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Cleveland 1979

The sudden sound of a police cruiser triggering its siren disturbed the stillness of the deserted alley. The reflected display of flashing blue lights quickly receded into the night as the black-and-white patrol car sped off in pursuit of its quarry.

A gentle wind stirred the loose trash of old newspapers and cigarette butts that littered the asphalt floor of the narrow roadway. Not one of the multitude of homeless the city chose to ignore sought shelter within the confines of the dim avenue. A feeling of uneasiness within the canyon of brick walls ensuring they settled elsewhere.

The alleys only occupant, a lone rat, turned and considered seeking shelter in the open space between a pair of overstuffed dumpsters. The hair on the little beasts back bristled. Changing its mind it scampered down the alleyway towards the relative safety of the street.

A shadow emerged on the wall between the dumpsters, quickly swelling into an emptiness of stygian blackness. Movement, like dark water rippled within the ebony abyss. A lone figure stepped from the void and looked up and down the dark corridor. Satisfied the alley was empty he placed a leather briefcase on the ground. Settling the trench coat draped over his shoulders with a shrug he removed his brown fedora and ran his fingers through his long dark hair.

A sudden wisp of air signaled that the wall had returned to its original state. Replacing the hat he reached down and recovered the briefcase. He began to whistle while he strolled toward the street.

The driver of an idling sedan jumped from behind the wheel and hastened to open the rear door as the man approached. Reaching for the case he asked, “Would you like me to take that, sir?”

“I will hold onto it, thank you. Is all in readiness?”

“Everyone is waiting, sir.”

“Good.” He turned and looked back down the alley. As he did, a dirty streetlamp momentarily caught his profile. Handsome, almost beautiful, except for the eyes. Blue orbs that glistened like wet ice. Cold, unfeeling, malevolent. Not altogether human.

The new arrival stepped into the car. Closing the door the driver hurried around the vehicle returning to his place behind the wheel. As he reached for the ignition the sleeve of his jacket pulled back exposing a tattoo. Three straight lines radiating evenly from the center like the foot of a bird, surrounded by a circle. Some considered it a peace symbol. It was not.

“Will it take long to reach the facility?” The passenger asked.

“About an hour, sir, depending on traffic. Roads are pretty quiet this time of night.”

“Thank you. What should I call you?”

“Name is Jimmy, sir.”

“Nice to meet you, Jimmy. No need to be so formal. We are going to become good friends you and I. You may call me Cain.”

“Thank you, Mr. Cain.”

“Just Cain. Were you told what to expect?”

“Uh, yes, sir.”

“And you are doing this willingly.”

“I am, sir. I mean, Cain. I want to serve Him.”

“And He appreciates your desire to serve. His reward will be great I promise you.”

Turning in his seat Jimmy asked nervously. “Will it hurt?”

Cain smiled reassuringly. “Maybe a little at first, but it is over quickly. Are you ready?”

“What do I need to do?”

Cain removed a metal container from the valise the shape and size of a large thermos.

“Just sit there. Don’t move.”

He unscrewed the top of the container and placed it on the seat next to him. For a moment nothing happened, then a dark mist appeared around the lip like a layer of thick smoke. It slowly rose and as it did a shadow formed, not upon any solid object but floating in the open space between the seat and the roof of the vehicle.

Jimmy stared over his shoulder at the shadow. It hesitated, then jetted forward striking him in the eyes. Jimmy jerked forward striking the steering wheel then recoiling onto the seat as if he had been pulled by a string. He sat, unmoving, the whites of his blank eyes staring at the roof of the car.

Cain wondered if his neck had been broken. “It is done? He lives?”

“He does. We are one.” A voice answered. It was Jimmy’s, but then again ... not.

“You have control.”

“I do. He is frightened but cooperating.”

“He is uninjured?”

“He is ... functional.”

“Then take us to Mentor.”

“It shall be done.”

Cain screwed the cap back onto the container and placed it next to the other five that rested in the valise. He leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes.

“Wake me when we get there.”
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A young man walked along the edge of the wood, the shadows of the trees presenting relief from the unrelenting heat of the sun. He stopped for a moment and regarded the city less than half a mile away. It was like looking at a painting from another era. The distant buildings with their magnificent columns reminiscent of a time when Sparta prepared to delay the onslaught of the Persians at Thermopile. This was Olympus, the home of Zeus.

“It is an impressive sight is it not?”

Startled, his hand falling to the hilt of his sword, he turned towards the voice.

“I am sorry. I did not wish to startle you. I am not a threat I promise.”

Leaning against a nearby oak a young woman, not much older than his twenty years, smiled at him. “You are the First Dragon, are you not?”

Relaxing a little he dropped his hand from the sword and flexed his fingers. “Sorry. I didn’t know anyone was there. Guess I’m a little jumpy. You surprised me.”

The stranger chuckled. “That was not my intent. I am used to observing while not being observed. You have surprised me as well. Few seem to notice me anymore.”

Arthur smiled. “Well. you’re good at it. I’m not often caught off guard.”

“You mean since your awakening.”

“Uh, yeah.”

“It is a burden for one so young to have so much responsibility thrust upon him.”

Arthur examined the stranger. She was stunning. Tall, athletically built with long red hair and sparkling blue eyes. She wore a simple dress, something like an ancient Greek stola with a wide elaborately designed belt encircling her slim waist. Resting in her hand was an exquisitely carved bow, the image of Medusa etched into the riser while the locks of serpents wrapped themselves up and down the limbs. From her shoulder, a simple leather quiver rested. The wooden shafts of several arrows protruding more than a foot from the opening.

“Out hunting?” Arthur asked pointing to the bow.

“In-a-way, but I find you more interesting than my typical quarry.”

“Would it be rude for me to ask who you are?”

“Not at all. I am Artemis. I think you know my brother, Apollo. I have overheard him speak often of you. He believes you a true hero. A warrior with both wisdom and compassion. A rare combination.”

“He is too kind.”

“Oh Apollo can be kind I suppose, but I do not believe that is the case. He and his fellow warriors are honored to follow the true First Dragon. It takes much to impress my brother.”

“I’m flattered.”

“Do not be. From what I hear his praise is well earned. Even that fool Hercules brags about being one of your oath-sworn.”

“He is a good friend.”

She nodded. “To many of us.”

“Have you heard how he is doing? I haven't seen him since he was wounded.”

“I understand the wound would have killed a normal man. Of course, Hercules is anything but normal. I believe he will recover. And remember, First Dragon, what happened to him was not your fault. Hercules is a warrior. He fights because he believes in this cause, as do all that serve you. There will be casualties as there are in all wars. But I have heard you make wise decisions which result in victories. Success always saves more lives in the long run then it costs.”

She smiled at him causing him to feel ... relaxed. Something he had not felt in a while. The stress of the last few months seemed to flow from him at her words.

He was used to sharing his thoughts with Michael, working out his anxieties. But Michael was gone, reunited with his family, no longer the entity residing within his head. And the others ...

Kathleen was away, busy training to control her new power as a Blocker. His oath-sworn, those he had become close to, that he thought of as friends, were taking their duties too seriously, leaving him without the relaxed companionship he had grown accustomed to.

“It will work out, Arthur. Your friends, your love, they are adjusting to their new roles. Give them time.”

He looked at her wondering how she knew what he was thinking.

She chuckled. “I do not read minds, First Dragon. It is obvious things have changed for you. That your world has changed. You miss what you had. Anyone can see that. I remember when my brother first joined our military. He was lonely, miserable. He missed his family and his friends. In time, however, he discovered new friends, a new family that cared as much about him as he did those he left at home. And he found happiness in his new life. Give it a little time. You will adjust to your new reality. And I believe you too will find happiness.”

“I know. In my head I understand. It’s just that things have happened so fast.”

“You cannot return to what was. You must strive to move forward. You have a lot of help. Accept it.”

“You’re right. I guess I’ve just been feeling a little sorry for myself.”

A dog howled from deep within the woods. She turned. “It sounds like Cerberus has caught the scent of something. I best get back to my business. He at least acknowledges me. It has been an honor to meet you, First Dragon.” She raised the beautiful bow as she turned. “Until we meet again.”

Arthur watched until she was absorbed by the trees seeming to fade into the forest. When he could no longer see her he turned towards the city, a smile developing as he began to work his way back. He started to hum a tune. One he did not recognize. Weird he thought, but he felt better than he had in days. It was like a heavy burden had been lifted from his shoulders.

“Arthur!” Loki waived as he jogged toward him. “Where the hell have you been?”

“Sorry. I needed some time to think.”

“Well, you can take all the time you need, but not alone. Not any more. You may be able to sense Shadows, little brother, but not their followers. I kind of doubt we have gotten rid of them all, even here on Olympus. We don’t need a repeat of what happened on Asgard. That bastard almost killed you. You don’t have Michael to help you heal anymore.”

“I know. Sorry. I’ll make sure I let you know before wandering off again. Any word on Hercules?”

“Just got off the horn with Sif. She said she heard from Helen that he is still unconscious, but the docs are hopeful. One of those big spears from our new friends went right through him. Damned if I know how he lived long enough for the medics to reach him.”

“He is a strong man.”

Loki laughed. “And stubborn, stayed alive just to annoy the SOB that gutted him.”

“And to allow his legend to grow. I doubt we will ever hear the end of this one.”

“Right up there with the hydra story.”

“Do hydras exist?” Arthur asked.

“Not anymore.”

They looked at each other for a moment, then burst out laughing. They started to walk toward the city.

“How’s Kathleen doing with her training?” Loki asked.

“Doing well I guess. She won’t let me watch. Says I make her nervous. Merlin wants to get her back to Earth as soon as possible but doesn’t want her to go until she can defend herself.”

“From Shadows you mean. That girl doesn’t need a lot of help with solid beings.”

“Maybe not.” Arthur thought about the wound she received during the invasion. The one that he thought killed her until the man on the hill brought her back, back with the power of a Blocker awakening within her.

“I think we should all go back, little brother. And soon. We have been here for several days already. Too much time has passed on Earth. The gods themselves only know what Satan and his minions have been up to. Speaking of Satan, decided if you are going to meet with him?”

“No.”

“No you haven't decided or no you aren’t going to meet?”

“If I’m going to meet with him.”

“Well if you decide you have to, you will not do it without us. I don’t care what the son-of-a-bitch said. That would be suicide. You know as well as I that it’s a trap.”

“Not so sure, Loki. Satan may be evil incarnate, as my sister would say, but I believe he has some sort of weird sense of honor. If he says he will be alone and only wants to talk, I believe him.”

“And if not?”

Arthur smiled. “Then I will have my oath-sworn nearby. I’m trusting, not stupid.”

“We don’t even know where this meeting is to take place.”

“I’m sure he will find a way to let us know.”

“Arthur,” a tall man with a dark well-trimmed beard called running towards them. “Odin wishes to speak with you, my lord.”

“Damn-it, Rex, how many times do I have to tell you I am not your lord?”

“Technically, little brother, you are,” Loki said. “You are a prince of Asgard and the First Dragon of the Alliance. You are royalty whether you like it or not. And as your oath-sworn, you are his liege lord.”

Arthur stopped and grinned. “So does that make me yours as well?”

Loki slapped his shoulder. “Never, little brother.”

“But you are my oath-sworn.”

“Different rules.”

“What rules?”

“Mine, of course.”

Arthur chuckled, “Of course.”

“He awaits you in Zeus’s conference room ... Arthur,” Rex said.

“That’s a little better. Can’t have the original King Arthur calling me that.”

Rex smiled. “I am no longer a king and I have willingly sworn an oath to serve you. Besides, it is you that carries Excalibur, not I.”

Choosing to ignore the comment Arthur started to walk to the hall. “Any word from Thor?”

“He has not returned and there has been no word.”

“That is weird,” Loki said. “My brother is usually very prompt in his reports. Takes every task seriously. Even a simple recon.”

“Millie with him?”

“Yes, Arthur, and Lancelot. Michael wanted to go but felt his appearance might cause a bit of a disturbance on the streets of Cleveland.”

“Ya think,” Loki said. “You mean an eight-foot dude with blue hair might make some of the locals take an interest?”

“What about Lucifer?” Arthur asked.

“I said Lancelot accompanied them. Somehow Lucifer’s image as Lancelot returned as he announced his intent to go with Millie. He seems to have the ability to change his appearance at will.”

“And the others don’t?”

“They have not done so as of yet,” Rex said.

“Strange. I need to talk to Michael about that. Is he at the hall?”

“Everyone is there. They await your return.”

“Kathleen?”

Rex smiled. “She and her father are there. I overheard her tell Freya she needs to discuss wedding plans with you after the meeting.”

“Oh.”

Loki laughed. “Getting cold feet, little brother?”

“No. And stop calling me that. It makes me feel like I’m seven years old.”

“I will do what I can, adopted sibling of lesser age.”

“Asshole!”

As they entered the conference room Ares called out, “The First Dragon.”

All rose to their feet.

This is something I am never going to get used to, Arthur thought. Michael, I wish you were still here to help me with all this protocol crap.

“I am, Arthur.”

He froze. “What!”

“When we are near I can hear you and you, me. It is something my people have been able to do for a long time.”

“You mean you can read my thoughts. The others can too?”

“Only when you wish us to. As when we were one, I can only hear what you think when you address the thoughts to me.”

“How? I’m not one of you.”

“Perhaps it is because you are the First Dragon.”

“How close must we be?” Arthur asked.

“For us, it is a few yards. I would assume it will be the same with you.”

“Good. I’ve missed you.”

Arthur could feel the chuckle. “And I you. Remember the others can hear you only if you address them. Think of whom you wish to speak to and they will hear.”

“Everything okay, Arthur,” Loki asked. “You look like you just saw a ghost.”

“Just talking to a friend.”

Loki looked towards Michael who stood with his siblings, Ezekiel, Gabriel, Remiel and Ariel.

“Again. How?”

“I’ll explain later.”

“Damn right you will.”

“First Dragon,” Odin said. “All is well I hope.”

“I am fine, sir. Thank you.” He looked around. “Why are we all here? I thought we were not going to meet again until this evening.”

“That was the plan,” Freya said. “But plans are fluid. They flow in the currents of time.”

“Things have changed that need your immediate attention, Art,” Charlotte said as she moved forward and stood beside Freya. It surprised him that his mother stepped into her role as Freya’s second as if born to it.

“What has changed? Shadows”

“No, son, people,” Paul said maneuvering his wheelchair next to his wife.

“People?”

“Disciples we think,” Odin said. “We have just heard from Thor. He has been looking into reports of several atrocities that have occurred in and around the Cleveland area.”

“What kind of atrocities?” Arthur asked.

Zeus leaned on the table. “Attacks on children. A shooting during a church service, dozens killed and wounded, an explosion in the home of a family sponsoring a meeting of young boys and their fathers, no survivors, and several children and their parents killed and injured in a shooting during the matinee of a movie in Strongsville.”

“All happening at almost the same time,” Ra added. “Can’t be a coincidence, so Thor and the others looked into it.”

“What did they find?” Loki asked.

“At the theater, a squad car happened to be passing just as the shooting started. They were able to stop most of the shooters as they exited the building. There was a violent exchange of gunfire. One officer was badly wounded, and all but one of the shooters was killed. One escaped. On the arm of each of the deceased was a tattoo. The mark of Nero.”

“But I thought we decided after the Boy Scout incident that these were not directed by the Shadows but by some want-a-be cult.”

“We may have been mistaken,” Odin said.

“I don’t understand. Satan said he would do nothing until after we meet. And only if I decided not to take him up on his offer. And children are not normally his targets.”

“Maybe this is a warning,” Apollo offered. “To ensure you accept his offer.”

“Doesn’t make sense. I need to get back.”

Kathleen gripped his arm. “We all need to get back. You will not face him alone, Arthur. We go with you. I go with you.”

Falstaff moved next to them. He placed his hand on Kathleen’s shoulder. “My god-daughter speaks for all of us, First Dragon. We are your oath-sworn, the oath-sworn of the First Dragon. Where you go, we go. Besides, my little princess intends to marry you. I will not allow her to be disappointed because you got yourself killed playing the hero.”

“But he said I must meet him alone.”

“Bullshit,” Loki said.

“He will not meet me if you are there. At least if he knows you are there. I have an idea.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Michael, can you hear me?”

“Yes, Arthur.”

“Would you and your family remain after the others leave?”

“It shall be done.”

“What is going on, Arthur? I’ve seen that look on your face before,” Merlin asked.

“An idea that may help. Still working on the details. I will explain when I get it all sorted out. I promise.”

“Are you going to meet him, Art?” Charlotte asked.

“I think I have to, Mom. If Satan is behind what is going on I need to find out and try to stop him.”

“Do you have any idea how?” Paul asked.

“Not a clue, Dad. But I have to try something.”

“This isn’t all on you, Art,” Gwen said stepping beside her mother.

“I know. This isn’t about my ego, Gwen. But I believe I‘ve been given the power of a Blocker and found the other Blockers and those of you that can resist Shadows for a reason. I think we are meant to do something together. Something important. I don’t know what yet. But I know I am different from Blockers of the past, we are different. That difference may be our chance to finally put an end to this war.”

“That may be true. I hope it is so, but how?” Odin asked. “For centuries we have battled this evil, doing what we could to contain it. Never stop it. Why now? What has changed?”

“I don’t know. There are a lot of questions that I don’t have answers for.” Arthur hesitated, the words of the man on the hill haunting him. “But before we can go forward we have questions to be answered, puzzles that need to be solved. Why the introduction of new players, Millie, Kathleen, the Friends and of course Michael and his brethren. How can the Shadows create multiple portals while we are restricted to the two on each of our worlds? Shadows can reach Earth seemingly anywhere and yet not able to reach the other dimensions except through one of our portals. Why? These things are important. I don’t know how but I believe if we can answer these questions we will discover a way to end this. Possibly for good. But we need time to solve the puzzles. My meeting with Satan may buy us that time.”

“And it may get you killed,” Loki said.

“Maybe. And maybe that is why we have Lancelot, Millie and now Kathleen. In case.”

“Don’t say that,” Kathleen said.

He looked into her deep green eyes and smiled. “In case we need to combine our strength,” he lied.

“Oh. I thought ...”

“I know what you thought. Nothing is going to happen to me. I have a wedding to attend.”

“Damn right,” Loki said. “So now what?”

“I will meet you at the large portal. I need to talk to Michael for a moment.”

“We will wait outside,” Loki said. “oath-sworn, remember. Get used to it. You don’t go anywhere alone. Not anymore.”

Arthur chuckled. “Fine. Out front.”

When the others had departed the room he closed the door and turned to Michael. “Can everyone hear me?”

“Yes, First Dragon.”

“I want to speak to you without the others hearing what I say. The fact that we can communicate this way I would like to keep secret as long as we can.”

“Merlin suspects,” Arthur heard Michael say. “And I think Loki.”

“I know. I will talk to them about it. They will understand what I am trying to do. Do you think Satan or his folk could hear us? I know he heard you when we were together, Michael.”

“I do not believe so. We were as one at the time and whether you intended to or not you did address him. Unless one of us intends to speak with him I do not believe he could hear.”

“Good. Let’s hope not. I understand that Lucifer took on the form of Lancelot when they returned to Cleveland. Is that something that you all can do?”

“No, First Dragon,” he heard Gabriel say. “We were all surprised when he transformed.”

“Did he do it purposely? Can he control it?”

“I do not believe so,” Ariel said. “It is strange. I heard him say thank you to someone as it happened.”

Arthur smiled. “Then there is a chance. I would like you all to come with me when I return to Earth. But you will be able to stay only if what I suspect happens.”

“Do you think He is helping?” Michael asked.

“He?” Ezekiel asked.

“He who awakened the power of the Blocker within our young warriors. He who speaks to Arthur alone.”

“You mean ...” Remiel asked.

“I’m not sure who he is, Remiel. But he has done some pretty fantastic things and there is no doubt he is helping us,” Arthur said.

“If we can transform, what would you have us do, First Dragon?” Ariel asked.

“When we are alone like this, please call me Arthur, and in answer to your question, I’d like you to be my radio.”

Apollo poked his head through the double doors. “The others await outside, First Dragon.”

“Thank you, I’m on my way.”

“If you would give me a moment before you go, First Dragon.”

“Sure, Apollo. What can I do for you?”

“You can accept my oath.”

“Your oath?”

Loki pushed the door open and the remainder of the oath-sworn entered. “Listen to him, Arthur.”

“I wish to join the fellowship, First Dragon. I wish to give you my oath.”

“But your position here. Your responsibilities to Zeus. To Olympus.”

“I have spoken to my father. He has released me from my duties and has given his blessing. As with Hercules, I wish to serve the First Dragon as a representative of Olympus.”

Michael placed his hand upon Arthur’s shoulder. As do we.”

Arthur looked at the warriors from Haven. He hung his head. “I do not deserve this.”

“But you do, Arthur. You are First Dragon of the Alliance of Worlds. You represent all of us and it is only fitting that each of the member worlds serves the Dragon,” Michael said.

“But you are not a member.”

Gabriel smiled. “We are now.”

“Which is why we are here as well,” a voice called from behind the group standing in the doorway.

“Sorry, Arthur. They were waiting outside. This is Bast,” Kathleen said joining the others and introducing the woman who had spoken. She was taller than Kathleen, skin like polished mahogany, athletically built, and very beautiful. Behind her stood a man, as dark as her, as tall as Loki and as muscular as Hercules.

“And this is my brother, Anubis. Ra is our uncle and he has permitted us to join you,” Bast said. “To represent Duat.”

“Do you understand what you are asking?”

Anubis smiled. “We understand the oath, First Dragon. I will enjoy watching my sister swear to serve a man. My uncle thought it amusing as well. No one in the family thought she would ever say those words.”

Bast slapped her brother on the shoulder.

Falstaff laughed looking at Kathleen. “I know what you mean.”

“Uncle!”

Arthur was silent for a moment. “You all understand what this means.”

They nodded. No one spoke.

“Then I am honored.” He drew Excalibur. Michael stepped forward and the others fell in behind him.

“I Michael ....” And so it began. One after the other they came forward and repeated the words. At the end of the line, his mother appeared pushing his father’s wheelchair. She smiled and Gwen stepped from behind her.

“It is what she wants, Art,” his father said carefully rising to his feet. “She is an adult and knows her own mind. And we give our blessing.”

Gwen approached her brother and kneeled. Loki handed her his sword.

When she had given her oath Arthur returned Excalibur to its scabbard. “I am honored. I am humbled. I am resigned that this group of warriors, this fellowship, my friends, my family, shall prevail against the evil we face. And I give you my oath that from this day forth I am yours. Our fates are intertwined. We are as one. You are not just my oath-sworn, we together are The Oathsworn.”

“We are so proud,” Charlotte said.

“Yes, Art. Now take this group of heroes and stop the bastard.” Paul said settling back into the chair.

“I believe it is possible now, Dad.”

Charlotte turned and pushing the chair with his father, followed the others as they left the building. Taking a deep breath to still the surge of emotion he felt Arthur looked about the hall. He stopped when something on the wall caught his attention. A beautifully carved bow suspended above a brass plaque. The form of Medusa prominent.

“It belonged to my sister,” Apollo said from behind him. “She was a great warrior.”

“Was?”

“She disappeared about ten years ago.”

“Disappeared?”

“In Ohio. On a mission. We were looking for what we believed was a group of disciples that had murdered a family. It was brutal and ritualistic. We tracked them to a large gorge near Akron. Artemis was a great hunter and was tracking the killers for us. We were doing our best to follow their trail near a stream that flowed down the rocky floor of the gorge. Artemis and one other scouted ahead. Someone she was training. One she cared for. We found him alone suffering from a stab wound to the abdomen. He told us that they found not a group but a single individual who turned on them and stabbed him before he could react. My sister stepped between them trying to protect her friend. She drew her blade and they fought. I don’t know why she didn’t shoot him. She was wounded and fell to the ground unable to continue. I was surprised because I knew of no man that could defeat Artemis with a sword or bow. The man picked her up, and before carrying her into the black doorway that appeared, gave her wounded companion a message.”

“What did he say,” Arthur asked.

“He told him to tell Zeus that it was Cain that has defeated his daughter. That she now belongs to him.

“The only thing I found of her was that bow.”

Arthur was quiet for a moment. “And the wounded man?”

“His name was Ari. He died before we could bring him out of the gorge.”

Arthur was about to tell Apollo of his encounter in the woods but decided better. Now was not the time. And he had to figure out what it meant first. Or that it was even real.

“Arthur?”

He turned. Gwen stood with Kathleen. They had been listening.

“We should go,” she said quietly.

Arthur looked again at the bow. “I suppose we should.

“You know, Art. I almost feel sorry for Satan,” Gwen said as they stepped outside.

“You do?”

“Sure. I doubt he has any idea what’s coming.”

“And what is that?”

“Us. The oath-sworn of the First Dragon. I’m sorry, The Oathsworn. Think about it. He is about to face Thor and Loki, Falstaff, and Sif, gods of Asgard. The daughter of Merlin the Magician and Gwenivere, Sir Lancelot, and King Arthur himself. Hercules and Apollo, Bast and Anubis, the kin of Ra, the archangels of Haven, Millie the Blocker, maid of China, and of course the First Dragon and his beautiful sister. He ain’t got a chance.”
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The passenger rolled down the window and listened as the waters of Lake Erie lapped softly along the sandy shore. He smiled when he noticed the long, slim cigarette boat tied to the aluminum dock, its red hull bumping gently against the rubber tires. Two men stood next to the boat armed with shotguns.

The driver opened the door and Cain stepped out. Wrapping his arms around him and bending over he stretched his back. “I hate these damn things.” He reached inside and recovered his briefcase. He turned to the driver. “Follow me.”

They walked to the dock. “The boat is prepared?”

“Yes, sir. Fueled and ready to go.”

Cain turned to the driver of the car. “Get in the boat. Start it up and wait for me. I won’t be long.”

“Yes, sir,” The driver jumped into the boat, taking a moment to regain his balance as it rocked from his added weight, then took a seat, reached for the ignition, and started the powerful engines.

Cain turned and walked towards the warehouse. As he approached the door opened and a man stepped out. Holding the door he nodded as Cain stepped across the threshold. Neither man spoke.

One of the guards on the dock looked at his partner. “Scary dude.”

“Wait ‘til you meet his boss,” the man in the boat said with almost a cackle.

Cain walked swiftly towards the raised platform that stood at the far end of the room. More than two hundred people, draped in long white robes, hoods obscuring their faces, remained silent as he strolled through them, parting the crowd as if he were an icebreaker slicing a steady path through still icy waters. Cain climbed the thirteen steps onto the stage which resembled, by no accident, a gallows, complete with post and noose. He placed his bag on the metal table attached to the wooden pillar and turned to the crowd.

“I am Cain. I bring greetings from our master. He wishes to assure you that He knows of your loyalty and sacrifice.” He was silent for a moment. “He rewards the faithful and the rewards shall be great I promise you!”

A cheer rose and Cain raised his hands to still the crowd.

“He wishes you to know that the time is nearly come. No more shall you be ridiculed and punished for following the one true god. No more will the rules of the society of this faithless world apply to you. All of you shall be rewarded with the power of Him. You will rule as kings. You will take what you want, destroy what you want, kill without fear of retribution. This world will be yours to do with as you wish!”

The crowd began to scream and dance, the shadows of their actions reflected upon the walls looking for any not of the faith, like a scene from hell. Demons escaping the depths. Dante’s warning brought to life.

Cain raised his hands again and all movement stopped as if a switch had been thrown. He smiled. A sinister movement of the muscles of the face. Nothing more.

“Not long ago this hallowed place was attacked by those that oppose us. Many of the faithful perished that day and our doorway to this world was closed. But we are back. They cannot stop us. There are other doors and his forces will soon join you in this holy war. The unbelievers will suffer and perish. Even now Satan himself is preparing to destroy the most powerful of our enemies. The Blocker. The one they call First Dragon.”

Another cheer from the crowd. Focused on Cain no one noticed as a single figure worked their way towards the door at the end of the hall.

“I come here today to reward five of you that have proven themselves truly worthy. Their actions have succeeded in drawing the attention of our foes away from what will prove to be a pivotal moment in our righteous and holy war.”

Reaching into the bag he carefully withdrew five metal cylinders. Gently unscrewing the tops he called out, “William Beck, Samuel Warren, Cynthia Woodall, John Franklin, and Steven Halter, please join me.”

There was a rustle in the crowd as five figures moved through the multitude of worshipers until they reached the stairs. The lone figure in the back of the room hesitated with their hand on the handle of the door.

As the five stepped upon the stage Cain lined them up facing the audience. He smiled at each as he gripped them one-by-one ensuring that ally could be seen.

“Are you prepared to become one with Satan? To help lead the forces of the faithful to victory?”

“We are.”

Cain turned to the crowd. “These five have given the world a demonstration of the power of our lord. Attacking the children of our enemies has created terror within the hearts of our foes. Through terror, we will weaken the resolve of those that oppose us. Fear and chaos shall reign. For this, they are to be rewarded with a precious gift. They shall become as one with Him.”

“Satan!” The crowd screamed.

Cain smiled when he heard the name. As he turned he whispered, “You fools.”

“Do you willingly accept this gift?” He asked the group.

“We do.”

He pointed at the five silver vessels on the table. “Rise.”

From the open mouths of the cylinders, dark vapors began to appear. Remaining separate the misty clouds rose higher thickening until five distinct shadows hung menacingly behind their chosen vessels.

Cain nodded and as one they shot forward into the back of the necks of their chosen hosts. It was over in mere moments. The newly possessed turned their heads as if one being and looked at Cain. He nodded. They moved to the steps and began to chant.

“Satan is our master, Satan is our lord ...”

The lone figure slipped out the rear of the building unnoticed while the sole guard focused on the events taking place on the stage. She rushed to the woods dropping the white robe from her slender shoulders as she ran, terror trying to sap her strength.

“Oh, Merlin. What is happening?”

Cain walked to the boat, the five possessed following silently. When he reached the dock he turned. “You know what you must do. It is time.”

He stepped onto the boat. “Take me to Cleveland.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The Havenites stepped off the platform and Arthur smiled. “Well, that worked.”

“I know who they are. I can see them,” Kathleen whispered. “I mean who they really are. I don’t understand.”

“You mean you see through them.”

She chuckled. “I suppose that’s what I mean. I know who they are and yet they are someone else. We will need to get them new clothes though. They look like they are wearing tents.”

“Welcome to my world. Strange things happen to a Blocker. And you're right about the clothes. Especially Ariel.”

“I guess I never understood what you... I don’t know... went through.”

“It doesn’t always work this way.” He nodded towards Millie staring at the newcomers. “I’m not sure all Blockers have the same abilities.”

Noting the strange look on Millie’s face Kathleen nodded. “I guess not.”

“You are...” Millie looked at Michael.

He looked down at himself and then at his siblings who were examining each other.

“It is I, Millie, Michael.” He turned to Arthur. “Like Lucifer.”

“Lancelot,” Arthur said. “Lucifer is not a name that will encourage confidence here.”

Lancelot nodded. “Nor does Lancelot. You should refer to me simply as Lance.”

Millie took his arm. “I’m not sure which I prefer. Tall dark and human or taller, lighter and way more exotic.”

“I am who I am regardless of how I appear.”

Tightening her grip on his arm she simply said, “I know.”

“These forms we now find ourselves in,” a tall, exquisite looking blond woman asked holding her loose robe to her breast, “How?”

“I was hoping that the same thing that happened to Lucifer would happen to you,” Arthur said. “Fortunately it did.”

“Do you believe it was Him?” Gabriel asked.

Michael shrugged his shoulders. “It is possible, brother. But I am not sure it is truly who you believe him to be. But this is good. We can walk about this world without causing undue alarm.”

“You mean by people seeing seven-foot aliens with green hair walking the streets,” Arthur said with a chuckle then stopped.

“Something wrong?” Kathleen asked.

Arthur looked at those from Haven. “No. Just... never mind. It isn’t important.”

“Well,” Gwen said. “They may look like they belong around here but there is still a problem. Ariel and Michael are common enough names but I’m not sure about the others. Not a lot of folks around here use handles like Remiel or Ezekiel. Well unless you’re from Idaho or someplace like that.”

“True enough,” Arthur agreed.

“I do not use my real name here,” Millie said. “Helps me fit in better.”

“You feel my name might cause people to view me differently?”

“It might, Remiel,” Arthur said. “How about Bob? Simple and easy to spell.”

“Bob? It is simple. You believe it is a name that will not draw attention?”

Gwen giggled looking at the big man. “You are built like Hercules and your dark curly hair and blue eyes are enough to melt the heart of any girl you might meet. I’m not sure people will even pay attention to the name. But Bob is good.”

“Gabe is okay for Gabriel and maybe Zeb for Ezekiel,” Millie said. “And I agree with Gwen. You guys are knockouts.”

“Knockouts?” Gabriel asked.

“It means you’re a pleasure to look at,” Michael explained.

“And I couldn’t get a date at home,” Ezekiel said. “I may just stay here.”

“What about us?” Bast asked.

“Something to think about on our way to Cleveland,” Arthur said, “Maybe Bea for now.”

Bast smiled. “Bea, I like it.”

Arthur stepped back as a large van pulled up. “I think our ride is here.”

Loki took Arthur’s elbow and pulled him from the group as they were loading into the van. He looked around the edge of the wood. “Something isn’t right.”

“I noticed. Looks like a battle took place within the last few days.”

“But we’ve been gone that long on Olympus. Weeks should have passed here. Maybe months.”

“I know.” He nodded to the van. “We should go. And Loki, let’s not talk about this right now.”

“Understand. But we need to be careful.”

As Loki stepped into the back of the van Arthur looked once again at the woods.

“Are you okay?” Kathleen asked. She had moved to the center of the bench seat to make room for him.

“Oh, ah, yeah. I’m fine. Just thinking.”

“Well think on the way back. The driver said he heard from my father and he needs to see us right away.”

“He’s here?”

“Came via the small portal along with Odin and Freya.”

“It must be something important.”

“I agree, Michael.” 

Arthur closed the door. He smiled at Kathleen. “Sorry. Lost in thought.”

He turned towards the back of the van. Loki looked at him and then Michael. He smiled and gave a small nod of understanding.

“Everyone ready?” Arthur asked. He turned to the driver. “Let’s go.”

“What is your concern, First Dragon?” Michael asked.

“Did you notice the area around the portal?”

“You mean the damage?”

“Yeah. I would have thought it would have been cleaned up by now.”

“Unless the battle happened but a few days ago.”

“That can’t be. Weeks should have passed while we were gone. Maybe even longer.”

“It is curious.”

The van passed a scorched area of the wood line, the remnants of a helicopter protruding from the charred debris. 

“This makes no sense.”

“What makes no sense, Arthur?” Kathleen asked. “Are you sure you are okay?”

He took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I’m fine. But something isn’t right.”

She looked at the wreckage. “Many good people died during the fight, Arthur. It was not your fault. And those your father asked to join us wished to end their lives this way. To them, it was a blessing. An honorable death.”

“I know. That’s not what concerns me ....”

The windshield shattered.

“Brace!” Arthur screamed as the van began to slide down the embankment throwing the driver’s bloody head against the side window. The van came to a stop and rolled onto its side.

“Ambush! Everybody out. Stay low.” Arthur struggled to push the passenger door open. Reaching for Kathleen’s hand he drew her up onto the side of the van and they tumbled to the ground.

“You okay?” He asked catching his breath.

“Just bruised. Nothing broken. What happened?”

“An ambush.”

“Need some help here,” Loki called.

Arthur crawled onto the van and helped Loki pull Ezekiel through the side door. They handed him to Gabriel who lowered his unconscious brother gently to the ground.

“Banged his head. I think he’ll be all right,” Loki said jumping down.

Clutching her robe Ariel asked, “What is happening?” She looked at Ezekiel. “Is he all right?”

“Someone shot the driver. Ezekiel is just knocked out I think.” Arthur jumped down beside Loki. “Thor, Kathleen, get everyone behind the van. Loki, come with me. I want to see if we can locate the shooter.”

“Or shooters,” Loki said.

“Always the optimist, let’s go.”

Loki chuckled. “Damn wish we had thought to bring guns.”

Michael reached into his robe and withdrew a small cylinder not much bigger than a toothpaste tube. A red stripe around one end and a small black button on the other were the only markings. “Will this help?”

“I don’t know. What is it?” Loki asked.

“A weapon. Point the red end at the target and press the black button.” He smiled at Loki. “Remember my friend, point the red end at the target.”

“Everyone is a comedian.”

Thor crawled up beside them. He handed another of the toothpaste tubes to Arthur. “Remiel said to give this to you.”

“Anyone else hurt?”

“Just some busing.”

Arthur took the tube, surprised at the weight. “Thanks. Loki and I are going to crawl up to the edge of the embankment and see if we can spot the shooter. I need you and the others to keep watch and cry out if you see movement anywhere else. Did anyone call for help?”

“I did,” Thor said. “It’s on the way.”

“How is Ezekiel?”

Thor smiled. “Awake and angry.”

“That’s a good sign,” Michael said. “I should get back with the others. I’m not going to be much use in this baggy clothing.”

“Thanks, Michael.”

“Arthur?”

He turned to find Kathleen working her way around the edge of the upturned van. “What is going on?”

“Loki and I are to try to locate the sniper.”

“I’ll go with you.”

“No. Kathleen, I need you to stay here.”

“But ...”

“I don’t have time to argue. You swore an oath to follow the First Dragon and as much as you don’t like it I need you to do what I ask.” He shook his head. “Sorry. I did not mean for that to come out the way it did.”

She looked at him for a moment. She turned to Thor. “Tell me what I need to do.”

As they crawled along the bank Loki shook his head. “I wouldn’t do that too often, little brother.”

Arthur grimaced. “I know. I think I’m going to pay for it later.”

“You damn sure are. Now let’s see if the lesser of the dangers you are going to face today is still up there. Lucky for you he is only trying to kill you.”

As they neared the road a crack sounded from across the highway and the blacktop in front of them exploded into chips of hardened blacktop.

“Shit! That was close,” Loki said cringing. “See ‘em?”

“Yeah, two of them. They were creeping towards the road when they saw us. Thank God he fired as he was taking cover or one of us would be sporting a new eye.”

“So now what?”

“Go down the road about ten yards and wait. I’ll draw their fire and you see if you can get at least one of them with that thing.”

“No, you are the First Dragon. Not me. I’ll draw their fire. It’s my job to risk my backside for you, not the other way around. Get used to it.”

Arthur looked at him for a moment then nodded. “Fine. But watch your ass. It’s a lot bigger than mine.”

“Asshole.”

Arthur worked his way down the sloping bank for about ten yards then stopped. Climbing to the edge of the road and keeping his head down, he waited. Loki poked his head up and dropped back just as a bullet zipped past and struck the tree behind him. Arthur sat up when he heard the crack and saw the muzzle-flash. Holding the tube with two hands he pointed the small weapon and pressed the black button. A quick snap sounded almost like that of a bullwhip and the man with the gun was gone, the rifle clattering off the edge of the roadway.

Loki stood and as the other man turned to run, fired with the same result.

“Son-of-a-bitch!” he said grinning. “Nothing to clean up.”

Arthur ran to join him. “Do you think there are any more?”

“Doubt it. This was done in a hurry. But we should be careful just the same.”

“Agree. I wonder how they knew we were here.”

“Did you notice the uniforms?” Loki said. “Like the ones, Millie told us about. Maybe they have been hiding out since the fight waiting for a target of opportunity”

“But that was weeks ago for them.”

“Was it? I saw you looking at the chopper. Something is wrong with the timeline. It’s like Earth and Olympus are synced.”

Arthur looked up at the sound of approaching helicopters.

“Great.”
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Arthur looked around the conference room. Only his oath-sworn was present.

“I don’t understand,” Kathleen said placing her hand on his.

Giving it a gentle squeeze Arthur smiled. I guess I’m forgiven. “I don’t know. You said that your father wanted to see us as soon as we got back.”

“That is what the driver said before he was killed.”

“Look, Kathleen, I’m sorry about what ...”

She released his hand. “We will talk about that later. First Dragon.”

I guess I’m not forgiven.

“First Dragon.” Merlin stepped into the room followed by Freya, Odin, and Patricia. Nodding a greeting to Apollo and Lancelot he stopped when he noticed the five people standing next to Millie.

Raising a single eyebrow he asked, “And these are?”

“Tis I, Merlin. Michael. And these others are my kin.” This is Ezekiel, Gabriel, Remiel, and the beautiful young lady is my sister Ariel.”

“But how?” Merlin asked.

“We don’t know,” Arthur said.

Gwen walked over to Ariel who was holding her oversized robe closed while fingering her long blond hair. “We need to get you some clothes that fit.” She smiled. “Soon.”

“I think you are right. Thank you, Gwen. I like this color.”

Merlin stood silent for a moment. “This just gets stranger all the time.” He turned to Arthur. “Our friend on the hill?”

“I would suppose so but he didn't make an appearance. Who knows anymore?”

Merlin bowed to Ariel. “I will have you taken to wardrobe as soon as this meeting is over if that meets with your approval.”

“It does. Thank you.”

Merlin walked to the head of the table. He held out his hand and took that of a dark-haired young woman. “Patricia has brought us some disturbing news.”

“The witches are back,” she said. “At the warehouse in Mentor.”

“How? Lancelot and I closed that doorway,” Arthur said.

“I don’t know, but there are a lot of them and they are planning something.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
e
&





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
P :[

R. L. SNYDER

SREIRERS S H-ASDLO WSS WEATRES SES  F S RETRERS

Al

N

LW itd«/,ku&‘.‘\






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png
R. L. SNYDER

THE SHADOW
WARS SERIES





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





