





















































































































































































































































































































































GAMMA

We sprint down the staircase, being
ever so careful, trying not to fall and trying
not to shove off any of the other descending
souls. Upon reaching the Sixth Level, | spot
three demons speedily advancing up the
stairs on the opposite end of the Great Hole.
They’re running on all fours, snorting and
growling, and shoving off the souls that
aren’t descending to their assigned levels
fast enough.

“Oh, no,” | say under my breath.
“Get your sword ready, Nate! These beast
will not take kindly to our presence.”

Nate and | hold our swords out and
anxiously watch as the demons get closer
and closer. As soon as they notice us, they
slow down and stop.

“Your leader has requested that we
meet him! Let us pass!” | yell to them.

The demons obviously do not
comprehend spoken words, and they
charge towards us. The first leaps at me and
gets impaled on my sword. Its body falls
over the ledge with my sword still firmly
lodged in its chest. | try to yank it out, but
I’'m unsuccessful—I trip over the stairs fall
into the darkness, leaving Nate alone.

The second demon leaps at Nate, but
Nate slashes the creature’s face. Nearly
unfazed by the attack, the demon swipes at
Nate with its claws. Nate dodges the attack
by falling over backwards, but his sword
slips out of his hand and plummets over the
edge.

The demon, realizing that Nate will
likely offer no resistance, slowly struts
toward its prey. Behind the demon, | fly up,
with Nate’s sword in one hand and my
sword in the other. | skewer the second
demon with both swords, quickly pulling
them out to slice of the head off the third.

I sheathe my sword and hand Nate
his.
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“Are you sure you don’t just want to
hang on to it?”” Nate asks.

“I'm sure.”
Nate takes it out of my hand.
“Come,” | say to him, “I’ll give you a lift

down. We’re not far now.”

“Alright,” Nate reluctantly replies.

I grab Nate under the shoulders of his
breastplate and slowly fly to the very bottom,
into the darkest shadow. This is the most
sinister place of the entire city, the Ninth Circle.
Here, the very rocks that surround us seem to
be emanating evil vibes.

“You made it. | had expected
otherwise... even hoped otherwise,” says the
White Man. He’s leaning up against the
entrance to the cave where the worst sinners
rest, filing his nails with a silvery, white file.
“But you arrived a tad early. | am expecting
someone | worked very, very close with before
the nuclear apocalypse.” The White Man
repeats himself, “Nuclear apocalypse. Nuclear
apocalypse. Those words have quite a ring to
them.”

An older gentlemen comes slowly
walking down the stairs and sees us.

“President Padoha, so glad you could
make it,” the White Man says with a smirk on
his face.

“Who are you?” asks the man.
remember that voice.”

“Yes, it is me, your most trusted
advisor.” The White Man’s appearance morphs
into that of an older man with glasses who is
very conservatively dressed.

“What the fuck?! Paul?”

“Actually, | snatched Paul’s soul and
used his body for a bit. You did not actually
think that the real Paul would have suggested
starting a secret fascist movement did you?”
The White Man then goes on to repeat things
he’s said to the man in the past, “*The people
would just love a right-wing takeover.” ‘A real
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conservative wouldn’t be afraid to send in
the nukes.” ‘We’re under attack! We're
under attack! Do something!” ” The White
Man morphs into his original form. “The
only thing we are under attack from is
political stupidity, that which you possess
in abundance.”

“But...”

The White Man interrupts him, “But,
but, but... You are so gullible. That is what |
love about you. How much did you care
about your precious approval ratings while
you were hiding in that bunker?”

“You tricked me? Why would you
do that?”

“Tricked you? Hardly. You were the
one that... Okay, I tricked you, but you fell
perfectly into my trap.” The White Man
laughs. “And why did | do it? That is what |
do! | have dedicated my life to giving
humanity bad directions, hoping that they
will lose their faith, turn their back on God,
and find themselves lost in that dark wood
where all morals escape them.”

“If you're not really Paul, then who
are you?”

“l am the one the priests warn you
about,” the White Man says with a smirk,
“but that is enough talk for now. It is time
for you to rest. | have this wonderful set of
nightmares for you that | planned myself.
Nightmare... No, that would not be the
right word, because these will not occur just
in the night. These horrible dreams will be
constant for you for a very, very long time.”

“No, wait, | don’t...”

“You do not what?”

“Hey! You son of a bitch!” Nate yells
out.

The White Man looks at Nate to see
if Nate is talking to him. When he sees that
Nate is yelling at the man on the stairs, he
smiles and lets him continue to speak.
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“You were serving your second term as
the President of the United States during the
apocalypse! You were a rotten mother fucker!”
Nate grits his teeth together. “If you had a
conscious, you would be so stricken with guilt
that you wouldn’t even be able to stand up!”

The White Man laughs and says, “If he
would have had conscious, he would not have
served me so perfectly.”

I grab Nate by the shoulder and whisper
into his ear, “It’s alright. He has been a part of
many atrocities in his life, but he will
eventually realize the wrong he has done. Until
then, he will receive a punishment fit only for
the most vile of all human beings. We will
forgive him, and pray that he is able to quickly
set himself free.”

“Forgive him?” asks the White Man.
“Fuck him. This man thought that all those in
poverty possessed a character flaw and that
they were inferior to him; therefore he believed
that they deserved deplorable treatment. This
man hates you with every fiber of his being.
This man stands for everything you abhor.
Smite this malicious coward!”

Nate brings up his sword and points at
the man, and almost begins to speak, but he
turns, pointing the sword at the White Man.
“You’re the one who influenced him to do such
terrible things!” Nate yells, lowering his sword.

The White Man just smiles. “Unaffected
by my persuasion, eh? Well, you're a stronger
man than President Padoha ever was.” He
looks at the man on the stairs and says, “Come
on. | may have eternity, but I'm not going to
spend it waiting for you. Get down here.”

The man reluctantly reaches the bottom
of the stairs and slowly approaches the White
Man. The White Man grabs him by the back of
his head and throws him into the cave, where
the man hits the dirt and immediately falls
asleep.
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“So you gave him the tour, did
you?” the White Man asks me.

“Yes, | did.”

“And you helped him purify his
soul? That was not part of the agreement.”

“He did that himself. He was
sentenced to the Second Circle where he set
himself free.”

“In only a week? | find that hard to
believe.”

“It’s the truth.”

“Yes, | know. | still find it hard to
believe, though.” The White Man looks at
Nate and says, “Are you sure you do not
want me to keep her?”

“I’d rather die than return without
her,” Nate says with the utmost sincerity.

“| already knew you would say that.
Very well. Follow me,” says the White Man
as he points to the rocky wall where a small
light shines. The light gets bigger and
bigger, and when it is of a large enough size,
the White Man steps in. Nate follows
without hesitation. | follow as well, but |
keep my hand on my sword’s hilt, ready for
anything. | gasp at what | see when the light
subsides.

“Holy...” says Nate under his breath.

We’re in a huge, beautiful mansion
where hundreds of gorgeous women loiter
in very revealing outfits.

“Damn you!” | say to the White Man
as | try to overt my eyes. “Nate, look away!”

“Hi, ladies,” says the White Man, as
happy as can be.

“Hello,” all
simultaneously respond.

The White Man laughs. “You forget,
Uriel, I am already damned. And if this is
damned, | do not want to be anything else.”

Nate just keeps staring. The women
are blowing him kisses and wanting him to
come over so they can flirt.

of the women
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“Nate, cover your eyes!” | yell to him
again.

“Oh, come on, Uriel. Just let it all go.
Give into temptation.”

“l am a servant of God! Angels are not
to lust for the Daughters of the Earth,” I reply.

“There you go again, spouting on about
how we should all blindly follow God to
whatever end— even if He is unjust and unfair.
You never were an independent thinker... So be
it, Nate and | will enjoy their company by
ourselves then. Follow me,” says the White
Man as he begins to climb a flight of stairs.

I hang onto Nate’s arm so | can follow
with my eyes shut. “This was supposed to be a
place of punishment for you!” | yell to the
White Man. “But you must constantly defy God
with your every action.”

“Of course, Uriel. You do realize that
this is what He created me to do, do you not?
You should also realize that by defying Him, |
am doing exactly what He wants. It is the great,
unfortunate contradiction that I am forced to |
am yin, and He is yang. There is a balance here,
and in order for that balance to maintained, |
must be as evil as He is good. Without me, the
enemy of His greatest creation, He would have
nothing to triumph over.

“Before you say it, yes, | do realize the
meaninglessness of my existence. But when you
think about it for thousands of years as | have,
you realize that everything is meaningless. Our
journey through life and eternity only serves us
the pleasure of experiencing fleeting bursts of
emotion, nothing more really.”

Just as | open my eyes to see if we’'ve
stepped away from the women, a door on our
right opens and Lisa walks out, dressed in the
same revealing clothes as the rest of the women.

“Lisa!” Nate yells as he sees her.

“Hello,” she says as she walks up to the
White Man and puts her arms around him.
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“Hello, darling,” the White Man
says as he leans over to kiss her neck.

“Hand her over!” | yell as | draw my
sword. “I won’t let you make us watch as
you defile this young woman!” Nate
follows my lead and points his sword at the
White Man. “Give her to us, or Nate and |
will take her with force.” But the White
Man pushes his hand toward us, and we
watch as our swords are ripped from our
hands and launched out of sight.

“Shit,” Nate says under his breath.

“Nate?” asks Lisa.

“Yes?”

“l used to know someone named
Nate,” she says, smiling.

“That was me.
bring you home.”

“But this is my home.”

“No, your home is Carbonek, in the
town of Aesir.”

Lisa looks a bit confused.

That’s it Nate. Keep at it.

“Your father, Somnus,
waiting for you.”

She looks back up at the White Man,
baffled. She lets go of him and steps back.
She then looks at Nate and smiles. Almost
crying, she runs towards him and hugs him
as hard as she can.

“I hate love,” say the White Man.

“You hate it because it is the only
human force that is greater than you.”

“l have had quite enough of your
tongue, Uriell As a guest here, you should
not insult your gracious host.”

“Gracious?!”

“Then let us settle this. What do you
say? The Final Battle, round two?”

“l accept your challenge!” | say to
him without hesitation.

The White Man summons the
swords he cast away earlier. | grab mine as

I've come here to

is there
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it swoops by, and he grabs Nate’s as it enters
his hand.

“Quickly, Nate, take Lisa and get out of
here!”

Nate grabs her hand and they run down
the flight of stairs and out through the entrance
to the mansion where they vanish.

“l have been waiting for revenge for a
very long time now,” says the White Man.

“It’s too bad for you that you will never,
ever get it,” | say as | charge toward him, my
sword brought up over my head. | bring my
sword down on him and watch as it slices him
in two. His remains turn to ash and disappear
before my eyes.

Is that it?

Without warning, | am impaled by a
blade that’s been thrust through my back and
out of my stomach. | turn to see the White Man
standing there, unscathed and smiling with
delight. He kicks the hilt of the sword and
thrusts it even further through my abdomen. |
fall to the ground in pain.

“How fitting. You meet your demise
upon Death’s sword. | could not have thought
of a more poetic way to go myself.”

I pull out the sword and throw it across
the floor. | try to stop the bleeding by pressing
my hands against the wounds. Suddenly, a
bright light shines down upon me, and my
wounds are healed instantly. It’s been a long
time since Heaven’s light has shined this far
into the depths of Hell.

“That’s my cue,” | say as | stand up, the
pain completely gone.

“You cheat.”

“No more than you.”

A burst of light engulfs the entire atrium,
and | vanish.
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Return

Nate slowly opens his eyes.

Someone’s fingers are on his neck.

“That’s odd,” the someone says. “It’s
getting faster.”

Nate grabs the person’s arm by the
wrist and shoves it away. He sits up and
looks around. He’s in the infirmary in
Carbonek.

“You’re awake!” shouts Haoma, his
arm clenched in Nate’s hand.

Nate breathes a sigh of relief.

“Could you release my arm?”

“Sorry,” Nate says as he lets go.
“Lisa?” He looks over at Lisa, lying in the
bed beside him. She’s still unconscious.

“Wait, don’t get up,” says Haoma.
“Let me check you over.”

“Lisa?” Nate calls to her again.

Haoma checks Nate’s eyes and
removes the sensors stuck to Nate’s head,
chest, and arms.

“Is she going to wake up now?”
Nate asks.

“I don’t know.”

“But | remember going in after her. |
remember running with her through the
light.”

“Nate!” Lisa yells with her eyes still
closed, not sure where she is.

“I'm here! I'm right here!” Nate
jumps out of his bed and rushes over to her.
“Are you okay?!”

“Where am 1?7

“You’re home. We made it.”

“Oh, thank God.”

“That’s right,” says Nate, vaguely
remembering being led by an angel, “thank
God.”
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“I've been thinking a lot lately,” says
Finn, sitting in Brendan’s office in the chapel.
Finn looks very tired. He sighs and rubs his
eyes with his hands.

“About what, Finn?” asks Brendan,
sitting behind his desk, contently listening.

“Well, you know... I’ve been through a
lot... with my family and all.”

Brendan nods.

“l haven’t had a lot of sleep in a while.
I’m not really very hungry any more. I... | don’t
know...”

“Do you think that maybe you’re
worrying about Nate and Lisa too much?”

“Yeah, yeah... | guess that’s part of it.
You see, after we had to seek shelter here, my
ideology changed completely. You could say |
became the opposite of what | was in the old
world, which means I’'ve questioned a lot of
things.”

“You mean you’'ve questioned your
faith?”

“That’s part of it,” says Finn.

“I can understand that. | think we’ve all
guestioned our faith at some point through this
whole... experience. Other people here have
come to me asking things like, ‘Why would
God do this to the world?” And the only thing |
can relate to them is the story of Noah...”

Finn interrupts him, “But Noah was
saved for a clear purpose. He was to continue
on and procreate after the world had been
destroyed. We, on the other hand, are all sterile
from the radiation. Our species ends here, with
us.”

“Yes, that is the one discrepancy that |
can’t make any sense of.”

“But my problem isn’t about the
purpose of all of this; my problem lies with the
cause of all of this. In the old world, we
supported political parties that claimed to have
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strong religious values, but then we cheered
them on as they led us to war.”

“An eye for an eye,” replies Brendan.

“What about love and forgiveness?”
asks Finn.

“That
situation.”

“How can you say that?”

“l can say that because it’s all right
here. This is the infallible Word of God,”
says Brendan as he places his hand on the
Bible on his desk.

“That’s my concern. You have your
hand on an English translation of the Bible.
The original Bible was written in a time and
culture that none of us really understand
and in a language that none of us speak.”

“What do you mean?”” asks Brendan,
getting somewhat impatient.

“We consider the Bible a black and
white doctrine of how we are to live our
lives here on Earth...”

Brendan interrupts, “Well, some of it
is open to interpretation, but most of it is
quite clear.”

“But this Bible here is pre-
interpreted. Whoever translated it already
interpreted it, and therefore, whatever we
interpret, is an interpretation of an
interpretation.”

“What are you getting at?”

“I'm saying it’s possible that we’ve
been believing in something that’'s very
wrong. We may have been promoting the
wrong values in the old world, like wars
that we believe are right because we’ve
based our judgment on a poor
interpretation of the Bible—which led us to
this, the end of humanity. Besides that, the
original wasn’t even written by God, so
why do we believe everything in it is true?
You can’t deny that reading that book too
literally repressed our freedom of thought

applies to a different
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and led us down a path that God, the real God,
my God, didn’t want us to take.”

“You’re blaming us, the believers, for
the apocalypse?”

“We live in this world, and we’re
responsible for what occurs in it, especially
when we promote heinous acts like war.”

At that moment, Maeldun bursts in and
excitedly shouts, “Nate’s awake!”

Everyone in Aesir rushes from their
rooms and filters into the now dilapidated
atrium, destruction caused from the battles
waged in this room, where they see Nate and
Lisa, sitting down, resting next to one of the
tables, and trying to regain their strength.

“Welcome back!” someone in the crowd
shouts.

“Thank you,” replies Nate.

I sit up on the broken statue, looking
down on everyone and trying to announce
Nate’s return by cawing loudly. No one can
hear me over the rumble they’re all making.

Finn rushes up to Nate and yells, “Nate!
Nate! You did it!"” He picks Nate up and gives
him a big hug. Nate smiles and pats Finn on the
back. “I was so worried about you!” Finn lets
go and leans over to Lisa. “And Lisa!” he
shouts with his arms out. She stands up, and he
hugs her tight.

“Good to see you, Finn,” she says.

“Oh, it’s great to see you!” he replies.

“Tell us about your journey!” someone
says.

“Yeah, what realm were you trapped
in?”” asks another.

Nate vaguely recalls waking up in a
forest and following a being to the gates of a
city where many, many souls waited to enter.
He remembers a man in white, a short but very
scary boat ride, a descent into a seemingly
never-ending pit... a huge monster. He
remembers using his sword, being rescued
from certain death, seeing someone he intensely
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despises, entering into the very center of the
greatest evil, rescuing Lisa from the evil’s
grip, and rushing out before the good being
and the evil figure did battle.

“Do you remember anything, Lisa?”
Nate asks.

“The only thing | remember is
seeing this figure and this beautiful white
glow that emanated behind him.”

That was me. If only a raven could
blush.

“l don’t remember anything,” says
Nate. “Sorry.”

It's alright Nate. These people
shouldn’t know of the fate that awaits them.

“Sorry about your arm,” Maeldun
says to Nate.

“My arm?” Nate looks at his
forearm and sees a few layers of gauss
taped around it. “What happened?” He lifts
up the gauss and finds a long gash that’s all

stitched up.

“It was a phantom,” replies
Maeldun.

“In the infirmary?!”

“Phantom  attacks have been

constant,” says Somnus. “We’ve lost many
to them.”

“How long have we been in a
coma?” asks Lisa.
“About three months,” replies

Haoma.

Nate is shocked.
But it felt like only...”

“Time is not constant among
realms,” replies Somnus. “You can be out
for months and only be gone for an hour, or
you can be out for an hour and be gone for
months.”

“So it’s spring then?” asks Lisa.

“Yes, it is,” says Finn.

“Which means the phantoms are
extremely difficult to detect,” says Maeldun.

“Three months?
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“We can’t defend ourselves if we don’t even
know they’re there.”

“We desperately need to end their
attacks,” says Somnus, “and | think | will be
able to do it, but | can’t do anything with the
people of Vanir watching our every move.”

“That’ll be settled in a few days,” says
Heimdall as he pounds his right fist into his
open, left hand.

“What do you mean?” asks Nate, trying
to reattach his bandage.

“We cut a deal with them. A real good
deal,” replies Heimdall, smirking.

Somnus says, “They have agreed to our
challenge. In a few days, Heimdall will be
facing their strongest person in single combat:
an unarmed fight to the death.”

“What?!” Nate says, disturbed over the
brutality that will surely come of something
like that.

“A long time ago,” Finn begins to
explain, “armies lacked the manpower to enter
into or continue all out war, much like the
situation we’re in now. The solution to
resolving their dispute was to have each side’s
greatest warrior do battle against each other to
decide the winner.”

“In this case,” says Somnus, “If Goll’s
man wins, they get to stay here in Carbonek,
like they’ve tried to force upon us from the
beginning, and we live here together as one
group. If we win, they will cease their attacks
on us, and they will live out their useless lives
separately from ours.”

“Why don’t we just let them live here?
Then we’d all be protected and safe. No one
would have to die,” says Nate.

“NO!” angrily yells Somnus. “That
would be unacceptable! None of us want to live
here with the ignorant ones... Their stupidity
got them into this mess, and | hope they never
get out of it. Murderers do not make for good
bedfellows.”
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Nate looks around at the people
surrounding him and says, “You speak for
everyone here?”

Somnus leans over and whispers
into his ear, “I’'m not sure if you’ve noticed
yet, Nate, but all of these people are here
today because of me. They are so grateful
for being rescued that they would follow
me through hell and back if | asked them
to.”

Nate doesn’t respond. On the
mention of hell, Nate has flashbacks of his
dark journey.

“I don’t trust them,” says Maeldun.
“I think Heimdall will easily be able to win
against whoever they have, but | doubt
they’ll keep their word when its over.”

“We’re going to be going with him,”
says Finn. “And we’ll be fully armed, as I'm
sure they’ll be too. They’ll keep their word,
or we’ll kill everyone there.”

They spoke about the upcoming
fight in Nate and Lisa’s presence for a little
longer, and knowing that they didn’t
remember anything from where they had
been, the people were disappointed that
they wouldn’t get the interesting story they
were waiting for. They had heard the story
of Maeldun’s adventures several times over
after Nate had departed to rescue Lisa, and
they were eager to hear new ones to
fantasize over. Somewhere out there existed
a place very different from where they were
now. All of them wanted to go somewhere,
anywhere from here. All of them—except
for Somnus.

A young man walks in through the
door and holds up some gloves. “Look
what | found, guys!”

Finn and the rest of his men,
including Nate and the newest member of
the team, Asher Wiglaf, are all loitering in
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the shooting range, which has been turned into
more of a training area for Heimdall. It’s been a
day since Nate’s return, and he’s been taking it
as easy as possible.

Heimdall wails away on a punching bag
that Maeldun is holding steady.

“Gloves?” asks Finn.

“No,” says the young man as he steps
over and hands the gloves to Finn, “they’re not
just any gloves.”

Finn looks them over a little and says,
“Is that lead shot?”

“Yep, exactly. There’s lead shot in the
knuckles, and it’'s made out of Kevlar. | figured
Heimdall would be able to use them tomorrow.
| brought an extra pair in an even bigger size if
these are too small.”

“Cool. Thanks, Mercury,” says Heimdall.

“Mercury?” Nate questions.

The young man turns around and sees
Nate sitting in the corner.

“Yeah, Beowulf. This is Sam Mercury’s
son,” replies Finn.

The young man doesn’t say anything.
Nate can’t think of anything to say either.

“He followed in his father’s footsteps.
And he does a damn fine job at getting our
goods too.”

Nate wants to say he’s sorry, but he’s
afraid that if he does, he’ll sadden the young
man. He decides to do it anyway, “I'm very
sorry about your dad.”

The young man bows his head and
quickly walks out.

“Wait!” yells Nate, but it’s too late.

“It’s alright, Beowulf,” says Bran. “He’ll
get over it. We know you didn’t mean to do
what you did.”

“But it didn’t have to happen,” replies
Nate.

“You’re right—but it did. Don’t dwell
on it.”
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Nate leans back in his chair and
prods at his arm again, thinking about what
he could do to get Mercury’s son to forgive
him. He looks down at his arm, watching
his finger toy with the stitches. The thought
of what he did to Mercury’s family, along
with the tremendous feeling of sadness,
seems to escape him for a small moment,
and instead, he ponders the idea of what it
means to be wounded by an otherworldly
entity. What if he’s infected with some
strange disease that Dr. Haoma has never
seen anything or read anything about? Nate
can  picture this small, parasitic
microorganism, a deathly-black monster,
drifting through his blood stream. The thing
lodges itself into one of his veins. Settling in,
it reproduces rapidly, sending millions of its
little minions throughout his system, Killing
him in the most horrible fashion possible, or
worse... What if it turns me into one of
them? he thought. As he plays with one of
his stitches, the worrying churns his
stomach and a sudden rush makes him feel
lightheaded. He grows pale and slumps in
his chair, wanting to vomit.

“Are you alright?”” Helios asks him.

“Yeah,” Nate replies, sitting back up
and wiping the sweat off his forehead. “I’'m
fine. | think.” He shakes his head with his
eyes closed, trying to remove his mind from
such ridiculous yet extremely frightening
subjects.

“I hope you’ll be well enough to
come with us tomorrow.”

“He will be,” says Finn. “We won’t
be able to leave him here. Beowulf’s a hero
to everyone now, and the people want him
out there, involved in any important events
that concern all of our fate.”

“What if the doc says otherwise?”
asks Bran.
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“Then Beowulf would be obligated not
to listen to him,” says Finn, smirking.

“What do you think?” Helios facetiously
asks Wiglaf.

“What do | think about what?” casually
returns Wiglaf.

Wiglaf was an honorable young man,
about ten years younger than Nate, who was
picked as Nate’s substitute on the team. Nate
took a liking to Wiglaf after he met him
yesterday, contented that this man would have
been his replacement if he wouldn’t have come
out of his coma. He was probably happy with
the man’s character because he saw a small
sliver of himself within Wiglaf.

“Don’t pick on the new guy, Helios,”
says Bran.

Grendel speaks up, resting his rifle in
his lap as he sits back in his chair, “Did | ever
tell you guys about my good luck charm?”

“Only about a thousand times,” says
Bran.

“l was talking to them,” says Grendel as
he points to Nate and Wiglaf.

“Nope,” replies Wiglaf. “What is it?”

Grendel pulls a purple medal out of his
pocket and shows it to them. “This was my
granddad’s. He and his brother were on their
tour in Vietnam together, and his brother was
awarded this medal for warning their platoon
of an ambush, saving dozens of men. What the
rest of the platoon didn’t know was that he was
conspiring with the locals and exchanging
information on the activities of other platoons
in return for any information on the enemy that
benefited only his platoon—so my granddad
says. Subsequently, Cain, my granddad, stayed
awake while his brother slept, and when his
brother got up to take a leak, he followed him,
beat him to death with a rock, and threw him
into the river. He plucked it out of his brother’s
pocket just before he watched the body float
away.” Grendel chuckles. “The old man told
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me this as he was lying on his deathbed. He
swore he had never told anyone else until
just then. A day before he passed away, just
a few days before | began my tour in Iraqg,
he handed me this Purple Heart, said it kept
him alive all through Nam, and said it
would keep me alive t0o0.”

“l still don’t understand how he

could murder his own brother,” says Helios.

“He truly believed his brother was a
traitor. | don’t know; maybe he was jealous
of the medal... | guess we’ll never really
know,” replies Grendel.

“That’s such a disgusting story,”
says Bran, appalled that Grendel would tell
a tale like that and think it’s laughable.

“You missed the point. | was trying
to tell you the background of my good luck
charm.”

“And that background is very
disgusting.”

“Whatever... Forget | even brought
it up,” says Grendel, quite disappointed
that everyone detests one of his favorite life
stories.

There’s another knock on the door.

“Come on in!” yells Finn.

The door opens, and Unferth steps
in.

“Hey... We don’t want any trouble
here.”

“Relax, Finn,” replies Unferth. “I
came here to apologize for how I've been
behaving lately.” He pulls out a rifle and
walks over to Nate.

“Yes?” asks Nate as he approaches.

“I've said the worst things about
you behind your back, jealous of your
position on this team. And your reputation
still continues to grow, what with you
saving Miss Juno and all. I’'m sorry for what
I’'ve said about you in the past, Beowulf,
and how hostile I've been with you, Finn,
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and it would make me feel much better if you
would accept this and forgive me,” Unferth
says as he hands Nate his rifle.

“l accept your apology, but you can
keep your weapon,” replies Nate.

“No, please, take it. It’s a Hrunting, a
high-powered, highly accurate assault rifle. It
has never failed me, and I'd like it to never fail
you either. | won’t be needing it any more.”

Nate reluctantly takes it from him.

“Why won’t you need it?” asks Bran.

“I'm leaving, and I'm taking my wife
and kids with me. We’re going somewhere far
away from here.”

“You’re leaving us? Did Somnus
approve of this?” asks Finn.

“I'm not going to ask him,” replies
Unferth.

“Good idea,” says Helios.

“Why is that a good idea?” questions
Maeldun. “You’re going to sneak out of here
without the approval of the man in charge, the
man who saved you? That’s just like you,
Unferth. You can apologize all you want, but
you’ll never change.”

“It’s a good idea because Somnus would
surely disapprove of him wanting to leave,”
says Helios. He stands up and walks over to
Unferth. He takes a key from the key ring on
his belt and hands it to Unferth. “This is for a
pickup truck, third from the right. Take it.”

“Thank you,” replies Unferth.

Grendel vindictively says, “Leave it to
Helios to be the accomplice in this.”

Helios interrupts him, *“Somnus has
really been cracking down on us lately. People
are starting to question his leadership, and
those that do are quickly silenced, sent on a
suicide mission. If there’s discontent within our
community, people are going to want to leave,
but there’s no way he’d let any one person
leave, because if one person goes, we’ll all go.
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“I'm starting to see that Somnus is
using us. We’re the workforce behind this
place, and all he does is sit back and enjoy
the fruits of our labor. You never see him
out there on one of those missions for food
or fuel, and when people complain that he’s
being careless with lives, he sends his own
daughter out there to prove that the trips
into the outside world are important.”

“You shut your fuckin’ face!”
angrily says Grendel.

“Yeah, Helios,” adds Maeldun, “you,
and everyone else here, have no right to
guestion Somnus’s leadership. Without him,
none of us would be here now. And he’s not
getting a free ride like you’re suggesting.
He’s already made a big contribution to this
community: he saved us and he provided
the facilities for us to survive long past
everyone else in the world, and he
continues to contribute by doing an
excellent job leading us into prosperous
future.”

“You're very friggin’ optimistic,
because all | see now is death and unrest,”
replies Helios.

“Here,” says Nate, interrupting
them before the argument gets any more
heated, as he takes his pistol out of his coat
and hands it to Unferth, “take this.”

“Your handgun?” questions Unferth.

“Yeah, you'll at least need a small
firearm if you’re going anywhere. You just
never know who or what you’ll run into out
there.”

“Thanks.”

“And thank you,” Nate says,
grinning.

“You can leave with us when we go
to Vanir tomorrow,” Helios says to Unferth.

“And what if we tell Somnus about
Unferth deserting us?” threatens Grendel.

“You better not,” replies Helios.
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“Please don’t,” says Unferth.

“He put his trust in us,” Finn says to
Grendel. “He wouldn’t have told you his plans
if he knew you were going to ruin them. If you
break that trust, you break the most sacred
value of our faith.”

Grendel doesn’t say anything; he just
scowls at Helios and Unferth.

“Thank you, Finn. Thanks, all of you,”
says Unferth as he steps towards the door. Finn
nods to him as he walks out and shuts the door
behind him.

“Think you’re ready for tomorrow?”
Maeldun asks Heimdall as he tightly grips the
punching bag.

Heimdall delivers a blow so hard that
the bag jolts Maeldun’s head.

“Ahhh... Damn it,” says Maeldun under
his breath, somewhat dazed.

“I’'m ready,” states Heimdall.
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Single Combat

Sometimes when you’re asleep, you
dream that you’re really awake. You feel
like you’re getting up and going about your
business as if it were your average day. But
how do you know what day it is when
you’re trapped inside a dream? Your
surroundings are the same, but somehow
they’re very different, they’re not real,
nothing’s real.

And then you wake up.

Today was one of those kind of days
for Nate—but Nate’s awake. He sits in the
back seat of Helios’s Hippogriff, eight
o’clock at night, heading out through the
entrance to Aesir, and gripping his new gun
while it sits in his lap. He can’t focus. His
mind is racing, but he thinks of nothing.
Every present moment feels like a thought
of the past. He just can’t shake these strange
feelings, yet the cause of the feelings are
clear. He thinks they’re caused by the
strange infection he surely has, but in
reality they’re nothing more than symptoms
of worrying about something that isn’t even
happening to him.

“If you have to hurl, let me know,
because I'll pull the car over right away,”
says Helios, looking at Nate through his
rearview mirror.

“I don’t think he’s up for this,” Bran
says to Finn.

Finn ignores him, and instead of
responding, he speaks into his radio, “Just
heading out.”

“Roger that,” replies Lar. “We see
you.”

Behind Helios’s car are two more
vehicles. One is an SUV containing
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Maeldun, Heimdall, Grendel, and Wigalf, the
other contains Unferth and his family.

“You know we’re going to catch hell for
this when Somnus finds out we let Unferth slip
away,” says Bran.

“He’ll never know,” replies Helios.
“We’ll tell him we took three vehicles and we’ll
say that one ended up in a ditch when he sees
that only two returned.”

“And | don’t think anyone will even
notice he’s gone,” says Finn. “So many have
died that | don’t think anyone will even
guestion his absence.”

“Yeah, | guess you're right. | remember
when someone asked about Walt, and his
family just broke down and cried for what
seemed like hours. | felt so sorry for them,” says
Bran.

“I'm still surprised Somnus is letting all
of us leave Carbonek for this,” says Helios as he
pulls out onto the highway. “I hope they aren’t
attacked while we’re gone.”

Maeldun follows them while Unferth
turns the other direction and drives off as fast
as he can.

“Well, this is very important,” says Finn.
“If we can get Vanir off our backs, Somnus can
work his voodoo magic, or whatever he does,
on Bifrost Hill, and we may finally be able to
live out our lives in peace.”

“Happily ever after?”
chuckling.

“Yep... happily ever after.”

During the drive, all of them, except, of
course, for the drivers, smoked sticks of ichor
incase of a phantom attack. Even Heimdall
used the ichor, knowing that it would make
him stronger and more alert for his upcoming
bout. In under a half of an hour, they arrived at
the location the two sides, Aesir and Vanir, had
previously agreed upon. It was an old train
station, more like a train graveyard, weathered,
long forgotten, and neglected.

asks Bran,
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Nate looks up through the sunroof
in Helios’s car. The thick, gray overcast
drifting across the sky cloaks the twinkling
stars, but the strong glow from the moon is
able to shine through. Maeldun and Helios
put their vehicles in park in the moist dirt
near a few of the dozens of broken and
rusty box cars littered about. Ahead of them,
numerous headlight beams appear, getting
bigger and brighter until finally, they see
four vehicles sift through the jungle of
debris and stop directly in front of them.
“They're  here,” says Finn. “Ready
everyone?”

Bran and Helios acknowledge.

“Nate? Feeling better now?” asks
Finn.

“Yeah, I am... alittle,” replies Nate.

“Good. Let’'s go,” Finn says as he
opens his door. Everyone follows his lead
and steps out, as do the sixteen men from
Vanir. Maeldun and Helios quickly smoke
the last remaining sticks of ichor.

“Why don’t you bring the whole
damn town with you, Goll?!"” tauntingly
yells Helios.

“Drop your weapons!” shouts Goll
as he and his men, each just as armed as the
Fianna, approach closer.

“We’re not dropping anything!”
yells Finn as he and his men step up. “These
weapons are the only things keeping you
from shooting us dead here.”

As each side gets closer to each other,
they all realize that nearly everyone here
has glowing red eyes.

“What the hell is going on here?!”
asks Bran.

“How did you bastards get your
hands on our ichor?”” asks Finn.

“How did we?! Wait, how the hell
did you get ichor?! How the fuck do you
even know what ichor is?!”
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One of Goll’s men raises his gun amidst
the escalating excitement, and at that, everyone
jumps, raising their guns as well. Their itching
fingers want just one small reason to squeeze
the trigger.

“No, no, no! Wait!” vyells Finn,
motioning for everyone to lower their weapons.
“If we all Kill each other here, nothing will be
solved! Remember what we’re here to do.”

Some slowly lower their weapons, but
others remain positioned to fire.

Goll speaks up, “A few months ago,
after we were terribly attacked by the oni, Dr.
Tieguai introduced some drugs that would help
fight these demons.”

“That can’t be,” replies Finn. “Where
did he get the drugs?”

“He made them.”

“But who told him how to make them?”

“He said it was some woman. | don’t
know the exact details. All I know is that we
can protect ourselves now.”

“Awen!” says Nate. “Was her name
Awen? That’s who Somnus talks about.”

“The name doesn’t ring a bell,” says
Goll. “Where’s Somnus? Hiding in the trunk of
your car?”

“Somnus didn’t come,” replies Finn.

“What?!”

“He sent us in his stead.”

“Great... So when you lose, he doesn’t
have to keep his word because he can say he
never saw it. That’s just fuckin’ great.”

“No, we’ll keep our word. We can’t be
sure if you will,” says Finn.

“But we’ve never betrayed you in the
past. Why would we do it now?” asks Goll.

“Betrayed us? You attacked us
immediately after the Winter!”

“Attacked you? Bullshit! Somnus
invited us to stay in Carbonek!”

“You lie!”
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“You dare to call me a liar?” Goll
angrily asks. “Then answer me this: Why
didn’t any of us have guns?”

“What? What do you mean you
didn’t have any guns?”

“Shut the fuck up!” yells Maeldun.
“Don’t listen to him, Finn. He’s just trying
to get into your head.”

“Everyone will attest to that,” says
Goll as he motions toward his men. “We
never had any intention to attack you.
Somnus told us we were forgiven and that
he would allow us to stay with him. But
when we arrived, we were immediately
shot at.”

Finn turns around, looks at Grendel,
and says, “You were the only one of us that
saw them, Grendel.”

Grendel doesn’t say anything.

“Did they have weapons?”

Grendel reluctantly says, “l didn’t
see any.”

“Then why did you open fire on
them?!”

“Somnus told me they were
attacking us. | shot on his order.”

“You mother fucker!” yells one of
Goll's men as begins to step towards
Grendel. The others grab him before he can
do anything. The man continues to yell at
Grendel, “You shot my brothers, you fuck!
You stupid fuck! Let me go!”

“Fuck you!” replies Grendel. “You
assholes killed dozens of my friends! | don’t
give a damn what | do to any of you and
yours!”

“Then Somnus must have seen the
weapons,” says Maeldun. “He wouldn’t
have told you to kill unarmed people. Or
maybe he thought he saw weapons...”

Helios interrupts him, *“Excuses—
those are all excuses. You know how
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Somnus is always talking shit about Vanir. He
set them up... He set us all up!”

“No! Finn, are you going to believe this
son of bitch?” Maeldun asks, pointing at Goll.
“This is that bastard that killed your father and
your son. He wants to destroy us, and he fucks
with your head so he can do it without firing a
single shot.”

Finn immediately recalls his intense
hatred for Goll from the depth of his mind and
disregards everything that’s been said in the
past few minutes.

“Look, are we gonna stand around and
talk, or are we going to get down to it?”
impatiently asks Goll.

“Fine, let’s do it,” replies Finn.

“Then who’s your man, Finn?”

“That’d be me,” says Heimdall as he
steps up, wearing his Kevlar vest and his new
gloves.

“Who's yours, Goll?” asks Finn.

“That’d be me,” says Goll. He hands his
rifle to one of his men, and another helps him
slip off his coat. He too is wearing a Kevlar vest
but wrist wraps around his fists and hands. “If
you want it done right,” he says, “you’ve gotta
do it yourself.” He steps up to Heimdall and
gets right in his face.

“We all know why we’re here,” Finn
says to everyone. “We will be honoring the
tradition of single combat to end this quarrel
between our two parties. If Goll kills Heimdall,
we will unite, and all of Vanir will be allowed
to reside in Aesir, in the Carbonek complex. If
Heimdall kills Goll, we will remain as separate
groups, and Vanir’s attacks on the Carbonek
complex will end. This is an unarmed fight to
the death. If either of the fighters tap out, they
will be shot. If either of the fighters run from
this area, they will be shot. If either of the
fighters draw a weapon during the fight, they
will be shot. If any of the spectators fire their
weapon at any of the other spectators or at
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either of the fighters, they will be shot.
Lastly, if a spectator tries to help one of the
fighters, they will be shot. Does everyone
understand and accept these terms?”

Everyone nods.

“I’'ve got your terms. Let’s do this,”
says Goll, still in Heimdall’'s face and
staring into his eyes.

“Then each of you take five steps
backwards.”

Each of them slowly step back.

“Fight" vyells Finn, and they
immediately lunge at each other. Heimdall
takes a jab to the face, and Goll dodges
Heimdall’s punch. Goll jabs Heimdall in the
stomach, and Heimdall wavers backwards.

“Come on, Heimdall! Let him have
it!” yells Grendel.

“Hit him hard, Goll!” yell some of
Goll’s men.

Goll kicks Heimdall in the face, and
Heimdall flips over, onto the ground. The
ichor is making their wounds feel less
painful, but with each immensely strong
blow, they are getting hurt far worse than
they can tell. Goll jumps on Heimdall, holds
Heimdall’s arms back, and repeatedly
punches him in the face as hard as he can.
At this point, Heimdall begins to choke on
his own blood, and Goll doesn’t let up. But
as Goll is concentrating on doing as much
damage as he can while Heimdall is pinned
to the ground, Heimdall thrusts his foot in
between them and shoves Goll into the air
with a powerful extension of his leg. Each of
the men get up, and they step from side to
side in a stand off. Heimdall wipes the
blood from his face and spits out what'’s in
mouth.

A muffled transmission comes over
the radio attached to Finn’s waist, but no
one can hear it over everyone’s yelling. Lar
is trying to warn the Fianna to no avail.
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“Give up now,” says Heimdall. “At least
a bullet to the head will be a quick death.”

Goll rushes at him, but Heimdall
clobbers him with a strong right hook. Goll
crashes to the ground and nearly goes
unconscious. But out of nowhere, the cracking
sound of bullets interrupts the cheering and
startles everyone. Each group runs and jumps
behind their vehicles, thinking the other side
has fired at them.

“Those Vanir sons of bitches!” Bran yells
over the noise of gunfire and bullets piercing
through vehicles.

“Damn it!” Helios yells as he stands up
and fires back at them, worried about his
favorite car getting shot up. Some of the others
fire with him, even Nate.

“It was phantoms!” shouts Heimdall as
he points up the hill. “They’re over there!”

Finn and his men look to see three
phantoms running down the hill towards them.
Grendel fires three shots, and the phantoms
immediately drop. Their dead bodies roll down
the hill. Grendel smirks as he reloads.

“Give me a grenade!” Finn vyells to
Maeldun.

“No way! They’re too close!” Maeldun
replies.

Just then, as Bran leans around the
corner to fire, he gets hit in the arm. “Ahhh!”
He screams as he falls over. Immediately after
that, Helios gets hit in the leg.

“Just give it to me!”

Maeldun shakes his head, but takes one
of two he’s carrying off his belt and gently
tosses it to Finn.

“Cover fire on three!” yells Finn to his
men. Finn counts off, “One!” Finn pulls the pin.
“Two! Three!” At that, all of Finn’s men stand
up and clench their guns’ triggers. Finn throws
the grenade up into the air, and it blows away
most of Goll’s men before it hits the ground.
“Move in!”
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One of the few Vanir men that
survived the explosion sits up against the
side of a car. He’s deafened, nearly blinded,
and badly injured from the grenade’s
concussion. He’s too weak to pick up his
assault rifle, so he pulls his pistol from his
holster and gets ready to defend himself,
but his attempt is futile. Finn’s men quickly
rush in. Grendel sees the man attempting to
aim his gun and simply takes it out of his
hand. Grendel takes the safety off and
points the gun at the man’s head. “James?”
asks the man, almost unaware that he is
about to die. “I thought,” he coughs, “it was
you.” He coughs again. “Do you remember
me? We used to work together at the...”
Grendel pulls the trigger, and the man flops
over dead. Grendel discards the bloody
pistol, tossing onto the dead man’s body.
Others who survived the grenade are also
immediately terminated by members of the
Fianna.

They see that one man has escaped
though. Goll’'s body isn’t where they last
saw it, nor is it anywhere near where they
stand.

“Shit,” Grendel says under his
breath.

“Where’d he go?” asks Wiglaf.

“l thought he was knocked out,”
says Maeldun.

“Evidently not,” says Finn as he
scans the horizon.

“Coward,” states Grendel.

Heimdall, still bloody from the
beating he took, yells, “There!”” as he points
to the grassy field across the way. In the
distance, a silhouette is dashing as fast as it
can towards a forest. Grendel jumps to the
ground and aims, but before he pulls the
trigger, he says, “Shit! The ichor is wearing
off. Someone else, take my gun and shoot
him before he gets away!”
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Maeldun gets down next to him and
tries to aim Grendel’s rifle, but the only thing
he can see is a bright, white blur. “It’s wearing
off for me too...”

“It’s wearing off for all of us,” says
Helios.

“We’re not going to let him get away,”
angrily says Finn. “I swear it. | swear it on my
dead son’s grave.”
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Vengeance

Goll had woken up amidst the
gunfire between his men and Finn’s, and
when he saw his men getting shot up while
inflicting only very minimal damage upon
the enemy, he leapt to his feet and ran off.
Unarmed, he ran down a hill, across a
grassy field, and into a forest. His breath
was escaping him, his head was pounding
from the punch he took, his legs were
weary from the running—yet he kept on
going, knowing that if they caught him,
he’d be killed on sight. He didn’t know
where he was going, or even what direction
he had come from at one point. Every dying
bush, every crooked tree, every hollowed
log, every broken stump—it seemed as
though he wasn’t even moving after a time.
But then a bright white blur blinded him.
As his ichor wore off, he tripped over a

fallen tree and landed in a wet pile of leaves.

When the Fianna regained their
vision, Helios tended to Bran and
Heimdall’s wounds as well as his own, and
the rest prepared for their pursuit of Goll.

“We should just go home. We’ll
never find him in there,” says Heimdall.
“Besides, | need a steak or something. |
can’t see a thing.” He holds a sack filled
with snow over his swollen-over eyes.

“No,” says Finn looking across the
field. “Normally, in times like these, |
would have said ‘eye for an eye,” but | know
better. I know this isn’t right. I know God
doesn’t want us killing each other. But God
will have to forgive me. | must do this.”

“It’s always better to avenge a death
than to grieve,” says Grendel.
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“And I’'m done grieving.”

“It ends here,” adds Maeldun.

“lI know exactly where he’s going to
hide,” states Grendel.

“Will you three be alright?” Nate asks
the wounded, all sitting in their vehicles with
their guns ready incase of phantoms.

“We’ll be fine,” replies Bran.

“Put a bullet in him for me, Finn,”
Helios sarcastically says to Finn.

“1 will,” seriously states Finn. Finn then
looks to the men that will be coming with him,
Nate, Maeldun, Grendel, and Wiglaf, and says,
“Let’s find this fucker.”

Finn and his men jog through the field
and into the dark forest. As they enter, Grendel
takes the lead and the others carefully follow
him. “There’s a cave,” Grendel says between
breaths. “It's up ahead a ways.” As they get
closer to their destination, they see the
silhouette of man emerge from a pile of leaves.
They immediately open fire. Goll ducks back
down into the leaves to avoid getting hit, and
then jumps out of the leaves and leaps into a
large, hole leading down into a hillside.

“Shit, that was the cave,” says Grendel.

“Then he’s got nowhere else to run,”
says Finn as he steps in front of Grendel.

“No, he does. That cave goes deep into
the ground, and there’s nearly four or five
different tunnels you can hide in,” says Grendel.
“It’s dangerous too. This time of year, most of it
is probably flooded.” Finn walks over to the
cave anyway. “Trust me, Finn. We used to go to
this cave all the time when we were kids. This
was the spot to go if you wanted to prove to
your friends you weren’t a chicken.”

“Come out here and die like a man!”
Finn yells into the cave. His voice loudly echoes.

“Never!” the cave bellows back.

“Get out here, you ruthless mother
fucker! You killed my son and my father while
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they were out hunting! They never did
anything to you!”

“Fuck you!” replies Goll. Goll’s
response makes Finn absolutely livid. “I
would sooner starve to death, trapped in
here, than let you have your way with me!”

“Your terms are acceptable!” Finn
angrily replies. “Give me the rest of your
grenades, Maeldun.”

“You won’t be able to throw it far
enough to kill him, unless you go into the
cave yourself,” says Grendel.

“l don’t want to kill him just yet. |
want him to starve in there. | want him to
eat his words. | want to collapse this
entrance and leave him with no way out.”

“A grenade won’t do it,” says
Maeldun, “but this will.” He holds a plastic
explosive with a timed detonator in his
hand. “It was left over from Heimdall’s
shed on the hill.”

Finn smirks. “Excellent.”

“You guys are nuts,” Wiglaf says to
them, but they simply ignore him.

Maeldun steps into the darkness of
the cave, and in a few seconds, he runs out,
yelling, “The timer is set! Let’s get the hell
out of here!” They hastily run back towards
the train station, and as they exit the forest,
they feel the concussion of the explosion,
followed by an immense boom. They then
hear the crumbling of rocks caving in.

Looking back into the forest, Finn
quietly says, “Goodbye, Mr. Goll.”

“Holy...” says Nate, getting
everyone’s attention. Nate’s not looking
back into the forest, he’s looking behind
them, back at the train station. They can
hear dozens of guns opening fire on their
vehicles, but they can’t do anything to help
the wounded men they left behind. “More
phantoms!”
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“And we’re out of ichor,” says Grendel.

“What should we do?!” Maeldun asks
Finn.

Finn asks his men, “Is there more ichor
in one of our cars?”

“l don’t know,” replies Maeldun.

“I doubt it,” says Grendel.

“Why didn’t we take extra?! We knew it
would wear off.”

“It’s too late to debate that! Come on!”
yells Nate as he runs towards the train station.

Bran, along with Heimdall riding
shotgun, starts their SUV, drives off the hill,
and lands in the grassy field. Helios follows
closely in his car, kicking up a cloud of dirt as
his car spins into the right direction. Going off
the hill, Helios’s car rockets through the air. The
phantoms immediately realize that a few of the
seemingly dead bodies, the bodies they were
making sure were all dead, were actually just
wounded and resting in their vehicles. They fire
into the dust cloud, and by the time the dust
dissipates enough for them see, the vehicles are
already on the other side of the grassy field.

“Come on!” yells Bran as he pulls up to
Finn.

“Do you have any ichor?!” Finn asks as
he and Maeldun jump in the vehicle.

“I don’t know!”

Bran speeds off while Nate and Wiglaf
get in the back of Helios’s car; Grendel gets in
the front. The phantoms are right behind them,
careening through the field in some of the Vanir
men’s slightly busted vehicles.

“Punch it! Punch it!” Wiglaf yells to
Helios.

“Oh my god! Their right friggin’ behind
us!” yells Grendel, looking out the back.

Helios steps on it, but the phantoms
quickly catch up to them. Bran’s SUV is already
long gone, but Helios’s car is having trouble
handling the muddy terrain.
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Nate slams the butt of his gun
against the already shot-up back window
several times, trying to break away a
portion of it. When he clears away a big
enough opening, he sticks the barrel of his
rifle through and fires at the phantoms.
Wiglaf does the same.

A voice comes over the radio, “You
okay back there?” It’s Finn.

“Working on it!” replies Grendel,
yelling over the loud echo of the gun fire.

The phantoms return fire, and
everyone ducks in their seats as the bullets
hit the back of the car.

“We can’t find any more ichor,” says
Finn, “so we’re headed towards the old mill.
We think we’ll be able to hold them off at
that location.”

“With a little luck, we’ll meet you
there!” Grendel replies.

Helios speeds up the small hill in
front of them, and at the top, the car lands
on a pavement road. “Let’s see if you can
keep up now,” Helios says as he steps on
the gas as hard as he can. The phantoms
drive up onto the road and continue the
chase. Helios is cruising at an outrageously
fast speed for an old country road, and he’s
probably loving every minute of it, though
the thought of being in grave danger is the
most predominant thought on his mind. He
whips the car around a corner with the tires
squealing, a maneuver that would surely
lose the phantoms, but looking behind them,
the phantoms aren’t any further away from
them than they were a few seconds ago.
There’s a bend up ahead. Helios floors it
and hugs the inside of the corner. One of
the phantoms’ vehicles pulls right up next
to them as they turn. The vehicle gets close
and closer, and gives Helios’s car a bump.
“They’re trying to knock us off the road!”
yells Grendel. Wiglaf fires at the driver’s
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seat as they approach for another bump. The
phantoms, riding as passengers in the vehicle,
continue to shoot at Helios’s car even as their
vehicle slips off the road. The vehicle goes up
onto two wheels as it spins and slides into a
tree.

Helios is shifting constantly, cruising
around more corners and over and down hills.
The rest of the phantoms’ vehicles can now
barely keep up. When they see the mill in the
distance as they fly over a hill, they believe
they’re almost home free and get nervously
excited. Finn and Maeldun are standing outside
next to their vehicle, waiting for Helios’s car to
arrive. Helios speeds all the way up to the mill
and slams on the brakes right in front of the
entrance. Finn helps Helios hobble into the
mill’s cellar and Grendel follows closely,
covering him from any bullets that may stray
their way, while Maeldun, Wiglaf, and Nate lay
down cover fire.

“Come on!” says Finn as he gets ready
to shut the doors.

The three vehicles the phantoms drive
are speeding down the hill toward them, and
when they get close enough, they begin to
return fire. One of the bullets hits Maeldun in
the side as they all rush into the cellar. Finn
quickly slams the doors behind them, picking
up a crowbar hanging on the wall next to him
and sticking it through both doors’ handles.

They jog down the long, dark, spiral
passageway to the very bottom where they
gather in a dank, cement room, hidden deep
underground. Bran shines the only light they
have, a dim flashlight, at Maeldun. Maeldun
was able to run all the way down, but he
couldn’t stand any longer. He’s collapsed on
the floor, and he’s trying to catch his breath

“I'm alright, man,” says Maeldun,
trying to stop the bleeding.

“You always say that when you’ve been
shot,” replies Bran.
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“I mean it. I'm fine.”

Finn sets his gun down, gets on his
knees, and checks Maeldun over.

“Looks like it went clear through,”
says Bran.

“Yeah,” confirms Finn. “It also looks
like it missed your lungs. | think you’ll
live.”

“
Maeldun.

The sound of a strong pounding on
metal doors begins to echoes off the walls.

“Here they come,” says Helios.

“What are they doing?” asks Wiglaf.

“They’re trying to get through the
doors,” says Grendel.

“But how?”

“l think...” Nate pauses and
continues to listen to the pounding. “I think
they’re punching through.”

was afraid of that,” replies

“Nate’s right,” says Maeldun.
“They’re strong mother fuckers.”
Helios frantically yells, “We’re

gonna die here! We can’t see shit!”

Finn grabs his gun and stands up.
“Just get ready. The only way down here is
through that stairway, and that’s where
we’re going to kill them.”

“But we’re not going to be able to
see them!”

“We don’t need to. We can hear
them, we can see their breath, we can see
their muzzle flash...”

Helios interrupts him, “That would
mean they’re already shooting at us!”

“And we’ll shoot back! That’s what
we have guns for!” yells Finn, telling Helios
to shut up. All of them, except for Heimdall,
who still can’t see with his swollen eyelids,
aims their weapons at the stairs. Bran points
his flashlight, and everyone stands steady.
The pounding stops, immediately followed
by the sound of a metal door being ripped
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from its hinges and the scratching of claws on
cement getting closer and closer. As soon as
they see one of the phantoms’ breath in front of
them, Finn yells, “FIRE!”

He and his men spray the stairway with
bullets. The deafening sound of gunfire
bouncing off the walls of the small,
underground cellar hide the sound of nearly a
dozen phantoms squealing and screaming. But
some of the bullets are ricocheting off the steps
and injuring the men. The gunfire stops when
their clips run empty, and nearly everyone falls
to the ground, hurt in someway.

Injured and confused, Nate sits up in
the corner and reloads his gun. In the dim glow
of the flashlight rolling across the floor, he sees
Heimdall and Bran get hoisted up, as if riding
upon something’s shoulder, and taken up the
stairs. Their bodies are beginning to disappear
as their extremities fade into a smoke that drifts
away and instantly dissipates. The phantoms
are taking them somewhere.

Nate yells to the rest of the men, but the
only thing anyone can hear is the droning noise
of a loud ringing in their ears. Nate gets up and
chases after them, but in a moment, their bodies
have completely disappeared and he sees
nothing, until he reaches the road. Three doors
open on a vehicle right before Nate’s eyes. Nate
watches them all shut as the vehicle drives off.
Nate aims his weapon, but decides not to fire,
worried that he may hit Heimdall or Bran.

Nate rushes back down to the cellar
where the rest of the men are slowly getting up
an assessing their wounds. “They took Bran
and Heimdall!” he yells to them.

“WHAT?!"” Maeldun yells back. The
ringing may have lessened, but its still difficult
to hear anyone speaking below that of a scream
at the top of their lungs.

“THEY TOOK BRAN AND
HEIMDALL!’ Nate yells as loud he can. He
grabs the flashlight and shines it in the spots
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that Bran and Heimdall were sitting as they
fired at the stairwell. No one knows what to
do or say in response to this, wondering
where the phantoms could possibly be
taking them and what they could possibly
do to get them back. “COME ON!”

“We're hurt!” replies Maeldun. “I
don’t think | can go any further! | need to
get back to the doc immediately!” Grendel
must be hit pretty bad. He’s lying
unconscious in a pool of blood on the
ground.

“Who isn’t hurt bad enough to go?!
Hurry up!”

“I can go!” shouts Wiglaf.

“I think | can make it,” says Finn as
he stands up.

“Then let’s go!” says Nate as he
begins up the stairs.

“Take my car!” Helios yells to them
as he tends to Maeldun and Grendel.

Nate jumps in the driver’s seat of
Helios’s car; Finn has a seat in the front, and
Wiglaf gets in the back. Nate puts it into
gear and slams the gas pedal to the floor.
They speed off.

“In this direction?”” Finn asks Nate.

“Yeah, they were headed this way.”

“We’re headed towards Aesir.”

“And Bifrost Hill,” adds Wiglaf.

“Christ... The phantoms are taking
them back to their realm,” states Finn.

“We need some ichor,” says Nate.

“We don’t have any,” replies Finn.
He spots a small stick of ichor smoldering in
the car’s ash tray. “This might work,” he
says as he picks it up.

“Smoke it! Hurry!”

Finn inhales a few times and then
passes the stick to Wiglaf.

“They’re turning,” says Nate as sees
the phantoms’ vehicle turning onto a dirt
road. “Does this road lead to Bifrost?”
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“I don’t know. | can’t see,” replies Finn.
His eyes are almost completely white.

“Wiglaf?”

“I can’t see either.”

Nate gets right up behind them as they
drive up the road, but he gets way too close.
The phantoms fire at his car, popping one of his
front tires.

“What’s going on?!” asks Wiglaf, scared
and ducking in the back seat.

“They just shot out our tire!” The car
was designed for the pavement and certainly
not meant to climb a hill via a dirt road with a
front tire shot out. The bottom of the car scrapes
the terrain, and in a few seconds, enough dirt
and stones pile up to stop the car dead. “The
car’s stuck! Come on!” shouts Nate as he kicks
open his door. He jumps out and slips in the
mud, but quickly gets up and chases after the
phantoms’ vehicle on foot. Finn and Wiglaf, just
regaining their vision, are right behind him.

The phantoms drive all the way up the
hill and exit their vehicle with Bran and
Heimdall still in their possession. Finn shoots at
the one that isn’t carrying one of his comrades
and kills the phantom, but holds his fire as he
watches the other two pass through the
immensely bright rift at the top of the hill and
vanish. He drops to his knees, throws down his
gun, and cries out a long, drug-out obscenity.

“They’re gone, aren’t they?” Nate asks
Wiglaf.

Wiglaf reluctantly nods.

“Then we’re going in after them.”

“You’re crazy,” says Finn, a tear rolling
down his cheek. “Anyone who goes in there
won’t be coming back. We don’t know what
chaotic, devilish realm that rift leads to.”

“We’re going to find out.”

“No you’re not. I am not going back to
Aesir to tell everyone that we lost three of our
best men to the phantoms—and we didn’t even
complete the single combat challenge. Vanir is
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going to be extremely pissed off now. And
those fucking phantoms... God only knows
what danger will come of this mess.”

“I’'m with you, Nate,” says Wiglaf as
he hands Nate the very last piece of the
ichor they smoked during the chase. Nate
takes the last few puffs and throws it to the
ground.

“I can’t let you do this!”

“Finn,” says Nate as he grabs Finn
by the shoulders and looks him in the eyes,
“we’re going in there, and we’re going to
bring them back, with or without you.”

Finn lowers his head. “l can’t go
with you. | love them both like brothers, but
the risk may not be worth the reward.
Think for a moment about this, Nate. What
if you die in there? What will happen to
your soul?”

“Probably the same thing that
happens to the souls of these phantoms.”

“You could be trapped on another
realm—your wandering soul, eternally
tormented by some unheard of evil that
awaits on the other side. If | were you, |
wouldn’t risk myself like that.”

“I would.”

“And | would too,” adds Wiglaf.

“So be it,” says Finn. “lI won’t stop
you... Just make sure that you two come
back alive. You hear me?”

“We hear you, Boss,” replies Wiglaf.

“Good,” says Finn as he shakes
Nate’s hand. He then holds his hand out to
Wiglaf, and they too shake hands.
“Godspeed, friends. Godspeed.”

Nate and W.iglaf nod, and then
slowly approach the huge beams of light.

“I’ve got you’re back,” Wiglaf says
to Nate.

“Good, | knew | could count on
you,” Nate replies with a confident smirk
on his face.
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They step into the light and disappear.
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Parallel

All humans have subtle differences
among them, the differences that make
them unique. In common human thought,
these differences are a necessary part of life,
determining a hierarchy of status in which
all humans fall into based on their
differences. The social hierarchy separates
people into groups. While these groups are
made up of unique individuals, their
thought and ideology is generally very
similar to one another. When two of these
groups clash, great conflict occurs.

Conflict comes in all shapes and
sizes, but the basis of the conflict is always
the same. One group wants one thing; the
other wants the same. When talk fails, both
sides demonize each other with insults that
they sincerely believe are true, turning their
enemies into sub-humans, and in doing so,
ripening the field for battle.

Ill-conceived thought is the mother
of unnecessary pain and death.

What few understand is that
everyone is the same—and everyone wants
the same thing. The small differences
between everyone are negligible, and they
must be disregarded for the sake of peace.
It’'s a shame the human race never tried to
adopt this ideal. Killing is just so much
easier than changing your way of thinking.

Nate and Wiglaf were consumed by
the light. Their bodies had stepped across
the boundaries of their world, and they
were jettisoned into the next. To them it felt
like they were tumbling and spinning for an
eternity, until they exited the rift and
landed firmly on their feet.
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They look around and immediately
notice that nothing is different on the realm
they’re in. Everything is the same as it was
before they passed through the rift. A moment
before they begin to feel disappointed and lost,
they look down upon themselves. They aren’t
as they once were. They're something much
different—they’re phantoms.

“This can’t be,” Nate thinks to himself.

“We’'re phantoms!” Wiglaf screams in
his thoughts.

They then look at each other with
intense surprise. They can easily hear the
thoughts of one another as if they were softly
speaking into each other’s ear.

“What’s going on, Nate?!”

“l don’t know,” Nate replies, but just as
he utters those few words, his thoughts begin to
gather and connect in a way they never have
before. Somnus’s hatred for the people of Vanir
had been apparent from the very beginning. He
was told they were ignorant, and he believed
that foolhardily without question. In his mind,
ignorance did not belong in the new world, a
thought he was persuaded to believe. He had
vowed to eliminate it at all costs.

Shortly after the Winter, Somnus offered
Vanir shelter in Carbonek, but when they
arrived, Somnus ordered for them to be killed
as they approached the gate, falsely claiming
that the facility was under attack. It was
because of that day that Vanir has since waged
war against Aesir. Vanir’s attacks on the people
of Aesir were done out of revenge, and not
because they hated Aesir from the beginning,
not because they had nothing better to do, as
Somnus suggested.

“Why didn’t | see this all before?” Nate
begins to think as he continues to piece things
together. “The ichor essentially acts as a truth
serum. If someone isn’t telling the truth, the
visuals in the person’s head that others are
somehow receiving clearly contrast with what
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the person is saying. But... the ichor began
to wear off as he told me lies.”

Nate immediately remembers the
vision he had while he was kneeling over a
dying phantom in Carbonek’s atrium. The
old man that was walking up Bifrost Hill—
that had to have been Somnus.

Somnus knew full well what the war
between Vanir and Aesir did to his people’s
loyalty. They were indebted to him, and
when they entered conflict, they felt it wise
to follow him to whatever end and, out of
respect for his leadership, not question him
at all. As long as they were at war, they
required Somnus’s leadership for their
defense. Somnus not only wanted to
destroy Vanir, but he also wanted constant
conflict so he could remain in a position of
power, which is why, with the help of
Awen, he opened this rift.

Unlike Nate and his comrades
originally thought, the rift that he and
Wiglaf just passed through is not a rift
between realms—it’'s a rift between
universes. This is a parallel universe,
accessible only through the rift located in
the auxiliary realm. This has to be the
parallel universe that Somnus talked about,
the one that Nate and Wiglaf’s universe
spawned from when Somnus had the
misfortune of accidentally straying from his
path, his destiny.

“Holy...”

“Wow,” says Wiglaf, picking up
Nate’s thoughts. “Then we become
phantoms when we travel to another
universe? ”

“This just keeps getting weirder and
weirder,” replies Nate. “But, if this is all
true, | think we’re only beginning to scratch
the surface.”

“It would also mean...
that mean that the phantoms

Wouldn’t
in our

136

Marshall North

universe are real people, like humans, just in
another form? No wonder they were smart.
They knew how to do everything we could, but
they were stronger and quicker. And they must
communicate telekinetically... errr...
telepathically? That’s why we never heard them
speak to each other.”

“You couldn’t be any more right.”

“But why do they want us dead?”

“l don’t know, but this our chance to
figure it out. Remember though, our first
priority is to bring back Bran and Heimdall
alive,” states Nate.

“Right.”

Nate looks down at his gray, monster-
like hands. In them, he’s still clenching his rifle,
his claw ready to pull on the trigger. His gun
was the only thing other than himself to make
the jump through the rift. Everything else, even
all of his clothes had been left behind. The same
has happened to Wiglaf.

“Do you think they can see us?” asks
Wiglaf.

“Not without ichor.”

“Then this is going to be fun,” says
Wiglaf, smiling and revealing his tiny, sharp
teeth.

“Look,” Nate says as he points down
the hill. Two men, who haven’t noticed anyone
follow them through the rift are carrying
phantoms over their shoulder. They each place
the phantom they are carrying in the back of
their pickup truck. Wiglaf aims his weapon.
“No,” says Nate, putting his hand on Wiglaf’s
gun. “We don’t want to let them know we’re
here until we’re sure we can get Bran and
Heimdall back. Let’s tail them. We’ll strike
when they’re least ready to defend
themselves.”

The two men turn their vehicle around
and head down the dirt road through the forest.

“Follow me,” says Wiglaf as he speedily
runs as only a phantom does. “If they’re taking
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them to Aesir, we can get there quicker if
we head straight this way.” Nate follows as
Wiglaf runs off. They dash through the trees,
down the grassy hills, and out into the field
where Carbonek sits. They arrive just before
the pickup truck does. At the angle they
approached, they see exactly who'’s driving
the vehicle—Finn and Maeldun. “Finn?!”
questions Wiglaf.

“It’s not really them... at least not as
we know them.”

“They’re some sort of duplicates
then?”

“I think so. The results of God’s
Xerox machine: copies, just as this world is
a copy of our own.”

Wiglaf ducks in the tall grass, afraid
that he might be spotted.

“You can stand up,” says Nate,
slowly approaching the gate, trying his best
not to make a sound or move anything
around him enough for anyone to notice.
“Look at their eyes. They can’t see into the
auxiliary realm.”

Wiglaf reluctantly gets up and
hurries towards Nate, now with his back to
the wall and sidestepping closer and closer
to the shut gate. When the vehicle
approaches, the gate opens. Nate and
Wiglaf leap over the wall during the racket
the sliding gate makes. The vehicle drives
passed them, and it’s parked right in front
of the complex door. Finn and Maeldun’s
duplicates exit the vehicle, take Heimdall
and Bran from the back of their truck, and
approach the front door. Nate and Wiglaf
follow ever so quietly.

“Hypnos will be very pleased,” says
Maeldun.

“He had better be. We lost many
good men today to retrieve these two,”
replies Finn.
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“They’re every bit as ugly as he said
they’d be.” Maeldun pounds on the door.

“No more ugly than we when we’re
hunting these bastards down in their world.”

The door opens up to reveal the atrium.
Heimdall’s duplicate stands in the doorway.
“Do you have them?” he asks.

“They’re on our shoulders,”
Maeldun.

“Are they dead?”

“No, we knocked them out.”

Finn and Maeldun’s duplicates walk in.
Nate and Wiglaf quietly follow them into the
atrium just before Heimdall closes the door.
The atrium here is in impeccable condition, not
damaged at all, and the statue of Pelles still
remains standing. It’s a setting that one would
think Nate and Wiglaf would find comfort in,
but it all seems strangely alien.

Out from the elevator walks Somnus’s
duplicate. He excitedly asks, “Is that them?”

“Yes, Hypnos. We lost over a dozen
men trying to get these two,” says Maeldun.

“Hypnos?” Nate thinks to himself. “His
name isn’t Somnus in this universe?”

“Excellent.”

“Excellent?!” Finn angrily questions as
he drops Bran, the phantom he’s carrying, on
the floor.

“l was talking about you procuring
these beasts, not about our people dying,” says
Hypnos, trying to calm him.

“Your people? You don’t give a god
damn about my people. You told us these
things were demons, but they look exactly like
us when we’re in their world. They’re just as
human as we are.”

“No, no, no, Finn. This must be their
true form. They are exactly what | said they
were. | already told you how | know this.”

The vision of the old man on the hill
immediately returns to Nate. Somnus is
standing in front of the rift. He nods to Awen,

replies
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and then passes through it. On the other
side, he is, as he expected, a phantom. He
immediately travels to Carbonek where he
scales the outer wall and climbs up the
tower. As Grendel’s duplicate peers out the
window, Somnus smashes his fist through it
and crushes Grendel’s neck. He slides the
door open, takes the stairs down to
Hypnos’s quarters, and startles his sleeping
duplicate awake. Hypnos flicks on the light,
expecting to see the person who woke him,
but sees nothing. The only thing unusual he
sees is a scratch mark in the wall that keeps
getting longer until it forms a word.

“Die,” Hypnos reads. “Who are
you?!”

Somnus focuses all his energy on
verbally speaking in his phantom form and
says, “Demons—from another world.”

The vision fades.

“That story is ridiculous,” says Finn,
defiantly.

“Believe me or not, it is exactly what
happened. The only thing these beings want
to do is Kkill us. There are no two ways about
this. There is no middle ground. It’s them or
it's us. We must stop them, no matter the
cost,” replies Somnus.

“The death of all our people? The
death of the entire human race? Are these
costs acceptable?”

“Finn, show the man some respect.
He saved our lives,” says Maeldun, gently
setting down Heimdall, the phantom he
carried in.

“And now all he does is send us to
our death,” firmly states Finn. “Don’t do
this again, Maeldun. This is what we did in
the old world. We didn’t question things,
we didn’t stand up to injustice, and we told
others to keep quiet when they questioned
how things were being handled.”

138

Marshall North

“That was different,” says Maeldun.
“What we went through in the old world was
unprecedented.”

“NOTHING is unprecedented! History
continually repeats itselff—and if you don’t
understand that, you’re going to keep making
the same mistakes!”

Just then, a gunshot is heard, and Finn’s
duplicate falls to the ground, dead with a bullet
hole in his head. Hypnos puts his smoking gun
back in his coat and says to Maeldun, “We can’t
have demon-sympathizers in our community.
Anyone who thinks we shouldn’t be hard on
these nasty creatures is a threat to our safety...
Take his body back through the rift and leave it
there. This never happened; he was killed by a
demon.”

Maeldun’s duplicate is completely
bewildered and distraught. His friend has just
been gunned-down in front of him—the bullet
in his friend’s head shot by a gun in his leader’s
hand. How could judgment be passed so
quickly?

“Go! And, Heimdall, clean up this blood
immediately.”

For a moment, Maeldun wonders if now
should be the right time to heed his dead
friend’s advice and take a stand, but he decides
he won’t out of respect for Hypnos. Maeldun
picks up Finn’s body, his eyes flooded with
tears. He carries the body out the door and gets
back in his vehicle. Heimdall closes the door
once again, and then rushes off to get some
cleaning supplies.

“Holy...” says Nate under his breath,
hiding behind the base of the statue with
Wiglaf.

“He killed Finn right in front of
Maeldun. All he did was...” Wiglaf pauses and
thinks for a moment. “If this is any example of
what our Somnus would do if he were
guestioned, we are in deep, deep trouble.”
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“They think we’re demons,” says
Nate, realizing what Somnus has done,
“and we thought they were demons. We
were set up. We were betrayed. We have to
tell the others.”

“Not before | do this,” says Wiglaf,
his anger beginning to boil uncontrollably.
Wiglaf stands up and aims his rifle at
Hypnos’s head.

“No, not yet!” yells Nate, but it’s too
late. Wiglaf has already pulled the trigger,
and Hypnos is on the ground, wiggling in
immense pain. Wiglaf jumps over the base
of the statue and lands on Hypnos’s chest.
He sticks his long claw up through
Hypnos’s throat and in through his head.

“Hypnos!” yells Heimdall’s
duplicate as he drops the mop, spilling a
bucket of water down the few stairs that
lead from the elevator to the atrium.
Heimdall runs towards Hypnos as fast as he
can. He sees that his leader’s skull has been
clawed, and there are two monster-like foot
prints on Hypnos’s upper body. Heimdall
yells, “You fucking demons!” as he pulls
two semiautomatic pistols, forty-five caliber
Caladcholgs, from his coat and fires just
above Hypnos’s body. Nate guns down
Heimdall in a heartbeat, but the bullets
have already stricken Wiglaf in the back.

“NO!” Nate screams in his mind as
he quickly runs over to Wiglaf. Wiglaf is
lying on the floor next to his kill, and he’s
bleeding terribly. Nate flips him over on his
back, but before he can utter his last words,
he chokes on the blood pouring from his
mouth and dies in Nate’s arms. “No! No,
Wiglaf...” Nate reluctantly shuts Wiglaf’s
open eyes and lays him down on the floor.

Nate grabs Bran and throws him
onto his shoulder. He then stands up, grabs
Heimdall, and hoists him up onto his back.
With his immense strength and Bran and
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Heimdall’s relative lightness in their phantom
form, Nate is easily able to stand and run with
two others in tow. Nate rushes over to the door,
opens it, dashes out, and bounds over the outer
wall. He hurriedly runs back up the grassy
bank and in through the forest to reach Bifrost
Hill, where Maeldun’s duplicate is standing
outside of his vehicle and smoking a stick of
ichor.

Nate silently creeps around the side of
the vehicle and then darts to the rift as soon as
he’s far enough away from Maeldun. Maeldun
spots him and pulls out his gun. Nate throws
Bran and Heimdall through the rift, but just
before he jumps in himself, Maeldun opens fire
and hits Nate in the shoulder.

Nate and his comrades spin and tumble
through the light as they are propelled back
into their world. When Nate exits the rift, he
lands on a soft cushion—Bran and Heimdall’s
unconscious bodies, back in their human form
once again. Nate, too, is once again human-like,
and everything he went in with, from his
clothes to his extra ammo, his radio to his
sunglasses, he came out with.

An SUV pulls up the dirt road. The
vehicle drives right up to Nate and stops just in
front of him. Finn and Maeldun step out.
Maeldun’s wounds are bandaged up, and Finn
has a few bandages here and there. At this sight,
Nate feels somewhat relieved to be back in his
universe.

“Guys, guys! You wouldn’t believe
what Wiglaf and | found out! You won’t believe
it!” yells Nate, mildly excited but mostly
exhausted and in a great amount of pain.

“They don’t look like phantoms,” says
Finn as he raises his weapon.

Maeldun runs up to Nate and yells,
“Don’t move!”

“Who are you?!” asks Finn. “What’s
your name?”
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“It’s me, guys. It's Nate.” He stands
up. “Don’t you recognize me?”

“He sure sounds like Nate,” says
Finn.

“I’m not taking any chances,” replies
Maeldun as he hits Nate with the butt of his
gun as hard as he can. Nate’s eyes slam shut,
and he crashes to the ground.
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25

Escape

Nate’s eyes slowly open. He’s in a
small room, and the florescent light above
him is flickering, repeatedly flashing bursts
of light throughout the room. He tries to
reach up to rub the tiredness out of his eyes,
but his hand won’t move. He looks down.
His arms and his legs are strapped down to
the stiff platform he’s lying on. There’s even
a strap around his chest, where a bloody
bandage is wrapped over one shoulder and
under the other, covering the wound he
received from Maeldun’s duplicate.

A knock on the door is heard. The
door opens, and Somnus steps in. He
guickly shuts the door behind him.

“What’s going on here?! Why do
you have me tied down?!” asks Nate, trying
to free himself from his restraints. “Get me
out of this!”

Somnus steps over to Nate and says,
“What exactly did you think you were
doing when you stepped through the rift?”

“l was going to save Heimdall and
Bran. Why do you have me tied down?!”

“It’s for your own safety... and for
the safety of my leadership position in this
community. | believe you may have found
some things out that | do not wish to have
spread around. Of course, if you did
manage to tell anyone anything, | would
pass them off as mere rumors and deny
everything. No one would believe you.”

Nate tries to ask another question,
but he is quickly interrupted by Somnus
before he can even get out a single word.

“Why did Finn and Maeldun detain
you and bring you here, you’'re asking
yourself? Because | told them that when one
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consciously passes through the rift, they are
possessed by a phantom,” says Somnus. “It was
just a small lie, certainly no bigger than the
secrets I've been keeping.”

“So you already killed Heimdall and
Bran?”

“No. They were unconscious the whole
time. They didn’t even know that they had
gone through the rift, and they know nothing of
the things you probably figured out. This is
precisely why | told Finn that you would only
become possessed if you were conscious during
the ordeal... only, of course, after both Bran
and Heimdall had been thoroughly questioned
by me.”

Upstairs in the infirmary, a breath of life
awakens the pale and sickly Modred. He brings
his head back into position, he throws off his
sheets, he rips off the sensors stuck to his chest,
and he stands up.

“l guess | don’t get the satisfaction of
being interrogated,” says Nate. “You’re just
going to kill me right here, right now? Just like
you killed the people of Vanir and the people
on the other side of that rift with the blood of
the people in this community?” Nate pauses
and looks away. “Go ahead. Don’t waste my
time any longer. I’'ll never know how you can
so easily distinguish innocent life out of
selfishness.”

“Your life and their lives are mine to
manipulate...”

The thundering of several gunshots in
the hallway interrupts Somnus’s angry rebuttal.
The door is violently thrust open. Standing
there is Modred with a revolver in his hand and
nothing but a pair of sweatpants on. He’s only
skin and bones, but he stands with his gun
aimed as if he all of sudden had the strength of
Heimdall.
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“Vernon?! You're... What are you

doing?!”

“I'm sorry, Uncle, but a divine
power has assigned me a task.”

Before Somnus can respond,

Modred blows a hole in Somnus’s head.
Nate is splattered in blood, and he jumps at
the sound of the gun fire. Modred loosens
Nate’s restraints and tosses him a rifle taken
off one of the dead men in the hallway.
“Go,” Modred says to Nate, “go before it
begins.”

“Before what begins?” Nate asks,
out of all the questions racing through his
mind. Modred runs back into the hallway
and takes the coat off of one of the men he
shot. He then proceeds to pull off the man’s
boots. Nate follows him out, and finds that
the body Modred is looting is the remains of
Bran. “You Killed Bran!”

Modred stops what he’s doing and
looks back up at Nate to say, “No, Nathan, |
delivered him.”

“How do you know my name?!”

Modred doesn’t answer, he just puts
on his boots and then jogs towards the
atrium, ignoring all of Nate’s subsequent
questions. Nate immediately remembers
what the man who he had found near his
ElysiuMart home, Patrick Fenrir, said,
“...the help of a divine power. ...l deliver
the survivors, the mistakes.”

This can’t be coincidence.

“Hey!” Nate yells, but Modred
continues to run towards the stairs on the
other side of the building. Nate chases after
him. Ahead, the doors on the elevator are
open. Lar is inside the shaft, standing on top
of the elevator, and tightening the cable. He
sees someone running up to him, so he puts
his wrench back in his tool belt and asks, “Is
everything alright? | heard gunshots.”
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Modred steps into the light with his
revolver aimed at Lar’s head.

“Vernon?!”

Modred pulls the trigger, and Lar goes
down.

“No, you bastard!” Nate yells, firing a
burst in Modred’s direction, but Modred has
already stepped into the stairwell. The three
bullets hit the elevator shaft and ricochet inside
several times.

“Nate!”

Nate turns to see Lisa hiding behind the
very limited safety of a wooden door next to the
opposite elevator.

“What’s going on?!”” she asks.

“Modred! He’s awake! He’s Killing
people!” Nate replies, losing his breath. More
gunshots are heard in the stairwell. “And your
father, he had me trapped in that room!” Nate
rushes over to her and tries to talk further, but
he’s too nervous and he’s almost completely
lost his breath.

“Calm down, Nate,” Lisa says, a little
out of breath herself from the frightening sound
of the gunshots. “What are you talking about?”

“Do you know where I've been?” Nate
placidly asks, regaining his strength for a
moment to focus.

“No, I thought you had died out there...
They wouldn’t tell us anything about what
happened.”

More gunshots are heard within the
depths of the complex. They’re both startled
and try to hide themselves behind the door as
best as they possibly can.

“I'll have to explain it to you later,”
Nate decides. “We can’t be here now. You have
to come with me.”

“To where?”

“Anywhere—anywhere but here. | think
Modred is going to try to kill everyone.”

“Vernon? But he’s...”
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“He’s running through this complex
with a revolver and killing everyone he
meets! He...” Nate just realizes Modred ran
down the stairs that lead to the garage.
“He’s leaving. | don’t know where he’s
going or what he’s about to do, but he has
to be stopped. Come on!”

“Nate, | don’t...”

Nate grabs her hand and says,
“Hurry!” They run over to the stairwell,
where Nate shields her from the sight of
Lar’s body, twisted around the elevator
cables. They run down the stairs, down the
hallway, and into the garage, where they
see Modred stepping into a vehicle. Behind
the vehicle, laid out on the garage floor, is
Helios’s disfigured body. At this horrific
sight, Nate, enraged with anger, fires
another burst through the vehicle’s back
window. It shatters, but Modred steps on it,
crashes through the garage door, and
speeds off.

Nate quickly finds his silver SUV,
rips open the door, and jumps in the
driver’s seat. “Get in!” he yells to Lisa. Lisa
gets in the passenger’s seat and puts on her
seat belt. Nate does the same—right before
he drives through the garage door. They
drive along the outer wall, up the hill past
greenhouse, and around the complex.

“He won’t be able to get through
that gate! He’ll kill himself!” yells Lisa,
slightly covering her eyes.

Before Modred’s vehicle even comes
close to the exit, there’s a flash, and the gate
crumbles before their eyes. Modred easily
drives over the debris.

“What the...? That gate...” Lisa tries
to express her disbelief.

Nate slams on the brakes. “Holy...
He really is being helped by a divine
powver...”
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Up in the tower, Grendel is just getting
into position. He survived the battle at the mill
despite losing a great deal of blood because of a
slash across the side of his neck caused by a
ricocheting bullet. He aims his Mijollnir rifle.
He’s a little woozy, but he’s just been told that
Nate has escaped, shooting everyone on his
way out. Nothing will prevent him from killing
Nate.

“What are you talking about?” asks Lisa.

“Modred said something about being
handed a task by a divine power, just like the
man that | found near...” Nate’s explanation is
interrupted by the sound of piercing metal
followed by the sound of a large sniper rifle. A
hole appears in the seat between Nate’s legs.

“It’s Grendel!” yells Lisa. “He’s shooting
at us!”

Nate stomps on the gas and speeds over
the gate. Before he reaches the dirt road,
Grendel shoots out one of his back tires as he’s
turning the vehicle. The SUV slides in the mud,
rolls up onto two wheels, and lands on its right
side. Nate and Lisa hang in their seats by their
seatbelts.

“Are you alright?” Nate asks, shaken
but still focused on his survival.

“I think so,” she nervously replies.

“Good, cover your ears!” Nate says as
he grabs his rifle, aims at the windshield, and
fires a few rounds into it. He then Kicks it off
and asks Lisa, “Can you get out through
there?”

“Maybe,” she says, unbuckling her
seatbelt. She slowly crawls out, trying her best
to avoid the broken glass.

“Stay hidden,” Nate whispers. He
unbuckles his seatbelt and falls to the other side
of the car, smashing the passenger’s window.
He slips out and crouches next to Lisa. “Take
this,” he says as he grabs a small branch of a
tree lying next to them. He hands it to her, takes
off his cap, and places it on top of the branch.
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He crawls around her. “On three, | want
you to hold the branch in the air just
enough so that only the hat is visible.” Lisa
nods. Nate begins to count.

Waiting for them to come out from
behind the vehicle, Grendel instead takes
aim at the gas tank on the underside of the
SUV. Prior to pulling the trigger, he sees the
top of Nate’s head and takes careful aim at
that instead. “lI wouldn’t expect you to
make it so easy,” says Grendel as he begins
to tighten his grip on the trigger. The wind
blows just enough for the hat to whip
around and reveal that the hat is in fact on a
branch and the real Nate is already exposed,
lying prone on the ground just a short
distance from the vehicle—taking aim at
Grendel. Grendel quickly positions his gun
and fires at the same time as Nate.

Nate’s gun shatters in his hands, but
he’s unscathed. Grendel, on the other hand,
has been shot in the arm. He drops his gun
and grabs his wound. He realizes that he’s
loosing blood far faster than he should be.
He looks down to find his arm lying limp
on the ground. “Oh, shit,” he says as he falls
off his chair. His body slaps against on the
floor. He crawls over to the elevator with
his one arm, and reaches with all his might
to press the button. In just a few seconds,
the elevator doors open, sounding their
usual tone, but Grendel is already dead.

Lisa screams as she hears the
gunshots. “Nate?!”” She can only see his legs
from where she’s crouching. “Nate?!” She
crawls closer to him and sees that he’s quite
shaken and speechless. She rolls him over
and asks him if he’s alright.

“Have | been hit?” he asks.

She looks him over and sees nothing.
She then sees his shattered gun and says,
“No, | don’t think so.”

“Did | get him?”

144

Marshall North

She looks up at the tower. Blood is
splattered all over the window on the tower. “I
think you did,” she says with a smirk on her
face.

Nate breathes the biggest sigh of relief.
He sits up, still out of breath and shaking a little.
As he tries to bring his heart rate down by
closing his eyes for a moment, he recalls what
Patrick Fenrir said as Patrick was stalking Nate
through the ElysiuMart, “I was ill, very ill, but
this illness does not make me sick. I am
protected from it, protected from it by a higher
power—higher than you can even fathom.”
Modred was equally sick. “I’ve tried everything,
but nothing seems to be working,” Haoma told
Somnus when Somnus had asked how Modred
was doing. “The tumor isn’t getting any bigger

or any smaller, and he remains in this
unchanging, weak state. I've never seen
anything like it... It's like he’s... It’s like he’s

suspended in this condition.”

Nate opens his eyes and sees Lisa—
behind her floats a ghostly figure shining with a
soft, comforting glow. Nate isn’t afraid of the
strange, unknown phenomenon as one would
think he should be. Instead of running scared,
he slowly reaches out to the figure, and the
figure reaches back. When their hands grasp,
Nate feels like he has a deep connection with
the figure, as though he has an eternal past with
it filled with never dying love, and for a
moment, he believes this apparition is that of
his late grandmother.

When Lisa sees the figure, she says,
“Awen!”

For the first time, Nate sees this
mysterious figure with his own eyes. The light
recedes to reveal a woman helping him off the
ground.

“Who are you?” Nate asks, quickly
retracting his hand, suspicious of the being’s
intentions. Awen was the one that told Somnus
that those in Vanir who wouldn’t trust him
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were ignorant and should be left behind.
Awen was the one who helped Somnus
open the rift, and it was likely under her
persuasion that Somnus angered his
duplicate in the adjacent parallel universe to
start yet another conflict. Somnus was a
horrible man, but he was just a puppet—
Awen’s puppet.

The woman extends her other hand
to Lisa to help her up as well.

“My name is Awen,” she says in her
British accent.

“l didn’t ask you your name,” Nate
sharply replies.

“It’s alright, Nate,” says Lisa. “She’s
been my father’s guide for years. She’s on
our side.”

“l can’t be sure of that. Your father
wasn’t even on our side.”

“What?”

“Your father started the war
between Aesir and Vanir, and he opened
the rift on Bifrost Hill, which leads to a
parallel universe. The phantoms we’ve been
killing are real people, human beings, and
they’re attacking us because your father
provoked them.”

“No,” Lisa says in disbelief.

“Awen was the one who persuaded
him to do the things he did.”

Before Lisa can deny another of
Nate’s statements, Awen says, “He speaks
the truth.”

Lisa looks at Awen in confusion,
trying to comprehend that Nate’s charges
are true. “Why? Why would you do that to
my father?”

“My objective, as given to me from
above,” Awen says as she points up, “is to
deliver all survivors of this world to the
realm of the dead if the world succumbs to
an apocalypse. Once my objective is
completed, | am required to take two of the
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survivors through space and time directly to
when and where the Event occurred, the one
that caused the chain reaction that moved this
world into an apocalypse, and guide the two
individuals in diverting it. Going back through
time and diverting the Event will cause a
paradox, and another parallel universe will be
created, one where the world continues on a
path that does not involve this apocalypse in its
future. This is how it has been done since the
beginning of time. This is how it is ensured that
life goes on, no matter what devastating events
occur. While you continue your lives in a
universe full of life, this dead universe will pass
into oblivion.

“But in order for us to do this, you must
come with me immediately.”

Lisa looks at Nate, and Nate looks back
at Lisa. They say nothing to each other. Nate
turns back to Awen and says, “What if we like
it the way it is now? With Somnus out of the
way in this universe and his duplicate out of
the way in the other, we can make peace—even
with Vanir.”

“Have you so quickly forgotten about
Modred?” Awen questions.

“What about Modred?” asks Nate.

“Why is my father out of the way?” Lisa
asks, interrupting them.

Awen pays no attention to Lisa and
answers Nate’s question instead, “In a half of
an hour the sun will rise. At that time, Modred,
along with all the people of Vanir who possess
the strength to carry a weapon will arrive here
in a huge caravan of vehicles. With Modred’s
help, they will wage an assault on the complex.
Maeldun, following Somnus’s orders to destroy
Carbonek instead of letting it fall into the
enemy’s hands, will detonate several tons of
highly volatile explosives hidden within the
facility’s atrium. The shockwave and the
explosion will kill nearly everyone within three
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miles. It will be the last sunrise anyone will
see on this world.”

“You were the one that told Modred
to do this, weren’t you?!” Nate asks,
infuriated.

“No, He was,” Awen says as she
points upward.

“You mean God? God is behind all
of this killing?”

Awen doesn’t answer.

“What do you mean my father is out
of the way?!” Lisa asks, angered that no one
has answered her.

“Your father was murdered by his
own nephew,” says Nate.

Lisa gets a surprised and saddened
look on her face when Nate delivers her the
saddening news. Her eyes fill with water
and tears begin to roll down her cheeks.
“We’re coming with you, Awen!” Lisa
declares.

“I cannot take you back unless you
are entirely sure you want to make the
journey,” Awen replies.

“But I’'m sure!”

“Yes, but he is not,” she says,
pointing to Nate.
“But...”

“I will return within two hours. |
will let you experience what | have told you
first hand. Once you see the destruction that
lies only minutes away with your own eyes,
I'm confident that you will be ready to
accompany me. The two of you must seek
shelter immediately. The explosion will
occur very soon.”

“Wait!” Lisa yells, but Awen has
vanished.

“I’m going back in,” says Nate as he
heads towards the complex.

“No, she said we have to find shelter!
We’re going to get killed! We have to go
now!”
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“But we can warn them.”

“And then what?!”

Nate stops in his tracks and thinks for a
moment. Lisa’s right. If he goes back, they
won’t listen to him. They think he’s possessed
by a phantom. They think he’s killed Somnus,
and Bran, and Lar, and some other poor man
who happened to be in the way. Even if he did
warn them, it wouldn’t do any good. With
Grendel dead, there will be no one to deter
them from breaching the door. Once they’re
inside, nothing will be able to stop a huge mass
of armed people—except for a bomb, which is
exactly what Maeldun will utilize if what Awen
says is true.

“Come on!” Lisa yells to him.
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26

Delivered

“Grendel? Do you read?” Finn says
into his radio, taking the elevator all the
way up to the tower. “Grendel? Come in.”
Looking down at his radio, he notices a
large spot of blood soaked into the
elevator’s carpeting. He leans down to feel
it. It’s still wet. The elevator doors open,
and Finn sees why. “Grendel!” He yells as
he throws down his radio and rushes over
to him, sloshing through the pool of blood.
He rolls Grendel over, but Grendel is
lifeless. “Damn it!” Finn yells in disgust. He
trudges back over to his radio and picks it
up. “Grendel’s been killed.”

“Shit,” replies Maeldun over the
radio. “What happened?”

“Looks like a bullet ripped through
his arm.”

“Who was the shooter?”

“It must have been Beowulf,” Finn
replies as he takes a peek out the window.
Below him are dozens and dozens of
vehicles with hundreds of armed men
getting out. A bullet cracks by his head, and
he immediately hits the deck. “Fuck!”

“I’'m just entering the control room
with Heimdall,” says Maeldun. “Cameras
are coming online.” Maeldun’s radio faintly
picks up Heimdall in the background
saying, “What in God’s name...?”

“Shit!  Finn!  Shit! We’ve got
hundreds of Vanir bastards here!” Maeldun
yells over the radio. “They’re coming right
in! The gate’s lying on the ground in
pieces!”

“Alert everyone in the building!”
Finn replies. “Notify the men that they need
to be armed and in the atrium at once!”
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Finn jumps back in the elevator and presses the
‘1’ button several times.

Maeldun’s voice blasts throughout the
complex. “We are under heavy attack by Vanir!
I repeat, we are under heavy attack! Get your
weapons and report to the atrium immediately!
This is not a drill!”

When Finn reaches the atrium, he sees
Heimdall running towards him. Heimdall still
looks beat up, but the swelling around his eyes
has gone down enough for him to see. “Where
are you going?”

“I'm going down to the garage. I'm
gonna grab a truck and shove it down their
throats, and then shoot the sons of bitches in
the back.”

Finn quickly nods approvingly and says,
“Good luck.”

Heimdall rushes into the stairwell; the
door slams behind him.

“They’ll be coming any second!”
Maeldun yells across the atrium to Finn.

“l hope they hurry,” Finn replies.
“They’re going to blow this door away any
second.”

Maeldun sprints to the base of the statue
and begins cracking the tiles with the butt of his
gun.

“What are you doing?”

“I'm trying...” Maeldun smashes
another tile. “I'm trying...” He smashes another.
“...to find a keypad.” Another tile smashes
under the back end of Maeldun’s rifle. “There’s
about three tons of explosives hidden
underneath this statue. If we can’t stop them
from taking over Carbonek, this explosion will
take out everyone and everything within a few
miles.”

“What?!”

Maeldun smashes another tile. “Somnus
gave me this order a long time ago, and I'm
going to carry it out if | have to.”
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A few men come out of the elevator
and the stairwell on the opposite end of the
atrium. Most of them are in the clothes they
usually sleep in along with bullet proof
vests. They all woke to hear what happened
at the old train station only a few hours ago,
but when no one would give them an
answer to their questions, they went back to
bed. They all now realize that the match did
not go exactly as expected.

Finn desperately wants to question
what Maeldun is about to do, but gets
distracted by the men filing in. He yells to
them, “Stay where you are! | want you to
line up and get ready to fire on anyone who
walks in this door.” He points to the
entrance. “Have your guns aimed and
ready!” Others come from behind him. He
tells the same thing to them, but instead has
them stand next to him. He now has time to
pay attention to Maeldun, still busting the
tiles on the base of the statue. “Get away
from the statue!”

Maeldun busts away another tile
and says, “I found it.” He flicks the pieces of
tile away to reveal a dusty keypad. He
quickly presses three buttons in succession,
each beeping as he taps them. The base of
the statue begins to make a clicking noise.
The whispers the men were passing to each
other as they stood ready are silenced by
the sight of the circular base dividing into
four even sections and extending outward,
accompanied by the sound of hydraulics.
The sections then ascend until they are out
of the way, revealing a large mechanical
device, “Gijall,” evidently the device’s name,
is printed across it, and it possesses controls
and mechanisms that are clearly sinister in
origin.

Finn is almost dumbfounded, but he
repeats his order to Maeldun, “I said, ‘Get
away from the statue!” ” But in the very next

148

Marshall North

moment, a deafening explosion is heard near
the entrance, and the strong, metal door as well
as a few bricks and metal beams are blasted
into the atrium. The door slams into Maeldun,
shoves him away from the device he’s toying
with, and pounds him into the wall.

The people of Aesir open fire at the
influx of the armed peoples of Vanir. The
people of Vanir immediately fire back. One of
the first to rush in is Modred. He steps in
amidst the cloud of dust as if he is invincible.
With his calm demeanor, he aims his revolver
and shoots several people directly in the head
within seconds. Finn picks him out of the
crowd and fires an entire clip into him. Modred
drops to his knees, his body filled with bullet
holes. Modred speaks his last words, “l was
supposed to be protected,” and then he crashes
onto the bloody, tile floor.

Finn reloads his clips, but gets shot in
the chest just after he finishes. Wounded, he
puts a bullet in the chamber and continues to
fire anyway. His people are getting hit all
around him, and the people of Vanir are
suffering similar amounts of damage. Finn gets
hit in the leg, and he tumbles down the few
stairs that lead into the center of the atrium.
Lying on his back, nearly unable to breathe, he
keeps his gun aimed at the entrance. He keeps
pulling the trigger as fast as he can.

In the corner, Maeldun is in horrible
shape—he looks to be dead. Next to him, the
cauldron that sat at the base of the statue is
tipped over, its contents spilled out onto the
floor. The water washed over Maeldun, and
just as it seemed to heal Heimdall, Maeldun,
too, seems healed, brought out of his critical
condition. His eyes blink open.

Outside, Heimdall plows through a
group of Vanir with one of the biggest pick-up
trucks on the market before the apocalypse, a
Xanthus. The look of surprise that grasped their
faces for a fleeting moment is quickly replaced
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by wincing as they get smashed and torn up
by Heimdall’s vehicle. Concentrating on the
gunfight occurring at the complex’s
doorstep, most pay no attention to
Heimdall, and Heimdall takes advantage of
it. He sticks his fully automatic rifle out the
side window and shoots them in the back
while speedily driving through their parked
vehicles.

Inside, Finn is reloading his clip
when out of the corner of his eye he sees
Maeldun crawling towards the statue with
only his arms, as his legs are mutilated.
Finn knows exactly what Maeldun is going
to do, and instead of trying to stop him, he
gives him cover fire. Most of the Vanir men
are aiming at the Aesir men on either side of
the atrium, and the few that see Maeldun
are easily taken out by Finn. Maeldun
reaches the base of the statue, lifts up a
small piece of transparent plastic, and
pushes the large red button underneath.
The digital clock near the button displays
the number five in the seconds column.

Maeldun looks up to see someone
from Vanir standing over him. The man’s
gun is aimed right at Maeldun’s head, but
the man hasn’t pulled the trigger. He’s
looking away from Maeldun, watching the
timer count down. He then looks back at
Maeldun. Maeldun is just sitting there,
smiling, and lifting his broken and bruised
arms. The timer reaches three seconds, and
Maeldun extends his middle fingers at the
surprised man. Just before the man can
shoot Maeldun, Finn fires his last round
into the man’s chest cavity. Maeldun looks
back at Finn, and Finn looks back at
Maeldun. Maeldun gives Finn a quick
salute, and to that, Finn gives Maeldun a
respectful nod.

The timer hits the final second.
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The immense explosion rips through the
complex and encompasses it in a fiery ball of
flames that expands rapidly, rolling over the
surrounding hills and into the forests. The blast
tears Carbonek into a million pieces and it
sends the debris in every different direction like
a barrage of stray bullets. It reduces everything
in its path to ash and gets so large that the
inferno engulfs the town of Vanir, setting the
parts of the town it didn’t destroy ablaze.

Hiding in the rock formation a short
distance from Aesir, Nate and Lisa watch the
flames pass over them, lighting some of the
trees near them on fire. They know what has
just happened, and deep inside themselves,
they feel weak because they were powerless to
stop any of it. They don’t say anything to each
other, they just wait for a few moments, making
sure that was the explosion that was supposed
to occur and there aren’t any others. Nate gets
up and walks out, ducking his head under the
low, rock ceiling.

“l don’t want to go back,” says Lisa, still
sitting comfortably on the cold, stone floor, her
back resting on the rock wall.

“She told us to see it first hand,” replies
Nate. He’s still ducking to see inside the small
cave.

“But | don’t want to see it.”

“I don’t think we have a choice. Awen
said she would return after we had seen it for
ourselves.” Lisa doesn’t respond, so Nate walks
back in the cave and gives her his hand. “Come
on,” he says. She reluctantly grabs his hand and
he helps her up. They begin their walk back
towards the remains of Carbonek. The sun is
beginning to rise directly in front of them. The
tops of the trees around them are still burning,
illuminating their surroundings in an unusual
glow. As they trudge through the forest in the
direction of the explosion, the trees near them
aren’t burning; they’re just charred. Any fuel
the trees had provided the fire was almost
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immediately spent. Nate and Lisa get closer
yet, and some of the trees, even the old,
strong ones have been blown over. They
make their way out of the tangled mess of
the massacred forest and spot what’s left of
Carbonek across the field in front of them.

“Oh, my god...” Lisa remarks at the
unbelievable sight before her. The only
thing left standing is pieces of charred
debris, strewn across the field and the
destroyed forest. Burnt cars, charred bricks,
loose pieces of metal that are still on fire, all
lying in pieces near the complex—even
some dead bodies that weren’t vaporized
by the blast.

They quickly rush towards the hill
where Carbonek used to sit. They stumble
over the uneven ground and the burning,
hot debris until they spot the eerie
silhouette of a man sitting atop a large piece
of concrete that was once part of the wall
surrounding the complex. The orange-red
sun is shining brightly behind him. As they
approach him, they find that it’s Heimdall,
his clothes burnt, his arm charred and
blackened, and some of his face scathed by
the fire.

“What the hell happened here?”
asks Nate. Nate knew exactly what had
happened. It was just as Awen told him.
Her prophecy didn’t contain a single flaw.
He just wanted it confirmed.

“Modred,” Heimdall reluctantly
replies, his lip quivering and his eyes filled
with tears.

“My father’s nephew,” Lisa says
under her breath. Her disbelief has
vanished.

Heimdall says, “After you escaped,
Modred tried to take control by leading the
people of Vanir up here to wage war
against us.”
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“Were you the only one that survived,
Heimdall?” asks Nate.

Unwilling to answer Nate’s question,
Heimdall replies, “There were no winners in
this battle. We have all lost. Soon, the phantoms
will come to kill us. I won’t be here when they
do.” Heimdall pulls out his pistol and pushes it
into the side of his head.

“No, Heimdall!”

Heimdall pulls the trigger, and his body
flops over, off the platform he sat on, and onto
the ground.

“No!” Nate yells as he drops to his
knees. He grasps his head with his hands and
almost begins to sob.

“Are you ready to come with me now?”
calmly asks a familiar voice. Nate removes his
hands from his face and looks upward. Awen is
floating above he and Lisa, watching the two of
them with nonjudgmental eyes. A bright, white
light is shining behind her, a heavenly light,
and her robe is gently waving in some mystical
breeze that only seems to be affecting her.

Nate looks at Lisa, and Lisa looks back
at him, expecting him to be the one to give
Awen their answer. Nate stands up and looks
to Awen. “Yes. We're ready.”

“Good,” Awen replies. “Now close your
eyes.”
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27

The Event

Nate and Lisa open their eyes. Their
surroundings have changed entirely.
They’re standing in the middle of a side
street. It must be early in the morning.
There are palm trees everywhere, street
lights are working, there’s the noise of cars
in the distance, a dog is barking in
someone’s backyard—and there are even
people walking down the streets. But Awen
is nowhere to be found.

“Holy...”

“Where are we?” asks Lisa, clinging
to Nate.

“It’s not that cold, is it?”” asks a man
walking down the sidewalk.

They both look at him, wondering
what he’s talking about. He points to their
warm jackets. It's fairly warm, and the
young man is walking passed them with a
T-shirt and shorts. Nate tries to nervously
laugh it off and says, “Uh, we’re not from
here.”

“I see,” the man responds as he rolls
his eyes and keeps on walking.

“This is Florida,” says Awen,
appearing behind them. “The date is
November seventh, two thousand.”

“This... The apocalypse—it hasn’t
happened yet,” says Nate in awe of his
thriving surroundings.

“Correct. And neither has the Event.
We are just in time to stop it.”

“This event you’re talking about,”
says Lisa, “is the one that set this world
on... a course to destroy itself?”

“Yes,” replies Awen.

“The Event happened in Florida?”
guestions Nate in disbelief.
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“Yes,” Awen repeats.

“What exactly is the event that set the
apocalyptic course?” asks Lisa.

“America’s disputed
election of two thousand.”

“This is election day?” asks Nate.

“Correct,” says Awen. “On this day,
thousands and thousands of voters were
disenfranchised for a various number of
reasons, predominantly because of old and
broken voting machines. Even though voters of
this state chose to elect Mr. Gore as President of
the United States, partial judges and biased
officials chose to take advantage of the voting
fiasco to give the state to Mr. Bush by refusing
to count many legitimate votes, which
subsequently gave Mr. Bush the presidency.”

“But how...” Nate tries to ask another
guestion, but he can’t put his question into
words.

presidential

“How did this event cause an
apocalyptic chain reaction?” Awen asks,
constructing his question for him.

Nate nods.

“If Mr. Gore would have received the
electoral votes of this state, he would have won
the election. If he were the president, the events
that would have occurred on September
eleventh would have never happened.”

“Why is that?”

“His administration would have put a
considerable amount of effort into derailing the
impending terrorist-related disaster. With him
as the commander in chief, the hijackers would
have been apprehended long before they
entered their respective airport terminals.”

“So it was September eleventh?” asks
Nate. “That’s what caused the apocalypse?”

“No. It was Mr. Bush’s response to
September eleventh that acted as the stimulant
to the apocalyptic chain reaction. But he will
never have a chance to respond if he does not
get elected. It will be your job to see that the
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broken voting machines are fixed—for that,
I will be your guide.”

“Where do we start?”

“Follow me,” Awen replies as she
walks towards a brown van parked on the
side of the road. “You will find the van
unlocked,” she says to them. “Enter the
vehicle and you will find the keys hidden
underneath the driver’s seat.”

Nate grabs the door’s handle and
opens it. Before he gets in, he has a second
thought. “Is this somebody’s car?” Awen
doesn’t answer, she just passes through the
side of van like one would think a ghost
moves through a wall. Nate’s too surprised
at what she’s able to do to wait for an
answer. He shortly says, “Never mind,” and
hops into the driver’s seat, closing the door
when he gets in. Lisa gets in the on
passenger’s side. She takes a seat as Nate
finds the keys.

“You will want to turn the radio
down first,” says Awen, sitting behind them
in the empty back of the van, seemingly
sitting on a chair, but no such chair visibly
exists.

Nate starts the vehicle. The radio
immediately lights up and the speakers in
the van begin shouting rap music at a
deafening level. Nate quickly reaches over
and turns the radio off.

“If we are going to accomplish our
goal, you must listen to every instruction |
give you and carry it out precisely,” states
Awen. “Tell me you now understand this.”

“Yes, sorry.”

A large man comes running out of
his house, yelling obscenities as he rushes
towards the van with a metal bat. “You
mother fuckers! That’s my fucking van! Get
the fuck out!”
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“This is where you must speed off
before he can catch up to us,” Awen says
calmly.

Nate steps on it. The man chasing after
them runs down the street and throws his bat at
the vehicle when he knows he can’t keep up.
“This really is someone’s car!” Nate yells, too
flustered to even notice that he just blew
through a stop sign.

“We are only borrowing it.”

Nate just shakes his head and continues
to drive.

“What do you mean my name isn’t on
the list? I've been registered for years!” yells a
woman at the ballot table.

“I'm sorry,” replies the person sitting
down behind the table, “but your name just
isn’t on the list.”

“This is outrageous!” the woman replies.

A man, somewhat small in size,
approaches the woman and says, “They said
my name wasn’t on the list either. Evidently
I’'m not eligible to vote... Evidently the black
people in this country still don’t have the right
to vote...”

The person behind the table interrupts
the man, “No, sir, that’s not the case.”

“Then what is the case? Tell me what
the case is, because I'm dyin’ to hear it!”

“Well, it could just be that your
registration  applications were processed
incorrectly...”

The man interrupts, “Excuses don’t
make up for the fact that I’'m not going to get to
vote. This is unconstitutional, and don’t—not
for one second—think this won't go
unreported!” The man storms out in anger.

In walk Nate and Lisa. They’re wearing
brown uniforms with brown baseball caps,
something you’d expect someone in the fixer-
upper profession to wear, except there isn’t a
logo of a maintenance company on their shirts
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or their caps. Nate’s carrying a toolbox and
a clipboard with a pen attached to it. In
front of them, seen only by their eyes, is
Awen, slowly leading them into the room,
carefully putting one foot in front of the
other.

They approach an old man about to
fall asleep next to the small machine that
counts the votes. He opens his eyes when
Nate’s shadow blocks the light from shining
into his eyelids.

“Good evening, sir,” Awen says,
expecting Nate to repeat what she says to
the man.

“Good evening, sir,” says Nate.

“Hello,” the old man replies,
wondering who Nate and Lisa are and what
they’re doing with toolboxes.

“We’ve just been notified that there
is a small possibility that the voting
machines you have here could have a small
mechanism in them that may prevent votes
from being tallied correctly,” Nate says very
professionally. “The machines were recalled
yesterday, but unfortunately it is not
possible for us to send the machines back to
the manufacturer on the day of the election,
so they have sent repair teams out to the
few counties that need said mechanism
replaced with one that is not faulty.” Awen
tells him to end his pitch with a statement
the old man couldn’t possibly disagree with,
“We, of course, wouldn’t want any votes to
be tallied incorrectly.”

“Ummm... No, no, sir. No, we
wouldn’t,” replies the old man. “Every vote
counts, right?”

Nate chuckles. “Exactly.” He hands
the old man the clipboard. “If you could just
sign your name at the top there, we can get
started.”

“What'’s this for?” the old man asks,
looking over the front page of the blank
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legal pad that's clipped into the clipboard.
Getting people’s signatures, Awen told them as
they “borrowed” the clipboard and notepad
from an office supplies store, would make their
repair visit seem much more authentic.

“We’ll be handing this into them at the
end of the day so they can rest assured that we
visited all of voting locales in question.”

“Oh, | see,” the old man says as he signs
his name.

“Excellent,” says Nate, taking back the
clipboard.

Lisa steps in front of Nate and says to
the old man, “Unfortunately, since the details of
the inner workings of this machine are so
closely guarded, tampering precautions, you
see, I’m going to have to accompany you out of
the room for a moment while the machine is
fixed.”

The old man gives her an odd look. For
a moment, Lisa thinks that the old man is onto
them. “Alright,” he says. Lisa breathes a quiet
sigh of relief as she leads the old man out of the
room.

Awen points to the side of the machine
and says, “There are four screws in the four
corners of this panel. Remove them and slide
the panel to your right.” Nate does exactly as he
is told. Awen points to a mechanism inside.
“Take your hammer, and strike downward on
this piece.”

“This?” Nate questions, pointing to the
mechanism. It’s a small metal piece that seems
to be in almost perfect condition. It looks old,
but it doesn’t look damaged.

“Yes. Strike it downward with your
hammer.”

Nate reluctantly pulls the hammer, a
high-quality, Illmarinen-brand tool, from the
toolbox and takes a swing at it. The piece
breaks off.

“Shit, | broke it.”

“No, you did just fine.”
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“What do you mean? The thing
broke right off.”

“That is precisely what needed to be
done. Now slide the panel back into
position and reapply the screws.”

Nate is having a hard time believing
that breaking a piece inside the machine
could actually mean that it’s now fixed, but
he continues to follow Awen’s instructions
anyway. He picks up his toolbox and
clipboard and stands up. Almost a dozen
voters, mostly elderly people, are standing
in a line, waiting to insert their punch cards
into the vote counting machine. They’re
looking at him strange. Certainly they heard
him speaking to Awen, which registered in
their minds as him talking to himself. Nate
smirks and says, “Good to go!” and walks
out of the room where he finds Lisa and the
old man having a conversation. “It’s all
fixed.”

“Good,” says the old man. “That
was quick.”

Nate smiles. “We wouldn’t want to
deny the people the right to vote for very
long.”

The old man laughs and pats Nate
on the back. “Have a good one,” he says as
he heads back into the room.

“You too,” replies Lisa. They
immediately rush back to their van and
drive off to the next location.

They continued with the same exact
routine throughout the day at every polling
place they visited. Some of the people they
had to confront were reluctant to allow their
machines to be tampered with, but with
Awen’s precise speeches and the list of
signatures that kept piling up on the
clipboard, they were easily convinced that
Nate and Lisa were a legitimate repair team
sent by the manufacturer of the voting
machines with orders from the state.
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It was nearly seven o’clock, and Nate
and Lisa were returning to their vehicle after a
repair of what Awen said was the final voting
machine necessary to turn the tide of the
election. The polls were beginning to close as
they walked out the door. Nate turned on the
radio to see if he could get any good news,
being sure to turn it down first.

“The polls are just now closing in New
Hampshire and it looks like Bush will be the
winner of that state. Polls are also closing
Florida. Exit-polls are showing...” The reporter
pauses. Nate and Lisa look at each other
blankly. “It looks as though Gore is going to
win Florida.” The reporter rambles on about
uninteresting election news while Nate and
Lisa let out a big cheer. They excitedly hug each
other and Nate keeps saying over and over
again, “We did it!”

The commotion dies down after a few
moments, and a question enters Lisa’s mind as
she stares out the window. “l don’t feel any
different,” she says in deep thought.

“What?” Nate says, still laughing a little
and smiling so much that his cheeks are
beginning to grow tired.

“We went backwards to this date... to
change the result of the election. We just did
that. Wouldn’t that have caused a paradox?
We’ve strayed from our paths, we went against
our destiny, we’ve altered past events. The
paradox we’ve created should have created a
parallel universe.”

“And you’re able to feel it?”

“Yes! It's a very distinct feeling. |
remember it when | was young. My father
explained what had happened. Even though |
didn’t understand what he was talking about at
the time, | will never forget that feeling.”

Nate and Lisa slowly turn to Awen,
who is sitting behind them, for an answer.

“What about it, Awen?” asks Nate.
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Awen finally shows some emotion.
A smile grows on her face, but it’'s not a
happy smile. She smiles the smile of one
who has just tricked someone into doing a
very sinister deed. “You have done it,
alright.” Her smile subsides to a sinister
smirk.

Nate’s suspicions of not being able
to trust Awen return to him, hitting him
right in the stomach.

“All of what | said to you,” begins
Awen, “was a lie.”

“What?!” shouts Lisa.

“It was not my intention to bring
you here to give the election to Mr. Gore. It
was not my intention to help you save this
world. It was my intention to help you
destroy it.” A feeling of paralysis comes
over the Nate and Lisa. They’'re shocked.
They’ve been set up—they’ve been used.
“Without you intervening Gore would have
easily won this state... and the presidency.
But we do not want him in office. That is
where you came in to help us.” Nate is so
infuriated that he begins to shake, his face
gets beet-red, and veins begin to show
themselves in his neck. “Did you honestly
think that you were fixing something by
breaking it? All of those machines were fine
until you took a crack at them with your
hammer.”

Nate lets out a loud cry and lunges
into the back of the van at Awen, but Awen
vanishes as he comes in contact with her.
Nate leaps to his feet to see Awen, through
the windows in the two back doors of the
van, reappear in the street. Nate kicks the
doors open and approaches her, but as he
does so, a whirlwind of light surrounds her,
and in an instant, her form has changed
completely. She no longer has the
appearance of a beautiful goddess. She now
appears before him as an angel—a fallen
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angel. She retains the basis of her original
appearance, but she now wears rusty armor
and bears two, large, black wings.

“You thought | was sent by God,” she
says pointing upward, “but | was not. | was
sent by him...” She points downward. Nate
knows exactly who she speaks of—the White
Man. “...because He lacked the courage.” She
points upward again. “The one | work for, he is
the one who is behind all of this. Vernon
Modred? Patrick Fenrir? They thought they
received a mission from God. God would have
never told anyone to kill another. Killing is a sin.
And God always keeps his promises. Modred
and Fenrir thought they would be protected,
rendered invincible. It was a lie. And God does
not lie.”

“Now you wait one damn minute,” says
Nate, interrupting her lecture. “How do | know
you’re telling the truth now? That report on the
radio just said that Gore would win this state.”

“Correct. The exit polls were right, but
you are forgetting that the actual vote count
will be very different, due to the havoc you
wreaked upon the voting machines.”

“They’ll find out! They’ll find out what |
did and they’ll have to start out over. The
damage done is obvious. They’ll know the
voting was rigged.”

“The only people to find out will be
those who have already been influenced to
keep quiet about it and actually use the
situation to their advantage. My leader, in his
spare time, and he has a lot of spare time, gains
influence over many, many people—key people.
He is very persuasive. Harris, Scalia, and even
the president to be, all the important people, all
listening to my leader—Ilistening to him tell
them how to handle the situation.” She laughs,
saying, “And they believe he is God or a trusted
friend or relative of theirs.”

Nate’s blood boils as he listens to Awen
speak. “But why did you need me to do this
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election scam?! Why didn't you do this
yourself?!”

Lisa has gotten out of the van and is
hiding behind it, fearful of Awen’s true
appearance, listening in on the conversation
but vaguely understanding what’s being
said.

“It is difficult for us to interact with
inanimate objects in your realm. It is far
easier to simply influence human subjects to
do our bidding. It is what we angels excel
at.”

“But why me?! Why not someone
else?!”

“Who knows? | just do what | am
told.”

“l want to go back! If the apocalypse
is still going to happen, | don’t want to be
here to re-live it again. | want to go back! |
want to go back with Lisa! Do you hear
me?!”

“Your wish will be granted, but you
can only go back when you’ve ensured that
you will live through the apocalypse the
first time.”

“What do you mean?”

Awen smiles once more, and again
vanishes before Nate’s eyes.

156

Marshall North



GAMMA

28

Listen Carefully

“lI was embracing him?” Lisa asks.
She and Nate are still sitting in the parking
lot with their newly acquired van, lost in a
time neither of them really remember from
their past. The radio is still droning away
about what the exit polls are showing. Nate
and Lisa are hoping, with every ounce of
their being, that something will be different,
hoping that voting in another state will turn
out differently, but in the end, they know
their hopes won’t be answered.

“Yeah. | couldn’t believe it was
you,” says Nate, reminiscing over his
journey into the dark realm and filling Lisa
in on the details he, until this point, kept to
himself.

“Are you sure you’re not making
this up?” Lisa doesn’t want to believe
anything he says, but seeing Awen as an
angel gave credence to Nate’s story.

“Honest to God,” Nate says as he
raises his right hand as though he were
testifying.

“And that’s who Awen said she was
working for?”

Nate breathes a deep sigh. “Yes.” He
then digresses for a moment and thinks
about what could possibly be done to divert
the apocalypse. Assassination crosses his
mind. If he could take out one of the key
players in this election debacle, he could...
No, it would be far too risky, and it may not
change a thing. Just then, Lisa interrupts his
train of thought.

“Okay, so one more time, what was
the last thing you said to her?”

Nate breathes yet another heavy
sigh and repeats what was said for nearly
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the fifth time, “I said that | wanted for us to go
back because | didn’t want to be here to go
through the apocalypse again, and she said that
my wish would be granted but only once I've
ensured that I'll live through apocalypse the
first time.”

Lisa takes in what Nate said and repeats
it to herself a few times, picking apart each
word.

“Fucking angels,” Nate says leaned back
in his chair with his eyes closed. “They always
have to speak in riddles. How the hell can |
ensure...”

And that’s when | appeared behind him
in my true form. Both Nate and Lisa scream as |
get their attention. “Easy now,” | say, trying to
calm them.

“Who are you?!” Lisa hollers.

Nate turns to me with disgust and says,
“This is him. The one that took me to save
you.” Lisa gazes in mild disbelief.

“What’s with the look on your face,
Nate?” | ask.

“No, Lisa asked a valid question,” he
says. “Who are you? Really? You’'re not really
an angel, are you?”

“Of course | am.”

“Then you’re a fallen angel, aren’t you?
I’'ve had quite enough of your tricks. You can
try me, but I won’t be fooled again.”

“Nate, Nate... Let’s not jump to
conclusions. | know you feel betrayed, and |
understand your cynicism, however misguided
it has come to be, living in a wholly corrupt
world such as this. You may not believe me
now, but it was very necessary that you be
‘fooled’ into doing that small task. Do you think
you would have volunteered yourself to be the
apocalyptic catalyst had Awen not guided you
through it? You don’t even need to answer that,
because we both know it.”

“Who'’s side are you on?!”
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“Forget everything you thought you
knew about good and evil, Nate. Nothing is
black and white. There’s a thin line between
selflessness and selfishness. Beings are
naturally more inclined to practice the latter
of the two. Why do favors for others when
you can save the riches for yourself and live
an easier life? Besides that, even when one
does deeds that help the lives of other
people, how much evil must that person do
first? An immoral businessperson that
donates some of his riches to charity is
hardly a saint. Good and evil exists in every
being.

“I am on the side of good, but | have
dealt evil... and | let evil things happen
every day.”

“Why? If you know you are in the
wrong, why do you do it?”

“l do it for the end result, a good
end result.” | put my hand on his shoulder.
“l know you want to do good, Nate, but |
also know you are confused in how you can
achieve it. You have one last task to do, and
with that task, you will be faced with a
great choice. The best one won’t be
apparent, but | trust you will make a wise
decision. After all, it is your destiny.”

“But what do | have to do?” asks
Nate.

“Before you get the chance to save
others, you must first save yourself.”

“Myself?”

“Not this self. Your old self.”

Nate thinks to himself a moment,
“Not another riddle,” but then realizes
exactly what | mean.

“You’ve got it, Nate... and now |
have to go. | will see you both again.” With
that, I smile and vanish in a burst of light.

“Do you know what he was talking
about?” asks Lisa.
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“Look in the glove box real quick,” he
orders Lisa. “See if you can find any change. |
need to make a phone call.”

Lisa opens up the glove box and digs
through it. There’s maps, the car’s owner’s
manual, a small flashlight, and a wireless
phone, but no change. Lisa pulls out the phone
and hands it to Nate. “Will this work?”

Nate turns the phone on. “l think it
will.” He begins to dial his own phone number,
but stops before he enters the last two digits
and sets the phone down.

“What are you doing?”

Nate pauses for a moment, thinking of
his options. “l never told anyone this,”
reluctantly says Nate as he stares out the
window, “but | received a call on this day, this
very day, right around this time. | just got back
from work, and | was just coming through the
door when | found the phone ringing. I picked
it up, and on the other end was a man warning
me about doomsday. He said that years down
the road, on May third—specifically May
third—the power would go out across the
country and we’d get struck with thousands of
nuclear weapons. He told me that | was to hide
the school’s fallout shelter, the school where |
work, and keep the food donations the kids
brought in for the homeless for myself. When
May third came, | realized that the man wasn’t
some weirdo; he was serious, and he helped me
even further by leaving me notes, one of them
in an encyclopedia, which said that there was a
heavy coat and a sleeping bag in a bin inside
the shelter, the other, inside a coat pocket,
which informed me that the ElysiuMarts would
provide me with uncontaminated food.”

“That’s amazing...”

“What’s even more amazing is that |
now just figured out who that man was. That
man was me.”

Lisa’s eyes widen.
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“If |1 hadn’t intervened in my
previous life, | would have died like
everyone else.”

“That’s  unbelievable.  Actually,

that’s beyond unbelievable: it’s impossible,”
she states. Nate looks at her, and she looks
back at him in a very serious manner. “If
what you’re saying really happened, it
wasn’t your future self that helped you. It
couldn’t have been. Your future self
couldn’t have contacted you, because as
soon as you, you Yyourself, right now,
contact your past self, you will be
intervening in something you were not
meant to intervene, and you’ll cause a
paradox, creating another parallel universe.
You simply can’t alter the past without
creating an alternate world.”

“But what if | was meant to
intervene?”

Lisa looks away and tries to put
Nate’s thought into the equation.

“If it is my destiny,” Nate continues,
“just as it was my destiny to change the
outcome of this election, then I won’t be
causing a paradox. This is the path I'm
meant to take, and if | don’t take it, if | don’t
intervene in my past life, I will be causing a
paradox.”

“You’re right!” Lisa shouts. “But
that also means...”

“Yeah. If | choose not to intervene, |
would die if a doomsday came, and | would
be unable to go back in time and alter the
election, which will cause a paradox and
create another parallel universe. In that
parallel universe, the election won’t be
altered, and humankind won’t be
destroyed.”

“Then that’s it! Just don’t call
yourselfl We’ll have done exactly what we
originally thought we were doing!”
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“Right,” with
reservation.

“We have a chance to save the world.”

“But is the world really worth being
saved?”

“What are you saying?”

Nate sighs again and rests his head in
his hands. He sits up again and says, “I'm
gonna make the call. After that, we’ll drive up
to Illinois. If, on the way, we come to a decision
that we do want to stray from the path and not
intervene, that choice is ours to make. We don’t
have to leave the notes, and we don’t have to
leave the coat or the sleeping bag.”

Lisa just shakes her head and rolls her
eyes, saying shortly, “Fine.”

Nate quickly grabs the phone and dials
his home number. The phone rings, rings, and
rings. “Hello?” says a voice on the other end.
He’s somewhat surprised to hear himself, but
with only minor hesitation, he begins speaking,
“I want you to listen very carefully,” and gives
what he remembers of the speech.

“Who is this?”

“If | told you, you wouldn’t believe me.
Just remember what | said.” He quickly snaps
the phone shut.

“It worked,” Lisa says to Nate. “No
paradox. | didn’t feel anything.”

“Good,” Nate replies as he wipes the
few droplets of sweat from his forehead.

Nate says some

The long car ride north was very tough
for both Nate and Lisa. They had too much time
with their thoughts. Nate’s responsibility
weighed on him heavily. He had the future of
humankind in his hands, and he could save it
just as easily as he could destroy it. That was
the problem for him. He wished the act of
saving would have been the harder of the two,
so his conscious could more easily pass it off as
being impossible to accomplish, and he could
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have completed the act of destroying
without guilt. That’s what he wanted to do.

He wanted everything destroyed.
He wanted fire to rain from the sky and a
flood fall from the clouds to wash
everything away. This old world he felt
trapped and suffocated in—he wanted it to
be a permanent fixture of history. Here, he
was a loser, a high school janitor, a cheap
lawn mower that worked for chicken feed.
He was nobody. He was nothing. He never
wanted to be that again. But this really
wasn’t about him. He really wanted
destruction for more selfless reasons,
because he wasn’t the only one in such a
deplorable situation. There were millions,
billions of people across the globe that lived
in even worse conditions than he,
conditions that he couldn’t even imagine.
Death is far better than living without food
and shelter, he thought. In destroying the
human race, he would be saving people
from the tortures of life.

He thought that surely Lisa did not
have the same mindset as he. They didn’t
discuss it any further, and after having
listened to me, she believed that since Nate
had already made the decision, it was the
right one.

Nate also questioned good and evil.
Up until this point, he knew exactly what
the two were, but now he wasn’t sure. He
had met evil once, the White Man. Nate got
the feeling that even though the White Man
was of pure evil, he was only defying God
to do God’s will. He was, perhaps, still
God'’s servant, even though you’d certainly
never hear him admit it. Perhaps the
apocalypse was not of the White Man’s
doing, but God’s instead. Of course, this
theory of his was too ridiculous to be true,
he thought; it was surely only thought of to
help calm his conscious.
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Nate and Lisa pulled the van over to an
old country road for some rest. With no money,
their own vehicle was the best guesthouse they
could afford. Another hour’s drive in the
morning brought them to Nate’s hometown.
They made a quick stop at Faunus Recreational
Equipment for the coat and sleeping bag Nate
needed, items that had to be stolen as well,
which wasn’t a problem because they would be
returning to their own time very soon. They
then immediately made their way to Nate’s
workplace, Brahma Elementary School.

They pull right up to the side door and
park next to Nate’s old rusted piece of junk.
“There’s my car,” he says, pointing as he gets
out of the van.

“You were poor?” she asks, getting out.

“Very poor.”

“Wait, aren’t you going to see yourself?”

“No, because | don’t remember ever
seeing anyone that looked like me roaming the
school’s hallways.” Nate walks to the back of
the van and grabs the coat and sleeping bag. He
shuts the doors and then leads Lisa up to the
entrance. As they’re walking towards the doors,
a sign marked “fallout shelter” hanging on the
brick wall above their heads foreshadows the
dark future they’re about to ensure happens.
Nate holds the door open for Lisa, leads her
towards the janitor’s room, checks to make sure
the coast is clear, and quickly grabs the keys
from the rack near the door. He then shuffles
over to the fallout shelter’s door on the other
side of the hallway. He unlocks the two doors
to reveal the fallout shelter where one day his
past self will hibernate for a dreadfully long
time in the dark. He shutters when he
remembers what it was like in this tomb.

“Wow,” Lisa says, smelling the stagnant
cold rotting in the room. “How long were you
in here?”

“About three weeks. | can’t really be
sure. It felt like years.” Nate opens the bin in
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the corner and stuffs in the sleeping bag. He
pulls out one of the notes from his pocket,
the notes Lisa wrote on a few pieces of
paper during the drive, and slips it in one of
the coat pockets. He then stuffs the coat in
the bin. “It’s off to the library.”

They step into the library, Nate
scanning the place to make sure there’s no
one here that could possibly recognize him.
There are just a couple of kids playing a
spelling game on the computer and some
others browsing for books. Nate jogs over to
the encyclopedias and reaches for the R
volume when a voice from behind startles
him, “Nate? Is that you?” Nate freezes. It’s
the librarian. She recognized him. He
reluctantly turns around with an
encyclopedia in his hand. “Oh, my gosh.
You got a haircut! And you look so fit! And,
and... Wow! You look like a thousand
bucks.” Nate immediately remembers a
brief conversation he had with this very
librarian a while back. She had claimed that
she saw him looking at the encyclopedias,
but that he looked very different. When he
heard this, he simply dismissed it as an
ailment of the librarian’s old age, but now
he knows that she was speaking the truth.
This, at this present moment, was the
incident she was talking about. This further

proves, he thought to himself, that
intervening in his past life was for sure his
destiny!

“Do you like it?” Nate asks.

“It looks great!” As the librarian
looks him over from a short distance, Nate
slips the second note in the encyclopedia
without her noticing. “Looking for
something in our encyclopedia collection?”

“No, | was just...”

“Well, if you are, | would suggest
checking out the new encyclopedias.
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They’re hidden over there in the corner,” the
librarian says, pointing.

“Oh, thanks much,” Nate says as he
puts the encyclopedia back on the shelf. He
leads Lisa over into the corner, where a strange
feeling comes over the both of them. The feeling
guickly begins to cripple them, and they nearly
collapse on the floor. Nate just barely has the
strength to ask Lisa a vital question, “Is this that
feeling? Did | stray from the path?”

“No,” she quickly replies, in immense
amounts of pain. “This is different.” She closes
her eyes and falls to the floor, where her body
vanishes. Nate reaches over in a futile attempt
to help, but he falls over as well. His eyes clamp
shut in pain, and he vanishes just as she did.
When he opens his eyes a moment later, the
pain is gone, but he is in a place far different
from a elementary school’s library.
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29
Epiphany

Nate stands on a small mountain
where dozens of different cities once stood,
one rebuilt on top of the ruins of another.
Now, there is nothing but rubble and
foreign tourists in their place. He can see for
miles in every direction; forests, fields, and
roads all basking in the warm sunlight of
the day’s noon. He doesn’t recognize
anyone or anything in his surroundings.
Lisa is no longer at his side.

A white man in a white suit steps in
front of Nate and proceeds over to the
shade of a palm tree. It’s the White Man,
and Nate immediately recognizes him. With
the wave of his hand, a chessboard and two
chairs appear in front of him. The White
Man pulls out the chair in front of the white
pieces and sits down.

“Perfect timing, Nathan,” says
someone standing behind Nate. Nate turns
to see a black man dressed entirely in white.
“You must remember to close your eyes
before one of Our trips across time,
otherwise, it feels as though you have taken
a kick to the stomach, which is quite an
unpleasant feeling to experience. It is a fail
safe | implemented. If you were to have
your eyes open during the trip, you would
learn a vast many secrets no mortal should
ever know.”

Nate recognizes that voice, but he
forgets where he last heard it. “Do | know
you?” asks Nate.

“I should hope so0,” replies the Black
Man.

That’s it, Nate thinks to himself. It
was that voice, that voice in his head that
told him to wake up just before Patrick
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Fenrir stuck him with a knife. This man,
whoever he was, had saved Nate’s life.

“You are late,” the White Man says to
the Black Man.

He succinctly responds, “I am never
late.”

The White Man chuckles and says, “I
just like to mess with You, keep You on Your
toes.”

“Please, come,” says the Black Man as
He motions for Nate to step into the shade of
the palm tree.

“Is this him?”” asks the White Man.

“Yes. This is Death,” replies the Black
Man.

“Glad to meet you,” the White Man says
to Nate as he nods his head.

“Meet me? But we’ve already met,” says
Nate.

“Actually you have not,” says the Black
Man, taking a seat in front of the black pieces.
“You will not meet for another few months.”

“No... | told Awen | wanted to go back!
I meant back to the time from which | came—
and the place from which | came. This isn’t...”
Nate pauses and looks around. “Where am 1?”

“You took a detour. This is, as you can
tell, not your home in Northern Wisconsin. This
is Mount Megiddo in Israel. And today is May
third.”

The mention of the date
uncontrollable fear in Nate’s heart.
third?” Nate nervously questions.

“Yes. The last day of humankind.”

“And you have a ringside seat to the
Final Battle,” adds the White Man, moving one
of his pawns two places forward. “You could
have told John we would do this in a warmer
place.” The White Man is too used to the
scorching temperature of his own realm.

“I never said anything about Megiddo.
That was his decision, not mine. When John
wrote Revelations, he dramatically exercised

strikes
“May
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artistic license, especially when he wrote
about this place and the huge armies that
would do battle here,” replies the Black
Man. “But to stay at least somewhat true to
scripture, since so much written about us is
very untrue... Too many people are under
the false assumption that the holy books
need to be taken literally.”

Nate says, “That means you two
are...”

The White Man interrupts him and
points to the Black Man, “Good,” he then
points to himself, “and Evil.”

“And the only armies doing battle
are these,” says the Black Man as he
presents the chess pieces.

“What happens if You win?” Nate
asks the Black Man.

The White Man speaks instead, “If |
win, which | will, I will take control of
everything. Eternal terror and torture of all
those both good and bad—all just for the
fun of it. And if He wins, there will be
pretty flowers and shit everywhere or
something like that.”

The Black Man smirks and says, “All
would be forgiven, including my
unscrupulous associate and his colleagues,
and those who have freed themselves from
the burden of their sins will reside with me,
in Paradise.”

“Like | said,” says the White Man,
“just a bunch of pretty flowers.”

“It is a bit more euphoric than that.”

The White Man looks at Nate and
says, “Evil always wins. You know why,
Death? Evil never plays by the rules.”

“Why do you keep calling me
‘Death’?”

“Because, Nathan, you are the
catalyst of the most monumental event in
the course of mankind,” says the Black Man.
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“You are our main man,” says the White
Man. “You are the fourth and final Horseman
of the Apocalypse, the one that John dubbed
‘Death.” He could have just used ‘Nathaniel,’
but no... That is the name of one of the apostles,
so why not be overly dramatic?” the White Man
says sarcastically. “Damn it! Move the pieces
with Your hands!”

The black pieces slide from place to
place as the Black Man sits back and watches.
“Somnus once talked to you about ‘the path,” ”
the Black Man says to Nate. “This path is what
is more commonly referred to as a ‘destiny.’
Your destiny, a path pre-planned based on
knowing exactly what decisions you would
freely make in the future, was to cause a chain
reaction of events that would lead to the end.”

“Then | was no more in control of my
life than one of these pawns on your
chessboard?” asks Nate.

“No. Destiny and freewill coexist,
despite the misconstrued implications of each
concept.”

Nate vaguely understands, but he’ll get
it later. Instead of thinking about it any further
now, he decides to mention something he’s
noticed. “I thought that he was behind this,”
Nate says, motioning towards the White Man
as he speaks to the Black Man. “l get the
distinct feeling that You are welcoming the
apocalypse.”

“Indeed,” the Black Man replies as he
moves his queen out into the open. “Given My
nature, | refuse to cause harm to any of My
creations. He, on the other hand,” speaking of
the White Man, “enjoys to see death and
suffering.” The White Man shrugs and smiles.
“Taking on the guise of Myself and others, he
and his servants have almost single-handedly
succeeded in sparking the apocalypse.”

“Why didn’t you try to stop him?” asks
Nate.
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“I did, but I had known from the
beginning that it was a hopeless battle. He
and | clash regularly on a scale based on
influence. All of My creations are equal, and
therefore | spread My love and influence
among all of them equally, without letting
any soul go unnoticed. He does not. He
specifically influences those in power:
governments, corporations, the wealthy.”

“l do not mean to brag,” says the
White Man, “but | have quite a lot of clout.”
He clears his throat. “Actually | do mean to
brag. When the time comes, | will show you
what | can do, Death. | have plans to kill off
all of the survivors, except you of course
since | will be needing you later, by giving
strength to some of the sick and sending
them off on ‘divine missions’ to murder
people. All | have to do is pretend | am God,
promise them invincibility, give them a bit
of strength, guide them just a little, and let
them have at it.” The White Man chuckles.
“But beware, | may send a few to you so
they can be done away with. Actually... to
you, this would have already happened.
Never mind.”

The Black Man picks up where he
left off, “Unfortunately, | cannot win when
it comes to influence.”

“Only the quiet speak for God,” the
White Man adds.

The Black man continues, “This
world’s society is perpetually corrupt. The
Day of Judgment is humanity’s only
salvation. The apocalypse leads to that
day.”

“Then this is why the plants and
animals weren’t irradiated? This is why
they weren’t contaminated by the nuclear
fallout? The destruction the fallout caused
was only to be contained to humans.”

“Correct.”
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“And all of humanity must be destroyed?
There is no other way?”

“There is not,” replies the Black Man.
“For thousands of years | have waited and
watched for humans to curtail wrongdoing, but
it continues, and it is even promoted and
supported. A wise man once said that the
eradication of corruption from any society is
not just a difficult task: it is, without dispute, an
impossible objective. Therefore, society must be
destroyed to cure the Earth’s ailment, and the
only way to do that is to remove the humans
that created it.”

“But no one wants this corrupt society,
though. Many spend their entire lives trying
change it and most simply hate it.”

“No one?”

The White Man laughs.

“Come, let us take a walk,” says the
Black Man as He stands up.

“lI will come with,” states the White
Man, smiling. The White Man stands up and
follows Nate and the Black Man as they take a
few steps away from the shade of the palm tree.

“Stand still,” says the Black Man as He
waves His hand. In an instant, the world
around them begins to spin and spin until
everything, except for them, becomes an
unrecognizable blur. The spinning comes to a
halt, and they all find themselves in the
playground of an inner-city school, Eden
Elementary, during recess. The children playing
around them don’t notice them or can’'t see
them, and continue with their blissful fun.
Below the three, drawn in chalk, is a huge map
of the world.

“Holy...
just happened.

“Under our feet is a political map of the
planet Earth as we know it today,” says the
Black Man.

says Nate, amazed at what
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“Ah... | have purple chalk on my
shoes. | just had these shined,” complains
the White Man.

“No whining.”

“l am not,” whines the White Man.
“l am just stating my displeasure with
purple chalk over my pearly-white shoes. Is
it too much to ask for to have my shoes
chalk-free?”

The Black Man begins again, “As |
was saying, this is planet Earth. Across this
great planet, there are a thousand hot spots
in which horrendous violence is taking
place at an escalated level.” As He speaks,
the chalk in the areas in which He speaks of
begin to glow. “But there also exists a
greater violence out there—indirect
violence, the suffering of people caused by
the actions of governments and other
powerful  entities, such as large
corporations.” The entire area of the map
begins to glow as He finishes His sentence.
“And then there are vast amounts of social
conflict, which happens across the globe in
every society, keeping corruption strong
and flowing.”

At this point, the White Man has
turned into a snake and made himself
visible. He has crawled over to a bushel of
apples that are waiting to be handed out
when the children return to the school after
recess is over. The teacher watching over
the children sits next to the apples, keeping
an eye on her wristwatch. The White Man
slithers up a pole next to her and whispers,
“Go ahead and take an apple. They are
delicious.” The woman turns, and to her
surprise, she sees that a smiling snake just
spoke to her. Her eyes widen and she
screams as she faints, falling over in her
chair and flopping onto the pavement.

“HEY!” yells the Black Man.
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The White Man slithers down the pole
and back over to Nate and the Black Man where
he morphs back into his true form, or at least
the form Nate recognizes.

“l knew that would not work. People
just do not react to talking snakes like they used
to. | tell you, Death, back in the day, I could
convince just about anybody to do anything in
the form of a snake.”

“That’s fascinating,” sarcastically says
Nate, somewhat disgusted with the White
Man’s actions and the fact that he is
interrupting the Black Man’s lecture. The White
Man gives him a dirty look in response to his
disrespectful comment.

The Black Man rolls His eyes and shakes
His head. He waves His hand once again, and
their surroundings spin wildly. When the
spinning stops, they find themselves in some
sort of factory, but instead of car parts or
canned goods or anything else you’d normally
find in a factory, many bills in huge, uncut
sheets are whipping passed them on large
rollers.

The Black Man says, “This is the Bureau
of Engraving and Printing in Washington, DC.”

“Money,” says the White Man under his
breath, his eyes gleaming as he gazes at all the
sheets, “money, money, money. That is what
we all want.”

“And with it breeds corruption.”

Nate recalls Finn’s talk on corruption.
This is exactly what Finn had tried to convey.
“Finn... Finn MacCumal talked about this.”

“Who do you think brought this to his
attention?” asks the Black Man.

“You?” Nate guesses.

“l am afraid not. But it was one of My
servants. It was Uriel.”

“The archangel?”

“Yes. Mr. MacCumal was a religious
conservative, a fanatic, and a police officer on a
power trip. As guardian, Uriel decided to do
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something. He felt he needed to turn Mr.
MacCumal away from his selfish and
destructive ideology. Since he was a pillar
of the community, he could ultimately help
others see the light. Of course, he never
realized that it was such an entity who
suggested these foreign concepts to him.”

“Long ago, when Uriel was in my
position, he used to have such a strong
ideology,” says the White Man. “Ever since
he left, he has been so petty. Love this, love
that, love everything,” the White Man says,
rolling his eyes and whirling his finger in
the air to express that what he was saying
was superficial. “Hate is so much more
powerful.” The White Man smiles.

Shows what he knows. My ideology
has never been stronger.

“Money is power,” says the Black
Man, “and with it, you can influence even
men and women with the warmest hearts to
do bad deeds. Money, due to the
overwhelmingly strong desire to possess it,
becomes an entity in itself. It is a beast that
takes hold of everyone and everything it
touches. Drug companies, gun companies,
phone companies, banking companies,
clothing companies, tobacco companies,
soda companies, retail companies, and
governments across the world, all protected
by this beast, all fighting for its survival, all
becoming corrupted by it, all wanting and
needing more.”

“I love money,” interjects the White
Man.

The factory setting around them
spins wildly out of control for a brief second,
and in the next moment, they are standing
in a hilly, open field surrounded by a
rainforest. In the background, an unusual
bird, evidently not North American like
Nate is used to, can be heard calling.
Everything is silent, until a single gunshot is
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heard. In an instant, there are guns blazing
from the edge of the forest in front of them, and
then from the edge of the forest behind them.
Nate ducks and nearly runs away, but the Black
Man grabs him by his shoulder and says, “Do
not worry, Nathan. We are simply observers
here. They cannot see, nor hear, nor interact
with us.”

Dozens of bullets are cracking passed
their heads when the gunmen show themselves.
They’re charging out of the forest, still firing
their weapons at the opposing side. Most of
them are just young boys, some as young as
eight years old. “These are the rebels in this
civil war,” says the Black Man. “Running low
on adult males, they had to recruit children to
fight for them.” Most of them are getting
gunned down as the Black Man speaks. Nate
tries to look away as the bullets cut through
them. “There is only one other thing equally
worth money, and that is land. This is what
these people are fighting and dying for.”

The rebels are lying massacred in the
field around them when the opposing side exits
the cover of the forest. They’re all wearing
military uniforms, and they are much better
equipped than the rebels. An officer, obviously
the most high-ranking in the platoon, gives the
men an order in a language that Nate does not
understand. The soldiers then proceed through
the field with their machetes, chopping at the
heads of any dying rebels that aren’t quite dead
yet. One of the rebels, a severely injured boy
takes a white cloth and waves it at the soldier
approaching him, but it’s no use. The soldier
raises his machete.

As Nate looks away; the Black Man
waves his hand. They reappear in a secluded
part of an entirely different jungle. In front of
them, sits a building surrounded by guard
towers and razor wire fences. Through the
fence you can see someone getting kicked and
beaten.
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“This,” says the Black Man, “is
another one of the results of corruption.
This is a sweatshop in southeastern Asia.
Here you will find the most horrendous

working conditions on the face of the planet.

Paid cents a day, the workers inside that
building are working speedily under
tremendous heat throughout the entire day
and through some of the night. They are
dehydrated and deprived of sleep. When
anyone of them does not work fast enough,
the person is taken out into the yard and
beaten, and then...” He pauses. The men sit
the battered and bruised woman up. She’s
crying and shouting. “...they make an
example out of the person.” The men drag
the screaming woman over to a pit of
excrement and throw her in. The men hold
her under until her arms stop flailing.

Nate looks away. He can’t watch the
brutality any longer.

“All of this, just so an American
retail company’s shelves can be stocked
with shoes.”

“lI will be hanging the welcome
banners in the Ninth Circle for you guys!
Great work!” the White Man vyells as he
gives the men a sarcastic round of applause.

The Black Man waves his hand
again, and the spinning stops when they
arrive in an impoverished, sandy, desert
town. “Welcome to the third world.”
Around them sit thousands of shanties with
tin roofs, rotting, wooden walls, and mud
floors. “The people here all drink from the
only water source in the town, a small well
filled with muddy, bacteria-ridden water.
They are starving. There is no food for them
here. These people lack money, and it’s
killing them.”

“Yes, yes,” says the White Man, very
melodramatically. “But why do they lack
money? Because they are lazy?”
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“No,” deadpans the Black Man as if he
and the White Man had pre-rehearsed this.

“Too stupid to get jobs?”

“No,” again without any emotion.

“Then what?” The White Man knows
exactly what the Black Man is going to say next.
“What on Earth could be keeping them in this
hole they cannot get out of?”

“The banks of the world.”

“I love thieving banks,” says the White
Man. He then pretends he’s speaking on a
bank’s behalf, “Sure, we will give you money—
lots of money! You can pay it back later! It is so
simple. It is practically free money.”

“What little money this poor African
country is making goes into paying off a loan,
which keeps the bankers happy, but it also
keeps this nation impoverished,” says the Black
Man. “You have had a similar experience with
banks, have you not, Nathan?”

Nate grits his teeth together.
experience... was never this bad,” he says.

“You are very right,” replies the Black
Man. “You have your health. Most of these
people cannot say the same. AIDS has ravaged
this land, and these people cannot even afford
the medicine to keep their sickness at bay.”

“You know, | invented AIDS,” the
White Man says, quite proud of himself. “I
think it is an ingenious virus, but | have just
never been able to outdo the Black Death. The
fourteenth century was the century of the
bubonic plague—it was my century.” He
chuckles maniacally. Nate simply ignores him.

The next moment, the Black Man has
taken them to the top of a rocky cliff on the
coastline of one of the world’s oceans. Near the
shore, a large industrial complex with three
huge smokestacks sits puffing harmful fumes
into the atmosphere. The once beautiful
coastline is now poisoned by noxious chemicals
that spill from the complex, down the shore,
and into the water.

“My
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Guessing what this place is to
epitomize, Nate says, “Pollution.”

“Indeed,” confirms the Black Man.
“This is, as you can probably tell, not the
United States, but that plant is owned by an
American company.”

“Go wherever the pollution laws are
most lax and save money by not restricting
the damage you do to the environment,”
says the White Man.

“And if another government will not
be friendly to your country’s businesses,
oust the populist leader and install a brutal
dictator in his or her place—as long as that
leader is going to allow your country’s
companies’ to manipulate the land and
people as they wish.” The Black Man shakes
his head in disgust.

“Oh, yes,” sarcastically says the
White Man, smiling. “America is so good at
ousting those no good, democratically-
elected, populist leaders. Those ignorant
leaders, always trying to help the people. |
honestly do not know what they think they
are doing.” The White Man gleefully adds,
“America is the source of all evil.”

“No, money is, and the United
States happens to have most of it,” states
the Black Man. “No government in the
world is spared from corruption. Just take a
look.” Their surroundings spin, and they
arrive in a large, elegant room. A long table
in front of them stretches across the length
of the room, and there are nearly fifty
people sitting around it. A man, obviously
the one in charge, sits at the head of the
table. His face, his smile, and his neatly
shaven mustache give the impression that
he is a man to trust, a man that would
protect you and comfort you, at the same
time it gives the impression that he is not a
man to cross, he is a man that will have you
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buried at the drop of a hat. “Totalitarianism.”

“My favorite form of government,” says
the White Man.

“The man at the head of the table is the
dictator of this impoverished country. His
people love him—only out of the fear that he
will Kill them and their families if they dare
even think to question him. He controls the
media and has centralized control over private
enterprise.”

“Look at these scheming politicians,”
the White Man says to Nate. “This is where all
of their deceitful planning takes place. If you
are having a politician tell you what is right in
the world, and you are believing that politician,
you are a fool. Politics... Politics is the act of
saying one thing and doing another, all while
pretending to serve the people.”

“The man at the head of the table tells
his people that they are the chosen ones, the
master race, and everyone else is in the world
wants them dead out of jealousy—this is done
to give his people pride and keep them in a
state of fear; it makes them easier to control that
way,” says the Black Man. “He keeps them
secluded from the rest of the world and tells
them they have it far better here than anywhere
else. He tells them that they are free.”

“If politicians are serving the people,
then I am God,” says the White Man, still on his
own subject.

“Is this what you call freedom?” the
Black Man asks, taking them to a dungeon
where hundreds of inmates are imprisoned.
Around them sit dozens of tools to torture
people with: wood chippers, alligator clamps
hooked up to electrical generators, knives,
spikes, canes, hooks, whips, pistols, fuel and
lighters, poisonous gas, and explosive devices.

“It is always good to have a variety of
torturing techniques,” says the White Man,
“otherwise you will just get bored doing the
same thing over and over again. You nheed to
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get them to scream for mercy in a variety of
different ways to be satisfied.”

In front of them, a weak, starving,
naked man quivers on the floor. Two men
dressed in military uniforms tower over
him. The man on the floor is crying out,
claiming that he loves this country and
loves the man who leads it and that he
would never say anything bad about
either—ever. The two men just laugh. One
of them pours gasoline over him as the
other is lighting up a cigarette.

“No!” Nate yells, but they can’t hear
him.

The military men back up to a safe
distance. The one with the cigarette takes a
few puffs and then flicks it at the helpless
man.

Nate shouts, “NO!” collapsing to the
floor and covering his eyes. With his eyes
still closed, he is surprised that he is not
hearing any screams. He hears the sound of
the outdoors. He even feels a cool breeze
blowing passed him. He slowly uncovers
his eyes and looks up. He’s back on Mount
Megiddo under the shade of the palm tree
where the Black Man and the White Man
are sitting comfortably in their chairs at the
chess table, still playing the game as though
they had never even gotten up from their
seats. Nate stands up, slightly embarrassed
that he was just cowering on the ground.

The White Man moves his bishop

across the board and says, “l wish we
would stick around long enough to see the
best parts.”

The Black Man’s rook takes out the
White Man’s bishop. “Check.” The White
Man moves his king behind one of his
pawns. The Black Man’s next move takes
out the White Man’s pawn with a knight.
“Check.” The White man moves his queen
in the way of the Black Man’s bishop, but
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the bishop takes out the White Man’s queen.
“Checkmate.”

The White Man looks at the chess board
without emotion. He then looks over at Nate,
watching for Nate’s reaction. Nate looks back at
him, nervously smiling.

“I lost,” the White Man says as he bows
his head. He then quickly raises his head and
perks up a little. “Oh, well, at least | tried my
best.”

“You failed to capture any of My
pieces,” says the Black Man, laughing a little,
“and you cheated several times.”

“Me? Cheat? Preposterous!” the White
Man shouts sarcastically. “Then | guess it is
back to Paradise for my men and me,” he says,
grinning innocently.

“When there is no longer any use for the
realm in which you presently reside.”

“Yes, of course... There will be quite a
few sinners that will need to be taught a lesson
once this show gets on the road later today.”

“Indeed.” The Black Man looks over at
Nate and says, “And you Nathan. Do you have
any further questions before | must part?”

“I have so many...”

“Begin by asking Me just one.”

“What will happen to Lisa and 1? She’s
still alright, isn’t she?”

“She is just fine,” says the Black Man.
“As a reward for you helping us, she and you
will live out the rest of your life here on Earth
as the last living humans. When the time comes
for the both of you, | will be waiting with open
arms, alongside your sweet grandmother,
welcoming you to Paradise. Life is a blessing.
The two of you have so many more moments to
share with each other, and | would not want to
rob you of that by an early departure to the
afterlife.”

“What'll
we’re gone?”

become of the world after
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“The Earth will breathe a sigh of
relief. The world will flourish with life for
eons.”

“For the first time in thousands of
years,” says the White Man to the Black
Man as he extends his hand, “l can say, in
all seriousness, it was a pleasure losing to
You.”

The Black Man grasps his hand and
shakes it. “You did not honestly think I
would let you win, did you?”

“Of course not. | may be evil, but |
am definitely not ignorant.” The White Man
stands up and rubs the wrinkles out of his
suit. He takes a cigar out of one of his
pockets, bites it between his teeth, and
lights it with a silvery, white lighter. He
pulls it out for a moment to say, “This was
supposed to be my victory cigar.” He
shrugs, looking over his cigar. He puts it
back in his mouth, takes a puff, and smiling,
he says, “I see no losers here.”

The Black Man stands up and steps
over to Nate. “It is time for you to go now.
You will be returning to the time from
which you came, and the place from which
you came, at the precise moment that your
companion arrives.”

“Thank You,” Nate replies.

“It is the least | can do.” He gently
puts His arms on Nate’s shoulders, and
Nate feels as though he has just taken in a
deep breath. His thoughts drift for a
moment, and the next, all he can think of is
Lisa. “It was said that it began with Adam
and Eve, and it shall end with Nathan and
Lisa.”

Nate closes his eyes, and without
opening them, he knows that he is now
back with Lisa.

“We’re back,” she says softly.

Nate opens his eyes, finding that he
is on a hill overlooking a small valley where
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the sunrise illuminates all of their sublime
surroundings. All kinds of gorgeous flowers are
blooming on the hill and out as far as the eye
can see. The trees, right before their eyes, seem
to be growing just a little and budding new,
healthy leaves. “It’s beautiful!” Lisa says in awe.
The animals that normally hide themselves
now roam casually on the hills, in fields, and in
forests near them. Even a very proud raven,
sitting in the lone birch tree near them, has
come to see their return.

“It’s like a new beginning,” says Nate,
giving his hand to Lisa. Lisa looks at him,
smiles, and she receives a smile in return. She
grabs his hand, and together, the two of them
endlessly gaze at the majestic view.

It certainly is.







































