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			DEDICATION

			To the One Who is the Author of all things.

			To the “storm guardians” all across the world. The ones who are not afraid to stand alone in a world turning upside down. The ones who are not disuaded by ridicule or opposition in the cause of individual rights, which form the foundation of genuine freedom. 

			To my mother, for continuing to teach me lessons about resilience and fortitude. You have shown nobility in the face of great hardship.

			ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

			Amanda Debord, my steadfast editor, who is probably in need of a break after putting up with me for three books in a row, I extend my warmest gratitude for all of your effort, insight, and support. You have been invaluable during this process. I want you to know that I reflect my great respect for you in putting everything I have, in terms of time, and in whatever meager resources I can scrape up, into supporting these projects so that they will continue to grow into something that you can always be proud of participating in. 

			- 

			Matthew Perry, though you are an incredibly talented artist and filmmaker, I value our friendship above all. Thank you for standing with me during this often difficult stage of my career, when the resources are threadbare, the hours are long, and the results uncertain. It is a definite honor to have your work gracing the cover of my books, and know that my loyalty to you will stand strong, no matter how far we may go, or how many people we are dealing with. Let’s seize the day, and make the dream happen, my friend! 

			- - 

			I would never be writing books or pursuing my dreams if it had not been for my mother, Connie, who, along with my father, have always supported my path, even if I have fallen down and had to pick myself up more than a few times. Having endured incredible adversity in physical health the last three years, I can only say that you are an example of strength and resilience, even if you often feel tired and weakened physically. Your spirit is mightier than ever, I love you more than you know, and anything I ever succeed in is attributable to you. 

			Love ya, Mom!

			- 

			To my readers: You are amazing, and your support and encouragement help me to navigate the tough days and challenges that a newer author goes through. Know that I will never take you for granted, and that I will always go farther than the extra mile to bring you the best book releases and other items for your enjoyment. You are the ones that forge the dream into reality, and a heartfelt thanks for having faith in me. 

			- 

			- - 

			- 

			- 

			The worst crimes were dared by a few, willed by more and tolerated by all. 

			– Tacitus

			- 

			- 

			There is nothing more frightening than active ignorance. 

			– Goethe

		

	


	
		
			Prologue

			Enki

			A towering, fiery entity stood in quiet solitude, at the precipice of eternal night. The High Avatar’s lofty, blazing form was oriented such that his piercing gaze could strive to roll back the gaping darkness before him. 

			To the Avatar’s back was all of Purgatarion, and even farther beyond was the White City. Enki was now as far as any being of those places willingly cared to be. 

			Battle would be enjoined soon, as warnings had long since been sounded by the Edge Dwellers. Their extensive, gossamer network had allowed them to sense the rising peril far before it reached the edge of the Middle Lands. Enki would soon stand with Adonai’s legions and others to meet the infernal threat, but not just yet.

			Another High Avatar, Israfel, stood regularly on the edge of the Abyss, gazing into the caliginous depths. The great Avatar shed tears of sorrow over the ill-fated spirits that were now counted among the inhabitants of Diabolos’ nightmarish realms. Enki did not stand at the edge of the Abyss regularly, as did Israfel, and nor did the Avatar do so for the same reasons. Yet from time to time, he felt deeply compelled to keep the fires of remembrance burning, as intensely as the substance of an Avatar’s spirit.

			Though a perfected being, whose purest essence was always gathered with the similar essences of the other Avatars around the Great Throne in the presence of Adonai, Enki was still a being of conscious awareness, possessing the precious gift of an individual will. As such, and acting within an imperfect, mutable world, Enki could feel pain and sorrow over the course of time and space. Most of the Avatar’s laments concerned his greatest loss, and the rains that fell during that terrible moment of the past now seemed like an outpouring of tears.

			The memories of the harrowing pursuit were emblazoned within him. Accompanied by several other powerful Avatars, Enki had sought out Erishkegal as the waters heralding the world’s doom had begun to fall. A bright spirit, one who was the most intimate in all of Adonai’s creation with Enki’s own spirit, Erishkegal was speeding towards a large gathering of Nephilim.

			While most Nephilim fervently carried out the will of their progenitors, Fallen Avatars that had assumed incarnate forms, the Nephilim that she had sought out were outcasts, not in might, as the dragon-shaped Kur and seven others amongst their number could be counted among the greatest, and most powerful, of all the Nephilim, but outcasts among their kind because they rejected and refused to serve the will of the Shining One, Diabolos.
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			As much as their impending destruction sorrowed Enki greatly, the High Avatar had been fully resigned to the Will of Adonai running its course. What Erishkegal was about to do appeared to be nothing less than disobedience, a grave infraction on the part of an Avatar. Enki had feared that Erishkegal’s actions would inevitably result in her severance from Adonai’s grace.

			Carrying that terrible dread within him, Enki had pursued Erishkegal with great desperation, hoping against hope that it was not too late.

			Yet the pursuit was for naught, as when Enki and the other Avatars finally caught up to Erishkegal, they found their fellow Avatar resolute and determined. She was standing with Kur and a host of renegade Nephilim, before a summoned veil separating the world of matter from the realms of spirit.

			Erishkegal’s spirit had never shone brighter to Enki than it did during those fateful moments, when the Avatar had stood before Kur, and addressed him and the other Avatars. Erishkegal had chosen to risk everything, making a declaration of mercy on the part of the outcast Nephilim. 

			Erishkegal’s words had resonated ever since within Enki. They had been the last ones that he had heard since she had stepped across the veil, leading Kur and the outcast Nephilim beyond the material realm.

			Enki did not know where Erishkegal and the outcast Nephilim’s daring exodus had taken them. But the Avatar could remember Erishkegal’s form, a radiant beacon of light in the darkness, as the Avatar led the condemned creatures out of the world of time and space.

			Enki could only hope that Erishkegal had found refuge somewhere within the infinite depths of the Abyss, far too vast for even Diabolos’ expansive realms to dominate. Whether Erishkegal had been successful, and whether Enki’s dearest friend was severed from Adonai’s grace or not, the Avatar could not tell.

			The uncertainty was a consuming disease within Enki, and one that the Avatar had to resolve soon. Enki would carry out all given tasks from Adonai, but was now determined to a personal course of action. Enki would seek out Erishkegal, no matter where she had gone within the bottomless Abyss. Somehow, someway, the two Avatars would be reunited, and Enki would find the answers that had long eluded him.

			He would not be alone in the endeavor, as another special Avatar, who had been like a sister in her closeness to Erishkegal, desired to aid Enki in any way that did not transgress Adonai’s Will. So far, neither Enki nor his ally had felt any discord in their contemplation of the quest, which was a favorable sign. 

			If there was one thing that Enki knew as a High Avatar, what appeared at first to be impossible was not always so. Girding resolve, he shed the heaviness weighing down upon his spirit, and turned away from the impenetrable darkness. A great battle loomed, to be fought very soon. Celestial wings flaring bright, Enki took to flight and sped away, to where the legions had begun to assemble.

		

	


	
		
			Section I

			Friedrich

			A towering plateau of rich, emerald hues, spanning from horizon to horizon, hemmed in a great expanse of crystalline trees massed down at its base. The glistening forest was cradled within a curve of the plateau, its frontal boundary flanked by the rising green heights. 

			At many junctures along the upper edge, magnificent cascades of sparkling waters tumbled down to collect within shimmering pools far beneath. Radiating out from the pools, a number of streams graced with a silvery luster flowed with gentle currents as they traveled throughout the midst of the resplendent crystal forest.

			The glimmering, kaleidoscopic light showering down from the sky twinkled and sparkled, reflecting in an explosion of colors off of the surfaces of the streams, and refracting through the trees.

			The incredible forest, as Friedrich had learned over his tenure within the Middle Lands, was just a shadow of what beckoned from afar to all who inhabited the vast region. It was yet another vibrant hint of the fantastical, incomprehensible worlds that lay beyond the shining gates of the White City. Wonders like the crystal forest made it impossible for him to envision the true realities that existed past that far boundary, still utterly impassible and unapproachable. 

			While it was difficult to believe that the crystal forests of the Middle Lands were merely reduced emanations of far greater visions beheld by those within the infinite realms beyond, Friedrich was nonetheless buoyed by the hope that the magnificent place represented. Understanding it more fully during his long exile within the Middle Lands, he could sense the promise held within the glorious sights. 

			There was a little sadness evoked by the vision as well, as a part of him was always reminded that he was still incapable of setting his own eyes upon the luminous brilliance of the White City’s great ramparts. 

			The crystal forests located within all of Purgatarion’s vast regions were also of a practical nature for its occupants. They were the only source for the fashioning of weapons that could be used to resist the Enemy. It was the primary reason that had brought Friedrich and others into the depths of the shining forest.

			The remarkable sights surrounding one of the broad pools, at the base of one of the cascading, graceful waterfalls, served as the backdrop for the small group of spirits gathered in a half circle in front of Friedrich and Silas. Each of the seven spirits standing before Friedrich now carried long crystal staffs, recently taken from the trees encircling them. 

			The nature of a people’s strength was as much spirit as it was blood, and a bond formed and emanating across long ages was reflected in the various individuals gazing back at Friedrich. While no longer beings of flesh and blood, the ties of the spirit were yet strong, and unyielding. Their common origins had spurred them to gravitate together, resulting in the forging of deeper friendships. They were all enhanced by the hope that their relationships would eventually be of a fully eternal nature. 

			Friedrich enjoyed exchanging tales, exploring the magnificent sights throughout Purgatarion, and petitioning Adonai in their company. He found all of the spirits to be wonderful companions along the road leading towards the endless moment that they all strove for, when they would be in a perpetual, new state of being beyond the gates of the White City.

			The vast multitudes of souls dwelling within Purgatarion fashioned relationships amongst each other for various reasons, but Friedrich found that a shared kinship and heritage that spanned widely different periods of time in the mortal realm had served to quickly bring all of them together. In personalities, outlook, experience, and characteristics, they had discovered many bridges connecting them.

			The oldest soul amongst them was one of those who had once lived in the dense, mist-cloaked forests in an early age of their shared people. In appearance, he was a tall, powerfully built fellow, whose free-flowing dark locks and thick, coarse beard bestowed a rougher edge to his currently vibrant essence. 

			Like Friedrich, he had been a man accustomed to war. During the span of his mortal life, the man had stood shoulder to shoulder on the slope of a thickly wooded hill with a great host. They had gathered to face an aggressor, conducting an invasion in the form of three veteran legions from the Empire of Latania. What had followed had been a tremendous victory, as the forests had seemed to erupt upon the marching legions wending their way through the woods. The victory’s impact had a lasting effect, continuing and preserving a natural continuation of their people.

			The warrior answered to the name of Maroboduus. Names were not necessary in Purgatarion, as each soul’s essence was utterly unique and distinguishable by another spirit. Yet like most spirits in the afterworld, he had chosen to retain the name of his mortal life out of a respect for the time of his own spirit’s genesis.

			The second oldest of the souls, to the right of the first, was a little shorter of height than Maroboduus, but broader of shoulder and thicker of limb. He still went by the name Valaris, given to him at birth. 

			In his mortal life, Valaris had also fought against the Empire of Latania, around four centuries after Maroboduus’ time. He had accompanied a great army, led by a noble and valiant leader, that had sacked the hallowed capital city of Latania itself. 

			In the peculiar nature of human history, that leader had manifested in a very dark hour of tremendous need. It was a time of widespread corruption and oppression, when the cries of many generations cried desperately out for some measure of justice. He often spoke to Friedrich of that storied leader, who had gathered to his standards men from many lands, former slaves and freemen alike, who willingly joined their swelling ranks as they marched towards the great triumph. 

			While Valaris himself had not yet crossed into the White City, he had wept openly, with exuberant joy, when he had learned that the leader, whose remains had been hidden under a flowing river in the mortal realm, now shined in enduring glory within the eternal realms beyond.

			The soul with the third eldest longevity in Purgatarion stood just to the right of Valaris. He was even more thickset, though a little taller than the other two men, and went by the name of Ulrich. His mortal life had taken place in the age of a great emperor, in what was then called the Holy Latanian Empire, which was Latanian in name only. Its heartland was the very same heartland that Friedrich knew in his own life, places far removed from the Latanian empire of old. 

			Ulrich had been among those who fought in a titanic battle against a ferocious, nomadic people that had stormed in from the east. The invaders were a grave danger that threatened all of the lands that had by then been converted to the knowledge of Adonai. The outcome of the battle had initially seemed bleak, and the fate of their people even darker. 

			The hordes of fierce horsemen had caught their army by surprise, appearing at the rear of their columns when they had been expected in the front. After smashing into their ranks, the defense had stiffened, and the barbaric horde had been gradually trapped, and then rolled up in what was one of the greatest victories of their people. No longer meekly submitting, as many in recent years had done, they had taken a strong stand, and soundly defeated the invader, an invader that would have profoundly changed their culture, and suppressed the flowering of their faith in Adonai. 

			It had come as no surprise to anyone that just a few years later, the Shepherd of the Universal church had crowned the leader of the victorious people as the Holy Latanian Emperor. It was another magnificent, historic moment, one that had resounded through the ages, and one, which to Friedrich’s excitement, Ulrich had personally witnessed. 

			The fourth spirit of the seven had been of particular interest to Friedrich, who had been highly elated to have made his acquaintance soon after he had arrived in Purgatarion. He had been a knight, and was called by the name of Heinrich. All through his life, in the mortal world and when he had entered the afterworld, Friedrich had always wanted to meet one of the great knights who had fought for the noble and legendary Red Beard. The Red Beard was a great medieval King, also known as a Holy Latanian Emperor. He had met a most unfortunate, tragic end in the waters of a faraway river, while on his way, in his advanced age, to dutifully lead an army to one of the Holy Wars. 

			The terrible incident had always struck Friedrich as one of the more unbecoming tragedies of history, and he had spent long hours speaking with Heinrich about his time with the Red Beard, lasting right up to that fateful day at the riverside. 

			The stalwart knight had humored Friedrich’s eager interests, patiently answering his questions as a close, personal friendship had grown between them. Heinrich had been one of the Red Beard’s servant-knights, who had been put in authority over one of the great castles built throughout that age along the mighty rivers of their homeland, perched on crags and mountains to ward the people.

			If anyone looked the part of a knight, Heinrich did. His smooth face and sharp features graced a lithe, tall body with long, sinewy limbs. His large hands, which had once gripped the hilt of well-crafted steel swords, wrapped easily around the crystalline staff that he now bore. His countenance was a juxtaposition, in that his face seemed to convey a stern hardness, while his eyes were graced with the presence of gentleness and warmth.

			The fifth to arrive in the Middle lands among those gathered before Friedrich had lived in one of the rising hours of Friedrich’s peoples’ past, when a united land of all their people had truly been born. The man’s name was Dietrich. In that age, there had been a particularly fierce war, fought against a proud nation to the west. It was a very significant fight in that it marked the emerging presence of a strong and shared nation. It was a time that had brought together a great people, who had long been dispersed, under a number of various principalities and, in older ages, tribes. It was truly one of the greatest hours of his people’s heritage, in Friedrich’s opinion. He regretted that he had not been able to live to see that time personally, its having come just one century after his own time had passed.

			Dietrich’s bright blue eyes seemed to sparkle, behind a sharp nose that rested snugly against a thick, neatly-cropped moustache. He was the most diminutive of the seven, though he carried himself with a proud posture. It was not the loftiness of aristocracy, though he had distinguished himself capably in the cavalry of his age’s formidable army. It was an assertiveness that came from a well-earned ascendance from a background of limited means, which had occurred within an army that turned to skill over bloodlines to reform its cavalry force. The cavalry that Dietrich had ridden with had shadowed the enemy, served as the eyes for their own advancing forces, and had shown an incredible ability to take independent action, from large formations of riders down to single individuals. Dietrich’s accounts of his experiences had greatly impressed Friedrich, giving evidence to his aptitude for quick, efficient thinking.

			The sixth and seventh spirits before Friedrich had existed in the mortal world much more recently, during what were darker, and much more trying, hours of Friedrich’s homeland.

			In the life of the sixth man, a man named Hans, a colossal war had been fought, of an unprecedented magnitude that had shaken the foundations of the world. It was a war far unlike anything Friedrich had known, only to be followed in just twenty years by a war that was even more titanic in nature.

			To his view from afar, the astounding tales made it seem to Friedrich as if the two huge wars were almost one enormous war, separated by a brief interlude in which nothing had been truly resolved. The war, or wars, depending on how one defined them, had pierced the very world to the core, as blood flowed in rivers on a scale never before equaled in the world’s history.

			In Hans’ mortal life, he had gone from laboring on the land of a rural farm, located to the east of the home country, to hugging the land closely within the innumerable miles of trenches coursing through the front lines of the torrential conflict. It was a terrible war, when men had marched across open fields in the face of a hail of bullets and shells. The war had draped those same killing fields with malevolent, poisonous mists, which had seared the lungs and destroyed life without discrimination.

			Several times Hans had answered the call to leave the trenches, to dare death yet again. With grim resolution and a fire in his eyes, he had survived, silencing enemy guns before they could strike down his comrades. He had been oblivious to himself in many instances, dragging or carrying wounded companions to safety, despite the deadly lead streaking by inches from him. He strode the no-man’s land in between the trenches with near reckless abandon. Each time that he returned to huddle in the trenches again, it would seem to his fellow soldiers that Fate itself had greatly favored him.

			The war had nonetheless left Hans bitterly angry and hollow, with wounds that went much deeper than the flesh, ones that had not even yet been fully healed within the afterworld. A man who would have been satisfied to live the life of farmer and raise a family, he had been scarred deeply by the dark world that had swept him up.

			Hans was not particularly tall, but had a rounded face and a burly structure to his body. He had warm, protruding eyes set behind a broad nose, and whenever he smiled he exuded a light-hearted, jolly demeanor that always had the effect of cheering Friedrich up. It always pained Friedrich deeply that such a bright spirit like Hans had been forced to endure the horrific experiences that he had.

			The last of the seven souls went by the name of Stefan. He had done nothing less than answer a desperate call in the second of the great wars, to defend the skies over his beloved homeland. The gargantuan war had been winding down, and the armies of the eventual victors in the horrid struggle had unleashed a terrible storm from the skies that fell upon largely defenseless, crippled cities.

			The war’s end was only a matter of time at that juncture, as the last martial dramas played themselves out with thunder, fire, and smoke. The broken armies of Stefan’s homeland did not have the numbers, the industry, nor the equipment to stem the overwhelming industrial might of the combined armies of the east and west.

			Friedrich did not agree at all with the cause of the war, and neither had Stefan. Yet it pained Friedrich to hear how several majestic cities that he had once walked in were needlessly reduced to rubble during the last gasp of the war. To Friedrich’s perspective, the destruction carried strong hints of being acts of vengeance. The dead and dying in those cities in the last few weeks of that war were most often not of a military nature. They were not the leaders of the government, or even common soldiers. In several cases, there was no military rationale at all to be found, as the bombs rained down on cities that were cut off, defenseless, and starving. 

			The ultimate victims were children, old men, women, young boys and girls. The accounts of the destruction disgusted Friedrich. To him, the fighting of wars always should be between the soldiers of opposing armies, and the soldiers alone.

			Stefan was of medium height and lean, with short-cropped dark hair. His prominent chin and nose added to a resting expression that still carried a steely edge to it. Friedrich could envision the look on Stefan’s face, as he ascended into the skies in the face of overwhelming odds, a true warrior’s expression that would have been acceptable for any age. 

			 Stefan bore no guilt for the cause of that war. He had not been a member of the ruling party, and he had not even been able to vote in the elections that had brought the government into power. He was just simply a young man of twenty, caught up by the currents of history, who had seen the devastation of the cities with his own eyes.

			Though at a late hour, in which he knew the end was a foregone conclusion, he had volunteered for the air force, which by then had a thinning pool of experienced pilots. After scant training, he had bravely soared into the sky, to face enormous formations of menacing bombers, accompanied by scores of enemy fighters flown by veteran pilots. 

			Outnumbered by far, and with little to no experience of his own, he had done everything that he could to relieve the suffering of the unarmed civilians huddled fearfully below in the ruins of the cities. He had found a way to win a few dogfights, and even managed to down a couple of the bombers. He took no joy in the personal victories. His only comfort was in the knowledge that many innocents would live, as the bombs from the craft that he downed would no longer fall. 

			His driving passion had never been about medals or ideologies. In that regard, he was not different in nature than the soldiers that he faced. In truth, the men of both sides went into the fight believing that they were fighting on behalf of their families and homes, and, in the greatest heat of battle, for those immediately next to them.

			Stefan had died for one such man, bringing his plane in to drive off a fighter pursuing one of his comrades. He had saved the other pilot, but in doing so he had brought his own plane into the path of another fighter that had strafed him. Fortunately, one of the bullets riddling his aircraft had killed him instantly, sparing him the fiery descent of the doomed plane.

			Friedrich could not believe that such a man like Stefan had not yet walked through the gates of the White City. But he knew that Stefan still harbored deep angers from the events of his physical life, which inhibited him from being able to approach the resplendent gates and move onward.

			All of the men gathered before the pool, save for Silas, were bonded by the experience of war, and it was the cause of war that had brought them into the crystal forest. Each had a sense of honor, having acquitted themselves very well during their former lives. Together, they represented times of storm and sun for their people, riding the swelling rises of triumph, and enduring the heartbreaking falls of tragedy.

			Silas was a soul who brought a much different element to the group, hearkening from an age that was much different from the others. To Friedrich, it was as if the people of the current material world were embracing a faceless morass, without the distinctive fire of spirit that burned in the peoples of the former ages. Behind the shiny facades of technologies that seemed incredible to Friedrich, dignity and purpose were in rapid decline. 

			That which was once unique and diverse was now melting into a grayness that blanketed the entire world. It was a world where a handful of masters lived above teeming millions, who had been deluded into willfully giving up the very things that had once made them special and vibrant. The masters of the new world lived well, while the rest drifted further and further into pursuits of the moment. From what he had gleaned from Silas, Friedrich doubted that many living in this age could even conceive that truly good and noble men had ever stood upon the surface of the world.

			Whatever malignancy advanced in the physical world, it was not present in Purgatarion, where courage and noble character could still be displayed amongst the multitudes of its inhabitants. Friedrich, and those with him, were among the ones that shined forth during the most dangerous and trying moments.

			Not all of the inhabitants would be rallying to aid in the defense, as doing so carried a great risk. As threats approached, there were some that would move inward towards the White City, as close as they could possibly go, not willing to risk being stricken down into an unconscious stasis until the end of time.

			There was no conscription, and there was no penalty for refusal to fight. As with all of the inhabitants of Purgatarion, participation was done by the exercise of free will, between individuals. No forceful coercion could be entailed, as each soul was responsible for developing its own self into a state capable of transcending the gateways of the White City.

			While there was no formally organized army, in the sense of the armies of the physical world, there were individual souls which commanded a high degree of respect among the Middle Lands’ occupants. Friedrich’s group had distinguished itself to a level where many of the ones determined to defend their realm looked to their small band for leadership during the periodic assaults. As Friedrich and the others gathered in the crystal forest, there were a great many others who were waiting on the result of their conference.

			Friedrich fingered the smooth, cool surface of his staff, looking to each of his friends around him. He was still not entirely used to the weapon, or the manner of war, but there were good reasons for everything that they encountered in the realm. Conflicts did not rage beyond the White City, but in Purgatarion a struggle continued, and there was a need for weapons. The Avatars could pull their fiery swords and lances right from within their own celestial bodies, but the formerly mortal souls had not yet been transformed into that level of purity.

			As souls, those dwelling in Purgatarion were not yet complete, but Adonai, in another mercy, had given them a semblance of what the Avatars possessed in weaponry through the crystal forests. The staves culled from trees acted like a conduit, empowered by their own spirit, and could be used to fight against creatures of the spirit.

			The manner of fighting was very different than that which Friedrich, Dietrich, Hans, and Stefan knew. It was a little closer to that which Maroboduus, Valaris, Ulrich, and Heinrich had experienced in their own time, when opponents could not fight wars from long range, and had to look into the eyes of those they were determined to wage war against.

			Many of the Avatars had remarked that such a method of war caused a warrior never to take battle lightly, as one could not come away from such conflicts without fully understanding the cost. Friedrich had taken the knowledge to heart, especially in light of the fact that the Avatars continued to fight an internecine war against those who were their brothers and sisters, all once united, in a distant age that entailed all worlds.

			 Stefan had often commented to Friedrich that he wished such a vision had been in the minds of the men who dropped bombs from thousands of feet above the cities in his own time. Stefan believed that such soldiers, never actually laying their eyes upon where those bombs fell, would never have tolerated the horrific destruction that had occurred.

			More recently arrived souls, like Silas, spoke of even more distanced, faceless wars, where missiles from innumerable miles away, and flying devices controlled by soldiers from far distances, destroyed with greater force than ever. To Friedrich, the fighting was now done in a manner that increasingly removed and disconnected the spirits of such soldiers from truly understanding the exact nature of what they were doing.

			There was no such disconnect in the battles that they faced within Purgatarion. The fighting would be carried hand to hand, and face to face, where it was the least that true warriors could do to look into the eyes of the enemies that they would fight.

			“Enki says the malcontents will be bringing their filth swarming into our little refuge,” Maroboduus remarked gruffly, his hands flexing upon the haft of his crystal weapon.

			“Then we will be there to give them a very spirited greeting,” Valaris commented, with deep chuckle and a wild grin. “Tell Adonai’s creatures and the Avatars to step back, so we can deliver the first blow, and send these interlopers back down into the Abyss.”

			Friedrich smiled at the boisterous tones coursing through Valaris’ voice. He and Maroboduus had lost none of the grit and vigor that they had possessed when they carried the fruits of iron in their strong hands. They might be in spirit now, but the same inner strength that had been with them on the battlefields of long ago was still with them.

			“Perhaps some preparation would be advisable,” Heinrich suggested, with a bemused grin. “Even if we are limited by the Avatars in how we can fight in this coming battle.”

			“Aaaaaah,” Maroboduus responded in annoyance. “Plotting, planning. Too much of that in my own time. And it seems far too much of it in yours. The Avatars should let us be, to fight as we wish. It is a simple matter to send the vermin tumbling back down into the dark for disturbing us again.”

			“If the Avatars have found the exact place where the Enemy will be coming over this time,” Dietrich interjected. “The Edge Dwellers will be the first to know, not us.”

			“Or the Avatars and Gryphons, if such are sent far beyond the edge,” Friedrich added.

			Dietrich frowned. “What I would not give for some type of steed, so that I could help watch for the Enemy’s approach.”

			“Maybe talk one of the Gryphons into carrying you,” Ulrich prodded him with a chuckle.

			“They are not very talkative,” Dietrich replied to Ulrich in a serious tone. “I do not know if anyone but Avatars can talk to those creatures.”

			Friedrich quietly laughed at the exchange. Dietrich was still as proper in demeanor as the day that he had crossed over into the Afterworld. 

			“Maybe they are a little more talkative than the Gulagar,” Friedrich stated.

			“Nothing ever seems to get those Gulagar to move, save the footsteps of the Abyss’ creatures on our lands,” Hans commented. “But I am glad they are with us.”

			“With what’s coming up from the dark depths? Hans, I agree with you there. We need every last one of the creatures on our side,” Ulrich added.

			“And Avatars,” Stefan said. “I have not seen a great many enemy Avatars before, but I sense that this time could be very different.”

			Friedrich also had an uneasy sense that this time would be different, and that they might well see a tremendous force of Fallen Avatars, such as those present in some of the legendary clashes between the Kingdom of Adonai and the black realms of Diabolos.

			“I would state that their Avatars will not risk themselves much, unless they bring many Aishim,” Friedrich responded. “I have heard that when it comes to their Aishim, the Enemy has much less regard for filling the Void with their casualties.” 

			“Whatever they are, the Enemy’s traitorous Aishim, their mangy, three-headed curs, or the winged oaf-brutes, I plan to give them all a good wallop. I am generous to all of Adonai’s enemies,” Maroboduus retorted, with a gleam in his eye.

			Maroboduus knew of what he was referring to, having taken part in several battles and skirmishes over the course of his stay in the Middle Lands. Friedrich could not help but admire the almost casual way in which Maroboduus could so casually dismiss some of the most fearsome beasts that he had ever seen.

			“Well, all I know is that I will knock one of their little ugly bats out of the realm with one swing, if they try to harm the Peris,” Valaris said, raising his staff upward, as if about to swing it like a club.

			“If I don’t swat one first,” Hans said, lifting up his own staff.

			Friedrich shared their sentiments, knowing immediately what they were referring to. The winged Deevs were mostly an annoyance, when they accompanied an assaulting force. They were little threat to most of the denizens of Purgatarion, but they sustained an unceasing hatred for the Peris, who had turned from the darker world and now pursued a penitent’s path alongside the mortal souls. The Peris’ decision to seek redemption, after having participated in the great rebellion, stoked the flames of rage within the hosts of Deevs. 

			Frederick thought back to the gentle and diminutive fairy-like creature that had flitted about him around the stone bridges, bringing him news of the Qilin being in the area. If he still had blood in his veins, the thought of such a creature getting harmed by Deevs would have made that blood boil swiftly. He had not dealt with a Deev in combat yet, but he figured that he would not need much motivation to give them a rather tumultuous welcome to the Middle Lands. 

			“It does raise the obvious question, and it is one that none of us can answer,” Friedrich said. “Not only do we not know where they will come across, but we know little of what their force will consist of. 

			“It would be hard to create a plan being blind on both aspects … and the Avatars will likely guide all the souls from the Middle Lands that choose to fight into a position that will not interfere with their own battle plans.”

			“Then we hope to get a position up high, so we can see what is coming, and then react to it within our ability,” Stefan said. “Our Aishim and greater Avatars will set upon the most powerful of the Enemy, as they always have.”

			“But I will do my part, and leave a few marks on the enemy hides,” Maroboduus grunted, clearly bothered by the restrictions imposed on them by the Avatar leaders.

			“I know you will, my friend,” Ulrich stated, “But Stefan is right. We need no surprises. Where is the best place for us to defend? A place that the Avatars are not likely to take issue with?”

			“I would say the stony bridges, though the battle line is not yet determined,” Friedrich answered, “I was just there with Silas, where we had the wonderful fortune to see two Qilin.”

			“So you finally did see one? Metaraon must have been about with the children,” Valaris replied.

			“Hah! Our enemies would jump back over the edge if we had a few Qilin present,” Ulrich stated with enthusiasm.

			“And the lads from the east in our former world would be pretty upset if they missed out on that,” Ulrich remarked, with a light-hearted chuckle.

			“But we are not likely to have Qilin at our side,” Friedrich said. “The Avatars will fight for us, and the creatures that Adonai has set over these lands will stand with us as well, but unless pure souls from beyond the gates are under threat, I doubt that the Qilin will even be present.

			“As far as the stone bridges are concerned, that region would be a good, defensible site, which will channel and break up larger enemy forces. If the stone bridges are within the battle line allowed by the Avatars, then I tell you that the stone bridges are the place that we should be.”

			“So the stone bridges it is, if we are able?” Stefan asked. “I can think of nothing better that is close enough to reach before the fighting breaks out.”

			“Aye, it is a labyrinth in the air,” Ulrich said. “And not too far from this forest.”

			“Force them onto the narrow passages, and face the flying things with our backs against the rock walls,” Heinrich said, beginning to see the advantages that Friedrich recognized.

			“And keep the bigger ones below, and out of it,” Dietrich added.

			“Do we have consensus? Don’t worry Maroboduus, I fear you will be able to mark the hides of many before this fight is through, if Enki’s concern about the strength of the coming attack was any indication,” Friedrich said, with a smile towards his huge, gruff comrade.

			“Ah Friedrich, if you had just lived in my day,” Maroboduus said, shaking his head with the usual expression that showed that the old warrior truly felt sorry for Friedrich. Friedrich had missed out on what Maroboduus perceived to be a golden age within the mortal world. “You have my consent.”

			“And mine,” Valaris added, which relieved Friedrich greatly, as Valaris was nearly as difficult as Maroboduus to get to appreciate the nuances of strategy.

			The others nodded or voiced their assents, one after the other, until Friedrich had the full, willing consensus that they sought.

			“Then we need to gather those who intend to fight in this area, seek the permission of the Avatars to deploy, and get to the high bridges as early as we can,” Friedrich said. “It would be best if we disperse and move out.”

			“Look, the skies are opening up!” Stefan suddenly exclaimed, looking upwards.

			As he had indicated, the shimmering underside of the upper sky seemed to be forming a swirling hole that was positioned directly over them. Through the opening, a most unusual type of rain fell downward, drifting towards them.

			This was a rain that did not descend in a random fashion, as water had fallen back in the mortal world. This was a type of rain that floated down slowly, and deliberately, angling directly for the individuals in Friedrich’s group. It was a cascade composed of numerous, tiny tongues of flame.

			To those in the Middle Lands, it was known as the Grace of Adonai.

			There were several shards of burning fire directed upon each of the nine souls gathered at the edge of the dazzling waters of the waterfall and pond. The little drops of fire wafted on a course that brought them to settle most delicately upon the heads of their intended souls. Each drop was ephemeral, smoothly absorbing into the essence of the soul that it touched upon.

			To Friedrich, each and every drop, upon contact, felt entirely magical. A sensational energy coursed throughout him, with a purity that seemed to bring a little more wisdom, or a little more contrition, into his heart. Each drop brought him a small step closer to the day that he could walk without hindrance into the White City. He knew that truth in his heart, along with some others, long before Enki had explained the true nature of the fire-like drops.

			Friedrich had fathomed the truth on his own when had comprehended that for every drop that fell upon him, he suddenly became aware of the clear image and identity of a person still living within the mortal world. He had discovered, soon after the first time that it had fallen on him, that the image and comprehension of each individual person, represented by each singular tongue of flame, was something that was permanently engraved into his own heart and memory.

			 He could not have forgotten just one such person, not even if he had set his entire mind to do so. The flaming rain, which brought wisdom and peace to the souls in Purgatarion, was the manifestation of the offerings and supplications of mortal people back in the physical world. 

			Those supplications had been given for the benefit of the souls in Purgatarion, with the desire to help them move onward. Some of the older souls within Purgatarion remarked that such rains came less commonly than before, but Friedrich felt nothing but extreme gratitude for the remembrances and petitions offered up by those in the mortal world, often for individuals that they had never met. 

			He was very glad that he could not forget each and every person that had bothered to do so. As Enki had told him, the souls that finally reached the state where they could go beyond the White City would be able to intercede on behalf of the mortals that had offered up supplications on their behalf. Interceding for those mortals was one of the first things that Friedrich intended to do once he was able to cross over.

			Closing his eyes for a few moments, he felt the subtle, familiar rise in strength taking place within. It was as if his burdens were being lightened, and a renewed, stronger hope was being kindled within him. 

			“It is good that not everyone has forgotten us,” Ulrich commented, with an uncharacteristic soft tone to his voice. 

			A tranquil look was upon Ulrich’s face, as Friedrich opened his eyes once again. The same peaceful mien, in slightly different variations, was apparent on all of the surrounding faces.

			“Every one helps,” Friedrich said, the healing sensations still strong within him. “And I think it makes us that much stronger, in facing what we must face here.”

			“Then onward we go!” exclaimed Maroboduus in a rousing fashion, raising his staff over his head.

			“Onward we go,” Friedrich echoed confidently. 

			Friedrich turned towards Silas, who had been silent all throughout the deliberations, save for concurring with their conclusions on strategy. “So, have you had enough of us yet?”

			Silas grinned. “If only such individuals were common in my own time.”

			“And maybe they will be again,” Friedrich replied, giving the younger soul a reassuring smile. “Anything can change with the force of will. At any time. Individuals just need to exercise the will that they all possess. As for now, let’s gather the willing, and put a halt to any malevolent floods sent up from the Abyss.”

			Friedrich turned towards the others. “What say all of you?”

			All of the men gave a zealous shout in response, taking up their crystal weapons. They set off at a brisk trot, which took them along a pathway running underneath the shimmering boughs of the crystal trees. Filled with vigor and energy, and renewed with a little more hope and wisdom, they were all as ready as they could possibly be to defend Purgatarion. 

			Seth

			For Jonathan and Seth, time dragged onward in an agonizingly slow fashion. Very little in the way of new information was emerging, and Seth knew that neither of them felt ready to take their incredible tale to the host of Sea to Shining Sea, at least not just yet.

			Raymond had done some effective delving, having stumbled upon a fellow student whose father worked for Venorterra’s Office of Wildlife. Raymond had not been able to unearth very much, but what had been gleaned was compelling. 

			There were some recent reports that the Wildlife Office had dispatched a number of individuals out into the field for investigation. All of them had been sent into the Frontiersman National Forest, though for what specific reason the reports did not say.

			Whether coincidental or not, the discovery was more than mildly intriguing. After some further cajoling, Raymond’s contact had tried to discover more concerning the reason as to why the wildlife officials had been dispatched into the field. But he had been stymied in his attempts, unable to come up with anything to confirm Seth and Jonathan’s own theories on the matter. Apparently, there was a shroud of secrecy over the affair, which only served to heighten Seth’s own suspicions.

			With everything swirling all about him, Seth was lost within a sea of his own thoughts as he headed out into the parking lot behind Jefferson Adams High School. The day was overcast, hinting at the onset of rain. With the sun fully blocked, and unable to create vibrant contrasts, everything in sight was cast in a duller pallor.

			It was only midweek, although it seemed like the last three days had been stretched into an entire month. There were only two days left until the weekend, but Seth feared that they would pass by even more slowly.

			A couple of students cut suddenly in front of him, hurrying enthusiastically towards the first line of parked cars a few feet away. Seth halted, cursed under his breath, and looked to see if there were any more impending collisions.

			“I figured you would be coming out here,” Jonathan’s voice called out from behind him. Seth turned around, and saw Jonathan slowing down from a trot, taking some heavier breaths. “You are getting way too predictable, Seth.”

			“Ha! You keep thinking that. And since when have you ever been in a hurry to catch me?” Seth asked, grinning, and feeling a brighter spark of enthusiasm at the sight of his best friend.

			“Since I’ve got to get Annika’s laptop back to her,” Jonathan announced, indicating the thin, rectangular object cradled protectively in his right arm. “I’ve got to get back in there. She has speech team practice coming up here in a few minutes.”

			“Now that’s what I call trust in a relationship,” Seth quipped, starting back towards Jonathan. “She even lets you access her personal laptop.”

			“And she didn’t even bother to set up a separate user name either,” Jonathan remarked.

			“Now, that is a trusting relationship,” Seth remarked. “A girl would have to be incredibly hot for me to let her onto my user account. Then again, Annika is hot.”

			“Don’t even think about it,” Jonathan stated, with a grin underlying the words.

			Seth put his hands up in mock-surrender, chuckling. “Not guilty, sir! But that is some serious trust she puts in you.”

			“More like pity on a guy who is in bad need of an upgrade … and I mean really bad need of one,” Jonathan said, smirking. He turned back towards the doors at the end of one of the main building’s wings just ahead. “Besides, I’ve been able to squeeze out a little extra time online, trying to follow up on that information Raymond got to us. Finished a pop quiz early, with fifteen minutes to go in second period, and third period became largely a study hall. Substitute teachers can be a benefit, if you are looking for some spare time! Annika’s laptop came in handy during all that.”

			“And?” Seth asked, a hint of eagerness creeping into his voice.

			“I hate to say it, but not much,” Jonathan replied, a little somberly. He paused for a moment, as a car slowly trawled by, a muffled, rhythmic boom emitting from it as its windows vibrated with the sonic effects of deep bass. He shook his head as his eyes followed the car rumbling past them. “I’d like to see their hearing charts in a few years.”

			“Can’t say I get it either,” Seth commented, before returning to the subject at hand. “So, there’s still not much we know? That’s not great news. Like anyone is going to take stories like ours very seriously to begin with.”

			Jonathan looked over at Seth, a dour expression spreading across his face. “I’m well aware of that. Just another cry for attention, I’m sure they’ll say. More teen angst, combined with vivid imaginations. We’ll deal with all that when the time comes, but we’ve got what we’ve got at the moment.”

			“We’ve got what we’ve got? All that’ll bring us is accusations of looking for fifteen minutes in the spotlight,” Seth stated sourly.

			Approaching the double door set into the end of the building wing, they reentered the school. Just a few feet beyond the doors, they slowed to a halt, waiting to pass back through the metal detector and attending police officer. 

			Seth bit back the usual barbed quips that came to his mind whenever he was made to go through the school’s security checkpoints. The two girls standing just ahead of him were members of the math team. Sarcasm welled up inside him as he considered how vitally important a security check on the two young ladies would be, as math team members were so well known for being dangerous threats to public safety.

			The two young women were made to pause for a few additional moments themselves. A young man, a junior who Seth knew was heavily involved in a voluntary prayer group, had just been made to stand aside, subjected to a thorough search and scan due to the walk-through device’s alarm going off.

			Seth was simply glad that the annoying sound of the alarm was swiftly quieted. He was unable to hide a bemused expression as he waited for the revelation of whatever had transgressed the almighty sensors.

			The young man pulled something out of one of his pockets, and handed it slowly over to the police officer, a nervous expression displayed upon his face. The offending item turned out to be a necklace with a golden pendant hanging from it, a semicircular shape on a flat base, with extensions creating the image of the rising sun.

			The Savioran symbol of the Rising Dawn was returned to the young man, who was allowed to proceed onward. Before the student’s back was turned, Seth had recognized the sheer anxiety written on the youth’s face, as he finished his interaction with the armed officer.

			“Land of the free, and the home of the brave, on display once again,” Seth murmured, giving vent to his inner misgivings. He took a deep breath, forcing his mind from dwelling upon the irritating, and often exasperating, subjects. He preferred discretion to mouthing off at the guard, and inviting harassment to himself. He proceeded through the checkpoint without incident, maintaining a polite demeanor.

			Once beyond the security post, Jonathan and Seth headed quickly down the wide hallway. The school was largely emptied out by that time, save for small numbers of individuals heading to extracurricular activities. A few others, including one couple kissing in front of a set of lockers, were simply taking their time in departing the school grounds. 

			The couple was so deeply immersed within their public display of affection that Seth surmised that a grizzly bear could have walked up and laid its paws on their shoulders, without them ever have becoming aware of its approach. Even so, Seth could not deny harboring an envious streak as he eyed their affection. The young man’s girlfriend was very attractive, attired in a dark, gothic fashion that Seth found alluring. He wished that he had similar reasons for delaying his own departure from school at the end of an average day.

			Among the students that did not seem to have immediate destinations, Seth had to audibly warn one young man that was so engrossed in digital gaming that he almost walked directly into them. The young man looked up with a startled expression, which quickly morphed into a sheepish one, uttering a quick apology as he skirted around them. His attention was reabsorbed into his hand-held gaming device seconds later.

			“And how long is this country going to be competitive?” Seth remarked to Jonathan, his tone caustic. “Just as we are about to enter the workforce, a golden age is about to unfold … at least based on the talent pool we see around here.”

			“Security checks always put you in a really good mood, don’t they?” Jonathan replied with a smile.

			“Alright, cut the sarcasm … that’s my thing,” Seth retorted, chuckling.

			They approached the first intersection, turning off to the right upon reaching it. Midway down the next length of hallway was Annika. She was heading in their direction, accompanied by three young ladies that Seth recognized as other members of the speech team. 

			Annika and her teammates were all carrying opened cans of soft drinks in their hands, and two had bags of chips, the group clearly returning from a successful foray to one of the vending machine areas located within the school.

			“Did you remember to bring me one?” Jonathan called out. “I could use a Cherry Mountain Mist just about now.”

			A broad smile crossed her face, as Annika looked up towards Jonathan and Seth. She turned aside and spoke a few words to her three companions. They looked and grinned towards the two young men, one of them waving down the hall as they proceeded into the doorway of a nearby classroom.

			Annika sauntered past the doorway, continuing on down the hall towards Jonathan and Seth. She held her right hand out expectantly, her eyes glancing down towards the laptop that he was carrying. She looked back to Jonathan with a raised eyebrow.

			“Not even a ‘hi?’ Or a ‘hey, how are you doing?’” Jonathan lamented.

			“You were almost late, and Mrs. Flahrety is expecting to look over a speech I have saved on there … one I haven’t even printed out a hard copy of yet,” Annika said. She turned towards Seth, with a wider, slightly mischievous grin. “But as for you, since you bear no guilt in this … hi, Seth, how are you doing?”

			“See, she admits that I’m the better man,” Seth teased Jonathan.

			“As of now, empirically, yes … unless, of course, you are the reason my boyfriend is late,” Annika retorted, raising an eyebrow at Seth.

			“Not I! And surely you would think of no such thing,” Seth replied, making an exaggerated expression of mock indignation. His response evoked immediate laughter from the other two.

			“Alright, alright,” Jonathan said, handing over the slim laptop to Annika.

			She tucked it under her arm, and then glanced down at her watch. “It looks like I have a couple of minutes to spare. You two have any updates for me? I’m sure you both have been thinking of little else than our little stroll in the woods with the nice, fluffy animals.”

			“No updates yet,” Jonathan said. “Nothing new on the information that Raymond was digging up. And I’ve been looking everywhere I can, believe me.”

			“And we don’t want to call in, or send anything, to Sea to Shining Sea just yet. They’re about the only place that will take us even half-seriously. But we don’t want it to be just our word that all this is based on,” Seth interjected. “I think you know what I’m getting at. Jonathan and I were just talking about it on our way to find you.”

			“Then it looks like we’re going to have to take some chances,” Annika said firmly. After a slight pause, she added, “That is, if we are crazy, and you really insist on trying to prove these things are for real. Because unless we come across something that backs our story up, we would have to go back in there to get some proof.”

			Seth looked into her eyes for a moment, as the words sank into him. He could see that she was not joking, and he knew what destination she was referring to. His response was incredulous. “Going back in there? The woods? Are you serious?” 

			“Going back where?” interposed another voice.

			Seth and the others looked up to see Raymond, who had walked up just behind Jonathan. 

			“You’ll need me for that, if it’s what I’m thinking you are talking about,” Raymond said, straightening his back, grinning, and thrusting out his chest. His tone took on a dramatic, boisterous flair. “You need the Ray-man for such dangerous missions. Well, you are in luck … Raymond is here! Ask yourself … who’s got the long sticks that go boom! And boom! And boom! That’s right, Raymond does! … Uh oh! Shouldn’t say that too loud around here.”

			Chuckling, he looked around in a façade of panic, and put his index finger to his mouth in a gesture demanding silence of the others. The echoes of Raymond’s voice echoed down the hallway. 

			It had never been much of a secret that Raymond was highly into firearms. Everyone knew that such an interest was conducted with Raymond’s father’s tutelage and blessing, and that he had never been viewed as unstable. Even so, it was not a pursuit shared by very many others within their high school. At their age, and in the current climate that generally cast a darker light on the topic of guns, Seth had observed that Raymond’s interest in firearms bestowed a more dangerous edge upon him among the other students. He also knew that Raymond positively reveled in such an association, more than happy to assume the image of an adventurous renegade.

			At the moment, Seth was happy to hear Raymond’s enthusiasm as they broached the uneasy topic of returning into the woodlands. Without it, he was not altogether he could even entertain the notion of another woodland hike.

			“That’s what I’m getting at, even if you insist on talking about yourself in third person,” Annika said, shaking her head in amusement as she looked back at Raymond. “If we go into the woods, we are going to need the … long boom-sticks … as you call them.”

			“You need the Ray-man, there’s no avoiding it,” Raymond retorted audaciously, breaking into a laugh.

			“Yes, oh great and wise Ray-man. I know you love to hear it, so I’ll get it over and say the words out loud … yes, we would need you,” Annika stated, feigning somberness for only a moment, as she was unable to stifle her own bout of laughter.

			“So, are you all going to help me raise money to bribe Nolan and Randall? They aren’t going to want to go along with that idea too easily … and I can’t guarantee they ever will … and I sure as hell don’t want to go back in those woods without them,” Raymond said. Then he came to a sudden pause, looking up quizzically. “And why … exactly … are we wanting to go back in there again?”

			Raymond’s initial display of good humor and braggadocio faded a little as he gave voice to the question. It revealed the presence of strong trepidation lying just beneath the surface in the other young man. Seth had no doubts that the greater reality of the request was just beginning to dawn on him.

			“Catch those wolves on video … somehow,” Annika replied. “If we really want to break this story out, then we are going to need video, and even then many will think we doctored it. Or maybe we can discover something just as good that backs us up. And if we are going to take chances, then we’d better be armed to the teeth, and in numbers.”

			“Like they say, seein’ is believin’. You got a point, Annika,” Raymond said, nodding. “And seein’ is going to go a lot farther than the credibility given to our words alone, you know.”

			“I don’t doubt that,” Jonathan said.

			“But going back in there?” Seth asked.

			“We get Rand, and Nole to go, and add in all of you. And all of us, I might add, will be packin’ some heat,” Raymond said. “And no objections from any of your three on that, because I would insist on it, if we are really going to do something as stupid as going looking for huge wolves again.”

			Seth did not know exactly what to think of the discussion. A maelstrom of thoughts swirled around in his head.

			On the one hand, a part of him was enthralled with his experience of the presence of huge wolves dwelling in local woodlands. He also did not mind the notion of being a part of the group that would bring the existence of such incredible creatures into public light.

			On the other hand, he remembered the freezing terror that he had felt when they had last hurried through the woods. The encompassing feelings of pursuit and vulnerability, as if he had been nothing more than a hunter’s prey, had been horrible sensations that he had never really felt before. They were not the kind of feelings that he ever wanted to have again.

			To deny the mortal danger involved with the idea of going back into the woodlands would be both reckless and foolish. 

			Yet before making any final decisions, in light of Raymond’s insistence, and the general plan proffered, there was still another perspective to consider. 

			Going back in with Nolan, Randall, and Raymond, who were all quite experienced with firearms, would be an altogether different situation than what he, Annika, and Jonathan had been through before. It was true that Raymond and his friends had been scared themselves, but they had possessed potent means of protection.

			Returning with them would mean that six would be going in together, in one united group, instead of the groups of three that had gone into the woods the last time. It was an undeniable truth that there was much more comfort and safety in numbers. There would be enough people to deal with any problems that might arise, especially given the fact that Raymond demanded that they would all be armed. 

			There would also be no surprises, as they knew, and had already seen, what they would be looking for. At the least, it would probably be an exhilarating adventure, even if nothing turned up during the trek.

			Seth still felt a host of apprehensions churning within him, and had no firm conviction one way or the other as he looked over to Jonathan. Jonathan met Seth’s gaze, his expression conveying the message that a similar impasse was taking place within him.

			Jonathan turned his head and looked back over towards Raymond. “If you get Nolan and Randall on board … and if we all decided to do this, and go into the woods, then when would you want to do this thing?”

			“It’s Wednesday today … what about this Friday?” Raymond asked.

			“I’m not wanting to get caught out there in the dark … there’s no way,” Annika said. 

			Raymond put his hands on his hips, and gave her an incredulous look. “Like you think I would? Not unless you guys suddenly buy all of us some reliable night-vision gear. And I’m not talking about the cheap things that they bundle with video games.

			“No, I was thinkin’ of stayin’ out at the house on Friday night, so that we can get a good start on things very early in the morning on Saturday. So we can make sure we’ve got plenty of daylight. And even with that, I was just now thinkin’ of driving out to a parking area near a trail head that will give us a good angle to get to an area not too far from where we were when we saw those wolves. It’ll give us a little jump start, and it’ll save us a couple hours hiking in.” 

			“Seems you’ve thought this out a little more than I knew,” Annika said.

			Raymond grinned. “Was actually thinkin’ of marshalling up a group to do it myself. Once I got over my jitters, I started feeling bold again. Glad you guys are thinkin’ along the same lines.”

			Seth looked to Jonathan for a second, and then turned back to Raymond, “I think we still need to talk it over a little bit more. Would that be alright?”

			Raymond nodded. “No problem. Let me know soon though, as I’m gonna have to do some serious arm twistin’ with Nole and Rand. The more will be the merrier, and, even if the wolves are big, remember that we’ll be bringing the thunder, and at the end of the day they’re still just animals.”

			Seth had to concede that his mind was now heavily tilting towards agreement. A bid for a little extra time was just for the sake of fully convincing himself about going back. 

			“Agreed. And I know we all need to be certain about this,” Jonathan said.

			“Reasonable enough,” Annika said. She looked down at her watch, and straightened up. “But we’ll have to have a convocation a little later. I’m already a couple minutes late for practice.”

			She stepped forward and gave Jonathan a quick hug and a kiss. “I’ll call you when I get out of there … thanks for not forgetting the laptop. You saved your own hide there.”

			Grinning, she gave him another quick kiss, bid goodbye to Seth and Raymond, and walked back to the classroom door where the other members of her team had entered a few minutes earlier.

			Raymond turned back to Seth and Jonathan. “So, will you guys get a hold of me when you make a final decision?”

			“Right away,” Jonathan said.

			“Alright, then I’m going to get going,” Raymond said. He gripped and readjusted the position of the loop holding his backpack over his right shoulder. “I’ll catch you two later.”

			He strode off down the hall, leaving Seth and Jonathan to themselves.

			“And we probably all know the answer already,” Jonathan said. He looked over at Seth and laughed. “We are incredibly dumb, aren’t we?”

			“Best not to admit it out loud,” Seth replied, grinning. 

			“So are you working today?” Jonathan asked.

			“No, it’s an off day … and I’m calling in sick this weekend for sure,” Seth said. “I guess that means we do know the answer.”

			“Come on, let’s go check out the game store. There’s a new squad-based shooter I wanted to check out,” Jonathan said.

			“You don’t have to twist my arm on that one,” Seth said, starting off with Jonathan back down the hallway.

			If he were to be honest with himself, his mind was truly made up. Life was too short and far too mundane for a willful lack of adventure. The choice to engage in one was staring him right in the face. He found that despite the dangers, the promise of an impending, tangible adventure was not something that he could easily decline.

			Sargor

			The factions that had chosen to follow Queran and Uria had long since departed the vicinity of the great hill where the schism had taken place. Daylight was just beginning to fade with the lengthening of the shadows. Night would soon take dominion of the woodlands.

			Another exodus was getting underway, spurred by a sense of determination and urgency. The largest faction of An-Ki, those that still remained loyal to Sargor, were moving out at the old leader’s insistence. 

			Large dark forms, many with smaller ones in their wake, filed away in a subdued silence among the trees. The high promenade with the cave, where the momentous confrontations had taken place, loomed behind them as a silent witness to yet another stage of their kind’s terrible odyssey. 

			Yips and whines emitting from some of the smaller An-Ki cubs occasionally broke the silence. The mothers escorting the cubs moved in a blur of speed to calm or bring silence to the young. The clan had been urged to move as quietly as possible, a challenge that was precarious enough given the large number of individuals involved. 

			A dour mood weighed down the air, keeping pace with them, lessening not even one mite from its genesis in the conflict at the cave mouth. If anything, the dispositions among the An-Ki had grown more somber as they trudged forward. Though they were in such a dispirited frame of mind, there was no chance of any further
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