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Molten Iron Synopsis

Molten Iron begins in the aftermath of a nuclear explosion in eastern France, killing hundreds of thousands of people, yet no one knows the culprit and a cold war is brewing. Savannah, however, is more worried about escaping from the violence done unto her family by the fiery powers she cannot control receiving a cryptic warning from an even stranger source, Savannah is attacked by daegaryns. With her life in flux, she is saved by Merlin and then brought to Camelot. She meets Masaru, Ector, and Isabella and discovers she is a descendant of the Knights of the Round Table, and through a spell cast long ago, inherited powers that have leveled cities. Soon, she is sent on a quest with a British woman, Isabella, to find a sword that belonged to her ancestor, Guinevere, and could help eliminate the daegaryns from the world. Along the way, she runs into Pierre, Elise, and Eoin that Merlin had warned her about. But the thing is, they don’t seem all bad, and she starts to wonder what side she really is on.

Rajeev spends his free time assassinating public figures with magnet-like abilities for Dmitri, all so he can supply medicine for his dying wife. While investigating his next target, Rajeev is kidnapped by a daegaryn and then forced to steal the Holy Grail that only he can touch. Through a surprising gain of power due to an ancient sword that belonged to his ancestor, Galahad, Rajeev escapes and barely makes it home—because of the help of Kalynst. There he finds his wife dead and returns to the daegaryn cave to seek revenge. Dmitri, also captured, convinces Rajeev that it’s suicide and to find others like him.

Santos works for many countries as an advisor for all things “fantastical.” He has been a part of a century-long plot—first as a player, now as the gamemaster—that will send the world into its third war, one it may never come out of. He employs assassins that are both efficient as they are merciless, to ensure that the secret of the knights never comes out.

Savannah and Isabella run into a problem with a daegaryn just as Rajeev and Dmitri find them. Together, they help Savannah on the remainder of her quest to the final destination of The Doorway to Hell in Turkmenistan. There, Savannah is transported to a place in the Next where Guinevere has resided for the entirety of her afterlife. She gets the sword and Merlin appears to take them to Ibiza. He has begun the ritual to revive his lover who was beheaded by Pierre. Elise, Pierre, and Eoin arrive just as Merlin planned it and a battle ensues. Merlin wins and kills Eoin to bring back his lover. That’s when Santos forces France to send nukes to Ibiza.
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Part 1

World on Fire

Yet some men say in many parts of England that King Arthur is not dead, but had by the will of our Lord Jesu into another place; and men say that he shall come again, and he shall win the holy cross.

-Thomas Malory

Le Morte d’Arthur


Chapter 1

The Hall of Dominance was filled with suits of armor from past knights who had thought they were equals to those who sat around the round table. It was said many had been boiled within their armor and that pieces of them were still inside. Some even say that if you listened closely, you could hear their screams.

One of those believers stormed through a portal of their own creation, bringing white sand from the Spanish island of Ibiza with him. He was naked except for shorts that had ripped and were smoldering.

“ECTOR!” Merlin’s voice thundered, accompanied by blue spindles of electricity dancing across the back of his shoulders.

He picked up Ector’s heartbeat sitting around the round table, calm compared to the other two with him. Merlin quickened his pace and arrived by the knight’s side at an abnormal speed. Ector, still in his black suit, stared back with glazed eyes while Kay and Tristan struggled to make eye contact.

“Where is Sabine?” Merlin demanded before anyone could get out a word.

“She’s still in the dream state you put her in,” Ector said, moving to adjust his tie and then stopping himself. “But for her safety, she won’t be able to stay that way much longer.”

Merlin looked around the fourteen-sided room with corners occupied by suits of armor that he was confident did not scream. Everybody was scared of him, even Ector, who, almost as stoic as himself, could barely hold back his nervous tics. That was good. Fear would keep them from betraying him like so many before.

“What happened?” Merlin asked with steel in his voice as sharp as the staff he gripped tightly in one hand with twin blades at each end that faced opposite directions.

“Bors,” Ector answered in his deep voice. “He turned his coat on us and started World War III. For what reason, I do not know.”

“It was a mistake to ever trust him, I should have known. He will be dealt with in a most painful fashion, I assure thee,” Merlin said. “What about the others?”

“As I was evacuating Tristan and Kay, I sensed a presence in the Next. Bors has found Arthur. They were all gone by the time I returned.”

“Thou sensed a presence in the Next.” Merlin rubbed the peach fuzz of his chin with thumb and first finger. “But did not investigate it?

“They were my priority.” Ector tilted his head to the knights who had yet to utter a peep.

Merlin appeared to take offense at that. “Twelve knights are born every generation. And thou hast just seen that I can resurrect one with ease. However, there is only one Arthur. So, now tell me, who is the priority?”

“Arthur,” Ector said with hesitation. “It won’t happen again.”

“No, it will not.” Merlin straightened his back. “Thou shall meditate within the Next until thee finds Arthur or until the thing that took thy eyes takes the rest of thee.”

And without a word of affirmation, Ector had disappeared, a smooth process Merlin was envious of.

“Tristan,” he acknowledged the Brit. “I am disappointed in thee. Thou hast nearly a fortnight to train Guinevere, yet she betrayed us. Her fault is thy own.”

Tristan nodded without saying a thing.

“And Kay?” The kid looked almost in tears at this point. “Thou lost in embarrassing fashion to a man who kills defenseless little girls. Tristan will be training thee starting immediately. Thou will only stop when I say so and only then. I need not have to repeat myself, yes?”

Two heads shook.

“Good. Be prepared to be deployed. War has arrived at our doorstep.”

With that, Merlin left and traversed the windy halls of Camelot—made complex to confuse intruders when it had lain within its own dimension—and found himself in the only room with a heartbeat behind the mahogany door.

Sabine was in the feather bed. Merlin considered waking her, but decided he didn’t want to interrupt her peace. Instead, he slid under the covers beside her and put an arm around her frail body.

His true love had returned to him.


Chapter Two

The inner lining of his stomach made its way up his throat and out onto the ankle-high grass. He fell onto his knees and continued coughing up blood, bile, and intestines. It took merely minutes for Rajeev Patel’s organs to repair themselves, allowing him to finally get a look at where the hell he was.

Wind whistled through the hair—long in the middle, buzzed on the side—of Rajeev as he stood amongst careless cows in some farmland. The sky was dark but not nearly as it was in Ibiza. A young man, shirtless and built like a linebacker, stared at Rajeev. One hand was completely black up past the wrist and held a golden chalice with vibrant gems embedded into it. Not a hair grew from his current olive skin, and only a dragon tattoo wrapped around his abdomen gave him any defining characteristics.

“Wha…where are we?” Rajeev asked, his heart pounding in his chest and mind whirling within his pulsing skull. “Where are the others?”

A cow looked up at the noise, huffed, and then went back to grazing in the tall grass.

“The United States of America,” Kalynst said in a voice that was both loud and quiet with undertones of something reptilian. “The city of  Pikeville in the state of  Kentucky, to be more specific,” He stared at the cow as if it was the first time he’d seen one. “And someone else took the others off the island.”

That didn’t clear anything up, and Rajeev made that apparent to the daegaryn.

“My father and his brother died not far from here. They were killed by a mutual enemy.”

“Merlin.” Though that man had never directly or indirectly harmed him, Rajeev still considered him an enemy. Nobody who killed an infant could be considered anything different. “But that still doesn’t explain why you brought me here.”

“I must avenge their lives; it’s the daegaryn code.” Kalynst still had Rajeev’s arm in his tight grip as if he was afraid he would run away from someone with superspeed. “But I can’t do it by myself; he’s too powerful.”

“I don’t think I’d be much help either,” Rajeev said. A drop landed on the back of his neck. He hoped Kalynst would bring them somewhere sheltered soon. He hated rain. “And that’s if I wanted to help. I have other agendas to attend to.”

“And that is to destroy my kind,” Kalynst said. He didn’t seem to notice the incoming storm. “That will not be an easy deed. But, anyhow, I saved you, so now you owe me.”

“How—”

“I looked for you at your home. The demolishment of  it led me to the assumption which you have now confirmed,” the daegaryn spoke with zero emotion.

“That still doesn’t mean I have to help you,” Rajeev said. “I don’t adhere to the law of the daegaryns. I, in fact, have been known to go against them.”

The rain had started to really come down, and Rajeev knew he would catch a cold from it.

“In exchange for your services, I will return the Grail to its rightful owner. You. What you do with it will be your decision.”

Rajeev looked at the Holy Grail and saw what it did to someone just by touching it, even one as strong as Kalynst. He knew that in the hands of a descendant of Galahad, it would do some damage. He also remembered how powerless he felt in the daegaryn cave, Halgarth. The Grail would be the key to the extinction of the entire daegaryn race.

“Where is Merlin?”

“Don’t go anywhere,” Kalynst said as if Rajeev wasn’t in the middle of nowhere, then sped off to some unknown destination.

And then Rajeev was alone. In the rain. Getting soaked in only a tank top and shorts. Shivering to his very core. He sat down to meditate on the metals around as a way to pass the time. Cold and wet grass kept breaking his concentration, so he took to strolling around in a short perimeter.

Minutes turned to hours, and he had named all of the cows. Judi—named after the actress, Chocolat was a guilty pleasure for him—had become his favorite, and he was petting her when Kalynst had finally returned. His sudden appearance frightened Judi, and she moved off to be with her friend Johnny.

“Where is he?” Rajeev asked, now shirtless. The tank had started to chafe his nipples.

“Most likely hiding within Camelot.”

Camelot, Rajeev thought. That’s the castle King Arthur ruled from. With everything that’s happened, it would only make sense that that was real too. “Why most likely?”

“It’s in the Next—a realm between realms—something only a few individuals can access. Unfortunately, I am not one of those.”

“Then what do we do now?”

“Introduce you to a friend,” Kalynst said in the matter-of-fact manner appropriated by daegaryns.


Chapter Three

Savannah Hamlin stepped off the white sand of Ibiza to a purple infinity. She floated and spun around in the violet void with no sense of control. Dmitri, Elise, and Pierre—still unconscious from Merlin’s lightning—joined her, yet she was not able to utter a word to them. Rajeev was nowhere to be found. The circumstances were very similar to many of the space movies she’s seen. But none of that matters. James is alive. She then remembered the reason he was alive. As collateral for her loyalty.

So, what does that mean now?

The thought was immediately interrupted when they were sucked toward a swirl of indigo, distinct from the other shades of purple that drifted around them. Elise went through first and disappeared, then Pierre, Dmitri, and finally Savannah.

Hard wood on the bottom of her shoes and the heavy touch of gravity was a relief. They were in a house with seemingly well-off owners. To her right was a nicely stocked bar with the counter made from bamboo. On her other side, a leather couch and a matching recliner faced a flat screen TV fitted into the wall. Several paintings displaying African men and women decorated the walls along with beautiful, patterned cloths of many colors.

Elise Laurent—now conscious as if the entry into this new realm brought her back—immediately went to Pierre Castillon lying on the floor and placed one hand on his head and the other on his chest. Most of his clothes were torn from the battle with Merlin, revealing the toned body common in knights. Her eyes, still full of tears from the loss of Eoin, glowed a forest green, and within moments, the Frenchman awoke with a start.

“What happened?” He asked. Sand coated his thin beard and messy, brown hair.

“After you were knocked unconscious, jets attacked us,” Elise said, looking out of place in her pink sundress and pigtails. “I don’t know if they were here for us or Nathan, but then. Immanuel brought us here.”

“Where’s Eoin?” Pierre asked, looking around.

Elise sank down and laid her head on the Frenchman’s chest. It seemed like that was enough of an answer.

“I assume this isn’t one of your lovely homes,” Dmitri Smirnov asked of the group, back to his easy-going ways as if he hadn’t cowered back in Ibiza. When he got no answer, he walked behind the bar, having to turn sideways to get behind the counter. “Then you wouldn’t mind if I poured myself a drink. Almost dying always makes me a bit thirsty, hehe.”

“Where are we?” Savannah asked even though she knew none had the answer.

“Somewhere in the Next,” Pierre said, pushing himself into a sitting position in obvious pain. “The same place where Camelot is.”

“What happened to your leg?” Savannah asked when she noticed the melded steel plate in place of where his left knee should have been.

“Long story but it had to do with a daegaryn,” he said. “Usually, I’ll create an artificial leg with some earth, but I seem to be lacking that here.” He dropped his eyes to her arm. “I think someone got you.”

She had forgotten Isabella had sliced her with Snakebite. The wound was in the same place the Brit had cut her last in Turkey. The exact same place. She pushed fire from her furnace to that spot and cauterized it. The pain was nonexistent, but the room soon smelled like burnt skin. She tried to wipe as much of the blood as she could with the hem of her blouse.

Savannah now realized that there were no windows in the room they occupied, and there probably weren’t any elsewhere in the house. Just like Camelot.

“If Immanuel brought us here, then it is probably safe,” Dmitri said and poured himself some clear liquor. “I say we just drink and be merry until he returns.”

Elise’s eyes turned green again, and then returned to their normal hazel. “We are alone. There isn’t even a single insect in my range.”

“See, what did I say?” Dmitri took a long swallow of the vodka. A little bit missed and slid down his overgrown white beard. “Now, who else wants a drink?”

Before anybody could get an answer out, the air rippled by the couch, and Ector/Immanuel materialized in his normal black suit, probably the only item in his wardrobe.

“Immanuel! I was just talking about you.” Dmitri exclaimed. “All good things, of course. You still drinking old fashioneds?”

“Though I would love to share another drink with you, old friend,” Immanuel said, the empty orbs of his eyes staring straight at the Russian. “I’m rather short on time. Nathan’s currently attending to Sabine, but will soon be actively searching for you. My powers overcome his, but he’s growing more comfortable in the Next every day. I might not be able to hide here forever.”

“When do we get to kill him?” Elise asked with steel in her voice, not found in most fourteen-year-olds.

“How do we kill him?” Pierre asked the better question, rage plain on his handsome features.

Revenge was on all their minds. The picture of Eoin and the unnamed baby covered in blood would remain with all of them for the remainder of their lives.

“Not any time soon, I’m afraid,” Immanuel said. “Nathan has no morals, is insane, and extremely powerful. It will take time and patience to find the perfect opportunity. Until then, each of you will have a part to play.

“Savannah and Pierre,” he looked at each in turn. Savannah couldn’t help but shiver at his sightless stare. “There is a little girl in Terrene 30—”

“Terrene 30?” Savannah asked.

“The world you live in is just one of many,” he answered, much more patient with her interruption than Merlin/Nathan had been. “Terrenes are what they are called, and each is simply labeled by a number. Yours in Terrene 43. It’s a complex subject that I don’t have time to explain. But on Terrene 30—in Kentucky, not too far from where you lived—there is a girl named Riley Slusher. She is the descendant of King Arthur, the only person who could rival Nathan. At birth, I switched her with another baby in Terrene 30. The Time Knight, Fernando Santos, had foreseen her premature demise if done otherwise. Now, as he foresaw, she has reached the age of twelve and her powers will begin to emerge. You two are experienced with children, and she will need gentle guidance in her training. So, it is for you to prepare her to face Nathan.”

“Face Nathan?” Pierre said. “Even if she is his equal, she’s only twelve. Can’t you just summon a Merlin from another Terrene who’s not out of his mind and have him fight Nathan?”

“This is the only Terrene where the meteor from Faldron struck within Merlin’s reach. There are no others like Nathan—or us, for the matter—anywhere in the universe.”

“I was never great at raising kids,” Savannah said, more to herself than anybody else.

Mommy. Help me. Mommyyyy! The memory would be forever seared into her skull.

Immanuel didn’t disagree. “You two are the only pieces we have to spare for this mission.”

We’re just pawns in your game, aren’t we?” Savannah said, her eyes dropping to the floor.

“Yes, you are,” Immanuel said. “We are all. But there’s no checkmate at the end of the match; the whole board will be flipped over. We have to play our parts to keep the world from destroying itself.”

When Savannah and Pierre didn’t say anything, he addressed the Russian.

“Dmitri, you have spent a long time in India. They have created something horrendous. A spawn of hell. It wears armor crafted from olmerion and the possession of powers not fully understood. The origins of such a monster have been kept hidden from someone of even my extensive reach. Your mission will be to obtain any information you can about it, then leave. Do not make contact.”

“Well, you don’t have to worry about that last one,” Dmitri said. He put on the airs of someone carefree, but behind that sole, icy blue eye of his was something else. “But do remember that my last trip to that most beautiful country did not go so well. I don’t exactly fit in amongst the Indian people.”

“That’s why Elise will be accompanying you,” Immanuel said. “She will be able to trick the minds of those around you into thinking that you are just an Indian father with his daughter. Elise could turn you into anybody. That should give you plenty of access.”

“Ah, daughter,” he said to the French girl. “Why don’t you begin this farce with a foot rub?” He wagged his bare feet—where his shoes had gone would be a mystery—at her. “Poor Dmitri Smirnov has been on his feet nonstop for weeks. Don’t mind the smell; I haven’t had a shower in two days.”

Pierre took to his remaining foot, using the wall as balance. “Putain de grosse russe!” He screamed at the Russian.

“I mean no offense,” Dmitri raised his hands in the air, his cocky grin not leaving his disheveled face. “I love a good joke, that’s all, I swear.”

Immanuel ignored the squabble. “I apologize for the lack of time to formulate a more complete plan, but these missions are of the most dire importance.” His eyebrows squished together below his receding hairline. “I will deliver you to a discreet location nearby where you’ll need to be. It’s up to you to do the rest.”

“Where’s James?” Savannah asked before Immanuel disappeared on them. “Where’s Rajeev?”

“Rajeev is on his own path. In regard to James, I do not know,” Immanuel said, his brows again working. “I’m being completely honest when I say I didn’t know he was even still alive. But I don’t have the time to look for him. I’m truly sorry.”

And before she could say another thing, Immanuel waved a hand and Savannah fell straight through the floor.


Chapter Four

Two shadows, a half-breed, and a master manipulator sat on seats made of extinct animals before six TVs displaying various news stations. They had succeeded in their mission spanning nearly three decades, yet there was a somber mood drifting through the group.

Santos headquartered himself in Egypt, twenty miles outside of Cairo in a mansion larger than any in the capital. It was in plain view, but no one would dare trespass. For the few that have only pieces of them have returned. The documentation of the mansion gave ownership to the president. But even she would never know the full extent of what happened there. La Llama Eterna. The Eternal Flame. Even if the world were drowned by a tsunami, La Llama Eterna would remain.

“Should we place bets?” Tessa asked as she sipped from her second glass of a 1932 sauvignon blanc saved for that occasion. She was the only person there who seemed to be in decent spirits. “I was always a big fan of Risk as a kid. I would beg my brothers for Russia if I didn’t have it already, then proceed to dominate them. But in this case, I feel like India probably will take the cake. Because of…well, you know.”

“Can’t you have a little respect?” Ilcaeus asked. He wore a tight shirt that showed off his genetic gifts.

“I thought you didn’t possess feelings?” Tessa retorted.

“Binh was a good kid,” Santos interrupted their tiff. “He didn’t deserve what happened to him.”

On one of the flatscreens, Prime Minister Malory of the United Kingdom attempted to convince reporters that India had set off the nuclear bomb in Ibiza. On another screen, President Farooqi from Pakistan said the United States of America was the culprit. A third TV plotted the who and why of the assassination of China’s President Zhao. The discovered body of a Vietnamese man pointed to the Asian country as the main suspect. On a fourth, Germany declared that the USSR had returned. The fifth covered the skirmishes of Israel and Gaza, interviewing Saudi Prime Minister Al-Johani for his thoughts on it. He said Saudi Arabia would join only if Israel did something catastrophic to start a war. The final TV contained an animated show that Santos had given up telling Tessa to change.

Alliances were being created and destroyed.

The world was in chaos.

Santos went back to the sheets of paper sprawled out before him. Most of the politicians whose ears he whispered into—or screamed into if necessary—had done as commanded and pointed the finger at the nation suggested. But others had—either purposely or by means of overthinking—found different countries to blame.

The USA’s President Barth thought China had released the nukes (instead of France) and that the issue was resolved because of the “coup.” Instead of blaming India, Russia drew up history and claimed Germany as the enemy. And, of course, there was the issue with Pakistan and China.

It was foolish to believe he could grasp the entire world by its reins.

Bors garbled something that broke Santos’s concentration. He turned to the corrupted knight, who made some hand gestures.

“We need Russia to direct their strength towards India,” Santos said. “Kidnap President Ivanov’s eldest daughter. Make it seem like it was India or from me, doesn’t matter. Just let her know that President Arole is the enemy. Keep the daughter close and make sure Ivanov is fully aware of what will happen with a single misstep.”

A nod was all Bors gave. There was never any questioning from him.

“What about me?” Tessa asked, a bit too giddy. “Do you want me to go to the States and kill Barth’s wife or something?”

“No,” Santos said. “Barth will find any excuse to keep his country out of war and his hands clean. Even the death of his entire family wouldn’t do the trick. Whether his motives are selfish or selfless, he will not go to war.”

“Then what do you want of me?” She sounded disappointed.

“We’ll let the pieces fall and see what’s out of place,” was the only answer Santos gave.

He stared at his notes for a long moment before standing and placing the beige fedora that matched his trench coat on his gray head. “I’m going to take a walk,” he said and brought Ilcaeus and the half-full sauvignon blanc with him.

The walls of the mansion were covered with Argentinian art as a way to make him feel at home in this arid country. A Santoro depicted a woman devouring the guts of a man. The woman in question was First Lady Eva Perón, and the man was anarchist Che Guevara. The meaning was direct, and Santos had purchased it because his whole mission was the complete opposite.

Another one was a Mari, where a lady hid, half-submerged in a pond among lily pads, while a buck stood upon one of the pads. The meaning wasn’t as clear with this one, but the deer can sometimes symbolize God. As someone who lived most of his life in the shadows, that painting reminded Santos that a higher power was not so hidden.

No words were exchanged by the pair until they had exited the mansion into the heat of the Egyptian sun. There wasn’t a residence for ten miles in any direction. Not as isolated as Santos wanted—he didn’t have as much power when he had built La Llama Eterna as he did now—but it would do. They walked around back to the garden Santos enjoyed tending when he was here—otherwise cared for by one of the few men on the mansion’s payroll.

Santos cut to the chase. “I’m going to need you to destroy Pakistan; I can’t have them siding with India. Like Barth, Farooqi will not be stirred by the death of a loved one, but for different reasons. Arole has gotten into his ear, and there’s not enough room in there for two little birdies.”

“Why not just assassinate Farooqi?” Ilcaeus asked. He towered over Santos, yet he appeared to be the meek one.

“I have to assume his entire cabinet is on this. Also, I want to set an example to everyone about what happens when they side with India.”

Ilcaeus ran a hand through his curly hair. “I’m not like your other maids, I don’t like to kill.”

Santos took him by the shoulder—awkward with the size difference—and led him through the garden, careful not to trample on the periwinkle. “Sometimes you have to put fire to something corrupted for a better life to be able to grow in its place. You’d be doing that country some good.”

“By murdering everyone in it,” Ilcaeus said surlily.

“Well, not everybody. Just enough for their political system to collapse deep into the ground.”

Ilcaeus didn’t respond and just stared at the row of narcissus.

“So, is that a yes?” Santos asked, already knowing what answer would come out of the half-breed’s mouth.

“Yes,” Ilcaeus said, defeated.

“Very good,” Santos said and handed him the wine. “I don’t know how your body handles alcohol, but maybe this will help with your conscience.”


Chapter Five

A figure, hidden in the shadows, clambered up the side of a building, seemingly without any climbing gear. He then darted across adobe buildings, leaping from one to another like lightning. And indeed blue sparks flew around him as he sprinted through the dark. He paused on the rooftop of a bakery and peered into the night.

“Citizens of Libya,” he spoke into the microphone built into his suit and looked into the camera attached to his arm. “I am here in Ghat after I was tipped off about a potential terrorist attack from our dastardly neighbors, the Algerians.”

He positioned himself so that the camera in the chest—hidden inside the insignia of twin double-bladed axes surrounded by miniature lightning bolts—was pointed at the group of men approaching the bank on the other side of the street.

“And here they are, intent on blowing up the bank as a way to flex their power,” he said in a low voice deepened by his intentional bravado and the electricity lengthening his vocal cords.

In reality, they were just poor farmers whose harvest wasn’t as plentiful as expected and would do anything for some extra cash in their pockets. They weren’t even from Algeria. But that wouldn’t make for great entertainment. And that’s the business Hamza Younis was in.

“It’s time to slash lightning,” Hamza recited his catchphrase and withdrew his twin double-bladed axes.

He jumped off the roof just as lightning struck down, guiding him to the ground in a dramatic fashion he knew his audience would love. The terrorists turned to him with a start.

“I’ll give you gentlemen a choice.” His eyes glowed white as he spoke. He held up the axe in his right hand. “Do you want Lightning?” Then the one in his left. “Or Thunder?”

Hamza prayed they wouldn’t run—that would cause him to lose ratings—and they didn’t; the farmers were just as desperate as his producers said they were. Instead, they lifted their firearms—mostly shotguns, though one surprisingly had an assault rifle that would only add to the realism of a terrorist attack—and yelled at him in Arabic.

He charged, and they fired. The bullets fizzled and sparked in the air as lightning shot out of him like a tesla and struck them. Hamza had crossed the distance in moments, but took his time with them; the audience never liked a quick fight. So, he drew it out, his long dreads flipping into his face—it was annoying, but the producers believed it would provide a more dramatic effect—as he split the assault rifle in half with one axe. The other took off his head. His viewers loved blood, and beheading was a favorite. The poor bastards always thought they had a chance against him. So sad what poverty could do to someone.

Good thing he would never have to worry about that again.

Thunder and Lightning flew around with unnecessary vigor as he slashed up the enemy, making sure he didn’t completely coat the cameras in gore, or himself for that matter—the last thing he needed was to catch HIV.

Once the job was finished, Hamza stood back and built up his electricity stores, glowing brighter and brighter with a blue tinge. When it got to the point where it would blind anyone in sight of him, he released the energy out through his hands into the pile of wasted humanity.

He grinned. The grand finale was always his favorite part.

“Hamza!” a man with a buzz cut and shaved face greeted him. He handed Hamza a drink, Morgan and Coke. “Brilliant finish tonight.”

“Thanks, Waleed.” Hamza took a sip from the cocktail. A double, good. “How’s the party been?”

The party in question was at a castle in Tripoli he owned but didn’t live in, called the Heart of the Sea even though it was fifty kilometers from the Mediterranean. It was great for ragers but would get quite lonely even when occupied by his friends and whatever girls he was courting that week. It was also one of the only places you could get alcohol in the country. Hamza believed he had even more power than the chairman.

“We’ve been waiting for you.” Waleed Bashir was dressed in a tight button-down that showed off his well-trained muscles.

Hamza nodded and walked with his friend through the crowd. He only wore a sports jacket, open with nothing underneath, so that all the single girls—or taken, for that matter—would notice his ripped frame and perhaps have a glance at the birthmark that would require a closer inspection.

“How many actresses, porn stars, and models did you find?” Hamza asked, eyeing a topless girl with nipple piercings that almost sparkled in the low light. She was chatting with her friend about how they were the best seventy dollars she spent. Life-changing, she said. Hamza took another look at her and knew his life wouldn’t be changed after a night with her.

“We have more porn stars than we know what to do with,” Waleed said and stared a little longer at the girl that Hamza had been eyeing.

“Skyy Bri?” Hamza asked. He had been one of the first to subscribe to her OnlyFans and was truly a big fan.

“She said she had business in the States—something to do with a senator—but she invited you to her twenty-fourth birthday party in February.”

Hamza made a mental note to clear his calendar for that whole week.

“As for actresses,” Waleed continued, “we only got a couple of the B variety, including that redhead from Becoming Evil. Oh, what’s her name.”

“Hayleigh Hassan,” Hamza said. Yes, he had much enjoyed her role in that film.

“And then there are several models, some I’m sure you’d recognize.”

Hamza nodded. He already had. “Are there any orgies happening?” he asked. Hamza didn’t like having any undocumented sexual events happen in his care. It was illegal. And a little bit of germ thing.

“Uh, actually—”

Waleed was interrupted by a very short man—a midget really—with a long and thin beard that shined from oils, and gauges that stretched his ears out. The dwarf was his agent, Mustafa Daw, and he slapped Hamza on the back, causing him to spill some of his drink onto Waleed, who smartly didn’t say a thing.

“Stormslasher,” Mustafa Daw called Hamza by his superhero name he never chose. He could smell the beer coming off the producer even from his height. “Amazing work tonight. The ratings are sky high; the highest they have ever been. That terrorist angle was brilliant. Of course, that was all my doing, but it was you who carried it out.”

A drunk teen guy grabbed Hamza’s arm and asked for a picture. Waleed punched him hard in the face and motioned for security to remove him. Hamza and Mustafa acted as if they didn’t see a thing.

“Thanks, Mustafa,” Hamza said, already looking around to see who would share his bed tonight. And how many would.

“Anything for my favorite superhero,” he grabbed the rear of a passing woman and gave a squeeze with his little hand, laughing at her squeal. “I love these parties,” he said, and then looked up at Hamza. “I’ll let you go, but don’t forget about the press conference tomorrow morning. It’s an important one, so don’t be too hungover for it.”

“I never am.” A lie, but Hamza would take his advice this time. It was indeed an important conference.

Once Mustafa was gone, Hamza pointed to two girls, both redheads. “Bring those two and Hayleigh Hassan when you bring her to my room. And just a fifth of Morgan, we have a long day tomorrow.”


Chapter Six

Lying on damp rock within a cave somewhere—far from his bloody vomit—Rajeev sucked in air and spat it back out as he tried to catch his breath. Kalynst, the one who had actually been running, stood over him with no apparent signs of exertion, instead looking at him with what may have been amusement. Hard to tell with these daegaryns. Rajeev’s dark hair, longer than he usually kept it, was soaked with ocean water, and salt clung to his lips. He knew everything he ate in the next couple of days would have a subtle taste of seafood.

Just beyond Kalynst, white foam from the ocean lapped up against the edge of the cave. They were on an island somewhere. Probably in the Bahamas or the Caribbean.

Kalynst had been running with Rajeev hanging onto his shoulders piggyback style for an unbearable amount of time. The daegaryn’s friend was in Costa Rica, but Rajeev had to tap out far before then. Running on land had been one thing, but the water was another hell. Every drop, Kalynst kicked up in his urgency to stay afloat hit Rajeev like a bullet. He could just imagine his body appearing like that of someone with chickenpox before it healed. After a short while of ignoring Rajeev’s bickering, Kalynst had found this cave to stop in.

Rajeev glanced down at his forearm where the shards of Irontruth were carefully wrapped around. Some concentration was needed to keep it there without letting the pieces cut him, but it was easier than holding the sword while hanging onto Kalynst’s back. The naked hilt was tucked into the back of his shorts, again requiring some focus to keep it from slipping into his butt crack.

“Where are we?” Rajeev asked once he had caught his breath.

“Why are you so concerned about where we are?” Kalynst questioned. The Holy Grail was still glued to his destroyed hand. “What difference would it make if we were in Qatar, Spain, or even Faldron? Our destination is Costa Rica, and we are not there.”

There was definitely some annoyance in his voice. Maybe these aliens did have emotions after all. They were just damn good at hiding them.

“I’m sorry that not all of us are made of bulletproof skin.”

“It’s impenetrable to all, not just bullets.” It seemed the daegaryn wasn’t familiar with colloquialisms. “And you can heal within seconds of getting wounded.”

“I can still feel pain, though.” Rajeev shook his head. “Can’t we just rest here for a little bit?”

Kalynst didn’t object.

Rajeev sighed and closed his eyes, bringing himself to a meditative state where he could see all metals within his “radar.” A vibrant field took up his mind’s eye, each color representing a specific metal. This skill was a good way to pass the time except when a cold-blooded killer from another planet was not so inconspicuously staring at him.

He opened his eyes with an exhalation of air to meet Kalynst’s. “Who is this friend of yours? A daegaryn as well?” Rajeev wasn’t sure if he could deal with another one of the aliens.

“For one, ‘friend’ may not be the best word to associate with him,” the daegaryn began. “When I was young,” as if Kalynst didn’t already appear that way. “I was restless. This dji I was gifted makes the world slow, and the only way to return it to normal was to run. There wasn’t a crevice of Earth that I had not explored, and it led me to discover much. In the rainforests of Costa Rica, not far from the region of Monteverde, I found a man—though even that was hard to say. It didn’t take much prying until he named himself Sir Gaheris, a knight of the Round Table.”

The yellowed eyes with slitted pupils stared right through Rajeev.

“I traveled to learn, and learned here I did. Long ago, a knight dressed all in green arrived in Camelot on a horse with a heavy axe in hand. He challenged a knight to take his head and earn the reward of the axe, which could best most, if not all, opponents. The catch was that in a year’s time, the knight would have to give up his own head. Sir Gawain—Gaheris’s eldest brother—took up the challenge. The Green Knight, as he was soon thereafter called, rode off into the night with his head in hand, cackling all the way. A year later, Gawain traveled to the home of the Green Knight but was spared when he did not flinch as the blade came down.

“Everyone rejoiced upon his return. All but Gaheris, for he was jealous of the praise his brother received for not even bringing the head of the Green Knight. That night, Gaheris rode out to the Green Chapel where the knight resided. He fought bravely but was eventually bested. Right before the Green Knight went to take his head, Morgan le Fay—a witch whose magic rivaled that of Merlin’s own—intervened. She had created the Green Knight, and it was then that she destroyed him. The witch had sensed an opportunity to undermine Arthur and his knights, and so she drowned Gaheris in the blood of the deceased knight. That and her magic turned him into part human and part something else. He became immortal and was gifted an axe, a twin of the one earned by Gawain. He called it Grøndød, Danish for Green Death, and that he brought to many. For the next decade, he battled the knights of the Round Table, killing his younger brother Sir Gareth before finally being beaten by Gawain. Gawain had mercy on him, however, and Gaheris recognized the wrongs of his ways and ran.

Throughout the centuries, his mind slowly collapsed under the weight of the magic on the parts of him still human, and so he retired to the clouds.”

So, something worse than a daegaryn, Rajeev mused. Super. He climbed back to his feet. “Will this Gaheris help us?”

“With the right words,” Kalynst said. “It would be best if you don’t say anything.”

Won’t have to worry about that.

“We’ve wasted enough time already,” the daegaryn continued. “Let us go.”

Rajeev nodded reluctantly. “But I’m not hanging onto your back this time. I need a flat piece of metal large enough to hold me. I’ll be able to use that to fly. It’ll be a little slower, but we’ll still get there before sunset. I don’t know if I can survive another run.”

“I run 842 kilometers per hour. I can fly 185 kilometers per hour. I don’t know how fast you are on your little metal plate, but last time I saw you use it, you were face down in the deserts of Jordan. So, no, you will hang onto my back as I take us to Costa Rica.”

Kalynst didn’t wait for a response before he grabbed Rajeev with his free hand in a blink of an eye and ran.


Chapter Seven

Two women walked through Olympiapark with a little boy swinging between their linked arms. A girl of eleven years was at a safe distance in front of them, humming to a song only she could hear. The air was brisk and the four were bundled up tight but the sun shining in a cloudless sky made it bearable. During the summer, the site of the 1972 Olympics would be full of both tourists and locals. Today, however, it was only them and an older couple they had just passed by in this area of the park.

But the desolation wouldn’t last long. And soon enough, sounds of joy and excitement could be heard in the distance. Other families merged with them from other park entries to join them at the ice rink. The building appeared as a tent—the roof rippling like waves—but one that towered over them.

The line to get in was long, but the attendants were quick and experienced, so it wasn’t long until they were inside. The rink was crowded as it always was on Saturdays that time of the year.

The family found an empty bench to sit down on and put on the skates they brought. The women helped their son with it, but the daughter was now a big girl—a whole two inches taller than last year!—and didn’t need the help.

Running off the pride she earned from successfully tying her shoes all by herself, the girl scrambled onto the rink alone. The women were too preoccupied with the boy—who had just started crying over something only a boy of five could be distressed about—to notice. And the girl too became oblivious of the other skaters around her and never checked her blindside when she went to pass a boy older than her. The teenager, trying to impress his friends, shoulder-checked her in the back, sending her small frame sailing into the hard ice. Tears welled up immediately in her eyes as she screamed for her mothers. A concerned older man stooped down by her as she pulled at her hair in excruciating pain. His concern turned to horror as he saw the white and red peeking out of the pink skin of her shin.

“Mommy, help me!” the girl screamed over and over again.

Merlin’s eyelids flicked open, baby-blue eyes staring into the bare back of Sabine. He traced her spine with the tip of his finger, from the nape of her neck to the small of her back, and then aimlessly drew shapes. The sound of conversation from downstairs drew him back to reality.

He had a world to save. A kingdom to bring to order.

Reluctantly, Merlin left Sabine’s side and waved a hand over himself. A purple robe slowly materialized around him. With a snap of a finger for his own sense of drama, he dropped down through the floor into a sitting room that had been changed to be the training grounds. There—as he knew—were Tristan and Kay, both shirtless with the former wearing a sports bra. Their lean bodies shined from the sweat as they fought—Kay with Mortality and Tristan with the sad remains of Snakebite. They stopped at his appearance, and Ector materialized beside them with his usual impeccable timing. Merlin could almost smell the fear coming off them. All for the best. Fear would demand their respect.

“What is the state of things?” Merlin asked.

“Every nation blames the other,” Ector answered. “There are no sides; it is utter chaos.”

“Have thee located any of the treacherous knights?” Merlin felt steam rising within at the thought of them escaping from him but didn’t let it show. Anger can be manipulated. It was a weakness. He needed to appear not to have any.

“Sir Galahad was in the States earlier today. He was with a daegaryn with the dji of superspeed. Name of Kalynst. You killed his father and uncle in the rescue of Guinevere. I glimpsed them twenty minutes ago in St. Thomas. Then they were gone. I believe they are heading south. To where, I do not know.”

“Alert me immediately once a stable location is found,” Merlin ordered.

Ector gave a half-nod.

“Sir Tristan, I will need thee in China,” Merlin said. “It has the biggest army. Having control of them will give me…us a greater grip on the world.”

“China shouldn’t be a worry,” Ector said. “The president was assassinated two days ago.”

“Assassinated,” Merlin almost hissed. “Thou would not think that would be important to mention? Assassinated by whom?”

“The body of a Vietnamese man was found at the scene, so fingers are being pointed at his nation.”

“Does that make any sense to thee?”

“None of this does.”

“Sir Tristan,” she appeared as she did earlier, in yoga pants and a black crop top. “Thou will investigate this. Something is going on here, and I need to find out immediately.”

“Yes, sir,” was all the Brit said. There was some defeat in her eyes. Merlin liked that.

“Sir Kay, once Ector has found the location of Galahad, thou will bring the treacherous knight to me. Thou can kill the daegaryn. This will give thee a chance to undo the embarrassment with Lancelot.”

Merlin eyed his knights. “We are done here.” He snapped his fingers and was gone.

It was an impenetrable darkness. Merlin could stand there for an hour and not see any more than he did then. There was no light to reflect off the contents of the room back to his eyes. He did not call it the Dark Room for anything.

But now he snapped his fingers and the room lit up, almost blinding even him. It did, however, blind the man who stood naked in the middle of the room. Though standing may have been a poor choice of words. Thick, metal wires from both the ceiling and floor moved through his body with a mind of their own, entering and leaving with sharpened tips that glistened red. A clear tube from the roof filled his bearded mouth, and a yellow-tinged liquid flowed through it. What may have been most alarming was that the same colored liquid poured out of his abdomen along with blood and other bits of gore. The skin steamed from the acid as it continuously tried to repair itself.

He was old with long, gray hair and a beard that looked like they haven’t been cut in ages. The man’s eyes, bloodshot and crazed, stared absently at Merlin.

“Sir Percival,” Merlin said, even giving a faint smile—a rarity for him—as if they were old friends. “How long has it been?”

Percival made no reaction.

Merlin read his mind. “That long, hmm.” He got to the point. “The plot thee devised with Bors, that Russian oaf, and the late Gareth has come to fruition. The world is in chaos. Thou had thought this would keep me from obtaining the kingdom that is rightfully mine. But what thee never realized is that this is the perfect opportunity for me to appear as their savior. As their Jesus, Mohammed, Maitreya. When I save the world—with surely some displays of brute force to establish fear in their hearts and thus respect—they will worship me and do whatever I say. Follow my every command.”

Still, there was no reaction from the old knight. Perhaps, there was nothing left behind those dark eyes.

“Maybe I should thank thee for putting me in this position. It would be so much more difficult to earn loyalty during peaceful times. Faith is found in fear. But, alas, I finally have use for thy daughter.”

Was that a twitch below his eye?

“And that means thou must die for her to inherit the magic of Percival.”

Merlin stuck his arm out to his side and returned it with Radiance in hand. He spun the staff. Enough time had been wasted, and he took a step towards Percival. His long hair bristled. There was supposed to be no airflow in the room. Merlin was too late to realize that he could breathe freely. The vacuum had been turned off.

Life suddenly poured into Percival’s eyes, now the color of quicksilver, and the tube was violently ripped out of his mouth by some invisible force and pointed at Merlin. He jumped out of the way, avoiding all but a few drops of the acid that burnt through his robe and skin. There was no time to draw on the pain as blood-coated wires darted at him. Most missed but one nailed him directly in his left shoulder. Before he could bring up Radiance in defense, it was ripped out of his inhumanly strong grip.

Knowing what was about to happen, Merlin flung himself at Percival. It felt like hitting a sack of sticks, but he had already seen what kind of power was hidden in that sack.

That’s why he teleported them to the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. Long streaks of sunlight cut through the water, revealing a sea of massive bluefin tuna that parted around them as Merlin drove Percival down into the depths of the ocean. If he could bring the old man to unconsciousness, then he would be able to kill him.

Percival wasn’t fazed, however, and stuck both hands over Merlin’s ears. He screamed, bubbles bursting out of his mouth, and Merlin joined him too as pressure built up in his head to an excruciating level.

Now they were in space, barreling through the asteroid belt. Over and over again, Merlin slammed Percival through the dense rocks, but still the old man seemed not to care; he may have been even slightly humored. Minutes had gone by of this when something slammed into the shoulder that still had some wire in it. Shearing pain went all the way down to his fingertips causing him to release the old Jamaican.

Percival floated some distance away from him, holding a morningstar in his hand. Breathtaker. He was even smiling. Merlin flexed his hand and tried to move his shoulder. Broken.

The Jamaican stretched his free hand out, but nothing happened. The smile didn’t last long.

“I think thee forgot something,” Merlin said. “There is no air in space. But I am God, and I create air. Thou surprised me, I will give thee that. But thy escape attempt is over. Thine time is up. Come and die.”

Percival launched Breathtaker at Merlin, who waited until he could read the runes on the spiked ball before disappearing and reappearing beside the old man. He teleported Percival to be right in the path of the morningstar—sailing along at the same speed as defined by inertia. It was only a matter of seconds until the ancient weapon slammed into Percival’s face, smashing it into something indistinguishable.

Nearby asteroids exploded from Merlin’s triumphant screams.


Chapter Eight

Savannah and Pierre found themselves again within a house, this one, though, was not so kept up. Mildew and mold attacked their noses as they tried to figure out where they were. Furniture covered with dusty, white covers that faced a large smart TV gave a semblance of what was once a family room. On the other side of them, there were two flights of stairs, one going up and one going down. In the next room, they could see that in the kitchen next to a five-person table, there was a bloodstain that was too big to be a rodent or the like.

“This will be a safe place for you to be able to find Riley and begin her training.”

Savannah jumped and turned around to find Immanuel staring at her with unseeing eyes. And it wasn’t until she looked away that she saw Pierre perched against the far wall. She was a little embarrassed that she hadn’t sought to help him first. Though that embarrassment could come from him being half-naked.

“Two years ago,” Immanuel continued, “a teenager had snapped and gone on a killing spree. He took the life of one of his victims—a police officer—here, with his parents and brother barely making it out alive. As you could expect, they packed up pretty soon after and left town. Strangely, the house is still in the father’s name, and the mortgage was fully paid off last year. Even considering that, the odds of them returning are slim. You will not be disturbed here.”

“Where’s Ash?” Savannah asked. It was probably not the first thing she should’ve been inquiring about, but she felt empty without it. She had it only for a couple of hours, yet it felt like a part of her.

“Back where you left it, and that’s where it will remain. You need to blend in, and walking around with a sword will have the opposite effect. There are no daegaryns in this Terrene, so your weapons are unnecessary.”

“How do we know where to find her?” Pierre asked. Savannah thought to go over and help him stand but stopped herself. He’d let her know if he needed help.

“4223 Kelley Avenue in Walton is her address,” Immanuel answered. “Find her. Train her. I’ll be watching and will bring you back to Terrene 43 when it’s time.”

And without another word, he was gone.

“Any idea when that time will be?” Savannah asked Pierre.

The Frenchman shrugged. “No idea. Mind helping me outside? If I can get myself some dirt, I can get myself a leg.”

Going to the side of the missing limb, she squatted down and let him put an arm around her shoulder. In the process, he accidentally brushed a surprisingly smooth hand across her cheek. She could feel herself blushing and tried to hide it as she helped him up. “Why not use a prosthetic instead?” she asked, hoping
























































































