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			For Tracey, my happy ending and new beginning. Your love makes me believe in God.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One - The Worst Death

			33 A.D.

			That first death hurt the most. He was only an hour old when he died, and he did not know his nature yet. His demise was preceded by the worst thing he would ever see, the worst thing anyone could see. 

			Malak opened his eyes for the first time on a sun-scorched rocky hillside to blinding light and the sounds of hammering and cheering and wailing. He wore tattered robes and a scruffy beard, with sandals on his feet. He possessed no memories, no sense of context, while he trudged up a hill in the general direction of the calamity. 

			Where am I? Who Am I?

			He knew how to walk and form thoughts, though he did not yet understand how he knew these things. It was hot, and somehow, he comprehended this, the knowledge of hot and cold. He puzzled how he knew enough to wonder.

			He picked his way in the direction of the commotion. A walled city sprawled behind him. Smoke snaked from chimneys, armored soldiers glittered in the harsh light, and the air tasted wrong and despaired. More cheering rolled down the hill, a certain frenzy in it, the kind that gets in the air and pollutes everything it touches.

			With each step, Malak felt purpose and awareness building in his chest. It was a terrible fury and fear, urgency mixed with anguish and dread. He quickened his pace, ignoring smashed shins and toes, reckless with the need to act. He did not know why he felt these things, only that he could not deny the impulse.

			He crested the hill. One rise away, three men hung nailed to wooden crosses. He was too far away to make out the details, though over the next two thousand years he would relive every one. The taste of the rock, the scent of his own sweat, and the cries of the crowd would always be with him, no matter how many times he died.

			His heart hammered, and his head throbbed, and the crowd roared. He felt something akin to hunger, a kind of pressure pent up in his chest demanding release.

			He sprinted up the opposite slope, not knowing precisely what to do, but certain of the need to strike and defend.

			And then there were Roman soldiers.

			“Where do you think you’re going, Jew?”

			Malak understood the words, though he did not ponder this because he had no time.

			“Make them stop,” Malak gasped. His voice felt as wrong as the air and the light.

			The soldier smashed him in the stomach with an angry fist, followed by a kick to the face. He dragged Malak up the hill by the hair. 

			“I hate Jews,” the soldier said. “Troublemakers.”

			“Ugh,” Malak coughed at the second blow. He’d never been struck before. He did not know how to strike back, so he took it. He hurt, and pain, like everything else, was new to him. The soldiers beat him with casual vigor, in no particular hurry. They chuckled while Malak crawled forward, blinded by blood, his face caked with tiny pebbles. He clawed in the direction of the next hill, fingernails torn and raw. He felt a sharp blow to the back of his skull, and his vision blurred and narrowed to a dark tunnel.

			“So much for your king,” one of them said.

			A soldier yanked Malak by the hair, pulling him up to his knees, and forcing him to watch a spear pierce one of the men nailed to a cross. The crowd erupted in a cacophony of cries, euphoria and despair at war on the wind.

			Malak raged and trembled, and something tore in his soul, and he felt an electric connection to a weeping, convulsing universe. Then there was hot steel on his throat, and that was the first time Malak died.

			────

			Malak would spend centuries struggling to understand that a hero is not necessarily the hero of his own life. Throughout his many lives, he would battle his own demons of anger and guilt, along with very real demons who walked the earth. His path was long, rocky, and mean. 

			 Time flowed like an implacable river in only direction, even for Malak. He could never go back, only remember what he’d done. When he died, he always resurfaced somewhere down the line, often with many years passing in between.

			That first death was the worst one, though, and it stayed with him forever.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two - Wings Incorporated

			Now

			“This interview is being recorded,” said the American in a tired suit. Sweat stains peeked from around his armpits as he bent to pick up a manila envelope, which he dropped loudly onto the desk.

			“You have no rights. You gave up your rights when you decided to become a terrorist. You may call me John. If you cooperate with me, things will go better for you. So. State your name.”

			“You may call me Mal.”

			Clad in an orange jumpsuit and shackled to a steel chair at his wrists and ankles, Malak smiled serenely. His dark hair hung to his shoulders, and his beard was unkempt; his body ached from the repeated beatings delivered by the Saudi Secret Police. John sat across from him at a desk in the center of a sad concrete room illuminated by a single harsh light bulb. Malak shifted his heavily muscled frame in an awkward attempt to both convey his earnestness and also relieve the pressure on his lower back.

			“I have nothing to hide,” Malak said. This guy is a low level spook. A CIA operative, most likely. 

			“Let’s start at the beginning,” John said. Malak chuckled at that.

			“Does this amuse you?” John asked affably, raising his eyebrows.

			“You hate this posting, don’t you?” Malak shook his head slowly. “Tell me. Was it politics that landed you here, or did you do something truly incompetent? It must be one or the other.”

			Mal was reasonably certain that he was still in Quatif, located in the northern part of the Eastern Saudi Arabian province. Heat hung in the city in a way that got into your pores and then multiplied. It lingered like a stain upon the land, hovering just beyond the next breath, and refused to be banished by nightfall. It was unrelenting. The locals here were as hostile to the westerners as the climate.

			“See, you’re something of an enigma,” John said. “You are not on any watch lists. In fact, you seem to not exist. Your skills and lack of history smack of a state intelligence agency. You work for someone. Who? Are you with the Israelis? Mossad?”

			“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Malak replied.

			“Why did you kill the Prince?”

			“Because he’s been funding terrorists right under your nose. Believe it or not, I’m on your side.”

			“The Saudis are our allies. Your attack did nothing but destabilize the region.”

			Mal laughed. “A bit late for that, don’t you think?”

			“Who do you work for?”

			“I work for no man, no government.”

			The interrogator, who said his name was John, produced a plastic case with several syringes inside and said, “First, we’ll try this, give you some time to think. Then we’ll get more creative. You know how these things go, Mal. You might as well accept the fact you’ll never see the light of day again.”

			“Why don’t you just execute me?” That would make things easier.

			“Despite the rumors, we don’t work that way.” John stuck a needle into Mal’s bicep, cocking his head, an almost friendly look on his face. “Sweet dreams,” he said.

			────

			Malak had spent the last year undercover in the guise of a private security contractor. He drove around in bulletproof cars armed with an earpiece and a machine pistol. He traveled with various members of the Saudi royal family as a silent bodyguard. He cleared hotel rooms from Bahrain to Shanghai, waiting, learning. The firm was international, well respected, and, as far as Malak could see, on the up and up. They were a means to an end.

			He communicated with his own team of ex-special-forces and intelligence operators via encrypted emails and burner phones. He’d started this firm back in the nineties, which he’d called Wings Incorporated, with a wry sense of humor. He employed about a hundred men and women, from trigger-pullers to some of the best hackers on the planet. He’d lured smart, good-hearted people away from Microsoft, Apple, the FBI, CIA, NSA, and every branch of the military.

			This particular Saudi prince was as dirty as they came. He’d cultivated the image of a brash playboy who cared for nothing but a lavish lifestyle, complete with yachts, opulent parties, beautiful women, and a penchant for charity.

			This prince had built some of the most lethal terrorist training camps in the world, hidden in war-torn Africa and the jungles of Indonesia. Beneath the public facade was a man who believed in the overthrow of the West, the spread of Islam at the tip of the sword. Malak had counted many Muslims his friends. This man was despicable.

			The prince enjoyed driving his four-wheel drive truck out into the desert with his friends, making a day of bouncing over the sand dunes. Mal got tapped to go on one of these excursions.

			The prince left for the dunes early in the morning with a posse of twenty other young, affluent men and a few women. Mal waited in his SUV, the air conditioner working overtime because the temperature outside was well over a hundred degrees.

			He was not going to act that day, was planning on using poison or a bomb later. He’d only recently gotten the confirmation he needed that the prince was indeed a closet terrorist. Mal had become a careful planner over the years, was reticent to act rashly because there was always a price.

			Early in the afternoon, the Prince’s truck got mired in the sand, and he called Mal over to help him pull the vehicle free. The prince was alone.

			Malak grabbed chains from the back of his vehicle, brought for that very purpose, and walked toward the prince. The pick-up was stuck on top of a dune, the wheels buried in soft sand. The Prince grinned at Malak.

			“Perhaps we shall go home after this,” said the prince.

			“Yes,” Mal replied. “Tell me, prince, how do you sleep at night? Do you dream?”

			“What?”

			“Do you dream? Do you see the faces of the children you have murdered?”

			“I’ll have you shot! You can’t speak—”

			“Oh, but I can,” Mal said, closing on the prince, who wore flowing white robes and who looked afraid for perhaps the first time in his life.

			“So much blood on your hands,” Malak said. “I’m truly curious what you see when you close your eyes.”

			The prince reached for a cell phone inside his truck. Mal swatted it from his hands.

			“Allah—”

			“God is great, yes,” Mal said. “And now you will be judged by Him.”

			Mal struck the handsome prince in the chest, and the prince keeled over in the seat, dead. His face rested sideways against the steering wheel, and his eyes were open.

			That should have been the end of it. He would have made it out clean, but one of the Prince’s girlfriends in a four-wheeler one dune away saw the whole thing. She shouted and screamed. Mal got back into his vehicle and hit the gas.

			Waves of nausea rolled through him, and he felt the pressure of an elephant standing on his chest. His head ached. There is always a price. He felt heavy, weighted down as though he wore a lead cloak, and his vision blurred. Often, when he took a life, he absorbed something from the dead; he could filter it in time. He was out of time now.

			Rounds peppered the hardened exterior of his vehicle and pinged off the glass. A cloud of sand bloomed behind him as he hurtled across the open desert. The main road was more than five miles away. He felt his wheels digging a hole in the sand as the truck labored up a mountainous dune.

			He slammed into reverse, losing precious seconds. Several rounds cracked against the back glass.

			This vehicle was heavy, not designed for the kind of afternoon the Prince had in mind. Mal knew he was not going to make it.

			Four wheelers closed on him, along with a dune-buggy and two pick-up trucks. Not all of the drivers and passengers were armed, but there were enough firearms that Mal figured he wasn’t going to be walking away from this one.

			He checked his weapon, a compact Uzi capable of cutting a man in half at close range, but ineffective at longer distances. He had a choice to make. Most of these people were innocent.

			He left the Uzi on the passenger seat and stepped out of the truck, expecting to be shot, hands on his head. He swayed in the heat, fought to remain standing. This guy must have been something truly spectacular. I haven’t felt this bad in what? Twenty years.

			The desert was spinning. Almost through it. He put his hands on his knees then and vomited. While he was doing that, somebody cracked his skull with a rifle butt, and he woke up in a Saudi cell.

			The Saudis tortured him, though he had experienced far worse. They shocked him with electrodes and a car battery, and they beat him with a metal bar. It lasted less than a day, Malak was fairly sure, before the CIA found him and whisked him away to wherever he was now.

			────

			“I believe you,” the American said.

			Mal groaned, feeling groggy and drugged.

			“Tell me more about Wings Incorporated.”

			“What?”

			“Fascinating,” the American said. “You should still be in dream land. And you are healing faster than anyone I have ever seen.”

			“Who are you?” Mal mumbled.

			“A better question,” said John, “is who are you? More to the point, what are you?”

			Malak was still restrained at the table in the dingy concrete room. His head swam.

			“We’ve got all the time in the world,” the American said, producing another syringe.

			Mal decided he had underestimated the American, his last conscious thought as the drug took him.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three - First Blood

			Rome, February 64

			Malak waited for his eyes to adjust to the gloom, disoriented amidst the scent of death which lurked heavy and thick in the damp, close air. He heard coughs and groans nearby.

			For him, no time had passed since the Romans killed him in Jerusalem. There was steel and anguish, followed by this place. He discovered he was sitting with his legs splayed, with his back propped against a cool rock wall.

			“Water,” said a broken, disembodied voice in the shadows.

			Mal stood and smacked his head on a low-hanging stone ceiling. There was cheering again, and he thought about what he had witnessed earlier, still reeling from the pain of it. This crowd, this thunder of applause, was clearly larger and more enthusiastic than the one he had died listening to the last time.

			He crouched, groping in the dark, and moved in the direction of the voice.

			“Where are we?”

			“Over here. I can’t reach the bowl.”

			Mal felt something soft and yielding against his right foot.

			“Watch it!” said another man. Mal stepped over him.

			Mal was perplexed. He continued ahead, able to see now that he was in some kind of narrow cave or tunnel. Faint light came from ahead. Torch light.

			Lying in a corner, he found the man asking for water. Iron bars covered an opening ten feet away, and beyond this, a single torch burned.

			The man had an iron shackle on one leg, and there was a bowl of water just beyond his reach.

			“They think it’s funny,” the man said in a hoarse voice.

			Malak handed the man the wooden bowl. In the dim, shifting light, Mal saw that the man was badly wounded. Dried blood caked the man’s tunic, and Mal could smell corruption in the wound on his shoulder.

			“I haven’t seen you before,” the man said, sputtering and choking down the water. He dropped the bowl, and it clattered on the stone. “Where did they find you?”

			“I don’t remember,” Malak said. “I don’t know anything.”

			“Ah,” said the wounded man. “Head wound. Knocked out your stars. That happens sometimes.”

			“I see.”

			“You probably won’t have to fight today. It’s getting late. Then again, they’re thirsty. You can hear it.”

			“I hope I don’t have to,” Mal said. That seemed appropriate.

			“It’s good to hear my language again before I die,” the man said. “You’re not from the north, though, by the look of you. How is it you know my tongue?”

			“I wish I knew, friend,” Malak replied. “How were you hurt? Let me see.”

			“Don’t bother,” the man replied. “I’m finished. It was cats, by the way. The biggest cats you ever saw. I’d heard the stories, but by the gods, I wasn’t ready for that. Bigger than a man, with fangs and claws out of a nightmare.” He shuddered.

			“Let me look.”

			Malak pushed back the man’s tunic. Deep gashes festered.

			“There’s spirits in my blood,” the man said with a heavy sigh.

			

			And then something unusual happened, although over the years, Mal would come to understand it better. It did not occur often enough, but when it did, it was wonderful. In those early years, it was much more frequent.

			Malak placed his hands on the wounded man’s shoulder, following instinct, guided by something vast and unseen.

			“What in the world?” the man said.

			Malak was radiating white light. A feeling of peace infused him, a sensation of being clean and whole.

			This was followed immediately by paralyzing pain. Mal slumped against the wall, exhausted and in agony, while sharp needles seemed to tear through his skin. The feeling passed, and in that instant, he saw a cold land of mist and stone, fields of green and fresh spring air.

			“How?” the man stammered. “You healed me.”

			“No,” Malak said. “Not me. I don’t understand, either.”

			“Are you a witch? You have power.”

			“I don’t know what I am,” Mal said.

			Heavy footsteps echoed down the corridor outside, and there was the sound of great doors creaking open. Several soldiers armed with spears walked to the metal door. One of them carried a torch. He produced a key and opened the cell, the flame dancing in the darkness.

			“One, two. Maybe three, the soldier said, walking through the gloom, kicking lifeless and maimed bodies on the floor. “Two.”

			“Get up,” the soldier growled.

			Malack and the other man rose, heads stooped. The soldier unlocked the shackle on the man’s leg.

			“Walk, meat.”

			“What is your name?” said the man.

			“Malak.” He uttered this for the first time, feeling the rightness of it.

			“I am Drust. I will die with my friend this day.”

			The thunder of the crowd grew louder as Malak and Drust wound up wooden steps.

			A bored Roman soldier handed Malak a short blade, a Gladius, Malak instantly knew. He had a flash of something akin to memory, though the memories did not belong to him, but to the man he had healed, his newfound friend Drust. He saw the ludus, a school for gladiators, sweaty and hot, felt the clash of dull blades beneath the Roman sun, under the baleful eye of his teachers.

			The soldier opened a door, and light flooded the tunnel. Malak felt the butt of a spear at his back. He stepped into the arena.

			“Well,” Drust said, “at least there aren’t those cats.”

			Three helmeted men fanned out on the dirt of the arena. The crowd erupted while the door slammed shut.

			The spectators sat and stood in rows, a riot of color and motion.

			The three attackers were armed differently. One with a long trident and a net. Another with an oblong shield and sword. The third held a small shield and light blade. The enemies wore light leather armor over tunics.

			A horn blew.

			“Take the trident first,” Drust said. “That one is dangerous. He’ll hang back while the other two come for us.”

			The attacking trio fanned out, moving with knees bent, closing the gap, shields raised. The enemies were bronzed by the sun, large men who moved with predatory grace and lethal intent.

			Malak raised his blade in front of him, fear in his chest, and the taste of sweat on his lips. He felt like he was vibrating, a thrum in him. He crouched, readying himself.

			Two men lashed out, springing toward Malak and Durst from the flanks.

			Malak dropped, ducking beneath a slashing sword, rolling and then exploding to his feet and cutting backhand as he rose, a lightning strike to the back of the attacker’s knee. He felt the blade grate through sinew and launched himself directly at the man with a trident.

			The net, weighted down at the edges, came at Malak, who did not slow or turn, but instead leaped ahead. The edge of the net caught his head, and he tossed it aside, his own blade held in his right hand, poised.

			The trident blurred to the left and shifted, too fast for the eye to follow, and Malak grunted when a sideways blow caught him on the temple. He went down, instinct propelling him, rolling and then coming up, light on the balls of his feet.

			Behind him, he thought he heard a scream over the crowd, but Malak kept his focus on the burly warrior with a long trident who meant to skewer him. The man circled Malak and lashed out, jumping forward with his right leg extended, the wicked trident seeking Mal’s throat in a quick jab.

			Malak danced backwards.

			Durst was beside Mal then, swinging the net over his head with practiced efficiency. The man with the trident retreated, his plumed helmet swinging from side to side, watching, waiting.

			“Rush him,” Drust instructed.

			Mal came at the man, anticipating the counterattack. This time, there was no feint. The big man was quick as a snake, and one of the prongs gashed Malak’s left forearm. Malak brought his blade down, knocking the trident to the ground with a clang.

			The net was on the gladiator then, and he struggled to free himself. Malak hit him on the temple with the pommel of his sword, and the man slumped down in the dirt. The crowd went wild, then grew quiet.

			“Face him,” Drust shouted at Malak, who stood sweating and bleeding.

			Drust towered over the unconscious, entangled man with his sword raised.

			Malak followed his gaze and beheld Nero Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus standing in a box, clad in a flowing white toga with a purple stripe. Nero raised his thumb in the air, along with most of the people in the crowd.

			Mal dropped his sword, and a group of heavily armed soldiers emerged into the arena to escort him back into the darkness while the crowd cheered, and Malak wondered what dream he was in.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four - Miracle

			Now

			Mal strained to lift his head and found he could not. This room was not the cell he’d been in before. He heard subdued beeping sounds and low voices under harsh fluorescent lights. The room had the sterile feel of a hospital. He wiggled his fingers and toes. I’m not paralyzed, at least.

			His head seemed to be immobilized by some sort of unyielding foam. A restraint across his chest kept him from inhaling deeply. More bonds kept his legs and arms fixed in place.

			He took a slow breath and relaxed, finding a quiet place deep down. He concentrated on the voices, though he caught only fragments.

			“…a phenomenal discovery,” a woman was saying, “that could change everything.”

			A man’s voice interjected, and Malak heard something about DNA. They were speaking English.

			Mal shifted his eyes around the ceiling, looking for anything that might tell him where he was. The ceiling was white. That was about all he could discern.

			“He’s coming out of it now,” the woman said, this time closer.

			Malak heard footsteps on the floor, the swish of clothing, and the whisper of perfume.

			“Hello,” said a man beyond Mal’s point of view.

			“I’d shake your hand,” Mal said, “but I’m a bit tied up at the moment.”

			“Yes, I do regret that,” the man said. “I apologize. Someone wants to talk to you. After that, I think we can reach some other accommodation for you.”

			“That’s kind of you,” Malak said.

			“Where are you from?” the woman said. She sounded breathless, bursting with curiosity.

			“Forgive my colleague, Dr. Rose. She is of the opinion you are of extra-terrestrial origin.”

			“I’ve never been anywhere but this rock,” Malak said. He chuckled. “Sorry to disappoint. Mind if I ask where we are?”

			“Again, I hope you will forgive me, but I am not at liberty to divulge that information.”

			“I understand,” Mal replied. “And what might your name be, good doctor?”

			“Adam,” the man replied. “Dr. Adam Bass.”

			“It’s nice to meet you, Doctors Bass and Rose. Might I trouble you for a drink of water?”

			“I’m terribly sorry, but I’m not authorized to do that. You have a saline drip; you are not dehydrated.”

			“I see. And when will I have the pleasure of meeting my mysterious visitor?”

			“Very shortly,” Dr. Bass replied. “You awoke on schedule.”

			“And whom might I be meeting?”

			“His name is Doctor Louis. That’s all I know, and all I am at liberty to say. Speak of the devil; here he is.”

			Malak heard more footsteps. A normal human being would doubtless have been terrified, being confined, tortured, drugged, and interrogated with no end in sight. Malak was more bored than anything and annoyed at the fact that these people were wasting his time. He was racking his brains for a way to force them to kill him.

			“Greetings, Malak,” Louis said. 

			“Louis, where have you taken me?” Mal said.

			“In time,” Louis said. “Let’s just say you’re a rather long way from where I found you. You are safe. We will not harm you in any way, you have my word.” A delicate, suntanned face framed by ash blond hair appeared a foot from Mal’s own. He smiled down at Mal.

			“Dr. Bass, please remove the restraints around the patient’s head and chest.” The doctor complied.

			Malak raised his head and looked around the room. It resembled an operating room, the walls lined with machinery and luminescent display screens with bewildering data sets streaming. Electrodes on his chest, arms, legs, and head apparently fed information to computers. The room was cramped. He lay on a narrow bed with metal rails. The two doctors retreated to a glass door, wearing white lab coats and hesitant smiles.

			“So I’m a patient, then? Funny, because I feel healthy.”

			“You are indeed healthy. Impossibly so, in fact.”

			“Well then…”

			“You came to my attention thanks to a colleague,” Louis said. “We’re going to get to know one another very well. I believe we’ll be friends.”

			“Is that a fact?”

			“It is indeed. Of course, you will need to make certain compromises and concessions.”

			“Hmm. So you know, then, I’m just a guy who does some security contracting.”

			“That is an excellent, if euphemistic way of putting it, Malak.” Louis laughed then, a musical sound. “You have lost your way. I can help you find it again.”

			Malak shivered. He had not felt true fear since Berlin in the spring of 1945.

			“Ahh,” Louis said, a faint smile on full lips. “You don’t need to fear me, brother.”

			Malak strained at his bonds, staring at the man who called himself Louis. His muscles ached, and he tried to break free with sheer force of will.

			 Louis pursed his lips and shook his head. “Well, friend, I wanted to stop by and introduce myself, get a good look at you. We have much to discuss, but I see you are not quite ready for that talk just yet.”

			The vise around his head tightened, and Mal found himself immobile again. Okay. Now would be a good time for some help.

			He felt hot breath on his forehead, but he could see nothing but the lights. “Do you think,” Louis whispered, “He cares about you? He doesn’t. Not even a little bit. See you soon.” Louis kissed him on the head, a tender gesture in the way of a father kissing his son, only it was creepy and terrifying.

			The doctors must have put something in the drip, because Malak went to sleep, remembering the war before he could reply.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Five - Remembering 

			Normandy, 1944

			Perhaps death is not darkness but dawn, when hope sings over the horizon and burns bright, promising a world reborn in the sigh of waves and dance of light, a place of refuge and inspiration and beginnings rather than endings, a doorway to the unknown and beautiful.

			That’s not how it was for Malak.

			He was erased by a German artillery shell in Poland early in the war, only to reappear in a Soviet uniform. He bound wounds and rushed into enemy fire, was toasted for his heroism, as he watched Russians die by the trainload. He was cut down by a Kraut machine-gun nest outside Leningrad, and then found himself at Omaha Beach wearing American fatigues.

			He picked himself up from the blood-stained sand and went to work, crawling ahead while rounds hummed and cracked over his head and smacked the sand around him, the cries of the dying mixing with the thunder of artillery and explosions of shells launched from ships offshore as they hammered entrenched German positions.

			The beach, which was not a friendly sun-kissed expanse of sand and relaxation in the way of the word, exploded and tilted. A German artillery round detonated ahead and to the right, and sand and bits of men rained down on his helmet.

			He crawled ahead, toward a man screaming for his Momma, the soldier trying to put his intestines back inside a bloody cavity that had been his abdomen.

			Malak did not know his purpose here; he touched the man, though, and felt the searing pain that came with healing. He emanated a blue-white aura as he worked, though he ignored this. He felt weak, but he kept moving. He wished and prayed he could do more. He took the carbine from a dead man’s hands, along with two Mark II fragmentation grenades.

			A German pillbox ahead unleashed terrible machine-gun fire, the rounds seeking men behind Malak who were still struggling to make the beach, and those hunkered down behind the metal obstacles the Germans had laid up and down the beach. Mal pulled his helmet close to his head, belly in the sand, the scent of blood on the air and gunpowder and screams and terror.

			Planes churned overhead, bombers and fighters attacking the German positions on the Norman coast. He looked over his shoulder, saw the landing craft, ungainly steel boxes that pretended to be boats, crashing into the surf and disgorging platoons of men who fell beneath a hail of gunfire or vanished under the implacable ocean.

			And then he felt that thing.

			In his mind, he called it “the glory.” It was a sense of certainty of action, a security of violence, he rarely experienced. For a moment, his power did not belong to him.

			Malak ran ahead through German rounds and artillery shells. The American troops crouched down and advanced behind him, and Malak knew. He charged, an M1 Garand in his hands and a scream in his heart. Enemy shells exploded in the dirt, sending geysers of sand and mud high into the air.

			His steps were light, and he sped into the hail of lead. A sand berm loomed ahead, lined with barbed wire, and beyond that was the German bunker. Malak saw the muzzle flashes and felt a wind of angry projectiles cracking and hissing around him, breaking left and right without touching his flesh.

			He cut to his left, staying out of the direct field of fire from the heavy guns. He knew from experience he did not have long.

			

			A German trench, perhaps five feet deep, ran parallel to the beach, connected to the bunker. The trench was lined with soldiers firing down the beach. Malak jumped into the trench.

			A startled soldier fired a burst from an MP-40 submachine gun at Malak from only a few feet away. Malak closed the gap, wrenched the weapon from the man’s hands, and broke his neck.

			Other soldiers ran and shot, backing away from Malak, who fired controlled bursts from the MP-40. Some ran away from the bunker, and he let them run. His goal was to take that bunker.

			He pulled the pins on the frags and tossed them into the bunker, not bothering to wait for the explosions. He stalked into the grey, dusty building, the smell of propellant and smoke heavy in the air. He could hear the heavy machine guns upstairs chugging away. He took the steps two at a time, stepping over bodies of men torn by the grenades.

			An officer waited atop the steps, covering the machine gun crews. He was a middle-aged man with blue eyes and an aquiline nose, sharp featured. Perhaps he was a father to young children back in Hamburg or Berlin. Maybe he was a good man in some way.

			Malak did not care at the moment. The officer was protecting the gunners who were killing men every second.

			“Ich Uebergebe!” the officer shouted, raising his hands.

			“No,” Malak said.

			Malak shot him in the chest. The crews were turning, reaching for side arms. Malak picked one of them up with his left hand and tossed him through the opening in the bunker. With his right hand, he hit the other soldier in the chest, and the man flew ten feet and smashed against the concrete wall, lifeless.

			The power left him. He was depleted and sick, an image seared into his mind imparted from the dead officer. Furnaces and mass graves. Something called the Final Solution. He was turning for the door when a round went through the base of his skull.

			────

			When he opened his eyes again, he was alarmed to discover he’d missed much of the war. He found himself wearing a medic uniform again. There had been a big German offensive, which, the men said, was bloody and cold. But now, the war would be over soon.

			He walked through the mud into camp and sat down at a fire without introduction. One of the soldiers offered him a smoke, which he accepted.

			“Howdy,” the man said. “You look like you’ve been through hell, too.”

			“Yeah,” Malak said. The disorientation he felt at being dead then reborn was passing. He inhaled on the cigarette.

			“Names Calhoun. From Macon, Georgia.”

			“Mal. From here and there.”

			“Ha. You with the 101st?”

			Mal had neglected to look carefully at his uniform. “I’m attached now,” he said, hedging his bet.

			“What a war,” the guy said. “They say it’s all but over now. It’s a race to Berlin, us and the Reds.”

			“I’ll be glad when it’s done,” Malak said. “Thanks for the smoke, buddy. I gotta run.”

			“Sure, Mac. See you around.”

			Malak had a mission, one he had decided to undertake all on his own, and he was looking forward to it.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Six - Escape

			Now

			
			He was in a different room this time, one with padded walls and a mattress on the floor. He was no longer restrained. Malak pushed himself to his feet and paced the room. Ten by ten. He’d been in smaller cells. He was dressed in a white, open backed hospital gown which reached to his knees.

			He peered through the reinforced glass window in the door. The empty hallway held no answers for him.

			Malak sat cross-legged on the mattress, closed his eyes, and prayed to a God he was certain of, but did not understand and could no longer feel.

			He was sure God existed because he’d felt unfathomable love shine upon his face, been immersed in grace for moments which could sustain his faith for centuries. He’d also felt the wrath and fury which came from the same place. His resurrections, encounters with demons, and the time he’d spent with Ariel erased any doubts which might have crept in. God was real. But where is He? Why does he allow such terrible things to happen to people?

			It seemed to Malak in his darkest moments that the question of belief was easier for mortals, and part of him envied the simplicity of choice that humans enjoyed. Take a leap of faith, or don’t. Be certain of what you have not seen, and seek God. Most of the time, Mal recognized that his own dilemma was no different at its heart than what humans faced, other than the fact that he’d been dealing with these questions for longer. He’d been a witness to more, both good and evil, than any mortal man.

			After two thousand years, Malak was still trying to figure out his own place in God’s plan. He’d felt unworthy of love, been crushed by failure, and seen his own actions unleash catastrophic ripples through time. Free will, his own and that of humanity, seemed to be at odds with any kind of grand plan.

			 He tried to wrap his mind around that concept, envisioning God on the scale of the universe itself, billions of galaxies, trillions of stars, and still this encompassing, powerful force behind all of it. He believed in God, but doubted His benevolence at times.

			God had a sense of humor, of that Malak was certain.

			────

			The door opened, and the American doctor Bass entered the room, carrying a computer tablet, smiling warmly at Malak.

			“Good morning,” said the doctor.

			“Is it?” Mal said.

			“It is morning, and a good one at that.”

			“Hmm.”

			“We’re moving you to a larger facility, one I hope will be more to your liking. You will have your own quarters, much more freedom than you have enjoyed over the last few days. Again, I regret all of this. If it were up to me, I’d let you walk out of here.”

			“Your hands are tied. Following orders, right?”

			“Precisely.”

			“From Louis.”

			“Dr. Louis is my boss’s boss,” the doctor said. He looked like he wanted to wring his hands, but he couldn’t because he was holding an iPad.

			“Who do you work for? Where am I being held captive? Why?”

			

			“My superiors are very intrigued. Your blood work is completely normal. MRI scans of your brain show nothing unusual, but for an enlarged hippocampus and highly active cerebral cortex. Yet you are able to repair wounds at a cellular level more quickly than should be possible. You could be the key to curing all sorts of diseases that have plagued mankind. You might hold the key to longevity beyond our wildest dreams. The word ‘miracle’ is being bandied about.”

			“So rather than asking for my help, you’re going to hold me indefinitely while you poke and prod. That sound about right?”

			“Indeed, you are too valuable to science. Again, this is what my superiors say. You can’t just leave. We need to understand you.”

			“What if I told you there is a war going on, one you will never understand? That there is a storm coming which will make all wars in human history seem tame? And that I seem to have a role to play.”

			“I’d tell you that you suffered from a form of schizophrenia,” said the doctor, “although we have not found markers for that. Tell me, do you truly believe what you just said?” He cocked his head to the side and
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