            Where were you when it happened?

            Everyone had felt it coming.  Oh sure, it wouldn’t be talked about.  Not in mixed company at least.  Churches had talked about it for centuries, but they may as well have been talking about pillars of salt or water-walking to have shown their ability to stick to a theme.  And, of course, they would’ve been disappointed in how the real thing didn’t measure up to how they’d always envisioned it.

            But it happened.  No way to deny it.

            As it happened, things changed.  Subtly at first.  Days grew shorter, as was the norm as the seasons shifted to winter.  But they never shifted back.  Several years of streetlights coming on at four in the afternoon, and it was hard to mistake that the sun was giving up on its favorite pets.  It didn’t get cold so much as it never got warm.  But people adapted, because life goes on, for as long as you let it.

            As long as you can.

            Keri was just like everyone else, trying to make a place for herself in a place that didn’t seem to have room for the mass it was already trying to chew down.  At eighteen, she was just enrolled at her first year of college, first year away from home and everything she’d always known.  Her family had been lucky enough to get the money together to send her to a better school than what she would’ve found nearer to home.  Sure, she had to work for it too, it wasn’t just handed to her.  Part-time jobs at the mall, babysitting, tutoring to one of her friend’s younger brothers that crushed on her and always smelled like pickles.  Struggling with her own grades at the same time, hoping for any kind of grant or loan she could get so that she could make something more of herself in the long run.

            She didn’t want to get away from home, so much.  She just wanted to be somewhere else.  Anywhere else than what she’d always known.  Which isn’t remarkably strange for a girl her age.  You work for better, and that’s all she wanted.  Better and new.

            Futile, of course, but goals are what keep us going through the hardest of days.  That, and the occasional fudge brownie.

            So, at least at first, Keri got was she was looking for.  Somewhere new.  Somewhere different.  But it really wasn’t all that different, and the dream soured quick.  Twelve or so years of school suddenly shifting into four more years doesn’t seem like the major break-thru in life that one hopes for.  Working another retail job to help pay for books, housesitting once for her roommate’s uncle that was out of town on business, helping another classmate by pretty much writing his term paper for him.  Thankfully, he didn’t smell of pickles, but it wasn’t much better.

            She’d taken to eating a lot of brownies.

            So, things are simply what they are; you have your life, you make the best of it while you can, you learn that even your best doesn’t cut it, and, soon, the whole thing ends.  Here and gone, just like that.  The only thing anyone in this world can hope for is to be remembered.  And, unless the world were to suddenly end, you normally have a decent shot at it.

            … Yeah.  Too bad about that.

            “Have you gotten a hold of them yet?”

            “No.”  She’d been trying for three days.  It seemed the phones were going in and out, and not just here, but all over.  Occasionally, a miracle happened and someone would actually reach who they were hoping to, but, more oft than not, the dull tone of a line that simply wouldn’t connect.

            Tina placed her hand on Keri’s shoulder.  “Well, you will.”  Keri felt the firm press, meant to be reassurance.  “Honest.”

            She looked around her dorm, stopping on the twin bags on Tina’s bed.  She dreaded what they meant, hadn’t been looking forward to their being there for most of the week.  “So, you’re off then?”

            “Yeah,” Tina sighed, trying to sound regretfull of it, but it was obvious she wasn’t really.  “My parents are expecting me and Tom by seven-thirty, if traffic isn’t horrible.  Which,” she looked out the window at the already darkening sky,” of course it is.  I mean, what the hell is going on out there?  This week has been the worst.”

            It had been.  Horrible.  The freeways were a slow crawl since Tuesday.  A lot of breakdowns on the streets, most having to abandon their cars altogether.  Keri was partly gratefull she didn’t have one to leave, yet ever frustrated that she was stuck in one place.  Day before yesterday, the buses that ran the route to her school shut down, and didn’t have a concrete plan as to when, or if, they would open again.  She’d missed work once already.

            “Tom’s got the bike.  You guys can squeeze through if you need to.  And at least you have somewhere to go.”  She looked up at her, a pleading look that said, Take me with you, or At least stay.
            It was easily missed.  By someone looking to miss it, that is.

            “Yeah.  Well, you keep trying with the phone.  And tell your mom I said hello when you finally reach her, okay?”  With that, Tina grabbed her backpack with one hand and tossed it over her shoulder, then her laptop bag with the other and leaned in to hug her roommate one last time.

            Keri almost didn’t let her go.  Please…
            As she pulled away, Tina touched Keri’s face, pulled it up to look her in the eye, trying to get her to smile, at least a little. 

            “Relax, girl.  It’s not like it’s the end of the world.”

            It was the end of the world.

            Oh, come on…  You saw that coming.

            Let’s get to it.  Things went downhill very fast after that.  The next day, Keri, with every last ounce of willpower she had, eventually pulled herself away from the phone, then her desk, and finally her dorm room altogether.  While it would be nice to chalk it up to an inner spirit finding a moment of strength, it was actually that she was just extremely hungry, and she’d run through every damn bit of chocolate, cheese or bread that she kept in the fridge.  She moved along to the commons to restock, but it was closed.

            Everything was closed.  Or deserted.  Or just really, really creepy looking and there was no way she was going in there.

            Which is what lead to her going off campus.  And that is where, to put it in a nutshell, all hell broke loose.

            Keri came out of what she thought her world was into the last throws of, well… everything.  The panic was widespread.  There was rioting of course, but that’s expected.  People always feel like they can rise up against something, even a bad situation, or, you know, the inevitable.  So, a lot of them were hopping mad and taking it out on, well, a lot of other them.  

            Then there were those who looked at what was happening and gave up.  Some things are just too big, and people can gererally surmise what they can and con not deal with.  In the greater scheme of things, this was about as undealable as anything could ever be.  Some of those people prayed.  Others cried or screamed or babbled incoherently.  Some hid, or slept, hoping to never wake up.  And some just watched, like a giant movie screen was in front of them, and they were just waiting for the show to end, the lights to come on, and someone to ask them to move along so the next audience could come in.

            And some people did crazy things.  Just all manor of, this is it, might as well throw all caution to the wind on this one, eh?  Things I don’t feel it would be right to discuss in mixed company.  And, honestly, give a bloke some privacy.  If I’d done something like that, I wouldn’t want everyone reading about it.  Not that I’d do something like that, mind you.

            Moving on.

            No, that’s what she decided.  To move on.  Keri took a moment to get her bearings.  To see the anger, the fear, the hopelessness, the defiance, the… whatever the hell those three were doing…  She saw it, and, when all was said and done, she decided it wasn’t for her, and it was time to leave.

            She broke into a run.  For a girl fond of the junk food, she was awfully spry.

            The town she had been living in was gone, somewhere behind her but effectively not a part of her world anymore as she ran out of it to the next, and then the next, and into a third.  The trek had barely started to affect her body yet, she barely realized how far she’d gone.  All she concentrated on was being somewhere else.  She wasn’t quite conscious of it, but she’d been moving in the opposite direction of where she would’ve needed to go to get home to her family.  That didn’t seem to be her destination.

            An idea of normalcy, of a familiar surrounding, would’ve been comforting to some.  Perhaps Keri hadn’t taken into account that there was nothing like that left, not in her new life at college nor her old one at home.  Or, just maybe, normalcy was not comforting to Keri.  Even now.

            Just be careful what you wish for.

            She wished she had a car.  A working car.  She was officially tired of running, but still had a long way to go.

            She slowed to a jog, then finally stopped and leaned against a street lamp.  One of the few that actually had light to offer.  She rested her face against it, panting, just needing the strength of something to hold her up for a second, to give her a moment’s rest before she pressed on.

            As she leaned on it, she looked beyond.  The world was chaos here, but it had gotten exponentially worse, like she was running into the heart of it.  As if chaos had a heart, and it bled an apocalypse.  She could only look at it for a second before it started to drive her mad, so she looked instead at a dime store window, and her reflection in the glass.

            Eighteen and alone.  Her soft brown hair now matted in sweat, sticking to her horehead and cheeks.  She was wearing one of her band shirts from a concert she went to years ago, before they’d broken up, presumably to do solo projects, but it was rumored the singer had just lost his mind entirely.  She’d really loved them, but all they’d made was one album, and just one show that she’d been able to see.  The shirt smelled awful now.  She’d never want to wear it again.  And that bothered her.

            She felt the pangs of regret welling up inside her, and she knew she had to go.  Stand and wallow in her own misery, or turn around and keep going until the end?  It wasn’t really a choice she had to think on.

            She turned, took have a step, and ran right into the Him.  The last man on Earth.  You know, figuratively.  Maybe.

            “Man,” he smiled.  “I have been looking for you everywhere.”

            “Tell me this isn’t the life.”

            Keri held tightly to the dash of the car.  The car her new companion effectively dragged her into and drove off with her in.  The nicest car she had ever been in.

            A pink Cadillac covertable.

            “I mean, life, being what it is and all.  Fleeting at best.”  He just kept smiling and kept driving.  “But, if this isn’t It, then I don’t know what is.  You know what I’m saying?”

            She had no idea.  

            He drove like a madman, which is to say calmly and safely, but in streets of a world that was ripping itself apart.  People ran up and down them throwing things and beating each other and in some cases literally on fire.  Buildings shook, the asphalt looked like it was melting in some places.  But he just kept steering the wheel intently, right into it.  Like he had a purpose, like he knew where he wanted to be.

            “Where?”

            “Not where.  What.  Life’s not a where.” 

            “Not aware?” she croaked.  That earned her an even bigger smile from her chauffer. 

            “heh,” he giggled.  “That’s good.”  He turned the car sharply.

            She felt partly wrong for being with him.  Not that he was taking her away from where she had been going.  No, for all she could tell, this was exactly where she would’ve run to, given the time and the energy.  Since she had so little left of either of those, she just succumbed to his pull, and took the time to reflect a little on what she was really hoping to find at the end of the world.

            “Aaaaannnnd… We’re here.”  They stopped, and he popped out, walked around to the passenger side door and opened it for her.

            Reflexively, she took his hand when he offered it to her and helped her out of the seat, onto the street in what looked like a major city in its better days.  He lead her out in front of it, help up his hands in mock presentation form, and gleefully shouted, “Aware!”

            For one brief second, she felt… normal.  Like, as insane as it had all become, she felt the calm of every single thing being in a unified purpose and calm of being… as it should be.

            “Who are you?” she asked him.  She hadn’t thought to before, but now, it seemed right.

            He turned to her.  His blue eyes shone with an inner light.  He leaned in, wrapped her in his arms, and swept her back into a long, passionate kiss.

            Then, with her still locked in his embrace, he looked at her, his smile softer and more genuine than she had so far seen it to be.

            “What if,” he said, nearly in a whisper, “I told you that I was the Devil?”  He sounded almost sad.

            Keri’s hand slipped gingerly down his side, into his jacket pocket, her eyes never leaving his.  

            “I’d say,” and she leaned back, hard, pulling with all her weight, tucking herself backwards, leaving him grasping after her as if he was trying to protect her from knocking her head on the concrete of the street.  His eyes widened as he realized she’d done it intentionally, and she rolled with some measure of grace into a crouch.

            She held her right hand up in front of her.  In it, she held a silver chain with a small key attatched.

            “… that I’m taking your car.”

            She leaped up, ran to the Caddilac, and drove away.  She never bothered to look back, but if she had, she would’ve only seen what, if the world would only calm a quiet, she could have heard and recognized unmistakingly.

            The devil laughing.

            And she drove off down the roads and streets and chaos and destruction.  She had no direction now.  She had given up her last chance of companionship at the end.  She had lost the idea of where she thought she wanted to be, having gotten there and run away from it in the end.

            That’s what it was, and she knew it.  No idea why, no reasoning as to how.  All that she knew was, she was alone as it happened.

            Where were you?

            “Where are you?”

            Leaning over a stack of parchments, the man studied them half-intently, half-absently, not expecting to find the answer he had been searching so madly for.  Twelve years of his life, always knowing when he awoke that Today would not be The Day.

            He was right.  Tomorrow was, though.

            “Wycliff,” a voice called over his shoulder.

            “What?”  he didn’t look up.  He barely registered that he’d spoken the word.  The source of it behind him cleared its throat and tried harder for some real attention.  Wycliff, the Scribe, which really meant glorified interpreter, sighed heavily to himself, but loud enough to be sure it was noticed by the bothersome person at his back, pulled the spectacles from his nose and made his best effort to seem interested in why he was being interrupted.

            “I mean,” he graveled, “how may I assist you?”  His smile was forced, like one would force lightning into a bottle.  Or how he wanted to force his foot into that man’s posterior region.

            Sain bowed apologetically.  He seemed to do a lot of things apologetically in this room.  Stand in silence for hours apologetically.  Bring meals apologetically.  One time, he apologetically bled from the neck for roughly two hours, until he feinted, begging forgiveness on his way to the stone floor.

            “I’m sorry, but you asked me to meet you at this time.”

            Wycliff glanced around for the clock he had destroyed in one of his “incidents” a month ago.  “What time was that?” he asked.

            “Tuesday.  You said not to be late.”  Then, under his breath, “or early.”

            Wycliff ignored it.  “This Tuesday?”

            “I could only guess.  Sorry.”

            “Well, then, I suppose we’ll go ahead with it, then.”  Wycliff turned back to the table, to his stack of papers and quills, grabbed a silver tube, and tossed it over his shoulder just out of the younger man’s reach.  He waited to hear it hit the floor, hoping to hear a body scramble right after it, but instead he heard the unmistakable sound of a hand clasping around it, presumably in mid-air, with some amount of reach behind it, to be sure.

            Wycliff got bored with someone who always did things right.  Sain, he found, was miserably boring.

            “Go,” was all he had to follow it up with.  “On our way.”

            Sain looked over the canister.  “Where today?”

            “In the tube.”  Wycliff made a wave-away motion over his shoulder.

            Sain nodded politely, even to someone who was neither facing him, nor polite, and turned to walk out of the room.  He was happy to be able to leave again, always happier with something to do, even if it meant some semblance of danger.  Better than here, he thought.  At least out there, he could fight back.

            He was nearly through the doorway when he heard the last words from his instructor.  There was a cackle to it, slight, but noticeable.

            “Have fun with the dragon.”

            Sain didn’t look at curse words too fondly, and hated himself any time he used one.  By the time he was outside the keep, he’d hit five and was still counting.

            Sain was a simple man, and liked simple things.  As he packed up what he felt he’d need for his journey, and took a mental accounting of what little he was leaving behind, it struck him how little he really had or wanted in this world.

            He tossed his sword onto the pile.

            “Off again, are we?”

            Yaegir was leaning against the metal-framed wardrobe that he and Sain shared, his arms crossed.

            “We?” Sain smirked.  He held up the silvery tube with Wycliff’s instructions.  “I did see your name in the Scribe’s notes?”

            Yaegir nodded.  “Well, that’s probably because I’ve got knightly duties to attend to, while you get to run around like an errand boy.”  It sounded mean, but there was honestly no malice in it.  Yaegir and Sain had entered service relatively close to one another, and had been paired quickly thereafter.  Aside from the normal competitiveness of the knights, they were close friends.

            “Tell me, then, Yaegir, how often do your knightly duties include raiding a dragon’s den?”

            “You’re not!”  Yaegir stepped forward, grasping for the tube.  Sain, his smile wide at victory at one-upping his friend, held it back.  “You couldn’t be!”

            “I am.”  Sain nodded.  Then his smile faded.  “I leave immediately.”

            Yaegir let it sink in for a minute.  His curiousity turned to worry for his friend.

            “You can’t kill it, you know.  The dragons are sacred.  The Order would have you removed.  Or put to death.”

            “Both, I assume.  Not that death would mean much after leaving here.”

            “So, what are you supposed to do?”

            Sain frowned.  “Retrieval mission.”

            “Person or object.”

            “Object.”  He wasn’t happy about it.

            Yaegir understood.  “Thief’s work.  That’s not suited to you at all.  Better that they call on your b—“

            “Don’t.” Sain snapped, more sharply than he intended.  Then he softened again.  He cupped the cylinder in his hands, thinking about the task.  “Besides, what can I do?  The Scribe has put me to it, it must be ordained.”

            “Why do you assume everything that man does is ordained?  Maybe he just doesn’t like you.”

            Sain nodded.  “Both, I assume,” he repeated.

            Yaegir let it drop.  He had no more business questioning the scribe than his friend did.  No one could.  Only one man had been able to interpret the will of the Sacred Object, to pass the instructions to the Cabal, who in turned passed it to the knights.  That man had always been Wycliff, and he had yet to be seen as wrong in any of it.  Certainly, some wished he would be, at least once, to perhaps force him under a greater scrutiny, to perhaps wrestle that power away.  But, until that day, blind obedience.  And no one was better at that than Sain.

            “Fine.  Well, then, I assume you can’t tell me where exactly you’ll be going.”

            “True.”

            “Did you at least need to borrow my mount?  I know yours was injured on your last trip.”

            “No.”  Sain shook his head.  “Milton is more resilient than you realize.  He just needed a day’s rest, it seems, and he was ready to leave the stable.”  Sain stood and gathered his pack.  Yaegir patted him on the shoulder.

            “I’ll see you soon,” he offered.  Then as an afterthought, “Have fun with the dragon.”

            Sain winced.  “I really wish people would stop saying that to me.”

            Milton took him far, almost halfway through his journey before night fell.  Instead of camping, Sain took an hour to rest, eat, and then continued on.  His mount showed no sign of complaint.

            As he rode through each township, he kept his gray cloak tightly over him.  While it was reaching winter soon, he was not cold.  He simply did not like to be stared at.  And the Knights of the Order were always stared at.

            Before morning, he reached his destination.  The stone surrounding its entrance had been broken wide and had talon marks torn into it.  It was, to put it mildly, unmistakenably recognizable as a dragon’s den.  But, in case one was really dense, there was the smell to put you off.  The dead had an awful stench on its own, but it brought on a whole new pallete when sifted through the digestive tract of a great wyrm.

            Sain circled the entrance several times, then, as satisfied as he would ever get to be, drew his sword and entered.

            In the cold dusk of the cave, a shimmering arm grasped forward from the void, clasping to stones for the preservation of life.  Its own.

            Heavy breathing followed it, in shallow rasps.  The form, still enshrouded, clung helplessly at the edge of the pit.  Precious seconds spilled wickedly past, freeing the silhouette of its need to think things through any longer.  If it didn't move now, it wouldn't have any choices left.

            A second arm, this one of flesh, joined the first on the rocky ledge.  Adding its strength to the firsts, together they managed to drag the full weight of the figure out of the abyss.

            Sain stood, looked hesitantly back, and cursed himself for the loss of his sword.

            He was a fool for doing so.

            Twin orbs of crimson, glowing like balefire in the otherwise black cavern, bore through his chest.  The gaze was terrifying to a normal man, and even a knight was not left unfazed by it.  Its gleam could easily have been hypnotic, if not for the adrenaline pumping in his veins, causing an ache in his chest and the back of his neck.  How many men had died looking straight into those eyes?

            "I've not tasted you yet, Knight-errant," the cave hissed at him.  "Certainly, you won't leave before bestowing me that honor..."

            Sain waited, muscles tensed.  His mind tried calculating the odds, but there were none in his favor.  So he stood there, praying in his soul, looking for any sign of opening or chance.

            "... and it has been so long since I've dined in."  There was the sound of a giant forked tongue licking the muzzle that surrounded it.  As amazing as it might seem, once heard, there is no mistaking it for any other.  Although he couldn't see it, there was a mouth back there, inhuman, a reptilian smile covering it.  There was saliva dripping from its gargantuan maw.  Worse, it was telling a lie...  The breath reeked of human meals not long past.  It was hot, poisonous.  He could feel the retching in his stomach beginning, taking over.  But he didn't have that luxury now.

            And he still saw no way out.

            "By all means, be insulted," he found his voice booming, with some inner-force he wasn't aware he held at this moment, "as I tell you...  It is you who would make a fine feast this day."

            The air stood deathly still.

            And then, as sudden as darkness turns to light, the dragon erupted.

            There was nothing nice about this town anymore.

            More to the point, there was never really anything nice about this town in the first place.

            Not that people knew it, but it wasn't all that great before the bombs were dropped.  In fact, if it had been chalked up as a loss, it may've had a lot more potential for improvement.  Or at least pity.

            But no one gave a damn about it.  It was always a hellhole, and it would remain that way as long as the earth still spun on its axis in either direction.  It was a place for degenerate scum to cling to, and decent people to avoid like a plague.

            It was not the home of anyone of a sane mind.

            "Hoo-ha!" Trevor bellowed.  "Just lookee what I found!  A bullet hole!"  He leaned towards the wall, looking intently at the freshly made hole.  It was the diameter of a soda can, and the red brick had melted around it.

            Just as he was investigating further, a whizzing noise snapped past his head.

            "Oh my!" he cackled.  "Another one!  Just my luck!"  This one was even more recently made than the first.  In fact, there were still traces of flame in its core.

            Soon he found a third, then a fourth.  He was in absolute glee.

            "Hot damn, I love this town!" he called out to absolutely no one.

            Then no one answered.  A certain no one with a very large gun and an angry look on his face.  There were several other no ones standing alongside him.

            "Hey, you'ze!" the no one called.  This particular no one had a faded black jacket that said 'Skeets' on the pocket.  When Trevor turned around, he marveled at it.  'Skeets,' he thought.  I wish I had a cool name like 'Skeets.'  Shame it's wasted on a no one like him.
            Skeets seemed to be missing the obvious concentration that was keeping Trevor so occupied that he couldn't answer.  So, going by the official No One Code Book Rules, he got all in a huff and walked up to Trevor, gun raised.

            "I said, 'Hey, you'ze,'" he repeated, very slowly, but not with any further thought to proper diction.  But Trevor was never a stickler for such things.  And he could accept just about anything from a man with such a cool name as 'Skeets.'

            "Hi'ya'," Trevor waved warmly, his ruddy black nails, in desperate need of a trim, popping out the missing fingertips of his favorite old gloves.  "Hi'ya', Skeets," he corrected himself.

            This caused the no one with the very cool gang name to look back at his no one brigade in confusion.  Another no one, sans gang name on jacket, pointed to Skeets' advertising apparel.  He looked down, reacquainted himself with his outfit, and then turned back to Trevor, to whom the entire enactment seemed to take way too long.  So, he'd gone back to examining the bullet holes, which now seemed to have sadly cooled down.  By the time Skeets reached his shoulder and was tapping on it (or shoving, rather), he'd lost interest in them altogether.

            When he gazed once again at the no one, he had an extraordinary view of the beautiful jacket, and the dazzling logo.  He noticed now that the name was written in a script that was meant to resemble blood trickling.  He was overcome with envy.

            "I have to say this," he gawked, "and I hope you don't think me too forward... but that it the most incredible leather I've ever seen."

            Skeets was stunned once more into his fashion reevaluation.  Trevor ignored it and went on.

            "I mean, it's so marvelously mondo-rad, I'm really sorry I don't have one just like it myself, so then I could tell you to take yours off and stop being a mocker of my ultimo-coolness."

            Dead stare.

            "No, really.  Did you come up with 'Skeets' all on your own, or does it have some religious meaning in your family?"

            One of the no ones behind Skeets cocked his gun at this comment, feeling somebody really had to do something.  Another no one had thought along the same lines, but had instead chosen to light a cigarette.

            Skeets didn't smoke, so he cocked his gun too.

            "Oh," Trevor frowned.  "So it is religious then?"

            Around the corner in a back alley, a rat scurried along hurriedly, trying to escape the hail of gunfire emanating from the street, as well as the uproarious screams of apologies from an obviously insane person who was secretly deeply hurt inside that he was in need of a manicure, a new jacket, and a really cool nickname.

            If not for the difference in color, there would’ve been no way to tell which of the blood on Sain was his, and which was the dragon’s.  Take the little victories when you can.

            This wasn’t one of them, mind you, but, hey, no one’s reading this for enlightenment.

            Sain ran deeper and deeper into the cave.  He tried to tell himself that his retreat wasn’t necessarily because he was overpowered, terrified, or, you know, losing per-se.  It was only because deeper within the cave was the object he was looking for.  And if ‘deeper into the cave’ equaled ‘far away from the giant hungry thing’ then he was okay with that.

            “Yes,” he panted, “the Scribe definitely doesn’t like me.”

            The sound of claws scraping against stone echoed behind him.  Even with the damage he’d done to it, the beast wasn’t giving up on getting to him.  And why should it?  This knight had invaded its home.  He had come to steal from it, like so many others had once attempted.  Of course, he’d let them come in, following the call of the treasures it had collected (which, in truth, he had gathered the horde to entice the would-be raiders.  Why search for food when you can get it to come to you?).

            Still, if one gets away, that’s a bad precedent to have set for the others, who might think that, with enough power, a dragon might be bested.  He would not allow himself to appear weak.

            And he was hungry.  He was always hungry.

            Which is possibly why the creature was having such a difficult time finding into the tunnel after the intruder.  The concrete blocks at the opening tore apart in its talons, but they only gave way to more and more, and it would eventually have to destroy much of its home to make its way through.  The dragon could always go deeper, or find a new lair, but that seemed a lot of fuss, when it would much rather nurse its wounds and wait for the knight to come back to it.

            But it had to make a show.  It had to at least appear like it was coming after him, to keep him from taking his time and trying to steal too much.

            This is what Sain allowed himself to believe as he barreled through the maze of the beast’s home.  As the dragon continued to scratch and howl furiously, the idea was much less convincing.

            As he turned a corner, he slowed his pace.  Listening to make sure he was still a somewhat safe distance beyond his stalker’s reach, he came to a stop to both catch his breath and reaffirm that he knew what he was looking for.

            He opened the canister and pulled out the parchment.  The first sheet was instructions of where to find the lair, roads to take, towns crossed, the exact street corner to find the stairs down that would best lead him to the beast.

            The second piece had a drawing of the object.  In Wycliff’s usual cryptic notes, it stated simply “Find this” with a circle around his rendition of what appeared to be a shield or a crest of some type.  No statement of size, color, weight, worth.  It was oddly shaped, and from what Sain could estimate, unwieldly if it was meant for protection.  He assumed it was an amulet or some similar bauble of great power.  It looked to have a wreath surrounding it, so he expected to find it in a nest or some type of flora, which would be unusual in this setting.  But he found very little surprising in this little jaunts the interpreter sent him on.

            Firmly set in his mind once more, he repacked the capsule and moved on. 

            Two tunnels later, and he was, most definitely, surprised.

            “That,” he whispered, reverently, “is a lot of gold.”

            The cavern was huge, and had apparently been made up of several smaller tunnels that intersected at one point, but had either had some of the walls between them torn down, or had crumbled in a natural quake of some sort.  Certainly some jagged stone was mixed into the treasure pile, but that may have just as easily been from what was once the cave’s ceiling, which seemed to go up well beyond its initial reach into a structure about it whose own flooring had been destroyed as well.  Sain couldn’t see much of it clearly, but he guessed that perhaps the gold had fallen from above rather than being brought to the cavern piece by piece.

            He also realized that he could’ve just as easily come down from the building above instead of having to pass the dragon directly.  If someone had given him better instructions.

             He was about to go well-passed his personal record of curses when something caught his eye.  Something most definitely not gold, not a shield, and not going to be easy to get out of here.

            It was, however, unmistakably what he was looking for.

            It was a four-wheeled vehicle, pink in color.  On the tip of its hood, he saw the crest.  A new curse-record was set.

            He said an internal prayer and he walked up to it.  All his cursing had done him a disservice, it seemed, as he saw the keys were indeed missing.  Not that he knew how to drive it, but it would certainly be a lot easier than trying to carry it.

            He opened the door, carefully, then eased himself into the seat.  He sat there, weighing his options, realizing, honestly, that he had none.  A real thief would have been able to get it out of here.  Start it, maybe.  Have a plan in place to move it without power.  A levitation spell.  Probably even fill it with some of the gold first.

            An overwhelming sense of defeat drowned his thoughts, and his head fell forward, hitting the wheel in front of him.  He was jolted by a blaring horn.

            Followed by the sounds of an extremely angry dragon who’d realized where he was and what he’d found.

            Somehow, amidst all that noise, he still managed to pick up on the feint thumping coming from the rear of the car.

            “Hey!”

            She pounded against the blackness.  She’d been pounding for a very, very long time.  She’d completely lost track of how long, it felt like forever (although that was impossible, right?).  Her knuckles were raw, about the same as her voice, although she screamed a lot less than she hit the walls, because she was afraid of some of the sounds she heard out there.

            The sound she heard now, for instance, was like a Harley Davidson engine sifted through Pro Tools.  And, whatever it was, it sounded angry.  An angry, computer-edited motorcycle.  Great.

            But there was also the horn.  She’d heard a car horn, which was something she could recognize.  Better, she was relatively sure she was in the trunk of a car, which could easily be attached to the horn.  Which means, someone pressing that horn could maybe, just maybe, get her the hell out of here.

            “Get me the hell out of here!” she screamed for encouragement.  At least she hoped it sounded encouraging.  Or, at the very least, urgent.

            “Are you a demon?” came a voice from the outside.

            That was, quite possibly, the dumbest thing she’d ever heard.  “No.  What are talking…”  Then she thought about it.  “Are you?”

            “Cover yourself as best you can, please.”

            Second dumbest, but she did what she could.  There was a ripping sound, like metal on metal.  And then she saw light.  Several small scratches of light appeared in the top of her prison, and through them, silver fingers.  The demon thing was seeming less and less stupid.  She moved as far away from them as she could, but ached to move into the light.

            They worked their way into the steel of the trunk (which she could indeed tell she’d been locked in all this time now.  A very nice one, and she was suddenly grateful it had been so roomy, considering some of the cars she’d been in before), and eventually there was a hole, ten inches in diameter.  Part of a man’s face came into view.  He had blonde hair that fell over his eyes and ears, a gray eyes with with blue flecks in them.  His jaw was sternly set and strong.  He didn’t looked pleased, but he didn’t appear menacing either.

            “Do you have the keys to this vehicle?” he asked.  And then, to let her know his full intentions, “and do you know how to drive it?”

            “Man, I don’t even know what I’m doing here.  Do you think whoever stuck me in this trunk would’ve left me the keys?”

            He got a look on his face like someone was shoving spikes under his toenails.  Then, after he recomposed himself, “Fair enough.”  His face went out of view.

            “Hey.”  She was scared she had said the wrong thing, that she should’ve lied and said she had the keys.  “Hey, come back!”

            There was a wrenching sound, and, suddenly, the trunk popped open.  A hand, a non-silver this time, reached out to her.

            “I am Sain.  I’m of the Order.  We need to leave now.”

            Keri pulled herself up, and started to protest.  “I don’t care about your sanity or what your orders are, but I’m all about getting out of---“  She started to get her bearings and realized where she was.  “Is that… Are we in a subway tunnel filled with gold?”

            “Yes.”

            She shook her head.  Nothing improved.  It was as clear as it was going to get.

            Sain ran to the front of the card, and punched his clawed, armored hand into the hood around the crest, ripping it from the steel as if it were foil.

            “As good as it’s going to get, Wycliff,” he noted, flipping the ‘treasure’ into his flesh-arm and pocketing it.  He went back to the girl, and started to pull her out of the room.

            “Wait-a-minute!” she stammered.  “What are…  Who are you?”

            Sain’s voice was shakey, but he tried to be as clear as possible.

            “We’ve been over that part of things.  The important part,” he pointed behind her to the face of an angry dragon preparing to breath fire upon them, “was the we need to leave.”

            “Holy shit!”  Keri’s air was pressed out of her lungs by the man’s arm, and he pulled her, hard, out of the range of the blast, and towards one of the still intact tunnels.  The blast came, hot and wretched.  It engulfed the Pink Cadillac, a treasure no more, the vehicle exploding in retaliation, throwing flames back at the beast.

            “I think there’s been enough of that type of language already today,” Sain spoke in her ear, as he pulled her up into his arms and carried her out of the cave, running as fast as he could.

            Sain worked his way around, using instincts and the sounds of the dragon to weigh his best way out.  He somehow managed to pull himself and his new companion back to the entranceway that he’d originally entered through.  Perhaps there was a reason why he’d been instructed to come this way, although he seriously doubted it.

            They ran up the steps from the subway tunnel that had been turned into the beast’s home.  Keri looked up and saw a city, a place she thought she recognized, but only vaguely.

            “Is this.. Are we in Manhattan?” 

            Sain ignored her.  “Milton,” he called.  His mount came running up to him.

            Keri saw it and threw up in her mouth a little bit.

            “Bl—erchgh!” was as much as she got out.  Sain patted down the animal, eyeing her crucially.  She was not what he was expecting to find, to be sure.

            “That’s a… That’s a…  I don’t know what the hell that is!”

            “Milton is an Opinicus.  He’s also our ride home.”

            Keri looked at the avian-headed creature.  Its wings were folded, but that’s where the similarities to bird ended.  It’s body and legs were cat-like, maybe those of a lion.  And it had a thin tail.

            She was amazed at the site.  But not enough to justify climbing on the thing’s back.

            “Oh, no way.  Nuh-uh, I’m not getting on that thing and flying anywhere with you, buddy.  Sane or not, that’s psycho.”

            Sain moved towards her.  He wasn’t threatening at all, but she still retreated a little.  He stopped.

            “First, Milton is recovering from a wound.  We will not be flying.  And the ride is long.

            “And second,” he pointed to the stairwell, “there is a very angry dragon in there that may well come out and eat me, and possibly steal you back as he sees you as part of his horde.  Or just eat you as well.  If neither of those options work for you, I suggest you climb onto my non-flying mount and find new things to argue about later.”

            She looked at the stairs, and looked at the… bird-cat-thing.  And, finally, looked at the knight who’d saved her from the burning trunk.  Adding it all up, she climbed into the saddle.

            As she settled in, she felt a slight stabbing pain in her upper thigh.  She shifted and reached into her pants pocket, looking for the source of it.

            “Oh,” she said, absently.  “I did have the keys.”

            Milton, slightly rested and on the mend, made even better time on the journey back, even with the second rider.  They came to the home of the Order just an hour past nightfall.  Keri was disappointed to see the sun go, but she had been amazed how long it seemed to stay that day.  She’d not seen a day that long in a very, very long time.  Maybe never.

            She’d been quiet most of the way as well, although her mind was a blur of things she could barely comprehend.  For every object familiar to her, like most of the buildings in the place where they’d started, there were things she’d never even dreamt of.  At one point, when crossing a wooded area (extremely fast, by the way, even just using its legs, this Opinicus-thing could really move), she swore she saw a horse, but then noticed something sticking out from its temple.  She knew what she thought it was, but refused to ask for fear that she might be right.

            She simply watched and chewed on her thoughts, finding them very difficult to swallow.

            The keep, and that’s exactly what it looked like, rough worked stone built meticulously into a powerful structure, built both for protection and somehow still for habitation, came into her view and she regretted that she might have to start hearing answers to all the questions she was inwardly asking.

            Sain climbed down from his mount, then assisted her off as well.  Instead of handing the reigns off to a stableman, Milton walked on his own to the field where the other mounts gathered.  More Opinici, she could see, but other creatures as well.

            “No horses,” she noted.

            “They tire too easily for what we usually need from them.  Besides, they’re rare.  Better to let them be free, maybe grow as a species again.”  He started moving towards the door way on the side of the keep.  “Besides, they served man for a long time.  They deserve a break for a while, don’t you think?’

            She clicked her tongue at the seeming logic of his statement, even with the insanity of what it meant was there in their place.

            “So, no cars, then?  Motorcycles, airplanes, Flying Saucers?”  She followed him inside.

            “We don’t use tec---  Flying Saucers?  Are you serious?” he looked at her very seriously.

            She gave a resentful frown.  “Sorry, man, I’m a little out of the loop here.  Been locked in a trunk in a dragon’s treasure trove.  Not up on your clubhouse rules.”

            He nodded.

            “Well, maybe the Scribe has some literature to get you up to speed.”  He was joking, although she wasn’t aware of it.  Wycliff never shared any of this tomes.  He simply wrote them, read them, rewrote them with new information, read those, tossed the old ones into a corner, reread them later, and tossed the newer ones in the corner in their place.  No one else was allowed to touch them.  What he wanted them to know, he told them.

            Not that anyone else could read his language.  That’s why he was the Scribe.

            He pulled her quietly through the halls, being careful to avoid places where they might be discovered.  Most didn’t venture down to the scribe’s chambers unless requested, and Sain was normally the only one to receive those requests.  When he came to Wycliff’s study, he turned to Keri.

            “Remain here, and remain silent, please.”

            She opened her mouth to protest, but a silver finger came up and pressed gently against he lips.  It wasn’t cold, as she expected; it felt warm, like a regular human finger would.  But it still felt like metal.  The surprise of its touch silenced her more than the suggestion it was insinuating.

            “Wycliff is a private man.  And an easily annoyed one.  Further,” he sighed, “he is my superior.  And he doesn’t seem to like me very much.  I would rather not introduce you until I’m relatively sure he wants to meet you.

            “Besides,” he reached into his pocket and pulled out the crest from the vehicle, “I have personal business with him first.”

            Wycliff waded through more of the useless (he felt) texts in front of him.  They were about the past, and he’d had quite enough talk about what was at this point, and would much rather work on what was to be.  Unfortunately, he had no idea on where to start with that, unless, by some miracle of miracles, that quest he’d sent Sain on had finally been the right one, and that the boy hadn’t gotten himself eaten trying to complete it.

            “Wycliff,” came the familiar interruption.

            Managing not to sound at all relieved that the knight was, in fact, still alive, as well as on speaking terms with him, he answered, “What?”

            It was their “thing.”

            Sain stood straight, respectful, to his credit.  “I’ve returned from defeating the dragon.”

            So you did, Wycliff remarked to himself, amazed at the man’s abilities.  Not letting on, he spoke with an air of annoyance.  “You didn’t kill it, did you?  You know the Order will have your arm for that if you destroyed one of the sacred.”

            “It lives,” Sain said remorsefully, “and I’m afraid it now knows what I taste like.”

            “I’m sure your not that flavorful.”  The Scribe started looking him up and down.  “Well,” he snarked, “I don’t see what I sent you for.  Don’t tell me you left it there and came home with nothing but a few new scars and a tall tale for your bunkmates.”

            Sain held up the crest.  Wycliff greedily snatched it from his hands, pouring over it.  It was almost exactly as he’d drawn it.  It was not, however, what he was looking for.

            “Where’s the rest of it.”

            Sain winced.

            “This… this is what you had on the papers.  You’re instructions…” he stammered.  “You were not very clear on this…”

            “You LEFT IT THERE?”  Wycliff was not only surprised at Sain’s failure, he was livid.

            “It was… on fire, when I last saw it.  The beast… well, he destroyed it.  Or it destroyed itself, I can’t be sure.”

            Wycliff’s hand shot up to his eye, his palm digging into it, trying to press out the pain he felt behind it in his agonizing mind.  “Years,” he croaked.  “Years of my life, and you’ve just let it go up in smoke…”

            “Flames,” Sain corrected him.  “Exploding flames.”

            The Scribe ran up upon him, grasping his cloak in his fists, shaking him.  “Do you have ANY idea what you may have cost me?  What you have done to the future of the Order?”  Sain had never seen him like this.  Had never seen true anger in the man before.  Even as slight as he was compared to Sain’s build and strength, the knight was fearful for his own well-being.

            “Excuse me,” came a voice from the door.  “I’m sorry, but I’m really getting tired of waiting out here.”

            “What the hell is that?” Wycliff pointed an accusing finger at the girl.

            “Same to you, buddy!” she shot back.  Her finger wasn’t as accusing, but it wasn’t exactly the most endearing either.

            Wycliff’s face turned back to stare at Sain.  “You bring my entire life’s work down in ruins, and you bring a date?”

            Sain tried to sound as calm as he possibly could, weighing in what he was being accused of and what he had just gone through to be such a failure.  “She was in the cave,” he said, stoicly.  “She was in the vehicle.  Her name is…”

            He suddenly realized he had no idea.

            “oh, so NOW you’re asking me.  A day’s ride on a giant cat-bird thing that can’t fly, never once asking me my name, am I okay, do I need a soda.  Typical.”

            Wycliff’s mind clicked on what he just heard.  Inside the vehicle, he repeated to himself.  How could she have been… Could she have been?

            He released his hold on Sain, which caused the knight to falter slightly on standing upright on his own, but he eventually managed.

            “Young lady,” Wycliff smiled, with no obvious sincerity whatsoever, “I apologize for your apparent mistreatment.  Tell me, “he pulled his stool over to her, patting it for her to sit on, “how did you come to be in that cave.”

            Keri suddenly felt extremely uneasy, which, all things considered, had to be pretty bad considering what kind of day she’d already been having.  She looked at the stool, and while it didn’t look uncomfortable necessarily, it didn’t look like something she felt like sitting on either.  And that guy’s smile had way too many teeth showing, in her opinion.

            Sain gave her a pleading look.  The old scribe just nodded and kept smiling.

            Well, she decided, could today really be any worse than yesterday?
            She sat down and told them about the end of the world.

            “Fascinating.”

            Keri shook her head.  “Not if you were there, pal.  Being there sucked.”

            “Not the story, young lady.  I’ve read about what happened thousands of times.”  He picked up two of the large tomes from his desk, “Written about it thousands of times!”  He shook them over his head like a chimpanzee waving its fecal matter at zoo-goers before the inevitable throw.

            “What’s fascinating is You.”  He leaned towards her, and she was entirely creeped out.

            “What about me, Miyagi?”

            “That you were there,” he cackled gleefully, “and now… Now you’re here!”

            She glanced over his should to the forgotten knight.

            “He always this freaky-deaky?”

            Sain reflected.  “I’ve never seen him this… happy before.”  He considered it further, “and it is rather disconcerting, now that you mention it.”

            Wycliff took it all in stride.  It was the day he’d been waiting for, after all.  Just because they were too uneducated to see it, it didn’t have to spoil his moment.  Sure, a pat on the back, a “good job” from someone who’d realized all the effort and planning that had gone into it.  Someone who was at least slightly enlightened…

            He froze.

            “You have to get her out of here,” he whispered, barely loud enough for them to hear it, but it was obviously directed at them both.

            “Pardon?”

            “You fool!” he whapped him on the side of the arm with one of the books, then dropped them both to the floor.  “She shouldn’t be here!  She CAN’T be here!”

            “You know, I’ve been telling myself that all day,” Keri agreed.

            “They can’t find her here!” he screamed.

            Sain nodded his agreement.  Then, just as an afterthought, “Who can’t?”

            Wycliff hissed.  “The Order.”

            “Wycliff, we are the Order.”  Sain pointed to his right arm, covered in the customary silver armor that had been blessed upon him by the Sacrament, marking him as a Knight of the Order.  He tapped it for emphasis.  It made a responsive ‘ting.’

            “Not the whole Order.  The Cabal.”

            Sain’s brain was starting to reject every word that came at him.  “The Cabal are the head of the Order.  They give us our sacred tasks.”

            “And who delegates those ‘sacred tasks’ to the Cabal?” the Scribe snapped.

            “They are bled from the object in the sepulcher,” he started reciting his memorized lessons he’d been studying since he was a page to the Order.  “The oil is collected, it soaks the skins, the text is formed, and…”

            “And is interpreted by Me,” Wycliff finished for him.  “So, if you’re so intent on who the Order is, you may as well stop standing there rebuking me, or I’ll interpret you into a ditch-digger.  You got that?”

            Sain did not.  But he knew enough to hold back any more questions.

            Wycliff bowed to his guest.  “Young lady…”

            “Keri,” she corrected him.

            “Yes,” he nodded, understanding.  “Young lady,” he said again, “I’m afraid our young knight must take you away from this place.  It’s only a temporary inconvenience, I assure you.”

            “Oh sure,” Keri mused.  “I’ve only been temporarily inconvenienced quite a bit lately, what’s a little bit more?”

            “I’m so glad you understand.”

            “I do no such thing.”

            “That’s the two of us,” Sain offered, not as quietly as he’d hoped.

            “TAKE HER,” Wycliff started a little too forcibly.  He calmed.  “Take her someplace safe.  Away from here.  But safe.  And away.  Safely.  Am I going too fast for you?”

            “That I think I caught the gist of.  Thank you.”

            Wycliff retrieved the crest Sain had given him.  He spit on it a bit, and wiped it on his tunic.  It somehow looked dirtier than it had been originally.

            “I’ll see if this can be used for some good, after all.  Maybe throw them off…”

            “This Cabal them? Keri asked.

            He shushed her.  “Don’t say their name, child,” he said in a low tone.  “They might hear you.”

            “But you said it not thirty seconds ago.”

            “Yes,” he said ominously.  “But they are not listening for me.”  He started to physically push them out the door at this point.

            “When should I try to contact you again?” Sain asked helplessly.

            “Don’t.  When I need to, I’ll come to you.”

            “Come to us?  How will you know where we’ll be?”

            “Because, you twit,” he shoved his foot into his back with one last push, “I know everything.”

            Hearing them move down the hall, and feeling he might finally be safely alone, he edged away from the door and looked around his room.

            “Now… where did I leave my pen?”

            If Milton was getting tired of going back and forth all over the place, he didn’t show it.  And if Keri had warmed at all to the idea of riding on him, well, she didn’t show that either.

            It was a long trip.  Not for time so much as just… their spirits weren’t exactly high.

            Sain, still embarrassed by Keri’s earlier statement of him, tried to make some smalltalk. 

            “So,” he asked her, “how are you doing back there?”

            It was not one of his strongest skills.

            “I’m thinking I should’ve stayed in the trunk of that car.”

            He grunted.  She wasn’t sure, but she thought it might’ve been in agreement.

            After that, he felt much more comfortable not talking.  He did wish he had a soda to offer her, though.

            “You’ve gotta’ be flippin’ kidding me!”

            Sain’s brain did mental edits as much as possible.  He really, really abhorred all the cursing.  His mind filtered what it could.

            “You took us back to Manhattan?  Aren’t you the one who dragged me out of here because of the giant, fire-breathing thing?”

            Sain nodded solemnly.  “Yes.  But Wycliff said he wanted you someplace safe.”

            “Excuse me?  In what world does dragon-bait equal safe?”

            “This one.”  He lead the Opinici up the road, to a shelter that looked to have once passed for a parking structure.  It was charred and collapsed in certain places, but looked sturdy in most.  He wanted Milton to finally get some rest, whether the mount felt it was needed or not, but he also wanted him out of sight.  That, and reasonably close.

            “And I don’t know why you keep referring to this place as Manhattan.  That’s not where we are.”

            Keri surveyed the area.  “Sure looks like it.  A little worse for the wear, sure, but as close as I remember it.”

            “It’s not Manhattan.  It’s what used to be that place.  Now, it’s some place else.” He headed towards an old office building, not waiting to see if she would follow.  “The sooner you start to realize that, the better prepared you’ll be for what’s to come.”

            “Oh?  And what’s that?”

            “I have no idea.”

            “Well, that’s comforting to hear.  And here I thought you and the bookworm back there knew everything.”

            “Nope.  Just him.  I’m as in the dark as you.”

            As they stepped into the blackness of the shelter, she realized he was right.

            “Uhhh..” she asked.

            A flare of light caught her unexpectedly.  As her eyes started to adjust, she saw Sain standing over what looked to be his cloak, laying inside-up on the floor.  It seemed to be the source of the fire that was now illuminating and heating their surroundings.

            “Nice trick,” she mused.  “What happens when you run out of clothing to burn?”

            He pushed the edges of the cloak in a bit with his boot.  “It’s not burning.  It’s enchanted.  Its meant for personal warmth when warm, or to be shared when opened.”

            Keri arched an eyebrow.  She was suddenly much more impressed with her would-be protector.  “Do you have any other tricks up your sleeve like that?”  She motioned to his right arm, seemingly covered in etched silver, runes running up and down it in mystical-looking patterns. 

            “Some,” he smiled.  He pulled up some office chairs that had survived… whatever had happened to the city.  He held one out for her.  After she took it, he sat in his own, opened his pack and started fishing around inside of it.

            He pulled out a small bowl, burnish in color, and an iron vial.  He pulled the stopper and poured some of the liquid into the bowl, and set it upon the fire directly.  As it cooked, it changed hue and, eventually, solidified.  He spilled the contents into the flame directly, where it started to sear, and then took on a very familiar smell.

            “Is that meat?” Keri asked, now truly becoming amazed, mostly because she hadn’t eaten in what felt like millions of years.

            Sain picked it up with his taloned fingers and flipped it, laying it carefully back onto the cloak.  “It is now.”  He put the cap back onto the vial, and put both it and the bowl away again.

            Keri felt herself begin to salivate, although she felt slightly repulsed as well.  But she’d gotten used to a lot of meat substitutes at the commons at her school, and this smelled and looked easily more appetizing as they ever had.  “Not to sound unappreciative, but if there’s any more in that bottle of yours, you should probably make it, because I think I could eat  that whole thing by myself.” 

            “You will be,” Sain corrected her.  She looked at him, concerned.  “Don’t worry.  I’m just not hungry.  The armor,” he glanced pointedly at his hand in the fire, “it gives a certain amount of sustenance.  I eat, but not too often.”

            He pulled out a plate and fork.  He tossed the meat onto the plate, and held it in place with the fork as he cut it into strips with his taloned fingers.  The hand that had made such short work of the hood of the Cadillac found the meal to be no challenge at all.

            “Is that sanitary,” Keri asked.  She was hungry enough that she didn’t really care though.

            “I’m pretty sure the fire killed any germs, if you’re really worried about it.”  He watched her start to scarf down the steak.  “Which I’m guessing you’re not.  Okay then.”

            In between her gulps of food, she decided to ask some of the more pressing questions that had been on her mind for the better part of two days.  “So, what’s up with the whole arm thing anyways?  Bionics?  Are you some Steve Austen, Six-Million Dollar Knight thing?”

            Sain shook his head.  “No.”  He leaned back in his chair.  “This is an honor of station in the Order.  After a man is judged worthy to be a knight, usually after his first five years of service, he is bathed in the Sacrement, and that blood-oil anoints him with his armor.”

            “Gross!” Keri started spitting out the meat she had been shoveling into mouth (what little she bothered to chew).  “That’s from something bleeding on you!”

            “No!” Sain exclaimed with surprise.  “Well… yes, I suppose.  Sort of.  But nothing…  You have to take it in context.”

            “The context of voluntarily have something bleed all over your skin and then stick there.  That context?”

            “It’s… It’s holy.”

            “It’s sick is what it is.”  She threw down the plate.  “And I don’t even want to know what kind of holy liquid meat you just fed me.  For all I know, it’s urine from your bird-cat.”

            “It is not!  It’s only a—“

            “Did you not hear me say I don’t want to know?  Do you want me to puke all over your burning cloak?  I don’t think the fire is that good at sanitizing things.”

            “Fine, forget it.”

            “Oh, believe me, I’ll be trying to for years.”

            Sain was visibly upset.  “You just don’t understand.”

            That pushed her.  “You’re damn right I don’t understand!”  She jumped up and started yelling at him.  “You tell me what I’m supposed to be understanding here!  I woke up today to a Knight saving me from a Dragon like some goddamned faerie-tale.  I then meet a guy who says he knows all about me, but doesn’t tell me squat except I have to go hide from some group of crazy people that he’s a part of.  I’m sheparded back and forth through all this by a lion thing with wings, and the only reason I’m not totally nuts about the whole thing is because the day before was that much worse.  So, yes, my level of understanding is a little low right now!”

            She stood over him, panting.

            Chagrined, he sat quietly.  After a minute, she sat back down.

            “There’s no blood in the meat,” he muttered.

            “Then make some more!” she snapped back.

            An hour of quiet.  Aside from more cooking, then eating, and some overly loud digesting.  Chalk it up to nerves.

            “You have any seltzer water,” she eventually asked him.

            Not sure if he wanted to be acknowledged again, he hesitantly opened his bag and retrieved the vial once more.  “All I have is this.”

            “Meat juice?” she groaned.  “Forget it.”

            “It’s water.  That’s all.  It only becomes solid in the bowl.  The vessels are magical, but the water itself is safe.”

            She took the offered bottle and took a small sip.  Then, satisfied, a larger one.  She kept waiting to drink it dry, but it never seemed to run out.  Again, grateful for the sustenance, but still a little freaked by the source.

            She handed it back.  “Don’t suppose you have anything in there that makes chocolate.”

            He smirked.  “Sorry.”

            “Just as well.  I eat too much of it anyways.  I’m a regular Augustus Gloop when it comes to the stuff.”  She tried to get a sense of it he caught the reference, but if he did, it didn’t reflect in his _expression.  She gave up, and just started looking around at the building some more.

            “So, you say this isn’t Manhattan.”

            He cocked his head to the side.  “Well, that’s not exactly true, I suppose.  I would guess it’s better to say that this is not where Manhattan was.  That place is gone.”

            “Gone?”

            “That world.  You said so yourself.  It ended.  It ceased to be.”

            “Dead parrot.”

            He nodded slowly, like he wasn’t sure what he was agreeing with.  “If you say so.”

            “So then,” she asked, noting their surroundings, “what’s this?”

            “This,” he said, “is what happens when some things are too great to die.  A world falls to destruction and death, that has to be followed by the birth of another.  New life, new rules.  Everything that was is gone, to be replaced by something else.

            “But this place, your Manhattan, was too strong to just disappear with the rest.  It refused to give up and cease existing.  It survived.  And I suppose that is a testament to the kind of place it was in your world.  The magnitude.  The power.”

            Keri felt warmed a little by that thought.  Then, as she considered it further, “But I’m here too.”

            “Indeed.” Sain reflected.  “So, then, what must that say about you?”

            She woke to what sounded like a heated argument of whispers.

            “… the love of all that’s holy, I can’t believe you would even attempt such a thing!”

            “And if I spent my entire existence trying to simply measure up to your belief system, I’m sure the Order would have made a lovely support group for farmers.  Fortunately, my vision is much stronger than yours, you faithless imbecile.”

            “Faithless!  I have never questioned you, on anything!  On faith of your word alone, I almost had my face eaten off by a host of sub-demons!”

            “Oh, don’t be so dramatic.”

            “My right ear!  Do you remember that?  And my hair!”

            “We healed you, didn’t we?  You can hear me saying that, right?’

            “Can you hear me saying this?  She is never going to let us---“

            “Let you what?” Keri asked them.  Sain and Wycliff looked up at her, a mix of surprise and guilt on their faces.  She was leaning against the doorway of one of the cubicles, and she didn’t appear as though she liked what she’d been hearing.

            “Good morning, young lady,” the Scribe greeted her, using what appeared to be as many teeth as he could hire on for that smile.  The knight was not smiling.

            “Let you what,” she repeated for emphasis.

            Sain looked ashamed.  “He wants to anoint you,” he said disapprovingly.

            “I knew it!  You sick old bastard, I knew you had date-rape written all over you the minute I saw you.  There is no way I’m letting you…  Wait, what?”

            Wycliff’s smile faded.  “What was written all over me?”

            She ignored him and concentrated on what Sain had told her.  “He wants to what me?”

            “The Sacrement,” he explained.

            “The blood stuff?  No way!”

            “My dear girl,” Wycliff said calmingly, which was calming at all but just about as far away from calming as Keri could ever find herself.

            “No,” she yelled.  “No!”

            The scribe looked helplessly to Sain.  “You told her it was blood?  Why would you do that?”

            “We were just talking.  She asked about the armor, I thought…”

            “No.”

            Wycliff shook his head sadly.  “We don’t have a choice, child.  Its for your protection.  It must be done.”

            “No.”

            “There must be another way,” Sain begged.

            “Sain…”

            “No.”

            “Please…”

            “Sain…”

            “No.”

            “Please…”

            Wycliff’s voice was stern.  “Do it, now!”

            Sain stood with all the strength and conviction of a broken man.  But he moved toward Keri, and she knew there was no doubt of what he was going to do.

            She ran to one of the broken metal chairs that had littered the office.  She grabbed a leg and kicked down hard on it with her foot.  It bent, and she worked it back and forth until it snapped off in her hand.  By the time she had it free, Sain was right next to her.  She whirled and hit him in the face with it as hard as she could.

            He stood there and took it.  He didn’t reach to stop her, or restrain her.  He just stood and took the hit.  Another followed it.  She kept screaming at him,”No!  No!”

            Five hits.  Ten.  The leg started to show wear before he did.

            He finally put his hands on her arms, gently.  He didn’t even shake her.  She didn’t notice they were there at first, it was so soft.  She looked at them, and then at his face, blood coming from just under his eye and cheek.

            “Keri,” he stated, quietly, without malice, “look at me.”  She was, but he said it anyway.

            “I will not let you be hurt.”

            “No.”

            “Keri, do you understand me?”

            “No.”

            “Keri.”

            She whimpered.

            “… yes…”

            Wycliff walked up to them slowly, not wanting to pose a threat to an already tense situation.  When he felt safe in doing so, he spoke to her.

            “It will not be painful, this is true.”  He was holding a vial not dissimilar to the one Sain had offered drink of the night before.  But she knew this one didn’t hold water.  She glanced at it, and her fear started to grow again.  So she refocused on the knight, his face now pouring blood from his numerous wounds she’d inflicted on it, yet him showing no sign of retribution or resentment.  He simply looked… apologetic.  Sorry, like he had done something unspeakable to a friend he was afraid would now never speak to him again.

            Wycliff popped the topper off.  Keri smelled something, something she did not recognize as ever having smelled before.  It defied her senses, and she cold not tell if it was sweet or bitter, soft or pungent.

            He lifted it above her head.  “You may want to keep your mouth closed, though.”  He began to pour.

            “I’ve heard it tastes awful.”

            Trevor stumbled into the kitchen like death warmed over.  His flannel robe offered him little warmth, and the tiled floor was far too bright to be comfortable to his still tired eyes.

            It also tasted a little like something had died in his mouth.  And it had died, it seemed, by crapping itself to death.

            He forced himself to the fridge, hoping to find something in it to drown out the evil festering on his tongue.  He started with the orange juice, which was just acidic enough to make him hate mornings that much more.  He took a close, studying look at the stick of margarine in the door, wondering if coating his mouth with it would keep his tastebuds from being exposed to the other parts of his mouth.

            Nothing looked like it could do the job sufficiently.  He finally gave up on it, and just settled on trying to get something solid into his stomach.  The milk, surprisingly enough, was still two days from expiring.  He pulled it out, and went to the cupboard.  There, he found the sugary festival of breakfast cereals that every teenage boy dreams of, but mothers rarely stock for them.  He tried to guess which would be better this morning, the fruity sugar pops or the exploding chocolate rice crisps, until, giving up, he just grabbed them both and mixed them in the bowl.  The crackling of the rice turning the mild to cocoa-colored glop caused his brain to bang internally.  Why can’t the good cereals also be the quiet ones?  It sounded like a small army fighting in his skull.

            He sat down at the table.  The green formica finish, glossy and more than slightly grotesque looking, had small nicks in it, like someone had repeatedly stabbed into it with their silverware.  The chair next to him was empty, but there was a newspaper and a recently used ashtray sitting on that side of the table.  The paper was opened to the Lost and Found section, but his eyes were still too fuzzy to really read any of it.

            He just wanted to lean back, eat a bowl of sugar rush, and get started on his day.

            Two bites in, and it started to feel like things were going to be okay.  He looked up on the back of the kitchen door.  It had a hook attatched to it, on which was a black leather jacket.  It had some sort of script on the front, written in a dripping, red font.

            He smiled, and twirled the end of the spoon in his matted, black hair, losing himself in his thoughts.  He stared at the black and white tiles of the floor, counting them contentedly in his mind, until they began to fade into sand in the corner, leading out into the open desert, past the crumbled back wall of the kitchen.  Out beyond, through some brush.  He started counting the barbarians in the raiding party that were running towards him, how many of them had spears, how many with makeshift clubs.  They kicked up a lot of sand on their way, and it made it harder for him to see how many were actually there, and they kept screaming, he figured in some native tongue.  Maybe a tribal battle cry of some sort.

            He was glad when they got closer, so he could get an accurate count to see how close he was (he’d guessed twenty-three, he was only off by one), but he wished they wouldn’t be so loud.

            His head was still killing him.

            “Well?” Sain asked her.

            “Hmmm.  Sort’ve anticlimactic, wasn’t it.”

            Keri sat up and started inspecting her body.  She was half-relieved, half-disappointed that she didn’t seem to have a bit of silver on her.

            “Your eye is different,” Sain offered.  “You’ve got some marks underneath.

            Her hand rubbed against her right eye.  Three small bumps, like light scars, lay just below it.  “Really?”  She frowned.  “Does it look bad?  I mean, I always thought my left side was the more attractive one, but I’d still prefer not to go Phantom on every body.”

            “No, it looks fine,” Sain noted.  “Adds character.”  He pointed to the recent cuts on his face, the bleeding having finally stopped.  “At least I hope it does.”

            She winced.  “I’m really sorry about that,” she apologized, feeling incredibly stupid as soon as she said it.

            The knight rested his hand on her shoulder.  He didn’t say anything.  Then he got up and walked away.

            Her eyes trailed after him.  On their way, they ran into Wycliff, staring back at her.

            “The boy isn’t smart enough to hold a grudge,” he offered.

            “Yeah,” she snarked, “and how smart do you feel?  Looks like you were wrong about the bloodbath.” She held up her remarkably unarmored arms.  “See, still skin.  No protection at all.”

            “Young lady, I am never wrong.”  He didn’t say it to sound superior.  He actually seemed unhappy about it.  “Wearing the armor of the Order would’ve only made you a more noticeable target.”

            “Okay then,” she pulled herself up from the floor.  “What did I get instead?”

            “Hope.”

            “When?”

            “When what?”

            Sain wasn’t happy at all, and it was very evident in his voice.  “When can I return to the keep?  I’m supposed to be ready for the second christening soon, and I somehow doubt you brought enough in your vial for me as well as the girl.”

            Wycliff harrumphed.

            “This is my entire life, Scribe.  I have served you for years…  More than any of the others in the Order realize!  I deserve my chance…”

            “And you’ll get it,” Wycliff assured him.  “Although I can’t say that it’s something you should be in such a hurry for.  You know what the consequences of that judgement might mean.”

            He did know, very well.  After a suitable time of service, each knight had the opportunity to attempt the Sacrement again.  If they were found worthy, they gained more power, more armor banded to their flesh.  It was an honor, of course, to those who dedicated themselves to such a cause.  It also cost them more of their mortality, their chance at a human existence.

            And that was if they were judged worthy.  If not…

            “I have given my entire life to the Order.  And much of it to you, as your charge.  I deserve this chance.”

            Keri merely watched them, not quite sure of what it all meant, but knowing how important it must be to the knight.  She didn’t feel now was the time to start throwing her voice into the mix.

            “Soon,” was all Wycliff offered him, perhaps a twinge of regret in his voice.  “But not today.  Today, you travel West.”

            “Where?” Sain offered his next question on the list.

            The interpreter shrugged.  “I’m not sure.”

            “Wait, what?” Keri finally broke her silence.  “Mr. I-Know-Everything-About-Anything doesn’t have an answer?  How’s that work?”

            “Young lady, just because I know All doesn’t mean I can keep track of all of it at once.  What do you think all the blasted books are for?”

            “It’s true,” Sain stated dryly.  “He forgets things all the time.  The time.  Manners.  Personal hygene.”

            “Enough.”  He gathered his things.  “As it is, I have to get back to the keep before anyone realizes I’ve gone.”

            “True.  I haven’t seen you leave that place in all the years I’ve known you.  I wasn’t sure you’d survive exposure to open air and direct sunlight.”

            ‘You know, I believe this girl is having an ill effect on your temperament.”

            “Ack.  Wounded,” she mockingly clutched her chest.

            Wycliff made a sour face.  “Yes,” he tsked.  Then he hobbled out the door, weighed down by his heavy pack.

            “West,” he offered again.  “Go West, and you’ll find the others.”

            He hopped onto his mount and started to ride off.  

Sain called out after him.  “What others?”

            “Read the damned book yourself and you’d know!” he shouted back.

            They waited until evening settled in.  Another meal, a few more hours rest, so they were better prepared for the trip ahead.  Although, having just a one word description for their destination, they had no way of knowing if it was going to be a long journey or a short one.

            They also used the time to access their situation.

            “Here,” Sain offered her long blade.

            “What do you expect me to do with that?”

            He nodded reassuringly.  “It’s for protection,” he asserted.

            “I thought you were for protection,” she mocked.  “Besides, I don’t know how to use that thing.”

            “It’s not for you to use.  It’s for you to wear.  Openly.  If people see you with a sword, they’ll assume you know how to wield it, and be more wary about challenging you.”

            “..says the man who covers his shiny arm with a gray cloak.”

            He took the criticism.  “That, unfortunately, is not the same thing.  There are people who see the markings of the Order and would force my hand,” he glanced pointedly at the source of his unintentional pun.  “Not everyone in this world sees the value of our work.”

            Keri didn’t seem totally convinced.  “So, what about Milton out there.  Seems like riding around on that thing should be a slight giveaway.”

            “True,” he conceded.  “I admit, I am not someone who enjoys hiding what I believe in.”

            He put the scabbard in her hands.  “Better they think there are two of us ready to fight than just one then, correct?”

            Keri studied the weapon for a moment.  Its handle wasn’t what she had expected, what she’d seen pictures of growing up.  The pommel was turned on its side, and you held it like you would hold the handlebar of a bicycle.  She edged the blade out of its scabbard and saw it was split into two separate edges halfway down its length.  The metal was black, not the silver that she had expected.  Holding it felt comfortable though, in some way she couldn’t describe.  She attached it to her hip.

            “Wycliff also left us some additional supplies.”  He tossed her a cloak, similar to his own, but tailored more to her size and reddish in hue.  When she put it on, she immediately felt the sustaining warmth it was enchanted to give.

            “Don’t suppose you have an MP3 player in there?” she teased.  Sain gave her a cross look.

            They spent another hour going through the pack.  He showed her the way to use the vial for fresh drinking water, and promised he would teach her about the bowl later in the day, when they stopped to eat.  Eventually, they were ready to depart.

            Milton met them at the entrance without needing to be called.  Keri, realizing he was still earth-bound for the moment felt slightly more comfortable riding him.  As Sain helped her onto his back, she patted his neck.  His feathers ruffled up appreciatively.

            “We’ll move back out of the city the way we came, and circle around it.  We’re still several miles from the dragon’s den, and I would not get into his range of smell.”

            “No argument here,” Keri agreed.

            “Really?  My luck must be changing then.”

            “You know, maybe the old guy was right.  I think I am becoming a bad influence on you.  When did you get to be so sarcastic?”

            “Oh, I’m sure it was down in me somewhere, just waiting to come out.”  He climbed onto the mount behind her.  “You?”

            “Well, I’ve got that whole end-of-the-world thing that turned me sour, I’m pretty sure.  I was really bland and complacent before then.  You would’ve liked me.”

            He didn’t say anything then.  He just leaned in close to her, his arms circled around her, then grabbed up the reigns and shook Milton into motion.

            Tessla's body spasmed with the overflow of energy rocketing through it.

            It's all right, she told herself.  I've been through this five times before, I know this is going to be all right...
            But it was hard to be convincing when in the chamber.  Every ounce of training seems to drain from you.  Every lesson that prepared you loses its logic.  When the Baptism begins, no matter how many times you've done it already, it's like spinning in the eye of a tornado that's been caught up in a lighting storm.  A torrent of electricity swirls around you, and your pulse begins to keep pace with its crackles and flashes.

            In short, it's like having a heart attack, continuously, for ten hours straight.

            My name is Tessla Jocelyn Price...  I'm 16 years old...  My birthday is Febr-- no, it's March, the 17th...  I haven't celebrated it in over two years...  Not since I last saw...  I last saw...  I...
            "Her memories seem to be shorting out again, Doctor," the lab tech offered to his supervisor.  "We're fifteen minutes shy of the ninth hour...  Do you think we should pull her out of it?"

            Doctor Walter Blackwell continued his hard stare into the chamber, which he strictly forbade anyone else to do.  The techno-nova inside of it could be damaging to both the eyes as well as the mind.  But he could never bring himself to look away from it once the procedure had begun.  He was mesmerized, and would be until the day he was allowed to undergo the treatment himself.  As if Samuel Delvane, the acting head of Yoshimoto-Light, was ever going to permit that.

            "Doctor Blackwell..?"

            The voice began to penetrate.  "Hmm?  What?  Oh... yes, take her out.  I believe this one is reaching peak seven, as expected.  It will be several years before she can begin the process again."  He evaluated what he could of the patient in his head, then gave up.  He'd grown very distant from test subjects over the years, due to problems at the beginning.  Some of his first "pets" had turned out to be such disappointments.  "What is the status as of this time?"

            A second assistant called up the most recent recordings of Price's review files.  She lowered her glasses slightly and read them off.

            "Subject shows increased metabolism, as is standard with nearly 90% of all test subjects.”

            “Interesting,” he lied.

            “Further, subject shows indications of a temporal disruption field emanating from her body.  While her control is still minimal at this point, she had exhibited influence on objects in her nearby presence, shifting them in and out of the normal timestream.”

            Blackwell’s eyebrow arched.  “Can you be a little more specific?”

            “The things she touches can remain suspended in time, or move forward through it.”

            “Really.”

            “We still have more tests, sir, but, yes.  That’s what we’re showing now.”

            Walter looked through the panel glass, as the girl was pulled from the chamber, her body exhausted, presumably needing weeks before she’d be able to move on her own.  He took careful note of her now, though, no longer willing to detach himself from this subject.  She was different from the others.  She had earned his attentions.

            “Miss Price,” he noted to himself, “I believe you’ve just become my new favorite.”

            Samuel Delvane was an old man.  You wouldn’t know it from looking at him.  His face was still creaseless and strong.  His dark hair full and healthy.  His eyes still the deepest blue of an ocean.  To the naked eye, he appeared in his early thirties, and in outstanding condition.

            To see him, you wouldn’t believe how many years he’d been on this earth.

            You would also think he was human.  He was anything but.

            Dr. Blackwell was one of the few who knew this secret of his employer.  But he didn’t kid himself that he knew much else about him, this quietly powerful man who’d taken control of Yoshimoto-Light, not through subversion or underhanded dealings, but simply by being the strongest candidate when Yoshimoto himself stepped down many years back.  Yoshimoto had been Samuel’s greatest supporter, in fact, and had stayed on several weeks past his retirement to simply help him assimilate into things.  Not so much because he was worried the new President would need his assistance, but more because he wanted to see Delvane start off into the position he was, literally, created for.

            To lead.

            Walter felt the man’s inherent power when in his presence.  He saw the evidence of it all throughout the corporation, what little time he spent away from his laboratories.  He felt assured that they were all following the right person, human or not.

            But as a scientist, he hated what he could not know.  And the mysteries behind Samuel Delvane were too numerous for the doctor to ignore.  Mysteries, such as, what they were really trying to create in Blackwell’s labs.

            But those answers, he knew, were not to be found today.

            “How goes the progress today, doctor?”  Samuel’s voice was warm, almost jovial.  He never appeared angry or that he was pushing hard.  When he asked about an employee or their work, he sounded genuine in his interest.  Like he cared about them as people.

            Walter prepared himself.  “Well enough, I suppose.  Though no major changes since yesterday,” he lied.

            “Really?”  His tone was that of confusion.  “I had heard that things were going quite well.”  He moved to sit at his desk, a huge structure of tempered glass and steel, ornate to the point of barely being functional.

            “Heard from whom?”

            In answer, the doctor’s lab assistant, Miss Roely, stepped into the room, hesitantly.  Her lab coat was disheveled, her glasses not quite aligned on the bridge of her nose.  She glanced nervously at Walter, but focused her attention on Delvane.

            “You asked to see me?” she asked, a quiver to her voice.

            “Yes, Amber.  I was hoping you could clear up a little confusion between the good doctor and I on today’s lab results.” He still sounded calm, but there was an underlying edge to it.

            “Confusion, sir?”

            “Well, yes.  You see, I gathered, from your statements earlier, that there had been some significant progress in the work with young miss… Price, was it?”

            Roley against cast an eye to Blackwell.  The doctor stared straight at her, hoping the girl knew to keep her mouth shut for both their sakes, but already fearing the worst.  If she’d made assertions to Delvane that the girl was ready, they might not be needed on the project any more.  More than that, Walter wasn’t a hundred percent sure he was ready to give the girl up to his employer.  He might still have things he could use her for.

            Roley picked up on the doctor’s silent plea.  “Perhaps I was mistaken, sir,” she said.  “I’m sure if Dr. Blackwell felt things were ready for you, he would’ve informed you himself.”

            “Of course he would have.”  He looked expectantly at Walter.  “And so, obviously, Doctor, you don’t feel we’ve gotten our desired results yet?”

            Walter felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand.  He clenched his jaw briefly, and then said, “Not quite yet.  Maybe just another couple months.  A year, tops.”

            Samuel stood up and walked around to the front of his desk again, and leaned against it.  “Of course.  Good things come in time, most certainly.  And no one wants to have their time wasted.  Correct?”

            He looked back to Miss Roely.

            “Were you trying to waste my time, Amber?”

            “What?  No!”  She stepped back.  “I would never…”

            “Well, I certainly do feel that there is something amiss, then.  I mean, why would you tell me these things, get my hopes up, if the doctor says there is nothing to see yet?”

            The smiling, jovial face was slowly fading.  The warmth was gone.  The sincerity, though, did not lapse.

            Amber kept moving away from Delvane, though he made no move towards her.  Walter felt a sudden surge of courage, and stepped between them.

            “The girl just got confused by some of the data.  I don’t know why she would’ve bothered you with it, but I assure you, she will be sufficiently educated on the processes and won’t contact you directly again.”

            Samuel seemed to consider this, but then shook his head, sadly.  “I’m sorry, Walter, but there are some things that I can’t just let go.  Miss Roley…”

            Too late, Walter Blackwell started to unravel one of the great mysteries of Samuel Delvane.  Where he came from, what he was if not a human being, he would never know.  But, as a pair of hands, women’s hands, closed around his temples from behind him, he picked up on one important detail.

            Samuel Delvane was not alone.

            A slight jerk, and Walter’s form went limp in Amber’s grasp.  She held him there, oblivious to his weight, waiting until she was given an approving nod from her employer.  Then the doctor’s lifeless body was free to fall to the carpeted floor.

            “Are you prepared to take over the project?” Samuel asked her.

            She was calm.  “I’ve studied enough of his work.  Now that he’s out of the way, I may finally be able to make those improvements we discussed.”

            “Very good,” Delvane agreed.  “I’ll make arrangements for him to transfer to another department.”  He motioned to the body.  “Some place out of the country, perhaps.”

            “Maybe with Clove’s team.  We sent them out a year ago, and no one’s really asked about their progress yet.”

            “Yes, I’d forgotten about Clove.”  His gave a sour frown.  “Retched little man.  I wasn’t sorry to see him go at all.”

            “That whole group was a waste of their human skin.  I was happy to watch it melt off of their useless bodies.”  She lifted Blackwell from the floor and headed toward the rear door of the office, that entered a private washroom, but also contained a hidden entrance to a stairwell that only a handful of Yashimoto employees ever had the misfortune to enter.

            “Well done, sister,” Delvane called after her, absently, lost in his thoughts about what his next course of action for the day would be.  Things would definitely be moving faster now. 

            For Tessla, the world moved very, very slowly.  She weaved through it like a drunkard on a binge.  The others knew to give her the space she required.  Just out of the chamber, they understood how disoriented she must be.  They’d been there, each of them, at least once.  Their entire community was made up of test subjects, either misplaced youths or societies rejected and lost.  Or the occasional fool who was lead to believe that he would be made into something more than human.

            And they were.  But only in the slightest of ways.  Certainly not up to par with what the scientists were hoping for.  Nothing that would make them feel sufficiently special or better than what they’d been before.

            Tonight, Tessla was the first.  She had broken through the wall, had become their only success after years, after literally hundreds of subjects in he chamber.

            But there were only three people who’d known it.  One was now dead.  The second was busying herself with destroying his corpse.  And the third, under his superior’s final orders, had released her back into the mainstream.

            The last place she should’ve been.

            She wormed her way through the numbers, trying to find her small, personal space in the enclave.  Her legs barely held the strength to carry her, and, still halfway from her bed, she tripped and fell.  She reached out reflexively to break her decent.

            And found the ground never came up to meet her.

            Slowly, she opened her eyes, afraid of what she would see, assuming she’d hit and broke her neck, which would be the only way she could imagine that she did not feel anything.

            Instead, she could see the concrete, just inches before her delicate face, her hands barely a hair’s width from it themselves.  But she just hovered above it, frozen in mid-air.

            “… help me…” she gasped.  No one replied.

            Carefully, she moved her right arm, braced it under her, and forced her weight upon it.  She touched the ground, pressed it purposefully, feeling its solid, cold reality.  She moved her left hand as a second lever, and pushed herself up, away from the threat of the fall.  As she stood, she looked around to see if anyone had even noticed what had almost happened to her.

            She screamed.

            Miss Roely came back to the lab to find Thomas frantic.

            “Amber, thank god!  I’ve been trying to find you and Doctor Blackwell for hours.  Have you seen him?”

            Amber put on her best air of innocence, and it was quite convincing.  “No.  I thought I heard him saying something about seeing Delvane about reassignment.  What’s wrong, Thom?”

            “Reassignment?  Oh, christ,” Thom ran his fingers through his hair.  “Why?  Why would he do that?  Why now?”

            “Thom.  What is going on?”

            “I just…  Oh my god, Amber.  They’re all…”

            She was inwardly exhausted by his complete lack of reaching a point.  She wanted very much to show him where she’d taken the Doctor.

            “Who are what, Thomas,” she feigned concern.

            He clasped her hands in his own, protectively, like he was afraid what he was going to do would damage her frail, sweet soul.

            “I-  I’ll show you.”

            He lead her to the monitor, which, strangely, was off as they’d approached it.  It was never shut off.

            He tapped a key, and it came up.  They were looking at the enclave, where all the test subjects were kept.  Their collective home.

            It appeared as a still photo.

            “Thom, you have to unpause the feed.”

            “You don’t understand,” he moaned.  “It’s not paused.  I thought… I thought we had a glitch in the system, or that someone had hacked the monitor system.  I went down and checked on them.

            “They’re all… frozen like that.  Every one of them.  They aren’t moving, they aren’t breathing.”

            Amber was suddenly aware of the truth to Thom’s concern.

            “What are you saying to me, Thomas?”

            “I’m saying, every one of the subjects are dead.”

            “Dead?”

            “No.  That’s what Thomas assumed.  And, effectively, they might as well be.”

            Samuel was not pleased.  But he was a patient man, and gave his sibling the chance to explain herself.

            “The best I can explain it is that they are in a suspension of some sort.  They show no life signs simply because they are, essentially, locked into a stasis.  They don’t breathe, their hearts are not beating.  Without cutting them apart, I can’t tell for sure, but I think every bit of their life is, to put it in simply, on hold.”

            “The girl.”

            “That would be my guess, yes,” she agreed.  “And since she’s the only one missing from the compound…”

            Delvane’s patience immediately ran dry.  “What do you mean, not in the compound!” He slammed his fist down.  “Where the hell is she?”

            Amber called up the monitor.  She showed him her best estimation of the girl’s trail through the building.  “You’ll have to forgive me, but, due to her new abilities, it seems Miss Price had some ill effects on the digital time stamps.  In fact, that’s the only way I could track her, by tracing which camera seemed to go off track in what order.  But the last stop seems to be the roof.

            “But there are guards,” he began.

            “Who appear to have lost time as well.  Which, I suppose, is better for them that the people down in the enclave.”

            Samuel was taking a mental tally of how many ways he wanted to hurt this girl who was causing him so much anguish, and countering it with how much she could potentially be worth to him when they finally retrieved her.

            “So, she went to the rooftop of a seventy-plus story building and she, what?  Jumped?”

            “That’s my estimation, yes.”

            He nodded.  “And have you scraped the grounds for her remains, then?”  He was pretty sure he knew the answer he would get.

            “There were none found.”

            He shut his eyes.  “So, tell me, how is that possible?”

            Amber shrugged.  “If you were about to hit the ground from a seventy-plus story fall, and you could instinctively stop time, what are the odds you would actually hit the ground?”

            Delvane’s eyes went wide at this.

            “That,” he spoke angrily, “is a question, sister.  The next thing I hear from you had better be an answer.

            “How are we going to find her and bring her back?”

            “You know as well as I do, the best tracker we had was Clove.  He and his team were…”

            “He and his team are dead.  Not ‘suspended’ dead, but dead-dead.  I told you, I want answers!”

            “And my answer, dear brother, is simply to bring them back.”

            It took a week.  A week to bring four people back from the dead.  To reconstitute flesh, rebuild matter and bone and skin.  Breathe what was as close as they could get to life back into the lot who least deserved it.

            It wasn’t a perfect process.  But, all things considered, it was a success.

            Clove admired what had become his hands.  He eyed them carefully, taking measure of the way they were shaped, their color, and their smells.  For all intents and purposes, they were almost exactly the same as the originals.  But he felt strangely disconnected from them.

            They wouldn’t feel like his until they had blood on them.  Till then, he’d do what he could with them.

            “I wouldn’t be plotting my revenge just yet,” Amber warned.  “We put you back on this earth, we could just as easily do away with you again.”  She longed for that moment.

            Clove gave her a humbled smile.  “Of course ya’ did, kind lady.  And don’t let me appear ungrateful.”  He exuded the charm of a vile lizard, but somehow managed to keep a strained sincerity to his voice.  “Me lads and I are more than happy to fulfill any obligations you might have for us.”  He turned to the three of his brood that made the return with him, chucking.  “Try to earn our keep this time, eh boys?”  They didn’t return the mocking humour, but stood quietly, awaiting their orders.

            Clove stroked the braids of his beard thoughtfully.  “Well.  I do suppose it would be best to get them started on the road, a’fore they get restless and start thinkin’ too hard on things.  Must be someone important you want us to retrieve, you goin’ through all this trouble to wake us and all.”

            Amber felt her stomach turn at the absurdity of needing to revive one whom she hated most so shortly after finally being rid of him.  But she knew, as much as she was disgusted by Clove’s reemergence in the organization, Samuel was feeling much worse.  The man was an abomination to everything Delvane believed in, a blight on what they were building in this new world.  But he did achieve results, and they had little time for anything less than the best.

            Besides, he could be killed again.  Maybe not as quickly, maybe not as quietly.  But there was always a way.

            She would begin planning as soon as she got them out the door.

            They suited up in the weapons room.  The lads, god bless ‘em, they liked the big weapons, the guns and explosives, the stuff that caused the most destruction with the least effort.  Clove, on the other hand, enjoyed a certain amount of intimacy, and worked almost exclusively with knives.  A pair of curved blades, his personal favorites, were still stationed on the wall in the back.  He picked them up like familiar toy from childhood memory, and glided them softly into the scabbards on his belt.

            “Good to be back,” he said softly to himself.

            Billings drew one of the pistols up and held it straight out, at eye level, looking down its sight.  “We should’ve killed her,” he said pointedly.  “We should’ve taken her apart, right then, after the last of us was up.”

            “And what good would that have done us, lad?  The boss-man would’ve just had us put down again.  Do you think it stops with her?”

            “No,” he admitted.  “But it still would’ve felt good to do it.  Better than working for the whore and then having them take us down again when we’re done.  Dammit, Clove, you know we’re dead again after this thing!”

            They all started to agree, their voices growing in the heat of awareness, knowledge that they had only a partial reprieve from death, and that they stood little to no chance to redeem themselves in the eyes of Yoshimoto-Light, even if they succeeded in capturing the girl.  Clove did his best to ease them back down.

            “Dead today is worse than dead tomorrow.  Or a week from tomorrow.  Right now, we’re breathing.  Every moment we get to keep doing that is another we can spend figuring out a way out of this.  So, yeah, I’d rather work for that woman and plan on seeing her outta’ her skin than to stick our heads back in that incinerator today.  If you three can’t agree to that, then I’ll do the run alone.”

            He went back to collecting his arsenal.  If any of them had a problem with his logic, they kept it to themselves.

            In an hour’s time, they were out of the building and after the girl.

            Tessla ran until she couldn’t run.  And then she rested until she couldn’t rest.  All the while she cried, but never reached a point where she could stop.

            She had killed everything she knew.  The only people she could remotely consider family, they’d all died, and she was somehow certain it was her fault.  Every moment since then had been a blur, as if time held no sway on her any more.  She thought she remembered trying to throw herself off the roof, but that seemed ridiculous, since she could never have survived a fall like that.  She could never have gotten to the roof, in fact.

            She kept telling herself it wasn’t real.  None of it could be real.  But she knew that, if that was the case, she could not be where she was, so far away from her home.  Every second she was under open sky, she was keenly aware that the impossible was happening, and her life was over.

            What she was not aware of was that she was being watched.

            Foster followed the girl until she finally collapsed, for what seemed like the last time of that day.  It had been four nights since he first found her, running, sometimes very quickly, others as if she was moving through soup, like everything about her had just gone into a slow-motion effect.  She seemed no less desperate to get away from wherever she had come, just unable to change what was happening to her.

            It wasn’t her strange disattachment from time that interested him.  It was her fear.  She obviously needed help.  But he was hesitant to offer it, simply because he wasn’t sure if he could approach her without slipping into the same displacement of time she was suffering.  So he watched.  And, as she slept, he protected her.

            Tonight, he would have to change his tactics.

            Clove’s men had picked up her trail very quickly.  They took their time catching up, though, still working on their plans for Delvane and Roely, but eventually the new the excuse of taking so long would cause them to look incompetent.  One girl to the four of them… if they couldn’t capture her, they stood little chance of proving their worth to stay alive.

            They waited for signs that she was tiring.  Billings noted her foot prints were notating a slow down, her pace was wavering.  The tracks were fresh, and they knew she was closeby.  McKay was the quietest of the pack, so he moved up to her, drawing the net out, ready to pull her in.

            A furred backhand struck McKay hard against the ribs, and he flew against a tree on the outer edge of the grove.  The noise was enough to wake Tessla from her restless slumber, and she saw the beast hovering above her.

            It was tall, over eight feet, covered with brown fur.  Its muzzle was that of a bear, as far as she could discern, but, as it looked at her, its eyes gave off a semblance of humanity, perhaps even of empathy.  It moved towards her, but she neither had the energy to avoid its capture, nor the desire.  As its paws wrapped her up, she felt, for the first time since last leaving the chamber, that she was safe.

            It passed as she heard the shots.

            Clove’s men had come to aid their fallen comrade, and saw the beast making its way away from them with their prize.  As much as Clove himself felt as though he was an enlightened man, he knew, deep down, that those who worked under him were less so, and answered every unknown with guns and fury, as opposed to putting any genuine thought into what they might be looking at.

            But Clove knew what it was.  He had hunted him before.

            “Hold yer fire, ye pack of idiots,” he harped.  Shots kept raging at first, but he eventually quieted them down.  He inspected McKay for any serious injuries, but it was mostly his pride that was damaged.

            Billings did his best to keep a visual beat on them.  “They’re going deeper into the forest, Clove,” he reported.  “If he’s in that form, it’s not going to be easy for us to track them, with the other animals trails mixing with his.”

            Clove nodded.  “So, ye recognized him to, eh?”

            “Foster,” Billings agreed.

            “Well, I can’t say I’m happy that the girl has found herself a protector.  But that does allow us a little more leeway with how long we can take on our mission, doesn’t it.”  He helped McKay to his feet.  “We can put in our report to Roely, maybe get an extension.”

            Billings nodded.

            “Plus, it does give us that little extra special something,” Clove said thoughtfully.

            “And that is?”
            “A chance at the one that got away.”

            

            Here’s where the author completely loses it.

            Kaln showed up on the doorstep with a gleem in his eye.  The one he had left.

            “Its great to see you,” he said, clasping his arms around the large man.  Sain stood there, slack-jawed, barely registering what was happening.  Words started to form in his mouth, but, with it being stuck open, didn’t actually completely harden, so they spilled sloppily down his chin.

            “Guh-huh…” he tried.  
            Keri, standing behind the knight, tried to access what was happening on her own.  The stranger (because, to her, that’s what he was) was shorter than Sain, and barely taller than her, probably just pushing five foot nine or so.  He had reddish-brown hair, in contrast to Sain’s pale locks of sun-bleached blonde, and it was a wavy mass, falling over the left half of his face, edging his chin in the front, his shoulders on the back and sides.  His chin was whiskered, his mustache flowing down into a goatee, with more red than brown to it, but broken by the huge, wide smile on his face.  He wore a blue cloak.  It was rich in color, flashy, and pinned at his shoulder by a silver and onyx broach of some sort.  As he pulled away, but still holding Sain at arms length, looking him up and down, she saw that his left eye was covered by a leather patch, emblazoned with what looked like a cross set in a circlet.

            He was, for all that she could see physically, everything that Sain was not.

            As he noticed her, Kaln released him and headed over to Keri, his hand outstretched to her.  “I had no idea you’d finally found a wife,” he called over his shoulder.  “I’m Kaln,” he introduced himself.  “You’re brother-in-law.”

            Now was Keri’s turn to stutter.  “My brother-in-wha--?” she started.  “No.  No!  I’m not married to… You’re Sain’s brother?  Are you sure?”

            He smiled and raised his eyebrows at her.  “Hard to believe, isn’t it?”

            Sain finally recomposed himself.  “You!” he began.  Then stopped.  Then began again.  “You!  Here!  You!”  He stopped again.  Maybe recomposed isn’t exactly where he was yet.  But speechless was off the list.  That’s a start.

            “Me, here, yes!” Kaln agreed.  “You, Drool, You!” he emulated.  Sain shot his metal fist to his mouth to wipe it, unconsciously, and accidently cut his lip with his finger (something he’d trained for years to have never let happen.  His brother had this sort of effect over him).

            “Oh look, he’s bleeding again.  Did you know that when you married him, that your husband is a bleeder?”

            Keri was recovering much better than Sain.  “He’s not my husband,” she offered again, finishing the thought this time.

            “Really?  Well, any woman spending time with him is a weight off my mind.  I was wondering if he was just stalling until he was completely covered with the silver skin so he’d never have to… you know…”

            She thought she knew, but she was terribly confused with what he was saying either way.

            “Kaln,” Sain managed, while still applying pressure, “Wha- are you doin- here?
            “Oh lord,” Kaln said, exasperated.  He reached into a pocket in his cloak’s lining and pulled out a small cloth.  He pushed Sain’s hand out of the way and started dabbing at his lip with it.  It but a couple seconds, the bleeding stopped, then scabbed over, and finally healed up with no noticeable scar.

            He held the cloth up to Sain’s face, showing him the smear of blood.  “You see that?  I hope you have laundry service available these days, because this is supposed to be sanitary for when I need it.”

            Keri picked a word and ran with it.  “Brother?”

            Sain nodded helplessly.  Kaln emulated him.  “Yes,” he said, “the one without the cutlery for digits.  He looked disapprovingly at his sibling.  “You haven’t told her about me?”

            “No,” Sain admitted.  “Frankly, I had not.”

            “And why, pray-tell?”
            “Because,” he stated simply, “I was hoping it, and you, would never come up.”

            “Oh, sweet criminy, are we still on this?”

            “On what,” Keri asked, now genuinely curious and gratefull the conversation was moved away from her relationship with the knight.

            “This oaf is still pissed at me for never going into the Order.  I can’t believe you’re still making a big deal of it.”

            “Making a big deal..?  Do you..  Do you have any clue what kind of effort it took to get you accepted into the Order in the first place?  They never take siblings!  I fought hard for you.”

            “Correction: You precious Scribe fought hard for me.  He’s the one who went to the Cabal and got me enlisted in your little blood-soaked army.”

            “And then you took off!”

            “Two years later!  I served my time.”

            “You left the night before the Sacrement!  You served page duties and then left before you were actually knighted.  Do you know the embarrassment you caused me by doing that?”

            “Probably a lot less than if I had left after I’d gotten the armor…”

            Sain started to retaliate, then froze.  “I… guess I never thought of that.  But, still.  You leave the Order, and for what?”

            “To travel the world,” Kaln offered.

            “As a THIEF!” Sain countered.  “You ran off and started stealing every magical font you could get your hands on.  The Order exists to protect Magic, did you honestly think I wouldn’t hear about what you were doing?”

            “I am protecting Magic,” Kaln smiled.  “I just happen to protect it from anyone else getting it back from me.”

            “You are a thief,” Sain accused him again.

            “I prefer the term ‘land pirate.’”

            “Oh, that’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard…”

            Keri agreed, but stayed quiet, enjoying the show.

            “Look, I can sit here all night and instill upon you the virtues and rewards of my work…”

            “Rewards?  Is that what happened to your eye?  You were rewarded?”
            Kaln conceded.  “Okay, yes, the eye patch was cursed, I eventually found.  Not everyone’s first run at things is going to look like they’re one hundred percent successful.  But it serves its purpose, both as an artifact, and as a learning experience.”

            “..learned to keep your eyes out of cursed patches, should be what you learned…”

            “What I learned is,” he interrupted, ”I am not meant to be a part of your Order.  I am not built for this life.  Your beliefs, your mission… they work for you, brother.  But I have a different following.”

            Sain, thouroughly unconvinced, tilted his head mockingly.  “And what, pray tell, does your following have you doing upon my doorstep in the middle of the night?”

            “Well… I need help.”
            “Of course!”  Sain shot his arms up in the air.  “Why wouldn’t you be here for my help?  Probably my money, or my food!  What do I have that my brother, the ‘land pirate,’ needs so desperately that he would show up at my home, years after throwing away everything I ever gave him?”

            “Actually,” Kaln winced, “it’s not your help I came looking for.”

            Sain was taken aback.  “What?  Then… who’s was it?”

            “Mine,” came a voice from the corner of the room.  Three sets of eyes (well, two sets, and then a single) turned to find Wycliff the Scribe standing there.

            “Come, Kaln,” he motioned.  “We need to talk.”

            “So, what do you think they’re talking about in there?”

            “I don’t know.  I don’t care.  It’s not my business.”

            “Really?  Then why is your ear to the door?”

            Sain jerked away from the door, suddenly aware of what he was doing.  Or, rather, aware that he had a witness.

            “All right, I am curious.  I expect Wycliff is reprimanding Kaln, for how he left the Order, and how much he let us down.  It was true what he said, that I was not the only one trying to convince them that he would be right for the knighthood.  Wycliff had pushed even harder than me.  I think he even claimed there were some scriptures that insisted on it, that it was preordained or some such.”

            “You don’t sound convinced.”

            “I wasn’t.  It was the first time I ever thought that the Scribe might say something false.  Everything up until then, I believed it all, without question.  But the idea of having the train…”

            “Your brother?”

            “Training Kaln… it didn’t ring true to me.  The boy never showed any interest in it, barely seemed to care about the core beliefs of our sect.  He seemed fascinated in magic, sure.  But not in protecting it.  He only wanted to know how it functioned, and how it could work for him.”

            “Like, what… any real kid would act,” she offered.  “Not everyone wakes up one day with some over-powering purpose.  Some people just want to survive, or have a good time.”

            Sain grumbled inwardly.  He thought back to his first days at the keep, and how proud he was to be a part of their great design.  He had been hand picked as well, as most all the knights had, to serve.  But he had believed, from the first moment upon hearing.  He never needed to be convinced.

            “What could they be talking about in there?” he asked to absolutely no avail.

            “Maybe there’s another girl in a trunk somewhere.”  Sain looked at her disapprovingly.  “What?  I mean, come on…  Who wouldn’t want to be rescued by him?  He’s awfully cute.”

            “Don’t.”

            “And, I mean, seriously… a pirate.  How hot is that?’

            “Stop.”

            She put her hand over her eye.  “Aaaaarrr!” she growled.

            “Next time, I let the dragon eat you.’

            She laughed at him.  “Jeez.  You can’t take a joke about this guy at all, can you?”

            Sain shook his head.  Sadly, no, when it came to his brother, his greatest disappointment, he found absolutely nothing funny.

            Laughter introduced them to the room.  Kaln and Wyliff, walking in together, like old friends without a care in the world.

            Whatever chance there had been of Sain’s mood improving, it was completely dried up now.

            “.. and I’m running for my life, and there’s like, I dunno’… about a billion raccoons coming after me.  No lie!  I mean, I didn’t think those things traveled in brigades.  An army of them.”

            Wycliff was laughing so hard, tears were literally welling in his eyes.

            “And this guy, he’s chirping something at them, I don’t know if it means ‘attack’ or ‘bring back my bone,” he reached to his belt, and, looped to it, was a what appeared to be a leg bone of some creature, with jewels inset up and down its side, “or, ‘Martha, Martha, where are you taking the kids!’  But they just kept coming, pouring out of the woods and trying to eat my face.”

            “Wasted effort,” Sain muttered, and was easily ignored.

            Wycliff held his side as if it was about to split open.  His breathing was rasped, and his face was red.  Keri couldn’t believe what she was looking at…  The old man had never, ever, in the time she’d known him, shown the slightest sense of humor.  Sarcasm, sure.  Perhaps a touch of slapstick.  But he’d never openly shown that he could find someone funny.
            Just who the hell was this guy?

