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Bebbanburg, Kingdom of Northumbria

(Now Bamburgh Castle, Northumberland, England, U.K.)

640 A.D.

Smoke billowed from the palisades, and the burning flesh and embers could be smelled for miles. Sentries could see King Oswald’s banner, and archers would soon be on the ramparts, with arrows knocked. It would be a heartbeat before they were thick in the air, and Lord Harkenwald had a plan for when the small army advanced.

Father Aldwyn and other monks were on their knees with wooden crosses, praying for God to help them prevail over whatever happened when they invaded the fortress. Oswald was in the front of the ranks astride a great bay stallion. A long ash spear was in his hand, and his iron shield was longer than the others, bearing the Cross, which was also emblazoned on his breastplate. A long sword was in his belt, and his chainmail glistened in the sunlight, and his helm was adorned with his gold crown.

Childe Wynd galloped alongside the king on a black stallion, and Childe Araden was behind him on a grey horse. The two Briton warriors were closest friends since childhood, and grew up in Bebbanburg. There was no way to know how long it would take them to enter the fortress, but they built weapons and tools to help. The only trouble was moving them without inflicting much damage on the palisades.

The caves under the fortress would make it easier to enter, but the boats could have been seen from the ramparts, and there was no time to climb rocks.

King Cadwallon and his army of pagans claimed the throne of Northumberland seven years ago, and killed King Edwin of Deira in the Battle of Hatfield Chase. A year later he killed Oswald’s brother, King Eanfrith of Bernicia. It the last seven years he instigated raids on villagers homes, raping and murdering anyone who opposed him.

After meeting Father Aldwyn, Oswald and the Britons who followed him converted to Christianity and was baptized, seeing it would give him strength to take back his kingdom. Most of the warriors who joined him were Scots and Picts from Alba, but there was still not enough to reclaim his throne, but many were also willing to convert like Oswald’s warriors. The king stated he would protect them by life or death, if he had their swords.

Several archers from Ireland were Elves, who called themselves Tuatha De Dannen, who were said to be the first people to live on their island. Oswald did not care about how long they lived in Ireland or where they originally came from. The important thing now was their strength, and keen skills with bows.

It was the same with Dwarves they recruited. They were not friends with Elves, having had war with them in the past, but they suffered Cadwallon’s and Harkenwald’s oppression, and they put their bigotry aside It was likely their prejudice would reemerge after the battle, but the way the Dwarves had wings that could be removed was useful. Wynd had hope with them fighting together, there would be peace with them, and they would see the effects of working to accomplish what they had in common.

Wynd and Araden had been at sea searching for places where raiders horded their loot. It would be used as rewards for those that assisted them in their assault. What they found was enough for the Picts and Scots to promise to never invade Northumbria while any of them lived.

Reinforcements were coming by way of the sea, consisting of warriors Wynd and Araden recruited on their travels. They would sail through the cave under the fortress and invade, and see if Lady Margaret, their sister, was still in the dungeon. Despite being married to the dark priestess Aelstan, Harkenwald succumbed to her beauty, and held her in the dungeon, only for pleasure. What he planned when he did not get any more pleasure from Margaret was beyond their knowing.

There was no way to know if Harkenwald was still holding Margaret prisoner. A scout they sent to check around the fortress could not see her. Aldwyn believed he sacrificed her to a dragon, or any other spawn of Satan, but they others were not so sure. Araden believed Aelstan turned Margaret into the dragon, but there was no proof. Peasants claimed to see one fly around Bebbanburg and that it burned the nearby village of Easington and hid in the caves near Spindleston Heugh. If it was there, Wynd oversaw his men build a weapon perfect for killing one, as well as a liquid in plants from the lands he and his brother explored that could be used to weaken its mind.

If there was a dragon, Wynd designed weapons that could reduce the dragon’s threat, and maybe even kill it. The beast would fly through the air, raining fire as he went. The trap was hidden in a line of trees at the end of the field, and they would soon see if it worked. It may not kill a dragon, but it could be used in their raid on the fortress, especially if the dragon was only a rumor.

Wind was getting strong and though there was no sign of the dragon, horsemen were advancing to them. Arrows were not in the air yet and chieftains were on the palisade talking. They could not tell if any of them were Harkenwald, because it was too far to see his distinct helm, topped with a human skull. If he was there, they would see him in the courtyard.

“We should deter them, lord king,” Wynd said. “It’s the only we way can storm the fortress.”

The king nodded, raised his large spear, and shouted, “Shield-wall!”

Anyone on horseback dismounted and sent their steed into the trees, to be safe until they advanced to the fortress. Shields were aligned and spears were ready for shaking. There was no dragon in the sky, and if Harkenwald had one it would be soon. At the moment, they were focused on the wave of warriors ebbing to them, some were on horseback, and a few looked like wild men from further north or the wild lands past Jerusalem and the Holy Lands. Aldwyn said they looked demonic, and would be savage in battle, and made the sign of the cross.

Their blades clashed the instant they met, and there was no time for sensible thinking. The shield-wall held until the wind was in stronger gusts. A shadow came over the line of warriors, and when Oswald’s men looked up, they gasped, and Aldwyn made the sign of the cross.

A creature with red and gold scales thicker than their shields, glistening in sunlight, was in the air. Its neck was thirty feet long, leading to a five foot head, with rows of serrated three foot teeth. Its hands gave way to claws like their spear heads, and its thirty foot tail was snapped like thunder.

Arrows broke when they hit the dragon’s scales, and fire was blowing down, starting to consume warriors.

Dwarves flew at the beast, hacking at it with their axes, only to meet its claws and flames.

The shield wall would not last, and Oswald shouted for everyone to dart to the trees. The dragon was only breathing fire on Oswald’s warriors, and the ones the flames touched were screaming in agony. There was no time to rest when they were in the woods.

Leaves and branches hid the weapons from the dragon’s view, and Wynd concluded they had to see if they would work. What was more important was if he built enough to take the beast down. One was a large bow on wheels, with an arrow the size of a spear set to it, made entirely of iron. If it did not hit the dragon’s breast or neck and kill it, it could injure its wings, making it unable to fly.

The other two weapons had nets that would launch baskets loaded with the liquid from the plants he and Araden gathered on their travels. If it was anywhere near the dragon, it would somehow enter its mind, and make it stop breathing fire. They would then only have to avoid its teeth and claws, before they finished it.

A stream of flame poured onto the woods behind them, because the dragon could not see them. It then flew to the sea where the ships were ebbing into the cave, and sprayed more fire. Warriors dove off of the ships, often already with flames engulfing them. Arrows were shot, and shattered on the dragon scales, and if they could they got in boats to paddle to the shore or swam. Any Dwarves still flying carried them to the shore.

Wynd shouted to shoot the great bow. Araden ordered his men to launch the baskets, and they hit the same time the iron arrow pierced the dragon’s wing. The ground pulsated when it fell in the field, and enemy warriors darted to protect it. It looked like it was going to breath fire again, but nothing happened. Though it clawed the first wave of warriors that ebbed at it, more came with axes grinding and swords and spears thrusting.

Wynd shouted with ecstasy seeing his weapons injured the creature, and set another iron arrow to the great bow. The iron arrow flew faster than anybody could run and hit the dragon’s skull like a nail through wood, and the dragon was down, not moving.

Aldwyn shouted with ecstasy, blessing God for their victory.

Oswald shouted for the warriors to mount and charge at the fortress. “Brothers of Northumbria, with me, forth!”

Wynd shouted for his men to move the great bow, so they could use it to storm the courtyard, and they complied. The only ship that was not blazing, surged into the cave. It was uncertain how many swordsmen were aboard, but when they would know if the enemies stopped shooting arrows.

The barbarians were still in the field leading to Bebbanburg. Some were retreating to the fortress, but ones forming another shield wall had to be annihilated. Spears were through several of the horses, but blades hacked enemies to the ground, slaughtering them like pigs.

Wynd’s spear was stuck in one of the barbarian’s thoraxes, and his sword slid from its scabbard, and slashed while he rode to the dragon’s body. He pulled the iron arrow from its skull when he was alongside it, and charged through a shield-wall the barbarians were forming. It stayed in one of their chieftains chests, after the wall broke.

Warriors were running out of boats that were beached, banging their swords against their shields, while they shouted. The ones the Dwarves carried were in the ranks shortly after they were on the beach. They were alongside the horsemen in a heartbeat, catching arrows on their shields. Elves were with them next and kept despite not being on horses they kept pace with them. Most of them were close to eight feet, if not taller, and there were no horses for them to mount, but they could ran just as fast.

Araden shouted for the bow to shoot again, and to hurl more baskets over the palisades, and the warriors responded. The arrows stopped raining on them when they were closer to the fortress. Dwarves flew atop the ramparts, tearing down enemy archers, and blades were heard clashing in the courtyard.

It was still too far to see if Harkenwald was on the ramparts, and they had to move.

“We have Bebbanburg,” Wynd shouted, waving his sword towards the fortress.

The gate was already open when the barbarians retreated into the fortress, but not because they would be safe. Dwarves that flew on the ramparts opened it, with the warriors in the courtyard holding back anyone that would impede them. It left the enemies bewildered, which was what they needed.

The last of the barbarians who retreated from the field made a last effort to form a shield wall, and failed when the horses trampled them. Oswald dismounted and ordered them to form their own wall, with Wynd on his right and Araden on his left. It was held with the aid of the Dwarves, and everyone kept watch for Harkenwald.

Enemy warriors ebbed like waves on the beach, and this was when Wynd noticed the skull on top of Harkenwald’s helm, and shouted for him to fight. The barbarian responded with shouts that could not be understood. The shield wall broke and Wynd caught Harkenwald’s blade on his shield, and they formed a ring around them.

A black cloak dashed into the dungeon, and Araden knew it was Aelstan. He instantly ran after her, slashing down warriors that hindered him. There was no telling what her idea was when she entered the dungeon, but it could not be good.

Nobody on either side interfered with Wynd’s fight against Harkenwald. The warriors could not hear anything except their weapons contacting, and remained to penetrate armor or tear through flesh. The sound of the other swords stopped when Harkenwald cut the straps off Wynd’s shield after he was knocked to the ground. Blood welled through his chain mail, but the pain was nothing to him. The flat of his sword saved him, and he was back on his feet, slashing his enemy across the back.

Harkenwald tried avoiding another sword blow with his shield, only for it also to be cut from his arm, and fell where he could not retrieve it. Blood pooled on his forearm, and he lunged at Wynd. His sword parried his blow, and both of their blades were stopped at every turn.

The skull on Harkenwald’s helm was shattered by the everyone else who stopped fighting. His warriors were either dead, or submitted. Harkenwald had his sword surging for Wynd’s thorax, and it again met the flat of his sword. Before Harkenwald could swing his sword again, Wynd’s weapon hit the side of his helm, shattering it as it dove through the skull to the edge of his brain.

Blades could still be heard clashing in the dungeon, and pushing Harkenwald’s body to the ground, Wynd darted for the dungeon. Warriors tried to impede him, and were quickly dispatched as the sound of iron clashing in the dungeon decreased. Oswald darted behind Wynd with several of his men, and they stopped enemies from hindering him.

Everything was silent when Margaret stepped out of the dungeon. She was still beautiful despite her ragged, disheveled blond hair, and stained gown. Enemy warriors were mystified by her sudden appearance, and the warriors following her Oswald and Wynd cheered with ecstasy.

“Please, quit your swords,” Margaret said. “The battle is won.”

Warriors who served Harkenwald and Aelstan, dropped their weapons in submission, while Oswald arranged for them to be led to the dungeon.

Araden had not emerged from the dungeon, and Wynd went inside to look for him. Bodies of warriors Araden killed were splayed on the floor and he passed several cells where skeletons were rotting, and he scoffed at the foul scent. The rats did not heed him and did not scurry. Many people were still being held, almost afraid to see him. Seeing that he still held his weapons, he sheathed his sword, slung his shield on his back, assuring the prisoners he would not hurt them, and they calmed.

At the edge of the dungeon, there was a room with a wooden door that was hacked open. Araden stood in the center of the still holding his sword. For a moment, it looked as if he painted his blade red, but when Wynd stepped closer it was blood from the point to the hilt.

There was no sign of Aelstan, to both of their bewilderment.

Wynd sidled behind his back, and notice shelves with bottles full of strange liquid he had never seen, and several animal skeletons, some cages for whatever Aelstan used in her black magic.

“Did you see where she had gone,” Wynd asked.

“No, she just ran into this room,” Araden touched the cross under his mail coat. “And prayed for strength to finish her, and vanished.”

There was a croaking sound, and a bullfrog hopped around their feet.

“That might be her,” Wynd said. Having fought a dragon, it would not befuddle him.

Araden said nothing, and took a cage from the shelves, picked up the frog and locked it inside. If it was Aelstan, she would be locked in that room for the rest of their lives.

A gust of wind filled the room, and they noticed a rock that had to be moved aside. Wynd removed his helm, stooped down, and saw that someone Aelstan’s size could crawl through. He could not see what it was for, anyone who crawled through there would just fall into the sea.

Araden patted his shoulder, “Wynd, we will see where this goes soon, we need rest and food.”

Wynd agreed, “We must talk with Oswald about this, and let those people free.”

“We will, Oswald will surely treat and give them new homes.”

Wynd stopped before they were out of the dungeon, “Araden, I have one thing to say.”

“What is that?”

“At the victory feast, I will ask for your sister’s hand.”

“You are the right man for it, my friend.”

The dining hall was crowded the instant beef, peasants, geese, deer, and roasted pigs being placed on tables. Minstrels instantly started singing songs about the battle yesterday, with some exaggeration that Lady Margaret was the dragon and turned back into a human after Wynd kissed her. It was also sung that Araden turned Aelstan into the bullfrog they found in the dungeon, which they accepted as signs of deference.

Margaret was happy about it, flattered that people were writing songs and poems about her rescue. Wynd and Araden said nothing, simply pleased Margaret was safe. She and Wynd were to be married tomorrow.

The people who were released from the dungeon rejoiced in the food and song.

Father Aldwyn prayed for their victory, and King Oswald told those in the dining hall they bowed to no one. It was the first day of winter, and Aldwyn talked with priests in the Holy Roman Church about what day to feast the Birth of Christ, and they considered making it shortly after the winter solstice, which was today, December 25. Pagans gave gifts on a special day in winter each year before they converted, and giving them a day to retain that tradition was an easy way for them to see the Glory of Christ. The reason Aldwyn proposed that day for the Mass of Christ was it was the day before the day St. Stephen was said to have been stoned to death.

After eating, Wynd and Araden talked with Oswald about the Aelstan entered. He was not interested in it, and allowed them to see where it was once they were rested.

The music stopped, and Oswald declared he would allow Bebbanburg to remain free, as gratitude for their help. He then asked for anyone willing to follow him when he led his warriors after Cadwallon, and most replied with cheers. He announced he would give them time to recover and regain their strength, and leave the fortress on January 1.

The music resumed, and Wynd and Araden talked again when the revelry ended.

“I will take care of this fortress,” Araden said. “Unless, you need warriors to go after Aelstan.”

“I am grateful, my friend, and if she is defeated, I would be pleased if Margaret and I may reside there.”

“It will be so, Wynd.”

Murfreesboro, Tennessee, U.S.A.

1994

Students were milling out of Northfield Elementary School and the sight of the Volkswagen Jetta made Thomas Devon spasm with tension. His father’s narrow profile and distinct receding hairline could be seen behind the wheel all the way from the door, and could see from his countenance how he would react when he sat in the passenger seat. Thomas would normally look around for Daneil Perkins and talk with his friend before one of his parents picked him up. He waved when Thomas called out to him, while he was getting in his mother’s car, and there was no time to talk.

Keith Devon was seldom in a good mood, and when he was, he turned any attempt at conversation into a lecture, and after what happened today, he would be unreasonable. After spending half a day in detention, he knew it was not going to be pleasant.

He took a deep breath, and entered the Jetta, placing his backpack at his feet.

“So, what happened,” Keith demanded, tartly, not moving out of the turnaround, because Thomas’s brother was not there.

“I don’t remember,” Thomas said, earnestly.

“Yes, you do, you did it.”

“All I remember was I spilled my food, and everything afterwards was blank until Ms. Taylor sent me to Ms. Norris, and they gave me detention for the rest of the day.”

“That’s not what I heard, Thomas, I heard you punched somebody.”

“I don’t remember doing that, I just remember some people in the cafeteria line made fun of me for dropping my food, and then this girl close to me started crying.”

“That’s because you punched her,” Keith pressed.

“I didn’t know I did it.”

“Bullshit, otherwise, you would not have done so. Hitting a boy is OK, but you never hit girls, no matter what.

Thomas looked away from his father, knowing what he was going to say. Seeing kids on their way home to have a fun weekend almost made tears well down his cheeks. It was going to be the same as it was all month, and he could not talk his way out of it.

Worst of all, there was only one more week before school closed for Christmas break, and he would not get to engage in anything festive. It did not matter because this year Christmas is something his parents did not seem excited for after his grandmother passed away last week. Every time Thomas tried to remind them to get in the spirit of the season, they misconstrued what he was talking about as greed, and only being interested in presents.

Jonathon Devon got into the backseat, placing his backpack beside him, and Keith pulled the Jetta out of the parking lot.

“Thomas, I heard you missed recess because you flunked a spelling test with Ms. Tyson,” he said.

“It’s cause that bitch hates me,” Thomas said, lightly, seeing he now had an additional problem.

Sibyl Tyson was the special resource teacher at Northfield, and was not trained to teach that sort of class. She knew little about her students disorders, particularly Asperger syndrome, which is what Thomas had, and when they did not finish their assignment when she expected it, she would belittle them about it. If they had problems that were effecting their performance, she would not allow them to talk to her about it, insisting they do their work.

Thomas had failed spelling tests since Halloween, and Tyson constantly reprimanded him for not having paper since last Christmas. It was not true, and he told Stephanie Devon he ran out because she did not buy enough when they shopped for school supplies at the end of summer break. His personal problems made it hard for him to concentrate, and Tyson gave him no advice on how to improve, and only scolded him.

“You don’t ever use that language,” Keith growled. “And you never talk that way about a teacher. I was going to ground you from the TV for a week, but now, I have to make it a month.”

Thomas scoffed, because his father did not know what he planned to do while he was in detention.

“I was going to tell you to get your ass to your room,” Keith said. “But it turns out I have an important conference call to make, and if I did that people over the phone would hear you kicking and screaming about how you hate me and how mean I am, so go outside and don’t come back in the house until dark.”

Keith did not react when Thomas scoffed, when he looked out the Jetta’s window. Because Keith worked from home, selling electronics, and often talked on the phone with associates, he would use that to sneak out of their neighborhood. Stephanie was still working at her bookstore, and Jonathon would be spending time with his friends as soon as they were home, so nobody would see him leave.

It was the first time all week, when Thomas was not mad about missing his favorite shows. His mother had been taking him to the bookstore each night he did not have karate class, which was Tuesdays and Thursdays. Monday a friend of hers who taught at Northfield went to his class and told him she would come to their house and give them a ride there, and Thomas was mortified. He implored Stephanie to let him stay home and watch TV, and she would not acquiesce. Wednesday, while he was getting ready to watch The Simpsons, his mother said they had to go there shortly, and she did not listen to reason. It would be fruitless now, and Thomas was quiet until they were at their house.

Keith inched the Jetta into the driveway at 511 King’s Ridge Drive, and Thomas was out the instant he parked. He ignored his father telling him to be out of the house by the time he was on the phone. He was surprised he said nothing about his demeanor, knowing he always shouted and hit walls when he was mad, and he clearly felt mutual.

Thomas dropped his backpack on his bed when he entered his room, and grabbed the gym bag he took to karate. He poured the uniform and pads on the floor, and loaded it with as much clothing as would fit. He then dumped school supplies out of his backpack, and put books and CD folders into it.

He started hearing insults when he loaded action figures in the pack. Most people he met in school thought were stupid, and made fun of him for being twelve years old and still played with them. It was hard for Thomas to explain, due to his disorder, that when he played with them, things made sense and felt more genuine than reality, and people got along better.

The only person he ever could play with them now was Jonathon and his, who always wanted it to take place in the American West during the late 1800s. Thomas preferred to use vehicles, aside from horses, and his brother would not compromise about it. It was mostly Jonathon’s friends who were needlessly cruel to the characters Thomas used, and did nothing to stop it, making their abuse feel real, and he would have to quit.

Sliding a G.I. Joe fighter jet, similar to an F-16 Falcon, into the backpack with the figure it came with reminded him of it. He got that plane, and the pilot figured it came with for Christmas last year, and he barely used it. He wondered if he could find somebody who would let him go crazy with it, but was uncertain. He nonetheless packed it, because of his attachment to it.

Having packed everything he could carry on his bike, Thomas headed to the garage. He listened to hear if his father was on the phone, and he was. He entered his Ketih’s and Stephanie’s bedroom, stepping lightly, making sure Jonathon would not see him.

His father always left his wallet on top of his dresser next to his cigarettes, and Thomas slid his debit card out, and pocketed it with his pack of Marlboro Reds. He never intended to take up smoking, but he heard kids in his class talk about how it made you cool because if you do not you are a pussy, and he was eager to be liked. His parents never saw him smoke, because he only did so at a tree house in the nearby neighborhood called Regen Wood.

Keith was still talking on the phone when Thomas made his way to the garage. His anger with his father increased for a moment, when he heard him laugh at one of his colleagues’ jokes, but without much humor. He let it pass and got his bike ready, placing the helmet over his Florida Marlins hat.

He checked again to see if Jonathon was in the yard, and he was not. This time of day, his brother was usually hanging out with his friends, and up until the last month, they always interrupted Thomas when he was watching The Simpsons. He told his father about how they were being a nuisance, and Keith said it was because he was a slacker who watched TV all the time, which was not true. The reason he was always so eager to watch TV was because of the way he was always bullied and berated by his teachers, it made him feel as though he needed a way to escape reality, and could not think of anything else to help collect his thoughts.

The wheels turned and Thomas was out of the driveway, the instant he turned on his music. The discman in his pocket was a gift from Jack Stamper before they left Smithville. Having learned to play guitar when they were in kindergarten, he put him in touch with teachers who could help him learn to play, but they moved when he finally got around to it. He initially thought about moving in with Jack, but his family moved to Atlanta, which would take too long. He had to find transportation faster than a bicycle.

As he peddled off of King’s Ridge Drive, Thomas thought about how he was often treated by Jack’s friends. Many of them mimicked his voice, and used his stuff without asking, especially Brad Marsh. Any time he got a new action figure or toy vehicle, Brad claimed he would trade something for it, and only Jack would defend him, and say he should let him hold on to it.

Worse, was when Thomas remembered two twin brothers who Jack introduced him to the last time his family visited them. They made fun of him for bringing his action figures, and repeated things he said in a derisive way. Each time he and Jack told them to stop they denied they were mocking him. Thomas quickly picked up they were more interested in playing sports than going on imaginary adventures.

He started thinking about where to go. They would find him at the tree house and if he went to Daniel’s, they would find him out. There was no way he could get out of town on a bike before it got dark, and if he used his father’s card to check into a hotel, they would discover him.

Thomas came to think that even if he moved in with Jack, things would not be perfect. He seemed no longer distraught about girls now. When they played games where girls competed against girls, and the girls won as always, he was just as enraged. Now, it did not seem to bother him, so I had to think of another place to go. He also did not seem very interested in playing with action figures, despite the fact that one of the other figures he had in his backpack, was a gift when they moved to insure, they would be friends for life.

There was an Irishman talking to people at the Stones River Mall while they were Christmas shopping a week ago, claiming he would help people his age with their problems, so that was what Thomas decided on. It was two hours before it got dark at five o’clock, and if he took the greenway to the mall, he would be there before sunset.

Seeing Christmas decorations light up like fireflies as he traversed the neighborhood, made Thomas think about is family disposition toward the holiday lately. Whenever he talked about Christmas shopping, his father and brother never let him explain it was to be festive and had nothing to do with greed. They always had fun buying gifts for each other, and Jonathon’s presents were always among his favorite, and his brother felt the same.

He wanted to keep up that tradition, and when Keith spoke of how they were too old for Christmas and now knew there was no Santa Claus, they should donate stuff to destitute families next year. Thomas told his father there was nothing bad about giving stuff to each other and was reprimanded before he said they could do both. He later slumped on the couch in the den, and cried about his argument with his father. Jonathon then entered, and said, “You are going to get presents this year and next year so stop bellyaching.”

Thomas could see more lights as he rode across the greenway, and there were several people fishing and walking with friends, which gave him a spasm of anger, thinking about how nobody liked him in this town.

More lights were aglow when he reached the mall, now that the sunset. Seeing the Christmas tree and the center courtyard almost brought a tear to his eye. Seeing people his age entering the mall, surrounded by close friends, and buying gifts for them, made Thomas want to pummel them. He scoffed and hid his bike and luggage behind a dumpster, and set his mind on the Irishman he was going to talk with, and hoped nobody would see it.

By this point, most people at the mall would be getting supper, and anyone his age would be going to the movies or playing games at Aladdin’s Castle Arcade. Thomas felt a wave of despair surge through him, thinking about as far back as kindergarten, he went to movies with Jonathon and some of their friends, while their parents had things to do. It was like a new tradition, because he was spending time with people.

The only thing that brushed those thoughts from his mind was knowing he would soon have a new friend to spend time with, and he was sure to introduce him to more people who would go with him.

The Irishman man Thomas was looking for had a desk set up in the center of the mall, next to where kids told Santa what they wanted for Christmas. He was asking people if they were interested in having their messed up lives fixed, and acted like somebody taking a survey. He remembered he had said his name, and Thomas thought back to remember what it was, sure it would come back the instant he saw him.

A young man, at least five years older than him, was at the desk asking people if they needed help. Blond curls stuck out the black newsboy hat he wore, and his blue eyes conveyed no vexation about not getting responses. Charlie O’Connell smiled seeing Thomas, who just now placed his name. He stood up to shake his hand, saying he remembered seeing him last week.

“My name is Thomas Devon,” he said, taking his hand. “I need your help, Charlie.”

“Well, sit down, lad.” O’Connell replied, clearly pleased to see someone heed his presence.

“I don’t know where to start.”

“Start with what has been bothering you the most.”

Thomas sighed and talked about what happened today, and how his family would not let him watch his favorite shows all week. Because he had karate class every Tuesday and Thursday, he did not have time to watch The Simpsons, and when he did not Stephanie took him to the bookstore, right when he was settling down to watch it. The most embarrassing moment was Monday when a friend of his mother’s, who taught second grade at Northfield, went to his class and told him she was going to take him there, when he was already having a terrible day. Stephanie claimed he could watch it on Wednesday, and she still told him they had to go to the store again.

It did not help the rare times Thomas had a chance to watch it, because Jonathon and his friends would act obnoxious, to the point where he could not hear it. If he told his father, Keith would say it was because he watched TV all the time.

Initially enjoying it, Thomas started to have second thoughts about taking karate. It was not just because it kept him from watching The Simpsons, every time his father picked him up after class, he would lecture him all the way home. His instructor told him not to kick too high and too quickly, while Keith complained about him not kicking high and quick enough. He would then rant about how he was daydreaming and thinking about missing TV shows, and not concentrating and loosing balance, often remarking about how he could not wait to get out and get a Coke from the vending machine. Even when Stephanie picked him up, he would talk about it when they got home. Worst of all, Keith would direct Thomas in the shower when he was just trying to relax.

His father never let him explain that he was doing what his karate instructor told him. There were some techniques that he should only practice in the dojo, when he tells him to, and Keith thought he was making an excuse to not pay attention. He never listened when Thomas tried to tell him when he was trying not to injure his opponent when he was sparing with them, and only belittled him, instead of giving advice on how to move fast without harming them. He never suggested if he did better in karate he would let him watch the shows he always missed or learn to play guitar.

“It’s just not fun anymore,” he said. “I can be a third degree black belt, and he would still act like this.”

“Sounds like your da just likes putting you down,” O’Connell said. “He won’t be satisfied no matter what you do, because he thinks you only want to have fun.”

Thomas scoffed, agreeing with him.

“Do you have any friends to spend time with, Thomas?”

“I have one, Daniel Perkins, but he always hangs out with people who make fun of me,” Thomas then went on to explain about how they were more interested in playing sports than playing with water guns and action figures. Whenever he tried to play whatever sport they were playing, they would laugh and tell him he sucked at it. Daniel would be the only one trying to get them to stop, and he would always leave, distraught and deflated.

It was particularly hard for Thomas to play sports, now after dislocating his knee in April. It was one of the things he was trying to avoid in karate class, because he still remembered the devastating pain when he was injured. His father gave him no advice on how to avoid it.

Thomas then told him how upset he was because he believed they were ruined the next summer before Christmas was over. After spending last summer in Northfield’s extended school program, which he felt should be called, extend school prison, he rejoiced when they went to Destin, Florida. That also turned out to be a disaster, however, because the under tow made them put up red flags and it rained most of the time. Thomas was eager to have a perfect beach trip next year, especially because the instant they got back and school started, he saw countless things that reminded him of the beach. Unfortunately, for him, his parents and brother were eager to go somewhere up north, and did not agree about spending one day at the beach, and he felt they were doing that deliberately to make him miserable.

He next explained how Jonathon and his friends were the only people available to play with action figures. They always wanted it to take place in a period which antedated motorized transportation, meaning he could not use any cool vehicles. He tried compromising by having it happen by way of time travel, which they never accepted. Whenever it took place in a period in which he could use the vehicles, they were needlessly cruel to the figures he used to the point where it felt like reality, and he would have to quit.

“I was just trying to be involved, and help,” Thomas said, glumly. “It is like they only want me to be there so they can have somebody to mistreat.”

“You don’t need to tell me what it is like, Thomas,” O’Connell said. “The bastards from England have treated my lads like that as long as I can remember. They always say they’ll leave us alone and never do, only to execute us when we are trying to make peace with them.”

Thomas did not heed everything he said about how England treated Ireland, but saw the comparison.

“Tell me, is your brother like that when you and his mates aren’t making up these adventures?”

“Yes, he’s the asshole that caused my knee injury when I knocked some of that stuff down. He then acted like the crutches I had to use were toys.”

“That’s not what a brother should be. If you come live with my lads, you will not have that kind of trouble. We will do anything you want with us, and go anywhere you choose on vacation. You just have to do a few errands with us, and move to where we live.”

“That’s fine, Charlie, where will I be moving,” Thomas asked, seeing an escape.

“We will have to fly to Dublin, if you are willing.”

“Yeah, I’ll do anything to get out of this shit.”

“Great, I have a cargo plane at the Murfreesboro airport, it will leave at midnight. You can sleep on the plane, and for now, I’ll let you have some much needed fun.”

Thomas was overjoyed on hearing this, and looked like he was going to jump in the air, cheering.

“I left my bike and my luggage behind a dumpster,” he said, hoping nobody discovered it, in the last ten minutes.

“That’s perfect, Thomas. I have an SUV you can put it, and we will go to the airport when you are ready.”

Ecstatic, Thomas started thinking about how to spend the next five hours, and looked past Aladin’s Castle to the theater.

“Want to go to a movie,” he asked.

“Sure, what do you want to see?”

“Dumb and Dumber, it starts at seven thirty.”

“Sounds fun, we’ll load your luggage, buy yourself some Christmas gifts, we’ll hang in the arcade for a while, get something to eat, and then go see the movie.”

The runway at the Murfreesboro Airport was vacant, except for the C-5 Galaxy, disguised as a commercial aircraft, and a few trucks. O’Connell inched the SUV into the belly, and showed Thomas a place where he could strap in with the other recruits and go to sleep as soon as they were airborne. They would be in Dublin in eight or ten hours, unless they were discerned by the military. Being disguised and flying overseas would like a lot of commercial flights to do overnight, because of time changes, should keep them undercover.

O’Connell was a little befuddled about some of the presents Thomas bought himself. He understood the CDs, but the action figures were a little weird, due to him being twelve years old, and should have outgrown them. It clearly had something to do with his disorder, which made it difficult to give up things they cherished.

It also annoyed O’Connell a little the way Thomas laughed hysterically throughout the movie. He found the juvenile humor beneath him and the voices Jim Carrey often used earsplitting. The only joke in the movie he genuinely laughed at involved selling a dead, headless parakeet to a blind kid, and otherwise, forced himself to laugh in order to placate Thomas.

Angus MacGregor was in the cockpit, preparing for takeoff, after watching the dumpsters for runaways who hid their luggage. After O’Connell and Thomas loaded it in the SUV, he went in the mall looking for recruits. The Scotsman led a group of rebels who worked with the Celts, the faction of the Provisional Irish Republican Army, O’Connell was affiliated with. Taking a name associated with their ancestors, The Celts broke away from the I.R.A., believing they were not successful in realigning their island, and MacGregor agreed to assist them, if they could bring Scotland their independence.

A year ago, both of them made an alliance with a warlord, who sounded like he was from somewhere in North Africa or the Middle East. They never saw his face, and he claimed the left half of it had been burned and scarred in an explosion during the Gulf War three years ago, which was why he adopted the name of the two-faced Roman god of beginnings and endings and gates and exits. There was no way for them to know if it was true because whenever they saw him, he wore a keffiyeh headscarf around his face, but he nonetheless provided them with weapons and reinforcements, and they responded every time he needed them.

Lord Janus always said he was pleased with their work, but always said so in a flat, light voice. The only reason they deferred to him, was he always claimed he knew a way to break England’s hold on both their countries. Janus recently told them he discovered the truth about the Tuatha De Dannen, who were said to be the deities who created the Celts, and was sure it would help sever England’s oppression. The only thing he required was for them to find young people to flock to his ranks, and infuriate the world’s most prominent governments.

O’Connell was skeptical, just like MacGregor, but felt anything would aid them, and Janus asked for one of them to call him via satellite phone as soon as they were in the air.

Janus answered the instant the phone rang, only saying, “Yes.”

“We hired ten new recruits, Lord Janus,” O’Connell said. “We are on our way to Dublin, and we will start training them for combat.”

“Excellent.”

“Is there anything you need us to do now?”

“That should suffice for now, Charlie, I will call when I need you.”

There was the tone of the phone being hung up, and O’Connell sighed, as he sat behind MacGregor who was flying the plane. He looked in the cabin, at Thomas who was fast asleep, and knew he had a tool even if Janus did not know anything about the Tuatha.
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Investigating the Past

Murfreesboro, Tennessee, U.S.A.

1998

Rain drenched the Jeep Wrangler as General Jack Stamper inched into the turnaround at Northfield Elementary, and parked near the awning covering the sidewalk. There were no other cars, indicating nobody else was visiting the school. That meant he was likely to talk to the principal as soon as he showed his false credentials.

Mystical was in the backseat, and General Stamper instructed the beagle to watch for anyone who posed a threat. He then unzipped the side pockets on his backpack, and asked Max and Fritz Seredy to check the parameter, for any assailants. Max acknowledged and instructed his brother to do the same in Hungarian. The twins would not be seen, due to an incident with a science experiment last summer in Budapest, which left them only four inches tall, making them ideal for checking for bugs.

The only thing that made him cringe when Jack exited the Wrangler was a Jeep Grand Cherokee at the edge of the street, close to several condos. Nobody stepped out of it, and it had been following him since he left the Holiday Inn on Old Fort Parkway thirty minutes ago. If it was still there after he spoke with the principal, he would be ready.

It was a little weird for Jack to go somewhere without carrying his weapons. Being an elementary school, it was likely that none of the students would be affiliated with the Scorpions, or any group associated with them, meaning there would be no need for them. He unbuckled the scabbard holding Galahad, his broad laser sword, and placed it behind the bench seat of the Jeep, next to the case holding his Washburn acoustic guitar and Colt/Armalite M-16A2 assault rifle.

He then removed the equipment belt holding his holstered Berretta M-92F semiautomatic, five 9mm magazines, and his k-bar knife. In school, Jack normally replaced the live rounds in his pistol with Fluger darts that would incapacitate any assailant and the knife with a taser. However, today, it was best for him to present himself peacefully, because he was only there to gain information.

He patted Mystical on the head, and giving him the signal to stay. The dog splayed on the Jeep’s floor, and could not be seen if anyone approached. If so, he knew what would intimidate them.

Jack walked as fast as he could with rain sloshing at his feet, and was not completely soaked. He removed his St. Louis Cardinals hat, and stowed in his jacket pocket, so he would look presentable, dressed in khaki pants and a polo shirt under his jacket. The only qualm was whether or not the people he spoke to believed he was with the F.B.I.

Thoughts coursed through his mind, thinking about what prompted Thomas Devon to run away. He heard, unlike the school they both went to, in Smithville, did not enforce the rules about removing headgear in the building. This school did, and he remembered Thomas’s brother telling him that he had something to do with it four years ago, when his family asked about his disappearance. He breathed deep, knowing he was getting closer to answers.

The office’s glass window was next to a suit of amor, representing the school’s mascot, the knights. Nobody was in the hall, and the kindergarten students were in the cafeteria. A black woman was at the desk, when Jack entered, and said, “Can I help you?”

“Yes, I’m Jack Ledford,” he said, showing the credentials forged by Jocelyn Foreman. “I’m here to speak with Ms. Norris.”

The secretary nodded, and called for the principal, he was there to see her. “She will be with you in a moment, Agent Ledford.” She gestured at the bench behind him. “In the meantime, have a seat.”

Jack thanked her, and sat down, and shortly after, a bespectacled woman with salt and pepper hair, was in view, waving him to her office. He knew who she was from pictures Jonathon had sent him, after he talked about his quiet digging. Charleene Norris had been principal of Northfield Elementary since it opened, and was always on good terms with most of her students. There was no guarantee she would have answers about what happened to Thomas, but she could put him in touch with somebody who would.

He took a seat in front of Norris’s desk, and she asked why the F.B.I. was at her school. He stated he was investigating the disappearance of Thomas Devon, who had recently been seen in acts of terrorism with the Celts, a rogue faction of the Provisional I.R.A. It was suspected that they were planning deadly actions.

Norris looked perplexed about how somebody Thomas’s age could end up connected to international terrorists, and looked to note how Jack looked too young to be working for the F.B.I., but did not question it. Most educators in America, even in elementary schools, knew something about the Covert Militias and their espionage missions. They never spoke of it around students, however, as they did not know if any of them served in the Militias, and were not required to ask.

“Thomas was sent to see me many times,” Norris said. “He was in the special resource class, and was picked on a lot. I do not remember everything that happened, so I don’t know how much I can help.”

“It’s alright, Ms. Norris, start with the day he disappeared.”

“Oh, that I remember. He was sent to see me, but I don’t remember anything after school closed.”

“What was he sent here for,” Jack asked.

“What I remember was he spilled his food in the cafeteria line, students said things about it, and he punched a girl and made her cry.”

Jack nodded, remembering how Thomas responded when he engaged his strike team in the Neander Desert three weeks ago. Something infuriating must have happened that day that fueled his anger into blind rage. It was obvious none of the students there now would have known Thomas, but he could still work with it.

“Who was Thomas’s teacher,” Jack asked.

“Give me a moment, Agent Ledford,” Norris said, pensively, looking in the 1994/1995 yearbook. “It was Ms. Taylor, Lora Taylor.”

“Does she still work here?”

“Yes, would you like to speak with her.”

“Yes, please.”

A blond woman, ten or twelve years older than Jack entered the office shortly after Norris paged her. Typically, she looked a little mystified about his youth, and being with the F.B.I., but said nothing about it, likely knowing the same information as Norris. Any incredulity was dropped when Ms. Taylor shook Jack’s hand.

“Ms. Taylor, I’m investigating the disappearance of Thomas Devon,” he said, earnestly. “Ms. Norris told me you were his teacher, and I inquire as to whether you can provide information as to why Thomas ran away.”

Ms. Taylor slumped in a chair at the other end of Norris’s desk, looking glum, being reminded of what happened, as if she felt guilty about not helping Thomas with his issues.

“Thomas often came into class mad about something,” Ms. Taylor said, after being silent for a heartbeat. “It was usually with his dad, his brother, people who had been picking on him, or our special resource teacher.”

“I already told him that,” Norris said. “Can you provide him with anything that happened the day he left?”

“The main thing I remember that day was Thomas punching a girl in the cafeteria.”

“Ms. Norris already told me that,” Jack said. “Can you think of anything else please.”

“Well, he was in a bitter mood that whole week,” Ms. Taylor said, pensively, after thinking for a moment. “Often talked about how mad he was with people that bullied him, what was happening at home, and how he often missed his favorite shows, and how he had a terrible summer. If it was not when he came into class in the morning, it was when he got back from the resource class, about things that happened there, and the teacher and her assistant losing patience with him.”

“Did Thomas mention what exactly happened,” Jack asked.

“He said the teachers yelled at him a lot and that he failed every spelling tests. He often tore up ones he was supposed to have his parents sign because he was furious, and said they would not give him time catch up like they did in his old school.”

Jack nodded, remembering what it was like when he moved to Atlanta, and he had to work in a group as opposed to by himself like he did at their school in Smithville. It took the first two years for him to get used to working as part of a class, and he did get better, to the point where now he struggled with getting challenged at school.

“That’s acceptable information, Ms. Taylor,” he said. “Does the same resource teacher still work here?”

“Sybil Tyson resigned her teaching job the summer after Thomas ran away,” Norris said.

“Did guilt about what happened with Thomas have something to do with it,” Jack asked.

“It could be, Agent Ledford,” Ms. Taylor said. “When Sybil talked to me about how Thomas behaved and how frustrated she was with him, it indicated that she was not trained to teach that kind of class, and might have felt like she failed, and so did her assistant.”

“I understand. Do either of you know where she works now?”

“When Ms. Tyson tendered her resignation, she said she was taking a job as the new manager at the Goodwill on Memorial,” Norris said.

“Can you tell me where that is?”

“If you turn left when you leave the school, and head to the Blockbuster video and McDonald’s, and then turn right, and keep going straight, until you see Food Max, you can’t miss it.”

“It’s right before you get on Broad,” Ms. Taylor added.

“What about the assistant you mentioned,” Jack asked. “Does she still work here?”

Norris shook her head, “She retired a year ago, partly to treat her Alzheimer’s and I suppose it was partly out of guilt.”

“She passed away two months ago,” Ms. Taylor added, noticing the glum expression on Norris.

“I appreciate your help, Ms. Norris, Ms. Taylor,” Jack said. “And I hope I can absolve any guilt over what happened and save Thomas.”

“Good luck,” Norris said.

“I hope he forgives us,” Ms. Taylor added.

The rain lightened after Jack was out of the building, and put his hat on. He could see darker clouds ebbing and checked his watch. Seeing that it was getting close to noon, he decided to get lunch before going to Goodwill to talk to Sybil Tyson. It was not likely Tyson would remember much about what happened the day Thomas left, but he gained ample information, and any could help.

Mystical was on the bench seat the instant Jack unlocked the Jeep, and Max and Fritz were at his feet climbed in as he settled behind the wheel. The V8 engine roared to life, and the Guns and Roses song, “November Rain” was playing on the radio. He scoffed about how the video for that song often made people think it was a love song, and did not pay attention to the end of it, thinking about what was happening with his connection with Thomas, who was once his best friend, and he thought about something else not eager to be misconstrued.

Max and Fritz saw no threat in the vicinity, and there were no bugs around the school. Jack knew he could always rely on them, having checked his hotel room last night for devices that enabled his enemies to monitor him. None were found, and they relaxed, got some drinks and snacks, ordered pizza, and watched Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade.

The Cherokee was still at the edge of the street and drove off, as soon as they were exited the school’s lot. If they were allied with The Scorpions or any of his enemies, they were likely checking to make sure he was in Murfreesboro. It was likely they would test new recruits at some point, and he was ready to answer.

Several of his enemies, who were detained a year or so ago, had returned to Lakewood High and instantly started antagonizing Jack. They posed no direct threat, and he ignored it as best as he could, but if they were displaying violence, he would react immediately. He had a feeling it would increase when he was back in Atlanta, but was not concerned about it now.

The Militia’s Pentagon Director, Dr. Herman Mints, told him he would not likely need to take a lot of weapons, due to his mission’s goal only being investigation, but Jack had to be prepared. There was no way of knowing if he would need to use his guns or just his laser sword. The latter was best to intimidate a thug into surrendering. If the former was required, there was no telling if combat would be long or close range, which was why he brought his assault rifle and pistol, though he preferred not having to use them.

Jack shrugged, knowing he had until Sunday to gather intel, and if the vehicle belonged to enemies spying on him, he would find out. He was going to talk with Thomas’s family tonight, and could gain more information over dinner, and had the whole weekend to see about any other mysterious disappearances.

In the morning he would report what he found out to Dr. Mints, and would eventually talk with his friends about what he discovered.

At the moment, he was getting hungry, and his comrades agreed it would be good to get something to eat before they proceeded in investigating.

Katie Roney turned the Grand Cherokee right as General Stamper’s Wrangler inched out of the parking lot, and circled around the street back to Northfield Boulevard. Queen Neelina Hama ordered them to only see if Jack was in Murfreesboro, and not to reveal themselves to him. The true purpose, was to see if Jack was out of Atlanta, so they could deploy more agents to his school.

If necessary, Queen Hama instructed them to let some of the new mercenaries they recruited, to determine if they were useful. Otherwise, they were not to engage Jack in combat.

Laura Allen sat in her passenger seat, and was the one who concluded Jack was in town through binoculars. They did not take her Winnebago because it was too large for espionage and the general had seen it before, which meant he would call his superiors. A SWAT team would then be sent after them, and Hama would not provide them with backup, not that that would sever their ties with the Thuggee and the Scorpions.

Allen instructed Roney to wait until Jack left the school, only to see if his strike team was waiting to ambush them, even if it was not likely. Nothing happened until he exited the building and Allen said Roney should move.

Maintaining the speed limit, Roney stated they should stop somewhere Jack was not heading, before they talked with Hama. She inched into the parking lot at the Kroger several miles from the school. No police cars were in the area, and Allen took out her satellite phone.

It was best for them not to leave the car if anyone was eavesdropping.

Hama answered after two rings.

“Stamper’s here, Queen Neelina,” Allen said. “He just left Northfield Elementary, should Katie and I pursue?”

“Not now, Laura, it is our chance to make his life at home and in school miserable again.”

“Should we still test our new warriors,” Roney asked.

“Yes, Janus and I are getting ready to talk with our sources with us in Damascus. We will let you know where we go next and who we meet with.”

The girls agreed and Hama hung up.

Allen said they could get lunch and then return to her camper, and see if anyone in Barfield Park would be material for The Scorpions or anyone they work with. Allen used the alias Bell Witch after a Tennessee folk legend from the nineteenth century, originating in the Town of Adams. She attracted young people by using those stories, and though Halloween was two weeks ago, it could still strike fear into potential recruits.

If not, they would just watch movies in the camper.

The pork tenderloin, roast potatoes, broccoli, and carrots, was tasty, and Jack only wished the conversations were about more pleasant subjects. He talked with Sybil Tyson at Goodwill after eating lunch, who said much the same as what Charleene Norris and Lora Taylor told him. She often got annoyed with Thomas for being slow and not having paper, and was irritated when he asked about what other students were doing, not understanding fully what he was thinking.

Tyson almost looked like she was going to start crying when Jack asked about what happened the day Thomas left. It was the moment she realized she was teaching the wrong class, a job she only took because it was the only one available when she got her teaching license. She was not trained to instruct kids with disorders, and did not realize that some develop slower. It was not until the day after Thomas ran away that she realized she spoke to him in hurtful way, which was not productive.

Jack asked her what kind of things Thomas did in her class, to which Tyson replied, he often came in mad about something. She always told him to sit down and do his schoolwork, and did not realize the effect it had on him, and that he was going through a lot of emotional turmoil he needed to address. If Thomas was not upset about something he would add something artistic to his school paper, and she told him not to, not grasping that he felt it made his work uniquely his.

Tyson sulked when Jack asked if anyone in the class bullied Thomas, and she always thought he reacted the way he did because he was lackadaisical and overreacting. It was usually when she was not in the room, and it did not occur to her to ask about what was happening. She also often belittled him for trying to be artistic with his papers, to make them uniquely his.

Jack scoffed, thinking about how it was a contrast to what things were like in Lisa Beard’s class, where after the students returned from jobsites where they trained in finding jobs they liked, and watched TV in her class. He was uncertain if the way he reprimanded her two days ago had any impact, because he left school for Murfreesboro after lunch, and would find out when he was back in Atlanta on Monday.

Thomas did most of his work with her late assistant, and was not sure what would happen. She spoke to him the same way she did when he messed up, not realizing it was not constructive. Thomas would often retort, berating her about her age, resulting in missing recess.

Tyson could not remember offering to help with those issues
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