medicine and surgery and had saved the lives of a lot of Wardens, so his gruff manner was ignored. 
 
    “Give it me straight doc, will I live?” Trish asked him. 
 
    “You're in perfect health. You're better than before. Your bone scars from when you broke your leg are gone. You had a mild allergy to pollen you'll no longer have to take medication for. I don't know what the hell she did to you but you're fine. Now get the hell out of my medical ward and free up a bed for someone who needs it,” he told her. 
 
    She looked around at the empty beds. “Yea, it seems like it's standing room only in here,” she said to him. “I'm not leaving without my lady, so you'll just have to deal with it.” 
 
    “Your lady is going to be here a few days,” he said as he walked over to Boudicca. 
 
    “You don't have anything major wrong, but you need rest. You're low on some vitamins and iron and you're suffering from exhaustion. Your electrolytes are also very low. We'll get an IV drip started to replenish everything and with a couple of days of bed rest, you'll be just fine. I'll have a nurse get a bed ready and start the fluids. And you,” he said looking at Trish, “Do something useful and go get this woman something to eat. Make sure it's high in iron. Red meat would be good. Get her a steak and get me one while you're at it. Rare.” 
 
    Trish stood gawking at him. 
 
    “I just did your physical, so I know you're not deaf now run along,” he said. 
 
    Trish stared a moment longer and then left with Boudicca laughing quietly at her. 
 
    “Thank you, doctor. It was very stressful healing her. I appreciate your assistance. I can heal others but not myself,” Boudicca told him. 
 
    “It's my job. We all do our part and it's my job to make sure you're able to do yours. Besides, don't tell her I said this, but I like that kid and you brought her back to us. Now, lay back and rest,” he said as he prepared an injection. “This will help with the muscle pain.” 
 
    “I don't have any pain,” Boudicca replied. 
 
    “You can't lie to me. I can see your calves twitching and the scans indicated very high levels of pain. You Wardens are all the same. You think it makes you weak to show pain, but it just makes you human. Everyone hurts sometimes so shut up and let me give you your medication,” the doctor told her. 
 
    Bruce walked in. 
 
    “It's good to have you and Trish back home,” he said to Boudicca. “Where is she?” 
 
    “She's fine so I put her to work,” the doctor said. “She'll be here momentarily. At least she better be.” 
 
    “How's Boudicca doing?” Bruce asked him. 
 
    “She needs some rest and some good food for a few days, but she'll be fine. You can have her back risking her life by the end of the week,” the old man replied. “She needs her rest so keep it brief.” 
 
    “I will. Thank you, doctor,” Bruce replied as the doctor walked to his office. 
 
    “How are you?” Bruce asked her. 
 
    “I'm fine. I just need some rest,” Boudicca told him. 
 
    “That's good to hear now tell me the truth, not what you tell the others. You're like me. You hide behind your image but inside, I know what it's like. I've had a few nasty injuries myself and been on the sidelines while I recovered. You've been immobile for months. You've barely slept from what Xavier told me and you've lived on a diet of berries and sugar water. I'm sure you're physically weak and will recover but I want to know how you are mentally. That's a trying experience you just went through,” Bruce said to her. 
 
    “You're right. It was trying. I'm a healer but first and foremost, I'm a warrior. Sitting idle for so long, not being able to fight, it was not pleasant. I need to be active. I need to fight for my people. Since I first picked up a spear, since I led my people against the Romans, my path was set. I don't care what it is, a fey hunt, some rogue wizard, whatever you have I want it. Once I'm out of this bed I need to be a warrior again,” she told him. 
 
    “Then you'll be one. Once you get the okay from the doctor, I'll make sure you have something to do. The world always has work for the Vanguard,” Bruce said. “We're planning a trip to Greece. I don't know if it will be dangerous, but I have a gut feeling it will be. That seems to be how things go for us.” 
 
    Trish came walking in with a pushcart with three plates on it. 
 
    “I don't recall assigning you to kitchen duty,” Bruce said. 
 
    “I assigned her. It's about damn time. It's a good thing you know how to kill things because we'd all die of starvation if you were permanently part of the kitchen staff,” the doctor said as he took a plate and went back to his office.  
 
    He stuck his head out the door just before closing it. “Redhead, eat the entire meal. Doctor's orders. If you get full then force it down,” he said and shut the door behind him. 
 
    “He's a ray of sunshine,” Trish said. 
 
    “He's a grumpy old fuck but he's damn good at keeping our people healthy. He's one of the best doctors in the Wardens if not the world,” Bruce told her. 
 
    “So, you want to tell us what happened while we were in Scotland?” Trish asked. 
 
    “Things got a little weirder than usual. Right now, just get yourselves up to speed. Read the briefs. If you have any questions, ask Xavier or me. Get Boudicca back on her feet because we're all taking a trip to Greece very soon,” Bruce said. “Ladies, if you'll excuse me I have a bit of spare time and I'm going to go spend it with my family.” 
 
    # 
 
    The group of dreb warmages teleported into the library. The building was underground and very large. Many additions had been added over the centuries since the original construction by Socrates. The drebs had sent a contingent of two dozen warmages to help in the fight against the Vanguard. 
 
    “Your warmages are not necessary,” Mordred said to V'dal. 
 
    “That is not your decision to make. Do not forget you answer to the Great Alpha as I do, and he deems them necessary. There are to be no mistakes this time. You have failed. The ALF has failed. Socrates has failed. There will be no more failure,” V'dal told him. 
 
    “Then when they get here, we will fight, and they will die,” Mordred told him. 
 
    “You will fight but I will not. Unlike you, the Great Alpha does not consider me expendable,” V'dal told him. 
 
    “Expendable? You may be more expendable than you think. I will carry the victory, not your people,” Mordred told him as he glared at him. 
 
    V'dal stared back, showing no reaction to the threat. 
 
    “You had better hope as much because tolerance for failure is at an end. If any of the Vanguard survives the coming battle you had better pray you do not. The Great Alpha does not like to be let down and there has only been repeated disappointment,” V'dal told him and teleported out. 
 
    Mordred reached into his pocket and squeezed the cloth with the stains of his mother's tears. He felt his mother's pain and loss fill him and felt a tear run down his cheek. The Vanguard would come. They had no idea the surprise they had in store for them. 
 
    # 
 
    Sebastian and Chelsea stood in the crowd watching the performance. They were going all out of this mock coronation. The man being crowned was of average height with jet black hair. He was dressed in a white sequined jumpsuit. They put a robe and crown on him that was as garish as his clothing, overflowing with sequins, jewels, and gold, likely fake from the looks of it. 
 
    There were fireworks and singing. The “King of Vegas” had a fully choreographed group of backup dancers and musicians and the entire performance overall was loud and bright. It embodied the spirit of Vegas as far as the pair could tell. 
 
    Once it was over, they went in the direction of the Haven as fireworks lit up the sky. 
 
    When they got there, there was a very large man, abnormally large for a human, working as the doorman. 
 
    “This private place. You need to go away,” the man said. 
 
    His voice was deep, and he stood at least half a foot taller than Bruce and probably a hundred pounds heavier. The man looked to have no body fat and did not seem especially friendly. 
 
    “Relax. We're here by invitation. A man named Bo asked us to come by,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “You go. Private,” the large man told them. 
 
    “It's okay. We were invited. We're friends,” Sebastian said and raised his hands to show he had no weapons. 
 
    “Wardens!” the large man yelled and hit a button next to the bench he was sitting on. 
 
    “Wait! This is a misunderstanding. We're not part of the Wardens. We're Vanguard and we're here by invitation,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Likely story. Your people have been hunting us. The Wardens don't allow the fey to be peaceful. You want us all dead,” said a female voice behind them. 
 
    Chelsea turned and saw four women behind them. They were thin and tall with vaguely serpentine features. They all had long black hair and appeared to be quadruplets. 
 
    “No, we don't. Look we're not Wardens. We're Vanguard and we're not even on active duty. We're here on a vacation. We met a fey named Bo and he said we should come by. We have no desire to harm non-hostile fey,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “Prove it,” said one of the females. “How do we know you're not here to hunt us like the rest of the Wardens?” 
 
    “Because if we wanted you dead you would already be dead,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “Chelsea, let's not antagonize the snake ladies,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “They're naga. They have a degree of magical power and some physical skills. I would suspect one of them is handling the illusion on the ogre at the door. Four naga and an ogre would last about ten seconds with us, even without our weapons and armor,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    “You would threaten us?” said one of the nagas. 
 
    “Not at all. I would tell you a fact and whether you accept it or not is your choice. Do you have any idea who we are?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “You are hunters of the fey. You are here to kill us,” said one of the naga. 
 
    “We are Baldric and Malka,” said Chelsea. 
 
    The naga gasped. “Lies. Kill them!” 
 
    The four naga and the ogre moved towards them. The ogre was closest to Chelsea and swung at her with one of his large, club-like arms. She blocked the massive appendage and struck him open-palmed in the chest. He winced and swung with the other arm. She easily ducked under it and jumped, driving her knee into the ogre's nose. He yelled in pain and grabbed his face falling backward and landing roughly on his ass. The naga surrounded Sebastian and one grabbed him from behind, pinning his arms at his sides as the other three moved towards him. He pried her arms off him and jumped up, his legs spreading apart and kicking two of the nagas in the head. As he came back down, he grabbed the one behind him by her head and flipped her over and forward into the fourth naga. The ogre and all four nagas were one the ground. 
 
    “Not lies. We speak only the truth. We are here peacefully at the request of Bo. Ask him and he can clear this up,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Lumpy, go ask him,” said one of the naga. 
 
    “Yes, Serena,” the big man replied and walked inside, still holding his bleeding nose. 
 
    A moment later Bo came running out. “Stop! Don't hurt them!” 
 
    “We were only trying to gauge their intentions,” said one of the naga. 
 
    “I wasn't talking to you. I was talking to them. You don't realize who they are,” Bo said. 
 
    “They claim to be the lieges,” Serena said. 
 
    “They are. They are the reincarnation of Baldric and Malka. Now let's go inside before we cause a scene,” Bo said. 
 
    They escorted Sebastian and Chelsea inside. The entrance looked like a normal boarding house at first. The main room was a common room. There were some sofas and a large vid screen playing an entertainment feed currently showing the party at the coronation ceremony. There were two stairways leading up and a couple of hallways branching off. The building was old and musty but clean and livable. The décor was antique, probably designed hundreds of years prior. 
 
    Bo sat on one of the sofas and motioned for them to sit on another. The four naga also sat down and the big man they called Lumpy went back outside. 
 
    “I'm sorry for the cold reception. Our welcoming committee can sometimes be a little standoffish,” Bo told them. 
 
    “They're just protecting their home. There's nothing wrong with that. Are you all okay?” Sebastian asked the four naga. 
 
    “We are but you were wrong, that took fifteen seconds, not ten,” Serena replied without looking at the other four as they all laughed at the joke. Whenever she spoke, a light hissing sound could be heard. 
 
    “What about the rest of you?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “We are,” Serena replied again, and Sebastian gave her an odd look. 
 
   
  
 

 “They're sisters. They have a strong sense of each other and can feel the pain of their sisters,” Bo told them. “Serena is the eldest, so she speaks for her hatch. Her sisters are Selena, Serana, and Selana. They have been with us since they were children. Their parents fought for the Unified Army and were killed during the Unification War. I've raised them as my own daughters since then.” 
 
    “Your parents were heroes,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “All who fight for life are heroes. We still feel the pain of their deaths. Naga are connected at a deep level with those who share our blood. We still hurt but Bo took care of us until we were adults and now this is our family,” Serena told them. 
 
    “I wasn't aware naga could do that. That's a profound connection. I have a similar connection to Sebastian and I've nearly lost him more than once and I can still feel that hurt. I understand your pain,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “We both do,” Sebastian said. “Losing someone you love is not easy. I lost my own father recently and still ache from it.” 
 
    “Thank you. It was difficult at first but with Bo's help we managed to move on with our lives,” Serena told them, the faint hissing of her voice sounding deeper, almost mournful. “Time only moves forward. It took us some time to learn that, but it was a lesson worth learning.” 
 
    “Will Morgana be coming?” Bo asked. 
 
    “She doesn't know we are here. How do you know Morgana?” Sebastian asked him. 
 
    “I do not, at least not well. The only time she has appeared in my lifetime, she was here but for a few days. Many years ago, in the days of my great-grandfather, long before my own birth and before the great nuclear war, she visited us with her apprentice. She helped us build this sanctuary and told us the story of you two. She showed us your faces and said you would return one day to save the fey. After the Seal broke, she came briefly to tell us the time was nearing and to help us learn our full powers now that magic had returned. That was the only time I met her. We have awaited your coming and now you are here to bring peace to the world and unite all of the fey,” he told them. “She is a great prophet and we have awaited your return as she instructed. We are honored you chose us to visit us with the war against the dark mage your time is precious and to share it with us is a great honor,” Bo told them. 
 
    “I guess that no secrets thing isn't that big of a deal to Morgana,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Be fair. She was here almost a year ago and was only here a few days. She has a very long life and we can't expect every detail to be laid out all at once. We haven't had that kind of time to speak with her,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “You're probably right. I don't think she is intentionally holding anything from us anymore. I jumped to a conclusion and shouldn't have,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    “Our army is small but is yours to command. We hold our allegiance to the lieges as we promised your prophet in exchange for saving us, King Baldric,” Serena said. 
 
    “I don't command you. You are free people,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “When she saved us, our forebearers promised to repay the debt by fighting at your side should you ever request it. Are you denying our service?” Serena asked. 
 
    “We are not as great a warrior as you, but we can fight and will lend whatever strength we have to your cause, my Lord,” Serena said. 
 
    “Maybe you should start by telling us how she saved you,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “It was nearly two centuries ago. We were scattered and running. My grandfather had been finding peaceful fey in the hopes to start a place of our own. The Wardens hunted us mercilessly. We had no home. She sought the fey, the peaceful ones as my grandfather did. Those who acted violently were shunned. She helped us learn to hide from humans and from Wardens and to blend in with society. She brought us here where we could walk with freedom. The people here are strange, so they don't notice other strange ones. We learned to be productive and use our skills to be part of this society. Her apprentice, the one called Alexander, gave us this place. He helped us build our sanctuary, Haven as we have called it. We offered what meager possessions we had in payment, but he refused saying gifts should never come with a price attached. She has visited us periodically throughout the decades, never staying for long but keeping watch over us and making sure we were still free from the persecution of the Wardens. Now, as the Wardens grow stronger, they have grown bolder and more aggressive and begin to hunt us once more. We have lost a fourth of our numbers already to their blades and magic. Now though, you have arrived. You are the one who walks in both worlds, the world of the humans and the fey and you will save us. She said you would have the power to do it when she last came,” Bo told them. 
 
    “The Wardens are hunting you? That makes no sense. They should only be targeting fey that are a danger to others. If you don't hurt anyone, they should leave you in peace,” Sebastian said. “Have you truly done nothing to antagonize them?” 
 
    “Nothing, my liege. The first time we realized they were stalking us was when one of our shifters, a lycanthrope, was selling his wares on the strip. The Wardens came at him from two directions and he died in seconds. He was selling nothing but data chips that cause euphoria and they killed him for it. We don't create any drugs that would cause true harm to someone. His mate escaped after being severely injured. She died later of her wounds. They used silver blades on her,” Bo replied. 
 
    “They hunt us for no reason and call us animals,” Serena said as her and her sisters made a hissing sound. 
 
    “How do you know they are Wardens?” asked Chelsea. “Could it be someone else?” 
 
    “They have the armor and swords of the Wardens and golden knots on their wrists,” Bo told them. 
 
    “How many are there?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “We don't know. There has only been one other attack with a survivor. Lumpy was attacked on his way home from a casino two weeks ago by four people. He managed to get away with minor injuries to himself and he said he broke the leg of one of the attackers. Glorin, the lycanthrope, told a similar story but was too weak to tell us much before she died,” Bo told them. 
 
    “There has to be some mistake. You're no threat to anyone. I'm going to talk to Alicia,” he said. “I am going to get to the bottom of this. Do you have a vid screen I can use?” 
 
    “We do. Come with me,” said Bo. 
 
    He led them down a hallway to an elevator. They went down what felt like a few dozen feet and it opened into a bunker. 
 
    “Alexander helped us construct this place to last. It's strong enough to survive most bombs and is our main living and working area. We make the drugs and devices we sell here. We have some of the areas set up as living spaces,” Bo told them. 
 
    They came to a door and he went inside. The room was laid out with electronics and computers. There was a small workbench of some kind along one wall with the tools and components for making electronics. The room had several computers, old models but functional. There was a vid screen along one wall. Bo walked over to it and typed in a password and it came online. 
 
    Sebastian and Chelsea sat in front of it and he opened a channel. “This is Lord Marshall Sebastian. I need to speak with High Lord Alecia.” 
 
    “She's in a meeting and not available. I can have her contact you when she's out,” said her assistant. 
 
    “Then get her out of that meeting. I want her in front of that screen in the next minute or I'll teleport her ass here and we'll have this talk face to face,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “Give me a moment,” he replied and left. 
 
    A minute or so later Alicia sat down. “What you want, Sebastian? I was in a meeting with the Directorate. This had better be damned important for you to threaten me.” 
 
    “I want to know why Wardens are hunting non-violent fey. I just spoke with a group in Las Vegas and found out your people are hunting peaceful fey,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “There must be some mistake. We don't hunt fey that don't pose a threat. You both know that,” Alicia told them. 
 
    “We have a small group of fey here that is being targeted and hunted and from all indications the attackers are Wardens. They have our armor, weapons and the knots. They're killing indiscriminately. The fey here are no threat to anyone,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “Give me a moment,” Alicia said and closed her eyes. Many of the Wardens were known to do that when scanning their internal feeds due to the disorientation of the feed overlay on vision. After a minute she opened her eyes. “We don't have any Wardens active in that area. There was a vampire hunt about a month ago in Reno but that's been the only activity in the American Southwest in months. That hunt terminated successfully, and it's been quiet in that area since.” 
 
    “Then we have rogue Wardens,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Or impersonators. We can't be certain they're our people. I'll send a team. Do we have an idea on numbers?” Alicia asked. 
 
    “At least four. Our only eyewitness was attacked by a group of four and injured one. I'll start pulling medical reports from local hospitals and see if they went for treatment. We can handle this. Thank you for the offer of help,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “My people will handle this, not you. Wardens still have jurisdiction in this matter. Whether they are rogue or fakes, they're our concern,” Alicia told them. 
 
    “Alicia, we're going to be involved. These people need help. We're already here and more than able to handle a few humans,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “I don't doubt your capability. It's more a matter of responsibility. You're in charge of the Vanguard when you return to active duty. I read your reports and know you're on a leave. Rogue Wardens or Warden impersonators fall under my domain,” the High Lord told them. 
 
    “These are our people. We're going to help them with or without your support,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “You're putting me in a difficult position. I'll tell you what. I'll send a team and they'll come strong. You can join them in an observational capacity. If you just happen to be put at risk and are forced to defend yourselves, I want the attackers alive. They need to answer for their crimes. Whether rogue or impersonators, those are both serious crimes and they need to answer for it,” Alicia told them. 
 
    “Murder is a pretty serious crime as well,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    “Except they haven't committed murder. UniGov doesn't recognize fey as citizens so they aren't extended the rights of citizenship. I know it's not fair but I'm not in the Senate. For now, crimes against the Wardens are all we have them on and those are enough to put them away for the rest of their lives,” Alicia told them. 
 
    “That's something we need to talk to Neala about. For now, you're right, we can lock them away for good with just those charges,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    “Why is this such a personal issue to you?” asked Alicia. 
 
    “You said you've read the reports. Do you know about Asala?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “The dragon soul, sure, but I don't see what that has to do with anything,” Alicia replied. 
 
    “Alicia, we're fey. Not just Chelsea and I but you and the rest of humanity. We are all from a common ancestor shaped into what we are now via magic. We are as much children of the dragons and born of the Weave as any other fey,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “That sounds like horse shit to me,” Alicia told them. 
 
    “Everyone thinks the world changed but it didn't. It reverted to what it should be. This is the natural state of the world. Humans are as connected to the Weave as any fey and are as much a part of it as any non-human. You can use magic yourself. Look around you. The world is healing itself and as it does, we become closer to what we were,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “And what were you?” asked Alicia. 
 
    “I was a fey. A child of the dragons like all other humans. As are you. As are all of us,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “I'm not going to debate history and evolution with you. The letter of the law is our guideline and that is my only concern. My team will be in route shortly and will contact you. Anything else?” Alicia asked. 
 
    “No and thank you for sending your people to protect fey,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Officially it's to handle potential rogue Wardens. Unofficially, I'm happy to help. I see no reason why peaceful fey should suffer,” Alicia said and turned off the comm. 
 
    “Until the Wardens get here we'll do everything we can to keep you safe,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Bo replied. “Now if you don't mind, we have bills to pay and need to keep our businesses running.” 
 
    “Of course, we'll be out of your way,” Chelsea said. “Do you need us to leave for privacy?” 
 
    “Not at all. We have nothing to hide from you,” Bo told them. 
 
    “Serena, two customers tonight for you and your sisters. One for a solo fey and the other for two humans. They're at the usual hotel so stick together until you get to the rooms. Here's the info,” he said and handed her two slips of paper. Serena took one and handed the other to one of her sisters. 
 
    “Rolo, we're running low on chips. Can you restock the euphoria and intelligence chips?” he said to one of the other fey who looked to be insectoid. 
 
    “Got another fight for Lumpy. Serena, whoever doesn't go out tonight, can you have them accompany Lumpy. I don't want anyone alone while the attacks are still happening. I'll escort whoever goes to their solo job,” Bo said. 
 
    “I can escort Serena and her sisters,” said Sebastian. “Chelsea can go with Lumpy and the fourth sister. If someone gets attacked I want one of us to be there.” 
 
    “What about the lady telling you not to get involved?” Bo asked him. 
 
    “We'll handle her if that becomes an issue,” Sebastian told him. “In the meantime, lock this place down if you can.” 
 
    “We always do. Thanks to Alexander's help this place is a fortress if we need it to be,” Serena told him. 
 
    “That's good to know. There's only two of us and I think we're needed more out there than in here. It's good to know you'll be safe while we're gone,” Sebastian told Bo. 
 
    “Mondo, we have a big order on the hydro. Pull in everyone you need to help with the harvest,” he said to a fey that looked to have canine traits. “Has anyone seen Mew?” he asked. 
 
    “She's probably chasing mice in the gardens again,” said Rolo, his voice making a slight clicking noise as he spoke. 
 
    “Or she's right behind you,” said a voice behind Rolo as a feline humanoid appeared behind him. 
 
    Rolo jumped a bit forward. “Don't do that. You know it scares me.” 
 
    “What can I say? Cats love to chase bugs,” the feline said to him. 
 
    “That's enough, Mew,” Bo said. “Stop scaring Rolo. I need you and the rest of the strigoi to patrol. Keep watch around Haven and let me know if anything at all is out of place or odd.” 
 
    “Yes, Bo,” Mew replied. 
 
    “Strigoi? I've heard of you but never seen one,” Chelsea said. “You're originally Romanian, correct?” 
 
    “In recent history yes. Before that our ancestors were, like all fey, Atlantean and migrated to northern Africa after the sinking. We traveled north into Europe following the fall of the dynasties after the coming of the Romans, eventually spreading out into the Carpathians trying desperately to stay ahead of the advancing Empire. We're natural hunters and had no trouble surviving wherever we went but taking game is one thing, fighting highly trained Roman Centurions is another. Our numbers have thinned over the centuries. We left Romania because the locals killed us for nothing more than being us and came to the new world. The Romanians thought we were bad omens and cursed children. Paranoia is a powerful motivator,” Mew replied. 
 
    “How many of you are there?” Sebastian asked her. 
 
    “We have two dozen here. There are myself and my mate and our children. We fled our village during the Unification War when the soldiers came. Bo found us hiding and offered us sanctuary here until we decided to return to our people. Around the world, our numbers are probably no more than a few thousand. We can sneak very well so now we stay hidden and keep to ourselves. We have tried a few times to make peace with the locals but since Egypt, we have not found a culture accepting of us so we either blend in if possible or avoid them altogether,” Mew told him. 
 
    “I would love to meet your mate and children as time allows. I would bet Ra and Nefertiti would love to meet you as well,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “I would be honored, my liege,” Mew replied. 
 
    “Everyone has their assignments. I'm going to go check on the hydroponics and living quarters. Thank you, my lieges, for your protection,” Bo told them. 
 
    “Can everyone please stop calling us liege. We're not your masters. We're your allies,” Sebastian told them. “We help you because it's the right thing to do and we're not your monarchs. We would, however, like to call you friends.” 
 
    “I think we would all like that very much. You are every bit the people Morgana said you would be,” Bo told them. 
 
    “How many fey are here?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “About two hundred now. We've lost almost four dozen to the attacks,” Bo told them. “Most of them are busy in the gardens where were grow much of our food. Many of our fey have nutritional needs that are not quite able to be bought at a local grocer. We also provide a small portion of the local drug market and provide some prostitution services as you have seen. On a good night, we might have a dozen customers that our naga and some other fey handle but tonight is quiet. The coronation ceremony is keeping most people busy.” 
 
    “If we can do anything about it, there will not be another death,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “We thank you for that,” Bo replied. 
 
    “Serena, can I ask you something that might be a bit personal?” Chelsea asked her. 
 
    Serena hesitated. “You may ask but I may not answer.” 
 
    “You said you were connected to all who shared your blood. Can your blood convey that to others?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    Serena looked at Bo who shook his head yes. “We can but it is not permanent. It lasts only a short time. A day at most,” she said. 
 
    “I'm thinking that we might want to try to convey that connection to Sebastian and myself. Sebastian obviously can't accompany the three of you into your, your uh, your jobs and there is always a chance I might be separated from whichever sister I accompany. If we can feel that connection, it might help us to know if you're attacked and in trouble,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “It is not something we can do lightly. The connection goes both ways and human minds are difficult. The more powerful the connection to the Weave the more powerful the connection to the individual. We have been told your connection is very strong,” Serena said. 
 
    “It is. I understand if you don't want to do it. We can try to find another way to know if you're in trouble. Bo, you have all these electronics. Do you have anything small that can be used to trigger an alert?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “I don't but I'm sure Rolo could whip you up something. He's a whiz with electronics,” Bo told them. 
 
    “There is no need. We will do it. I do not like the idea of sharing a connection with a human Master, but it is needed. We can put aside our own discomfort for you,” Serena told them. 
 
    “I don't know how to make the process easier for you. I don't even know how it works. We will do whatever is necessary to keep you safe,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “It is not our safety that is important. If these Wardens show themselves, you may have an opportunity to stop them and save others. Many of our members are not as strong as we are and cannot defend themselves, so they hide in the lower tunnels. Some of them have not been outside in weeks,” Serena told them. 
 
    “We'll stop them. How do we do this?” Sebastian asked her. 
 
    “We simply share blood. The bond must go both ways for it to work,” Serena told him. “You will be able to feel our emotions and physical state. It won't be total and not as deep a bond as my sisters and I have but it will be close. Are you certain of this? It may last several hours or even a day or more.” 
 
    “We're okay with it,” Chelsea said. 
 
    Serena left and came back in a couple of minutes with a small tumbler and a paring knife. 
 
    Chelsea chuckled a bit and Serena looked annoyed. 
 
    “I'm not laughing at you. I was just not expecting a glass and knife from a kitchen. I thought it would be more ceremonial. Let's do this,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “We only need to share a small amount of blood. It's not a complex magical rite,” Serena told her as she and her sisters cut their arms and drained about an ounce of blood each into the glass. It was a little brighter and thinner than human blood but not by much. Chelsea and Sebastian did the same. Serena used the paring knife to mix the liquids and then took a drink. Each in succession took a drink. 
 
    “I don't feel anything,” Chelsea said then felt her head spinning. Everyone seemed to be slightly off balance and not completely vertical. When it was done, they looked at each other. 
 
    “I feel almost as much of a connection with you as I do Chelsea. That is amazing. Does it work with any fey or just naga?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “Not all fey but not only naga and the strength of the bond varies from fey to fey,” Bo told them. 
 
    “I see four identical sisters with my eyes, but I can tell you apart. You're as different from each other as night is from day. I can also see what you truly look like,” Chelsea told them as she looked. The four women were more serpentine than they looked before. Their eyes were lidless and had the slitted pupils of a snake. They also had long fangs and forked tongues. Their skin was slightly reptilian. 
 
    “Does our true visage bother you? Does it disturb you to gaze on a monster?” asked Serena. “I do not see a monster when I look at your true selves.” 
 
    “You're not a monster. Fey are not to be feared or hated for looking different than humans. You're just a different species. What do you see when you look at us?” Sebastian asked Serena. 
 
    “I should not say. If you do not see it, that is for you to discover. When you told your friend on the screen you were fey, you were correct but what kind we have never seen,” Serena said. 
 
    “Please. I would like to know how you see us,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Your skin blazes with blue fire and is covered in red and gold scales. Wings spread from your shoulders and your eyes shine golden. I have never seen anything like it,” Serena told them. 
 
    “I didn't realize Asala left that much of a mark on us,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Asala?” asked Serena. 
 
    “She was a great wyrm. During the sundering of Atlantis, she sacrificed herself to save us by bonding her soul to ours. We have some of her traits like her eyes and can summon her fire,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “You are touched by dragons? We thought they were just a myth,” Bo said. 
 
    “They're not. They're...” Chelsea started but stopped as Serena and her sisters screamed and started grabbing at their heads. 
 
    “What's wrong?” Sebastian said as he ran to them. 
 
    “It's the Weave. It's so strong. It is a flood. We're drowning in it,” Serena said as she screamed again and fell to the floor, her sisters doing the same. 
 
    “Bo, what do we do?” asked Chelsea. 
 
    “I don't know. This has never happened. They said they were drowning in the Weave. They've never bonded with a Master before. This is all new since the Seal broke. Maybe it's more power than they can handle,” Bo told them. 
 
    “How do we help them?” Chelsea asked, sounding panicked. 
 
    “I don't know,” Bo said. 
 
    “The Weave is drowning them. They're being overwhelmed by our direct connection. We need to help them swim sort of. How do we do that?” Sebastian asked Chelsea. 
 
    “It's a natural thing for us. Short of teaching them to handle magic at our level I'm not sure how we can help them and they're in no shape to learn even if we had the kind of time that would take. What if...” Chelsea said then stopped. 
 
    “What if what?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “We have to take this bond deeper. They need to be connected more than peripherally. They need to experience the Weave as we do,” Chelsea said. “They need to understand it can also protect not just hurt.” 
 
    “The Weave is already overwhelming them. If we did that it might kill them,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    Serena and her sisters screamed again and were writhing in pain on the floor. 
 
    “They're in pain and you can see their life force fading. If we don't they're going to die anyway. Let's do it,” Chelsea said as she walked over and put a hand on two of the sisters. Sebastian did the same to the other two. 
 
    The two of them let their spirits flow into the four naga and let their own magical energy flow. The naga screamed and twitched. The six of them were pulled into the flow of the Weave as Chelsea and Sebastian entered their minds. 
 
    “Help us!” Serena screamed. 
 
    Chelsea created the illusion of a field within their minds and stood beside Sebastian on the grass. The naga were besieged by spectral enemies in the illusion taking the form of warriors with swords slashing at them. The naga lay curled up with no defense to the spectral warriors. 
 
    “Reach into the Weave. Pull it onto you like a suit of armor. Let the magic protect you,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “It's too strong!” screamed Selana. 
 
    “Form an image in your mind of the energy of the Weave flowing onto and around you. Let it form into an armor to protect you. Let it flow around you and become your defense against the attackers,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “Save us!” screamed Serana. 
 
    Several of the spectral warriors advanced towards Sebastian and Chelsea. 
 
    “Save yourselves,” replied Chelsea. “Shield yourselves. Look through our eyes. See what we see and do what we do.” 
 
    Chelsea and Sebastian were illuminated by beams of light that surrounded and wrapped them. The light quickly solidified into gleaming golden armor. No matter how hard the attackers tried, they couldn't penetrate the armor. 
 
    The naga continued to scream with each slash of the sword or smash of a flail from the ghostly gladiators. 
 
    “Focus, damn it. Pull yourselves together. No one can save you but you,” Sebastian told them. “The Weave is yours to command so command it.” 
 
    “Maybe we should help them,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “No. They have to do this on their own,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Sisters, they are right. Do as the lieges did,” Serena told them. 
 
    The same beams of light flowed towards the naga. They were sparse and broken at first, disjointed and undirected but slowly gained more focus. After a minute, the beams wrapped them, and they managed to armor themselves. The incorporeal knights dissipated when they could no longer hurt anyone. 
 
    “Good. Now stand up,” Sebastian told the sisters. 
 
    “Why did you let us suffer? You could have saved us,” Serana said. 
 
    “Sometimes you have to do for yourself. I recall you offering your service as soldiers. You must learn to defend as well as attack. Consider this your first lesson,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “Are all lessons so painful?” asked Selana. 
 
    “Not all but we learn faster from adversity,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “I notice you're all speaking now,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “We call you friend. For those we do not know, our sister speaks for us. For those who are friends, then we are more open, more individual,” said Serana. 
 
    “Prepare yourself. We're going to pull you out and back into your own minds. It may be a little odd,” Chelsea told them. 
 
    The removed their hands from the naga and the four sisters opened their eyes and sat upright almost immediately, gasping for breath as they did so. 
 
    “That was unbelievable,” said Serana. 
 
    “Is everyone okay?” asked Bo. 
 
    “We are fine,” Selena told him. “A little disoriented but we are recovering quickly.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. Now get to work,” Bo said. 
 
    # 
 
    Doga's great clawed paw came down hard on the ground but hit only earth and stone as Baldric teleported away. Baldric was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “You have learned to teleport. This is good. Your skill is growing,” Doga told him as he jumped backward and caught the invisible Baldric with a kick from a hind leg sending the comparatively small human launching across the field and rolling several times when he hit the ground. 
 
    Baldric forced himself to stand. He was hurt and could feel the blood flowing from several wounds on his body as Doga reared his head back and then forward, a jet of bright green flame flowing towards him. Baldric stood his ground and raised a hand in front of him and flame flowed around him but didn't touch him. 
 
    Doga leaped through the air, jaws agape, in the direction of Baldric. Baldric stood fast and made a motion with both hands. He started speaking, his words echoing loudly across the arena and Doga changed direction, flipping over in a large arc and landing roughly on his back behind the human. 
 
    Baldric then turned quickly, faster than Doga expected him to be able to move with his injuries, and again the dragon went airborne a few dozen feet and slammed back into the ground. The human jumped into the air and hovered above Doga. He started making motions at the dragon and waves of concussive energy rained down on the great beast. A huge slab of stone ripped free from the ground and hovered just over the dragon's head. 
 
    “YIELD!” yelled Baldric. 
 
    “Enough!” came Absillion's voice. “Doga, Baldric, stand down. The test is over.” 
 
    Doga rolled over and stood up. “You are much stronger than any fey who has come before. I have never been beaten at my full strength. I did not hold back. Would you have killed me?” 
 
    “I would not. We are not enemies and I do not wish your death,” Baldric said to the dragon. 
 
    Absillion walked across the field, his daughter Asala by his side. 
 
    Malka ran over to her husband and hugged him. “You beat Doga! No one has ever done that!” 
 
    Absillion looked down at the human. “There will be no need for further tests. Lord Marshall Baldric, you have done well. You have proven yourself as both a warrior and a wizard. I convey upon the title of Archmage. In addition, your actions as of late have shown you to be a born leader. Doga and my daughter have taught you well. Your actions brokering a peace arrangement with the trolls of the southern continent and helping the tribes of rakshasa come to a peaceful conclusion to their conflict have earned you a greater place. When the next Dragon's Eye passes in two years, you shall replace King Garos as the next liege of Atlantis.” 
 
    Baldric bowed before Absillion, Malka doing the same. “By your command, Elder. I humbly and gratefully accept.” 
 
    Asala looked at the two and smiled. It was an odd gesture for a dragon and took much effort for her to do so as their facial muscles did not naturally move in such a way. 
 
    # 
 
    Sebastian, along with Serena and two sisters left the hotel and walked down towards the strip. 
 
    “How close will we be to the area where the other attacks have taken place?” he asked her. 
 
    “There have been numerous attacks with no consistent area. The closest was several blocks away from the hotel we are going to,” Serena told him. 
 
    “We will make haste. Our clients pay well and should not be kept waiting. This makes you uncomfortable. You do not have to go. We are quite capable of defending ourselves,” she told him. 
 
    “It's not that. Okay, yea it's that. I can put aside my own issues to help you,” he told her. 
 
    “Why do you have issues with what we do? There is no dishonor in our lives,” Serena told him. 
 
    “I don't find it dishonorable. I just find it sort of odd. I've never actually met a, uh, service provider before,” he replied. 
 
    Serena and her sisters laughed. “You can use the word. We are not embarrassed by it. We are prostitutes. We have something that others desire and we use their desire to earn a good living. We do not feel shame in what we do, and neither should you,” she told him. 
 
    “Do you like it?” he asked. 
 
    “We do. Our species is sexually compatible with humans and many other fey. You will find the reproductive biology of most fey is basically the same and like humans, we find enjoyment in physical contact. We are also empathic to a small degree, so we can feel the reciprocal enjoyment and it heightens our own,” Serena told him. 
 
    “I know you speak for your sisters, but do they really feel the same as you?” Sebastian asked her. 
 
    “Ask them for yourself. I speak for them but there are times we do not agree. Judge for yourself if this is one of them,” she replied. 
 
    “I enjoy our profession very much,” said Selana. “There is no shame in enjoying your body and the bodies of others. Do you not enjoy sex?” 
 
    “Very much,” he said. “I've never actually met a prostitute before and it is not the usual sort of discussion I have with anyone other than Chelsea.” 
 
    “You love her. The sense of it is very powerful through the blood bond. How long have you been a couple?” Serena asked. 
 
    “In this lifetime, just over a year,” he replied. 
 
    “That's a strange answer,” said Selana. “How many lifetimes have you had?” 
 
    “The dragon's soul we mentioned earlier binds us to life. If we die, we are reborn, and, in each life, we find each other and fall in love. I don't know how many lives we lived but in what fragments of memories I have from them, she is always there. It's happened since we were first together in Atlantis,” he told them. 
 
    He felt their heightened emotions flow over him. It was the sensation of love and awe. 
 
    “That is so beautiful,” Serena told him. “It's the most romantic thing I've ever heard.” 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    “You're happy but not about Chelsea,” Selana said. 
 
    He gave her a weird look. 
 
    “I mean you are but that's not why you're smiling. I can feel your emotions but not read your mind. Why did you smile?” Serena asked him. 
 
    “Because of you. Because of naga and humans and all the other fey. As different as we look, so many of us are the same. We have the same emotions and needs and wants. For the most part, we just want to live and love and enjoy our lives,” he told them. 
 
    “It is not like that with all fey,” Selana told him. 
 
    “No. Not all. Sometimes there are individuals that are hostile or dangerous and that falls to the Wardens or Vanguard to handle. Then there are ones like the drebs,” he said. 
 
    “You know of the drebs?” Serena asked. 
 
    “We do. They're the reason Atlantis fell. They've been quiet since their rebellion was quelled. They've stuck to the shadows and manipulated things from behind the scenes but recently they've become active again,” he said. “Are you familiar with them?” 
 
    “We are. Our two species have crossed paths before. They are not a pleasant people,” Selana told him. 
 
    “That is putting it mildly,” he replied. 
 
    “There is only one way to deal with drebs. Be swift and give no quarter because they will give you none,” Selana told him. 
 
    “You dislike them,” Sebastian said to the naga. 
 
    “We hate them. We have a deep, seething hatred for them. They are the reason our people scattered. Once, we were accepted in India. We were able to walk in the open. Then the drebs approached our leaders and asked us to join them. They wanted us to be part of their order. Our leaders declined so they attacked us. We were powerful in the days between Atlantis and the Seal, but they were stronger. They swept aside our strongest wizards and fighters as if nothing. Our people were broken and fled. Small tribes survived but where once we numbered in the tens of thousands, there were only a few hundred left. We have rebuilt some over the centuries that followed but we have never congregated in large numbers for fear of garnering their attention again,” Serena said. 
 
    “They wanted you to join them?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “They said a war was coming. A war of Masters and they were building an army to fight that war.  They tried bribery and fear and threats, but we were sure of our own strength, so we laughed them off and ordered them to leave our lands. They did. Then they came back with their warmages. Our history tells of them bringing wizards with magic so powerful and violent they swept across us like a wildfire burning dry brush,” Selana told him. 
 
    “Atlantean magic,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “We have heard stories of the magic of Atlantis. They say they had mages capable of great feats beyond imagination, greater even than Masters. The stories they tell of the assault on our people are similar. What do you know of Atlantean magic?” Selena asked. 
 
    “Not much. I have pieces of memories but nothing concrete. Morgana has told us something of it but it's still not much,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “We're here. This is the hotel,” Serana told him. 
 
    “I'll stay in the lobby,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “I would rather you not. Both clients are on the same floor and Gilded Sky hotels have common rooms on every floor. They are very extravagant. If we need you, it would be better if you were closer,” Serena told him. 
 
    “Sounds like a good idea,” he replied nervously. 
 
    # 
 
    “So what kind of fight is this?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “Lumpy strong. Lumpy fight. Lumpy get money. Money help family,” the large ogre said. 
 
    Selena giggled. “Let me clarify for our less than verbose friend. There are amateur fights in Vegas in a few small venues. Most don't allow fey to fight but a few do. They're generally not open to the public and by invitation only. Lumpakator, Lumpy to his friends, has a well-earned reputation as the local fey champion. He's got an impressive win record and only lost a few fights out of the dozens he's fought. They're guaranteed purses, more if he wins.” 
 
    “Lumpy fight for family,” he said. 
 
    “In the beginning, we tried to discourage him from fighting, but he wouldn't have it. He was already involved in them before he joined us, and we tried to convince him that he didn't have to fight anymore but he wants to. He doesn't feel he does enough which is crap. While we don't encourage him to fight, I have to admit he's good at it,” Selena told Chelsea. 
 
    “Who is he fighting tonight?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “Lumpy no know,” he replied. 
 
    “The fights are tournaments and held sporadically. It's not always easy to get enough fey to participate so they're often only announced at the last minute and only if you know the right people. We don't find out who's participating until the brackets are announced,” Selena told her. 
 
    Chelsea started laughing. “You know what I just thought about?” 
 
    “I have an idea. The blood bond is strong. Your lover is foremost on your mind,” Selena told her. 
 
    “Not in the way you think though. He's somewhat bashful at times and I am very extroverted. Despite that, he chose to escort your other sisters and sent me to a fight. I was just imagining him, with this temporary bond, while your sisters are having sex. I bet his face turns as red as blood,” she said laughing hard. 
 
    “If he is uncomfortable with such outward expressions of sexuality, why would he decide the way he did?” Selena asked her. 
 
    “I would suspect he feels three women are an easier target than an ogre, especially after the last time they attacked Lumpy, so he wants to be there if your sisters are attacked,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “He is putting himself in jeopardy to save them and you,” Selena replied. 
 
    “He's the strongest of the two of us. There's no doubt of that. We don't often talk about our abilities, but he is far stronger than me. He is a hero and always puts others ahead of himself. He also takes this issue with the false or rogue Wardens personally. In one of our past lives, he was the first head of the Wardens in his life as King Arthur and helped shape them into what they became. He thinks this is a personal insult to him,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Has he always been like that?” Selena asked her. 
 
    “He has. Even in the beginning, what memories I have of Atlantis indicate the same thing. He was the leader of the soldiers that defended Atlantis. I was one of his troops and later we married before he became king. He was born to his role and wears it well,” Chelsea said smiling. 
 
    “This pleases you. You like that about him,” Selena said. 
 
    “Very much so,” Chelsea said happily. 
 
    “You're aroused,” Selena said. 
 
    Chelsea giggled. 
 
    “There is no shame in it. You love each other. Was he really king Arthur?” Selena asked. 
 
    “He was. He was also General Adamson in the Unification War. He has always been drawn to whatever heroic cause is paramount at the time of our current life and rises quickly to command. Like now. In less than a year, he has gone from a new recruit into the Wardens to leading the Vanguard. It doesn't even make sense if you think about it logically, but no one questions his position. He gives orders, people follow. He takes command, people fall in line. He's a natural born leader. He is the one who will see us through conflict with Mordred and the drebs,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “Morgana told us much the same. The conviction in her voice, the belief in her own words, that is a large part of the reason we agreed to serve him should he ask. When he spoke with the woman that leads the Wardens, she quickly acquiesced to his demands even though it sounded like she should not have. Bo has been our leader for as long as I have known of Haven, yet he did not question your mate's words. What little I have seen of him is impressive. You understate your own role though,” Selena told her. 
 
    “How so?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “You say he is stronger and that may be true. I have no basis for judging the strength of Masters. However, he looks to you for guidance and support and while you may see him as the leader, he sees you as his equal. Without you, I think he would be lost. You are two halves of the same whole. You should not doubt your own strengths skills,” Selena told her. 
 
    “I'll think on your words,” Chelsea said then stopped and motioned for the others to do the same. 
 
    A wind blew in from nowhere and whispering could be heard on it. “My queen. Malka. I have returned to finish what we started,” the voice said. 
 
    “No. No. No!” Chelsea said. “You're dead. I killed you!” 
 
    “A simple illusion and in your weakened state, one you were easily fooled by,” the voice continued. 
 
    “I was weak and not ready to face you. I am strong now. I have been waiting for the chance to finish what we started so long ago. You are stronger too. Now I will feast not only on the blood of royalty but on the blood of a Master as it should have been in the beginning,” the voice of Tepes said. 
 
    “Who is it?” Selena asked. 
 
    “A vampire. A very old, very strong vampire. I thought I killed him nearly a year ago,” Chelsea said. 
 
    She then reached out to Sebastian. “Tepes is back. Somehow, he tricked us into thinking he was dead. He's here.” 
 
    “I'll be right there,” came Sebastian's reply. 
 
    “No. Protect the sisters. We can handle this. I have a bad feeling though about the vampire issue in Reno that was closed out. I think the Wardens that Alicia is sending are our rogues. I didn't get the impression she was lying. She'll dispatch local Wardens, probably the ones who supposedly dispatched the vampire. She probably doesn't know they turned on the Wardens but be ready for them,” she told him. 
 
    “I will. Keep me informed and if you need me, just call and I'll be there in an instant,” he said. 
 
    “My queen. Malka. I have chosen our battleground. There is a hotel. It is called the Splendid Illusion. Fitting considering a splendid illusion is what made you think I was dead. I will be waiting for you on the roof at midnight. Finish your little escort. Enjoy your last hours of life. If you do not show up, I will sweep through this city like a plague and every death will be on you. I will turn everyone and create an army of undead. I know you have spoken with the king. He is not welcome. This is our fight. Your death will save countless lives. The decision is yours,” the voice said, and the wind abated. 
 
    “You can't seriously be considering this,” Selena told her. 
 
    “He will make good on his threat. I have to go,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    She again reached out to Sebastian and told him about the conversation. 
 
    “You can't fight him alone. We don't know how strong he is,” he told her. 
 
    “I have to. I can't let people die because I was afraid of a fight,” she replied. 
 
    “I don't want you to do this but you're right. I will be ready though. I can be by your side in the blink of an eye. What do we do until then?” he asked her. 
 
    “We have about four hours and we both have jobs to do. Let's focus on that,” she said. 
 
    # 
 
    Sebastian sat in the common room doing his best to keep his mind clear of the sensations he was feeling from the sisters. They were not lying about enjoying sex. He had briefly met each of their clients, playing the role of a pimp to make sure they weren't a setup for an attack. The men seemed like normal businessmen and showed no sign of ill intent, so he left them to do their thing while he waited. 
 
    He got a communique from Alicia detailing the contingent she was sending to Vegas. Their ETA was approximately 11:30 PM local time. Considering Chelsea's suspicion, they were working with the vampire it was likely not a coincidence it was so close to her rendezvous with Tepes. It was circumstantial evidence at best, but he had learned to trust her instincts, so he reviewed the personnel roster. They were all highly trained and any one of them would have been a candidate for Facility 14 or maybe even the Vanguard. They all had a high aptitude for magic as well. If this was a strike force, it was a good one. 
 
    He contacted Chelsea telepathically. “How is the fight going?” 
 
    “So far so good. They had eight entries. Lumpy is really good. He's not just big and strong like regular ogres. He's had some professional training in martial arts. It's a scary combination to see someone that big and strong with that degree of speed and skill. His next fight is with a bugbear. I've seen his competition. Should be an easy fight,” she said. 
 
    “How is Selena doing?” he asked. 
 
    “She's enjoying herself. Her empathic abilities are feeding off the crowd and she's really getting into this. She's Lumpy's biggest fan right now,” Chelsea said laughing. “I really wish we had brought the dragon's ore blades with us. An Excalibur would be nice to have right now.” 
 
    “Yea. I know what you mean. At least we geared up before we left. You have your armor and Warden blade. It's not dragon's ore but...” he said then stopped. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Dragon's ore. Do you remember what Tepes said when he was first in the cells? Dragon's ore is dragon's breath on iron. Why didn't I think of it before? We can channel Asala's breath. Maybe we can turn your blade into dragon's ore,” he told her. 
 
    “It's worth a try but we need to be together to do that,” she replied. 
 
    “I'll teleport to your location as soon as they're done here,” he replied. 
 
    “We'll need someplace safe. I can't very well loose a blast of dragon's breath inside this arena. Once the fights are over, we'll find an empty alley and we'll give it a shot. I will take any advantage I can get against him,” she replied. 
 
    # 
 
    The fights were over and Lumpy won. He had some serious bruises and a few cuts, but ogres healed fast and would be back to normal in a couple of days. Chelsea, Selena, and Lumpy left and walked down the street. It was just after 11PM. 
 
    “How far is the hotel I have to go to?” Chelsea asked Selena. 
 
    “About twenty minutes if you walk. Head straight north It's hard to miss. Are you sure you want to go alone? I'll be happy to help you,” she replied. 
 
    “No. If anyone else shows up he'll make good on the threat,” Sebastian said as he teleported next to them with the other three sisters. 
 
    “We need to find someplace quiet and empty,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Lumpy know place. Dark and quiet. Old shuttle place. No longer fly,” he said and started walking with the rest following him. 
 
    He led them down a few side streets and into an otherwise vacant area. It looked to be an old-style shuttle fueling station. With the modern ports in Vegas, these were obsolete and not used anymore. Most had been scrapped but major cities kept a few for emergencies. 
 
    Sebastian and Chelsea took out their swords and put them on one of the concrete pads. 
 
    “Does anyone else have any weapons on them?” he asked. 
 
    The sisters pulled out batons and extended them. Lumpy was carrying a large pair of spiked brass knuckles. They laid all the weapons together on the pad. 
 
    “Stand behind us. We're usually able to control this so the fire only hurts if we want it to, but our powers are in flux at times and we don't want to take any chances,” Chelsea said. 
 
    The two of them joined hands and minds. They focused on Asala and for a minute nothing happened. They felt warmer like their body temperature was rising and their eyes turned yellow. They changed their focus to the pile of weapons and a blast of blue flame flowed from them and into the various implements. They held it for as long as they could, about twenty seconds, and the flame subsided. The concrete was pitted and scorched. Everyone ran to the pile of weapons and they had all turned a reddish color anywhere there was iron or steel. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Serena. 
 
    “Dragon's ore. Dragon's breath has a peculiar effect on some metals. It changes them into a magical alloy capable of hurting nearly anything so near as we can tell,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    Serena carefully picked up a baton. “I can feel magic radiating from it. It doesn't hurt to touch but I bet if I were to be hit hard with this, it would be very bad. I can feel the power in it.” 
 
    “At least it worked,” Chelsea said as she picked up her blade. 
 
    She walked over to Sebastian and held him. “I love you.” A tear fell from her eye. 
 
    “I love you too. Always and forever. Now handle this undead thing and get back to Haven. That's an order,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, my king,” she said, and they kissed for a long time. 
 
    Their kiss was interrupted by a comm. “This is the Warden investigation unit. What is your position, Lord Marshall?” 
 
    He relayed their coordinates. “It's an old shuttle pad. It should be safe to touch down here.” 
 
    “Roger, sir. We'll be there in five minutes,” the voice replied. 
 
    “You go to your fight, mine comes to me,” he said. 
 
    “We'll both be okay. I feel it. Now go. Show him what it means to fuck with the Queen of Atlantis.” 
 
    She didn't say another word and ran off in the direction of the hotel. 
 
    He turned to the naga and Lumpy. “I can teleport you to Haven and get back here before they land. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Lumpy stay. You fight. Me fight. Bad Wardens hurt Lumpy. Lumpy hurt bad Wardens,” the ogre said as he put on the brass knuckles. 
 
    “The same goes for us. We told you we would fight with you and I see no reason it can't start tonight. Chelsea told me she thinks these Wardens coming to help us are the rogues we seek. If she's right, it's going to be twelve on one. Twelve on six is better odds. If they're not our enemies, then you could use our help in the hunt for the ones who are,” Selena told him. 
 
    He smiled. “Your help is very much appreciated. Thank you, my friends.” 
 
    A couple of minutes later, the shuttle circled the landing pad and touched down. 
 
    # 
 
    Chelsea maintained a full run and got to the hotel in no time. She ran up to the desk clerk. “I'm Vice Marshall Chelsea of the Vanguard. You have a very dangerous fey on the roof of your building. You need to begin evacuations, now.” 
 
    “I'm going to need some proof of that,” the clerk replied. 
 
    She held up her wrists. “Scan me.” 
 
    The clerk ran a scanner over her eyes and looked at the display. “Yes, ma'am.” 
 
    “Start with the top floor and work downwards. Get this hotel empty,” she told him. “I'm heading up to the roof.” 
 
    She walked to the elevator. It wasn't normally the protocol for safety reasons, but she didn't think Tepes would attack her yet, so she didn't take the stairs. He was savoring this and would wait for her on the roof. 
 
    # 
 
    “Baldric, you understand what you face?” King Garos asked him. 
 
    “I do. He has given himself over to the dark arts and crossed the threshold into undeath,” Baldric replied as he and the Vanguard stood before the king. 
 
    “He is more than that. This is no simple feeder of life. This man was a court mage before he was lured by the easy power of black magic. Find him and kill him. He is a perversion of everything we believe in,” King Garos told him. 
 
    “What do we know of him?” Baldric asked his liege. 
 
    “His name is Toth. You met him at your wedding. He was one of my trusted wizards and was invaluable in my service. He was by all indications a man of good will but then a servant not known for exaggeration or flights of fancy observed him practicing what they thought was a dark ritual. The servant spoke to me about it and I agreed to keep our conversation secret and observe the mage, quietly. The servant was found dead later, an apparent accident.” 
 
    “I took the castle guard with me and we searched his quarters. Numerous items were found, including fetishes and components for evil magic. I confronted him with the evidence. He denied it and tried to blame the servant, saying he had caught him practicing dark arts and was planning on telling me once he had proof. He said after the servant's death, he saw no reason to pursue it. I told him of the conversation I had with the servant and he panicked. He attacked me, and the guard and I wounded him, but he was able to flee.” 
 
    “My staff is a powerful weapon and his wound was mortal. I suspect he performed the rites to convert into a drinker to avoid death. His skill in magic is strong and now he has the added powers of the undead. Like all his kind, he must feed to live. Our diviners say he is feeding to the north on the mainland. There is a small village there. They suggest you start your search at that location,” King Garos told him. 
 
    “By your command, my liege,” Baldric replied. 
 
    “Go with haste. Do your duty,” King Garos said. 
 
    As Baldric turned to leave, Morgana grabbed his arm. 
 
    “One more thing,” the queen said. 
 
    “Yes, my lady?” he replied. 
 
    “You're my family now, my son. Not by blood but by choice and that means much to me. I want both of you to return safely to me. You mean more to us than you could know and though my husband would not say it for reasons of protocol, he loves you both as much as I. Watch yourselves. This monster is not worth your lives,” she told him. 
 
    The Vanguard bowed then left. Garos watched as his daughter and her husband left on yet another potentially deadly mission. They only had to survive another year and he would step down and Baldric would replace him.  
 
    Garos put his arm around his wife. “They will be okay. They are the strongest we have seen.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Morgana replied. 
 
    The Vanguard headed to the stables and mounted the pegasi reserved for them then left without delay for the village. The powerful steeds carried them swiftly over the tranquil blue waters. The small ocean surrounding Atlantis was not a safe place and though many dangerous creatures flew in the skies, it was still safer than the depths of the briny waters below. 
 
    A pod of dolphins swam underneath, jumping and playing. A large sea serpent, easily surpassing a hundred feet, came from deep below and took one of the dolphins before they could react. The surviving members of the pod swam off in different directions in panic. 
 
    Further along, the passed over a small island where a group of sirens was singing. Their voices were appealing and made the group of Vanguard want to go to them, but they had trained in resisting such influences and were able to brush it off. They knew if they gave in to the lure of the song, they would never reach their destination. 
 
    They knew there were far more creatures in the depths than what they saw. Kraken, laerneans, mermen and all manner of dangerous beast and fey lurked in the dark, cold depths of the sea. They kept their distance and flew steadily towards their goal. 
 
    Within a few hours, they spotted the mainland. Sebastian knew the village they sought. It was a small fishing village with a few hundred inhabitants. They landed the beautiful winged horses at the edge of the village and dismounted. The group walked into the village and as they did, the villagers kept their distance, seeming to fear them. They went to the center of the village to seek out the local elder. 
 
    The village seemed unusually still for this time of day. The small boats they used for casting their nets were all docked. The usual work of a fishing village, salting the day's catch, repairing nets, even children playing were all absent. The general feeling of the locals was fear. It rolled off them like sweat after a hard day's work. Some of the women were weeping. 
 
    They found the old man who served as their elder, a sort of leader but not an official position. He was simply the oldest and, in his youth, had been a great fisherman so he helped the next generation to learn their trade and helped settle disputes. 
 
    He spoke their language and greeted them as they approached. He bowed as best he could at his age. “We are honored to have guests from Atlantis. I shall have food and drink brought to you.” 
 
    Sebastian motioned for him to stand. “We thank you for the kindness but there is no need, Elder Daatal. Some water would suffice for us and our steeds. I am sorry to say but we do not come with glad tidings,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “Have we done something to anger our great neighbors to the south? We have taken only what fish we need to survive and a few more to trade with other villages for needed supplies. We have not sought to break the peace with any of our neighboring villages. We have honored the accord as we were commanded by your predecessor my lord,” the old man said sounding worried. 
 
    “Relax, my friend. It is not your village that has brought the Vanguard. We seek a drinker of blood. Our diviners have told us to start our search here,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “You are wrong. You do come with glad tidings if you seek the drinker. Our village is besieged by the monster. It comes in the night and takes our people. It kills indiscriminately taking men, women, and children. We have lost many of our numbers in the last few weeks and your appearance here is our salvation. We have nowhere to run. We have no way to hide. We have no way to fight this fell beast. We will tell you everything we can to help you in your quest. We have little to provide you to help you fight the monster, but we can promise you good food and soft beds as long as you are here,” Elder Daatal told them. 
 
    “Malka, with me. Everyone else, comb the village. Speak to everyone who will talk but don't force them. These people are scared. Treat them as friends and don't make their fear worse,” Baldric ordered. The Vanguard went off in different directions throughout the village. 
 
    “I see you two have finally married,” the elder said when he noticed the elaborate bracelets the two wore, the Atlantean symbol of union. “Congratulations are in order.” 
 
    “Thank you, my friend. Would that we had time for idle conversation, but I must focus on our task. This creature is deadly and must be stopped with all haste,” he told the old man. 
 
    “I understand. We don't know much. It comes every night. The time varies as does the place of attack. It has taken people from all over the village. The one thing all the attacks have in common is the bodes are all left at the same place. They are dropped in the center of the village. I think it does it to taunt us and make us afraid,” Elder Daatal said. 
 
    “You are probably right. In our experience, they like their prey to be afraid. It seems to heighten its feeding. Is there anything else you can tell us?” Sebastian asked him. 
 
    “I can tell you it has not missed a night feeding since the attacks started nearly a moon ago. We huddle together in our homes, but locked doors do not stop it,” Daatal said, the fear in his voice evident. 
 
    “They wouldn't. This thing can turn into a fog-like vapor. It could seep in through the smallest crack and your homes don't look to be airtight,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “So, we have no defense. At least we have you now. Wait…It's nothing consistent but on some nights, just before the attacks, people have spotted clouds of fog. We thought it just unusual fog from the ocean and gave it not a second thought,” Daatal said. 
 
    “Move all of your people to the village center to those huts,” he said pointing to a grouping of huts. 
 
    “Cluster them together in as small an area as possible. The smaller its hunting area, the less space we must cover. It cannot abide the light of the sun, so we shall sleep during the day and wait for him at night. If we find it, your people are to run. Its magic is great as is ours and I would like your people not to be hurt in the battle,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    Sebastian sent a telepathic message to the rest of the Vanguard telling them to return. When everyone was assembled, he went over the plan with them. 
 
    “We'll put transmogrification runes along the entire area that will force it into human form. We'll also put grounding runes to keep it from flying away,” Sebastian told them. “Daatal, we'll need anything you have that will serve as paint. I would assume you have barrels of salt for preserving fish?” 
 
    “We do,” replied Daatal. 
 
    “We'll need it. We're going to make a big circle of salt just outside the runes. Once the creature is inside, that will help keep it from fleeing,” Sebastian said. “Now, about that food and those soft beds? We should get some rest before we fight. You'll be safe as long as the sun is up.” 
 
    “Of course,” Daatal told him. 
 
    He summoned several villagers and had them prepare beds for the Vanguard. They brought them a meal of salted fish and several local fruits and vegetables. After they ate, the Vanguard retired to the huts they were offered. 
 
    “I would hardly call that good food or these beds soft,” Malka said. 
 
    “To them it is. They don't have the privilege of our station. Even compared to other Atlanteans, the Vanguard are given special treatment. You are a princess and raised in the castle until you joined us. I am from a noble family. We have never known poverty. We have never had to prepare our own food or tend our own homes. What these people give us is more valuable than anything we have by comparison. The meals we were provided were ample. They subsist and likely, they rarely have that quantity of food in one meal. These beds…notice the straw mattresses are doubled. They are doing their best to make us comfortable and we should appreciate it. They have lost many loved ones in recent days and they have put that aside to welcome us into their homes and provide for us. They treat us as saviors and I only hope we can provide them the salvation they deserve,” Baldric told her. 
 
    “You are so different from the others in the court of nobles. None of them would have cared about these people. They would have stormed in, started barking orders and if any of the villagers were killed in the coming fight they would not have given a second thought,” Malka said. 
 
    “Your mother and father would care. King Garos and Queen Morgana are noble not only of blood but of spirit. I have sought only to emulate the actions of your father,” he said. “I can only hope to be as great a king as he.” 
 
    “That is probably why Absillion chose you. In less than a year, we're going to rule Atlantis. In the years I have known you, I have watched you go from soldier to commander to archmage to king-in-waiting. Most importantly, you have gone from commander to friend to lover to husband. You're soon to take the throne of the most powerful kingdom in the world and you still care about these people very deeply,” Malka said. 
 
    “So, do you. It's why I fell in love with you. This isn't just a job or a position for us. We're in the Vanguard because we want to help people. Not just the citizens of Atlantis but everyone. I have seen you show it as much as I have,” he told her as he pushed her back onto the bed. 
 
    “We were born for each other,” she said as she pulled him on top her and she squealed as he bit her earlobe. 
 
    “We have to be quiet. These hovels don't have thick walls,” he told her. 
 
    “I'm sure they've heard it before,” she said as they spent the next while engaged in vigorous copulation. 
 
    Several hours later, they awake just before sundown. 
 
    The village was quiet. All the people were huddled together inside the huts the Vanguard had designated. They were close enough to the center to attract the monster but far enough away to keep them safely out of the battle. 
 
    The Vanguard had taken up positions outside of the village center where they could see the area but remain hidden. Baldric and Malka stood in the center. 
 
    “Daughter of Garos. I will feed on you first,” came a whisper on the wind. 
 
    “Show yourself,” ordered Baldric. 
 
    “The next king. You and Garos will both suffer. His daughter and your wife will die for what her father did to me,” the whisper replied. 
 
    “After I feed on her and make her my bride. I will make her kill the king-to-be. Then her mother. When only Garos is left, after he has lost everyone he loves, then I will take him and make him my slave for eternity.” 
 
    “It appears your transition to undead has done as much damage to your mind as to your body,” Malka told him. “Come for me and the Vanguard will destroy you.” 
 
    A strong wind blew with gale force. The huts trembled in the strong wind, pieces of board and thatched roofs flying away. The ring of salt they had carefully hidden was blown away. The ground parched and cracked, splitting the runes they had laid. 
 
    “He was ready for the trap,” Baldric said, sounding worried. 
 
    Faster than their eye could follow, the undead came down swiftly and grabbed Malka and was back in the air before anyone could reach her. She found herself being carried rapidly through the air, hanging by her ankles from the monster's strong grip. He carried her for several minutes despite her best attempts to break free then dropped her. She fell a long way and hit the ground. 
 
    “Now, you are mine,” said the fiend as it approached her in his human form. 
 
    She drew her spear and it erupted in orange flames. “I'll not die by your hand.” 
 
    “No, not die. Not permanently. Live. Forever. My pet. My bride. An eternal torment of your father,” it said as it stared at her. 
 
    She felt his mind forcing itself into her own. She had trained against domination but never this powerful. She did as the dragons and Baldric had taught her and steeled her mind against his mental onslaught. She managed to force his will out of her thoughts and stabbed her spear at him. 
 
    He moved quicker than she could anticipate. She stabbed again and again but each time he moved with the speed of lightning and avoided her every thrust. 
 
    The creature laughed, an empty cacophonic laugh. “Poor daughter of Garos. You are a human. You are no match for the speed of the undead. Even if I had not crossed the threshold of death, you would be no match for my magic.” 
 
    “You underestimate the Vanguard. You trained in magic taught by powerful fey, but I was taught by the dragons. I have trained with Asala and Doga. Can you say as much?” she asked as he rushed at her and she teleported a few feet away as he passed through the empty air where she once stood. 
 
    “Dragons hold you back,” he said as he again moved with unnatural speed and grabbed her hands. 
 
    He pushed her back, bending her over and down, forcing her to the ground. He was much stronger than her, she realized that quickly. He pinned her to the ground and opened his mouth, the long, narrow fangs prominent in the eerie smile. 
 
    “Your heart is racing. I can feel your blood surging through you.” 
 
    He slowly moved his head down towards her neck, opening his mouth further as he did so. 
 
    “You're mine,” he said. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” she said as her spear penetrated his back, driven by her telekinetic skills. It ripped through his skin, through his ribs, and through a lung, narrowly missing his heart. 
 
    
He screamed in pain and released her, trying to remove the spear from his back. As his hands neared it, she kicked her feet and jumped upright. The spear ripped through him as she twisted and moved it side to side. 
 
    They stood facing each other. 
 
    “Now we finish it,” she said. 
 
    The spear once again sparked into flame, burning him from the inside and his body quickly became engulfed. He screamed again and flew off, turning to mist as he did so. 
 
    A moment later, Baldric appeared at her side. “I wanted to get here sooner but something was blocking me from coming to you.” 
 
    “It was probably his magic. He's seriously wounded and ran,” she replied. 
 
    “Let's head back to the village,” Baldric said as two of the pegasi landed. 
 
    They flew back and spent several more days at the village but there was no more sign of the monster. They carved warding runes in all the hovels, on the boats and anything else they could think of then returned to Atlantis. The court diviners could find no trace of the beast. 
 
    # 
 
    Bruce and Xavier sat in the C&C looking over a map on the vid screen. 
 
    “Still no indication they're returning. Looks like we're running the Greek trip,” Xavier said. “They're in Vegas. Alicia just contacted us with the info about the potential rogues.” 
 
    “They can handle themselves, but I would rather have them with us. I have a bad feeling about what we're going to find,” Bruce replied. 
 
    “We still have a strong crew. Nefertiti is on board. Boudicca and Trish are back. William and Anna will be going. Alexander is going and from all indications, he's a powerhouse,” Xavier told him. 
 
    “We have who we have. Topographical maps indicate the island is mostly hills. Ruins on the surface indicate something once stood there but was destroyed a long time ago. Here,” Bruce said indicating a point on the maps, “Is the largest hill. Passive sonar indicates it might be hollow.” 
 
    “This looks a little too regular to be a natural formation,” Xavier said indicating another point. “It could be an entrance.” 
 
    “It's as good a starting point as any other. I spoke with GloCom and they'll provide us with transport. I want to go in undetected so we're going by sub. We'll go with frog suits and make landfall here,” Bruce said indicating a small cove on the south of the island. 
 
    “We need to be ready. The ALF took a lot of gear from Tokyo. We could be dealing with military grade hardware like plasma rifles. Our suits can't handle that,” Xavier said with concern. 
 
    “Maybe we can. Our friends at GloCom have been working with Bethany. They've managed to upgrade our suits a bit. The original construction was based on beither skin and is damn durable. The problem with Warden technology is it exists in a vacuum, so we don't upgrade often. GloCom has a bit more flexibility and their R&D is always researching. They've developed a hybrid of our armor and the material they make their RATS from. It's not going to stop a plasma shot at point blank, but it will give us some additional protection. The only downside is it's slow to integrate. We only have three suits. You, Boudicca and Nefertiti will get them,” Bruce said. 
 
    “You and Alexander should get two of them and one of the Masters the third,” Xavier replied. 
 
    “I'm almost six and a half feet and over twenty-one stone. My neck is bigger than your thigh. For what it would take to make me a suit they could make two smaller ones. I made the call and it's already done. Alexander's much smaller but according to him, he doesn't need it. He'll take one of the Warden suits but not the reinforced model. Based on the size of the suits and the strength of our crew my decision is made,” Bruce told him. 
 
    “Okay, boss. If we see heavy arms, just promise me you'll hang back. You have a baby and a wife that need you. Make sure you come back for them,” Xavier told him. 
 
    “Boudicca will be cleared from medical in three days. We go in four,” Bruce told him. 
 
    “Okay. I'll start preparations. I'll run everyone through a PEMES refresher. I'll get everyone copies of the maps and we'll be ready,” Xavier said. 
 
    “I know we will. I don't say things like very often, but it needs to be said. I haven't always been the best friend. I used to be a bit of an asshole until...until Sebastian handed me my ass at Caerleon. But you've always been a good friend and I'm glad to have you as my second. I have a woman who led primitives against the Romans, the greatest military mind in history, an Egyptian god-queen and more on my team but there isn't one of them I would trade for you,” Bruce said as he held out his hand. 
 
    Xavier shook his hand. “It didn't need to be said but I appreciate hearing it. You might be my boss, but I consider you one of my best friends. Now let's prepare for an assault. We both know something is waiting for us. We can feel it. Morgana told us she can sense it. Let's find this bastard that's caused us this trouble and show him what we think of tyrants.” 
 
    # 
 
    The shuttle landed, and a dozen wardens disembarked. They fanned out in a semicircle facing Sebastian, the naga and ogre. There were eight men and four women. 
 
    “Greetings, Lord Marshall,” said one of the Wardens. 
 
    “Good evening, Wardens,” he replied. 
 
    “We're told you'll be joining us in an observational capacity, sir,” said the Warden as they continued to spread out. 
 
    Sebastian watched them spread out. “So, do you plan on attacking me now or later?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” asked one of the women seemingly agitated. 
 
    “We all know you're the ones who've been carrying out the attacks on innocent fey. We also know you didn't kill that vampire in Reno, he's on a hotel roof right now about to be killed by my fiancée,” Sebastian replied calmly. 
 
    “Our orders were to wait until the Vice Marshall was dead and wait for Toth. We were going to make it easy on you. We would have patrolled a bit until you felt her die then we would have let the vampire hurt you enough to make it a quick death. Once you were dead, we would have killed the vampire and cleaned up the loose ends. Now, it's going to hurt,” the Warden told him. 
 
    “You got that part right. It's going to hurt,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “And the best part is, Alicia will get a report saying you were killed in combat and never know the truth. We'll just keep on eliminating these disgusting creatures and she'll never be the wiser,” the Warden told him. 
 
    “Not exactly. Once you landed, I started my remote feed. She's been listening to this entire discussion. Your careers in the Wardens are through. You're going to die in prison,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “Damn you! You're going to suffer for that! You four, handle the naga. You, you and you take the ogre. The rest of you, let's show this amateur Warden and mediocre mage how seasoned Wardens handle things,” the Warden said as they spread out and attacked. 
 
    # 
 
    Chelsea keyed in an override and the elevator took her to the roof. She walked out and felt magic all around her. She looked around the roof and saw it covered in runes. Many of them she recognized as the same ones Morgana and Alexander used to ward their C&C. 
 
    “It looks like you've made sure we won't be disturbed,” she said to no one in particular. 
 
    “Malka. So good of you to join me. I have never fed on someone who has lived as many lives as you. It will be a most unique dining experience,” the vampire replied, still unseen. 
 
    “Well then, why don't we start your dinner,” she said as she drew her weapon. 
 
    “Dragon's ore. I didn't think there was any left and you did not bring your sword with you. No matter. Your little weapon will not protect you from me,” the vampire told her. 
 
    “I have been waiting thousands of years for my revenge on your family and I will not wait another night.” 
 
    “What is your beef with my family?” she asked. 
 
    “Your father, King Garos, is responsible for forcing me to become what I am. He is the reason I am stuck in this form, hovering on death's door neither alive nor dead. He allowed the dragons to control him and would not open his eyes to the power they kept from us. We could have been gods. We could have made the dragons bow to us!” the vampire said. 
 
    “You're Toth. We have met before,” she replied.

“Yes. The last time we met, you surprised me. I was not prepared for your skill and had not mastered my own powers,” he told her. 
 
    “A flaming spear,” she said. 
 
    “The wood touched my heart. It was not enough to kill me, but it left me greatly weakened. It took decades to heal and by the time I did, Atlantis was gone. You were dead. Your parents were dead. I was denied my revenge but now, you live and your mother lives. Garos is dead but I can still kill two of his beloved. I will make you mine and you will kill your own mother and husband,” he said. 
 
    “Are we going to talk all night or are we going to fight?” she asked. 
 
    The vampire laughed. A cloud of mist drifted in front of her and materialized into Toth. 
 
    “Why so eager to die? I would savor my revenge as you would a fine meal. Your death will be sweeter than any wine,” he told her. 
 
    “Why so obsessed with me?” she asked. 
 
    “You do not remember. Your father is responsible for this prison of half-life. I cannot return to the living and you will spend eternity in that prison with me,” he said. 
 
    “If you hate your state so much, why fight so hard to live?” she asked. 
 
    “Because it is still better than the void,” he replied. 
 
    # 
 
    The Wardens started to break off towards their intended targets and Sebastian leaped backward, putting himself between the fey and the Wardens. 
 
    “This is my fight, not theirs. Serena, you and your sisters stay back. Lumpy, the same goes for you. Do not get involved unless it is for defense. I will handle them,” he ordered. The fey did as commanded. 
 
    “This will be too easy,” the Warden told him. 
 
    The twelve of them surrounded Sebastian. He drew his blade and took a defensive stance. The twelve wardens attacked him in alteration. He took it slow at first, parrying their swords and deflecting their spells so he could gauge their strength and speed. 
 
    “Alicia,” he said on the private channel, “Do you want them alive? I could make this quicker if you give me a death warrant.” 
 
    “We need them alive. They need to stand trial as a message to any who would follow in their footsteps. We also need to interrogate them and find out how deep the corruption goes,” she replied. 
 
    “It's your lucky day,” he told the Wardens. 
 
    “Alicia wants you alive. This is going to hurt you a lot more than it hurts me,” he said and changed to an aggressive stance. 
 
    # 
 
    Chelsea didn't wait for him to attack. She moved in a blur and swung at him but only cut the air. She felt claws on her back, but he couldn't cut through her armor. She spun and slashed but he was gone again. 
 
    He appeared behind her again and grabbed her, squeezing. She felt her chest tightening as his grip increased and her breath was forced out. She struggled as she felt his breath on her neck. 
 
    “This was much easier than I thought it would be. You disappoint me, my queen,” he said. 
 
    She broke his grip and flipped over behind him and swung her blade, using her magic to bind him in place as she did so. He shook off the bind and moved but almost too late. The blade cut across his back and he screamed in pain as black blood sprayed from the wound. 
 
    “I wouldn't want to disappoint you,” she said as he stood facing her. The wound on his back continued to seep blood. 
 
    He hissed and leaped at her, turning into dozens of bats as he did so. She swung at them, but they were too agile and there were too many of them. She felt their claws and teeth on her hands and head and hundreds of tiny cuts were formed as they flew past and into the sky. 
 
    Fiery stones started raining down on her. She erected a force field but not before a few of them caught her. She was hit rather hard in the head by one. It scorched her head. leaving a large wound across her scalp and some of her hair burned away. The stones continued to pelt the shield but stopped after a minute or so. 
 
    “Now my queen, you shall see the dark magic that your father and the dragons hid from you,” he said. 
 
    Tendrils of greenish-black energy came from above her and entwined her. She screamed and dropped to her knees. The energy seeped into her and she could feel it burning her but not with any visible fire. It was burning her at a deep level like her soul was on fire. She tried to stand but couldn't and ended up falling over on her side, writhing in agony. 
 
    The vampire landed on the rooftop in front of her. “Now my queen, you see what real power is.” 
 
    The tendrils tightened, and she screamed again but fainter. Her energy, her life, was being torn away. She fought for a moment longer and lay still. 
 
    “Poor Queen Malka,” said Toth as he walked over to her and bent down. He shifted her head, so her neck was exposed. 
 
    “I have looked forward to this for so long,” the vampire said with a laugh. 
 
    Chelsea was too hurt to resist and turned her thoughts inward. She knew she was about to die and was going to be turned into an undead fiend by this vampire. She saw memories passing through her mind. They were all filled with pain. She recalled the death of her parents, Chelsea's parents, in the shuttle crash. She felt a bullet rip through her chest as she was shot by enemy forces during one of the great wars. Memory after memory flooded by, each more painful than the last. 
 
    The vampire sniffed her neck. “The pain in your mind, the fear, it's delicious.” 
 
    She heard the words, but they sounded distant and was distracted by more painful memories. She tried to gain control of her thoughts. She forced her mind to happier things. She thought back to when she was first accepted to the Wardens. Her first successful hunt. Her heart fluttering when she saw Sebastian, awkward in his suit and tie, as he met her and William at Facility 14. The wendigo hunt in Canada. The first time they made love on the shore of the lake. 
 
    The tendrils loosened their grip and dissipated as she opened her eyes. 
 
    Toth was about to bite her when he felt a sharp pain in his chest as she punched through his ribs and gripped his withered heart. Blue fire engulfed her and his heart burst into flame. She pulled her hand back out, ripping the flaming organ out and it burned to cinders as the dust fell through her fingers. 
 
    Toth looked at her. His eyes changing from the black eyes of the undead to blue human eyes. He whispered, “Thank you, my queen.” 
 
    He fell on top her and his body started to burn with the same blue flame and quickly turned to ash. 
 
    She stood up, still weakened but okay. She stood up and looked around. The runes were still present and prevented her from teleporting or telepathically contacting Sebastian. 
 
    # 
 
    Several attacked him directly as others fired spells at him or shot blasters in his direction. He surrounded himself with a shield that deflected the ranged attacks. The Wardens stood little chance. He made quick work of the dozen. They were well trained but not ready to fight a Master. When the fight was over, they were laying on the ground, most unconscious and the ones that were awake were in pain. 
 
    “Alicia, I have twelve prisoners for you. I'll hold them here until you can pick them up,” he said over the open comm to her. 
 
    “Acknowledged. I'll have security teams pick them up ASAP. Thank you, Sebastian. This is more important than you know. The Directorate is not always in agreement on a course of action and I suspect this group might have had high-level guidance. I hope this will help quell future dissent,” she replied. 
 
    # 
 
    Chelsea didn't know enough about the runes to know a fast way to remove them. She thought a moment and looked at the edge of the roof then ran to the ledge and jumped. As she fell, she felt the change in magic as she passed the influence of the runes and focused on Sebastian. She appeared a few feet from him in the middle of the Wardens still with her momentum from the fall and hit the ground hard. 
 
    He rushed over and helped her up. She was dazed but otherwise okay. 
 
    “Hi, honey,” she said. 
 
    “The vampire?” he asked. 
 
    “He's dead. He won't be returning this time. We had a heartfelt chat and he agreed death was the best option,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “I look forward to hearing the story,” he said. 
 
    “Lumpy not see equal. King fight well,” the ogre said. 
 
    “That's an understatement,” said Serena. “What now?” 
 
    “Now we babysit the prisoners until their ride gets here,” Sebastian said. 
 
    He looked at Chelsea and noticed the wound on her head and all the tiny cuts that were already healing. “You're hurt.” 
 
    “You should see the other guy,” she said and leaned against him. 
 
    “What happened?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “What we expected. They came to kill us and weren't prepared. They underestimated my strength,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    “I'll say,” Serena said. 
 
    “I'm going to question them before the Wardens get here to take them. I want some answers,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Good idea. I'm going to have a seat while you do that. I'm a little drained,” Chelsea said. 
 
    Sebastian walked over to one of the conscious Wardens and picked her up. 
 
    “Who sent you?” he asked. 
 
    She spit at him. 
 
    “Who sent you?” he asked, this time his voice echoing with a geas. 
 
    “My God sent me,” was her reply. 
 
    “A name. Give me a name,” Sebastian said, his voice still echoing. 
 
    “He trained us to resist you. You have no power over me,” she said. 
 
    “Then we'll do this the hard way,” he said. 
 
    He focused his mind and drove his thoughts into her own. She screamed as he did so. He poured through her memories, digging through her past for any information about who sent them. He saw her talking with the vampire in Reno and planning this attack after they arrived in Vegas. He saw further back to them talking with someone about predicting the Vanguard's moves. He saw someone casting a divination spell to predict their location. 
 
    He focused in on the face. It was familiar, but the memory was hard to read, and she was fighting him. He forced her resistance aside and she screamed again, the stress on her mind becoming more than she could bear. The image cleared, and he let her go. She slumped to the ground and didn't move. She was breathing but unconscious. 
 
    Sebastian quietly for a moment. He looked around at the Wardens. The ones still conscious started to scream and grab at their heads. Their screams got louder and then stopped. They were all dead. 
 
    “Keep the fey safe and make sure they get home. I have to leave,” Sebastian said as he walked towards the shuttle. His face was steel, and he showed no emotion. Chelsea could sense a seething rage underneath the calm and got out of his way. 
 
    “Wait. Where are you going?” Chelsea asked sensing rage as she had never felt beneath the calm exterior. 
 
    “I'm going to Peru. Merlin sent them,” Sebastian told her, his voice unwavering and cool as his eyes turned yellow. 
 
    “Merlin? Are you sure? Why would he try to kill us?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “I don't know but I'm going to find out,” he said and started towards the shuttle. 
 
    “You can't go by yourself. Wait for me. He's too strong,” she replied. 
 
    “We'll see. You're hurt. Rest and heal. I'll be fine,” he said and closed the shuttle hatch behind him and it launched a few seconds later. 
 
    Chelsea immediately opened a private channel and when she didn't get a reply opened a comm to Camelot. “Bethany, get me Bruce immediately. He's not responding to private calls and I need to talk to him now. This can't wait.”
  
 
    “Okay. Give me a moment,” Bethany said and left the C&C. 
 
    A moment later Bruce's large frame filled her heads-up display. “How can I help you, boss?” 
 
    “We have a serious problem. Merlin just tried to kill Sebastian and me and now Sebastian is on his way to Peru to confront him. I'm hurt and can't follow him. Can you intercept him before he does something stupid?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “Why the bloody hell would Merlin try to kill you?” asked Bruce. 
 
    “I don't know but Sebastian is on his way to confront him. Bruce, he's angry,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “I don't blame him,” Bruce said. 
 
    “You don't understand. I've never seen him like this. I'm afraid he's going to do something very bad if he finds Merlin. He just killed a dozen people without laying a finger on them. He's so pissed he's calm. It's scary,” she told Bruce. “You have to stop him.” 
 
    “I'll see what we can do. He's not exactly someone I can just order around, and I really doubt I can overpower him, but I'll try to calm him down. Do you need medical help?” Bruce asked. 
 
    “I'll be fine, just go,” she said. 
 
    # 
 
    “I need everyone ready to leave to meet me at the shuttlepad. Now,” Bruce said over the comm. “This is a priority.” 
 
    Bruce ran to the shuttlepad and waited a moment. Xavier, Trish, Nefertiti, and Michael arrived shortly after he did. 
 
    “What's up chief?” Xavier asked. 
 
    “It's Sebastian. Merlin tried to kill him and Chelsea and now Sebastian is on the way to Peru. Chelsea asked us to intercept him. We can't wait for anyone else, load up and prep for launch,” Bruce ordered. “Xavier, you're the best pilot so take the helm.” 
 
    Bruce went to the co-pilots seat and opened a channel. “GloCom, this is acting Lord Marshall Bruce of the Vanguard. I need priority clearance on a direct flight path from Camelot to Peru. I'm transmitting the coordinates and our flight path now. We're on a critical mission and cannot be delayed.” 
 
    “Roger, Lord Marshall. Clearing any of our people in your path. The sky is yours,” came a reply. 
 
    “What exactly do we plan to do if we find him?” asked Trish. 
 
    “That's a hard question to answer. If Chelsea is correct, and I've never known her to lie, then Merlin crossed a line and I'm inclined to help Sebastian. If she is wrong or it was a misunderstanding then we need to stop him,” Bruce said. 
 
    “How exactly do you plan to stop him? He's stronger than any of us and getting stronger by the day,” Nefertiti said. 
 
    “I have absolutely no idea,” Bruce replied. 
 
    # 
 
    Sebastian's shuttle made quick time to Peru. He was a well-trained pilot from his time in GloCom. 
 
    “Unlisted Warden shuttle, this is GloCom Air Command. Please state your designation and purpose. There are no Warden flights scheduled for this area,” came a voice on the comm. 
 
    “This is Lord Marshall Sebastian. I'm on official business hunting a rogue wizard. Please clear the airspace,” he said. 
 
    “Sir, hold your position please,” said the comm operator. 
 
    “No,” Sebastian replied. “I would suggest you stay out of my way.” 
 
    “If you don't hold your position we'll launch an intercept. Please comply,” the operator said. 
 
    Sebastian ignored them and took the shuttle down low near the surface of the ocean. That would make him harder to track but not impossible. This was a larger transport shuttle and not remotely as fast as GloCom's dragonflies. His shuttle had a larger profile, so it was only a matter of time before they found him. 
 
    # 
 
    “Vanguard shuttle, this is GloCom Central Air Command. Please hold your position,” came the operator on the comm. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” asked Bruce. 
 
    “Sir, we have an irregular situation we need to clear up. Please comply. We'll make it as quick as possible,” said the operator. 
 
    “You had better. This is a life and death situation and we don't have time to wait,” Bruce said. 
 
    They hovered for a few minutes and a voice came on the comm. 
 
    “Vanguard shuttle, this is Major General Thompson. We have a situation we need to clarify. We have two shuttles on route to Peru both with people identifying as Lord Marshall. Our records show your current Lord Marshall is Sebastian which is who the pilot of the other shuttle claims to be however he is refusing to answer further comms and has not provided identification. Your shuttle has provided identification, but the rank doesn't match. Can you explain?” 
 
    Three GloCom dragonflies buzzed the shuttle. 
 
    “Lord Marshall Sebastian is on leave. I'm acting Lord Marshall in his absence. We're currently trying to intercept his shuttle and you're delaying us,” Lord Marshall Bruce told him. 
 
    “This is all very irregular. Why are you trying to intercept your own personnel?” asked the Major General. 
 
    “This is an internal issue, but I'll tell you what I can. A dark wizard recently attempted to kill Lord Marshall Sebastian and Vice Marshall Chelsea. He's on his way to confront the dark wizard. Vice Marshall Chelsea is his fiancée and he's a bit out of sorts and out for revenge. I would strongly advise your people to steer clear of him,” Lord Marshall Bruce replied. 
 
    “One moment please,” replied the Major General. 
 
    # 
 
    Sebastian skimmed the surface of the ocean as three dragonflies came onto his radar. “Warden shuttle, this is Captain Aldridge. I order you to stop your shuttle and prepare for boarding.” 
 
    “Turn around and return to your base,” Sebastian said as his voice echoed with a geas. 
 
    Two of the dragonflies turned around but one remained. 
 
    “I'm considering that a hostile action. This is your last warning,” the Captain. 
 
    “And this is your last warning. Turn around or I'll take that dragonfly apart,” Sebastian told him as he focused his mind outward and towards the ship. The dragonfly started to rock, and several alarms went off on it. 
 
    The dragonfly continued to pursue. The pilot fired his forward plasma cannons at the shuttle, hitting it in the engines. The wings sheared off the dragonfly and the pilot ejected. Sebastian's shuttle caught fire and one of the engines started smoking. It slowed but didn't stop. 
 
    # 
 
    “Your Lord Marshall just attacked one of my craft. The pilot escaped but the dragonfly was destroyed. He crossed a line,” the Major General told them. 
 
    “Major General, I respect you lost a ship. Please listen to me. The man piloting that shuttle is not just a Vanguard. He's a Master wizard and he's not going to stop. You've heard of the Battles of Syracuse and Tokyo I would assume. He's the man behind both of those. You have no idea how much danger your people are in if you pursue this. Withdraw and let us do our job. Give us the coordinates of his shuttle and we'll intercept. I have a Master and four highly trained Vanguard onboard. We can handle this, but you can't. I also shouldn't have to remind you, but we do have jurisdiction here. Run it by General Morrison or President Yassim if you think otherwise. Do you want me to get them on the line? I have direct access to both,” Lord Marshall Bruce told him. 
 
    The comm was silent for a moment then the Major General came back on it. “Transmitting coordinates. Take care of this or GloCom will. If this isn't brought to a head, it will be a hell of a lot more than three dragonflies we send after him next time.” 
 
    # 
 
    With the damage to Sebastian's shuttle, they were able to catch up to him quickly. 
 
    “Sebastian, this is Bruce. Stop and transfer over to my shuttle. My sensors show you're down one engine and the other engine isn't doing well,” Bruce told him. 
 
    “You're not going to stop me, Bruce. That bastard tried to kill Chelsea. He's a dead man,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “I just want to talk. Tell me your evidence. If it's solid, we're with you,” Bruce told him. 
 
    “It is,” Sebastian said. His shuttle slowed to a stop and the top port opened. Sebastian jumped out and onto the roof of the shuttle. 
 
    Xavier swung in near Sebastian and lowered the shuttle's read ramp. Sebastian walked on board and looked around. 
 
    “Set course for Peru. Merlin dies today,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “First, what is your proof?” Bruce asked him. 
 
    Sebastian reached out with his mind and projected the memory from the Warden he interrogated. The rest of the people on the shuttle showed significant discomfort as he did so. 
 
    “This doesn't make any sense. Why now? He has had ample opportunity to kill you before. What changed?” Xavier asked. 
 
    “I don't know and don't care. He tried to kill her and that's something I won't allow. Whatever his reason, he signed his own death warrant,” Sebastian told them. “Now set course for Peru.” 
 
    Xavier was unaffected by the geas, having been given a crash course in resistance by Alexander as were the rest of the command staff. He looked at Bruce and Bruce nodded affirmatively. 
 
    “How do you want to play this?” asked Trish. 
 
    “It's good to see you back on your feet. We play it simple. You five handle crowd control. Merlin is mine. Don't interfere,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “We can help you,” Nefertiti told him. 
 
    “I don't want your help. He made this personal so I'm going to keep it personal,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “Sebastian, think about this. He's a Master who has had a lot more time to hone his craft. He also has that staff. This might not be a fight you can win,” Bruce told him. 
 
    “We'll see. Increase speed. This ship can go a lot faster,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    Xavier pushed the throttle to maximum. “ETA about 10 minutes.” 
 
    “Faster,” said Sebastian as the shuttle's throttle increased without Xavier touching it. 
 
    “I know the answer is probably no, but shouldn't we plan this a bit better? Maybe have Chelsea and more of the team with us?” Bruce asked. 
 
    “This ends now,” Sebastian said. “When we get close, set down outside the compound. They have anti-aircraft artillery according to our surveillance.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Xavier replied. 
 
    They moved at maximum speed towards the old military base in the Andes. 
 
    “ETA 5 minutes,” Xavier told them. 
 
    “Slow down. Go low on the treetops. Skim the trees as close as you can, rake the tops if possible. If they have operational sensors, the forest will help shield us from them,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “There,” Sebastian said pointing to a spot on their nav screen. “Land there. We'll go the rest of the way on foot.” 
 
    Xavier landed the shuttle at the designated location. Sebastian went to the weapons lockers and started handing out rifles. 
 
    “How can you even be sure Merlin is here?” asked Michael. 
 
    “I can feel it. He's here and he knows I'm coming,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    “Boss, you're acting funny. Is everything okay?” Trish asked. 
 
    “I'm fine. I'm just focused,” Sebastian told her. “Our only approach is the main gate. If Merlin told them we're coming we're going to have heavy resistance.” 
 
    “So, you want to bum rush the main gate of a fortified military compound with six people?” asked Bruce. 
 
    “We are the Vanguard. We were selected by the dragons to defend the fey. We have the benefit of the training of Asala and Doga. They will fall before us and the dark mage will fall soon after,” he replied. 
 
    “What the bloody hell are you talking about?” asked Bruce. 
 
    “You dare question my orders? I was selected by Absillion himself to lead the Vanguard. You have your orders. Now follow them,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “Does anyone have any idea what the bloody hell he is talking about?” Bruce asked. 
 
    “He mentioned Asala. That is the dragon that merged with him. He said he was trained by her and someone named Doga. We might be talking to Baldric,” Nefertiti said. 
 
    “Who else would I be?” he asked. “We have our orders from King Garos. This fortress houses a dark mage and it our sworn duty to defend Atlantis. He will fall like all of the others,” Baldric told them. 
 
    “Sebastian, snap out of it,” Trish said. “We need you back.” 
 
    “I'm going to have to speak with Doga. This newest batch of recruits is insubordinate,” Baldric said. 
 
    “Sebastian!” Trish said. “This isn't you. You're going to get us all killed.” 
 
    Baldric took a point position. “Everyone follows me,” he said and started working slowly through the tree line. His appearance changed and adopted a form of magical camouflage that changed to match the terrain as he moved. He stopped periodically to cast a spell or mark a rune on a tree. 
 
    “This is nonsense,” Xavier said. “Sebastian has lost his mind and is leading us into a slaughter.” 
 
    “It's not Sebastian. Observe. Baldric existed in a time before energy rifles, but he carries one. We're seeing the Baldric personality dominating but Sebastian is in there. He's also showed smart strategy with the shuttle, something else Baldric wouldn't know. This may yet be salvageable,” Nefertiti said quietly. 
 
    “We're almost there. Fan out. Use the tree line to your advantage. They have magic and weapons but our command of the arcane is superior. This base was a shuttle staging point and wasn't designed for defense against a ground assault. The base was supported by a larger structure further down the mountain so ground assaults were not likely. Their main gate will serve as a choke point. They must exit through it. Their heavy canons can't target the ground, only the air. We'll spread out and use the terrain. As they exit, we'll cut them down. Our intel indicates there are only about a hundred here. Once a hole is punched through them, I'll go for Merlin,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “Sebastian?” asked Trish. 
 
    “What?” he replied. 
 
    “Just making sure you were you again,” she replied. 
 
    “Who else would I be?” he asked, and she laughed nervously. 
 
    “Now listen up, troops. There is a lot of old rubble in the area from the last time this place saw action. Use it for cover. We're outnumbered and outgunned, but we must take this base. If the Seditionists hold this point, it's going to be trouble. When we move against their base in Santiago our dreadnaughts will be coming from their staging point in the Yucatan. They will be crossing this area and this base will serve as an early warning for the Seditionists, and then we'll lose the element of surprise. We have to take this installation,” he said as he moved behind a pile of rubble. “FOR UNIFICATION!” he yelled and started firing at the guards at the gate. 
 
    The guards at the gate returned fire and moved behind the walls. More troops spread out on top of the walls and started firing laser rifles and the occasional spell. 
 
    Sebastian and Michael were firing back with precision, nearly every shot marking a kill. Bruce, Xavier, and Trish were almost as effective. Nefertiti had stopped shooting and was focusing. The wind began to stir and grew stronger. A small tornado formed just inside the gates and lasted for about a minute before it dissipated. 
 
    “Merlin is in the fight,” Nefertiti yelled. “He's the only one who could have suppressed that. “ 
 
    “Good. That son of a bitch tried to kill Chelsea. Let that bastard show himself,” Sebastian said. 
 
    The cult was being quickly thinned out. The shots they fired that got even close the Vanguard fizzled out against magic barriers. The cult stopped firing after a few minutes. 
 
    “Sebastian,” a voice boomed out. “This is between us. Come out and let us finish this. My people will not interfere if yours do not.” 
 
    “Put your weapons down,” Sebastian told his people and stepped out. 
 
    No one fired at him as he approached the gates, the rest of the Vanguard close behind him. They walked towards the gate and the cultists parted to let them through. 
 
    Inside the courtyard, Merlin stood calmly. 
 
    “It has been some time since I was in a mage duel,” Merlin said. 
 
    “Why did you try to kill us?” Sebastian asked him. 
 
    “You killed Socrates, a good friend of mine and you want to kill my son. You have become a nuisance I can no longer suffer to live. I had high hopes for you, but you have let me down and are in my way and now I must remove you,” Merlin replied. 
 
    “Socrates was a traitor. He is the one who betrayed you to Mordred. As for your son, maybe you should look to yourself as to why he is what he is. If you had been a father instead of a taskmaster, he might have turned out to be a decent human being. Instead, you pushed him further and further away and into the waiting arms of the drebs. This is all your fault,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “I taught you. I treated you like a son. You repay me with lies and insults?” Merlin said. 
 
    “You taught me nothing. I am Baldric, the last king of Atlantis. I trained with dragons and archmages. You've crossed the line. You think you're a god. I told you I would never allow Masters to do this again. You have signed your own death warrant Merlin. As Lord Marshall of the Vanguard, you are hereby declared an enemy of the state. Surrender and you'll receive a fair trial. Resist and you'll die,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “Surrender? That's a laugh,” Merlin said. 
 
    “I would do what he says,” Alexander said from behind Merlin as he and Morgana teleported in. 
 
    “Another of my wayward apprentices,” Merlin said. 
 
    “I was only your apprentice for a short time. Morgana is my teacher. She taught me not just magic but something else you will never know, what it means to be a good person. I will enjoy watching you die at the hands of Baldric if for nothing else than poisoning me and forcing me into your servitude,” Alexander said. 
 
    “And you, my wife? Do you wish me dead as well?” Merlin asked. 
 
    “I have not been your wife for a long time. You drove away our son. For that alone your place in my heart was forfeited,” she replied. 
 
    “We can do this,” Chelsea said as she appeared at Sebastian's side. 
 
    “This is my fight. I have to do this,” he replied. 
 
    “No, you don't. We're a team, remember? The Vanguard are one unit and we fight together,” she said. 
 
    “Normally you're right but I want to do this alone,” he said and looked at her. 
 
    She saw into his heart and knew he felt this wasn't just about Merlin but showing his strength and right to lead. To him, this was a trial by fire. 
 
    “I understand,” she said and held his hand a moment before walking over to stand with the rest of the Vanguard. 
 
    Alexander and Morgana joined the other members of the Vanguard as Sebastian walked forward, towards Merlin. 
 
    “You are no match for me, Arthur. After I kill you, I'll hunt you in every rebirth to make sure you never become a threat,” Merlin said. 
 
    “Enough talk,” Sebastian said. “This ends now.” 
 
    Merlin didn't wait any longer. He launched a series of flaming spheres at Sebastian that impacted on his shield and faded. He was sweating from their heat but otherwise undamaged. 
 
    Sebastian in return made a motion with his hands and huge chunks of earth broke from the ground and launched at Merlin. The wizard moved with incredible speed for his age and easily avoided them. 
 
    The ground beneath where Sebastian stood started to crack and smolder as lava seeped up from it. He started to move but found himself rooted to the ground as it continued to heat up and lava started to seep through the cracks. Sebastian tried again but was stuck fast to the ground and could not move. He teleported behind Merlin and swung at him with a fist blazing with blue fire. 
 
    It caught Merlin in the center of his back and he groaned. Merlin turned with lightning speed and nearly caught Sebastian in the side of the head with his staff. The staff stopped short and froze in mid-air about an inch from the younger man's head. 
 
    “How did you...” Merlin said. 
 
    “The staff won't harm its master. I told you, I'm the last king of the Atlanteans and the staff you hold was mine,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “Impossible,” Merlin told him. 
 
    Merlin started launching spell after spell at Sebastian. The less experienced man blocked or deflected many of them but couldn't keep up. Merlin was sending spells of every form of energy, physical manipulations, abjurations, the sheer number of variations was vast and eventually started to overcome the young mage. His shield started to buckle, and Merlin hit him with a telekinetic blast that launched Sebastian across the courtyard and hit sideways into the giant statue of Merlin in the center. He fell to the ground with a thud and slowly pulled himself up. 
 
    The wizard did not relent. He continued to pummel Sebastian with spell after spell. Sebastian did his best to block or counter but for every spell he stopped, another hit him. Merlin again hit him with a powerful blast of energy that carried Sebastian through the air and into a small building and through its outer wall. 
 
    Chelsea screamed and started to run towards him, but Morgana stopped her. “He wanted this fight. Let him fight it.” 
 
    Merlin walked in the direction of the wall without fear. He felt no threat from the younger, less experienced wizard. 
 
    As he got close to the wall, it exploded outward. Huge chunks of stone flew towards Merlin, several striking him head-on. One of them caught him in the midsection and propelled Merlin the entire length of the courtyard and into the opposite wall. He hit the wall and the stone crushed into him. He fell and coughed blood on the ground as he slowly dragged himself to his feet. 
 
    Sebastian limped out through the hole in the wall. He was bleeding from several wounds, mostly minor but a few were larger cuts. His nose also looked broken. 
 
    Sebastian limped to the center of the field. Merlin launched himself into the air, landing in front of Sebastian. He once again started to fire spell after spell at Sebastian who was not able to defend against all of them. The young man had cuts and bruises, scorch marks, electrical burns and frostbite covering various parts of his body. 
 
    Sebastian was visibly weak and dropped to one knee. Merlin walked to him and grabbed him around the neck. Merlin became covered in electricity and was both choking and electrocuting his opponent. 
 
    Sebastian dropped to both knees. He weakly tried to pry Merlin's hands away but was unable to do so. His face was turning blue. Merlin kept squeezing and poured more electricity into Sebastian. 
 
    Chelsea screamed. She felt his life fading. Alexander was physically restraining her. 
 
    “Wait,” he told her. “I won't let him die but we have to let him win or lose on his own first.” 
 
    Sebastian's mind started to wander from the lack of oxygen. He was drifting back through past lives. He stopped at the beginning. He saw his childhood, growing up as a noble child from a powerful magical family in Atlantis. He showed great magical talent even as a small child and Asala started training him very young compared to most of her students. 
 
    He was inducted into the Vanguard as soon as he was considered old enough and quickly rose through the ranks. He took over as their Lord Marshall when he had barely passed the age of adulthood. 
 
    He saw his courtship and marriage to Malka and his trial confirming his status as an archmage. He relived his coronation and the betrayal. He looked up and saw the great dragon who had been his friend and mentor charging downward as the fight raged on. She opened her mouth and he saw flame pouring down at him and his wife. 
 
    He looked up at Merlin and laughed. The laugh was loud and sounded as much like a roar as it did a laugh. Small puffs of blue flame shot from his mouth and nose as he did so. He gripped Merlin's arms, claws growing from his fingers and sinking deep into Merlin's arms as they did. Blood poured out and Merlin's eyes widened. 
 
    Flames rolled off Sebastian and covered Merlin. The old man screamed and released his grip on the younger man's throat. 
 
    Sebastian forced Merlin's arms away from his throat and stood up. He stared into Merlin's eyes then bent the old man's arms backward, snapping both forearms in the middle. Merlin screamed out in pain. He continued to bend and push down, forcing Merlin to his knees. 
 
    Sebastian's skin darkened and turned a gold red, scales growing over parts of his skin. He released Merlin's arms and hit the old man. Arcs of electricity flowed over his body and into Merlin as his blow landed. Merlin fell over to the ground, seemingly in shock. 
 
    Sebastian floated into the air, hovering about ten feet above Merlin and opened his hands in Merlin's direction as waves of percussive force pounded the old Master. The ground around Merlin cracked and sank under the pressure of the waves. 
 
    Alexander continued to hold Chelsea, but she forced his arms free as she started undergoing the same change Sebastian was undergoing. Despite his larger size and physical strength, she pushed his arms away effortlessly. She turned to look at Alexander and then she leaped through the air to Sebastian's side. Sebastian reared his head back and then forward, blue flame washing over Merlin. Merlin's skin scorched and cracked, and by the time Sebastian stopped, Merlin was near death. 
 
    “I told you, no one, NO ONE WILL EVER AGAIN ACT AS THE MASTERS OF OLD,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “What...are...you...” Merlin started to say but could no longer speak. He was nearly dead. 
 
    Sebastian looked up at the statue of Merlin and it started to rock on its platform. The statue broke loose and crashed down on top of Merlin, blood splattering over both young Masters. 
 
    He then turned and looked at the cultists that remained alive. They were bowing to him. 
 
    He spoke, his voice echoing as he did so. “Stand up, disciples of Merlin. Bow to no one as a god. You are not beholden to us. You do not worship us. Go. Return to your homes and your jobs and work to make the world a better place.” 
 
    Sebastian and Chelsea walked back over to the Vanguard as the cult dispersed. He held out his hand and the staff flew to it. 
 
    “I don't know what I just saw but it was beyond words,” Trish said. 
 
    Sebastian and Chelsea were both returning to their normal appearance. 
 
    “Morgana, what's going on?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “I don't know. This is nothing I've ever seen. It's as if Asala manifested with you both physically,” Morgana replied. 
 
    “I want some answers,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “And you shall have them. At least as many as we can provide,” said a loud voice as a huge blue and gold dragon appeared in the courtyard. 
 
    Bruce, Xavier, Michael, and Nefertiti stepped back, and their hands went to their weapons. 
 
    “Bahta!” yelled Morgana. 
 
    “It's good to see you again. It's been too long, Bahta,” Alexander said. 
 
    “Hello, old friends,” the dragon replied. 
 
    “Baldric, Malka, your presence is requested at Avalon. Absillion would like to speak with you immediately. Morgana, you and your apprentice are also welcome to come.” 
 
    “We will go, of course,” Morgana replied. 
 
    “You will go,” Alexander said. “The Vanguard needs me at Greece. Besides, I'm a man of action and not one for sitting around talking,” Alexander said. 
 
    “I thought you would say that,” Morgana said. 
 
    She hugged Alexander. “Be safe my friend.” 
 
    Sebastian turned to Bruce. “We'll join you as soon as we can. We have to do this.” 
 
    “I understand, mate. After what I just saw, I want those answers as much as you do. We'll delay as long as we can in case you return soon. Good luck,” Bruce said. 
 
    While Bruce and the rest backed away initially, Trish did not. She walked towards the dragon. 
 
    “I can't believe it. An actual dragon. A big, giant, fire-breathing dragon!” Trish said. 
 
    “Can I touch it?” Trish asked. 
 
    “Electricity,” Bahta said. “I don't breathe fire, I breathe electricity. And I am a she, not an it.” 
 
    “OMG, it...she talked to me!” Trish said. 
 
    “You're an odd one,” said Bahta as she lowered her head and looked at her. “Your scent is unlike the other humans. You are the earth-touched one.” 
 
    “Earth-touched? You must mean the powers I gained at Stonehenge,” Trish replied. “Can I touch your scales?” 
 
    “Such an odd question. I see no reason why not,” Bahta replied. 
 
    Trish walked over to the dragon and cautiously extended her hand and touched the dragon's leg then giggled. 
 
    “Humans are peculiar creatures,” Bahta said. 
 
    “Can I see you breathe electricity?” Trish asked. 
 
    “You are a very curious creature,” Bahta said to Trish. 
 
    “It's just that dragons are legendary. I mean I've seen what Sebastian and Chelsea do and I've met other legends like Alexander and Nefertiti over there but they're not an actual, living dragon. Do you know how many myths and legends our species has built around yours?” Trish asked. 
 
    “I do. We are very well versed in human stories. We have always watched you. I have a particular fondness for some of your literature,” Bahta told her. 
 
    “So... can I?” Trish asked. 
 
    “Can you what?” Bahta asked her. 
 
    “See you breathe. It must be amazing,” Trish told her. 
 
    Bahta pointed her head at the sky and a massive spread of electrical energy poured forth, easily fifty feet long and twenty feet wide. It looked like hundreds of lightning bolts mixed together. 
 
    “That was so cool. Thanks,” Trish told her. 
 
    “You're welcome,” Bahta replied. 
 
    “Lord Marshall Sebastian, I would like your permission to spend some time at Camelot. I would like to observe your people more closely. I promise you I will not in any way interfere,” Bahta told him. 
 
    “It's not my decision right now. Bruce is the Lord Marshall until our leave is over,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “Then Lord Marshall Bruce, may I have your permission?” Bahta asked. 
 
    “You should trust her, Bruce,” Morgana told him. “I've known her a very long time and she is one of the noblest of the dragons and head of the Elders that advise Absillion. She's his most trusted confidant and if he is sending her then it means he is placing faith in the Vanguard. This is a rare opportunity to open relations between the Vanguard and Avalon. She was also Asala's mother.” 
 
    “I would say yes but I don't think you'll fit. It's not designed for a creature of your size,” he said to the large reptilian. 
 
    “That shall not be a problem,” Bahta said as she began to shrink and change into a humanoid form. 
 
    When she finished, she was slightly taller than an average human female. Her scales were gone but her leathery skin retained the hue her scales had. Her eyes were the same yellow that Sebastian and Chelsea were known to show on occasion and she had pointed teeth, the front ones long and fang-like. She had clawed hands and feet and large wings folded onto her back. Small horns came from her head and rolled back similar to a bighorn ram. She was the same shape as a human female and had the same parts, easily revealed by her lack of clothing. 
 
    “I'm inclined to allow it, assuming we can treat it as a cultural exchange of information,” Bruce said. 
 
    “Absillion predicted that and has allowed me leeway to discuss many things with you as long as they don't jeopardize the dragons,” Bahta told him. 
 
    “That's acceptable. I will warn you one thing. You'll be bombarded with questions and will likely be the subject of a lot of inquiry about your appearance,” Bruce said. 
 
    “Perhaps a more human form would be appropriate,” she said and changed again. 
 
    The draconic features faded, and she appeared a shapely human female with long, curly black hair and dark eyes. Along with her bronze skin, she looked like a beautiful Mediterranean woman. 
 
    “You'll definitely be popular looking like that. I'm sure you'll have no shortage of amorous overtures,” Bruce told her as he removed his jacket. 
 
    “Why would your species make amorous overtures towards someone not able to produce offspring with them?” Bahta asked him. 
 
    “That would best be addressed during one of our cultural exchanges,” Bruce replied. 
 
    Bruce handed her his jacket. 
 
    “Thank you but it is not necessary. My body temperature is adequate, and I do not require garments to maintain it in the current environment,” Bahta told Bruce. 
 
    “It's not for warmth. Among our species, garments are customary. If you're going to be at Camelot, you'll have to make some minor adjustments to fit in,” Bruce told her. 
 
    “I understand and will do as much as possible to keep any disruption to a minimum,” Bahta told him. 
 
    She started to put on the jacket but wasn't sure how to do so. With Bruce's help, she managed to put it on. 
 
    “I think it’s time we left,” Morgana said. “It is rare for Absillion to grant an audience to non-dragons. We should not keep him waiting.” 
 
    “She is correct. He is wise and patient, but his patience is not without limits. He wants to see you soon,” Bahta replied. 
 
    “If you're ready, I'll take us there,” Morgana said. 
 
    “Let's go,” agreed Chelsea. 
 
    “Keep us up to speed if and when you can,” Bruce said to Sebastian. “And remember, no matter what happens in Antarctica, we're always going to be your friends and Camelot is always your home.” 
 
    “Thanks, Bruce. That means a lot to us,” he said as the three of them teleported away 
 
    “Let's return to Camelot as soon as GloCom gets here. They'll secure this place,” Bruce told them. 
 
    “I will meet you there. Teleportation is much faster,” Bahta said. 
 
    “You should take the shuttle with us. As Bruce said, you'll have to make some minor adjustments. Most of us can't teleport so we use shuttles. You should try to be as inconspicuous as possible. It will make things easier on you,” Xavier told her. 
 
    “That's not why you want her to ride with us,” Trish whispered to Xavier and giggled. 
 
    Xavier elbowed her in the ribs and gave her a look. She just laughed again. 
 
    “We should remove the body,” Nefertiti said looking in the direction of Merlin's corpse. 
 
    “Yeah, you're right. Xavier, I could use your help,” Bruce said as he walked over to the statue. 
 
    The two men groaned and strained. Even with magically enhanced the strength, the statue was heavy, and they struggled to even budge it but managed to roll it off the body. 
 
    “What do we do with him?” asked Trish. 
 
    Bruce held his hand out and bathed the body in flames. Without the magical defenses he had while alive, the body burned quickly to ash under Bruce's magical fire. 
 
    Trish placed her hands on the ground and the earth churned and a large flowered garden grew up around the ashes in the center of the of the area. It contained flowers of all kinds from many regions of the world. 
 
    “Morgana once told me he had a beautiful garden at Camelot and he was once a good man. Let people remember him that way whenever they see this garden,” Trish told them. 
 
    “It is a kind gesture,” Nefertiti told her. “His garden was indeed beautiful as is the one you have created.” 
 
    “Let his death also serve as a reminder to all of us who use magic. It gives us great power, more than most people will ever know. It's a weapon and tool against evil but it's also a path to corruption. We must be ever diligent not only with ourselves but also our friends to never become what Merlin became. We must always strive to do only what is right and keep our friends on that same path,” Bruce said. 
 
    “We are each other's strength. Sebastian built this group as a team and together we can overcome any darkness including that which might be in our own hearts. Our greatest strength is our friendship,” Xavier added. 
 
    The group stood in silence looking at the garden. 
 
    Bahta seemed to be avoiding the garden and their ad hoc memorial. 
 
    “Is everything okay, Bahta?” asked Nefertiti. 
 
    “He was a dragonslayer. He killed many of the mindless before we could recover them. We have no love for him and word of his death will bring rejoicing in Avalon, not mourning,” she told them. 
 
    A few minutes later, a GloCom shuttle landed and Bruce briefed them on the situation. They immediately began securing the weapons that remained behind as the Vanguard boarded their shuttle and left for Camelot. 
 
    # 
 
    Trish sat in the commissary eating as Bahta approached her. 
 
    “I am sorry to interrupt you, but may I speak with you?” Bahta asked. 
 
    “Of course. Please, sit down,” Trish replied. 
 
    “While I am here, I would like to, as you humans put it, get to know you better. Your people fascinate me, that is why Absillion chose me. Making friends among your species may prove difficult though. I look like you and physically I am human in this form but my mind, my spirit, it is still my true self. I might be here for some time and I may need help learning to adapt and understanding your customs. I do not wish to be a distraction to your commanders nor a burden on your support staff, but I fear without assistance I may be both of those things,” she told Trish. 
 
    “I will help you in any way I can. Have you eaten yet?” Trish asked. 
 
    “I ate several weeks ago. That should suffice for a few more months,” Bahta said. 
 
    “How human are you? Physically, I mean. If your anatomy is fully human, you'll need to eat several times a day and drink more often than that,” Trish told her. 
 
    “I am fully human from a physical standpoint. That might explain the strange noises that have been emanating from my abdomen,” Bahta told her. 
 
    Trish showed her how to work the ordering system built into the comm on each table. Bahta ordered a meal based on Trish's recommendation and the two women ate. She showed Bahta how to use utensils after she started using her hands to eat pasta and started to drink soup from the bowl. 
 
    “Once you finish eating, we'll get you some clothing. Do you want civilian clothing, or would you rather wear the uniform of the Vanguard?” Trish asked. 
 
    “Would it be proper to wear your uniform? I am not a member of your order,” Bahta replied. 
 
    “As long as you don't have an indication of rank, I'm sure it won't be a problem. It will also make it easier for you to fit in. Our uniforms are also more comfortable than those GloCom fatigues you're wearing and much better looking. Give me a moment and I'll check,” Trish told her. 
 
    She opened a channel to Bruce, but Xavier answered. “He's in a meeting. What's up?” 
 
    “I want to get Bahta a Vanguard uniform, no rank of course. Is that okay?” Trish asked. 
 
    “I can't okay that. She's an observer and only our people wear our uniform,” Xavier replied. 
 
    “Aww, come on,” Trish said. 
 
    “No. That's final. You can ask Bruce if you want when he's done with the meeting but until then the answer is no. I must go. Bruce wants me to join him,” Xavier said as he closed the channel. 
 
    Sorry, but he said no. Civilian clothing isn't very common here, but we'll get you some. It will be fun to go shopping,” Trish told her. “Until we have time for that, you're about the same size as Samantha and she has an amazing wardrobe. I am sure she would loan you some clothes. She's really nice.” 
 
    “I have no currency. I can return to Avalon and obtain some of our precious metals or gems. We don't use currency, but we do like the rarer items of the Earth,” Bahta told her. 
 
    Trish laughed. “Don't worry about money. I have a pretty good salary I never use. I'll take care of you,” Trish told her. “Can I ask you a personal question?” 
 
    “You may ask, and I will answer if I can,” Bahta told her. 
 
    “Is it true you were Asala's mother?” Trish asked. 
 
    Bahta hesitated. “That is a subject that still causes me great pain. Yes, she was my daughter,” Bahta said. 
 
    “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to cause you any distress,” Trish said. 
 
    “Asala has been gone a long time but I can still feel bits and pieces of her from Sebastian and Chelsea. Whenever they die is the hardest,” Bahta said. 
 
    “Would you like to talk about it? For humans, talking about things that hurt us often helps. I don't know if it's the same for dragons but if you need to talk, I'm here. What was she like?” Trish asked her. 
 
    “She was an astounding whelp. From the time she hatched, she was extraordinary. She learned faster than most others and by the time she was of age, her skill in magic was amazing like her father but that wasn't her true strength. She had the talent of a warrior and was apprenticed to Doga. He taught her well and after him, she was our best defender.” 
 
    “When Absillion decided to create the Vanguard, Doga and Asala were chosen to select those to fill their ranks. She trained them herself and was peculiar among our people in that she saw them as more than just students. She saw them as friends. Baldric and Malka, Sebastian and Chelsea as you know them, became her closest friends, closer even than her own kind.” 
 
    “When the drebs attacked, Absillion gave the order to destroy the island. Even with his vast power, he couldn't do it alone so the Elders and the strongest of our kind joined him. We went inside the dormant volcano and awoke the lava below. We sped up the natural time of an eruption with cataclysmic results. Asala though, she refused. Instead, she chose to sacrifice herself. She gave her life and all her grandeur for them. Her last words to any of us were to tell her father and I that she loved us.” 
 
    “We are not like humans and most of our people consider your species young and reckless, but she did not. She found great potential in your people and felt we should more actively cultivate it. Had she lived, had the drebs not attacked, her influence may have eventually won over her father and the world would likely be a very different place. She thought we should teach fey all magic and let them choose their path instead of hiding some of it from them,” Bahta told her. 
 
    “All magic? What are we missing?” Trish replied. 
 
    “I am forbidden to discuss that,” Bahta told her. “I have already said too much.” 
 
    “Your husband forbids you to discuss it?” Trish asked. 
 
    “Husband? Absillion is not my husband,” Bahta told her. 
 
    “Oh. I just assumed because you were both the parents of Asala that you were mates,” Trish said. 
 
    “We mated but we are not mates. Dragons do not marry. As females, we are capable of laying eggs rarely compared to your species and as a result, our species is very slow to reproduce. When that time occurs, we choose a suitable mate and that is the end of the relationship. Other than matters involving our offspring, we have no formal ties. He has fathered all of my clutches and we are friends but unlike your species, we do not form bonds beyond that with mates,” Bahta told her. 
 
    “It must be boring,” she said. 
 
    “What must be boring?” Bahta asked. 
 
    “Having no sex life. I don't know about dragons but for humans, it's very enjoyable,” she replied. 
 
    “That is something we never understood about the fey. Most of the fey engaged in sexual behavior for pleasure and rarely for procreation. For us, it is not an act of pleasure, simply a necessity of nature,” Bahta replied. 
 
    “It's fun. Physical contact is very pleasing with the right person,” Trish said. 
 
    “Physical contact for us is barely noticeable. Perhaps it is the difference in our biology. There is not much sensation when you're covered in heavy scales,” Bahta told her. 
 
    “That might be it. You're human for now. You should try it sometime,” Trish said. 
 
    “I should?” Bahta asked. 
 
    “Oh, yea. When you have a partner, you want to be with, it's ecstatic,” Trish told her. 
 
    “Do you recommend anyone? Your body temperature rises around Xavier. Are you two mates? He appears to be what your females would consider attractive if I understand your preferences correctly,” Bahta asked. 
 
    “Xavier? No, we're not mates. I mean, we've had sex more than a few times but it's just a casual thing. I wouldn't use the term mate. Romantically, I'm involved with Boudicca. Xavier is just someone I've had fun with on occasion. We're best friends and would never hurt that by becoming romantically engaged. And to answer your question, yea, most women would find him attractive,” Trish said. 
 
    “Your rituals are confusing. As much as we observe you and study you, we have not been able to understand your sexual behaviors,” Bahta told her. “I will make overtures to Xavier.” 
 
    “Don't worry, we often don't understand it either,” Trish said with a laugh. 
 
    “As far as Xavier, well that's a tough call. I can tell you he's a great man and wonderful friend. He's good, too. Really good if you know what I mean. But whether you should do that with him, that's a personal call. If it were my choice, I don't think you could go wrong with him.” 
 
    “I don't know what you mean,” Bahta said. 
 
    Trish laughed. “It's a polite way of saying he is very good at sex.” 
 
    Their conversation was interrupted. 
 
    “This is Lord Marshall Bruce. I need all Marshalls in the C&C immediately,” came Bruce's voice over the speaker. 
 
    Trish opened a private comm to Bruce. “Bruce, I'm with Bahta. Is she cleared to attend?” 
 
    “No. I need you in the C&C immediately,” Bruce said. 
 
    “I have to go. Will you be all right until we are done?” Trish asked. 
 
    “I will be fine. Thank you for you being considerate and humoring my clumsy attempts at socialization,” Bahta told her. 
 
    “Clumsy? Not at all. You're doing fine. Just remember to use a spoon and fork. While I'm in the meeting, explore the grounds. This is a fascinating place,” Trish told her. 
 
    “I will. Thank you again,” Bahta asked. 
 
    Trish walked into the C&C as the rest of the Vanguard command was assembled. Bruce and Xavier were finishing a conversation. Bruce looked agitated and Xavier looked annoyed. 
 
    “In the middle of the city. What gall,” Bruce said. 
 
    “We'll handle them. We have a chance to wipe them out, let's make it final,” Xavier replied. 
 
    “As soon as everyone gets here, we'll start,” Bruce said as he sat down and started reading over something on a handheld. 
 
    He continued to read while everyone trickled in. Ra and Nefertiti were the last to arrive. Ra was walking but only with the help of leg braces. 
 
    Xavier opened a comm to the medical bay. “Hi, Dr. Fox. I need a status update on Boudicca.” 
 
    “She can leave tomorrow,” was the reply. 
 
    “Can she leave today? We need her,” Xavier replied. 
 
    “She's still under my care for twenty-four more hours,” the doctor replied. 
 
    “What we need her for won't happen for a few days, but we need her in the C&C for a meeting. Can she leave for a short while? Should be less than an hour. We can't do this over comm and we need everyone here,” Xavier asked him. 
 
    “Okay but in an hour, I’m coming for her,” the doctor replied. 
 
    A few minutes later Boudicca walked in. She was still in a hospital gown but seemed perfectly fine. 
 
    “He's worse than a doting mother. All of his tests were starting to annoy me,” Boudicca told them as she took a seat at the table. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming. Let's get started,” Bruce said. He opened a comm to the medical bay. “I'll get right to it.” 
 
    “The Blackbirds cracked the ALF's last code. The military has everything. Safehouses, names, every connection. Thanks largely to the work of Sam and Bethany, we have them. Simultaneous strikes on every location they have are going to occur. Arrests are going to be made all the way up to the Senate. They've been like a hydra up to this point, so every head is going to be cut at once. In four days, the Senate is going to be in session. Before a session, the Senators arrive and go over the agenda in their private offices. That's when the strike happens.” 
 
    “The reason we are here is one of the locations is more our domain than the military,” Bruce said as he brought up a map on the main vid screen. 
 
    “I think most of you know this city. It's Paris for those of you knew to the century. In the north of the city, just on the edge of one of the craters from WWIV is a warehouse district. It's mainly just a goods distribution point for the manufacturing district. One of those warehouses is a fortified stronghold for the terrorists. They're using the city's transport infrastructure to move weapons.” 
 
    “The reason we're involved is not just because of the possibility of civilian casualties ruling out a heavy military assault but also because it's guarded by mages and fey. We don't have complete numbers so this is a risky mission and will be volunteer only. GloCom is asking us to go on a kill mission of extreme prejudice. This is the ALF. They deserve no quarter and no mercy. If you're not inclined to join this mission, please leave now and maintain strict confidentiality about this discussion. Understand, this is a no survivors mission and it is going to be bloody.” 
 
    Bruce waited a moment, and no one left. 
 
    “I thought as much. We don't have a lot of info. We know where the warehouse is, and we know what its external defenses look like. Inside, however, that's an unknown. The exterior forces are going to be handled by a GloCom assault while we go in through the roof. Our entry will be determined by how well the ground assault goes. If it's clean and the ALF has nothing that can hit the air, we land on the roof. If not, we'll use PEMES and drop in. Either way, we blast through the roof and kill anyone who isn't us.” 
 
    “Good,” Trish said. “These assholes have been hurting people for too long. It's time we ended them.” 
 
    “I can't agree more,” said Samantha. “This kind of thing makes me wish I had taken up field work instead of stayed in the science division.” 
 
    “Anna, since the death of Merlin, Alexander tells me the amulet is dead. Do you feel any residual problems from it?” Bruce asked. 
 
   
  
 

 “None. I felt his death and it was like a weight being lifted. Whatever that spell was doing to me it's gone,” Anna told him. 
 
    “Good. I want you on board if you feel up to it,” Bruce told her. 
 
    “I'm up to it. I hate the ALF as much as anyone in this room. I'm ready for action,” she told him. 
 
    “Boudicca, Dr. Fox's reports indicate you're back to normal and he said you're clear to leave his care as of tomorrow. He wants you to get one more good night's rest. Are you ready?” Bruce asked her. 
 
    “I am,” she said. 
 
    “Good,” Bruce replied. 
 
    “Ra, I'm sorry you have to sit this one out. Dr. Fox says you still need time but at the rate your muscles are gaining strength, you should be ready soon,” Bruce told the large man. 
 
    “I will be. I have been idle too long. I have never been to Greece and it will be good to see a new place,” he said. 
 
    “I would like to provide you with upgrades to some of your weapons,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “Can you be more specific?” asked Bruce. 
 
    “Your hybrid pistols are one thing you need to replace. You use dual capacity laser emitter and projectile weapons. My security forces use a triple capacity that also incorporates plasma. It doesn't have as long a blast time as the lasers but recharges quickly and in an emergency, can be connected to an external power supply like that on a PEMES for additional shots,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “We also have a different version of PEMES. Ours have a more powerful battery supply and external electrical charges that can be activated. Basically, you're a walking stun gun,” Alexander said with a smile. 
 
    “The last thing is your blades. Thanks to Morgana's association with the dragons, we secured a small amount of dragon's ore. It was not a lot, but it was enough to make blades in the style of the Wardens. It's more effective than your current versions. I will warn you, don't cut yourself on them. Humans are fey, and it will hurt you as bad as it will other species,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “Understood. How long before everything can be ready? Will it be ready for Greece?” asked Bruce. 
 
    “My friend, it is ready now. I had my engineers start working on the armor and weapons once Sebastian and Chelsea agreed to train. I'll have it here by nightfall,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “Thank you. I don't know the value of your gear, but we'll do whatever our budget allows to repay you,” Bruce said. 
 
    “Money is not a concern for me. Winning is,” Alexander told them. “I don't think you really know how wealthy MM has made me. The military pays exorbitantly for their contracts.” 
 
    “Anna, your prosthetic is also ready. The clone arm will still need a week or so to finish growing according to my biolab,” Alexander told her. 
 
    Anna smiled. “I can't wait. Thank you again.” 
 
    “Okay, we've taken enough time so let's get to planning before Fox comes to get Boudicca. Here's what we have on the defenses,” Bruce said as he brought up a schematic of the warehouse. 
 
    They spent a few minutes going over their plan which was essentially drop in on the roof, eliminate any roof guards, blow a hole in the roof and kill anything that moves. 
 
    “Our GloCom and Warden contingents will be joining us. Each of us will be commanding a group. Based on current strengths, we'll have two Wardens and half a dozen GloCom assigned to each Marshall. 
 
    “Michael, you're progressing quickly. I want you to focus on nothing but training until we launch. I want you ready to lead your own group. I want everyone here participating in that training.” 
 
    “I want everyone reviewing Warden and GloCom personnel as well. I want the team selected based first on loyalty. We do not suspect anyone on these grounds to be associated with the ALF but that's not true for all our facilities. There are going to be Wardens and GloCom arrested during this purge. Let's make sure that anyone who has our backs actually has our backs.” 
 
    “This should go without saying but I'm going to say it anyway. This is classified. There is to be absolutely no discussion of this outside of this room. The element of surprise is paramount. As you're picking teams, tell them it's for a classified, high-risk mission but you can't tell them any more than that.” 
 
    “We'll have one more planning session before we launch. Have a good night everyone,” Bruce said. 
 
    # 
 
    Malka's knees buckled as she pushed up against the massive scaled foot that was pressing down on her. Her entire body strained as she poured every ounce of magic she could into her strength. She managed to laboriously push the foot upwards until her legs were straight. 
 
    Asala laughed at the struggling woman, blue flame trickling from her nose and mouth as she did. 
 
    “You know that smells like brimstone, right?” Malka asked as Asala withdrew her foot and spun around slapping the much smaller creature with her long tail and sending the princess up into the air with a solid thud when the tail made an impact. 
 
    “With all of the strange odors humans emit how can you even distinguish one more?” Asala asked her. 
 
    Malka gained control of her momentum and landed on her feet, jumping through the air like a spear into Asala's head. She grabbed the great wyrm by a horn and perched on top of the dragon's head. She slammed her fist down, into the top of Asala's head, channeling magic into the punch as she did so. Asala stumbled and shook her head, throwing the small woman off her and onto the ground. 
 
    A spear flew to Malka's hand and she ran forward, ducking and rolling to get under the dragon. As she did so, Asala brought a large clawed foot down on top of the woman, much faster than Malka predicted the dragon could move, and pinned her face down on the hard stone. 
 
    “I'm going to have a headache all day now from that punch,” Asala told her. 
 
    “If I had a head like that and it didn't hurt, I would see a healer,” Malka told her friend then teleported as she laughed. 
 
    “Where did you go, little human?” Asala asked. 
 
    “Where you least expect,” was the reply coming from in front of the dragon as she appeared a few dozen feet away. 
 
    “You would teleport willingly into the path of a dragon's greatest weapon? You need to gain better control of your teleportation. That mistake will cost you,” Asala said as a torrent of blue flame poured forth at Malka. 
 
    “And for you to assume it was an accident will cost you,” Malka replied as the flames went around an invisible barrier and Malka started sending waves of force at Asala. The dragon resisted at first but was slowly driven back until she flipped head over heels away from Malka. 
 
    “I see Baldric's influence in your magic,” Asala said as she landed. “That is enough for today. I have to meet with my father soon.” 
 
    “He did teach me that. Baldric is strong. I learn all I can from him and you and Doga,” Malka replied. 
 
    “That is good but don't simply seek to emulate others. Forge your own path. A good wizard can use any strategy. A great one creates their own. Remember that. Until next time,” Asala said as she flew off. 
 
    Baldric teleported to Malka's side as Asala flew off. “She's right. The only thing holding you back is you. When you find yourself, embrace your own inner self and stop looking to others to emulate and then you'll be ready for the final tests. Not everything can be taught. Some things you must discover for yourself.” 
 
    “Yes, Archmage Baldric Reagent-to-be,” she said. “As you order it, Commander.” She bowed a deep curtsy and stood up. 
 
    “Now you're just mocking me,” he said. 
 
    “Of course, I am. I'm your wife, it's my job,” she said laughing and stuck her tongue out at him. 
 
    “The world could crumble to dust and the universe die and I will never tire of your laughter,” he told her. 
 
    “Nor I of yours,” she said with a devilish grin and put her arms around his neck. 
 
    “Oh, would I wish that we have time for more pleasant things, but I have sworn duties I must uphold, and your training is one of them,” he said as he swept her feet out from under her and a wave of energy hit the ground near her, cracking the stone as she rolled away. 
 
    She jumped to her feet with a flip and as she did, he caught her squarely in the chest with a magically enhanced kick that knocked the wind from her and sent her to her knees. 
 
    “Get up. You are Vanguard. Stand and fight like it,” he told her as another wave of energy hit her and knocked her onto her back. 
 
    # 
 
    Xavier spent a while sparring with Trish and when he was done, it was late, but he had eaten little, so he went to the commissary. It was mostly empty except for a few GloCom troops off their rotation who were getting a late meal. He noticed Bahta sitting alone at a table and walked over. She was sipping a drink and looked bored. 
 
    “Mind if I join you?” he asked her. “It's been hectic since we returned, and you haven't had a proper introduction to the castle. I didn't realize dragons drank alcohol?” 
 
    “I am. I was curious at the fascination your species has with it. While I'm in this form, I wanted to experience the effects.” 
 
    “What are you drinking?” he asked her. 
 
    “It is called a margarita. It is made with a liquor called tequila,” she told him. “It's tangy and sweet at the same time. Its complexity was unexpected. I think I like it.” 
 
    “Oh, I know tequila. Go easy on that stuff if you've never drank before. Liquor is very potent. Are you sure you wouldn't like something weaker, like wine or beer to try first?” he asked. 
 
    “I may be human, physically at least, but I still have enhanced physical traits. I should be fine,” she said. 
 
    “Okay. If you say so,” he replied. 
 
    “You're injured. Were you in battle?” she asked. 
 
    “It's nothing. Just a rough sparring match with Trish,” he replied. 
 
    “She defeated you?” Bahta said. 
 
    “It was a draw,” he replied as he ate his food. 
 
    “You are larger than her. Are you not stronger?” Bahta asked. “With dragons, we grow larger and stronger as we get older. Size always denotes strength.” 
 
    “It's not always the same with humans. I probably am a bit stronger than her but she's a bit faster than me and as well trained,” he said. “We're an even match. We've known each other long enough that we know how far we can go and usually carry a few bruises after working out. We keep pushing each other harder to make ourselves better.” 
 
    “Once I'm done eating, would you like a tour? I know it's late and if you're tired we can do it another time.” 
 
    “Tonight is fine. I feel no need for sleep,” she said. 
 
    “I think I'll join you in a drink if you don't mind,” he said as he finished his meal. 
 
    “Not at all,” she replied. 
 
    He went and got a bottle of liquor and came back. 
 
    “What is that?” she asked. 
 
    “It's dark rum. It's made from molasses,” he said. 
 
    “May I try it?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure, he said and poured her a drink. “Go easy. That's not mixed like the tequila.” 
 
    The two sat for a little while talking about mundane things, she recanted much of the story of her daughter she had told Trish and the time passed amicably. The two of them started to show signs of intoxication though neither seemed to notice. 
 
    “It's getting late, we should take that tour now,” he said. 
 
    “Of course,” she said and stood up. She swayed a bit and grabbed the table for support. “I feel strange.” 
 
    “You've been drinking tequila and rum. You're drunk,” he said laughing. 
 
    “Well then, I suppose my constitution is not as constituted as I thought it was,” she said and snickered. 
 
    “I'll drink to that,” he said and finished his rum. She downed her own glass. 
 
    “What would you like to see first? How about the C&C?” he asked. 
 
    “Is that okay? I was denied access earlier,” she said. 
 
    “That was during a briefing. Give me a second, I'll ask the Vice Marshall,” he said then moved and stood facing where he was just standing. 
 
    “Vice Marshall Xavier, sir, may I have permission to give the ambassador of the dragons a look at the command and control?” he asked to the empty space in front of him and then moved back. 
 
    Bahta was giggling. 
 
    “Request approved, Vice Marshall Xavier, but if you share our secrets with her, you'll be hanged at dawn,” he said then moved back to the opposite side again. 
 
    “Thank you, Vice Marshall Xavier. I will guard our secrets with my life,” he said then moved back. 
 
    Bahta was laughing out loud at that point. “It seems this alcohol has a profound effect on a human brain.” 
 
    “Well it seems the Vice Marshall okayed it so let's go,” he said and extended his arm. 
 
    She took it and they walked the short distance to the C&C. There wasn't much to see with everything powered down. It was just a conference table and a bunch of blank vid screens and data terminals. 
 
    They left the C&C and toured the upper floor of the building then he showed her the lower floors where the generators and tomb were at. 
 
    They went back upstairs and headed towards the main entrance to go out onto the grounds. He grabbed the bottle of rum as they left and took a drink then passed her the bottle. She took a drink and handed it back. 
 
    They walked the grounds and he showed her the advanced weaponry, shuttle pads, the lamia encampment, and other technological marvels. He showed her the tower and the golden statues which had been moved to a less centralized position at the request of Sebastian. 
 
    “Do you really have manticores living in the tower?” she asked. 
 
    “Yep. Two of them following us backing after Tokyo. They tooking a likening to Sebastian and Chelsea and nestening the top of it. They don't bothering anyone so no one bothering them. Ing. Inging. Inginging. Inginginginging,” he replied, laughing at his difficulty speaking. 
 
    “Ing? Ing ing. Inging ing,” she replied, giggling. 
 
    “I knowing what you meaning,” he said laughing loudly. 
 
    They had started walking in a somewhat swaying line with their arms linked as if he were giving her a formal escort and they continued to pass the bottle. Both were drunk by the time they finished but between his greater experience with alcohol and physical conditioning he could hold his liquor well and her enhanced constitution helped so neither was as drunk as they should be, but both were still quite inebriated. 
 
    “I thinking sleeping should now,” he said. “I having full day tomorrow.” 
 
    “Then let's heading back in so you can sleeping, ing, ing. Can you showing me where my quarters are? My head feels fuzzing and I'm having difficulty remembering the laying of your castling,” she said. 
 
    “Of coursing. It would being my honoring,” he said. 
 
    The two of them were laughing hysterically. The duty guards gave them strange looks as they passed but said nothing. 
 
    He walked her to her room and was about to say goodbye when she kissed him. 
 
    “Uh, I thinking I should going now,” he said fumbling the words. 
 
    She shook her head and cleared her senses a bit. She touched his forehead, and both cleared a bit, mentally. 
 
    “Did I not do that correctly? It's not a custom among dragons so I only have what information I have gathered from observation. I am here to learn all I can about humans and we should spend some time learning,” she said more coherently after the spell and kissed him again. 
 
    “It's not that. That was good. It's just that we're both drunk and you're an envoy of the dragons and I'm part of the command staff here. It wouldn't be proper,” he said. 
 
    “I don't care,” she said. 
 
    He looked in her dark brown eyes and returned her kiss. “Neither do I.” 
 
    The two worked their way into her room, stripping as they went and fell into each other’s arms on the soft bed. 
 
    “I thought you were opposed to amorous overtures between species?” he asked as he took a breath and returned to kissing her. 
 
    She stopped hissing him a moment. “I said I did not understand it, not that I was opposed to it.” 
 
    As the two engaged each other passionately, she began to glow a blue color that soon spread to him. Sparks and waves of energy flew from them, shattering a lamp and several other small items around the room. The lights flickered 
 
    “That's never happened before,” Xavier said as they continued to kiss. 
 
    “I seem to be having a bit of trouble restraining my magical abilities. I am not accustomed to this level of sensation. The scales of dragons are not so easily stimulated as human skin,” she said. “We can stop before anything else is broken.” 
 
    “It's just some furniture. We can replace it,” he said. “I checked with the Vice Marshall and he ordered me not to stop.” 
 
    “We certainly wouldn't want to get you in any trouble for defying orders,” she said giggling again. 
 
    # 
 
    Sebastian, Chelsea, and Morgana appeared on a frozen mountainside. The terrain was bleak and barren. There were no animals and no sign of plants and other than the large flat spot they stood on, the mountain was steep and nearly impassable. 
 
    “This is it,” Morgana told them. 
 
    “I can feel it,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “As can I,” agreed Sebastian as he looked at the mountain in front of them. “There is something there.” 
 
    “There is indeed something here. Look closer but don't look with your eyes because they deceive you. Look through the Weave. Let the magic flow throw you and see what is there,” she told the two of them. 
 
    Sebastian and Chelsea looked at the mountain. At first, they saw nothing but then, slowly, the image changed as they felt the energy flow around them. They saw through the illusion and a large doorway appeared. It was huge, easily large enough for a dragon to walk through with its wings spread wide. Ancient runes were carved on it. 
 
    “What are those runes?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    “Even the dragons don't know. Only dragons can open that door. Let's see how much of Asala is in you,” Morgana said. 
 
    “Why don't they just let us in?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “You'll have to ask Absillion when you meet him. The door is always open for me, but it would seem they want you to find your own way in,” Morgana replied. 
 
    Sebastian and Chelsea walked up to the doorway and looked at each other. They each stood on one side of the seam between two doors and put their hands on it. 
 
    “It feels alive. The stone, it's more than just stone. There is energy flowing through it. The patterns are linear and hold it shut,” Chelsea said. 
 
    Sebastian reached out a hand to Chelsea and she took it. Their eyes turned yellow and the patterns they saw started breaking, like locks opening. After a moment, the doors swung inward. 
 
    The two of them walked in with Morgana close behind. After the three entered, the doors closed of their own accord and the energy patterns reconnected. 
 
    The room was long and about as wide as the doorway. It extended a long way into the mountain with hallways breaking off occasionally. They continued to walk straight at Morgana's suggestion. At the end of the hallway, it opened into a grand chamber. It was round with large alcoves surrounding it. At the end were large golden runes on the floor indicating the six Elders of the six clans fanning out in a semicircle. The symbol at the center was that of the Elder dragon, a golden dragon they had seen before. 
 
    “That symbol...the crest of the Vanguard, the symbol of the house of Pendragon...it's Absillion's symbol,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “It's actually the symbol of the Elder Dragon, Lord of the Wyrms, head of the Council of Elders and leader of my species,” said a huge reddish gold dragon as he jumped from one of the alcoves and landed on the symbol. Five other dragons joined him. One remained empty, which they assumed to be Bahta's place. “I currently have the honor of holding that position.” 
 
    “Absillion!” Chelsea exclaimed. 
 
    “I am. If you have forgotten, this is Doga, Trall, Sark, Qaa, and Onis. Bahta is currently with your friends in England. Welcome to Avalon,” Absillion said. “It is customary to bow when standing before our council.” 
 
    “We are honored to meet you but with all due respect, we do not bow to anyone. The days of humans and other fey bowing to anyone are gone,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Sebastian, it's not wise to anger the wyrms,” Morgana told him. 
 
    “No, he has the right to not bow if he is indeed our equal,” Absillion told her. “That remains to be seen but for now, we take no offense.” 
 
    “It doesn't matter if we're your equal. No sentient creature will be above any other as long as I live and thanks to your daughter, that's going to be a very long time,” Sebastian told the Elders. 
 
    “My daughter was misguided. She made a mistake,” Absillion told him, beginning to sound angry. 
 
    “Your daughter was something you never were. You were teachers. You were guides. You were sometimes jailers and always overseers, but your daughter was something more, something special. Your daughter was a true friend. She saw the good in my species and other fey and looked beyond the prejudice and judgment of your Council. You never could,” Sebastian told him. 
 
    “You were correct, Morgana. He is headstrong. He is also very brave to stand before six Elder dragons and insult us,” Trall said. 
 
    “If you have something to say to me, then say it to me. Morgana is not my keeper,” Sebastian said to Trall. 
 
    The dragon replied with a roar and made a threatening posture. 
 
    “NO!” yelled Absillion. “He has the right to speak his mind. This petty squabbling is not why they were summoned here.” 
 
    “Why were we summoned here?” asked Sebastian. “Did you think we would come and bow and once again be your servants?” 
 
    “No. I was not foolish enough to think that. I have watched you enough to know your nature. You have much in common with my daughter. The three of you bridged a gap no member of either species had ever done before. As much as we tried to guide and protect you, we never befriended you. She did. She considered you important, so much she defied me and saved you. I want to know why. I want to see for myself why she felt the two of you were so important,” Absillion told them. 
 
    “And now that you've seen us?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “I can feel the power in you unlike any of the fey ever exhibited. You may be as strong as us,” Absillion told her. 
 
    “Nonsense. There are none as powerful as us,” Doga said. 
 
    “Open your mind Doga. Your prejudice against the fey is clouding your judgment. Feel what they are, not what you want them to be,” Sark told him. 
 
    “Any power you feel is the presence of the shreds of Asala,” Doga said. 
 
    “No. I can feel my daughter's presence and it is not surfacing now,” Absillion replied. “There will be no bickering. We decided this moment would come and agreed to it.” 
 
    “What moment is that?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “I know you have been seeking a meeting with us because you want us to restore your fractured memories and we can do this, but you must be ready for it. There are horrors in your past that are locked away. You have lived through torture and atrocities and lived lives that many would consider a nightmare,” Absillion told him. 
 
    “We already know this. We have fragments of some of those lives,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    “You do not, not the worst of it. I must tell you the truth. After the destruction of Atlantis, we were enraged. We abandoned the fey and left you to yourselves. The remnants of the other Atlantean fey warred against the dreb for centuries. The destruction and death they visited upon each other were unprecedented except perhaps for our own ancient wars,” Absillion told them. 
 
    “We were dead. How would that impact us?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “You were reborn. There was no block on your minds yet. You were born with all your memories and power in place. Malka was the first to appear. She showed up as a child, no more than able to walk and took control of the human and other fey forces. Baldric arrived about a year later and the two of them were heralded as god-kings, the first in history though others would follow. For two centuries you waged a war and ruled over the mortals as their gods,” Absillion told him. “It is ironic that now you kill others for doing the same.” 
 
    “I had no idea...that's beyond reproach...” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Don't hate yourself. The world was different. Nothing like that had ever happened before and no one, not even the dragons knew what you were or how you came back. Your minds were intact. We didn't understand Asala's impact on you and it would be several more lives before you fully realized your bodies were not indestructible and you were not truly gods,” Morgana said. 
 
    “So that's why our memories were blocked,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “No. That was because of the danger of the Weave. Your enemy was deadly, and you died numerous times throughout the war. Each time, you grew stronger with each rebirth. Each time you retained your old knowledge and power and you continued to learn and grow. It is common for magical creatures to get stronger as we get older and humans are no different. From being bonded with my daughter, you were also harnessing magic that only dragons know and that combined with your own skill made you stronger than any other wizard. After the defeat of the drebs, you decided that level of power was too dangerous to wield and came to us. You asked us to help you find a way to strip your power or stop you from being reborn. We could not remove your power, nor could we stop your rebirths, but we came upon the solution of blocking your memories. You retain your minds through death and into the Weave. At the point of rebirth, you lose them. This is a choice you make. Our magic allowed that choice but cannot force you to make it,” Absillion told them. 
 
    “We were right to want to eliminate that power. It is dangerous but now the effects of the memory block are becoming more dangerous. That power slips through, sometimes uncontrollably. I nearly killed Alexander. We're bouncing into former lives with no control over it,” Sebastian said. 
 
    We will restore your mind if you still wish. We will remove the block we put in place,” Absillion told him. 
 
    “You must know one other thing,” Trall told them. 
 
    “What's that?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “After you came to us and asked for our help, one of the things we thought might help was separating Asala from you. What you endured in those experiments was torturous. The two of you suffered magical experiments that tried to tear apart your being. You asked us to help but we went too far,” Qaa told them. “ 
 
    You asked us for help and we gave you pain. Those memories are going to be unpleasant. You did not want us to continue but we were still stronger than you and thought ourselves wiser and felt that we could do it,” Qaa continued. 
 
    “What gave you the right to do that? Asala sacrificed her life for us and you dishonored her like that. I lost a friend and you tried to take her sacrifice from us. We asked you to stop but you still forced your experiments on us. You had better hope I die in this war because if I don't, I will end your species,” Sebastian said and started walking away. “Nothing has changed. You're still the overbearing controllers you were at Atlantis.” 
 
    “Wait,” Absillion said. “Please.” 
 
    “Why should I?” Sebastian said and stopped, still with his back to the dragons. 
 
    “Because I loved my daughter and you are all that is left of her. I want to make amends. I was wrong. I have lived a long time and amassed great power. I would give it all to undo what was done to you. Before your memories were restored, I wanted you to know the truth. It has caused me great pain throughout the millennia to know what we did but it causes me more pain to think of the opportunity we missed.” 
 
    “I have watched you throughout the ages go from primitives with stone weapons to conquering the world. After the fey army led by you and the humans defeated the drebs in the years following Atlantis, your species became dominant. You were at peace with the majority of the fey and only through the actions of the remaining drebs was that peace ever shattered.” 
 
    “Asala was right. The fey, all the fey, are not our children. Onis once said you were our brothers and one day we may have cause to fear you. I think he was right about you being our brothers. We are all children of the Weave, but we should have no reason to fear each other. Let us shed the mistrust and mistakes of the past. We would extend you the proverbial olive branch between our peoples. I urge you to accept it but if you continue your path and walk out, we cannot blame you and should you choose to hunt us, I cannot speak for the others, but I will not run nor fight. My death would be a small penance for what I have done but a penance I am willing to give,” Absillion told him. 
 
    “If we accept, can we count on your help in this war?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “You cannot. After Atlantis, we swore never to directly interfere with the fey again. We will not break that oath and will remain observers but never interfere,” Absillion told him. 
 
    “And what of our memories?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “That is something we have offered and will give you regardless. Are you certain you want them back? It could be painful. Your mind is going to have thousands of years of memories rush back and we honestly do not know what that will do to you,” Qaa told them. 
 
    Sebastian looked at Chelsea and she nodded. “We do,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “As for the olive branch, I think only time will tell. We have a war with the drebs to finish, one that was started with the betrayal at Atlantis. Until that war is over, I can't say what the future holds but more than that, you must understand we don't rule this world. I will pass along your request to President Yassim and that's for her and UniGov to decide,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “It is a start. Every alliance must have a beginning. We have started with Bahta. She is our envoy and has all of our trust,” Absillion told them. “Do you want time to prepare?” 
 
    “What is required?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “Very little. I crafted the spell we used, and we can remove it easily. How long it takes you to recover is another matter. The effects on you are unpredictable and you may be unstable afterward. If you need, you have a home here until you are ready to return to the world,” Absillion told them. 
 
    “Then I think it's time. I see no reason for further hesitation,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Then we must kill you,” Absillion told them. 
 
    “You what?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “The spell does not remove or restore memories. When you die, you told us you have all your memories as the Weave holds you in stasis waiting to be reborn. When you exit the Weave, the spell allows you to choose to remember or not. We will simply remove the spell that gives you the choice and you will awake with all your memories intact. It is a simple matter to restore your life. You would hover on death's door a moment then we would wake you,” Absillion told them. 
 
    “Morgana, this sounds dangerous. Can we trust them? I mean really trust them,” Sebastian said to her. 
 
    “You can,” she replied. 
 
    Chelsea hugged her mother. “If I'm not the same after this, know that I love you.” 
 
    Morgana hugged her daughter. “You have had many mothers and fathers throughout history and will remember them all, but I was your first mother and will love you always no matter what happens.” 
 
    Chelsea walked beside Sebastian and they held hands. “We're ready.” 
 
    Absillion roared and blue flame flowed from his mouth and engulfed Sebastian and Chelsea. It was followed by waves of energy from the other dragons that struck them and drove into their mind. When he was done, both grabbed their heads. They dropped to their knees then fell over, still screaming, then slumped down, lifeless. After a minute, Absillion cast a spell at them and the two awoke. 
 
    Magical energy flowed from both in the form of fire, electricity, energy waves and several other forms of destructive magic. The dragons had to move quickly to avoid being hit but the volume of spells made that impossible. Qaa and Onis were both hit with numerous blasts and injured. Trall fell unconscious from some kind of mental attack. Sebastian and Chelsea writhed in agony on the floor as magic continued to pour forth. Even though Morgana was very close, no spell went near her despite the fact she was unprepared and had no time to react or defend. 
 
    Absillion and Doga managed to render the two of them into a deep sleep. “Sark, take them to the chamber you prepared.” 
 
    Sark curved his wings and placed one on each then left down a hallway. 
 
    “They'll be taken care of as we agreed. They will sleep for a while. The chamber Sark prepared will suppress their magic until they are in control of their minds again. Once that happens, they'll be free to go. Until then, they are a danger to everyone, including themselves,” Doga told Morgana.   
 
    “Thank you for coming and bringing them here. I fear without your presence, they would not have come,” Absillion told her. 
 
    “They would have come, just not as calmly. They were broken and needed to be healed. Thank you for telling them the truth about what you did. You do realize when they are stable they may hate you and even try to kill you and will more than likely be a lot more powerful,” she said. 
 
    “I am aware and if my life is forfeit then so be it. I deserve it for what I did,” Absillion told her. 
 
    “I am not qualified to judge you. I understand your perspective as a parent, but I can't condone your actions,” she replied. 
 
    “Nor should you condone my actions. They were wrong,” Absillion said. 
 
    “If you have no further need of me, I would like to go home. I would also like to return often to check on them as agreed,” she said. 
 
    “Our doors will always be open to you henceforth. Be well, Morgana,” Absillion said. 
 
    “Be well, Absillion and watch over them. They're the only family I have left,” she said and teleported out. 
 
    # 
 
    Baldric and Malka felt the wind rush fast over their faces as Asala soared. It was feeding time for her and as they often did, they accompanied her on the hunt. She favored large herbivores and would fly for her favored foods sometimes crossing deserts, sometimes in great forests with trees that seemed to touch the sky but today they flew to a remote barren wasteland to hunt large fur covered beasts with enormous tusks. She told them the meat was a favorite of her kind and many of them made the long journey for it. 
 
    Normally, they would have been freezing in the cold air, but the magic needed to stay warm was a simple matter for two Archmages. Asala could tolerate a much larger temperature range and didn't notice the chill air. 
 
    She swooped low, diving fast and steep and over a migrating tribe of primitives. They couldn't hear them over the sound of the rushing wind but could see them shouting and running. Some threw their spears at her but had no hope of hitting her, much less doing any damage. Asala laughed and tendrils of blue flame flowed from her nose and mouth. 
 
    She turned and headed northward and passed over a small lake with drifts of ice on it. On the edge of the lake, a group of the lumbering beasts they sought was drinking the icy water. Asala swooped again and passed close over them. The herd broke and ran, stampeding away. She could have easily killed one or more but instead, she chose to spook them. She liked the chase. It got her blood pumping as she smelled the fear coming from them. 
 
    The ground rushed by them. A mature dragon at full flight could move with astonishing speed and agility. She continued to swoop down at the stampede until their formation broke and several ran in different directions. 
 
    “Are you hungry my friends?” Asala asked her human companions. 
 
    “I haven't eaten since the morning meal,” Malka told her. 
 
    It was late in the day; their journey had taken much of it and both were famished. 
 
    Asala laughed. “Then go find yourselves a meal,” Asala told them and turned until she was upside down then shook violently, throwing both humans off. Asala laughed again and went after one of the larger males that was running away from the herd. 
 
    Baldric and Malka fell fast towards the oncoming ground. They were falling at an angle, still moving forward with much of the speed Asala had when she dumped them and now had the ground rushing towards them. They managed to stabilize themselves magically and slowed their descent. They hit the ground on their feet and stood there watching Asala soar away. 
 
    “I hate when she does that,” Malka said to Baldric. 
 
    “I think that's the very reason why she does it,” Baldric replied with a laugh. “She is just having fun.” 
 
    “Come on, let's find some game. I'm starving,” Malka said. 
 
    Baldric closed his eyes and let his mind flow until he found an avian species flying overhead. He reached out and touched its mind and after a few seconds, he was able to see what it saw. After a few more seconds, he guided the creature, taking control gently so as not to harm its mind. 
 
    He traversed the area and spotted what at first, he thought was a deer. As he got closer to it, he found it strange compared to those in lands near Atlantis. It was much larger than the deer they were used to, and its antlers were flat and had a large plate-like area from which the rest of the antlers spread out in single, rounded prongs. Its muzzle was also broader and more rounded. He noted its position and freed the bird. 
 
    “This way,” he told Malka. “There is some type of large deer. Let's take it.” 
 
    The two of them moved quickly to the area then stopped before they got to its grazing location. The moved very slowly the rest of the way, making no sound and their skin and clothing blending in with the sparse vegetation and icy rocks, rendering them nearly invisible. 
 
    As they neared the area, it finally came into view. It was huge compared to the deer of their homeland. The moved slowly towards it and when they got within spear range, they both quietly drew their spears. They slowly, carefully, took aim then threw them. Both found their target perfectly and pierced the creature in the ribs, sinking deep within it thanks to the enhanced strength of the two. The created reared in pain and bellowed, blood coming from its mouth and nose as it did so. It fell over dead before its front feet even returned to the ground. 
 
    “I should have killed it magically. It would have felt no pain that way,” Baldric said. 
 
    “This is our last hunt. I wanted to do it this way,” Malka told him. 
 
    “As did I. I miss the old days already. Since I started preparing for the coronation, since I was replaced as Lord Marshall, our lives have become tame. I miss the training. I miss the hunts. My place is in the world, defending my people and not sitting on a throne settling disputes and making proclamations,” Baldric said. 
 
    “It is the greatest honor that can be given and cannot be refused,” Malka told him. 
 
    “Why not? Who are the dragons to dictate our lives? They helped build our city and helped us civilize but now, they have almost no involvement in our lives and just show up to tell us who will sit in what chair and wear what badge of rank. We should stop taking orders from them. We are able to rule ourselves and do not need them treating us like children any longer,” he told her. 
 
    The walked up to their prey and Baldric kneeled next to it. He took his finger and used the creature’s blood to draw on a symbol on it, the Atlantean rune for 'thanks.' He took out a knife made of obsidian and gold, decorated with jewels and runes and began field dressing the creature. 
 
    Asala landed across from them with one of the huge, tusked creatures in her mouth. She dropped it on the ground. 
 
    “Those are tasty. Not as much as this creature but it will satiate you,” she said. 
 
    “It looks like your hunt was successful as well,” Malka said to their large friend. 
 
    “It was. I am pleased we were able to take one last trip together before you are crowned,” Asala told them. “I heard your discussion and you are correct. You need us no longer. If you do break the yoke of the dragons, I hope I may continue to be your friend.” 
 
    “I would have it no other way. Change takes time though and we won't see the end of our current arrangement for quite a while,” Baldric replied. “We have to take things slowly.” 
 
    “I will miss our hunts together. I will not need to feed again for several lunar cycles and by then you will be on the throne and will have no time for hunts,” Asala told him. 
 
    “And you will be busy training the Vanguard and we will not see each other much. The dragons only contact the monarchy when they want something. I fear your father will force you to continue that policy,” Malka said. 
 
    “Maybe we can continue our friendship even if we can't hunt together. There are some things about dragons we have not told you,” Asala told them and changed her form to a reptilian humanoid. 
 
    “That is no secret. We've seen you do it before,” Baldric said. “It would still be forbidden. Absillion is not one to waver on his commands.” 
 
    “He may not allow me in this or my natural form but,” Asala said and changed again. She appeared as a tall woman with deep ebony skin, long brown hair and green eyes. She appeared completely human. “An adviser or some such position would explain the occasional visits of a human.” 
 
    “Asala!” exclaimed Malka. “That is amazing. Can all dragons do that?” 
 
    “We can,” Asala said and changed again. She looked like dreb. She changed again and appeared as an ogre. 
 
    “Draconic magic is as diverse as fey magic. Changing our form takes little effort but it's generally considered distasteful. Most dragons believe our natural form to be the only one we should ever use,” she said and returned to the human form. She noticed Baldric was averting his gaze and smiled. 
 
    “You do not have to look away. We also do not have the concept of shame in our appearance as you do,” Asala told them. 
 
    “It's not shame, it's just...not proper,” he replied. 
 
    “I believe it is the jealousy of your mate you wish to avoid,” Asala said with a smile. 
 
    “I'm not jealous. I have faith in him and know his heart is only for me,” Malka told her. 
 
    “You should watch out, Malka. Maybe someday I'll take this form forever and steal him away,” Asala said and laughed. 
 
    “You always have a welcome place in our home, whether we are the lords of Atlantis or simple peasants. My friends are always welcome,” Baldric told Asala, trying to change the subject. 
 
    Asala returned to her normal shape as Baldric and Chelsea cut chunks of the herbivore they had killed. Malka conjured a fire and began cooking the pieces of the deer creature over it. 
 
    “Disgusting. I never understood why you char your food,” Asala said as she ripped huge pieces of her kill with her claws and teeth and swallowed them whole, licking the blood from around her mouth. 
 
    Baldric laughed at her. “Charring food is disgusting says the one ripping an animal apart with her teeth.” 
 
    “We hunt, and we kill. This keeps us close to our prey, so we can respect it. This creature gave its life so mine can continue. That sacrifice is sacred to us,” Asala told him. 
 
    “I know. I have seen it in you when we have hunted together. I respect that,” Malka told her. 
 
    “I can see that,” Asala said looking at the remains of the large deer. “You give thanks to your prey. We are more alike than my brethren are willing to admit.” 
 
    “I find you much different than the others. We have trained with Doga as much as you in recent years and yet he is still aloof and standoffish. He acts at times as if his training of the fey is a burden. You though, you seem to delight in the time you spend with us,” Malka said as Asala wolfed down a leg from the beast. 
 
    “I do,” she said between swallows. “The others, they can't let go of the past. We lived for so long with no other sentient species they feel as if you are intruding in their world. During the council session that agreed to guide you, some called for your eradication. Your progenitor species was already gone and the fey on the edge of forced extinction at the hands of my brethren, but my father would not allow it,” Asala said. 
 
    “Progenitor?” Baldric asked. “What progenitor?” 
 
    “You must not repeat what I tell you. It is forbidden to discuss,” Asala replied as she ate. 
 
    “You know us better than that. We would never betray your trust,” Malka said. 
 
    “Once, over a thousand passes of the Eye ago, there was only one fey. That was what they called themselves. We have told you fey is our word for 'child' translated into your tongue, but it is not. It is the name of the species that came before you. Few of you know the truth. Not even every liege is given this knowledge,” Asala told them. 
 
    “Long ago, the dragons were alone. We had no interaction with other creatures except to feed. As you know, we do not feed on sentient creatures, but this was no concern because there had not been another sentient species since time so far past even our ancestors considered it legend. From time to time throughout the ages, many species have started to evolve and gained some degree of intelligence. They all died out, through no action of ours. We would watch and observe but they never moved past sharpened sticks.” 
 
    “Then, we noticed a new species evolve. It was slow at first. They started as all species do with a simple language, basic tools, and fire. We thought little of them but continued to watch. Then they did something that no species except my own had ever done. A dragon was silently observing one of their hunts and they went to construct a fire to cook their food. Your species has always had that abhorrent habit,” Asala said with a loud laugh. 
 
    “Instead of banging stones or rubbing sticks, the leader of the tribe spoke a word and fire sprang forth from his hand, lighting the gathered sticks and logs. They had touched the Weave. This was the subject of much debate. Calls for their extinction began almost immediately but equally as many were hopeful. We had been alone for so long that the idea of another powerful species frightened and excited us.” 
 
    “We watched them for thousands of cycles and their command of the Weave grew stronger with every generation. They also grew rapidly in number. Their magic was primitive and weak, at first. Their lives were short compared to our own and they bred fast. What we found most peculiar though was what the Weave did to them. It changed them. The changes were slow. We believe it was guided by the individual, probably not consciously.” 
 
    “For example, the ones who lived and died at the mercy of the ocean grew gills. Their hands and feet might be webbed. Some developed transparent eyelids. With others, their limbs got longer and narrower and their skin became rubbery. These changes were slow and didn't happen all at once. The traits passed to each new generation and eventually, those fey became dahaugin. Others became different as well. Sometimes it was based on their chosen habitat and sometimes it was their pagan beliefs manifesting physically. Take your own race. Your ancestors were denizens of arboreal swamps. Your traits reflect that and it's why you have so many simian features. The single fey species became hundreds of species. Eventually, the changes slowed, and the lines stabilized.” 
 
    “Not all of the fey touched the Weave. Those who did not went the path of all the other species and eventually ceased. The progenitor was gone. The changed ones though, they thrived.”   
 
    “Then they fought. At first, there were only skirmishes over game animals, territory or beliefs. Then it grew more violent and wars broke out between the different types. Hatred and fear of something different was no stranger to us so we stopped it. Our own past was equally violent, and we could not allow it to happen to another.” 
 
    “That was when we guided you to build Atlantis. It is not just a story of hope though. Many of the fey refused to relent and wanted only to fight and many of them died. The ones who were left were peaceful and able to live and work together. Atlantis was built for those fey to stop the wars like we ourselves had fought. The divergence the fey had was so long ago not even stories of it remained in the memories of their various lines but we remembered and to honor that progenitor, we gave you the collective name of the fey.” 
 
    “That, my small friends, is your history. You see humans, drebs, lycanthropes, faerie, and all the other myriad fey. We see the children of the progenitor. You may look and act differently but deep down, underneath that, you are all children not of the dragons but of the fey,” Asala told them. 
 
    “That's incredible. I had no idea,” Malka said. 
 
    “You said that hatred and fear of something different was no stranger to the dragons. What did you mean? If no other powerful species evolved before the fey, who did you have to hate or fear?” Baldric asked. 
 
    “You are observant. There has only ever been one species on this planet that could make us hate or fear and that is ourselves,” Asala told them. 
 
    “You have noticed that we have many different colors, some of us like me have more than one. Once, in times so ancient that nothing but fragments of stories remain. All dragons in a chroma, our term for what you would call a tribe, were the same. Our species, possibly through the same divergence that created the various races of fey, evolved into different colors with slightly different traits like what we breathed be it fire or lightning. Why or how we can't say. We simply don't know. Each of the different chroma kept to themselves and never interacted.” 
 
    “We don't know how or why the wars started but at some point, the chromas warred. Our magic was already powerful, and those wars shook the heavens and earth and caused destruction of epic magnitude. It is said the war lasted for over ten thousand cycles of the sun until none remembered why they fought and tired of the bloodshed.” 
 
    “Our numbers dwindled and eventually we realized we were making ourselves extinct. Our lives are long, but birthrates are low, and the death toll was greater than the birth rate. The remaining chroma called for a truce and sent a representative of each to meet. They met on a mountaintop on an ancient sacred site in a faraway land.” 
 
    “They talked and argued for many cycles of the moon before they agreed to create the council. Each chroma chose a single representative and agreed to be bound by the decisions of that council. From within the council, a leader was elected who would rule until that leader was no longer fit to lead, a decision only the council could make.” 
 
    “Our legends tell that on the day that first leader was chosen the Dragon's Eye passed across the heavens. As hatchlings, we are told that we were first born from the Weave itself and did not evolve from a creature of this world but were born directly from the Weave. They tell the little ones that when the warring finally stopped, the Weave shed a single tear in happiness and that tear formed the Dragon's Eye. We know it's just a story but it's a good story for hatchlings.” 
 
    “The old hatreds were put aside and the chroma mixed. There were simply not enough males and females of each chroma left to ensure our survival, so the first order of our new leader was for the remainder to interbreed. It was forbidden for a chroma to not do so and all lines were required to mix. I myself carry the ancestry of many different chromas. Two are present in my scales. The flame is an aspect of another and my eyes yet another. We found peace that way,” Asala told them. 
 
    “Peace cannot be forced. Your own people only found it through suffering and compromise. We have been lucky so far but what we have at Atlantis isn't peace. It's placation of the dragons. Without the fear of the dragons, I think many species would leave or turn violent. Ogres and trolls, for example, are only kept in check by fear. There are others as well. They hate ordered society and would see it end if they thought for a moment they could remove the threat of the dragons,” Baldric told her. 
 
    “Absillion knows this and he knows you know it. That is one of the reasons you were chosen. You recognize the needs of the individual fey in a way we will never be able to emulate. We know Atlantis is always on the edge of a crisis and have since shortly after its creation. The Vanguard are as much to keep the peace as they are to defend the city from outside threats,” Asala told them. 
 
    “We, I mean they, don't keep the peace. That is the job of the guards,” Malka replied. 
 
    “Not directly but the Vanguard is seen as a powerful force that reports to the dragons. That alone is enough to keep things in check,” Asala said. “My father has never said this directly, but I came to understand that some time ago.” 
 
    “That's a different history than we have been led to believe,” Malka said. “I believe you though. You have never lied to us.”

“Absillion may someday share some or all of this with you and you must feign ignorance when he does. There should be no secrets among friends but Absillion is not your friend. He is many things to you, but he would never call a fey a friend,” the great dragon told them. 
 
    “Thank you. I agree. There should never be secrets between friends and I think I want to make that a foundation of my rule. Any that I consider a friend I shall never keep secrets from except the ones you have told us. I promised you I would never betray your trust and I will not,” Baldric told her. 
 
    “That is an impossible promise to make. There may someday be a necessity to tell others and I trust your judgment to do so only out of need. I know you will do so only if required and that is one of the reasons I consider you a friend,” Asala told them. 
 
    # 
 
    Sark and Onis took a humanoid form and entered the room. Their dragon bodies were ill-suited to the task at hand. They needed the finer dexterity of humanoid fingers. 
 
    Sebastian and Chelsea had stopped screaming and were huddled in a corner. They sat side by side. They were sweating profusely, and both were mumbling incoherently. The pair were covered in cuts and bruises. They had clawed at their skin and occasionally thrashed on the floor, banging into walls and each other. It had been nearly a day and they had neither ate nor drank and they showed signs of exhaustion and dehydration. 
 
    They stared blankly ahead and if they noticed the two enter, they gave no indication of it. Onis waved his hands and spoke in a language that sounded like a combination of growls and hisses and the two humans fell unconscious. The dragons slowly poured a liquid down their throats reminiscent of the sustenance drinks they used in hospitals, careful not to drown them. The task was over quickly. 
 
    “Do you think they will regain their minds?” Onis asked. 
 
    “Only time will tell. They have undergone psychological trauma unlike any ever experienced. Its effects are unpredictable,” Sark replied. 
 
    “We will care for them. We caused this and it is our duty to help them as best we can. My sorrow runs deep. We have made mistakes before but our actions with the fey, these two were ghastly,” Onis told his fellow Elder. 
 
    “I know. We talked of this much before, but I was not prepared for the feelings of guilt,” Sark replied. 
 
    “We feel guilty because we are guilty. We blame our collective rage but that is just an excuse. We acted as we always have, as superior beings with the fey as nothing but animals below us. That was wrong, and I see that now. They are not lesser beings. We saw their small size and short lives but that is what makes them strong. They accomplish more in their short lives than we do in our long ones. They are what we should aspire to be,” Onis said, his voice wrought with sadness. 
 
    “Their resistance is amazing. With the wards I placed on this room they should have no ability to fight that spell, yet they are already shedding it and show signs of waking. We should not be here when they do. We accomplished our task and must take our leave,” Sark said and the two walked out, sealing the door behind them. 
 
    Sark and Onis left the room and resumed their natural forms. The continued to walk together, wing to wing down the hall and returned to the grand chamber with the other Elders. 
 
    Absillion watched the pair enter and take their places. 
 
    “I observed your actions and conversation in the chamber. Do you fear them?” Absillion asked Onis. 
 
    “I do not. Once, maybe. Look at their world. Look at what they have done. For hundreds of thousands of years, we ruled this world unchallenged. We built nothing. We can't even be certain our forefathers built this mountain city. We have no written language of our own. We have no technology we invented. We have no architecture we constructed. We are like this mountain. We change little throughout the course of time. Winds blow. Rains fall. The mountain remains a mountain. We were content with our magic.” 
 
    “When the fey evolved and the divergence occurred, we could have embraced them as friends and allies. What did we do? We gave the pretense of teaching but all we did was hold them back and try to fit them into our mold.” 
 
    “The humans though, they are different. They built the world. For thousands of years, even though they commanded magic, they built cities and machines. Even when magic was taken from them, they mastered the atom. They fly without magic or wings. Their medicine often exceeds the magic of our strongest healers. We have had thousands of times the years they had, and we have nothing to show for it but dwindling numbers and a city of caves in a frozen mountain,” Onis replied. 
 
    “That is blasphemy!” Doga said. 
 
    “It is not. You speak without thinking. Your skill in combat may be great but your judgment and forethought are lacking,” Onis replied. 
 
    Doga approached him menacingly. The much smaller Onis did not back down. 
 
    “You may not fear the humans, but you should fear me,” Doga told Onis. 
 
    “ENOUGH!” Absillion said and roared, the sound filling the great hall. 
 
    “We do NOT fight among ourselves. That is sacred law and has been since the beginning of this council. Stand down, Doga!” 
 
    Doga turned and faced Absillion. His posture was aggressive and threatening. 
 
    Absillion flashed and his body glowed. “Do not test my magic. I rule this council, not you.” 
 
    Doga stopped and his posture changed. “I am no longer a member of this council,” Doga said and left the chamber. He exited the mountain quickly and flew off. 
 
    “He will return,” Qaa said. “He needs time to think and realize the folly of his actions.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Absillion as his skin lost its glow. “For now, we have a commitment to the draconic. How do they fare?” 
 
    “Their power is not fully contained by the wards. I don't know why. No fey should be able to resist,” Sark said. 
 
    “That is because they are not fey, not fully. Did you not feel it? Asala changed them. She gave her life to make sure theirs would continue. In doing so, they gained more of her than just magic. She permeates their being at a cellular level and they are, at least to a small degree, one of us. They carry the blood of the dragons within them,” Absillion told the council. 
 
    “Impossible,” said Trall. “Our species are incompatible. We know enough of their science to understand the genetics of it.” 
 
    “Magic can overcome many things, including DNA. It will be interesting to see how much of our species they have in them,” Absillion said. 
 
    “Human-dragon hybrids. I would like to study them,” Qaa said. 
 
    “I am certain you would. You were always fascinated by their science. They've cut themselves more than a few times, some blood shouldn't be hard to obtain,” Sark told Qaa. 
 
    “I wonder if the process could be replicated?” Qaa asked Sark. 
 
    “Why would you want to?” Sark asked. 
 
    “To study the results. Mixed species has never happened before. They are the first,” Qaa replied. “Such a phenomenon may hold the answer to staving off our extinction.” 
 
    “Extinction?” asked Sark. 
 
    “Yes, extinction. Our numbers dwindle and have for ages. Each hatch is smaller than the last. With our lifespans, it will be a great while before we are gone but gone we will one day be,” Qaa said, the sadness in his voice evident. 
 
    “Nonsense, we can simply breed more,” replied Sark. 
 
    “With less young in each generation, the number of breeding pairs also diminishes. I wish it were not true, but it is. If dragons cannot continue, perhaps the two hybrids are the answer,” Qaa said. 
 
    “They are the only hybrids that have ever existed,” Sark said. 
 
    “They are the first, but I am certain they will not be the last,” Absillion interjected. “Time tells all.” 
 
    “There is something you are not telling us,” Qaa said to Absillion. “I have known you longer than any other member of the council and can tell when you withhold things. If it is about the survival of our species, then please, tell us.” 
 
    “If dragons are to die out, then possibly some remnant of us can remain, as Qaa said. I was meditating on my daughter's impact on the humans and had a vision. I have divined that our species may live but the vision was unclear. The humans are the key. I saw dragons take human form and mate with them and offspring result. Bahta has been dispatched to test that theory,” Absillion said. 
 
    “You sent her to breed with a human?” Sark asked. 
 
    “I did not. The future was revealed in a vision and I did nothing but sent her to that future and it has already happened. She has mated with a human thinking such a thing not possible. His magic is powerful, and he may someday ascend. His blood is as strong as is hers and though she does not know it, she carries a child that has the blood of both our species and theirs. The child will have the shared physical and magical heritage of a powerful member of both our races. How it was possible I cannot say but only speculate. I would surmise he is descended from Baldric and Malka. He has at least a trace of their genetic heritage,” Absillion told them. 
 
    “How is this possible?” asked Qaa. 
 
    “You are the expert in sciences, Qaa. My expertise is in magic and divination. I know not how but I saw the result. I only see what will become and when the world changes again, she will have a child that is neither dragon nor human but a sum of both,” Absillion said. 
 
    “I don't know. I can theorize...no that's not the right word...I can guess. I would suspect that some of the dormant genes found in humans, those they think are throwbacks to evolution are sometimes the trace of Asala. Baldric and Malka had children in numerous lives. It is possible this mate of hers may contain those dormant genes and it may be enough to allow procreation. That would still be unlikely, but both are powerful mages and magic can alter the flow of life. We must wait and see,” Qaa said though he sounded uncertain. 
 
    “This will force us into their world. The child will live with the humans, but the parents will need our help and guidance as much as we are capable of providing,” Absillion told the council. 
 
    “She's going to tell him?” Sark asked. 
 
    “We have wronged the fey too many times throughout history and if we are to move forward to integrate into their world, we must do so openly,” Absillion replied. 
 
    “Integrate into their world?” Onis said sounding shocked. 
 
    “Of course. We are no longer safe here. The drebs want to finish what they started at Atlantis and part of that is not just eliminating Baldric and Malka but us as well. We number only a few thousand. We don't know their numbers or strengths. We do know they are working with allies and using machines of war, none of which we have. We need allies. The Vanguard are likely to be our allies but only if we join their war. What we must decide is are we willing to commit to that war,” Absillion told them. 
 
    “We number less than four thousand and many of them are too young or too old to fight. The only ascended among us sit on this council. We have not had a new ascension since long before Atlantis. If we enter their world, if we join their war, we are likely to speed up our demise,” Trall said. 
 
    “Possibly. I would offer this for discussion of the council. This is not my decision to make alone. This affects us all. Let us convene and determine our future while the draconic heal their minds. I already have Bahta's opinion on the matter and I will contact Doga and ask him to return,” Absillion told them. 
 
    # 
 
    Bahta stopped Xavier before they went any further. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Not exactly. You need to know everything before we do this. This pairing is not by accident and not the result of a drunken lack of judgment,” she said, slurring many of the words. “There is an alternate motive to my actions.” 
 
    “Alternate motive?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied. She was a bit wobbly. Her earlier spell cleared some of the alcohol but not all. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    “Absillion, our leader, has the gift of divination. He saw me with a child. Your child,” she said. 
 
    “My child?” he asked as he sat up on the bed. 
 
    “Yes. It should not be possible, but he saw it. I came to fulfill that vision but only if you are willing. Unlike some of the other dragons, I believe you should be free in your decisions and not have them forced on you,” she replied. 
 
    “But if he sees the future, does that mean it is certain?” Xavier asked. 
 
    “He sees a possible outcome. He sees what may be, not what will be. Every action can alter that future. This discussion may alter that future as will your decision,” Bahta told him as she held his hand. 
 
    He looked confused. 
 
    “Give me a moment to clear our bodies of the remainder of the alcohol,” she said. 
 
    She closed her eyes and placed a hand on him. She spoke something in a language he did not understand and opened her eyes. He felt completely sober. 
 
    “Alcohol is a poison. I have cleared all poison from our bodies,” she told him. 
 
    His head was clearing fast. 
 
    “My species is dying. Our birth rate is dropping and one day there will be no young to replace the ones who did not ascend and died of old age. Dragons live a long time, some as much as a thousand years but like humans, we are not naturally immortal,” Bahta told him. 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “We don't know. Our eggs no longer hatch. The rate has been declining for many thousands of years but now is at critical levels. Absillion and I would like, if we are to fade from this world, that some remnant of us remain, possibly in the form of a combination of our two peoples,” She told him. 
 
    “I am truly saddened to hear about your decline. I don't know what to say. It's a lot to take in but why me?” Xavier asked. 
 
    “I suspect because you are among the most powerful magic users. Only parents strong in magic would suffice and that eliminated almost all but the Vanguard among humans and only the council among the dragons. At the rate you are progressing, you will someday ascend. We have watched your group for some months now and while it seems that fate chose you for me, from what little I have seen of you and what I have read of you in your reports, I think I would have chosen you above the others anyway,” Bahta told him. 
 
    “To give a human the essence of a dragon cost Asala her life. How would you carry a child if you are dead?” he asked. 
 
    “I would not die. What she did broke the natural way of life. What I propose is the culmination of nature. She pulled them from the cycle of life and death, but I want nothing so drastic. Creating children is what both of our species do to continue. That is the most natural of occurrences,” Bahta said. 
 
    Xavier paused a moment. “For us, this is a significant thing. For dragons, you live a long time. A child is a fraction of that time. For us, even with our current technology, we might live for 150 years, 180 if we're fortunate. A child needs care for many years and that is a significant portion of our lifespan. It's also a question of having the time and would I want to bring a child into this world right now. We don't know how this war will end and it may not be one you would want to raise a child in. I barely have time to take care of my puppies.” 
 
    “You have puppies? This is not in the reports,” she said. 
 
    “It's a recent thing. I'll tell you the story another time. I would rather focus on us right now,” he replied. 
 
    “We have considered the state of the world, but you should consider this. This world has always had dangerous times. Natural disasters, global wars, plagues, the Seal, the Dark Ages, the Seal shattered, yet life continues. The only thing constant in this world is that life always endures. Every species on this planet, sentient or not, continues to bring young into regardless of the state of the world. I understand the need for precaution. What I am asking you is more than just having a child. If this works, we will be creating the first of what may be a new race or may be unique in all of existence and never be replicated if we can make it happen,” Bahta told him.
  
 
    “Honestly, under normal circumstances, I would say no and be out that door before you could blink but this isn't a normal circumstance. We don't even know if it's possible. As you said, he sees possible futures, not absolutes. If it is possible though, you realize you're asking someone who quite literally could die soon. That meeting we were in was planning an assault. A potentially dangerous one,” he said. “Would you really okay with that? Would you be okay knowing we could make a baby and I could be dead soon?” 
 
    “It is something that I considered. I believe it's worth taking the chance, but you won't die. You'll survive the ALF base in France,” Bahta told him. 
 
    “How did you know about that? I didn't even know until a few hours ago,” he said suspiciously. 
 
    “By the same method, I knew you would father a child with me. Absillion saw you in a vision holding our child. As to the ALF base, I heard your discussion. Dragons have very keen senses, even in human form and I was able to hear your discussion. If you die in that assault, you could never hold our child,” she told him. 
 
    “This is a difficult thing you ask me, and I will consider it because of the unique situation and incredible opportunity but only under some conditions,” he said. 
 
    “And those would be?” Bahta replied” 
 
    “The conditions are first, you let our scientists study your decline in birth rate. Let's see if they can find a cause and fix for your problem and possibly stave off your extinction.” 
 
    “Second, if we do create a child, that child will be raised by humans in the human world. I would hope you would be a close part of that, but I will not be a father to a child whose life I am not a close part of,” he told her. 
 
    “Last, the dragons come out of seclusion and rejoin the world. If you are destined to die out all but your ascended, then you should experience the world not die in isolation.” 
 
    “I will discuss them with our council and I believe they will acquiesce. The hardest part will be getting them to leave our isolation and allow humans to study us but many of them feel stifled anyway and would use this as an excuse to return to the skies in the open instead of hidden as we do now,” she said. 
 
    He thought silently for a moment. “I will seriously consider your proposal. I promise you that. You get your council to agree to the conditions and let me speak with a few I trust. I want their input. I value it, and this affects more than just us, so I think it's warranted.” 
 
    “You should know we already considering rejoining your world and possibly entering your war. The council discusses it even as we are here. I have already given Absillion my opinion before leaving and I think we should,” Bahta said. 
 
    He looked at her and she was smiling. 
 
    “I believe you were making amorous overtures and we were about to engage in a human sensory experience, a cultural exchange,” she said and kissed him again. 
 
    He pulled away. “I said I would consider it, but I need time.” 
 
    “I have a high degree of control over my body both physically and magically and I can assure you no child will result. Now, are you going to...what is your word? Are you going to fuck me or walk away?” she said and kissed him again. 
 
    He pushed her down on the bed and pinned her arms down then entered her. She cried out and he paused. 
 
    “Do you want me to stop?” he asked her. 
 
    She wrapped her legs around him. 
 
    “I was not prepared for that level of sensation. I want you to do many things to me but stopping isn't one of them,” she said. 
 
    # 
 
    “There's no way,” Malka told Baldric. 
 
    “Of course, there is. I did it. Many others before us have managed to do it and you're as strong or stronger than any archmage who has come before. You'll be fine. Just trust in yourself,” her husband replied. 
 
    “He's too strong. His magic is too powerful,” she said. 
 
    “Maybe so but they're not judging if you can beat him but on how strong in magic, you have become,” Baldric told her. 
 
    They heard the beating of Doga's wings as he rushed towards them. In the bright noonday sun, his scales gleamed like a beacon, reflecting the sunlight and making him painful to look at it. 
 
    “Doga, I have come for the rite of challenge. I stand before you with no fear and am prepared for the trial...” Malka started to say, following the tradition. 
 
    Doga didn't wait for her to finish. Instead, he swooped aloft and breathed a trail of bright green flame along the amphitheater's floor. The stone blocks scorched and blackened but Malka reacted quickly enough to shield herself. 
 
    He immediately turned and dived down at her. She dodged his fangs and claws, but he caught her with his tail as he passed and slammed it into her like a club, sending her flying halfway across the arena. She hit the ground and rolled several times before springing to her feet. 
 
    He landed in front of her and roared. Flames again poured over her along with powerful concussive energy. She went down to one knee from the strain of shielding herself and then she disappeared. 
 
    “You can't hide from me little fey girl,” Doga roared. 
 
    “I'm not hiding,” she said as she appeared beside him and cast an energy spell at his side. The spell hit him hard but did not hurt him, then she disappeared again as he turned to attack her. 
 
    “Tricks and weak spells. You are not ready,” he bellowed as she appeared again and hit him in the same spot with a different spell than vanished before he could attack her, the jet of flames just missing her. 
 
    “This is not hide and find me as fey children play at. This a fight. Stop running and fight,” he roared again. 
 
    She appeared again but this time he was ready and turned immediately to intercept her and his claws passed through an illusion. The real Malka appeared just above him and hit the same location again, this time with a concussive blast and the large scale she had been repeatedly targeting cracked. 
 
    Asala and Baldric were watching the fight and looked at each other, smiling. 
 
    Doga was practically in a rage. She repeated similar attacks but each slightly different enough that he failed to intercept them. The scale continued to deteriorate. She teleported one last time and was nearly caught by a bite from Doga but used a celerity spell to outmaneuver him. He was large and powerful, but she was faster and more agile. She hit the scale with another concussive blast and it shattered. She followed it with another immediately and Doga howled in pain and took to the sky. 
 
    Blood dripped as he flew higher and higher then circled back. He was moving at a dangerously fast speed towards her, his only emotion was the seething rage. As he got closer, he unleashed the full power of his breath interlaced with energy waves that hit the ground, dust, and debris flying up where it did so. 
 
    “He's trying to kill her!” Baldric yelled and started to move but Asala held him.

“He is no longer holding back. It was the same when he tested you. It is forbidden to interfere. Trust Malka,” Asala told him. 
 
    “I do. It's Doga I don't trust,” Baldric replied. 
 
    Doga landed and surveyed the damage. Even his enhanced vision could not see through the cloud. As the dust cleared, there was no Malka and for a moment Doga thought he had killed her. 
 
    Malka once again appeared beside him, this time spear in hand and plunged it deep into his chest and into his left lung. Doga screamed in pain and tried to fly but muscles around his wing were non-responsive. 
 
    He limped and turned to face her. “Impudent sub-creature,” he yelled and started to attack her again. 
 
    The great wyrm was enraged and ignored the rules of engagement, passing the limits he was set for the test. He no longer held back and unleashed a spell knocking Malka to the ground and sending her tumbling across the arena. She was immediately on her feet and conjured a shield against his impending flame. 
 
    Doga then reared back and let forth a jet of flame at his full strength at the stunned woman but it dissipated on her barrier. She immediately readied her spear and started casting another spell. She hit him with a wave of force and he flipped backward. She was on him in a blink and about to cast a spell at the wound on his side. 
 
    Absillion jumped down from his place atop the elder's viewing area and got between the two. 
 
    “The contest is over. This was not a fight to the death and only a test of skills. She has passed that test and you will stand down,” Absillion's told him as his own scales glowed brightly and his eyes looked to be made of pure energy as the leader stared at Doga. “Return to the elder's perch to be healed.” 
 
    Doga hesitated a moment and stared down the head of the council. He heard a thud behind him and turned to see Asala had flanked him and he stood between both Absillion and Asala. Doga snorted in disgust but did as he was ordered. He couldn't use his wing and his breathing was labored but he was still able to jump and easily cleared the height to the top of the dais where the dragons observed the contest. 
 
    Absillion then turned his attention to Malka who was shaken but not seriously injured. “Queen Malka, you have done well. You have proven yourself as both a warrior and a wizard. I convey upon you the rank of Archmage. It seems Asala has taught you both well. One of you left Doga broken and other left him bleeding. This is remarkable for your species.” 
 
    # 
 
    D'rus walked into the large cavern. The Great Alpha lay in the shadows. The magically darkened room made it impossible for D'rus to make out her features. She stared at him from the darkness, her large yellow eyes shining. The massive pupil narrowed to a slit as he approached. 
 
    “Preparations are proceeding as ordered, Great Alpha,” said D'rus as he bowed low, not looking up. 
 
    “Good. You may stand. After Greece, I will have everything I need from both and then we can begin our conquest of the planet,” the Great Alpha told him. 
 
    “What of the ALF? They are about to be attacked in masse. Should we reinforce them and salvage them?” he asked. 
 
    “No. They have served their purpose. Let them go and rid ourselves of a burden. We have the rakshasa, trolls and numerous other fey. The war is moving into the final phase soon and we do not need them any longer. Let them be purged and let the humans think they have a victory. One thing. I do not want the Vanguard to be in Paris. I need to ensure if the king and queen return they do not join the assault and die prematurely. I need them alive so remove the depot from their list of targets,” the Great Alpha said. 
 
    “Yes, my lord. What of Mordred?” he asked. 
 
    “He troubles me. I am not certain of his full allegiance. After Greece, he will no longer be needed. See he does not survive the Vanguard's excursion to the island. Let them reach the interior then destroy the Vanguard and Mordred in one stroke,” the Great Alpha told him. 
 
    “As you order,” he replied. 
 
    “D'rus, you have served your clan and all clans well. Your alpha, V'dal, has delegated much to you she should have seen to herself. She should stand before me, not you,” the Great Alpha told him. 
 
    “I am sorry for her absence my lord. I do only as commanded,” he replied. 
 
    “You are your clan alpha now. Choose a new beta and remove the old alpha of the burden of her ineffectiveness,” the Great Alpha ordered. 
 
    “I am honored, Great Alpha, and will do as you command. She will not survive the day,” he said. 
 
    “You may go,” the Great Alpha told him as he bowed and left. 
 
    He walked out through the long corridor lined with the heads of dreb had been removed of the burden of their ineffectiveness. 
 
    The Great Alpha smiled to herself. Soon she would have everything. She would take what she needed from Malka and Baldric would acquiesce. The world would be hers exactly as she wanted it. 
 
    # 
 
    Bruce called the meeting to order. 
 
    “Is it true about the base at France?” asked Trish. 
 
    “It is. It's gone. The military is still investigating but the explosion leveled a few city blocks, and nothing remains. GloCom's best guess is they were transporting something big and it wasn't properly secured. That's their domain and we won't waste time duplicating their efforts in the investigation,” he told them. 
 
    “So where do we go from here?” asked Boudicca. 
 
    “Greece was always our next step after Paris. Now that Paris is off the books, we move on Greece and let the ALF cleanup be handled by GloCom and UniGov. It's not our issue anymore with the fey at Paris no longer an issue. I'll be working with Xavier and Alexander to plan it out. We expect to leave within a few days so get ready.” 
 
    They spent the next few minutes going over routine business and operations. 
 
    “Now, Xavier and I have a private meeting and would like the room cleared. Trish, Boudicca, Morgana, please stay,” Bruce told them. 
 
    Bruce opened his comm. “Doc, would join us in the C&C? We would like a medical consultant here.” 
 
    As Alexander started to leave, he looked at Bruce and said, “No secrets, remember?” 
 
    “This is a personal issue, not a Vanguard issue. If it affects the group, we'll bring everyone up to speed. As of now, it does not,” Bruce told him. 
 
    “Wait. Alexander may have valuable input here,” Xavier said. 
 
    “Your call, not mine. Have a seat, Alexander. Rest of you, out. This is a personal issue, not a Vanguard issue,” Bruce told them. 
 
    Xavier opened a comm. “Bahta, would you join us, please? It's time.” 
 
    Bahta walked into the room and a moment later, Dr. Fox joined them. 
 
    “Want to tell me what the hell this is all about? I was in the middle of a nap.” Dr. Fox said rather grumpily. 
 
    “Xavier, you want to tell them?” Bruce asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Xavier said then told them about Bahta's request. He told them everything he knew and then paused. 
 
    “Now, let me be up front. This is entirely the decision of Bahta and me. I want your input and your opinions. Everyone, please feel free to speak up.” 
 
    For a moment no one spoke. The people in the room were quiet, lost in thought. 
 
    “I think you'll make a great father if you decide to go through with it,” Trish said. 
 
    “I'm not an obstetrician, my doctorates are in surgery and family medicine, but I don't handle children. I handle violent grownups who often act like children but that's not the same. Bethany's baby was the first birth I had handled in decades. From a medical point of view, to be frank, I have no idea what to say. Assuming the obvious genetic hurdles could be overcome, and I'm very doubtful they could be even with your spell chucking, I can't predict what carrying and birthing a hybrid species would do to a mother. I don't even know anything about the physiology of dragons. I'll promise you that if, and this is a very doubtful if, it happens, I'll provide the best care I can give like I do for all my patients, but this is completely new territory. It's one for a team of specialists, not a Warden field doctor. I would suggest you bring a team on board for this and not leave it to my care,” the doctor told them. 
 
    “Thank you for your input doctor, now if...” Xavier started but the doctor cut him off. 
 
    “I'm not finished yet. Now, the other issue of your declining birth rate. Once again, I'm not a herpetologist but declining hatch rates are almost always environmental,” the doctor said. 
 
    “We're not reptiles. We're most likely descended from a dinosaur species, most likely some form of pterosaur,” Bahta said. 
 
    “Well, whoop tee doo. So are birds and lizards but the process is basically the same. You fertilize internally, you lay eggs. You keep the eggs at a specific temperature either through nest building or sitting and then they hatch. Your young need some degree of care before they can take care of themselves, but you don't nurse like mammals. Am I correct?” the doctor asked Bahta. 
 
    “Yes,” Bahta replied sheepishly.

“So then, let the one with multiple degrees in medical and biological sciences continue. Like I said, declining hatch rates are almost always environmental. Get a team of our scientists to where you lay your eggs. Have them check for abnormal radiation, dietary deficiencies, foreign chemicals or any other environmental abnormalities. 
 
    “The other possibility is genetic, so we'll want to get blood samples from all dragons. It might take some time but if the cause is mundane and not mystical, they will find it. I have some friends at the London Institute of Biology that would be all over this. I'll give them a call if your people agree to it,” the doctor told her, sounding rather annoyed. 
 
    “I'm sorry if I offended you,” Bahta said. 
 
    “Don't worry about Doc Fox. He pretends to be grumpy and mean but he really cares about us or he wouldn't still be here. The grumpier he gets the more it means he likes you,” Trish said. 
 
    “Of course, I care. You don't spend the decades I have working for the Wardens if you didn't care. Tell me what you decide and if necessary I'll get the medical bay ready and contact my friends in London. Now, if you'll excuse me I have a nap to finish,” the doctor said and walked out. 
 
    “He's a ray of sunshine,” Boudicca said with a laugh. 
 
    Bahta look a bit stunned. 
 
    “He likes you. If he didn't he would have been nice,” Xavier said. 
 
    “He has an odd way of showing it,” Bahta said. 
 
    “You get that way in the Wardens. He's seen a lot of decades in our family and he's treated a lot of serious injuries and seen a lot of people die on his table. He's still with us despite that. He's turned down jobs with some very lucrative practices and if we do this, there is no one I would rather have taking care of you than him,” Xavier said to Bahta. 
 
    “Boudicca, I wanted you here because of your experience with nature magic. In your experience has anything like this ever occurred in the natural world?” Xavier asked. 
 
    “Not to my knowledge. Unlike the Egyptians, we never tried to break the rules of natural law. The way of life was sacred to us and while couplings between various species were known, sometimes quite commonly, no child ever resulted from it,” Boudicca told them. 
 
    “Never?” Bruce asked. 
 
    “Never,” Boudicca replied. “And there were a lot of pairings. Most fey have the same basic physical design as humans and the same method of reproduction. In ancient times, we were not so hung up on species lines for sexual pleasure and we crossed that line often. Many fey lived in our lands and some of our sabat celebrations were little more than orgies and we would...” 
 
    “I think we get the point,” Bruce said. 
 
    “Morgana, you've been quiet. Do have any input?” Xavier asked. 
 
    “I'm still shocked the dragons may be dying. As to the idea of a child, I don't think it's my decision. I think the logic is sound. From what Qaa has told me, he thinks there are some genetic remnants dormant in many humans from the line of Baldric and Malka and you might have those remnants. If so, that and some magic might be enough. I think it's possible, but I really am not qualified to say if it's a good idea or not.” 
 
    “I would suggest that you wait for the decision of the council. If they agree to your stipulations, then make your own decision. The hardest point to get Absillion to agree to will be allowing human scientists and doctors to try to help them. Whether Bahta will admit it or not, dragons are a very proud species and it will be nearly impossible for them to swallow that pride and admit they need help and from how it sounds, they truly do.” 
 
    “Bahta, we have been friends for a long time. Please, if Absillion refuses, try to coerce him. Our scientists have amazing skill and may be able to help you. There is no reason to let pride be your downfall. I would also suggest taking a magical look at your process from an outsider's perspective. I know your magic is strong but sometimes you can't see what's right before you.” 
 
    “Only you two can decide on whether or not to do this. We can advise, we can discuss, we can support you and we can do many things, but we cannot make this decision. If you decide to go through with it, you have my support and I will do anything and everything within my ability to help. If you decide not to, I will understand and support you both either way,” Morgana told them. 
 
    Trish walked over to Xavier and hugged him. 
 
    “Xavier, you and I have been friends longer than anyone here. I have known you from the days at the academy over a decade ago. In that time, I have been your friend, occasional lover and worst critic. I will never, never stop being your friend and will absolutely support you in anything you do whether it's father the child of a dragon or not. Nothing will change my perception of you. I know you, the real you. I've seen you at your best and worst and even at your worst, you're better than most men at their best. No matter what, I'm there for you,” Trish told him. 
 
    “I have little to offer here. To be honest, even though I know most of the dragon council personally, I don't think we consider each other friends. To them, I represent our warlike nature due to my past and they don't like that. However, MM has extensive facilities and top-notch scientists. I will promise you my support in either helping with your decline or handling a child or both as needed,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “Thank you, Alexander. Some of us understand that humans can change more readily than we can and that you are not the conqueror you once were. I appreciate your support,” Bahta told him. 
 
    “I've been given the opportunity of a lifetime, of a thousand lifetimes. A year ago, I was sitting in a tavern in Caerleon talking to a kid about Camelot, now I'm a soldier, a general they tell me, in a war against the forces of darkness seeking to rule the world or destroy it or something. As I've recently been reminded, life goes on. No matter the state of the world, the cycle of life continues. Bahta, if your council agrees then so do I,” Xavier told the dragon. 
 
    “Then it's decided. I'll speak with Absillion once he tells me they have reached a decision. Until then, is it okay if I remain here and continue our cultural exchange?” Bahta asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Bruce said. 
 
    # 
 
    “Absolutely not,” said Trall. 
 
    “But it could mean our salvation,” Qaa replied. 
 
    “But allowing them access to our home, to this ancient place, this sacred place, it is unheard of. It is desecration,” Ona told them. 
 
    “Is our continued survival, even a chance at it, not worth that? You all know we are dying. It will be a few thousand years but one day, one day we will all see are immortals, there will be no new hatches. Eventually, even the immortals die. One day, one day in a distant future, dragons will fade from this world. If these fey have a chance, even the most remote chance, of staving off that extinction, then we owe it to ourselves to allow them that chance. They have technology and knowledge that even I, with my knowledge of their sciences, do not have. Even the slightest chance is worth it. I agree,” Qaa said desperately. 
 
    “That is me, Bahta and Qaa for their terms. Ona, Trall, and Sark against. I have spoken with Doga and he will return for this vote since it impacts him as well. He should be here momentarily. His vote will decide our fate,” Absillion told them. 
 
    Almost on cue, Doga entered the chamber. 
 
    “Doga, allow me to relay the discussion,” Absillion told him. 
 
    “No need, I overhead enough as I was coming through the hallway. I have thought on this. I was the one who was asked to sacrifice his flesh. His blood. His honor. I was forced to bow myself to these creatures. I was humiliated in fight after fight to test their archmages. I have been forced to keep myself hidden for thousands of years as they spread across this world. I have much distrust and hatred for the humans and many other fey,” Doga said. 
 
    “Then it is decided,” said Trall. “We refuse their offer.” 
 
    “Did I say that I was finished and cast my vote? Do not interrupt, it angers me. I also admire them. Since my recent departure, I have thought much of the humans. The two that now recover would have beaten me. Not within the restrictions of the tests but in my full power. These humans, they are something we did not expect from what we thought were a lesser species. We face what we never faced before. We face extinction. Not from an enemy. Not from a war. We face an extinction of nature we are powerless to stop. If they can help us, then I will beat down my own pride and accept that help with humility.” 
 
    “The betrayers of Atlantis are at the heart of this. Asala and I were the ones who selected the Vanguard. I have seen the best and worst of the fey. The humans are among the best and the dreb among the worst. Very few dreb were ever selected for the Vanguard and in retrospect, it should have been none. Too long we have sat idle. We are not their teachers. We are not their parents. We are dragons. We take flight against the dreb.” 
 
    “The idea of a hybrid by choice is offensive but perhaps my sense of offense is out of date as I have been recently reminded. The world changes constantly and we do not. It is time we learned from the fey and we learn to change. My vote is to agree. My vote may hinge this decision but had it not, I would have still joined their war despite the decision of this council. We cannot let the betrayers win. The dragons go to war,” Doga said. 
 
    The council was silent for a few minutes, broken by Absillion. 
 
    “Doga, we have never fought together but I look forward to taking wing with you. My daughter often spoke of your prowess in combat and I am honored to be able to see it personally,” Absillion told Doga. 
 
    “And see it you will. Dragons have been idle for too long. It is time we show the betrayers what it means to anger a drake,” Doga told them. 
 
    “I will contact Bahta and tell her of our decision,” Absillion told them. 
 
    # 
 
    “Approaching drop point,” came the submarine Captain's voice over the speakers. 
 
    “Vanguard, let's get ready,” Bruce ordered over the comm. 
 
    Bruce checked the ready indicators on his heads up and once all were green, he gave the Captain the go-ahead to drop. A red light started flashing and the room started filling with water. When it was done, three iris doors along a wall opened and the Vanguard swam out, using their suit's turbines to propel them to shore. 
 
    The group hit shore on a small beach where the tree line went all the way to the rocky shore. It had numerous large rocks that would allow for cover until they hit the trees to help them stay secluded. They worked their way slowly to the tree line and stopped. 
 
    They followed their planned route around the side of the small hill towards what they thought was the best option for an entrance. Their route kept them from any possible choke points that would make for an easy ambush. It slowed their approach somewhat. They moved slowly, scanning for anything unusual as they went. 
 
    “We're almost there. Be ready,” Bruce ordered. 
 
    “Getting some low-level radiation readings indicative of a reactor but it would have to be deep for them to be this weak. Readings are normal, no radiation danger. Also seeing electromagnetic traces in some of the trees. Best guess is either weapons or sensors or both. Looking through the scopes, I can see glints from some trees. There is definitely something artificial in them,” Michael told them. 
 
    “Acknowledged. Options?” Bruce asked the group. 
 
    “We could easily take out the ones we can see but they'll know it. The other option is finding a way around them but if they're diligent they probably cover the area. I wouldn't count on finding a hole in their perimeter,” Michael continued. 
 
    “We have the element of surprise. We do as many sweeps as we can, get an idea of the perimeter and any defenses then eliminate as many as we can before their own people start fighting back,” Boudicca offered. 
 
    “We could also just recon and call in GloCom to hit them. We know something is here, we could just have them take it out in force and sift through the pieces,” Xavier said. 
 
    “We don't call GloCom, Michael. You're a Vanguard now. I shouldn't have to remind you we have our own reinforcements at Camelot should they be needed,” Bruce told their newest member. 
 
    “Right, sir. I mean Bruce,” Michael said correcting himself. 
 
    “Boudicca, could you cause a lightning strike or something that would short them all out at once? I doubt we're going to be able to get through without triggering them, so we need to confuse them as long as we can, keep them from knowing where we are exactly. If we can hit them all at once then they'll know there is a perimeter breach but not from which direction,” Bruce said. 
 
    “I could but Xavier will do it,” Boudicca replied. 
 
    “I will?” Xavier asked her. 
 
    
“Yes, you will. You have a natural affinity for electricity and you have learned much under my tutelage. You have the skill and the knowledge, and I have faith in you. You can do it,” Boudicca replied. 
 
    “Let me think a moment,” Xavier said. 
 
    They continued to scan the area but otherwise were silent. 
 
    “I have an idea, but you won't like it,” Xavier said. 
 
    “Is it worse than the plasma bombs?” Michael asked. 
 
    “Definitely. Alexander, how shielded against lightning are these new suits you gave us?” Xavier asked. 
 
    “Defensively, they can handle a bit more energy than your old ones, but I would not recommend getting hit by lightning,” Alexander said. 
 
    “I can shield everyone against the coming storm,” Boudicca told them. 
 
    “Coming storm?” asked Trish. 
 
    “You're going to unleash the heavens, aren't you?” Boudicca asked Xavier. 
 
    “Sort of. There are no clouds for traditional lightning,” Xavier said. 
 
    “Alexander, I might need your help. I haven't had to shield a large number in a long time. Your strength would be useful. Everyone focus what energy you can,” she said. 
 
    Alexander and Boudicca held hands and a shield formed around the group. The rest of them put their hands out and their own magic flowed into the shield. 
 
    Xavier walked outside the shield and held his hands out. He closed his eyes and focused. 
 
    Small jolts of electricity like tiny lightning bolts started hitting Xavier. His hair stood on end and his hands started sparking. The sparks traveled over his body and intensified. They started arcing off him and hitting the ground and plants around him. The ones that hit the shield sparked and faded. As the intensity of the electrical arcs grew, he started hovering slightly. The energy began to radiate outward and eventually coalesced into a barrier around him. The barrier grew brighter and larger until, after a couple of minutes, it expanded rapidly going out several hundred yards in every direction. When it finished, he dropped to his knees. 
 
    The shield around the others dissipated. Trish and Boudicca rushed over to him. He was breathing hard and the occasional arc still passed over him, one shocking Trish a bit. Xavier didn't respond. 
 
    “Xavier! Xavier! Are you okay?” Trish asked, very worried. 
 
    He shook his head and looked at her. His eyes looked like small plasma lamps. 
 
    “I... I think so...I feel tingly...” he replied. He looked at his hand and sparks jumped between his fingers. 
 
    “I did not expect that,” Boudicca told him. 
 
    “What exactly did you expect?” Trish asked her. 
 
    “I expected him to call down a lightning strike or send out bolts of electricity like he has done before, just stronger. I don't know what he just did,” Boudicca replied. 
 
    “Static electricity. It's everywhere. We only notice when it builds up enough to shock you when walking on a carpet or opening a door but it's always around us. I just drew it into me and focused it like rubbing a balloon on a cat and then I sort of popped the balloon,” he told them. 
 
    “I'm getting nothing on the scanner now. Those embankments are no longer functional. The only charge I can read is Xavier and that's pretty high,” Michael told them. 
 
    Boudicca took Xavier's hand with one of hers and put her other hand on the ground. 
 
    “Pop the balloon again. You still have residual energy you need to purge,” Boudicca told him. 
 
    He focused for a moment and a jolt of energy passed from him and through Boudicca and faded. Boudicca shook her head and rubbed her hands. She had small electrical burns on both. 
 
    “You both need a hairbrush,” Trish said as she laughed at them. Their hair that was standing on end sticking almost straight out, slowly falling as the last of the static faded away. 
 
    They heard movement ahead. A large portion of the ground slid away and out came numerous creatures. They had four arms, large tusks protruding from their mouths and gray skin. They were slightly larger in both height and bulk than a large male human but not as large as an ogre. The males were dressed in brightly colored sarongs, the females in equally colorful sari. They carried a variety of melee weapons, one in each hand. The weapons were diverse, from swords and axes to maces and daggers. There were about twenty of them. 
 
    “Are those rhakshasa? I've read about them but never seen one,” asked William quietly. 
 
    “They are. They're a very old and very deadly race,” Alexander replied in a whisper. 
 
    The rhakshasa spread out and started searching. 
 
    “It looks like they're following a grid search. They'll be coming this way soon,” Anna told them. 
 
    “Weapons ready. When they're in range, take out as many as you can,” Bruce told them. 
 
    “I recommend plasma. They can be difficult to kill. Once they get close, the dragon's ore will be effective. They're durable but come from a warm climate and don't handle cold well,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “Good to know. You heard the man. Plasma. Blades. Cold. That's the game plan,” Bruce ordered. 
 
    # 
 
    Sebastian woke up and looked at Chelsea. She was already awake and staring at him. They held each other tightly. The looks on their face were ones of despair.   
 
    “Chelsea...I remember everything. Hundreds of lifetimes. It's all there now. I...I...” his words trailed off. 
 
    “I know. The past is open. I must concentrate to remember a prior life but if I do, I can remember everything about it. There are horrors there. During WWIV I ordered my division to attack a city. A school was destroyed. It was being used as a shelter and so many innocent people died,” she said with tears in her eyes. 
 
    He held her as she cried. 
 
    “The fallout after I ordered the nuclear strikes in the Unification War...the people who didn't die in the blasts died horrible deaths. I can't do this anymore. I've not made the world a better place. I've made it a graveyard. We can't do this anymore. We have to walk away and let the world be a better place without us,” he told her and leaned against the wall. 
 
    “You can do this, and you will,” Morgana said. 
 
    “I didn't realize you were here,” Chelsea said, wiping her eyes. 
 
    “I've been here often. You've been in and out of consciousness for days. You've screamed until your throats gave out. You've cried until you had no tears left. You've laughed until you were delirious. Today is the first day you've shown any semblance of sanity,” she told them. 
 
    “Sanity is one word for it. Morgana, if you knew half of what we've done you would walk out and never return,” Sebastian told her. 
 
    “I do know. You forget I have been watching you, waiting for you to remember who you are. I know much of what you have done. You have done some bad things. You've made bad judgment calls. You've made mistakes. You're human. We live, and we learn, and we grow. It's what we do. We all have skeletons in our closet, some more than others and in your long history you've got a lot.” 
 
    “You have both made the world a better place. Malka, that city you attacked was a stronghold for Supreme Commander Ricci. Taking that city helped us win that war. Yes, innocent people died but that happens in war. Baldric, the nuclear strikes you ordered were a desperate move that helped win the war. We were being pushed back thanks to the biological weapons and cybernetic weapons being deployed by the Seditionists and we couldn't breach their defenses. If you hadn't ordered the strikes, if you hadn't destroyed the cities where they were being developed, we would have lost, and Unification would never have happened.” 
 
    “How many more people have lived as the result of the actions of you two? How many lives were saved by those actions? No one wants innocent blood on their hands but when you're in a war, innocent people die. It will happen in this one. We haven't seen the worst of it. So far, the drebs have not fully brought their might to bear but when they do, it will get messy. When it does, we need you two there. You're the ones they look to for support and leadership.” 
 
    “We need you back and we need you now. Even as we speak, your team, your friends are at Socrates' library. Mordred is there. They cannot beat him. You should be there. You need to be there,” Morgana told them. 
 
    “How do we live with the guilt. With the knowledge of what we have done?” Chelsea asked her mother. 
 
    “The same way I do. I gave Merlin the stave he used. Do you know how many he killed with it? I knew deep down it was the wrong thing to do but I made a mistake in judgment. I could have ended this war before it started and helped defeat Mordred the first time. You are not the only ones who have done things wrong. I must face that every day. Every life taken by Merlin or Mordred is on my hands. I get up every day knowing that. I must look at myself in the mirror and face that. I do it because I know that while I have done things wrong, I must be better for it. I have to do everything I can to make this world better and I can't do that if I run and hide.” 
 
    “You've had a long time to come to terms with that. We haven't. It's just too hard,” Chelsea told her. 
 
    “Too hard? This is from a woman who beat a dragon...who beat the Tormentor...who has commanded legions and defeated tyrants. You're going to sit in the corner and just give up? I am very disappointed and quite frankly, it's pathetic,” Morgana told her. 
 
    “Don't attack her,” Sebastian told Morgana. 
 
    “She's giving up. You both are. I'll leave you two here to rot while I go help save the world. Pathetic. I expect more from daughter,” Morgana said and turned her back to walk out. 
 
    “Don't attack her!” Sebastian yelled and sent a wave of energy at Morgana. She was thrown across the room towards the wall but instead of crashing into it, she hit it feet first and stood there, perpendicular to the floor. She smiled at him. 
 
    “There's Baldric. I was wondering if you were in there,” Morgana said with a grin. 
 
    She walked down the wall and onto the floor, straightened her dress and walked over to them. She extended a hand to Chelsea. She helped Chelsea stand and Sebastian also rose to his feet. She held Chelsea as she cried. 
 
    “You have to keep going. I would love nothing more than to forget our world exists and live a happy life with my daughter and son-in-law but that isn't who you are. You have a duty to the world. You've helped shape it into what it is. The end of this close you just have to finish this fight,” Morgana told them. 
 
    “It's going to be hard,” Sebastian told her as he stared blankly out the window. 
 
    “Nothing worthwhile is easy,” Morgana replied. 
 
    “We need to get to Greece,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “Not yet. First, I want to have a conversation with Absillion. I remember. I remember it all,” Sebastian said. 
 
    # 
 
    The rhakshasa were searching and eventually started coming towards the Vanguard. The group readied their plasma weapons and took aim. 
 
    “Fire!” Bruce ordered when they were in range. 
 
    Their opening salvo took out four of the fey, but the rest took cover. The temperature started dropping rapidly as Boudicca started casting a spell. Trish hardened her skin. 
 
    The two groups exchanged fire for a few minutes with no further casualties until the power packs on the plasma blasters ran out. They conjured shields, pulled their blades and readied themselves. 
 
    “Attack!” ordered Bruce. 
 
    The Vanguard moved quickly towards the rhakshasa using the trees as cover. They were outnumbered and had lost the element of surprise. The large humanoids conjured their own shields and ran in the direction of the humans. 
 
    The fighting was fierce. The Vanguard were outnumbered but were able to hold their own against the greater numbers. Spells flew, mostly from the rhakshasa as only a few of the Vanguard had mastered cold magic. The ones who had, Boudicca, Alexander, Nefertiti, and Trish were sending blast after blast of energy into the large creatures while the rest were using their dragon's ore blades to attack. Bruce and the rest were cutting and slashing, occasionally taking a hit from the rhakshasa but the new armor Alexander provided was holding up well. Michael was faring well for his first fight as a Vanguard. He was holding his own, having adapted well to the different tactics his new allies used. 
 
    After about ten minutes of fierce fighting, the Vanguard had a few injuries though nothing severe and the rhakshasa were dead. They took a moment to make sure no one was hurt seriously and then slowly approached the opening in the ground. 
 
    “That was too easy. This isn't what it appears,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “Yea. They sent a token force. This feels like a trap,” Bruce replied. 
 
    “It couldn't be a trap unless they knew we were coming,” Michael added. 
 
    “They knew. It is reasonable they knew we would eventually realize this was a possible base of operations and prepare. I doubt they would know when but to expect us to show up here was an inevitability,” Boudicca told them. 
 
    “You never fail to surprise me, my savage beauty. Underneath those tattoos and unkempt hair, you have a strategist hiding behind those wild tactics after all,” Alexander and smiled at her. 
 
    “Watch it, blondie. That's my woman,” Trish said with mock anger. 
 
    “Your woman?” Boudicca replied. 
 
    “Yea. You're MY woman and I'm yours. He makes a move towards you and he's gonna get a molten sarsen up his ass,” Trish told her. 
 
    “I doubt she needs your protection,” Alexander told Trish. 
 
    “Okay, kids, we need to focus. Mind on the mission,” Michael said. 
 
    “Look at the new guy barking orders. Yes, sir, Michael, Sir!” Trish said and saluted him. 
 
    “He's my apprentice. He's learning from the best. Now let’s get some eyes on that doorway,” Bruce said. 
 
    “I'll handle the recon,” Alexander told them. 
 
    The Macedonian closed his eyes and concentrated. He sat still a few minutes and then opened his eyes. 
 
    “It's a stairway leading down to a long hall. The hall extends quite a ways and fades into darkness. I can't see beyond that. It's large, wide enough and tall enough for sword fighting if needed,” he relayed. 
 
    “Astral? I saw no projection,” Nefertiti said. 
 
    “It's not necessary to create a visible form as you do. If you could see into the astral spectrum you would have seen me. Your eyes and their surveillance could not,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “I could see you and if they have security feeds and someone watching them, they might have seen you as well,” Xavier said. 
 
    “Whether or not that's the case, we should assume as much. We proceed but be ready for an ambush,” Bruce told them. 
 
    # 
 
    Sebastian, Chelsea, and Morgana walked down the long hall towards the dragons' council chamber. As they walked, Morgana told them of the recent happenings. 
 
    “We're here,” Morgana told them. 
 
    Absillion opened the large door and went in with Chelsea and Morgana. The council was there, minus Doga who had left again. 
 
    “You're awake. I am pleased,” Absillion told them. 
 
    “I am, and I remember. I remember everything. I remember what you did to us,” Sebastian said to the elder dragon. 
 
    “If you've come for violence...” Trall started but Sebastian interrupted him. 
 
    “Then you could do nothing about it. The two of us would dispatch you with ease. I have not come for a fight but to forgive,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “To forgive?” Absillion asked. 
 
    
“To forgive. The past is dead. Things happened that should not have, and crimes were committed by all. You destroyed our home and killed many innocent fey. Not just the betrayers but the defenders, their families, their children. You abandoned us when we needed you the most. Afterward, I thought myself a god and killed with no regard, not just our enemies but any who stood in our way in our fight against the drebs. Then you tortured us, trying to restore Asala or at least free her soul. All in this room have committed atrocities.” 
 
    “We have all done things wrong, really wrong, in the past but I want to offer you a new alliance. I know why you took our memories. The real reason you took them not the lies you told earlier. For that alone, I should kill every one of you, but I won't. I will let you live with the knowledge that I know what you did, could kill you without effort, and you can do nothing about it. Your lives continue by our mercy,” Chelsea told them. 
 
    “What do you mean the real reason?” Morgana asked in confusion. 
 
    “The dragons lied. They lied about why our memories were taken. The reason doesn't matter know,” Sebastian replied to her then look again at Absillion. 
 
    “Let's bury the old and live anew as brothers. Let's look to the future and not the past and forgive. We will take our mistakes, our crimes, our atrocities and learn from them. We will atone as best we can and build a better future. What say you?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “We have already agreed to join your fight,” Qaa told them. 
 
    “This isn't about the war with Mordred and the drebs. This is beyond that. One day that war will be over and, on that day, fey of all races and dragons and every other sentient creature stand as equals, not as lesser creatures. We cooperate, we teach each other and learn from each other, we work as allies and friends and rebuild this shattered world in a new image, an image of true unification,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “We will think on your words,” Absillion told them. 
 
    “You will answer us now. You have had thousands of years to think and now is the time of action. You join us and become one with the world or you stay here and die. Whatever deal you think you've made I release you from it. This is the offer. We're all in this together or you're not in it now or ever. I don't want you to die. I don't want your species to fade but I will let that happen. You have had opportunity after opportunity over the millennia to join the fey. You have sat and watched, with all your great power, with full access to magic even during the Seal. You have let tyrants kill multitudes. You have let genocide happen. You have had the chance to do so much good and have done nothing. This is your last chance. You will not receive another. What say you?” Absillion asked. 
 
    Morgana was shocked. Chelsea stood stoically as Sebastian spoke. 
 
    “Sebastian, you just woke up. You can't give the dragons ultimatums,” Morgana told him. 
 
    “I can, and I will. I will give the same ultimatum to the Senate, to Mordred and to the drebs and all other enemies of life. I give them a onetime offer to forget the past and join the future. For better or worse, Chelsea and I have become the spearhead of this war. It will be won or lost by us and our allies. The dragons have been useless. I give them the chance to be something other than nothing. They choose and choose now. Once I leave, the offer will not be made again. If they choose to remain isolated, then so be it. There will be no contact. No help. No involvement. The dragons can stay hidden in their cave and die a quiet death in isolation,” he told Morgana. 
 
    “The spell altered you,” she said. 
 
    “I just remember who I am. I am Baldric the last king. I am a general. I am a soldier. I am a politician. I am a leader. I didn't want this, but it was forced on me so lead I will. Others will follow or get out of the way,” he told her. 
 
    The dragons were silent while he spoke. 
 
    “Choose,” he said again to Absillion. 
 
    “This council advises me, but I make all the final decisions. The decision we made before to join you was anomalous. I allowed a vote and it was a mistake to shirk my duty and not make the decision myself as I am tasked to do. I was afraid of the consequences and thought if everyone made the choice, the ramifications would not reflect on me. I do as I am tasked to do, and I decide for my people. You have shown yourself time and again to be the champion this world needs. We choose you. We are with you, King Baldric,” Absillion said and lowered his head. 
 
    The remaining dragons did as Absillion did. 
 
    “Absillion, divine what you can of the island where our people are. I have a sense of dread about the island. I can't shake it. Contact us once you are done,” Chelsea ordered. 
 
    “I will do as you ask. Can you tell me about the feeling you have?” the dragon asked. 
 
    “It's just this feeling that something bad is going to happen. Some of my memories, in a past life I was near there. The locals avoid it. They say it's cursed. We had soldiers refuse to go to it saying monsters would get them,” she replied. 
 
    “Trust in your instincts. Divination is not a precise art, but I will do everything I can. You might want to gather more allies. Qaa and Sark will join you,” Absillion replied. 
 
    “I want you to start preparing for the arrival of our scientists. I also want you to start relief efforts where you can. Many cities are in dire need of help. Your people can heal. You can help with delivering food and supplies to dangerous locations. You can help subdue the violent and shield the defenseless. Go. You agreed to join us so do so. Join the world and help. We have other allies,” Chelsea told him. 
 
    “As you command,” Absillion replied. 
 
    “Now to Greece,” Morgana said. 
 
    “Now to Las Vegas. We have some friends to pick up,” he told her. 
 
    # 
 
    “Bo, I need the sisters, Lumpy and Mew. I need them now. Tell them to get ready for a fight because we are leaving immediately,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “As you wish,” Bo replied. 
 
    He went down to the lower levels and came back a few minutes later. 
 
    “They will be here in a moment. We have others who can help you,” Bo said. 
 
    “I appreciate the offer but the number we can teleport is limited,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    A couple of minutes later, the naga, strigoi, and ogre joined them. 
 
    “Next stop, Camelot,” Chelsea said. 
 
    # 
 
    The group teleported into Camelot. 
 
    “Brother Crusader, you're back,” Bobby said. 
 
    “Sorry Bobby, no time for pleasantries. We're in a hurry,” Sebastian told him as they went into the castle. 
 
    “Wait here,” he told everyone while he and Chelsea headed downstairs. They went to the vault and retrieved the staff and scepter. 
 
    Once they got back upstairs, he got Bobby on the comm. “Brother Stone, get a communique to General Morrison and President Yassim. Tell them dragons are going to show up soon and start helping with relief efforts. They are not hostile and following my orders. They are not to be harmed.” 
 
    “Dragons? Okay,” Bobby replied. 
 
    “Now to Greece,” Sebastian said, and the group teleported out. 
 
    # 
 
    Bruce and Xavier led the group down the hall. Their pistols had recharged so they were drawn and ready. 
 
    The hall was made of metal. The metal was old, it had long ago lost its sheen. The environment was uncomfortable. It was hotter than it was outside, the humans breaking a sweat almost immediately. The hall sloped gradually downward and grew darker as they went. There were no light sources, so they switched to their night vision. 
 
    After another minute of walking, doors appeared on either side of the hall. They went in one and panels started glowing as they entered. The room was huge, easily a hundred feet on a side and dozens of feet tall. The area was lined with shelves and was full of scrolls and books. They were all very old, the paper yellowed and brittle. It was a library. 
 
    “I recognize this tome,” Alexander told them. “It's a treatise on the healing use plants found only in a Persian oasis. The oasis was destroyed long ago. This was in my library, so were many of these other books.” 
 
    “So, they salvaged the works before they destroyed the library. It looks like our speculation was correct,” Xavier said to the group. 
 
    “We can worry about the books later. Let's keep going,” Bruce ordered. 
 
    They continued down the hall going through several more rooms as they did so. They found works from numerous time periods as well as other methods of data storage. There were old reel-to-reel tapes, discs of several varieties, scrolls, nearly every method of information storage was represented.   
 
    Alexander was in awe. “The knowledge contained here...lost magical secrets, biographical information, stories of kingdoms long lost, ancient knowledge, religions, it's value is beyond measure. Some of these languages I have never even seen. They must be dead and likely have been for thousands of years. I have always believed that knowledge is power. I believe we may be seeing the source of some of Mordred's power. If I ever have the chance, I will read everything here.” 
 
    “Why are we being given free access to it?” Xavier asked. 
 
    “It makes no sense. One wave of rhakshasa they should have known would barely slow us down and nothing since, it's like they want us in here,” Trish replied. 
 
    Bruce and the team proceeded further down the hallway. The slope leveled out just above sea level. The doors, though open, were blast doors. It looks like military construction. 
 
    “This is not what I expected,” Anna said. 
 
    “Nor I. They have been busy. To construct this without anyone knowing was a feat. The amount of time and labor involved is extraordinary. Why does this seem so familiar?” Alexander asked. 
 
    They continued along the corridor until it branched. 
 
    “Which way?” Xavier asked Bruce. 
 
    “If I had a coin I would flip it,” Bruce replied. 
 
    “There's a panel,” Trish said as she pointed to a square indentation on the wall. 
 
    “Let's see if it's active,” Xavier replied. 
 
    Bruce walked over to it and pressed it. The panel slid back. A small screen illuminated with the name “UDB Salutis.” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” Anna asked. 
 
    “It's Latin. It means Salvation. I don't know what the initials are though,” William replied. 
 
    “They stand for unified dreadnought battleship. It was one of my dreadnoughts in the Unification War. It was lost over the Atlantic to a fleet of Seditionist cybernetic saucers they had salvaged from the remains of Ricci's armada. I was told by Unified Command it was lost with all hands,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “How did it's input panel end up here?” Bruce asked. 
 
    “It's not just the panel. These corridors. This construction. This is the Salutis. I designed those ships. I know every inch of their construction but how it ended up here I cannot say. The rooms with the books are storage rooms for food and munitions. It's a massive ship and must cover a good portion of the island. If they've got this thing in working condition...GloCom cannot handle a dreadnought. They lost too much of their strength during the cataclysm,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “What is a dreadnought?” asked Boudicca. 
 
    “A flying battleship. They were used in World War Four and the Unification War to take out cities. They're heavily armed and armored. We cannot let this be used,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “You built this?” Boudicca asked Alexander. 
 
    “Not by myself but I did design it, with the help of the elf and others. It was a desperate solution to a desperate problem. We built ten of them and almost all were lost, or so we thought. The remainder were decommissioned after the Unification War,” he replied. 
 
    “A dreadnought changes things. We have a new objective. Mordred can wait. We eliminate the threat of this ship. How do we do that, Alexander?” Bruce asked. 
 
    “The easiest way would be to take out its engines. That's not going to be easy. We designed them to be a fortress from the inside and out in case of boarding,” Alexander told them as he keyed in commands. 
 
    “We're lucky. They changed the command codes, but my backdoors are still open. I can get us to the command center and from there we can initiate an overload sequence. According to the reports, the entire ship is intact, repaired and fully operational. It's hidden underground but the engines are easily powerful enough to lift off. That same power can be overloaded and used to destroy the ship,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “For lack of a better plan, let’s do it. Lead the way, Alexander,” Bruce ordered. 
 
    Alexander led them through a series of corridors in the direction of the command center. 
 
    “There is an observation room before the command center. The Salutis was a flagship. We added the observation room for politicians to visit. It's large, with a mostly open design for the dignitaries to use as a small forum. We moved the interim Senate here during the final stages of the war to protect them from attack. When the Salutis was attacked, the Senate managed to eject in the pods before it went down. The rest of us took fighters and escaped. The last I saw of it was the ship sinking beneath the waves in the middle of the Atlantic,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “A large open area would be a great place to spring their trap,” Bruce told them. 
 
    “Agreed. Unfortunately, this is the only access to the command center. To house the observation area, significant changes were made to the corridors. For the record, I was against this, but I was overruled. I wanted to move the Senate to a secure underground location, but they felt the greater mobility and defensive capabilities of a dreadnought offered superior protection,” Alexander replied. 
 
    “Trap? What trap?” asked Trish. 
 
    “Don't be naive, Trish. We had a small attack outside and then nothing. They're luring us in. They gave us access. They knew we would find that panel and they knew I would know how to destroy the ship's mobility. They decided our path and we walk it willingly,” Xavier told her. 
 
    “Then we go another way. We cannot walk into a trap. The best way to avoid a trap is to know it exists,” she replied. 
 
    “Yes, that is true, but we don't have another option. You don't realize the destructive power of this battleship. GloCom lost more in the Cataclysm than they publicly admit. In my meetings with Yassim, we talked about rebuilding their forces and their losses were extensive. They are at a fraction of their power, mostly fighters and a few capital ships. They don't have the resources to fight a dreadnought. We're the only thing that stands between this ship and the world,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “Then we walk into what is likely a trap and probably die. Excuse me for being blunt but that's pretty fucking stupid. We find another way. I will not commit suicide. We have Serendipity. We can blast them from the laser base,” she told them. 
 
    “Serendipity is out of play. Another thing I'm privilege to by being the head of MM is that the damage to the capacitors on Serendipity was not an accident. It was sabotage. The saboteurs were apprehended but Elam had a lot of people on the moon and the damage they did will take a lot of time to repair. They told me when they offered the contract to build the new capacitors. It will take more time than it will take this battleship to destroy what is left of GloCom and UniGov. We're it. We're the only chance this world has right now,” Alexander told them. 
 
    “I can verify that. As acting Lord Marshall, I have received similar briefs. The Cataclysm and Elam's betrayal were bad. It hurt the military and government far more than they are admitting to the public,” Bruce added. 
 
    “So, we walk into a trap and die? That still sounds fucking ignorant. We retreat. We gather the Vanguard and come back in force or if it's in the air, we teleport on it with our full strength and we attack,” Trish told them. 
 
    “That sounds like a good alternative if this fails. Trish, I'm ordering you to put that plan in motion. Alexander, take her back to Camelot. Trish, coordinate the strike. Pull every resource you can. If Xavier and I die here, along with Anna and William, you're next in line. You'll be in command. Coordinate everything you can from GloCom. If they can dig up a nuke have them use it. The Vanguard is the shield against the dark and you'll be the one to wield it. Do your duty. Do I make myself clear?” Bruce asked her. 
 
    “With all due respect, acting Lord Marshall, fuck you. I will not leave my friends to die in a suicide mission. If you're right and Mordred and the drebs are preparing an ambush, I will be there. Again, with all due respect, I'm stronger than you and so is Xavier. If anyone should leave, it's you. You have not just your duty as Lord Marshall, but you have a son who needs a father so if you tell me to leave again, I'll knock your ass out and make sure you need medical care, so you'll have to return and we both know I'm more than capable of doing it. Now, do I make myself clear?” she asked Bruce. 
 
    Bruce looked at her and the rest of the group. 
 
    “She's right, Bruce. You have a son and a wife. None of us have families,” Xavier told him. 
 
    Bruce stared at Trish and Xavier then sighed. “I'll return. You're right. Xavier, you're in charge. Stop this bird from flying,” Bruce told him. 
 
    “Alexander, if you don't mind?” Bruce asked. 
 
    Alexander teleported Bruce out and a couple of minutes later returned. 
 
    “We need a plan. I'm open to ideas. I believe they'll wait for us, but I don't think they'll wait forever so we need to move soon,” Xavier told them. 
 
    “Illusions. We open the door and I can project several illusions of myself into the room as I did at Tokyo. Hopefully, it will get their attention and give us a moment of surprise,” Nefertiti offered. 
 
    “Alexander, you called this an observation room. What does it observe?” Boudicca asked. 
 
    “The sky. It's more of a meeting room. It's round with rows of chairs on several ascending balconies to hold sessions of the makeshift government during the Unification War. It has a large, domed ceiling covered in transparent panels. The panels will likely have their metal shutters closed since we're underground. They are strong but enough earth pushing down might crack or shatter them,” Alexander replied. 
 
    “Alexander, you said the ship had full power. Does this ship have internal weaponry?” Xavier asked. 
 
    “It does but not in the observation room. It was determined to be too risky to the interim government,” Alexander replied. 
 
    “Can you open the metal shielding? If this is an ambush and Nefertiti's ghost forms or whatever they're called reveals it, could we open the shields and bring the mountain down on them?” Xavier asked him. 
 
    “It could be done. It takes several minutes to retract. They were built to close fast, not open. If we do collapse them, it could block our only access to the bridge. There's another point as well. The panels are strong. They might not give way,” he replied. 
 
    “I can handle that. I brought some motivation for breaking things,” Michael said indicating his pack. 
 
    “That ceiling is over a hundred feet high,” Alexander replied. 
 
    “I can get it there. Bruce has taught me well,” Michael told them. 
 
    
“I can get us through the earth. That won't pose a hindrance,” Boudicca told them. 
 
    “Anyone have a better idea? If not, we go with it,” Bruce told them waited a moment. 
 
    “Nefertiti, get ready to do your thing. Michael, prep your charges,” he ordered and gave them a moment to prepare. 
 
    “Alexander, open the doors and get ready to open the roof,” Bruce told him. 
 
    Nefertiti cast her forms into the room and a moment later, blasts of guns and spells could be heard. 
 
    “Now, Alexander,” Bruce ordered. 
 
    “No good. The panels aren't responding. I'm trying,” he replied as he rapidly tapped commands on the panel near the door. 
 
    Once Nefertiti's forms dissipated, the fire focused on the door. The group ducked back around the corner and Alexander moved to a different panel, one out of the line of sight. They returned fire back at the door but without a clear target, it was just to discourage their enemies from coming close to it. 
 
    “I can't tell how many there are. I saw numerous drebs and rhakshasa. They also have more of the ogres as we saw at Tokyo and the hound creatures. I could not ascertain if there were any others,” Nefertiti told them. 
 
    “Alexander, any progress?” Bruce yelled over the firefight. 
 
    “None. The motors on the shielding are receiving commands but not functional. They're either disengaged or non-functional,” Alexander replied. 
 
    “We do this the hard way then,” Bruce told them. 
 
    A large blast went off near them as a concussion grenade landed near the group. They were momentarily stunned but it didn't last long enough, and they shot several krinn as they came through the door. 
 
    “Michael let’s use your charges. I want everything you have through that door. We'll use it as a surprise and enter the room. Get behind any cover you can and kill anything that moves,” Xavier ordered. 
 
    Michael started prepping the charges. 
 
    “I don't think this is enough to damage the ship, but it will still be a hell of a blast. Stand clear,” Michael told them as he activated the detonator and telekinetically propelled it through the door. 
 
    A few seconds later a blast went off. The fire back drafted through the open door. The fire singed some hair and caused a bit of ringing in the ears but otherwise did not hurt the vanguard. The Vanguard charged in, ducking left and right as they did so and getting behind the low walls in front of the ring of seats on the sides. The firefight intensified, spells, lasers and plasma flying from both sides. The Vanguard realized how badly outnumbered they were. 
 
    They exchanged fire for a few seconds. Nefertiti turned and pushed William with a telekinetic blast, a plasma rifle hitting the spot he was standing in just a second before. As she took her attention off the fight a moment to save William, Nefertiti was hit by a blast of fire. She slumped over and didn't move. 
 
    Trish was nearest to her and managed to reach Nefertiti. The woman was burned badly, much of her face and chest burned away. Trish checked for a pulse and found none. She looked at Xavier and shook her head 'no.' 
 
    The section of chairs Xavier was hiding behind blasted away, shards of wood and metal piercing Xavier through his leg and stomach. He screamed in pain and dropped but was still moving. 
 
    Several others had minor wounds. Michael had taken a laser to his left arm and it hung limp. Boudicca was reeling from a lightning bolt. Anna's mechanical arm was gone, and she was bleeding from several cuts on her face. 
 
    Mordred walked calmly to the center of the room and walked to the podium the speaker would have used during interim Senate sessions. The opposing fire stopped, and the Vanguard turned their attention on Mordred. They hit him with lasers, plasma and every spell they could muster but nothing penetrated his shielding. Eventually the Vanguard stopped firing and the room was quiet and still. 
 
    “Vanguard, you are losing. You fight bravely but this fight is over. Surrender and you will be treated amicably as prisoners of war. Your attempt was noble but ill-conceived. I do not desire your deaths only your supplication. Surrender and you can treat your wounded and mourn your dead in safety,” Mordred boomed out. 
 
    “This ends now,” Alexander said. 
 
    Faster than the eye could follow, Alexander leaped at Mordred. He was on him in a second, sword out and swinging. Initially, he pushed the younger wizard back and managed to drive his sword through Mordred's abdomen and pull it out again before anyone could blink. He would have had a killing blow, but Mordred managed to block the blade at the last second, pushing it downward at the cost of several fingers. Alexander was hit by concentrated blasts from numerous dreb battle mages and launched into the wall behind him. Alexander was bleeding and unconscious. Xavier limped over to him. The Macedonian was badly hurt but alive. 
 
    “That was foolish. Do not repeat his mistake. I do not want further bloodshed,” Mordred told them. 
 
    “We have no need of them. D'rus has ordered them to be killed,” one of the drebs said. 
 
    “I am in charge here, not D'rus,” Mordred replied. 
 
    “D'rus also wants you dead,” The dreb said as the battlemages all started attacking Mordred. 
 
    The wizard deflected or blocked their attacks and returned his own. The fighting was intense, but Mordred was losing. He was an amazing wizard but could not stand against the attacks of the sheer number of dreb. No matter how many he killed, there were just too many and he was showing several wounds. 
 
    The ogres charged at Mordred and he was doing his best to avoid their attacks while fighting back. He managed to kill two of the ogres and several of the drebs in the space of a few seconds. 
 
    “What the hell?” Trish asked. 
 
    “I don't know but go with it. Hit them while they're distracted. Focus on the ogres and rhakshasa. Let Mordred and the drebs kill each other,” Xavier told everyone. 
 
    They concentrated their fire but were still badly outnumbered. One of the enhanced ogres started to charge them but was caught by Lumpy as he ran in from the entryway. Lumpy grabbed him in mid-run by his neck and spun the ogre around, snapping his neck. 
 
    The naga charged into the rhakshasa. Even though the rhakshasa were larger, the sisters fought as one and moved in perfect concert. 
 
    Mew was sneaking around the edge, behind the seats. She leaped at one of the drebs and before he could react, she used her long claws to slit his throat. The dreb gurgled and fell. 
 
    “Who are these people?” Michael asked. 
 
    “Don't you read reports? The ones from Vegas that Sebastian sent us the intel on. They're friends. The ogre in street clothes, the naga and strigoi are allies,” Xavier replied. 
 
    “How did they get here?” Trish asked. 
 
    “We brought them,” Sebastian said as he, Chelsea and Morgana calmly walked into the room. 
 
    Sebastian's staff glowed as he blasted a dreb. The creature died instantly. Chelsea leaped into a group of drebs and started swinging her mace. Morgana ran over to Alexander. 
 
    The new arrivals slowly started turning the tide in the fight as the ship started roaring. 
 
    “They're powering up the engines. They're taking off!” Michael yelled. 
 
    The ship rocked as it struggled to ascend through the earth covering it. 
 
    “We need to get out of here, now! I don't know how long until it breaks free,” Xavier yelled. 
 
    With the added reinforcements, they managed to cut down the remainder of the opposition. Mordred lay, still breathing, in the middle of the room. Everyone had some degree of injuries. 
 
    “There are more wounded than we can teleport. Let’s try to get to the escape shuttles,” Sebastian told them. 
 
    “No good,” Alexander told them, coughing blood. “They were all launched during the sinking of this ship and not replaced from what I saw on the tactical readouts.” 
 
    The metal panels on top of the room started to open. A large shadow passed over the room, blocking the sunlight for a moment as it did so. 
 
    “That was a dragon,” Morgana yelled. 
 
    It passed again, and red-orange scales could be seen. 
 
    “It's Absillion! He can get us out of here,” Morgana told them. 
 
    A moment later, the panels shattered downward as the dragon crashed down. A familiar dragon stood before them, but it was not Absillion, it was his daughter Asala. She was larger than when they last saw her. 
 
    “Asala? How? You're dead,” Sebastian said. 
 
    The dragon roared, and energy poured over the group, stunning them all. She grabbed Sebastian in one claw and Chelsea in the other and took off again. She squeezed them until they passed out. They were unable to resist, still reeling from the stun. 
 
    The group was recovering and watched through the open ceiling panel as she climbed higher. Doga, Trall, and Qaa could be seen coming towards Asala. Doga flew over her and grabbed her neck in his claws. As she did, Trall latched onto her tail with his powerful jaws and Qaa grabbed a wing in his claws. 
 
    Alexander forced himself up despite his injuries. He teleported onto Asala's back as she flew away. He took his blade and rammed it down, into her back. 
 
    She shook the dragons free, dropping Chelsea in the process. Qaa flew down and grabbed Chelsea as Asala turned and breathed on Doga. He flew through the blast and again tried to lock onto her neck. He did not use his breath or magic to avoid hurting Sebastian. 
 
    Asala had no such restriction and roared at him, waves of telekinetic energy washing over the older dragon. The energy was interlaced with black waves of force. He shook and went down, crashing hard into the ground. Trall broke off his attack, being no match for her on his own. Asala flew off into the distance as the Qaa landed in the ship with Chelsea as Trall flew down to Doga to see if he was okay. 
 
    Alexander was still on Asala's back and stabbed her again. She roared in pain and rolled, throwing Alexander from her and sending the man falling. She turned and roared, waves of energy hitting him and propelling him down. Xavier and Trish tried to stop his fall but the energy forcing him down was too much for their own spells to overcome. Alexander hit the ground very hard and did not move. Trish and Xavier went to him with Boudicca joining them a moment later. 
 
    “Qaa, how is Asala alive? Why did she take Sebastian and attack you?” Morgana asked. 
 
    “We do not know. Absillion saw it in a divination and sent us. We disobeyed the orders of the monarchs to come here but Absillion felt it was worth risking their wrath,” Qaa replied. 
 
    “She's different. Wrong. That didn't feel like her. She didn't feel like anything,” Chelsea said as she regained bearing. 
 
    “She is lacking something you have,” Qaa replied to Chelsea. 
 
    “Her soul. We have her soul,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    “I believe that is why she feels different,” the dragon replied. 
 
    “She has Sebastian. I'm going after her. Is Doga alive? I'll need a ride,” Chelsea told Qaa. 
 
    “Trall is seeing to him now,” Qaa replied. 
 
    A moment later, Doga and Trall landed. 
 
    “Doga, let's go. We're going after her,” Chelsea ordered. 
 
    “I am injured, and we lost sight of her,” Doga replied. 
 
    Chelsea closed her eyes a moment. 
 
    “I can't feel Sebastian. He isn't dead. I would know. Somehow, she's keeping me from tracking him,” Chelsea said near panic as the ship lurched again. 
 
    Morgana put her hand on Chelsea's shoulder. 
 
    “She took him. I must have him back. I need to go after her, NOW!” Chelsea said in a mix of panic and fear as she fought back tears. 
 
    “We'll get him back. If she wanted either of you dead, she had the opportunity. She wanted you alive, so we have that on our side. Right now, we need to get everyone to safety,” Morgana told them. 
 
    Mordred pulled himself to his feet, bleeding badly. He tried to walk and immediately fell back down. 
 
    Morgana ran over to him. 
 
    “Mother, you were right. I don't have long. Alexander's blade was poisoned and made of dragon's ore. I'm dying. Will you grant a dying man's wish and let me die as your son and not your enemy?” he asked. 
 
    Morgana was crying as she cradled his head in her lap. 
 
    “My son. My dear son. You were never my enemy. I love you,” she said. 
 
    “I...” Mordred started to say and coughed. “I would like to speak to my sister.” 
 
    Chelsea walked over to him, no longer able to hold back her tears. 
 
    “Sister, would that I had time to make amends. Listen. The dragon. The drebs worship her. I did not know who she was until now. They have kept her identity hidden. They are at...” and Mordred said and coughed again drifting momentarily into unconsciousness. 
 
    Mordred's eyes glazed over. “I am told Atlantis was beautiful once.”

“Where? Where are they?” Chelsea asked Modred. 
 
    “A world where all are allied. That was the lie they told me I was working towards. It would have been a world where all were subjugated. A mother's love saved me,” he said as he pulled out the piece of leather. 
 
    “Where? Mordred, you must tell me! Where?” Chelsea asked again with urgency. 
 
    “My mother's love saved me,” he said as coughed one last time and his breathing stopped. 
 
    Morgana sobbed heavily as she reached down and closed his eyes, still cradling him and rocking back and forth. 
 
    Xavier went over to Alexander who was struggling to move but managed to open a comm. 
 
    “Alexander, we have to get you medical treatment,” Xavier told the badly wounded man. 
 
    “We can't help him,” Boudicca said as she and Trish tried to heal him. “He's too badly hurt.” 
 
    “I knew it was a suicide move but I thought I could end it. The drebs' training is Atlantean. I don't know who is teaching them, but they know the old ways,” Alexander said with blood running from his mouth and nose. 
 
    “It's Asala. She's somehow alive. She took Sebastian,” Xavier told him as he ran a medical scanner over Alexander. 
 
    Alexander ignored Xavier and spoke into the comm. His voice was forced and shallow and blood trickled from the corner of his mouth and flowed from both nostrils. He summoned what strength he had left and spoke. 
 
    “Tell Samantha...contact...MMHQ.” Alexander paused a moment to catch his breath. He was fading fast. “Tell her to...activate the...Spear of Alexander...and contingency...Vanguard 1...they will...listen...company...hers now,” he said and coughed hard. The blood in his coughing was greater than before. 
 
    “Want to tell me what that was about?” asked Xavier. 
 
    His breathing had become very shallow and labored but Alexander did his best to speak. He was coughing up blood. “No... time to...explain...don't...have long.” 
 
    “What is the Spear of Alexander and contingency Vanguard 1?” asked Trish. 
 
    “Ask...Samantha...she will...find out,” Alexander told him as his breathing got shallower. 
 
    “I am... done. Leave my...body. Return Nefertiti...to Ra. He will want....to bury her. Find...Sebastian. Help...Chelsea...” Alexander told Xavier as he spasmed. 
 
    “We're going to get you to a doctor,” Xavier told him. “You'll be fine.” 
 
    “We are...warriors. Lies are...not our way. Go. Take...this,” Alexander said as he handed his blade to Xavier. 
 
    “I can't take your blade,” Xavier said to the dying man. 
 
    “Non...sense,” Alexander said as he convulsed. “I have...one last lesson...for the Vanguard. Your weapons...are your weakness. Your allies...are your strength. No one person...can win a war. Wars are won...by the soldiers. Fight well...my friend. Let me die...in peace,” Alexander told him. 
 
    “We can save you,” Xavier said adamantly. 
 
    “Go! I will...always...be with you...in spirit,” Alexander told them. 
 
    Xavier started to speak but Alexander wouldn't let him. 
 
    “I die...a good death. Leave...me,” Alexander told him. 
 
    Xavier nodded affirmative and walked away with the sword. He went over to Nefertiti's body and picked it up. 
 
    “Doga, Trall, Qaa, can you get us all to Camelot? There are too many to teleport and we need to get out of here before reinforcements arrive,” Chelsea asked between sobs. 
 
    “Of course,” Doga replied and lowered his head so several of them could climb on. The other two dragons did the same. 
 
    “Would you like me to carry the body?” Qaa asked as Xavier climbed on. 
 
    “No. I will deliver her and the news to Ra myself. She died under my command and it is my duty,” Xavier replied. 
 
    “We will find him. I promise you that,” Morgana said to Chelsea. 
 
    “I will find him. If I must kill every dreb on this planet, nothing will stand between us. I will kill them all,” Chelsea replied. 
 
    Chelsea stopped crying and screamed, her voice a mixture of anger and pain. As she did, blue flame poured from her body and she disappeared. 
 
    “Where did Chelsea go?” Michael asked Morgana. 
 
    “I don't know,” Morgana told him. 
 
    As they soared away, they saw the dreadnought slowly rising into the air. Trish looked at Boudicca. “I love you,” she said and jumped from the dragon. 
 
    Trish called on the wind and a fierce gale blew towards her. Membranes extended from her forming wings and she rode the currents towards the dreadnought. She came upon the rear of the craft where the two large engines were at. She moved faster and faster, changing her shape as she did so. Her skin hardened, and she grew, becoming a large arrowhead. She channeled more and more of the Weave through her. She started to glow then burst into flames. She hit one of the engines with tremendous force and it exploded, flames washing across the back of the ship. Trish was propelled out and away from the ship and plummeted to the ground, returning to her human form as she fell. 
 
    Boudicca screamed, “NOOOOOOO!” and jumped. She took the form of a large falcon and flew in the direction of Trish as the dragons continued to fly away. 
 
    “We have to go back for them!” Morgana yelled at Doga. 
 
    The dreadnought started firing plasma canons towards the dragons. They were at extreme range and the shots were not able to hit the agile dragons. 
 
    “No. That ship is damaged but intact and has more firepower than we can face. We must withdraw. We have injured that need treated and dead that need mourned and do not need our deaths to add to them. The earth-touched one was alive and the wild one will find her. We have to go so that we may live to fight another day,” Doga told Morgana. 
 
    The three dragons continued in the direction of Camelot as the dreadnought sluggishly turned towards the east. It was crippled but still aloft and mobile. 
 
    Xavier opened a comm to Bruce. 
 
    “Bruce, get General Morrison on the line. We have a big problem,” he said as the dreadnought faded into the distance. 
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