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Prologue

Journal Of Eddie Stern

September 12th, 2010
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Today was supposed to be the start of something special.  I was even looking forward to it.  I was... mistaken.  Furthermore, I should never have let Zane Brooks talk me into such nonsense.  But, unfortunately, here I remained.  On a dimly lit street in New Orleans, facing an above ground graveyard in the dead of night.  Or should I say, here we all were.

Ten feet ahead of me rose a woman in an emerald dress with a brilliant crown placed atop her bright locks. Queen Eviane, ruler of Aria and the former Lady of the Lake.  A black cloak was fastened around her attire and as she walked gracefully towards me, it was almost as if she was gliding above the hot pavement.

“Your majesty,” I bowed.  “Punctual as always, I see.”

“Do I detect the hint of resentment, Edward?” she smiled curtly.

“Not at all,” I sighed.  “I’m afraid you’re being just a tiny bit paranoid, Queen Eviane.  After all, we’ve known each other for what?  Twenty years?”

“Thirty, actually,” said Eviane.  “I suppose I can be too fixated on my own defense.  It is difficult being an immortal.”

“Well, coming from a mortal and your oldest friend,” I grinned.  “You’ll never have to worry where my loyalties remain.  And I think it’s time you call me ‘Eddie’.”

“Aye,” she let out a giggle.  “But old habits die hard.”  Eviane walked over to me and kissed my cheek.

I smiled at her and said, “Keep that up, and you’re going to make this elderly man blush.”

“I would consider that the deepest honor,” said Eviane.

“I’d say!”

Brent Dickenson strutted up the sidewalk laughing, followed closely by his wife Anise.  Brent and Anise were both short, muscular, clad in armor, dark-haired, and fellow agents of Legend.  Brent and I had known each other for years.  I was the one who trained him when he first enrolled at the Knight Academy.  Despite his size, Brent was one of the greatest skilled operatives at hand-to-hand combat.  Brent’s older brother, Bart, and his spouse had been members of Legend too.  But they had suffered a terrible fate, leaving behind Brent’s little nephew Barry.  Brent and Anise had taken Barry to the academy where Brent had been working his best to train the young lad to no avail.  Poor Barry just didn’t seem the psychical type.  Barry was also the reason that both Brent and Anise had agreed to this meeting.

“It’s hard as hell to get any type of complement out of this old drill Sargent.  Believe me, your highness, I’ve been trying for years.”  Brent chuckled.

“That’s because you never could earn it,” I chuckled too.  “Brent Dickenson.  You young son of a bitch!  You never call, you never write, unless we’re facing some sort of apocalypse.”

“What can I say,” Brent smiled.  “I have a flair for the dramatic.  Just ask Anise.”

“Be careful, you two,” Anise let out a nervous chuckle.  “We don’t want to jinx this.  Zane and Andrea wouldn’t have called us here if it wasn’t something serious.”

“I hate to mention it, but Anise is correct.”  Zane Brooks and his wife Andrea were standing in front of the cemetery gate that guarded the entrance.  Zane was dressed in a solid white business suit, his long black hair slicked back into an equally long ponytail.  Andrea was wearing a deep black and silver dress, with no noticeable signs of footwear, and was clutching an ancient spell book in her long and slender manicured hands.  Oh, this was not a great sign.

Zane was Legend’s chief sorcerer, and Andrea worked right underneath him.  Shit.  I should have worded that better, but you get the picture, all right?  Good.  Let’s just forget I ever wrote that.  The main thing is — Zane and Andrea wouldn’t have summoned all of us and brought this ancient relic of mysticism long past if the situation wasn’t dire.

Eviane eyed the spell book distastefully.  “Are those the writings of Perseus?”

Andrea smiled warmly and said, “Yes.  If all goes according to plan tonight, this spell book will be very useful.”

“Do you not see how dangerous that book is?” asked a horrified Eviane.  “The demigod Perseus wrote a spell with his very blood inside it!  One so powerful that it could summon the Olympians themselves!”

“I know,” said Andrea calmly.  “That’s the reason we’ve freed this relic from Legend’s archives.”

“What are you getting at?” asked Brent as all the color left his face.

“They’re going to do it,” I said in shock.

“They can’t be serious!” said Eviane.

“About what?” asked Anise.

Zane smiled.  “We’re going to summon an Olympian.  Just one in particular.  I believe his name is Hades.”

“Dear, God,” I gasped.  “Are you two insane?”

Andrea winced as though my words hit her over the head.  “Eddie, just hear us out.  It’s the only way.”

“To what?”  Eviane let out a mirthless laugh.  “End the Multiverse?  Andrea, you of all people should realize how barbaric and ruthless the Olympians were.  They were imprisoned for unspeakable crimes!  And I witnessed most of them, which I’ve described to you — to all of you — in every detail!  I only used a small portion of their powers, after most of them were entrapped, alongside the Ancient Ones to separate the realms!  And their power was so chaotic and uncontrollable that it even killed one of the Ancient Ones!”

“I know, Evi,” said Andrea pleadingly.  If anyone else in existence had dared to call Eviane by some sort of nickname except for Andrea... well, it wouldn’t end well.  Eviane and Andrea had always shared a special bond since the two met twenty years ago.  Andrea was only ten back then and couldn’t control her magic.  Her parents had turned her over to Legend, who brought her to me, and I knew that there was only one sorceress who could train her.  Eviane practically raised Andrea alongside her own daughter, Nara, even though only Andrea grew older.  But from what I had witnessed, both mother and daughter were both truly fond of Andrea, and the feeling was mutual.  “But we also all know about what the prophecy states.  Any of our descendants could ascend into godhood when they reach the destined age.  And they will bring about a new utopia across the Multiverse.  Though, in the process, one of our other offsprings will die to see this future arrive, right now, we don’t know which one it will be.  It could be Rick or Julie.  It could be Nara.  Likewise, it could be Jason.  Not only that, but it could even be Barry who dies.  So, why should we allow such a dangerous risk to chance?”

“But summoning an Olympian is not the way,” Eviane said in protest, though her voice sounded unsure.

“Actually,” said Zane, “it could be.”

“How?” asked Brent.  “How on earth could that be possible?”

“If we summon Hades and capture him,” said Zane, “Andrea can use her magic to steal every ounce of his strength.”

“But how would that help the children?” asked Anise.  “The power of Hades couldn’t change fate.”

“No,” I said as my mind put together the pieces of the puzzle.  “But it could do something else.  Before he and the other Olympians fell from grace, they used to be the highest ranking angels in heaven.  And Hades... Hades used to be the Angel of Death.”

“Indeed,” sighed Eviane.  “He had the power to grant death or reverse it.”

“That’s why we asked all of you to be here tonight,” said Andrea.  “I can use the spell in this book to split Hades’s strength between the six of us.  That way, not just a single person is tempted by such power.  It can only be used if we’re all in agreement.  Only when necessary.  This group.  All of us here have been friends, family, for years.  If we can’t trust family, then who is there left to rely on?  We’re asking you to trust in us, that we can save our loved ones and make the Multiverse a better place.  We can be the masters of death.  Us.  I know that I believe it’s possible.  Do you?”

There was a long pause as we all let these words sink in.

“Very well,” sighed Eviane.  “It may serve Hades well to forever lose his abilities.”

Brent and Anise shared a definite look.  Then Brent spoke: “This family has saved our lives more times than we can count.  If anyone can make the impossible possible, it’s us.”

All eyes turned to me.  Zane, for the first time tonight, looked anxious.  “The spell will only work if we’re all in agreement.  The future of us all relies on you, Eddie.  Yes or no?”

“A tad dramatic, Zane,” said Brent.  “It’s as much his decision as it is ours.  We don’t need to pressure him.”

“No,” I said.  “It’s alright.  I’ve made my choice.  I’ll do it.  But if any of us changes our minds, or we get in over our heads, we all stop.”

Zane smiled.  “Good.  Let’s go to work then.”

Andrea opened the gate, and we all marched up to the highest crypt.  In hindsight, we all should have run in the opposite direction.  Once we were all inside, Andrea and Eviane carved a Greek Omega symbol on the stone floor as Brent and I lit several candles infused with Greek perfume.  “I hate this stuff,” said Brent.  “It always makes my asthma act up.”

“Don’t worry,” Anise smiled.  “I brought your spare inhaler.” 

“Thank you, honey,” replied Brent taking a deep breath from the inhaler.

I laughed, shaking my head.  “Brent, never let her go.”

“I don’t plan to,” he leaned in and kissed his wife.

“You’d better not,” Anise chuckled.  “For better or worse, remember?”

“I don’t know,” laughed Brent.  “I might need another kiss to remind me.”

“Don’t push it,” said Anise.  “There will be plenty of time for that after we defeat the angel of death.”

“Okay, lovebirds,” said Zane.  “It’s time.  Eviane and Andrea are ready.”

Brent and Anise held each other’s hand and walked toward the Omega symbol.  Zane went to follow, but I stopped him.  “Zane... are you certain about this?  We could unleash hell on earth.”

“Eddie,” Zane smiled, “I’ve never been more certain of anything before in my life.  Everything will be fine.  Trust me.”

Eviane had just finished pouring a canister of salt in a circle around the Omega symbol.  Andrea stood in the circle, her bare feet touching the cursed rune.  She opened the spell book, almost five pages were written in oxidized blood.  It made my stomach feel uneasy.  The blood used to belong to the demigod called Perseus.  He was the son of the Olympian Zeus, back in the early days of the Multiverse he helped the forces of heaven imprison his father and the other Olympians.  So, only his blood could summon one Olympian from the prison in which they were kept.  There was supposedly another darker ritual that could be used to free all of them, but that would come at an unspeakable price.

Andrea chanted in ancient Greek as the blood lifted off the pages and formed a rather large body.  In seconds, the blood turned golden and transformed completely into the form of a tanned-skinned, handsome, amber-eyed man.  He radiated power and as he took a deep breath, all of the candles went out instantly.  We were in darkness, and Hades relished it.

“Oh, by the fires of Tartarus, it has been far too long since I have breathed in the air of the mortal realm.  So, who do I owe the pleasure of this little parole?”

Andrea gathered all of her courage as she spoke.  “We do, fallen one!  Eddie Stern, Brent and Anise Dickenson, Queen Eviane Roman, Zane Brooks — and I, Andrea Brooks!”

“You’ve never done this before,” said Hades, licking his lips, “have you?”

“Excuse me?” replied Andrea in disbelief.

“He is trying to deceive you, Andrea,” said Eviane.  “Do not fall for his tricks.”

“Oh, Eviane,” said Hades.  “How I missed you while I was trapped in Limbo.  We all did, you know.  Especially... your old lover.”

“What is he talking about?” asked Brent.

“It was... is unimportant,” said Eviane stiffly.

“Either way,” Hades smiled through the darkness.  He looked like a demon from hell.  “You should have taught your charge here how to properly conduct a summoning.  Just think what would have happened had she instead brought out your old Beast to play with.”

“You speak of matters you do not know,” Eviane glared at Hades.

“You would be surprised at the things I know,” sneered Hades.  “We can see everything that transpires here in the mortal realm from our prison.  But all you might not have such, ah, foresight.  So, I’ll make it easier for you, Andrea. It was not your friends who summoned me.  It was you and you alone.  So, it must be you who makes your demand.  Now, will you?  I realize you must be dying to.”

“Since we — I summoned you,” said Andrea, trying to regain her composure, “you are powerless to refuse my orders.  So, I command you to stand motionless and defenseless as I transfer your power over the dead to me and my family.”

“Alright, my dear,” smiled Hades.  “But just so you know, there will be a cost to pay.  A steep one at that.  Are you willing to pay the piper?”

“Wait?”  I asked, concerned.  “What kind of cost?”

“I would like to know that too,” added a worried Anise.

“It doesn’t matter,” said Andrea.  “I will pay whatever price it requires.”

“Okay,” sneered Hades.  “I know who wants to make a deal with the devil now.”

“You’re not the devil, Hades,” replied Andrea, “just an insane, laid-off worker from heaven.  Now, say goodbye to your powers!”

Andrea chanted the incantation needed to drain Hades of his abilities, as Eviane would call it.  Then... everything went to hell.  Instead of Hades' angelic powers being removed — a bolt of white mystical energy blasted Andrea away from Hades.  She landed on her side with a thud.  “ANDREA!” shouted Zane as he rushed to her.  Brent, Anise, and I unsheathed our swords as Eviane levitated in the air and her eyes glowed green like emerald flames.  A whirlwind engulfed the entire crypt and soon we were all pinned to the surrounding stone walls.

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?”  I yelled at Hades.

“Oh, this isn’t me,” Hades laughed.  “Don’t you know what happens when a mortal tries to steal an angel’s powers?  Even a fallen one?  What?  Nobody?  My powers were given to me by God, you fools, and only God can take all of them away.  If anyone else is stupid enough to try, it will unleash a heavenly wrath.  A soul shall perish.  In fact, I believe it will be one of yours.  But which one...?”

“TAKE MINE!” shouted Andrea.

“ANDREA — NO!” shouted Zane.

“TAKE MINE INSTEAD!” shouted Eviane.

“IF YOU TAKE ONE OF US, YOU’LL TAKE ALL OF US!”  I called out.

“Foolish mortals,” sneered Hades, “divine choices aren’t for fallen angels.  I couldn’t make this decision if I had to.  The heavenly wrath inside me, can’t be controlled.  I suppose you could say... it has a mind of its own.  It’s only a matter of time.”

Another bolt of heavenly energy erupted from Hades' body and blasted Anise.  “AAAHHHHH!”  Her screams pierced my very soul.  “Good God...”  I muttered.

“I presume that time is now,” sneered Hades.

“ANISE!” shouted Brent and with a strength unlike any other, he struggled through the whirlwind.  His genuine love for Anise empowering him beyond that of any other so-called mere mortal.  Something even I couldn’t accomplish by myself.  Brent fought his way into the circle and stabbed Hades with his sword, only to be struck down by another bolt of heavenly energy.

“BRENT!”  We all shouted to no avail.  For both Brent and Anise fell to the ground, mere inches from death.  Anise reached out to her husband in her last moments of life.  “Brent...”

He grasped her hand weakly.  “For better or worse...”

Those were the last words the Dickensons ever spoke.  The whirlwind subsided instantly after their deaths.  We all dropped to our knees, each of us feeling the greatest form of grief and guilt imaginable.

Hades laughed.  He pulled Brent’s sword out of his chest and threw it to the ground.  He turned to Andrea.  “You have no idea what you’ve done to your family, do you?”

“GO TO HELL!”  Andrea shouted back.

“Oh, I probably will eventually,” said Hades.  “But since it was me you summoned, it falls on me to warn you.  From this time forward, all you shall suffer a fate worse than death.  All of your worse traits shall be amplified tenfold and the emotional bonds that connect you all shall, from this period onward, be forever severed.  Which will lead to all of your deaths.  You know the saying after all, united you stand, divided you fall.”

He bent down and glared at Andrea.  “And you, you poor little woman, must endure your own punishment.  For you, actually received a taste of my power.  I can sense it.  Good luck with that and... thank you.”

Hades' body slowly started to disappear.  He was escaping into the mortal realm.  “WAIT!”  I shouted.  He stared at me in amusement.  “Tell us — there has to be some means to regain what we’ve lost!  Some alternative to — to make amends?”

“There is one way,” said Hades.  “You must find the Trinity and use a piece, Excalibur, to cleave yourself from heaven’s wrath.  Only then will you make things right with the lord.”

“How do we know that you’re telling the truth?” snapped Eviane.  “Why should we trust you?”

“You shouldn’t,” said Hades.  “After all, I’m just an insane, laid-off worker from heaven.  Do with that what you will.”  Hades then vanished without a trace.  He was gone and with him... our family.  Our hope.  And our love.  From that day forward, I vowed to find the Trinity and use Excalibur to restore what we lost.  No matter what the cost.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

Kirk’s Journal

The Future, It’s A Hell Of A Place


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


“Get up!”

A hard kick to my rib cage told me that my captors were getting inpatient.  I stood up from inside my cobweb filled cell and glared at them.  “Sorry, I didn't quite catch that.  Maybe you should try working on your speech patterns a little more... and perhaps take a shower while you’re at it.”

One of the three guards standing before me cracked his whip, slashing my face.  Blood poured from my cheek, the whip had reopened another wound, right underneath my right eye.  “Pissed off, are we?”  I laughed mirthlessly at their attempt to torture me.  “I hate to tell you, but I’ve been tortured before, perhaps even by the best these past few months, yet you guys just can’t get it done right.  How about you try something different with a little more flare?”

“You think that you’re so smart,” snarled one of the guards.  “But you’re nothing, Kirk Louis.  Your connection to Dir has been erased!  Your powers are gone!  The Multiverse has been erased!  There is no one coming to save you.  The world — this future you tried so hard to keep from happening — belongs to King Lancelot and Queen Guinevere!  And today we shall execute you on their orders!”

I lunged at the guard, but was forcibly pushed backwards by the iron shackles that kept me chained to this damned cell.  “Don’t — ever — call Lancelot ‘King’ around me again!  You might be his little whipped servant, but I will never bow to a demon!  When I get free from this chamber and these shackles — I will kill you, Blasky!”

Blasky slashed me with his whip again and grinned with deep maliciousness.  “Look, you’re finally standing up.  Now, was that so hard?”

Blasky and his other companions disconnected my shackles from the chamber and attached them to an iron cart outside in a nearby corridor.  They threw me inside it, made sure the shackles were bound to my wrists and ankles before two of them pulled the cart.  Blasky walked smugly behind me, whistling the death march happily between chuckles.  Along the corridor, I could see glimpses of other prisoners being tortured by deep cutting blades and hot pokers, their shrieks of pain even sending chills down the back of my neck.  Still, I couldn’t help thinking to myself: Blasky, one of my old students, is going to bring me to my own execution.  What an annoying way to die.

Then, inches away from the tall black gates concealing the exit, the two guards pulling the cart collapsed to the floor.

“What the—?”

Blasky ran over to them and checked their pulses.  “Dead?  They’re dead!  How...”  He then turned to me, his sword unsheathed.  “You!  You did this!”

“No, you ignorant lump of shit,” I replied about raising my shackles only to see that they had vanished!  My wrists and ankles were both free suddenly.  A wicked and vindictive smile formed on my lips, “Up to this point I’ve been a little tied up, but don’t worry, I have my suspicions.”  I jumped out of the iron cart.  When I landed on my feet, I nearly collapsed myself.  The world was spinning.  I was weak.  They had been starving me in that cell since the moment I returned to this timeline.  I hadn’t even seen sunlight or moonlight in months.

“You may be free, Kirk,” snarled Blasky.  “But that doesn’t mean I can’t still kill you myself!”

Blasky went to stab me with his blade, only for a gust of wind to blast open the black gates behind him, throwing my old student down to his knees as his sword landed near my feet.  I slowly bent down and picked it up.  It felt good to hold a weapon again.  Blasky tried to get up and reclaim what was once his as a bolt of magic blasted him into the nearest wall.

The sorceress who summoned such powerful spells walked through the gates in an updated MysTech suit.  Adulthood suited her well, just as I remembered from my previous life in this timeline, for Julie Brooks stood before me.  Her long, silver hair tied up in a messy ponytail and one of her eyes now permanently turned silver while the other remained its usual green.

“Thank goodness,” she sighed in relief.  “I finally found you, Jason!”

“Actually,” I replied, “I go by Kirk now.”

Her expression changed to a deep form of sorrow as she said, “Then, I’m too late.  It’s already happened.  Jason’s gone and you’ve returned.  Just like we thought...”

I felt as if I was still being tortured by the scorn in her voice.  When I had originally left this timeline, Julie and I had been in love.  I had always hoped that somehow, no matter which things I changed in the main timeline, that our devotion would still exist.  But now, I had failed in my mission to stop Lancelot, returned to whence I came, and still, I might have lost one of the truest loves I had ever known.  “What do you mean?”  I finally said.

“Kirk,” replied Julie as a tear ran down her face.  “You didn’t return to your future, your timeline.  I’m not your Julie and I never was.  You’re still in the original timeline.  The same one where I was your teaching assistant, where Osiris possessed Barry, where you brought Kevin Tyson back from hell, where Lancelot stabbed you with the Spear of Destiny!  You never woke up from the coma that battle put you in!  Dragon’s fire consumed your original body!  The body you’re in right now belongs to Jason, my Jason!”

“Then everything Blasky said about the Multiverse...”

“It’s gone,” said Julie.  “It’s been gone for twelve years!”

“It... can’t be...”

“It is,” said Julie.  “But we don’t have time for this.  My spell only killed the guards in and around this perimeter, well, except for Blasky, I wanted to slay him myself!  The traitor!  Lancelot will send reinforcements any minute, so we have to save the other prisoners and get out of here!  Now!”

“I’m sorry...”  I said.  “But I can’t let you be the one to kill Blasky.  You see... I have a promise to keep.”

I walked over to Blasky, his blade still clenched in my hand.  He stared at me with a mix of fear and revulsion.  I know that I once swore years ago that I would never willingly take another life.  I even remember Mary Markson praising me about the honor I once had.  But I was a different man then, it was a different world.  I raised the sword and plunged it into Blasky’s heart and as his blood flooded the floor, I turned to Julie.  “I’ll say this much.  If this is the only future now, it’s a hell of a place.  Or maybe just hell.”
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Jason’s Journal

Life After Nara
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“Why does everything you touch have to blow up?”  I glared at Barry.

“Well, not everything does!” he protested in frustration.

“Really?”  I rolled my eyes.  “What about that temple of Athena in Rome?”

“That could have happened to anyone!”  Barry replied.  “I couldn’t help that negative particles interacted with positive and supernatural matter within my gauntlets.”

“Uh-huh,” I replied skeptically.  “What about that fifth of the Great Wall of China?”

“Hey!”  Barry responded, slightly panting.  “I shot down two of Lancelot’s aircrafts that night!  It wasn’t my fault they crashed right into the damned wall!”

“Yeah, nothing ever is,” I muttered.

“We’re really going to talk about that now?”  Barry said in disbelief.  “Can’t we do this after we’re out of mortal peril?”

“When are we not in mortal peril, you jackass!”

“I know you are, but what am I?”

“What are you?  Twelve?”

“Whatever,” snapped Barry.  “Why don’t we just call in Julie already?  I think this is a super-witch moment if we ever had one!”

“She isn’t our janitor!”  I yelled back.  “I will not call her every time we screw up!”

“This time it wasn’t my fault!”  Barry retorted.

“NOTHING EVER IS, YOU SON OF A BITCH!  WATCH OUT!”

I shoved Barry away from a black-colored fireball.  We were on the outskirts of Seashell Cove, California.  A small beach town, layered with large and ravenous looking caves, nestled near sandy-white beaches and a rundown lighthouse.  Barry and I had volunteered to cruise the waters around this oddly quiet piece of Americana to find and destroy the Draughkine that had been stalking Seashell Cove for the past three days.  They sent Barry and me out on a Legend approved battleship.  Barry automated and programmed everything on it.

We had found the Draughkine entering one of the caverns, Barry wanted to fire on them as soon as we discovered the demons.  But I cautioned him to stop.  “What if Nara’s body is in there?  I can’t take the chance of you destroying what’s left of her!”

“Oh, all right,” said Barry.  “But I’m going to send in a spy drone to see if it is... if that’s where...”  Barry tried to clear his throat, but all that came out was an anxious and depressed sigh, the rest of his words dying in despair.  I probably shouldn’t have been so hard on him.  After all, he was the one who had actually been in love with Nara... but it was his fault she had died too.  Just the thought made me feel a burning hatred for my former best friend.  If he hadn’t been so pathetic to be the vessel for Osiris, then that bastard would have never opened the portal to the Other World, Nara wouldn’t have had to kill herself to save us, Lancelot wouldn’t have escaped into our world (in the body of my Gramps) and taken Nara’s lifeless form with him.  Nara was like my little sister, and now she was just... gone.  We couldn’t even give her a proper burial.  So, together, the Mystic Brats and I vowed to destroy Lancelot, even if it means killing my grandfather as well.  

I haven’t had the courage to tell my mom that last part yet.  That would make a wonderful family dinner: Hey, Mom, me and my friends are going to murder Gramps to save the world!  Don’t worry, I’ll be home before midnight!  I could see her expression and hear her favorite curse words in my head.  Poor mom.  She had already been through so much hell.  First, she was cursed by her boyfriend into an endless sleep, then when she awakened (thanks to the Lunar Necklace) she discovered that she was pregnant for the old ass, and finally, when she actually gave birth my newfound baby brother was kidnapped by Zane Brooks.  One of Lancelot’s evil sorcerers and my girlfriend’s father.  Whoa.  That’s a lot of recapping in one journal entry.  Still with me?  Good.  Now, where were we...? Oh, yeah, Barry screwed up.

Right before he was going to launch the spy drone, Barry’s eyes became glassy and he started breathing a little funny.  I could tell he was having an anxiety attack.  He used to get them all the time back at the Knight Academy.  But before I could stop him, he blinked and pressed the wrong button.  One that launched our battleship’s quantum cannon at three of the Draughkine.  You can imagine what happened next.  Or maybe you can’t.  Because neither Barry nor I had ever witnessed a Draughkine sprout wings from their backs before.  And I had thought that I had seen just about everything, but again I was wrong.  I’ve been wrong sooo many times by now, that after this, someone should give me a plaque.

The Draughkine’s wings were black as night, wide as a couch, thin and leathery just like the pictures of dragons we used to study back at the academy.  All I could think was — Shit!  What else is going to happen?  It couldn’t be worse than this...

Damn!  I was naïve.  You want to know why?  I’ll be happy to write it down.  After all, this journal is the best and only kind of therapy, I can afford right now.  So, the Draughkine can now breathe fire and not just any fire — pitch black, scorching, melt-your-skin-off fire!  Another thing I had never seen before that I never thought was possible.  Seriously, where’s my plaque already?  At the rate I’m going it should be engraved with: 

JASON GARDNER, 

DUMB-ASS SINCE 2004 AND STILL GOING STRONG!  

Note to self: never let Kevin Tyson read that last part.  He’d never let me forget it.

The Draughkine dive-bombed at us as I unsheathed my sword.  I slashed one of its wings, severing it from the demon’s spine.  It crashed on our ship’s deck.  Barry pounded his wrists together as the two silver bracelets he wore on each of them transformed into MsyTech Gauntlets.  These new weapons could enhance Barry’s strength and fire quantum blasts anytime he chose to do so.  Which he did... after taking time to complain... again.

“Just so you know, Jay, I’m not an idiot.”  Barry said as he blasted the fallen Draughkine into the water.

“Could — have — fooled me!”  I replied as I threw my blade at one of the still airborne Draughkine.  Luckily, it hit right on target and the Draughkine exploded into dust.  My sword landed with a thud on the ship’s highest deck.

Barry rolled his eyes.  “Yeah.  Uh-huh.  I’m the idiot.”

I ignored him the best I could and looked up at the last three remaining Draughkine flying above us.  Likewise, I glanced at Barry, somewhat reluctantly, and said: “I need you to blast me.”

“Are you nuts?”  Barry’s jaw dropped.

“Probably,” I replied.  “But that’s a problem for another day.  I need you to blast me to the highest deck, so I can get my sword.  Then cover me until I strike.  Got it?”

“Come on, Jay,” Barry sounded almost like he was pleading with me.  “It’s not like I wouldn’t love to knock some sense into you, but we’re on a battleship full of weapons.  Can’t you just fight with something else?”

“Barry... it’s the sword Nara enchanted for me,” I responded.  “It’s the last thing I have to remember her by.  I can’t let those demons destroy it.”

“...Oh, alright,” said Barry.  “Don’t blame me if you land in the ocean or die.”  

“Just — just don’t let me down,” I added, straining to get the words out.  Barry looked like he wanted to cry, but he merely nodded. Then he blasted me.

My plan worked, and I landed on the top deck, grabbing my sword just in time to run it through the heart of an incoming Draughkine.  Before it exploded, I could have sworn I saw a bit of the human soul that used to live in this mutated body return.  No.  They’re not human.  They’re not.  These people died a long time ago.  Just like Lancelot.

Barry blasted another Draughkine, destroying it.  The last remaining demon had flown back towards the cavern.  But he was still flying low and close.  I knew what I had to do.  So, I ran after it.

“JASON — WHAT ARE YOU DOING?”  Barry yelled after me.

“Catching a ride,” I muttered as I leaped off the top deck and landed on the back of the Draughkine.  It bucked and tried to throw me off, but I dug my sword into its rear and sent us crashing into the dark cavern below.

I heard the Draughkine explode beneath me as I continued to fall further through the shadows, eventually busting my face on wet rock.

“Damn’t!”  I spit a mouth full of blood out as I cursed.  I struggled to my feet.  Not only that, but I could feel more blood trickling down from my nose.  I wiped it on the sleeve of my t-shirt and tried to make my eyes adjust to the darkness surrounding me.  To my left I heard a sound, an older, southern, gravelly voice.  The voice of my grandfather, Eddie Stern.  The same voice that was now under the control of the once great Knight of the Roundtable, Sir Lancelot, the Beast.  I stumbled through my darkness-induced blindness, feeling my way through by running my hand over the rocks, until I saw a glimmer of torchlight ahead.

Several torches lined the walls before me, illuminating a cobblestone path where the wet rock finally ended.  It was nice to walk on a steadier and stable ground as I wasn’t feeling my best at the moment.  I probably should have sent out a distress signal for Barry to call Julie.  But I didn’t.  This might have been my ego talking, but this felt personal.  Almost too personal.  Like this was my fight and my fight alone.  It had to be me who killed Lancelot.  I owed it to Nara, my mother, and my grandfather.

As I got closer, I saw Lancelot, still wearing my grandfather’s body, flanked by two Draughkine who were holding an older looking teenage boy with dark hair and green eyes, and Zane Brooks.  Zane was decked out in his solid white Purifier robes and in his arms... was Nara’s dead body.  In front of them was a stone altar.  Zane laid the body on the altar as Lancelot picked up an old, torn up book bound by chains from the floor.

“NO!” shouted the teenager.  “You have no idea what hell you’re about to unleash!”

Lancelot glared at the boy.  “My dear lad, I have been through hell repeatedly and what I’m about to revive isn’t that by a long shot.  It’s love.”

Lancelot waved his hand and the Spear of Destiny appeared in his grip.  He then used it to destroy the chains around the book.  The book flew up into the air, its pages flying as if it was being controlled by a small tornado.  Then it glowed as a golden light fired at Lancelot.  He lazily deflected the blast with his spear, which he used to hit the book.  He slammed the tome down to the altar, laying it below Nara’s feet.  He then stabbed the book with the spear as both, the altar, and Nara’s body glowed silver.  Zane Brooks smiled and chanted an incantation in a language I had never heard before.

This whole sight made my heart twist in knots.  It was sickening.  I knew that Lancelot had stolen Nara’s body for a reason, but I never thought that it would be used as part of some dark magic ritual, like some sort of sacrifice.  I had to act — NOW!

I charged at the two Draughkine and killed them instantly.  The youth dropped to his knees, and I slashed him free of his chains.  He looked at me in disbelief.  “Who the hell are you?”

“The Calvary,” I shrugged.

“No, really,” he responded.

“Just call me Jason.”

“I’m Kane,” replied the teenager.  “Kane Grimm.  And if you can fight better than you look, we need to stop this ritual and get that book back before it’s too late!”

“Well, you don’t have to tell me twice,” I said as I charged at Zane Brooks.  But I was blasted backwards.  “Damn’t!  Those bastards put some kind of barrier spell around them!  I can’t get through!”

“Don’t worry,” said Kane.  “I can break any spell.”

“What?”  I asked.  “Are you a sorcerer?”

Kane grinned.  “Something like that.”

But it was too late.  Lancelot removed the spear from the book which fell to the ground, as Nara’s body convulsed.  I stared at Lancelot in horror.  “What did you do?”

He smirked at me and said: “I filled a vacancy.”

Nara’s eyes flew open, and she leaped off the altar towards us and looked throughout the cavern.  “Where am I?”  She scowled at Zane and Lancelot.  “Who are you?”  Then her eyes fell on me.  “Arthur?  Is it you?  Is it really you?”

I had no idea what she meant or who she thought I was.  But one thing was for sure: whoever was now in this body wasn’t Nara.

Lancelot glared at me with such hatred, you would have thought I was the bad guy here.  Then his face turned to the girl, whoever she was, and he looked at her with such longing and was that... love?  But it couldn’t be, she couldn’t be...

“Gwen, my beloved, I know you are confused but pay no attention to thy past mistakes.  For our future is prosperous to behold.  One of passion... and godhood.”

The girl stared at the former Beast and said in a shocked voice of surprise — “Lancelot?  What have you done?”

Lancelot smiled softly as he spoke: “I will explain it in due time.”  Then he turned his focus on Kane and me.  “Farewell, Jason Gardner.  ‘One, two, three, do I have a story for thee.’”

He blasted the book with his spear and the pages glowed once more as wind sucked me and Kane inside the book.  I mean literally inside its pages.  There was nothing I could do to stop my flesh and blood from turning into ink and paper.

The girl gasped and yelled in horror.  “NO!  NOT ARTHUR!  NOT AGAIN!”  And she leaped to grab me as the three of us were completely sucked inside its pages, much to Lancelot’s utmost surprise and apprehension.
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Chapter Three

Jason’s Journal

A Grimm Camelot
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The first thing I noticed was that the world seemed different.  I had been transported to various realities in the past two-and-a-half years, and yet none had felt quite as unusual as this one.  I was standing on a green grassy hilltop, a place tall enough where you could see miles of this strange world.  A world furnished with giant castles, skies laden with towering mountains and soaring dragons.  Luscious valleys loaded with fluttering fairies surrounded me.  As I took these breathtakingly beautiful sights in, it finally hit me.  This was the realm of ages long past.  This was the world as Lancelot knew it.  This was the kingdom of Camelot in its prime.  I looked around and saw Kane Grimm dusting himself off beside me, and the girl called Gwen struggling to stand up.

“We’re in Camelot, aren’t we?”  I asked Kane.

“Not exactly,” he sighed.

“What do you mean?” asked Gwen.  “It looks as I recall.  This is Camelot.”

“Actually,” replied Kane, “it’s not.  You might think it is.  You might even wish it is, but it’s not.  Everything you see here, this entire world, is an illusion.  A complete work of fiction.”

“We’re trapped in that book,” I said.  “This — this is the world inside the text?”

“Sort of,” said Kane.  “We’re trapped in one of thousands of stories inside the book.  One that Lancelot probably chose as a form of punishment for us.  I’m guessing you in particular, Jason, judging by how he acted around you.”

“Wow,” I let out a hollow laugh.  “Don’t I feel special.  How is this even possible, Kane?  Who are you really?”

“I told you,” said Kane.  “I’m a Grimm, as in the Brothers Grimm.”

“You mean those weirdos who wrote all of the original fairy tales?”  I asked.

“Those ‘weirdos’ were my ancestors,” said an irritated Kane.  “Their names were Warwick and Silas.  They possessed powerful magic and saved all of Germany from demonic influence for decades.  They used their magic to trap every evil supernatural creature inside an enchanted book that was created from a piece of the Spear of Destiny.  Ever since, my ancestors have kept the book to make sure that none of these demons could ever escape.  Didn’t you ever wonder why Lancelot couldn’t use the spear to change reality?  That portion of its powers were given to this book.  Along with... other properties.”

“That’s... something new.”  I sighed.  Again.  I really need to get that stupid plaque.  At this rate, I had already earned it twice over.  Good lord, I’m really starting to hate magic.

I turned to Gwen and saw that she was on the verge of tears.  “No... it can’t be...”  She stumbled over to me and threw her arms around my neck.  God, she reminded me of Nara so freaking much.  “Arthur, tell me that this isn’t true.  Tell me that elder wasn’t Lancelot, and that I didn’t... that I wasn’t...”

“You keep calling me Arthur,” I said as I looked deep into her crystal blue eyes.  “You — you don’t actually think that I’m Arthur Pendragon, like the King Arthur, do you?”

“You... you’re not my husband?” she replied as tears poured down her face.  “But you look so much like him.  How — how can you not be?”

“Your... husband?”  I repeated in astonishment.  “But that would make you... you’re her.  You’re Guinevere, the Queen of Camelot!”

“You’re really not him,” Gwen cried.  “That means I really did... die.  Camelot fell, and that truly was Lancelot.”

She let go of me and sunk to her knees and pounded the ground with her fists in a sorrow filled rage.  Kane gulped nervously.

“Oh, shit this isn’t good,” he said.  “If she really is Queen Guinevere, then the only way that Lancelot could have resurrected her was to use two pieces of the Trinity to activate the body that Guinevere’s soul had been reincarnated in.  Which means that bastard wasn’t joking earlier.”

“What are you talking about?”  I asked Kane.  “How do you know about the Trinity and what was Lancelot talking about?”

“Come over here with me,” Kane motioned.  “We need to talk... in private.”

Kane brought me a little ways down the hill away from Gwen.  I assured her we would be right back, but I wasn’t certain she cared or even heard me.  When he was sure that Gwen couldn’t hear us, Kane talked.  “My family has worked closely with Legend for hundreds of years.  We may not get along with Legend too well, but there is a mutual respect, and that includes sharing vital information.  So, yes, I know all about the Spear of Destiny, the Lunar Necklace, and Excalibur also known as the Trinity.  I also know that you’re one of their agents, and judging by the fact that you survived a spell cast by the spear, you have probably been blessed by one of the Trinity.  Which I’m guessing was the Lunar Necklace.  And from what Legend has told me about four of their agents destroying that relic and possibly inheriting fragments of its powers... Well, let’s just say I knew who both of you were the moment I saw her body lying on the altar.”  He gestured at the still crying Gwen.

“Ooookay,” I replied.  “I really need to discuss with the Council about leaving out important details.  But that still doesn’t explain how you recognized Nara’s body.”

“Forget about that for now,” said Kane.  

“How about I don’t, and you tell me the truth,” I replied bitterly.  “I need to know if I can trust you.  So, what are you not telling me?”

Kane glared at me and then shook his head in what seemed a lot like disgust.  “You want to me to say it?  Alright, I will!  That body crying up there didn’t always belong to Guinevere or Nara Roman, did it?  No.  It used to belong to an old friend of mine.  A girl I lived next door to until I was twelve.  Her name and you should know this since I can see her spirit’s aura all over you, was Julie Brooks.”

I blinked repeatedly, trying to let this sink in.  “You knew Julie?  Did — did you two — were y’all ever —?”

Kane’s eyes widened in shock and then let out a chuckle.  “Us?  No.  God, no!  Our families had known each other for years.  They’re one of the reasons we’re still on good terms with Legend.  She’s like my sister... or was I guess you would say.  Just the thought of us, actually...”  Kane shivered.  “But, listen, we have a whole new set of problems to deal with.  Since that body up there, despite who used to be controlling it, was bound to the Lunar Necklace, it still contains fragments of that relic's powers.”

“But Julie, Barry, and I were bound to it as well, and none of us have ever shown any sign of having holy powers,” I said.

“You don’t listen much, do you?”  Kane rolled his eyes.  “Didn’t I just tell you that you wouldn’t have survived a spell cast by the Spear of Destiny if you didn’t possess an ounce of power from the Trinity?  Whether or not you know how to use it — you all have powers from that necklace.  Plus, the only way for Guinevere to have been able to be resurrected would have been if two pieces of the Trinity, plus an anchoring mystical item, like the book, poured their energies into the reincarnated body of Guinevere.  Which has possibly given this revived queen the capabilities of a goddess.  All she has to do is learn how to manage her newfound powers...”

“You’re saying that she’s a ticking time bomb?”  I asked.

“Yes,” Kane said darkly, “or, possibly, at least.  And if so, she’ll be one that when detonated could destroy the entire Multiverse.  But I know how you can prevent that, if you can trust me.”

“Like I have any other options,” I sighed.  “What do we need to do?”

“First you have to admit that your friend is long gone,” said Kane.  “And all that remains is one of the worst rulers in history.  Someone who is horribly unhinged and damaged, understand?”

“Kane, she’s just in a girl in mourning,” I replied.  “She’s in pain.”

“What does she have to mourn?” said Kane.

“I don’t know,” I responded, “her old life, maybe?  Her friends and family?  Her home?”

“I don’t think you’re seeing her for whom she truly is,” said Kane.  “She is not your friend.  She is not innocent.  She is dangerous.”

“How do you know,” I asked.  “Why can’t you just give her the benefit of
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