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CHAPTER ONE
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It was over. Bloodied bodies of more than a dozen of the Shadow’s disciples littered the floor of the building and the steps to the landing upon which Arthur and his companions had made their stand. There was no sign of the multitude of Shadows that had crossed. All were destroyed by the power unleashed when Arthur and Lancelot combined their gifts; the Shadows gone in an eruption of dark ice. As for the rest, those that waited outside on the beach, not one had tried to surrender, so fanatic was their loyalty to their deity.

The Alliance had won the battle, but what about the war? No sooner was the last Shadow destroyed when a courier from Duat arrived reporting Shadows were attacking their world in force. The home of Ra, leader of what the old world called the Egyptian gods. The oldest of the Alliance worlds.

Had they truly been duped? Was what they had just experienced nothing but a diversion? All believed this was a major push by the Shadows to establish themselves on Earth. To control the portal to the other worlds. But was it? Had the Shadows simply drawn forces here to launch a major attack upon Duat? If so, how did they get there? Had they somehow established another portal from their homeworld?

Arthur was tired. It was hard to remember a time when his life and those he cared about were not in jeopardy. And yet it had only been — what? A year? He was a senior in high school when the Shadow attacked Gwen in the basement of their home and killed her friends. The day the dragon within him awoke making him a Blocker, drawing him into the war.

“Arthur?”

He turned as Kathleen took his hand, a look of concern on her face. He smiled. One she returned. A smile that generated feelings he wasn’t sure he understood. How could this be? They had met only a few months ago and yet it was like he had known her his whole life. A girl about his own age — no, not a girl — a young woman. Beautiful, witty, smart — deadly. A knight of Camelot, the daughter of Merlin. King Arthur’s Merlin. Not a wizard but a scientist.

“Are you all right?” She asked.

“I’m fine. Just a little tired.”

She kissed him on the cheek. “Let us step outside into the fresh air.”

He nodded and although the warehouse smelled of fresh roses, he looked forward to feeling a breeze upon his face. They strolled hand-in-hand out of the building and down the steps towards the beach. The fresh air he had hoped for was tainted by the scent of death. He glanced at the shoreline, the gentle waves of Lake Erie lapping at the sand. Sand cluttered with bodies and stained with blood.

“They offered them the chance to surrender,” a voice from the darkness said.

“Patricia?” Kathleen asked.

“It’s me. Is your father okay?”

“He is fine. I think he is worried about you.”

Patricia wiped her face with the back of her hand to remove the tears that had flowed freely but a few moments before. “I’ll go see him.” She looked once again at the beach. “So many died. What a waste.” She turned back to face the two young people. “This is madness. Someone must stop these things.” Without saying another word she climbed the steps and entered the warehouse.

“Seems very fond of your father.”

“And he seems fond of her. I’m glad but a bit annoyed he never told me about her.”

Arthur turned his attention back to the beach and the figures milling around the desecrated shore. Zeus, Odin, Ra. People history identified as the gods of the ancient Greeks, Egyptians, and Norse. But they were not gods. Just people fighting an enemy intent on the destruction of mankind. Ordinary people if you consider fighting for centuries normal. He turned to Kathleen. She smiled at him. He returned the smile hoping it didn’t look as fake as he felt it was.

His attention was drawn to two men leaving the warehouse. He watched silently as they crossed the sands of the beach toward Odin and the others. Thor and Loki, the gods of thunder and mischief seeking the guidance of their father, the All-Father, King of Asgard. My friends, my adopted brothers, and father.

“Arthur.”

His reverie broken he turned and looked up at the tall man who had spoken. His name was Lancelot. The same Lancelot that supported King Arthur. But he had another name, Lucifer. The First Blocker. Having hidden his true identity for centuries, he revealed himself now; to save him, his friends, and his world.

“Yes?”

“There is much we need to do.”

How do I trust this man? I mean, how do I trust Lucifer? He thought.

“Were you asking me, First Dragon?” A voice from within his head asked. Excalibur. The voice that had trained him, befriended him. He too had a secret. Another name, Michael.

“I suppose I was. You lied to me. I trusted you. I believed in you. And you lied to me.”

“I did not lie to you, Arthur. I did not mention that Lancelot was Lucifer because until he touched your arm, I did not know. Nor did I know he was the First Blocker. It has been a long time and I did not see him in this form.”

“Arthur?”

“I’m sorry, Lancelot. What?”

“We need to go.”

“I think it best we do not tell the others his true name. Not now. It is enough for them to accept that he is the First Blocker.”

Lancelot placed his hand on Arthur’s shoulder. As soon as he did, Arthur felt something flow through him. A presence. 

“Michael?” Lancelot asked in a voice that only Arthur could hear.

“What’s the matter?” Kathleen asked looking at the expression on Arthur’s face. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, thank you. Just talking to Excalibur.”

“Oh. That must be disquieting.”

“You have no idea.”

“We need to talk, Michael.”

“Later, Lucifer. When we are alone.”

“Thank you,” Arthur said to the two voices in his head. “I’m tired of people looking at me like I’m nuts while you guys talk.”

He felt them chuckle and Lancelot released his grip breaking the connection. When he did Kathleen took his hand.

“I wish to thank you, Sir Lancelot. Although I am not pleased you kept who you really are from us all this time, I believe we would have perished without your support today.”

“I am sorry, my lady. I had no choice in keeping my identity to myself.” He turned to Arthur. “And it was an honor to stand with the First Dragon today. He has the strength and courage of a true knight.”

“I think we should join the others,” Arthur said trying to hide his embarrassment.

The flickering light of a bonfire illuminated the beach. The one lit by the disciples of the Shadows awaiting the arrival of their gods.

“I wonder how many,” Arthur said looking at the carnage.

“Too many,” Kathleen said.

For the first time, he noticed the blood on her clothing. “Are you hurt?”

“The blood is not mine.

“I wonder if any of them knew what they died for?”

“They did not,” Thor said joining them. “They were lied to. The Shadows promise much but give nothing but agony and death. You heard Heidi.”

Heidi, a Valkyrie from Asgard, a warrior misled by the Shadows. A trust that resulted in her death and almost her soul.

Merlin stepped forward flanked by Ra, Odin, and Zeus.

“It’s true then, you are the First?” Odin asked.

Lancelot nodded his head.

“Why didn’t you tell anyone? Why didn’t you help before now?” Zeus demanded. “You could have prevented so many deaths.”

“I could not.”

“Why not?” Merlin asked barely containing his anger. “My wife, so many friends over the years, dead, waiting for a Blocker to help and you were with us all the time.”

“I am sorry, Merlin, but after the battle where my brothers and I fought the Shadows, I was forbidden to use the power again. I was told to remain here and wait. I was unable to return home.”

“Wait for what?” Loki demanded joining them.

“For him,” he said nodding at Arthur. “Although the power remained within me I was unable to draw upon its full strength until the First Dragon appeared.”

“Who told you to wait,” Arthur asked. “The one that awoke the Blocker in you?”

“Yes.”

“Who was it?”

“I know not. A voice in my head told me to stay and wait. The same voice came to me yesterday and said it was time.”

Because he’s Lucifer.

“It’s not what you think, Arthur,” Michael said.

“We can question Lancelot later,” Ra said. “Duat is under attack. My people are in danger. We must do something. The Blockers must stop them.”

“Not yet,” Odin said.

Ra turned on him. “What do you mean, not yet? My people are dying while we stand here and talk.”

“I have just received a report that the primary portal has been compromised. Shadows and their followers have entered Duat through it but no more of your people but those at the portal site are in danger. The time differential works to our advantage. Mere minutes have passed. We have time to prepare.”

Ra started to say something and thought better of it. He stared at Odin for a moment and then nodded his head. “You’re right, of course. Forgive me.”

“The first thing we need to do is regain control of the primary portal,” Zeus said. “We should have enough support here to handle that. Arthur can take care of the Shadows while the rest of us eliminate the disciples. We have heard nothing from the other worlds so we can assume they are secure. We can best help Duat by stopping the flow of Shadows through the portal here.”

“Where did they come from?” Arthur asked. “Did they come by another portal and then go to ours to cross to Duat?”

“I do not know,” Merlin said. “That is something that we need to look into. As to how they got to Duat, I suspect we will discover that they had help both here and on Duat by some of our own people.”

“Our own people attacked Anhur and opened the portal,” the courier interjected. “The Shadows and their followers were waiting and when the portal opened killed the guards and began their crossing.”

“As soon as it was reported King Alfred secured the portals in Asgard, Avalon, and Olympus and contacted Anhur who refused his help, insisting that there was no threat from our own people,” the courier said.

Ra snorted. “The arrogant ass.”

“They must have been planning this for years,” Odin said.

Merlin looked at the bodies on the beach, “This was not a diversion. There were too many Shadows. I believe they intended to attack both worlds. The only reason they were unsuccessful here was that we had Arthur.”

“And Lancelot,” Kathleen added.

“Which I think came as much of a surprise to them as us,” Zeus said.

Lancelot nodded. “I agree. I think this is why I was to remain silent.”

“Lancelot is not evil, Arthur, He is as you are. A recipient of the power to fight this evil. He is from my world. He came here to help.”

“But he’s Lucifer.”

“And your adopted brother is Loki.”

“Is something wrong, Arthur?” Kathleen asked.

“No. Just sorting a few things out in my head.”

“About what?”

“I’ll tell you later. When we’re alone. I promise.”

She looked at him, a little worried, but took his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I will hold you to that.”

“I think we need to get back to the Federal Building and confer with the others,” Odin said. He turned to Falstaff. “Go to the portal. See what we are facing and call it in. And Falstaff...”

“Yes, Odin?”

“Be careful.”

He laughed. “You know me, sire. I am the master of discretion.”

“I’d better go with him,” Sif said.

Thor looked at his wife. She took his hand and smiled. “I shall be careful, husband.”

He looked at Falstaff, “You better.”

“I will be fine, Lady Sif. You should remain with your husband,” Falstaff said softly.

Sif kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you.”

Merlin turned to the pretty young woman in the bloodied white robe. “Patricia, please go down the road and look for Deputy Jim Grant. Tell him all is well and we will not need his help anymore tonight. He and the others may leave.”

She kissed him on the cheek. “Will I see you later?”

“It may be a few days.” He smiled. “I will be back, I promise.”

She turned and walked down the road removing her white robe and throwing it in the dirt. Kathleen watched her as she walked away. Then turned to her father. “Something else you need to explain.”

“Later. I promise.”

“I’m getting lots of later promises. Later better be soon.”

Ra looked at his watch. “We should go. It’s getting late.”

“The identity of the First Blocker should remain between us. If the Shadows do not know of his existence, we would be better to leave it that way.” Merlin announced. He looked at Lancelot and Arthur. “Did any manage to go back through the portal?”

“I do not believe so, Merlin,” Lancelot said looking at Arthur.

“I don’t think so. The portal closed at the same time the last of the Shadows fell. When the combined light struck, everything stopped.”

The others nodded their agreement.

And your true identity I will keep to myself for the moment.

“A wise decision,” he heard Excalibur say.

The members of the Alliance followed their leaders into the woods where they had left their cars. Arthur watched as Lancelot followed Gawain and Dunedin.

“He is Lucifer. And you are Michael, the Archangel?”

“I am Michael. Archangel is a rank, a position I held. We held.”

“Do you work for God?”

Arthur felt the being laugh. “We all do, First Dragon. But not in the way you think.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Loki and Merlin sat in front of Loki’s big Chrysler Imperial allowing Kathleen and Arthur the opportunity to use the back seat. Merlin glanced back making Arthur feel a little self-conscience. He scooted away from Kathleen which resulted in a cloudy look at her father.

Merlin turned around with a smirk. “We need not hurry to Duat’s defense. Due to the difference in our timelines little will have happened. Once we know the status of the portal here, we can proceed with plans to come to their aid. Falstaff should be there by now. He will report to Odin and we should have a better idea what we face.”

“Do you have any more of those things that stop firearms?” Arthur asked thinking of the devices they used at the warehouse. “Preventing the disciples from using guns was a big help.”

“I’m afraid not. They take time to make and my equipment is back in my lab in Camelot. If there are disciples at the portal, we will need to use guns.”

“Will guns work on Duat?” Arthur asked.

“They have satellites in place. Firearms will not work there.”

“Then its swords and axes again. I guess that’s better,” Arthur said without conviction.

“King Alfred will supply troops and I’m sure the Olympians will provide more warriors. They are almost as good as we in the use of a shield wall. We will be okay,” Loki said.

“If you say so.”

Loki laughed. “I do.”

“Your companions are experienced warriors, First Dragon. You and Lancelot must concentrate on the Shadows. Allow the others to contain the disciples.”

“A lot of that will depend upon how many disciples there are. And how many possessed. Tell me about Lancelot.”

“There is much I do not know. I have had no contact with him for centuries. To the best of my knowledge, none of my people have returned to this dimension in physical form since that day.”

“You’re here.”

“I am. When Merlin created the sword, we became aware of it and of the Pendragon. Although we have not maintained a physical presence in your world my people monitor events here. The arrival of a new Blocker was cause for concern. Did we need to return? Could the Shadows be contained without us? Questions that needed answers. I volunteered to have my conciseness exported to the computer Merlin created within Excalibur. In this way, we felt I could monitor what was happening and to assist the Blocker if needed without exposing my true identity. To Pendragon I was simply a magic sword while to Merlin I was his intelligent computer. Unfortunately, Pendragon did not have the strength for me to speak with him. I could feel his emotions but he never realized I was there. After the incident at the stones, I returned home but remained in touch with the sword. When you touched it I felt the power within you. That is why I am here.”

“You have a body?”

“I do. It is in status on my homeworld.”

“Did God send you?”

He felt Michael/Excalibur chuckle. “I have never met God, Arthur. My people like to think we do His bidding but to the best of my knowledge, none of us have ever had direct contact with Him. We of my world believe we have a holy obligation to stop the Shadows for they are the embodiment of evil. This was our decision, no one directed us. We received no messages telling us what to do. When Lucifer gained the power of the Blocker we felt it was a sign from God that we should take the fight to the Shadows. That is why we came here. But they were stronger than we expected. We stopped them but realized that they would be back. Lucifer volunteered to stay behind in case he was needed. We did not know he had no choice. When we never heard from him we assumed he was gone.”

“Then he wasn’t cast out of Heaven by God.”

“No. We come from Haven. That is the name of our home world. I believe someone overheard the name spoken and misunderstood. They thought we were angles. We had called ourselves soldiers of God and somehow that got misdirected. Lucifer was our strongest warrior. I guess that is why some thought he was Gods favorite. When he stayed some believed him abandoned.”

“But in the Bible, they call him Satan, the devil.”

“He is no devil and as you know Satan is a leader of Shadows. They are not the same person. We do not know the name of their homeworld. We have called it Hell. Someone heard us and the name stuck.”

“So the Bible isn’t true.”

“I did not say that. Many of the stories in your religious books are similar to those told on all the worlds. That cannot be a coincidence. I believe since the stories were written by men and translated by men, there may have been some unintentional modifications. Just like with Lucifer, it is the perception of the writer that becomes the reality.”

“Are you all right, Arthur?” Kathleen asked.

Arthur smiled and squeezed her hand. “I’m fine. Just having a little chat with Excalibur.”

“About the Shadows?” Merlin asked.

“Yeah. We were discussing their origins.”

“He knows what they are?”

“Not really; just that they are evil.” 

“We will talk more of this later.”

“Good idea.”

****
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LOKI PULLED INTO THE AICOG parking slot. Armed guards stood at all the entrances.

“Where did they all come from?” Arthur asked.

Merlin looked at the men and women holding automatic weapons scattered around the garage. “Some are from Asgard but most are local authorities. We have many allies. Not all know where we are from, but they know we fight a common foe.”

Loki nodded at several guards as they approached the elevator. None spoke.

“Lot of hardware,” Arthur said looking at the automatic weapons.

“We can’t take any chances,” Loki said pushing the button for the sublevel. “We have no idea how many of the possessed are still around.”

“Or how many disciples have been recruited,” Merlin added.

****
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ODIN WAS TALKING TO Ra when they entered the conference room. He directed they should be seated with a wave of his hand. There were several others in the room. Arthur recognized most. He was, however, surprised to see a Catholic Bishop seated next to Zeus.

“There is much that needs to be done so if everyone could get settled,” Odin said. “I have heard from Falstaff. He reports more than two dozen armed disciples are guarding the portal. He was unable to determine if any were possessed. While he watched no one entered or left the portal. We believe the primary attack force has already crossed to Duat. It is possible that more Shadows will arrive after dark. They may not know that the portal at the warehouse has been neutralized.”

“That would mean they have another,” Arthur said.

“That is a concern. I have asked the local authorities to report any strange activities and sent several of our own people to explore possible sites. If there is another portal, it must be found and neutralized.”

Zeus stood. “We must secure this side of the portal immediately. If there is another, then we must ensure there will be no more crossings. All of our worlds could be in jeopardy.”

“We are doing what we can.” Odin looked towards Merlin. “Is the small portal secure?”

“It is.”

“The portal in Memphis is still in our control. The few reports I have received have come from the palace there. They have not yet attacked the city,” Ra said. “But we need to send help. The Shadows and their disciples are consolidating near the portal. If more are able to cross we may not be able to stop them. If Duat falls, the other worlds will soon follow. Remember, all the worlds are accessible from Duat.”

“I agree,” Zeus said. “We have time but we must stop the Shadows from sending more of their forces through. Once the portal is locked down, we will be better able to support Ra’s people. We can strike them from two directions.”

“Then we need to take the main portal as soon as possible,” Merlin said.

Odin turned to him. “All that is fine as long as they have not opened another to Duat.”

“I don’t believe they can do that.”

“Why is that, Emrys?” Ra asked a little annoyed.

“If they could then why haven’t they done so already? We know that they have created portals here on Earth but have only been able to cross to the other worlds using the two we now control.”

There was silence for a moment and then Ra shook his head. “Valid point.”

“I will cross to Duat using the small portal,” Lancelot said as he entered the room.

All eyes turned to him. “Your courage does you credit, Lancelot, but a single knight will not make that much of a difference,” Ra said.

Lancelot started to object when he noticed the look Merlin gave him.

“He does not want all to know of the presence of the First Blocker,” Excalibur told Arthur.

“Why?”

“I know not, First Dragon, but the Emrys is a clever man. I feel we should play along for now.”

“But Ra already knows.”

“But not all the others do.”

Lancelot stared at Merlin for a moment then looked at Arthur who made a slight nod. He stepped towards Arthur and touched his shoulder. “Do you know why, Michael?”

“I know not, Lucifer, but the Emrys is a wise man. He has a good reason I am sure.”

“Then I shall remain silent for now.”

“This is weird you know. You two using me to talk to each other, like I’m a phone or something.”

Arthur felt a chuckle from the two that made his ears itch.

“I am sorry if we are causing you discomfort, First Dragon,” he heard Excalibur say.

“We are two different entities, Arthur,” Lancelot added.

“Yeah, talking in my head.”

“Are you ill, Arthur?” Odin asked.

“No sir, just thinking.”

Merlin looked for a moment and noticing Lancelot’s hand, smiled.

“Does he know who you two really are?”

“I do not believe so,” Arthur heard Excalibur say. “I think it best we do not tell him for now.”

“What about sending the First Dragon through the small portal?” Ra asked realizing what Merlin had done.

“I don’t think that is a good idea,” Merlin said. “At least not yet.

“Why not? He can destroy the Shadows that have crossed over.”

“He could destroy many, but all? We don’t know how many have crossed. We need solid intelligence before we strike.” Merlin said. “We have time. Mere minutes have passed on Duat since the attack began. It might be better to have the First Dragon remain here in case we locate another portal. If it is closed, then we will have cut off their support.”

Ra looked at him and then lowered his head. “You are right, of course. The reports I have received are sketchy at best. But my people are threatened. We must not wait too long.”

“We will not and I will send the Lady Sif through the small portal to assess the situation and bring us a report,” Odin offered.

“I shall go with her,” Thor said.

His father looked at him and smiled. “Of course. I will take a party to the main portal and secure it.”

Loki stood. “No, Father. I shall take the party. You are needed here. I will take ten warriors and another ten locals with me. We will eliminate the guards and secure the portal. I will call as soon as it is done.”

“Take Arthur in case there are possessed present.”

Loki nodded and he and Arthur walked to the door. Kathleen turned to follow. Merlin took her arm. “Where are you going?”

She smiled. “I am going with Arthur. That is where I belong.”

Merlin looked at her for a moment then gave a sad knowing smile. He kissed her on the cheek. “You are so much like your mother. Be careful.”

Kathleen smiled. “I shall. I promise”.
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CHAPTER THREE
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It was obvious they were the last to arrive by the number of cars parked along the side of the road. As Loki pulled his big Chrysler behind the last car, a man stepped from the trees. 

Loki rolled down his window as he approached. “Are we ready?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good.” Loki got out and walked to the back of the car and opened the trunk. He handed M-16 rifles and twenty round box magazines to Kathleen, Arthur, and Hercules. Taking a 1903A3 Springfield rifle with a mounted scope from a carry case he pocketed several boxes of ammunition.

Besides the rifles, each was given a semi-automatic pistol. Arthur wore the Randle knife his father had given him for his birthday. “I feel like I’m going to war,” he said pulling the charging handle of the assault rifle to the rear and chambering a round. He placed the weapon on safe.

“We are, Arthur,” Hercules said. “Have no doubt. These people will kill you given the chance. I suggest you not give it to them.”

“I understand.”

“It is about time you got here. I’ve been waiting for hours,” Falstaff said stepping from the trees. He smiled. “Hello, Kathleen.”

“Hello, Uncle.”

Loki looked up at the big man. “I called you less than an hour ago.”

“Well, it seemed like hours. There are eighteen of the SOB’s guarding the platform. The portal is closed. There are another six in the woods, patrolling. They are staying close to the clearing just inside the tree line. They aren’t used to combat that’s for sure. Piss poor security. Sorry, Kathleen.”

She smiled.

“Not one of the bastards has checked the roads and they have no guards out this far. I have people watching the roving patrol. They will be taken out as soon as I give the word.”

Loki nodded. “Fools don’t expect anyone to interfere with their plans. I don’t think they know what happened at the warehouse. Maybe they think we are all dead.”

“Better for us.” Hercules agreed. “Their arrogance and lack of military training work in our favor.”

Loki turned to Arthur. “Can you sense the presence of Shadows?”

Arthur hesitated for a moment. “None close by but I think we are too far away for me to tell if there are any near the portal. I’ll have to get closer.”

Loki nodded. He turned back to Falstaff. “Where are the others?”

“Your local guys are about fifty yards up the road. They will provide covering fire. The Olympians and Asgardians are waiting just inside the trees — there.” He pointed at a junction where the trees met the dirt road as it turned towards the glen. “That’s your assault force. I’ve told the local agents to close the road and ensure we aren’t disturbed. Don’t want any of the local law enforcement folks poking around. They think this is a big FBI/DEA operation. Taking down some top level drug gurus.”

Arthur looked at the map. “Who are the locals with us? Are they FBI?”

“No. Just people we use sometimes,” Loki said returning his gaze to the map.

“Mercs,” Falstaff said. “They do what they're told without asking too many questions. I think most of them have figured what we are doing and would support us without the money. Of course, taking it doesn’t bother them all that much. We can count on them.” He turned back to the map and pointed. “Once the shooting starts, the locals will set up roadblocks, here and here. If things go sour, they will secure our way out.”

“Sounds good.” Loki looked at Arthur. “I think the first thing we need to do is get you closer to see if we have any possessed to worry about.”

“We going to kill them all?” Arthur asked.

Loki was quiet for a moment. “I hope not, Arthur, but that is a possibility. It will be their choice just as it was at the beach. We can’t have them open the portal and let the others in Duat knows what we are doing. We have to stop them here and we have to do it quickly. If any drop their weapons we will do what we can to spare them.” He hesitated for a moment and then added, “Are you going to be all right?”

Kathleen took his hand and squeezed it. “Arthur knows what must be done and will do what is necessary. We all will.”

Arthur looked at the beautiful young woman. “I know what I have to do.”

“Then let’s go,” Loki said folding up the map.

The five of them moved down the path until stopped by a man dressed in camouflaged clothing and equipped with an M-16 who stepped from the trees. He took Loki’s hand and whispered, “It has been a while, my friend.”

Loki smiled and gripped the man by the forearm. “Boris. It is good to see you again.”

“Would that it be under better circumstances.” Boris turned and smiled at Kathleen. “Lady Kathleen.”

She curtsied and smiled. “Sir Boris. It is good to have such a famous knight with us today.”

“You flatter me, my lady.” He looked at Arthur. “You must be the First Dragon.”

Arthur nodded and offered his hand. “I’m Arthur.”

Boris took it and shook it briefly, his grip firm. “I have heard much of you.” He looked at Kathleen and then back at Arthur. He smiled. “Yes, I can see it.”

“See what?” Arthur asked.

Kathleen turned a little red. “Should we not be going, Sir Boris?”

He chuckled and nodded his head. “Our people are spread out on this side of the clearing. Those that are to attend to the roving patrols know to drop to the ground and seek shelter as soon as they hear the first shot. There should be no friendlies in our line of fire.”

“Who is taking care of the patrols?” Loki asked.

“Ra’s people insisted. They are good. It will be done quickly and quietly as soon as the signal is given. Ra sent some cold-blooded SOB’s.”

They all moved into the trees and squatted down. Arthur could see no one else. He turned to Loki and whispered “There is at least one warrior nearby. I need to get closer.”

Loki nodded then turned towards Boris. “We need to get Arthur as close to the clearing as possible without him being seen.”

“I will take him. The rest of you should stay here.”

“I am coming,” Kathleen said.

“No,” Loki told her. “You must stay here with the others. We must remain unseen until all is ready. Too many people and we are bound to be noticed. I will bring him back before the attack. I promise.”

Arthur took her hand. “Please stay here.”

She looked at him for a moment and then nodded.

Boris led Loki and Arthur into the trees until they were about ten yards from the clearing. Getting down onto the floor of the forest they slowly crawled until reaching the edge of the trees. Looking through the underbrush there was a clear view of the portal. Several people were milling around the platform talking. Two men were laying on the stones apparently taking a nap. Beside each was a weapon.

“Is that a machine gun?” Arthur asked. 

“Yes, an M-60. There are two of them. They are well-armed. Military weapons. A few have hand grenades,” Boris offered. “No grenade launchers that we have seen.”

“Damn.”

“Can you sense anything?” Loki asked.

Arthur looked at the people in the clearing. He could feel something. “I think there is only the one.”

“Can you sense anything Excalibur?”

“As you said. Just one. Big warrior.”

“Do you know which one?”

“No, we are too far away.”

“I’m pretty sure it is just the one,” he whispered to Loki.

Loki smiled knowing who he had been silently talking to. “Which one?”

“I’m not sure. I will have to get closer.”

Loki watched as the disciples moved about the platform. He turned to Boris. “Give the signal.”

Boris pulled out his communication device and opened it. He spoke softly into it. “Take them down.” He waited a moment, his phone clicked and he nodded. “It is done.”

Loki placed the sniper rifle in the crook of his shoulder. He looked through the scope and took a breath. Realizing what he was about to do, Arthur took aim with his own rifle pushing the selector switch off safe. Loki let his breath halfway out and suddenly Arthur heard a loud crack.

One of the two men on the platform jerked to the side and lay still, part of his skull striking the man next to him. His partner immediately grabbed a machine gun and opened fire sparking a response. Dozens of muzzle flashes erupted from the forest. Eight of the disciples fell within seconds having never fired a shot. The others dropped to the ground and started shooting randomly into the forest.

Arthur aimed his weapon at a man as he rose to his knees, drawing back his arm preparing to throw a grenade. He squeezed the trigger, and the man fell back, sprawled upon the ground, a neat hole appearing in his forehead, the grenade rolling a few feet before coming to a stop. There was an explosion, dirt and smoke billowed into the air. Two men laying nearby were picked up off the ground and thrown several feet as their mutilated bodies lay lifeless. 

“Bloody hell!” Boris said as the grenadier climbed slowly to his feet. His face blacked and smoked where the hot metal of the grenade had caught him. His clothing was ripped exposing terrible wounds. From a smoldering shirtsleeve hung the remains of his arm, the hand missing, bones exposed. He turned towards Arthur, one eye destroyed and his face torn and bloody. He smiled.

“I guess that must be him,” Loki said.

“Guess so.”

Not more than three feet away a camouflaged figure rose from behind a tree and started shooting at the demonic figure. The thing turned and raised its remaining hand. A jet of ebony steam flew from its fingers striking the allied soldier. It wrapped around him rapidly constricting until his body could take the pressure no more and burst.

Like Gwen’s friends.

Arthur dropped his rifle and drew his arms parallel with the ground. He brought them together and as his hands clapped a beam of intense white light erupted from his fingers and struck the possessed enemy. The flash of light engulfed it and the thing threw back his head howling like a demon emerging from the depths of hell. From its mouth and eyes, black smoke billowed slowly settling to the ground where it reformed into the silhouette of a man. It was huge, close to eight feet. As it rose the mutilated body of its host fell like a marionette with its strings cut. All fighting stopped as warriors from both sides stared at the two. Light and dark, good and evil, facing off. Arthur screamed and a bolt of intense illumination emanating from his entire body launched itself and struck the apparition. As it did, the Shadow burst into a thousand shards of pitch black ice, melting as it scattered on the grass.

“Arthur!” Kathleen screamed. “Watch out!”

A wounded disciple picked up the discarded machinegun laying on the stone platform. Arthur heard the report of the weapon. The leaves and tree bark disintegrated around him. He heard a scream. He turned in time to see Kathleen thrown back to fall unmoving to the ground.

“Kathleen!”
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The chattering of the machinegun stopped at the report of Loki’s rifle. “Got the bastard,” he said as he turned with a grin. The grin faded as he saw Arthur fall to his knees next to Kathleen. Jumping to his feet he ran to the two young people. “Kathleen!”

Arthur lifted Kathleen’s head. She was not breathing and blood oozed from the corner of her mouth. “Kathleen,” he whispered. “Oh, my God. This can’t be.” He looked up at Loki. “What do we do?”

Loki kneeled beside her and placed his fingers along the side of her neck.

“Loki?”

“She has a pulse.”

Kathleen suddenly arched her back and took a deep breath. Her eyes opened, and she gave a brief smile. “You didn’t come and get me.”

Loki looked at the two round holes in her blouse just below her sternum. He put his finger in one and then smiled. “Ballistic armor.”

“She’s bleeding.”

Kathleen turned her head and spat blood onto the leaves. “Bit my cheek when I fell I guess.” She looked at Loki’s finger in the hole in her blouse. “That hurts. Stop it.”

Loki quickly withdrew his hand. Arthur pulled her to his chest. He hugged her and she let out a little yelp. He reduced the pressure and gently pushing her back a few inches looked into her eyes. There were tears in his.

“I’m all right.” She lifted her hand and ran her fingers down his cheek. “Honestly. I’m fine.”

Boris rushed to them. “Are you all right, Princess?”

“She will be but I want someone to look at her. She could have some cracked ribs,” Loki said. “Is the portal secure?”

“Yes. We have the platform and the control center.”

“The disciples?”

“No survivors. We tried but they would not give up.”

Arthur looked at him. “How were our casualties?”

“Three wounded, none seriously. One dead. Frederick was struck by the Shadow.”

“I’m sorry.”

“There was nothing you could have done. If you hadn’t stopped it when you did we would have lost a lot more. Thank you. I have heard of the power of the First Dragon. Something to see. I am glad you were with us today. Things could have been much worse.”

“How was it able to kill that way? I thought the Shadows could only do that in the dark,” Kathleen asked.

Loki shook his head. “That is something we will need to discuss with your father. In the meantime, I think we need to get you back to Camelot.”

Kathleen tried to sit up. She winced. “I’m fine. Just a little sore. I will remain with Arthur.”

“No you won’t,” he said. “Loki’s right, you need to see a doctor. One of yours. We’re done here. We control the portal and no more of the Shadows forces can cross to Duat. Nothing is going to happen until your return.”

“Merlin will not forgive me if I don’t insist,” Loki said. “And my mother would make my life a living hell if she found out you got hurt on my watch.”

She looked at them one at a time and then lowered her head. “Fine. I surrender. But no one goes anywhere until I get back.”

Arthur gently picked her up.

“Put me down!”

Without saying a word but with a grin on his face he carried her to the platform. He placed her on her feet and stepped back.

“Okay.”

“I didn’t hear anyone agree to my terms,” she said brushing the dirt from her slacks.

Arthur smiled. “I promise. If it is within my power, I will wait for you before putting my life in danger again. How’s that?”

She thought about it for a moment and then nodded. “That will do.” She reached up and kissed him. “Just remember.”

“I will.”

Boris took Kathleen’s arm and escorted her to the center of the circle of stone. He nodded his head. Arthur watched as the multicolored light surrounded them. He sighed as their images faded and then the lights and Kathleen were gone. Turning he looked around at the fallen that littered the ground. He shook his head.

“Why? Why do they do this? What do they think the Shadows are going to do for them?”

“I don’t know,” Loki said following his gaze. The rest of Boris’s people were dragging the dead into a line near the platform.

“We will transport the bodies to Asgard and dispose of them there. Fewer questions asked that way. Will you make sure there are no Shadows?”

He nodded and slowly walked by each of the corpses. When he finished, he returned to Loki’s side. “They are alone.”

“We should go.”

The two walked slowly away from the platform and the carnage. When they reached the car Arthur got into the passenger seat and Loki started the engine. He did not put the car in gear. After a moment he turned to Arthur. “There was nothing you could have done, Arthur. Kathleen is a warrior. She is going to place herself in danger. She may get hurt. Any of us could.”

“She could have died.”

“As could we all. We are at war, Arthur. She is a warrior. You could no easier keep Kathleen from battle as you could keep Falstaff from drink. Where you go, she will go. The dangers you face are hers as well. Be proud of her and do not demean her courage by trying to protect her. That will place you both in danger. She loves you, little brother. Whether you wish to acknowledge it or not, you love her as well. Look at Thor and Sif. They fight side-by-side, not as husband and wife but as comrades in arms. Pay her the honor she deserves and do the same for her.”

Arthur sat quietly for a moment and then nodded. “I will try. It’s hard. I was raised to respect and protect women. Here is one that I truly care about, I’m just beginning to realize how much, and I can’t protect her. I can’t keep her from danger. Hell, she rushes towards it.”

Loki laughed. “Always has. Would you wish her to be other than she is?”

“No. And I understand what you are saying. Things have changed, I have to change too. The world I was raised in is gone. It’s hard to adjust.”

“The world you were raised in is not gone. It is out there and now it falls to you to protect it for others. You and I, Kathleen, all of us must strive to protect what is.”

“But it is no longer the world I lived in.”

Loki placed his hand on the young man’s shoulder. He gave a sad smile. “Unfortunately that door has closed for you. But Kathleen is behind the door you just opened. And so am I.”

Arthur smiled. “We better get going. Merlin will want to know what happened.”

****
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MERLIN AND THE OTHERS were waiting as they stepped into the conference room. “How is Kathleen?”

“She’s fine. Going to be a little sore for a few days. We sent her back to Avalon to make sure.” Loki said.

“I heard. Boris called in a sitrep. What happened?”

Arthur sat at the end of the table. “They were heavily armed. One had a machine gun. While I fought the Shadow Kathleen rushed to join us and she was struck. Fortunately, she was wearing her armor.”

“Some even had hand grenades. They are getting support from someone with access to military hardware,” Loki added taking a seat beside Arthur. “Did Boris tell you about the Shadow?”

“He said it left the body of the one it possessed. Is this true?” Odin asked. “It formed in daylight?”

“Yeah, it killed one of our men by striking him with something like a bolt of steam. He exploded like the girls in my basement. It was strong. Stronger than the warriors we faced in the warehouse. It was different.”

“It was alone?” Merlin asked.

“I checked all the bodies. I couldn’t sense any others. Boris said we got them all. I don’t think any got away.”

“You had no problem killing it?” Ra asked.

“It was strong, but I was able to stop it. It was daylight though. I don’t know how much stronger it would have been in the dark.”

“I think we need to ask Lancelot about this. See if he has ever faced anything like it before,” Arthur thought.

“I agree,” Excalibur replied.

Out loud Arthur asked. “Has anyone seen Lancelot?”

Merlin turned with a knowing look. “I will have him report here.”

“I’m going to the house to check on my family and get cleaned up. Maybe he could meet me there.”

Merlin smiled. “Good idea. I will see to it.” No sense advertising what he is. Good move, Arthur.

“Have we heard anything from Thor and Sif?” Loki asked.

“Nothing yet, but with the time difference I don’t expect to hear until tomorrow at the earliest,” Odin said. “They have just arrived. In the meantime, we are gathering forces to strike through the portal. Zeus has returned home to prepare an assault force. King Alfred will send additional warriors to secure the primary portal and the small portal on this end.”

“And I will return with my people through the small portal as soon as Thor makes his report,” Ra said. “Odin is supplying Asgardian forces to join us. If all is secure in the capital we will strike from there as Zeus strikes from the main portal. We will catch them between us. Will you accompany me, First Dragon?”

Arthur looked at Loki and Merlin. Then he smiled. “I would be honored, sir. But I think it would be a good idea to wait for Thor’s report to see where I will be of most use.”

“Very wise of you, First Dragon,” Ra said with a nod of his head. Then he slammed his fist on the table. “I want them all destroyed. I want them to pay for what they have done to my home, to my people, to my family and friends.”

Everyone in the room was quiet. Odin rose and walked to the Pharaoh of Duat. He placed his hand on his shoulder. “We shall make them pay, my friend. Together.”

“Thank you, and I’m sorry for my outburst. I know what they did to your home.”

“It is understandable,” Odin said. “It is times like this that I wish I really was a god. As my son would say, I would smite them all. I would rain fire and destruction on them until there was nothing left but a smoldering slag upon the scorched ground.”

Ra smiled.

“Remind me never to piss your father off,” Arthur said to Loki.

“If you think he has a temper, you should see my mother,” Loki said with a laugh. He turned to the others. “With your permission, I would like to take Arthur home to see his family.”

“Of course,” Odin said. “I will call if we hear anything; otherwise we shall meet back here tomorrow at nine A.M.”
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The two spoke little on the way to the house Odin had given Arthur. It was late afternoon by the time they arrived. As the car pulled up Arthur’s father stepped off the porch. Loki opened the garage using the remote. Paul Earsterdrak followed them in.

As Arthur got out of the car his father stared at him. Arthur was uncomfortable realizing how he must look. His clothes were dirty and covered with bloodstains. 

Paul could see the strain on his son's face. He walked up and grabbed him by his shoulders and pulled him to his chest. “Are you all right?”

Arthur returned the hug. “Yeah, Dad. Just tired.”

“You’re not hurt?”

“I’m okay, honest.”

“Your clothes.”

“It’s not mine.”

Paul waited for an explanation and when none arrived he said, “Your Mom has supper ready for the two of you. Odin, damn I can’t get used to saying that, called and said you were on your way home. She made a meatloaf.”

“That’s great, Dad.”

“Fantastic!” Loki said. “I’m starved.”

“I think I need to get cleaned up first,” Arthur said looking at his clothes.
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