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The Season of Fear is a work of fiction and should be treated as such. Some of the events do occur in real places, but I have taken certain artistic licenses to have them fit with the plot of the book. I dearly hope that you, dear Reader, will forgive me in advance. I hope I would not offend anybody in my pursuit of storytelling and the fictional dream-life of this book.
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Invictus
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"WHAT GREATNESS HAD not floated on the ebb of that river into the mystery of an unknown Earth!"

— Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness

––––––––
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"THERE IS SOME GOOD in this world, and it's worth fighting for."

— J.R.R. Tolkien, The Two Towers
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The Alpha Mages and The Illuminati
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Chapter 1


[image: ]




Lazarus heard a voice; it trailed into the cover of the trees and bushes. He stood stock-still and held up his hand. Magical lightning sprouted from his palm. It sounded like a murmur and then a sigh.

"Hello? Is that you, Grace? Or Cindy? This is not funny."

The voice ceased speaking. All he heard was the rustling of the trees and leaves. He shook his head and wondered if he was hearing things. Yet he knew he did hear something. He ceased his spell.

"Lazarus, what is wrong?"

He turned and saw Cindy walking up the slope. Her blonde hair looked golden in the sunlight. Behind her was Grace. They both held fruits in their hands.

"Nothing," he said.

He didn't want to alarm them, but he had been hearing odd things as of late.

Grace said, "Hey, look at what we found."

In their hands were apples, guavas, bananas, and an assortment of other fruits. He followed them to a long, open meadow where they had their food piled on a flat boulder. They sat on the ground and ate their fruits. They had been living on this island among the ruins of Atlantis for several months now and he wanted to leave, but this place was free of Grogs and monsters and the food was plentiful.

He peeled a banana and started to eat it. It tasted sweet and different than the bananas he had eaten before the cataclysm. Grace looked away. Her brunette hair was now spilling over her shoulders. When he first met her, she looked sad and innocent with her hair cut at the length of a bob. He sensed she wanted to go back to the America to find a little boy named Lawrence. The boy was traveling to Utah instead of staying with them. Lazarus' dog, Sammy, was roving with him. He hoped they found sanctuary.

Lazarus stared around. Something or somebody was calling him. He scanned upwards beyond the canopy of leaves into the blue skies and remembered just a few months ago the upper atmosphere was filled with Vvong alien ships. There were so many things happening during that time he almost forgot that during the battle with Royce and the Grogs, he’d thought he heard a noise. It was like a chorus of chittering voices all in sync, coming out in waves. He didn't notice this until after he had time to reflect. And he thought he heard this chittering noises before when he was younger.

Cindy said, "Should we be still searching among the ruins?"

"No, we haven't found anything,” he said.

"I think there is something hidden here."

"Well," Grace said, "we can use our powers."

He grabbed an apple and wiped it on his shirt. "I don't think we should use our magic to unearth something. There is nothing left. And we need to go. I feel something."

Cindy stopped eating and looked straight into his eyes. "I also have felt something, but I cannot understand it."

Grace shook her head. "I want to find Lawrence, but you are right; I feel it too. I wished Mathew was here."

Dark clouds were on the horizon. Lazarus looked away. He also missed the big guy. Matthew had died in the cavernous tunnels where the Bastions were located. Royce eviscerated Mathew with his claws. Lazarus knew it was not the last time he would see the large Grog, Royce. Lazarus placed his apple back down. He’d lost his appetite.

He said, "Cindy, are we going to have a storm tonight?"

She had the gift of water magic and could sense these things. Cindy closed her eyes. She convulsed and her head went down to her chest. Suddenly, she took a deep breath and opened her eyes.

"Yes, there will be a storm and it is going to a big one."

"We should get to the cave."

"How about all this food?"

"We can carry it."

Cindy sniffed the air. "Don't worry. We have enough time. The storm will not come here until early in the morning."

"Okay, let's get this over with. I think we might have to take several trips, but we should be stocked for a few days."

***

[image: ]


LAZARUS WIPED THE SWEAT from his forehead; it had taken them almost until dusk to get their supplies into the cave. They were all tired. Inside the tunnel, they had furs on the ground cut from the many roaming animals they trapped and killed. It was almost cozy. At the front entrance in a middle of a circle of stones, he made a pile of wood. He concentrated and a ball of fire appeared before him. He willed it into the pile of wood. A bonfire was created with the smoke billowing toward the cave mouth. Nobody wanted to speak. Grace was already asleep in the recesses of the tunnel.

He felt the rain coming from the front and it cooled his weary body. He smelled it permeating the wind. Cindy was sitting close to him; she placed her arm around his and she placed her head on his shoulder. She was staring out into the void of the night. The flames flickered along the walls creating patterns of dancing figures.

They had not talked for several minutes; there was nothing to say. It was a perfect day. Lazarus wanted to take Cindy in his arms and kiss her, but he couldn't get himself to do it. He’d had girlfriends before and knew what to do, but the problem he faced was his respect for her. They had known each other almost since the day they were born. In fact, they were born on the same day in the same hospital.

"Lazarus, remember the time in high school when the Freeway Killer was caught?"

He nodded. He didn't want to think about that time.

She said, "If you didn't come when you did. I would have been the next victim."

"I heard you calling for me. I think we always had magic."

Cindy said, "I don't remember. But I think somebody was watching us."

"Yes, I think they have always been watching us. Except, for now, I don't feel them."

Cindy said, "I know."

Her voice sounded distant and tired. He was ready. He turned to her and was ready to kiss her, but her eyes were closed.

"Sleep," he whispered, "my love."
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Lazarus took hold of Cindy and placed her in the back of the cave with the furs and blankets. It was dark and he saw Grace’s prone, slumbering figure on the ground. He focused and a small, glowing flame appeared. He deposited Cindy next to Grace. He took a fur and placed it on top of her. He was not sleepy and he decided to move to the front to keep vigil. They didn’t have to worry about animals or creatures coming to attack them. The first thing they had learned when they practiced their magical powers was to place wards to protect themselves. Of course, each of their powers centered on their own ability. Cindy could control water or any liquid substances; for Grace, it was dirt and earth; and for Lazarus, it was air and fire. He hadn’t told them yet, but he could control the other elements as well. It was getting easier for him and the others the more they practiced.

Two more flame balls appeared and stationed themselves at the front of the entrance. He willed the fire not to shine so brightly. If anything besides them tried to enter this cave, the balls would burn brightly and emit a loud noise, but the only thing that had come into this tunnel while they slept was a pesky squirrel that would sometimes sleep in here.

He called it Dart. And the squirrel would only come when he was ready to place the wards on the front. He heard its tell-tale squeaking noise.

"Come inside, Dart."

The squirrel ran inside and perched on a branch close to Lazarus’ feet. He shook his head. The first time Dart came to them, they were all asleep. The animal ran inside, heedless to anything that was inside the tunnel. That night, Cindy created the magical alarm. The wards sprayed their magic water all around. All of them awoke with soaked clothes.

"Dart," he said, "are you ready to sleep?"

The creature seemed to understand him. Dart's black eyes had intelligence behind them. Lazarus was reminded of his dog, Sammy.

"We will be leaving soon, and I think you need you to stay here where it is safe."

Dart squeaked.

"Go ahead," he said. The little squirrel liked to sleep with Grace or Cindy under the furs. Dart didn't move to the girls, but stayed looking at Lazarus. He sat cross-legged next to the fire. Dart raced up his leg and sat on his shoulder. The splatter of rain started to sound from outside. They were lucky the cave was on a high slope. The noise of the rain created a cascading racket like angry footsteps. He was worried the deluge would enter the cave, but it didn't for now.

Thunder reverberated and lightning lit the outside. Lazarus turned to the sleeping girls in the back, but they didn't stir. He smiled at the small squirrel. Thunder sounded again. A bright light engulfed the outside. Lazarus thought he saw something out there, a figure of a man, but then it was gone.

A voice said softly, "Lazarus, I need your help."

"Who are you?"

"I am from beyond time and place. My essence is on the Blessed Isle. You have to wait until she will help you. She knows of your quest to find me and Excalibur."

"You are Merlin."

"Yes, and you are my and Uther Pendragon’s kin. We are connected both by blood and by circumstance. You carrying within yourself the magic of ages."

"What? I don't understand."

Images and stories of the Knights of the Round Table and of King Arthur came to him. It was overwhelming.

The voice sounded far away. "Wait until she finds you. She will help you. You will need her."

Great, Lazarus thought, another mission. "Merlin, where are you?"

"Find me on the Blessed Isle. I am imprisoned."

Lazarus was abruptly outside. Water drenched him and the rain struck him all over. The cave's entrance was a few feet away and he rushed to get inside.

Before he entered the cave, he heard Merlin's voice one more time. "Beware. You can only trust your comrades. Treachery is everywhere."

Lazarus started to get sleepy. He sat next to the fire, still soaking wet, and placed several large logs onto the flames. The fire sparked and swirled. He thought, How can this be? He watched the flames, mesmerized.

His body got warm and his eyes focused on the center of the bonfire. He saw a scene depicted inside the flames and charred wood. It was a vast forest with high hills and valleys. A waterfall cascaded down a cliff. He felt at peace, and also terrified at the same time. This was not the Blessed Isle, but somewhere close to it.

He said, "Where is that?"

Nobody answered him but the wind and the rain. Dart jumped toward him and ran up to his shoulder. Lazarus wondered if the squirrel knew that they were leaving soon.

Thunder shuddered in the night.

"Who are you speaking to?"

He turned and saw Cindy. Her blonde hair spilled around her face.

"I think it was Merlin. Or the ghost of him. I'm not sure."

She stood with the fur wrapped around her slim body and walked up to him and sat.

At length, she said, "You are all wet."

She looked different, more sensual. Her face in the light of the fire looked more beautiful. Her cheeks looked flushed and her lips more full.

"I know. I walked outside,” he said.

"I knew Merlin was here. We have to talk,” Cindy said.

Lazarus was surprised and looked to her. "You know something about this?"

"I have been feeling a presence around this place for a few weeks, and I wasn't sure if it was the dead inhabitants of Atlantis or something else. It wasn't until you said Merlin's name that I knew who it was."

"Did he talk to you?"

"No, he was more like a ghost, watching me. I knew the presence was not evil, but good." She looked toward the flames. The light swirled in her eyes. Lazarus wanted to fall into her pupils and stay there. Looking away, he grabbed a large branch and placed it on the fire. He couldn't keep staring at her for fear that he was looking at her like a stalker.

Cindy said, "He wants us to leave."

"Yes," he said, "he wants us to find him and the talisman, Excalibur."

She hit the ground with her fist. She looked at him. Her anger whirled on him like a powerful force.

"We already completed our quest. We need to let somebody else look for him."

He didn't know where this anger was coming from. Dart jumped off of him and moved toward her. Cindy sighed and took hold of the squirrel.

"Sorry, I'm not mad at you," she said, then looked at Lazarus. "I thought we could finally build our life together."

Lazarus suddenly felt embarrassed. He’d never thought about this. With her free hand, she grabbed his own. Her touch radiated heat and something else; longing. Dart ran away from them and went to snuggle with Grace.

Lazarus said, "I never thought you felt this way."

"Don't say anything."

Cindy leaned into him and they kissed, and this was the sweetest fruit he’d ever tasted.
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Chapter 3
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John sat at his terminal and looked upon the destruction on Earth. He wished this didn't have to happen, but he knew he had to be united in this cause. He turned and watched the other members of his secret society hunched over, looking over the broken cities of the human race. He also saw the Director sitting in his chair, watching the main screens. John knew this was supposed to happen. The Director called it the New Dark Ages. Except they were powerless to change anything.

The Alpha Mages had prevailed in their quest, but he knew this was just the beginning.

The Director said, "John, please initiate Project Phoenix."

"Yes, Director."

John clicked on his keyboard and pulled up Project Phoenix. He couldn't read any of the details because he didn't have clearance, but he knew the project. Everybody in this building knew the details of the project. He clicked on the execute button. Another window appeared and lines of code scrolled by. Then everything stopped. A question appeared.

"Do you want to initiate the project? (Y/N)"

John was about to type in a "Y" when the Director abruptly said, "Delay that order."

John stopped. He was tempted to hit the key anyway because Project Phoenix was supposed to send military and relief workers all over the world to help people rebuild. He looked toward his boss, waiting for him to finally give the order to hit the button. But he didn't. 

John said, "Yes, sir. Do you want me to cancel the preliminary proceedings?"

The Director didn't say anything for several tense seconds. John still had his finger poised on the "Y" key.

"Stop everything. We will monitor the situation." The Director's voice wavered and sounded odd as if he was in a daze.

"Sir," he prompted.

"Yes!" the Director said. "John," he said in a hushed voice, "where is the Alpha Grog?"

"Royce? He is located in Europe. Around the area of Italy. We can get exact coordinates, if you’d like."

"Yes, we need to know," the Director said. He stood and left the control room. John looked toward the large redheaded man named Jenkins. Jenkins was looking at him. He didn't say anything, but he knew something was wrong with the Director. But Jenkins was a soldier and didn't say anything, either.

***
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DIRECTOR KLEITOS WALKED away from the control room. He felt stifled inside the crowded chamber with the many screens and personnel. He sensed that soldier, John, knew he didn't feel well. He hadn't felt well for several months now since the elves came and spoke to him about the new plan. He didn't like what happened, but the elves had told him it was the only way to save Earth, and he had to be the person to watch everything go to hell.

Director Kleitos moved along a sparse corridor with florescent lights and metal walls painted in army gray. He knew he should have started Project Phoenix, but he couldn't. Something was telling him to veer away from their plans. The original scope of their plans was to have the Alphas release the magic from the Bastions and thwart the Vvong invaders. The first part of the elven plan was achieved, but something went wrong, and then the elven and the High Council transmissions had ceased. It was as if the elves had disappeared. He wondered if the High Council miscalculated the threat of the Vvong. The plan was risky, but now he was flying blind and he wondered if all this was worth it. Millions of people had died in the last several months while the Alphas reached their goal to find the Lost City of Atlantis.

Watching the Alphas create the black hole and send the Vvong into the midst of the deadly portal was masterful. He didn't know this was going to happen.

Kleitos’ old soldier instincts were itching. He wanted to be on the front lines. He hated being the bystander. He was related to a general and to Alexander the Great. He was a warrior. But the main bulk of Project Phoenix was to have him sit and watch. All Illuminati leaders had to watch from the shadows and indirectly push the world leaders in the right directions.

He walked into the spacious dining area. Several soldiers were eating at the far corner. Several of them stood and snapped attention to him. He usually dined in the exclusive dining area of the Illuminati leaders. He didn't know where he was going.

He nodded to the soldiers and said, "At ease, soldiers. It is your lunchtime."

They nodded to him and returned to their food on the metal tables.

"There you are," a familiar voice said.

Director Kleitos turned to his second-in-command. "Hello, Commander Wells," he said.

"Can we speak in private, Director?"

He sensed the man's impatience and anger and knew what Commander Wells wanted to speak to him about.

"Sure."

He followed Commander Wells out of the dining area and into a secluded conference room. They entered a large, well-furnished room with long red tables and leather chairs. This base had many of these conference rooms all over the underground buildings. It was as if the builders had wanted to show that great meetings would be held there.

Commander Wells closed the door and waited for Kleitos to sit. He sat across from the commander and waited.

Commander Wells said, "William, are you fine? I can tell something is wrong."

"You wanted to ask me why we stopped our scheduled plans."

Commander Wells clasped his hands together and nodded. "With respect, sir, we have a timetable we need to keep to. It was outlined by the Elves and their High Council."

"That is the problem, Commander. We have been following somebody else's plans. We need to look at the bigger picture."

Commander Wells moved back in his chair as if he’d been struck a physical blow. "People are dying. We can help them."

Kleitos held up his hands. "Commander, you need to think like a soldier. Who is the real threat?"

He knew Commander Wells was not a soldier when he joined the Illuminati. He was a scholar. His family had different roots than his own.

"Director, the threat of the Vvong has been vanquished."

"No, the Vvong are not vanquished. They have only been sent away. They will be back, and we have to be ready for them."

"Do we still have Project Super-Soldier in effect?"

Commander Wells looked startled at first, then nodded. "Yes, we have it here."

"Is it still a viable option?"

"Yes, all the equipment is undamaged. But who will be our test subject? We don't have enough soldiers."

"Don't worry about that. I already know who we will start with. We will get everything prepared."
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Royce howled into the morning mist. It had rained the night before and the ground was wet. The sun was cresting in the sky and the rays warmed the forest. He stretched his long Grog body and padded to his pack. They all looked at him with feral yellow and brown eyes. Sniffing the air, he looked for his guards. They were two large, ape-like creatures with fists the size of medium boulders. They were loyal and would do anything for him.

The two guards suddenly jumped next to him. Royce nodded. He was waiting for his breakfast. The pack hunters were still foraging for game.

He sat on his haunches. Unfurling his large claws, he started to lick his paws clean. Before he became this powerful creature, he was a nobody, a lackey soldier who was always told what or where to go and do. He thought his life was uninteresting, and he spent his non-working days drinking and paying prostitutes for sex. The Vvong had given him this creature's body and powerful jaws. Nobody would challenge him, and his pack grew almost every day. The Grogs were a lost lot of animals looking for leadership.

Royce didn't care about the Alpha Mages who lived at the wretched island. He could see the land mass from his vantage point. He didn't need to seek vengeance. He was at the height of his power, and nothing could topple his might. He was thinking about leaving this forest and finding a suitable place to build his empire.

Ah, he thought, breakfast is here. Several wolf Grogs padded to him with large rabbits in their mouths. Royce salivated. His guards nodded for the hunters to move to Royce's inner sanctuary. The wolves slowly approached him and placed the rabbits gingerly onto the ground before him.

Royce grinned. "Leave now."

The hunters complied and moved away from him. He watched as the cowed creatures walked down the path to his large roaming pack. Royce moved to the nearest rabbit. He smelled the blood and flesh. He was about to chomp into the carcass when he heard a noise which sounded familiar, but he could not place it.

Royce growled. "What is that thing?"

"It is a metal beast," his guard said.

Royce jumped on a boulder and saw the metal beast coming closer. It was flying in the air, and he knew this thing, but couldn't remember what it was. Suddenly, he understood.

Royce said, "Run!"

The metal beast was accompanied by several other flying creatures. He looked for his large Grog bats, but they were already taking flight to attack. The metal beasts started to glow, illuminating bright lights in staccato effect from round objects affixed to their sides. The words “guns” and “missiles” came into Royce’s mind. He had almost forgotten what these weapons were, and he knew his bat warriors didn't stand a chance. The bullets and missiles tore into them. Guts and blood fell to the ground in a torrent of red rain.

Royce ran into the forest. It was the only way to escape these metal beasts. His guards ran next to him in a large looping fashion. They were keeping up with him, even though they ran in odd strides. The ground was muddy in patches and he slipped a few times. Scanning around, he looked for his pack. They could regroup to fight back, but he heard something from behind him; the sound of large-caliber guns firing and the Grogs screaming.

Royce felt the pain and terror of his pack. He moved among the forest and trees. His muddy paws sank into the earth, and it was getting harder for him to gain ground. He stopped. They were surrounded. He didn't care; he wanted to exact his revenge. Who did these people think they were?

He ran toward the group of people closest to him. A line of dark figures stood atop a small rise. They all held guns, except for one person who was only dressed in black clothes and a cloak. The unarmed man must have been the leader.

Royce shot forward. The men holding the guns fired a barrage of bullets. His guards exploded into bloody pulp. Some of their entrails splattered on Royce’s fur, but he didn't care; he moved with the speed of the wind.

He headed toward the unarmed man. Jumping up into the air with his claws extended, his bloodlust rose into his throat.

He ran into the trap. A metal net captured him. He was flung against a large tree and hit the trunk with a bone-crushing thud. The air left his lungs all at once. His vision swam.

Royce growled and tried to stand, but his back was broken and he could not move. Soldiers surrounded him. The man dressed in the black cloak walked up to him. His eyes were the color of coals.

"Tranquilize him."

Royce snapped his claws and tried to move, but pain shot up his spine. A small red dart struck him in the shoulder. Sleep dragged at his body. He tried to keep his eyes open, but everything went dark.

***
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ROYCE AWOKE STRAPPED into a hospital bed. He felt different somehow, but couldn't describe it. Next to him was a table with a pitcher and a glass filled with water. He shook his head. He couldn't stay in this room because he was a Grog, a creature born of magic and death. He held up his paw and noticed it was his hand, his human hand. This couldn't be. He tried to howl, but his voice sounded harsh and his throat hurt.

Wrapped around his chest and arms was a body cast. He couldn't move if he wanted to. An IV jutted from a vein in his right arm.

He yelled, "What did you do to me?"

Up in the corner of the room was a camera. It was pointed at him. The doorway opened and two tall men entered. One of the men was the unarmed leader he saw before, and the other was an older gentleman with graying hair at the temples.

The older man walked to him. "My name is Director Kleitos. We want you to help us."

"I don't care about you. You have to let me go."

"So you can kill us?"

Royce knew they wouldn't let him leave. "You bastards killed my pack, and you did this to me."

He didn't like the sound of his own voice. He sounded like a petulant little boy.

Director Kleitos said, "This is your true form. Those creatures made you into that monster."

"How do you know this?" 

The other man said, "We can see the taint of their magic in your essence and blood. We gave you back your true form."

"I don't care. I am a Grog, not this person."

Director Kleitos said, "You don't have any choice. You will help us. No matter what you think, you will help us."

The two men left the room. 

Royce yelled, "No! I will not help you!"
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Lazarus awoke to sounds of helicopters and gunfire. The sun was already high in the clear sky, and he wondered if he had slept through the mid-morning. He turned and looked at the others, but they were gone. Sunlight filtered through the front of the cave. Dart, the squirrel, was nestled next to him. The sound of explosions reverberated. Lazarus instantly stood. Were his friends in trouble?

In one swift motion, he grabbed Dart and rushed out the tunnel. Grace and Cindy stared out toward the sound. On the far horizon, helicopters patrolled and explosions peppered the shore.

Cindy said, "I was wondering when you were going to wake, sleepyhead."

"I thought you were in trouble."

Grace said, "The sounds were too far away."

Lazarus said, "Who are those people?"

"I think it is the military, and I think that is where the Grogs are staying."

He said, "Do you think so? We cannot be sure."

The sky was filled with more helicopters swarming around the mountaintops.

Grace said, "Will they save us?"

"Do we need to be saved?" Cindy said. "I think we are fine."

Grace said, "But if they have machines, they might have supplies and electricity. Should we go over there?"

They looked at him and he scanned the scene. The helicopters were bombing all over the land. It must be a scene of carnage and destruction.

"No, we should stay."

He wondered why he hesitated. Months before, he would have welcomed the sight of helicopters and planes, but this didn't look like a rescue mission.

Cindy said, "Yes, they don't look friendly."

"Yes, you're right," Grace said.

Lazarus noticed her reluctance. She wanted to go over there. He wanted to remind her about everything they went through. Cindy had been imprisoned in New York City by a group called the Council. And he remembered the warning from Merlin. He wanted to leave this island, but he was not sure about their destination.

"Well," he said, "we can snoop over there after they leave."

Cindy said, "Are you sure?"

"Well, I can go by myself."

"No, we all should go together. But I don't like this at all," Cindy said.

Lazarus felt her hand brush his. But she didn't grab it. They had not told Grace about their relationship yet.

They had a breakfast of nuts and fruits. Grace stationed herself watching the fighting. She would comment every so often on what was happening. It was like watching the news, only this was happening in real time.

He said, "Grace, do you miss Lawrence?"

She looked at him. "Yes. I want to find him, but I know we are still bound to this crazy Calling business. I can feel it. Even though I had not seen Merlin, I have felt his presence. He wants us to find him and that sword."

"Yes, but I think you can look for Lawrence. Cindy and I can go find Merlin."

"No, we were brought together for some reason. Even Mathew. Did you know I met him when I was in kindergarten?" She frowned in a cute sort of way.

Lazarus said, "Just think of it. You have done enough. Hell, we all have done enough."

He looked for Cindy. She was not around.

Grace said, "You are telling me this because of something else. You want to go on this mission all by yourself."

Lazarus didn't know that he was thinking this until she voiced it. "Yes, I want you and Cindy go back to the States and find Lawrence."

"That is not going to happen." Cindy was coming up the path. Dart was on her shoulder, looking around like he belonged on her.

"Lazarus, I don't know what you are doing. I don't want you to become chivalrous like Mathew. He thought he was a knight on an errand. You are not. You need us. We have to stay together."

She glared at him for several seconds, then looked away.

"Okay," Grace said. "She is right. We should stick together. No matter what. I miss Mathew. I think he would have felt the same way."

They all fell silent. Lazarus missed the gruff, large man. Mathew was like a rock. He was steadfast in his duty as a knight. He believed the Elves gave him this responsibility to help magic get back into the world.

Grace said, "Look at that."

Lazarus scanned the skyline. A helicopter bigger than the others was lifting some type of cage into the air. The ships followed the big helicopter while it sped away.

He said, "I think they're leaving."

"We should wait an hour to make sure they are gone," Cindy said.

Grace wanted to investigate as soon as the helicopters left, but they had to make sure. Lazarus didn't want to endanger them for no reason, and he didn't want to fight and kill. He had seen enough of carnage and death for the last few months to last a lifetime. They waited under the shade of a large palm tree.

Grace said, "I think it is safe now."

She had a smile on her face as if she was joking with him. He smiled back. They all knew they had magic and could protect themselves if need be. Yet there were other things out there which could harm and even kill them.

"Yes, let's take a look. Cindy, can you do the honors?"

She concentrated. A globe formed entirely of water appeared in front of them. It started to grow and morph into a large falcon.

Cindy said, "Let's go."
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Chapter 6
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They rode upon the currents in the sky. The hawk, which first looked clear as water pools, became solid and changed into a brown bird with feathers and muscles. Cindy's magic was getting more powerful. Lazarus had not used his magic, save for creating bonfires or flame balls. He was still scared of using his power. When he did use his magic, it felt right and wrong at the same time. It was like eating a decadent dessert knowing that it was too many calories, but it tasted so good.

When they got closer to shore, smoke dispersed upwards in waves. He could see the grouping of bodies. All were Grog creatures lying where they’d died.

Cindy said, "Where do we land?"

"Over there!" Lazarus pointed to a patch of forest untouched by explosion or dead bodies. 

They circled several times. He saw dead soldiers among the Grogs. Lazarus couldn't tell if the soldiers were human or not. They all wore black clothing and helmets. It has been several weeks since they talked to any people besides one another.

It was shocking to see people dressed in military garb destroying Grogs. Was this for sport? Or was this for another purpose?

Cindy said it first. "I don't see Royce among the dead. He must have fled or was the one in the cage. I cannot tell from up here.”

The large hawk maneuvered and landed in the patch of grass where Lazarus had first pointed to. He loved being so close to Cindy, holding her in his arms as they flew. He barely felt them land on the ground. They dismounted.

The smells were nauseating. Near them, a Grog lay in the bushes. Half of his body was torn apart by gunfire. His wolf face was set in a growl. Next to the Grog was a soldier. He was cut in half. His intestines gleamed in the sunlight. Lazarus quickly looked away.

Cindy said, "We need to stick together."

Floating next to her was her water globe. Lazarus wondered if he could do the same thing. His own magical globes didn't have the same intelligence as Cindy’s.

He led them toward the beach. The smell of charred flesh and blood got so strong they had to move closer to the water. He saw another dead soldier with an insignia on his breast: a triangle with an eye inside of it.

"Who can they be?" Cindy inquired.

"I saw that symbol before," Lazarus said.

"Yes, I have too," Grace said.

"Yes, it was imprinted on our dollar bills. I don't understand this,” Cindy said.

"Okay, let's see if we can find anything else,” Lazarus said. 

They walked toward the forest. The concentration of charred bodies was closer among the trees.

"This was a massacre,” Lazarus said. “They led the Grogs up this path and burnt them."

He pointed to a dead soldier still holding a flamethrower in his hands. They stopped at a large pit. Dead Grogs filled its depths.

Lazarus said, "I think we have seen enough. There is nothing alive here. We should go."

He was about to turn, but he heard a noise. He felt horror and revulsion at the same time. Cindy grabbed his arm. A Grog was still alive in the pile of dead bodies. Most of his skin was blackened. His face was obliterated. All Lazarus saw was one open eye staring at them. Its mouth was trying to form words.

Grace said, "I cannot look. We need to do something. But what do we do?"

He knew what he had to do, and it should’ve been easy. Yet there was a difference when a Grog was attacking them versus the creature crying in pain. 

Cindy said, "Grace, let's go over here. Lazarus needs to scout around."

"The Grog?" Grace said in almost in a whisper.

Lazarus said, "Don't worry about him. I will help the Grog."

Cindy and Grace started to move further away from the killing pit. The creature was still trying to talk. It sounded like a moan and a murmur. Lazarus came closer.

Then he knew what the creature was saying. "Kill me, Grog. Kill me, Grog."

Lazarus was looking for something to kill the creature with and didn't see anything. He looked for a rifle or a gun, but there were no weapons nearby. He could try the flamethrower, but he thought it was cruel to use it. Also, he didn't want Grace to hear the flames. Then he saw a boulder. It was large enough, but didn't he have the strength to lift it.

"Kill me, Grog. Kill me, Grog."

The creature's voice droned on. Lazarus didn't want to destroy it, but he felt it was the honorable thing to do. In this new world where everything had gone to hell, where creatures would eat you at any time and quality of life was measured not in money or status, but in survival, he had to do something.

"Kill me, Grog. Kill me ..."

He looked at the large boulder and tried to lift it with his power. Nothing happened. The Grog's voice was distracting him. He turned to it in anger.

"Why don't you just die? I had never voluntarily killed anything before."

The Grog's eyes fixed on him with deadly accuracy. Its body twitched and spasmed in pain. Lazarus concentrated. A ball of electricity hovered before him. He looked around for the girls and didn't see them. The power vibrated within him.

"Kill me, Grog."

He lifted his hand and the ball of lightning struck the Grog. The explosion reverberated through the forest and also in his soul. Birds took flight into the distance. Lazarus could hear the beating of their wings. Looking at the place where the Grog once was, he took a deep breath. The creature was completely obliterated as well as the surrounding dead bodies.

It took him some time to leave the area.
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Chapter 7
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Lazarus walked down the beach. He saw Cindy hugging Grace. Cindy's back was facing his. The sound of the ocean lapping on the shore sounded grating and sad. He knew they needed to leave soon. The scavengers and other beasts would be alerted to the wretched smells.

Grace looked at him. Tears welled in her eyes. He felt she had made a decision. 

"Hi," he said.

The girls stopped hugging and looked at him.

Cindy said, "You did what you had to do."

"I know. I don't want to do that again. But I know it will probably happen again."

They all fell silent. A hush seemed to cover them. He started to walk away from the killing fields. They followed him until they were a half a mile away from the horrifying smells. The sea air seemed to purge him of his thoughts. He found a spot on the beach and sat, watching the ocean lap against the shore and the seagulls flying along the currents.

"It is beautiful," he said.

"Yes," Cindy said. She sat next to him and grabbed his left arm.

Grace still stood and stared at the water's edge. "I thought about this, and I am sure I want to go ahead with your idea."

Lazarus waited. It was best to let people voice their ideas and opinions. Sometimes they worked it out while they were speaking.

Grace said, "Lazarus, you are right. I should go back and find Lawrence. But I still feel I need to stay with you until she comes to guide you."

Lazarus nodded. "You don't have to stay with us until then. I don't even know when this guide will find us. It could take months or years."

"What should we do until then?" Cindy said.

"We should leave this area. The animals will be coming to scavenge."

"I wondered why we hadn't seen any animals yet," she said.

"Yuck," Grace said. "I don't want to think about that."

"Let's go back to the island and then we can figure things out."

***
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THE NIGHT CAME RUSHING in and Lazarus and his group huddled around a bonfire. They had a dinner of grilled fish and fruit. Nobody wanted to talk about the mass grave they’d found this afternoon. Lazarus watched the flames lap along the wood. He noticed how the fire had different shades of yellows, reds, and oranges. He placed his hand close the flames and they responded to him. The fire started to grow upwards and back.

"Nice," Cindy said. "You never practice your magic."

"I know. You and Grace practice every day. But I don't like using my magic."

"You should."

He placed his hand downwards and the flames started to diminish. He saw Grace looking out toward the darkness of the night and the trees. Dart crept into the light. His whiskers were moving.

"Hi, Dart," Lazarus said.

The squirrel moved toward him and ran up his leg to his shoulder.

He said, "We are leaving soon. Do you want to go with us? Or stay here? It might be dangerous."

Dart place his small paws over his eyes for a brief second. Lazarus looked into the animal's eyes.

"You know what I am saying?"

Dart made a chirping noise.

Grace said, "I think he does. He would probably follow us, if we let him."

"He didn't follow us when we went across to the mainland."

"Dart knows better,” Cindy said. “Don't you, Dart?”

The squirrel turned and looked at her through the flames.

Grace said, "Lazarus, are you telling me that you and Cindy are going with me to find Lawrence?”

"Well, I would like to see Sammy again,” he said. 

Lazarus nodded. Sammy was his dog-beast. He’d found it wandering Los Angeles after the giant wave destroyed everything in its path. Sammy had saved him when he needed a protector. Dart turned back and looked at him.

"I think that is a great idea," Cindy said.

"But should we stay here? The woman might be looking for us here on Atlantis."

"Please go with me," Grace said. "I don't want to do this alone."

Lazarus nodded again. He was growing impatient staying here on this island. They’d explored everywhere they could. They’d even investigated the ruins of the city a mile from here, but everything was either broken, destroyed, or old. If he was an archeologist, he would be surveying the pyramid and the rock walls.

Lazarus looked at Grace. "Okay, we will go with you. We will find a way to create a message."

"We can use Dart," Cindy said.

Her blonde hair fell around her shoulders. She looked gorgeous in the firelight and he wanted to hold her in his arms.

"How?" he asked.

She said, "I been practicing with Dart. We can write a message and then have Dart show the guide the note."

"Okay, if you think that will work. But we have to get some paper and a pen."

"No, I have another idea."

He was not sure what she meant. The girls yawned.

"Okay, let's get some sleep. But I have to figure out how to get back to America,” he said. 

"We can take my falcon," Cindy suggested.

"Yes, but I have been thinking another way to get there."

Grace yawned again. "You mean the portal."

"Yes," he said. "There must be a way to recreate it. I think it is like a doorway. If we reopen it, we should be able to go back to New Mexico."

"I hope so," Grace said.

Lazarus was feeling tired himself. They all stood and walked toward their cave. Dart stayed on his shoulder as they entered. Lazarus conjured a glowing flame ball. He placed the necessary alarms. The last thing he remembered before he fell asleep was Cindy sleeping close to him.
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Chapter 8
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Cindy said, "What do you think?"

Lazarus looked at the wall and shook his head. He was skeptical and was not sure if the person who was supposed to help them could read this crude-looking map.

He scanned the topography. The map was made of mud and berries. The outline of the United States was a thick, brownish-red line. An arrow pointed to where they were headed.

Cindy said, "I am no artist, but she should get the gist."

"Should we try to use our magic?" Grace said.

Lazarus shook his head. "I don't know how to use my powers in that way. I might just blast a hole in the wall."

He glanced around and said, "Where is Dash?"

Grace said, "He is right here."

The squirrel was perched on her shoulder, moving his face around and looking at the map. His whiskers twitched.

Lazarus said, "What do you think, Dash? Can you read this?"

The squirrel looked at him and then at the map. His whiskers moved again.

"I guess that is yes," Lazarus said. "Can you lead the person here?"

Dash moved his whiskers a third time.

Cindy said, "Don't worry. Dash can do it. Are we ready to leave?"

Lazarus nodded. They had been packing for the last two days. They even went back to the ruined city of Atlantis and tried to recreate the portal that had transported them here, but none of them could cast a spell. They decided the best thing to do was fly across the vast ocean to go back to the United States. Lazarus didn't like that idea. He pondered this dilemma, but couldn't find an alternative answer until he decided to try something different. He asked Cindy and Grace to pool their magic together and he would concentrate on the spot where the portal was once was.

They all stood staring at the same spot. Lazarus saw the rift, the portal opening, shimmering like an oasis. Then it faded until it was gone. They felt without Mathew, it would be harder or impossible to create the portal again, but Lazarus was confident they could do it without Mathew’s help. They needed to refocus and concentrate. They would try again today.

"Yes, I am ready to leave. I have been ready for weeks. I know we can create the magical portal,” he said. 

Grace said, "Are you sure? Without Matthew, we might not have enough power."

Lazarus said, "Okay, let's give it one more try. Then we can fly over to the States, if need be."

"My falcon can do it," Cindy said.

"Let's go to the temple," Lazarus said. "Do we have our supplies?"

"Yes," Cindy said, "we are ready."

They started down the slope away from where they had stayed for several months. They held sacks filled with their supplies behind their backs. Lazarus looked back, almost missing the only home they’d had since the catastrophes destroyed the world.

From their vantage point, they could see the remnants of the city of Atlantis. It was comprised of stone and rock buildings all destroyed and covered with green moss. There was a scattering of pyramids and temples. He tried to read the ancient hieroglyphs along the many pillars and stone decorations that littered the city, but couldn't understand them.

Lazarus directed Cindy and Grace to the highest pyramid. The climb was easy because along the middle of the structure was a staircase still serviceable for them to travel upwards.

Cindy said, "Why are we taking the long way? We have magic."

He said, "You always say the same thing. Remember, we need to conserve our power."

Grace said from behind them, "Yes, you're right."

He didn't see Cindy pout, but he felt it.

They made it to the top without incident. Lazarus was not even winded. He had gained strength since he had been living on this island. The view was breathtaking. The tops of the trees were greener than anything he had ever seen before. The ground seemed to sparkle with flecks of black stone. He hadn’t noticed this before.

"It's beautiful," Cindy said.

"Yes," he said. "I was wondering if we were doing this wrong."

"What do you mean?" Cindy said.

"I think we should concentrate our power into the pyramid, not at the portal."

Cindy said, "Okay, let's try that. We really don't know what we are doing. It is worth a shot."

Lazarus said, "Get close to me. But I want both you and Grace to concentrate your magic into me. I am going to try a few things." He pointed. "Look at the ground below."

Cindy said, "I didn't notice this before. What do you think it is?"

"I think this pyramid is a magical power source and the city is also a conduit to it."

Grace said, "Do you think we should do this? We might wake up something."

She was referring to the giant sand worms that inhabited the desert in Las Vegas. He saw Grace shudder.

"No, I don't think it is anything like that. Let's do it."

Lazarus was getting anxious and excited at the same time. He sensed something, but was not sure what it was. The women nodded and moved to the left and right of him.
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