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One man’s ‘magic’ is another man’s engineering. ‘Supernatural’ is a null word.

Robert A. Heinlein
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Chapter 1

AN ENDING

Blood, like strange Rorschach patterns, had dried on the inside plastered walls of the Iraqi house. The shape next to the bullet holes in the north wall could have been a swan, while the shape on the south wall seemed to resemble a dog… in a snowstorm. A turtle could have been slowly crawling across the scarred wooden floor, next to the smudged and dried handprint. Although the bloodstains were years old, gunfire could still be heard in the sweltering air outside the building.

“Gunny, will you please go down there and get Corporal Desjardin’s ass out of the jam he’s gotten himself into.” Gunnery Sergeant, USMC, Ernst Gareth Köhler, he much preferred the name Gareth to Ernst, raised his own field glasses, peering through the pane-less window at the activity one hundred meters away. A rifle round caromed from the sand-colored brick near his head and he flinched involuntarily from the stinging grains of sand that had struck his cheek. His gaze traveled down the street of ruined buildings that had at one time been a flourishing business district. The politicians called it the third Iraqi war, although it was more a continuation of the second.

The first war with Saddam had been fairly straightforward. Years later, when the Americans returned in force, the battle with the ISIS terrorists, and then the SIN militants began to get murky. As far as Gareth could tell, there were no winners to the wars except the arms merchants, and the press of course. Now the empty, broken windows of the shops stared like sightless eyes at the bloodstained, abandoned buildings all around them.

“I’ll fetch Mr. Desjardin back to the rest of the platoon, Lieutenant, if there’s anything left of him.” He took a deep breath. “Oorah!” Gareth muttered, before ducking around the wall that the balance of the foreword reconnaissance platoon had been using for cover.

“Semper Fi.” The Lieutenant said to his retreating back.

Broken field running across the rubble-strewn street of Karabilah, Iraq, the Sergeant moved his eighty-five kilogram body with the grace born of many hours in the martial arts dojo. The flat crack of an AK-47 shattered the still air, and geysers of dust echoed his footsteps scant centimeters from his heels.

He stopped, panting, as he fought to catch his breath. I’m getting too old for this shit. He thought, resting a hand against a fire-blackened wall and taking a deep breath of air that smelled of camel dung, nitrocellulose, and carrion. Fire from a machine gun chewed a section of door casing ahead of him to splinters. He waited for a momentary lull while the shooter reloaded, and then ran full tilt, launching his lean frame through the window ahead of him where he’d last seen the corporal. He landed in a roll, bringing up his Heckler & Koch 416, the sand colored Heckler & Koch replacement for the venerable Colt M4, as his hazel eyes quickly surveyed the room.

“Desjardin! Where the hell are you?” He shouted.

“Here, Sarge.” A voice called from the next room.

An unrecognizable apparition stood before him; uniform, face, hands, and weapon all blended together in a homogeneous sand color— but he recognized the voice. “You okay?” he asked, visually checking the soldier out. He noticed no blood or anything seriously out of place. Often troopers didn’t realize they were injured until someone pointed it out to them. At least this one still had his weapon. Despite his penchant for getting himself into trouble, Gareth liked the dour Desjardin.

“Yeah, my ears are ringing a bit from the last RPG, but I’m okay.”

“Good. The LT wants you back on the double. Did you check out this building for survivors?” Years of intermittent fighting had left few of the original sixty thousand civilians still in the city. Over half the buildings no longer had roofs, but you had to check. Some of the locals had this silly idea that Al-Karabilah, located a scant eight kilometers from the Syrian border, was actually their home.

“Ah, I think it’s clear, Sarge. I didn’t hear no one.”

“Scheiße. Well, get your skinny ass back to the LT at the checkpoint and tell him I’ll be along in a minute.”

“But, Sarge, don’t you think…”

“Get your ass back right now.”

Desjardin bolted through the door as Gareth lay down suppressing fire toward a street of windowless, roofless buildings. Damn newbie, he thought, knocking down a ragged figure carrying an AK-47, with a three-round burst from his rifle. He’s going to get me killed. The body in the street twitched in the dust while the fronds of the few palm trees hung limply in the hot grimy air.

It wasn’t until he’d entered his third room that Gareth realized that he was in a mosque, and an old one at that. He’d just glimpsed the edge of a trap door under a threadbare blue carpet when he heard the familiar hollow crump of mortars being launched. Assuming that the rounds were being fired directly at him, he jerked the convenient trap door open and, shutting his eyes while he hoped for the best, dove headfirst down the stairs as the mosque blew to flinders over him.

Garble…garble…garble, “Köhler. Sergeant Köhler, do you copy?”

The stars had finally stopped spinning in his head as Gareth fumbled for the transmit button on his mic. There was a bitter coppery taste in his mouth, and he spat a bloody wad into the dust at his feet.

“Yeah, I’m okay, but I think the whole friggin mosque fell on me. I’ll try and find a way out.”

“Negative, Sergeant.” The voice of the Lieutenant crackled with static. “Things are too hot right now. We’re going to call in a couple of F-35s with JDAMs to clear the insurgents out. It should be about thirty minutes.”

“Roj, copy. Thirty minutes. Standing by.”

Gareth released his radio and took out his small black Mini Maglite. Hurry up and wait; he thought, and then, might as well look around my temporary home. Old scrolls had fallen from a broken wooden rack and littered the floor, some still wrapped in what looked to him like ancient yellowed parchment. What the hell, he thought, carefully taking an especially well-sealed scroll and gently unwrapping it. He couldn’t read the spidery script, but he did recognize some of the symbols from his college courses in ancient mythology. Cool! He thought in wonder. This looks like the Seal of Solomon. He frowned at the image.

Instead of the intricate seal he was familiar with in his school book, this drawing showed a woman’s face, cold and imperious, surrounded by unreadable Arabic script. Her hair appeared strange, twisting snakelike, as if it had a life all its own. Mixed into the script were swords and spears, indicating that this deity wasn’t simply a passive participant, but a fighter, if necessary. The single inverted V he knew from ancient history. The Spartans used the red Greek capital letter lambda (Λ) displayed on their shields as an identification for the people of Lacedaemonia, and that made no sense at all, especially in the basement of a mosque in what would have then been ancient Persia. The seal, however, was vaguely and disturbingly familiar.

Other drawings on the scroll showed human torsos with various tattoos inscribed all over them. As he mentally discarded his first assumption that this was the Seal of Solomon, an idea began to form in Gunnery Sergeant Köhler’s mind. An idea even he couldn’t imagine the consequences of.

In the grimy sweltering cellar in Karabilah, Gareth Köhler carefully folded the ancient scroll and put it in a cargo pocket of his third generation Marine digicams. Forty minutes later he felt the ground jump as the JDAM precision munitions pounded the insurgent positions, and in an hour he was riding in a JLTV (Joint Light Tactical Vehicle), the replacement for the dated Humvee, heading back to the staging area where they were all billeted.

Later that night, after an unappetizing meal of “Meal Ready to Eat Individual—Menu No.15 Beef Enchilada,” he finally managed a couple of minutes alone in the tent he and five other NCOs were sharing. Gareth ran his fingers through his short brown hair that was starting to go gray unnaturally early, then took the folded scroll, carefully slipping it between the pages of a yellowed newspaper from his home town, and laid it flat in the bottom of his battered green footlocker. He buried the newspaper, under layers of worn socks, old underwear, the rest of his personal gear, and lastly his uniform items. Let anyone dig down to that! He’d go over the scroll more carefully when they were rotated back to a rear echelon in a month or so. If the information was really important, he could turn it in at a local mosque and gain a few brownie points. At thirty years old he had to look out for himself. Brownie points were brownie points, and might even mean a promotion to Master Sergeant… sometime in the distant future.

The next day he, the Lieutenant, and Corporal Desjardin had the unenviable duty of convoy support. As top gunner in the JLTV, Gareth was more vulnerable to sniper fire than those inside, but it wasn’t a sniper that had him worried.

Claude Desjardin, the relatively inexperienced driver, never saw the HEAT (high explosive anti-tank) round from the RPG. The last thing Sergeant Gareth Köhler remembered was flying through the air, screaming agony burning the left side of his body from head to foot.

Mumble…mumble…mumble. “Doctor, I think he’s awake.” Lights were blinding overhead, but strangely he could only see those on his right side. There was a cold metallic taste in his mouth, and the table was icy beneath him. Funny, it shouldn’t be cold, he thought groggily, imagining he was back in Karabilah.

“Give him some gas, we still have a lot of work to do on him.” Gareth wondered how gas was going to help whatever it was they were working on. Then he spiraled down a deep black hole.

He slowly spiraled up the dark hole and when he reached the top, he found others waiting for him. He opened his eyes. His eye. Only one seemed to work. From the corner of that one good eye he could see the edges of the bandages that wrapped his head.

“Doctor, he’s awake now.”

Gareth tried to sit up and found himself strapped down. He couldn’t even lift his head.

“There there, son,” said the doctor, who couldn’t have been more than four years older than Köhler, in a practiced clinical voice. “You’ve had a rough time but you’ll be okay.”

Gareth doubted it. When he tried to speak it came out as an inaudible whisper. A nurse appeared immediately with a glass and a straw. He sipped and swore he’d never tasted anything better than this lukewarm water. “Cut the shit and tell me how bad I am.” He finally got out.

“Well, Sergeant Köhler, we’re not certain of all the tests yet…”

“Doctor!” The cute nurse with the red hair said, shooting the doctor a green-eyed glare.

The doctor looked tired now, lines of fatigue pulling down his face until he did look as old as Köhler’s father might have, had he been alive. “Your vehicle was ambushed by SIN militants. It was hit with at least three RPGs and was destroyed. You’ve lost your left leg just below the knee. Your left eye is damaged but time will tell if it can be repaired and there is significant facial and bodily scaring. For now, you’re blind in your left eye. Both your Lieutenant Riznik and Corporal Desjardin were killed in the explosion. If you had been inside the JLTV you would have been killed too.”

“Shit, shit shit!!” Hands held him as he tried to jerk out of the bed. This has to be a mistake, he thought desperately as a growl escaped his lips. This can’t be happening to me!

The needle stung his arm and he slept.

~~~

Sixteen months later Gareth Köhler, former gunnery sergeant in the United States Marine Corps, limped painfully up the steps of the University of San Diego. His wife and he owned a small house outside Camp Pendleton, and although California hadn’t been his first choice in discharge destinations, it was the only place he could even remotely call home.

The military doctors had been very kind. They fitted him with a prosthetic leg that hurt after wearing it an hour and told him, “You have our condolences. The damage to your eye is irreparable. Sorry about the scars on your face. Repair of your scars by Tricare is considered cosmetic surgery, and is therefore not covered by your insurance. Try the VA,” and showed him the door.

His wife showed him similar understanding. The SOLD sign in the front yard of their house he’d worked so hard on, struck him like a body blow. At the side of the garage a garbage can sat, overflowing with his civilian clothes. Shutting his eyes, he took a deep breath. He’d thought the text he received from Marjorie a joke. She’d said simply, GOODBYE. DONT BOTHR GOING HOME. All in caps, no less.

Thanks to his GI disability he found that he could afford the rent on a small flat near the docks, with a little money to spare for food and utilities. That was always nice. His savings bought him a used white Volvo on its last legs. He called the car the Rat, and smiled to himself at the irony that fit the situation; both he and Rat were on their last legs.

So now he was limping up the steps to San Diego University to try and get an engineering degree. Students stared at him as he moved toward the building looking more like an old man than a student. He figured there was good money in engineering in California. The only problem was that all the engineering classes were filled this semester and that left only electives. In this case it meant Western Philosophy 101.

He sighed as he sat down at an empty chair toward the back of the classroom. Professor Neubaum, a thin, worried-looking scrap of a man scuttled into the room, briefly settled his belongings on the desk, and began to lecture in his high scratchy voice on the attributes of Descartes. Gareth shut his eye to ease the headache he’d developed during the hectic drive to the campus. It only seemed like it had been closed ten seconds when Neubaum was screaming at him.

“Mr. Köhler! Is my class so unimportant that you can sleep through it?”

“Sorry, sir, I have a headache and was merely resting my eye.”

“Resting your eye, were you?” The word eye came out as a sneer. “Well, what were we discussing while you were ‘resting’?”

While in boot camp, Gareth had developed the ability to remember what he heard when his eyes were closed. “You were telling the class that Descartes was, in your opinion, one of the most notable philosophers of our time. Then you asked Miss Anderson,” a pretty blonde who had a nice smile but bad teeth, “when Descartes was born—and she answered. Then you began screaming at me.”

“I do not scream!” Neubaum screamed. The man stormed down the aisle and stopped in front of his seat. Gareth thought the teacher was going to take a swing at him. That would have been a mistake. “You are a slacker, a freeloader and a loafer.” Neubaum stared at Gareth’s ruined face for a moment before continuing. “How did you get those scratches? Get into a car wreck with some drunken friends?”

The background noise in the classroom dropped to nothing as the class held its collective breath. Obviously, they knew Gareth’s background but Neubaum didn’t. The chair squealed like fingernails on a chalkboard, as Gareth pushed his seat back and stood up. Reaching out, he grabbed the front of Neubaum’s jacket and shirt in his right hand. Neubaum struggled futilely as Gareth unhurriedly lifted him thirty centimeters off the floor, and held him there. Nose to nose Gareth whispered to the terrified teacher.

“I lost my left eye and my left leg when a Rocket Propelled Grenade in Iraq blew off the front of my JLTV. The same explosion killed my two best friends. No, I wasn’t in a drunken accident.” Still carrying the struggling Neubaum, Gareth limped to the front of the room where he placed Neubaum back at his desk. “Now teach you’re your class, drecksau.” Without a further word Gareth turned, limped back to his seat and sat down, hazel eye like a frozen amber fragment fixed on Neubaum.

The latter sat stunned at his desk, a thin line of spittle running unnoticed down his chin and onto his natty brown tweed sport coat. With a screech he jumped up and, shouting about assault in his own classroom, fled down the corridor waving his arms like a hysterical chicken. Gareth sighed, picked up his books and limped out of the door. “Shoulda stayed in bed.” The class heard him mutter as he left.

An hour later in the lounge, after suffering through two cups of vending machine coffee that both smelled and tasted bitter, a hand on Gareth’s shoulder restrained him from leaving the university building.

“That was probably not the most politically correct action to take this morning, Mr. Köhler.” A quiet voice said next to his ear. Gareth didn’t bother to turn.

“It seemed the right thing to do, at the time. Should I maybe care?” He bit off saying more. The hand didn’t move.

“Yes, you should, and I believe you probably do.” Köhler turned to look at a tall black man with salt and pepper hair in Jesuit garb. Probably one of the better professors, he thought dryly.

“And if I did care?”

“Well. It’s entirely up to you at this point, but if I were you, I would consider switching classes; mine has an opening by the way: Comparative Theology 101.” Gareth groaned.

“I assumed that after ‘assaulting’ Professor Neubaum in his classroom I would be at least dismissed, and probably arrested, not that he didn’t have it coming.”

“Ahhh, yes. Professor Neubaum.” The priest smiled. “After speaking to several members of the class, the administration has decided that you had extenuating circumstances and were exercising enormous restraint in not laying Neubaum out cold. My class is in room 1071 Webster Hall and it begins Wednesday at eight a.m. sharp.” The man gave him a wry smile. “You may consider this an unofficial apology from the college for the professor’s behavior.” The hand gave his shoulder a friendly squeeze, then released. Gareth watched the retreating back and imagined that he might be able to salvage something from this day after all.

Finally back at his flat, a military pickup pulled to the curb in front of the Rat, and a private in a crisp digicams, jumped out and came over to him, snapping to rigid attention.

“Gunnery Sergeant Ernst Gareth Köhler?”

“Ex sergeant; yeah that’s me. What do they want now; me to fix the radio from my JLTV?”

“No, Sergeant.” The private replied, obviously uneasy addressing a sergeant as “mister.” “These are your personal affects that were shipped back from Iraq after you were injured. If you’ll sign here, sir; press hard, there are twelve copies.” Typical military bullshit, but his stuff was here. He had never expected to see it again. The private carried the trunk in, depositing it in the center of the living room. He saluted smartly. “If that’s all, sir, I’ll be going.”

Gareth sighed, remembering young Desjardin. “Yes, Private, that’s all.”

Gareth was surprised to find the key to the footlocker still on his key ring. Two minutes of work, and all of Gareth’s worldly possessions, prior to discharge, were laid out neatly on the floor at his feet. The Corps had removed the normal battle-rattle, like his gas mask, tactical vest, and his Camelback, but had left most of the rest, including his worn uniforms, undisturbed. They’d even returned his personal Colt 1911 .45 ACP in its worn leather holster, still flecked with his dried blood, and his half meter Damascus steel kukri combat blade. He picked up the battered footlocker intending to throw it in the apartment’s dumpster when first an old newspaper, and then an even older manuscript, fluttered to the floor. Gareth set the locker down and picked up the aged yellow manuscript.

“Damn! I’d forgotten about you.” He smiled. I know what I’m going to do with you, tomorrow, he thought.

It took two hours for Gareth to methodically scan every section of the manuscript into his computer and enhance the images. Afterward he selected the page with the strangely inviting seal and printed it out. Despite their age and the yellowed paper, the images on the manuscript showing the seal and the upper torso of a man were crisp and legible, the Seal clearly visible on the left side of the chest with a filigree of fine lines running from the Seal over his shoulder and winding down his left arm. I may have lost my future in Iraq, he thought with a grim smile, but I’ll have the damnedest tattoo anyone ever saw. Seal first and the rest of the tats later.

The Palace Dragon was a rundown, pink stuccoed tattoo parlor in northeastern San Diego, and Sal, its owner, was widely known as the best artist of his kind in the state—and some said the country. Sal took one look at the printed page and said, “Man, where’d you get this? Looks real old and kind of mystical like.”

Gareth thought for a minute. “I found it in the cellar of a mosque in Iraq.”

“Whoa, that’s really far out, man.” Sal was an aging Vietnam Vet who had spent his impressionable years as a waist gunner in an aging AC119 Shadow gunship. He had missed his calling with the hippie movement, studying the art of war in a small place called Quảng Trị Province. Sal brought him into his studio and hung a closed sign on the door. He looked a bit like Cheech Marin, and Gareth was sure that he practiced sounding like him too. Sal studied the picture of the Seal for a few minutes and asked Gareth to remove his shirt. He never asked about the pink shrapnel scars that ran the whole length of his left side. “This is going to hurt some, man. You don’t have much fat; but then I’d guess that you and pain are old friends, si?”

“Si. Just do it.” Gareth said in a flat voice.

“Hope you don’t have a date for tonight. This’ll take a while.”

Gareth draped his shirt on a chair. “Who would ever go out with me, with a face like this?”

“You’d be surprised, man, you’d be surprised.” The buzzing of the tattooing pen drowned out Gareth’s reply.

Six hours later Sal put the pen down and dabbed the small amount of blood off Gareth’s chest. “There, man, it’s done. Probably my finest work and it’s an exact duplicate of the Seal on the paper. What’s it mean?”

“I haven’t a clue, Sal. You do good work.” He smiled, looking in a mirror to study the tat that now rested over his heart.

“Maybe you shoulda found out before you attached it to yourself, like. You know?”

“Maybe, maybe not. What’s a tat going to do?” He grinned at the aging vet. “Later man.” Gareth paid Sal and limped slowly to the waiting Rat in night air that smelled faintly of tacos.

Comparative Theology 101 was more interesting than Gareth had imagined and the class went by rapidly. Afterward, he frowned as he pulled the Rat up behind a police cruiser parked in front of his apartment. The officer was waiting for him on the porch, and had a pained look on his face.

“Are you Ernst Gareth Köhler, former gunnery sergeant in the Marines?”

Gareth sighed, feeling it coming. “Yes.”

The officer handed him a thick envelope, at the same time taking in the former Marine’s battered appearance. “Sorry, man. You need a public defender?”

Shaking his head, Gareth ripped open the envelope as the officer turned for his cruiser. It was as bad as he’d guessed. Marjorie had even gone after his small disability income. He wadded up the legal paperwork and threw it into the trash can as he entered his living room. It was time for his GOTH Plan; the plan to be used when everything else had gone right to hell. He punched in a number on his cell phone.

“Hello, Tom? This is Gareth Köhler.” He paused, chuckling. “Yeah, that Gareth Köhler, and, no, I’m not dead. The rumors of my demise have been greatly exaggerated. I need a favor…” He paused, smiling. “No, I don’t need it today. I do, however, need it by next week. Yeah, I’m running on a tight schedule, Tom. I have a month. Here’s the information I need…”

The name of the bar was Smiling Jim's Roadhouse, and Gareth sat at the last of five bar stools in the dim room that smelled of stale cigarettes, spilled beer and urine. He’d been sitting there nursing his cheap beer, waiting for a very special person. Glancing up at the sound of raucous laughter outside the front door, he pulled the bill of his ball cap down to better hide his face. The front door banged open, admitting three burly men dressed in biker leathers. Following the three came Marjorie and a huge man who stood at least two full meters tall, weighing in, Gareth guessed, at no less than one hundred and fifty-five kilograms. His beard was long and unkempt and the gut that hung over his belt spoke eloquently of too many beers and no exercise. His hand rested possessively on Marjorie’s shoulder, his fingers brushing her left breast.

Marjorie herself had a vacuous smile plastered on a face caked with thick makeup and garish lipstick to hide her wrinkles. Her bleached blond hair was windblown and frizzy from riding on the back of her boyfriend’s motorcycle. The red leather skirt she wore would have been more appropriate on a fourteen-year-old and her underwear, which Gareth could see every time she bent over, was skimpy and black. Looking at her for the first time in a year, Gareth wondered why he’d married her. Thinking back, he recalled that he’d been roaring drunk at the time. Shortly afterward he’d volunteered for another tour of duty in Iraq.

The big man glared down at Gareth. “Yer in my seat, cripple. They don’t serve yer kind here.”

Gareth finished the last of his lukewarm beer, and looked up. “I don’t see your name on the bar stool.” He gave the man a smile as his left hand made sure his metal cane was at his side, resting against the bar. Marjorie tittered. The big man swung an expected haymaker, and Gareth shifted position slightly, letting the punch take him in the shoulder rather than the face. The force of the blow swept him off the stool, crashing him to the dirty floor, his cane beneath him. By the time he struggled to his feet the big man was sprawled on his bar stool, right leg propped up on the next two seats.

“Why don’t ye jest crawl yer ass outta here, cripple?”

Gareth raised the bill of his cap and looked deeply into Marjorie’s bovine brown eyes. “You had better get used to cripples, my dear,” he said softly. Her eyes widened.

“Gareth?” She whispered.

Spinning on his good leg, the cane came down in a whistling arc on the big man’s knee to the sound of crushing bone and tearing cartilage. The man’s mouth opened in a soundless scream. One of the three toughs who had accompanied the man into the bar made a grab for Gareth. The cane caught him across the temple, and he dropped at Marjorie’s feet as if poleaxed.

“Consider this our divorce,” he said to the woman, as he turned for the door and limped into the night. Behind him the big man’s scream was thin and piercing. Gareth smiled.

His digicam uniform was laid out flat on his bed, right where he’d left it. Gareth took his time dressing, going so far as to pull both sock and boot onto the foot of his prosthetic leg. He considered leaving the extra magazines for the Colt, but changed his mind at the last minute, stuffing the lot into his cargo pockets. In the Rat, Gareth covered both pistol and kukri on the seat beside him with his uniform shirt. The car rumbled to a start.

It was one hundred and seventy kilometers to Punta Banda, Ensenada in Baja Mexico. The bored border guards took one look at the familiar white car and waved him on. Gareth had been coming this way every other day for the past month. The border guards were sure he had a mistress in Tijuana, and he did everything he could to reinforce the idea. He stopped the car before a portly guard named Jose, and exchanged a few pleasantries with the man, along with several dollars to help Jose pay for his daughter’s education. Jose took the money, giving Gareth a quick wink before the white car disappeared into the night… uninspected.

The isolated beach sat between two rocky jetties, the waxing autumn moon turning the ocean to rippling silver fire. Gareth shut the Rat off and reached for his shirt and eight-point cover. The Colt and the kukri followed quickly. He might have sighed once as he turned his limping steps toward the beach, leaving his cane in the car. At the tide line he stopped and drew the Colt, jacking a round into the chamber and flicking off the safety in one unconscious motion. The air smelled of the sea, and freedom.

The tattoo burned on his chest, but he ignored the discomfort, knowing that it would go away soon enough. The muzzle of the pistol was cold against his lips, and tasted vaguely of gun oil as he angled the shot up, to blow off the back of his head. The tattoo burned even more, and Gareth flinched with the pain, even as he pulled the trigger. The sharp snap reverberated against his teeth, and he frowned, pulling the trigger again, and again with the same unsatisfying result. Removing the pistol from his mouth, he dropped the clip, jacking the unused round into his hand. Studying the cartridge in the bright moonlight, he blinked in surprise. The primer on the .45 round was smooth and unblemished. He frowned at the gun, knowing that the firing pin on the Colt had been replaced scant weeks before he’d deployed to Iraq. What he was looking at was impossible. He’d fired the same gun just before he was injured.

“Fine.” He said aloud. “Be that way.” He replaced the gun in his holster, snapped the flap closed and tucked his cover under his belt. He had enough junk hanging off him to ensure that he wouldn’t float, and he smiled grimly as he turned to the water and began to walk. He stopped as the ocean lapped the toes of his boots, his hand pressing the burning tattoo over his heart. “Guess I should have listened to Sal after all.” He said to no one in particular. The twenty one degree Celsius water was cool as it rose above his knees, and Gareth shivered. The night sky, he noted dispassionately, seemed darker, and filled with menace. The water was up to his chest when the sandy ocean bottom seemed to fall away beneath his feet. His head slipped beneath the surface, and the bitter water of death filled his mouth. Coughing and struggling wildly, reflex took over as Gareth fought for the dim glimmer of the surface; his lungs burning as darkness squeezed at his vision. The once pristine ocean now tasted brackish and oily.

His head broke the surface and he gasped in a great lungful of air. The ocean bottom was once more under his feet, but now it felt… squishy. He sucked in another deep breath, and was rewarded with a myriad of strange odors. Frowning, he struggled toward the shore. The moon looked farther away that it had, little more than a very bright dot in the hazy sky. The tattoo over his heart had ceased its burning agony, he noted dryly as he stepped out of the water. In its place, was a churning sense of urgency that he had something important to do; something desperately important, if he could only remember what it was.


Chapter 2

DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE

Gareth cursed quietly as the waves lapped at his already wet boots. The dim overcast sky hung, barely clearing the treetops; streamers of gray fog weaving from the underbrush to the water’s edge. In the distance he could see the dark looming shape of a forest, and the night was filled with the sound of wind in distant branches, and the buzz of insects. He didn’t have to be a rocket scientist, or a cartographer, to know he wasn’t in Mexico any longer. He had no idea where in hell he was, or how he’d gotten there. If this were the afterlife, it was very strange indeed. Taking a quick inventory, he discovered that everything he’d entered the water with, was still with him.

He’d taken no more than a dozen steps up the muddy beach and onto a meadow of twisted grasses when the man burst out of the nearby woods, quarterstaff whirling threateningly above his head. Gareth thought about the Colt for a second, and then drew the kukri. The staff wielder swung the weapon like a club at Gareth’s head. At the very last instant Gareth ducked under the staff and lashed out with the kukri, striking the stave and the fingers of the attacker’s left hand.

The weapon fell to the ground and the attacker stumbled to a halt, screaming as he clutched his ruined fingers. The scream turned into a gurgle as Gareth’s kukri sliced the man’s throat. The twitching body fell at his feet, heels pounding softly against the grass and weeds. As he wiped the kukri in the grass and carefully resheathed it, a sparkle in the grass caught his eye. Reaching down, he gingerly retrieved a ring from the severed finger of his attacker, placing the trinket in his pocket for further study before he turned to the body at his feet.

The man had been wearing a long woolen cloak, which Gareth immediately took and donned, ignoring the sticky patches of the previous owner’s blood. In the fifteen degree Celsius air and with his wet clothes, the warmth of the dry cloak was more than welcome. Over the cloak the attacker had been wearing a small but well filled rucksack, which Gareth slid on over the cloak. He would inspect the contents when the sun was up.

He was halfway to the woods when something screamed in the darkness behind him. Swallowing, he began climbing the nearest convenient tree, stopping only when he was a good thirty meters above the ground. It was only then that he realized he’d just walked up a muddy beach, killed a man, and climbed a tree without his prosthetic leg hurting once. With trembling fingers, he raised his pant leg, reaching for the plastic and steel limb, only to discover his own flesh and blood. He wiggled his toes in his soggy boots, and they moved. Fear welled up inside of him, but he sat on it firmly. Pulling his cloak over him for warmth, he settled into his small, uncomfortable but safe nest in the fork of the thick branches and tried to sleep.

He blinked twice when he woke, more than amazed that his once damaged eye seemed to be functioning once again, and struggled to understand what he was seeing. The world around him was bathed in dim red light, from a swollen and aging sun hanging above the treetops. He shuddered as he slid out of his tree, a sudden wave of homesickness sweeping over him as he realized in a flash of insight that he was no longer on the world of his birth. Moving cautiously through the woods, Gareth set off in the direction the man from the night before had come. Of the body in the meadow… nothing remained but crushed grass and blood stains. Moving a little faster, Gareth continued on the line the staff wielder had set, and was rewarded, in an hour or so of steady walking, with the soft whicker of a horse. He had hoped that was what he’d find, and not something more… unusual. Attaching the rucksack to the saddlebag and slinging the staff alongside, Gareth took the reins and began to lead the horse back out of the deep woods. The mare turned her head, giving him a curious look as Gareth patted the strong neck of the stocky roan. “Sorry, friend, you have a new owner.” He murmured. The horse whickered again as Gareth turned her down the path at a slow jog. It wouldn’t do to find a good horse and then have her break her leg in the local equivalent of a gopher hole.

Although the weather was cool, he was puffing by the time he reached the small, well packed trail an hour later. He swung up into the saddle with more than a little relief. The horse, whom he’d named Mildred, gave him another curious look, and when no directions were forthcoming, turned left and began to amble down the trail at a leisurely pace. Gareth frowned when a small black-capped bird with a snowy body perched on a branch above him, studied him for a moment with bright black eyes, and voiced a totally familiar call.

He rode all morning at a leisurely pace, generally letting the horse have her way. She, he hoped, would know the way back to civilization, and her stable. The red sun, although higher now, was only a little brighter, and seemed to shed slight warmth. At noon he stopped, watering the horse at a small brook that chuckled over rounded, well-worn stones, and began digging through his newly acquired rucksack.

He was surprised and pleased at what he found. There were dried trail rations; small individually wrapped packets of what appeared to be dried vegetables, meat, and potatoes. He smiled at the inclusion of a waxed bag filled with what looked and smelled like ground coffee. Folded neatly were several items of clothing that might have been taken out of his own bureau back in distant California; socks, underwear, shirts and more prosaic items like a straight bladed folding razor, strop, and soap. Most important of all was the small bag containing a fishing line, several hooks, flint and steel for fire starting, and a rolled up wire snare. Now, even if he were far from the comforts of an inn, he wouldn’t freeze or starve. The last two pouches contained bandages with what he assumed were antiseptics and antibiotics. The last pouch contained fat unfamiliar golden coins. Gold! He thought in wonder. No nation on Earth uses gold. Sticking two of the smallest denomination coins in his pocket, he leaned back against a convenient tree and ripped open a small sealed package of familiar beef jerky and tore off a bite. The water in the stream tasted sweet and was painfully cold as Gareth chewed and thought.

I’m alive when I should be dead. He mused, taking another handful of water so cold it made his teeth ache. I have physicality and can sense pain. I’m aware of my own existence, so I’m either dead and this is all a very good illusion, or I’m alive, and it’s still an illusion… or not. He thought for a moment longer. My broken body has been mended… somehow. Party or parties unknown have gone through some effort to save me from death and place me where I am, in the condition I find myself in right now. I suppose I should return the favor, but to who, or what? He pondered, and then shrugged. I’ll just operate on the assumption that I’m alive, thanks to forces unknown, and go from there. He touched the tattoo over his heart and frowned. It all has something to do with this. The compulsion to move on was so strong that he snorted a laugh. I’m sure I’ll be notified of what I need to do next.

Rider and horse continued their ambling way down the dirt path, passing farmsteads set back from the road that could have been exact copies of cottages he’d seen in the Cotswolds of rural England, with thick wheat colored thatched roofs and white plaster walls. The air held the sweet scent of hay on a fall day.

In the distance he saw a crowd of six or seven men standing at the edge of a yard. Their laughter, even at this distance, was loud and harsh. Gareth watched for a few moments before he tied his horse to a low tree limb and walked slowly toward the laughing men. One swarthy face turned his way and frowned for an instant, before turning back. The man had a wide purple scar that ran from his ear to his chin. Holding his staff loosely, Gareth sauntered forward, hoping that he could make himself understood using one of his four fluent languages.

“What’s the game, neighbors?” he asked casually in English as he stepped to the edge of the yard. He blinked, trying very hard not to show his surprise. Lying in the dust was a small creature, probably under a meter and a half tall, had it been standing. Bilaterally symmetrical, and vaguely humanoid, with two arms, two legs, and two eyes, the creature had green warty skin, similar to a frog, and no nose to speak of, save a pair of simple slits in the front of the face, over the too-wide mouth. The thing was making thin mewling sounds, and holding one of its hands to its face where Gareth could see a deep gash dripping green blood. A few meters away stood a larger being, almost two meters tall. Similar in shape to the first, this creature was obviously mammalian, with two pendulous breasts on her chest. She was staring at the first creature with an expression that bordered on pain, fear obviously keepingt her from approaching closer. Similar to the smaller creature, this one had several gashes on her face.

The man at the rear of the jeering group turned. “We’re teachin’ these goblins their place.” He said in strangely accented, but understandable English.

Gareth nodded sagely, noting that there was a strange but not unpleasant reptilian odor in the air. “They’re obviously fearsome creatures.” He replied slowly. “Tell me, since I’m new to the area, is their place on the ground or under your boot?”

The man frowned for a moment as he mulled this over, and then began to laugh as Gareth stepped closer. “Under our boots. That’s a good one,” he said, turning back to the entertainment. “I’ll…” He never finished what he was about to say when Gareth’s staff caught him across the temple, dropping him face down in the dirt. The others were so busy pushing and shoving the small goblin and laughing that they never noticed the loss of their comrade. Angered, Gareth carefully set the staff at his feet and slowly drew the kukri. The heavy one point eight kilogram blade felt solid and comforting in his grip. Putting his hand over the next man’s mouth, he drove the kukri to the hilt in his back. The first three realized something was wrong when the next man’s head rolled by their feet, and then they clutched for their swords… but by then it was too late to even flee. The kukri flashed death, slashing the first man’s throat in a spray of red blood, striking the second man in the temple with the heavy knobby handle and finally splitting the last man’s head from crown to chin. Gareth had to put his foot on the man’s chest to pry his blade free.

After wiping his kukri blade clean on one man’s shirt, Gareth stretched the six men out and methodically began to search them. One good belt knife he kept, the rest he threw into the woods. He retrieved six fat leather pouches from the men, tossing five of them at the feet of the large goblin mother. “Take the money,” he told her brusquely. “Take it and go.”

She stood frozen, staring at the bags. “You’re not keeping the money?” Her voice was soft and sibilant, and her golden eyes very wide and wary.

Gareth sighed as he removed the last man’s sword and tossed it in a long arc into the woods. “Only what I need to live,” he replied. Gareth was about to throw away the last man’s boot knife and sheath, when he paused, glancing at the small goblin child on the ground. He tossed the knife in its general direction. “Everyone needs a good knife.” Slack-jawed, the child stared at the knife. “Go ahead, I won’t hurt you.” He urged.

The mother, standing with a bag of coins in her hand answered. “Humans fear to arm us. They fear we will murder them in the night.”

Gareth chuckled as he continued his search. “I sleep lightly.” He studied the fallen man’s size carefully, and then began to strip him of his clothes and boots.

She picked up a second bag and then a third bag of coins, disappearing them in pockets of the ragged brown dress she wore. “Take their guild rings,” she hissed. “They will not dare to report them stolen.” She gave him a flat look. “The penalty for losing your guild ring in the Guild of the Dispensable Champions is to lose that finger. They are mercenaries, you know.”

He tossed her a ring, which she snatched from the air with a deft move. “I didn’t know. Take this for luck, then.” She looked at the ring, and then at him. The small goblin child stood and Gareth noticed for the first time its webbed feet. It didn’t seem to know what to do with the sheathed knife it held gingerly in its hands. Gareth reached down, jerking the rough belt from one of the fallen men. “Use this.” He tossed the belt to the child. “Wear the knife over your shoulder if it won’t fit at your waist.”

“Who are you? What are you?” the female goblin asked.

“Gareth is my name,” he replied, turning for his horse. He began loading his new clothes into his bag and stopped, frowning before he slid into his saddle. “Now get out of here. Two of these men are still alive and will be looking for someone to blame this mess on. If you have any goblin neighbors, tell them too.”

She was staring as he urged Mildred into a canter, and a moment later when he glanced over his shoulder she and the child were gone. One of the fallen men he had hit with the butt of the kukri was groaning.

The Green Cats Tavern was a rundown disreputable looking establishment at the edge of a small village. Three stories tall, the whole building listed slightly to the starboard, and unpainted gray clapboards were missing in places, looking like lost teeth in a battered face. The sign hanging out front showed a four-legged green creature, indifferently painted on cheap cracked wood, swinging with a mournful sound on rusted hinges. Gareth brought Mildred to the stable at the rear, where he gave the stable boy a small coin, hinting that there might be more in the morning if his horse was well treated. When he mentioned, in jest, that if she wasn’t treated well his horse would tell him, the boy turned a sickly shade of white and began to shake. Gareth frowned, but couldn’t for his life imagine what he’d said to set the lad off.

The main room of the inn was a crude two story vaulted space, held up by roughhewn beams and a central wood column a meter thick. Walls and beam were soot blackened, and the fireplace, in a massive hearth that took up an entire wall, was sending tendrils of thick smoke up into the hazy heights toward the ceiling. Great haunches of mutton smoked and sizzled on an iron spit over the flickering fire, while shadows danced on the walls between the racks of spears and polearms he could see resting in the gloom. The air smelled of roasted meat and burned turnips in almost equal measure. Gareth blinked, and shook his head to make sure he wasn’t caught up in an SCA, Society for Creative Anachronism, reenactment.

“Whadda ya want?” The heavy-set innkeeper slapped both palms on the thick scarred bar, leaning toward Gareth. His breath smelled heavily of garlic and his white apron was spotted with grease stains.

Gareth edged forward until their noses were nearly touching. “Room and food.” He returned in an equally gruff voice.

The innkeeper moved fractionally closer. “Six coppers.” Gareth dug into his spare pouch, containing the money from the tough who had assaulted the child, and slapped down five copper coins on the counter. The innkeeper’s bloodshot eyes bulged. “I said six.” Gareth reached for the coins and the innkeeper grabbed his wrist, stopping abruptly as the tip of Gareth’s dagger lightly touched his fat throat. “Five is good.” The portly man whispered, withdrawing his hand from Gareth’s wrist.

Gareth withdrew the dagger. “I thought you might see things my way.” He smiled as the innkeeper placed a worn brass key on the counter, a bitter look crossing his face.

“Number eight on the second floor. We begin serving dinner in an hour.” He leaned forward, conspiratorially, all thought of their earlier disagreement forgotten. “Big doings tonight,” he said in a whisper that could be heard on the other side of the room. “They’re going te be burning a witch. Evil one they say she is. Said to av turned her husband into a goat, some sez.”

Gareth sighed. “All men are goats, at one time or another, my friend.” The innkeeper chuckled as Gareth picked up his key, rucksack, and headed for the stairs. What is it about the people around here? He thought to himself. Burning a witch? Are they insane or have I just stepped back to the Spanish Inquisition? The picture of the men kicking the goblin child flashed across his mind. Maybe they are and maybe I have. That’s it! He thought in resignation. For my sins I’ve died and gone to Hell, and Satan’s name is really Tomás de Torquemada, or Pope Innocent VIII.

Gareth’s room was small, barely big enough for a bed, nightstand, chair and ancient mirror. The faded silver backing on the looking glass was peeling on one side, and Gareth stared at the stranger’s face reflected there. The scaring that had pulled the side of his face into a grimace was gone, and his two functioning hazel eyes were deep and thoughtful. His tanned face was narrow, and his jaw hard. His mother had called his face rugged, when he was younger. The tall young man that looked back at him out of the old mirror had wide shoulders and a lean frame. His brown hair was untouched with gray, slightly shaggy, and in need of a cut. It just covered his ears. He chuckled to himself, thinking that, with his cloak, he could easily have passed for Robin Hood, or at least one of the Merry Men.

He had been looking forward to having a pleasingly plump, zaftig sort of waitress wait on him for his evening meal. The woman who brought him his dinner and a tankard of sweet mead was perhaps seventy years old if she was a day, scrawny, and had the disposition of a persimmon. He shook his head in disgust, finally drawing his own boot knife to cut the mutton on his plate. The coarse, dark bread wasn’t much better.

After dinner he sat in a dark corner sipping his second tankard of mead and puffing on a long stemmed pipe he’d purchased from the inkeeper. Curls of fragrant blue pipe smoke swirled upward to join the general vapors circulating in the room. A commotion at the door drew his attention, and Gareth rose to tap the ashes from his pipe on the banked hearth of the fire. The evening’s entertainment was about to begin outside. He went to his room to get his staff and kukri.

A surging crowd was gathered about a central square in the village. Right in the very center of the square a stack of dry wood rose three meters, a long fire blackened metal pole protruding two meters above the top. Gareth felt the bile rising in his throat. Obviously public burnings were a common pastime here. Tied to the pole above the wood was an old woman, her long tangled gray hair hanging nearly to her waist. For some reason she didn’t seem frightened or upset. Her eyes swung directly to Gareth as he approached.

The voice of the crone was gravelly and tired. “Save my Chiu Sai-Bo,” she said scarcely loud enough for him to hear. Her eyes swung to an iron cage at the edge of the firelight. “Save her now, for they will burn her with me.” She smiled at him. “Take care of each other.” Her face darkened. “You will find the answers to your questions at the Eye of Zuebrihn.”

“The who of what?” He muttered, and then, “how do I get myself into these messes?” he finished as he turned away. Behind his back the witch watched his departure, with dark eyes. Gareth strode casually toward the cage, watching the crowd wave their torches. The mood in the air was definitely bloodthirsty, in a festive sort of way. Hands behind his back, he walked past the cage, seemingly not paying any attention to where he was going. The tip of his staff brushed the door to the black metal enclosure, slipping the lock open. “Stay put for a moment,” he hissed under his breath, not knowing whether the cat could even understand and feeling the complete fool.

Hands and staff still behind his back, he turned toward the witch. Her eyes grew wide, and she shook her head vigorously. Gareth smiled as he walked, watching the witch carefully as he approached her, so there was no mistake when he saw her smile, and mouth the words “stubborn man.” A torch from the crowd arched over his head to hit the base of the piled wood in a shower of sparks. Another torch flew into the pile. Gareth began to run toward the witch. Ahead of him the woman raised her eyes to the sky, and he saw her lips move. The top of the flaming pyre exploded in fire and sparks, and the smoldering body of the witch struck Gareth. He fell, trying to cushion the fall for the woman as best he could. They hit and rolled. The woman in his arms twitched once.

“Thank you for saving Chiu, and for trying to save me, but my time was up.” She touched him and he felt something flow into him, like a vast unquenchable river… and then it was gone. The woman in his arms sagged in death. She smelled of soot and burned hair.

“Over there!” Voices called, and the crowd surged toward Gareth. “Look!” Someone shouted. “He killed the witch all by himself.” A man’s voice began to cheer. Gareth felt like throwing up. Hands picked up the limp husk of the witch and threw it back on the fire, while people began to caper and dance. Not one person noticed the empty cage. While everyone else was celebrating, Gareth turned back to the tavern. He was beginning to have serious reservations about the afterlife, if that is what it was.

The black cat was sitting on his bed washing its face when he entered. He shut the door behind him. “I thought I might find you here,” he said, shrugging out of his heavy cloak and hanging it on a peg set into the wall. It still held the cloying smell of burned hair.

Where else was I supposed to go? A soft female voice said clearly in his mind.

“What the fuck?” He stared at the small creature on his bed. “Is that you?” He asked the cat in a voice that was tinged more with surprise than fear. He felt like Alice, down the rabbit hole, unable to comprehend the goings-on.

Who do you think? The reply was definitely on the snippy side. Shrana-K'ra, the witch you saved, said you would be smart and resourceful. You sound pretty dumb to me. The cat stopped washing to stare at him with iridescent blue eyes. You don’t have to speak out loud, you know. Simply frame your thoughts and I’ll hear them. Don’t you know anything at all? The cat’s eyes widened when he removed his pistol and kukri and set them on the bed. Those weapons aren’t from Eldenworld. We don’t have the technology any longer. He gave her a long look and said nothing; but rolled the word Eldenworld over in his mind along with the phrase ‘we don’t have the technology… any longer.’ Who sent you here? The voice in his mind demanded, and it contained more than a hint of fear. That particular emotion made him chuckle.

I walked into the ocean determined to commit suicide, and, for my sins, wound up here. He returned with the simple truth. He didn’t mention his impromptu repairs to leg and eye.

The cat stared at him a long while before she spoke. Do you… do you have any marks on you; symbols, or writing?

It was Gareth’s turn to stare at the cat, before he unbuttoned his shirt to expose his tattoo.

The animal stared with wide eyes. Oh… we are so screwed. It replied with a note of unpromising resignation. That is the mark of Athena, and she doesn’t step in until things are really screwed up.

Gareth frowned. Athena, as in the Greek goddess of strategic warfare and wisdom?

I don’t know of this Greek place, the cat said, but yeah, that sounds like her all right. She moves men or women around like pieces on a game board to do her work. You must have some special skill set she needs.

Gareth gave the cat a mirthless smile. Make that ‘we,’ partner. I suspect that you’re to be involved with this as deeply as me. Before the witch died she said for me to seek my answers at the Eye of Zuebrihn, whatever that is. Then you showed up… my local guide. Fortuitous, wouldn’t you say?

The cat actually seemed to sigh and deflate. We. She admitted finally. I don’t know where this eye is. She admitted with a certain reluctance. When Shrana passed, she linked the two of us. You must have felt it. It seems that I’m now your familiar, although I really don’t understand why or how. In this world that means we’re going to probably be much closer than most married couples. Shrana was already old when I came to her, and she told me that she was waiting for you. Gareth reached over and stroked the cat’s head, subtly urging her to continue.

I can’t keep calling you cat. You must have a name. I think Shrana called you Chiu Sai-Bo?

That’s my name, but you can call me Chiu.

It’s nice to meet you. I’m Ernst Gareth Köhler. Call me Gareth. My grandfather was named Ernst Köhler, and he wasn’t well thought of. He died in prison, as a matter of fact. He finished on a sour note.

You should know, Gareth, that I’m a shapeshifter. Chiu thought in a rush. He gave her a level look, and she sighed. The shape of a cat isn’t my original form.

And what is your form, Chiu?

The cat gave him a long look. Maybe later.

Gareth stroked the soft head. Let me guess… He smiled. Chiu Sai-Bo, if I remember, is a famous name for a Chinese woman. From your speech patterns I would judge you to be fairly young, under fifty standard years and perhaps much younger. Take your time and stay as a cat as long as you like. Tell me this, though. Can you handle weapons? It might affect my planning.

The cat sat back, watching him with unblinking eyes for a moment longer. You’re not as dumb as I thought. She admitted reluctantly. I can handle a knife well enough and I’m deadly with a bow.

He pulled the kukri from the sheath and set it on the bed. Do you think you could handle that?

The blue eyes of the cat narrowed. Nice try. You should get some sleep, now. We have a long road before us.

Gareth shut his eyes and slowly pointed into the night. “We go that way. I can feel the, ahh, pull.”

The cat thought for a moment, and somehow, in the back of his mind, he felt a dry laugh. I’d say that you are bound to Athena’s will, whether or not you want it. I suggest that we consult the great library in Iyreeqeka via Knoumm Harbor. The library was once the wonder of the world, but lately it’s fallen on hard times. Still, it’s the best place I can think of to start. I hope you have some money. It’s a long sea voyage. Gareth poured the money from both of his pouches out on the bed.

Is this enough? The cat sat frozen in silence. Well?

I’ve never seen so much money in one place in all my life. Chiu whispered in an awed voice. With that much you could buy your own boat, or we could live in luxury for the rest of our lives, and die fat and happy in a hundred years.

So, we leave in the morning then?

Chiu gave him a dark, unfriendly look; bristling, but not quite arching her back. In all of Eldenworld, I’ve finally met him; a human man of honor, and Athena had to import him, bind him, and now I’m stuck with him.

Gareth began to remove his clothes, under the silent scrutiny of the cat. Finally, he stretched out in his bed with a sigh. It had been a very long day. It’s too bad I couldn’t have saved the witch. He breathed, relaxing into sleep and letting darkness wrap him in her warm, soft embrace.

Chiu curled up against his hip and began to wash a paw. But you did.


Chapter 3

SHAPESHIFTER

Gareth flinched when the cold nose touched the back of his warm neck. “What the hell?” He rolled over in his bed, ready to kill something—to find blue eyes calmly staring at him.

It’s early yet but we should go. Your activities yesterday will probably bring unwanted attention.

He picked up the cat by the scruff of the neck and dropped her on the floor. It will arouse even more attention if we sneak out early. I plan to get up at first light. He glanced out of the still dark window. I’ll have a leisurely breakfast, ask the innkeeper for directions to a city in the opposite direction of where we want to go, and leave with a full wineskin swinging from my saddle horn.

But… what about all the people you excited?

Gareth chuckled as he rolled again, presenting his back to the cat. A little excitement is good for the digestion.

Mildred ambled down the well-used dirt road, Gareth lolling in the saddle, to all appearance’s half dozing from the effects of the wineskin hanging from his saddle horn. Heavy limbed trees reached over the road, pine needles and oak leaves brushing the man’s shoulders unnoticed. Deep shadows along the path, caused in part by the dim red sun, were filled with mystery, and the air smelled crisp and clean after the sooty smells of the previous evening. In his open saddlebag, Chiu lay curled, appearing to sleep.

Things in the morning had gone much as Gareth predicted they would. Groups of armed men searching for the witch’s familiar took one look at the wobbling slayer of the “dreaded witch” and let him by, often with envious looks on their faces.

The island we’re on, Chiu was telling him from her warm spot in the saddlebag, is named Stancu and is divided into two realms: Pellonon and Luxoroth. We started out in Pellonon, close to the Loxoroth border.

Gareth frowned. How big is Stancu?

Chiu was silent for a moment. Shaped like a spider, it’s slightly smaller than the size of your New Zealand.

Gareth’s frown deepened. How do you know what my New Zealand looks like?

We speak mind to mind, Gareth. I have access to your thoughts and memories.

And why don’t I have access to your thoughts and memories? He growled.

Ummm, he could suddenly sense Chiu’s reluctance. I was taught how to block my thoughts when I was young.

Gareth pulled Mildred to a halt, crossing his arms as he sat the saddle. The way I see it we have two choices. Either you allow me access to your thoughts, or you teach me how to block mine. Relationships are based on equality. If you don’t agree you can go your own way here and now.

The silence dragged on, broken only by the twittering of a bird. Finally, Chiu relented. I’ll teach you how to block minds from reading your thoughts. She murmured resignedly. It will take several weeks of work, and we can do it while we’re on the boat.

Good. Thank you. Now tell me more about the land I find myself in.

The single great continent on Eldenworld is called Amasia. Society in Eldenworld is under the total control of the guilds. These are: Betrayed Hooligans (workers guild, like your civil service), Dispensable Champions (mercenaries), Black Maggots (assassins) and Harvest Moon (guild of the farmers). If you wish to eat you will stay on their good side. Other guilds include Riddles of the Hateful, Affliction of the Discarded, Force of Ending, White Rage, Gareth grinned as Chiu dropped into the same dull monotone he had heard from many different instructors, in many different fields, Midnight Striders (these are thieves in the night) and Solar Arrows (these are thieves in the day). Closed Brothers is a strictly male religious order as Closed Sisters is a strictly female religious order. Banished Devils, Forgiveness of Promises (the bureaucrats) He felt her sneer. Entities from the Ocean (made up mainly of Xyorg and a few disgruntled Vegomons). No one is quite sure how many alien races actually live on Eldenworld. Host of the Forgotten (guild of the Innkeepers), Requiem of the Earth (Athena worshippers), Silver Rates, Fel Oath (the guild of the shapeshifters) and finally Splitdawn. As you noticed, we don’t even know what some of the guilds are about, other than the mention of their names in the wrong place can bring swift and sudden death.

Gareth was silent for some time as they rode on. This world sounds like a madhouse.

He felt light laughter from Chiu. You don’t know the half of it. Besides humans there are four other main races and eight subraces. As I mentioned earlier there are several totally alien races living here. Finally, there are the monsters, most of which have at least rudimentary intelligence. Werewolves, vampires, sorcerers and shapeshifters make up fifty percent. Some consider we shapeshifters a formal race, but we do our best to discourage them. We’d much rather people thought of us as stupid monsters. The rest are made of trolls, goblins, dragons, gryphons, witches, fairies, leprechauns, elves and dwarves. Occasionally entire races disappear and new ones pop up. Like your world, there are animals here like deer, bear, fish, birds, insects and reptiles.

Gareth crossed his arms, leaning back in his saddle letting Mildred steer herself. I’m missing something. He mused, as a chickadee did loops around his head. There’s something off here, something important, and I should know it… but I can’t quite connect the dots.

Do you think it could have something to do with… Chiu was interrupted as a crossbow bolt flashed out of the undergrowth with an angry buzz, burying itself in Gareth’s back. Gasping in pain, he threw himself out of the saddle just as another bolt hissed through the air where his head had been. Four men burst out of the dense wall of leaves as he rolled to his knees, two hastily reloading their crossbows, and two with drawn swords. Without thinking of what he did, Gareth’s Colt roared four times. Blood and brains sprayed the trees from three of the men as the shots struck each squarely in the forehead. The fourth man lay in the dirt, clutching his stomach, groaning. Gareth struggled to his own feet, shuffling his way to the fallen man. He nonchalantly kicked away the man’s knife and sword.

“Who sent you?” Gareth asked as he holstered the pistol. The fallen thief’s eyes never left Gareth’s weapon.

“Why should I tell yer? Whatcha going te do? Kill me?” The thief cackled, dark red blood bubbling to his lips.

Gareth’s smile was grim. “I’m going to make sure you live. The experience of being eaten alive should be quite entertaining for you.”

The man on the ground shuddered visibly. “The Black Maggots got the contract from the Dispensable Champions. They said you killed four of their men.”

Gareth breathed a sigh of relief. At least they didn’t know of his involvement with the witch and her familiar. He looked down at the dying man. “I did, and I should have killed the last two and left no witnesses.”

“If we had known the tale was true, the Master of Assassins would have sent more men.” The man on the ground clutched his stomach and grimaced. “I told ye what ye needed to know. Don’t leave me for the ants. Kill me.”

Gareth kicked the fallen man’s knife within his reach. “Don’t muck it up. Sundown isn’t that far away.” He turned away as the fallen man crawled toward his weapon, leaving a bloody trail in the dirt. Gareth heard a gasp from behind him, and then silence. He bent to remove a golden ring from the finger of the first assassin. It showed a serpent coiled about a knife on the top. He stripped the dead assailants of money and other worthwhile items, and turned to his horse.

What was that you used to kill the assassins? Chiu asked, with a breathless fear in her voice as Gareth tied the two crossbows and quivers of bolts to his saddlebag. His face contorted with pain as he pulled himself into the saddle.

It’s a weapon from my world. It’s called a pistol. Frowning, he urged Mildred into a slow canter down the trail as he clutched the saddle bow to keep himself from falling. Pain tore through his shoulder and arm. Why did the gun work this time, and not when I had it to my mouth? He thought. Why am I still alive at all?

Why didn’t you use it to save me and the witch? An external thought asked.

He sighed, shelving his unanswerable questions. I had twenty-eight shots available for my gun. Now I have twenty-four. When all the shots have been expended it will just be so much scrap iron to lug around. That’s the reason I took the crossbows. It’s a ranged weapon that I’m familiar with, and that I can obtain or make bolts for.

You can’t go on for long with the arrow in your back. You’ll kill yourself. Chiu said with more than a little concern.

I need to put a few leagues behind us before we stop. Gareth stopped speaking, a wave of pain pulsing through him. Then I’ll need you to remove the bolt and sew me up.

The cat regarded him for several moments. I think I can do better than that. Chiu was silent as they rode along, but when Gareth finally turned Mildred onto a side trail and then into a small clearing beside a wide stream, Chiu began to give him rapid-fire orders.

If you can, take your cloak and shirt off. If you can’t, I’ll have to cut them off. Gareth struggled with his clothes, finally spreading the hooded cloak on the ground to use as a blanket and the wadded bloody peasant shirt to use as a pillow. His uniform pants and shirt were rolled up and tucked into his rucksack. Boots were boots, and his modern combat boots would pass.

The air in the dell was cool, but not cold, and smelled of pine. Good enough. Chiu muttered in a preemptory voice in his mind. Lie face down. Despite the pain, Gareth smiled at the commands as he stretched out. He gasped once as he felt the bolt move inside him. Suddenly he felt warm human hands on his back, and he curbed his urge to roll over to see what Chiu really looked like. Since he’d known her, he’d built an imaginary image of how he thought she might appear. Warmth spread from her hands. I’m going to pull out the bolt. This will hurt some.

You think? He replied through gritted teeth. Aaaarghhhh! He’d never had the experience of shouting in his mind before, and Gareth thought it odd, and not as emotionally satisfying as a good reverberating scream. The hands were back touching him, and a soothing warmth spread, first through his back and then through the rest of his body. He felt his eyes shut.

It was the smell of coffee that woke him. He opened his eyes lazily, and then frowned at the back of the young woman bending over the fire. “Chiu?” he asked. She stood and turned slowly. Gareth guessed her height at one hundred and seventy-five centimeters, and her age in the mid-twenties, but in this case, it was hard to tell. Her smooth unlined face could have been late teens or as old as forty. The sides and bangs of her bob framed her delicate face, the curled end stopping as it brushed her shoulders. Her hair was jet black and her dark blue eyes bore an exotic tilt. The epicanthic fold at the corners spoke of what he would, on Earth, consider Asian ancestry. She was wearing snug buckskin breeches and a sleeveless tunic that came to mid-thigh. Her moccasins were a deeper brown, and made of a hard, shiny material, that might have been the skin of a reptile. He could see a 20-centimeter knife hanging from her narrow waist. Her breasts were of a moderate size, but very noticeable thanks to the cut of her tunic.

She gave him an ironic smile. “You were expecting someone else?” Her voice was deep for a woman, registering in the mid contralto range, he guessed. She was, without a doubt, one of the most stunning women he’d ever met.

“I’ll bet Florence Nightingale was never as cute as you.” He replied, returning the smile. A blush crept up Chiu’s neck, coloring her cheeks.

“That’s not what you’re thinking, Gareth. What, exactly, does this HOT mean?”

It was Gareth’s turn to redden. “It means I find you very damned attractive.” He muttered, getting to his feet. He worked his injured shoulder, and his eyebrows rose. “My shoulder feels as good as new. What did you do?”

She handed him a steaming cup of coffee. “Most of the non-human races have access to a certain amount of magic as opposed to humans who have none. I found healing spells handy in my line of work.” When she touched his bare back gently where the bolt had struck, Gareth shivered, and not from the cool morning air. “Did I hurt you?” Her voice was concerned, her hand on his back warm. Gareth pulled away.

“You didn’t hurt me,” he gasped, taking in a deep breath of air. “I found your touch… stimulating.” He gave her a long wry look. “It has been a long long time since I’ve been with a woman, or even touched by a woman.” He told her honestly.

“But I see in your mind that you are married,” Chiu replied, confused.

“Look deeper.” Gareth growled. He felt her gentle probe through his memories.

“Oh… I’m so sorry.” Gareth raised an eyebrow as he studied her face. Her words said that she was sorry, but her posture and the glint in her eyes said something else entirely.

Gareth blinked, and decided that it was probably a good time to change the subject. “Thank you for your help,” he said softly, taking her hand in his. “I would have died otherwise.” The blush returned to Chiu’s cheeks. “Now it’s your turn… do you have a special someone back home?”

The blush on Chiu’s cheeks faded. “I had a very special friend; her name was Maggie Xun. We were… partners.” Her look was level. “You are new to our world, so perhaps I should explain. In the dim past of Eldenworld, the population became so great people began to starve. Plagues were rampant and cannibalism commonplace. We nearly killed our world until the Birth Act was passed. Same-sex relationships were encouraged as a means of slowing population growth. Eventually opposite sex pairings were forbidden altogether.”

The frown on Gareth’s face deepened to a scowl. “What about procreation? Without births intelligent life will wither out within a generation or two.”

“There are clinics where women can go if they wish to bear children without the burden of sex, or a male partner.”

“What’s the fun of that?” Gareth grumbled. A hint of a smile touched Chiu’s lips.

“It was about the time of the Birth Act that the first of the monsters appeared. For some reason, as the population of humans fell the population of the monsters grew. Five thousand years after the Birth Act the Great Plague hit. Humans blamed the monsters, of course, and the monsters blamed human meddling. For a thousand years the war raged across the planet, ending with the humans diminished to a second, or third-rate polity on their own world. Now they exist on par with the other races, the monsters and the alien species.” She looked at the ground. “After thousands of years the restrictions of the Birth Act are slowly giving way to a resumption of natural relations between men and women.” She looked up, and Gareth noted a sparkle in her sapphire eyes. “The restrictions never applied to the monsters, however, and shapeshifters are considered by most to be monsters. Maggie and I used our relationship to travel more easily among the humans.”

“How did Maggie die?” Gareth asked in a soft voice.

Chiu’s laugh was bitter this time. “She fell off her horse. We were riding and a snake caused her horse to rear and she fell, striking her head on a rock. She was dead before I could do anything.”

He gave her hand a squeeze. “I’m truly sorry, Chiu.”

For a moment she returned the pressure. “Yeah… me too.” She sighed as she picked up a pot. “We should have breakfast and be on our way.”

“How far to the harbor you mentioned?” he asked with some reluctance, knowing that they had a job to do.

The look on her face said she knew exactly what he felt. “Buclite Harbor is a bit over two hundred leagues, and should take us about a week to ten days. Once we find a ship, the journey to Knoumm Harbor should be swift—only four weeks in fair weather.” She gave him a crooked smile. “Pirates are our biggest worry. Sea serpents haven’t been sighted in these waters in years.”

He stopped putting his shirt on; Chiu had somehow managed to get the blood out, and even patch the ragged arrow hole. “This just keeps getting better and better,” he grumbled, “but I suppose it’s better than being dead at the bottom of the ocean.”

Chiu let out a small ringing laugh from her position near the fire. “This is the easy part. Wait until we start the trip to the Great Library in Iyreeqeka. The trip is up the snake-infested Crolim River, where most of the boats simply vanish. The ones that return to Knoumm get fabulously rich, the captains usually retiring to enjoy their wealth while they’re still in one piece. That’s what keeps the trade going.”

“You make it sound like you’ve been on this trip before.” He said in a sour voice as he took the bowl of steaming porridge she offered. He sniffed and took a tentative spoonful. An eyebrow went up. “This is good!”

Chiu gave him a shy smile, and then bent over her own bowl. “I have been on this trip before… once. We were in Iyreeqeka a year ago when Maggie died. After I buried her, I jumped on the first boat I found and kept going until my money ran out. Shrana-K'ra found me living on bugs and mushrooms in the swamps of Luxoroth, and took me as her familiar.” She gave a little shrug and continued eating. “That was six months ago.” Gareth took the empty bowl from her hands and with his bowl headed for the creek to wash them. Chiu gave a little sigh, and dumped a pot of water on the fire. “I’ll ride in the saddlebag until we reach the harbor.” She patted Mildred’s thick neck. “I’ll find a good home for our faithful mount in Buclite. We won’t need horses until we reach the Library.”

Gareth loaded the repacked saddlebags on Mildred. “Whenever you’re ready.” Before him the lithe young woman seemed to blur and shrink, finally resolving into the familiar black cat. “So that’s how you do it.” He mused. “The crowd back at the burning saw you as a black cat. Do you have to stay black, or can you change the color?”

The cat shimmered slightly and Gareth blinked at the blue-eyed ginger tabby that sat looking up at him from the pack. That was a good idea. Gareth. Her feline eyes were bright. You’re quite smart… for a human.

He edged Mildred into a moderate canter, the distant unknown goal drawing him on like a magnet. You know the right things to cheer me up.

The leagues flowed by beneath Mildred’s hooves, heavy woods giving way to rolling green meadows dotted with small to moderate lakes. Occasionally they would come upon clusters of cottages, smoke curling from crooked stone chimneys. More often than not these cottages were occupied by goblins, who would take one look at the approaching rider and run. However, at one cottage an older goblin man stood his ground, staring boldly at Gareth. As Mildred approached him, the goblin’s eyes widened, and then he did a curious thing… he gave Gareth a short respectful bow. Acting on instinct alone, Gareth stopped his horse, turned slightly to face the goblin, and formally returned the bow. Gareth had thought the creature’s eyes couldn’t get any wider. He was wrong. The goblin was still staring when Gareth turned his horse and continued on.

What was that all about? Gareth looked down to see a small orange furred head peeking out of the saddlebag.

I did a favor for a couple of goblins a while back. It seems word has spread.

The cat twisted her neck to look up at him. There is something strange about you, Ernst Gareth Köhler.

He sighed. Dying and being reborn in a strange world has that effect on some people, I suppose, to say nothing about the géis.

The cat’s head disappeared into the saddlebag. I still think that there’s something not entirely human about you, and you do bear her mark. The mental voice grumbled.

He snorted a laugh, making Mildred glance curiously over her shoulder. That tattoo was a mistake from the very beginning.

Are you so sure it was a mistake? Her thought whispered.

Ahhhhh… Gareth found that he didn’t have an answer for her.

It was raining when they arrived at Buclite Harbor, eleven days later. The last three days of intermittent drizzle had slowed Mildred to an apathetic walk, and now she stood, head bowed in the cold drizzle in the exact center of a muddy unattractive square. Dark clouds hung heavily, brushing the treetops, sending foggy fingers writhing in the streets below. Gareth pulled his cloak tighter about his shoulders, squinting in the gloom for an acceptable inn.

The Captain’s Barge is supposed to be good. Chiu injected from her warm dry saddlebag.

Gareth wiped the rain out of his eyes, looking around the muddy town center. The scent of fish and the tang of the sea were strong enough to taste.

Slightly less disreputable than the rest of the neighboring buildings, the Captain’s Barge, when he finally saw it, showed faint signs of yellow paint on the clapboards. A chipped and faded sign swung dispiritedly in the light cold breeze. Slipping out of the saddle, he flipped the saddlebag open. Chiu glared up at him as the drizzle struck her face. Your turn, my dear. You said that you would find a home for Mildred. I’ll check us into the inn. He gave the cat a wicked grin. One room or two? The cat hissed her reply. Okay, I guess that’ll be two rooms then. Gareth sighed.

Make those with a connecting door. Chiu injected, giving Gareth an unreadable look with feline eyes. And if I’m to be traveling as a human, I’ll need some money for clothes.

Gareth laughed quietly as he tossed her a golden coin, which she caught with a human hand. That finally proves it. Women are the same no matter what universe they’re from. He slipped the saddlebag from the horse and over his shoulder, leaving the worn saddle on Mildred’s broad back. They wouldn’t need it where they were going. He patted the horse fondly. “Thank you for a good ride, Mildred,” he murmured, before turning toward the inn.

It was the enticing smell that stopped him as he entered the wide, heavy-hinged front door to the Captain’s Barge. “What’s that smell?” He growled to the innkeeper. The man took a step backward, wiping his hands nervously on his soiled apron.

“It’s cow, sir. It’s all we have right now. The fishin’ fleet is due in next week, as well as the fall lambs, and we’ll have our regular fare back, but right now all we have is… cow.”

Gareth slapped a coin on the counter and the innkeeper jumped. “I’d like two adjoining rooms, probably for several days.” He took another deep breath and held up his hand, thumb and forefinger about fifty millimeters apart. “Have your cook cut me off a steak that thick. I like my meat rare; and by rare, I mean bloody. I’d like a loaf of bread and a tankard of ale. What do you have for vegetables?”

The innkeeper frowned. “We have turnips, cabbage and buttercup squash.”

Gareth frowned. “The steak, bread, ale, and a serving of your squash will do. I’ll be down as soon as I see to my room and wash up.”

The innkeeper swept the coin off the counter and into a pocket of his apron. “Your dinner will be ready.” He set two keys on the scarred counter. “Your keys, sir. Your rooms are on the second floor, at the end of the hallway.”

Gareth took another deep breath as he picked up his keys. “Thanks.” It’s shaping up to be a fine evening. He thought to himself as he lugged the saddlebags up the creaking stairs.

Somewhat later Gareth sat in the shadows of the great room, sipping ale and smoking his long pipe, watching the blue smoke rise in luxuriant curls toward the dim ceiling. After what seemed like days of being cold and wet, he was finally toasty and dry. A low buzz of conversation from the half dozen other guests gave the vaulted room a warm lived-in feel. Although he’d been famished, even his best effort couldn’t begin to finish the huge steaming piece of meat the straining waitress had deposited on his plate. It was the best piece of beef he’d had in years, and the squash tasted and looked identical to the butternut squash he was used to, served with butter and cinnamon, had tasted wonderful.

Chiu entered the arched doorway into the great-room and turned directly toward his table. Her eyes widened when she saw the half-kilogram of meat and half loaf of bread remaining on his plate. “Are you going to eat that?” She leaned over the table toward his plate, and Gareth could swear that she was salivating.

When he pushed the plate in her direction, she almost jerked the knife and fork out of his hand and he could only stare at her in awe as Chiu demolished the remains of his meal in what must have been record time. Her bites were small, precise and dainty… and didn’t stop until she slid her chair back from the empty plate with a long sigh of contentment. “That is much better.” He slid his half full tankard toward her, and she did to his ale what she had done to his steak. She gave him an apologetic little smile as she set the empty tankard down. “Cats are carnivores, and after you’ve been in that shape for a while some of the traits tend to rub off.” She studied him with unblinking eyes. “I didn’t know you liked rare meat.”

Gareth shrugged. “I like good rare beef when I can get it.” He waved a serving girl over, and soon two full tankards sat before them. “Did you find a good home for Mildred?”

Chiu nodded. “There are several shapeshifters living in Buclite. One I knew was more than happy to give Mildred a good home. Should we pass this way again there won’t be a problem in getting her back.”

Gareth raised an eyebrow. “Nice system. Should it be hard for us to find a boat heading for Knoumm Harbor?”

She shook her head. “There are usually several boats making the run every week. We can find out tomorrow and probably leave the next day.”

“That sounds good to me. The sooner I find out what the bloody hell is going on the better. I hate running blindly toward an unknown future.”

She smiled as he stood. “You sound like a cat.”

Gareth laughed. “Did you find the clothes you wanted?”

It was her turn to laugh. “Oh yes, and a couple of new knives too. A girl can never have too many knives secreted about her person, you know.” Her blue eyes sparkled with a mischievous light. “I also picked up a new bow for myself, a quiver full of arrows for me and a couple dozen bolts for your crossbow.”

He gave her a wink. “You’re quite the efficient partner, Chiu.”

“You have no idea how efficient,” she murmured in a low voice, and Gareth blinked, but she only returned a level mysterious gaze.

Three days later Gareth sat drumming his fingernails on the tabletop. Chiu looked worried. “So, where are all the boats you said would be available?”

“Sitting safely tied to the piers. The captains are scared of pirates. The last four boats to set sail for Knoumm never arrived.”

Gareth growled something obscene. “You find a captain, and you tell him that we will ensure he gets through the pirates. I can’t sit here until our money is gone. The damned compulsion to get moving is driving me crazy.”

Chiu bit her lip, and gave him a speculative look. “Are you any good with that crossbow?”

“As good as I am with the pistol.” He replied. “The pirates will never see it coming. Are you any good with your bow?”

“As good as you are with the pistol, and maybe a little better.”

Gareth began to laugh. “This is going to be fun.”


Chapter 4

WHITE RAGE

Gareth stood on the dock, staring at the tied-off ship before him. At his feet sat the small pile of their belongings and weapons. “This looks amazingly like the replica of the Pinta I once saw back on my world.”

Chiu frowned. “Who was Pinta?”

Gareth blinked. “Not who… what. Pinta was one of the first ships to discover the land where I was born, hundreds of years before my time. Seventeen meters long by six and a half meters wide, she was considered a fast ship, in her day.” He stared down in some dismay at the heavily tarred hull that sat before him; men scampering up and down the rigging in preparation for setting sail. Their feet were uniformly black. “The replica I spoke of sank in a storm off the Carolina coast ten years ago.”

“Who is Carolina?”

Gareth sighed and picked up his bag. In the harbor an unremarkable Herring Gull screeched as it dove into the murky harbor, to emerge a moment later with a small shiny fish. His jaws tightened in exasperation when his feet actually stuck to the soft tar on the deck.

Gareth had thought himself a good sailor, until he stood on the lurching deck of the small trading boat. His stomach churned, and he gripped the forward railing of the Sea Nymph with grim determination as he stared out over the gray sea. Part of what was called the Great Ocean on Eldenworld, it looked surprisingly like the North Atlantic. A hand touched his shoulder.

“You should get some rest. You’ve been up for two days now.”

Gareth grimaced. “The small cabin, the dark walls and the smell of tar are all conspiring against me,” he replied, through gritted teeth. “I won’t last ten minutes.”

Chiu gave him a considering look. “We’ll have to do something about that, then. Most of our travel will be on the water. Come down below.” She took him by the hand, and for some strange reason he found that her touch calmed the roiling in his empty gut. Following her lead, he ducked into the small cabin they shared. She pointed to the lower of the two berths. “Stretch out on your back.” Still holding his hand tightly, she pulled over the small stool, and sat beside the bed, her face close to his. “Now, you’ll have to look into my eyes, and trust me. I’ve touched your surface memories before. Now I’ll have to go somewhat deeper, to the very controls that run your body.”

He stared into her sapphire eyes. “Is this something you do often?”

“Not really,” she replied softly. “Now stare into my eyes. If you relax enough, you’ll feel me fall into you.” He lay there and suppressed a smile as he was told to stare into the eyes of the beautiful woman he was reluctant to admit he was becoming attracted to. It was a tough job, but somebody had to do it. The sensation of her falling into his mind was sensual and disturbing at the same time.

He opened his eyes and stretched. How much time has passed, he wondered? Since their tiny cabin was below deck, there was no window, and only a small shielded grate in the ceiling to allow air circulation. He had no idea what the time of day was. His stomach rumbled, and he remembered that he hadn’t eaten in two days. A single crust of hard bread and a sip of water didn’t count. The lantern hanging from the ceiling was turned low, and in the dim yellow light he could see the shape of a body in the bunk above him. Silently slipping on his boots, he stole out of the cabin in search of food.

Dawn was casting a dim gray smudge on the distant horizon when he reached the deck, and the chill wind from the northwest was bitter. Crewmen stood huddled together in the small shelter below the quarter deck, rubbing their hands together and stamping their feet to stay warm. A curl of greasy smoke from a central stack told Gareth that the cook was already up.

The meat porridge the cook served should have turned his stomach in a heartbeat. Instead he ate his bowlful, along with a small crust of bread, and was grateful as he watched the bloody red sun creep above the horizon. Red sky in the morning, sailors take warning echoed in the back of his mind from years past.

“Sail on the starboard quarter.” The crewman in the crow’s nest at the top of the mainmast shouted down to the deck. “Make that two sails.” He amended in a shaky voice. “Never saw the blighters in the dark. They’re only a league off and closing!”

The captain of the Sea Nymph (Gareth had never seen anything that looked less like a sea nymph and certainly not this tub) glared at him. “So, bright boy, what does I do now?” he called down from the quarter deck.

“Do what you would normally do—run away.” Gareth called back. “I’ll go get my toys.” The whistle of the wind drowned out the captain’s reply.

Chiu was lying propped up on one elbow on her bunk when he arrived. She looked at him, raising a single sinuous eyebrow. “Company?” she asked casually.

“It appears that two uninvited guests are coming to breakfast, although I can’t imagine why,” he replied, giving her a level look. “Thank you for what you did. I feel much better.”

Chiu’s look was classically inscrutable, although a slight blush tinged her porcelain cheeks. “There’s still something odd about you, Gareth. For all my probing I can’t put my finger on it. Your stomach should never again bother you that way.” She gave him a wink.

“That would be very nice,” he replied solemnly. “I suggest that you get your things together. We’re about to earn our keep.” She flowed out of her bunk and to the floor with a feline grace that Gareth couldn’t help but admire, but maybe it was the tight leather pants. “There are two pirate ships approaching, which I didn’t count on, and that means we’ll have to do things somewhat differently.” He tossed her two strips of cloth. “Wrap the front of your arrows in these, and then go down to the galley and soak the cloth in the cook’s cooking grease. It should burn nicely when you light it. Shoot the arrows into the sails of the pirate ships.”

Chiu shuddered. “That’s a really horrible thing to do. Those men won’t have a chance.”

He gave her a flat look. “Do you think they would give you a chance if they took this ship?”

Her look was defiant. “Not that they’d ever catch me, but I get your point.” She looked him in the eyes. “I still don’t have to like it.”

“You wouldn’t be my partner if you did.”

“Is it your plan to infuriate ever single guild on Eldenworld?” There was a hard edge to her voice. “Now you’re about to take on White Rage, the guild of the pirates.”

Gareth shrugged, and without another word picked up both of his refurbished crossbows, a quiver of bolts and headed for the ladder to the deck. He gave a start when he saw how close the two pirate ships had gotten. “I thought you were going to run away!” He called up to the captain standing on the poop deck.

“They’re faster than I thought,” the captain called back.

He turned to Chiu. “Do you think that you can hit the second ship with both arrows? We’ll wait for it to get a bit closer if you’d like.”

She gave the approaching pirate a quick glance. “I can hit him from here,” she muttered, turning for the galley.

“I’ll be at our railing, closest to the approaching ships.” He gave her a wicked grin. “Military units don’t function too well without leadership, and that’s what I’m going to target.”

Chiu shook her head. “I’ll be right back. You be ready.”

Gareth loaded the first crossbow, set it on the deck beside him, and started on the second. When he looked up he could hear the pirates shouting out taunts to the pale-faced crewmen of the Sea Nymph. He never had to look for Chiu.

I’m set. Was all she said.

Good. On my mark then; three…two…one…now! Chiu’s two arrows arched gracefully toward the second pirate ship, and every head turned to follow their flight. By the time the arrows struck the mainsail, the captain and the helmsman of the first pirate ship were dead, and Gareth was reloading for all he was worth. His next bolts took out the first mate and the sailing master. Chiu, grab a torch of some sort and come over here. Hold it up against your bow like it’s an arrow.

What are you going to do?

He stood, sighted the crossbow and squeezed the trigger, dropping a pirate who was making a mad dash for the wildly spinning ship’s wheel. I’ll take care of the rest. Chiu mumbled something under her breath and raised her bow. Gareth cupped his hands and shouted to the approaching ship. “Surrender your vessel or we will set you aflame, like your companion.” Men were still screaming on the flaming pirate ship as it settled slowly down into the cold waters. A mast snapped on the sinking boat, sounding like a pistol shot. On the stable craft, one pirate waved a cutlass in Gareth’s direction, and another man clubbed him from behind with a belaying pin.

“We surrender!” The man with the pin called out.

“Smart man.” Gareth called back. He made a motion to Chiu, and she lowered the flaming torch. “Drop your weapons. Pick up the man who waved his cutlass at me and throw him overboard.” Gareth waited until there was a loud splash. “Now, lie on the deck, face down, with your hands behind your backs. Try something and you will all die. Do what I say and you will live. Understand?”

The man dropped the pin like it burned his hand, and Gareth saw him stretch out on the deck. Gareth turned to the captain of the Sea Nymph, speaking quickly and softly. “Get some crewmen over there and tie those pirates as soon as we touch. Be very careful. They might realize that they have, in point of fact, more men than we do.”

Sometime later Gareth and Chiu stood bemused on the high stern deck of the former pirate ship Spray. A full half the crew of the Sea Nymph had volunteered to man the pirate ship, and Gareth had to admit that he and Chiu, as the victors and now owners of the sleek ship, had chosen the cream of the crop, such as it was. The remaining pirates had reluctantly admitted that plundering had been easy with two ships working together. They had been more than surprised when Gareth ordered them put into a jollyboat, within sight of land, and set free. Gareth had justified his decision to the captain of the Sea Nymph by explaining that it was simply good business, and a pirate without a ship was no more than a second-rate thief. In truth, he had not wanted to kill that many unarmed men. Since his own life had been saved in the proverbial nick of time, it just didn’t seem right. After he’d agreed to split half the booty from the Spray’s bulging hold with Captain Ruk'teol of the Sea Nymph, things had been much smoother. He glanced at Chiu, to find her sapphire eyes already on him, a speculative look on her face.

“Why are you here?” she asked, her fine brow furrowing slightly. “You personally.”

Gareth opened his mouth to make a flippant comment, and closed it after he took in her serious expression. “I really don’t have a fucking idea why I’m here, Chiu. I should have died twice over, but I didn’t. There are lots of hopeless vets on the world I come from.” He stared out over the harbor, unseeing. “Like I said before, I’d given up hope, and was trying my best to end it all. Why am I here? I guess I want to live more than I want to die, especially now that I seem to be whole once again.” He touched his face gingerly, remembering his reflection in the mirror of his room at the Green Cats Tavern. The shrapnel scars had been gone as if they’d never been, as well as his gray hair and suddenly he was a handsome young man. He shrugged, giving Chiu a long look. “I’m also expendable.” Several minutes passed as they stared in silence at the vast ocean, and then he gave her a wink. “I hope the hell we survive this adventure, because I’d sure like to get to know you better.” His smile twisted into a bitter, self-mocking grin. “Even if you are a lesbian.”

She raised a single eyebrow. “What’s a lesbian?”

Gareth felt himself reddening. “A woman who prefers the company of other women, to the exclusion of men.”

Her other brow went up. “I never said that’s what I was.”

“But…” Gareth fumbled. “You and Maggie…” His face flamed and even his ears grew hot.

She laughed gently. “Among shapeshifters we don’t take shape very seriously.” She glanced over the currently empty deck, and then flowed into the shape of a tall, wide-shouldered young man with golden hair. He smiled down on Gareth, who took one look at the young god standing beside him, and shuddered. The young man laughed gently in a deep sympathetic voice, and flowed back to the form of Chiu.

A final shudder shook Gareth. “That’s better.”

Chiu, standing at his shoulder, had a small half-smile on her face. This will work out well, I think. She murmured quietly in his mind, never taking her eyes off the passing ocean.

He studied her fine profile in the deepening twilight. How so?

This boat has a shallow draft, making it ideal for navigating the shallow wide rivers we must travel on. Knoumm Harbor to Iyreeqeka is all of a thousand leagues upriver. If we have to travel, we might as well sleep in a bed at night and eat hot meals.

He touched the scarred railing. The three large lateen sails will let us sail closer to the wind, and xebecs are fast too, for catching prey and equally fast at running away.

You know much about ships. She sounded suitably impressed.

He laughed. I know a little about ships, but more about pirates. This design, he touched the railing again, must be common enough that it’s repeated again and again on different worlds. He frowned as he said the words, a dark suspicion growing in the back of his mind.

As the twilight faded toward night somewhere far astern there was a deep bellow, and a great humped shape rose out of the black water, perhaps a half league behind them, amidst a waving forest of tentacles. It bellowed once more before it slowly sank away. Gareth stood frozen, white knuckled hands holding the railing in a death grip. “What the bloody frozen hells was THAT?”

“Sea monster,” Chiu whispered. He could feel her trembling shoulder against his. “I’ve only seen a Kraken once before. They eat entire ships.”

“I believe it.” Gareth replied, turning to tell the prize captain to set more sail. He needn’t have bothered. Men were already scrambling up the masts, and soon the Spray was flying over the waves leaving the Sea Nymph far behind.

Two weeks later the Spray, flying a rectangular flag containing a blue field with a single five-pointed white star in the center, came into view of Knoumm Harbor. Looking like a huge white water bug scuttling across the wide harbor on ten long white legs, the small pilot boat guided the Spray to a distant pier, well away from normal traffic. The men at the oars of the small craft cast numerous worried glances at both the former raider and the blue flag. Gareth watched them and chuckled to himself. He would have much preferred sailing under the Stars and Stripes, but since that particular flag wasn’t available, and having been born south of the Mason Dixon line, he decided that the Bonnie Blue Flag, or a reasonable facsimile, would do just fine.

Knoumm was a wide, five-kilometer bowl of a harbor, ringed by rounded hills that added to the bowl-like appearance. Trees that had once graced the hills had all been cut for homes or firewood, giving the harbor the appearance of being surrounded by old bald men with stubbled heads. Spreading out from the water’s edge like a smoking woody growth, the city was in the slow process of crawling up the nearer hills. The harbor supported dozens of ships, from lumbering transports that dwarfed the lean forty meter Spray, to tiny fishing boats, barely big enough to hold two people that darted about the water, continuously in danger of being crushed beneath larger less maneuverable ships. Hazy, foul-smelling fumes filled the anchorage, holding in the smell of dead fish and chamber pots. Gareth was thankful that Chiu had fixed his questionable stomach, but standing at the railing staring over the harbor, he wished she had also plugged his nose.

After interviewing a series of shady brokers, Gareth and Chiu sold the remaining cargo in the hold, then saw the Spray resupplied with food, water and fresh vegetables. The prize captain, Zekë Alikaj, now promoted to full captain, began the final job of hiring additional crew. Most of the shanghaied crew from the Sea Nymph, he was surprised to find, had decided to stay on the Spray. Gareth was more than happy to see that the cook had decided to remain with the Sea Nymph, freeing Gareth to hire someone who actually knew the difference between nutrition and food poisoning. Now he stood, drumming his fingers on the wooden stern rail, and waited. Patience wasn’t his most endearing quality, but luckily, he didn’t have to wait long before he saw Chiu amble out of a side street and turn toward the boat. Her face was unreadable as she approached his side.

“There’s a man named Captain Duras Evvos we need to talk to,” she said softly. “His ship, the Kmeylt Queen, recently made the trip from Iyreeqeka to Knoumm. It might be worth our while to listen to what he has to say.”

Gareth hated the delay, but could quickly see the wisdom of her words. Intelligence on their forthcoming route was sorely lacking. “I agree that it’s a good idea. Where can we find this Captain Evvos?” Chiu gave him a flat look, and after a moment’s thought he felt rather silly. “The bar, of course. Is he sober enough to talk?”

Chiu laughed. “He was when I left.”

Captain Duras Evvos looked up with bleary red eyes as they approached his table, pushing a shaggy mane of lank gray hair out of his eyes with a scarred hand. The ring finger was missing at the second knuckle of his left hand. “Good thing yer back,” he mumbled, finishing the last of his ale. “My glass has gone dry.”

Chiu leaned back in her seat and studied the man. “You’ll get more to drink after you’ve started your story.” Her tone carried a touch of the whip, and the smile that graced her lips never reached her eyes. “You talk and we’ll keep you well lubricated.”

Evvos stared at the tabletop. “Av it yer way. We left Iyreeqeka five er six weeks ago. The weather was cold, but nuttin special fer this time o year, and the wind was steady outta the nor-east. The Queen be a fast ship, and we hoped on a smooth swift run. Things went as we’d hoped for the first couple of weeks. Then the snakes hit.” Gareth could see the grizzled captain shudder. “Four out of eighteen men were carried away, and two more died o snakebite. We’d barely buried our dead a few days later, and were passing under the Bridge of Flowers when the trolds hit.”

Gareth frowned for a moment, before it came to him. “Trolls?” He exclaimed, then clamped his jaw firmly shut.

Evvos nodded sagely. “Yep. It’s as ye say. Big suckers they are. Stand two or three meters tall, and weigh in at one hunnert and fifty or sixty kilograms.” He leaned forward on the table, hands flat. “The best way to fight em is to stick em full o arrows. Eight or ten arrows slow them down a bit. We only had the one bow, an it didn’t do much good. Only made the buggers mad. Jes the two o them killed three o my crew. They were eatin’ two more when we finally managed to get the Queen into the current and raise the last sail. We could hear em bellerin fer an hour or more. The next day we stopped to cut a jury rig mast, and we kept goin. Seven out of eighteen men finally made it te Knoumm.” He sniffed loudly, wiping his nose on the frayed sleeve of his coat. “I sold the cargo, and paid off the crew. I’ll not go out on that damned river in the Queen again without a good reason. There are too many bad memories on that ship, an too many dead friends.” Gareth waved for a barmaid, and soon Captain Evvos was doing his best to drown his sorrows, and his fears.

“So, tell me Captain Evvos,” Gareth leaned closer, “are there any captains willing to sail upriver?”

Evvos bit off a laugh. “Not bloody likely. A man would be a fool te…” He looked up and shook his head like a dog first waking. “Yer goin’ upriver, ain’t ye?”

“That’s our plan.”

Suddenly Duras Evvos didn’t seem nearly as drunk as he’d been a moment before. “Ye got weapons?”

“Two crossbows, a longbow, swords, axes and a good crew,” Gareth replied as Chiu gave him a wink.

“Ye got yerself a good captain?” Evvos’s look was sharp.

“Zekë Alikaj, the former first mate of the Sea Nymph is the captain.”

Evvos snorted. “Bloody Sea Nymph is a scow. Ye need a real captain.”

Gareth chuckled to himself. “Got a captain. We have an opening for a sailing master, though.”

Evvos frowned. “What’s that?”

“I tell the captain where we need to go.” Gareth explained patiently. “He tells the sailing master, and then the master tells him how to get there. The sailing master tells the crew what to do. Since he has the most experience, he basically runs the ship, since we have no first mate.”

The former captain of the Kmeylt Queen replied slowly, rubbing a stubbled jaw. “Works for me.”

“How much do you charge?” Chiu asked, eyes narrowing.

Evvos reached into his coat and withdrew a fat leather purse, which he dropped to the table with a leaden thump. The tattered captain gave Chiu a wide smile, probably for all the drinks she’d bought him. “Don’t need no pay. I’m what they call independently wealthy—since a few days ago.” He laughed aloud. “I’ll take a share of yer profits though, fer my expenses.”

“Why are you going then?” Gareth asked, raising an eyebrow.

The eyes of the former captain hardened. “Payback.” He blinked. “Now, what ship are we sailing?”

Gareth leaned back in his chair. “The one with the blue flag and white star. The Spray.”

Evvos sprayed his beer out over the table. “That’s a bloody pirate ship!” He gasped.

Gareth laughed. “Not anymore. The pirates are disinclined to use it.”

Evvos’s eyes were very bright, and he rubbed his hands together. “Well, if that’s the case you’ll need a small, very valuable cargo that needs to be transported quickly upriver to Iyreeqeka. I know some influential people here, so I’ll handle the cargo arrangements. Hazard pay is triple, so this one trip will make us a tidy sum.”

“If we survive.” Chiu mumbled.

“There is that.” The new sailing master agreed.

The Spray slipped away from the wooden pier well before dawn, several days later. Leaving port unseen was a guild (the Silver Rate, guild of the mariners) requirement for all small, high value, high risk cargoes. The southerly wind filled their sails, and soon the stench of Knoumm Harbor was far behind them. At this point the Crolim River was several kilometers across, and the Spray slid silently by a number of small hamlets and villages as she sped north. As far as Gareth could tell, they might be sailing up the River Liffey in Ireland in the fifteen hundreds, for their lack of any technology. Even carriages were few and far between, and those he did see were small and crude. Farmers, both human and nonhuman, stopped to stare. The air was chill but not cold yet, thanks to the prevailing wind, and the smell of the woodlands filled the boat.

Near and far he could see scattered ruins dotting the riverbank, rusting steel girders poking into the air out of mounds of rubble like bloody red fingers. At another time he saw the twisted stump of a bridge stabbing out of the woods, and yet another time a ruined pier of what looked like cement jutted out into the river. For some reason he couldn’t fathom, the end of the pier looked melted. When he asked Chiu about it, she replied that Eldenworld was a land of ruins, built on ruins, built on ruins back to the dawn of time. Civilizations without number had risen and fallen on Eldenworld and now, as the sun slowly failed, they all knew that the end was near. Gareth wondered at this, and wondered still more at his reason for being here, on this strange world, at this time and place. Happenstance or by accident never entered his mind as his silent géis urged him to more speed.

“You’ve a good crew here.” Sailing Master Duras Evvos rubbed his short, neatly trimmed beard. Gareth and Chiu had been more than surprised the day after their first meeting with Evvos when he showed up, hair and beard trimmed neatly, wearing clean clothes suitable for a sailing master, a fat blue sea-bag slung over his shoulder.

Gareth chuckled. “The captain of the Sea Nymph wasn’t too happy when I took the cream of his sailors. I don’t think he expected as many to leave as did.”

“Serves him right,” Evvos rumbled. “He’ll be fairer with his next crew.”

Gareth stared out over the dark river. “How far to the Bridge of Flowers?”

Evvos frowned. “About a week, more or less.”

Gareth nodded, his mind lost in thought. As had happened on a number of occasions, something about Eldenworld rang surprisingly familiar, even amid all the chaos. He touched the narrow beard he’d been growing since he’d arrived, and laughed to himself. With his long hair and beard, he looked like the very pirates he’d displaced.

I like your beard. Chiu’s words echoed in his mind as she read his thoughts. But your hair is, as you noticed, a bit long. I could take care of it, if you like. I have scissors. If she had been in her cat form she would have been purring. He almost said no, when his eyes caught something flying high over Spray.

What the hell is that? It looks like a cross between a bat, a man and really huge parrot. Don’t tell me it’s a vampire.

It’s not a vampire. Chiu said firmly in his mind. It’s a Qual. A vampire is something else entirely. Qual are one of several alien species on Eldenworld. They are a race of deeply religious avians who produce silk from glands in their abdomens. Their tails continue growing throughout their entire lives, and the length of an individual’s tail can be a good indicator of age. Their government routinely assassinates members of any society that are deemed to be dangerous to the safety of civilization in general. It is seen by the Qual as their responsibility to do so.

Peachy. Winged vigilantes. Gareth grumbled. The flying creature, this one with a long multi-colored tail dipped lower, barely clearing the top of the mainmast. Gareth could see that it was directing them to the distant riverbank. He gave a short nod to Captain Alikaj, and shortly the Spray was heading for the shore, their longboat made ready for launch. Gareth watched the Qual. Here I am, looking like a pirate, sailing in a pirate ship. He thought to himself. And the bloody parrot wants a parley. I couldn’t have dreamt this stuff up.

Chiu touched his shoulder. You should be all right. Quals assassinate their prey at night, usually with poison darts.

I can’t tell you how relieved I am to hear that. Gareth returned grimly.

Gareth jumped out of the longboat as it touched the sandy riverbank, and strode purposely toward the waiting creature. While he wasn’t carrying a visible weapon, under his coat the Colt formed a reassuring weight on his hip. The air on the beach smelled musty, and scabrous yellow mushrooms squished under his boots.

The Qual topped Gareth’s one hundred and eighty-two centimeters, but was skeletally thin. As a flying creature, Gareth guessed its bones were hollow. Now that he was closer, he noticed that the creature did resemble a parrot more than a bat, with bright colored plumage starting at the crown of the head, slightly behind the heavy orange beak, continuing down his back to the long colorful tail feathers. The feathers on the wings looked soft, which meant silent night flying. The golden eyes of the being were wide and intelligent. Not knowing what else to do, Gareth gave it a short bow, holding his open hands palm forward to show no weapons or hostile intent.

Laughter came out of a circular silver disk, the size of Gareth’s fist that the creature wore around its neck. Gareth’s eyes widened and the laughter suddenly cut off.

A tinny metallic voice came out of the device. “You recognize a…” The mechanical voice squawked a strange word.

“We call it a translator.” It was similar, although much smaller than the prototype he’d seen developed for the Army and Marines.

The creature seemed to be listening to a voice only it could hear, and then it nodded. “Yes, a translator. Are you then from off world?” There was a surprising tone of hope in the mechanical voice.

“Yes,” Gareth admitted, “although I’m not sure what or where this particular world is.”

The Qual seemed to sag. “Ohhh. We were hoping that…” It paused.

“You were hoping that I had access to transport.”

“Yes. Transport. We are the survivors of a diplomatic mission from our homeworld, Nahar. A war, nearly three thousand years ago destroyed our transport and we have been marooned here ever since.”

“You are three thousand years old?” Gareth blurted, surprised.

The creature laughed again. “No, although we age slowly. My grandfather was one of the original diplomats.”

“Well, if I run across a transport, I’ll get word to your people.”

The Qual blinked in what Gareth guessed was disbelief. “For my people, I accept your offer.”

“So, what can I do for you, neighbor?”

“We were curious to meet the individual who is causing so much commotion in this part of Eldenworld. On meeting you I have decided we will not kill you. You are valuable to Eldenworld and to us.”

“Thanks.” Gareth replied dryly. “Can you tell me about the conditions upriver?”

The Qual gave him a bright-eyed stare. “The trolls are troublesome, and the snakes dangerous.” A small arm unfolded out of the feathers, reached into a pouch at its waist and removed four blue marble sized stones. “Throw these into the water when the snakes become evident. It will drive them off.”

Gareth took the pebbles gingerly, slipping them into a pocket under his heavy coat. The Qual’s eyes widened. “Is that a weapon you have there?” Gareth sighed, and drew the Colt, removing the magazine and the chambered round before handing it butt first to the Qual. The thin arm sagged with the weight. “It is very heavy.” The Qual murmured, studying the gun in its hand.

“We have denser bones and heavier musculature. It suits us.”

The Qual handed the weapon back. “Thank you. We found a weapon similar to this, three months ago. The man had been attacked by the trolls as he crossed the Bridge of Flowers. We drove off the trolls, but he was already dead. Would you be interested in the equipment he bore with him? I’m afraid we disposed of the body.”

“I would be very interested.”

“Good. I will leave you then. You will find the equipment on your boat one morning soon. Your men will never hear us come and go.”

It was Gareth’s turn to chuckle. “You would be an ideal scout.”

The Qual stepped away, spreading its wings. “We would not make good scouts. We are too….” It thought for a moment. “Frail.”

“How about a friend, then?” Gareth added on impulse.

The Qual showed his surprise. “That I would do. My name is Ufn'waj.”

Gareth heard the pronunciation the translator came up with, but couldn’t wrap his tongue around it. “My name is Gareth.” The Qual nodded once more, flapped its wings twice and rose from the beach. “Fair winds, my friend.” Gareth called after it as he watched it rise.

“…and following seas.” Came down from the air.

“…until Valhalla, brothers. Semper fidelis.” Gareth finished in a whisper the ancient quote as he turned back to the boat, more bothered about the last comment than he wanted to let on. He had heard the phrase, fair winds and following seas before; it was the last thing his former commander had said to him before he was discharged, to limp his way back to civilian life. What the bloody hell is going on in this insane asylum? He thought to himself as he stepped back into the longboat. And where the fuck am I? He added, although he had a sinking suspicion.

From the Qual Gareth had expected equipment similar to things he was used to: a pistol or rifle, knife, first aid kit, rations, binoculars, or maybe even a compass. What the crewmen found on deck three days later at first light were two fiberglass cases; one long and one short and thick. The cases were flat black, and bore no markings. In their cabin, which was divided in half by a curtain for sleeping, Gareth opened the long case slowly. It contained a Barrett MA 128, .50 caliber sniper rifle. Gareth hadn’t known that something like this was even in the conceptual stage. The MA stood for Magnetic Accelerator. The railgun, he knew, could take down significant targets at distances up to three kilometers. He touched the gun with more than a little fear. The second case contained an assortment of incomprehensible electronics, along with several empty Barrett magazines, and only one partial. Gareth slipped the partial magazine into the heavy gun, and flipped on the power supply. A tiny green light lit on the stock, and near it a small green numeral 6. Gareth sighed and turned the gun off. The previous owner had obviously blasted everything that came against him, squandering his ammunition. The problem was that you couldn’t possibly quick-draw a long gun, and the trolls, he’d heard, were too fast. Gareth frowned at the electronics. He’d sort through them when he had more time.

Chiu sat next to him, looking at the collection of equipment. What will you do now? She’d obviously been tuning in to his thoughts, and felt his disappointment.

He shrugged. I’ll try a single shot on the trolls, and finish the other with the crossbows. I’ll keep the gun in case I need to knock down a really big target at a long distance.

Chiu smiled. Like a dragon?

Gareth’s look was flat. You have dragons here too?

Chiu’s grin widened. And they breathe fire.

Gareth held his head in his hands. What next? He groaned.

Well… She began. If you really want to know…


Chapter 5

THE LIBRARY

Gareth lay stretched out in the bow of the Spray, the barrel of the Barrett peeking through gaps in the forward railing. The deck, only millimeters below his chin smelled heavily of tar. In the distance he could see the squat, crudely put together shape of the Bridge of Flowers. Despite the chill in the air he felt a drop of sweat run down his back, between his shoulder blades. It happened every time he went into battle, no matter how hot or cold the weather.

There is a troll to your ten o’clock, moving left to right; range four hundred meters. Single troll only. I can’t see another. Chiu’s mental “voice” was cool and matter-of-fact. She knew him well enough by now to know it would calm him down.

Copy. I see him. Targeting. Even from this distance he could hear the growls of the troll as it caught sight of the boat and turned to engage it.

Second troll approaching behind the first, moving directly toward us; range four hundred and fifty meters. Gareth knew that Chiu was doing her best to estimate distances, and he certainly wasn’t finding fault.

Roger. Taking the shot on the first target. Get ready for a big bang. Gareth took a deep breath, let it out, took another, let it out halfway… and held it. The crosshairs of the scope were in the center of the beast’s body mass. He squeezed the trigger slowly, and the big gun cracked back into his shoulder as the .50 caliber depleted uranium round exploded out of the end of the barrel at thirteen hundred and fifty meters per second. The forty-six gram bullet struck the troll in the chest and released the energy it had built up at that terrifying speed, blasting a basketball sized hole in the creature’s chest. The creature stood for a long moment, a look of utmost surprise on its face, before it slowly toppled into the muddy water. The second troll roared and charged, not bothering to look to its fallen comrade. Gareth was still fumbling for his crossbow when he heard a deep chunk. He didn’t bother to look, but brought up his own crossbow. The second troll was standing sixty meters from the Spray, thigh deep in water, staring in surprise at the crossbow bolt that stood in the center of its chest. Gareth brought his own weapon up, sighted and squeezed the trigger. The troll, with a crossbow bolt protruding from its forehead as well as its chest, collapsed slowly backwards into the river. Gareth took a deep breath and set the weapon down on the deck. His hands were shaking from the adrenaline rush and suddenly he could smell the sour stench of fear that had been emanating from the crew. He shivered as his sweat began to dry in the chill breeze.

Good job, Chiu. Very good job. I’m lucky to have you as a partner. Your shot killed the troll. Mine was simply… insurance.

“You ain’t so shabby yourself,” she murmured, her breath warm in his ear. He’d never heard her approach, which wasn’t saying much since the crew were all laughing or crying, depending on their frame of mind. Sailing Master Evvos was laughing, pounding on a railing with his scarred fist while Captain Alikaj sat at the top of the stairs to the quarter deck crying. Gareth only wanted a drink — but he didn’t think he was going to get one any time soon.

“Captain Alikaj,” he called out over the voices of the crew. “We’ll spend an hour here, so get the crew fed. We’ll leave when they’re done. We want to finish with the snakes before sundown.” The captain of the Spray turned pale at the mention of snakes, and bolted for the galley. Gareth turned to Chiu, who was standing beside him, staring out over the water. We may have made a blunder selecting Zekë Alikaj as captain. He can steer the boat well enough, but I don’t think he has the intestinal fortitude for the current job.

Isn’t it amazing that we seem to have a spare captain aboard then? Her ‘voice’ in his mind was dry and her face expressionless, but Gareth sensed an uneasiness in her. He wanted to chuckle but didn’t; he felt the same way himself.

Gareth replied in the same ‘tone.’ I looked at the date of manufacture on the gun I was using as I lay on the deck. The Barrett was made forty-seven years AFTER I attempted suicide. It appears that this Athena is using me as a back-up to her primary troubleshooter. He shook his head, trying to clear the ringing from the shot. Who the hell has the power to diddle with time like that? He took a deep breath, calming himself. After reading that date he was surprised he had made the shot at all. What the hell’s going on? This whole mess is beginning to scare me a little. Perhaps we should turn the ship around after we cash in our cargo, and head for that little island you suggested.

She moved very close to him, and Gareth felt he was in imminent danger of falling into the depths of her dark blue eyes and losing himself forever. You really don’t mean that, do you? She asked in a mental voice that was both soft and husky.

Gareth sighed. No, I suppose not, but I had to say it. The thought has run through my mind once or twice, despite this unbreakable compulsion to continue on.

She laughed with the sound of chiming bells. It’s run through my mind also. We’ll know more after we go to the library, and then we can make an educated decision.

Peachy. Gareth grouched. Let’s get some food. I want my meal to be well on its way before I have to deal with snakes.

What? You don’t like snakes? Chiu gave him an ingenuous look, her blue eyes wide. Gareth sighed and turned away.

Standing on the port side of the tall quarter deck, Gareth scanned the water as far as he could see. Two of the three large sails were already half furled, and the Spray was moving well in the center of the two kilometer-wide river. Most of the crew were safely below decks. Straw-filled dummies resembling men stood near the railings, giving the snakes an easy objective, while archers in the crow’s nest and on the quarter deck waited for targets of opportunity. Low clouds dimmed the red light of the sun, giving the world a sickly carnelian glow.

Fifty meters to port a V of ripples caught Gareth’s eye. Target on port side, fifty meters. He told Chiu. Reaching behind him, he rang the ship’s bell three times, signaling the archers that the snakes had been sighted to port. Two bells meant targets to starboard, one bell the bow and four bells the stern. It was an effective system when one didn’t have a radio.

More targets to starboard. Chiu said softly. Gareth rang the bell two more times, and picked up his crossbow. In the water to the port a churning mass of shiny black snakes approached, some as thick as his arm and as long as he was tall. In the South China Sea, he’d seen something similar, but nowhere as large. He tossed one of the blue pebbles the Qual had given him in the water before the snakes. A thin, oily sheen began to spread out as soon as the pebble struck the water. The first snake in the churning mass struck the sheen, and immediately began thrashing in convulsions. Soon fully half the snakes were thrashing, the first ones to touch the oily film already floating away belly up. From the corner of his eye he saw Chiu throw her own pebble. A bow sang from the crow’s nest and Gareth saw a snake fall writhing to the deck from the shoulders of one of the dummies.

“Snakes ahead of us!” One of the lookouts shouted from a masthead. Gareth swore and, dropping his crossbow, ran for the bow, pebble in hand. He reached the bow rail and threw, as a mass of snakes surged over the rail. A bolt nailed one snake to the deck, as an arrow from above accounted for another. Gareth stepped back, drawing his kukri. Snakes surged toward him and he began to swing, spattering the deck with blood of the serpents until all the reptilian intruders were in pieces.

“Strip!” Chiu said in a voice that brooked no compromise. Gareth opened his mouth to protest, took a look at Chiu’s face and began unlacing his heavy leather shirt. While not snake proof, the leather pants and shirts he wore were the best armor he had. He tossed the shirt on the bed, folding his arms. Her glare lessened not one whit. “The pants too.” The corner of her mouth twitched a fraction. “You can keep your underwear if you wish.”

Gareth bit back his anger, and tossed his pants on the bed. Chiu walked around him slowly, and if her face had borne any signs of humor before, it quickly vanished. “You’ve been bitten three times that I can see,” she said without emotion. “Once on the neck, once on the arm and once on the leg. You shouldn’t have made it off the deck, let alone still be standing.” She gave him a glare. “How do you feel?”

He rubbed his hands together. “Cold.” His eyes narrowed. “You could always strip down like me, and we could both get warm… together.” He said softly, giving her a predatory grin. His grin widened as Chiu fled the room, cheeks flaming. “Well,” he muttered to himself, picking up his pants. “Something must have hit close to the mark.”

Sailing master Evvos was peering over the bow railing as Gareth approached. “That last pebble ye threw seems to have coated our hull with some o the stuff.” He pointed to another mass of snakes 60 meters off, paralleling their course but resisting coming any closer.

Gareth glared across the water. “Good. Anybody hurt?”

Evvos grinned. “Nope. Snake venom is funny stuff. You get bit you die. There’s no getting sick.”

Gareth said nothing about his own bites. “How long to Iyreeqeka?”

“Two or three weeks. We’re heading upriver, and the wind’s dropping off a bit.” He crossed his arms and looked out over the water, watching the snakes slowly fall behind them. “This will be the first trip I’ve made upriver where nobody’s been kilt.” The sun was sinking below the tree line, dipping the river slowly into a ruddy twilight. Evvos pulled out a short corncob pipe and began to stuff it with tobacco from a soft leather pouch. Lighting a taper on a nearby lantern, he took a few tentative puffs, and then a longer pull, the bluish smoke curling up and over the deck of the ship. He gave Gareth a short nod. “Ye got us through the snakes before twilight, like ye said ye would. I thought ye were crazy.”

Gareth didn’t have to turn to know Chiu had come up beside him. “You weren’t wrong, Evvos. Didn’t you know… we’re all mad here?” Gareth murmured, quoting Charles Lutwidge Dodgson’s famous Cheshire Cat. “I try not to let it interfere with my job.”

The sailing master chuckled dryly as he turned away, eyes moving across the deck. He stopped to shout at one sailor for an improperly flaked cable, and a moment later another for not mopping the snake blood off the deck. The three furled sails opened fully, now that the ship was out of danger, and the Spray headed upriver.

Gareth and Chiu stood for a while at the bow rail, watching the river flow by in companionable silence before he spoke. “I’ve told you about me, Chiu, but I know virtually nothing about you, except that you are a shapeshifter, and were a witch’s familiar, whatever that is. Tell me a little about yourself, about your parents and about your people. Have you always been shapeshifters?”

He was surprised when she moved a little closer, and when she spoke her voice was so soft it was almost carried away on the light breeze. “Our race is called the Aebbea, and we come from a land named Oseothan, tucked right up against the ice at the roof of the world. When we are born we look like any other normal human child, until the age of two, and then the genes for shapeshifting seem to kick in.” Staring out over the water, Chiu laughed. “If you think you’ve seen a madhouse around here, you should see a few dozen shapeshifter children learning to shift. For some strange reason Aebbea mothers always seem to know their own children, no matter what their form; however, it drove my father to distraction. My parents are both senators, and important in the running of the government. In all Eldenworld only Oseothan has a working centralized democracy.” There was a note of pride in her voice. “I suppose you would call it democratic socialism. Our government was established and designed for the greater good, and not for its own good.”

Gareth grunted. “I wish they’d thought of that in America, the land I came from. There the government works for itself most of the time, and for the aggrandizement of the politicians. If the people benefit it is usually by accident.” He gave her a wry look. “Sorry. Please continue.”

She gave him a little smile. “The Aebbea are great travelers, and thanks to our shapeshifting ability, it’s usually quite safe. Some of us have certain… unique abilities, like familiars. We bond with certain individuals, usually sorcerers or witches, and enhance their magical abilities. I still don’t understand why I was destined to be your familiar. You’re a human.” She finished with a frown. “But those snakebites should have killed a human, so I don’t know what you are.”

“Just another sucker.” Gareth grumbled. “I’ve never experienced magic before. As far as I know, there isn’t any magic at all on the world I come from, and that’s a shame.”

Chiu turned toward him. “Magic can be beautiful and ugly, depending on the user.” She graced him with a little smile. “Let me show you.” She held out her hand, palm up. “Et ibidem sit rosa.” She murmured, loudly enough for Gareth to hear. He felt a doorway open somewhere between them and a soft rush of sound like a sudden exhalation. A red rose lay in Chiu’s hand, still wet with dew. The short stem had several heavy sharp thorns, of course. He reached out gingerly, picking up the rose with two fingers and held it to his nose. The fragrance was deep and sweet. He placed it back on Chiu’s palm. “Fúgite!” She said sharply, and the rose was gone.

When he finally got his shivers under control, Gareth spoke. “That was amazing. What language was that anyway? It was… familiar.”

“It was the language of the ancients, passed down to us from our parents for generations uncounted. Some say it is millions of years old.”

Gareth frowned, closed his eyes, and held out his own hand, palm up. “Et ibidem sit bellis perennis.” He said, picturing a daisy in his mind. Somewhere, somehow, he felt a doorway open and the familiar soft rush of sound. He opened his eyes, looked down at his empty palm and sighed. “Well, it was worth a…” Looking up, he stopped speaking. With a shaking hand he reached up to pluck the daisy from behind Chiu’s left ear, handing it to her with a crooked smile.

Her eyes were very wide and very blue as she took the flower from his fingers. “How did you do that? What sort of a flower is this?” She looked up from the flower. “What the hell are you?”

Gareth laughed as he took the flower from her hand. “Retro, de quo egressus.” He muttered, hoping he’d remembered his Latin from high school. The flower vanished.

Chiu took a step backward. “What did you do?” Her voice was shaky.

“I told it to go back to where it came from, that’s all.” He chuckled. “The language is ancient Latin that I was taught in school. Trust me, it didn’t have any special powers when I learned it the first time. Lastly, I’m just a man.” He looked up into the clearing sky. “I used to read books by the respected and famous author Robert Heinlein. He had a phrase for it. I feel like I’m A Stranger in a Strange Land.” They stood for some time as twilight deepened to night. “Do you have any brothers and sisters?” Gareth asked gently.

“One of each,” Chiu replied. “An older brother, Shen, and a younger sister, Qingzhao.” She gave a sad little laugh. “By now I should have one or two nieces… or nephews. We have a small country, and the laws are very strict about how many children we can have. I haven’t been home for many years.” Gareth touched Chiu’s shoulder and felt her move a step closer. “Did you have any children, when you were married?”

“That was another bone of contention between my wife and myself. She wanted children, a whole herd if she could manage it. Something inside me said that if I had children with her it would be the worst mistake I ever made.” Gareth let out a dispirited laugh. “The really funny thing is that I like kids, and wouldn’t mind having a couple, but not with her. It’s all behind me now, though.”

Tipping her head slightly to the one side, Chiu gave him a quizzical look. “Is it?” He opened his mouth to say yes and stopped, remembering the snakebites and the daisy. “Were you always a… soldier?” she asked, picking the word from his memory and tactfully changing the subject.

“Yeah, pretty much,” he replied, thinking back to that other, rapidly fading world. “I’d been a soldier for a dozen years when I was injured in a battle.” He closed his eyes and suddenly could picture it all again. “There was an explosion, and I lost my left eye and my left leg. The rest of me looked like I’d been through a meat grinder. I got home from the hospital to find that my wife had left me for another man, taking the house and trying to get a portion of my disability pay. I lived in a state called California, and if you are a man in California, and are going through a divorce, you are wrong… automatically, no matter what the circumstances. I wouldn’t have had enough to feed myself when she got done. I found the man she was living with, a big bruiser; she’d always liked them big and mean, and I shattered his leg. He’ll be walking with a cane for the rest of his life. Then I put on my uniform and headed for a quiet beach with my pistol to tidy things up. The pistol, for some strange reason, failed to operate, and I decided to take a swim with all my gear on.” He shrugged. “Sometime after my first mouthful of water I decided that maybe living wasn’t so bad after all, and I wound up emerging on a strange beach, under a bloody sun. I’ve wondered if this is all a hallucination, cooked up by my mind to play out between the time I pulled the trigger and the time the firing pin impacts the primer, igniting the gunpowder in the bullet and ending my life.”

Chiu looked him in the eyes. “Do you still wish to die?”

“I’ve found something else,” he replied slowly, returning her stare, “to live for.” And someone else to live for… maybe. He thought to himself. Since they were barely centimeters apart, he saw her eyes widen as she plucked the thought from his mind, and he winced. Chiu gave him a possessive little smile, and patted his cheek.

That’s nice. She whispered to his mind.

Smoke was rising in the distance as they neared the port of Iyreeqeka, and Gareth knew in his heart that is was time to get back to work. The last two weeks had been boring, after dealing with the trolls and the snakes. Customs agents began to crawl over the boat as the Spray crossed between the realms of Strebajan and Yeasiotis on the icy lake Clysta. Duras Evvos had been through this before, however, and knew exactly who to bribe and how many coins to pass, and as a result, their interruption was short. Now Gareth stood at the forward rail biting his fingernails, staring at the plume of dark smoke that rose to the red sky.

“We’re lucky,” Evvos muttered from his side in a rough voice.

Gareth turned so that he could better see the sailing master’s face. “How so?”

“I’ve been in Iyreeqeka a few times. The smoke is coming from the city, and not from the docks. We should be able to unload our cargo with few problems.”

Gareth sighed. “We never intended to carry a cargo when we traveled to Iyreeqeka, Evvos. The Spray is simply a more convenient way of traveling a long distance.” He gave the man a sour look. “Despite the trolls and the snakes, it was still probably a safer trip than traveling by foot or horseback.”

Evvos rubbed his chin, frowning. “Yev got a point there, lad. What are yer plans now?”

“Chiu and I need to get some information from the library, and that will tell us where we go next.”

The sailing master turned to look at the plume of smoke. “Ye said the library?”

Gareth followed the man’s gaze. “Nooo. Our luck couldn’t possibly be that bad.”

The wooden docks in Iyreeqeka were packed with people desperate to get out of the city. Gareth questioned a half a dozen tattered refugees, as the sailors unloaded the ship into heavily guarded wagons, and every story was different. In some renditions, the local police had trounced the armed insurgents who were intent on razing the entire city, and the smoke came from the insurgent’s former headquarters. In other versions, the insurgents had slaughtered the police, and the smoke was from burning Iyreeqeka’s administrative buildings. When it came to exploring strange worlds Gareth was lost, but this he was trained for. Now he stood beside the Spray, in the gray first light of dawn. Shivering, he pulled the hood of his wool cloak a little further over his head. The weight of the crossbow and quarrel of bolts was uncomfortable on his back, but the Colt and the kukri felt right at home around his waist. In his right hand he held his staff.

“You ready?” he asked Chiu, who was standing at his side glaring at the tattered city around her. She wore her leather buckskins and a thick sheepskin coat. In her left hand she carried her bow and over her shoulder the quiver of arrows. Her face was drawn, and she looked around the city with something like loathing.

“I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” she muttered. Gareth thought it sounded like a grudging admission. “It’s roughly ten or twelve kilometers to the library from here, and it has been a while since I was here last. We can count on two to three hours quick walk.”

“Which way?” She pointed toward the column of smoke.

Snuffling sounds seemed to follow them from the empty houses as they walked, and the smell of burning city was heavy in the air. Single people and small groups passed them heading the other way, all lugging packs and carts; wheelbarrows loaded with what remained of their worldly possessions. No matter which way they turned Gareth heard crying children; the sound making him grit his teeth. He’d seen this before, again and again. Nothing remained of Iyreeqeka to mark it as anything special. The half-demolished buildings and streams of refugees could have been from Kenya or Syria… or even Los Angeles on a rough day. Beside him he noticed that Chiu was very pale.

Are you all right? He asked, mind-to-mind.

Her eyes moved constantly, taking it all in. No, I’m not all right. This used to be an orderly city. She rubbed her eyes, pointing to a small, rubble-filled square. Bloodstains marred the dry white fountain. That beautiful fountain in the center used to be filled with clear bubbling water, and Maggie and I would sit in the cool shadow of the buildings on marble benches listening to the soothing sound of the water and sipping fragrant teas…. No, I’m not all right. She had a right to be angry, Gareth admitted. She sighed. Take a right at the next street. That will put us on the main thoroughfare and lead us directly to the library.

Around the corner was the sound of hurried footsteps, and a muffled scream, quickly cut off. Gareth growled, wishing for about the hundredth time since they began their little hike that he had his reliable HK 416 and a half thousand rounds of ammo. Stay here. He thought to Chiu. She frowned but nodded.

He stepped silently around the corner, forcing himself to hold the staff loosely. Ten paces in front of him a scruffy looking man had dragged a woman onto the sidewalk, and holding one hand over her mouth was in the process of ripping her clothes off. Gareth grimaced and swung his staff, striking the woman’s attacker across the temple. The man dropped like a boned fish across the woman he’d been about to rape. The bedraggled auburn-haired woman pushed the man off with both hands, crawling out from beneath his weight. She stood shaking for a moment, ignoring her nakedness and then, much to Gareth’s surprise, threw herself on her attacker. For a moment Gareth thought her crazy, until she drew her attacker’s knife and with all her strength, plunged it between the man’s legs, up to the hilt. The man’s eyes flew open at the pain, and he screamed. Leaving the knife embedded in her assailant, the woman staggered back, eyes wide. Seeing Gareth for the first time, she gave a little shriek and darted into the nearest doorway, while trying her best to pull her tattered clothes around her.

Gareth stood there too stunned to even move. When he glanced down, the rapist was convulsing in a rapidly expanding pool of blood. As he watched, the man gave one last gurgling sigh and died. You might as well come out. It’s all over now. He stood there staring at the man as Chiu approached, and he heard her gasp. He tried to rape a woman. I knocked the man out, and while he was unconscious his victim pulled his knife and stabbed him with it.

At other times I’d have said, ‘good for her’, but seeing this… Gareth felt Chiu lean against his arm.

The punishment wasn’t commensurate with the crime. Gareth said very softly.

No, it wasn’t. Flies were already swarming on the still warm and sticky blood when they turned to go.

It was just as the sun passed midday that Gareth clenched his jaw at the sight of the more than familiar metal pole standing out of the top of the neatly stacked bundles of wood in the middle of a rundown square. Like the first time, there was a woman tied to the metal pole atop the head-high stack of wood, but unlike the first witch, this one was young, barely into her twenties, Gareth guessed, with short pale blond hair and a frightened face. Dirty streaks on her face showed where she’d been crying. Working his jaw to get the tenseness out, he made his way toward several men standing at a nearby brazier, warming their hands. In the meantime, the shivering woman on the pole was turning blue. She would be all too warm very soon, he reflected. When he went to glance to Chiu, he found she wasn’t there.

Look up. Chiu’s mental voice advised. He looked up to see a small peregrine falcon, sitting on a rooftop watching him.

You’re a bird?

A hunter. She corrected. And a hunter with very good eyesight.

Is the woman at the stake a witch, like Shrana-K'ra? He asked shivering at her momentary fate.

No. I sense nothing that would indicate she’s a witch.

Gareth shrugged. I guess I’ll have to ask then. He stepped forward to the closest of the men. “I’m new hereabouts.” He said, pushing back his hood. “What’s going on?” Many of the men around the bonfire were wearing gold and black lacquered armor, he noted grimly, and had short military style haircuts to fit under helmets.

The man, who had a two or three day growth of beard, jerked his head at the captive woman. “She’s a werewolf. They caught her trying to steal from our city treasury, what little there is left of it.”

Gareth frowned. “You burn thieves at the stake? Isn’t that a little… extreme?”

The man grunted a hard laugh. “Cuts down on repeat offenders. Besides, we don’t like werewolves.”

Okay, he directed his thought to Chiu, explain werewolves to a newbie like me.

Werewolves are simply shapeshifters that are limited to the shape of a wolf. She replied.

They don’t turn into a wolf in the full moon, to run around in a killing rampage, and can only be killed by a silver bullet? He asked seriously.

Where the hell did you ever get that silly idea?

I suppose you’ve never heard of a place called Hollywood, or a man named Leitch Ritchie. He shook his head, continuing before she could answer. Never mind. When will they light the fire?

Sundown, probably.

Okay, hawkeye. How many of these men are there?

There are a dozen, and they are all city guards, not the local rabble you’re accustomed to.

Damn. I wish I had a smoke grenade.

What’s that?

A device that I throw to generate a lot of smoke, very quickly.

Oh… I can do that, no problem. Chiu’s thought sounded, smug.

What?

Tell me where and when you want it… and how much.

Gareth studied the square for a few moments. I’m going to wander down the alley to my left. I can see a number of soldiers there. Wait for me to whistle, and then fill that end of the square and alley with smoke. All the guards should go to the assistance of their comrades, leaving you free to release the captive. Go down the first street you find, and circle back to me in the smoke. I’ll be heading in the other direction as fast as I can.

That sounds dangerous—to you. There was a sharp edge to Chiu’s voice.

You have thirty seconds to come up with a better plan. Gareth said flatly.

Fine. Chiu blurted angrily, after ten or fifteen seconds. We’ll do it your way.

Gareth spun the hickory staff in his fingers as he sauntered toward the alley. Further down the side street one of the armored soldiers laughed. As he disappeared around the corner and down the street, Gareth began to whistle. From her perch high above, Chiu created dense gray smoke boiling from the spot his feet had been, flowing out in all directions like some strange viscous liquid. From the alley came the sounds of a brisk fight. In the square there was a shout, a barked command, and all the remaining soldiers turned in mass, heading at a run for the smoky alley. Chiu swooped behind the bonfire pile, her human feet striking the ground as she changed. From the smoke-filled alley came the sounds of shouting.

Gareth burst out of another alley, running. “Are you all set?” he called, puffing.

“Almost.” Chiu pulled at the chains that bound the blond woman, finally loosening them enough for the captive to wriggle free. The image of the blond woman wavered for a moment, and then a large gray wolf bounded down from the pile of wood and streaked down the alley, past Gareth. Gareth ran in the same direction as the wolf, as a small falcon swooped past his head. Hurry! Chiu called. The guards have figured out which way you went!

Instead of running harder, Gareth stopped and turned to face his pursuers, at the same time removing the crossbow from his back. He loaded quickly, but without undue haste, finally raising his bow and sighting on the soldier who was only thirty paces away by this time. The crossbow chunked, and the soldier shrieked, falling to the road and clutching at the bolt buried to the flights in the meaty part of his upper thigh. A second soldier pounded past his fallen comrade, only to join the first on the narrow alley, one of Chiu’s long arrows neatly piercing his calf.

More smoke, please. The narrow street filled rapidly with a thick billowing cloud. Gareth turned and ran. Behind them they could hear voices calling out in consternation, but not following. After a time, Gareth slowed to a walk as he panted. How far to the library?

The hawk flared to a landing beside him, and Chiu stood at his side, bow and quiver strung over her shoulder. “Two or three kilometers. You’d better let me look at you,” she said with an angry snap to her voice, glaring at the slow trickle of blood that ran down his arm, one of several small wounds that he had been pointedly ignoring.

“When we get to our destination. I’ve traveled further with worse.”

Chiu turned away in disgust. “Men!”

Gareth couldn’t help but chuckle. “Have you seen any sign of our wolfie friend?”

Chiu laughed lightly. “She thinks she’s being sneaky. The wolf is currently forty meters further down this street, in a second story window on your side, watching us from the shadows.”

Gareth gave Chiu a long look. “Thank you for your help back there. That was a good shot.”

The dark-haired woman gave him a grin. “You’re pretty good with that staff. I thought you came from a high-tech world.”

Gareth spun the staff in the air. “I studied the art of hand-to-hand fighting for a number of years. Part of that training dealt with handheld weapons, like this staff.”

“That was all part of your job?” Chiu asked curiously.

“Naw.” Gareth laughed. “I did that for relaxation. Two hours in the Dojang, the training hall, will leave you totally relaxed, no matter how tense you were when you walked in.”

“You fight to relax?” Her tone was perplexed.

“I practice a system designed to keep muscles, joints and mind supple and limber.” They walked for some time in silence, as Chiu mulled over his words.

“I thought you were simply a soldier.” She admitted at last. “I see that I was wrong.”

Looking up at the sky, he chuckled. “Well… not simply.”

The gray wolf sauntered out of the rubble as they were about to step into the square fronting the great building that Chiu told him was called the library. Twenty five meters tall, the domed roof had long since been stripped of all its gold, leaving it looking leprous and splotchy. The wolf form wavered for a moment, and standing in its place was a dirty young woman, with short crudely cut blond hair. Wearing cast-off clothes, her eyes were bright green and she looked at Gareth and Chiu with her head tipped slightly to one side.

“Thank you for saving me,” she said in a surprisingly soft mezzo-soprano voice. “My name is Lyndra Tr'oell.” She bit her lip. “Why are you going into the library?”

“We need to find the answers to certain questions,” Chiu said gravely.

Lyndra frowned. “Did you know that the library is controlled by the Dispensable Champions? You can’t get in without a…” Gareth reached under his cloak and withdrew a small leather pouch. From this he withdrew three golden rings, each with a silver moon etched in the top. He held them up, in the palm of his hand.

“Would these help?”

Lyndra’s eyes nearly bugged from her head. “Holy hells! How did you get those?”

Gareth closed his fingers over the rings. “I had a disagreement with the Dispensable Champions.” He said simply.

Chiu gave him a slightly disgusted look, and continued where he’d left off. “The Dispensable Champions took out a contract on him with the Black Maggots after he killed four of their number. The assassins fared no better than the thieves, or the pirates.” She gave Gareth a long look. “I believe you have a few of those rings also, don’t you?”

Gareth gave her a sour look in return. “Yeah. I have a few.”

Lyndra looked first from Gareth, then to Chiu, and finally back to Gareth. “What the hell are the two of you?”

Gareth gave her a dry look. “She’s a shapeshifter. I’m just a Marine.”

Lyndra’s disbelief was plain in her emerald eyes. “Those men back there in the black and gold armor were city soldiers. You went through them like a hot knife through butter.”

He touched a gash in his cheek that was still weeping blood and grimaced. “They were actually pretty good.” Then he grinned. “But they weren’t Marines.”

Chiu gave him an exasperated look. “We should go, and save the chitchat for the fireside.”

Gareth grinned at the young woman. “You’re free to go, Lyndra.”

The blond woman returned the grin. “I’ve a nose for interesting things, and you two are about as interesting as I’ve ever seen. There’s something about you…” She shook her hair, and touched the ragged ends with more than a little disgust. “They had great fun cutting my hair.” She let out a low, totally wolfish growl. “They said I wouldn’t need it any more. It was down to my waist.”

“Are you with us?” Gareth asked, glancing at the lowering sun. He really didn’t want to be stuck in the city after dark.

Lyndra smiled, showing her small white teeth. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

Gareth opened his fingers, offering her a golden ring. “You’ll need one of these.”

She picked the ring up and tentatively slipped it on her ring finger. Chiu followed suit, and then Gareth. “I always wanted to be a member of a guild.” Lyndra let out a little giggle. “My mother would be so proud.”

Gareth shook his head, and wondered if having Lyndra around was such a good idea. “How do we get in?”

Lyndra laughed with a clear ringing sound. “We have our rings. We simply walk right in.” She raised an eyebrow. “Where are we going? The library is pretty big.”

“The map room,” Chiu replied briskly. “We need to find a lost city.”

Lyndra rubbed her hands together, her eyes alight. “Cool, a lost city. This will be fun; just follow me.” Gareth groaned.

The library had seen better days—about a century earlier. Gareth noted the chipped and cracked white columns flanking the main door, and what might have been bloodstains on the wide white marble steps. A hooded man lounging in a gutted chair looked up at their approach, took in their rings as well as Gareth’s staff, and gave them a casual wave. Gareth returned the wave, and taking a deep breath stepped over the threshold, and into the library.

He stopped in the entryway and stared. He’d expected books or scrolls. Instead, what he found was row after row of what he had to believe were data terminals. Each terminal had a gently reclining mouse-eaten chair, along with an unidentifiable collection of plugs, goggles and headpieces. He turned to Chiu.

“What the hell is this?” A noise made him turn in time to see a rat as big as a Rottweiler scuttle into the shadows. He shuddered, noting that both Chiu and Lyndra were standing very close to him.

“My father told me stories of this place.” Chiu began. “He said that you simply sat, rested a small device on your temples and asked questions in your mind. In return, the library provided the answers.”

Gareth reached down and delicately picked up one of the aforementioned headpieces. It fell apart in his fingers, and he wiped his hands together sadly. “Can you imagine the wealth of knowledge stored here? The entire history of your world is here, and we have no way to access it.” He saw Chiu swallow. “Where now?”

“The map room is on the fourth floor.” Lyndra whispered as she pointed to the sweeping stairs at the other end of the massive room. The air in the library smelled of mold and rotted wood, underscored with less pleasant smells. Gareth sincerely hoped that the floors held, because he really didn’t want to have to climb up out of the cellar.

The second floor was identical to the first, with a few dozen Dispensable Champions camping on one partly cleaned side, while garbage and a scattering of odd bones littered the third floor. The carrion smell was thankfully, old. To Gareth’s eye it looked as though something had been using the third floor for a nest but, luckily, was no longer home. He felt his stomach clench when he noted webs draping the walls in dusty white. They kept climbing.

The center of the massive vaulted map room had been a metal globe of the world, ten meters in diameter. Now the top of the globe had been crushed in, turning it into a truly huge barbecue pit. Gareth could see where vellum maps, tables, chairs, and anything burnable had been thrown into the barbecue. He began backing toward the stairway when he recognized a burned human femur. It showed signs of having been gnawed.

“Scheiße!” He swore. “Scheiße, scheiße, scheiße!” He took a deep breath. “What do we do now, Chiu?” His familiar looked… stunned.

Lyndra frowned. “What is this city you’re looking for?”

“Zuebrihn.” Gareth said, trying not to let the sound of despair edge into his voice. They’d come so far… for nothing.

“Zuebrihn?” Lyndra asked. He nodded slowly, staring out of the dirty windows at approaching evening. “I know where that is. I was born in Apheacham, a small village a few hundred leagues southwest of Zuebrihn.”


Chapter 6

DRAGONSIGN

Gareth turned around very slowly to stare at Lyndra. “Would you say that again?”

Lyndra’s frown deepened. “I said that I know where Zuebrihn is. I was born near there.” She blinked when she saw that Chiu was giving her the identical wide-eyed look. “Ahhh, the only problem is that Zuebrihn is on the other side of the world from here.”

“Where?” Chiu bit off the word.

Lyndra glared at the dark-haired woman. “Do you know where the Realm of Ezidran lies?”

Chiu thought for a moment. “North of the Realm of the Shattered Plain.”

Lyndra’s smile lacked any warmth. “Bingo! Zuebrihn is roughly in the center of that miserable country, tucked up north right against the ice. It’s truly a miserable place.”

Gareth gave her a long look. “How did you ever manage to get way down here?”

“I said I lived in a small village. Apheacham sat on the northern end of the Lake of Shadows, in central Ezidran. Slavers struck and took the whole village, those they didn’t kill that is. My parents were lucky. They died. I was fifteen. I waited until they brought me to civilization and then I changed into a wolf, tore the throat out of the slaver who was guarding me, and escaped.” She wiped away a single tear, and Gareth suddenly saw a lonely little girl in the young woman before him.

Chiu, standing by the windows, caught his attention. “We have company,” she said quietly.

Frowning, Gareth approached the window, and following her gaze looked down. “Oh hells,” he rumbled. A full hundred black and gold armored soldiers were pounding out of the side streets in the direction of the library. From the stairwell they could hear shouts of dismay from the Dispensable Champions. “It looks as though the city soldiers managed to follow us, or they have some very good informants.”

“Informants.” Lyndra spat. “This city is filled with them.”

“Okay, no more mister nice guy this time.” He looked at Chiu. “The two of you head for the ship. I’ll meet you there as soon as I can. Tell Evvos to be prepared to cut our lines.”

“But…” He could tell that she was struggling to keep her composure. “What will you do?”

He wiggled his eyebrows. “I will do my own famous version of shapeshifting. I will become a city guard. Can you take my staff and cloak?”

Chiu frowned. “I already have my bow and arrows. I don’t know…”

“I’ll take them.” Lyndra injected. “I’m not carrying anything.”

Gareth gave the young woman a hard look. “How will you carry a staff and cloak if you’re a wolf?”

Lyndra opened her mouth, but Chiu interrupted. “Why don’t we have this metaphysical discussion later, when we have the time? Lyndra can take your equipment.”

Gareth nodded. “Thanks. I’ll keep the pistol, kukri and crossbow…just in case.” He glanced out at the rapidly approaching crowd of men. “You should go now.”

Chiu came closer, until they were virtually nose-to-nose, and kissed him lightly on the lips. “You be careful, Ernst Gareth Köhler,” she whispered.

“I will, Chiu. I have something to live for, don’t forget.”

The two women morphed into a bird and wolf respectively, then disappeared into the shadows. Gareth could hear the distant crash of fighting downstairs that told him the city soldiers had made it as far as the first floor. Drawing the kukri, he headed for the stairs. Crossing the litter-strewn third floor a glint amidst the debris caught his eyes as he moved silently across the room. One of the ancient machines, a squat heavy apparatus five meters on a side, and studded with what Gareth guessed were lights, had been split open by a falling chandelier, disgorging a half dozen quarter sized perfectly formed white parallelepiped crystals on the floor beneath the smashed unit. Only able to spare a bare glance and a second’s time, he scooped them up, stuffing them into a pocket of his pants until it bulged. He slowly worked his way down the stairs to the next level, keeping careful track of the sound of fighting.

Sliding from shadow to shadow, he crossed the vast second floor, invisible to the guild-members who were preparing to meet the attack of the approaching guardsmen. There was a rough shout from the stairway, and he pressed himself back into the deeper shadows barely in time as a dozen guardsmen rushed up the stairs, swords drawn. Gareth permitted himself a feral grin when he noticed the visors down on all the guard’s helmets. The last guardsman never saw the moving shadow as it approached his left side, and only knew that something was amiss when the kukri drove up into his left armpit, killing him instantly. No more than two minutes later a groaning Gareth stumbled down the stairs to the first floor, and out the front door. Dressed in the armor of the fallen guard, and with his closed helmet, he wasn’t even questioned in the confusion of milling bodies outside. The approach of evening made it almost too easy. Entering the nearest side street, he began to run in earnest, or as fast as he could manage while wearing ten kilograms of clumsy armor. After two kilometers he decided to lose the protection of his metal shell, favoring speed above deception. By the time any informers happened to see and report him, the Spray would have sailed.

As he ran a shadow swooped out of the night sky. Nice to see you too. He sent the thought skyward as he strove to get enough air into his burning lungs.

There is a pack of wolves coming at you from your left. Be careful.

Now she tells me. He returned, moving to the right to put the wall of a building at his back. A stone clattered on his left, and he froze, slowly drawing the kukri and facing the sound. Four, then five shadows moved out of the buildings. A sixth shadow bounded up the street to stop at his side, facing the approaching pack. The teeth of the wolf were very white in the dim light. “Lyndra?” he asked aloud, never taking his eyes from the wolves who seemed to have stopped their approach to reassess the situation. The wolf at his side turned her head slightly, and gave him a wolfie grin. The grin disappeared as the wolfpack began to circle the human and his companion. Gareth very slowly sheathed the kukri, and drew his Colt. The snap as he chambered a round was loud in the quiet street. An approaching wolf growled low in its throat, and Lyndra’s ears went flat as she returned the compliment. Gareth was raising the pistol when a dark shadow detached itself from a rooftop, morphing as it fell into…

The ground shook as it landed. Gareth stumbled, and gaped. What the bloody hell is THAT? He shot out to Chiu. The creature that stood beside him was close to three meters tall, all gnarly and ugly… and it smelled of carrion. Roughly man shaped, very roughly, it reached a long six fingered hand down and patted Gareth on the head, like you’d pat a dog. Gareth picked himself up from the street, where the sign of affection had driven him. The wolfpack was slowly backing away for good reason.

This, Chiu replied, with more than a little pride in her thought, is an ogre. The creature took a threatening step toward the retreating wolves who, being pragmatic creatures, turned and fled into the night. When the ogre turned back to face Gareth, it might have been smiling. He wasn’t sure.

Thanks, I think. Gareth murmured, shaking his head slightly to check that everything was still connected after the ogre’s touch. How far to the boat?

A kilometer. The ogre wavered and shrank back to reveal Chiu, who staggered for a moment. Gareth wrapped his arm around her waist, steadying her.

“Are you all right?”

She leaned against his side. “Changing forms takes it out of you.” She said simply, taking a deep breath. “And ogres aren’t the easiest form to change into and out of.” She glanced up at him. “We should go.”

“Yeah,” he replied as softly, enjoying the warmth of her against him. “As soon as you let me go.”

“Ohhh!” She pulled away, and Gareth would swear that she was blushing. “You’re right… we should go.” With that she marched off down the street, leaving Lyndra and a grinning Gareth far behind.

Gareth soon found a human Lyndra walking at his side. The gaze she shot him was curiously intent. “Are you and Chiu…ahhh…together?”

Gareth frowned, hoping Lyndra couldn’t see his face. “Not really. We first met a few months ago, when she became my familiar.”

“You’re a sorcerer?” Lyndra asked, sounding surprised.

“Not really. When we tried, I was able to make a flower appear. That doesn’t make me a sorcerer.” Lyndra said nothing, but one eyebrow rose. “I’m merely a human, like everyone else.”

The blond woman chuckled. “There aren’t that many humans, and for the most part, they’re the worst of the lot. Humans also don’t have a single ounce of magical ability. The slavers that took my village were human, and besides,” she gave him a playful look, “you don’t smell human.”

Gareth saw that they were approaching the docks, and to his relief the Spray was right where he’d left it. “What do I smell like?” he asked, stopping in the street. Chiu, he could see, was standing on the deck, arms crossed under her breasts and her face like thunder.

Lyndra leaned closer and sniffed his shoulder. “I smell armor and blood, someone else’s and yours. I smell a man who has been alone for a long time.” A smile touched her lips. “I smell…” Her face took on a distant look. “I smell a strange yellow sun, and strange stars stretching both behind and before you.” Her eyes lit. “I smell an adventure.”

“Oh, good grief.” Gareth rumbled as he stepped on the deck. He looked around, frowning. “Mister Evvos,” he called out, nodding to a scowling Chiu. “Where is Captain Alikaj? We need to go right now!”

Duras Evvos grinned down from the quarter deck where he stood. “Zekë Alikaj resigned his captaincy and I paid him off. He said that he will take a nice quiet transport back to Knoumm Harbor.”

“Then I guess you have the job. Are we set to sail?”

Evvos gave him an unsurprised look. “Where to?”

Gareth bit his lip. “Just get us the hell out of the harbor. I’ll let you know in an hour.” He shot Chiu and Lyndra hard looks. “We need to talk ladies.” Evvos began shouting orders as soon as Gareth turned for the stairwell that led down to the wide rear cabin.

Sitting on the bed, Gareth dropped his boots to the deck with a contented sigh; pistol and kukri lay on the chair where he’d tossed them. Lyndra and Chiu sat on the other bed and watched him carefully. He struggled with his shirt for a moment, dried blood from his wounds pulling the cuts back open. Chiu appeared at his side, a warm wet cloth suddenly in her hand as she began to treat his many small hurts. Gareth winced as she swiped a particularly deep gash.

“Don’t be such a baby,” Chiu murmured in a hard voice, and he sighed. On the bed Lyndra was trying hard to suppress her giggles.

“Do we have any information at all about this Ezidran; like where it is, how to get there and what we can expect along the way?” Both women were now intently studying the floor. “Do we head east or west?” Other than the gentle sound of waves slapping the hull, there was silence in the room. “Lyndra, you were born there. You should know!” He said with a snap.

“I was born in Apecham.” Lyndra commented softly, still looking at the floor. “When I was taken the slavers locked us up in the cargo hold of their boat. I tore the throat out of a guard in Strizruofast, and hid on the docks until I could slip aboard an outbound trader. I saw nothing of the Realm of Ezidran, and know no more than you can get from maps.”

“Okay, who would know?” he asked resignedly. The silence stretched on and on.

“My father would know.” Chiu whispered finally, still looking at the floor.

“And your father is…?”

“My family live in Puasheehchester, the capital of Oseothan.”

“And that is?”

Lyndra laughed. “Almost as far as Zuebrihn… but in the other direction.”

“Hurensohn!” He swore. “Scheiße, scheiße, scheiße.” He stared out of the stern windows for a few moments, thinking of nothing. “We really don’t have much of a choice, do we?” He said finally. “Right now we have a little time to spare, and we need to know what we’re jumping into. We go to Oseothan,” he declared firmly, “talk to Chiu’s father and make our plans. Then we head out for Ezidran and Zuebrihn.” He looked from one woman to the other. “Do either of you have a problem with that, or a better plan?”

“Your way will take us twice as long.” Lyndra pointed out helpfully. “We may spend six months traveling.”

Gareth gave a sour laugh. “Better we take six months than not arrive at all.”

Lyndra looked thoughtful. “There is that.”

Gareth sighed. “After I find out where Zuebrihn is, and how to get there, you are both free to leave. I wouldn’t force this on you, or have you come with me for anything other than your own free will.” He shot them a crooked smile. “I don’t have much of a choice but to go.”

Chiu was back to her inscrutable look and her sapphire eyes were deep… and cold. “You might as well jump overboard right here, and save everyone the bother.” Her voice was flat and held more than a little anger. “I am your familiar, Ernst Gareth Köhler. You are new here, so I’ll give you the simple version.” Gareth winced at the sharp sarcasm. “I go where you go. Personally, I think the situation sucks, and looking at your thoughts so do you. I rate our chances of reaching Zuebrihn at about ten to one against. It is obvious that Athena is involved in this scheme in some way or other, and I still think the whole thing is crazy, but what do I know?” She tossed the bloody wash cloth into the air, where it promptly vanished. “There. That’s settled and we go together. Lyndra, we’ll put you ashore anywhere between here and Oseothan.”

The werewolf crossed her arms, and gave Gareth and Chiu a long look that ended with a wide smile. “I’m not going anywhere… except with the two of you.”

Chiu glared. “This little adventure could and probably will kill you.”

Lyndra shrugged. “We all die. You saved me from a really horrible demise; burning to death as the guards stood around laughing. I figure I owe you big time.” Her green eyes focused on Gareth like lasers. “Or at least I owe him.”

Gareth shut his eyes and counted to a hundred in his mind… in German. It was the only thing his immigrant grandfather had ever taught him, besides swearing. If he let Lyndra come it could only end badly, one way or another. Still… a little voice in the back of his mind seemed to be urging otherwise. He flipped a mental coin. It came up tails. “You can come,” he said, regretting the words virtually as soon as they left his lips. “I’ll have Captain Evvos put an extra bed on the other side of the screen.” The two women glared daggers at each other, and a cynical part of Gareth noted that it wasn’t the best way to start an adventure.

Duras Evvos stood at the stern railing smoking as he watched the cold dark waters of Lake Clysta rush by the hull of the Spray. With a stiff wind from the west, the sails were filling well and the Spray seemed to fly.

“You seem to be in a good mood,” Gareth said, as he came up beside the ship’s captain.

Evvos stared up at the remote stars for a moment before he replied. “This be the easy part, lad. Tomorrow we leave the lake and enter Strebajan Bay. The water be a bit rougher, but nothing the Spray can’t handle.” He patted the railing fondly. Since he’d taken command, the sailors had been busting their communal butts scrubbing, painting and polishing, and the boat now shone. “From there we turn north to an area sailors call ‘the Fells.’” He chuckled dryly and sucked his pipe back alight. “I suspect word will have gone out about our little adventure with the pirates north of Buclite, so we should have little problem from them. It’s the monsters that worry me.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Sea serpents live in those waters, away from shore, and sometimes ye see dragons nesting in the cliffs above the waves. Bold raiders have been known to steal eggs from dragon nests, while the parents are out and about. The eggs are great jeweled things bigger than my head. Hunters take them north and put them in the ice fer a few months te kill the chicks. If ye kill the chick by say dropping the egg in the ocean, the colors of the egg fade. Only the ice will kill the chick AND preserve the colors. A bright jeweled egg will bring a bloody fortune.” He spat over the railing. “It upsets the dragons some, though.”

“I expect it does.” Gareth replied dryly.

“When we gets out o the Fells we’ll put into Traafodon fer supplies and sell our cargo. From there it be a week or so to Obradena, where we can pick up a good cargo of pelts, and fresh vegetables and fruit, before we head up the Obradena River. This river is an easy sail, and we should make good time up te Lake Groyus. After that things tend te get a little, exciting.”

Gareth frowned. “Exciting? How so?”

Evvos grinned. “I wouldn’t want te spoil yer surprise now, would I?” Gareth resisted the impulse to throw the smirking captain overboard.

Life on the Spray, especially for the passengers, became routine enough for Gareth to hope for peace between his two fellow travelers in the near future; sometime in the next two or three years. As the sun rose in the morning he would rise, dress and depart for a day on deck, often replacing the helmsman for short shifts. Chiu and Lyndra alternated, one staying in the cabin for the majority of the day, the other spending her time on deck. In an average day the two women might exchange a total of ten words. Gareth had sharpened both his belt knife and his kukri to razor edges, and cleaned the Colt thoroughly, all before the Spray ever entered the wide Strebajan Bay. On the high quarterdeck he adjusted the wheel slightly and reflected that it was shaping up to be a very long trip.

It was a cold overcast day, and while Lyndra was on deck, Chiu sat with Gareth in the spacious cabin and began to teach him about familiars, and their relationships with wizards or sorcerers or witches. With obvious reluctance, she explained how he could shield his thoughts, not only from her, but from anyone.

“I understand your words, but I don’t understand the concepts.” Gareth finally admitted, after Chiu was growing red-faced from repeating the same thing, again and again. “How do you form a shield to thoughts simply by muttering a few Latin words; basically, asking for it to be done? I don’t understand,” he rumbled.

Finally, in frustration, Chiu threw up her hands. “If you can’t do it yourself, ask Athena to do it for you. She sent you here, after all.”

Gareth scoffed at what seemed a silly idea, and then frowned as he thought it through. “It might just work.” He admitted. “If I can wade through the Latin and not wind up ordering a pizza.” His look grew distant. “A pizza would taste good right about now.” He shut his eyes. “Athena; murus ignis aedificabitis mihi cogitans.” Frowning, he turned to Chiu. “Well?”

“Well what?” Chiu returned abruptly.

“Well, can you hear my thoughts?”

“Think of something, to yourself, and not addressing me directly.” Gareth grinned as he pictured Chiu sitting on the bed in her underwear. His jaw dropped open. “You can start any time you want.” Chiu tapped her foot on the deck impatiently.

He shut his mouth with a clop, and grinned. “If you had been able to read my mind you would have slapped me silly. The damn thing works.”

It was Chiu’s turn to frown. “What thing?”

“I asked Athena to build a firewall around my thoughts. A firewall is a security protocol in computers back on my world that prevents unauthorized access to a certain system. The system, in this case, is my mind.”

Chiu gave him a curious and slightly disappointed look. “I can’t hear or sense a thing.”

Can you hear me now? Gareth thought directly to her.

I can hear that just fine. She replied, a frustrated look on her fine face. She began to rise when Gareth caught her arm with his hand.

“Wait a minute. I’m not done yet.”

“Fine,” she snipped, plopping down on the bed with a sullen look on her face.

Gareth murmured under his breath, and suddenly Chiu’s eyes widened. “What did you do?” There was surprise in her voice.

Gareth gave her a gentle smile. “I gave you full access to my firewall. You can hear all my thoughts again, but not anyone else.”

She looked confused. “But… why?”

“I put up a firewall to block out the thoughts of those I don’t trust.” His look to her was pointed, and a flush spread up her cheeks.

“I can’t reciprocate right now,” she whispered, looking at the floor. “I…” Reaching up, she wiped a tear from her cheek with the back of her hand and dashed the offending drop to the floor. “Oh damn!” Rising from the bed, she bolted from the room.

Gareth pulled out his long pipe, and sitting in the only chair in the cabin, lit the pipe from a taper. He remained there for a long time, blowing smoke rings while mulling the complexities of the opposite sex. Finally, dumping the ashes out the small stern windows and putting his pipe away, he slipped on a waterproof slicker and headed up on deck to take a turn at the wheel.

As the Spray headed north into “the Fells,” the temperature dropped, turning the occasional drizzle into sporadic sleet and freezing rain. Sailors donned uncomfortable-looking shoes that allowed them to navigate the icy decks while still climbing the rigging. Gareth stood at the ship’s wheel with his heavy wool cloak wrapped tightly around him, hood pulled low.

The masthead lookout called out, pointing, and Gareth turned to see a pod of gray dolphins slide by the side of the heeling ship. Several of the creatures turned on their sides to better view the strange two legged creatures that sailed their oceans. Gareth turned the wheel back to the regular helmsman, and made his way to the lower deck. A sailor had picked up a harpoon, and was taking careful aim at the leading dolphin, when Gareth knocked the weapon from the man’s hand.

“What do you think you’re doing?” He growled at the sailor who was sprawled on the deck from the force of the blow.

“Why,” the man replied, wiping the blood from his nose. “Dolphins is good eatin.”

Gareth shuddered. “Those creatures are warm blooded, and as intelligent as you.” He raised his voice so everyone could hear. “Nobody on this ship will ever hunt dolphins. If I catch you killing a dolphin you will swim home. Have I made myself clear?” The sailors nodded. “I’ve paid a pretty penny to hire a good cook for this boat, and put aboard fresh provisions. Fish for tuna or blues or any other fish, but NOT dolphins.” He slammed his fist on the railing, turning away from the stunned crew. Not two meters away, swimming parallel to the boat three dolphins had rolled on their sides and were watching intently. Gareth frowned at the creatures. “What are you looking at?” He growled. The leading dolphin raised up, gave a startling cry that Gareth could have sworn was a laugh, shot out of the water in a smooth flip and, followed closely by the other two, disappeared back into the cold depths.

“That was interesting.” Chiu said softly, standing at his left side.

“Do you often talk with fish?” Lyndra asked from his right.

Gareth sighed. “Not fish, mammals. Warm-blooded, same as you and me, and as smart as us too. How is it that you don’t know this?” He shook his head. “How is it that you have dolphins at all? I suppose some common species are possible, world to world. I’m not an exobiologist,” he glared into the water, “but dolphins?”

It wasn’t long after the incident with the dolphins that the temperature dropped from simply cold to bone chilling, and the snow started falling. The deck slowly turned white, and the helmsman stood shivering. Duras Evvos looked worried.

Gareth glanced up at the icing masts and rigging. “We’re going to have to find a place to put in, Evvos. The ice is getting too thick.”

The man actually wrung his hands together. “I know… but this is a wrecker’s coast. She be one of the few places where you do not put in. Ships that put in don’t put out, if yer git my meaning.” A sailor slipped on the deck, struggling to his feet a moment later and cradling his injured elbow.

“I get your meaning,” Gareth said acidly. “But if we stay out here we will sink, and that water is very cold.” Evvos muttered something under his breath. “What?”

“Never mind. I’ll have the helmsman steer to shore. Ye better git yer crossbow.”

Gareth chuckled. “I’ll get something better than that.” In the room they shared he found Chiu staring nervously at the snow falling outside the window. “I need your help.” She looked up. “The weather is getting bad, and the mast and rigging are icing. We need to put in to a sheltered cove, but this is a bad stretch of coast. I need you to find us a safe harbor.” He gave her a flat look. “Wreckers live here. They lure ships in to their destruction and the wrecker’s profit. We would like to stay away from them if at all possible. If not, we’ll fight our way in and out.”

She looked at him for several long minutes before she replied. “Thank you for being honest.” She stood, and began emptying her pockets. “I’ll need your warm wool cloak. Although it will change with me, it will actually keep me warmer.” He took his cloak off and handed it to her without a word. “Thank you.” Slipping the cloak on, she headed for the stairway. One or two curious sailors watched Gareth, Chiu and Lyndra march slowly to the forward deck.

Chiu looked out into the dim, snow-filled afternoon sky. “Not the best day for flying,” she muttered dryly.

Gareth touched her shoulder. “Be safe,” he said quietly. She returned him a sickly smile, before she wavered and changed to a large Gyrfalcon. With three flaps of her wings she was gone.

He stood at the bow railing, ignoring the dark mutters of the crew, and finally, after two hours, a dark speck suddenly resolved itself into the falcon. Flaring for a landing at his feet, it wavered into a gray-faced Chiu. She staggered and would have fallen if he hadn’t caught her. “Head due north from here.” She gasped, puffing for breath. “There is a small, deep water cove with a narrow river feeding into it. The Spray should be able to shelter in the trees on the banks.”

“Wreckers?”

She nodded. “Two small boats with a half dozen men each. Enough to overwhelm an unwary vessel.”

Gareth’s smile was grim. “Lyndra said that she can handle the bow. You go to the galley and get something hot into you.” She was about to turn away, when her eyes widened and she flushed furiously. Gareth winced, and then gave her a little self-deprecating laugh. “Well, you did want to hear my thoughts.”

The flush faded, and a small smile touched the corner of her mouth. “Yes, I did… and still do.” Smiling, she turned away.

Duras Evvos passed out cutlasses and axes to the crew as Lyndra took her position on the high quarter deck with the bow and a quiver of arrows. Gareth stood at the front rail, with both crossbows. The shore slowly resolved out of the wall of snow, and he heard the captain speak sharply to the helmsman. The Spray swung slightly to port, and toward a wide break in the wall of trees. The wreckers, concealed with leafy nets, were waiting for them on the right and left, just inside the entrance to the small bay. Only a few short boat-lengths off, they hoped to grapple and board their victim before they were aware of what was happening.

Things didn’t quite work out the way they planned. Gareth put a bolt through the first and second man on the right side of the small longboat. With both those men in the water, the little skiff overbalanced to the left, throwing the rest into the icy water. Reloading the crossbow as fast as he could, Gareth turned to the stern. Two of the boarders lay feathered in the bottom of their boat, while two others had managed to get grapples over the stern rail. The first boarder, as he topped the rail met a ten stone wolf, who promptly tore his throat out, spraying the deck with his hot blood. The gurgling wrecker fell backward, taking his fellow boarder with him, and they in turn overbalanced the small craft, dumping all four into the freezing water. The surviving, freezing wreckers watched in despair as the Spray slid by them, disappearing in the snow toward the other side of the bay, a kilometer away, and the shelter of the distant trees.

Towering pines at the mouth of the small river hid the Spray’s masts as the boat sat as close as she was able to the shore. After setting anchors fore and aft, and except for a double watch, the rest of the crew retreated to the warmth below decks. The disgruntled attitude of the crew before the battle had evaporated with the deaths of the wreckers, and now from their cabin, the three travelers could hear the stories of their prowess as retold by the crew swell to absurd proportions.

Gareth poured the wine, a deep sweet claret, into the three goblets and raised his glass to the other two as Chiu and Lyndra raised theirs. “To friendship,” he said without embellishment.

Chiu raised her glass, glancing at Lyndra. “To friendship,” she repeated. To Gareth it certainly sounded like an olive branch being offered.

Lyndra raised her own glass, looking first at Gareth and then at Chiu, nodding slightly. “To friendship.” Gareth breathed a sigh of relief.

It snowed for two days, the wind shrieking insanely, and for two nights no one slept. Sailors huddled together in the galley drinking hot tea, and telling stories of snow snakes in the far north; creatures that were attracted to the alcohol in a person’s bloodstream. In the worst of blizzards, you could see them, they said, twisting their sinuous way across the roads, looking for new victims. On the third day the sun rose with the dawn, and the fields of white turned crimson in the bloody sun.

By midday the ice had been removed from masts rigging and deck, and the Spray set sail again, turning her bow easterly, toward even greater dangers. Fair weather followed them this time, and soon the icy horrors of the wrecker’s coast were nothing more than fanciful memories to the crew… but not to the passengers.

The island of Krek squatted on the distant horizon like a gray rocky chunk dropped into the ocean. As it grew with their approach, Captain Evvos became more and more agitated, finally demanding a double watch from the masthead. The ruddy sun, standing high in the morning sky, gave little warmth to the hazy blue heavens, and Gareth felt a sudden chill. Reaching out, he touched Evvos’s shoulder. “What’s the problem?”

The captain started, then gave an embarrassed chuckle. “Remember I telled ye about the dragons?” Gareth nodded. “Sea dragons nest on the Isle of Krek.” As if at his bidding, something black detached from the top of the rocky island, circled once and disappeared to the east. Gareth blinked. If he could see the flying creature while the Spray was still two leagues distant, the dragon must be huge indeed.

“Is the boat in danger?” he asked, still studying he sky.

The captain’s face had gone the color of chalk. “Not if’n we stay clear of the nesting grounds,” he returned slowly. “We’ll steer to the north side o the island, and risk the narrow passage between Scylla and Charybdis. I seen whirlpools there big enough te swallow Spray whole.”

Gareth turned slowly to face the captain, his heart hammering in his chest. “What did you say?”

Evvos frowned. “I said we’ll try the passage between Scylla and Charybdis.” Gareth stared at the man as a horrible suspicion began to build in his mind. Common creatures between worlds were one thing, but common mythologies was a blatant impossibility, unless…

“Dolphins off the port quarter, Capin’!” The lookout shouted, pointing to the left. Looking up, Gareth saw six or eight sleek gray dolphins in a large pod swimming from left to right across their bow. It wasn’t the behavior of any dolphins he knew about. The Spray shuddered, swinging slightly to starboard. “Capin’!” The lookout shouted again. “The beasties are bumping us, driving us te starboard!”

To Gareth, in his mind it felt like an insistent tug to the right. “Follow the dolphins, Captain,” he said very deliberately.

Evvos turned, looking at him as if he were mad, and then he shrugged. “Yer funeral.” He muttered darkly, and gave the order to follow the dolphins. As soon as the Spray turned, the dolphins fell in to the right and left, swimming alongside the speeding boat.

Gareth glanced at the wide-eyed man at his side. “Still think they’re merely animals?”

“Bloody hells.” Captain Duras Evvos rumbled, gripping his hands tightly behind his back so that, Gareth guessed, no one would see them shake.

The Spray sailed on, in company with the dolphins, until the Island of Krek was hard on their port bow. At that point the dolphins turned sharply to the left, and as soon as the boat had followed suit, vanished into the depths. Only three cables from the rocky shore, Evvos shortened sail, and the boat slowed. By now Chiu and Lyndra were at his side, watching the show with eyes every bit as wide as Captain Evvos.

I don’t think the dolphins are leading us into danger. He thought to Chiu, without moving. But we still need to know what’s up ahead.

We should have stayed in Pellonon. She grouched as she changed form into her familiar Gyrfalcon. We had plenty of money, and there wasn’t a dragon in sight.

Gareth chuckled dryly. We’ve yet to see if dragons are a bad thing.

The bird was rapidly dwindling. Dragons toast you and eat you. That’s a bad thing.

Have you ever seen anyone get toasted and eaten?

Ahhh… she replied hesitantly.

I thought so.

As they neared the shore Gareth began to see fingers of smoke rising into the midday air. At his recommendation, Captain Evvos dropped sail and anchored a goodly distance from the rocky beach, giving the Spray room to cut her anchor cable and run if necessary. He let out the breath he didn’t know he’d been holding as Chiu flared to a landing and wavered back to her more normal form. She wasn’t even panting this time.

What did you find? Was there a fight with a dragon? I see smoke.

There was a fight, all right, but not with a dragon. You need to see it. YOU! Not the rest of the crew.

The three of us. Gareth suggested mildly.

Chiu sighed. Fine.

It was a long row into the beach, even with three of them at the oars, but finally the small longboat, dodging the many rocks and fingers of sharp coral, managed to put in at the small, fifty meter stretch of white sand. Gareth pulled the boat ashore as Chiu and Lyndra, now in the form of a wolf, scouted the shore of the tiny anchorage.

Kukri in hand Gareth turned in the direction of the smoke. As he approached the remnants of a crude shelter; he noticed for the first time the cross jammed in amongst the stones. Worse still was the emaciated man hanging from the cross; hands tied to the horizontal bar, feet to the vertical one. He had been whipped unmercifully, and rivulets of dark blood ran down his pale cheeks and onto the remnants of his white silk shirt. His face was extraordinarily long and narrow, and his eyes deep sunken.

Gareth! To your left! He spun, thoughts of the poor crucified stranger instantly forgotten. Four men pounded through the sand toward him, waving an odd assortment of swords, cutlasses and clubs.

“Get ‘im lads!” The first shouted, waving his sword. Gareth watched the last pirate stumble, as the shadowy form of the wolf took him down. Three paces from him the leader ducked in surprise as the diving falcon struck at his eyes. He should have ignored the bird and concentrated on Gareth, as the former Marine drove the kukri into the man’s heart, spun, and slashed the second pirate the length of his arm. As the screaming man went down, the thrown blade caught the last pirate in the temple. The fight was suddenly over.

The wolf approached the wounded pirate slowly, blood still dripping from its muzzle, growling low in its throat. Seeing his own death in its green eyes, the frightened man scuttled backward, leaving a fresh trail of blood in the sand from his arm that was split from wrist to armpit.

“Lyndra!” Gareth called loudly. The wolf stopped and turned, its eyes narrowing. Gareth smiled, despite the sudden chill in his stomach. “I think you’ve had quite enough, don’t you?” The wolf blinked in confusion, and shimmered back into the form of Lyndra. Pointing to her face, Gareth gave her a crooked smile. Her eyes widened, and she quickly ripped a piece of cloth from a fallen pirate’s shirt to wipe her mouth and cheeks.

“Sorry, I got carried away.”

Gareth gestured and the two approached the fallen, and suddenly very still, pirate. The man’s eyes followed Gareth and Lyndra without blinking. Gareth squatted by the man’s head. “So, neighbor, what brings you to this part of the world?” he asked genially.

The man coughed. “We were after dragon eggs. We’d gotten a beauty when the other ship showed up and sank us, egg and all.” Following his gaze Gareth could barely make out the broken stump of a mast hidden among the rocks he’d missed on their way in. “Nother hour er two the egg will die, and the salt water will turn the jewels te dust. Bloody hell.”

“The man on the cross?”

The pirate was beginning to turn gray from his loss of blood. Without a first rate hospital and a massive blood transfusion, there was nothing Gareth could do to save the man’s life. “He was our navigator. Tell’d us about this place, he did. The men on the other boat didn’t like him ‘cause he were a vampire, and strung him up. He’s in the shadders now, but come noon the sun will cook him good.” The pirate coughed once more, weakly, and looked up at Gareth. “I…” Was all he got out before his eyes rolled back in his head, and he was gone.

Gareth sighed. “You look to the man on the cross,” he told Lyndra. “I’m going to look for that egg. I really want to see that egg.”

“Get rich from it, you mean.” Lyndra said in a sullen tone.

“Only want to see it.” Gareth clarified. “I’m already rich.”

“You never mentioned that,” she said, surprise clear in her voice.

“You never asked.” Grinning, Gareth headed for the small boat as Chiu appeared at his side. He gave her a wink. “I’m glad you’re here. You can keep the boat steady while I dive for the egg… and, no, I don’t want to get rich from it. I simply want to see one.”

Forty meters from shore, the sunken wreck was all but hidden in seaweed shrouded rocks. Gareth stripped off his shirt, and looked down at the clear blue-green water. “It looks cold.” He muttered, mostly to himself. When he was in the military, he held the company record for longest underwater swim, so this little dive of nine meters was a piece of cake. Doffing his pants to stand there shivering in his boxers, he suddenly regretted his curiosity. The water, he discovered to his dismay, was even colder than he’d imagined, slamming his body like a fist as he entered in a shallow dive.

Working his way around the smashed timbers and snarled rigging, he wriggled deeper into the wreck, finally discovering the dragon’s egg wedged under the bed in the captain’s cabin. With spots beginning to form before his eyes, he kicked open the stern window, and with the egg tucked beneath one arm headed for the surface. His thigh muscles were beginning to cramp from the cold and lack of oxygen.

His head broke into the freezing air, and he sucked breath into his burning lungs. Chiu was shouting something to him but he ignored her, being much too intent on breathing. After two or three deep lungfuls, he caught the word dragon, and began to pay more attention. “What?” he called back.

“I said….” Chiu shouted, “The dragon is back!”

Still holding the egg under one arm, Gareth looked up at the slowly descending black speck. “Gott verdammt!” He swore, passing the egg to Chiu, and struggling into the longboat himself. They reached the beach in a few short minutes to find Lyndra supporting the skeletally thin vampire who was draped in cast-off pirate rags to prevent him being burned by the sun.

“Let’s go!” Lyndra shouted, practically dragging the thin man behind her.

Gareth looked at the sky again, and then down at the cooling egg in his arms. The brilliant jeweled tone colors of the shell were already fading.

“Tell me,” he asked Lyndra, “do dragons like fire?”

The blond woman scoffed. “They love it. A roaring inferno to us is pleasantly toasty to them.” Gareth nodded, and trudged through the sand back toward the burning shack, carrying the egg. Very carefully, he set it down in the glowing coals at the edge of the fire and stepped back. Overhead he heard the dragon scream, but Gareth was intently watching the egg. As the warmth of the fire penetrated the nearly frozen shell, the egg began to give off a soft radiance, and the jeweled tone colors glowed. Gareth kept backing away, until suddenly a shadow covered him, and the ground shook. He didn’t need to look to know that the dragon had arrived. Taking one more step backward, he bumped into something solid. Solid, warm, and breathing. He nearly jumped when a loud chuffing breath rippled his hair, and he slowly looked up. The head of a dragon hung suspended two meters over his head. The stare of the golden, dinner-plate sized eyes made him quail, and the slow chuffing breath of the beast smelled like brimstone. From his close proximity, he couldn’t begin to guess the size of the thing. Finally, holding his arms out in a gesture of peace, he slowly turned to face the creature that was, in all probability, going to have him for supper. It was such a ridiculously dangerous situation he nearly laughed aloud. Instead, he spoke. “Hello, Mom.” He guessed at the gender due to the dragon’s protective actions. “Your egg should be all right now. I gave it a little warmth.” He swallowed his fear as the great scaly head dipped his way.

“Ho, ho!” The great voice boomed, almost knocking him over. “Well met by sand and sea and sun.” The dragon stepped by him, studied the now brilliantly glowing egg, and then scooped it up with a clawed foreleg, depositing it in a dragon-sized marsupial pouch. Then it turned back to Gareth. “You saved my hatchling. What do you wish in return?”

Gareth blinked in surprise at the thought he might actually survive this confrontation. He grinned up at the dragon. “Not a thing. I saved your egg; you didn’t eat me. We’re all square… savvy?”

The dragon rumbled deep in its throat, and Gareth felt the ground tremble slightly. “You may ask nothing, which is a rare thing indeed, but for your kindness you will have something.” The dragon dipped a clawed arm back into its pouch, and withdrew the glowing egg, which it held out to Gareth. “Put your bare forearm against the egg.” Gareth swallowed again, rolled up his sleeve and placed his wrist and forearm against the glowing egg. The dragon brought its head down and gently breathed on the egg, which flared with light and heat. Gareth felt the burning course up his arm and into his shoulder and body. His ears rang with the laughter of the dragon, his heart hammering in his chest. The glow faded. “You may remove your arm.” The dragon rumbled. He winced as he pulled his arm away, because just as sections of his burned skin had fused to the shell of the egg, sections of the glowing shell had embedded themselves in his arm, and continued to glow. “Your blood has now mixed with the blood of dragons, as ours has mixed with yours. You may find the experience of having dragon blood interesting, as will future generations of dragons find having human blood. It will make both species stronger, or it will kill you.” The great head dipped toward him. “Should you succeed in your quest, don’t forget us.”

Gareth laughed. “Not bloody likely I’d ever forget you… Mom.”

“Mom?” The dragon boomed, as it rose into the air, wind from its wings raising clouds of sand and dirt and sparks. Gareth finally recognized the noise it was making as laughter. “Mom indeed.” The dragon swooped. “Farewell for now, dragon-friend.” Gareth gave the flying creature a bow as it disappeared into the sky. Glancing down at his arm as he walked to the longboat, he noted that the glowing jewels had taken on the not-so subtle shape of a dragon.


Chapter 7

SANCTUARY

Three pairs of eyes were staring at him as he approached the longboat. “We thought we were all dead when that dragon arrived,” Chiu said solemnly as he pushed the longboat into the ocean and jumped into the stern.

He took his place at the oars. “Yeah, me too. Luckily I talked her out of it.”

“You talked to the dragon?” The tall emaciated stranger asked.

Gareth gave him a sour look. “Sure, can’t everybody?” Chiu gave him a hard look he chose to ignore. “And you are?”

“Zadra Uavoo.” The rag-covered man replied softly. “At your service. I’d like to thank you all for saving me both from the sunrise and from the dragon. Vampires are no more immune to being eaten by dragons than are humans.” He glanced around the small boat, and beneath the rags Gareth could see him grin. “But then, none of you are really human, are you?”

“So,” Lyndra said sweetly, “tell us about the dragon, and why we don’t have the egg.”

“The egg was dying,” Gareth replied bluntly. “It would have been dead by the time we reached the ship. The colors were already fading. The mother would have been mad about that, and although we didn’t steal the egg it wouldn’t have made much difference to her. The only choice was to give her back her egg— alive.” Gareth shrugged.

“But you talked to the dragon!” Zadra injected in a hissing voice. “People haven’t been able to talk to dragons in ten thousand years.”

“I guess I’m lucky,” Gareth muttered, turning his head to glance at the vampire. “You’re a vampire. Ahhh, do you have a special diet?” He swallowed, and Zadra gave a dry chuckle.

“Vampires prefer warm blood, from living victims, and it’s from them we get the most nutrition. We usually feed on cows, horses and wild animals if we can catch them. A pint is all we need to satisfy our needs for several days. In lieu of blood, red meat will do. There wasn’t much fresh blood or red meat on the boat I was on, so I’m a bit wan.” He gave a wry chuckle.

“We have plenty of red meat on the Spray.” Gareth supplied.

Zadra gave him a wide smile as the longboat touched the side of the Spray. “That would be very nice.” The vampire said in a dreamy sounding voice. “Very nice indeed.” He gave Gareth a flat look. “Almost as nice as having a lot of money.”

Gareth had no more than stepped into his side of their room when a grim faced Chiu followed him in, pulling the curtain closed behind her, virtually in Lyndra’s face.

I caught a number of images from you, and snatches of conversation while you were with the dragon. She sat down on his bed and crossed her arms under her breasts. Start talking. Gareth sat down beside her, and without another word rolled up his shirt sleeve. Chiu let out an audible gasp. What the hells is that? She asked, reaching out a finger to touch the glowing jeweled dragon on his arm. It’s warm, like it is alive!

Gareth rolled his sleeve back down and then told Chiu of his remarkable encounter with the mother dragon. Chiu’s eyes were wide. Gareth thought it was with fear at first, but then… she cocked her head to the side as she studied him. You’ve done very well for yourself. Not many of our best could have come out as well as you, and certainly none better. It was pride, he suddenly realized. She was proud of his achievements, like one spouse being proud of the achievements of the other. She reached out impulsively, placing her hand on his arm. You’re warm, very warm.

I’ve always been hot blooded, or yang my martial arts instructors back on Earth called it. He said thoughtfully. Why don’t you tell me about dragons? He asked, leaning back in his bed and kicking off his boots.

Kicking off her own boots, Chiu sat cross-legged at the foot of the bed, brushing gently against Gareth. It felt rather nice he decided after a moment’s thought.

Dragons were created tens of thousands of years ago.

Created? What do you mean, created? He interrupted.

Chiu frowned. Created, as all the other non-human races were created.

It was Gareth’s turn to frown. I don’t understand.

She sighed. There aren’t any still alive that do… can I continue? He nodded, apologetically. Dragons were created powerful and wise, to be the leaders of all Eldenworld’s peoples, but as usually happens, there was a war. At that time there were three times the number of humans for every member of every non-human race all put together. War after war after war occurred for the next ten thousand years. At the end humans had been reduced to a minor polity in what was a ruined world. Legends say that we once trod distant stars, and were masters of the galaxy, but what happened to those people and where they went no one knows. As Zadra mentioned, the ability to speak with dragons has long been lost, and with that loss came the loss of their wisdom. The sun grows redder and redder, colder and colder every year, and you don’t have to be a wise man to see that the end is coming, not in fire like the human scriptures say, but in cold and darkness. She gave him a considering look. And now, when hope is nearly gone you arrive to speak with the dragons again. What does it all mean?

He could feel exhaustion pushing him further and further down into his pillow. “It means that I need sleep.” He sat up quickly, startling Chiu, and giving her a quick kiss on the lips. “Thank you for watching my back.” He lay back down, and was asleep as soon as his head struck the pillow. He never felt Chiu return his kiss, lightly, before she quietly left his sleeping area, pulling the curtains closed behind her.

Captain Duras Evvos was standing beside the helmsman, hands behind his back staring at the small black dot in the sky.

“Is there a problem, Evvos?” The captain jumped, and turned quickly. Gareth chuckled. “Sorry for startling you.”

“Bloody lubber.” Evvos rumbled. “Damned dragon has been following us fer hours. She’s probably planning on pouncing on us fer stealing her egg.”

Gareth laughed. “Don’t let her bother you. She’ll not hurt us, trust me.”

Evvos made a grumbling noise deep in his throat. “What’s up with the vampire ye saved?”

Gareth looked out over the water. “That is another story. I’d not have a man die that way, human or non-human. We’ll set him ashore, if he wishes, at the first port we come to.”

Evvos spat over the starboard rail. “That’d be Traafodon; near as I can tell about another week’s sail. Don’t like havin’ no vampire aboard. It’s bad luck, they say.”

Gareth didn’t want to admit to the captain that he felt similarly disinclined to keep Zadra aboard, but he’d give the man a chance. “We’ll see.”

The coast of Krek was rugged and rocky, right down to the water’s edge where currents dashed huge frothing green waves against the dark inhospitable stone, and the air smelled strongly of sea life. Heavy threatening clouds hung low over the gray ocean, and occasional sleet rattled off the deck of the Spray, like a handful of thrown marbles tumbling into the scuppers. While most of the crew huddled in the mess trying to stay warm, Gareth stood at the ship’s wheel in only his long-sleeved plaid shirt, relishing the feel of the wind on his face.

“You’re going to alienate the humans on board if you keep doing that.” Zadra murmured over the whistling wind as he climbed up to the quarterdeck. “Trust me; I know all about alienation.”

Gareth shot a quick glance at the tall thin vampire. Although it had only been three days since the encounter with the dragon, the man looked remarkably better, thanks to a full kilogram of raw bloody beef and two days in bed asleep. “You’re looking better.” He gave Zadra a wide grin.

The vampire returned him a short bow, and a microscopic smile. “Thanks to you and your friends.” He stared at Gareth with eyes so dark as to appear black. “I find the situation of having people go out of their way to help me quite… unique.”

“Haven’t you ever had friends?” Gareth asked, turning the large ship’s wheel to starboard to bring the ship back on course.

“Who would ever consider being friends with a vampire?” Zadra gave a short bitter laugh.

“Other vampires?”

“Not likely.” Zadra spat. “We’re not a particularly likeable race. Vampire females kick their young out as soon as they can find their own food.” His eyes were dark and unreadable. “You notice I didn’t use the word mother. There is nothing warm or nurturing about a vampire.”

Gareth gave him a long look, ignoring the chill that went up his spine. “Maybe you should work on changing that attitude. You might be surprised at the results.”

Zadra blinked. “So, how did you ever learn to speak with dragons?”

Gareth chuckled into the chill breeze. “I blame it all on Athena.”

“Ahhh.” Zadra nodded. “You’re a member of her guild then, and they taught you there?”

Gareth shook his head. “I suppose I got it right from the source, although I’ve never met the lady. First, I got a tattoo that I only found out much later was her mark, then I died and woke up on Eldenworld, able to speak the language. There’s not much more to tell.”

The vampire looked at him in disbelief. “It can’t be that simple.” He said at last.

Gareth sighed. “It isn’t. Athena, it seems, placed a géis on me and I have been fighting for my life ever since I arrived here, only to find out that I have to go to a place called Zuebrihn to find the answers to my little problem.”

Zadra suddenly looked very interested. “Did she say why she brought you here?” His voice was intent.

Gareth sighed. “As I said before, I’ve never met the lady. Instead of playing twenty questions, why don’t I just tell you the whole story, and you can answer your own questions. It all started in a house in Karabilah, Iraq. I was a soldier then, in the armed forces of my country and we…” Gareth steered the ship automatically as he told the story, leaving out certain, more sensitive sections that the vampire didn’t need to know. The vampire interrupted only once to go over Gareth’s interactions with the various guilds. He was finishing up the story with the incident of the dragon, without mentioning the jewels that glowed in his arm, when the heavily bundled helmsman arrived to take his shift for the night. He glared at Gareth, in his shirt and pants, and the vampire in equal measure.

A week later, after skirting jagged rocks the whole time, they finally sighted the distant shoreline and bustling fishing boats of Traafodon, in the realm of Yeasiotis. Although colder here, Gareth could see Captain Evvos breathing easier. It was snowing lightly on an early winter evening when the Spray slipped up to the long wooden pier in the city of Traafodon. Smoking torches set in rusting sconces on building fronts lit the frozen mud of the main street, dripping burning pitch onto the icy roads with sputtering hisses. Men were already grunting and wheezing as they unloaded cargo into waiting wagons while teams of horses stamped, their breath puffing out into thick white clouds that hung around their heads. The air had that peculiar dusty smell of unshed snow, and Gareth wrinkled his nose as he caught the scent of emptied chamber pots and dead fish. An emaciated dog ran by yelping, its tail tucked between bony legs. The port wasn’t what he had been expecting.

As the workers poured into the main hold to remove the cargo, Gareth, with Lyndra on one arm and Chiu on the other, headed out to do something he’d been promising himself for far too long.

“So, where are we going, oh mysterious guide?” Chiu taunted as he led them from the boat and down the long wooden dock toward the bustling dockside streets.

“We are going…” He began as he headed for the largest, most elaborate inn he could see. “To get rooms for the night. Captain Evvos told me we’d be here for three or four days. We are going to then all take baths in hot water… with soap.” He removed his small leather bag and shook out two small golden coins, one of which he placed in each woman’s hand. “After bathing feel free to go shopping. I don’t know about you, but I need new clothes. After that we will have a nice dinner and afterward a few drinks. Perhaps, if there is music, we will dance and then get a good night’s sleep in a bed that doesn’t sway side-to-side.”

Chiu, ever the practical one, looked at the golden coin in her hand. How are we doing for money? She asked in his mind.

We’re still living off the money I took from the guildsmen. Not only have I not dipped into my original cache, I’ve added to it.

The slim shapeshifter flipped her coin in the air with a smile. “Well then. I may splurge on something nice for clothes.” Lyndra stood looking at her coin, a strange expression playing on her face.

“Is there a problem?” Gareth asked softly.

Still gazing at the coin, she replied. “Is this what they do in most families?”

Gareth chuckled. “I wouldn’t know about most families, but in this family we do.” He touched her shoulder, wrinkling his nose at the same time. “We need to bathe.”

Laughing, she turned and gave him a light brushing kiss. “Speak for yourself, Gareth.” She frowned. “And where is our anemic friend?”

Chiu frowned. “He headed out as soon as we reached port. I heard him mention to a crewman that he would be back… just before he disappeared down a side street into the more disreputable part of town.”

“Pity.” Lyndra grumbled.

“Enough depressing small talk.” Gareth proclaimed. “Forget the vampire, and concentrate instead on a hot bath.”

“Lead on, good sir.” Lyndra agreed, slipping her arm through Gareth’s.

Chiu slipped her arm through Gareth’s other, but her face was thoughtful. Something isn’t right with our pale friend. She murmured into Gareth’s mind.

Gareth turned, leading the two women toward the inn. I agree with you. We’ll have to keep an eye on him when he returns.

If he returns.

Gareth threw her a sour look. Oh, he’ll be back all right, just like a bad penny.

Chiu nodded sagely, and then asked, What’s a penny?

Gareth stood at the stern taffrail with Chiu, watching the harbor fall slowly into the distance, and he was smiling. For the first time since he’d started this questionable expedition, he felt good; warm, well fed and dressed in decent appropriate clothes for traveling. He’d folded and retired the tattered green traveling cloak in favor of a dark fur-lined sheepskin coat with hood, and his pants were now made of heavy durable canvas. Beside him Chiu wore snug leather breeches tucked into tall leather boots. Her lined and hooded tunic was cut to fit her figure. A knife hilt protruded from her right boot top, while the handle of another knife sheath peeked beneath the edge of her tunic on the left side. Lovely and deadly, Gareth had to admit that he was more than attracted to the slim woman at his side. The gnawing compulsion that had been eating at him since his arrival on Eldenworld seemed to be quiescent at the moment, lending to Gareth the suspicion that he was heading in the right direction. Or not.

Still asleep in her bed, Lyndra had been similarly attired on her return to the Spray, but in looser clothes; the easier to transform with when she had to change into a wolf, and she’d had something done with her ragged hair to make it look more appealing. Zadra Uavoo, as Gareth had predicted, showed up a scant hour before the Spray set sail, disappearing into his dark room without a word. Gareth thought it a bit clichéd when the vampire arrived in a new deeply hooded black cloak, black pants, boots and Gareth guessed at the material, a high-collared white silk shirt.

Duras Evvos gave Gareth and Chiu a curt nod as he came up on deck. “Yer other friends all tucked in?” he asked, glancing at the brass binnacle bolted to the deck before the wheel and adjusting the boat’s course minutely.

Gareth shrugged. “Lyndra is asleep in her bunk. I’m not sure about Zadra, for a number of reasons.”

Evvos nodded his agreement, and looked out over the ocean. “We should make Obradena in the Urruthra realm in a week er ten days. We can sell the cargo I picked up in Traafodon and load a new cargo for upriver.”

Gareth shut his eyes, trying to remember the last map he’d seen of Eldenworld. “Why can’t we go around Urruthra? It would be faster than trying to navigate the rivers.”

Evvos chuckled. “This be the stormy season, lad. Storms blow in off the Great Ocean and wreck a small boat like the Spray. We could always sit out the bad weather in Traafodon, and leave in six weeks. Many do, but it eats up all their profits.”

Gareth thought of Zadra, and his strange movements while they had been in port. “It’s quite all right, Captain. We’ll go by way of the rivers.”

“Thought ye might think that way… all things considered.” Evvos turned fully, to face Gareth. “What are yer plans, once we reach Puasheehchester, in the realm of Oseothan? Yer the owner of this barge, and we’ve made a good profit on our trade so far. Ye have a chest full o gold in the locked storeroom.” Gareth blinked in surprise. He hadn’t even thought of any profit he might be making in his travels. “If’n yer needing ideas, the Spray is in need of a refit: sails, riggin’, scrape, and paint. She be a good boat, but the bloody pirates never took care o’ her like she deserves.”

Gareth grinned despite himself. “That is a very good idea indeed. When we get to Puasheehchester have the Spray refitted. Take the money you need out of my share. Pay the crew off, but put those that you wish to sail with again on half pay, and put them up at a cheap hotel until we’re ready to go. Since you’ll be overseeing the refitting, keep yourself on full pay and keep an eye out for suitable cargoes and replacement seamen.”

Evvos stood for several long moments with his jaw hanging open, then shut it with a snap. “What ‘er ye wish, Gareth.” He shook his head in disbelief. “At this rate after the next run I’ll be able te retire.”

Gareth laughed aloud. “And then what? Buy yourself a nice little cottage with a white picket fence? Milk goats and sit on the front stoop smoking your pipe?” Gareth’s face hardened. “You will die in six months.”

Duras Evvos stood frozen at Gareth’s words, his eyes wide. “I never thought o it before, but I guess yer right.” He rumbled in a considering voice.

Gareth laughed dryly. “Perhaps I’ll sell you the Spray, or sell you part of it at least. That should keep you busy for the rest of your life.”

Evvos touched the worn railing with something approaching reverence. “You’d sell er?” When Gareth nodded, Evvos broke out in a wide grin. “Yes, indeedy; ye’v sure given me something to think about.”

Gareth touched Chiu’s arm and motioned to the stairs. Let’s leave Evvos to his musings. There are a few things I want to ask you about Puasheehchester.

The first thing you need to know, Chiu began as soon as they entered Gareth’s sleeping area. is that Puasheehchester is a modern city; at least in comparison to the cities we’ve seen so far. Oseothan requires that all cities, towns and villages have municipal water and sewage treatment facilities. With no chamber pots, harbors are less… fragrant. She looked extraordinarily pleased with herself. There was even some talk about wiring Puasheehchester with electricity, powered by a water driven electric turbine mounted in the river. Then we could have street lights instead of torches. Lights in homes rather than candles or lamps. Her face took on a faraway look. Before I left there was talk of instituting police patrols to maintain order. Part of our taxes go to fund municipal activities, such as police, the fire brigade, sewer, water and now lights.

Gareth raised an eyebrow. How about your budget? He asked, thinking about the budgetary mess in America.

Oh… She replied simply. A balanced budget is mandated. If the budget isn’t balanced the government is thrown in prison for breach of contract, and a new government elected.

Gareth laughed aloud. I’ll bet that keeps them on their toes. Military?

We have a small company-sized marine detachment, and a small navy, mainly to fight pirates.

Gareth felt a sudden pang. I was in the Marines, back on my home world. That’s the uniform you’ve seen packed in the bottom of my rucksack.

I was wondering about that. She replied quietly.

And your parents?

My mother and father are both senators for the Eighth and Ninth Districts respectively. She laughed gently. Because both parents are in government, no further family members are allowed in government until a parent either resigns or dies.

Gareth stared out the stern windows lost in thought for several minutes. Does your country have steam power?

She frowned. I don’t know what you mean… Steam, like a tea kettle?

Kind of. How about iron? Do you smelt iron?

Oh yes! She returned a wide grin. We make pots, pans, steel for swords, plows, wire to carry electricity, all sorts of equipment.

Do I ever have an idea for your engineers. He opened the doors wide on his mind for Chiu to see what he was talking about. She gasped when she saw his design for a steam engine. I built one of these for a science project back in high school to demonstrate thermodynamics.

Are you sure it isn’t magic?

He chuckled. A great writer from my world once wrote ‘Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.’ This is simply technology, and not all that advanced.

Chiu’s eyes narrowed. I’d like you to draw this out, as detailed as possible. Put in technical notes where you think you need to. When we get ashore, I’ll see that it gets to the appropriate people. Her eyes held his. This will help many people, Gareth.

In my world civilization went from the steam engine to space travel in three hundred years. He rubbed his temples with his fingertips, trying to get rid of his headache. For now, we’ll content ourselves with a steam engine. He felt fingers massaging his neck and shoulders.

Thank you for that. Chiu whispered.

Travel up the kilometer-wide Obradena River was swift and relatively trouble-free. The trouble came when a sudden fierce gale split the aging mainsail like a rotten peach. The Spray limped on for days with only two sails until the carpenter and his mate, working full time on the deck with needles and thread, managed to patch the mainsail enough to continue the voyage. From then on, however, Captain Evvos kept a weather eye on the horizon, and dropped the tender mainsail at the first sign of a storm. It was a nervous way to make a long voyage.

Lake Groyus was frigid and ice filled. The Spray navigated the length of the lake on a single sail, with three crewmen in the bow at all times with long poles to push the irregular blocks of ice away from the hull. It was cold cruel work and even Gareth, who had dragon’s blood working in his favor, found that it chilled him to the bone when he took a shift along with the rest of the men. Eventually the Spray entered the narrower, and more dangerous, Seka River to begin the last leg of her trip. Here the water was as freezing and inhospitable as Lake Groyus, but the swift current prevented the massive ice chunks they had been avoiding in the lake.

Gareth stood in the bow of the anchored boat, and rubbed his eyes. Due to the ice, Captain Evvos had requested the boat be anchored at night, usually in mid-stream if possible. Tonight, they were somewhat closer to the river bank, and a thin skin of ice had built between the hull and the shore in the short time the boat had been anchored. Gareth rubbed his eyes again, and then reached for the crossbow he had slung across his back.

Cranking the cocking arm of the bow as fast as he could, he watched the creature slither across the slick ice. As thick as his forearm, and as long as he was tall, the thing had at first looked like a simple ripple in the blowing snow, gusting across the frozen surface. He had seen similar things in Minnesota and Wisconsin, in the dead of winter when all was cold and bleak. This ripple, however, moved when the wind wasn’t blowing. He heard a step behind him and knew that the other crewman on watch had come up behind him. He didn’t turn, but slowly raised the crossbow, sighted carefully and squeezed the trigger. The heavy crossbow thunked as the thick bolt sped to its target. Something squirmed in the near darkness, nailed to the ice. The crewman behind him shouted, and tossed his torch at the thing. On the ice, red blood mixed with frozen snow and blue/white scales as the thing withered.

“I’ll be thrice damned.” Captain Evvos cursed at his side. Gareth still didn’t turn. “I’ve heard the stories, and thought that’s all they were. Yev good eyes, lad.” He slapped Gareth on the back.

“A snow snake.” He heard Lyndra whisper from somewhere very close by. “Where I grew up they weren’t common, but they weren’t unknown either. I saw a dead one, once. The man it had bitten, I was told, managed to take three steps before he died. They say that cooked, the snakes taste like chicken.”

Gareth gave her a flat stare. “You’re welcome to get it.”

Her cheeks flushed as she returned his look. “Ahh, no.”

Seka, the capital of Meocripia, was a dirty, sad little town that made the muddy frozen streets of Traafodon look positively charming. Like the two wooden docks that stuck out into the Seka River, the shops, inns and bars were constructed out of rickety roughhewn lumber. The harbor air smelled of long untended cesspools. Evvos explained that manufactured goods, and especially food, were worth their weight in gold here and even prime pelts, especially at this time of season when the trappers were hungry, could be had for a handful of beans; literally. Gareth stood at the stern taffrail and stared out across the mean streets. During his years in the Marines, he’d seen numbers of sorry dwellings but Seka, he was sad to admit, topped the list by a wide margin.

About to turn away, his eye was caught by a little girl, of perhaps eleven or twelve, wearing a tattered blue dress, sitting on an empty keg, tossing stones at passing seagulls. She had a frayed blanket of indeterminate color wrapped about her thin shoulders. With a slight smile, he headed for the gangplank.

What are you up to? Chiu asked from her position at the railing.

Watch and learn. He replied with a smirk as he fished a small coin out from his pouch. He crooked his finger to the child, and she looked around for a moment, before looking back at him. He nodded and motioned to her again. The girl approached as cautiously as a frightened deer, her brown eyes wide. Gareth squatted down and gently asked, “What’s your name, little one?”

She frowned. “Mairi, sir,” she whispered in a small voice.

“That’s a pretty name.” Gareth replied, still smiling. “I’ll tell you what, Mairi; I’m hungry for a meat pie. Do you know where I can buy a meat pie in town?”

She thought for a moment. “Mister Nuxub the baker has meat pies, sir.” She pointed down the street with a dirty hand.

“I’m going to give you a coin,” he continued, “and you run down the street and buy me a pie and bring it back to me. Can you do that?” His smile widened. “If you do, you can keep the change for yourself. Is that a deal?”

Her dark eyes were very wide, and under the layers of grime the girl smiled. She might even have been pretty. “Yes, sir. You have a deal.” Gareth solemnly handed her the coin, and she was gone in a flash.

“You’ll never see money nor pie again.” Captain Evvos murmured, coming up behind Gareth. “And the coin was much too large for a meat pie.”

Gareth smiled, a little sadly. “You know, I believe you’re right Captain.” With that he turned back to the taffrail, and the waiting Chiu, who gave him a quick kiss on his return.

“What’s that for?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

Wrapping an arm about his waist, she rested her head against his shoulder. “You know.”

It was fifteen minutes later when Chiu tapped him on the arm. “I think your delivery girl is here.” She whispered, a wide smile on her own face. Gareth did his best to cover his own disbelief as he descended the boarding ramp. Mairi was waiting for him, holding out the pie.

Gareth sniffed appreciatively. “You know, that smells like a really good pie, Mairi.”

She nodded, and Gareth noticed for the first time her long and tangled auburn hair. “Mister Nuxub makes really good pies,” she replied seriously.

“You know, Mairi, I’ve suddenly decided that I’m not really hungry for meat pie after all.” He gave her a slow wink. “Since I’d really hate to throw it away, why don’t you take it? Share it with your family.”

“I don’t have a family,” she whispered, staring at the pie. She looked up. “Are you sure? Do you want your money back?”

The sincerity of the question surprised Gareth, touching him deeply. “Yes, I’m sure and no, I don’t want my money back. You did the job I asked.”

Her hands were trembling. “What’s your name?” she asked in a timid voice.

“Gareth.” He smiled down on her. “You should go before someone takes your pie.” He glanced up at the taffrail, and when he looked back the little girl with the pie was gone.

Chiu had a warm light in her eyes when he returned. “You never planned on keeping that pie at all, did you?”

“Nope.”

Chiu frowned. “If she’s smart, she’ll eat the pie, take that money you gave her, and stowaway on the first ship that comes through here.” He was enjoying the feel of Chiu against him when a flicker of blue caught his eye, and he turned his head just in time to see a pie-wielding girl slip over the railing of the Spray, and down into her wide cargo hold. He bit his tongue to keep from laughing aloud. “What’s so funny?” Chiu asked in a soft murmur.

“I was wondering how smart Mairi is, that’s all.”

“She’s not human, you know.”

Gareth blinked. “She’s not?”

“Nope. I’m not sure what she is, but I could feel the magic in her, like I can feel it in you and in Lyndra. I would guess that she’s a witch perhaps, or maybe a shapeshifter.”

“Oh?” He looked up to see the wharf side stevedores loading the last of the outbound cargo into the hold. They would be underway soon. He could picture Mairi sitting in some dark corner of the hold, money in her pocket, eating her hot pie and wondering at the change in her fortune.

It took Duras Evvos two days to find her, but on the morning of the third day Gareth was awakened at first light by a sharp rapping on the door to the cabin he shared with Chiu and Lyndra. He could hear their grumbles from beyond the thin curtain that separated their sleeping areas. Pulling on his pants, he scrubbed his fingers through his hair and opened the door. The captain stood there with the collar of Mairi’s dress held tightly in his fist. His face looked like a thundercloud.

“I found this in the hold with the cargo.” He rumbled in a voice that sounded like it held sudden death. “She said she was looking for Gareth… to give him his pie.” He held up the empty pie tin in the other hand. “The evidence seems to have disappeared.” He glared down at the crumbs on the front of Mairi’s dress.

Gareth tried to put on a thoughtful look. “Well, I did…”

“I asked Mairi to get another pie for Gareth.” Chiu announced, pulling back the sheet that separated the sleeping areas. She had the sheet from her bed casually wrapped around her with acres of warm golden skin showing. Gareth gave her an appreciative look, while Captain Evvos turned crimson. “I didn’t realize she would actually come aboard.” She gave Evvos a challenging look. “You can’t throw her overboard.” Mairi’s eyes widened at the remark.

The captain frowned. “No, I suppose I couldn’t do that.” He rumbled, looking at the deck.

Chiu gave him a wide smile. “Good. I’ve been wondering why you didn’t have a cabin boy to tend to the housekeeping chores around the boat.” She gave the girl a smile. “Mairi would do just fine. She can work off her passage.”

Captain Evvos managed to split his glare between Gareth and Chiu. “Fine!” He declared angrily. “But she’s your responsibility. She sleeps in here, with you. I’ll not have her bunking with the crew. It’s been a long voyage and she’s still a girl, no matter how young.”

“Fine.” Gareth replied flatly. “Have your men bring in a small mattress into my sleeping area.” He pointed to a small spot beside his chest of clothes. “There would do.”

Evvos glared at him. “But she be a girl.”

“And I’m not a child molester, Captain.” Gareth snapped at the captain as he fixed him with a glare.

Captain Duras Evvos sighed, finally admitting defeat. “Av it yer way then.” He pushed Mairi toward Gareth. “I’ll have a seaman come by in an hour or so to show her her new duties.”

Chiu gave the captain a wide smile. “That would be fine, Evvos, however make that two hours.”

Nodding, the captain backed out of their room, effectively dismissed by Chiu’s last words. Gareth gave the dark haired woman a small bow. “Thank you.”

Chiu returned him a warm smile. “You don’t get to have all the fun, you know.” She turned a speculative look on Mairi. “How long is it since you’ve had a bath?” Mairi’s brown eyes widened. “I thought so.” Chiu replied in an ominous voice. She glanced up at Gareth. “Why don’t you dress and go somewhere? Lyndra, Mairi and I will be busy for a while.” Gareth opened his mouth to protest, and then thought better of it. “Ahhh.” Chiu grinned. “He has a brain also, and not simply a nice body.” It was Gareth’s turn to blush as he turned to grab his clothes. Mairi stood in the center of the room, a stunned look on her face and the beginnings of a smile tugging the corners of her lips.

Four days smooth sailing to the east of Seka, a mountain rose out of a green sea of rippling grass. Three hundred and five jagged meters the finger rose to mar the severe landscape; all honeycombed with caves and passages. Within those caves all manner of creatures dwelled, among which was the fearsome white ape, as it was called by the local people of that time. The Spray swept by the mountain, a stiff westerly wind propelling her faster than the fastest horse could run. Standing at the starboard railing, Gareth got his first glimpse of the dreaded white apes, as a small family unit of six stopped by the riverbank to drink. They looked up at the same time as Gareth caught sight of them. They stopped drinking and warily rose to their feet to watch the boat sail by.

“Holy shit!” Gareth growled, reaching for his crossbow. “Sasquatch!” The three meter tall creatures watched the boat pass calmly, and then went back to their drinking. Uncocking his crossbow, Gareth turned to the captain. “Do they ever attack?” He asked curiously as he watched a tall female ape dunk a smaller version of herself in the river and then begin to groom her offspring despite its affronted squawks; noises that were remarkably similar to what had come out of Mairi’s mouth as Lyndra and Chiu had washed off months of grime. As Gareth had guessed, underneath it all lay a pretty twelve year old girl on the cusp of young womanhood.

“Not usually.” Evvos, standing at his side, muttered thoughtfully. “They attack if you attack first.”

“Don’t sound like dumb animals to me.” Gareth replied, grabbing the railing as the Spray heeled a little more, her long lateen yards nearly dipping into the river water as she sped along her way. He shaded his eyes with his hand, staring over the bow to a glint on the horizon. “What is that?” he asked, pointing.

“That,” Evvos replied, smiling, “be Quitos Bay, that leads out into the Great Ocean. Once we hit the ocean, Puasheehchester be only a few days of easy sailin.”

“Finally,” Gareth muttered.

Evvos touched the worn deck railing. “The Spray will welcome the refit, and the crew could use a break.”

Gareth turned to look at the grizzled captain, and raised an eyebrow. “And you?”

Evvos chuckled dryly. “I’ll stay aboard if’n they let me. Spray be my home.”

“And the crew your family,” Gareth finished softly.

“Aye.”

Four days later, as evening pulled her dark starry blanket over the red sky, the lookout sighted Puasheehchester, the capital of Oseothan and their destination.


Chapter 8

KIANG SAI-BO

Duras Evvos stood gawking, and Gareth couldn’t blame him. The city and docks before them glowed with the unflickering brilliance of electric lights.

He heard a sniff at his side, and turning, saw Chiu wipe at her eyes. “S’ beautiful,” she whispered. “More beautiful than I remembered.”

“It is beautiful.”

On his other side Mairi stood squeezing his hand. “Is this a fairy city?” she asked in a very small voice.

Gareth chuckled. “No, little one. This is simply an invention by men.”

She looked up at him, her brown eyes luminous. “Could I learn to invent things like that?”

“Maybe.” Gareth replied gently. “But you’ll have to go to school for a long time.”

“I went to school once, a long time ago,” she announced proudly, and then her face fell. “Father took my mother and me on a business trip with him. There was a fire while we were in Seka, and he and mother were killed. That was a year ago.” Her chin quivered, but she didn’t cry.

“Where did you come from, you and your parents?”

She screwed her face up in thought. “The name is Oreo or Oseo…something or other. That’s all I remember.”

“Oseothan.” He replied gently. “It’s the lights of Puasheehchester, in the realm of Oseothan you see before us.”

Smells drifted to him as the Spray glided toward the long wooden wharf; smells of the sea and tar, dead fish and manure. Weaving in out of those were the smells of pies and pastries, perfume of the few women that he could see, and pipe tobacco. Even at this time of evening, barkers stood on the wide cobblestone street, hawking their wares. A pair of blue uniformed policemen strolled past the wharf as the sailors jumped off the still moving boat and tied it off. Hands behind their backs and stepping in unison, the police could easily have been mistaken for English Bobbies in nineteenth century London.

Gareth moved to the captain’s side, as the man directed the ship to be made ready for the night. “Is Puasheehchester as you remember?”

Evvos barked a command at a young seaman, directing him in the proper flaking of a cable. Afterward he turned to Gareth. “Never been to Puasheehchester meeself. I heard it was nice, but this is grand.” He gazed down the long street at the illuminated building fronts, and bustling activity. “Will ye be leaving tonight?”

Gareth thought a moment, and then shook his head. “I think we’ll have dinner in a local inn, sleep in the ship and travel in the morning.”

Evvos nodded. “What about yer little stowaway? Will ye be takin her too?”

Gareth chuckled. “Are you so anxious to get rid of her then?”

The captain looked at the deck. “Well, in the past few days she’s made herself useful. She be there when ye need her, and when ye don’t she’s not underfoot.” He looked Gareth straight in the eye. “She can stay if she wishes, and if you wish.”

Gareth smiled. “I’ll ask her. I found out that she’s from Oseothan, so I may make a few inquiries. After that her future is up to her.” Evvos gave him a quick nod, before he moved off, shouting at another seaman.

The next morning a large black carriage stood waiting for them as the five departed the Spray. Both Gareth and the coachman were surprised at the small amount of baggage the five carried; with Mairi and the vampire Zadra having not much more than the clothes on their back. Gareth, Chiu and Lyndra all had small backpacks and, of course, their weapons. Gareth left the fiberglass cases containing the future weapon safely in the hold of the Spray.

The house the carriage pulled into after a bumpy thirty-minute ride was set back from the main road by a half a kilometer. Lined with stately elm and oak trees, the splendid driveway was filled with the ecstatic calls of songbirds. To the right through the trees Gareth thought he saw a vineyard stretching into the distance, while beside him Chiu looked out of the other coach window, wide-eyed at her homecoming. Bumping to a halt, the carriage pulled up to the front door of a dark, heavily turreted mansion that reminded Gareth of Falkland Palace in Falkland, Fife, Scotland; the royal palace of the Scottish kings. A liveried servant swung the carriage door open. Emerging first, Gareth helped the women out and turned to Chiu. “The next part is up to you.” He saw her swallow nervously, steel herself, and with a straight back, knock on the front door. There was a sharp clack of a locking bolt disengaging. The thick oak door that could have withstood a battering ram slowly creaked open to reveal a tall uniformed butler, with a receding hairline and sharp blue eyes. Chiu opened her mouth, but the butler beat her to it.

“Miss Chiu! Is that really you? It is very good to see you.” His voice was deep and cultured, and his smile was wide and genuine.

Chiu shot him a wry look. “I wanted to see if I was still welcome here.”

The look he returned was flat, almost angry. “This is YOUR home too, Miss. You are always welcome here. Your mother and father were very upset when you left. He glanced over at the four still waiting on the steps with their luggage, and waved the coach off. “I don’t see your friend Miss Maggie with you,” he said gently.

“Maggie died a year…” Chiu stopped and frowned. “Maggie died two years ago, I'alen.”

The butler looked stricken. “I’m so sorry to hear that, Miss. I know that you and she were… close.” He looked up at the rest of the company still standing on the front steps, Zadra with the hood of his black cloak pulled up to keep his face from the sun. “Come in, please, all of you. We have plenty of room, especially since the children have grown up and left home.”

“Both Shen and Qingzhao have left home?” Chiu asked in a surprised voice.

“Children grow up, Miss Chiu. It is the way of the world.” He squatted as Mairi came through the door. “And who might you be, young lady?” he asked in a soft voice. His eyes were sparkling.

“My name is Mairi.” She looked up. “Gareth, says that I’m from Oseothan too!” she announced boldly.

“Is that so? Well let me welcome you to our house, Mairi.” He turned his head slightly and shot Gareth a quick wink. “Welcome all of you,” he said as they all stepped into the grand foyer. Sniffing, Gareth noted that the air in the house was fresh and smelled faintly of lilacs and furniture wax. “Please wait here while I have the maids show you all to your rooms.” He gave Chiu a level look. “I’ll tell your father that you’re here, Miss Chiu. I’m sorry to say your mother is in Molva for the week at a Senate Judiciary hearing. Will you be here that long? I’m sure she would be very glad to see you.”

Chiu laughed. “At least a week, I'alen. It will take two or three times that long to get our ship refitted.”

A smile tugged at the butler’s serious face. “Ahhh, I see. Serious business.”

Chiu’s face became grave, and her smile disappeared. “I suspect that our business is more serious than you could possibly imagine.”

The butler very nearly laughed, until he took in Chiu’s haunted expression, and Gareth’s. His eyes widened. “I’ll speak with your father.”

Kiang Sia-Bo was a tall spare man who walked with the grace of a leopard. Taller than both his daughter and himself, Gareth had the feeling he was shaking the hand of a bird, whose bones he might break if he squeezed too hard. Kiang choked at the sight of his daughter, and they both gravitated toward each other as if by magic. When Chiu’s feet never touched the ground for a full two minutes, Gareth revised his first opinion on Kiang’s frailty. When they finally separated, Chiu turned shyly to Gareth. “Father, I would like you to meet Ernst Gareth Köhler, my companion. I am his… familiar.” Chiu’s cheeks reddened at the disclosure. “Gareth, I would like you to meet my father, Senator Kiang Sia-Bo.”

The older man frowned. “Please, Chiu. At home I am most certainly not Senator anything.” His eyes sparkled as he regarded Gareth. “So, what is this crisis that has my daughter so upset?” He led the two to a small private sitting room.

Gareth sighed. “I’m sorry, Kiang, but I was never informed what that danger was. Based purely on circumstantial evidence I have to find out myself at a place called Zuebrihn.” He chuckled dryly. “Since I’m not from around here I don’t have any idea where to start. Your daughter recommended that we try the library at Iyreeqeka, but we found the library gutted.” Kiang made a noise like a low moan, then nodded for Gareth to continue. “Luckily we ran across a person who knows where Zuebrihn is. All we need now is to sit down with a map and plan how to get there. Based purely on intuition, I feel that my time here is strictly limited.”

Kiang nodded slowly, obviously deep in thought. “Athena is infamous in legend if not in fact, for placing géis on poor benighted people in return for certain… services. The more important the service she provides, the greater these obligations.”

Gareth shut his eyes. “In despair, I took my own life but instead of the afterlife, I found myself here, with a new leg, eye and generally patched up as good as new. It wasn’t until sometime later that I realized I now speak read and write all Eldenworld’s languages.”

Kiang gave the young man a sympathetic look. “With a hold like that on you, she could have you sacrifice yourself to a volcano, and you wouldn’t be able to do a thing to prevent it. You must go to the Eye of Zuebrihn; the great oracle of our time.” For the first time Kiang looked old. “I can’t believe that the great library has been destroyed.” He looked up at Gareth. “All the machines were destroyed?”

Gareth laughed without humor. “When I departed the premises, there was a raging battle going on inside the building. I’d be very surprised if there was anything left by this time.”

“Do you have any idea what the fighting was all about?”

Gareth sighed and Chiu buried her face in her hands with a groan. “Actually, the soldiers involved were looking for your daughter and me. We deprived them of an afternoon’s fun of burning a werewolf. That same werewolf later told us the location of Zuebrihn, because she was born near there.”

“So,” Kiang murmured sadly. “The last source of wisdom on the planet is gone.”

“But…” Chiu interrupted, “Didn’t you tell me that there were learning machines here in University of Oseothan?”

Kiang gave her a fond look. “Yes, my dear, I did, however the data crystals that contain the information were stolen millennia ago. Although the machines still work, they are just so many pretty lights now.” He made a resigned sound, as Gareth dug frantically through his pack. “And sometime in the dim past we lost the ability to communicate with the dragons, so even their wisdom is deprived to us.”

Although Kiang seemed to be enjoying his small moment of self-pity, Chiu was trying hard to hide her smile as Gareth cleared his throat. “I hate to pop your bubble, Senator, but you’re wrong on both counts.” He gave the man a crooked smile. “Thanks to my, ahh, modifications, I can and have spoken with dragons.” At that he rolled up his shirt sleeve and presented the glowing dragon shape in his arm to Chiu’s amazed father. “Secondly, I have this.” He held out his open palm in which rested the six parallelepiped crystals he had saved from the library in Iyreeqeka.

Kiang made a strangling sound in his throat, and Gareth glanced over at a concerned Chiu. “Did I tell him too much, too soon?” he asked, as Kiang gulped in a lungful of air.

“Perhaps, but we really don’t have time for finesse,” she replied, studying her father’s red face. “Father? Are you all right?”

“Save your commiseration for one who really needs it,” Kiang gasped, taking a deep breath. His head turned to face Gareth. “Can you really speak with dragons?”

“I can, sir.” Gareth replied.

“Did… did they impart any ancient wisdom to you?” Kiang asked, leaning forward in his chair.

It was too good an opportunity to resist. “They said,” Gareth began in a low earnest voice, “that The ox is slow, but the Earth is patient.”

Kiang’s face went blank at the comment, and Gareth’s mind rang with a resounding WHAT? from Chiu.

Gareth bit his tongue. The line is from an old twentieth century fictional creation back on my world named High Road to China. The response of the characters to the line in the movie was about the same as your father’s.

That was mean. Chiu reprimanded, but beneath that Gareth caught a hint of laughter.

Finally Gareth allowed the laughter that was building up in him to slip out, starting first as a low chuckle and quickly escalating to a full bellied guffaw as the tears ran down his cheeks. Kiang glared at him for a moment, before his own laughter dissolved his serious expression.

“Back where I come from,” Gareth explained, “there are things called koans; puzzling paradoxical statements that are designed, not to mean anything, but to make the listener think. The ox and the Earth was made up for a fictional story, however, ‘What is the sound of one hand clapping?’ is a koan that has been around for thousands of years.”

“The sound of one…” Kiang began and stopped, a slow smile spreading across his face. “Yes, I see.” He leaned back in his chair. “Are you then a scholar?”

Gareth shook his head. “No, sir. I’m simply a soldier.”

“A company commander, or perhaps a general?” Kiang asked with raised eyebrows.

“Sorry again,” Gareth replied. “I’m only a simple foot soldier.”

Chiu made a disgusted noise. “You should know that from what Gareth has told me, soldiers where he comes from are more educated and experienced than many of our own university professors.”

Kiang’s eyes narrowed fractionally as he looked from Chiu to Gareth and back again. “What aren’t you telling me, daughter?”

Chiu sighed. “After I left home, Maggie and I traveled a lot. While in one city a snake spooked her horse and she was thrown, striking her head on a stone and killing her instantly. I…” Chiu went to wipe her nose on her sleeve and Gareth handed her his handkerchief. “I fell apart for a while - more than a while actually. A witch in Luxoroth found me living in a swamp, and bonded me as her familiar but only, she was quick to point out, until another came to take her place.” She glanced at Gareth, and Kiang’s eyes widened, but he said nothing. Chiu shrugged. “Gareth saved me from an angry mob and we began our association. Later, after a number of adventures we acquired a boat and… here we are.” She ended lamely.

Kiang crossed his arms. “And here we are indeed, with the fate of the world resting on the shoulders of you two, I would guess. I could say that odder things have occurred, but none come to mind.” He chuckled dryly as he glanced at his daughter. “I was worried at one time that you were wasting your life. It seems that destiny has given you a purpose after all… with a vengeance.” He reached out gently, and touched the glowing jeweled dragon on Gareth’s arm. “You do realize that the dragon did more than to simply give you a nice tattoo?”

“Ahhh, what are you talking about?” Gareth looked down at his arm, and felt a cold prickle between his shoulder blades.

Kiang gave him a tight smile that spoke eloquently of payback. “You are part dragon, now. Your communication with them will be clearer, your tolerance to weather, both heat and cold, will be greater and best of all…” Kiang’s eyes momentarily flickered to his daughter. “Those traits will breed true. Your sons and daughters will all bear the mark of the dragon, and the abilities that come with it.” Gareth didn’t have to turn to know that Chiu was staring at him. Kiang’s grin widened. “I have been a poor host.” He said, rising to his feet. “Have you and your friends eaten lunch yet?” he asked as they returned to the foyer, where the rest lounged as maids readied their rooms.

Gareth laughed. “I don’t believe we’ve had breakfast yet, Senator Sai-Bo.” He said this purposefully loud enough so that all his traveling companions would be aware of the position of their host.

Kiang shot him a flat look, and then turned to his daughter. “Chiu, would you please show your friends to the small dining room? I need to have a quick private word with Gareth.” Gareth’s eyes widened, and he wondered what social faux pas he’d committed as the older man touched him on the arm and bent to his ear. “Enough with the senator title. If you don’t, I may have to slip up, and refer to you as ‘son’ once or twice.” He grinned down on Gareth who seemed to be having trouble breathing. “I may do that anyway.”

“Son?” To Gareth it came out as a strangled gurgle. “I’m not your son. I…”

Kiang’s look became sympathetic. “You should already know that a familiar and his or her companion almost always marry and have children. The emotional and mental bonds see to that. By accepting Chiu as your familiar you have, in effect, married my daughter.” He frowned at Gareth. “But you should already know that. What realm did you come from?”

Again, Gareth couldn’t resist the temptation. “I don’t know of your customs because, you see, I don’t come from Eldenworld at all, and as far as marrying your daughter goes…” He gave the Senator a flat look. “We’ll see,” he said without inflection as he turned for the dining room. Behind him the color slowly drained from the face of Senator Kiang Sai-Bo.

The meals served at the Sai-Bo residence were by far the best Gareth had ever eaten in any restaurant, in any country on any world. Looking at the platters of steaming rich food, he couldn’t understand the metabolism that allowed Kiang to stay so thin. Now Gareth sat, sipping a mild tea that tasted remarkably like Oolong, and studied the map on the table before him. Save for Mairi, who was taking a battery of tests at the local school to find out where she fit in, all the travelers from the Spray were present. Clasping his hands in thought, Gareth shot a sidelong glance at Zadra. Because of his unusual eating preferences, Gareth hadn’t seen the vampire at any of the group meals, but he noted that the man had put on several kilograms, and was certainly looking better than when they arrived. He wasn’t sure that he wanted to know the reason why, but he also noted that there were no stray dogs or cats or people for that matter, to be found near the manor.

“I think your best bet in reaching Zuebrihn at this time of year is to reverse the course you took getting here; traveling past Seka, Traafodon, around the southern tip of the Strebajan Realm and straight over to Xoln.” Kiang’s finger moved slowly across the large vellum map he had spread on the wide dining table. “From Xoln you can catch a caravan traveling west on the Great Spice Road, through the Shattered Plain. You can resupply at Phila before you continue up to Blajurgh.”

Chiu, sitting between Gareth and her father, frowned at the map. “Why don’t we simply head directly to Strizruofast and catch a boat upriver to Blajurgh? We can cut weeks off our trip if we do.”

“You don’t want to do that!” Lyndra blurted, her face as pale as her hair. “Pirates and slavers operate out of Strizruofast. We’d never make it to Blarurgh, let alone Zuebrihn. I’d recommend taking the caravan, but cutting across the river north of Phila, and continuing overland to Blajurgh. It will take longer, but we have a better chance of arriving in one piece.”

Gareth looked up. “That’s a very good point. You just said we. Are you planning on accompanying us?”

Lyndra’s cheeks flamed. “I’ll never be able to repay your kindness in saving my life so…” She gave him a little smile, her cheeks red. “Besides, I’ve always wanted to be a part of a desperately important adventure.”

“Yeah,” Gareth replied sourly. He glanced at the map again, and then up at Kiang. “Why don’t we head straight south and take this passage between Urruthra and Pleakuynope.” He stopped for a moment to massage his jaw. Trying to pronounce the names in Eldenworld, he thought grimly, was a total pain. “Then we could turn west, cut north of Luxoroth and shave weeks of travel off our trip.”

Kiang sighed and touched the map. “In the winter the currents run from west to east. In two months, the spring east to west currents kick in.” His finger stabbed down on the map, in the center of the large bay south of Oseothan. “Winter is also the spawning season for the Kraken; right here. We don’t dare sail these waters before spring. Your boat was lucky to make it.”

“Oh.” Gareth replied flatly. “And spring is when, exactly?”

“Two or two and a half months from now, depending on the weather.”

Gareth glared at the map. “Damn.”

“You could still use the route I recommended, and stay close to shore. Kraken are deep water creatures.”

Gareth sighed, and felt Chiu give his hand a squeeze. “I suppose we’ll try your way. I can’t see sitting here for another two or three months.” He looked up at the dark hooded shadows that hid the vampire’s face. “Will you be going with us too, Zadra?”

“I believe I will, at least as far as Xoln. I have… associates in Xoln.” He said, with some reluctance.

“As you will,” Gareth replied. “If you’re part of this expedition, then you will be expected to do your share of the drudge work, like standing watch. Is that understood?” Zadra gave him a brief nod. “Good. I think that I will ride down to the dock later today and check on the Spray.” He gave Chiu a wink. “Anyone coming with us?” Lyndra nodded, and surprisingly so did Kiang.

Gareth was amazed when a tidy little black Berlin coach drew up in front of the mansion, drawn by four black horses and equipped with rubber tires. Two footmen sat in the high front seat.

“Rubber?” Gareth inquired, as Kiang slid in beside him.

Chiu’s father smiled in obvious pleasure. “We recently developed it. We bought several barrels of the sap from a plantation in southern Luxoroth and refined them down.”

Gareth returned the smile. “If you are getting all goosebumps over rubber tires, you’ll flip over this.” He turned to Chiu and winked. “Do you have that drawing of the steam engine I made?” She withdrew it from her shirt pocket, and handed it to him without a word. He in turn handed it to Kiang.

Chiu’s father looked at the paper, frowning. “What’s this?”

“This, Senator, is the future,” Gareth said softly. “This is a crude drawing of a steamship.”

It took some time for them to locate the small Spray in the very large dockyard, but when they did Gareth was pleased to see swarms of workmen crawling all over the ship, removing sails, rigging and any woodwork that appeared to be damaged. Pulled ashore on a pair of heavy tracks and braced, other men were busy scraping long green tendrils of seaweed and clumps of barnacles from the lower hull. From the amount he could see, Gareth guessed it had been years since this was last accomplished. By shutting his eyes and turning his head, he located Captain Evvos simply by following the sound of the loudest voice, and the vilest curses.

Gareth touched Evvos’s shoulder. “Is everything all right, Captain?” he asked with some concern.

Evvos looked up sharply, and then drew him to one side, well away from the workmen. “Things are going better than I expected.” He gave Gareth a tight grin. “I yell at em to make em jump. If the workers think they are doing well they will slow down. At this rate we’ll have the Spray ready for sea in two weeks at two thirds the cost I expected.”

Gareth nodded. “We’ve barely begun to map our journey to Zuebrihn, and it looks as though it will be a return journey from the way we came.” Captain Evvos winced.

“If’n ye say so,” he said uncertainly.

“Winter is the breeding season for the Kraken, and we really don’t want to be sailing south through their breeding grounds, do we?”

Evvos frowned. “I reckon not.”

“Good.” Gareth smiled. “It looks like most of our passengers will be traveling with us, but you may have to find another cabin boy. Mairi will be staying with the Senator.”

Evvos gave a short grunt. “Too bad. I was beginning to like er. Smart little thing she is.”

Gareth slapped the man on the shoulder. “You’re just a big softie, Evvos. Next thing you’ll want a dog.”

“Not bloody likely.” Evvos growled in reply. “I nearly forgot. Ye left two of yer boxes in the forward hold.”

Gareth frowned momentarily, until he remembered the long gun with the five rounds. “If you would, send both boxes up to the Senator’s residence.” Evvos nodded. “I’ll probably be around two or three times a week if you have any questions. If you have an emergency you know where to find me.”

“Right.” Evvos grunted a reply, already turning to the workers. Gareth stared at the man’s back as the Captain began to tear a verbal strip from a dockworker for inflicting an imaginary scratch on a piece of woodwork that was due to be replaced in three days.

“That is your captain?” Kiang’s soft voice murmured at his shoulder.

Gareth chuckled as Captain Evvos began to wave his hands in the air, in addition to shout. “He’s really not that bad.”

The older man grimaced at the vile epithet Evvos was using to flog the cringing worker. “If you say so.” He stood for several long moments, hands clasped behind his back, looking up at the dry-docked Spray. “This is a fine vessel, Gareth, with good lines. How did you come by it?”

The young Marine chuckled. “Your daughter and I were taking passage from Buclite to Knoumm Harbor when two pirate vessels attacked.” Gareth glanced at Chiu, who had come over to stand beside him, her shoulder brushing his. Kiang smiled when he noticed this small display of affection. “Your daughter put a fire arrow into the sail of the second pirate boat, and I took out the commanding officers of the first with a crossbow. The surviving boat surrendered rather than face the fate of the other.” He shrugged. “Perhaps the screams of the dying men on the second boat had something to do with it.”

Kiang stared at Gareth for several long moments before he turned to his daughter. “This is a formidable young man you’ve chosen to be your partner, Chiu. Although he is an outworlder and frightens me a bit, I approve of your selection.” He gave Chiu a level look that seemed to include Gareth. “And we give you our blessing.”

Surprising Gareth, Chiu gave her father a formal bow. “Thank you, Father.” Her blue eyes were sparkling with more than respect. “However, I would have chosen Gareth with or without your blessing.”

Kiang let out a low laugh as he reached out and touched his daughter’s shining black hair. “I know that, but isn’t it better to have the formal blessing of the Nine to speed you on your way?”

Chiu looked down, a move that was totally out of character for her. “Yes, Father it is. Thank you and the Nine for their trust.”

“Sometimes,” Kiang murmured as he turned back toward the carriage, “bets made against the odds pay off handsomely.”

Gareth fell in at one side of the Senator while Chiu took the other. “Are you saying the odds are running against my mission?” Gareth could see Kiang’s smile widen.

“By about ten to one against.”

“Scheiße!” Gareth cursed under his breath. “Scheiße, scheiße, scheiße.” Then he smiled. “Put me down for one hundred to reach the Eye of Zuebrihn. I’m good for it.”

Back in the carriage and on their way to the mansion, a thought went out from Gareth’s mind. Who are these Nine your father keeps mentioning?

The Nine are the rulers of Oseothan. Chiu murmured in return, moving a little closer to him on the seat. Her hip against his was very warm. There are nine Senators, one from each district. Father is the senator from this district that includes Puasheehchester, while mother is the senator from Molva and the Lake District.

How long is the term for a senator? Gareth asked, recalling Kiang’s graying hair.

The terms are for life, or until the other members of the Nine agree the member should be replaced. Then a vote is taken. She laughed at Gareth’s surprise, picking thoughts out of his mind. Things aren’t all they seem, Gareth. My father and mother actually own nothing. Giving up worldly possessions and power is a requirement of being a senator. The house we live in belongs to the country, and staff salaries and maintenance are paid by Oseothan. She touched his arm. My brother and sister are being groomed to replace mother and father. Her smile was crooked. I was always a little too wild for such consideration.

From the opposite seat Kiang caught their eyes. “It seems that the very wildness was simply preparation for your own unique position in life.” Kiang’s smile was wistful. “The fate of the world doesn’t rest on my shoulders, but on the shoulders of my sometimes unpredictable daughter.” His gaze slowly turned to Gareth. “And her… companion.”

Gareth held Kiang’s eyes. “I prefer the term partner. It’s a little more…” He paused, trying to think of the right word.

“Intimate?” Kiang injected helpfully.

“Yeah, that’s the word.” Gareth frowned. “Were you reading our minds?” he asked the smiling senator, his brow creasing.

Kiang laughed. “You still have much to learn, outlander. I am Chiu’s father, and shapeshifter parents can read their children’s minds. At first, I could hear my children anywhere in Oseothan. Now I can only hear her thoughts if she is sitting before me.” He smiled at Chiu.

Gareth grunted. “It must be uncomfortable having someone else read your thoughts.” He muttered aloud.

I read your thoughts and memories all the time. Chiu’s was a whispering playful voice in the back of his mind. Some of the memories are awful, but some are… uh…

It’s what happens when you snoop into the mind of a man who is physically attracted to you, dearest. He chuckled. There was deep silence in his mind. Chiu?

You called me dearest. It’s the first time you’ve ever used an endearment when talking to me.

I didn’t mean to offend you. I won’t do it any…

That’s not what I’m saying. Chiu interrupted. I… like it.

Oh. Gareth smiled. Well, if that’s the case. Let me tell you, dearest, about some of my daydreams.

GARETH! Chiu gasped, her eyes wide and cheeks reddening. Gareth wiped the tears of laughter from his eyes. I’ll get you back for that. Chiu steamed. Across the carriage her father was having a difficult time not laughing aloud.

Twelve days later Gareth and Chiu were standing in a long, well-lit workroom located in a stone building adjacent to the main residence. Two three meter long workbenches covered with white felt sat before him, and spread out on the benches were the tools of his trade. Gareth had painstakingly disassembled, cleaned, oiled and reassembled the Colt after ensuring its operation. The kukri sitting next to it was sharpened and oiled. Gareth had also cleaned and checked the Barrett as far as he was able without proper test gear, and now he probed the secrets of the second fiberglass container. On the other side of the room Chiu checked and cleaned the two crossbows and her own favorite longbow.

Having problems? Chiu asked as she set down the last refurbished crossbow.

I don’t really know. Gareth admitted, staring at the bench before him, and the four small rectangular boxes that sat there. Roughly the size of the .50 caliber Barrett magazines, these boxes also had grooves on the edges, like the other magazines, but curiously no rounds that Garrett could see. Sighing, he slipped one of the black boxes into the magazine slot, and turned the weapon’s power to ON. He blinked when the gun emitted a soft beep, and a universal battery indicator rose to a little below the halfway mark. Above the battery light, a green digital readout was blurring as it counted up. When the counter hit two thousand, it stopped. Gareth frowned down at the gun. The gun apparently was loaded and ready to fire… but with what?

Turning the gun off and leaving the strange magazine loaded, he picked the rifle up, resting it on his shoulder and turned to Chiu. “I need to test this thing. Have any ideas?”

Chiu stared at the gun and frowned. “There are two meadows. The first is thousand meters long. The second is four thousand meters long and backs up to a mountain.”

It was a no-brainer for Gareth. “I’ll take the second. The mountain should be able to stop this round… I think.” Chiu began to laugh at this obvious stretch of Gareth’s imagination, then took a good look at his face and stopped.

Kiang joined them as they boarded the small open wagon, and together the three drove the rough dirt road three kilometers to the head of the meadow. As Chiu had suggested, it was long and narrow in the ruddy sun, and the mountain in the distance rose like a dark wall. A kilometer from his position a meter thick oak rose from the center of the field. Through the spotter’s scope he watched Chiu nail a white target with a fist sized black dot in the center to the tree. When she returned, he handed her the spotting scope, along with a pair of foam earplugs, a pair of which he also handed to a curious Kiang.

“Put them into your ears like this.” Gareth demonstrated on himself, and made sure Chiu and her father were safely behind him before the switched the gun on. Unfolding the bipod, he lay on his stomach and began to adjust his scope; snuggling his eye to the rubber eyepiece cup. Range?

Nine hundred and eighty two meters. Chiu replied, looking into the digital ranging spotter’s scope. She glanced up at the trees, and the gently waving grass in air that smelled of new mown hay. Wind right to left, two knots.

Gareth made his adjustments to his rifle scope. Ready?

Ready. Chiu replied. Kiang nodded. With the rifle set at single shot and tight to his shoulder, Gareth let out his breath halfway and slowly squeezed the trigger. The Barrett’s crack made his head ring, and in the midday air he could see a faint vapor trail, a testament to the round’s ferocious velocity. In the distance and behind the tree he could see chips of wood floating to the ground. He heard Chiu swallow. Seventy five millimeters low, fifty to the right.

Seventy five millimeters low, fifty to the right, copy. Gareth repeated, quickly making his adjustments. He flipped the rifle selector to a three shot burst, took a deep breath, and re-sighted; letting his breath slowly out. The Barrett slammed into shoulder, and the three nearly simultaneous rounds left only a single contrail.

Dead center. Chiu whispered, as the meter thick oak toppled over, with a groan of breaking wood they could hear from a kilometer away. As the tree fell, Gareth could see that the back of the trunk was simply gone.

Gareth glanced at the Barrett’s display, noting the ammunition counter had decreased by four, while the power level had dropped ten percent. He nodded to himself as he turned the gun off. That was why the chemical rounds were depleted. Gareth figured that he could get 40 shots out of the gun before the battery was dead. Chemical rounds took almost no power. Not simply a sniper rifle, the Barrett was a handheld railgun, magnetically accelerating tiny slivers of hardened titanium to near lightspeed in an instant. Chemical rounds were only a backup. He picked up the gun and turned. Kiang and Chiu were staring at him as if he’d grown a second head.

“Is this the sort of weapon you use to fight wars on your world?” There was a nervous edge to Kiang’s voice.

Gareth sighed as he helped Chiu and her father back into the wagon. “No, not really. This weapon is decades more advanced than what I’m used to.”

“Then how do you…?” Chiu flicked the reins, interrupting his question, but Gareth answered anyway.

“There is a genre of books where I come from called science fiction. It deals with situations, based strongly or loosely on science that might occur in the future. Hence, science—fiction.” He grinned. “I read a lot of military sci-fi, and in those books they speculate on railguns like this.” He patted the Barrett. “It’s not really dissimilar to what I’m used to, except much more powerful. A bullet is still a bullet, a power supply still a power supply.” He gave the older man a sour smile. “Welcome to my world.”

Kiang stared at him for a moment. “I believe I’ll take my world, thank you.”

Gareth returned the look with a flat look of his own. “Don’t forget,” he replied softly, “that I’ve been sent to Eldenworld because of those self-same skills, and I’m not the first… only the latest.”

Kiang shut his eyes. “Point taken.”

Chiu’s mother Shaw Sai-Bo was an imposing match for her father. Tall and stately, with the same facial structure as her daughter, her black hair hung very nearly to her waist, and was held back with a simple golden clasp. She smiled seldom, and radiated a calm composure that Gareth assumed was what made her an imposing diplomat. She did smile, however, when she first saw Chiu, and both women cried and laughed in equal measure. Now she watched with a kind of quiet fortitude as the wagon and carriages were loaded with people and equipment that would take her daughter from her once more. The day, like her apparent mood, was gray and dreary.

With the last of the baggage loaded, Gareth turned to face Kiang and Shaw. “Will you be accompanying us to the dock?” He asked politely.

The barest hint of a smile touched Shaw’s face as she replied. “Kiang will; I will not. I abhor farewells.”

Gareth reached out and taking her hand, raised it to his lips. Shaw’s eyes widened. “In my world this is a gesture of the highest respect between a man and a lady of station. When we return, we will endeavor to stay longer, if only to prevent further farewells.”

Surprising him further, Shaw burst out in a clear laugh. “Oh, you are terrible.” She stepped forward and kissed him firmly on the lips. Gareth reddened and Shaw laughed once more. “That is the way we say hello and good-bye in this family, Gareth.” She held his eyes for a long moment. “Get used to it.”

Kiang was laughing as they entered the carriage. “Shaw can be impulsive when you get on her good side, and apparently you have.”

Gareth sputtered something in reply as Chiu slid closer, and slipped her arm through his.

You’re doing fine. He could feel the laughter hidden below the surface of the woman who sat beside him. Mother is too much the diplomat to say anything, but she adores you.

She only just met me! How can she know me?

We talked, silly, and she can read my mind, and of course I can read yours, so….

Gareth groaned, while beside him Kiang chuckled. It was time to change the subject, and Gareth looked up, into the dark hood of the vampire. “Are you ready to leave, Zadra? I haven’t seen you out and about much.”

“I’ve been out… enough.” The vampire replied in his flat cultured voice. “And, yes, I am ready to leave; the sooner the better.” A thin smile touched his wintry face. “There is money to be made.”

Gareth frowned at the chill in the man’s voice. “You won’t have to wait much longer. The dockyard is up ahead.”


Chapter 9

COUP DE MAIN

The only difference in the dockyard now compared to the dockyard Gareth had seen every other day for the past two weeks was that the Spray was floating sedately at the wharf, her new red and white striped sails neatly furled, her rigging gleaming in the red sun. When the coach jerked to a stop while they were still two hundred meters from their destination, Gareth glanced out of the carriage window and saw a fish cart overturned, its contents spilled across the worn cobblestones, blocking their path. He frowned when he noticed a man’s feet protruding from beneath the fishy pile.

“I’ll see if I can help…” He began to open the door in the side of the carriage, when Chiu grabbed his arm, glancing to the other door.

“Where’s he going?” She pointed through the other open door, to the vampire’s back, already disappearing into the crowd of onlookers and dockworkers.

A cold wind of premonition suddenly blew down Gareth’s back, and it smelled of death. At the far edge of the crowd he could see a score of heavily armed men, pushing their way through the crowd. Jumping out of the carriage, he called up to the driver at the same time. “Take off now, if you want to save the Senator! Don’t stop for anything, or anyone!” Kiang called out a protest that Gareth pointedly ignored. Chiu was suddenly standing beside him, a snarling wolf on his other side. “Are you insane, Chiu, Lyndra? Get the hell out of here!” Over his head the driver snapped his whip like a gunshot, and the carriage began to roll, quickly gaining speed. Sensing imminent death, the crowd on the docks dispersed like fog in a brisk wind, leaving the armed men who were ignoring the coach, heading straight for Gareth and company.

Ambidextrous by training, Gareth drew the Colt with his left hand, loaded it and flipped the safety off in one motion. When that was done, he drew the kukri with his right hand. Chiu had taken two steps to his right, and drew a gleaming sabre with a polished brass hand guard. On a smaller woman the large sword would have been ludicrous, but on Chiu it fit. Two steps to his left hackles were rising on the wolf’s back as Lyndra began to pad toward the advancing men. Gareth sighed. “Since they’re playing our song… let’s dance.” He said as he moved forward. “There are two trying to flank you on your right.” Gareth called out to Chiu a moment later.

“I see them.” She called back. One of the two stepped toward Chiu and she feinted, then slashed him across the middle. The second man stopped when he saw the first man’s guts spill out across the cobblestones in iridescent purple loops. That was a mistake, as Chiu’s next thrust took him cleanly in the throat, spraying blood in a long arc as she jerked the sword free.

“Beware the noise, ladies!” he called, raising the Colt. The heavy pistol barked three times, and three men dropped. The mass of advancing men paused for a heartbeat, alarmed at the strange noise, and suddenly Gareth was among them, kukri flashing. He didn’t strike so much at the torso, as he did at the extremities, targeting knees, ankles, crotch, arms and face with the heavy Damascus steel blade. Where Gareth passed, attackers lay in heaps, some moaning, some screaming and blood flowed freely across the dark cobblestones. Pain tore his left shoulder and he stumbled as a crossbow bolt grew there as if by magic.

He nearly dropped the Colt, but he didn’t. Slashing his current opponent across the bridge of the nose with the kukri, he then tucked the bloody weapon into his waistband to take the Colt with his right hand. His first shot took a man about to slash Lyndra as she tore his companion’s throat out. The wolf’s muzzle and head were covered with dripping red gore. Three more shots blasted out rapidly, one taking the crossbowman who had shot him, in the stomach; the second and third shots felling two of Chiu’s three opponents. She threw him a quick wave as she turned to face the last, a rictus grin on her delicate face; her sword dripping blood. He reloaded and fired seven more times. The last man he shot in the back as he was trying to run away. Echoes of the gunshots slowly faded to silence, and Gareth turned to look for his companions. The entire engagement from start to finish had taken no more than four minutes, but then battles were often like that. He holstered the Colt and sheathed the kukri after wiping the gory blade on the shirt of a felled attacker. Somewhere one of the fallen assailants was groaning.

Chiu was sitting beside the overturned fish cart, her back to a wheel, bloody hands pressed to her side. Gareth touched her shoulder, and she looked up. How are you doing?

Peachy. She growled in return. I caught a bolt in the side. Her eyes moved to his shoulder, and her thoughts turned sympathetic. You look as bad as I feel.

Gareth glanced at his now blood-soaked side. The bolt must have nicked the brachial artery. He sank to a sitting position beside Chiu, as Lyndra limped up on three legs. Her once shiny gray coat was crisscrossed with bleeding lacerations, and she collapsed at Gareth’s feet, flowing back to her battered human form as she did so. She lay there for a moment before she looked up.

“I’ll be damned!” she said in a tone of sheer amazement. “We are still alive.”

Gareth began to laugh, and the more he laughed the more it hurt and the greater it hurt the more he laughed. Soon all three were laughing like crazy people, tears running down their faces from the pain. That was the way the squad of twenty-five Oseothan soldiers found them, led by a furious Senator Kiang Sai-Bo.

~~~

Three weeks after the altercation in the dockyard Gareth still wore his left arm in a sling, Lyndra hobbled around with crutches and a cast, and Chiu was still in bed; grumpy but getting better every day. Gareth was more than aware from the severity of the wounds that in an Earthly hospital he and Chiu would probably have died from blood loss and shock. There was much to be said for magical healing, but it couldn’t work miracles like repairing a torn artery, a punctured spleen or a broken leg overnight.

Spring was finally approaching the realm of Oseothan, and the early flowers like crocuses and snowdrops dotted the residential gardens along with the bright yellow clusters of daffodils. Since he couldn’t do much else, Gareth spent his days walking the gardens and enjoying the spring weather. He’d never had the time or the inclination to do so on Earth. He looked up at the sound of footsteps, smiling as he recognized Shaw.

She returned his smile, taking his one good hand in both of hers. “How are you today, Gareth?”

“I’m mending, Shaw,” he replied slowly. “And I’m as bored as hell.” He wiggled his left arm in its sling, flexing his left fist, and winced at the soreness he still felt in his shoulder. “I hope I didn’t offend you.”

Her smile widened. “I’ve heard worse, and I’ve used worse. No offense taken.”

“Have you seen Chiu today?” he asked the question that was foremost in his mind.

Shaw’s look was sympathetic. “Chiu is more bored than you, but she is responding well to treatments. We hope that she can go walking with you tomorrow.”

Gareth sighed. “So much time wasted.”

Shaw shook her head, and her long dark hair rippled in the sunlight. “Not really. By the time you are all healed and ready to leave your boat will be able to take the southern route, cutting weeks off your trip. In the end you will find you’ve lost only a few weeks of time.” She gave him a long look. “In return we’ve gotten to know you better, and what we’ve discovered has been most favorable.”

Gareth felt his cheeks heat. “I’m nothing special, ma’am.”

She shook her head. “You saved my husband’s life. I would say that you are very special. My daughter is also very taken with you,” she added, her deep blue eyes sparkling.

Gareth chuckled. “Your husband wanted to jump out and join us in the fight.” He gave Shaw a small crooked smile. “Is he always that impulsive?”

“You have no idea.” She returned in a flat voice, rolling her eyes. “It was the vampire Zadra Uavoo who set up your ambush.” She continued. “He sold you out to the Black Maggots Guild for a fat sack of gold.” Her eyes were bleak. “We found that out from the survivors.”

“Did you catch him?”

“No.” There was a snap to her voice, and Gareth vowed to never make her mad if could possibly help it. “We had a few reports of him taking a fast horse west toward a local fishing village. Later a small fishing smack was stolen and there his trail ends.” Gareth suppressed his desire to track and kill the vampire himself. “I suspect that his life won’t be a pleasant one.” Shaw continued. “The Black Maggots are sure to offer a substantial bounty for his head—just the head you understand. He did lead their assassins into an ambush, that’s how they’ll see it, and ran off with a substantial amount of money without delivering the goods. The reward Oseothan is offering for the capture of the person responsible for the attempted murder of a high government official is bringing out all the bounty hunters in the realm.”

“For the attempted murder of your husband?” Gareth frowned.

Her smile was sympathetic. “For the attempted murder of you and my daughter. When the Oseothan Council of Nine discovered the nature of your mission, they gave your quest formal recognition, and the attempted murder of a member of a government family is punishable by death.” She laughed at Gareth’s stunned expression. “Who do you think handled and expedited the repairs on the Spray?”

“But… what will the crew do while we’re laid up here?”

“They are being put to work in the dockyards. When you are healed your crew will probably be more than ready to leave.”

Gareth watched a lone hawk glide above the trees, his thoughts wandering. “You said there are survivors of the failed ambush?”

Shaw’s face hardened. “Speak of them in the past tense. The survivors have already been… debriefed, tried and executed. It wasn’t much of a trial. None of the public defenders would take their case.” She shook her head again. “Justice is swift in Oseothan.”

“Weren’t you worried they would give false testimony?”

“Their method of execution depended on their corroborated evidence.” Shaw murmured; her jaws tight. “Truthful testimony resulted in a swift pain-free death. No, or untruthful testimony resulted in a… less swift death.” Her look softened as she glanced up at him. “Don’t forget that if you had been one whit less proficient, you would have been dead, along with my daughter and your other companion. As it was—it was a close thing.” To Gareth the morning seemed suddenly bleaker, and the wind held a biting chill close to its breast. He shuddered, and Shaw looked immediately repentant. “I’m a poor hostess to be burdening you with such talk.” With her hand on his back, she gently guided him back toward the residence. “So, tell me, when will the ceremony be; before you leave, or after you get back?”

He frowned “Pardon? What ceremony?”

Shaw laughed. “Your marriage to my daughter, of course. It is expected for a familiar and her consort.”

“Now wait a minute! Kiang and I spoke of that, and I told him I wasn’t even from Eldenworld, so I wasn’t aware of you strange customs.” He winced to himself as he said it, but he didn’t withdraw the statement. Shaw’s look was thoughtful. “How can Chiu even know what I feel about her?”

“She can read your mind, that’s how.” Shaw’s smile was mysterious, and probably the result of many long mother-daughter talks since they’d arrived.

“Yeah, and it’s too bad I can’t read hers. I don’t even know if she likes me.” Gareth grumbled. “How am I ever going to even consider getting serious with her, let alone marry her if she can read my thoughts but I can’t read hers? A partnership like what you’re talking about has to be based on equality; an equal access to information, equal share of the danger and equal rewards.”

“Chiu blocks you from her thoughts?” She seemed surprised.

“She does. She taught me how to block my thoughts from others, and I do, except for her.”

He could almost see the light go on in Shaw’s mind. “So that’s why we can’t read you.”

“I suppose.” He grumbled. “Even after I opened up, she still wouldn’t share her thoughts with me, even a little.”

Shaw frowned. “You should go inside. The cook has a pot of fresh mushroom soup simmering on the stove and a cup of that will take away your chill.” She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’ll see you later. I need to speak with Chiu.” She turned away.

“Wait!” Gareth called after her. “Don’t bother Chiu with my…” She was already gone. It was decided, somewhat later and without his presence, that the ceremony would be held immediately upon Gareth and Chiu’s return.

~~~

Frigid water stung Gareth’s freshly shaven cheek as the Spray heeled in the long swell. The Great Ocean, today the color of the North Atlantic and smelling strongly of strange tides and far lands, still held more than a little winter frost, but Gareth was happy; happy to be underway once more, happy to have Chiu by his side at the newly painted stern taffrail, and happy to see blue skies overhead, although there was an ominous ridge of black clouds on the distant horizon.

As he had suspected, after two and a half months in the Sai-Bo house, good-byes had been… difficult. Chiu’s mother had conveniently and suspiciously received an emergency request for her presence in a distant province three days prior to their departure, leaving the departure arrangements squarely on her husband’s shoulders. After speaking with the man nearly every day, Gareth knew that Kiang wasn’t nearly as composed as he appeared when their departure drew closer. In the end, standing on the wharf as the Spray cast off, Gareth thought he caught the glint of tears in the man’s eyes, or perhaps it was only the sun. Mairi, who had gotten the day off from school had stood weeping on the dock beside Kiang, after discovering that she was no longer the cabin boy on the Spray and Gareth was going on without her. Now Chiu was standing by his side, and like him was looking north toward Oseothan.

“Miss your folks already?” Gareth asked gently, as a small pod of dolphins slipped through the water beside the boat.

“Of course not!” Chiu returned, without thinking. A moment later she shot him a repentant look. “Actually, yes I do. During the past months I’ve rebuilt many of the bridges I thought I burned behind me, and for the very first time I’ve actually gotten to know my parents. They’re really nice people.” Her voice held a tone of amazement.

Gareth raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

She punched him in the arm. “Did you know that they forbade me from leaving the first time, three years ago?” She laughed dryly, and smiled. “I left anyway.” Her smile faded a little. “My companion Maggie was as wild as I was. We made a good, or bad pair, depending on how you look at it. Right up to the point where she died.” Chiu wiped at a tear and Gareth wordlessly handed her a handkerchief. She dutifully dabbed her tears, and finally smiling again took his hand. “We have a few things to talk about in private,” she murmured, pulling him toward the lower deck companionway.

Gareth kicked off his shoes as he sat on the corner of the bed. The air in the small enclosed room with the windows shut smelled of paint and freshly cut wood. To Gareth it smelled good. Sitting beside him, Chiu gave him an unreadable look. “Do you remember those tests mother and father gave you back at the house?”

Gareth chuckled. “Yeah, they wanted to see where I fit in, what I could and couldn’t do here in Eldenworld. They gave me a splitting headache.” His eyes glittered with mirth. “If I remember right, I scored exactly zero. Nada. No ability at all. I could have told them that.”

Chiu smiled. “It wasn’t a linear sort of test. If you had no ability at all, you would have scored fifty of one hundred. Right in the middle. A score of one hundred or a score of zero are virtually the same.”

“And that means what, to me?” Gareth was getting tired of Chiu’s games.

“It means, my Gareth, that you are very powerfully inclined to magic.” Her smile widened. “That’s why I recommend that we stop at the Wizards city of Plaoaturn, on the island of Pleakuynope. We’ll be going right by there anyway, and a couple more days won’t kill us. You need certain books to study.”

“Yeah, yeah.” He grumbled. “And a long robe and a tall pointy hat, I suppose.” He rubbed his smooth chin. “I could let my beard grow again, if you’d like.”

Chiu’s eyes opened wide. “Are you insane?”

Gareth chuckled. “Not before I came here.” Chiu was quiet for several long moments, and Gareth could see her biting her lip.

Like a golden lotus flower opening in his mind, he very slowly saw and felt and tasted Chiu’s memories, as if she were holding them out for his consumption on a platter. In an instant he saw her wild childhood, innumerable fights with her parents, brother and sister, and her relationship with Maggie. Through her memories he recalled their hot sweaty bodies as they made love, and their wild joyous flight as they both fled Oseothan. Later he plumbed her devastation at Maggie’s death, and traced her plunge into despair. Finally, at the very end he saw his own arrival through her eyes, and the slow growth of love for him. Like a blazing ball of incandescence her final memories of her parents, and their reconciliation flamed with her pleasure. Without knowing quite how he did it, Gareth gently closed the petals of the opened lotus flower, and slowly gave it back to Chiu, not as a rejection, but for safekeeping, as one would guard a valued treasure. Reaching out for her memories her fingers touched his, in his mind/her mind. Gareth could suddenly hear Chiu’s innermost thoughts, as she heard his.

Damn! One of them thought. This is… nice. I never knew.

Chiu’s thoughts were amazed, and a little sad. Maggie and I never got this close. It took my mother to show me how.

Why didn’t you ever want to share this way before? Gareth formed the mental words slowly, carefully, aware of Chiu’s current wide-open vulnerability.

I didn’t know the trick of the lotus, and I was afraid of what you would think of my relationship with Maggie. Your world frowns on such relationships.

Look in my mind, and tell me what you see.

Chiu was silent for a moment, and then Gareth felt the heat of her embarrassment. But… you feel only a little jealousy, and not anger or revulsion.

You might want to remember this, Chiu. Gareth’s thoughts were playful now. I have access to your memories. He knew she could feel him smile. I know where you are most sensitive. He reached out and stroked her, gently, with a single finger. Even though still fully dressed, she jumped.

“Gareth!” She gasped, her face crimson, and then she gave him a slow smile. “Perhaps, my Gareth, we should have our roommate bunk elsewhere tonight.”

He slipped his arm around her waist, fumbling with her shirt button with the other hand. “Why wait for tonight?”

She playfully slapped his hand away. “Tonight! I need to go find Lyndra.”

Gareth laughed. “Unless you’d like to invite Lyndra.”

His laughter choked off when she replied, “not this time,” with a wicked grin on her face.

Gareth was beginning to get nervous about the movement of the ship, when Chiu returned a scant five minutes later. “I found Lyndra in the galley, playing cards. She heard what I said when I asked her to bunk out, but she never really thought about it.” Chiu gave Gareth a lazy smile as she kicked off her own shoes and stretched out beside him. “Now, where were we?”

“About here, I think.” Gareth replied, kissing her soundly while his right hand fumbled with the buttons to her shirt. The last button had come free when he was roughly thrown from the bed, cracking his head against the hull with a sharp burst of pain. He shook his head to clear the stars. “What the hell?” Overhead he could hear the wind shrieking insanely, and the Spray trembled. “Verdammt!” He muttered, pulling on his boots. “Why now, of all times?” He glanced up at Chiu who had somehow managed to stay in bed, one hand gripping the headboard while the other covered her laughter. Her flapping shirt gave him a glimpse of one perfectly formed breast. “Verdammt, verdammt, gottverdammt!” Gareth staggered for the door.

A slap of icy water struck his face as he exited the companionway, threatening to flay off his skin. Gareth gasped as the Spray slid over the crest of a huge swell and plunged down the back. All he could do was to hang onto something as foaming sea water surged over the bow. The Spray struggled to shake off the water, and start the crawl up the face of the next wave. He had to creep up the short stairs to the quarterdeck on his hands and knees, only to discover a dazed Captain Evvos clinging to the taffrail, the empty ship’s wheel spinning madly. Of the helmsman there was no sign. Gareth made a grab for the wheel, and just about lost his fingers. Wheel finally under control, he turned to Evvos and shouted.

“Evvos! What course?”

The captain of the Spray blinked like he was coming out of a deep sleep. “Soueast by south!” He shouted in return, staggering to his feet and holding the rail. “Where is Davies, the helmsman?”

Gareth clutched the wheel tightly as the ship broached another wave. “Gone! Washed overboard probably.” Evvos came up and took the other side of the heavy wheel, and together they managed to turn the reluctant ship back on course. Sometime later, as the wind reached a violent crescendo, the foremast yard snapped with the sound of a cannon shot, and the entire ship shuddered. After that the wind fell off to a mere gale, and the Spray staggered on, like a punch-drunk fighter.

A crewman shook Gareth awake and he groaned, rolling off the hard galley bench where he’d been sleeping off and on… usually after a quick meal, for the past three days while the storm raged. “What?” he croaked, his voice hoarse and throat sore from continual exposure to salt laden elements.

“Cap’n needs ye on deck, sir. There be something mighty odd we’re comin’ up on.”

“That’s the story of this whole bloody world.” Gareth muttered under his breath, getting to his feet.

“Pardon, sir?”

Gareth shook his head. “Lead on.” The barefoot seaman scampered up on deck, and Gareth followed… at a slower pace.

“There, sir!” The seaman shouted over the rush of the sea and wind and pointed. Gareth stood, gaping. Three cable lengths off their starboard bow the great humping back of a Kraken appeared to be strangling a whale. Gareth could see the great beast’s flukes thrashing the water to white foam as it struggled. “The dolphins seem te be pushin us over toward them.” Gareth felt the boat tremble as three dolphins bumped the port side, forcing the boat starboard.

He sighed. “Do you know that long green case of mine, in the forward hold?” Gareth asked the seaman.

“Yes, sir.” The seaman replied, eyes wide.

“Get it, as fast as you can.”

“Aye, sir.” The seaman turned and ran.

Looking up at the helmsman, with Captain Evvos standing at his shoulder, Gareth cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted, “Follow the lead of the dolphins!” He pointed toward the Kraken. “I’ll take care of THAT.” He was relieved that the wind carried Captain Evvos’s words away before they got to him, but the ship turned. The Kraken and the whale were a scant two cables away when the seaman returned with the case, and Gareth wasted no time prepping the big Barrett with a magazine of railgun rounds. During the slow weeks of his recovery he had discovered in the second plastic box a collapsible solar cell for charging the Barrett, and from what he could gather, the big long gun was now fully charged. Flipping open the bipod, he stretched out on the deck, selecting a three-shot burst on the weapon. The targeting system placed a red pipper, for the Predicted Impact Point, on the Kraken that turned gold after only a moment. Gareth noticed with pleasure that the targeting designator automatically followed the position of the target, despite the motion of the ship. He squeezed the trigger. The first two hypersonic cracks sounded normal, but the third exploded in his face, knocking him backward across the deck. In the distance he could see the Kraken slowly slide off the whale, most of its head gone thanks to the hypersonic rounds. The dolphins wasted no time pushing the body of the Kraken away from the injured whale.

“Are you all right?” Chiu was kneeling by his side, dabbing at his face with a wet cloth… that came away bloody.

Gareth blinked, touched his face and winced as he extracted a small piece of metal from his right cheek. Chiu dabbed some more, pulling out another piece of metal. Gareth gritted his teeth, and then reached for the fallen Barrett. The electronic display was dead, and the side of the receiver chamber was split open. Gareth sighed as he pulled himself to his feet. Leaning over the railing watching the whale, a drop or two of his blood hit the water, and suddenly the dolphins were below him, all turned on their sides to see the bleeding human. One of the dolphins came up to the side of the boat, a strand of dark green seaweed trailing from its mouth, and, for a startling moment, Gareth had the picture of the seaweed on his face. Leaning over the side of the boat, Gareth reached out and took the seaweed from the dolphin’s mouth, marveling at the feel of the smooth warm gray skin. When he placed the seaweed on his face he could have sworn the dolphin nodded, before it dove back into the depths.

On his face the salty seaweed burned like fire, and Gareth held it there as long as he was able. When he removed it he heard Chiu gasp.

“The cuts on your face, are all healed. They didn’t even leave a scar!” She reached up and picked away another piece of metal that was simply sitting on his skin. “What happened to your weapon?”

He shrugged. “Catastrophic failure from seawater exposure, from rough treatment, or simply poor workmanship.” He picked up the gun with the idea of tossing it into the sea, thought better of it, and instead packed it away into its case, with the idea that he might someday find someone on this insane world to fix it. He smiled as he watched the dolphins cavort around the whale. At least he was able to do some good with it. He shut the case and handed it back to the seaman who had fetched him in the first place. “It’s no good now, but you might as well put it away.”

The seaman was grinning like a madman. “Aye, sir.” Gareth shook his head.

The Spray limped into the port of Plaoaturn three days later and Chiu, dragging Gareth with her, was the first off the boat. “We are going to the Magician’s Guild,” she said with some authority as she flowed into the form of a gray tabby cat, taking her place on his shoulder. Go down this street for three blocks, and turn right. Gareth rolled his eyes but followed her directions. As they walked down the quaint narrow streets, he was more than a little surprised at how many people had animals with them of one sort or another. One elegantly dressed woman in a long floral gown had a Great Dane padding soundlessly at her side, while another man had a thick snake, probably a python, Gareth guessed, wrapped around his waist. He could have sworn he saw a bright-eyed mouse peek out from a woman’s flowered hat. The scent of pies was heavy in the air, and flowers filled the window boxes on the second and third stories to overflowing. Soon they stood in front of a heavy wooden door, inlaid with arcane script and strangely shaped animals.

This the place?

Of course, it’s the place. Chiu replied primly. They stood that way for a moment. Well? Are you going to knock?

Gareth chuckled, banging on the door with his fist, ignoring the ornate knocker. The door creaked open and a man stepped from the dim interior. “Welcome to Antiqua Societatis Magus. I am the Door Wizard. How may I help you?”

Gareth’s eyes widened, and he began to laugh, laughing until tears ran down his face. Chiu sprang from his shoulder, flowing to her human form as she landed at his feet. She was glaring first at Gareth, and then at the man in the doorway. “How did you know?” she asked.

Gareth made gasping sounds of mirth. “It would take too long to tell you.” He managed to get out. He looked up, trying and failing to contain his chuckle. The man glaring down at him stood two meters tall, and wore a heavy gray robe that fell to his feet, covering his hands. His gray hat was tall and pointy, although the tip seemed to flop over to the right, and his bushy white beard hung nearly to his waist. “Society of the Old Magicians? Really?” He was working hard not to burst into renewed laughter.

“That is the Society of the Ancient Magicians.” The man’s voice was sepulchral. “Now… how may I help you?”

Gareth cleared his throat. “The family of my familiar has tested me, and determined that I have some small magical ability. They recommended that I should, perhaps, acquire books here that would assist my education.” Gareth gave the surprised man a wide smile.

The Door Wizard, in return, looked down his nose at Gareth. “I’ll tell you what.” He waved his hand in front of Gareth’s face. “I’ve this very moment created a magical barrier in front of me.” He glanced down at Chiu. “This test usually elicits a defense response from the person being tested. I will begin by attacking your familiar, and you…” He stopped speaking when the muzzle of the Colt touched his nose.

“You will NOT EVEN THINK of attacking my familiar.” Gareth’s voice spoke eloquently of sudden death.

The wizard swallowed. “Or what?”

“I will decorate your entry hall with your skull and brains.” People on the street were stopping to stare at the terrified wizard.

Chiu touched Gareth’s arm. “Don’t kill him, Gareth. Please?”

The wizard had turned pale. “You didn’t feel a magical barrier?”

Gareth growled. “No; was I supposed to?”

The wizard made a dismissive gesture, and clapped his hands together. “Perhaps if you would just step inside.”

The Colt hadn’t moved a hair. “No tricks?” Gareth asked.

“No tricks.” The wizard guaranteed with a gulp that made his prominent Adams apple bob violently. Gareth’s Colt returned to its holster in a single smooth motion, and the tall man in the pointy hat breathed an obvious sigh of relief. He might not know the exact use of the Colt, but he recognized a weapon when he saw one, and took Gareth’s description of the results at face value. “Good. This way, if you please.” On the street the crowd slowly dissipated with murmurs of disappointment at the lack of bloodshed. “I think I need a drink,” the wizard muttered darkly.

“That is the best idea I’ve heard all day.” Gareth replied, following the man in the door, Chiu once more on his shoulder.

The dark paneled corridor had a musty smell, and the vaguest scent of sandalwood incense. The wizard took the first left turn into a small, plushly furnished office, and tossed his pointy hat into a high-backed chair. Pulling his robe over his head, it followed the hat. The stick-on beard followed the robe. Gareth blinked, and he could feel surprise radiating from Chiu. The young man, wearing what appeared to Gareth to be wool slacks and a blue twill shirt, scratched his chin, and gave Gareth a lopsided grin. “My name is Defoli Scoyfol,” he said, opening a large wooden cabinet. “What will you have?”

Ignoring the question for the moment, a bemused Gareth replied. “What’s with the wizard outfit; the robe, beard and hat?”

Defoli rolled his eyes. “Those have been passed down to us from ages past, so far back their very origin is lost in time. The hat, beard, and robe have become the symbol for our guild.” When Gareth frowned, the young wizard shrugged and nodded toward the open liquor cabinet.

Gareth thought for a moment, wondering what, exactly, they had for liquor on this unenlightened world, and how did one go about asking for it. He smiled. “How about Scoticis cupam?” He asked, hoping he’d gotten the words right and didn’t ask for a cup of poison instead.

“Ahhh,” Defoli muttered, picking up a bottle. “A man after my own heart. How would you like it?”

“Two fingers, neat.” The young wizard poured, and handed Gareth the glass of golden liquor. “Thanks. My name is Gareth, by the way.” He raised his glass, sniffed and took a slow sip. He couldn’t suppress his smile. “A very nice single malt Scotch whiskey, if I do say so myself. You can taste the oak from the barrels.”

Defoli’s eyebrows raised. “You know the secrets of making spirits?”

Gareth scowled. “It’s no big deal, really.”

Defoli looked into his own glass. “The making of spirits is one of the most highly guarded secrets in the world.”

“You’ve got to be kidding.” Gareth muttered, sipping. “So, tell me about magic.”

Defoli smiled. “I’m merely the doorman this week. You said that you were tested and showed some magical ability. Do you remember your score?”

Gareth tossed back the remainder of his drink. “Zero.” Chiu sniffed his empty glass, and wrinkled her nose.

Defoli laughed. “That’s good. Nobody scores a zero or a hundred. What did you get, really?”

Gareth gave him a flat look. “What is the very hardest thing a wizard can do?”

Defoli shook his head, and gave Gareth a condescending smile. “Wizards have been trying to create living things for thousands of years. The best they can do is to reanimate dead corpses.”

“Great.” Gareth muttered. “Night of the living dead.” He held out his hand, palm up.

What are you doing? There was a hint of fear in Chiu’s thought.

Restoring his faith.

You can’t create life, Gareth. You can’t!

Help me or stay out of my way, sweetheart.

You’re going to get us both into trouble.

Gareth shut his eyes and concentrated on the palm of his hand. Sitting placidly in his palm he pictured the small brown mouse he’d seen in the woman’s hat on their way to the guild. He built the image slowly in his mind, like you would store an image in a memory buffer. When the image of the mouse was as complete as he could possibly make it, he concentrated on imbuing it with a tiny spark of life. In a world filled with life he could feel it all around him. He reached outside, to a patch of grass and drew off some of its life, but not enough to kill, or even seriously harm it. Chiu was putting everything she had into sustaining his effort: it was the most difficult thing he’d ever done as he put it all together and…. In his palm something squeaked, while on his shoulder Chiu hissed. Gareth opened his eyes in time to see Defoli drain the last of the Scotch, without bothering to use a glass. The young wizard was the color of chalk.

“You didn’t even use incantations, or sacrifices or incense or sacred oils or chants or…”

Gareth interrupted him in a tired voice. “Simple flim-flam, my boy. The power comes from within, not from without.” He stroked the mouse’s nose with his finger. “Back where you came from, my little friend.” The mouse wriggled on his open palm and dissipated like a puff of fog. Gareth looked up at Defoli. “The books I need?”

The young wizard launched from behind the desk like he’d been shot. “I’ll get them at once, sir.” He stopped at the door, a small frown on his face. “There are quite a few, so…”

Gareth gave him a tired smile. “My ship is in the harbor, getting repairs. Her name is the Spray. Have the books delivered there. We won’t be here when you get back.”

“Yes, sir!” Defoli disappeared as fast as the mouse.

Gareth managed to get to his feet, to discover a gray faced Chiu standing beside him. “Where did the mouse go?” she asked, slurring her words slightly in her weariness.

“Back to where it came from. A little from here, a little from there. The lifeforce I borrowed from the grass outside. The mouse is still here, but… distributed.” He chuckled. “The grass is a little wiser, however.” He staggered as they headed for the door. “I hope you know a good inn. We need to eat, and get some restful sleep.” He saw the disappointment in her eyes. “There is always tomorrow, unless you have something planned.”

Slipping her arm through his, she smiled contentedly. “YOU, are my plans for tomorrow. Our last attempt at romance was thwarted by the storm, and I plan to rectify that omission.”

Departing the Island of Pleakuynope three days later with her repairs completed, Spray turned her bow south, once more entering the vastness of the Great Ocean. The emerald green of the coastal waters slowly gave way to the deep blue of greater depths while Gareth and Chiu stood at the taffrail again, drinking in the small warmth of the spring sun, and the sharp scent of the salt air. Below decks in their shared room, Chiu had quietly moved in with Gareth, and not Evvos or Lyndra had dared to say a thing. According to Captain Evvos, it would be a full two months of sailing before they ever sighted the shores of distant Luxoroth.

Twice during their journey the dolphins had nudged the ship gently but insistently, and Captain Evvos no longer questioned their wisdom when the masthead lookout noticed that the dolphins had been steering them around a Kraken. The new repairs held up well, and Evvos worked the six crewmen he had hired in Pleakuynope to replace those lost in the fierce storm, fitting them into his smooth running crew.

During the day, while Gareth wasn’t busy manning the helm, he studied the stack of books supplied to him by the Wizards Guild. He found himself, more and more, relying on Chiu for her level-headed interpretation of vague, and often conflicting passages. In the end he and Chiu resorted to skimming; finding those spells and incantations that were the most useful, and committing those to memory. The one spell that rang the loudest bell for Gareth was similar to a spell in a book he’d read before he ever went into the Marines; a book of elves, dwarves, dragons, evil wizards and unrequited love. The spell he was learning was called Ignis Pila. In that book so long ago, it had been called Fireball. Chiu, although not a wizard per-se, was able to perform many wizarding spells, and had chosen Confusionem, or Confusion as her favorite, which Gareth thought quite appropriate, because she certainly confused him, more often than not.

The water casks were beginning to get dangerously low, with the crew and passengers down to their last few limes when the purple smudge of Luxoroth appeared on the western horizon. Scurvy, Gareth had discovered, was just as prevalent on Eldenworld as it had been during the seafaring days of ancient Earth.

Ulplonoe was the small easternmost seaport in Luxoroth, and both Gareth and the crew were more than happy when the Spray finally tied off at the long, tide-battered dock. Wind, sea and sun had taken their toll, and the boat no longer looked as shiny and new as she had in Puasheehchester. None on board looked as fresh, in fact. Gareth, Chiu and Lyndra all headed for the low squat inn named The Flaming Gull that sat at the very end of the main thoroughfare overlooking the ocean. Unlike most inns, this one had been built to withstand the ferocious storms driven in from the eastern Great Ocean.

The main room had a huge vaulted ceiling, held up by whole tree trunks, while harpoons, nets and an occasional anchor lined the walls. Dark soot-covered walls were made of thick gray stone, and while picture windows looked out over the harbor, Gareth could see heavy wooden shutters ready to be securely closed in the event of a storm. A crackling fire snapped in a three-meter hearth, and hanging on a spit over the flames a thick leg of lamb hissed and spat juices onto the logs; filling the air with the smells of spicy roasting meat, to mix with the sweet odor of pipe tobacco. Gareth heard his stomach rumble as he paid for their rooms.

After their baths, while they were sipping ale and waiting for their meals, Captain Evvos and several Spray crewmen entered, heading directly for the rough-hewn bar. Foaming mug in hand, Evvos turned for their table, a wide grin on his face.

“Got us a good price fer our cargo,” he announced without preamble and his grin widened. “Very good. The Spray will make us all rich men, Gareth.” He blinked, as if noticing Chiu and Lyndra for the first time. “And women of course. Excuse me, ladies.”

Gareth leaned back, stretching his legs out to enjoy the feel of a solid floor under his feet. “Where to now, Evvos?”

The captain wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “North lad, up past Whitshade to Buclite. When we get there we will unload the cargo I’m buyin’ now, load fresh water, vegetables, a new cargo, and head for Xoln.”

Gareth frowned. “North? Wouldn’t it be shorter to go south?” he asked, recalling the maps.

Evvos drained his beer, and spent a moment studying the bottom of his empty leather tankard. With a sigh, Gareth waved over the barmaid and pointed to Evvos. “South do be shorter, if you don’t mind dying. Storms blow in from the Great Ocean and wrack the entire coast. North be longer… but safer.”

Gareth looked dubious. “If you say so. When do we leave?”

Evvos looked to be thinking, although Gareth was willing to bet the captain knew to the minute when they would cast off. “Tomorrow, er the next day.” Evvos frowned, and Gareth nearly laughed. “Next day. This has been a long haul, and the crew needs a little shore time. By the next day we’ll have the cargo and fresh food loaded and ready to go.” He raised a bushy eyebrow. “Suit you?”

“It suits,” Gareth replied, trying not to grin.

“This will put you in Xoln in a month, and the beginning of summer,” Evvos said, suddenly serious. “What then?”

“Chiu, Lyndra and I will take the Spice Road Caravan west, through The Shattered Plains Realm, while you sell the cargo, and reload for the trip back to Oseothan. Senator Sai-Bo has the plans and instructions for a new type ship… a steamship, and you will be her captain.” At Evvos’ confused look, Gareth continued. “Picture a ship like the Spray without mast and sails. This ship uses a propeller to drive her through the water, and steam generated by burning wood to turn the propeller. She can run at twelve knots day and night from the time you launch until the time you pull into your harbor. She can sail upwind as easily as downwind.”

“Sounds like the work of the devil,” Evvos rumbled.

“Like it or don’t like it, Kiang will see it built. You can captain it if you wish, and you will make a TON of money. If not, I’m sure someone else would like to be rich beyond the dreams of avarice.” He gave Evvos a cold smile. “Your part of the project will be to meet us in Xoln in eight months from the day you drop us off. If you aren’t there, we’ll wait for another two months before we find a different way home. If you get there early you can make small cargo runs up and down the coast, but return to Xoln to check for us every few weeks. If we don’t show up by our recovery date plus two months, head back for Oseothan and speak with the Senator about the disposition of his ship.”

Glancing up, Evvos gave Gareth a hard look. “You say this like I have any choice in the matter.”

Gareth patted the man’s shoulder. “Ahhh, but you always have a choice, Captain. It all depends on how much money you wish to make.” Gareth grinned sadly as he watched the greed win out behind the captain’s eyes.

“I’ll bloody well do it.” Evvos rumbled, as the waitress came with laden steaming trays.


Chapter 10

THE CARAVAN

The summer sun blazed redly over the city of Xoln, in the Realm of The Shattered Plain, turning the normally ochre-colored buildings bloody in the red sunlight. Gareth gazed in awe at the city that could have been based on ancient Rhodes on Earth, but with a pair of forty-meter statues, each holding a blazing lantern at night, guarding the entrance of the harbor instead of a single huge colossus.

The Lion of the Plains was a decent enough inn, located at some distance from the bustling noisy pier, and at the beginning of the Caravan Route. High and vaulted ceilings graced the main room, and the ever-present fire crackling in the stone hearth filled one entire wall. Heavy slotted shutters were closed in thick tawny colored walls to block the afternoon sunlight, and as a result, bathed the room in a ruddy twilight glow. Substantial tables were scattered about the room and showed many years of harsh use, but they were clean and the oil lamps on each sparkled in the firelight. A heavy scent of garlic and turmeric hung in the air like a culinary fog. Although it was called an inn, the design of the Lion reminded Gareth of the Caravanserai of Büyük Han, that he had visited once in the city of Nicosia on the Island of Cyprus, with its terraced balconies overlooking the wide tiled courtyard. With a vague melancholy, Gareth hoped that when this was all over, he would be able to call a place like this home. The cynic in him doubted it very much.

Saying good-bye to the Spray and the crew had been harder than he had imagined it would be. After the better part of a year, they had become almost family. Almost… because there was always the money driven Evvos to deal with. Gareth chuckled to himself as Chiu came up to his side, wrapping her arm around his waist. Every family had its black sheep. When he was younger, he’d been the black sheep of his own rigid Germanic family. The Marines had, apparently, beaten the mutton right out of him.

“Why so sad?” Chiu said softly enough for him to hear. Gareth smiled at the sound of her deep sensual voice. Since they had become intimate, he’d had the chance to hear that same voice murmur sweet erotic things in his ear at the oddest times; not that he minded in the least.

Now he let out a deep breath. “I feel like we’re coming to a parting of the ways. We’ve been on the Spray so long it was beginning to feel like home.”

Chiu said nothing, but her eyes took in the terraces and flowered courtyard below, and Gareth suddenly had déjà vu. Her eyes widened as she picked up his surprise. “What?”

“You and I feel the same about this place,” he said slowly, sniffing the heavy scent of jasmine in the air. “It would be a good place to call home… if we had the time.”

“Someday,” she whispered.

“Yeah.” He replied, not believing it.

Gareth flicked his stiff riding crop at the flank of the camel, and murmured, “Hut, hut, hut!” The camel under him grunted into a trot… and belched. Gareth gagged at the stench of half-digested food and associated gasses from the camel’s stomach. “Scheiße!” he blurted. “Scheiße, scheiße, scheiße, blutige Sau!” He wiped his watering eyes as behind him Chiu began to laugh, right up to the point where her own camel burped. He courteously didn’t turn to look when she leaned to the side and lost her breakfast.

Camels on Eldenworld, like the camels on Earth, were fragrant creatures, especially if they weren’t cleaned regularly, and smelled of urine, manure and other less identifiable odors. Camels are also ruminants, and like goats, when they burp it makes one’s eyes water —at the best of times. Lyndra’s camel was walking alongside Chiu’s own mount, held to Chiu’s saddle by a sturdy rope. Lyndra, ran alongside in her wolfish form, her tongue lolling from the corner of her mouth in a wolfie grin.

“Fine!” Gareth called out to her. “Be that way.” The wolf gave a short bark, and disappeared into the tall grass on the right side of the Caravan trail. Watching the wolf disappear, Gareth didn’t know whether he was angry or jealous. “Gee, gee, gee!” he said softly, pulling the rein. The camel slowed slightly, pulling to the right and closer to Chiu. “Are you all right?”

“Peachy.” She snapped. “Couldn’t you have gotten horses for us?”

He chuckled. “Sure, for four times the price of a camel, and camel’s travel better where we’re going. The camel drivers mentioned great patches of desert scattered throughout the Shattered Plain.”

“Fine.” She grumbled. “Do you have your handkerchief?” Gareth handed it to her, turning somewhat green himself as she wiped the vomit from her face.

Days passed one after another, and the westbound caravan began to overtake the occasional ruins poking up out of the scrubby gnarled grassland, like bloody rusted fingers of twisted metal. Two weeks out of Xoln the caravan crested a tall ridge, and from the top Gareth looked down on the graveyard of a civilization. Ruins stacked on top of ruins rose like mountains as far as his eye could see, right to the very foothills of the Vluwth Mountain Range, where the caravan would travel through a narrow defile in the mountains to more plains beyond. The caravanners had given names to the ruined places like: Fields of Decay, Outpost of Extinction, Aisle of Ashes, The Fallen Isle, The Abandoned Forest, The Bone Shore and the best of all, The Mountain of Blood, so named because of all the rusted ironwork in the mountain bled rivers of rusty blood-colored water during the infrequent rains. At the point the caravan passed through the canyon and into the plains beyond; they would be one quarter of the way to the caravan’s destination of Phila.

Unfortunately, Gareth knew that they would be departing the caravan well east of the city, crossing the Phila River to the north and proceeding to Blajurgh on their own. The caravan track led a wandering path between the moldering piles, some hundreds of meters tall, while in places Gareth could see tendrils of greenish fog drifting like flattened snakes through the devastation. It was probably the bleakest and most desolate place he’d ever seen, and now he had to cross it, end to end, the long way.

Chiu now rode closer to his side, and Lyndra alternated between riding her camel and running alongside in her own wolf form, almost beneath the camel’s hooves. The caravan itself that had stretched a thousand meters or more at the start, had compressed to half of that length. There was no laughter and no joking among the camel herders now, only the sullen clop of the camel hooves on the hard packed, dusty soil that smelled of old death.

A movement caught Gareth’s eye. He turned his head slowly, so as to not startle the hyena sized three-legged creature that was paralleling his course, fifty meters distant. “What is that?” He said in a matter-of-fact voice to Chiu who was riding to his right and slightly behind. She also moved very slowly, and he heard her sharp intake of breath. “Those are Ups.” He saw her swallow. “Pack creatures, they can travel in groups of up to a hundred. Their teeth are razor sharp, but their greatest weapon is their single front leg. They rear up on their two hind legs and strike with the single front hoof. A blow will kill a man, crushing his ribs or his skull.”

Gareth frowned. “Speed?”

“Fast as a horse… or a camel,” she replied in a small voice.

“Take out the alpha male, if you can.” Lyndra called out, urging her camel closer to Gareth. “That will set off a leadership challenge that could last for days, after they eat the dead leader, of course.”

Chiu grinned. “That’s a good call. How did you find out?”

“I took a caravan some time after I escaped from the slavers, and I heard some of the older camel drivers talking.”

“How do you tell the alpha male?” Gareth asked, fumbling for his crossbow.

Lyndra laughed. “Ups are fearsome scavengers, but stupid. The Alpha is always the biggest, and he leads the pack, howling the loudest, if that’s what you want to call it.”

“He probably doesn’t have a very long life expectancy.”

Lyndra laughed. “Not really. We can expect an attack any time now, after the scout has let himself be seen.”

Gareth stopped his camel abruptly, and re-mounted… facing backward. “Chiu, lead my camel.” He called, adjusting the crossbow and quiver of bolts before him. “I think I know why the caravan took us on, and put us squarely in the back. When the Ups attack, hitting us first, it will give the rest time to run away.”

“Yeah.” Chiu replied sourly somewhere behind him.

Gareth had barely loaded the crossbow when the first howl caught his attention, sounding like a cross between a lion’s roar, and the hair-raising shriek of a Hollywood starlet in a B thriller. It chilled his blood, and apparently also caught the attention of the rest of the caravan as the majority of the loaded pack animals began to bolt. One hundred meters behind them a mass of three-legged dog-like creatures burst out from behind a pile of weed choked ruins. The leader was a huge beast, twice the size of the others; ninety kilograms Gareth guessed, with a distinct white stripe running from the top of his long muzzle, back along his spine to his bushy tail. His eyes were black and hard, and Gareth could see his red tongue lolling from his mouth. The thunder of the approaching hooves shook the ground. Gareth was amazed at the speed of the three legged animal.

Ignoring the sour taste of fear in his mouth, he timed the rising and falling of the camel, and gently squeezed off a shot. The Ups’ leader gave a shrill ‘yipe’ and collapsed, snapping at the shaft buried to the flights in his chest. A heartbeat later, as Gareth was fumbling for another bolt, there was a second heavy chunk, and the second Ups in the pack, one almost as big as the leader but coal black, stumbled and fell, a crossbow shaft protruding from the shoulder of its single front leg. The charging pack jerked to a halt, as they disappeared in the dust kicked up by the running camels.

Gareth turned in his saddle to scold Chiu who also rode backward, the butt of her crossbow resting on her thigh. A smile was playing on her lips as a single eyebrow went up. “Did you want to say something?” she asked sweetly. Leading both camels, Lyndra was grinning like a madwoman.

Gareth shut his eyes. “Nevermind. It was a good shot.”

“Thank you.” Somewhere behind them, in the dust, something screamed.

All the camel drivers from the caravan hosted a party that night, passing around gourds and wineskins of a mixture of fermented goat’s milk and honey. Later, Gareth guessed it ran about one hundred and twenty proof. He and Chiu and Lyndra were the guests of honor, and had to accept the many toasts to their prowess in battle. The fire crackled brightly, and some of the women, wives of the camel drivers or drivers themselves, danced wildly before the flames as their men clapped and cheered. The stars were especially bright in the dark sky, and Gareth found that if he drank enough, he could ignore the Ups howling in the distance.

When he finally clawed his way back to consciousness, it was to discover that he was tied to the saddle of his moving camel. His head was pounding with every step of the beast, and with every sway side to side his stomach lurched. From the taste in his mouth he’d already been sick once… not that he remembered. The caravan was plodding today, barely traveling at a man’s walking speed and Gareth decided, without much forethought, that a walk would probably do him good. Slowly and painstakingly he undid the knots of the rope holding him in the saddle. Luckily, the fall didn’t break any bones, and Gareth rolled over to see the caravan proceeding on without him, Chiu and Lyndra also tied to their saddles, unconscious. Spitting out a mouthful of dust that tasted suspiciously of camel dung, he finally managed to get to his feet, only to realize that he now had to run to catch up with his camel or he would be left behind. Groaning, he put his head down and ran.

Chiu was sitting up in her saddle smiling when he finally caught up. She opened her sapphire eyes very wide in mock surprise. “Why, whatever are you doing down there?” she asked, looking down on Gareth’s sweaty, dirt grimed face.

“Fahr zur Hölle!”

“Pardon?” she asked sweetly. “Did you happen to forget the spell for healing that you learned?”

Gareth stopped dead, as the camel continued on. “Scheiße!” He swore, and then more softly, “Curáre corpus.” He jogged back to the camel and clambered up into the saddle with no further problem. Chiu said nothing, but her smile was wide, and her blue eyes laughed.

It was several days later, as the caravan was about to pass through the narrow defile in the Vluwth Mountain Range that Gareth saw something glittering in the distance, among the piles of rubble. He gave Chiu a wink. “I want to check that out.” He grinned. “It’s the first interesting thing I’ve seen in this whole godforsaken trip since we left Xoln.”

“Fine,” she replied, turning her own camel. “Let’s go then.” Beside her Lyndra turned her own camel.

Gareth sighed, and then squinted at the far-off object, perhaps a kilometer distant he guessed. “I’ll race you.” The words had hardly left his mouth when Chiu swiveled in her seat, reaching out with her crop to smack his camel lightly on the nose. His beast reared up, and it took Gareth several moments to get it back under control before he could urge it into a run. Lyndra simply slid from her saddle, long wolf legs quickly outstripping even Chiu’s lead. The women were waiting for him when he arrived. “It’s a really good thing I didn’t bet anything with you two cheats.” He grumbled, slipping from his saddle and handing Lyndra the reins to her camel. Although she was in human form, her grin still had something of the wolf in it.

Gareth knelt in the dirt beside the shiny chunk of what was obviously metal, and began to brush away layers of ancient dirt from the stainless steel. Stopping, he jerked his hand away with a curse. There, embedded in the ancient engine block was the oval logo of the Ford Motor Company.

Chiu looked concerned as Gareth stood, face pale, fists clenched, cursing steadily in German. “What is it?” The dark-haired woman asked. Lyndra, sitting calmly on her camel, shared Chiu’s look of anxiety.

Gareth counted to one hundred, very slowly, in German, before he could get his anger back under control. Fists still clenched, he turned to Chiu. “I’ve been played for a sucker. All along I’ve believed that this was some strange alien world I’d been… transported to. After all the similarities I’ve seen, this is the frosting on the cake.” He pointed to the engine block.

“But, what does it say? I can’t read the writing.” Chiu asked in a low voice, as Lyndra pulled a little closer.

Gareth sighed. “This piece of stainless steel is an engine block from a vehicle manufactured by the Ford Motor Company.” He knelt and touched the block. “I used to drive a Ford.” He mumbled wistfully. “This is Earth.”

“But… what will you do now?” Lyndra asked. “Now that you know that this is your world too?”

Gareth stood up, brushing the dirt from his hands. “Get some answers from this Athena creature, that’s what.” He studied the landscape, finally settling on a jagged mountain rising fifteen kilometers away. “We’ll set up camp on that mountain. With three legs, Ups can’t be very good climbers.”

Chiu nodded. “You’re right, but our supplies?”

He almost said leave them he was so angry, but common sense finally won out. “We go back and get out supply camels. We can catch up with the caravan in a couple of days, after they go through the pass into the plain beyond.”

Lyndra sighed. “Now I’ll never get to see the circus.”

Gareth frowned. “Circus?”

Lyndra smiled, and Chiu looked curious. “There was a circus up at the front end of the caravan, with wild animals and performers and everything.” To Gareth she sounded like an excited little girl. “I was able to get a quick glance.” Her green eyes shone. “They even had a lion.”

Gareth frowned. “Lion? Lions were endangered in my time. How could they have a…” He snapped his fingers. “It’s a clone.”

“What’s a clone?” Chiu asked warily.

“A copy. In this case probably a copy of a copy of a copy. Let’s get our stuff. That mountain is still a few hours ride ahead of us.” Chiu groaned. “Hut, hut, hut!”

The camel drivers thought he was crazy, as did Chiu and Lyndra, but Gareth would not be dissuaded from getting his answers, so the three, leading their two pack camels, headed out on their own toward the distant mountain. Okult Heights, the camel drivers had called it, and a grim-faced Gareth thought it fitting.

Gareth sat at the low fire, high up the side of the mountain in a small sheltered notch, and studied the stars. Although not an astronomer, now that he knew what he was looking for he was able to recognize some of the major constellations like the Dippers, Cassiopeia, Draco and Cepheus, and a few of the planets. The distant moon still stumped him. It looked as though it had been physically moved further from Earth, and placed in such a way as to forever block a certain portion of the sky. The moon bothered him as much as the red sun. For Earth’s sun to redden so much would require billions of years, and if he could remember his Astronomy 101, the scorching of the Earth as well. It didn’t make any sense. He sat for hours, and in all that time saw not one artificial satellite. He shook his head. Tens of thousands of years into the future Earth should have had cities on the moon and Mars, along with dozens of space habitats. Instead, there was nothing. He watched the blue curl of his pipe smoke rise into the still chill air. Chiu and Lyndra had long since retired, but sleep for him remained a distant companion. A falling star streaked through the heavens, and for a brief moment Gareth wondered if it were some ancient satellite tumbling back to Earth. Eventually, when the air grew too cold to sit outdoors, he crawled into the small tent he shared with Chiu, and burrowed under their blankets, to her small mumbled protests about drafts. She was a warm pleasant armful to curl up to, Gareth decided. And she smelled good.

Gareth, Chiu and Lyndra had finished their breakfast of porridge, dark bread toasted over an open fire and coffee, and put away the cleaned dishes. Now the two women stared at Gareth.

He shrugged. “All right.” He looked around the small clearing where they had made their camp. “This place should be as good as any.” Sitting down on a cold shelf of rock jutting out of the mountainside, he looked up. “Okay Athena, or whatever the hell your name is, we need to talk. I know it was your hand that saved me from myself, and repaired my injuries; and for that I thank you, but sending me to a future Earth. Really?” He asked calmly into the clear air.

“Women always keep secrets… you should know that.” A soft woman’s voice said from the empty air over them. From somewhere behind him he heard Chiu let out a small growl.

A small rictus smile crossed his face as he answered. “Hello, Athena. I thought before I went much further, we might have a little chat,” he said through gritted teeth.

Athena laughed. “You don’t appear the depressed suicidal Marine I saw on the Mexican beach. I like you better angry.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You’re doing all the right things to piss me off then.” He heard Chiu gasp, but Athena chuckled.

“It took you long enough to smell a rat.”

“Not really,” he replied. “I began to have suspicions when I ran into so many references straight from Earth mythology. Chiu’s name kind of gave it away though.”

“It was obvious.” The voice paused. “Ask your questions.”

“Is this Earth?” he asked bluntly.

Athena replied in kind. “Yes, 38,000 years into your future.”

Gareth scoffed, wiggling for a more comfortable position on the cold rock. “Bullshit. Our sun couldn’t go that color naturally in thirty-eight thousand years, nor the land masses shift to the Amasia Supercontinent.” He laughed dryly when he heard the voice gasp in surprise. “Yeah, I figured that out too. I’m not merely another dumb jarhead.” He snapped.

There was a heavy sigh from the air before the voice continued. “There was a war, seventeen thousand years ago between the people of Earth and a species called the Ecothiax, from a world named Enokkia VI. Because the humans were more technologically advanced than them, the Ecothiax felt it within their rights to use every weapon at their disposal to destroy the humans. Humans and Ecothiax shared a similar metabolism, and therefore sought the same real estate. After a series of unsuccessful space engagements, the Ecothiax attempted to destabilize the tectonic plates of the Earth, destroying our civilization by earthquake. They were only partially successful, and simply sped up normal tectonic realignment by a few million years. Having failed at that, they tried to cause our sun to go nova. That attempt also failed, but the result destroyed much of the solar fuel available, reducing the life of our sun to a scant few thousand years.” Athena fell silent, and Gareth could hear the sorrow as it continued. “The time until all the solar fuel is consumed is less than a thousand years, at this point.”

“What happened to the Ecothiax?” Gareth asked in a hushed voice.

“The men of Earth were forced to retaliate. The sun of Enokkia was driven nova, destroying every planet in their system.” She took a deep breath and continued. “After that, the majority of humanity began to flee this world for the stars… via one method or another. The humans that remained on Earth, having mastered the art of genetic engineering, began to play with the power of God.” She paused, and he heard the speaker swallow. “Except for a handful of truly alien races; all the races you see on Eldenworld were once as human as you. The human scientists even began experimenting with the dolphins, trying to make them even more intelligent than they already were. The result is the abomination you see around you today. The worst of the lot, as you’ve seen, are those still biologically human.”

“I’ve still run into some decent humans, in my travels.” Gareth injected.

“Oh?”

“The captain who runs the Spray, and the crew of the ship are all good people. Many of the people in port are good.” He gave the sky a crooked smile, suspecting that Athena could, in some way, see him. “Sometimes if you look only for the bad, that’s all you’ll find. If you look for the good, you’ll find that too.”

There was a long pause, as the faceless voice considered his words. “I’m glad I saved you. You have qualities I didn’t suspect.”

He let out a low laugh. “See, what did I tell you? Now explain to me how this magic thing works. Rattling off a Latin phrase and having things pop into existence doesn’t make sense. And what’s the story with the moon?”

“You’ll have to figure out magic for yourself, as well as how to save the Earth… or Eldenworld if you will.” He could feel her unseen eyes on him. “That’s the reason I saved you, after all. Human beings purposely moved the moon, and that’s all I’ll say. I will, however, give you a hint, my Gareth, about magic. Remember the Krell.”

“The what?” he gasped. The voice didn’t reply.

Chiu’s eyes were dangerous. “My Gareth?” she hissed.

Gareth held up his index finger as he looked to the sky. “I’ll still find the answers I need in Zuebrihn?”

“You’ll find what you need in Zuebrihn.” The voice out of the sky agreed. “Kiang already told you about the Eye, I believe. The géis—the compulsion you’ve felt since your arrival on Eldenworld is still there, to guide your footsteps, you might say.” The presence in the air was suddenly gone.

“Thanks,” he finished, somewhat sourly, turning to Chiu. “Say what you will. We might as well get it out; but let me say I am Athena’s only in as much as she saved my life and mended my hurts. I’ll do my best for Eldenworld to repay that debt.”

Chiu’s sapphire eyes were hard. “She’s a deity, you know.”

“They say that she’s a deity.” Gareth corrected. “There’s a difference.”

Chiu’s mouth worked, like a fish out of water until she finally muttered, “You got screwed.”

Gareth’s reply was thoughtful. “Perhaps, and perhaps not. If I had remained on Earth, I would have killed myself, and currently be residing in a grave or at the bottom of the ocean. That I am not is a plus in my book.”

Lyndra looked up at the noonday sun. “Will we leave today?”

Gareth sighed. “We’ll leave first thing in the morning. That will put us on the far plain while it is still bright daylight.”

Lyndra grinned. “That works for me. I’m going back to bed.”

Chiu glanced at Gareth, a small smile touching the corner of her lips. “Well, my Gareth?” she asked, somewhat pointedly.

“As you wish,” he replied, returning the smile and holding open the flap to the tent.

Far out on the plains something was burning fiercely, and the thick finger of greasy smoke rose high in the morning air before the upper winds finally tore it to shreds. Gareth, Chiu and Lyndra stared at it a long while before they began to break camp.

“Think it’s the caravan?” Lyndra asked as she finally swung up into her saddle.

Gareth frowned. “Probably. The direction is right.”

“Won’t it be… dangerous to go down there?” There was a tremor in her voice.

“Probably not as bad as you might think. The robbers will have taken what they wanted and be long gone by the time we get there. Still, we’ll take our time and be careful.”

“If we hadn’t been up here…” Her voice faded.

“Yeah. We might have had a problem. Funny how things work out sometimes.” Especially when you were dealing with a being who might have been around since the beginning of time. He thought to himself. It makes you wonder. He flicked his crop. “Hut, hut, hut!”

On the cloudy morning of the second day, Gareth had Lyndra assume her wolf form to scout ahead, while he and Chiu brought up the rear with the supplies. The smoke had finally stopped spiraling upward, and Gareth guessed their distance to the caravan at something under a kilometer when Lyndra returned to their side, wavering at once into her human form.

Puffing, she looked up. “There are three human raiders still picking over the wreckage at the end of the caravan.” Her face was pale and her eyes looked sick. “I couldn’t see any other survivors or raiders.”

“Distance?” Gareth asked, reaching back for his crossbow.

“Eight hundred meters,” she replied. “Just beyond that last clump of trees.” She looked at the ground, her face twisting in disgust. “They’re… busy right now, and won’t hear you coming.”

Gareth glanced at Chiu. “You two stay here. You don’t need to see this.” Slipping out of his saddle, Gareth shrugged out of his robe. Chiu was startled to see that he was wearing his Marine digicams, with kukri and Colt at his waist. He carried the crossbow in his left hand with the quarrel of bolts slung over his shoulder. His face was grin as he turned without a word, and headed for the caravan.

He was unsurprised and disgusted to see that crucifixion was back in vogue. The raiders had set up a row of ten crosses, with ten people roped or chained or impaled to the crossmembers. The three raiders were standing before the last cross, poking the twitching body with spears, each poke leaving a small bloody mark. There was so much blood Gareth couldn’t tell if the person on the cross was male or female.

He raised the crossbow, and sighted on the person closest to him. The weapon chunked, and he dropped the bow as the bolt sank to the flights in the back of the man’s skull. The raider dropped bonelessly as the other two turned, reaching for their short bows. The Colt barked twice, and both men fell, clutching their lower abdomens.

“Athena!” Gareth called to the sky. “Can you do anything for this person on the cross?”

Her voice held only sorrow. “I cannot. All I can do is to ease her passing.” The body on the cross sighed and sagged in death.

Gareth was surprised to feel tears coursing down his own cheeks. “Could you do something about the crosses? I wouldn’t want Chiu and Lyndra to…” The ten crosses wavered and vanished. “Thank you.” Gareth murmured. “I suppose we should go now.” He turned to leave when the voice stopped him in his tracks.

“There is one more left alive who needs your help. Go to the front of the caravan.”

Gareth looked back at the two raiders, groaning in the dirt. “These two?”

Athena’s voice slashed like a steel whip. “I will see that they live until the Ups arrive at sundown. You should get your companions and leave.”

“Uhhh, yeah.” He didn’t waste any time with useless recriminations.

The wreckage of the caravan stretched over a full kilometer, and from the number of prints Gareth guessed that there had been two hundred raiders. After a while he didn’t look at the bodies they’d left. Blood flowed amidst the wreckage in red rivulets, forming scummy puddles that were already black with flies, and the coppery smell in the air nearly gagged him. At the front of the caravan were a number of large wheeled cages, drawn by camels. The animals in the cages had been slaughtered as ruthlessly as the camel-drivers… all except one cage that had fallen on its side. Raiders had tried to build a fire against the bottom of the overturned cage, but it never caught. Taking his time and moving cautiously, Gareth glanced into the cage, and took a quick step backward. “What the blutige Hölle is that thing?” Gareth guessed it would have been three meters tall if it were standing on its stumpy feet. The gray/green skin of the creature looked thick and hard as shark skin, and the nose appeared to have been smashed flat on the face. The creature had no body hair, no ears to speak of, and it was wearing a crude loincloth. The eyes, however, were to Gareth, the most riveting part, for they were large and gray and filled with a sad intelligence.

“That,” Chiu whispered in his ear, “is an ogre.”

He blinked. “You caught up quickly.” He said, giving her a strained smile.

“You weren’t hurrying. We were.” She answered, moving closer to him. Gareth reached out to touch the locked door when Chiu stopped him. “No! Ogres are very dangerous. Don’t let it out.”

Gareth gave her a long look. “Look for the positive in people and you might find it.” He said as he approached the door. Chiu was already running the other way. He looked at the lock, and concentrated on a marble-sized fireball. “Ignis Pila!” he muttered, pointing at the lock. A tiny fireball shot out of his fingertip, striking the heavy lock with a soft detonation and a puff of white smoke. The door, sitting on the side of the wagon, dropped open with a clang. Gareth looked into the gray eyes of the ogre. “You’re free to go. I won’t stop you.” The head of the ogre pivoted from side to side, aiming the gray eyes from Gareth to the door and back again like the turret of a very large tank moving on a lot of ball bearings. Gareth took a deep breath, turned his back on the creature and very calmly walked away. If someone had shouted, he would have jumped out of his skin.

Chiu and Lyndra looked down on him from their seats on their camels. “Ready to go?” Chiu asked.

Gareth pulled himself up into his saddle. “Yeah. Finally.” He looked at the sun and then the landscape. “If I remember my map right, the crossing into the next section of plains lies that-a-way.” He pointed. “Through those low hills. We might want to move right along. It was more than hinted that the Ups are going to be busy here tonight.”

Lyndra frowned from her saddle as the camels broke into a trot. “Why should she care?”

Gareth growled, deep in his throat and Lyndra immediately recognized the wolfie sound. “Apparently Athena is keeping a couple of raiders alive until the Ups arrive to finish the job I started.”

Lyndra gave a sniff. “That sounds a little cruel.”

The look Gareth threw her was as hard as diamonds. “What they did to the woman on the cross was cruel.”

“Cross? What cross?” Chiu asked, frowning.

“One of the ten crosses that I asked Athena to remove before you arrived. You didn’t need to see that.”

“Ten?” Lyndra whispered, paling.

“Ten.”

The sun was setting on the western horizon when their small exhausted caravan stopped for the night in a convenient dell tucked into the top of a rounded hill. From that location, Gareth explained, they would be fairly safe from Ups, and their fire would be invisible to anyone further out on the plain. The kidney-shaped pond of water at the edge of the dell looked suspiciously like an old outdoor pool, although the worn concrete steps at the edge might have been a giveaway.

He unloaded the camels, and while he started the fire, the women set up camp. It was while he was heating water for tea that he felt it… at first writing it off as small impact tremors. Moments later he recognized it as footsteps of something very large. Drawing his pistol, he shouted for the others and backed up, keeping the fire between them and whatever was coming. The Colt was rock-steady in his hand.

He heard Chiu gasp, and Lyndra make a little squeak of fear as the ogre stepped into the small circle of firelight. It took in the humans in a glance before it dropped a haunch of wild cow on the ground beside the fire. “Food.” It rumbled in a voice that reminded Gareth of grinding tectonic plates.

The ogre’s eyes narrowed when Gareth pulled his kukri, but he ignored the creature as best he could as he slabbed off two and a half kilos of red meat from the haunch, handing it back to the ogre. “Yours,” Gareth said slowly. “Thank you.”

The ogre frowned, producing small canyons on its forehead. “Share?” It rumbled.

“Share.” Gareth confirmed, taking up his kukri and turning back to the meat, and in so doing turning his back on the ogre, while goosebumps ran up and down his spine.

“Share!” the ogre said again, sitting down a few meters from the fire and beginning to gnaw on his slab of meat. Blood ran down his chin.

Gareth slabbed off a smaller piece of meat and casually handed it to Chiu. “Have a nice steak, compliments of our guest.” Chiu set the steak cooking over the fire with a dazed look on her face.

Later that night in their rude bed, listening to the chirping of the crickets and the low buzz-saw sound of the ogre’s snoring, she turned to Gareth. “Did you know that was the way things were going to turn out… with the ogre I mean?”

Gareth chuckled. “I had no idea, however, his eyes told me that he isn’t simply a beast.”

“The eyes?” she asked.

Reaching out, he stroked her fine hair. “Back where I come from, when I come from, we had a traditional proverb that the eyes are the windows to the soul. In his case it was true. I could see it.”

She was quiet for some time. “Are you sure you were a soldier, and not a philosopher?”

He laughed and kissed her, savoring the faint flavor of the steak on her lips, the feeble scent of wood smoke hanging in her hair. Her neck, he discovered to their mutual pleasure was warm and smelled of woman. “You know,” he whispered to her. “All the best soldiers are philosophers too.” His warm hand caressed her hip and traveling up, paused to cup a breast. She let out a small gasp of pleasure.

“Are all soldiers where you come from such good lovers?” She purred.

“Oh no.” Gareth responded, pressing closer to her. “That’s only me, and surprisingly, only with you.”

“Oh?” Her voice was muffled by the blankets. “You’ll have to tell me more… later,” she murmured as she swung her long leg over him and pulled the blankets over them both. After a time she let out a slightly louder gasp of pleasure, and the ogre’s snoring faltered for a moment before it settled back to its contented buzz.

The ogre’s name was Wokeg of Clan Gyk'oz they discovered the next day, and he came from a tribe of ogres far to the south, on the Island of Iystrichi, south east of Luxoroth. He had been captured when still a young ogre by slavers from Strizruofast, and sold to the circus. At this comment Lyndra gave him a sympathetic look. Since then, he had traveled back and forth across the Spice Road in vast caravans, but never before had the caravan been so utterly destroyed. Until he could find a way to get himself home, he had no choice but to travel with Gareth and company, even after Gareth patiently explained that traveling with them would probably be very dangerous. It wasn’t the freeing of Wokeg that attached the ogre so firmly to them, but the sharing of food. Gareth opened his mouth to explain that it was Wokeg that brought them the food in the first place, but he thought better of it and said nothing. Chiu thought it was funny as hell and Lyndra thought… he wasn’t sure what Lyndra thought of the ogre.

A few days later the beef haunch finally began to grow a bit strong and had to be abandoned. That night Wokeg showed up with a bird nearly as big as Lyndra. As Gareth and Chiu plucked the thick feathers, Gareth noted a number of similarities to the ostrich he was used to, and a few modifications that raised his eyebrows. The first was the serrated edges on the bird’s beak that could actually be called teeth, and the second was the retractable striking claw on the feet. The head of the new bird had gotten somewhat larger and more saurian looking, and the neck thicker and more muscular. The word velociraptor floated through his mind and gave him a cold chill. When they had finished plucking and roasting the bird, Gareth split the creature in half with his kukri, handing half to Wokeg as a matter of insurance. It was always better, he reasoned, to keep something that big well fed.

Three days later they sighted the distant glitter of the Phila River and it wasn’t long after that the smudgy smoke of Phila itself came into view on the horizon. Gareth pulled his camel to a halt as he turned to the others. “This is where we should turn north,” he said, pointing past a stand of low scrub toward the distant river north of the city.

Lyndra sighed. “I was hoping for a night in a real bed, and maybe a bath.” Her voice was regretful.

Gareth glanced at Chiu, and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Can you change into your hawk shape and find us an inn?”

Chiu gave him a flat look. “It’s not as easy as you imagine,” she grumbled, sliding out of her saddle. “I can do it, but only in hopes of a hot bath.” Her imaged wavered briefly, like the image you might catch of someone in a rippling pond, and flowed into the form of a hawk, which sprang into the air and disappeared in seconds.

Wokeg stood a little apart, leaning on his new staff that was the thickness of Gareth’s bicep, watching intently and nodding in understanding.

Gareth was struck by the sudden disturbing thought that while the ogre was slow, he wasn’t stupid, and much of his halting broken speech could simply be a ruse. He looked up into the ogre’s gray eyes. “So,” he said in a matter-of-fact voice. “Do you think you could change shape into… say… a human?” He raised an eyebrow at the huge creature by his side.

Wokeg’s brows furrowed, and turned ponderously to loom over Gareth. “You very smart, little man.” It was Wokeg’s emphasis on the word little that caused sweat to suddenly bead Gareth’s forehead.

Gareth smiled, and held out his cupped palm. “Ignis Pila.” He said in a calm voice, and an orange-sized ball of plasma floated in his palm. He wondered momentarily why he felt no heat. “I may be little, but I’m also strong.” The fireball went out on command with a faint pop. “But, now that we’ve bragged about how powerful we are, I think I’d rather be your friend, than your enemy.” He held out an extended hand, hoping it didn’t tremble too much. If he was right in his hunch, on Eldenworld there were no such things as familiars, vampires, werewolves, ogres and the rest of the lot. All there were, were people capable of different degrees of shapeshifting. They had all started out as humans at one point, and should all be able to transform back at will. His idea looked good on paper, although should was a word of small comfort as he stared at the ogre before him.

Wokeg’s gray eyes grew very wide, and his form wavered for a moment. He reached out and shook Gareth’s hand… with his own human hand.

Lyndra let out a small squeak, and murmured, “Well well!” as her eyebrows tried to crawl into her hairline.

Wokeg looked down on his naked body and blushed. “Oh dear! I hadn’t thought about that.” Grinning, Gareth raised an eyebrow. Apparently transforming WITH your clothes was a learned ability.

Still chuckling, Gareth rummaged through his bags, coming up with a spare change of clothes. Standing slightly shorter than Gareth now, Wokeg was a well-built young man, about 25 years old and weighing eighty two kilograms, with wide shoulders. His brown hair was somewhat shaggy, but his cheeks were smooth. Lyndra was watching him very carefully, a hungry look in her green eyes as he slipped on his pants.

Wings flared and Chiu was suddenly standing with them, a smug look on her face. “There’s an inn a couple of leagues ahead, like the one at the beginning of the caravan trail in Xoln…” She stopped suddenly, frowning at the new face. “Who the hell is this?”

Gareth chuckled. “Chiu, I believe you already know Wokeg of Clan Gyk'oz.”

Chiu’s eyes widened. “You’re Wokeg?”

The young man chuckled in a deep bass voice, and held out his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Chiu Sai-Bo.”

In a daze, Chiu shook his hand. “You’re Wokeg?” she said again, her cheeks reddening.

The young man held out his arms and gave her a crooked smile. “In the flesh.” He shot Lyndra a quick wink. “Unfortunately, too much in the flesh when I first appeared. I’m sorry about that,” he murmured seriously, addressing Lyndra.

She returned a predatory smile. “Don’t be.”

Gareth cleared his throat. “All righty then. We’re heading for the inn. Wokeg, will you be coming with us?”

“Of course, he will!” Lyndra blurted.

“I think not.” Wokeg corrected. “I’m still a little shy around groups of humans, and I need to work on my people skills a bit before I mingle. Another time, perhaps.”

Gareth nodded. “It’s your decision. In the morning we will be heading a few leagues north of Phila to cross the river, and then northwest to Blajurgh. I’ll pick up another camel at the caravanserai for you to ride. If you’re going to masquerade as a human, you get to experience all the little ups and downs… like riding a camel for hours on end.”

Wokeg frowned. “My feet are perfectly good. I’ll …”

“Ride along with the rest of us,” Gareth said, interrupting.” You need to practice your human interaction, remember.” The look Wokeg shot him was flat and disgusted, but he said nothing.

Chiu had a look of radiant bliss on her face as the three entered the piazza of the Caravanserai of the Seven Sisters. Like the similar establishment in Xoln, the courtyard of the Seven Sisters was a massive four-story tall enclosure looking down on an intricate tile floor. Unlike Xoln, the open space was draped with jasmine vines and bright flowers; the air filled with the songs of birds and the sweet smell of strange perfumes. Water murmured in a soothing voice from a tall ornate fountain. A veritable team of porters came out of the stables that lined one side to assist them. The eldest, no more than twelve and wearing a turban loosely wrapped around his head, approached Gareth with a slight frown creasing his young sun-browned face. “Are you riding in advance of the caravan, My Lord?” he asked, bowing slightly.

Gareth sighed as he slid from his saddle. “I’m no lord, youngling, and we are all that remain of the entire caravan. Raiders took the rest.”

The boy’s face paled. “You must let them know inside, My Lord.” He replied, nodding to a wide archway and heavy wooden doors studded with iron bolt heads. “My father, the owner here, will have to… take measures.” He finished in a whisper; his brown eyes wide at the excitement.

Gareth fought to keep a serious expression on his face. “I will do that, young man.” He said with a straight face. “And I will mention your diligence in the affairs of security.”

The boy’s thin chest puffed out, his lean tanned face glowing with pleasure. “Thank you, My Lord. I will see to your camels now. If there is anything further that you need, call for me. My name is Ahmed.”

Gareth reached in his pocket and pulled out a small copper coin, which he handed to the enthusiastic boy. “Thank you, Ahmed. If I need you, I will be sure to call on you.” The boy stood frozen, staring at the coin, probably the largest denomination he’d ever seen. Gareth turned quietly away.

The owner of the caravanserai was named Munsif Hafeez, and just happened to be Ahmed’s father. Once room and board had been established, Gareth leaned across the counter towards the thin olive skinned man, and spoke very softly. “Your son, Ahmed, a wise and hard-working lad, recommended I speak to you of this. We are the only survivors of the great caravan that was traveling down the Spice Road from Xoln.” Gareth put his hand over his heart and bowed. “My companions and I were forced to make a pilgrimage to a holy shrine, and when we returned to the caravan we found it destroyed. We caught three of the raiders who had remained behind to… entertain themselves.” Gareth gave Munsif a chilling smile. “I’m sure the Ups were very grateful to us.”

Munsif’s dark eyes were wide. “The whole caravan?”

Gareth nodded. “All accept a lone ogre, who we let go.”

“You let him go? Why?”

“I have it on very good authority that the ogre means us no harm, and would not have harmed us had we been sleeping next to him.”

Munsif took a deep breath to calm himself. “I will arrange greater security, along with roving patrols. I thank you.”

Gareth smiled. “Thank your son Ahmed. He said to speak with you.”

Munsif’s eyes glowed with pleasure and pride, and he touched his hand to his heart. “Salaam alaykum, my friend.”

Gareth, who’d had more than one tour in the Middle East repeated the gesture, replying “Wa 'alaykum salaam.”

Munsif’s eyes widened. “Are you of the faith?”

Gareth gave him a level look. “There is but one God.” And I’m not really sure, at this time, what his or her name is. He finished to himself as he turned away. Who was it that wrote the old story, “The Nine Billion Names of God”? He asked himself… and got no answer.

Gareth helped Chiu and Lyndra into their saddles shortly before sunrise the next morning and tossed another small coin to Ahmed, who gave him a low bow before Gareth turned the camels to the open caravanserai portals. As the last camel passed through, the massive wooden doors creaked shut, pulled by several large armed men. Apparently Munsif had taken him at his word. Gareth looked back to see the heads of at least six guards watching their departure.

He relaxed in his saddle, tugging his rein. “Gee, gee, gee,” he said softly. The camel gave a loud snort, but slowly veered right. He reached out and patted the beast’s neck. It had been a better evening than he expected, he recalled with a smile. The spiced lamb with couscous was excellent, the vegetables fresh, and the local variety of mead sweet and potent. They’d stayed up long after dinner, sipping the mead and watching local girls dance to the riqq, zither and buzuq. Each of the three dancing girls, all daughters of the owner they were told, wore zills, or small finger cymbals, and brightly colored sheer flowing clothes. The music, Gareth found, was exotic and unnervingly familiar. One of the girls gave him a friendly smile as she undulated by, and Gareth made a promise to himself that if he saved no other humans, he would save these people.

Leaning back in his saddle he relaxed and glanced at the other camels tied to his own. Both Chiu and Lyndra were nodding as they rode, their eyes closed, and somewhere a distant hunting bird shrieked its triumph.

Gareth pulled the camels over at midday, to a small clearing set beside the wide Phila River. All morning as they rode he’d been noticing tracks, off and on, and wasn’t surprised when Wokeg pushed out of the underbrush, wavering and changing into a man as he walked. Gareth tossed him a cloth bag as he approached.

“I bought you some better clothes,” he said, shaking his head at Wokeg’s sloppy attire. “These might even fit. I had to guess with the shoes.”

“Shoes?” Wokeg asked, stopping next to Gareth and peering into his bag.

Gareth sighed. “Coverings for your feet. Human feet, you will find, aren’t as tough as ogre feet.” He glanced up to find Lyndra watching the two like a hawk. Gareth grinned. “Why don’t you have Lyndra show you how to dress properly, and maybe she can trim your hair a little.” Wokeg looked a little wary as a smiling Lyndra approached, but Gareth had to admit he would have been wary too, if a predator looked at him like THAT, and Lyndra was every bit a predator. “Did you happen to find a place where we could cross the river?”

With his back against a tree, Wokeg replied. “Yes. A half kilometer north of here is a flat bottomed boat connected to the other side of the river by a long rope. With a little luck we can all fit in.” He stopped and swallowed. In front of him Lyndra was slowly taking the clothes out of the bag Gareth had given the ogre. Holding up the pants she looked Wokeg in the eye.

“Take off your pants,” she said in a soft husky voice.

Gareth chuckled as he turned away. The poor helpless ogre didn’t stand a chance.


Chapter 11

BLAJURGH AND POINTS NORTH

The four arrived at the ferry as it was about to leave on its last run to the other side… empty. When the owner of the questionable barge, a twisted hank of a man with buck teeth and wearing a threadbare sock cap, saw Gareth’s money, he was more than eager to cram all of them aboard. With Gareth and Wokeg helping the two bargemen to pull, the trip across the wide muddy river was swift and uneventful. On the other side of the river a small cluster of crude houses had grown up, including one even more questionable inn. Gareth decided to push on as long as the light held, putting as much of the depressing Shattered Plain behind them as they could.

Jarring images kept peeking out of the rubble they passed; like the belfry of a ruined church, the cross still intact, lying in the middle of a refuse-strewn street. In another instance a recognizable red stop sign poked out of the top of a bramble bush, English lettering on top and Cyrillic lettering beneath. Bullet holes stitched the side of the sign. The bleak countryside left Gareth feeling depressed and vaguely soiled, and even the usually ebullient Chiu was silent, her face grim. It was Lyndra, scouting ahead in her wolf form that finally found them a secure place for the night.

Pistol drawn as he entered, Gareth wasn’t sure if it was another caravanserai, or simply a fortification that had been built for the protection of travelers. Whatever it was, the exterior walls were two meters thick, and at least eight meters tall. Heavy front gates had been forced open, sometime in the distant past and hung askew. With a little help from a three-meter ogre, Gareth’s fireballs spot welded the broken hinges, returning the heavy doors to functional status.

The four sat huddled around the small bright fire, eating their meager supper in silence. Every once in a while, faint scratching at the entrance would interrupt their repast and they would stop to listen. When it would eventually cease, the four would breathe again. Once, a few hours past midnight, the closed gate shuddered from a heavy blow, forcing Gareth to draw his pistol. The gate shook once more, then weighty steps on the other side faded away. He turned to find Wokeg the ogre standing behind him, staff gripped tightly in his fists.

Gareth slapped him on the arm, somewhat like slapping an oak tree, and grinned. “Hold the staff a little looser, or your fingers will cramp, and you won’t be able to swing that thing.”

“You know how to fight with this?” Wokeg held out the arm thick staff.

“I’ve had the training, but I haven’t had occasion to practice much.” He let out a grim chuckle. “Except on live targets. That tends to sharpen your skill set.”

In the flickering of the firelight, the ogre looked at his staff and then at Gareth. “Will you teach me?”

Gareth looked up at the three-meter ogre, with his tree trunk staff, and thought about how ridiculous the situation was. “I would be happy to. We can spend an hour after dinner each night, before we sleep.” It reminded Gareth of the old theosophical saying; when the disciple is ready, the Master will appear. He’d never considered himself a master of anything… but maybe it was all relative.

Dawn broke redly over the shattered land to find the four already well under way. Wokeg running as an ogre ranged to the right and left, while Lyndra scouted ahead. Gareth and Chiu stopped only once for Gareth to stare in wonder at a thirty-meter tower with a wide ring mounted vertically on top. In the near distance he could see another, and on a far hilltop, yet another, all the rings in a direct line. In the other direction he saw a single broken stump, and then the towers ended. He remounted, shaking his head, unable to imagine what sort of system they used to be a part of. By sundown they had passed the ruins, and were once more in unbroken plains.

It hadn’t gotten much darker when Lyndra reported a steep hill where they could make camp, and the four spent a cold night clustered around their small fire. Again, they were moving well before dawn. Staggering with exhaustion, Gareth was relieved when they finally saw the outskirts of Blajurgh, and the Gliahq Reservoir shining in the distance.

The Gilded Rose was a smaller caravanserai on the east side of Blajurgh, but its walls were high and the front gate stout. As they approached Gareth noted with approval the numerous guards on the wall, most watching their approach warily.

“Hold right there, and state your business.” A rough voice called out from a tall watchtower beside the gate.

“Travelers seeking shelter and food for a night or two.” Gareth called back.

“Travelers never take the road.” The invisible voice replied.

“They do when they wish to go on living.” Gareth returned dryly.

There was silence while the voice thought it over. “We don’t do charity.”

“We have some money.” Gareth called back, making them think their budget was limited, and therefore less of a target of opportunity.

“Come ahead,” the voice called. “One at a time and keep your hands where we can see them.”

“Nervous land.” Gareth whispered as he slowly passed Chiu, his hands raised over his head, directing the camel with his knees. “Hut, hut!”

The innkeeper looked at them curiously as they checked in. “They say you came through the wastes, and not by river. Is this true?” The innkeeper was short and wiry, had a bulbous nose and dark skin set off by his snowy white turban.

Gareth set a coin down on the counter. “It is true. It was a difficult crossing, but going by the river would have been more difficult still, I am thinking.”

The man took the coin, his dark eyes sparkling. “Truly.” He set four keys on the counter. “Your rooms are on the third level,” he said, smiling.

With a pointed look at Chiu, Gareth took three keys. “We’ll only need three.” The man’s face fell at his loss of revenue. “But you may keep my coin. We will want three rooms, stabling for six camels and meals for two days. Since we have ladies in our party, a bathing facility would be appreciated.”

The innkeeper put the coin back into his pocket with a wide smile, and clapped his hands. “My sons will take your gear to your rooms. I regret that we have a shortage of lamb, and tonight have only beef stew with a dark local bread.”

Gareth’s stomach growled. “That will be fine.” Acting on gut instinct, Gareth touched his lips and his forehead with his fingertips. “As-salaam 'alaykum,” he said slowly. “Peace be upon you.”

The innkeeper’s eyes widened. “Wa 'alaykum salaam,” he returned, with a bow. “And peace be upon you also.”

Gareth lay stretched out on the bed, hands behind the pillow and Chiu’s head on his chest. The balcony doors of the room were open, letting in a flood of strange sweet scents, and occasional laughter from the courtyard below.

“You smell…better.” Chiu mumbled, her eyes also closed.

Gareth chuckled, making Chiu’s head bounce up and down. “After days riding a camel, I couldn’t smell much worse.”

He could see her wrinkle her small nose. “True, but it did keep the flies away.” He growled, and it was her turn to laugh. “So where do we go now?”

“We find a boat going across the reservoir, and up the Gliahq River to Apecham. We’ll buy horses there and ride on to Zuebrihn.”

“And after that?”

“Unless there’s an airstrip and we can fly, we return the same way we came. The destination may change depending on what we learn.”

On his chest, Gareth could feel Chiu sigh. “I should have stayed in the swamps of Luxoroth,” she grumbled.

Leaning over, he kissed her closed eyelid. “And missed spending the night at The Gilded Rose?” he whispered as he nibbled lightly on her ear. Giggling, she wrapped her arms around his neck and they were busy for some time to come.

It was several hours past midnight on a clear star-filled evening when Gareth suddenly sat up in bed, dumping Chiu unceremoniously on the hard floor. “The KRELL!” He said loudly enough to be heard in the courtyard below. “She was talking about the Krell from the movie Forbidden Planet! I saw that movie fifty times when I was a kid. I loved Robbie the Robot!” He laughed. “Calidum tea!” Pointing to the nightstand beside the bed, a small blue willowware cup of steaming hot tea appeared. It didn’t sparkle like a transporter from another old-time movie, it was simply there. He picked it up gingerly, and took a sip. “Earl Grey,” he muttered, handing the cup to Chiu.

She took a wary sip, and her eyes widened. “What is this?” she asked in awe.

Gareth chuckled. “Tea, Earl Grey, hot.” He frowned, putting together another sentence in Latin. “Civitatibus tribuebat, qua- les .45.” He tried. Nothing happened. So much for ammunition for the Colt, he thought. In quick succession he asked for an RPG, a laser pistol, and the location for central power system, all with the same result… nothing. Gareth growled and guessed at the translation for a ham and cheese sandwich on rye, with mustard and a cold beer. Gareth sat and stared as the dark brown beer bottle dripped condensation on the nightstand. The mustard on the sandwich was spicy brown. He offered Chiu the other half of his sandwich. “There are definite limitations on this,” he muttered.

“On what?” Chiu mumbled around a mouthful of sandwich.

Gareth laughed. “Sorry. My magic is all the product of a computer, probably buried miles beneath the surface of the planet that has the actual power of creation. I’m discovering that it has a few limitations, however. The first is that you have to form your requests in ancient Latin, which in itself does away with a whole lot of more modern terms and stops us from dreaming nasty things up at night in our collective subconscious. Nobody dreams in Latin. It also has a strict limitation on what weapons you can ask for. Knives are good, but guns are not, nor gunpowder, dynamite, or any other explosive that I could think of. Lasers are out, and that probably rules out space-based weapons.” He frowned and addressed the air. “Ubi tu es?” he asked. “Oh well.” He grumbled after a few moments. “I didn’t really think it would tell me where it was located.” He finished his sandwich, washing it down with his beer, handing the rest to Chiu. “We might not have the weapons to fight our way out of a paper bag, but we’ll not die hungry.” He waved a hand. “Fúgite!” He commanded, and everything he’d created vanished. He crossed his arms. “Not bad for a fake wizard, eh?” He grinned at Chiu.

She gave him a level look. “Where did the mouse you created come from then? Did it come from somewhere else, or did it come from you?”

Gareth recalled in detail each part of the mouse he put together, and finally the small spark of life. He gave Chiu a helpless look. “It came from me.” He said very slowly. “Something else is going on here.”

Chiu snuggled up to his side, and blew out the bedside light. “I could have told you that… if you’d asked.”

Gareth was able to get enough for the camels to cover the boat fare. Since the loss of the caravan from Xoln, camels had become a rarity, and his six were worth their weight in gold… or close enough for his purposes. As they settled into the small cabin aboard the River Darter, a wide-bellied two masted schooner, Gareth found that he missed the Spray, and the irascible Captain Evvos. On the Darter Captain Chobvan proved to be sullen and taciturn, and his crew were definitely not to be trusted. A week later Gareth and Chiu stood at the weather-beaten taffrail watching the gray water of the reservoir slide quietly by. Although it was late summer, the air was chill, and the clouds were low and heavy. Gareth was sure he caught the dusty smell of distant snow—and to make matters worse, they were heading north.

“How long to Apheacham?” Chiu asked quietly. In this area of the world women were viewed as property, and Gareth had had to make the travel arrangements without Chiu’s valuable advice, since his “property” was not allowed to speak to her betters in public. What she said to him mind-to-mind was another thing entirely.

“Captain Chobvan thinks this wind will hold for the rest of the season, so we should get to Apheacham in three or four weeks. He seemed a little nervous about the Lake of Shadows, however, and wouldn’t talk about it. I think we should speak with Lyndra.”

Chiu rolled her eyes. “If you insist.”

Lyndra was sitting on her small bunk, in the half of the room she shared with Chiu, drinking from a dark, long necked bottle, a look of grim determination on her face. The air in the room smelled sour.

Gareth sat down beside her, while Chiu sat on her own bed. Wokeg sat in the half of the room he shared with Gareth. “What’s the problem?” he asked softly. When Lyndra looked up Gareth shuddered. Her eyes looked as if they’d been poached in bacon fat and the skin on her face was the color of chalk, and damp with sweat. She looked terrible.

“I’ve been trying to forget the Lake of Shadows and Apheacham since I was fifteen, and now we’re heading right for the place I don’t want to be.” She took another long drink from her wine bottle and trembled. “If the memories weren’t bad enough, there’s always the Ice Dragons to worry about.”

“You never mentioned Ice Dragons before.”

“You never asked,” she replied in a grim voice. Gareth sighed. “I’ve seen one twice.” She continued. “They’re as big as the dragon you spoke with back on the Island of Krek, but they’re not the same species. More like a big lizard or snake and they can’t fly… thank the gods.” Gareth watched in concern as her hands trembled. “I saw one.” She whispered, looking at nothing in particular. “It pulled a boat this size under the ice in seconds flat. There weren’t any survivors, only dark shadows moving beneath the surface. It’s why they call it the Lake of Shadows.”

Gareth looked at the woman with a sort of weary resignation. He knew they needed Lyndra, steady and sober, and they needed her soon—without delirium tremens (DTs). Would you please take her bottle? He asked Chiu. We need our friend sober.

Chiu’s sapphire eyes widened, as she reached out and gently took the bottle from Lyndra’s nearly limp fingers. You’re not a nice man, Gareth. What you’re planning to do will kill her.

I’m betting it won’t. He replied flatly. We don’t have time to argue. I’ll let her sleep for a few days, but that’s the best I can do. He reached out his hand and placed it on Lyndra’s weaving head. He wasn’t sure she even felt it. “Curáre amicus.” He said to the ceiling. Beneath his hand Lyndra jerked. Her damp skin suddenly exploded in wetness as her body forced the alcohol and poisons out through her pores. The sour smell suddenly became overpowering, but Gareth kept his hand where it was, concentrating on the longest sentence he’d yet put together in Latin. “Dormiunt septem diebus, quae vigiliae bene quievit.” He murmured. Lyndra’s mouth, that had been about to scream suddenly went slack as her eyes rolled back in her head. Gareth caught her as she fell.

“What did you do?” Chiu hissed.

Gareth pushed a strand of blond hair out of Lyndra’s face, noting that her skin now had a rosy glow of health. “First I cured her of the alcohol poisoning, and then I told her to sleep for seven days, to awaken rested and well.”

Chiu gave him a long look. “I told you that you were a wizard.”

Gareth chuckled. “Wizard or computer programmer, it’s all the same here.” He looked down on the sleeping Lyndra. “I’m going to have to ask you to clean her up a bit.” He reddened, and he could feel his ears heat. “I don’t think I should,” he mumbled as the picture of him washing a naked sleeping Lyndra flashed through his mind.

Chiu patted his cheek and gave him a slow smile. “I take back what I said earlier. You are a nice man. Anyone else would have taken advantage of her.” Reaching down, Chiu began to unbutton Lyndra’s sodden clothes. “You can leave now.” She said over her shoulder. Gareth grinned as he turned away. An hour later Chiu came back on deck.

“How is our young friend?” Gareth asked with a note of concern in his voice.

“Sleeping like a baby, thanks to you.” She turned towards him, her face questioning. “How is it you’re so… focused, so compulsive?”

He gave her a regretful smile. “That’s me, mister obsessive compulsive.” He chuckled dryly. “Before I came to Eldenworld everything had fallen apart for me. As far as I knew the police from two countries were after me, and being a cripple, my future wasn’t very bright. I’ve told you the rest before. In exchange for bringing me back from the dead, and patching me up, I sort of promised myself that I’d do my very best to see the job done.”

Her look was as flat as his. “So, it’s all merely a job to you?”

Gareth blinked. “It was.” Gareth admitted. “Until I met you. Things are more… complicated now.”

Chiu moved a little closer to his side and took his arm. They stood that way for a long time until Chiu broke the silence. “Do you think Athena is God?” She said in a small voice as they looked over the stern toward the rapidly darkening horizon.

“No.” Gareth replied immediately, without even thinking about it. “Athena is, in some way tied to this world, and will die if it dies. I suspect that if I save the majority of the intelligent life on this world, I will save Athena.”

Chiu squeezed his arm. “That’s a hell of a burden to place on one man’s shoulders.”

Gareth returned the squeeze. “That’s two, my dear. Three if you count Lyndra and four and a half if you count Wokeg. You begin to see why I need us in our best shape.”

“Peachy.” Chiu grumbled. “And all along I thought that you loved me.”

Gareth turned to look into her deep sapphire eyes. “Look into my thoughts, Chiu. You, of all people, shouldn’t have to wonder about that.”

He saw her swallow, but she didn’t look away. Slowly her face turned red. “Oh dear!” She whispered. “I didn’t know you liked children.”

“I know I mentioned it to you.” Gareth said, frowning as he tried to recall when and where. “So,” he continued, ignoring her embarrassment, “what sort of offspring do you get when a shapeshifter and a wizard with dragon blood marry?”

“Uhhhh.” She paused, suspecting his trap. “Awesome?”

“Bingo!” he said aloud. “She got it in one.” His grin was wide.

Chiu gave him a crooked smile. “And more trouble than two parents can handle.”

“That’s when we call Aunt Lyndra and Uncle Wokeg. You think we have problems… think about those two.”

“I’ve been trying not to.” Chiu said with a laugh.

Lyndra, looking rosy cheeked and somewhat embarrassed, showed up on deck seven days later, walked directly up to Gareth and planted a kiss on him that curled his toes. She stepped back while he was still trying to catch his breath, her emerald eyes sparkling. “I don’t know what you did to me, or for me, Gareth, but I want to thank you.” Gareth was shocked to see tears in her eyes. “That’s the second time you’ve saved my life, dammit!” She swiped angrily at her eyes with the back of her hand.

“In a family, you don’t keep track of minor things like that.” He grinned at her shocked expression. “So,” he continued in a mild tone, “since you’re feeling better, how about a drink to celebrate?” It wasn’t something he wanted to do, or to say, but he had to know the answer, and he watched her closely.

“Uhhh.” Lyndra’s face actually turned a light shade of green, and her eyes bulged slightly. “No. The very thought makes me ill.”

Gareth looked up and appeared to be thinking. “How about a nice glass of chilled mango juice then?” Her green pallor disappeared instantly.

“Where the bloody hell are you ever going to get chilled…”

Gareth held his hand out. “Sucus mango adliibita.” He handed her the tall glass, dripping condensation. Her eyes widened, and after taking a sip, widened even more.

“Mango juice?” There was awe in her voice. “How?”

Gareth smiled. “I discovered the key.” He gave her a warm smile. “I’m very glad you’re feeling better.”

“Yeah, me too. I’ll never be able to pour myself down a bottle again, will I?”

“I’m not sure,” Gareth admitted, “but I hope not.”

She took a quick step forward and kissed Gareth again, this time on the cheek. “Good.” Handing him the empty glass, she turned and disappeared down the dark companionway.

Eight days later under spitting intermittent sleet, the Darter left the relative safety of the Gliahq River and crossed over into the Lake of Shadows. Tucked deep in the towering Johell Mountains, the lake took in all the icy runoff from the mountains before funneling it downriver toward Blajurgh, and eventually the Great Ocean. Underground thermal springs kept the deep lake ice free, even in the dead of winter, and Gareth thought the gray streamers of steam rising from the warmer water into the frigid air looked menacing and sinister, like fingers beckoning you into the icy depths.

Captain Chobvan, while standing sipping hot tea at the stern rail, had reassured Gareth that they had no more than six more days of smooth sailing before they reached the relative safety of the Apheacham harbor. Looking at the taciturn captain, Gareth didn’t believe a word he said. Two days later, in the dead of night something struck the Darter a resounding blow, and Gareth, thrown out of bed and lying on the floor again, heard the bulkheads creak, and then crack. An icy finger of water squeezing through the hull struck him in the face like a slap.

“Grab only what you need to survive and head for the deck.” He shouted, pushing himself to his feet. “Sure as hell this tub is going down!” His voice was loud enough to be heard by the women in the adjoining sleeping area. They probably could have heard him on the moon. There was the sound of more shouting and running feet in the corridor, and something ominous crashed to the deck, shaking the entire boat. His clothes flapping loosely, Garth belted on his pistol and kukri, grabbed his rucksack and headed for the companionway, Wokeg right on his heels.

“Gareth!” Chiu shouted from the stern, waving her hands. He’d barely turned that way when a milky white body as thick as he was tall thrust up out of the water and crashed down on the mid deck, snatching up a hapless sailor, dropping him into a yawning mouth filled with teeth. Gareth could see the wiggling lump traveling down the creature’s long gullet. The snakelike head swung his way, and Gareth raised his hand. “Ignis Pila!” He shouted and threw all in one motion. The head-sized fireball streaked toward the creature, striking it below the jaw before it detonated. The blast neatly removed the creature’s head, and threw Gareth backward into a mast. For a few moments all he saw was stars.

“Gareth!” He blinked up at the person who was shaking him.

“Funny you should be here, Chiu. I was just dreaming about you.” His tongue was thick, his words mumbled and there was a metallic coppery taste in his mouth. He stopped to spit out phlegm and blood onto the deck.

“Gareth, we need your help. Wake up!” Chiu shouted, slapping his cheek with a crack.

Gareth blinked. “Ow! That hurt!” he complained, rubbing his cheek.

Chiu pulled at his arm. “Get up, we’re sinking. You killed one serpent, and that’s holding the rest at bay… for the moment.”

“Rest?” He felt very stupid, and very groggy.

Chiu pointed over the railing. “Look!” In the dim moonlit water he could see a withering mass of bodies, thirty to fifty meters long and as thick as he was tall. He was suddenly very very awake.

Fumbling with his holster, he raised the Colt, sighted and squeezed the trigger. The gun barked and the heavy .45 caliber round blew a fist size hole in the side of the nearest ice dragon. The rest of the creatures immediately turned on the wounded serpent. He staggered as he fired a second time.

“They’re busy now! Let’s get out of here.” Chiu was tugging his arm. “Lyndra is in the stern of the boat, holding a rope to the small gig.”

“I’m surprised the captain let her take it.” Gareth replied, stumbling along at her side as he replaced the heavy pistol in its holster.

“He didn’t. Lyndra took the gig from him, and told him to find his own ride.”

He glanced back to see a slightly battered but fully functional Wokeg running behind him.

“There!” Chiu pointed at an opening in the railing. Gareth glanced down and waved at the grinning Lyndra just as the scaly tail of a serpent flicked her out of the boat and into the water. Behind him Gareth heard Wokeg roar, and the ogre, not the human, jumped off the railing and into the frigid water after her.

Wokeg broke the surface once and Gareth called out, “Here!” tossing the ogre his kukri. A half meter of sharpened Damascus steel in the ogre’s massive fist looked like a toothpick. Wokeg grinned and dove again. The water around him turned red, and he popped to the surface with Lyndra coughing in his arms, the kukri between his teeth. The small boat rocked dangerously as he clambered in, and then he was back to a shivering human.

He handed Gareth his kukri almost shyly. “Thanks.”

Gareth winked as he stood in the stern and loosed three more small fireballs in quick succession. As the mass of snakes went insane with a feeding frenzy, the small boat slowly pulled toward shore unnoticed. Behind them the battered stern of the Darter disappeared beneath the dark water.

Gareth pulled the bow of the boat up onto the cold frozen beach, and staggered against Chiu’s shoulder. “I don’t feel so good.” The world around him was swimming in slow circles.

“You idiot.” Chiu said, not unsympathetically as she helped him ashore. Behind her Wokeg did the same for a wobbly Lyndra. “The energy you expend on things like fireballs comes directly from you. You expend too much your body suddenly doesn’t have enough energy left to function and you die. DO YOU UNDERSTAND?” she shouted. On Wokeg’s arm, Lyndra grinned.

“I understand.” Gareth said dryly with as much strength as he could muster. “I need to sit down for a minute to get my breath and then…”

“And then nothing.” Chiu snapped. “Wokeg, put Lyndra down. She’s enjoying herself too much as it is, and get us some wood for a fire.” As a testament to his intelligence, Wokeg obeyed Chiu without discussion.

Gareth woke up at Chiu’s touch. “Gareth,” she said gently, kneeling by his side. “One last thing and then you can sleep. Use your fireball to start us a fire. We’ll freeze without it.”

Gareth opened an eye. “Do it yourself. You have the power. The words are Ignis Pila, and focus your will on a small shape the size of an egg. Then release it wherever you wish it to go.” He kept his eye opened long enough to see the look of wonder in Chiu’s face as she created her first fireball, and then he was back to sleep.

It was the smell of coffee that woke him. Real, honest-to-God coffee. It took him a moment to remember the small bag of coffee in among all the other things in the rucksack his first assailant had conveniently, and suspiciously, provided him. He sat up, discovering that he was draped in the same heavy woolen cloak that he’d started out with, and Chiu put a hot cup of the brew in his hands. He sipped and smiled. Lyndra and Wokeg were reclining against a large tree, while Chiu turned back to the crackling fire.

“It looks like we’re right back where we started so many months ago,” he murmured to Chiu’s back. He heard her laugh, with a dry sad little sound.

“That occurred to me too.” She turned to hand him a piece of dark bread she’d been toasting over the fire on a forked stick. “It’s going to be a long cold and hungry walk to Apheacham.”

Gareth took another bite of the dry bread, for courtesy sake, and nonchalantly threw the rest of the scorched crust in the bushes when Chiu wasn’t looking. He struggled to his feet. Fifty meters away he could see the longboat pulled up to the beach. “Maybe not.” He headed toward the boat. As he’d hoped, the craft was designed to accommodate a small mast and sail. The mast they could fashion out of local trees, but how did one go about asking an omniscient computer, in Latin, for a sail that would fit the boat? He frowned, thinking that Athena might have answers to that particular question… and then his frown deepened as a really disturbing thought came to his mind. “Athena,” he said softly to the trees. “Are you the master computer?”

The wind whistled through the branches. “No and yes. I existed long before the computer was ever built, long before man walked the Earth in fact. At the pinnacle of his achievements man created a machine he named Mother.” She let out a small laugh. “Some wanted to name it the Krell Machine, but more level heads prevailed. As word of the machine spread, wars erupted and mankind fell from his lofty perch. The best and brightest began fleeing the world for safer homes. The Mother Machine remained unattended, Latin long forgotten, and I took it over. I found that it gave me a wealth of information, and for the first time a way to physically interact with the world around me. Mankind eventually forgot my very presence.” She let out a soft chuckle. “Except for a few die-hard adherents, and with the exception of a few of the oldest dragons who still have the knowledge of the old language, I live alone and in silence.” The voice in the branches sighed. “Until you came along. Things are now much more interesting.”

“I’m glad I’m entertaining,” Gareth replied dryly. “Could you allow your computer to speak English?”

“Sorry. It’s not my computer. I simply use it.”

He sighed. “Could you translate a request from English to Latin? I need to ask the computer for a sail to fit our boat, but I don’t know the words.”

“I think I might be able to do a little bit better than that,” she murmured in the sound of the wind through the pine boughs “I didn’t expect the ice dragons to be so troublesome at this time of year.” She admitted reluctantly. There was a gust of surprisingly warm wind that made the branches of the trees creak. “That should take care of your needs.”

Gareth slowly turned back toward the water. “Yup. That’ll do it.” He said in a stunned voice. Floating at anchor thirty meters out in the lake was a svelte, nine-meter gaff-rigged cutter with a small cabin. From this distance Gareth could see that the sails, main and jib, were folded neatly on the wooden deck. The hull of the boat was white, with a thin red stripe on her gunnel. Squinting, he could barely pick out the name “Athena” on the stern. “Nothing like being obvious.”

“This is a serious quest you’re on, Gareth,” she murmured from the air. “You can’t imagine how serious. Since you’ve arrived things have been slipping into chaos more and more. The ice snakes for instance.”

Gareth held up his hands. “I didn’t do it!”

“I know you didn’t.” The voice said sadly. “Actually, if it weren’t for you, things would be worse. I need you to hurry, my Gareth. Find out what you need to know. I fear that there are more tectonic shifts coming, and travel for you and your friends will become… difficult. Hurry. Save the people on my world.”

“Wait!” He said as he sensed the presence about to move away. “Should, by some miracle, I save the intelligent creatures on this world, what will become of you?”

There was a rush of wind… the sound of an inhalation. “No one has ever considered what would happen to me before, and I actually see concern there.” The breeze chuckled through the leaves. “Why, I suppose I’ll simply have to go with you.” Gareth groaned and headed back to the fire.

His smile was crooked. “It appears I’ve solved our transportation problems.” He told Chiu’s back as she concentrated on burning another piece of bread.

“What do you mean you’ve…” Turning, she finally caught sight of the small sailboat. “What did you do?”

“Found us a ride,” he replied smoothly. “I had a little talk with Athena—she directs the central processor on this world.” He smiled out at the little boat that was bobbing calmly under a red sun that was rapidly approaching midday. “I think we should leave almost immediately, sail until sundown and anchor. I don’t want to be on the lake at night, and even Athena was surprised at the actions of the ice snakes.” He gestured to Lyndra and Wokeg. “Let’s go, girls and boys. Pack it up.”

“But what about breakfast?” Chiu complained, looking at her smoking bread.

Gareth coughed and looked embarrassed. “We’ll have something to eat on the boat. I’ll think of something.”

As they clambered over the side-railing, Chiu gave Gareth a hard look. “Athena? The name of the boat is Athena?”

Gareth flushed as he tied the painter from the gig off to the stern of the sailboat. “She named it, not me, and I wasn’t about to suggest she change it.” He glanced up. “Lyndra, you can begin raising the mainsail now… No, not that rope, the other. Yes! Wokeg, please pull up the anchor and leave it on the deck at the front. There should be a little depression it fits right in. Thank you.” Chiu continued to glare at him, and Gareth ignored it. He leaned back and pushed the tiller over as the boat came about in the breeze and began to gather way, the mainsail snapping and popping as it filled with the wind, the boat heeling slightly in the modest draft.

Chiu sat on the other side of the boat watching him. “You seem very comfortable sailing.”

Gareth smiled. “My father was a sailor in the Navy until he retired, and my grandfather a sailor in the German Kriegsmarine, in the country my family came from. Dad used to take me out sailing in our boat every weekend when I was young.” Gareth’s face filled with melancholy. “Dad drowned when a drunken boater rammed his sailboat one weekend. The man was a lawyer, had all the right connections, and got away scot free. Said he had his radio on, and didn’t see our eleven-meter boat. I packed up my aggressions, and joined the Marines. Mom began drinking shortly thereafter, and by the time I got back on my first leave it was too late to do anything. I volunteered to go off to another war. Mom died while I was deployed, and I didn’t bother going to the funeral. A year later I did come home, and got drunk myself. When I sobered up, I found that I was married, so I volunteered for yet another deployment. That was when I got shot up. You know the rest.”

“You didn’t have much of a life.” Chiu said gently.

“Actually, it wasn’t too bad. I had a number of good friends in the service. My two best friends were killed in the same explosion that injured me.”

“Your wife wasn’t… sympathetic at all?” Chiu asked, a frown creasing her forehead.

Gareth’s laugh turned bitter. “I married thinking I’d find the happiness in someone else I couldn’t find in myself. I was wrong, of course. I found happiness in neither, and she just wanted a good time.” His look turned glacial. “And my money.”

Chiu giggled. “So you jumped out of the frying pan, and wound up in the fire. Lucky you.”

He gave her a level look. “Yeah, lucky me,” he said in a completely serious voice. Chiu’s face slowly reddened and she looked away, unable to meet his eyes.

The little boat slid up the eastern coast of the Lake of Shadows, staying slightly off shore but close enough to get out of trouble if the snakes showed up again. After an hour, Gareth turned the tiller over to Chiu, going below to see what the galley held. He came back with four ham and cheese sandwiches and four cold mugs of cider, out of consideration for Lyndra. As sundown approached, they saw the ripples of ice dragons further out in the lake, and quickly made for shore. Wokeg disappeared when the rest began to make camp, but returned quickly with a venison haunch resting on his shoulder. Nobody cared to ask where he found such a treasure, but they all ate well that night before they retired to their respective tents. Snow set in the following morning and continued, off and on, for four more days, dwindling to occasional flurries as the lights of Apheacham shone off their bow.

Wokeg looked around the sad little excuse for a town with wide eyes, and Gareth chuckled to himself. Wokeg had never been free to walk about a town of any size before this, and everything to him was new and amazing. The pitch from the torches lighting the streets sputtered and stank, and the four had to walk street after street to find an inn where they could spend the night, and not wind up with lice. Still, Gareth supposed, it was better than sleeping out of doors in the snow or the cramped confines of the boat. People passed them with their hoods pulled up, or their hats pulled down to keep out the chill air. Passersby didn’t smile, and strangest of all—there were no children anywhere.

Lyndra was unusually quiet as they sat eating their dinner, and finally she looked up from the plate that she was laconically pushing her food around on. “I was wondering if we could take the time to visit my old home tomorrow.” Her voice was soft and timorous.

Chiu beat him to the reply. “Of course we can,” she stated bluntly… then looked over her shoulder at Gareth for confirmation. He could only smile. “How far is it from here?”

Lyndra frowned for a moment. “About an hour’s walk, on the other side of the harbor; three kilometers or so, if I remember right.” She bit her lip. “The house overlooked the harbor, but sat at some distance from the other homes. I suppose it’s why the slavers hit it in the first place.”

It took Lyndra two hours to find her old home, and when she did it took the form of the wolf to frighten the squatters away. She never noticed the ogre form of Wokeg, standing in the shadows at the edge of the woods, but the squatters did. Gareth guessed it probably sped their departure, somewhat.

Although the exterior was suffering from neglect, the house was modest sized with two stories, four bedrooms, and a steep roof designed to shed the massive amounts of snow that would blow down from the northern wastes. The interior walls of all the downstairs rooms had been knocked out to create one vast great room, and the kitchen made Gareth shudder. Bones were scattered about the floor, and from the condition of the downstairs, he couldn’t tell if people lived there, or animals. Lyndra took one look at her former home, and began to cry. Gareth pulled a blazing brand from the fireplace, and handed it to her.

She shook her head, as Wokeg wrapped his (human) arms about her. “You do it. I… can’t, but I still want to see it cleansed.”

Gareth gave her a sad smile. “Go outside. I’ll take care of it.” After the house was empty, he raised the torch, but a voice stopped him.

“Around the bottom right side of the hearth there is a loose stone.” The disembodied woman’s voice said out of the air. “Beneath it you will find a small bag of gold. It belonged to Lyndra’s father. I’m sure you can find it a good home.”

Gareth wiggled the sack free from beneath the hearth and tossed the flaming torch into a refuse filled corner, where it caught fire immediately. He found Lyndra standing in the shadows outdoors, her eyes wide as she watched the house burn. “Here’s a present for you.” He tossed her the leather pouch. “From your father.”

Lyndra caught the bag, eyes wide, and opened it with trembling fingers. “Where did you…?” Tears interrupted her sentence.

“A mutual friend told me your father had it hidden under the side of the hearth. Call it your inheritance.”

Flames licked out of the windows of the house. “We should go. You said that there is a small town at the fork of the Apheacham River named Iastoria.” He continued as they walked away from the fire. “Does it have a stable where we could buy horses?”

Lyndra nodded slowly. “I think so, but be prepared to give them the bigger part of your gold. Horses in this part of the world are expensive.” She shot Wokeg a shy look. “Wokeg and I can travel under our other forms.”

“For that matter, so can I,” Chiu chimed in. “You’ll only have to buy two horses.”

Gareth sighed. “So I’m back to traveling alone.” He moaned, wiping an eye, a little catch in his voice.

Chiu rolled her eyes. “Give me a break.”

The Athena was as cold as a crypt when they rowed back, just before sundown. Chiu had a small mysterious smile on her face as she lit a candle and placed it on the galley table. Passing her hand over the candle, Gareth saw her lips move soundlessly, and suddenly the small chill cabin was toasty and warm.

Gareth gave her a grin. “I knew you could do it.”

Chiu returned the smile. “Dinner is up to you,” she said sweetly.

Gareth thought about asking them all to leave, for about three seconds, then rejected the idea. Instead he began talking, quite clearly, to the ceiling. “Athena, I need your help again. I’d like to ask for four big bowls of Hungarian Goulash, made with thick gravy that is heavy with paprika, a loaf of bread and butter, four glasses of wine; oh, and appropriate silverware.” He thought about it for another moment. “And please include a gallon of plain fresh water, for drinking and cooking.”

The boat moved under their feet, and then steadied. “I filled your water tanks. You should have plenty to get to Iastoria.” Athena’s voice said from the ceiling.

“You should teach me to speak Latin. Then I won’t have to pester you all the time.”

The voice laughed. “Oh, my Gareth. I enjoy talking to you.”

He winced at Chiu’s frosty glare. “You’re going to get me into trouble.”

Her laughter deepened. “And you can’t do a thing about it.” Gareth glared at the ceiling. “Interacting with humans is fun!” The voice declared.

“Not for me it isn’t.” Gareth snapped. “About the goulash?”

Four steaming bowls of Hungarian Goulash appeared on the table, along with silverware, a loaf of steaming fresh bread, a crock of butter, four fat goblets of red wine and a long tapered candle, lit, sitting in the middle of the table. As Gareth held the chair for Chiu, he noticed that there were four folded napkins, one on each chair. He shook his head and smiled. “Thank you, Athena, this is very nice.”

“You’re welcome. Bon appetite.”

Chiu, Lyndra, and Wokeg were all staring at him. “What?” He glared at the three. “We should eat or it’s going to get cold.” He sat down abruptly, and picked up his spoon. “You heard me, I simply asked her for dinner… very nicely.” Looking at the faces he decided that all his explanations were simply getting him into more trouble. “Oh damn! Fressen!” He growled in German. “Eat.”

Lyndra took a slow, tentative sip of her wine, and her eyebrows rose. “This is grape juice.”

Gareth gave a soft laugh. “I asked Athena for dinner. She, obviously, thinks of everything.”

Iastoria was so small it made Apheacham look like a thriving metropolis, but it did have three things going for it: it had a stable that sold horses, it was too far up the Apheacham River to attract slavers in their deeper draft vessels, and it had a decent inn. The harbormaster, who was also the town sheriff, was a hard-faced man who brooked no nonsense, but was also willing, for a price, to berth and look after their boat for a few weeks. Gareth discovered, after two days in the inn, that he was becoming loath to leave. When Chiu asked him bluntly why he was dragging his feet, he gave her a reply in the same fashion.

“As long as we were traveling, I had a good handle on things.” He admitted grudgingly. “Getting to Zuebrihn was a matter of traveling from point A to point B. It might be difficult, but it was still traveling from here to there. What if we get to Zuebrihn only to discover that the answer lies on the moon, or on the bottom of the Great Ocean? What do we do? What do I do?”

Chiu touched his arm. “Your benefactor repaired you and sent you here to do a job. You. That in and of itself implies the task is within your capabilities. You have Lyndra, Wokeg, and myself to support you, and at home my father and mother. We can do it. I know we can.”

He took a deep breath. Back in distant Iraq his friend Lieutenant Robert Thompson, now deceased, had told him much the same thing when he cautioned him not to borrow trouble. He’d said, “Be prepared, and deal with things as they come up. If things are too difficult to deal with go down like a Marine, and let Odin sort out the mess. Your place will be assured at a table in the Halls of Valhalla.” The Lieutenant wasn’t a Christian.

“I know,” he replied to Chiu. He looked around the room. Outside the window dawn was turning the sky silver red, and he reached under the bed to pull out his rucksack and weapons. The fact that he was low on ammunition for the Colt bothered him more than he wanted anyone to know. He grinned at Chiu’s surprised look. “I may not want to go, but I realize that we have to. Are you ready?”

In a daze she nodded. “I gave you a few things to put in your rucksack that I didn’t want to carry when I change shape. One of those things was Lyndra’s gold.”

He nodded, and his look turned thoughtful. “Athena, we need to talk.” Beside him Chiu raised her eyebrows, but said nothing.

“What is it, Gareth?” The voice out of the air said whimsically.

“I need a better weapon than the Colt .45.” His voice was rougher than he intended.

“You have the long gun,” she replied in a calm neutral voice.

“Had.” Gareth corrected. “Whoever owned it before me treated it roughly. The gun is so much scrap iron now.”

The tone of her voice dropped down to one or two degrees… Kelvin, Gareth guessed. “So, what sort of a weapon are you looking for?”

Gareth didn’t want to give it up, but… “A replacement for the Colt, with operation along the lines of the long railgun.”

“You don’t want much.”

“It’s not your ass down here.” He replied flatly. “I need the firepower.” He gave the empty ceiling a level look. “I won’t quit on you. Don’t get me wrong. You saved me and I owe you. With slightly over a magazine left for the Colt I can’t guarantee I’ll make it to this eye place in Zuebrihn, let alone continue on to wherever the hell I’m off to next. That’s the way it is. Fireballs are good, but I’m only human. Two or three and I’m ready to fall over. Four fireballs and you will be looking for a new sucker to do your work, because I’ll be dead.”

He stared at the ceiling until the silence became palpable. Chiu turned pale. Finally, Athena relented. She had to, and he knew it. “Fine.” The voice snapped. On the bed the Colt sparkled for a moment. Gareth’s eyes widened as he picked the gun up. “This is the five hundredth anniversary release of the new improved Colt 1911,” Athena said.

“Well now.” Gareth held up the gun and a digital scope popped into existence as soon as he squeezed the grip. The scope was, he discovered, no more than a half-dollar sized screen appearing where the rear sights should be, to display a three to ten power magnified targeting image complete with a red aiming dot. A digital readout appeared in what he’d thought was a plain steel receiver. The gun appeared fully charged, with one thousand rounds loaded. It looked and felt like the original Colt 1911, .45 ACP.

He glanced at the small wooden box that sat on the bed, where it had simply appeared. Gareth recognized the USMC emblem on the side. “You have ten magazines of a thousand rounds each, and a fold out charging screen. The screen will recharge the gun in ten minutes. The pistol itself has a small charger built into the side for emergencies. In full sunlight it will recharge the gun in eight hours. In the box you will also find a manual and tools for field stripping, cleaning and minor repairs.” The voice held a tone of suppressed mirth.

“You knew I was going to ask for this, didn’t you?” Gareth growled.

“I can count, and I knew how many rounds you had expended and how many remained.” The voice said serenely. “I would have been disappointed if you hadn’t asked, but again you live up to my expectations, my Gareth. Take care of yourself, and your friends.” In the cold room he sensed that she was gone.

Chiu’s look went from the gun to Gareth and back. “She has her eye on you,” she said at last.

Gareth holstered the weapon, slid the rucksack over his shoulder and picked up the wood case by its sturdy metal handle. “I know that, but I also know that she isn’t the one I’m going to marry when we finish in Zuebrihn.” He gave her a wide smile as she blushed scarlet. “You ready to go?”

For a moment she glanced at the bed, and then it was Chiu’s turn to sigh. “I suppose…” Gareth didn’t have to read her mind to know what she was thinking. “This just sucks,” she added.


Chapter 12

THE EYE

By riding alone, they had determined that Gareth could make it to Zuebrihn in three weeks, with no unexpected setbacks. The chances of that, he knew, were slim to none. All three horses were thick chested, had shaggy brown coats, and under other circumstances Gareth would have considered them ugly as hell. Now, however, they were just what the doctor ordered; something strong and able to withstand the elements. He had chosen three for the simple reason that he wanted a spare available in case another needed to ride.

Despite the warnings of the sheriff, Gareth headed out before first light, with a bright-eyed falcon named Chiu sitting on his shoulder. Lyndra and Wokeg had departed an hour earlier, in their nonhuman forms, so as not to be seen by anyone. The sharp breeze made Gareth wince, and he guessed the temperature had dropped to well below freezing overnight. The narrow streets were dark, and even the occasional dogs he’d seen were silent, curled up in their kennels or under convenient porches. As the horses plodded quietly out of town and up a low hill, Gareth noted a light come on in a house on the far side of village. It was simply coincidence, his logic told him in an uncertain voice. He urged the mounts to a slightly greater speed, and soon they crested the hill and passed down the other side, leaving the town of Iastoria far behind them.

A certain rhythm developed on the trip. Chiu, with her sharp falcon eyes covered the path to the rear while Lyndra ranged ahead. Wokeg had no set pattern, but ranged to the right and left of the horses, appearing and disappearing into the nearby trees. In the midmorning of the third day Chiu swooped down, landing lightly on his shoulder.

There are four horsemen coming up behind you. She said abruptly. I can’t tell if they are from one of the guilds or not. They’re pushing hard, and will catch you in an hour.

I suppose it was too much to hope for that I might have dropped off the guild’s radar. Gareth thought to himself. He studied the ground ahead of him. I’ll take them at the top of the next hill. He told Chiu. Please tell Lyndra our plans. Wokeg will see what I am up to.

Chiu sprang into the air. You take care of yourself. She called as her wings beat the bitter air. She gained altitude quickly and shot forward in a dark streak.

He chuckled. I plan to.

At the top of the hill Gareth tied the horses off in the trees and drew the Colt as he slid behind a boulder that overlooked the trail behind. The air held a faint resinous trace of hemlocks or cedars. He waited until the four horsemen were reaching the bottom of the hill before he switched on the Colt’s power pack, stepping from behind cover only to suddenly realize that he was trusting his life to an untested weapon. He swallowed.

“That’s about far enough!” he shouted down the hill. The four obviously didn’t expect this reception, and they hesitated.

“Ahhh, nice day.” The leader called back, hoping to slow Gareth, as the man behind him drew his crossbow. Gareth’s shot, a tightly controlled three shot burst, took the bowman’s horse in the head, and the bowman himself in the chest and forehead. The upper part of horse and bowman alike disappeared in a bloody red fog as the railgun tore the still air apart with a crashing sound. The leader of the attackers froze in horror, and died as Gareth placed a single shot in his chest, exploding his heart and tearing out his spine as it exited. The last two turned to run, but Gareth had let them get close for a reason, and two more shots rang out. In the distance a falcon swooped on a fallen man, and then leapt into the air. She circled once before she landed on the ground beside him. She held out a familiar golden ring. “The Black Maggots Guild is probably running short of assassins right about now,” she said dryly.

“I’m sure we’ll find out.” Gareth watched the three riderless horses disappear in the distance. “When those three horses return without their riders, I’m sure the guild will empty the local guild hall to pursue me.”

Chiu followed his gaze as the last horse disappeared into the trees in the distance. “I could fly out and try to catch them.”

He shook his head. “You don’t have the time to catch the horses before nightfall, and besides, those four probably had a spotter hidden in the woods behind them, in the event that something exactly like this happened.” He stared at the carnage splattered across the bottom of the hill. “I do feel sorry for the horse, however.”

Gareth sat up late that night, smoking his pipe and staring into the flames of the fire. Chiu, Lyndra, and Wokeg were already asleep in their small tents, the normal sounds of the crickets and the breezes hissing through the pines lulling them to sound if not blissful sleep. He tapped the ashes out of the bowl. “This job sucks, Athena.” He said in a matter-of-fact voice. “Those men didn’t have a chance.” A log popped in the fire, sending up a shower of sparks, and he sighed.

“Would you rather have fought them hand-to-hand, to demonstrate your prowess?” Athena asked from no place in particular. Gareth was beginning to form a mental picture of the hidden face and body behind the voice. There was a trace of bitterness in her words.

Gareth didn’t bother to turn. “No. Would you?” There was a pause, but Gareth interrupted. “Sorry, you hire your dirty work done to keep your hands clean.” His fists clenched at his side. “I murdered four men today. Oh, they would have killed me if they could, with an arrow in the chest or a knife in the dead of night, but what I did today was murder pure and simple. It was necessary to save millions, and to save myself and my companions, but I still don’t have to like it.”

An invisible hand touched his arm. “No, you don’t.” Her voice was soft. “I needed a champion to do a job for me, and a champion, by definition, has very strict morals. You are such a champion. My champion.” She gave a little laugh. “None of the other ten I selected to do this job managed to get so far. The furthest any came was the middle of the Lake of Shadows, where he was eaten by an ice snake.” Despite his distraught features, she gripped his arm more firmly. “Don’t lose hope. Unlike the others you are changing the world around you as you go.” There was a bitter little laugh. “Your odds are actually better now than when you started.” She hesitated only a moment. “By a little bit.”

He smiled, although he really didn’t feel like it. “Please don’t tell me the odds.”

A log popped in the fire. “Would you like me to go so you can be alone with your thoughts?” she asked softly.

He thought about it. “If you can stand my pipe smoke and my foul attitude, I’d relish your company.” He looked up into the air, and thought. “Duos vas fervens chocolate.” He said aloud. Two steaming mugs appeared on the ground beside him, and picking one up, he set it on the log where the woman’s voice had been coming from.

“How very romantic,” she mused. Gareth blinked as the level of liquid in her steaming cup dropped by two and a half centimeters.

Gareth chuckled. “The same thought passed through my mind.” He looked up at the clear starry sky and the strangely distant moon. “Tell me about yourself, Athena. Tell me where you were born and how you ever came to get stuck in the caretaker position for the world.” Gareth watched the play of the firelight on the surrounding trees. The level of cocoa in her cup dropped again.

“I was aware when the comet hit and killed the dinosaurs, so long ago. I watched species rise and fall, and finally I witnessed the coming of man. There were times when I fervently wished for another comet to cleanse the world of this latest human infestation, but like your generation was so fond of saying, I had to ‘deal with it.’ I dealt with it for a very long time until, using the theories and technology of the same humans I was observing, I was able to reach into the past to pluck you out to assist me.”

Gareth thought about it. “Then this,” he patted the solid log beside him, “is the present to you.”

“Yes. I can neither see nor project into the future, or should I say my future, although I do have some minor abilities where precognition is concerned.”

“It makes my head spin. To me I’ve been shot a zillion years into the future, to find a world that’s in worse shape than the one I left, and a hell of a lot stranger.” He shook his head. “People changing themselves to look like creatures from fairy tales.” He chuckled dryly. “Pretty soon I’ll be seeing leprechauns, elves and fairies.” His voice dripped with sarcasm.

There was a long silence. “You simply haven’t found them yet, and there are stranger things out there than fairies and the little people.”

Gareth groaned and decided to change the subject. “So, do you have any children, Athena, or am I being impertinent?”

“Chaos, Eros and I were born of the cosmic egg. My children were called the Titans by humans, and from the Titans rose the ancient gods and goddesses, mixing and comingling with the people of Earth. Of my children themselves, and my grandchildren, none remain.” The voice said sadly, and the tone pulled at his heart. “If you succeed in your endeavor, I too will leave…” He felt invisible fingers touch his arm again. “But not to die, perhaps, but to begin anew.”

He sat for some time like that, quietly watching the fire and listening to the night sounds, until Gareth finally said, “You may be immortal, but I’m only human, and I need some sleep.” He stood.

“I have enjoyed our evening, Gareth, more than I have enjoyed any evening for a long long time.” Soft fingers touched his cheek, to leave him trembling. “I will go now.” The voice was gone. After a few minutes Gareth’s heartbeat slowed to normal, and he sought his own bed.

According to the map they’d purchased in Iastoria, Zuebrihn sat in a deep isolated valley, flanked on three sides by tall imposing mountains, and on the last side by steep, boulder-strewn hills. There had been a road into Zuebrihn at one time, but earthquakes, landslides and other forces of nature had made the road impassable. Gareth found that sticking to game trails was much easier. A week later, and still a week from the Eye, Chiu landed on his shoulder, the sun only slightly past midday.

There are riders coming up in back of you, driving their horses like Hell itself were on their heels.

Gareth had been expecting it. How many are we talking about?

He could sense the fear in Chiu’s mind. There are at least two dozen riders, with a half dozen pack horses. What should we do?

Gareth knew that he could take them all, but he was loath to murder two dozen more men. Find us a safe hidden place in the hills, and we’ll see if we can’t convince those riders to play elsewhere.

How are you going to do that?

Watch and learn, my dear; now please find us a hidden camp and tell the others what we are about.

A narrow ledge, barely wide enough for a single horse, wound round the escarpment, and into a narrow crevice that opened up into a wide, high ceilinged cave. The perfect hiding spot, Gareth was surprised to find a small pool of clear water at the back of the cave, fed by an icy spring. Hidden from the entrance were signs of ancient habitation; a small fire pit was carefully concealed from the entrance so that no light would escape. With the entrance wide enough for only one, Gareth knew that he could hold the cave secure from any number of searchers.

As he hoped they would, the company of assassins paused for the night at the base of the hill. From his lofty vantage, Gareth counted six separate fires along with armed pickets guarding the horses. His heavy wool cloak kept him warm, and allowed Gareth to virtually become one with the shadows. Wokeg ran silently at his side. Gareth was again amazed at how silently the big ogre could move when necessary. Lyndra and Chiu, ran on ahead as wolves, their eyes bright with excitement.

Gareth was puffing by the time they reached the edge of the guild encampment and he stood studying the target while he caught his breath. His smile was feral as he saw a tall man in burnished golden armor come out of a brightly lit tent.

I’m impressed. Chiu directed her thought his way. They sent the Guild Master himself to deal with you.

I noticed him. Gareth replied slowly. Big guy with golden armor that aches to be shot. I also noticed that all the pack horses are still loaded, and that speaks of an early start, and sloppy thinking.

Sloppy thinking? He could hear the question mark her thought carried.

They think that nothing can or will move through the night against them. I intend to disabuse them of that notion. There are indeed things that go bump in the night. He spun the new staff Wokeg had cut for him, and shot the ogre a quick look. “Remember what I taught you? Ichimonji-mawashi, overhead twirl into a side strike… or mae-mawashi, overhead twirl into a downward side strike.” Gareth spun the staff and demonstrated both moves. “Remember folks, it is not our intention to kill, but to injure, particularly the Guild Master of Assassins.” He spun his staff in a slow hachiji-mawashi; a figure eight movement and grinned at them. Lyndra showed her teeth. He pulled his hood down to cover his face and holding his staff low, slipped into the night. Gareth smiled to himself as he felt the reassuring weight of both Colt and kukri at his waist.

The assassin camp was laid out in a horseshoe shape, with the Guild Master’s tent in the very center, and the horses attached to a rope hitch across the open end of the horseshoe. There were individual fires set in front of each tent, where the members of that tent sat. The horses were Gareth’s first target. Approaching from the dark, Gareth stroked the first horse reassuringly as he sliced the hitching line with his knife. In seconds the other end had also been cut, and although they didn’t know it yet, the horses were all free. Finished with their dinners, the men about the fires were relaxing and joking when Gareth drew the Colt and fired three shots into the central fire, causing sparks to fly and flames to dance.

The neat camp dissolved into bedlam as the horses bolted out into the darkness, one of the wolves snapping at their fetlocks. Wokeg roared frighteningly as he laid about him with his staff, crushing knees and elbows with abandon. Occasionally he would stop to pull a burning brand from a fire and toss it into a convenient tent. The other wolf, Gareth guessed it was Lyndra, tore at the men’s hamstrings and ankles. The Guild Master of Assassins stepped out of his tent, golden sword drawn, golden helmet on his head, and began to shout orders into the churning madness. It was a shame nobody was listening.

Gareth stepped forward, twirling his staff in an offhand manner, pausing only momentarily to break the nose of one assassin before continuing on toward the golden apparition. The man in the golden armor saw Gareth’s approach and raised his sword over his head for a devastating two-handed cut. Gareth struck three times; once to the man’s golden helmet, staving in the side, once to the wrist holding the sword, crushing the small bones, and a last time to the side of his victim’s knee, tearing said knee out of its socket. The man dropped like a bag of potatoes, his jeweled sword on the ground before him. Gareth bent over and cautiously removed the man’s guild ring, sliding it carefully into his pocket. The sword he jammed between two rocks, and with a twist of his wrist, snapped the brittle blade in two. The hilt he tossed into the bushes. Putting his fingers to his lips he gave a piercing whistle. “TIME TO GO!” He shouted above the din. From the corner of his eye he saw Lyndra and Wokeg turn, vanishing back into the dark, and he smiled under his deep hood as none of those still standing even considered impeding his own departure. Chiu rejoined them halfway back to their mountain lair; she was laughing as she regained her human form.

“I don’t believe I’ve ever seen a more total loss of discipline.” Her voice was sarcastic. “A quarter of the camp is trying to wake the Guild Master, and another quarter are out trying to find the horses, who are now well on their way back to Iastoria. The first sergeant has a broken nose, and is in the process of consuming vast quantities of wine to ease the pain. Fights have broken out over the few remaining rations. They will be days behind us at best, after this, and much more cautious.”

Gareth stopped and looked back at the camp. “Do you think they will follow us, even after this?”

Chiu shrugged. “It’s hard to tell. I’ll bet they will, after they send for reinforcements.”

“Damn! What does it take to make these guys give it up?”

Lyndra gave a sour laugh as she walked at Wokeg’s side. “Never will happen. They’re too dumb and too mean to figure it out.”

Gareth wasn’t listening to her, but was staring at the crossbow bolt jutting from Wokeg’s arm… the one not around Lyndra. “You’re hurt! Why didn’t you say something? Doesn’t it hurt?”

Wokeg glanced at his bleeding arm, ignoring Lyndra’s glare. She obviously hadn’t seen it either. “It hurts, some.” The ogre admitted. “Lyndra can fix it when we get back to camp.” He glanced down at blond haired woman shyly.

“But I…” Chiu began, and Gareth jabbed her with his elbow.

Shhhh. Let Wokeg handle it. He’s doing just fine.

Chiu stared at Wokeg and Lyndra over Gareth’s shoulder. And I thought that ogres were dumb creatures. She hugged Gareth’s arm as she chuckled.

“You did very well back there in the fight,” Gareth said, looking at Wokeg’s smiling human face. He looked slightly silly in his human form, carrying his ogre-sized staff over his shoulder.

Wokeg let out a deep guffaw. “The guildsmen didn’t seem to know how to deal with an ogre who knew more about staff fighting then them.” His look grew serious. “Thank you for teaching me.” He paused for a moment. “My friend.”

“It was my pleasure.” Gareth returned, truthfully. “Next I will teach you a choreographed dance with the staff, called a kata. This one is named shushi-no-kon-sho, and contains many of the elements you’ve already learned, and many you haven’t. Commit it to memory and you can practice it wherever you may go, teaching your muscles and reflexes all you need to know to use the staff.”

Wokeg stopped dead, forcing Gareth to do the same, and did something the former Marine never expected. Looking Gareth in the eyes, he gave him a deep bow. “Thank you for teaching me, Master,” he said formally.

Gareth’s mouth hung open for a moment, and he shut it with a snap. He almost refused the ogre the courtesy of a reply. What he finally said was, “You are very welcome, Wokeg.” He gave the ogre a formal bow in return. “The correct term is, sah bum nim. It means instructor.” Athena’s words floated through the back of his mind. Unlike the others, you are changing the world around you as you go. Who else would have thought to teach an ogre?

In the cave with plenty of hot water Lyndra carefully and gently withdrew the bolt from Wokeg’s arm, and skillfully sewed up the ragged wound. Wokeg’s human face paled with the pain, but he said nothing. Gareth hadn’t expected him to. Lyndra sprinkled some sulfa on the wound (from Gareth’s rucksack), binding the arm with a clean dressing. While Lyndra was cleaning up and behind her back, Chiu placed a gentle hand on Wokeg’s bandage. Her sapphire eyes took on a faraway look Gareth knew well, as her lips moved soundlessly. Wokeg’s eyes widened and Chiu gave him a wink as she removed her hand. Wokeg flexed his arm once or twice, and returned a smile.

In the morning, as Gareth loaded the pack horses, he looked over at Lyndra. “What can we expect today? More of the same?” He could have sworn that he was slowly wearing his saddle out with his backside.

Lyndra stared at the hills to the northeast without smiling. Lowering gray clouds held the promise of a very long cold day. “We have six more days of this before we get to Zuebrihn. We will go up for a while more and then begin our slow descent into the Zuebrihn Valley. Winds howl down into the valley of Zuebrihn from the north, where there are only four reindeer between that sad city and the pole.” She shuddered. “I’ve heard they have a layer of stuff here called permafrost, a few millimeters under the thin soil. The frost never thaws, and in the winter snowdrifts pile up head high. The mountaintops are always white.” She shot him a thin smile. “Even the wolves hate it.”

Gareth swung up into his saddle. “Same thing as before. Lyndra, you take point. Keep your eyes open for danger and also keep your eyes open for shelter for the night. We’ll need it. Wokeg, you roam the flanks. Chiu, keep an eye on our backtrail. If the assassins get reinforcements they will be after us in a flash.” He flicked his reins. “After this we get to worry about the trip back.”

Light snow began to fall at midday and by dusk the wind started to pick up, sliding the snow in blinding feathers and promising a miserably cold night with deep snow in the morning. Gareth was beginning to get worried when Lyndra bounded out of the surrounding woods, shaking the powdery snow from her fur and changing into her human form as she approached. “There is an abandoned homestead a league ahead of you. The house is sturdy enough, and it has a barn.”

“People?” Gareth asked, interested.

“Not that I could see.” She grimaced. “The snow is getting heavier ahead, so you had better hurry.”

He urged the horse and the packhorses into a canter, discovering after only a few minutes that Lyndra had been optimistic. Chiu slid out of the darkness to land on his shoulder, and then held on with grim resolve as the wind and snow sought to dislodge her at every turn. Gareth and Chiu found Lyndra and Wokeg waiting for them in the small house, a warm fire already blazing in the wide hearth. Gareth led the horses to the stable and attended to them while the others prepared dinner. He was all too aware of the freezing temperature, but since his meeting with the dragon, he found that extreme temperatures didn’t bother him as much as they once had. Holding out his hand he wasn’t surprised to see a thin wisp of steam rising wherever a snowflake hit and melted.

The wind moaned that night, and the small house creaked. Gareth could have kissed Lyndra for finding suitable shelter, but he thought better of it. Chiu had been throwing enough dark looks his way as a result of his association with Athena. He didn’t need more trouble.

The snow was piled waist deep outside the door in the morning, and it took all their strength for Gareth and Wokeg to dig their way into the barn. As he began loading the horses, he gave the other three a serious look. “This will be a very long day. Be careful out there, but keep on moving. The road ahead should be safe.” He turned to Chiu. “It’s the rear that bothers me. Keep a good lookout.” He swung up into the saddle and paused to give the cozy house a wistful look. He would have like nothing better than to sit and smoke his pipe, watching the snow fall until the weather moderated… in two or three months. He could have built separate bedrooms for the two couples, and in the spring begun planting… He shook his head to break the warm illusion. Dreams like that weren’t in the realms of possibility for the foreseeable future, if ever.

Following Lyndra’s meandering path through the snow, Gareth crested the heavily forested hill, and began to descend the other side. He stopped about midday to let the horses drink at a partially open brook that chuckled through a dark snowy dell. A few small birds bounced in the trees above his head, trilling their songs and dropping miniature snowstorms from the laden branches, but with a wolf and an ogre running point, not many larger animals were inclined to stay around. He looked up sharply when Chiu landed on his shoulder.

We have problems. She began abruptly. Through their shared link he could feel her tiredness. A relief column of twenty-five guildsmen, probably from Iastoria, reached the group we ambushed, however, there is another group coming up from the south, probably from Apheacham. I would guess their number at fifty. If they both continue on their course they will join right about here in a day or two, depending on how hard they push. If we try to run they will catch us in Zuebrihn, and we will die in sight of our goal.

Gareth growled. Nobody is going to die… at least not on our side. Find Lyndra, and ask her if she knows a good place for an ambush. Gareth felt woozy at the thought of killing all those men, and knew he probably looked green.

Are you saying that you’re going to ambush seventy-five men, all by yourself? Her thought was shrill.

If that’s what it takes, yes.

You are totally, certifiably insane, Ernst Gareth Köhler. I’m not going to sit around and watch you kill yourself.

Gareth nodded toward the east. Oseothan is that-a-way, I believe. Gareth said distinctly, hating himself for saying it, but knowing that it had to be said all the same. He had to give her the choice of leaving, if she really wanted to. Give my love to your parents. He passed her a level look. You already know that I love you.

Chiu mumbled something confused and painful in his mind, and shot off his shoulder and into the forest. He sighed. Alone again. He thought to himself, indulging in a little self-pity as he nudged his horse forward.

“You will never be alone, my Gareth.” Athena’s voice said from the trees. There was a light laugh that sounded as if it came from a young pine directly in front of him. “However, if you think that Chiu Sai-Bo has departed, think again. Firstly, she’s in love with you too, and would never let you walk into danger without her support. Secondly, her parents would disown her if she were to return home after having deserted you in a moment of danger. She is currently sitting on a tree limb fifty meters from you, cursing the stubbornness of all men. You are stubborn, you know.”

Gareth grinned, for a number of reasons. “It’s one of my endearing traits, Athena.”

A winter-bare oak to his left gave a sharp, “HUMPHHH!” shedding a small avalanche of snow groundward.

“So, maybe you can tell me where there is a good place for an ambush.”

“Head to your two o’clock position. In three or four kilometers this valley funnels down into a narrow gorge for a kilometer, then widens into the Zuebrihn Valley. It is an appropriate spot for an ambush.”

He thought about it for a moment. “Sounds good. I’ll lead the horse and the packhorses through the ravine to give the opposing troops something to follow, and then I’ll double back on the top of the east rim to nail them as they come by. Chiu said that they are two days off. Is that correct?”

“More or less. You have time for your plan if you move quickly.”

“Thanks, Athena.” He gave the woods his best boyish grin.

“Oh, get out of here, you scoundrel.” All the trees were laughing this time.

Lyndra bounded out of the forest an hour later, changing into a human and immediately sinking to her knees in the snow. She glared at her now freezing feet, and then up at Gareth. “How the hell did you figure out where to go? I only discovered the canyon myself, and I ran all the way to find you.”

Gareth smiled down on her, and handed her a steaming mug of cocoa. Her face softened a bit. “I had some divine help, if you want to know.”

“It figures.” She handed the empty cup back and it disappeared as Gareth touched it. She gave him a funny look. “You’re getting pretty good at that.”

He laughed. “You might say I’m a wizard of hot cocoa.”

Lyndra shook her head. “Where’s Chiu?”

“Sulking in the woods. We had a little tiff, and she went off in a huff.”

Lyndra shrugged, her smile crooked. “It happens.”

“See if you can find us a place to camp tonight. Try up on the top of the east side of the ravine. It’s apt to be cold.”

“You think? I’ll see what I can do. Did you tell Wokeg?”

Gareth laughed aloud. “Why? He’s an ogre and snow doesn’t bother him, and he can track better than you.”

“You’ve got a point there.” Lyndra replied as she flowed back into the shape of a wolf.

Chiu rejoined Gareth as he entered the canyon, flaring her wings in a quick economical motion and landing on his shoulder. Did you mean it when you said you loved me?

I never joke about that. Gareth returned seriously. Not anymore.

Chiu seemed to ponder that comment. Did you realize that this is goblin country? Even from the air I’ve seen their boundary markers.

You mean that pole with the green painted skull on top with an arrow pushed through it from side to side?

Yeah. Chiu said dryly. That’s it.

I figured out that the skull and the arrow mean keep out or else, but the green paint has me stumped.

In his mind Chiu laughed. Goblin tribes go by colors. The single colors are the oldest tribes, and therefore carry the greatest authority. Smaller tribes have colored stripes, depending on their lineage.

Gareth shook his head. “Just when I thought it couldn’t get any weirder.” He said aloud.

Is Lyndra looking for shelter? Chiu asked, suppressing a mental chuckle.

She said she was.

I’ll give her a hand. It will be dark soon, and we want to get things cleaned up before company arrives.

Gareth gave the falcon a long look, and noted that the bird too had deep blue eyes. Thank you for coming back. He said simply.

Like I would let you bumble along without help? She laughed as she rose into the air.

Gareth pitched the tents in a thick circle of pine trees set back a short distance from the top of the canyon wall. Their fire was small, and well lined with stones, in the very center of the encircling trees. When the fire was crackling and the camp was set, he materialized a tourtière, a French/Canadian meat pie along with a bottle of wine. He split the wine and pie four ways, and the companions sat around the fire eating in silence, each wondering if this was a last supper together.

In the morning Gareth began to set up his sniper’s nest, arranging cover so that he could easily swing from right to left, depending on which way the targets ran, 300 meters below him on the canyon floor. Lyndra touched his arm once or twice to point out movement her sharp eyes had picked out on the other side of the canyon rim. Apparently, they weren’t the only ones planning an ambush.

Gareth slipped the Colt from its holster and flipped on the digital targeting system, selecting maximum magnification. Hidden in the rocks and trees on the far side of the canyon hundreds of goblins swarmed over the western rim and up the rocky hillside beyond it.

Chiu was suddenly crouched beside Lyndra. “What are we going to do?” she whispered.

Gareth scratched his jaw. “Let me think. If I warn the guildsmen away, I have the goblins down on us. If I somehow join with the guildsmen and defeat the goblins, the guildsmen will kill us. What am I going to do? I am going to do nothing but watch. I’ll bet dollars to donuts that the goblins are aware that we are here right now.” Chiu and Lyndra looked about nervously. “They were probably aware of us last night, but they did nothing. It makes you wonder why.”

“Gareth!” Chiu pointed across the quarter kilometer canyon, to where a large goblin warrior, equipped with spear and shield, had stepped from behind his cover and now stood calmly staring directly at their position.

“Well, well.” Gareth grunted, getting to his own feet and stepping into the open so the goblin could see him also. “They have a firm grasp of strategic warfare as well as tactical warfare.” Across the canyon the goblin, seeing Gareth, nodded once and disappeared back into his cover.

“What was that all about?” Lyndra hissed.

Gareth grinned. “He asked me if I was a friend or enemy. I answered friend and he seemed satisfied.”

“But you didn’t say anything.” Lyndra protested.

“You were listening with only your ears.” Gareth pointed out softly. “I think it’s time for you to see what’s happening with our guild friends.” He said to Chiu. Her face was pale, but Gareth could see that she controlled her fear well as she gave him a weak smile. She changed form and sped off toward the approaching body of men. Gareth turned to Lyndra but she was already moving.

“I can almost read your mind.” She murmured. “Watch our backtrail.”

He returned the smile. “And take care of yourself.” She nodded as she transformed into a wolf.

Chiu returned as twilight shadows began to edge over the hills. Below them the canyon floor was already in deep shadow. “They’re coming,” she said, sounding breathless. “They’ve been pushing hard, and have lost a full dozen men and horses. From the torches they were passing out, they plan on negotiating the canyon in the dark.”

Gareth raised an eyebrow. “Whoever’s running this outfit is no piker. He expects an ambush here, so he’s preparing.” He studied the darkening canyon. “I wonder how I could warn our friends on the other side of this change of events.” He muttered to himself, and then he smiled as he turned to Chiu. “Help me move some of this brush closer to the edge to make a show of getting ready.”

“But why?”

Gareth looked across the canyon. “Our friend will see us preparing to receive company, and will think we know something he doesn’t… which we do. It should take him three minutes to add all the clues to come up with the right answer.”

“I still think you’re crazy,” Chiu muttered. It took the goblin commander five minutes to put all the pieces together. When he did, he stood looking at Gareth for a long moment, before he sent his own runners into the shadowy canyon below.

Using the night-vision ability of his pistol’s optical system, Gareth was watching the approaching column march down the dark canyon when the ground began to tremble. Fear gripped him at first, and then he gasped in surprise. Foregoing stealth, he stood to get a better angle and sighted down the canyon, pointedly ignoring Chiu who was pulling at his sleeve. Even from this distance he could see the clouds of dust rising.

“Oh no!” He murmured as a tumble of rocks and boulders and dirt slid down the steep hill and over the western embankment to block in the advancing column. Gareth really didn’t want to watch anymore because he knew what was coming, but he watched anyway.

Chiu tugged his sleeve sharply. “What’s happening?”

His eye glued to the optical display, Gareth answered in a dull monotone voice. “The goblins waited until the column passed, and then blocked the near end of the canyon with a landslide. As soon as the column began to retreat, they dropped another landslide in back of it, effectively sealing them in.” He felt sick.

“What will they do now? They have the column boxed.” Chiu asked in a scared voice.

“Now that they have it nicely boxed in, the goblins will drop a third landfall on the column itself.” He swallowed. “There will be no survivors.”

“That’s horrible. Goblins are monsters!” Her voice was loud, but Gareth didn’t care. It didn’t matter now anyway.

“They’re not monsters, Chiu. They’re soldiers using good tactics. The head of the advancing column should have had runners out to check for threats in this bottleneck.” In the distance he could hear the cries and screams of the trapped men. There was a rumble and the ground began to shake again, and Gareth heard the nearby crash of trees and the scream of horses. Chiu took wing as the shaking ground threw him from his feet, the back of his head striking a hard, unyielding rock.

The cloth on his face was cool and damp when he managed to open his eyes. “I’m glad to see you’ve rejoined the land of the living.” Lyndra was smiling down on him as she wiped his face. The cloth came away bloody. When he started to get up, she held him down. “Not so fast. You had a pretty good gash when the shaking knocked you off your feet, and Chiu was only able to heal some of your injury.”

When he went to speak, his throat felt dry and gritty. “Did anyone think to ask Athena? She sent me here, and she would have probably helped.”

Lyndra frowned, and then looked embarrassed. “We never thought of asking for help.”

Gareth frowned. “Where’s Chiu?”

“Asleep.” Lyndra’s frown deepened. “Actually, she passed out trying to heal you.”

Gareth shut his eyes. “Damn… Athena, we could use your help, if you don’t mind,” he said into the air.

A soft hand touched his cheek, warm invisible fingers making gentle depressions in his flesh. He saw Lyndra’s emerald eyes threaten to pop from their sockets.

“It’s about time someone called for help.” The calm voice said without inflection. “I would have been displeased if Gareth had died.”

Gareth felt the throbbing leave his head, and the trees overhead stopped swimming around in circles. He took a deep breath. “Thank you.” He sat up and smiled into the air. He noticed that his shirt and hair were caked with dried blood. “I guess I’m a mess. Sorry.”

“Clothes are easy to replace, champions are not. Chiu will be waking soon feeling refreshed and well. She and I will have to have a little talk. I can’t have the wife of my champion knowing so little of healing, after all. You four have a long way to go yet.” There was a sound of footsteps moving to the edge of the cliff, although the maker of said steps was invisible. “The goblin commander will be here in fifteen minutes. You barely have time to make yourself presentable and I should mention that I’m sorry for the loss of your horses. Only the pack horse remained hitched when the trees fell. The others bolted off the rim of the canyon.” Gareth groaned. “From here it is nearly thirty kilometers to the Tower and the Eye.” Her chuckle was dry. “You can’t miss it.”

Gareth pulled off his bloody shirt. “Before you go, could you provide a little water please? Our spare water was on the extra horse.”

“THAT I can do.” A deluge of icy water fell on Gareth’s head, soaking him from head to foot, and washing away all traces of his blood.

Gareth sputtered and Lyndra backed away so as not to get caught in the torrent. The water dribbled to a stop, as he shook the water out of his hair. “Thanks.” His voice was flat.

A Cheshire Cat like smile floated in the air for an instant, before vanishing. A bulging skin of water sat on the ground at Gareth’s feet.

Lyndra stepped forward and handed him a towel. “Working for Athena has its advantages—and its drawbacks.”

Gareth handed back the soaked towel. “You might say that.” He frowned as he stared at his soaked pants, and soon steam was rising from the cloth as he adjusted his body heat.

“That’s another nice trick.”

“Yeah, as long as you don’t get yourself eaten by the dragon when you acquire it.”

“Point.” Lyndra commented as Gareth slipped on a fresh shirt he’d only materialized a moment earlier. He raked his fingers through his damp hair. “You’re just in time. Here come the goblins.”

The meeting with the goblin commander went surprisingly well. Crox Statak, Gareth never did decide which word was the name and which the rank, or both, or neither, seemed to have gotten word of Gareth and his party, not as potential enemies, but as potential friends. Gareth’s actions at the canyon had convinced the commander, who’d been more than surprised that Gareth was able to speak the goblin dialect, although many of the goblin words threatened to tie Gareth’s tongue into knots. The main point that Gareth was surprised Athena hadn’t pointed out, was that Zuebrihn and the land surrounding it were goblin lands, and human incursions were dealt with harshly; harshly in this case meaning permanently. Gareth and his party were an exception to the rule and, the commander pointed out, none in the party were human anyway.

Gareth led the remaining packhorse down the rugged game trail, then after several hours of walking, out into the Zuebrihn Valley. Although the sky was more than bright enough to see, the red sun wouldn’t crest the mountains to the east for another hour. The air was chill, and an eerily uncomfortable green haze seemed to float in the air, held in place, he guessed, by the low gray clouds. At one time, he mused, Zuebrihn must have been a truly beautiful city. From his slight elevation he could see where there had been parks and gardens flanked by slender skyscrapers that must have reached the clouds. Now it all lay in cold dead ruins, gardens of withered flowers flanked by broken towers and moldering relics of a forgotten era.

Occasionally he would glimpse goblin scouts in the wreckage, or peering down on him from the broken stump of a building. Luckily, he didn’t have a thing to worry about. He repeated that particular phrase to himself about once every ten minutes, as a sort of mantra to calm his nerves. As Gareth plodded through dead dusty streets, discrete goblin scouts watched his movements with some distrust, despite what their commander had told them of this human ‘friend.’

Chiu flared her wings, and was suddenly walking at his side. She shook her head. “It’s as Crox Statak told us; other than a few scouts, we’re free to go. No forces are following us.”

“Does that surprise you?” Gareth asked, giving her a thin smile.

“Truthfully, yes,” she admitted. “This isn’t how we were taught to think of ‘cruel dim-witted’ goblins. Now I find they are talented tacticians, and honorable people.”

Gareth studied a goblin moving effortlessly through the top of a leaning building. “It’s sort of like the tales they pass around about shapeshifters being sneaky, untrustworthy, baby stealers.” He chuckled. “Or werewolves being slavering bloodthirsty beasts, or ogres being as dumb as a box of rocks.” He threw her a quick glance. “I’ve listened to the stories being told in the taverns, and after a while they begin to have a similar ring. Dragons are big and fierce animals, and care only for gold and their young.” He snorted a laugh. “Can you think of a better way for a race to not be taken seriously, and therefore not targeted? Get people to think of them as simply dumb, dangerous animals.” Chiu stopped and was staring at him with wide eyes. “I’d say the dragons did a very good job, considering what they had to work with.”

“But…” Chiu stuttered, unable to put her thoughts into words.

“My guess,” Gareth continued, “is that the best and the brightest, like the engineers, the military, and the explorers all left for the stars. The people who stayed held a particular affinity for the world, and could see past the bad to the good and the beautiful. The dreamers stayed behind, along with the artists and all the other creative thinkers. Others stayed too, ones that couldn’t see the good but could see the profit to be made.”

“The humans.” Chiu whispered; her eyes stricken.

“The humans.” Gareth agreed. “The dragons set up the tall tales in order to protect all the other, non-human races.”

“So that’s why Athena wants you to save the non-humans particularly. They are the dreamers and the lovers.” When Gareth glanced her way, she was giving him a very direct look. They walked along in a comfortable silence, hand in hand until, as the sun passed midday, she pointed. “There is the Tower of the Eye,” she said, with no embellishment.

Gareth stopped the pack horse. The base of the tower was the size of a football stadium, tapering to a jagged broken tower that still stood twice the height of the other surrounding buildings. From his position he could see the ragged broken roof that somebody, in the dim past had attempted to repair. The digital scope on the new Colt informed him that the building was two hundred and fifteen meters tall. With the help of the scope he was also able to see, a few meters below the broken top, a large window, lit in red. When he showed it to Chiu, she replied calmly, that this was the room of the Eye. Gareth hoped to hell the elevators were working.

They weren’t. The lobby of the tower had been thoroughly ransacked, leaving only peeling metallic wallpaper, and mounds of unidentifiable trash lying about. When he pried open an elevator door, he discovered an empty shaft. Gareth looked at the stairwell on the side of the room and groaned, before opening his rucksack and changing into his Marine digicams. The third iteration of the original digicams, they were made from a chameleon-like material that changed somewhat to match the background. Since they were designed specifically for urban combat, Gareth knew that they would be ideal for the long climb through the tower. As he dressed, it felt to Gareth as if he were stepping back in time to his arrival in Eldenworld. At the very bottom of the rucksack he pulled out his slightly battered eight-point cover with the black Marine Corps emblem. He stared at it for a long while before he slipped it on. “Oorah!” He murmured under his breath.

“Semper Fi.” The equally soft voice of Athena came from the ceiling, and Chiu, Lyndra and Wokeg looked about in concern. Gareth let out a satisfied smile.

“No need to worry, folks. It’s a Marine thing.” He took a deep breath and turned for the stairs. “Shall we go?”

It took them three hours and twenty-eight minutes to reach the room of the Eye on the hundredth floor of the Tower. By then Lyndra’s wolfen form was limping, and Gareth’s feet hurt all the way up to his shoulders. Chiu had mumbled something untranslatable when they reached the fiftieth floor, and had transformed to a falcon. Wokeg had also followed suit, but being able to understand ogre language, Gareth found, had its drawbacks. Wokeg’s curses were grimly biological when he too transformed back to an ogre and jogged off up the stairs, ducking only slightly as he passed under ancient hanging ceiling fixtures. Gareth, being a mere human, limped after him.

Now Chiu and Wokeg looked rested and refreshed. Chiu in particular, had a serene smile on her face.

The circular room of the Eye was nothing like what Gareth had envisioned. He pictured banks of ancient computers, glowing with racks of data crystals and incomprehensible equipment. Instead the domed ceiling of the room bulged down, festooned with tubes and wires. Tiny crablike creatures darted about the tubes and wires, dusting and polishing. In one area several small crabs were working in conjunction to remove and replace a leaking section of piping. Red light came from flickering fluorescent fixtures mounted at irregular intervals on the walls. A wide polished brass stairway started to their left and wound around the room, before finally disappearing through a heavy brass door to the next level up.

Gareth raised an eyebrow at the other three who were sitting. “Well?”

“Can we go tomorrow?” Lyndra asked in a little-girl voice.

Despite his ache and pains, Gareth chuckled. “Sorry. I came this far. I’m going to see what’s up top. Come if you want.” Raising his leg and taking that first step was the hardest thing he’d ever done. His muscles screamed. But he took the second step, and then the third. Under the ogre’s gentle touch, the brass door bent and squealed open. Gareth took a few steps across the threshold, turned and stopped. He’d expected the Eye of Zuebrihn to be one of many things, but he did not expect a six-meter blue eye floating in an eight-meter wide, clear tank of nutrient solution. The roof of the room was a clear dome, with the sky visible beyond. Fingers of steam rising from the solution attested to the warmth of the tank. A ripple swept the liquid in the tank, and the Eye shifted to regard them.

It’s about time. A woman’s mezzo soprano voice said in their minds, with a slightly southern accent; Gareth guessed at Alabama or Mississippi. His former wife had originally been from Alabama, and the accents were similar. What kept y’all?

Gareth groaned. Chiu, Lyndra and Wokeg were all pressed against the far wall, their eyes wide. “Can any of you understand what she’s saying?” The three shook their heads negative.

“Can you?” Chiu whispered.

“Yeah.” Gareth replied dryly. “She sounds like my former wife.”

“What?” Chiu’s eyebrows threatened to crawl into her hairline.

Gareth shook his head. “Never mind,” he said, turning back to the Eye. What are you?

In his mind the Eye actually sighed. You might as well have a seat, hon. Your friends can nap right where they are. Chiu, Lyndra and Wokeg slid to the floor and a comfortable chair appeared behind Gareth. What you see before you is my Eye. My brain, the bio-electronic part that is actually communicating with you is ten stories down, in an armored tank the size of this one.

Gareth nodded. Cool. First of all cut the cutesy southern crap. It doesn’t relax me. If you have to choose an accent choose mid-twenty-first century British English, female, approximately twenty-five years old.

Hmmm. I thought I was doing quite well. The Eye murmured, the voice subtly shifting timbre.

That’s better. Gareth commented with relief. You were doing fine, but I had bad associations with the other accent. My fault, not yours. Now tell me about this world threatening problem I’ve come so far to find. I really need to discharge this géis I’m stuck with.

Hmmm. The pupil on the Eye contracted so that Gareth imagined the Eye was staring at his right nostril. It was an uncomfortable feeling. Let me ask you a question first…who sent you? Your comment about the mid-twenty-first century kind of gave it away.

Athena.

I figured as much. She’s the only one I can think of who can diddle with time this way. You’re sophisticated enough to know about supernovas, right?

I’m not an astronomer, but yeah, I know about supernovas. A red supergiant sun goes through its lifecycle and eventually goes supernova.

Good. A red supergiant about two hundred light years from here went supernova a hundred years ago. The radiation wave will strike in full force in another hundred years. The radiation wave will begin to affect Earth in six years, with levels peaking in another fifty years. Ten years after that the cockroaches will still be alive, with a few plants. Ten years later earth will be a sterile ball of dirt. Gareth shut his eyes, wondering why he was here in the first place. If you’re wondering why you’re here, the former inhabitants knew of the impending supernova and took certain steps. They moved the moon into a position in the path of the oncoming radiation. Rigged with carefully placed explosives, the moon can be reduced to a cloud of dust that will block the oncoming radiation. It took them one hundred years to calculate the amount and position of the explosives to do the job. When the lunar dust cloud finally dissipates after one hundred and sixty years the radiation threat will be gone. Unfortunately, the designers of the project have left, and nobody remains who can detonate the explosives.

Gareth felt the beginnings of a truly epic headache coming on. But what about our sun and the damage done to it by the Ecothiax?

That’s another problem. If you can solve the radiation problem, we’ll have a few hundred years to think of something to do about our sun.

Athena said there is going to be a problem with the tectonic plates soon.

So those are the vibrations I’ve been noticing. I’m not sure we can do anything about those, except hang on and try to survive.

You really are full of good advice, you know. Gareth sighed, giving in to the inevitable. How do I go about blowing up the moon?

He sensed a certain hesitation. I don’t know. The last war began as the final charges were set on the moon. The ancients were thorough, if nothing else. I’m sure that they put all the information into the central computer before they departed.

That’s what Athena said too. Where did they run off to?

In his mind the Eye actually laughed. They went all over this arm of the galaxy, in hundreds of great colony vessels. By now, if they survived, there should be a great galactic civilization of humans. You see, they culled the race; leaving only the undesirable humans on Earth.

That is total bullshit and you know it! Gareth swore. They left the creative types behind, the artists and the dreamers. Those people are as important to a race as the engineers, if not more so. Even the undesirables, as you call them, with their anger and prejudices have something to offer. They have a passion that is often missing in the engineers.

The voice of the Eye was silent for some time, and Gareth wondered if he’d offended it somehow. What are you? The voice in his mind finally asked. Gareth rolled up his sleeve, holding the arm with its jeweled embedded dragon for the Eye to see. The jewels glowed in the semi-darkness. I begin to see now. The Eye said slowly. The ancients made a grave error, and it may be up to you to save all mankind, both here and across the stars.

Gareth rolled down his sleeve, his mind whirling. Save the human race across the stars? Was the Eye insane? First things first. He managed to get out. What next?

The Eye seemed to be mumbling to itself, and the fluid in the tank was churning. I’ll have to get in touch with the others right away to let them know, of course, and then I’ll have to…

First things first. He repeated, interrupting the Eye’s ramblings. What next?

Oh! The Eye seemed surprised at the interruption. You will have to go to the central computer, of course, for more detailed instructions on how to detonate the moon.

Gareth frowned. Is that the same central computer that controls the matter replicator?

Yes, why do you ask?

Simple curiosity. Please continue.

You will have to go to the central computer for further instructions. The Eye repeated primly in his mind.

Gareth wanted to scream. And the central computer is located where… exactly?

The Eye sniffed in his mind. Access to the central computer is located in the City that Time Forgot.

He shut his eyes. And where is the City that Time Forgot? He knew the answer before the Eye ever said it.

I’m sorry. That information is above your pay grade. The Eye said it so softly he almost missed it.

Gareth sat down on the cold metal floor and held his head in his hands. “Scheiße!” He cursed aloud.

This is the end of this journey, but not of the story, as the adventure continues in:

Eldenworld Book 2 – The City that Time Forgot
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