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Dedication

 


For my
family, and my God…


Prologue

 


It has been five-hundred years
since the Pulse bathed the earth in a brilliant flash, instantly
ending the Golden Age of humanity. At the speed of light, it
destroyed modern technology all over the planet, ushering in the
Great Collapse, and the conclusion of ten-thousand years of
civilization. There had been no time to prepare, for the end came
without warning. The cause of the cataclysm remained a mystery
however, until one night people looked to the skies during the time
of the Great Collapse, and found a new, beautiful, heavenly light
there. Scientists soon uncovered the painful truth behind the
fantastic lights; the Pulse was not alone when it struck the earth.
The appearance of the powerful electromagnetic pulse had coincided
with the arrival of a significant coronal mass ejection from the
sun, trapping the power of the Pulse in the earth’s magnetic field,
creating a brilliant, nightly light show, similar to the aurora
borealis in appearance, which came to be known as The Effect.

The terrible consequence of the
Effect kept the people of the Golden Age from re-building the most
advanced civilization in human history. Gradually, over the course
of time, more and more of the accumulated knowledge that existed
during the Golden Age began to fade from human memory. The abrupt
loss of all modern technology had been a shock to the world’s
collective system, a catastrophe from which it was unable to
recover. The subsequent descent into the darkness that began during
the Great Collapse continued well into the period known as the Dark
Age. After several hundred years, the rapid decline of civilization
eventually leveled off, leaving humanity at a level of technology
comparable to life during the Middle Ages, a time when illiteracy
was the rule instead of the exception, and the world was ruled by
the sword, and by the bow.

The Holy Christian Church,
which has existed since the time of Christ, has now survived two
dark ages. The unified Church has been the only light of hope for
the people of the Dark Age, maintaining a continual presence in
Rome, which serves as the nerve center of the Church, and a beacon
of hope to Christian pilgrims from all over the world.

The Warrior Clan, founded
during The Great Collapse by a group of ex-soldiers and civilians,
maintains enclaves scattered throughout the Outlands. Shunning
contact with the outside world since its inception, members of the
Warrior Clan are disciplined fighters, constantly striving to
perfect their martial skill. They are recognized and feared
throughout the known lands as fierce and accomplished warriors.

Urbas inhabit the crumbling
meros, all that remains of the great urban metropolises that once
dotted the surface of the Earth. Living together in packs of twenty
or more, they are the descendants of the few men and women that
remained in the great cities during the Great Collapse. They
survive by preying on outsiders and on each other, with allegiance
to no one other than their pack, and themselves. The balance of
humanity clusters in small, scattered villages, working mostly as
farmers.

The Dark Age is a harsh and
unforgiving time. The Golden Age and the Ancients are now largely
remembered only in bedtime stories for small children. Just as the
light always burns brightest in the darkness however, hope remains
as some cling stubbornly to their faith, praying that one day the
light of civilization will return. For among the many stories
passed down from generation to generation over the centuries there
exists an ancient prophecy, dating from the time of the Great
Collapse. The prophecy holds that one day a sign would appear from
God, announcing to believers that the time had come to find and
activate the Great Oracle of Knowledge, giving the world the
opportunity to emerge from the great darkness, into a glorious new
Golden Age.


Chapter
1

Pilgrims

 


Somewhere ages and ages
hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood,
and I-

I took the one less traveled
by,

And that has made all the
difference.

Robert Frost, “The Road Not
Taken“

 


Ferrell made his way through
the dilapidated ruins of the once great metropolitan area, mindful
of the many dangerous inhabitants that now called it home. He
scanned the ruins as he walked down the wide ancient road, which
passed through the middle of a number of tall, crumbling buildings,
overgrown with ivy and rust. Outside two of the larger buildings,
where the grass that sprouted through the concrete was the tallest,
he saw something that worried him. A hundred yards in front of them
stood a small herd of whitetail deer, that had stopped to feed on
some of the poison ivy and poison sumac that grew out of the cracks
in the road. Ferrell hesitated because he knew what it
meant…trouble. The deer were a favorite food source for the large
predators that roamed the overgrown ruins in the mero. It was only
a matter of time now.

He was preparing to turn the
group back the way they came in an effort to try to find a way
around the herd when he saw something out of the corner of his eye.
The movement was subtle yet familiar. Crouching low in the grass,
their massive sinews tensing as they prepared to attack the herd,
was a pride of lions, emerging from the edge of a dark alley
between the two buildings to his right. Ferrell turned to face the
people with him, pointing toward the big cats. “Slowly,” he
whispered, “everyone back away, slowly, no quick movements.”

The three lions launched their
attack with lightning speed, quickly moving to flank and encircle
the herd. Two of the male lions, a mature, large cat, and a much
younger, smaller one, chased after a part of the herd that had
split off from the rest and was now running in their direction. The
remnant of the herd separated, some to Ferrell’s left and some to
his right, but this time the lions did not follow the deer.
Instead, they were now racing toward him and his companions. They
had encountered human beings before, Ferrell surmised, and had
probably discovered that people made for an easier meal than the
much swifter and more agile whitetail deer. Two of the men
travelling with him panicked and ran before Ferrell was able to
stop them. I told them to stay close to me! How can I protect them
unless they stay together? With a solitary movement, he drew his
sword from its scabbard, sliced at the neck of the smaller beast,
and then watched as it dropped lifeless to the ground. The second
lion circled him for several moments, letting out a ferocious growl
as it charged. The cat lunged at his throat with its massive claws
outstretched, and its enormous canines positioned to close around
Ferrell’s neck. Just as the beast sunk its claws into his sides,
Ferrell buried his katana sword into its chest, though the momentum
of the now dead animal's carcass knocked him to the ground. He
withdrew the blade from the animal and turned his attention back to
the rest of the pride, breathing a sigh of relief when he saw the
remaining lions devouring one of the deer that had been unfortunate
enough to be at the rear of the herd.

Leading the group away from the
feast and down a different path, he took a moment to catch his
breath and check himself out as soon as they were clear. There were
several puncture marks followed by deep scores where the big cat
had nearly ended his life. Were it not for the thick and incredibly
tough armor that he wore, the lion would surely have torn him apart
with its powerful claws alone. Ferrell looked up briefly to survey
their position. He soon regained his bearings and led the group
around the ferocious animals.

Permitting himself to relax for
a moment now that the immediate danger had passed, he paused to
take in his surroundings. The crumbling structures on all sides
reminded him of why he disliked the mero so much, regardless of how
often he brought pilgrims through it. The ominous ruins of the
ancient city stood as cold and foreboding relics of a strange and
long-dead civilization. There was something unnatural about the
place that made his skin crawl, and despite his regular treks
through the long-deserted metropolitan area, he never could get
used to it. The endless rows of buildings, clearly built to
accommodate a vast number of people, now stood empty and desolate.
As the travelers passed through the section of the mero where some
of the tallest and most exotic structures stood, Ferrell tried to
imagine what the city might have looked like when it was still in
its prime, during the height of the Golden Age. Traveling through
the mero alone so frequently had given him plenty of time to
reflect on the disparity between what had once been, and what now
was. Clearly the Ancients had achieved an incredibly advanced
civilization, while the peoples of The Dark Age lived in such a
primitive, feudal manner. It left him longing for something better
for humanity. Perhaps, one day, we will tear down this graveyard,
build a new civilization, and bring about an end to the Dark Age,
as well as the death and decay all around us!

If the lion ruled the mero,
then his four-legged subjects were the rat, the deer, and the dog,
along with the many other descendants of zoo animals who, like the
lions, had escaped their confinement hundreds of years earlier
during the time of the Great Collapse.

Like most meros, however, the
ruins were also home to packs of urba, people said to be descended
from the Ancients that had built and once inhabited the
now-deserted meros. The urba, who lived like bandits, robbed and
killed anyone adventurous and foolish enough to venture into their
territory unprepared. The ancient city Ferrell and his companions
were traversing happened to be home to the only ocean port in the
territory, resulting in a considerable amount of human traffic
through that particular mero, despite the danger. The port to the
Great Waters was the only reason so many risked the dangerous
crossing through the mero. Most travelers were pilgrims or priests
on their way to Rome, or settlers leaving for distant lands seeking
a more hospitable place to live and raise their families. Few ships
made such dangerous trips however, and fewer still were captained
by men competent and honest enough to be trusted to carry them
safely across the troubled waters.

Since the only way to get from
the Outlands to the Great Waters was through the ruins, the urbas
in this mero fared better than most. Even well-armed pilgrims fell
victim to the vicious attacks of the urbas, who would then take
anything and everything of value. Only a pilgrim of substantial
means, who could afford to hire a warrior like Ferrell, could
expect to have a better-than-average chance of completing the
dangerous journey in relative safety. Though he often helped
wealthy pilgrims get safely through the meros, he also offered free
escort to those most in need, since he knew most of them would
never survive without his protection. It had always seemed odd to
Ferrell that they would risk their lives in such an endeavor. Even
for those that made it to the port, navigating by ship was a
dangerous enough business in itself, at least as dangerous as
passing through the mero, by even the bravest man’s reckoning.

The group of pilgrims
accompanying him through the mero on this trip was a typical
assortment of men and women; consisting of three couples, one who
had brought along their five year-old son, and three men and two
women, each traveling alone. They were on their way to meet their
ship, which was docked where the Great Waters began on the eastern
side of the mero. Once there, if everything went as he hoped it
would, he would be escorting a different group of pilgrims from the
ship to the Outlands. Some would be travelling to local villages;
others would make long treks through the Outlands to distant
territories. Ferrell had long ago considered the absurdity that
just as many people seemed to be heading into the Outlands as there
were people trying to get out. Most of them were either just
restless or desperate he had concluded, hoping that their next home
would be better than their last.

They had made excellent time
and were now well over halfway through the mero. The thought
occurred to Ferrell that maybe, just maybe, this would be the first
time he made it all the way through the mero with at least one
group of pilgrims without any challenge from the troublesome
urba.

A sound from behind him caught
Ferrell’s attention. He turned, drawing the sword out of his
scabbard as he did so, swinging the blade as if decapitating an
invisible enemy. Although he did not see anything, he could hear a
number of soft steps in the shadows to his left and to his
right.

“Urba!
Everyone, get behind me. Those of you with weapons, get them out.
Do it now!”

Urbas emerged from alleys
behind them, as many as twenty in all. Placing himself between the
urba and the pilgrims, Ferrell ran toward the urba, sword in hand.
He became a blur to the pilgrims as the only discernable feature
became the flash of his blade. One of the urba stabbed at him with
a sword, which nearly found its intended target. Ferrell
sidestepped the attack at the last second, causing the urba’s sword
to stab his companion instead of Ferrell. The clansman then struck
the second urba on the head with the hilt of his sword, rendering
the urba unconscious. Ferrell looked up to find himself suddenly
surrounded. He looked hard at the urba standing closest to him.

“Just so you
know, you urba punk, “ he said, pointing a finger at the big man
standing in front of him, “I’m taking you out first!” A flash of
fear fell on the urba he had singled out, while the others around
him relaxed. Ferrell took a step forward, before suddenly stepping
back, away from the frightened and intimated urba. He then
delivered a powerful back kick to the solar plexus of the urba
behind him instead, knocking him back six feet and onto the ground.
The other urba rushed in and with Ferrell suddenly gone, they ran
clumsily into one another, with two of the urba accidentally
stabbing other members of their pack.

When the remaining urba
attacked, Ferrell’s blade sprang into action. Within seconds, the
urba lay in a heap on the ground.

Ferrell had already dispatched
most of the urba when he noticed that one of the pilgrims was in
trouble. In a moment of folly, the naive man had left the others,
dropping his guard in a misplaced attempt to try to talk with one
of the urba, to try to reason with him. The attempt failed of
course, as the pilgrim was knocked unconscious from behind,
snatched up by two of the urba's companions, and dragged toward one
of the tall buildings nearby. Ferrell knew what gruesome fate
awaited the man if they reached the building with him. If he was
lucky, they would kill him quickly before robbing him, taking
whatever they could find on his corpse. Trying to reason with an
urba! Ferrell decided to focus on helping the others instead of
going after the hapless pilgrim. He had given explicit instructions
to the group before they started through the meros that if
attacked, they were supposed to stay by his side and just as
important, they were to say nothing, and stay together. The man
would get what he deserved for his foolishness in not following his
instructions.

“Get to the
ship,” Ferrell told the others, “I will take care of the urba. Now
go!” Ferrell took out two more of the urba before he noticed that
most of the pilgrims were still there, standing motionless and
staring at Ferrell. “What are you waiting on? I told you to head
for the ship!”

“We will not
leave without our companion, Mr. Young.”

Unbelievable. Ferrell shook his
head as he assessed the situation. He dispatched the remaining urba
until they were all down. Even before the last one hit the ground,
Ferrell was already sprinting after the man that was taken. He
caught up to them just as the urba were dragging the terrified man
across the threshold and into one of the buildings. When they saw
Ferrell running at a full clip toward them however, they
immediately dropped the pilgrim out of fear, and ran deep inside
the bowels of the building in a panic. They had seen what Ferrell
had done to the other members of their pack, and decided that they
had had enough.

“Is everyone
okay?” he asked, looking the group over for signs of injury after
retrieving the man.“Is anyone missing?” he asked, counting even as
he did so.

“We all
appear to be okay, and I believe that everyone is still here, Mr.
Young,” answered one of the women,”thanks to you. We owe you our
lives.”

“Hmm!”
Ferrell grunted as he sheathed his blade and started walking toward
the dock.” Then maybe you will learn to listen next time,
hmm?”

Ferrell and the pilgrims saw no
further urba. Furthermore, he knew it was unlikely that he would
have any additional trouble on the way back through the mero. It
would be some time before the urbas he had just taken out were
replaced by urbas from other packs. Since a pack typically roamed a
specific part of a mero, and he had just dispatched most of the
pack that patrolled the section they had passed through, the return
journey would be quieter.

As they neared the dock, the
pilgrims began to breathe easier, sensing the danger had passed. It
was common knowledge that the urba stayed away from the docks,
having learned long ago that messing with the armed crews that
worked the ships was far more trouble than it was worth. When they
finally made it to the ship, the pilgrims thanked Ferrell once more
for all he had done. A crewmember greeted them as they approached
and asked about payment for their passage. Visibly pleased with
what they offered, he nodded his head, and pointed toward the
gangplank, which they would need to cross to board the vessel.

Ferrell lingered at the dock
for a while, taking the opportunity to sit down, rest for a few
moments, and relax while waiting to see whether anyone disembarking
from one of the ships would require his services on the return
trip. Since he had to walk back through the mero to get to the
Outlands anyway, he figured he might as well be paid for his
trouble. He looked up at the sun, which was now sitting high in the
sky, and determined that based on its position directly overhead,
that it must be close to noon. If he left soon, he might make it
back through the mero before nightfall.

“Mr. Young?”
Ferrell quickly looked down, having been blinded momentarily after
looking up at the sun. After looking away for a few seconds, he
turned back around to find a tall, elderly man with a kind face and
dressed in black clothing, standing before him.

“Yes?”
Ferrell answered roughly.

“You come
highly recommended by some of the men that just boarded this ship.
They tell me that you handled yourself quite well on the way here,
when your group was attacked by wild beasts, and then by urba. They
said you are an exceptional warrior, and that they had never seen
anything like you before. I was hoping you might be willing to help
me get back through the mero.”

Within a few moments, Ferrell
was able to see clearly again. He recognized by the man’s clothing
that he was a priest.

“Sure,” he
answered, “I’ll take you.”


Chapter
2

The
Expedition

 


It was still early morning, and
fog lingered several feet above the ground all around him. The sun
had risen thirty minutes earlier and was beginning to cause the fog
to dissipate, at last enabling Alex to make out some of the taller
structures, confirming for the first time that he was indeed
nearing the mero. It had taken him longer than he had anticipated
to reach it however, and he was now running behind schedule. He
preferred entering the meros just before dawn, before most urba,
and animals as well for that matter, began moving around. The delay
meant that with the sun already up, he would have to be
particularly careful when entering the mero.

After searching for the
artifact for many years, Alex felt certain that he was close, and
that he would find it this time. He had to. The priest told him
that finding the ancient relic was of paramount importance to them,
that finding it could mean the end of the Dark Age. But how?

Alex missed Hannah. He had been
spending far too much time away from her in recent months and it
was beginning to weigh on him. It was unfair to both of them,
especially since they had only had each other since her mother
died. I'll make it up to her. She is the main reason I’m doing all
of this anyway.

Alex was confident he had come
close to finding the artifact the last time he was in the mero. He
had seen something under a fallen bookcase, just out of his reach.
It had to be the one he had been looking for; it had all of the
markings. The Church would already have it in their possession had
he been given only a few moments longer, and not been forced to
abandon his search at the last moment. Several urbas had
unexpectedly entered the ancient structure to get out of the
downpour of rain, nearly tripping over him in the process. It was
his own fault though; in his zeal to find the artifact he had
become reckless, a mistake that nearly cost him his life. Alex had
promised the priest that he would have it with him when he
returned, however, and Alex was nothing if not a man of his
word.

He cursed under his breath as
he neared the edge of the mero. He dropped to the ground and peered
through the top of the tall grass. Several hundred yards from his
position, there was a large group of urba, apparently an entire
pack, positioned directly between him and the mero. He looked
around for options. He would prefer to go around them to ensure
that his presence went undetected. He could not go right, however,
because his way was blocked by the river, while a number of
collapsed buildings blocked him on the left. He considered trying
to wait them out, but the pack appeared to be settled in for the
long haul. He could try to swing around the collapsed buildings to
his left, but it would cost him at least a day, maybe two, to do
so. After a few moments of deliberation, he finally decided that he
could make it by the urbas. He would have to use great stealth
however, as being caught meant certain death.

Alex slowly made his way
through the tall grass, crawling carefully on his belly to avoid
detection. He had been able to evade the urbas for many years as he
made his way in and out of the meros on expeditions. Nevertheless,
as dangerous as they were, it was not the urbas that worried him
the most, nor was it the myriad of creatures that roamed the meros.
It was the deteriorated condition of the buildings, which dated
from before the Great Collapse, that posed the greatest threat.
After nearly being killed on more than one occasion by collapsing
buildings over the years, he had learned to exercise extreme
caution when moving around inside of them.

He made his way toward the
building behind them, while several of the urbas sat around arguing
with one another. Though focused on avoiding detection as he made
his way past them, Alex was still able to discern the topic of
discussion, something about one of the urba women. As it heated up,
one of them abruptly struck the other with a haymaker to the jaw,
knocking him to the ground. It was a welcome turn of events for
Alex, as the pack focused on the altercation. As he made his way
past the pack, he looked back only to feel his heart race. All of
the urba were looking in his direction. One of the bigger urba,
apparently the leader, pointed toward him.

“Hey, you!
What do you think you’re doing?”

Alex froze. At any moment, they
would surround him and it would all be over.

“Take it
easy, Skye, it’s just me. Take a look at what I found!” The voice
came from in front of Alex. She was so close that she had nearly
stepped on Alex’s hand as she walked by. Alex looked back long
enough to see that the urba woman was carrying something in her
hand; it looked like an ancient knife.

“Hey, that
looks nice. Bring it here so I can take a look at it…”

Alex quietly took in a deep
breath and continued crawling on the ground, until at last he
cleared the tall grass and was well out of view of the urba pack.
He arrived at the building, opened the door, and began searching
for the fallen bookcases.

***

The wind whistled as it passed
through the trees in the nearby woods. The young girl heard a
branch snap nearby and a pack of wolves howling in the distance. An
owl called out in a nearby tree. The sights and sounds around the
remote village of the Outlands where she lived might have
frightened other children her age, but they did not bother Hannah
in the least. Even at the tender age of twelve, Hannah was as brave
and courageous as anyone in her village. She had been born and
raised in the Outlands after all, and she had spent so many days
and nights alone when her father was gone that the sights and
sounds from the woods brought her comfort. She was armed and she
knew how to use the weapons that she had both on her person and in
the house. She used them frequently while hunting, even when her
father was at home. Though she would never say anything to him
about it, she was such an accomplished hunter that she suspected
she had surpassed her father's hunting prowess some time ago.

Hannah sat down in the chair
sitting in front of the old cabin that she called home. The full
moon shone intermittently through the clouds that sped along
through the night sky. Every now and then, the clouds would clear
just enough that she could clearly see the wave of beautiful lights
that floated in the night sky. She knew it only as, “The Effect.”
The lights were usually still easy to see, especially on a moonless
night, but the bright light of the full moon had washed out the
colors in the Effect, making it nearly impossible to see. She had
heard stories that long ago, a much brighter and more brilliant
Effect had dominated the night sky. It had been considerably
brighter and more vivid then, during the time following the Great
Collapse. According to some of the stories she had heard, the
luminescence of the Effect had been intense enough that the moon
itself paled in comparison, though she had a hard time imagining
how that was possible.

Hannah watched the trees
bending slightly as the cool wind blew through them. Temperatures
were already starting to drop and she feared that the wind would
bring with it much colder temperatures. Her thoughts drifted toward
her father. He had been gone several weeks and was late getting
back. She had been through this many times in the past, wondering
whether her father was going to make it back alive from his latest
expedition. She recalled how, when she was much younger, she would
often lie awake in her bed, terrified of the night, and wondering
whether her father would ever return home. Even when some of the
neighbors would stop to check in on her to make certain she was
doing okay; it provided her with little comfort. Her father had
been her only world for many years, ever since she had died. Her
fear of something happening to her father had often made its way
into her nightmares, when she grew fearful that she would never see
him again. Had animals attacked him on his way to the mero? Had he
been caught and killed by urbas after getting there? Despite her
fears however, he had returned safely from his expeditions,
gradually allaying her fears. Over time, she had learned that her
father was very good at what he did. He was able to get in and out
of the meros easily because he had taken stealth to an entirely new
level. She knew that he was good enough that he could walk through
the middle of a pack of urba undetected.

She heard the great owl in the
nearby tree call out once more. It had taken up residence in the
woods outside their house soon after her father had left on his
current expedition. Most likely, it had come across some resident
mice on a nightly patrol, and had taken advantage of the easy
meals.

She reached down for the
ancient firearm that she had tucked away under the left side of her
belt, and felt a sense of relief at finding the cold metal of the
revolver securely fastened on one hip, while she wore her sharpened
bowie knife on the other. Her father had allowed her to use the
firearm once, so Hannah knew the awesome power it possessed. Alex
had come across the unusual weapon in one of the ancient houses he
had been in during his search. When he first discovered it, her
father had been unaware that it was a weapon. It often happened
that way with the countless artifacts that he came across on his
trips. Sometimes he would literally stumble across such objects by
accident while looking for something else entirely, and the firearm
was no different. Having spent some time studying it, he set out to
discover what it was and how it functioned. Her father had seen
people killed handling ancient artifacts before so he exercised
caution in handling the firearm. After learning how it operated, he
soon found the weapon made an incredibly loud noise, much like
thunder, when used. After recovering from the intense ringing in
his ears, he noticed a large hole that he had not seen before, in
the wall opposite where he was standing. Thankfully, he had not
been home with her when he tested it. When he emerged from their
home with the firearm, he also brought with it a small box with
strange lettering on it. He pronounced the lettering as
b-u-l-l-e-t-s, and told her that he had found the box in a drawer
next to where he found the weapon. The box contained small objects
that fit perfectly into the small chambers inside the weapon.
Without them, it appeared the firearm did nothing, and once they
were gone, there would be no more. After months of constant
pleading, Hannah had finally been able to convince her father that
showing her how to use the strange contraption was the right thing
to do.

Hannah closed the door and went
back inside the cabin, where she warmed herself by the fireplace.
It was late fall and the nights had been growing steadily colder.
She didn’t mind the cold so much however, as long as she had a nice
warm fire.

She laid the weapon down on the
table by the bed and walked over to rummage lazily through some of
her things. After several minutes of searching, she found what she
was looking for. Her father had brought them back from an
expedition when she was still only a little girl. None of the other
children in the village had even seen a photograph before, much
less ever had one of their own. She gently held one of them in her
hand. It was her favorite, a photograph of a man, a woman, and a
young girl. It often reminded her of her own family, of how happy
she had been as a little girl, when she was still alive. Hannah
felt the familiar sadness return, as she recalled her father trying
to explain to her what had happened to her mother. She was still
too young to understand sickness and disease at the time, though
her father had tried his best to explain it to her. They had both
taken her mother’s death hard. Grief had weighed so heavily on them
both that it was several months before he left for his next
expedition.

Hannah continued staring at the
picture, focusing her attention for a moment on the man. The
picture always brought her comfort when her father was away. She
missed him. Many times, she had pleaded with him to let her go, but
the response had always been the same.

“I must go
Hannah, please try to understand that I have no choice,” he told
her. “You know how much I hate leaving you here all alone
sweetheart, but I must work if we are to survive. Besides, you know
how important my work is.”

“Then let me
come with you Daddy, please!”

“No Hannah, I
can't. I know that you don’t like me leaving you here at the house
when I go away, and I don’t like it either, even with our neighbors
checking in on you every day, but I cannot, I will not take you
with me, no matter how much I would like to. It’s far too dangerous
in the meros for a little girl like you, even more dangerous than
staying here alone.”

It was not staying in the house
alone that bothered her so much; she just despised being there
without him. She wanted to go with him on his expeditions,
regardless of the risk. She was not afraid of urbas, lions, or any
other creature for that matter, not if it meant that she could be
with her father. He had never taken her with him and she had always
resented it. Nevertheless, she knew that it was dangerous enough
for her father to travel alone in a mero with only himself to worry
about, much less having to worry about looking after a little girl
as well. Besides, she knew that he already carried heavy guilt
about leaving her alone, and she did not want to do anything to add
to it.

She was no longer a little
girl, however, and she had insisted that she accompany him on his
next trip. Her persistence and determination had apparently made
quite an impression on her reluctant father, for despite the
considerable reservations and the endless debates; he had finally
relented, promising that he would take her with him on his next
expedition. He had only one condition to which she immediately and
eagerly agreed; she would obey his every instruction on the trip
without question.

Hannah looked once more at the
faded picture of the family of three, trying to imagine what life
would have been like for her had things turned out differently, had
her mother lived. Tears began streaming down her cheeks once again
as she thought of her mother. She began sobbing all the harder once
she realized it was growing harder and harder to remember her
mother’s beautiful face. She sat staring at the picture for quite a
while, until at last the tears dried, and her eyes started to grow
heavy. Hannah yawned. It was getting late and she had plenty of
chores to do around the cabin in the morning. She hoped that her
father would surprise her and arrive back early in the morning
before she awoke. He had already been gone for several weeks, and
it was time for his return. He had always made it a point to be
gone no more than a few weeks at a time.

She sat down on her bed
exhausted and looked around the cabin one final time. The firearm
was still lying on the table next to her. Having satisfied herself
that everything was in its proper place, she reached into her box,
took out her cross, and placed it on her chest. She had watched her
mother follow the same ritual night after night, and when she was
old enough, she adopted the custom as well. Within a few minutes,
she fell fast asleep.

Hannah never heard the door
open or the boards creaking when, an hour later, the tall man in
the odd-looking hat walked quietly across the room, until he stood
quietly over where she lay sleeping on the bed.


Chapter
3

Kraken

 


Madgar surveyed the large,
crowded room, careful not to draw unwanted attention to himself
amidst the flurry of activity that surrounded him, especially since
all of the men there were heavily armed with knives and crude
swords.

He noticed that some of the
men, the ones of superior rank and status, wore a second,
peculiar-looking weapon, made mostly of metal and unlike any he had
ever seen before, tucked under their belts. They were clearly very
old, worn down by the gradual passage of time. The weapons were
ancient artifacts, forged centuries earlier by the ancient peoples,
during the Golden Age. He had heard the stories growing up, as so
many in his village had, the tales of various ancient weapons found
by villagers and urbas alike, weapons which were often said to
possess bizarre and extraordinary powers. Their deadly reputation
was widespread enough that the artifacts were prized above all else
throughout the known lands. While it was becoming uncommon to hear
of a new discovery of an ancient weapon, based on the evidence all
around him it was obvious to Madgar that it still happened.

According to the stories, the
ancient weapons made deafening sounds when used, much like the
thunder that ushered in the spring rains. Fire was said to emanate
from the mouth of the device when used, causing it to appear even
more fearsome in appearance, as it destroyed the enemies of the one
who mastered it. The weapons varied greatly in shape and size, with
some being small enough to fit in a man’s hand, while others were
said to be large enough that they required horses or even oxen to
transport. While he waited to learn the reason for being summoned
there, Madgar wondered whether the bizarre claims about the ancient
weapons were contrived or factual. One thing was certain however,
the weapons that he now saw before him were very real.

Madgar turned his attention
back to the big man at the head of the table, having been told that
he was the reason Madgar had been brought there. While he had never
seen their leader before, Madgar had heard many tales of his
exploits. The man had a reputation as a ferocious fighter, and as
an exceptionally intelligent and cunning leader. He was also widely
known to be a sadistic, cold-blooded murderer. Tales of his
escalating cruelty had spread in recent years as a wildfire might
spread throughout the villages of the Outlands and the meros,
spreading considerable fear and uncertainty throughout the
territory. Looking at him now, Madgar knew many of the stories
about this man were true, indeed; perhaps they did not do him
justice.

They called him Kraken.
Standing well over six feet tall, he was a powerful and
fierce-looking man in appearance. His body was covered in tattoos
as well as scars, trophies from the many altercations that he had
been in throughout the course of his life. A particularly nasty
scar sat just above his left eyebrow, a souvenir from his younger
days growing up in a mero. If the stories Madgar had heard about
Kraken’s childhood were true, perhaps it helped explain, at least
in part, how Kraken had turned into the vile and pitiless human
being he had become.

According to one version of the
story, the one Madgar was most inclined to believe, Kraken was not
born in a mero. Instead, he began his life in a small village in
the Outlands, just outside of a large mero. The only child of a
humble farmer and his wife, his life changed one tragic morning
when Kraken was only seven, when his young parents decided on a
brief excursion into the local mero. Planning to go no farther than
the outskirts, it was a trip that they had made numerous times
before. During their fateful last excursion however, the trio
ventured deeper into the mero than they had intended to, and into
the territory of a pride of hungry lions. The big cats had seen the
defenseless family coming and had positioned themselves between the
villagers and the way out of the mero. With their way home blocked
by the beasts, the young parents were forced deeper and deeper into
the mero, in a desperate effort to flee the hungry cats. The
ferocious animals pursued them relentlessly throughout the streets
and buildings of the mero. Realizing there was no escape for them,
Kraken’s parents opened a door that led into one of the ancient
structures, and pushed the reluctant child through it before
closing it behind him. They ran away from the building as quickly
as possible, successfully leading the pride far away from the boy,
sacrificing themselves to save their son. According to the story,
the child watched as the lions fell upon his parents.

Despite the overwhelming odds
against him, the boy from the Outlands was somehow able to survive,
alone in the harsh and unforgiving environment of the mero. He
managed to evade the dangerous predators and vicious urba packs
that roamed the ruins, and learned to collect drinking water from
the rain that fell from the sky. He ate rodents, and almost any
other creature that could provide him enough nourishment to live
on. He endured when most would have perished, growing and even
thriving in the harsh environment.

Some years later, while still a
teenager, Kraken killed his first human being. It was rumored to be
an accident, according to the stories Madgar had heard. While
walking home one day, the young man had a chance encounter with one
of the meanest and biggest men in a pack of particularly nasty
urbas. Coming upon the group unexpectedly, a knife slash from the
leader of the group was his reward. In the ensuing chase onto the
roof of a tall building, a single misstep caused the big man to
fall to his death. Kraken raced back down the stairs to have a
closer look at the dead body. When the other urbas in the pack
arrived and found Kraken standing over their former leader, they
assumed that the teenage boy had managed to kill him in combat. In
accordance with their custom, they made him their new leader.

Leading a group of cutthroats
and thieves was something that Kraken discovered he was
surprisingly good at doing. An ambitious, resourceful, and
industrious young man, he proved to be an equally effective killer.
He soon grew to become one of the most feared and vicious urbas in
the entire mero. Over the course of the years following his
ascension to pack leader, his notoriety continued to grow among the
various packs of urbas. At twenty years of age, through a violent
campaign of intimidation and warfare against competing factions of
urba, he successfully unified all the of the urba packs in the mero
under his leadership. Kraken was not content to stop there,
however. Unlike any before him, Kraken led the urba from his mero
in attacks against other meros. One by one, the urba packs in each
mero were given a choice, join Kraken with him as their leader, or
die. At the age of twenty-five, he had successfully unified the
urba packs from the neighboring meros in the area. By the time he
reached thirty years of age, he had expanded his sphere of
influence to all of the meros in the territory, nearly a hundred in
all. Kraken continued building and organizing an army of urba,
which became exponentially more powerful as it grew.

Madgar had learned from one of
the elders in his village about what happened next. With most of
the meros in the known lands under his control, Kraken soon began
looking for new opportunities for his emerging and bloodthirsty
empire. He launched a new campaign, this time against the villages
in the Outlands surrounding the meros that he now controlled. He
began by sending out raiding parties, taking whatever food or
resources he wanted from any village they came across. The young
men were enslaved, murdered, or in some cases conscripted into
Kraken’s army. The women were frequently taken captive and were
kept as slaves or on rare occasions, as wives or concubines. Of
course, first choice always went to Kraken, followed by his closest
lieutenants in order of rank. Kraken’s appetite for women was
second only to his lust for cruelty and power, and his growing
vision of a heartless new world, united under him as its absolute
and merciless ruler. He would crush the weak, kill the innocent,
and destroy anyone or anything that stood in his way.

In addition to his ruthlessness
and his evil lust for power, one other thing stood out about
Kraken; he had an extremely hot and violent temper. Any man
unfortunate enough to be around him when he entered into one of his
fits of rage would likely be subjected to a slow and painful death.
He would murder another human being without even the slightest
hesitation. Human life meant little to Kraken. The longer he
remained in power and the larger his empire grew, the more
unpredictable, paranoid, and evil he became.

Madgar had heard all of this
and more about Kraken, whose campaign of terror continued to grow,
threatening a world that had already endured five-hundred years of
darkness, threatening to unleash upon it an even crueler fate. Had
he been aware of its existence, Madgar would doubtless have
referred to the world as Kraken sought to remake it, as Hell on
earth.

Madgar contemplated why Kraken
had summoned him to the stronghold, because it was certainly not
his style. When news came that Kraken’s men were approaching his
village, Madgar had done everything that he could to prepare. They
had few weapons and only a hundred fighting men, nothing that could
come close to being enough to stand up to Kraken. He had expected
Kraken’s hordes to descend, armed to the teeth. When his men
arrived at Madgar's village however, it turned out to be only a
small contingent, carrying a simple message from Kraken. Madgar was
ordered to accompany them to the stronghold, where Kraken would
speak with him.

“You, come
here.” Kraken was pointing at Madgar, who walked over to the table
where Kraken was sitting, and bowed. With a wave of their leader’s
hand, all of the men in the room left, except for three dangerous
looking men, which Madgar took to be Kraken’s personal bodyguards.
Kraken spoke in between bites of cheese, fruit, and bits of
meat.

“Your name is
hmm… Madgar,” he said with a wave of his hand, “and you are the
leader of your village?”

Madgar nodded. “Yes, Lord
Kraken.”

“I am told
that you are well respected by many of the other villages in the
Outlands, is this true?”

“I suppose it
is. Why do you ask?” Kraken looked Madgar over as a predator might
assess its prey. Madgar took notice and it made him even more
nervous. It reminded him of a cat toying with a mouse just before
the kill.

“I have plans
for extending the “protection” of my vast empire to include the
entire Outland territory, along with the meros and all of the
surrounding lands, including of course, your own quaint little
village. I will take your village under my wing and care for all of
the people in it, as I have many others over the past several
years. I will protect them and I will provide for them. As long as
all of my demands are met, all will be well. Do not worry, Madgar;
you will be permitted to continue in your current capacity, as
governor of my new little province.”

Madgar breathed a sigh of
relief. Given his reputation, it could have been much worse.

“Now, of
course, you and your family will be required to come and live here,
in the village just outside of this stronghold, with
me.”

Madgar swallowed hard and felt
his heart skip several beats. Kraken noticed the concern written on
Madgar's face and smiled.

“It will help
ensure that you maintain order, and that you remember where your
loyalties lie.”

Madgar started to reply but
Kraken continued his rant, as if oblivious to Madgar's presence. It
was apparent that he had given this speech many times before.

“Of course,
this tiny little region is only the beginning. I am expanding my
sphere of influence, bringing an entirely new order, my order, to
the entire world.”

“Impossible!”
The words had issued from his mouth before he was able to stop
them; he now feared for his life. Few ever challenged Kraken and
lived to tell the tale.

Kraken leaned in and narrowed
his gaze at Madgar, focusing on him with a cold stare of unnerving
intensity. “That is why I will do it, little man, because people
believe it's impossible. But then, there has never been anyone
quite like me before, now has there?” Kraken sat back and relaxed
his facial muscles. Madgar sensed that his near brush with death
had past. “There is no need to fear me, Madgar, for I will be a
generous sovereign, requiring only half of all the produce and
livestock from your farms. I will also “borrow” some of your young
women and young men from time to time of course, to use as I see
fit. The young men will serve me in various capacities, sometimes
as my personal servants, sometimes in my army. The villages will
provide me with whatever I want, whenever I want it, in return for
my generous protection. In addition, I will expect my orders to be
obeyed immediately and without question. Furthermore, I demand
reverence from those who serve me. Of course, I will not deny any
who wish to pay me the homage I deserve. They can even worship me
if they desire, for I will be their gracious and powerful
sovereign.”

Oh I understand, Madgar thought
to himself, you are completely insane.

“Yes, of
course Lord Kraken, I understand,” Madgar told him
instead.

Kraken made a waving motion
toward the door, indicating that it was time for Madgar to depart.
As he was leaving, Kraken said, “Oh, and Madgar, there is one more
thing I need to tell you. I want you to keep me apprised of any
rumors of discontent in the villages under your control, and of
anything unusual or out-of-place that you feel that I should know
about. I require all of my regional governors to keep me well
informed of what is happening in their respective domains.” Kraken
waved his hand, once more signaling for Madgar to go.

As he turned to leave however,
Kraken glimpsed the smirk and tightened lip on Madgar's face, which
revealed his contempt for the urba leader. Just as the village
elder reached the door, Kraken added, “You know Madgar; if you
object to anything I have said to you, please, feel free to let me
know at any time. I would be more than happy to pay a visit to your
home and discuss the matter with your wife and children,
personally.” Kraken’s tone had become sharp and his voice cold,
even for him. “I understand that your wife is an attractive woman.
To tell you the truth, I wouldn’t mind having a look for myself.
Perhaps after she and I spend some quality time together, she would
be able to persuade you to follow my instructions. Oh and how I
would hate to see your two lovely daughters dragged from your home,
and pressed into my imperial brothel, or perhaps given as female
servants to my men.” Madgar shot a hot, angry glance back at
Kraken, whose eyes remained hard, focused, and menacing.

The two men glared at one
another for several moments, engaged in a brief but intense battle
of the wills, which Madgar inevitably lost.

“That will
not be necessary, Lord Kraken,” Madgar answered, lowering his eyes
in a gesture of subservience. “I will do as you say, and keep you
well informed,” he said, looking at the ground. “I will do whatever
you ask only please, don’t harm my family.”

“I know that
you will, Madgar, I know that you will,” said Kraken. “Now you may
go; I will call for you again when I have need of you. Remember to
bring your family to live here, in this stronghold, within one
week.”

“Yes, Lord
Kraken,” Madgar heard himself reply, scarcely believing how
sheepishly the words had come out of his mouth.


Chapter
4

Vatican
City

 


Darius tripped over a
floorboard in front of the doorway, causing him to stumble out of
the house on one leg, nearly falling flat on his face just outside
of the front door. Without another moment of hesitation, he quickly
made his way down the walkway leading up to the aged building,
racing haphazardly down the crowded street and toward the Papal
Palace.

“How is this
possible?” he asked himself. “I don’t believe it! I have lived in
Vatican City for over a year now, without getting even a look at
the Holy Father. Now I am going to be late for my first meeting
with him! What am I supposed to say when I show up late for a
meeting with Pope John Paul V? Aarrgghh!”

Darius ran as fast and as
furiously as he could, dashing down ancient roads, in front of
carriages and angry passengers, occasionally even bumping into
other priests, in his frantic dash to make it to the meeting with
the pope.

Running past several of the
larger buildings, he turned a sharp corner without slowing down.
His recklessness caused him to run headlong into an older priest
with enough force that the papers the elderly priest had been
carrying flew ten feet into the air. “I’m so sorry Brother, please
forgive me! I’m late for my first meeting with the Holy Father!”
The older priest cast Darius an irritated glance, shook his head,
and began picking up the papers scattered on the ground all around
him. When he looked back up, the young priest had already
disappeared in the distance.

Darius slowed to a steady jog
as he approached the Papal Palace, where the pope would be waiting
to meet with him. By the time he reached the doorway, his heart was
pounding like a jackhammer. He entered the building and slowed to a
fast walk down the corridor, still sweating profusely. After
several minutes, he gradually began to catch his breath and allowed
himself to relax some.

Darius was curious as to why he
had been summoned to the Papal Palace to meet with the Holy Father.
What could the pope possibly want with him, such a young and lowly
priest? No explanation had been offered, only the message that the
pope wished to speak with him, in person, about a dangerous mission
that he would ask him to undertake. He had never met or even seen
the pope before, so Darius had no idea what to expect. He was
resolved that no matter what the mission was that the pope had in
mind for him, he would be more than happy to undertake it in
service to the Lord, and for the sake of the Church.

Upon arriving at the designated
meeting room inside the Papal Palace, Darius was relieved to find
the door still closed. He had explicit instructions to wait outside
should he arrive to find the doors shut, so he sat in a chair
outside the doors and waited. He heard muffled voices coming from
inside and assumed that the pope was still in a previous meeting.
Thankful that he had not arrived late only to find the pontiff
waiting, Darius was at last able to relax and calm his nerves.

He did not know what the
mission would be or why he had been the one chosen to go, but based
on the sense of urgency that had been impressed upon him, he knew
that it must be something important.

As he waited, his thoughts
drifted to Brother Mark, a close friend of his from seminary who
had died in service to the Lord the previous month, and to Brother
Phillip, Darius’ cousin, martyred a year earlier. Darius feared
that at the rate that missionaries were dying in the field, it
could soon become difficult if not impossible to continue their
missionary work abroad.

Darius considered the
possibility that he might be sent overseas, just as Brother Mark
and Brother Phillip had been. He knew how dangerous life was in
most parts of the world, and that if he was sent overseas, he might
never return. While he liked to believe he was prepared to die in
service to the Lord, Darius knew that deep down, he was still
scared at the prospect of dying. After all, he was still young, and
he had so much to offer. Following some thoughtful reflection,
Darius concluded that a person could never really know whether they
are truly prepared to die, until death’s cold touch is actually
upon them.

After resting for a while,
Darius began roaming the corridor outside of the meeting room,
perusing the many pictures hanging on the wall. He paused for a few
moments to admire one of them, a picture of the Lord Jesus Christ,
as he was dying on the cross. Darius had seen paintings like it a
hundred times. Still, something about the painting, placed in that
corridor at the Papal Palace, with him facing what was likely going
to be a dangerous mission, gave him a sense of perspective, and
moved him deeply. The Son of God laid down his life for the Church,
dying a most painful and humiliating death on the cross, for Darius
and for everyone else that would ever call on his name. If the
mission the pope had summoned him for was to end in his own death,
what a privilege it would be for him, a dead dog, to follow in
humility the example of his Lord and to die in his name! After all
my Lord and Savior Jesus Christ has done for me, how dare I feel
fear, even if it should lead to my earthly death?

Darius had grieved for days
upon learning that Brother Mark and Brother Phillip had died
fulfilling the Lord’s Great Commission, “…to go into the entire
world and preach the gospel, baptizing them in the name of the
Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit…” While he sat
waiting for the pontiff, he began to wonder how many of God’s
children knew who the Lord Jesus Christ was after centuries of
living in the darkness. Even if it cost him his life, Darius
resolved in his heart that he would do everything possible to
spread the Good News of Jesus Christ all over the world.

Passing the time waiting for
the Holy Father, Darius noticed another painting on the wall that
he recognized. The work had been commissioned centuries earlier,
with a number of replicas appearing afterwards. He remembered
seeing one of the replicas in the local parish where he grew up.
The painting, which he recalled had been completed a hundred years
or so after the Great Collapse, was a scene from the famous
Re-Unification Conference, held during the early years of the Dark
Age. The conference was a unified gathering of what was left of
both protestant and Roman Catholic clergy, where they signed a
joint resolution to restore all Christian denominations back to a
single church body, the Holy Christian Church. The differences that
had separated them for centuries no longer seemed so important,
given the suffering and death that followed the collapse of
civilization. Both sides had made major concessions in order to
come back together under the umbrella of the Holy Christian Church,
in many ways returning to the structure of the early Church. No
longer were there Catholics and Protestants, now there were only
Christians. Darius appreciated the irony; that it took something as
horrific as the collapse of civilization, to bring about the
restoration of the church universal.

The door in front of Darius
suddenly swung open and Cardinal Daniels stood in the doorway. He
emerged from the inner chambers, closing the door behind him. A
tall man, the cardinal towered above almost everyone else at the
Vatican. He was a thoughtful and kindly man, well into his
seventies at a time when it was rare to find anyone alive past
fifty. Darius had liked the cardinal from the day that he first met
him; the warm smile and easy mannerisms made him an easy person to
talk with.

As he emerged from the inner
chambers, the cardinal wore a disconcerting look on his brow. In
all of the years that he had known Cardinal Daniels, Darius could
not recall having ever seen such a solemn look on his face. Lost
deep in thought, the cardinal did not seem to notice Darius’s
presence as he stepped out into the corridor. When he finally
looked up and noticed Darius standing in the hallway, the solemnity
fled away and the familiar smile took its place. He smiled warmly
and reached out to shake Darius’ hand. Despite his attempts to
conceal whatever troubled him, the kind man still appeared
preoccupied.

“Darius,
could I please have a moment of your time, before you go in to
speak with the Holy Father?” he asked, before placing his arm
behind Darius’ shoulders and escorting him to a large office. He
paused for a few moments before finally settling on the words he
would share with him. The cardinal motioned to a chair and asked
him to sit down.

“Darius, as
you well know, the church has struggled to remain caretakers of our
Lord’s Gospel, and to share His comfort with all people.” Darius
nodded in acknowledgement. “There is something else, “he added
letting out a heavy sigh, “something that is not as well known. We
have also been working to preserve some remnant of man's history,
his knowledge, his legacy, as part of the larger objective of
one-day restoring civilization to the world. You see Darius,
throughout the centuries, ever since the time of the Great
Collapse; certain knowledge has been passed down from pope to pope,
a plan believed to have been given to the Church by God himself.
Popes have been entrusted with this information throughout the Dark
Age, with the exception of a select few. It was the desire of the
pope at the time of the Great Collapse, his Holiness Pope Matthew,
that this knowledge be limited to a small group of clergy. Each
succeeding pope has honored that request.”

Cardinal Daniels paused to
gather his thoughts. “The time following the Great Collapse was a
period of tremendous chaos and turmoil. The foundations of the
Church itself were shaken as many died. Confusion and chaos
reigned. Pope Matthew had a dream, a dream that he believed was a
vision given to him by God. In the dream, he saw what he believed
was a future time, when the world would be at a crossroads. After
centuries of darkness and suffering, there would come a time when
the darkness would end, and the world would have an opportunity to
emerge from the darkness into a time of great prosperity, peace,
and the re-birth of civilization. He saw a future so wonderful that
the Golden Age would pale in comparison. According to this
prophecy, the Lord went ahead before the Great Collapse to provide
a means to hasten the re-birth of civilization and to provide a
means for the world to re-emerge from the Dark Age. The way out of
the darkness would require something called the Great Oracle
however, which, according to the prophecy, holds all of the
knowledge of the Ancients. Pope Matthew learned in the vision that
a sign would one day be given to the Church, a sign that would
announce to the world that the time was right to seek out the Great
Oracle, and access its immense knowledge in order to restore
civilization to the world. In the vision, the Church was instructed
to wait until the sign appeared. If the people disobeyed the Lord,
and attempted to find and activate the Great Oracle before the sign
was given, all would be lost, and the opportunity for a new Golden
Age would be gone for a
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