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“What we find changes who we become.”

— Peter Morville
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Chapter 1

NOT AGAIN!

Ernst Gareth Köhler, he much preferred the name Gareth to Ernst, former Gunnery Sergeant, USMC, had expected the legendary Eye of Zuebrihn, the goal of his quest for the past months, to be one of many things, but he did not expect a six meter blue eye floating in an eight meter wide, stomach wrenchingly transparent crystal tank of nutrient solution. He could see nerves and rudimentary muscles through the walls of the vat, dangling from the bottom of the Eye like tendrils from a grim jellyfish. Some filaments had adhered to the walls of the tank itself, giving the Eye the ability turn. The ceiling of the room was a clear dome, the cloudy sky visible beyond. Fingers of steam rising from the solution surrounding the eye attested to the warmth of the tank, and as he watched a ripple swept the liquid as the eye shifted position to regard him. The dark pupil narrowed.

Gareth would have fallen down if he weren’t already sitting. Framing his thought carefully, he directed his mental question to the brain that controlled the Eye, in a room ten stories below. Would you please say that again? He didn’t really need a repetition of the information, but he did need the time to get his mental feet back under him. He found the cool feminine British voice murmuring in his mind rather pleasant.

As you wish. The Eye replied. 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 later earth will be a sterile ball of dirt. The former leaders of the world 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, with the introduction of select ionized particles, block the oncoming radiation. It took engineers one hundred years to calculate the exact date of the supernova, and another hundred years to determine the amount and position of the explosives and ionized particles to do the job. When the lunar dust cloud finally dissipates after one hundred and sixty years the radiation threat will be gone. The only problem with their grand scheme is that the best and the brightest of Earth chose to evacuate the planet because of incessant wars long before the moon was detonated.

Gareth groaned. Why didn’t they just blow the moon when they had the chance?

The voice in his mind let out a distinct, and very British sigh. The moon has to be exploded at an exact moment. Too soon and the dust cloud will dissipate before the radiation arrives, and too late the radiation wave will have already reached Earth, and there will be nothing left alive to protect.

And that exact moment to blow up the moon is… when? He winced, anticipating what the answer would be.

Oh, there is some leeway in that. The voice in his mind announced airily. You have ten years, more or less.

ARE YOU TELLING ME THAT I HAVE TO BLOW UP THE MOON?? In his mind he shrieked. I’ve been trained to use explosives, but this is just plain crazy. No, it goes way beyond crazy! How do I go about getting there? I don’t have a spaceship in my backpack! He could feel the edge of panic in his thoughts, and he sensed a certain hesitation in the reply.

I don’t know. As I said before, 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? Can we get them back?

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 quite thoroughly by leaving the undesirable humans on Earth.

Bullshit! Gareth swore, but it explained where the explosive diversity of the remaining humans came from. The dreamers and the artists used their own bodies as their canvasses. I’ll repeat what I said earlier. The leaders of Earth were vain and self-centered. They left the creative types behind because they made them think and feel; 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 people they left on the Earth were the soul of the race.

The voice of the Eye was silent for some time, and Gareth wondered if he’d offended it somehow. It is possible that the ancients made a grave error, and it may be up to you to save all mankind, both here and across the stars.

You said that once before, Gareth interrupted, and I thought you crazy then. I still think you’re crazy. Save the human race across the stars? Are you insane? I’m having a hard enough time just saving myself. He took a deep breath. First things first. He managed to get out. What do I have to do next?

The Eye seemed disturbed at the interruption. You will have to go to the central computer, of course, for more detailed information, and instructions on how to detonate the moon and distribute the ionized substances.

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. Access to the central computer is located in the City of Jafelon. I understand that Jafelon is now known as The City that Time Forgot.

He shut his eyes. And where is the City that Time Forgot? Again, he knew the answer before the Eye ever said it.

I’m sorry; that information was classified during the insurrection, and is above your pay grade. The Eye said so softly he almost missed it.

Gareth leaned back in the straight-backed chair he’d been sitting in, and held his head in his hands. “Scheiße!” He cursed aloud for the second time. “Not again!”

I will, of course, notify others like myself scattered about the planet that you are looking for Central Control.

There are others like you? Gareth asked, looking up.

A few. The Eye replied evasively. The liquid in the tank churned in agitation.

Gareth shut his eyes. He hated dealing with computers, even if they were organic and especially if they were bureaucratic. Can you tell me where the others are?

I’m sorry. The Eye looked away. That information is above your pay grade.

Gareth counted to one hundred, slowly, in Latin. Is there anything you can add to help me; that is in my pay grade? The Eye stared at the far wall. I may not be a whiz at math, but two thirds of the population of the Earth couldn’t possibly evacuate with just a few hundred starships. Not even with few thousand starships. How did they evacuate Earth?

I’m sorry, that is above your pay grade.

Gareth resisted the temptation to draw his Colt and shoot the obstinate Eye. Are there any still on Earth that are my pay grade or higher?

No. The Eye admitted.

Then what’s the holdup? He clenched his teeth to stop from shouting.

You are a Lambda two clearance, or possibly three at the very most. Those cleared for the information you requested are Omega seven.

Gareth shut his eyes. Will you please wake my friends? He said softly, although a raging fury burned within him.

Chiu blinked her blue eyes, frowned and stood in a fluid motion he always admired. “What happened?” Her voice was gravelly from the bitter weather they’d been traveling through.

“I found out what the Eye had to say.” He growled abruptly.

Chiu raised one eyebrow. “I take it what you discovered wasn’t what you really wanted to hear.”

“Yeah.” He grunted, shrugging his battered rucksack over his shoulder. Against the wall, Lyndra and Wokeg were slowly getting to their feet. “I’ll tell you all that I discovered, later, when I’ve gotten a little better control of my temper.” In the depths of his mind he felt Chiu gently probe into his memories, and he roughly slammed the door to his mind shut in her face. Her eyes widened with surprise, hurt flickering across her face. Sorry. He muttered to her as civilly as he could manage. You can look all you want… later.

He felt her retreat, and she gave him a curious look. “This is going to be good.” She muttered.

“What will you do now?” The voice of the Eye said from the air around them. “Will you continue with your mission, or will you simply quit?”

Gareth’s face reddened, and his fists clenched at his sides as he turned to face the Eye of Zuebrihn. “I’m sorry.” He said in a flat monotone voice. “That information is above your pay grade.” Without another word he turned and exited the room. The fluid in the tank was splashing out onto the cold metal floor as Chiu led the others quickly in Gareth’s footsteps. In his heart Gareth knew the action was childish and petty, but he was like that sometimes, and in this case the Eye’s obvious agitation made him smile.

By the time he descended one hundred stories to reach the lobby of the Tower his legs were shaking with the strain. Chiu, being a shapeshifter, had transformed to a hawk and flown down the long dark stairwell, and was lounging at the bottom, along with Lyndra, who happened to be a werewolf and able to change to a wolf’s form at will and Wokeg, who was an ogre at heart but changed to a human form when wider social interaction was necessary. They were an odd bunch of traveling companions, and Gareth was unsure why they all stuck together as well as they did. Chiu, he knew, had a vested interest in his own wellbeing since she was bound to him as his familiar, and able to read his thoughts. The sight of her human form made him smile.

She stood and slowly turned. He guessed her age in the mid twenties. She was tall, of Asian ancestry, and cute as hell, with black hair cut in a bob. She held a heavy coat draped over her shoulder and her small pack sat on the floor by her feet. Her smile was lazy. “It took you long enough.” She purred in a deep contralto voice that Gareth found distracting.

Leaning against a wall with one hand, Gareth wiped a drop of sweat from his nose. “Since you’re all so well rested, get your coats on. It’s a long walk to the farm house.” Chiu, and Lyndra shot him almost identical glares, while Wokeg simply shrugged his wide shoulders. His flat ogre face was expressionless. Gareth waited patiently until they were ready to go, and then carefully removed the belt from under his coat and belted it on the outside, where he would have easier access to both the half-meter Damascus steel kukri fighting knife, and the high-tech Colt 1911, that looked like the original pistol, but was in fact a deadly, hand-held railgun. He saw Chiu frown, and he returned a grim smile. “The precautions are just in case, especially on this insane asylum world.”

Her returned look was wide-eyed and vacuous. “I don’t understand what you mean.” Gareth caught the amused sparkle in her sapphire eyes.

“Since I arrived in Eldenworld,” He said in a flat voice as he adjusted his coat. “I’ve met witches, familiars, goblins, shapeshifters, werewolves, ogres, trolls, dragons, and a myriad of creatures I don’t have a name for. I’ve been told that many, if not all, were once as human as me. To top it all off, I find out that in most cases the humans are the bad guys, and the monsters are the good guys.” He glared back up the stairs he’d just descended. “Now I discover that I have to blow up the moon to save the world; but of course, how wasn’t mentioned, nor where the trigger, detonator, or fuse might lie.” Chui’s startled reply was cut short as Gareth jerked open the outside door to the squeal of ancient rusted hinges, and the howling of the frigid wind.

By midday the next day the four were staggering with exhaustion. The kilometers and the weather had taken a toll on their nearly limitless energy. Although the abandoned farmstead where they’d spent the night on their way to Zuebrihn was just a few kilometers ahead, Gareth was having his doubts that any of them would make it alive. Snow snakes had been their primary enemy so far, sliding in and out of the slithering blowing snow to dart in on an attack. Since he appeared to be immune to snake venom, Gareth placed himself between the snakes and the small company, picking snakes off as best he could with the overpowered Colt. Presented to him by Athena, it was a 500th Anniversary release of the venerable and ancient Colt 1911, .45 caliber, ACP. The new model had a pop-up digital targeting system that activated as soon as the user squeezed the grip. The pistol fired a magnetically accelerated sliver of hardened titanium at a significant fraction of the speed of light. It was, without a doubt, the most powerful weapon Gareth had ever used. It was, however, slightly overpowered for the job at hand, being similar to swatting flies with a bazooka. He’d switched to the pistol after his arm grew tired of swinging the heavy kukri. Although it had been a full hour since they’d seen their last snake, his muscles ached, and his coat was splattered with gore.

A deep-throated growling from the woods behind them stopped the company in their tracks. Gareth drew the Colt, blinking his eyes to focus on the dark woods. “Wolves?” He asked Lyndra over his shoulder, never taking his eyes from the threatening trees.

The thin blond woman shook her head tiredly. “I don’t think so. I’ll take a look.” Her form wavered, shrinking to her wolf shape. Moving cautiously, the wolf headed off for the woods as Gareth sighted his Colt. A moment later the wolf turned and bolted back toward the companions just as a half dozen forms burst out of the concealing trees. Similar to Lyndra’s wolfish form in shape and coloring, they were much larger, and more heavily muscled at forty kilograms.

“Dire wolves!!” He heard Chiu gasp behind his back as he drew a bead on the head of the Alpha Male. He squeezed the trigger, and the Colt exploded in a three shot burst, the blast of the hypersonic rounds temporarily deafening his companions. The head of the lead wolf vanished in a flash of superheated blood and bone, and the dire wolf to its immediate rear collapsed, his front shoulder reduced to a red gory ruin. The other four wolves spread out, teeth bared as they slowed their approach. Spread out, they would be harder to hit. The woods crashed again, and something else burst out that made the dire wolves look like puppies, as it buried its forty-five centimeter canines in the skull of the closest dire wolf. Even from a distance Gareth could hear the crunch of bone. Branches snapped behind the other wolves, and two more cats stepped out, ears flat, eyes riveted on the wolves. Being pragmatic creatures, the last three wolves turned and ran.

“Holy shit!” Gareth whispered to no one in particular. “Smilodon populator. Make no threatening moves, and retreat very slowly.” Glancing over his shoulder he noted wryly that the other three were clustered as close to him as they could get. Even Wokeg, in his ogre form looked worried. Chiu and Lyndra looked pale and terrified. Turning back to face the saber tooth, Gareth gave it a long look. “Thank you.” He said slowly and clearly as he holstered his weapon. Behind him he heard Chiu hiss in surprise or fear. The big cat, weighing in at what Gareth guessed exceeded two hundred and seventy five kilograms gave him a slow deliberate wink with one of its blue eyes, before it turned to the free meal that lay at its feet. Despite the cold and failing light, the humans made very good time to the abandoned farmstead, all thoughts of their former fatigue long forgotten.

Chiu rounded on him just as soon as they entered the darkened farmhouse, and Gareth was surprised he didn’t see smoke curling from her nostrils. “What just happened back there?” Lyndra and Wokeg were staying well out of the line of fire, but Gareth could see their interest. “What the hell was that… thing?”

Gareth blinked. “This is your world. You should know a Saber-Toothed Tiger when you see one. The Latin name is Smilodon Populator, and it lived in North America in the Pleistocene era, roughly two and a half million to ten thousand years before my time. He was looking fairly spry, for an old codger.” He turned to Lyndra and raised an eyebrow. “You used to live around here. Any stories of these big cats?”

All heads swung to face the thin blond woman and a red flush slowly crawled up her cheeks. “There was one story of a giant cat that lived in the far north. None dared to hunt it, for the hunter too often became the hunted. The beast was uncommonly clever.”

Gareth shucked his weapons and his coat and bent to the fire. “That wasn’t just clever. The cat watched and waited until I holstered my gun before it relaxed. You could see the tension go out of its shoulders. The wink was just the frosting on the cake.”

“But,” Wokeg rumbled from the shadows, “how did you know it wouldn’t eat you as soon as you put away your gun?”

Gareth looked over his shoulder at Wokeg, his face expressionless. “I didn’t. It was an act of faith.” He held out his cupped palm over the fire, whispered a few words, and gently dropped the small ball of fire that had appeared there down among the twigs. Flames licked up immediately.

Chiu punched him in the arm. “You are so full of shit, Gareth Köhler. I know how you hold your hand when you form a fireball, and you were waiting for that cat to make one wrong move.”

The former marine sighed and rose to his feet, stretching his back as the flames in the fire rose. “You’re right, and you’re wrong. I was willing to bet my life on a little faith. I was not willing to bet any of yours.”

Wokeg stepped forward, bending his nearly three meter height almost double to stay under the low ceiling. He scratched his gray/green skin casually with a long six-fingered hand. “You want I should find food for us?” The rough voice was surprisingly gentle, and Gareth grinned.

“Don’t bother.” Gareth replied. “You’ve worked hard enough today. You might as well change into human form. I’ll take care of dinner.” Wokeg shot him a faint smile as he flowed into the form of a well-built young man, about twenty five years old and weighing eighty three kilograms. His shoulders were wide, and his brown hair was somewhat shaggy and ragged, thanks to Lyndra’s attempts at hair cutting with her boot knife. His cheeks were smooth and Lyndra, for some reason, was always watching him very carefully, with a hungry look in her green eyes. Chiu touched his arm, and he heard her soft voice in his mind. We’ll take care of dinner. It’s what familiars do with their partners, or had you forgotten?

Gareth turned to find Chiu’s face very close to his own. Yeah, I’d forgotten. He admitted reluctantly. But to be honest, I hadn’t planned on doing it myself. He glanced at the ceiling. “Athena, I have no idea how to ask for dinner in Latin, and to be honest I’m too tired to think straight. I could use your help.” There wasn’t a magical whoosh, or any noise at all. A heavy steaming pot simply appeared, hanging by a metal tripod over the fire. A loaf of French garlic bread sat on the table, with silverware, bowls and a skin of wine. Gareth sniffed, frowned, and slowly raised the lid of the pot. He couldn’t suppress the grin. “Spaghetti and meatballs. Thank you.” He said aloud, as he reached for the serving ladle.

The dinner was finished, the single pack horse bedded for the night, and the four sat in the warm great-room, scents of wood smoke and Italian seasonings slowly fading, watching the fire flicker and listening to the wind moan outdoors.

Wokeg leaned forward from his spot against the wall and looked at Gareth. “Who is this Athena you speak to?” Wokeg’s voice in human form was cultured and well spoken, his gray eyes intent.

Gareth shut his eyes. “You are new to our small family, so I suppose I should begin at the beginning of my story. He gave Chiu and Lyndra a quick smile. “If you’ve heard it before, bear with me.” He took a deep breath. “I was born thirty eight thousand years ago, give or take a millennium, on this world in a country called the United States of America.” He heard Chiu stifle a gasp. “I was a professional soldier in an elite unit called Force Recon of the United States Marine Corps.” His look grew distant. “I lived in a violent world… in many ways more violent than this one. We had many wars. It was in one of those wars that I was injured, losing both my left leg and my left eye. Unable to perform my mission any longer, the Marine Corps let me go. I arrived home to find that my former wife had decided that she didn’t want a life tied to an invalid. She left me and took what little money I had, selling my house and taking that money also. I was left with nothing. I found her new boyfriend and smashed his leg… permanently. In my former land that offense is punishable by prison time, and since I had nothing left to lose, I decided to put me out of my misery. My first attempt to kill myself failed when my gun refused to fire… three times in a row. My second attempt, drowning, nearly succeeded and I found myself walking up a muddy beach in Eldenworld, healed of my previous injuries, but also totally unaware of why I had survived at all. I knew in my heart that I had one chance to have a better life, and I had better not fuck it up. Then I met Chiu.” He stopped, and a thoughtful look crossed his face. “I don’t know what Athena is or isn’t. She can play with time like we play with a deck of cards and she repaired me easily enough. I owe her my life, and I repay my debts.” He chuckled wryly. “Enough theology; or technology, depending on how you look at it. She tasked me with saving this world, and told me that the answers to my questions were known to the Eye of Zuebrihn. For the longest time I believed that I was actually on another planet. The Eye told me that there is a wave of death coming at us from space, and in order to save the world I must blow up the moon, creating a barrier of dust and debris in front of us dense enough to block the wave of death, saving the life on this planet.” Chiu, Lyndra and Wokeg were all staring at him, their mouths hanging open.

“But… but…” Chiu began.

“The Eye couldn’t tell me how I am supposed to go about this task,” Gareth interrupted. “but it did tell me that the answers would lie in the Master Control Center for this world.”

Chiu’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “And that is where?”

Gareth smiled. “In the City that Time Forgot.” He saw Chiu’s jaws tighten. “The Eye couldn’t or wouldn’t tell me where it was located.”

Chiu spat out something obscene, and Gareth raised his eyebrows. “That is just plain insane. You aren’t considering doing this, are you?”

He sighed. “I said I would. Athena, or whatever her name is, kept her end of the bargain: she brought me back from the dead, healed me, and gave me a second chance at life.” His look to her grew hard, and uncompromising. “The only place close to a center for information and higher learning on this ruin of a world is Oseothan, so that’s where we’ll go next. You, Lyndra and Wokeg can go your own way after that, with no repercussions. You stuck with me all the way to the Eye. I can ask no more.” Chiu opened her mouth to say something, but Gareth beat her to it. “Don’t say a thing. Think about it, all of you. When the time comes, you’ll know the right answer in your heart.”

Chiu gave him a long silent look. “What do you think about all of this?” She asked, taking his hand.

“I don’t think I’m going to survive this.” He returned her a crooked grin. “I’ve felt this way before, however, and I’m still here.” His smile grew bitter. “Most of me that is; it seems as though I’ve lost some of my original factory parts.” He wiggled the toes of his formerly missing foot. “The replacements seem to be suitable substitutes.”

Her hands on her hips, Chiu stood and glared at him. “You had better survive.” She looked him up and down. “I see a tall, handsome man with wide shoulders, toughened by time and hard living,” she smiled slowly, “lean, and not necessarily human.” She continued. “You could smile more, and you still need a haircut.” Her smile widened. “Your hazel eyes, however, are beautiful. I have plans for us.” She finished with a nod that effective ended the conversation.

They rose the next morning to find three horses in the small barn. Two of the three had nearby saddles that resembled those used by the seventy five man column of guild assassins the goblins had ambushed and slaughtered on their way to the tower. Gareth and company had survived the encounter only because Gareth had saved the life of a goblin mother and her child soon after his arrival on Eldenworld. Now it appeared that the goblins were replacing the two horses of Gareth’s they had inadvertently killed when the landslide they’d set took out the column of assassins. Gareth nonchalantly wiped blood from one of the saddles before the rest could see. Goblins, it seemed, had a very direct way of dealing with people they didn’t like. Putting his hand on the saddle horn, he swung up into the saddle, just as the rest of his companions flowed into their non-human forms. He shot Chiu’s hawk form an envious look, and then gave a gentle snap on the reins. “Let’s go, buddy.” The thick-chested gelding snorted, but began to move.

It had been a long cold, but uneventful three weeks on the trail for the four to reach Iastoria, but that was all right with Gareth. Events of the past few months had been altogether too

momentous for his liking, and the marines had taught him that living an exciting life meant living a short life more often than not.

Sitting securely moored at the dock right where they’d left it was a graceful, nine-meter gaff-rigged cutter with a small cabin. Gareth could see that the sails, main and jib, had been removed and hopefully placed below deck. The hull of the boat was white, with a thin red stripe on her gunnel and the name of Athena was clearly visible on the stern. He gave the railing a slow caress before he tossed his rucksack on deck. It felt like he was coming home. He stepped aside as handlers brought aboard jugs of water for the trip, along with a small charcoal brazier for warmth. He hadn’t gotten as much as he’d hoped for the horses. The man at the stable had recognized the guild mounts almost as soon as they walked through the stable door, and had bargained shrewdly. Now, with the sun reaching midday, Gareth felt the urge to be underway as soon as possible. The geis that had plagued him since his arrival on Eldenworld was obviously still in effect. With the current at their stern, it would be a swift trip downriver to Apheacham, however the lengthwise crossing of the Lake of Shadows promised to be… entertaining. Gareth had no love for the white ice dragons, three times the length of the Athena, that dwelt there. At his side Chiu tossed her bag next to his and stepped aboard. In the bow Lyndra was already stringing the small jib sail, while amidships Wokeg was doing the same with the mainsail.

Chiu threw him a jaunty salute. “Permission to come aboard?” Her grin was wide.

Gareth returned the salute and the grin. “Permission granted.” Chiu enjoyed picking odd things out of his memory and tossing them up at him; like the salute on boarding a vessel. It kept him on his feet, but sometimes it was disconcerting.

Picking up the two bags she headed for the cabin and stopped, looking back at him. “Are we about ready to go?”

“Pretty much. As soon as Lyndra and Wokeg have the sails rigged we’ll be on our way.”

She let out a little sigh of relief. “Good. As you were selling the horses, I took a look around. There are a dozen or so guildsmen headed this way. Somebody recognized the saddles.”

Gareth groaned. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

Her smile was playful. “We have plenty of time.”

Gareth met her smile with a glare, which she just shrugged off. “Right!” He stepped aboard and looked forward. “Lyndra, will you please raise the jibsail? Chiu just let me know we have company coming for lunch. Wokeg, how is the mainsail coming?”

The young man made a last connection and looked up. “Good to go.”

“Great!” Gareth replied, taking the tiller and glancing up at the filling jib. “As soon as we begin to come about raise the mainsail. Cast off the bowline Lyndra!” Gareth watched the bow of the boat pull away from the dock and grinned like a fool as he reached over and released the stern line. “Raise the mainsail, Wokeg!” The sailed filled with the sound of a pistol shot, and the Athena, trailing a small gig, leapt out into the river.

He felt a hand touch his shoulder. “That was well done.” Chiu was giving him a warm smile, and on the forward deck Lyndra and Wokeg were grinning like fools. Behind him he heard shouts, and glancing over his shoulder saw a dozen guildsmen in dark cloaks standing on the dock waving their fists at him. Their voices were faint but very angry. One of the men raised a crossbow and fired. Gareth swore as he reached for the Colt, but Chiu touched his arm.

“Don’t bother. Look!” The crossbow bolt arched gracefully and dropped ten meters shy of the racing boat.

Gareth was disappointed in himself by how quickly he’d been willing to draw his weapon. He slipped the Colt back into his holster. “That was a good call.”

“You learn to judge those things when you’re a hawk for a while.” She said simply. Gareth watched another arrow arch up and fall fifty meters short as the boat sped away from the angry crowd.

“It was still a good call.”

The sun had just dipped below the mountain peaks, turning the range surrounding the lake a glowing watermelon color when a deep trembling coursed through the boat. Around the Athena the water frothed in tight vibrational white caps, while in the distance Gareth saw the side of a mountain slide into the trees at its feet. Turning the tiller, he pointed the bow to shore as he shouted into the cabin. “Make ready to go ashore. We’ve just had an earthquake, and I don’t know what’s going to happen next.”

The small rowboat had just beached on the rocky shore when the ground began to tremble again, and around the small group trees began to sway. A former resident of California, Gareth began to unpack his rucksack. Thirty meters from shore the sailboat was securely anchored, at both bow and stern for the night.

Chiu and Lyndra were standing wide-eyed, while Wokeg simply sat down to wait it out. Gareth grinned. “This feels like a 5.2 aftershock. It’s nothing to worry about. Athena warned me about quakes.”

The two women glared at Gareth. “You forgot to mention that small fact.”

He paused in setting up the tent. “You might be right.” He replied thoughtfully, and then gave them a wink. “How about that?”

“But, shouldn’t we do something?” Lyndra was looking at the surrounding trees like they were enemies.

“How do you run from an earthquake?” Gareth chuckled. “Chiu is the only one here that can fly, and the air is the only really safe place.”

Chiu gave him a sour look as she began to unpack the cooking gear. “Thanks a lot.”

Gareth began to make a circle of rocks for a fire while Wokeg, in his ogre form, dragged over a log that was easily as big around as his waist for them to sit on. “We’ll probably have to get used to earthquakes, especially if this is all a part of a tectonic shift.” Lyndra dropped an armful of wood into the fire pit, and went to find another with Wokeg. By the time she and Wokeg returned with more wood for the night, Gareth had two chickens skewered and cooking over the flames, while four potatoes and four ears of corn sat roasting in the coals at the side.

Wokeg’s eyes widened. “Cheeeken good!” He rumbled as he flowed into his human form, reaching for the nearest bird.

Lyndra swatted the back of his hand with a small stick she’d been poking the fire with. In an explosion of sparks from the burning stick, Wokeg jerked his hand away with a slightly hurt expression on his face. “Here,” the blond woman began with a faint smile, “we wait until the food is cooked, and then we share.” Wokeg still had a few rough spots in his personality that Lyndra was determined to smooth out.

A few minutes later Gareth pulled a golden brown chicken off the skewer, split it deftly with a stroke of his knife, and handed two plates, each containing half a chicken to Lyndra and Wokeg. He then did the same service for himself and Chiu.

“Why is it that you do so much of the cooking for us?” Wokeg asked around a mouthful of bird. “In ogre communities, and in the caravan I noticed that the females usually had the domestic duties.”

Gareth took a long sip of his hot tea and thought about his answer. “My father,” he said in a melancholy voice, “was a progressive thinker, and taught me how to cook. ‘Gareth,’ he said to me, ‘a man who knows how to cook will never want for a job.’” Gareth grinned and took a bite of chicken leg, the juices running down his chin. “We all have to eat, and the better I can cook, the better meals I have. It’s as simple as that.” The crickets and sounds of the night suddenly went silent, and a moment later Gareth felt more than heard a dull rumble far below his feet. “That was just another aftershock.” He said nonchalantly. “We might be feeling those for days.” The grumble from the Earth faded, and the sounds of the woods slowly returned.

Chiu flared in for a landing, and stepped carefully down from the deck to join Gareth by the tiller. Since the earthquake some weeks ago, he’d asked Chiu to perform a morning reconnaissance flight to check their future path. Once Chiu had sighted a churning mass of ice dragons, or ice snakes as Gareth thought of them, and Gareth had anchored the small boat until the danger passed. Now they were further down the Apheacham River and well out into the Gliahq Reservoir, but he’d decided to let Chiu continue her flights. They might not have to worry so much about ice dragons now, but pirates were another matter.

She stretched, and he reached up to massage her shoulder muscles. He didn’t have to see her smile to know that it was there. “That feels good.” She slid a little closer to the massaging hand, and sighed in contentment. “I saw the city of Blajurgh in the distance before I turned to come back. At this speed we’ll reach it just after nightfall, and there are no other boats out and about. What are your plans?”

The look he gave her was flat. “I’d like to sail on past Blajurgh tonight, and continue down to Phila by boat. When we get to Phila we’ll have to buy camels and join a caravan to cross the Shattered Plains. The boat captains I’ve spoken with all agree that continuing on downriver past Phila to Strizruofast isn’t a good idea. Pirates and slavers have chains set up across the river to stop traffic.”

Chiu looked thoughtful. “It’s a good plan, but you’ve been at the tiller for twelve hours now without a rest. Let Lyndra and Wokeg steer for a while. You need a break.” Her tone was serious, but there was a sparkle in her eyes that Gareth recognized, and he smiled.

“That’s a good idea. If you would be so good as to get Lyndra, I’ll turn the watch over to her.”

There was no mistaking the look on Chiu’s face this time, and her beaming expression to him was warm. “I would be happy to.”

Later, as Gareth took the tiller back from Lyndra, the blonde woman gave him, and Chiu, who was standing by his side, a mischievous look. “Strange.” She said glancing at the clouds. “While you were resting I thought I felt the boat tremble, like we were having another earthquake.”

Gareth chuckled, while Chiu turned bright red. “I don’t think it’s anything for you to worry about.” He said, smiling.

“Ahhh. Good.” Lyndra nodded sagely. “Can we expect many more of those… earthquakes?”

Gareth glanced at the furiously blushing Chiu. “I certainly hope so.” Lyndra sighed. “I have the watch. Thank you.” He glanced up at the smudge of city on the darkening horizon. “You and Chiu have the best eyes aboard. I’ll need the two of you up front as we pass Blajurgh.”

Lyndra’s eyes widened. “You’re not planning on stopping?”

“Nope.” He replied flatly. “We can make much better time to Phila running with both the river and the wind than we could by horse or camel.”

“I hope you know what you’re doing.” Lyndra said in a dubious tone.

“I do too.”


Chapter 2

THE SPRAY

Both Chiu and Lyndra had identical looks of radiant bliss on their faces, probably from the thought of upcoming hot baths, as the four entered the courtyard of the Caravanserai of the Seven Sisters. Like the establishment in Xoln, the courtyard of the Seven Sisters was a massive enclosure, draped with flowering vines, bright flowers in air that was filled with the songs of birds and the sweet smell of jasmine. Water murmured in a soothing voice from an ornate alabaster fountain. A familiar young porter came out of the stables that lined one side to assist them. No more than thirteen, he wore a loosely wrapped yellow turban around his head, and he approached Gareth with a smile of recognition on his young face. “It is most good to see you again my Lord.” He said, bowing slightly. “But where are your camels?”

Gareth smiled in return. “We came by boat, Ahmed, all the way from the Lake of Shadows, and beyond.”

The boy’s eyes opened very wide. “All die who travel the Lake of Shadows.” The boy swallowed.

Gareth touched the boy’s shoulder. “It is indeed a dangerous place, but we are here, as you can see.”

“Then you will be traveling with the caravan of Baasim Fadel that leaves in two days?” Ahmed sounded envious.

“If they have room… yes.” He handed the boy a copper coin. “Is your father here today?”

The boy bowed graciously as he accepted the coin. “Thank you, my Lord. My father is inside.”

“Thank you, Ahmed.” Gareth turned for the inn. He had spent three tours with the marines in the Middle East but this, he chuckled to himself, was like stepping back into The Arabian Nights, and Ahmed could easily have been mistaken for young Ali Baba. There was certainly magic enough in the air around here.

“Salaam alaykum my friend.” Gareth smiled at the startled man behind the counter. “Peace be upon you.”

Munsif Hafeez was a thin olive skinned man with dark eyes and graying curly hair, who spoke very softly and just happened to be Ahmed’s father. His eyes sparkled and he gave Gareth a low bow. “Wa 'alaykum salaam. And also, with you.” Munsif replied.

“Your son grows in size and in wisdom every time I see him.” Gareth commented, and the innkeeper glowed with pleasure. “And how are your daughters?”

The innkeeper rolled his eyes dramatically. “They grow in beauty and grace daily, as well as their minds. They drive their poor father to distraction.”

“You must be very proud.”

Munsif gave him a level serious look. “I am the richest man in the world.”

Gareth frowned. “You have not mentioned you wife. She must be a great lady also.”

The innkeeper’s face lit. “I will be sure to mention that to Naqiyya, Shareefa, Raihaana, Hadiyya, and Jameela.”

Gareth blinked. “Five wives?” He asked in shock, and then shook his head. “Do you have three rooms?”

Munsif’s smile was wan. “We do. Will you be departing with the caravan?”

“If we can.” Gareth replied with a grimace. “We still need camels and places in the caravan.”

The innkeeper looked thoughtful. “Well… it might be arranged, but it will be costly to get camels this quickly.”

Gareth put his hand in his pocket and withdrew a fat golden coin, one of several he had acquired from a potential assassin on the cold journey to Zuebrihn. He set it on the scarred counter before the innkeeper, and watched the color slowly drain from Munsif’s face.

The stunned man reached out a single finger and touched the coin reverently. “Is this real?” He asked, staring at the strange aspect etched on the face of the coin.

“It is.”

“But… I could buy a new inn with this… a palace.”

Gareth touched the man’s hand. “Buy a good education for your children. I can already see that you are a good father.”

Munsif nodded, slowly picking up the coin and giving the face etched there a long look. “Whose face is on this coin?”

“Some foreign king or other.” Gareth returned simply. “The gold still spends.”

Munsif nodded sagely. “It does at that, my friend. You are exceedingly lucky in your travels.”

Gareth rolled his eyes. “I had some help along the way. You might have heard of Athena?”

“I have indeed heard of that one. You worship her?” The question was intense.

“I serve her. There is a difference. She did a service for me and I owe her my life. I repay my debts.”

“It must be a great thing you are doing, then.” Munsif smiled as he pocketed the coin.

“I have to save the lives of everyone on the world.” Gareth replied; his face expressionless. “Including yours my friend.”

The innkeeper chuckled as he reached beneath the counter for the keys, and stopped as he caught the expression on Gareth’s face. “You’re serious!”

“As death.” Gareth said in a low voice. “Our rooms?”

Munsif set three keys on the counter with a shaking hand. “Dinner is an hour after sundown.”

Gareth picked up the keys and his rucksack and slung it over his shoulder. “Thank you Munsif.”

Munsif Hafeez stood behind the bar for a long time, staring at the retreating back of his guest.

~~~

Gareth snapped the reins. “Hut, hut, hut.” The camel grunted once and began to move, accelerating somewhat to catch up with the rear of the caravan which was, unsurprisingly, their assigned position. Overcast and cold, with the sun not yet up, the morning air bore that peculiar dusty scent of unshed snow. Lyndra, and Wokeg rode beside him, on animals that were every bit as recalcitrant as his. Gareth wrinkled his nose. The smell at the rear of the caravan could sometimes be overpowering, and he missed sitting at the tiller of the Athena.

While he and Chiu had the ability to speak mind to mind, he had worked out an easily remembered series of hand signals, thanks to his time in the marines, to communicate with his other two companions. Simple things like: go, take cover, come closer, take position right or left and the most important communique of all, attack imminent from (direction). Now they rode at a relaxed gait, Chiu watching their backtrail from above as she circled lazily, her comings and goings hidden by the dust of the camels.

There are two pairs of Ups flanking the column. Her voice didn’t sound particularly concerned. Gareth glanced to his right, noting the two creatures that ran there, sliding in and out of cover. Three legged pack creatures, Ups could travel in groups of up to a hundred. Their teeth were razor sharp, but their greatest weapon was their single front leg. An Ups would rear up on its two hind legs and strike with the single front hoof. The blow would kill a man, crushing his ribs or his skull. Bumping along in his saddle, Gareth found the sight of the Ups a discouraging relief from the depressing sights in the Shattered Plains. While he knew that Eldenworld was a world filled with the ruins of ancient civilizations, in no place was it brought to light as well as the Shattered Plains. For league after league, piles and mountains of ruins sat scattered one on the other, ruin piled on ruin until they looked like the humped backs of buried giants. Some of those mountains ran red when it rained, with a thick cloying blood-like sludge that came from rusting beams and girders. The only growth was twisted clumps of thorny yellow/green bushes that grew with sporadic abandon throughout the debris. The clinging ochre dust that blew in the endless wind was the only constant. Above his head the hawk suddenly swooped. You’d better get ready. There are two dozen Ups coming at you from the ruins.

Perfect! Gareth replied sourly. You’d better get down here. We’ll need your crossbow.

Coming! The red-shouldered hawk dove into a masking cloud of dust, and suddenly Chiu was sitting in her own saddle, fumbling for her crossbow. Gareth shot her a grin as he made several sharp gestures in the air. From either side Lyndra and Wokeg moved closer. As Gareth cranked back the loading arm on his crossbow he wished, not for the first time, that he could simply use the Colt. Raising the weapon, he fired a bolt in one smooth motion, striking the Alpha Male in the throat. The creature stumbled and fell as the Ups beside it snapped at a shaft that had cut a long furrow in its single forward shoulder. With a snarl and gleaming fangs, it leapt forward. Gareth heard Chiu swear, when the charging Ups stumbled, a feathered shaft protruding from its side. Lyndra was stringing her second arrow when a massive arm shot out, catching another attacking creature by the throat. Gareth heard the Ups’ thin squeal of pain, and then the crunch of crushing bones. Wokeg casually tossed the body back to the rest of the pack, who were busy tearing apart the body of the former leader. Gareth swiveled in his saddle to face forward and made a hand sign above his head meaning; we should go now. The camels bounced as they all hurried to catch the rapidly departing caravan.

Raiders attacked three days later, in the dead of night, with the rumble of thunder in the distance. Out of sight of the rest of the caravan, Gareth didn’t hesitate to use the Colt this time, and with the assistance of Chiu on the crossbow, they were able to take out ten of the fifty raiders before they were even aware of what was happening. After that Gareth holstered his pistol and sat back to watch. With both Chiu and Lyndra in their wolf forms, and Wokeg in his ogre shape, the remaining thirty raiders suddenly decided that attacking this particular caravan wasn’t such a good idea. Gareth could hear the moans of their wounded as their companions disappeared back into the night.

The next day the light snow in the morning changed to a chill soaking rain by noon and back to freezing rain by nightfall. At the end of a long day on the trail, the only ones who seemed to be comfortable in the entire caravan were the odd foursome at the very end who had managed, somehow, to erect a low cover that kept the rain from their fire, and provided them with some shelter. Where they’d gotten dry wood was anyone’s guess.

Gareth and company realized they were arriving at the city of Xoln from the smell of dead fish and overfull chamber pots that finally overwhelmed the stench of camels. They’d stayed at the Lion of the Plains before, and Gareth thought it was a decent enough inn, although not on par with the Seven Sisters in Phila. Located at some distance from the bustling noisy pier, and at the beginning of the Caravan Route, the major redeeming grace was the fact that the inn had hot baths. 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 in thick tawny colored walls were closed to block the chill winds that blew down from the north in the winter, and as a result, reduced the light in the room to 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. Dropping his rucksack at his feet, he arranged for rooms while Chiu sold the camels. In this part of the world selling camels was usually considered men’s work but sometimes, Chiu explained, a pretty smiling girl could do even better.

Gareth gave a small guilty start as he glanced down at the pile of bones on his plate. The lamb chops had been excellent, and he hadn’t realized that he’d been so hungry. Leaning back and sipping his glass of sweet red local wine, he noticed that the piles of bare bones on the other plates were as large as his, while the pile on Wokeg’s plate was simply… ludicrous.

“So, what now?” Chiu murmured, taking a small drink of her hot tea.

Gareth stared into the fire crackling in the hearth. “Since we left here, we’ve been on the road for better than eight months. With a little luck, Captain Evvos will be waiting in port. The innkeeper didn’t have any messages waiting for us.”

“That’s not what I meant.” She leaned closer. “What are YOU going to do?”

Gareth set his wine glass down, and pulled out his pipe, making a process of filling and lighting it. Soon a curl of fragrant blue smoke was heading toward the ceiling. “I’d like to tell you that I’m going to do this or that, but I don’t know. After the fiasco with the Eye, I’m about ready to ask Athena to send me back to my own time. I don’t know where to go, and neither do you. Even if I knew where to go, how the bloody hell am I supposed to blow up the moon?” He shook his head. “Give me a break.”

“But, I thought that we were a team. I thought that we were going to be… married. As my father said when we saw him last, it’s expected of a familiar and her partner.”

Gareth shut his eyes. “Find someone normal. Get married and have a long and fruitful life. Forget me.” His voice was bitter.

Chiu’s sapphire eyes had turned hard. “Oh waaaaaa!” Chiu mimicked one of Gareth’s favorite expressions in a scathing voice. “For the first thing I love you and I am not going to give you up that easily. The only way I would willingly leave you is if you told me, to my face, that you didn’t love me.” Gareth opened his mouth, but the words stuck in his throat, and he knew that he couldn’t lie to her face. He said nothing. “If I did choose to leave you,” She said more softly. “what sort of a future would I have, knowing that my children, or their children would all die in just a few short years?”

“Scheiße!” Gareth cursed under his breath. “I can’t do it again.” He looked up at her. “I’ll go this far; I won’t say no, but I won’t say yes. I need time to think about it.”

Chiu sighed. “That’s fair enough, but I’ll tell you this; if you leave, I’m coming with you, wherever you go.” Gareth chuckled, picturing Chiu in a bikini walking in the sand at Venice Beach. Still chuckling, he opened the door to his mind and let Chiu see what he saw in his imagination. He heard her gasp. What is this place? She gasped in his mind. And what is this outfit you picture me almost in. I might as well be naked!

The place is called Venice Beach, near where I lived, and all the beautiful people go there to swim. You have on a swimming suit called a bikini.

They actually swim in these?

Gareth laughed. Not really. The most attractive women walk around in these and let the young men ogle. If you were to go there, in a bikini, the vain starlets would learn what true beauty is all about.

In his mind Chiu reached down and touched the small tie on the string bikini. Tell me. Would you ogle me if I were to wear one of these?

At the very least. Gareth returned, blushing.

Gareth sat up straighter in his seat as the carriage clattered down the cobblestone street toward the wharf. The sun stood just over the eastern horizon, and the puddles alongside the road were skimmed with glistening ice. Shop owners were just opening their doors, but already the scents of pies and breads mingled with the standard harbor smells. “That’s the Spray!” He shouted in an excited voice. “I’d know the set of her rigging anywhere.”

Chiu squinted her eyes and frowned. “You should tell the coachman to hurry. It looks as though they’re making ready to sail.”

Gareth touched the coachman’s back, and as he turned whispered a few words to him. The man popped his whip and the horse broke into a canter. Turning back, Gareth noticed men in the Spray’s rigging, loosening the sails.

Captain Duras Evvos was facing away from the boarding ramp as they arrived, his angry voice carrying across the docks like oil sliding across the surface of a pond. The first mate, a heavyset man with a scar running down his left cheek made to stop them from boarding, but hesitated, his eyes going wide. Gareth put his finger to his lips. The first mate’s face split into a wide grin, a truly horrible sight, as he turned to the captain.

“Capin’?” He said, touching Captain Evvos on the shoulder. “There be some people here wantin’ to talk to ye.” The shouting captain ignored him. “It’s the owner of the Spray, Sir.”

That got the captain’s attention, and Evvos spun, his eyes wide. “Gareth!” He shouted in the man’s ear as he gave Gareth a rib-cracking bear hug. “And Miss Chiu, and Miss Lyndra too. I thought ye were all dead.” He shot Wokeg, in his human shape, a frown.

“The stories were greatly exaggerated. We are somewhat harder to kill than that.”

Evvos turned and began barking rapid-fire orders. “Where are your things?” He asked, turning back to Gareth.

Gareth pointed to the small pile of backpacks and weapons. “That’s it. We sold our camels, camping gear, and boat.” He gave Evvos a slow wink. “Speaking of sales, how are things going?”

Evvos rolled his eyes. “You are a rich man, Mister Gareth. There is a bag of gold in the owner’s cabin for spending money. The rest, several hundredweight, are in a bank in Puasheehchester.”

Gareth frowned. “You were supposed to have a steamship by now to replace the Spray.”

Evvos gave a deep chuckle. “The Senator was having some trouble getting the government to cough up the seed money for development. The boat was half done.”

“The government?” Gareth growled. “I gave him money specifically for the new steamship.”

Evvos’ grin widened. “He wouldn’t take it. Said the government owed you.”

Gareth turned and glared at Chiu. “Your father is a stubborn man!”

“Remind you of someone?” She replied sweetly.

Gareth’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “Yeah… his daughter.”

Evvos coughed politely. “If you will take yer things below, we’ll shove off. We have a full load for Oseothan.” He looked at the four companions, and frowned. “How do you want to arrange things, below decks?”

Gareth frowned for a moment as he tried to figure what Evvos was talking about, but Chiu, smiling, answered for him. “Wokeg, the young man, can berth with the rest of the crewmen.” Her blue eyes were sparkling. “The rest of us will have to make due with things the way they are.” Her face was serene, while Gareth and Lyndra blushed furiously.

“Ahhh, have it yer way, Miss Chiu.” Captain Evvos replied with a knowing grin. “The owner’s cabin is unoccupied.” Gareth glanced at Lyndra, giving the woman a resigned wink as he followed Chiu’s back down the companionway.

Gareth stood at the stern taffrail, watching the still waking city slide astern. Xoln could have been based on ancient Rhodes on his 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 chill offshore breeze stiffened, leaning the Spray further as she plunged through the coastal swells and out into the Great Ocean. Gareth took a deep breath, enjoying the rich scents of the sea, and grinned. This, more than anything else, reminded him of sailing with his father when he was a boy. He was still smiling as Captain Evvos came up to stand beside him.

“Did ye accomplish what ye set out to do?” Evvos asked as his eyes scanned both the ship and the ocean before him. “Ye been gone a long time.”

“We reached Zubrihn, met the Eye and discovered certain truths.” Gareth chuckled. “It was a rude awakening.”

Evvos shot him a quick look. “And now?”

“And now…” Gareth repeated with a grimace. “Now I have to decide whether I want to commit my life to what may be a fool’s errand.”

The scruffy captain studied the horizon for a few long moments. “If ye don’t chose the errand, what be the worst that will happen?”

“Every person, plant and animal on the planet will die.” Gareth replied in a nonchalant voice.

Evvos barked a laugh. “Ohhhh! Is that all? I thought it was…” He glanced at Gareth’s face and his voice faltered as his face paled. “…serious.” He finished in a whisper. “Yer not kiddin’ are ye?”

“Nope. I wish I were.”

“Where are ye off to now?”

Gareth’s chuckle was dry as dust. “I wish I knew.”

Evvos just stared at him, like you would stare at a mad dog. “We’re so screwed.”

Gareth laughed aloud this time. “I couldn’t agree with you more. Every morning I look in the mirror, and say that very thing.”

“What happened to yer sayin’ about a positive mental attitude?” Evvos growled.

Gareth turned to face him fully. “Can you think of a single positive thing to say about this situation?”

Evvos thought about it for a moment, and then a mischievous light seemed to shine from his dark eyes. “The ox is slow, but the Earth is patient.”

Gareth’s eyes flew wide, and his jaw hung open. After a moment he began to laugh, sinking to the deck as tears rolled down his cheeks, his back against the taffrail. Finally, when he could regain his composure he asked, “Where the hell did you hear that?”

Evvos rubbed his jaw and looked thoughtful. “Kiang Sai-Bo told me a story. Said you once heard this back where you come from; a play er something called High Road to China.”

Gareth chuckled, remembering the old movie. “I did say that. Kiang is one of the smartest men I know and rarely forgets anything you say.” They stood in companionable silence for a long while, watching the water flow by the sleek hull, and the antics of the sea gulls. The red striped sails stood out starkly against the dark water and the ship was leaning so far that the end of the long main yard was brushing the wave-tops as they flew past. “What course are we bound for?” Gareth asked at last.

Evvos replied immediately. “Straight south from Xoln fer a week, then turn east. At this speed it should put us in Buclite in two to three weeks.” He turned his speculative look on Gareth. “Git yerself some sleep. All of you look tired.”

Gareth nodded. “It has been a very long journey and we’re all beginning to get worn-out and cranky.” He slapped the Captain’s shoulder in a friendly manner. “It’s good to see you again, and be back aboard the Spray.” He turned toward the companionway. “I think I’ll just lie down for a while.” In the owner’s cabin Gareth found the large bed already occupied. He stared down at the two sleeping women for a moment, considered being a gentleman and then took off his boots, adding them to the two other pair lined neatly against the wall, and stretched out between Chiu and Lyndra, both of whom appeared to be edge sleepers.

Nine days later, two full days after the Spray had made her turn east, a vast rumble woke Gareth from a deep sleep in which he was dreaming of slumbering with an octopus. Chiu and Lyndra jerked awake and sat up, blankets clutched to their chins.

“It’s an undersea earthquake.” Gareth confirmed, grabbing for his pants. “Depending on how close we are to shore, the earthquake could generate a tsunami.”

Chiu’s face paled. “I know that word. It means, literally, harbor wave. In reality it means death.”

Gareth was tugging on his boots. “Get dressed, and put your most valuable things in your pockets.” That said, he slipped the Colt into its waterproof holster and sealed the flap, then snapped the sheath on the kukri before tightening the belt around his waist. “Get up on deck as soon as you can.” He went to say more and stopped at the sight of the two women dancing around in the chill room trying to get dressed. The underwear they wore didn’t cover much, and Gareth wished there was more time.

Catching his thought, Chiu turned to face him, her cheeks red. “You really do have poor timing.” She grumbled. Turning for the stairwell, Gareth sighed, then sprinted up the stairs to the quarter deck three at a time. He froze when he reached the top.

“What are you doing?” He shouted to Captain Evvos.

The captain frowned. “Turning south into the land and safety.”

“Blödes Arschloch!” Gareth cursed. “In a case like this you head for deep water. If there is an earthquake and landslide out there.” He pointed north, to the open ocean. “A wave will be generated. The wave could easily be three hundred meters high, and it travels along the sea bed. If the ocean is four hundred meters deep out there,” he pointed again, “you won’t notice the wave. If you are close to land the wave will rise up as it hits shallower water and…”

Captain Evvos grabbed the ship’s wheel and began yanking and yelling at the same time. “Turn the damned ship north!”

The helmsman looked at him as if he were a madman. “But ye just said…”

“I don’t care what I just said.” Evvos bellowed. “Turn north.”

The Spray slowly came about and with the help of the stiff west wind, began to gather speed. There was a vast rumble in the distance, and to the north in the silvery darkness a mountain began to rise up out of the water. “Scheiße!” Gareth whispered. “Heaven help us. Helmsman, don’t head directly into the wave. Run up the front diagonally as it comes on us.” He glanced at Evvos. “It will take all of us on the wheel to hold her.” Evvos just nodded, taking the other side of the wheel. The helmsman looked scared, but there was no place for him to run.

Gareth heard a gasp, and caught a glimpse of Chui out of the corner of his eye. “Go back into the cabin and secure yourselves as best you can. This may be a little bumpy.” He shouted out to her over the growing roar. Chiu disappeared.

The wave began to lift the speeding boat, and at the same time the wind began to howl, filling the sails to bursting and hurling the Spray up the face of the oncoming wave. Glancing over his shoulder, far below he could see the rapidly approaching island. The wheel groaned under his hands, as the three men fought with all their might to control the vessel. Gareth blinked when they went up and over the crest of the wave so fast they dropped with a crash on the other side.

“Hurensohn!” Gareth growled when he saw where they were heading. “Turn toward the island!”

“What?” Captain Evvos and the helmsman replied in unison.

“We’re going to land in the trees on the island. If we hit sideways, we’ll be smashed to flinders, and nobody will survive.” Without further disagreement they pulled, and the Spray began to turn. At one point the mainmast groaned and snapped with the sound of a cannon shot, falling with the rigging over their port side. Gareth felt the jerk of the dragging rigging, and the boat came around even more, now pointing directly at the island. Gareth watched in something like slow motion as the dwindling wave hurled the Spray like a javelin into a thick wall of pine and coconut trees, with a crash like thunder…

Something was poking him in the back, just under the ribs on his left side. Gareth opened his eyes and blinked. “Scheiße.” He groaned and shut his eyes again. The branch-littered ground lay ten meters below him. Hanging there with nothing better to do, he started a slow appraisal of his current condition. Wiggling fingers and toes, he discovered that the only serious problem seemed to be a broken left arm, and a general headache that ran from head to foot. Turning as best he could he discovered that the broken stub of a branch on his left side had caught in his equipment belt, holding him suspended in the air while it jabbed him in the back. With the exception of the wind in the treetops, the woods were quiet. Gareth took a deep breath, and slowly worked the belt away from the branch with the fingers of his good arm. Suddenly he was falling. Pain flashed through his broken arm as he bounced off a lower branch with a crash, and the world went black.

It was amazing that he hurt even more than before. He lay there for some time, the taste in his mouth reminding him ungently that he’d thrown up from the pain, somewhere along the way. He opened his eyes, and was greeted with the sight of his left arm, a jagged section of his bloody radius sticking out into the air. He frowned. It’s not supposed to be like that. He thought groggily. He stifled a scream as he rolled into a sitting position, injured arm cradled in his lap. Pieces of mast, rigging, and sail lay scattered around him, and working very slowly, he managed to cut enough torn sail with his boot knife to fashion a crude sling for his arm. With his back to a tree he discovered that standing was an adventure all in itself. In the distance he heard voices and thought seriously about calling out, but he lacked the energy. Moving slowly from tree to tree, he headed in the general direction of people. Catching the sound of a woman’s voice, he speeded up to a crawl.

Chiu looked up from bandaging Lyndra’s head when Gareth staggered out of the woods. “Gareth!” She called out in relief, and even from this distance he could see the tears in her eyes. He gave her a lopsided grin. It was the best he could do, at the moment. “You look terrible. What’s wrong with your arm?”

He leaned against the battered broken hull of the Spray to keep from falling. She would never ride the waves again, he was sure. “I broke my arm, I think. The bone is poking out into the air.”

Her eyes went wide, and she quickly tied off Lyndra’s bandage. “Let me see that.” She pointed to a barrel sitting on the ground. “Sit there.”

“Why don’t I just sit down right here?” Gareth coughed, spat out a bloody wad and slowly slid down the hull to sit on the ground.

Chiu’s brow furrowed as she removed his sling. “I can heal minor things like cuts and bruises and arrow wounds, but this is beyond me.” She bit her lip. “You may have a broken rib too.” Fear welled in her eyes. “I don’t know what to do for you.”

Gareth felt his consciousness pulsing in and out. “Ask Athena for help.” He managed to get out. “She got me into this mess, she can pitch in and lend a hand.”

“But…” Chiu hesitated. “I don’t worship Athena.”

Gareth chuckled and winced. “I don’t either, but she keeps an eye on us.”

He saw Chiu shrug. “It’s worth a try.” The battered dark-haired woman looked up at the rapidly lightening sky. “Athena, we need your help. Gareth has been hurt and… wait, don’t take…”

For Gareth the entire world went white, and mercifully, his pain disappeared. So, this is what it’s like to die. He mused.

“You aren’t dead.” Athena said from the whiteness. “But you gave it a good shot. I was wondering when you were going to finally call on me. You are a very stubborn man.”

Gareth was lying on a white floor in a white room. Under him the material was both cushioning and resilient. A tall and lovely woman was sitting beside him in a Carved Louis XVI Walnut Fauteuils chair with soft blue upholstery. For some reason Gareth didn’t think it was a reproduction.

“You didn’t hire me to be a whiner.” He replied, sitting up. She shook her head, and smiled.

“Repairing you was no big deal. You had all the pieces this time, so I didn’t have to make anything from scratch.”

“I remember.” Gareth replied sourly. “That tsunami really threw a wrench in our plans.”

Her smile didn’t waver, and her expression was mysterious. “Not as big as you might think.”

“Okay, be all mystical on me. We need to talk about The City that Time Forgot.”

“Later.” She murmured in a calm voice. “Your friends need you right now. I’ve stepped in and helped, a little. Lyndra had a concussion and Chiu, bless her heart, simply didn’t have the magical strength to do what was needed.”

Gareth pushed himself to his feet, and noted that his bloody ripped clothes had been replaced. “You said those things like they were in the past tense.”

Her violet eyes were sparkling. “You know, I believe you’re right.” Her laugh was low and warm. “I will speak with you later, my Gareth.”

He gave her a bow and a smile. “Thank you for everything.” Then he grinned impudently. “You should know that you’re even more lovely than I pictured you in my mind, and I have a vivid imagination.” The room turned white once again.

Chiu was already standing as he walked out of the woods, and he saw her jaw fall open. The air in the clearing smelled of pine, from the many broken branches, and blood. “Gareth?” She came forward hesitantly, and as she came closer she reached out a slender finger to touch his cheek. “What is this?” Her voice was a whisper.

He frowned and touched his own cheek, thinking that it didn’t feel any different. “What does it look like?”

Her blue eyes were wide. “It looks like an inverted V, slightly larger than my thumbnail and the color of blood.”

Unconsciously rubbing his repaired left arm, he looked into the distance, seeing nothing. “The inverted V is the symbol of the Spartan warriors, possibly some of the greatest fighting men who ever lived.” His smile to Chiu was wan. “I think Athena is trying to tell me something.” He grinned at Lyndra, who was slowly pulling off the bandage Chiu had wrapped around her head.

“Wait!” Chiu exclaimed, moving to stop the woman. “You’ll hurt yourself.”

“No she won’t.” Gareth added to Lyndra’s wide eyes. “Athena performed a few repairs, and minor upgrades to us. Lyndra, your concussion is better, and Chiu…” Gareth grinned at the dark-haired woman. “Athena is quite pleased with you. You may find that your abilities have been enhanced, somewhat.”

Chiu gave him a long look. “What about you?”

“Oh, she patched me up, gave me a new set of clothes and a new tattoo.”

Chiu’s look soured. “I suspect her modifications went deeper than that.”

Gareth sighed. “Yeah, me too. Athena likes to… meddle.” Touching the broken hull of the Spray, Gareth looked sadly at the boat. “Our boat will never sail again.” A low groan from the bushes made him turn. The groan quickly became a string of sulfurous curses, and Gareth smiled. “Duras, is that you?”

“Is that you, Gareth?” A scratched hand thrust its way into the air. “Gimme a hand, will ye?”

Gareth grabbed that hand and pulled, half dragging former Captain Evvos to his feet. “It’s good to see you survived, my friend.”

Duras fingered a gash on the side of his face. “If ye can call this survived.” He frowned at Gareth. “You look pretty spry.”

Gareth returned a flat look. “I had some help.” He said, fingering his new tattoo.

Duras sagged when he saw the Spray, lying broken among the trees. “She were a good boat.” Men were dropping off the broken hull to lie groaning on the ground. Most were injured to a greater or lesser extent, and only a few were walking under their own power. “Av ye seen our helmsman?”

Gareth shook his head. “I woke up in a tree out there.” He pointed to the dense woods beyond the boat. He frowned, remembering something Athena had said, and turned to look at Chiu. “You had better take a look around. Something Athena said to me leads me to believe that things aren’t all they seem hereabouts.”

Chiu rolled her eyes, but quickly changed into a small agile sparrow, and darted off into the shadows. Gareth and Evvos turned to the wrecked boat, and began to assist the sailors out, setting the most injured aside for treatment once Chiu returned. It the middle of the clearing someone had had the foresight to build a large bonfire. A scream off in the woods to the right made Gareth whirl, hand reaching for his Colt. A small bird shot out of the shadows, morphing back into Chiu before it had even touched the ground.

“You’d better make a bigger fire. Something is coming out of the woods.”

“The screaming?” He asked, drawing the Colt and flipping it on.

“It seems that there was a pirate ship caught in the tidal wave also. The crew was ashore getting wood to make repairs when the things found them first.”

“But, what are…” Gareth stopped as something low and gray, the size of a large pig humped out of the woods. He found himself staring. “You have got to be kidding! Killer slugs from outer space?” The thing raised small black eyes set on long waving stalks and leaped three meters to attach itself to the leg of a limping seaman. The man fell, screaming and beating at the thing attached to his leg.

“What the…” Evvos began, but Gareth’s shout drowned him out.

“Lie very still.” He called to the struggling seaman as he raised the Colt. His thumb flicked the weapon to single shot and he pulled the trigger as soon as the targeting reticle lit. The deafening crack echoed in the clearing, and the slug vanished in a cloud of green goo, too fine to even call entrails. The seaman swiped at his leg to reveal that the slug had already eaten through the sailor’s heavy pants, and was beginning to work on the flesh beneath. Despite the wound, the man moved very rapidly back to the safety of the fire. Four more gray shapes slid out of the woods, and some smart person tossed a torch in their direction. The leading slug reared up and hissed at the flames.

“Throw more torches men!” Evvos called, grabbing a burning brand himself. One of the slugs began to screech in pain as a burning branch touched its back and turning, headed back the way it came. Renewed screaming and crashing came from the pirates in the woods. More torches arched, and more slugs began to shriek. Gareth wrinkled his nose as the smell of burning meat began to fill the clearing. In a short time the slugs were gone, several leaving long trails of slimy glistening ichor from their burns. In the distance the screams of the pirates were growing shrill and desperate.

“She looks like a brigantine.” Evvos muttered as he peered through the leaves and down the mountainside at the lean ship that lay at anchor in the bay below them, a half cable from shore. He rubbed his bristled jaw. “She’s a pirate ship I’ve heard of named the Ranger. Cain’t remember her captain. It looks as though her masts are sound, but her yards and sails took a real beating.” He frowned down at the ship. “Unless me eyes deceive me, it looks as though her rudder is carried away.” A smile slowly worked its way up his weathered face. “Well, well, well.” The smile Gareth returned was just as pitiless. “All we need now is…” He stopped as a single small boat put out from the shore, where two other boats were beached on a small spit of white sand; three men rowing madly. When they were fifteen meters from shore a lone sailor burst out of the foliage, screaming, while he beat at something that had attached itself to his shoulder. Stumbling, he fell in the sand, struggled for a moment to get back to his feet and fell face down, the sand around him slowly turning a sodden red. “Look at the gold piping on his coat.” Evvos reflected sadly. “That be the captain, I’m thinking.”

Gareth was studying the brigantine through the digital pistol sight. “All I can see is four men aboard the ship. How many would you guess it takes to sail a ship like that?”

“Ten minimum, and more likely twelve.” Evvos replied slowly.

Gareth smirked. Chiu, we could use your assistance on the other side of the island.

Through trial and error, he and Chiu had determined the limit of their mental link at a dozen kilometers, far greater than the width of the tiny island.

I can’t carry many weapons. Came the immediate reply.

All I need is your smiling face.

You con artist. Gareth suddenly had the impression of beating wings, and in just a few moments Chiu flared to a landing by his side. She gave him a quizzical look, raising a single eyebrow.

He gave her a wide smile in return, “We found a ship to get us home.” and glanced over his shoulder.

Chiu followed the direction of his gaze, and gasped when she recognized the battered flag flying from the stern. “That’s a pirate ship! You’re not going to commandeer another pirate ship, are you?”

Gareth gave her a wink. “Why, my dear, it’s what we do best. We’re going to walk down that beach toward the boats. Along the way you will change into a saber toothed tiger, you can managed that, can’t you, and I will incinerate their poor former captain and the slug that killed him. Then we will row out to the Ranger and take their surrender.”

Her eyebrows had crawled up to her hairline. “Just like that?”

“Just like that. I will offer them life and their freedom, in exchange for their ship. We’ll put in at Buclite for repairs, and the former pirates will be encouraged to go. Captain Evvos will have a new command, and can hire any crew he needs.” Gareth crossed his arms, looking smug.

Chiu shook her head. “I think I’m going to throw up if you get any more self-satisfied.”

“I take satisfaction in the small things that I can manage,” Gareth replied, his face going serious, “because I know the really big things are so far out of my control that I don’t even know what the game is anymore.”

Chiu sighed. “A saber toothed cat… right…. like the ones we saw up at Zuebrihn?”

“Yup. You managed an ogre one time, so this should be no sweat.”

Chiu was frowning in concentration. “This thing out-masses an ogre, so be quiet.”

Evvos was staring open-eyed as Chiu very slowly flowed into the form of Smilodon Populator, the legendary saber toothed tiger. Colored like a leopard from Gareth’s time, the cat turned slowly, ears flattening to its skull and growled so low in its throat that Gareth felt it in his bones more than he heard it. Without thinking about it, he took a step backward. “Chiu?” He asked, swallowing.

Oh I like this! Chiu’s voice said in his mind. I feel positively invincible. Taking a quick step forward, she licked Gareth’s face, stropping him from chin to hairline. Her blue eyes narrowed, and she growled again. You. She said very deliberately. Taste good.

Gareth took another step backward. Hold on there, girl. He said hastily. You might have a hard time explaining to your father how, exactly, you came to eat your fiancé.

Kiang would understand. She replied flatly, as she took a short bound, pinning Gareth to the ground. Gareth was a tall, at one hundred and eighty two centimeters, and well-built man at eighty five kilograms. The cat standing over him was easily twice his size and nearly three times his weight. The cat sniffed at him. Are you sure that you can’t change into a cat like this? Gareth could feel the heat from her body.

I never tried. He admitted.

I might be mistaken, but I think this body is about to go into heat.

Gareth shut his eyes. “Scheiße!” He muttered aloud. “Scheiße, Scheiße, Scheiße. Get yourself under control, young lady. We have a job to do.”

The cat took one more protracted sniff, beginning at Gareth’s toes, pausing once at his crotch, and ending at his hairline, and sighed. As you wish.

Gareth tried to ignore the goosebumps that ran up his spine as the three casually strolled down the white beach toward the remaining boats. As they neared the remains of the former pirate captain, he noted that the slug on the man’s shoulders had doubled in size, and was now the color of blood, rather than its former sickly gray. The corpse, on the other hand, looked shrunken and shriveled. Drawing the Colt, Gareth flipped the fire control to three shot burst and squeezed the trigger. The body and the slug disappeared in a red fog as an explosion of sound blasted their ears, echoing across the bay. At his side, Chiu shook her massive feline head. Gareth and a human Chiu stepped into the small cutter, just before Evvos pushed them out into the water, after which he jumped aboard, scrambling to his place at the oars. They stopped just out of bowshot, and Gareth called out.

“Ahoy the Ranger!” A half dozen pale men lined the rail. “I’d like to discuss the terms or your surrender.” He shouted.

“Yer bloody daft!” A large man with a bandage around his head called back. “We have the ship and we have the men!”

Gareth smiled. “You have a broken ship with no yards and no rudder, and you have a total of seven men. You know as well as I do that seven men cannot manage a ship this size, even if it were seaworthy.” He glanced back at the remaining boats on the beach. “We have a dozen men, and you conveniently left us a roomy pinnace. Between the cutter and the pinnace we could sail on to Buclite and leave you here for the slugs to eat. I, however, prefer to sail in a bit more comfort. Our own boat was damaged beyond repair, but we do have several serviceable yards, spare sails and a complete rudder including the pintle and grudgeon. In return for your help in setting this ship to rights, I will hire you as crew and pay you good wages until we reach Buclite. Then you will be paid off as honest seamen and released. Those of you who chose may remain with us to Oseothan, and share in the profits when we sell the cargos from both ships.”

The big man at the railing shouted back. “Bloody hell! We won’t give up our ship or our cargo. We’ll fight to the death.” The men to his right and left shot him a dubious look.

“Ohhh?” Gareth called mildly, pulling out the Colt. Flipping it to single shot, he sighted on the railing a meter to the big man’s right and squeezed off a shot. The railing exploded with a deafening crack, and the man jerked his arm back with a curse, pulling at the slivers in the back of his hand. “I could have killed you just as easily.”

The man drew his sword. “Do yer damnedest! We’ll fight ye till…” Whatever else he’d been about to say was cut off when two sailors grabbed their spokesperson, and tossed him over the railing.

“Come ahead.” A new voice called. “The ship is yours. The rest of us would prefer to live a little longer, thank you. Pirating isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

“A wise move.” Gareth called up to the whip thin sailor, as he nodded to Evvos on the oars. As they passed the sputtering, half-drowned seaman who’d first addressed them, Gareth spoke to the half dozen sailors at the railing. “Fish this man out of the water and clap him in irons in the hold. When we leave we’ll put him in the gig and set him free. If he’s creative and lucky he’ll survive.”

The thin sailor’s laughter was filled with malice. “I would be happy to. Our former first mate wasn’t a very humane man.”

Stepping up onto the deck of the Ranger, the first thing Gareth noted was the bony wasted look on all the crewmen. Their cheeks and eyes were sunken, and he could easily count every rib on every man. The ship smelled of death. “Are you a little short of food?” He asked, seeing that the galley fire was out.

The thin man laughed again. “Ain’t ad much besides moldy biscuits fer days now, and the wave put paid to what remained o them. Water was rancid. There were a few bottles of wine, but the capin’ and the first mate kept them fer theyselves.”

Gareth shuddered. “I think I can help there.” One of the remarkable things Gareth had discovered about Eldenworld was the central computer that monitored all the inhabitants of the planet, would provide whatever was wanted, within reason, as long as the requester spoke the request in ancient Latin. Weapons were out of the question, as well as high tech items like radios, but food and clothing was acceptable. To Gareth it felt like magic. He thought for a moment before he spoke. Three items appeared on the deck: a ten liter barrel of ale, a thirty liter cask of fresh water, and on top of it a large steaming pot of stew. Gareth smiled. “I’ll let you gentlemen eat before we begin touring the ship.” Gareth frowned. “What’s your name, by the way?”

“Tarron, my Lord.” The man replied, bowing awkwardly.

Gareth sighed. “Tarron, I’m not a lord.”

“But yer a wizard. I saw you create food out of the air.” The seaman protested.

“I know how to do a few things you don’t. I’m still just a man.” He glanced at Chiu who was standing silently at his side. “This young lady is the one who is really special. She is, you see, my familiar.” Tarron’s eyes went round as Gareth turned to Chiu. “If you would, go back to the Spray and tell them that we have a ship. They can spend the night here, if they hurry, and tomorrow we can begin making repairs.”

“Did you know this was going to happen?” She asked seriously.

“I didn’t know, but I hoped.” Gareth admitted. “Call it an act of faith. There is something else going on here. I can feel it.”

“Athena?”

“No, although Athena is a part of it. Call her a bigger cog in the grand machine. We’re just the smallest cogs at the bottom of the heap.”

“Humphhh.” Chiu snorted, nodding at the seamen clustered around the pot of stew. “They are the smallest cogs. You and I and Evvos and my father are slightly larger cogs.” She was frowning as she flowed into the shape of a small hawk, darting off the deck and into the sky.

With a grin on his face, Gareth turned back to Tarron. “You’d better fill your bowl,” He said, glancing at the crowd of hungry seamen filling their bowls from the steaming pot. “or you will go hungry again.”

Tarron returned the grin as he picked up his own bowl and wooden spoon. “Traveling with you could be more exciting than being a pirate.” He began shoveling the thick fragrant mixture out of the pot and into his bowl until it was heaped.

Gareth gave him a quiet chuckle. “You have no idea.”

With a spanker, mainsail, and foresail made from the striped sails of the wrecked Spray, the thirty two meter, one hundred and fourteen ton Ranger looked… odd as she pulled away from the island that had nearly been her downfall. Retrieved from the Spray, the dark blue flag with a single large five pointed white star in the center, a nod to the southern city in which Gareth was born, flew from the stern. Just behind the boat a small gig with a single occupant pulled dejectedly toward shore, a barrel of water and a side of beef at his feet. The bloated red sun was rising over a moderate ocean, turning the sea the color of copper. Captain Evvos stood behind seaman Tarron at the ship’s wheel, his hands behind his back; a smile of contentment playing at the corner of his mouth. The crews of both ships had worked for eight days, even with the help of the massive Wokeg in his ogre form, to shift stores, rudder, yards, sails, and cargo from the wrecked Spray to the Ranger and now, repairs finished, they were finally under way.

Buclite, on the north coast of the realm of Pellonon was a typical seaport; beat-up, rundown, and smelling vaguely of dead fish and chamber pots. Close to where he’d first arrived in Eldenworld, Buclite was comfortably familiar. The Captain’s Barge, when he finally saw it, showed faint signs of yellow paint on the clapboards. A chipped and faded sign in the shape of a rowboat swung dispiritedly in the light cold breeze. Nothing that he could see about the inn had changed in the least… Gareth frowned when he realized that it was coming up on two years that he’d been on Eldenworld.

The innkeeper looked up from wiping his counter, his eyes widening in recognition as Gareth walked up. “I’m so sorry sir.” He almost stammered. “Ye were here once before, an all we had was cow then too.” The man seemed to shrink into his soiled apron. Gareth smiled.

“You’ve a good memory. What did I ask for that time?”

The innkeeper’s brow furrowed. “I believe ye wanted a piece of cow this thick.” He held up thumb and forefinger forty millimeters apart. “And cooked rare.”

Gareth grinned. “That would do just fine, friend.” He slapped a small golden coin on the counter, part of the loot from the Ranger, and the innkeeper’s eyes widened. “I’ll need three rooms for several days and meals for four. Captain Evvos will be hiring crewmen for the Ranger, so bear that in mind.”

“The Ranger?” The innkeeper looked scared.

Gareth just smiled. “Don’t worry. She’s under new management. The pirates were disinclined to press the ownership issue when it came right down to it.”

“You…” The innkeeper stammered. “You were the one who took the Spray from the pirates, weren’t you?”

Gareth gave him a sorrowful look. “We were caught in a tsunami and the Spray was wrecked. We needed a ship and made the pirates an offer for the Ranger they couldn’t refuse.”

The innkeeper had turned pale. “Should I ask what the offer was?”

“Probably not.” Gareth returned in a flat voice. “And if you are even thinking of turning us in to the Pirates Guild for a reward,” Gareth’s eyes became glacial, “it’s not worth your life.” He finished in a deadly quiet voice. The innkeeper swallowed and nodded, unable to speak. “Good.” Gareth picked up the keys and headed for the stairs, Chiu at his side.

You’ve stopped looking for the good in people, Gareth. You’re getting hard. Her thought was flat, and he suppressed a sigh.

I suppose I am. I’ve had to deal with crooks and killers so much since I’ve been here I’ve become little better than they.

You need to spend some time around descent people for a change.

He shot her a grin over his shoulder. Do you have anyone particular in mind?

Ohhh, your future in-laws are fairly decent people. She murmured, holding his arm. Her eyes were sparkling.

Hmmmmm. Gareth mused, pretending to be thinking. Kiang is rather stiff-necked, but your mother is a devilishly attractive woman I’d like to get to know better, if you know what I mean.

She punched him in the arm. You leave my mother out of this, you lecher! Her words were hot, but couldn’t disguise the grin on her face.

He unlocked the door to the room, pushing it open with his foot. Do you have any suggestions about who I might turn my affections to? He gave her his best lost little boy look, and she giggled.

Following him in, she shut and locked the door behind her. It just so happens that I do. Lyndra will be out shopping for a while, so…

Ten days later the Ranger cast off from Buclite, bound for Puasheehchester in the realm of Oseothan. With new sails, yards and cordage, she looked a new ship. It might have been his imagination, but to Gareth it felt like a new ship also. The smell of death was gone from the air. Six members of the former pirate crew, all looking tan and much better fed, had all petitioned Gareth to stay with the ship, as honest crewmen. Captain Evvos had spoken against it, but something Chiu had said made him give them a chance. He could see the relief in their eyes when he’d told them his decision. Several of the original crew had to be let go due to their injuries. Gareth slipped each man a few coins to tide them over until their broken bones or wounds were healed. He and Captain Evvos had taken a careful inventory of the pirate loot in the hold, and from the captain’s stunned expression knew that they were all wealthy men… and women. The captain, much to Gareth’s surprise had hired one young girl of twelve as cabin boy, three strapping women as sailors and a bear of a man as a replacement cook to fill out his crew. Now the dolphins cavorted beside the ship to the amazement of the new crewmembers, and fair winds seemed bent on speeding them on their way, league after league, day after day.

“Is it my imagination,” Gareth asked Captain Evvos one fair morning on the wide quarterdeck, “or are we going just as fast as the Spray?” He wiped some of the chill spray off his face with his hand and his tongue tasted salt, for just a moment, and it brought back fond memories of the Chesapeake Bay.

Evvos glanced over the railing, at the frothing waves alongside the sleek hull. “A bit faster, I’d say.”

To their stern the eastern edge of Luxoroth was just disappearing into the distance, and Gareth breathed a sigh of relief. “We should be safe now in deep water.”

“I hope so.” Evvos replied with a growl. “I’d hate to lose this ship too.”

Gareth took a deep lungful of air, relishing the smell of the sea. “How are your new crewmen working out?” Evvos knew exactly who he was talking about, and he actually smiled.

“Milena, my new cabin boy… girl, is actually my sister’s child. She’s been enamored by the sea her whole life, and I finally got tired of the yammering whenever I visited, and offered her the job of cabin boy. My sister wasn’t too happy with me, but Milena will be safe enough with us on this trip, and she may even get the sea-craving out of her system… or not. She’ll know, one way or t’other. The other three women: Pavlina, Zora and Vasilka, were without work and living together to save on expenses.” Evvos looked at the deck and flushed slightly. Gareth had a sudden flash of insight.

“I understand. You don’t have to explain.”

Evvos shot him a grateful look, and continued. “All three had worked on ships at one time or another so they had experience.” He chuckled. “They were a little hesitant, ye might say, about taking the job until they found out there were other women and a girl aboard, and then they literally jumped at the chance.” He glanced aloft to where one of the women was working with two men to take a reef in the flapping topgallant sail. “They’re working out real well.”

“You’re paying them as much as the rest of the crew, aren’t you?” Gareth asked, knowing that pay was always a bone of contention in any crew.

“Well…” Evvos stroked his jaw. “They be only women, so…” Gareth’s eyes narrowed, and surprisingly Evvos laughed. “Of course I’m paying them as much as the former pirate crew. My old crew, the ones who have held fast through thick and thin get a little more. After a couple of runs they’ll all be getting the same pay. That suit you?” He raised a bushy eyebrow, and Gareth laughed.

“It suits.”

Days stretched into weeks, and the wind blew steadily from the west, much to Captain Evvos’ consternation and sense of propriety. Winds in this part of the world, or so he told Gareth, were known to be fickle.

Milena was a shy tow-headed little girl whose skin was rapidly becoming as brown as the rest of the sailors. If the captain had been worried for her safety, he needn’t have been, for the crew took the girl to their hearts and would laugh and joke with her as she scurried about on her duties, but they always kept a close eye on her. The crew kept a close eye on their other three new female crewmates, for an entirely different reason. Chiu was quick to point out that the three women in question seemed to be enjoying the attention immensely.

Gareth, on the other hand, viewed the approach to Oseothan with something like dread, and began spending more and more time away from Chiu, ensconcing himself in the windy fo'c'sle, or forecastle deck at the very front of the ship. He knew that if he didn’t get some satisfactory answers to his questions soon, he would be back on his old Earth, or on the next ship out… alone.

Fifteen days later, as the sun touched the western horizon the glowing city of Puasheehchester, in the Realm of Oseothan, slid into view. He knew that Chiu, standing beside him could feel his shoulders sag.

I hope. She said quietly in his mind. That you resolve your problem soon. You’ve been a bear the past several weeks.

He didn’t bother turning. I know, and I’m sorry about that. One of the first things I have to resolve when we get ashore is a showdown with Athena. I need to know what’s going on, and I need to know if I have any chance at all of succeeding. I know you think I’m foolish at times, and reckless, but I don’t want to throw my life away if there’s no chance I’ll solve her problem. He gave an angry snort. I’d rather go back to my dirty mean little world and live my life out normally, without the chance of getting eaten by something or other. I’ll be long gone by the time the world dies.

He felt Chiu tremble. Can I go with you to meet Athena?

This time he did turn. It probably won’t be very pleasant.

Nonetheless, I’d like to go. If you go back to your Earth maybe I can go with you… She let the sentence trail off.

He gave her a long look. You wouldn’t be happy there, Chiu. Picture eight billion of the meanest most self-centered humans you can imagine living on the world, breeding like bedbugs and consuming all the resources available. That’s my world.

You’re exaggerating. She snapped. It couldn’t be that bad.

You’re right. He slumped. It’s probably worse, because the world is divided into various religious gangs that get great enjoyment out of slaughtering each other in the name of their various loving gods. I’m surprised Athena didn’t do away with us long ago.

The color slowly drained from Chiu’s face when she realized he was completely serious. But… you aren’t like that. Her thought sounded desperate.

Gareth let out a disheartened chuckle. Yeah. I’m such a saint that I voluntarily killed people for money, under the thin veneer of patriotism. I was known as a soft touch, however, and when we happened across something in the marines that needed a bleeding heart, the Lieutenant would call me. Gunny, I need you to go save Private Desjardin. Gunny, go check for survivors in that building. Gunny, rather than just blowing everything up, go and see if they want to surrender. Shaking his head, he laughed. Just ignore me and ignore what I said. I’m having a particularly bad month.

Chui was quiet for several long moments. That may all be true, but why are you here, then? Why risk your life to save a world that should, by your own admission, be erased?

Silence stretched as he considered his answer. My world was totally screwed up. He began slowly. But it did have some good, very good people in it. In the end it was the people of my world who created this world, and there are a lot of good people here who deserve to be saved. Even the really bad ones deserve a second chance. That’s why I’m here, but I won’t commit suicide on a hopeless task. Chiu squeezed his arm, a little smile on her face. Don’t get carried away with the thought of our wedding, my dear. If I don’t get the answers I want from Athena I won’t be returning.

The sapphire in her eyes was as hard as rock. Make that we won’t be returning. Wherever you go, you will need your familiar.

He let out a low laugh. You won’t let me feel sorry for myself one little bit, will you?

Her returning smile was dangerous. Not even one. She agreed.


Chapter 3

THE YEUGATE

Work on the main deck came to an abrupt stop when two seagulls dipped out of the darkening sky, flaring their wings to land on the quarterdeck, morphing quickly into Kiang and Shaw Sai-Bo; Chiu’s mother and father. A bit more accustomed to odd comings and goings, Captain Evvos shouted his crew back to work. Gareth noted with relief that Evvos’ language seemed to be lacking some of its saltier vocabulary. Chiu ran into her parent’s waiting arms and Gareth stood back while the family of shapeshifters became reunited. To his embarrassment, Shaw looked over her daughter’s shoulder and crooked a finger in his direction, indicating that he should join the small intimate group. He thought about ignoring the request, but then one didn’t just ignore Senator Shaw Sai-Bo. Although not reading his thoughts, exactly, Shaw caught his unease as soon as she touched him.

“Is there a problem with the two of you?” She said for his ears alone, cutting right to the chase. Gareth blinked at her abruptness.

“There are no problems between Chiu and I that we can’t solve ourselves.” He decided to be as blunt as Shaw. “The problem lies with Athena, and on the resolution of that problem lies the decision of whether or not I remain on this world.”

It was Shaw’s turn to blink in surprise. “What of Chiu?” She asked simply.

Gareth gave her a crooked smile. “Your stubborn daughter has expressed a desire to go with me, wherever our talk with Athena might lead us.” He gave her a thin smile. “I couldn’t pry her from me with a shoe horn. I know, I tried.”

“But don’t you love her?” Shaw looked confused.

“It’s exactly because I love her that I don’t want her to follow me.”

“And the wedding?” She asked, raising one arched brow.

“If we’re still here Chiu and I will be married. If we aren’t…” He gave her a devilish wink. “We’ll just shack up.”

Shaw frowned. “Shack up?”

“Living with someone without the benefit of having been formally married.”

“Ahhhhh.” Her face said that she understood perfectly.

The Ranger shuddered as the brigantine bumped against the wharf, and a score of sailors jumped to the dock and began to tie the ship off while the rest neatly furled the sails. The early spring breeze carried the hint of the chill winter, but also bore the smell of growing plants, tar, pies cooling on windowsills, and food cooking at the inns. Puasheehchester was the only city Gareth had seen on Eldenworld to have electric lights, and the harbor and storefronts glowed in the deepening night. Police walked the streets in pairs, swinging their nightsticks, looking for all the world like English Bobbies of the nineteenth Century. It was a neat tidy little city, filled with friendly, although non-human people, and Gareth was quite willing to call it home… while he was still here.

Kiang took Shaw’s arm and escorted her down the steep gangway and to the black coach that stood waiting for them. The tall thin Senator helped his wife inside, and then turned to Gareth and Chiu. “Are you coming home tonight? There is room for four more in the carriage.”

Gareth gave the man a gracious nod, and a wide smile. “We would love to, Kiang. If you will wait a moment I will fetch the others, and our bags.” He chuckled. “We don’t have much. Most of our things were lost when the Spray was destroyed.”

“That sounds like an interesting story. Collect your friends, and let’s be on our way.”

“As you wish, Kiang.” Gareth and Chiu turned back to the ship as Kiang entered the carriage.

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 that loomed over them in the near darkness, the impressive driveway was filled with the soft call of night birds. To the right through the trees Gareth saw the familiar vineyard where the Sai-Bo family grew their own grapes and bottled their own wine. 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. Flickering oil lamps, electricity obviously hadn’t made it this far, cast a warm glow on the face of the stark manor. A liveried servant swung the doors open and Gareth helped Shaw and Chiu out as Wokeg, now in his human form, assisted Lyndra.

Kiang was rubbing his hands together as he ascended the stone steps. “I hope you brought a good appetite with you. The cooks knew that you were coming and had a penchant for rare beef.” He laughed when Gareth’s stomach growled.

The thick oak door that could have withstood a siege engine slowly creaked open to reveal a tall uniformed butler, with graying hair and sharp blue eyes. He nodded respectfully to Kiang and Shaw.

Gareth smiled. “Hello I'alen. It’s good to see you again.” He held out his hand, and I'alen, more a major-domo than a doorman raised his eyebrows as he stared at the extended hand. “What’s the matter, my friend? I wash my hands.” His grin widened.

“It’s… it’s just not done, Mister Gareth.” The butler looked affronted.

Gareth was about to withdraw his hand in defeat when Chiu stepped past him and, on her tiptoes, planted a kiss on the Butler’s cheek. She stepped back, smiling, and took Gareth’s arm. The butler no longer looked affronted… he looked stunned.

“Gareth is right, I'alen.” Chiu murmured from Gareth’s side. “Perhaps we’ve been too hidebound for all these years to actually see who our real friends are. I’ve known you since I was born. You are as much a part of our family as Mother, or Father, or Gareth.”

Blushing furiously, I'alen slowly reached out and took Gareth’s hand in a firm handshake. “Thank you, Gareth.” He said slowly. “Thank you, my friend.”

Soft clapping made the three whirl, to see Shaw and Kiang standing in the doorway, giving them a standing ovation with perfectly straight faces. “It took a new set of eyes to show us where we were truly blind.” Shaw said quietly. Taking two gliding steps forward she kissed I'alen gently on the cheek as her husband Kiang took the butler’s hand in both of his in a warm two-handed handshake.

“Welcome to the family, my longtime friend.” Kiang said as quietly as Shaw, who was now staring at Gareth.

“There was a time when we thought we were grooming Shen, Chiu’s older brother, and Qingzhao, her younger sister to be our replacements in the government.” She glanced at her husband; her face unreadable. “It seems our replacements have been presented to us.”

Backing up, Gareth held up his hands. “Dear lady, as much as it honors me, I already have a commitment that is driving me up the wall. There is no way I can or will accept another position. It wouldn’t be fair to me and it wouldn’t be fair to you… or the Realm of Oseothan.”

Shaw glanced at her husband and smiled before turning back. “There are Senators and there are Senators. Kiang and I will remain Senators, pro tem, until such time that your current commitments have been discharged.”

“This is the will of the Nine.” Kiang said at her side.

Gareth frowned. “Are you saying that the ruling Nine are tuned into your thoughts?”

Shaw smiled. “When we invite them. We invited them when we saw where things were going with I'alen. You and Chiu are natural leaders, and you’ll note I didn’t say politicians. You’re both too hot-headed for that.”

Gareth rubbed his suddenly aching temple and shot a look at I'alen, the stunned looking major-domo. “Is there anything to drink around this place? I could really use a shot of something. We both probably could.” Chiu tugged his sleeve and gave him a hot glare. “Oh hell, just bring the bottle and,” he glanced at his family and friends, “seven glasses.”

“What strength liquor, sir?” I'alen’s eyes were sparkling.

Gareth smiled. “Flammable.”

“Very good, sir. I look forward to drinking with you… with all of you.” It was the first time he’d seen I'alen smile as the butler turned and strode out of the room. Beside him Shaw and Kiang looked a little stunned that they’d lost control of the evening.

On his other side, Chiu was trying and failing to stifle a fit of giggling. She looked up at her mother. “Are you sure that you still want Gareth as a son-in-law?” She asked, grinning.

“Oh my yes!” Shaw beamed. “I haven’t had this much fun in ages.” She poked Kiang in the ribs with her elbow. “Things have been a little slow around here lately. Things will pick up even more when we have a few grandchildren running the halls.”

Chiu suddenly went pale, as if she’d just remembered that children were part of being married. Shaw was laughing.

It was a chilly overcast morning when Gareth and Chiu walked out into the gardens. Despite the rowdy atmosphere of the night before, nobody had gotten inebriated and breakfast the next morning was a quiet affair, with each person engrossed in their own thoughts. At his side Chiu held his hand, and he could feel her faint trembling. He stopped in a small arbor.

“This is as good a place as any.” He said, taking a deep breath. “Athena, we need to speak with you. It’s important, and Chiu would like to come along.”

He’d thought that they would appear in the featureless white room again. He blinked and looked around. At his side Chiu let out a little squeak of fear. The isolated beach sat between two rocky jetties, the waxing autumn moon turning the ocean to rippling silver fire. On his cheek, the air was as warm as a lover’s kiss. He’d been here before; it was the place where it all had started: Punta Banda, Ensenada, Mexico, and judging from the moon, at roughly the same time. He felt his heart pound. The moon was back where it should be, as were the various constellations. To the north high in the air he caught the blinking lights of a distant airliner. Swallowing, he sank to the warm beach. He was home again. Twenty first Century Earth. Chiu’s thigh was warm against his as she sat beside him.

“I thought you might find this relaxing.” Athena said in her soft contralto voice from out of the shadows. Gareth felt Chiu twitch.

“We need to talk.” Gareth said bluntly.

“I thought you might.” She seemed to float to the sand before them.

“Where are we??” Chiu’s slightly panicky voice whispered in his ear.

“We’re back on Earth; my Earth, where this all started for me.” Gareth replied slowly.

“As long as one of us knows where we are.” Chiu’s smile was strained.

He turned to look at Athena, who sat relaxed in the warm sand. “Was the Eye right? Do I have to somehow blow up the moon?”

Her violet eyes chilled him, despite the air. “Yes.”

“How?”

“I can’t tell you. Like finding the Eye, you have to discover that for yourself.”

“The Eye said that the Control Center is located in the City that Time Forgot. Is that the truth, and how do I get there?” Gareth was having some trouble keeping the edge out of his voice.

“It is the truth, and I can’t tell you how to get there.” Gareth shut his eyes. “I can tell you that there were five great interconnected cities at one time. They were: Azheles, Brivrelsea, Yuegate, Jafelon and Shsa-Tirion. The city that was called Jafelon is now called The City that Time Forgot.”

“Peachy.” Gareth returned sourly. “Where is Jafelon?”

“I can’t tell you.”

Gareth sighed, getting to his feet and pulling Chiu with him. “Fine.” He said without inflection. “If you’re going to play the game that way, I quit. Find yourself another sucker. I jumped through all the hoops you set out for me, and for what? To get battered, broken and lied to across the whole damn world. Every time I turned around something was trying to eat me! Now I have to find a mystical control center somehow, somewhere and blow up the damn moon? Are you insane? I’ll tell you what will happen. I will try very hard and very bravely, and something very hungry will come along and eat me and I will be very dead, and eventually I will be something coming out of the south end of a north bound monster. The world will cook when the radiation reaches it. End of story. Thank you very much.” He glared at Athena. “In my version I quit and go my merry merry, all happy and shiny, live my life out and die an old man. Maybe my children’s children’s children will be some of those that are smart enough to leave the Earth. I will be long gone so I don’t give a shit. The Earth will still cook.” He vaguely heard a small whimper from Chiu, but he did warn her that it wouldn’t be pleasant.

Athena’s calm composure was cracking. “You can’t quit.”

“Watch me.” Gareth grinned without it ever touching his eyes. “I fulfilled what you wanted me to do when you sent me to Eldenworld. My car is just at the top of that rise, the keys, fifty dollars in cash and my passport hidden in a small compartment in the left hand rear door. My rent is paid until the end of the month.” He pulled out the Colt and flipped on the digital sights. “Colt Industries will give me a fortune for this weapon, and it will put them centuries beyond everyone else in the arms business. Chiu and I can use the money to buy a small inn on the coast up in northern Maine.”

“You can’t quit.” Athena repeated, her voice rising several octaves. “Millions will die.”

“Millions will probably die anyway.” Gareth said roughly.

“Please help!!” Athena’s violet eyes were very wide and shining in the moonlight with unshed tears. “Please save my people. It’s too late to recruit someone else, and none I ever found were as good as you.” She took his hand “Please… I’ll do anything.” She wasn’t even being subtle.

“Tell me where the control center is.”

“I can’t!” She wailed. “I can’t.”

“Well you’d better damned well do something, or I’m out of here, and you can watch the world cook.”

“What do you want?” She was on her knees in front of him.

“What can you do for me?”

Reaching out, she touched his hip. “I can give you such pleasure as you’ve never imagined.” He felt an ecstatic tingle working out from where her fingertips rested and he gasped as he pulled back. “Or I can give you money.”

“I want you to help me survive.” Gareth panted. “Only if I survive will I be able to complete your task.” His chuckle was dry and lacked any mirth. “Money is overrated anyway.”

Something flickered across her face so fast that he would have missed it, if he hadn’t been looking… satisfaction. She stood and reached out more quickly than he could imagine. “Done!” She touched the lambda tattoo on his cheek, and for an instant cold fire washed through his body. Gareth almost fell, and then Chiu was holding his arm. Before him Athena was glowing radiantly, and from the expression on her face Gareth had the sinking feeling he’d done exactly what she wanted him to. “Tell Shaw what I’ve said to you. She will be able to point your way.” She laughed. “It’s a nice night. Stay as long as you like. You know how to get back.” She was gone.

Gareth sank back to the sand, Chiu standing before him, her hands on her hips. “What was that all about?”

Gareth took another deep breath, striving to calm his racing heart. Athena’s touch had been more stimulating than he could ever have imagined. “I had to get her off her ass. I had to get her to do something, to help me.”

Chiu gave a dry snort. “Right. She was about to take you to bed.”

Gareth looked up. “Was she? I don’t think so. I was pushing her to do something for me, while she was pushing me to do something for her. We met somewhere in the middle, I think.”

The dark-haired woman shook her head and sank to the sand at his side. “Why is it always so complicated?”

Gareth sat quietly for a few moments longer, listening to the waves. “I think Athena wants to make us work for our own salvation.”

“Us?”

His smile was crooked. “Okay, me if you will, and the rest of the human race by association.”

Reaching up, Chiu touched his cheek. “You might want to check your definition of the word ‘human’ again. I suspect that you no longer qualify. Your funny upside-down V has changed. In its place is a shield and on the shield a woman’s face,” She frowned, leaning closer. “with snakes in her hair.” Her finger touched his cheek gently, moving slowly toward his jaw. “There is other writing swirling around the shield, but I can’t read it.”

In his imagination Gareth heard the snick of a lock clicking shut. “That’s the Shield of the Aegis. What did she do to me now?” He grumbled to the night breeze.

“I did as you asked.” The voice of Athena whispered in the whirl of the zephyrs. “I helped you to survive.”

“You put the Shield of Athena on my cheek. What’s that all about?”

“In different ages and in different cultures I’ve been known by other names. The shield is mine. If you recall, it has been lent out before.”

To Chiu’s dismay, Gareth leaned back in the sand and laughed. “I should have opted to have sex with you. It’s probably safer.” He heard a growl from Chiu.

Coming out of the warm air, Athena’s voice was sultry. “Are you sure? Aphrodite can be very possessive, you know.”

“Are you implying that you aren’t possessive?”

“Ohhh.” Athena purred. “I am very possessive, as you are just discovering.”

“Scheiße.” Gareth growled under his breath.

“Gareth, Ich kann Deutsch sprechen. I can speak German.” Athena said calmly from the air at his side. She didn’t sound at all upset by his cursing.

Gareth counted to a hundred. “Goodnight Athena.” He said at last.

“Goodnight my Gareth.”

Gareth reached down and began to unlace his boots, and Chiu looked at him curiously. “What are you doing?”

He gave her a wink. “It’s a beautiful warm night on a secluded beach in Mexico. I, my dear, am going swimming.”

“But you don’t have a swimsuit.” Chiu explained slowly.

Gareth removed his socks, and began unbuttoning his shirt. “And your point is?”

“But you… I…” She stopped, swallowed, and began to follow Gareth’s example.

Shaw had just entered the arbor looking for them when Gareth and Chiu arrived, hair still wet from their skinny dipping, pants and shirts sticking to their wet skin. White sand clung to their bare feet, cheeks and hair. Both carried their boots in one hand, while they held hands with the other… and they were laughing.

Shaw’s eyes went very wide. “Chiu? Gareth? Where have you been?” She added as she took in the sand and their generally disheveled look.

“She’s your mother.” Gareth said, looking at Chiu innocently.

“Oh no! It’s your story to tell, mister hero. Go for it.”

Gareth rolled his eyes. “It’s not so much where we were, as when. Chiu and I were swimming on a beach in the country of Mexico, under a waxing autumn moon, thirty-eight thousand years ago. That’s where Athena brought us when I said that I wanted to talk. She thought it would make me feel more comfortable, since it’s the last place I saw before I came here.”

Shaw wasn’t paying any attention to him at the moment, but was instead staring hard at her daughter, and Gareth knew that she was quickly shifting through the younger woman’s memories. Finally she turned back to Gareth, her eyes haunted. “The moon looks as though it’s about to fall from the sky into your lap.” She said in a small voice. “And is the sun really that bright and that yellow?”

Gareth nodded. “We stayed until the sun rose over the eastern mountains.” He shot a glance at Chiu’s slightly pink face. “Your daughter got what we call a sunburn from exposure to our sun for an hour or so. What is coming for this world will be a thousand times stronger, and that’s why I’m doing what I’m doing.” He frowned. “Athena told me to mention that there were five great interconnected cities here at one time. They were: Azheles, Brivrelsea, Yuegate, Jafelon and Shsa-Tirion. The city that was called Jafelon is now called The City that Time Forgot. That’s where I’m headed.”

Shaw shook her head as if to clear the cobwebs. “I’ve heard of The Yeugate before. Four or five hundred leagues north of Molva there are ruins that some claim is The Yeugate. The mountains that way are said to be treacherous. I’ve heard of three or four expeditions heading that way in the past few years. None have returned.”

Gareth looked at Chiu, whose teeth were beginning to chatter from the cold, and then grinned at Shaw. “Athena said that you would point us in the right direction. I guess she was right… again.” Wrapping his arms about Chiu, Gareth’s face took on a far-away look as he turned his thought inward. Soon steam was rising from his clothes and the light blue pallor departed from Chiu’s cheeks.

Shaw looked at him in wonder. “So the stories about your dragon blood are true.”

“Ahhh, yeah.” Gareth looked embarrassed.

“Why don’t you young people come inside, and get out of those wet clothes.” There was a strangely wistful look on the older woman’s face, and Gareth wondered to himself if she might, perhaps, be a little jealous of her daughter’s adventures. “When you’re finished, I can send for the minister and we can discuss your wedding. The cathedral should be free next week.” She said matter-of-factly.

Gareth stumbled, catching his toe on a rock. “Cathedral?” There was a note of panic in his voice, and then an idea struck him from out of the blue. “That won’t be necessary, Shaw.” Both women stopped and turned, glaring at him, one stunned and one suspicious. “I’m sure that Athena would consent to marry us, if I asked nicely.” He gave them a wide smile, while at the same time wondering just exactly where that idea came from. He had certain suspicions. “You have a beautiful little chapel in the west wing of the manor that would fit a few dozen people. That would work nicely. We could always postpone it until after I save the world.” He would have laughed if it weren’t so damnably impossible.

“No more postponements.” There was a definite edge in Chiu’s voice.

“I was thinking of inviting a couple of hundred.” Shaw replied, dismayed.

Gareth’s face hardened. “And I would have preferred myself, Chiu, a Justice of the Peace and two witnesses. This is a good compromise. If Athena can do it, we’ll have the wedding in three days, and be back on the road in six.” He looked over at a stunned Chiu. “If you still wish to come.”

She clutched his arm. “I’m possessive too.” Chiu replied hotly. “I’m not letting you out of my sight because I don’t trust Athena any further than I can throw her. She just wants to get you into bed.”

Gareth winced when he saw Shaw’s face. “It’s a long story.” He apologized. “Maybe we could discuss it over lunch.”

“Lunch?” Shaw blinked. “We’re still having breakfast.”

He laughed. “We’ve been gone eight hours. I don’t know about your daughter, but I’m starved.”

~~~

The river ketch was named the Esa Serin, and was a bonded courier to the Oseothan government. Her entire length of forty-five meters had been converted to cabins, with a small hold amidships for passenger luggage. Fore and aft rigged, she was a stable, wide bodied craft, well suited for shallow river and lake traffic. Her crew of ten seemed sluggish and taciturn, but Shaw had assured him that they would get the job done. Standing in the narrow bow of the boat and despite the spitting sleet, it seemed to Gareth that this was the first time he’d had to relax in the last five days.

The first three days, he smiled to himself, had been a whirl of preparations for the wedding, with Chiu and Shaw being closeted for hours in their preparations. When Shen, Chiu’s older brother along with his wife, and Qingzhao her younger sister with her fiancé, arrived the day before the ceremony, the tears had flowed again, and the four once more disappeared. Gareth sat with Lyndra and Wokeg, making lists of everything they might need in the upcoming expedition. Making the list, he discovered, was easy. Whittling the same list down to what could be loaded onto two packhorses was more difficult. Food and water would be no problem, but thinking of complex sentences in Latin when you were freezing or hanging by your fingertips was unlikely. How, he wondered to himself, did one go about asking for crampons and ice axes in Latin? Athena had visited him the evening before the wedding, and seemed to be harboring a vast laughter as she calmly asked him what he was planning on wearing to the ceremony. He almost broke right then, and started running, but Athena had conveniently locked the doors. He finally settled on the Marine Corps dress uniform. What Athena presented him with, however, was an officer’s uniform, with the twin bars of a captain on his epaulette. She calmly explained that as the sole representative of the USMC left alive on the planet Earth, it was more than appropriate for him to be an officer. With a guilty look on her face she admitted that she’d altered the records back on old Earth to reflect the fact that Gareth had received a battlefield commission to Lieutenant, and a step up to Captain on his involuntary retirement. To Gareth it still felt like cheating, but he found that he was strangely choked up when he donned the familiar uniform.

Walking down the aisle, Chiu looked radiant in her flowing white satin gown, all accomplished without Athena’s help, he’d been told. Her own eyes shown when she took in his dress uniform. Smiling in a benign benediction, Athena began the simple ceremony but afterword, unfortunately, Gareth couldn’t remember a thing until he reached over to turn off the lamp in their bedroom. Beside him Chiu was smiling.

Luckily, he’d given I'alen the list of their requirements before the wedding, so that the confusion afterward wasn’t quite complete.

Shaw touched his shoulder, and he started. “Deep thoughts for the newlywed?” Her voice was light although slightly muffled by the heavy hood she had pulled over her head.

“Oh, you know, the usual thing for a new husband; will my new wife survive the upcoming weeks and not get eaten so that, someday, we can have a real honeymoon? Will we freeze to death in the mountains?” His voice held a bitter edge. “Will we survive to have children?”

“It sounds as though you’re having second thoughts about marriage.” Shaw commented, frowning.

“Oh hell no!” Gareth gave her a wink. “I’m just sorry we came back to Eldenworld is all. Chiu and I might have had a good life on old Earth, and our great, great grandchildren could have gone to the stars. Now, if we fail, it all goes down the drain.”

“If you’re that concerned, I could take Chiu back with me. She will be safe.”

Gareth sighed. “It won’t work for two reasons. The first is that Chui would probably leave me if I left her behind. I’d have no one to come home to. The second is that we’d never get away with it. She would catch up in a day, and make my life pure hell.” His smile lacked any warmth. “You daughter has an exceptionally sharp tongue.”

Under the fur lined hood Shaw looked embarrassed. “I’m afraid that she got that from me.” He saw her chuckle. “I got it from my father, who was a lumberjack.” She stood beside him for a time, watching as the muddy brown Puasheehchester River turned into the steel gray Lake Molva. “We should only have three more days of easy sailing, now that we’re in the lake.” Her voice was low. “The captain will post lookouts for ice flows.”

“There won’t be any problem from ice dragons?”

Shaw gave a delighted little laugh. “Ice dragons? Those are creatures from fairy tale…” Her laughter died when she saw his face.

“Your daughter didn’t tell you what happened to us on the Lake of Shadows?” Gareth asked. Shaw shook her head. “An ice dragon, ice snake really, came up out of the icy lake and dragged the boat down under us. Chiu, I, Lyndra, and Wokeg were the only survivors. After that we knew what to look for, and were able to avoid them. Ice dragons are very real and very hungry. Remember what I said about getting eaten?”

Her eyes wide, Shaw gave a little nod. “I’m beginning to see just how dangerous and impossible your task is. How could Athena ask you to…”

“Because I’m the only one left.” Gareth interrupted. “She sent out ten others. None made it as far as Zuebrihn.”

Reaching out, Shaw gripped his arm and he could feel her tremble. “As soon as we land I will see to your accommodations and horses. There is a small village named Manticore, at the very edge of the polar ice. I will provide what maps we have available. The government runs a stable there for travelers next to a small inn. You may leave your riding mounts at the stable, taking only your pack horses with you into the mountains.” She gave him a sad little smile. “If you should find that you can take your pack horses no further simply remove the packs and release them. Well trained and more than a little spoiled, the horses will make their way back to the stable on their own.” Shaw wiped at her cheek, and then glared at the offending tear that hung from her finger. “I hate farewells, so I will depart in a carriage as soon as the boat lands. Please don’t be offended. A second carriage will arrive to take you and your companions to an inn beside the stables.” She gave him a quick and surprisingly warm kiss, and then pulled back. “Our blessing, and the blessing of the Nine be on you all.” She turned away quickly so that he wouldn’t see her tears, but not quickly enough.

“Thank you, Mother.” He said to her retreating back.

Kuan Yang was a thin ferret faced man with long lanky black hair, tied back with a simple strip of brown rawhide. Only a meter and a half tall, his eyes were dark, intelligent, and darted about, taking everything in. His nose was long and rather pointed, with an inclination to twitch constantly, adding to his rodent-like appearance. Oddly enough and despite his Asian name and physical characteristics, he spoke with diphthongs, and a very “musical” Irish brogue. Shaw had arranged for him to be their local guide, at least as far as The Yeugate. He was a resident expert on the subject, having been there once before… and survived. Gareth was sure that Shaw had paid the man a sizeable sum for his services, or possibly she made him an offer he couldn’t refuse. Gareth knew what it felt like. Now Kuan rode at the head of the small column, eyes alert for danger. Strung out behind him the four companions rode in silence. For a small space of time it had almost felt like they were all part of a big hectic family, rushing about making preparations for the wedding. Now that they were all back on the trail, Gareth was sad to say, in a small way, it felt more normal than sleeping under a roof in a house.

Behind them the bustling city of Molva sprawled, evergreen lined gardens just beginning to show the first signs of spring flowers. The air was fresh and chill, and the scent of hemlock and cedar was strong. Ahead of them, still indistinct in the frozen distance lay Strelyrc Heights. Beyond that Diakx Mountain towered and further still lay the vale of The Yeugate. Kuan cheerfully pointed out in his thick accent, that given the nice weather, it was only a handful of degrees below freezing, they should make The Yeugate in two weeks or perhaps a little less. Gareth had groaned, and Lyndra simply rolled her eyes. Slightly less vigilant, Wokeg leaned back in his saddle, snoring gently while behind him Chiu hummed a small tune under her breath and stared raptly at her wedding ring.

Since the trail was fairly straight and open, Kuan drifted back in the small column until he was riding beside Gareth. “Have ye ever seen a Qual, on yer trips?”

All Gareth could see was the tip of Kuan’s nose sticking out of his hood. “I’ve met one.”

The small guide nodded. “That must be the reason, then.”

Gareth sighed. It was shaping up to be a very long journey. “The reason for what, Kuan?”

“The reason fer one of them Qual devils te be circling us, like. Seen him fer the last day.”

Gareth glanced up, and sure enough in the distance he saw something flying, with great wings and a long tail. From a homeworld named Nahar, the Qual was one of several alien species on Eldenworld; a race of deeply religious avians who produced silk from glands in their abdomens. Gareth found it interesting that their tails continued growing throughout their entire lives, and the length of an individual’s tail could be a good indicator of age. Their government routinely assassinated members of any group that they deemed to be dangerous to the safety of society. It was seen as their responsibility to do so. “I guess I’ll have to see what he wants.” Gareth slumped as he pulled his reins, directing his horse away from the others and out toward a large open meadow. From the distance he could see patches of snow under the trees. What now? He thought to himself. “Just keep the rest together. I’ll catch up soon enough.”

“But Mister Gareth.” Kuan called out. “Senator Shaw said fer me to keep ye all safe.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, Kuan, but we’ve been on the trail for two years now, from here to Buclite to Zuebrihn.”

“Never heared of Zuebrihn.” He called back.

“It’s past the Lake of Shadows.”

“I have heard of that.” He replied, paling. “I’ll be stayin’ with the others, sir.”

Gareth grinned. “Good idea.”

The creature waiting in the field equaled Gareth’s height, 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 on back down the spine 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. Having dealt with the same species, if not the same creature before, Gareth gave it a short bow, holding his open hands palm forward to show no weapons or hostile intent. Reasonably human laughter came out of a circular silver disk, the size of Gareth’s fist that the creature wore around its neck.

Gareth grinned. “I’m glad to see that you got your translator fixed. It was sounding a little tinny the last time we met.”

The creature nodded, more laughter coming from the translator. “As you say. It is much better. How goes your quest?”

“Good and bad, I’m afraid. I reached my destination, as you probably know.” There was a brief nod. “Your people are star travelers. Are you familiar with a super nova?”

The Qual’s golden eyes widened. “Yes.” It said slowly.

“A sun two hundred light years from here went supernova. In less than one hundred years the radiation front will reach this world and kill everything on it.” The Qual sagged visibly. “Before they left, the brighter humans realized what was going to happen, rigged explosives on the moon, and moved it into the path of the oncoming radiation. The idea was to blow the moon into a cloud of dust and fine particles that would block the radiation. By the time the cloud dissipates the danger will have passed. That’s the theory, anyway. Unfortunately, all the brains had to evacuate before they had a chance to set things in motion. It’s up to me to find the control center, and blow up the moon. I have a very small window of opportunity, you might say.”

The Qual looked at Gareth a long time, and then blinked its large yellow eyes. “And I thought I had problems.” The wry tone came out of the translator perfectly.

“It gets better.” Gareth continued. “I don’t know where the control center is. Ahead of us is The Yeugate. It was one of five interconnected cities. Another of those cities is called Jafelon, or The City that Time Forgot. That’s where I’m headed, and my only hint might lie in The Yeugate.”

The Qual stood in silence for some time. “The passes ahead,” he finally began, “are treacherous. It has been a long snowy winter. We have sleeping bags of spun silk that will keep you warm and comfortable in the coldest night. We will leave you five bags on the trail ahead.” The Qual tilted its head, giving Gareth a strange look. “What you do, you do for us as well. We will help when we can.”

Gareth gave him a small bow. “Thank you.” He said, and then smiled. “I never thanked you for the gun you gave me at our last meeting. It was—a lifesaver.” He gave the Qual a small bow. “May you have fair winds, my friend.”

The Qual leapt into the air. “And following seas to you also.” In three flaps it was gone.

Gareth sat there for several minutes under the bloated red sun before he spoke. “You can come out now, Chiu.”

A tawny bobcat moved out of the winter-brown grass morphing as it moved into the slender woman. “How did you know I was here?” She asked, raising a single arched eyebrow.

His smile was warm. “I can feel your presence when you’re close enough, like you can feel mine.”

“Do you know that Qual silk sleeping bags are one of the rarest items on Eldenworld, and are worth a fortune?”

He leaned down, offering her his hand, and swung her up on the saddle behind him. Flicking the reins, he turned the horse toward the distant riders. “I didn’t know that, but if they keep us warm, they will be worth every penny.”

“Mmmmmm.” Chiu replied in a soft purr. He could feel her head against his back and her warm arms about his waist.

Kuan raised more than a single eyebrow as he saw them approach. “Is everything all right?” He asked, eying the relaxed Chiu.

Chiu shot Gareth a reproachful moue as he lowered her from his saddle, turning to the guide. “The Qual said that the passes ahead are treacherous this year. He also said that he would leave five silk sleeping bags for us on the trail ahead.”

Kuan’s eyes opened very wide at the mention of the bags. “Yer serious then?”

“Very.” Gareth confirmed. “When the trek is over the bag is yours to keep.”

The small guide sighed. “Ye know, I could sell that one bag fer enough money to buy a bloody big house in Puasheehchester, staff it with servants and live a life of luxury until I grow old and fat and die.” Kuan sounded wistful.

With a flick of the reins, Gareth urged his horse to a quick canter. “Money is overrated, Kuan.” He said over his shoulder as he passed. The guide stared at Gareth’s back for several long moments before he pressed more speed out of his own plodding mount.

The leagues flowed by and the snow-covered summits of the Strelyrc Heights grew closer day by day. Just as Gareth was sure that they were about to cross into the permanent snow, they crested the top of a low hill; arriving at the final outpost of civilization. Below them the town of Manticore appeared tucked into the last warmer valley before the eternal ice. Three dozen small low wooden buildings sat clustered on four dirt streets, huddling together as if to stay warm. As Shaw had predicted, the small two story inn, the tallest building in town, sat beside the stable, and Gareth was reluctant to admit that he would miss riding, especially when compared to traveling the rest of the way by shanks’ mare. That night he and Chiu slept close and despite her reassurances, he could feel her trembling with fear.

The next morning it was with some reluctance that Gareth took up his iron shod walking staff, one that each member of the company carried. He knew that too soon he would be trading staff for ice ax. At least they didn’t have to carry much, not right now. That task was given to two thick haired mules who came from the stable with custom built wicker panniers on their backs. Sitting around the campfire two days later, Gareth was surprised and a little dismayed to discover that he hardly remembered any details of the small inn they had stayed in for two days. In his mind one inn seemed to blend into another and into another.

The next morning, after a cold meager breakfast they discovered a large but very light weight bundle resting in the middle of the snow-covered trail.

“This be spun Qual silk.” Kuan said reverently. Gareth undid the simple fastenings, and pulled five silk bags out of their silken pouch. Each half meter long bag was tubular, and glowed with its own silvery sheen. One end was sealed with an intricate catch, which when opened allowed the sleeping bag to expand and fluff out into a two-and-a-half meter long silvery cocoon. A seam along one side of the bag peeled open at Gareth’s touch.

“What can you tell me about these bags?” Gareth asked, rolling the bag back up and tossing it to Wokeg.

“Well now.” Kuan began. “They be nearly indestructible, so ye cain’t burn nor cut em. They’re long enough so ye can put yer boots in the bottom, and warm enough so’s ye don’t even need no tent. That silvery material just sheds snow and rain. Ye jest zip the bag right up over yer head. Yer breath passes in and out, but the heat stays in.” Kuan paused just long enough to catch his own thrown sleeping bag, and fit it into his pack.

Gareth let out a grunt of surprise as he pulled two smaller packages from the bottom of the pouch. Shaking one out revealed it to be a Qual silk blanket, exquisitely woven with strategic ties. Gareth began to laugh. “They thought of everything. These are blankets for the mules.”

Kuan stared, open mouthed. “A bloody king’s fortune in blankets fer a bloody mule.” Realizing where he was, Kuan’s face went red. “Sorry.” He muttered.

Gareth stuffed the last bag into the bulging pannier. “We should go now.” He glanced at the mountains before them. “Let’s get as far into the foothills as we can go tonight. Tomorrow we’ll get the climbing gear out.” He looked at the frozen peaks ahead, and turned to Kuan. “Will we have to worry about snow snakes?”

Kuan let out a derisive little laugh. “It be too bloody cold where we’re going fer the snow snakes. Later, in the summer they might be a problem.”

Gareth picked up his walking stick. “How about big cats, the size of our mules?”

Kuan’s weather tanned face paled. “Never heard o them.” He said too quickly as he took hold of a mule’s rope and headed down the trail.

Gareth caught him in six steps to walk beside him. “On our last trip we ran into a pack of dire wolves.” He began, and saw Kuan shudder. “I killed two, and then three of the biggest cats I’ve ever seen busted up the little party. The cats were eating the dead dire wolves as we left.”

“The cats didn’t bother ye?” Kuan asked in disbelief.

Gareth looked thoughtful. “I think these sabertooths are a lot more intelligent than we give them credit for. I made it clear to the cats that I wasn’t in the mood for a confrontation and they accepted my terms.” He shrugged. “Live and let live, I always say.” Kuan just stared at him.

By the time the group made camp they had traveled another ten leagues in distance and increased a thousand meters in elevation. Looking at where they’d come from and where they were going to, Gareth guessed they were less than half way to the pass of Strelyrc Heights. From what he could see of the terrain ahead, he was reluctantly forced to admit that this was as far as the mules could go. Kuan had explained that the pannier carriers could be broken down and converted to human powered sleds, so in the morning and after they released the mules, that’s what they would do. With his breath puffing out in thick white clouds, Gareth guessed the rest of the journey was going to be moderately unpleasant.

It felt as if someone was sitting on his chest. Gareth took a deep breath and pushed. He was rewarded by a microscopic lessening of the weight on him. Pushing again, the stifling weight shifted, and then suddenly slid aside. Opening his sleeping bag, he was rewarded by a face full of freezing snow that immediately started melting upon contact with his once warm and comfortable body. Wriggling around in a circle, Gareth dove for the bottom of his bag, where he struggled into his clothes amidst a steady stream of curses, in both English and German.

Reaching the top of the snowy hole he’d found himself entombed in, he turned and dragged his bag out, finally stopping at that point to look around. Treetops poked out of deep snow drifts, but of the other members of his company, or even the mules, there was no sign. He shut his eyes, unable to think of a single word in Latin that would help him. I could use some help. He finally admitted to Athena.

The word you were looking for was rutrum, meaning spade. Athena’s voice said in his mind as a heavy flat bladed coal shovel appeared in snow before him.

Gareth stared at the shovel for a moment. Do you think that you could…

No. The voice cut him off. This is your task.

Thank you so very fucking much.

Gareth struggled to his feet in knee deep snow, picturing Chiu’s bag where it had been next to his. He started digging—very carefully. After a few minutes a voice floated up to him from the snow beneath his feet. “You took your own sweet time.”

He began digging with his hands and soon had the top of Chiu’s bag exposed. He zipped it open. “Oh, you know, I had to stop for breakfast first. I don’t do ANYTHING without my first cup of coffee.” He pulled her out of the hole, and she stood, clinging to him.

“I thought I was dead.” She whispered, shaking.

“Not likely.” He murmured into her ear. “I’m around.” A noise made him turn just as a volcano of snow appeared off to his left, Wokeg in his ogre form crawling out of the top. The ogre gave them a quick nod, sniffed the air, and then began digging furiously two meters from his own spot. “Here!” Gareth called, tossing the ogre the shovel. Wokeg caught it deftly, and continued digging.

Gareth was looking around, trying to remember where the small guide had placed his bag when Wokeg called out. “Gareth! Help!”

Stretched out on her bag in the wan sunlight Lyndra was slightly blue, and not breathing. “Damn!” Gareth dropped to his knees beside the woman, and felt for her nonexistent pulse. “Scheiße!” He cursed again. Athena, help!

The ground is too soft for CPR. The voice in his mind said in a no-nonsense tone. Open her shirt and place your right hand below her left breast, over her heart. Place your other hand underneath her directly below the other hand. I’ll do the rest.

Gareth ripped open Lyndra’s shirt and placed his hands as Athena had directed. Her skin was already beginning to cool. A paralyzing bolt of energy shot through his hands and into the still woman, who arched back on her head and heels. Removing his hands, Gareth tilted her head and gave her what he’d learned as Rescue Breathing. After three or four breaths she coughed and rolled on her side. Gareth gestured for Wokeg to take his place as he silently left Lyndra’s side. Beneath Lyndra’s left breast was the red imprint of Gareth’s hand. He turned to Chiu. “Where was Kuan sleeping?”

The dark haired woman frowned, and then pointed to a cluster of trees. “Over there.”

Gareth picked up the shovel. Like Lyndra, Kuan’s skin was blue, but unlike the blond haired woman, he was still breathing. Gareth had just helped the small guide out of the snow when the crunch of a snowy step made him turn. Standing nearly nose-to-nose with him, Lyndra’s green eyes were blazing.

“You’ve saved my life too many times, Gareth, especially when you didn’t have to. You’ve been my friend when I needed one, you put up with my moods, and you’ve included me, a nobody, into your family. I thought I should let you know that I love you.” Standing on her tiptoes in the snow, Lyndra reached out and pulled Gareth’s head down to her level and kissed him, long and passionately. “Wolves don’t give their love lightly.”

After catching his breath, he frowned. “I thought that you and Wokeg were, ahh…” He raised an inquiring eyebrow.

Her returning look was level. “I’m interested in Wokeg in a number of ways.” Her cheeks flushed slightly. “He’s a good friend, but I’m not in love with him.” She finished pointedly, and gave him a shy smile. “Wolves don’t often give their love, but when they do give it, they give it forever.” She was still smiling as she turned away. Gareth groaned.

“Why, whatever is the matter?” Chiu said playfully at his side.

“This is going to create a problem.”

Chiu frowned. “Why?” A light seemed to come on in her mind, and her eyes opened wide. “I see where your difficulty is. Marriage laws on Eldenworld are a little different from your world. Here a man or woman can have more than one wife or husband. I am the daughter of Kiang’s first wife. Shen and Qingzhao, my brother and sister are Shaw’s children. My own mother, Daiyu died just before I left home. Kiang, Daiyu and Shaw loved each other very much.

Gareth just shook his head. “So that’s why you invited Lyndra to share our bed…” He raised an eyebrow.

“And that’s why you didn’t take advantage of the situation.” Chiu muttered, also raising an eyebrow. Her smile was slow and mischievous. “Perhaps next time.”

Gareth’s smile turned sour. “If there is a next time. I don’t see the mules, or our supplies.” Kuan was staring down into the long valley below them when Chiu groaned.

Qual blankets might have been light and warm, but they were no proof to the mules against getting carried away by an avalanche. Two hours later they found what remained of the animals at the bottom of the long steep mountainside wedged into the trees, where the snow had left them. One of the frames was too badly damaged to repair, but using parts from both Gareth was able to fashion one serviceable sled. It was just after midday when they finally departed toward Diakx Mountain looming in the near distance. Kuan assured him that their destination lay no more than four days away.

~~~

Scratching at his week’s growth of beard, Gareth stared down the mountainside at the distant Yeugate Vale. The chill knot in his stomach told him how similar it was to the ruins at Zuebrihn, and he fervently hoped that the results here would be better. Domes filled the foggy valley; domes of different sizes and colors. Fingers of greenish fog slithered down rubble strewn streets between the domes, and as much as Gareth looked, he could see no sign of life. He could see that there had been parks at one time, with columns and statues, but time and earthquakes had claimed The Yeugate, and the statues and columns had fallen, crushing some of the once colorful domes. Left to themselves, the parks and trees had withered and died. One dome at the very center of the small city stood out from all the rest, probably because of its size, easily many times the diameter of the other domes at six hundred meters, and because of its cinnabar color, still vibrant after all these years. Nearly the color of blood, the hue made Gareth shudder.

Kuan seemed to have shrunk in on himself. “That’s the place yer lookin’ for, I’m thinking.” He muttered, nodding at the distant dome. “The dome has two great dark metal doors in the front, locked shut. For years treasure hunters have tried to get in, without much luck, ye know.”

Gareth glanced at the cloudy sky. “Then I suppose we should get out of these mountains as fast as we can. Lead on.” Kuan simply nodded, shouldered his pack and started walking.

Plodding through the snow at the end of the group, Gareth mused on the events of the past several days. Save the one snow slide that carried away the mules, their trek had been straightforward, however Gareth had had to use every trick he’d learned during his winter training with The 3rd "Mountain Battalion", a Vermont Army National Guard light infantry battalion which specialized in mountainous and cold weather operations. He was more than surprised that they all made it out of the mountains and into the vale in one piece.

There was a smell in the air of The Yeugate that Gareth found difficult to describe. Maybe it was just the smell of old death, or new death buried deep, or maybe it was something else. The gray hand of a statue jutted from a pile of weed-choked rubble in mute supplication as they passed, and a cold chill ran up his spine. When they explored one, they found the broken dome empty and abandoned, all sign of furniture or the people who once lived there long since removed. A shrill cry jerked Gareth from his reverie, and he turned to Chiu. Electric blue today, her eyes were wide and scared.

“Dire wolves!” She whispered.

“Let’s head for the large dome and see if we can fort-up there.”

Kuan nodded and set out, followed immediately by Lyndra, Wokeg and Chui. Drawing his Colt and checking the operation, Gareth hung back slightly. Debris crunched under their feet, and occasionally they heard a pebble rattle in a side street.

The dome was huge, the doors alone standing ten meters high and wide. The cinnabar color, aided by the rays of the dying red sun turned the dome the color of clotted blood. The weakened sun, as well as the greatly accelerated continental drift had been the result of a devastating war with an alien species thousands of years earlier. Militarily mankind had won the war, but now, thanks to alien weapons, both planet and sun were dying early deaths. Gareth shook his head, trying to shake away the disturbing history of the world he now found himself on.

The double doors, not quite black, were actually a dark aubergine, and search as they might, a lock couldn’t be found. What they did find, buried under a deep pile of rubble on the right side of the entry was a second door, man sized, with a keyed lock set to one side.

When the three meter ogre couldn’t get the door to budge, Gareth decided that something more serious was in order and drew the Colt. Backing away from the obviously insane human, Wokeg took Lyndra by the arm, while Chiu grabbed their guide and headed for the cover of an adjacent dome. After slipping in his ear protection, Gareth swallowed and flipped the insanely powerful handgun to three shot burst, setting the targeting pipper on the lock and squeezed the trigger. The blast threw him back ten meters, to land in a leafless thorn-bush. The titanium slivers from the Colt, traveling at a significant fraction of c would blow an ice dragon in half, or vaporize a dire wolf. The three titanium slivers had left three, six and a half millimeter deep dimples in the surface of the metal door, one directly in the center of the lock. Gareth stared at the marks for a few moments, and then clenched his teeth as he walked away. Twenty meters from the dome he turned, and raised his cupped hand. “Ignis Pila!” He growled. A glowing ball of plasma the size of a grapefruit, the biggest he could manage, appeared in his hand, and he threw it with all his might at the offending door. Gareth wasn’t sure exactly what fireballs were, or where they came from. He’d discovered, on the way to Zuebrihn, that a fireball could be generated by him using a simple command. He’d taught Chiu the trick, but the best she could manage was a thumb size ball of fire. The power of the fireballs increased exponentially with their size, as did their cost in human energy expended as he found out when the world around him went black as the fireball impacted the metal door.


Chapter 4

SHSA-TIRION

Someone was drizzling cold water on his forehead, and he grudgingly opened his eyes. It felt as though that same someone had been using his head for batting practice.

“Are you all right?” It was Chiu’s voice, and he squinted up at the woman by his side.

“Define all right.” His voice was rough and dry.

She laughed. “You’d better get up. It’s getting dark and like you said earlier, we’d better take shelter inside, although I don’t think any animals will bother us this night.”

Gareth struggled to his feet. “So, I punched through the door?”

“No.” Chiu smiled. “But you tore the hell out of the casing and we can get in.” As they passed the doorway Gareth noticed that the metal of the door was bent and twisted where his fireball had impacted. Part of the door casing had actually vaporized, and he could see where the three bolts attached to the door had torn through. Beyond the door a single torch burned. Everything else was black. “There are some stone benches over there.” Chiu’s voice echoed in the huge room. He could dimly see her pointing. “Sit down and let me check you.” Behind him the metal door squealed shut as Wokeg put his shoulder to it, and a second later came the sounds of a stone bench dragging across the floor to the door. Nothing would be following them through that particular door very easily.

Sliding his old rucksack off his shoulders, Gareth set it on the floor with a sigh, sniffing at the stale dead air. Shadows loomed ominously all around them, and he knew that something was off; not wrong or bad, just off. It took him a moment before he had it. “Where’s Kuan?”

Chiu looked disgusted. “As soon as you blasted the door open, he lit out. You could see the fear in his eyes.”

Gareth shook his head. “But there are dire wolves out there. Didn’t he know that?”

“I guess that he was more afraid of you, at that moment, than the wolves.”

“Ah well.” He finished, feeling let down. “It’s all for the best, I guess. It will be a long walk to wherever we’re going, and I envy you the ability to turn into a cat,” he said, as Chiu delicately swiped at one of the deeper gouges torn by the thorn bush. “Sometimes I wish I could.”

“Have you ever tried?” A woman’s soft contralto said at his side.

Gareth turned to Chiu, only to find her staring into the darkness, open mouthed. “I wouldn’t know how to try, Athena.” Gareth said, realization hitting him like a fist.

“Chiu will help you, won’t you my dear?” The dark-haired woman nodded numbly. “There, you see? You just touch Chiu’s consciousness as she changes, and do what she does. You’ve touched her with your mind before. Follow her with your mind. It’s fairly simple, really.”

“So says the being that can manipulate time and space like I use play-dough.”

“Be nice.” Athena chuckled. “One step at a time, my Gareth.”

“I don’t like the sound of that.” Gareth rumbled, but Athena was already gone.

“What’s up” Lyndra’s voice said from the darkness on their other side.

“Oh, not much.” Chiu replied blandly. “I was just about to teach Gareth how to shapeshift.”

“Shapeshift??” The tone of Lyndra’s voice went up an octave. “Gareth is a human, and humans can’t shapeshift.”

Chiu shot Gareth an ironic look. “We’re still trying to define just what Gareth is.” Touching his shoulder, she gave him a wry smile. “A human being he certainly is not.” Holding his eyes with hers, she continued. “Now link with me and do what I do. Do you have anything particular you’d like to try at first; perhaps the tabby cat form I used when we first met?”

Gareth gave her a flat look. “I was thinking of something a bit more aggressive.” He formed an image in his mind.

Chiu’s eyes widened. “Are you totally insane?”

Gareth held up his hand, thumb and forefinger a single finger width apart. “We don’t have time to play games.”

Chiu rolled her eyes. Okay. Watch carefully as I form the image of the sabertooth in my mind. Floating by her side in her mind, he watched mesmerized as she slowly and very carefully created the heavy-shouldered sabertooth tiger. When she was finally finished, their point of view did a slow orbit around the form, and he could feel Chiu’s satisfaction. Now, you build yours.

Gareth bit his lip, and concentrated. It was, he discovered, much more difficult than he’d imagined. He found himself glancing at Chiu’s image for references. How’s that? He said eventually.

Beside him he felt Chiu concentrate on his form. The rear legs are too short, and the sabertooth we saw has a bobbed tail. Biting his lip, Gareth made the corrections. Better. Now concentrate as I pour myself into the shape of the cat. In his mind it looked exactly like that; Chiu became thin and transparent, and flowed into the head of the cat. Suddenly the massive cat was standing in front of him in the flesh. Your turn. She said, as if they were queuing for a movie ticket.

Gareth swallowed, and focused on pouring himself as Chiu had done, into the head of his mental cat. Nothing happened for the longest time, and then… he felt himself fading. Scheiße! He thought. This is so amazing I can’t believe it! A second sabertooth, the twin of the first raised its head and sniffed. My senses are so acute it’s incredible. Smell especially is very sharp, and I can see in the dark! He said amazed. I can feel each pebble under my feet and I can feel… He stopped, feeling a ripple in his lower abdominal muscles. His cat body was on the verge of panting. I feel incredibly horny.

The second cat began to make hacking noises that Gareth recognized as laughter. You copied the form that I used exactly. Remember what I said last time; that this body was about to go into heat? Welcome to being female, Gareth.

How did you ever concentrate?

It wasn’t easy. When we’re done today’s lesson, we’ll deliberate on getting you a male body. In his mind he could feel Chiu smile. That will fix both of our problems.

If Gareth had been in his human form he would have blushed. Chiu, we don’t need to worry about a litter of sabertooth kittens right now.

Chiu’s laughter was light. That particular problem will never happen until and when we want it to, in any form. There was particular emphasis on the word ANY.

It was midmorning when they set out, Chiu and Gareth as sabertooths, Lyndra as a wolf and Wokeg in his ogre form. As they were about to depart Wokeg had drawn Gareth aside, and pointed out something on the small door they’d entered. The inside of the door and casing were covered with scratches. Something had been trying to dig its way out! As they walked along Gareth wished that Wokeg hadn’t revealed that particular fact to him.

Gareth had expected many things in the great dome at The Yeugate. He hadn’t expected a vast spiraling ramp, one hundred meters in diameter, disappearing into the bowels of the Earth, too far even for the incredible vision of the cats to penetrate. From the breaks in the railing looking down into the dark central thirty-meter wide shaft, it was obvious to Gareth that there had been, at one time, a massive elevator to take people up and down. When they reached the second level Gareth stopped and looked up. The cat had even better binocular vision than his human eyes, and he was able to judge that each “floor” was a full ten meters high. From the central shaft, access corridors radiated out in all directions as far as the eye could see. By the third floor down Gareth finally recognized it for what it was; a city designed to hold millions. The domes above ground that he’d thought a city had simply been a welcome center. With an unknown number of floors before them, the four began to run.

Four hours and one hundred and ninety two floors later Gareth called a halt. While the others stood panting he looked over the edge of the shaft into the darkness below. His feline ears pivoted slightly, and their exceptional hearing could just pick out the dull throb of a power system still operating. The rising air, slightly warmer than at the beginning of their descent, held an elusive scent, an animal scent. Gareth felt the fur along his spine ripple, and he couldn’t suppress a low growl.

What is it? Chiu asked, standing by his side.

Smell and listen. He said without explanation.

Her feline head raised, ears forward and her eyes went distant. I hear machines, and I smell… I smell something our kind has fought before, Gareth. This cat knows the smell of an enemy.

I thought it was just me. We should… Whatever he’d been about to say was cut off by a grumbling sound from deep beneath their feet. The floor trembled slightly, and from far down the dark shaft came a crash, and then the rumbling dwindled back to the sound of the power systems.

Earthquake! We should go.

Wait. His cat’s face twisted in a wry grin. Athena, I can’t speak with this cat voice. I’d like to ask for two large bowls of water, if I could. We all need a drink.

All you had to do was ask. Two gallon glass bowls of water appeared on the floor, Wokeg let Lyndra drink first, just as Gareth let Chiu.

Thank you.

You’re welcome, but hurry. The tremors are becoming more frequent, and soon will get more severe.

Peachy. When they were finished drinking, he motioned to the others. Run!

It had been another three hours when Chiu halted them. Stop! Gareth skidded to a halt, searching to the right and left for danger, and seeing none. Look to my right. The tone of her thought was wary.

I don’t see any… His eyes went wide at the sight of a small yellow light glowing somewhere beyond a dirty glass wall. I see a light! Concentrating, he morphed back into the shape of a human, and immediately felt exhaustion cause his knees to tremble. “Wokeg.” He said aloud, leaning against a wall for support. “Could you please light a torch? I need to see where the light is coming from, and while the big cat is superior in most things, it’s mostly color blind. It might see a blinking red danger light as green or blue. All I see now is a spot of light in the darkness.” Walking forward with his hand out, he chuckled. “Door handles give it a problem too.”

The small control room was eight meters square, and boasted a large glass window that looked out onto the central access shaft. The remains of a single chair was no more than dust in the far corner. The blinking light on the still bright stainless steel console was orange, and when Gareth brushed away the thin layer of dust, a small plaque beneath it read POWER LEVEL CRITICAL. The rest of the lights and screens on the wall to wall panel were dead. Beside the orange light sat a small red button labeled RESET. It might have as easily said DRINK ME. Chuckling, Gareth reached out a finger.

“I wouldn’t do that.” Chiu said standing at his side. “It might blow us all up.”

“The next earthquake could bring the ceiling down on all of us.” He said softly. “Without power we go nowhere. Athena hired me because of my military and my technical background. I think that it’s too late in the game to play it cautious. We have to take some chances.”

“But…” She began. He pushed the button and the orange light went out. They all stood there for several long moments while nothing at all happened.

Gareth sighed. “Well, it looks as if I struck ou…” A green light on the control panel flickered to life, just as green letters began to crawl across the bottom of one of the many dust covered display screens. They read: — SYSTEM REBOOT INITIATED — Gareth swore, and began to laugh.

“What is it?” Chiu was shaking one arm while Lyndra shook the other.

“It means, ladies that the system that runs this city is restarting.” As if to emphasize this point the constant thrumming of the power sources deep below them slowed and stopped.

“I knew it.” Chiu snapped, a look of triumph in her eyes. “We’re all going to die a horrible death. We’ll all suffocate.”

Far below them several somethings went CHUNG, vibrating the floor under their feet. It was the sound that very heavy relays make when they close. Lights flickered to life on the control board just as the familiar thrumming sound returned.

A few of the lights on the board were green, many glowed orange, and the vast majority shone a bloody crimson. Gareth was pleasantly surprised that any at all were green. A whistling crackle of sound began somewhere in the center of the room and caused the travelers to cover their ears. The volume and pitch lowered, and soon Gareth began to pick out words in a soft mezzo-soprano voice. It sounded vaguely like Russian. “Ne Rossii!” Gareth said to the air, almost exhausting his entire Russian vocabulary. He also knew pivo, the Russian word for beer. “Not Russian! Use the current language as spoken by the four individuals present.”

The voice cut off in mid-sentence. “That’s interesting. Who am I speaking with, and what is your paygrade?”

Gareth rolled his eyes. “Gareth Köhler, United States Marine Corps, and I am an Omega seven, in this particular time and place.” He said, borrowing the paygrade from an earlier conversation he’d had with the Eye.

“I’m sorry, I don’t see any person by that name in my database.” The voice replied primly.

“Check the date.”

There was a long pause. “Oh. Were you the one who reactivated my systems?”

“Yes.”

“Good. If you reactivated my systems it means you are a system engineer, and system engineers have at least an Omega eight clearance level. Your name and clearance have been added to my database.”

Gareth shook his head at this circuitous bullshit logic. “What do they call you?”

“My full descriptor is Elemental Logic Systems 48279. My operators used to call me Ell.”

He chuckled. “May I call you Ell?”

“That would be… nice. I have been alone for too long.” The tone of the voice shifted and became more businesslike. “First things first. Only one of eight reactors is partially operational. All five geothermal power plants are in Standby. I need authorization to activate repair drones to reactivate the other power systems. I will also need authorization to begin repairs on my primary CPU. The emergency backup that is currently in operation is running at only twenty percent. When that is accomplished, I will need authorization to activate animal control units.”

“Done, done, and done.” Gareth said calmly. “But why animal control?”

“When the humans evacuated The Yeugate they left behind their monkeys and lemurs that had been genetically altered to become servants to the humans, thereby getting around the anti-slavery laws. Over the centuries the intelligence of these creatures has increased to that of a human idiot, and they have become feral, learning to survive on fungi growing in the dark warm corridors, and on each other…”

“They’re cannibals?” Gareth shuddered.

“Yes. I would estimate that their population now exceeds a half million.” Gareth heard Chiu gasp behind him. “There!” The voice said in some satisfaction as a red light turned yellow, and two yellow lights flickered green. “Transport is now at least partially operational.”

Gareth rubbed his hands together. “Cool. Can we get to Jafelon?”

“Um.” The computer hesitated. “There were six transport lines running to and from The Yeugate. Only the Green Line is still operational, and I can say only that the line is operational as far as the next stop.”

“And where will that line take us?”

“The Green Line will take you to Shsa-Tirion. Continuing on, the Green line will take you to Azheles, Brivrelsea, and finally Jafelon, not necessarily in that order.”

Gareth felt the first stir of excitement he’d felt since he started this whole insane expedition. “Can you show me a map of the Green Line?”

“I’m sorry.” Ell said without inflection. “Neither the energy nor the processor power is available to run the monitors.”

Gareth wanted to pound his head against a wall. “Where is the Green Line transport located?”

All transport lines including the Green Line are located on level eight hundred and forty seven. We are currently on level five hundred and twenty four. Levels six hundred and thirteen through six hundred and eighty seven are infested by the Molphulh, the feral monkeylike creatures I spoke of earlier.”

“Is there any way past them?”

“Sadly, no. Without primary power, the elevator is inoperative and emergency stairs have been blocked. The Molphulh are very frightened of fire, however, and that is your only advantage.”

Gareth thought for a moment. “Would you have a service cart available?”

“To your right is a small panel built into the wall. I will unlock it, but I don’t have the power to operate the opening motors. There is a cart in there. The special soft tires were designed to last indefinitely.” Gareth grinned, and pointed Wokeg to the panel.

Soon Gareth was smiling down on the small, four wheel, two by one meter cart. “That will work just fine. Wokeg and Lyndra can ride the cart with flaming torches, while Chiu and I, as cats, will stay on their flanks. We should be through them so fast they won’t know what hit them.” He caught Chiu’s glare. “We’ll get some sleep here, and head out when we’ve rested and eaten.” Her nod was microscopic.

He woke immediately when Wokeg touched his shoulder. The big ogre was staring at the closed door to the room. “I was outside.” He rumbled in his rough bass voice. “I had to…” The greenish gray face of the ogre, as thick and pliant as sharkskin, creased into a frown.

“It’s all right, Wokeg.” Gareth whispered. “Continue.”

“I hear footsteps. Something is coming from behind us.”

It was Gareth’s turn to frown. “Many or few?”

“Few.” Wokeg answered immediately.

“Let’s take a look.” Gareth pulled open the door slowly, so as to make no noise. At the ramp they stopped. In the distance came the sound of footsteps, dragging, on the point of exhaustion.

“Look!” Wokeg pointed. On the curved ramp someone was coming down… carrying a torch in his left hand. His right hand hung limp at his side. For a fleeting moment the flicker of the torch lit the stranger’s face, and Gareth felt relief wash over him.

“Go tell the others that Kuan has arrived, and I’ll go and meet our wayward guide.” For a moment Gareth thought the sound was the rumble of another earthquake until he realized that it was the ogre’s laughter.

Gareth stood in the shadows at the side of the ramp and waited until Kuan had passed him by. Holding the torch out in front of him, the small guide ruined his own night vision, never seeing the larger man before he spoke. “Fancy meeting you here, Kuan.”

The guide let out a little shriek and whirled. When he saw who it was, he sagged. “It’s ye. I was hopin’ I’d find ye.”

“I thought you were afraid of me.” He tried hard to keep the laughter out of his voice.

Kuan sighed. “Well then, I found that I was more scared o them dire wolves than I was o you. Me fear made me strong, and I hit that door you’d wedged shut with all my might, an opened it enough te git meself in. Took everything I had to push that bench back, and I think I busted me shoulder, but I found ye.”

Gareth looked up to see Chiu, Lyndra and Wokeg standing at the edge of the torchlight. “You might have been better off if you’d stuck with the dire wolves. In the meantime, we should get something to eat and prepare to leave.”

“Ahhh, where are we going, if I might ask?” Kuan chirped, sounding more like his old self.

Gareth’s grin was chilly. “Down.”

Kuan’s eyebrows went up. “How far down?”

“To the bottom.”

“I tossed a coin over the edge and never heard it strike ground. That pit is bottomless!”

“Then we’re going to have a very long walk, aren’t we?”

Gareth produced some ham, cheese and coffee for breakfast, and then turned to the console. “Ell, what is your status?”

The voice replied immediately. “Backup CPU is up to twenty nine percent operational. The single operational reactor is up to fifty percent, and one geothermal plant has been successfully re-ignited. The repair drones are currently working on other drones. Systemic repairs should begin within forty eight hours.”

Gareth grinned. “Very good; now listen closely. My companions and I will be leaving shortly for the transit station. Your orders are to continue with repairs and begin extermination of the pests infesting The Yeugate. Contact the Eye of Zuebrihn if you can. The Eye can inform you of our current mission. Until we return use whatever resources are available to repair yourself, and remember never to take the life of a human being, whatever their shape.”

“The three laws are a part of my programming, Gareth.” Ell said softly. “I have never been programmed to be autonomous, you should know.”

He chuckled. “Welcome to a wider world, Ell.”

“Thank you. Have a safe trip.”

Kuan was rubbing his recently repaired shoulder, while shooting Chiu looks of undisguised awe. She caught Gareth’s eye and gave him a wink.

Shrugging on his rucksack, he smiled in return. “The arrival of Kuan has changed our plans somewhat. Wokeg will still carry a torch and steer the cart. Lyndra will run before the cart or to one side or the other. Chiu and I will take the flanks. Kuan will carry another torch and sit back to back with Wokeg.” Taking off his half meter long Damascus kukri, he handed it to Kuan. “You can use this.” He put the hilt strap over the small man’s wrist and cinched it tight. “If you lose it, I won’t get mad. You’ll simply have to go back and get it.” His eyes were glacial as they held the small guide. “Have I made myself clear?” Kuan nodded without speaking, his face pale. “We should go.”

As they tied Kuan back to back with Wokeg on the service cart, the small thin man looked as if he regretted his decision to join with the rest of the party, but by now it was far too late.

Lyndra touched Wokeg’s shoulder, and the ogre gave her a long look. “You remember where the brakes are, don’t you?” Wokeg lifted a great leathery foot that dwarfed the brake pedal. A simple metal stick steered the cart right or left. It looked like a toothpick in his hands. Lyndra bent over quickly and kissed his cheek. “You take care, you big lummox.”

Wokeg rumbled a laugh as he reached out, patting her roughly on the head. “Good doggie.” Lyndra burst out laughing as she gave the cart a push in the right direction. The smooth downward slant and gravity did the rest of the work. Lyndra flowed into the shape of a wolf to give chase.

The companions had just passed the six hundredth level when there was another heavy CHUNG of relays closing and the floor trembled again. Despite the fact that Gareth was running on four legs, he nearly stumbled when dim emergency lighting began to come on in the central shaft. Gareth, Chiu and the cart pulled over to the edge where, much further down the shaft he could see lights coming on, level by level. Far below he could hear the chittering of thousands of upset Molphulh who had never seen light. Level by level the lights came on, soon lighting their own level and passing upward. Gareth made a motion and Wokeg released the brake.

A rank smell that was reminiscent of dirty animal cages permeated the air as they sped ever lower. Gareth guessed that the five were traveling about thirty kilometers per hour when they encountered the first Molphulh, appearing to the strange monkeylike creature’s out of the new and blinding light, mowing them down, and moving in a deadly rush down the ramp like their worst nightmare.

Standing just over a meter tall in the dim emergency lights, the Molphulh were corpse white beasts covered in thin grayish white fur, with long arms and prehensile tails. Bulbous black eyes, which they had covered with long fingered hands to protect them from the light, bulged from their skulls and their thin high pitched keening raised the hackles on Gareth’s neck. Many of the creatures showed the results of cannibalistic infighting, with patches of fur torn out and arms or legs laced with bloody red lacerations. Most of the Molphulh never saw or heard the cart coming, or the pad of death on silent feet. The keening rose to a fever pitch as the cats slashed with fifteen centimeter claws. Those that survived the cats had yet to face the wolf or the ogre. The unwise ones that chose to attack the rear of the cart as it passed, met the half meter Damascus steel Gurka Kukri that the guide wielded with near abandon. Bodies littered the ramp as the cart descended, along with assorted pieces parts of Molphulh. In one hour the cart had passed through the hostile territory, and thirty minutes later Gareth called a quick halt to assess their injuries.

Behind them and up, the keening of the Molphulh had risen to an ear-splitting wail as the survivors fell into a feeding frenzy over their fallen and wounded. Gareth hoped that it would last for a few more minutes.

All the companions were injured to a greater or lesser degree. Chiu had the most serious wound by far, with a bone deep gash in the flank of her rear leg that dripped a continuous stream of blood onto the cold white floor.

Morphing forms, Gareth touched her shoulder with his human hand. “Let’s do something about that right now.” He said in a soft voice.

Her smile was wan as she sat on the cold hard ramp. In her human form her thigh was torn from hip to knee. “Sorry.” She hissed in pain as she tried unsuccessfully to apply direct pressure to her wound. “I’m the healer here and not you.”

“Maybe, maybe not.” Gareth replied. “I can, however, lend you my strength. It’s what familiars and their companions do.” Shutting his eyes he concentrated on flowing energy into her as she closed and healed the wound in her leg. Soon not even a scar remained.

Gareth passed around a wineskin of water as Chiu healed the rest, and looked up only when Chiu healed his own injury; a nasty gouge that had come distressingly close to hitting his left eye. Finished at last, Chiu took the wineskin from his hands and drained it.

“Gareth!” Wokeg rumbled. “Monkeys come closer.”

Gareth sagged. “I hear them.” He glanced around the small group. “Ready? We have a long way yet to go, I’m afraid.” He didn’t want to tell them that it was another one hundred and fifty levels. Morphing into their respective forms, they began to run.

A train station is a train station is a train station, whatever the world. As they arrived in the vast empty room, Gareth jerked off his rucksack and using it like a lumpy pillow, stretched out with a groan on the first timeless stone bench he came to. Athena, would it bend your convictions too much to tell me where the damned Molphulh are?

A bit cranky are we? The voice in his mind commented blandly. The Molphulh stopped where you did, and are waiting for reinforcements. You have some time before they reach you, but you don’t want to be here when two hundred thousand angry monkeys arrive.

Cranky?? Gareth rebutted. Try running two hundred levels on a cement floor barefooted. My feet hurt. He sat up, and noticed that all the others were also down. With all the Molphulh coming here, it’s too bad Ell couldn’t dream up a nice surprise for them.

In his mind Athena laughed. Ell will do just fine. She plans on waiting until you leave and all the creatures get here, sealing this floor and pumping the air out.

Gareth shuddered. Grim but effective. He commented wryly. Since you’re being so open, would you like to tell me if we can get to the next city… what did Ell call it… Shsa-Tirion?

You are simply terrible, Gareth Köhler. The Green Line is open, but again I recommend speed. You can rest when you get there.

It wasn’t so much what she said, as what she implied that got Gareth going. Slinging his rucksack on his back, he grunted in pain as he got to his feet. “Okay everybody. Rest time is over. We should leave.”

Lyndra opened one green eye and glared at him. “Why don’t you just let us rest for a while? Wokeg says the monkeys aren’t following… yet.”

Gareth helped Chiu to her feet. “I have it on reliable sources that our time here is limited. We should go… now.”

Lyndra’s other eye snapped open. “Damn.” She mumbled, getting to her feet.

Kuan looked up from his bench and frowned. “Don’t you folks know the meaning of the word rest?”

“No!” Wokeg rumbled, rolling his shoulders and stretching as he got to his feet.

“Our fearless leader has a direct connection to Athena. When SHE says leave, we leave.” Lyndra winced as she slung on her own pack.

“I should have stayed with the wolves.” Kuan complained as he rose to follow Lyndra.

Gareth slapped him on the back. “Look at it this way, if you go with us you at least have a chance of surviving. If you stay you get to face two hundred thousand very angry, meat eating monkeys.”

Kuan thought for all of one second. “Going with you sounds just fine.” His grin was shaky.

On the other side of the two hundred meter waiting area they found a small kiosk with a green top. Of the half dozen kiosks with different colored tops, this one was the only one with lights. A voice spoke as Gareth approached, that sounded vaguely similar to that of Ell.

“Welcome to the Green Line. Currently only the Express to Shsa-Tirion is in service. Would you like tickets?”

Gareth shook his head, feeling, not for the first or last time, like Alice. “Yes, I would like five tickets.”

“One way or through service?”

He almost said one way. “Are other destinations available at Shsa-Tirion?”

“I’m sorry, that is unknown at this time. Emergency Services is still working to restore power to the other cities.”

Gareth blinked. “What? You said restore power. Is all power controlled from The Yeugate?”

“Of course. The eight reactors and five geothermal plants in The Yeugate provide broadcast power across the world and into low orbit. Small nuclear power sources are required, however, at each of the gate stations.” The kiosk paused. “Would you like your tickets now?”

Gareth bit his tongue. There was so much here that he didn’t know, but he had no time. “Yes.”

“Very good sir. What is your name?”

“Gareth Köhler.”

“Thank you. Your ticket will be…” The kiosk stopped in mid-sentence, and Gareth frowned. “According to Ell, Mister Köhler, your name is already in our system as a universal ticket holder. You and your companions may travel anywhere we provide service, for the rest of your lives. If you will each hold up your forearms, I will issue the tickets?” Everyone except Gareth held up their right arms. Since Gareth already had a jeweled dragon embedded there, he held up his left. There was a small tingling, and when he looked Gareth saw that there was now a small barcode embedded in his arm. “That is your ticket and will automatically be scanned as you enter the transport. Departure will occur as soon as you have boarded. Follow the Green Line, please.” The lights in the kiosk winked out, while at the same time green lights embedded in the floor came on, strobing away into the distance.

Gareth shrugged. “You heard the lady. We should go.”

The transport was a fifty meter long eight meter wide stainless steel bullet, pointed on both ends with no doors or windows that Gareth could see. As they approached, a metal ramp slid soundlessly out of the loading platform, connecting with the now open doorway in the transport. Inside Gareth could see bright lights. Despite his misgivings, he smiled to his friends as he entered. He stopped inside the transport, his breath catching in his throat. The cool fresh air smelled faintly of pine trees while the walls, ceiling and floor of the vehicle were as clear as glass. Only the wide comfortable looking seats had any visible form. Behind him he heard a series of gasps as the others joined him.

Lyndra took one of his arms, as Chiu grabbed the other. “What is this?” One of them asked.

“This is their transport vehicle.” As he finished those words, the cabin door slid silently shut, and the vehicle began to move. To the riders it felt as if they were in a completely still room, and Gareth marveled at the feat of engineering. In a flash of sunlight, they were suddenly outdoors. Gareth felt his jaw drop. In their long trek across the Shattered Plain he had seen similar elevated rings, wondering at their function and purpose. Now he knew. Similar to a railgun projectile, the vehicle was projected magnetically through the rings at many multiples of the speed of sound. Towers, dozens of meters tall with a magnetic accelerator ring on the top stretched out ahead, and as Gareth watched the vehicle shot through one, threading the needle, as it were. The next was rapidly approaching. To the right, left and beneath them was only ice and blowing snow.

“Arrival in Shsa-Tirion will be in two hours and fifteen minutes.” A cool female voice said out of the air. “Bathing facilities are at the back of this compartment. A light lunch will be served at your convenience; just ask.”

“Thank you.” Gareth replied in a bemused voice.

“You are welcome, Mister Köhler.”

Gareth looked at the confused faces around him. “Are you familiar with the language my companions are speaking?”

“Yes Mister Köhler.”

“Could you please use that language in all further communication? And drop the Mister Köhler. A simple Gareth would do just fine.”

“As you wish, Gareth.” The voice responded. Chiu’s and Lyndra’s eyes widened.

“The transport will be arriving at Shsa-Tirion in fifteen minutes, Gareth.” The computer voice said, waking him gently from a comfortable sleep. All five of the travelers had bathed, changed into clean clothes and had a light meal, before falling asleep in the comfortable reclining seats. With the walls of the vehicle around him, it was the first time Gareth had felt safe since leaving the Sai-Bo mansion.

“Let me ask you a question.” He said very softly, so as not to wake the others. “Is this vehicle scheduled for another trip?”

“No Gareth. It will be serviced automatically and prepared for the return trip to The Yeugate.”

“Good. We can see out, but can others see in?”

“No Gareth. The synthsteel hull has photoreceptors embedded in it. It only gives the illusion of transparency.”

Gareth smiled. “After we arrive in Shsa-Tirion, could we stay in this vehicle for a few hours to sleep and rest? It will not be more than eight.”

“That is an unusual request…” The voice hesitated. “but since you are the only passengers on the planet, it can be allowed. I can provide whatever meals you would like.”

Gareth smiled. “Thank you. Dim lights fifty percent please.” The lights dimmed, and he shut his eyes.

“Mister Gareth, if you would wake up, there is something important you should know.” Gareth opened his gritty eyes.

“What?” He rasped.

“You have been asleep eight hours since we last spoke. I have just received communication from Ell, saying that she is suspending service, temporarily, to The Yeugate. She estimates service will resume in one to two weeks. She did mention something about pest control.”

Gareth nodded, rubbing his eyes. “I thought as much.” He glanced around the small compartment where the others were showing signs of rousing. “Can we get a large pot of coffee please, with five mugs, cream and sugar? We’ll let you know about food when we are awake.”

Gareth caught a faint laugh. “I can do that, Gareth.”

He stared for several moments through the transparent walls of the vehicle. “Is that artificial light I see in the boarding area, or sunlight?”

“Sunlight. The local time is zero seven twenty-one.”

Gareth poured and sipped the rich dark coffee. “Are any other lines operating out of Shsa-Tirion?”

“No Gareth. The transport rings have fallen into disrepair, and automated flight services are inoperative.”

He set his cup down very slowly. “Where are we located?”

“You are in the Hall of Transportation in Shsa-Tirion. In your time the general area is known as the Realm of the Shattered Plain, at the headwaters of the Phila River.”

Gareth shut his eyes, and seriously considered asking for Athena to send him home. “Would you happen to have a map of where the five great cities are located?”

“I don’t have a map, exactly, but I do have the directions and distances the tube transports traveled. The next stop on this route is thirty four hundred and twenty seven leagues, and the direction is one hundred and thirty seven point three degrees. From that location there are two more cities, one at ninety degrees on the green line for thirty two hundred leagues, and one on the red line at forty degrees for nine hundred and eighty two leagues. I’m sorry, but I don’t have the names of those cities, and only the directions.”

Gareth bit his lip, and could feel Chiu come up beside him. “I wish we had a map, of some sort.” He mused sadly.

“Well, why didna ye ask?” Kuan’s nose was twitching in laughter, enhancing his ferret-like look. “I’m a bloody guide. Of course I have maps.” He spread the maps out on the floor. “Now…” He scratched his head. “If I knew just where…”

“If you would just move back for a moment.” The computer voice said primly. When they all complied, the voice gave a little sniff. “Not very good maps, but I believe I can plot out the rough locations of all five cities. Thanks to the tectonic shifts the exact locations may be somewhat… skewed.”

Gareth felt his heart beating very fast. “Ahhh, could you print that out for us?”

“I can do better than that.” A small thirty centimeter tube floated out of a service panel and over to Gareth. Unrolling it gently, he discovered it to be made of metal, with the map and notations etched into the very finish. “Rain will not hurt this map,” the voice of the transport AI continued, “nor fire nor knifes. I’ve known of a few hardy individuals who have taken these maps and worn them as body armor.”

Kuan peered over Gareth’s shoulder at the map. “Ohhh, I know where that next city is. It’s on the island of Iystrichi, south of Luxoroth.” He shot a glance at Wokeg. “Ogres live there.” Glancing back at the map he grinned. “That only leaves one place after that; the southern Realm of Urruthra. The third location is out in the middle of the bloody ocean.”

Gareth sighed. “Well, Athena said it was difficult, but not impossible. We have two more cities to try, and that gives us a fifty-fifty chance that the next city will be our goal.”

Lyndra shot him a dark look. “All we have to do is to get there.”

Kuan stared at the map. “The river there should make things…” A sharp bong interrupted the small guide and everyone looked up as the Earth rumbled and swayed around them, sending chunks of rock bouncing off their transport. Out of the corner of his eye and through the rear-facing screen Gareth saw the base of one of the transportation rings crack and shatter. The hundred meter pedestal and ring slowly toppled to the side, disappearing in a cloud of dust.

“I’m afraid that return to The Yeugate is no longer possible for the foreseeable future.” The transport’s AI said in a hushed voice.


Chapter 5

STORMS

On the banks of the wide blue Phila River, the town of Dherngrom was burning. Gareth had been watching the column of smoke grow as the small band grew steadily closer and now, from the crest of a low hill a dozen kilometers away, there couldn’t be any mistake. Touching Lyndra’s arm, he offered the blond woman silent support. As a young girl in a similar small city only a few hundred leagues away from where they now stood, she had been taken as a slave after her parents were slaughtered. In that case the town had also been burned. The woman at his side stood frozen.

“You know,” Gareth began, thinking quickly, “if there are raiders down there, they probably have a boat of some sort, and we need transportation downriver.”

Her green eyes suddenly became cold and hard as she discovered a target for all her hurt and anger. “We WILL need a boat, won’t we?” Gareth blinked at the malice he heard in the voice.

“We will.” Gareth agreed gently. “We’re very good at taking boats from raiders. Why don’t you slip down there and take a look around while we plod along? You should see us in a while, but be very careful. You are an important part of this…” He almost said company. “family.” Her emerald eyes went wide, and he knew that he’d said exactly what she needed to hear. That it was the truth was merely frosting on the cake.

She looked at Gareth for a long moment, and he knew that this crisis was past when she smiled up at him. “I’ll be careful.” She whispered, morphing into a wolf. She was gone in a flicker of shadow as she wove through the dry scrub and twisted trees. He was still staring at the place Lyndra had vanished when Chiu arrived.

“What was that all about?” Her contralto voice was cautious.

“Our friend needed something to take her mind off her past troubles, and work out a few aggressive feelings.” His laugh was grim. “I suspect that the raiders are about to have a very bad day. I just hope that she doesn’t scare away or sink that boat. It is a very long way from here, past Phila all the way to Strizruofast.”

“What??” Chiu practically shouted. “It’s suicide to sail to Strizruofast. That city is the home of all the raiders in the realm.”

Gareth smiled. “That’s the beauty of my plan. The raiders will be expecting a warboat to be coming downriver loaded with booty and slaves. I’m sure that one of the raiders we capture will be more than willing to tell us all the little ins and outs of approaching the raider city.”

Chui gave him a sarcastic look. “Oh, and I suppose you’ll just ask him nicely?”

“I won’t.” Gareth’s voice hardened. “Lyndra will.” He glanced up at the sun. “We should leave now. I’d like to get us into the city by nightfall. It will be a long night for us, but a longer night for the raiders, I think. Our guide will have to catch up with us as best as he can.” Glancing over her shoulder, Gareth made a casual gesture toward the town. “Let’s go. Lyndra, is scouting ahead, and Kuan will meet us there… eventually.”

“Is that what you call it?”

“It sounds better than terrorizing.” Gareth grinned as he flowed into the form of a sabertooth tiger.

The air smelled of smoke and burning flesh so strongly he could taste it on his tongue. From a distance, Gareth watched as a group of raiders kicked in the front door of a small well cared for inn, and crashed inside. He and Chiu began to run when terrified screams burst out from within. Two raiders backed out of the door, dragging a shrieking woman between them, and a moment later the second pair of raiders appeared, dragging a furiously kicking girl of what Gareth guessed to be fifteen years old. Both mother and daughter had flaming red hair.

To their misfortune, the raiders had their backs to them as the cats arrived, Chiu turning toward the young girl while Gareth went for the mother. The first raider had just ripped open the front of the woman’s dress while the other held her pinned, and was leering at her exposed attributes when her hazel eyes went large as she caught sight of the cat over the raider’s shoulder. The man never had the chance to scream as his hot blood splashed his intended victim’s face. The second raider had barely opened his mouth to shout a warning when Gareth’s massive jaws closed on his head, crushing his skull with a dry crunch, like a walnut in a vice. Gareth flowed into his human form as he turned to find Chiu. The woman on the ground behind him gave a small squeak of fear and he looked over his shoulder, wiping the blood of the raider from his face. “Get dressed. You’re safe now.” Turning back to Chiu, he found her standing over two feebly twitching raiders, their crotches bloody ruins. She was chewing idly as she watched them die. The young girl had her back to the house, knees under her blue dress pulled up tightly against her chest, her eyes huge and round. “Chiu!” Gareth said sharply. “Spit that out! You don’t know where it’s been.”

The big head of the cat whipped around, spat out a gory wad, and then began to furiously wipe her muzzle with her paw. When she was finished cleaning she flowed back into the shape of the dark-haired woman he knew so well. “Sorry. It was just instinctive.” She spat once more, looking slightly sick.

Gareth glanced down at the girl, who was just beginning to get her shaking under control. “Are you all right?”

“You’re shapeshifters, aren’t you?” Her light voice was breathless.

“I guess you could say that.” Gareth grinned. “You should see to your mother.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Was there anyone else inside?”

“The raiders hit my father, knocking him down, and my little brother hid behind the sofa.”

“Thanks. We’ll see what we can do for them.”

About ready to run to her mother, the young redhead stopped and smoothed her dress. “Thank you.”

Gareth reached out and touched her hair. “You’re welcome, miss.”

The father was lying on the floor in a pool of his own blood, a deep gash on the side of his head. His breathing was rapid and shallow, and when he touched him Gareth barely found the man’s faint heartbeat. “You’ll have to handle this, Chiu. I’ll feed you as much strength as you need.”

Chiu looked dubious as she touched the injured man’s face. “I’d say that he doesn’t have a chance, but…” she took a deep breath, “hit me with everything you have.”

Gareth touched the bare skin of Chiu’s arm. “Here it comes.” He whispered, and opened the flood gates in his mind.

“Enough!” Chiu’s voice said sharply in his mind. “Enough!”

Gareth cut the outrageous flow, slumping to the floor. “Grrk, nuuuk flmmm.” He mumbled, mouth seemingly full of cotton. He blinked his eyes several times to get them to focus. “Scheiße! Blödes Arschloch.” He cursed.

Chiu raised an eyebrow. “Are you all right?”

“Das geht Dich einen Scheiß an.” He growled in reply. He blinked again. “Sorry. You didn’t deserve that. I feel like I was rode hard and put away wet, as the saying goes. What the hell happened?”

Chiu’s smile was wry. “You went a little overboard.”

“Did we heal our patient?”

Chiu laughed aloud as she helped him to his feet. “You could say that. We healed his terminal injury and turned back his biological clock by twenty years.”

The innkeeper’s family was standing huddled in the center of the great-room, looking at their visitors with frightened expressions. The man they had healed looked only slightly older than his daughter. It wasn’t until he glanced at the doorway and saw the ogre standing there that the light came on. “Wokeg, could you please… change?” The ogre flowed into the form of a young man, and the innkeeper’s family relaxed visibly. Gareth smiled to the group of innocents. “See, you have nothing to…” Lyndra in her wolf form almost knocked him over, and one of the women let out a little shriek. Gareth winced. “Scheiße.” He said slapping his forehead. “Lyndra, please change.”

At least the blond woman had the decency to look embarrassed. “Sorry, Gareth. I was excited. The raiders are moving back to their boat. If we want to do something, we have to do it now.”

He gave the family a crooked grin. “It’s always something. We’ll be back for dinner when we’ve finished with the raiders.” Four terrified faces regarded him. “Oh no!!” He waved his arms. “Just dinner, like you would serve your customers.” Finally, in disgust he turned for the door, just as a puffing Kuan entered.

“Did I miss something?” The little man asked, his nose twitching at the scent of recently spilled blood.

Gareth sighed. “Have a cold ale. We have to finish off the last of the raiders before they leave. We’ll meet you here.” Gareth bolted for the door, turning into the form of a sabertooth as he ran.

Fully half the wooden buildings of Dherngrom were engulfed in flames as they loped by, the heavy smoke blotting out the sun. Bodies lay scattered in grotesque positions in the dusty streets, and blood had splashed the ground, and in many cases the walls of the buildings. Circling wide of the group of twenty raiders dragging prisoners and booty, Gareth, Chiu and Lyndra arrived at the ship, a sleek forty five meter topsail schooner, before the rest of the crowd, easily jumping the three meter gap to the waiting deck. The four members of the shore watch took one look at the cats and the wolf, and jumped over the far railing, swimming for all they were worth to reach the distant shore. For the moment Gareth ignored the sobs of the people below decks, knowing that they would soon be released.

“Ahoy the Arrow!” A big man who appeared to be leading the raider rabble called out from the dock. “Who the hell are you?” He yelled as Gareth stepped out of the deckhouse and crossed his arms over his chest.

“The new owner of this fine vessel.” Gareth grinned.

The man on the shore slowly turned purple. “Run a plank out to the ship,” He commanded the men at his side. “and we’ll flay this popinjay.”

Gareth waited until the plank was nearly touching the ship when he made a motion, and Chiu the sabertooth stepped to his side. The forward motion of the plank stopped suddenly. “Is there a problem, then?” Gareth called out, and morphed into his own sabertooth. The plank hit the harbor water with a loud splash just as Lyndra stepped to Gareth’s other side. In unison the three jumped to the dock, and the raiders retreated. So intent were the raiders on the cats and the wolf they never noticed that their numbers were steadily dwindling as one raider after another disappeared from the back of the crowd. Finally, one raider cried out as a huge six fingered hand closed about his throat, and the rest turned to stare at Wokeg, who tossed the raider aside and picked up the tree branch he was currently using as a staff. THAT was the sign for Gareth and the others to attack.

The melee was as short, with only a dozen and a half raiders surviving at this point, as it was savage. Gareth, consumed by the feline urge to kill, tore the throat of the raider captain with a swipe of his razor-sharp claws. Hot blood splashed his face as he snarled, spearing another raider with his long canines. At his sides both Chiu and Lyndra were gore-soaked apparitions. The wolf neatly hamstrung a fleeing raider, and when he fell tore his throat out. On his other side Chiu beheaded a raider before he could even raise his curved sword. Raiders screamed and swore as they died, while the attackers snarled and Wokeg roared an ogre challenge. The cacophony made Gareth’s ears ring. Suddenly it was all over, and the four flowed back to human forms. Blood dripped from their fingertips to plop wetly on the dock. The six living raiders clutched at their wounds and looked sullen, knowing that they would be turned over to the local authorities for the “justice” of a hangman’s noose, headsman’s ax, or perhaps some other more lingering form of death.

Once the captives were released, the word went around, and soon a small but appreciative crowd had gathered at the docks. Several battered city guardsmen came to offer their thanks, and wound up being treated for their wounds after which they were given the remaining raiders. It was well after dark, with Wokeg volunteering to stay with the Arrow, when the three shapeshifters finally returned to the inn. Kuan they discovered passed out in a chair by the fire, while a fresh leg of lamb turned on the spit over the crackling flames. The young redheaded daughter of the innkeeper served them silently, but her eyes never left Gareth and Chiu. Finally, Chiu put an elbow to his ribs.

“Speak to her.” She hissed. “I think there is more than a little hero worship at work here.”

Gareth groaned. “I have enough problems.” Chiu took his hand as he gestured to the girl. “What is your name, young lady?” The girl giggled and blushed at being called lady, especially by a stranger.

“My name is Tabitha, my Lord.” She replied, curtseying, and then looking at the floor. “And this is my brother Myles.” She pulled her small brother, who had been peaking around her hip, in front of her. Her smile was shy, and her hazel eyes shone.

Gareth smiled in return. “My name is Gareth, Tabitha.”

She almost bowed. “Yes, my Lord Gareth.”

He laughed. “No, just Gareth. No lord.”

Her blush deepened. “Yes Gareth.” She whispered.

“My mother and my sister are witches.” Miles announced proudly. “And I’m going to be a shapeshifter like you when I grow up.” Gareth shot a questioning glace at Chiu.

Witches are nonhumans who have exceptionally good control of magic, especially when dealing with natural things like weather, plants, healing, animals and things like that. Their curses are to be feared. If the boy isn’t a shapeshifter by now, he never will be.

Look at me. I just became a shapeshifter a few weeks ago.

Chiu chuckled, a deep warm sound far down in his mind. You had a certain amount of help.

That I did. He turned back to Tabitha and reaching out, touched her cheek. “I’m sure you will be a powerful witch, Tabitha, but you have to remember one very important thing as you gain in knowledge and abilities.” He leaned forward and whispered into her ear for several moments. Tabitha in turn blushed furiously.

“I will remember that my whole life, Gareth.” The girl murmured.

Finishing his ale, Gareth set the mug down. “I think we’ll go to bed now. We have a long journey ahead of us.”

Tabitha gave him another curtsey. “Goodnight Gareth.”

Gareth stood staring at the waving crowds as the dock at Dherngrom slowly dwindled behind them. Beside him Kuan stood squinting, despite the thick cloud cover, and wincing every time a gull made a single squawk. His eyes were bloodshot and watery.

“How long to Strizruofast?” Gareth asked the cringing guide.

“Unless the bloody rivers decide te run the other way, er the bloody earthquakes split the bloody continent, three weeks, give or take.” Putting both hands to the sides of his head, he groaned. “So, tell me Mister Gareth. How many of the blighters did it take to knock me out?”

“You were never in a battle, Kuan. You arrived late and stayed at the inn drinking. We found you passed out after it was all over.”

“Ye don’t say. Well in that case I think I’ll go have a bit of the hair of the dog, so to speak… for medicinal purposes only, ye understand.”

Gareth shook his head. “I understand quite well.” Gareth said to the small swaying man. “We all get that way, occasionally.”

The guide mumbled something unintelligible, turned and staggered his way to the companionway, where Gareth heard him fall down the short flight of steps.

It had been a long difficult day, as he had predicted. His hardest problem, however, had been keeping young Tabitha and Miles from stowing away on the ship. The third time he caught them he had Wokeg take one under each arm and following him, carry them back to their father’s inn, where he threatened to chain them to the fireplace.

Janiyah and Eliseo, the children’s mother and father had been apologetic, and had gone so far as to lock the children in their rooms until the Arrow had set sail.

“Gareth.” Janiyah had said to him over a cup of coffee. “Your problem is that you’re a good man caught in a situation that a good man cannot resolve.”

“Tell me about it.” He grumbled, sipping the tangy, slightly cinnamon flavored coffee.

Janiyah smiled. “Athena wouldn’t have picked you if you weren’t good at heart.” She leaned closer at his surprised look. “After what I’ve see of you here, I wouldn’t have been terribly upset if my children did stow away on your ship.”

Gareth crossed his arms. “We were sailing the length of the Lake of Shadows a while back.” He saw Janiyah shudder. “The whole boat was pulled under by ice dragons and all the crew perished. We four survived. I would not risk your children where I have to go and to do what I have to do.”

Her face was pale now. “What do you have to do?”

He stood and handed her his empty cup. “I have to blow up the moon, in order to save every last creature on Earth.” He turned to the door and left her staring.

“Are you going to stand up there daydreaming, or are you going to take your turn at the wheel?” Chiu called from the quarterdeck.

Gareth shot her an embarrassed smile. “I’ll be right there.” He called, stretching his shoulders. With only six extra crew available in the city to help man the Arrow, everyone took turns at the wheel. Thanks to over-zealous city guards, none of the original crew were still alive.

As he took the wheel, Chiu tilted her head and gave him a quizzical look. “What did you tell that young girl back in the inn? I’ve been dying of curiosity.”

Smiling, Gareth turned the wheel slightly. “I told her never to forget that it was all about love; even if you have to kill someone. I killed the men attacking her mother not because I hated them, but because I cared for the helpless woman even more.”

Chiu gave him an odd look. “You are a very unusual man, especially for a soldier.”

His chuckle was as dry as dust. “Not really. If you go into battle filled with hatred you won’t think clearly and you will die. Remembering love is also what keeps you human.”

It may have been the small fact that they were sailing a raider warboat that kept trouble at bay, or it might have been something else. Whatever the reason, after their departure from Dherngrom, they enjoyed twelve days of smooth sailing past ruins and the crumbled remains of civilization. On the thirteenth day Gareth caught his first glimpse of the city of Phila in the hazy distance.

It was with many fond memories that he recalled the Caravanserai of the Seven Sisters, just to the east side of the sprawling city, and he smiled at his thoughts of the owner, Munsif Hafeez, and his large and often boisterous family. There had been some loose talk in the caravan of which Gareth had been a part, that the name ‘Seven Sisters’ referred to Munsif’s daughters, but to the best of his knowledge Gareth could only recall ever seeing three. When it came to sons however; that was another thing entirely.

The dock that the Arrow slid up to was gray, and shaky from age. It was also the very first dock they had come upon, well away from the city on the northeast side, with trees providing cover for the Arrow from curious eyes. The location would allow them to hire crew and come and go without being seen.

The first day passed in a flurry of activity, loading stores and provisions, but Gareth found himself looking forward to the evening at the Caravanserai. Both Wokeg and Kuan, to his surprise, had opted to remain aboard the ship.

Chui and Lyndra had identical smiles on their faces as they approached the massive Caravanserai, but the looks quickly faded when they all noticed the closed gates and armed sentries along the walls.

Cupping his hands to his mouth, Gareth called out. “Hello the Seven Sisters.”

A monster of a man peered over the wall. “What do you want?” He returned in a harsh voice.

“Food and lodging for the three of us, for a few nights.” From the ground Gareth could see the soldier scowl.

Suddenly a familiar voice from beyond the walls called out “Wait!!” Ahmed, the son of Munsif popped up beside the soldier, took one look at the three travelers and slapped the guard’s pauldron a ringing crack. “Open the gate you goat-headed fool. This is still a Caravanserai for travelers, and these three are honored guests.” He grinned down at Gareth. “They are, in fact, part owners of the Seven Sisters.” The guard’s dark olive-skinned face went pale as he probably envisioned losing his job. The gates creaked open almost immediately.

With a look of rapture on the women’s faces at the thought of upcoming hot baths, the three entered the courtyard of the Caravanserai of the Seven Sisters. Gareth’s eyebrows raised at the number of armed soldiers on the wall and at the many interior doorways. Flowering vines still filled the air in the courtyard with the sweet scent of jasmine, and birds flitted from one bright flower to another in a sort of aerial ecstasy. Water murmured in a soothing voice from a tall ornate fountain. The familiar young man slid down the ladder from the wall to land at their feet in a cloud of dust. His smile was wide and welcoming as he re-tucked his unraveled turban around his head of thick curly hair.

“It is most good to see you again my Lord.” He said, bowing slightly. “But where are your camels?”

Gareth smiled in return. “We came by boat again, Ahmed, all the way downriver from Dherngrom and beyond.”

The boy’s eyes opened very wide. “The raiders who attacked us last month came by boat, and left heading toward Dherngrom.” The boy swallowed. “Or so the soldiers said.”

“It is indeed a dangerous world, but in this case it was more dangerous still for the raiders.” He gave the boy a slow wink. “You see, we now have their boat, and the raiders that remain alive are in the custody of the Dherngrom authorities.”

The boy’s dark eyes were big and round with undisguised amazement. “We were told that the raiders came here for my sisters.” Ahmed stood up straight, puffing out his thin chest. “That night even I was given a small sword.”

“So,” Gareth smiled. “all seven of your sisters are safe?”

“Yes, my Lord. All seven.”

Gareth frowned. “I’ve only seen three.”

Ahmed grinned. “Tamina has a family of her own to take care of, and my three younger sisters are too small to dance the Tsi-Tsinga.”

Gareth gave Ahmed’s bony shoulder an affectionate squeeze. “I will speak with your father now. We may talk later.” The boy gave him a low bow, and then a smiling exclamation as he snatched the coin Gareth had tossed him out of the air.

“Salaam alaykum my friend.” Gareth smiled at the startled man behind the counter. “Peace be upon you.”

Munsif Hafeez was a thin olive-skinned man with dark eyes and graying curly hair, who spoke very softly. His eyes sparkled in recognition, and he gave Gareth a low bow. “Wa 'alaykum salaam. Peace be also with you.” Munsif replied, reaching out and taking Gareth’s hand in a warm handshake.

“What are you feeding Ahmed, Munsif? He is growing like a weed.”

The innkeeper glowed with noticeable pride. “I am very proud of Ahmed. He turned fourteen last week. He will grow to be a fine man, and I will leave the Caravanserai to him one day.”

Gareth laughed. “What, in a hundred years? You will live forever, Munsif, and have a thousand children every bit as wise as you.”

“Neither I nor my children will survive if the raiders keep coming. You heard about our problem?” Gareth nodded. “If a squad of soldiers had not been staying the night, we would have been hard pressed.” He shuddered. “I would have been fighting myself, and I am no fighter.”

Gareth touched the innkeeper’s arm. “You have no need to worry. We met the raiders who attacked you. All that remain alive will soon be hung.”

Munsif studied his face carefully, and then nodded slowly. “That is good. The soldiers I hired for protection are eating me out of house and home.” He chuckled. “You would like your usual two rooms?”

Gareth thought about it for three seconds. “Make that one room, Munsif, with a large bed.”

Munsif gave him a knowing smile. “I will give you the suite I use occasionally with my wives.”

“Wives?” Gareth raised a single brow. “I seem to remember you telling me that, some time ago, but I thought it must be an exaggeration.”

Munsif rolled his eyes in mock despair. “Ah yes. I have five wives, and the problem is that I love them all.”

“Five?” Gareth repeated. “I thought I had a problem loving two women.”

“Well now.” A woman’s voice said from behind him. “It’s nice that he finally got THAT out into the open.” Gareth turned to stare open-mouthed at Chiu and Lyndra who just happened to be standing in the doorway with matching predatory smiles.

“Fi amen Allah. Stay in the protection of God” Munsif murmured from behind the counter.

Gareth’s smile was slightly skewed. “Not bloody likely.” He grumbled. “And also with you, my friend.” He set a golden coin on the counter to Munsif’s bulging eyes. “To pay for the soldier’s food.” He said, grinning.

“With that,” Munsif whispered. “I could buy the whole farm.”

Chiu kicked her boots off and sat down on the stadium sized bed, ignoring the flowers that graced the room, the chilled wine and the spectacular view of the courtyard, four stories below. Her sapphire eyes were serious. “We need to talk.” Gareth sat beside her and bent to unlace his boots. When Lyndra turned for the door Chiu pointed to the bed beside Gareth. “Sit.” She demanded. “This concerns you too.” Gareth saw the blond kick off her own shoes before she sat, folding her legs under her. Chiu was staring at him. “Well?” She asked. “Do you want to explain what you said?”

“I admit it.” Gareth said, speaking to the floor. “I love Chiu so deeply and she’s so close it’s like loving my own heart.” He glanced at Lyndra. “But after all this time together I’ve discovered that I love Lyndra too. I come from a monogamous world, and I’ve found it hard to reconcile my feelings.” He shrugged. “So I just decided to admit my feelings, and see where it goes.”

Chiu’s face was unreadable as she turned to Lyndra. “Well?”

The blond woman blushed scarlet, and brushed a long strand of hair from her face. When Gareth first met her, Lyndra had had short, hacked off blond hair. Somewhere along the way she’d gotten it cut and styled, and now her light chardonnay colored hair fell in a flowing cascade past her shoulders; identical in length to Chiu’s jet black hair. He doubted that it was coincidence. Now she glanced from Gareth to Chiu and back. “Marriage where I grew up was a fairly informal institution.” She bit her lip. “Looking at the two of you, I can’t decide who I’d like to jump first.” She declared honestly. Her blush deepened, and she let out a small giggle.

A smile finally touched Chiu’s face. “I’m glad that’s settled.” She purred as she began to unbutton her shirt. “There’s only one last thing…” She dropped her shirt to the floor in a slow languorous motion.

~~~

Paldeen Athan was a tall thin man, taller even than Gareth, with a dark middle-eastern complexion, a thin black beard, and was the new captain of the former raider Arrow. Munsif Hafeez had recommended Paldeen and his crew as suitable replacements aboard Gareth’s vessel, since it was the Arrow and her raiders that had burned Paldeen’s former ship, the Nabeela Hatem, to the waterline. Paldeen, Gareth noted, didn’t smile much, but as he walked the quarterdeck, his hand caressing the railing, he did have a look of grim satisfaction on his lean weathered face. When the Arrow’s new purser discovered that they had plans on slipping by the raider city of Strizruofast, and out into the Great Ocean the hold suddenly acquired a full cargo, and as if by magic the new crew seemed much happier, knowing that they would all share in the profits. Now Gareth and Chiu stood at the polished taffrail, watching Phila slowly drop astern. As Chiu rested her cheek against his shoulder, Gareth recalled his pleasant memories of the past three days and for some strange reason felt absolutely no inclination at all to go back to his old Earth, at this moment.

“So.” Captain Athan murmured as he came closer. “How do you plan on getting by the chain barricade the raiders have set across the Phila River, just north of their city?”

Gareth gave the man a mirthless smile. “I’m not going to get us by. You are.”

Athan frowned. “How am I to do that small miracle?” His voice had taken on a mean pitch.

“That’s very easy, Captain. You’re going to lie.” When the captain frowned, he continued. “In three weeks, this is what we’re going to do…” Paldeen Athan’s heavy eyebrows rose almost to his hairline as he listened.

It was so dark at an hour before midnight that the forward lookouts could barely see the chain that the raiders had stretched across the entire river, despite the white floats that ensured the chain would catch any that attempted to force passage. The only safe route was through a rigidly controlled deep water portal set close to shore, guarded by a score of armed guards.

“Ahoy the Arrow.” A sleepy sounding guard called out as the boat slid toward him. “What’s the password?”

“How the bloody hell do I know.” Athan roared back.

“You don’t sound like Captain Chobvan.” The guard was beginning to get nervous as the boat neared.

“Of course I’m not Chobvab, you idiot. He caught an arrow in the chest and we threw him overboard. He didn’t remember to tell me the password. If’n ye don’t believe me, then take a look at our cargo.” He gave a curt gesture and Gareth and two other seamen removed a tarp from the scantily dressed Chiu and Lyndra.

“Well well.” The guard was no more than fifteen meters from the women and could easily see the acres of exposed skin. “Maybe you should just pull over and we’ll talk about it.”

“Pull over? Are you insane? I’m late as it is. That idiot Chobvan didn’t know his ass from his elbow, so let us pass, dammit, or I’ll put an arrow into ye.”

“Don’t get your knickers in a twist.” The guard called back, making a curt gesture to the gate handlers. The Arrow slid by the barrier that would have stopped them cold with barely a meter to spare.

As the women went below decks to change, Athan sought out Gareth. “That worked slicker than I thought it would. Now, do we make for the open ocean?” He asked with a hopeful note.

Gareth stood on the deck and closed his eyes as the stiff breeze from the east filled the sails. “Not quite yet. I bought a few crossbows while we were in Phila. Have your men bring them up, with a handful of bolts, some strips of cloth and a pot of flammable cooking grease. We’ll leave the raiders with something besides us to talk about.”

The captain’s eyes were wide. “With this wind, you’ll burn the entire city down.”

Gareth’s reply was as cold as the grave. “That is my intention. You didn’t see what these same raiders did to Dherngrom. They will never do it again if I can help it.”

Athan swallowed. “What do you want me to do now?”

Gareth looked at the rapidly approaching dock, and the ranks of raider ships moored side to side in the dark water. On the shore near to the docks stood six huge multi-storied warehouses. “Put us within bowshot of those moored boats.” He said slowly. “And have your men fire when they get within range. I’ll take care of the warehouses.”

Athan shook his head in disbelief, but gave the orders. As they slowed their approach slightly, Gareth counted three ranks of ten raider ships each. He bent to the archers. “Put your shots into the first boat in each row. The wind will take care of the rest. Make sure that first boat catches fire. After that use your own discretion.” The men with the crossbows gave him chilling grins as he turned for the quarterdeck.

Chiu touched his shoulder as he looked over the rail. “What are you doing?”

“Arranging a little payback.” He whispered. Since she could read his thoughts, he felt her energy pour into him, and was grateful for it. As the first arrows arched out for the moored boats, Gareth raised his palm. “Ignis Pila!” He said softy. A baseball sized fireball appeared, and he hurled it at the first warehouse where it streaked like a fiery bolt. The front of the building exploded in flames. As fast as he could, he created and launched five more fireballs, and then slumped to the deck, Chiu at his side. “Take us out into the Great Ocean Captain.” He said weakly. “We’re done here.” The captain began shouting orders, and the sails cracked as they filled with wind. Dimly he felt Wokeg helping him to his feet, while Lyndra and Kuan aided Chiu. Against his back the heat of the burning boats beat on him, and distantly he heard screams. Fireballs were wonderful stuff, but there was a price to pay for using real magic, and he’d used almost more than he and Chiu had to give put together. Far behind the Arrow Strizruofast burned.

~~~

Lovat colored water surged past the bow of the Arrow, more gray than green today, and Gareth was bored. Hiring the crew had put him squarely in the owner’s seat of the boat, and the fray with the raider fleet at Strizruofast had put him in a class to be feared. Biting his lip, he stared at the back of the helmsman with envy. Life was so much simpler, he thought to himself, as a Gunnery Sergeant in the marines. Follow orders, keep your head down, your mouth shut and always let the Lieutenant make the hard decisions. His hazel eyes followed the sun bronzed crewmen on the deck as he realized that, in a way, he was now responsible for them too. After a week of running due south, he could feel the difference in the autumn air, as it became warmer day by day. Dolphins frolicked alongside the racing hull, and occasionally the topsail lookout sighted a whale. Gareth was enjoying the warmth of the sun on his face, when the dolphins abruptly turned and dove. He saw the lookout staring at the suddenly empty ocean. A chill ran up Gareth’s back, and a moment later the Arrow trembled, the shudder quickly escalating into a heavy convulsion. Whitecaps frothed in the surrounding water. Beside the helmsman the Captain of the Arrow stood frozen.

“Captain Athan!” Gareth shouted, breaking the man’s immobility. “There is an earthquake kilometers below our feet. Have the men standby the sails, and secure the deck of loose items. We’re in deep water and should be safe.”

“Deep water?” The captain shouted back. “We should make for the safety of shore.”

“My last captain thought so too, and our ship was wrecked. Trust me.” The shuddering subsided, and Gareth studied the unexpectedly calm sea.

“Port bow ahoy. It be a big wave, Capin’!” the lookout yelled. Gareth turned and stared at the forming wave.

Captain Athan turned his way. “Your recommendations?”

Gareth studied the oncoming wave. “Turn into the wave, Captain. Run diagonally up the front and let it pass under us while the wind pushes us over the top.”

Athan nodded after a moment of thought. “We’ll try it yer way, though it goes against my better judgement.” He began shouting orders, and the ship reluctantly turned into the wave. Sails cracked as they filled with wind, and the Arrow surged forward, icy spray stinging Gareth’s face. There were shouts from below decks as the ship climbed the rising face of the wave, but their speed and the wind proved enough to push the schooner over the top. The tidal wave, still growing, continued away on their starboard side, and Captain Athan sagged. “I thought we were all dead men.” He said, wiping his brow. “Ye are a canny sailor, Mister Gareth.”

Gareth took a deep breath to stop his own heart from pounding. “It was just luck and a little experience.” Without going into the theory of plate tectonics, he simply said; “There’s something in this area that is prone to earthquakes and tidal waves.”

“A tidal wave?” Chiu said at his shoulder. Her hair was mussed, and beside her Lyndra was rubbing a dark bruise on her own cheek. Behind them Wokeg looked around, wide-eyed.

Gareth gave the women a quick kiss. “Yeah. There’s something about this part of the ocean. This is where we lost Spray, if you remember.”

“I’ve been trying to forget the damned slugs ever since.” Lyndra growled. “I still have nightmares.”

Captain Athan looked from one person to the other before finally stopping at Gareth. “You four travel quite a bit, don’t you?”

Chui gave a clear ringing laugh. “You have no idea.”

“Do I want to know where you’re headed this time?” He asked in an unsteady voice.

Gareth considered asking the captain if he knew the location of the City that Time Forgot, or Jafelon, took another look at the rigid lines on his face and dismissed the idea immediately. “No.”

Athan bit his lip. “So, where are we going then?”

Gareth frowned, recalling the map. “On the southern side of Luxoroth is the city of Gioqury. We’ll stop there and unload our cargo before we head out. South of Luxoroth is the Island of Ischrichi, and on the southern end of the island on the shore of a large sheltered cove is the ruins of a great city. That is our destination.”

Athan’s eyes lit. “Yer after treasure then?”

Gareth opened his mouth to say no, looked at the captain’s stony face and imagined all the explanations he would have to make. Instead he winked at the captain, and gave him a nudge with his elbow. “Of course, I’m not after treasure. I’m after archeological relics of great historical value.” (wink wink) For a long moment Gareth wondered if he was going to have to kick the thick-headed captain in the ankle to make his point, and then Captain Athan’s eyes widened and he smirked.

“Of course, yer not looking for treasure. What was I thinking?” His grin was wide and his teeth yellow. Gareth shuddered.

The weather changed almost as soon as the Arrow altered her course from south to east, around the bottom of Pellonon and onward toward Luxoroth. Gareth had heard the stories of the storms in these waters, but had written it off as a mere nautical enthusiasm. Compared with the stories, the reality was much much worse. Storm after storm battered the tough raider ship. Two men went over the side in the very first gale when the foretop mast went by the way, taking the two good topmen with it. Three days the storm blew, and the Arrow fought to keep from running aground. The fourth day dawned clear and Captain Athan drove the men mercilessly to make repairs. On the sixth day another storm arrived that made the first appear an unpretentious breeze by comparison. Six days the storm blew, and four more men died. If the storm hadn’t turned, blowing them toward their destination rather than away, the ship would have foundered. As it was, Gareth, Wokeg, Chiu, Lyndra and even little Kuan were all manning the pumps when the port of Gioqury finally came into view.

Captain Paldeen Athan looked at Gareth with red, salt rimmed eyes, and the owner of the Arrow looked back with the same. “That was the worst journey I’ve ever been on.” The captain grumbled in a hoarse voice as the stumbling sailors tied the ship off at a waiting pier. “We’re looking at three weeks refit time, and I’ll need a few new crewmen.”

Gareth nodded, not paying much attention. “Sell the cargo, and take the money that you need for the ship, wages and new crew… in that order. Replace the water casks, they’re getting wormy and get plenty of fresh vegetables and limes.”

The older man had a small smile on his face as he nodded. “Ye’v done this before, I take it?”

Gareth gave him a flat unfriendly look. “Once or twice.” He glanced down at the worn deck. “Hire a crew to man the pumps until we can get repairs.” He looked down at his blistered hands. “I don’t feel like pumping anymore.”

Athan laughed and slapped his shoulder. “Yer not such a lubber after all, young man.”

Gareth, unfortunately hadn’t been paying attention, but staring at a tall ornate white building overlooking the docks. “I think I’m going to get a few rooms for myself and my friends at the local inn.” He gave the captain a sparing smile. “You’re welcome to stay at the inn, until repairs are completed. You did a very good job, and I reward good service.”

Captain Athan looked stunned. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Don’t say a thing then. I’ll be taking four rooms. Three will be used. Come if you will.” Gareth rubbed his tired eyes. “My friends and I need a bath and a drink, not necessarily in that order. You should hire that crew as soon as you can. We’re leaving, and the Arrow is still leaking. It would be a shame to see her sink while sitting at the dock.”

Athan chuckled. “I can do that.”

After bathing, eating and sipping a single glass of wine, Gareth and the others headed for bed, where he slept for sixteen hours. Staggering downstairs at almost noon the next day, he found a dejected looking Wokeg sitting in front of the fire.

Gareth slapped the young man on the shoulder. “What’s the problem, Wokeg?” He asked, setting his tankard down and sitting on the wide, raised hearth.

Wokeg looked up with red eyes, as if he’d not slept a wink. “I’m going home, Gareth. I don’t even remember home, or what other ogres are like.” He looked at the floor. “I’m scared.”

Gareth thought about his big friend’s problem. “You have two choices as far as I can see. When we get to Iystrichi you can go to find the other ogres. If you like we will all go with you. Your second choice is that you can stay with us and we will be about our business and go on our merry way. You are a part of our family now, and it goes without saying that you are welcome.”

The young man looked up with grateful eyes. “Thank you, Gareth. That means more to me than you know. I will go to visit my kind because I have to, and I will go alone.”

“But…”

“No, Gareth - I will go alone. Things will be hard enough without having humans along. I can take care of myself.”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea.” Gareth replied, scowling.

Wokeg smiled. “It’s not your decision, my friend.”

He knew when he’d run into a stone wall, and Gareth sighed. “Have it your way. We still have a couple more weeks here for you to think about it.”

“I’ve thought about it since we left Strizruofast, almost two months ago.”

Gareth knew from the tone it was a hopeless battle, so he smiled. “You probably don’t want to share whatever it is the other ogres drink.”

Wokeg’s smile was gloomy. “I don’t know what my kind drink, Gareth. I know so little.”

Standing, he gave Wokeg’s shoulder a squeeze. “Soon I suspect, you’ll know more about ogres than you could ever have imagined.”

“I suppose.”

Shaking his head in frustration, Gareth turned away.

Captain Athan was sitting in the dining area drinking a liter tankard of ale that dwarfed the plate of bread and cheese he had before him. Washed, shaved and wearing clean clothes, the tall captain had a smile of contentment on his weathered face. He raised his tankard, no small feat, and gestured to the other seat at his table.

“Good morning, Captain.” Gareth said with a note of suspicion creeping into his voice. “You’re in a good humor.”

The smile widened on the captain’s face. “You would be in a good mood too, if ye just sold yer cargo for three times the normal asking price.”

Gareth blinked. “Three times? Are you sure?” He glared at the grinning man. “Why?”

Athan paused to nibble a piece of yellow cheese, which he held up to study like some fine delicacy. “Because of this. The storms have cut the food supplies to almost nothing, and with no ships expected in…” His smile held only bliss. “It were a seller’s market.” Leaning forward, his eyes sparkled. “Some of the cargo got a little… damp like, from the foul weather. I sold that for twice the going value. With no ships in port, or expected, business for the shipyard was slow, and I was able to get our repairs done for half of what I expected, and to be completed in two weeks rather than three.” The dark eyes of the captain became intent. “Where we be going next, sir?”

“Iystrichi first, where we’ll spend a week to ten days, and then to the coast near Draealea. We can stop in the port first to sell our cargo, if you wish, and then probably off to Oseothan.” Gareth babbled, pulling names out of the air. He had made no real plans for stops after Iystrichi.

Athan stroked his smooth chin and looked thoughtful. “Draealea and Oseothan.” He muttered. “This could work out right well.” He held Gareth with his eyes. “In Oseothan I might consider buying you out, if the price was right.”

Gareth rubbed his own chin, and tried not to grin. “I might consider accepting your offer, if the price was right.”

Chiu and Lyndra joined the two men at the table, both women grinning like cats that had gotten the proverbial canaries. Gareth took in the damp hair and fresh scrubbed look. “Another bath?”

Chiu couldn’t erase her smug grin. “I plan on taking a bath every day that we are in port. I have a lot to make up for.”

Gareth rolled his eyes. “It’s a waste of water… but it’s your choice.” He added quickly to avoid an argument. “What shall we do today? Kuan is wandering and getting into trouble, Wokeg is sulking and the ship is being repaired. The day is ours.”

Chiu couldn’t meet his eyes. “I thought we might go for a ride. Before we met, I lived just a little north of here. Wadeps Marsh, they used to call it, because of the noise the local frogs made during the mating season.” She chuckled, still looking at the table. “It was horrible.”

Winking to Gareth, Lyndra turned a speculative look to Chiu. “So that’s where you got those noises you were making the other night.”

Chiu’s head snapped up, her face flaming as she glared at the other woman. “You… you…” Gareth was making choking sounds and Captain Athan was having great difficulty not laughing aloud. Chiu’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “I’ll get even.”

Gareth cleared his throat. “So, do you know where we can hire a few horses?”

Chiu gave Lyndra a last hard glare before turning. “There just happens to be a stable behind this inn where we can get horses. We can leave tomorrow morning, if you like, but until then I need to shop for some new clothes.” Turning her head fractionally, she raised a single eyebrow as she glanced at Lyndra. “Coming?”

It had been raining, and the hooves of the horses made hollow sucking sounds as they plodded over the soupy countryside. Cattails brushed Gareth’s legs, leaving wispy trails of yellow pollen wherever they touched, and the air smelled of rotten vegetation. A chill ran up his spine and he pulled the collar of his warm coat up a little higher. It certainly wasn’t the day to go exploring, but he wouldn’t be the one to gainsay Chiu so they slogged on through the oily stinky mud.

Two hours later, when Gareth was about to say enough is enough, Chiu stopped and turned. “This is the place.” Gareth shuddered, and when Lyndra was about to make a scathing comment, shook his head to indicate that she should keep her mouth shut and her comments to herself.

Looking around, his brows furrowed. “I don’t see any sort of a shelter. Where did you sleep?”

Although she didn’t look up, her hand pointed. “There.” Gareth studied the head-high pile of refuse. “There’s a big flat rock under that pile, and there’s a small hollow under the rock. The water drained away quite well… most of the time.” Her laugh was bitter. “The witch found me one day very much like this, when my hole had filled up with mud.” Lyndra was staring at the other woman, all trace of derision gone from her face to be replaced with dawning horror. “A few months later, when she’d managed to clean me up a little, I met Gareth.”

“You lived there for how long?” Lyndra asked, managing to sound both amazed and horrified.

“Six months or a year. I lost track of time.” Chiu shrugged as she sat slumped in her saddle.

“Unless there is some pressing reason to stay, I think we’ve seen enough of your former home.”

“I’ve seen enough.” Both Chiu and Lyndra whispered at exactly the same time.

Eight days later the five companions, along with Captain Athan, were all able to move back into the restored Arrow; Kuan excited, his arms full of maps and Wokeg plodding, saying nothing. During the day dockworkers swarmed over the masts and rigging, replacing anything that might look worn or frayed, while on the deck more workers sanded, stained and polished woodwork until it glowed. Over all this confusion Captain Athan stood watching from the quarterdeck, arms crossed on his chest, a look of vague contempt on his face. One evening when the ship was free from workers and they were standing at the deserted taffrail, he admitted to Gareth that the scowl was simply a fiction used to keep the workers busy, if not scared.

In a distant building lit by candles or oil lamps, a woman laughed. The night sky was clear, and a warm breeze blew out of the south. The ship was secured, lines neatly flaked on the deck, new sails furled neatly. Below decks Gareth could hear the murmur of voices from the old and new crew at their dinners. A scent of tar, paint and wax mixed comfortably with the aroma of the sea. With Chiu at his side he looked over to Captain Athan.

“Set sail in the morning then?”

The tall captain sniffed the air, as if he could tell what the weather would be solely by smell. “We’ll set out at first light.” He confirmed. “The journey should be swift… ten days I expect. The local weather predictor said we’ll have two weeks of clear sailing.” Athan’s yellow teeth glinted in the moonlight. “What could possibly go wrong?”


Chapter 6

MISTAKES

Wokeg had been standing silently by the railing staring at the green woods and towering peaks of the Island of Iystrichi since they had first come into view two days before.

Lyndra touched Gareth’s shoulder as she cast a worried glance at her friend. “What’s he waiting for, a reception committee to come out to meet him?”

“I really don’t know, Lyndra, and I suspect neither does he. That’s the problem.” He stopped for a moment to listen to the high-pitched laughter from Kuan as he diced with one sailor or another. THAT was one person, Gareth mused, who didn’t let minor things like the end of all life slow him down. “I spoke with him about his concerns, and was told to mind my own business. He has every intention of heading out, by himself, as soon as we land.” Lyndra opened her mouth, but Gareth cut her off. “The answer is no. You will not follow him as a wolf. For all you know ogres have a keener sense of smell than a wolf, and would smell you coming a mile away. One person in danger is too many, and I will not see you run headlong into trouble in a strange land.”

“But…”

“No! I can’t say no to Wokeg, but I damned well will say no to you. If you try to sneak out Chiu and I will track you down, find you, bring you back and tie you to the mainmast.”

“That’s not fair, and anyway, how do you know Chiu would do that?” Lyndra said angrily.

“I’m not trying to be fair Lyndra, and I’m speaking with Chiu at this moment.” His grin was chilly. “It’s one of the benefits of having her as my familiar.”

Lyndra’s face was red with anger, contrasting nicely with her hair when suddenly her eyes went wide, and the flush turned to pallor. “You’re not saying this because you’re mad, you’re saying this because you really do care what happens to me.” Her gaze slid over to Chiu who had just come up on deck to stand beside Gareth. “Both of you.”

Chiu put her arms about the other woman’s shoulders. “Of course we do, silly.” She gave Gareth a wink as she led the suddenly sniffling Lyndra below decks. Watching them leave, Gareth wished handling Wokeg could be so easy.

The south facing harbor on the very end of the Island of Iystrichi was a deep seven kilometer bowl surrounded by forests. A gentle breeze that smelled of pine trees wafted across the water, and on the northern side of the harbor Gareth could see where buildings, docks and a vast city had once stood. All that remained now were crumbling fingers of black stone poking out into the still harbor and the scattered odd section of a standing wall. Beside him Chiu bit her lip.

“It doesn’t look like time forgot this place.” Her voice was flat.

“I agree.” Gareth commented sourly. “But we still have to look around. There are two cities left after this.” He winced in his mind when he remembered that, according to Murphy’s Laws, the correct choice in any given situation will be the last possible choice available. He sincerely hoped that it wasn’t so.

In an unknown land, Gareth recommended that the Arrow anchor at least a full cable from the moldering jetty, and in this case Captain Athan agreed that prudence was called for. Gareth, Wokeg, Lyndra, and Chiu sat unspeaking as the seamen rowed the long cutter ashore. Gareth was the first to step onto the heavily graveled beach, his hand on the butt of the Colt. Behind him Wokeg stepped ashore, and sniffed the air speculatively.

“I would recommend that you wait until you are more concealed before you change back into your ogre form. We have several new seamen who might get… excited.” Wokeg’s face could have been carved from stone. “Would you like to borrow the kukri?” He asked softly.

Wokeg frowned. “I don’t think so. I don’t want anything that might smell foreign to the other ogres. I’ll use a nice tree branch.”

Gareth sighed, knowing that he couldn’t delay Wokeg anymore. “Be careful, and remember that you always have a home here, with us.”

He saw Wokeg swallow and waver just for a moment. A raucous bird called from the dense woods, and they both turned. “I will be fine, Gareth.” Wokeg said slowly. “After all, I’m going home.”

Gareth clapped him on the shoulder and Chiu gave him a quick kiss on the cheek while Lyndra kissed the other. Wokeg turned, and in a half dozen steps had vanished into the woods. Gareth sighed and glanced up as the second boat ground to the beach. “Leave three or four men here to guard the boats.” He said flatly to Flibby Fallapadax, the stocky First Mate. Then he pointed to a sheltered spot close to the rocky jetty and within running distance of the boats. “Set up a camp there. We’ll be back in a while.” The man just nodded dubiously, and turned to another seaman. Gareth picked up his battered rucksack and slung it over his shoulder. “We need eyes in the sky for this.” He said to Chiu. “We also don’t know what to expect. Be careful.” Without you, he continued mind to mind, this whole crazy expedition would grind to a stop.

That doesn’t put too much pressure on me does it?

Nice attempt at humor. Gareth growled in his thoughts.

Chiu gave him a quick kiss and turned for the woods, adjusting her pack as she walked. A moment later a small hawk darted out of the woods and toward the ruined city. Gareth and Lyndra followed at a slightly slower pace. For thirty minutes they pushed their way through dense brush and thorny bushes, when Gareth suddenly stopped. “What the bloody hell.” He said aloud to no one in particular. “Why are we walking on two legs?”

Lyndra wiped a drop of sweat off her nose. “I thought that it might be some obscure religious ritual.” She said straight faced.

“Yuk it up, blondie.” Gareth sighed, beginning to picture the sabertooth cat in his mind.

Before you go that far… The voice of Chiu said in his mind, from her position on a branch fifteen meters above his head. you might like to know that we aren’t alone. There are two separate parties scouting this ruin, but they aren’t together and that’s strange. I would say that they are trying very hard not to be seen by each other.

That’s all we need. Gareth grumbled. To be caught in an intramural squabble.

That’s not the only thing. Chiu continued. One party is traveling with light swift horses, with silver chased tack. The other party has a single riding horse and a single pack horse. Both are designed to handle heavy weights.

Two separate species maybe?

Maybe. Chiu said doubtfully. I seem to remember stories I heard while living in the marsh about hostilities between the dwarves and the elves, but I didn’t pay it much mind. It wouldn’t keep me warm and I couldn’t eat it.

You have dwarves and elves in this insane asylum? Gareth gave an audible groan.

“What is it?” Lyndra murmured, looking at Gareth with some concern.

“We have got to get this fixed right now!” He growled, stepping away from Lyndra. “Athena, is there any way that Lyndra can be my familiar also? I need her to be able to hear my thoughts, as well as Chiu’s.”

From the corner of his eye he caught sight of Chiu dropping from the tree, morphing as she fell to land as a woman beside him. Her eyes were wild. “Gareth!” She pulled his arm. “That just isn’t done! It’s expressly forbidden in fact.”

Gareth was furious “Why?”

Chiu stopped and blinked. “Well… I… It just is.” She stammered. Lyndra was standing rigid, her mouth hanging open, and Gareth rounded on the blond.

“If we can do this thing,” he said in a level voice, “would you be willing to share your thoughts with us, and in turn share ours?”

Lyndra’s eyes got very wide, and she swallowed. “Do I get any privacy at all?” She asked in a small voice.

“Chiu taught me how to block my thoughts from others. I can show you, if you wish.” Gareth replied gently. “In time you may find, like I did, that you don’t need to hide anything.” He laughed. “If Chiu can stand what I have in my mind, so can you.” He took her hand. “Just remember this, there is no going back.”

“It’s like stepping off a cliff.” Chiu muttered with a teasing grin on her face.

Gareth gave the dark-haired woman a glare. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” Chiu’s smile widened.

“Yes.” Lyndra said after only a moment’s more hesitation.

“Good.” A voice from the air that Gareth recognized as Athena said briskly. “You will all have to come here, I think, in order to do it right. I haven’t done a three-way in centuries.”

“You’ve done them before?” Chiu asked softly.

“Oh yes.” The three were suddenly in the plain featureless white room, and Lyndra gave a little squeak of fear. “Three-ways were all the rage for a while among humans, and fours and fives.” Athena said stepping forward. “As is usually the case with humans, politics got involved. One person who couldn’t have any familiars pushed to have familiar pairings banned altogether. The political parties compromised at one.”

“And what happened to those who were already paired?” Chiu asked in a voice that said she didn’t really want to hear the answer.

“The central person and all the familiars were lobotomized. It was considered kinder than picking one or two familiars to eliminate.”

Chiu went pale and Gareth quickly took her hand. “Thanks.” He said to Athena with a glower.

“But she asked.” Athena frowned.

“You have the tact of a main battle tank, Athena.” He growled. “Just because she asked doesn’t mean she should hear.”

“It does too” Chiu blurted.

“Hush!” Gareth hissed. “I’m having an argument here, and it does NOT.” He took a deep breath and counted to a hundred in German, just to get his heart rate down. It was about then that he noticed Athena giving him a long speculative look. “What??”

“Ohhh, nothing.” Her smile was mysterious. “Why don’t you three just take off your packs and sit down over there.” She waved a hand at three comfortable looking recliners set in a circle facing each other. “You’ll find a bottle of water next to the chair if you’re thirsty.” Gareth frowned. He’d been about to ask for that very thing. Setting the rucksack on the floor, along with his weapons, Gareth drained half the water and then sat back. For some reason the room seemed to be getting dimmer, but it didn’t bother him as he relaxed further. It might have been his imagination, but he could hear Chiu’s distant train of thought, and if he concentrated on it, Lyndra’s also.

Turning his head, he gave her a sleepy look. It’s all right, Lyndra. Athena likes to be melodramatic. He never considered whether or not the blond woman could hear his thought.

Thank you. Came back to him dimly from Lyndra, and then the emerald eyes closed.

In his mind he could feel her heartbeat, and Chiu’s, and his own. Soon all three were beating with a single rhythm. Gareth slept.

Something squawked nearby, and his eyes snapped open. The grass he lay on was soft and dry, and for some reason smelled freshly mowed. The smell brought back pleasant memories of hot summer evenings after mowing the grass, and sipping iced tea with his parents on the porch of the sprawling waterfront house in Crisfield Maryland, overlooking the Chesapeake Bay. It was all so long ago, but he could still see the eleven meter Pearson 365 Ketch they’d named the Venture II rocking gently at the dock, and feel his building excitement at the upcoming sail.

Mmmmm. Those are nice memories. Lyndra’s thought was soft as a feather in his mind.

More please. Came from Chiu. He would know the flavor of her thoughts in his sleep. In his half doze his thoughts drifted to his youth, and sailing in the wide bay with his father. His mother had hated the water, and much preferred spending her time in Macy’s. Thoughts of dolphins swam through his recollections, and shrimpburgers piled with fresh coleslaw at the local diner. He purposely cut the memories short before they turned grim and filled with death.

But what happened to all that? It felt like a door just closed in your mind. It was Lyndra again, and Gareth decided that she deserved an answer.

To put it in a nutshell… my father died in a senseless accident, and my mother fell into the bottle. I packed up all my aggressions, and joined the marines. After that Mom’s social drinking became serious. She died while I was deployed. I drifted from one war to another. He chuckled sadly. I came home once, visited my parent’s graves, and got blindingly drunk. I woke up with a hell of a hangover, and a new wife. I’m not sure which was worse, but the hangover did get better. A few months later I was blown up, lost a leg and an eye and got home to find out that my wife had taken everything else. I gave up. That’s when Athena found me. He adjusted the pack on his shoulders. “Where did those other parties enter the city?”

Chiu adjusted her own pack and looked around. “Through there, I think.” She said, pointing.

Pushing through the dense underbrush, Gareth was the first to stumble on the thirty meter dome shaped mound of debris. Clearing away a section, he discovered glass beneath; incredibly strong shatterproof glass, as he found after several futile hits with a heavy rock. He hesitated to use the Colt, for fear of alerting everything within ten kilometers to their presence.

Walking around the dome, they found a small personnel door on the side that had been dug out, and then battered open with a sledge, which was still sitting in the dirt beside the much dented door. Gareth grunted when he picked the tool up, guessing the weight at seven kilograms, which gave him a rough idea of the owner’s stature, since human sledgehammers usually weighed no more than four.

The inside of the dome was lit with the dim outside light. A rope had been slung around the open door and descended to the shadowy floor ten meters below. Gareth could see where the entry platform had existed at one time, but platform and stairs had long since succumbed to the ravages of time. As the door’s opener must have done, Gareth took the rope and slid to the floor. Debris crunched under his feet, and along the walls he could see streaks where the seals at the edge of the glass dome had begun to leak. The air smelled damp and moldy.

This is probably far enough for our human forms. Chiu commented wryly. The cats and the wolf can see better and move more silently.

Lyndra’s eyes were shining. This is so cool! Gareth knew that the word he heard wasn’t ‘cool’, exactly, but it was how his brain translated it. It certainly fit Lyndra’s ebullient mood. We would probably make the world’s best burglars.

Gareth stopped abruptly, and a smile split his face. I hadn’t thought of that, but you’re right. He couldn’t contain his chuckle. We’ll save the world, and then we’ll rob it blind.

Yeah… Lyndra said breathlessly That sounds so nice.

It’s too bad there’s nothing I want to steal. Gareth finished.

Lyndra shot him a disappointed look. Not money or jewels? Gareth muttered a few words in Latin, and held out a hand overflowing with gold and sparkling jewels. Power?

Gareth made a face. If I chose to withhold my efforts, everyone on the world dies. I’d say that’s ultimate power, and I don’t like it.

Lyndra frowned. Sex?

Gareth laughed out loud. My partners are two of the most beautiful women I’ve ever met. Next silly question?

Lyndra glared at him, and then her face lit. You’d steal from them because you could.

Bingo! Give the lady a cigar! He gave the blond woman a short bow.

Are you through, children? Chiu asked with a disgusted look on her feline face.

Lyndra and Gareth were both laughing as they changed into their animal forms.

It was on the second level down that Gareth stopped at a raised circular dais set in the middle of a huge spherical room. The dim light from the skylights was more than enough for their feline vision to make out even the smallest detail. In the center of the dais was driven a single stainless steel spike. With a quick swipe of his paw, he cleared away a section of dust and debris. This looks like a map. He commented at last. And that spike probably says “You Are Here.”

Chiu was standing at the other side of the dais, looking intently at another cleared area. You should take a look at this. You can read this writing and I can’t, but it looks as though our other visitors could also. Something here interested them. Padding up to her side, he glanced down… and sagged.

Sohn von einem Weibchen! He growled.

What is it?

The short version is: Welcome to Brivrelsea. Chiu muttered something obscene in the back of her mind that didn’t translate into any language he was familiar with, but he could guess. It was like his cursing in German. His eyes followed the cleared portion of the dais. What were our other friends looking for? He wiped a section with his paw and recognized the words for The Yeugate. They were looking for the transportation system. His thoughts were stunned.

Where is it? The comment had a distinctly wolfy feel to it.

Grinning, Gareth glanced at the map again, and then into the darkness. Over my right shoulder is a tunnel that runs to the next dome, about a kilometer away I would guess. The transportation system is beneath that. Reaching out, he touched another dome with a paw. That’s where we’ll find our mysterious friends, I think.

Chiu let out a low growl. We should go then.

The three travelers heard the cursing long before they ever saw anything, and when they finally did see, they didn’t believe it.

Although not as large as The Yeugate, barely one hundred and fifty meters across, the descending spiral ramp on the sides with the central elevator shaft spoke of similar construction. Like The Yeugate when they first saw it, the bottom of the shaft was cloaked in darkness. Unlike the access in The Yeugate, this ramp was suffering the ravages of time and weather. Fully a quarter of one revolution had shattered and fallen, probably under the combined weight of the previous explorers. Now two of those explorers hung suspended in the middle of the shaft, dangling by a length of rusty chain from a thin, sword sharp length of stainless steel that had torn loose and jutted out from the side of the ramp like a blade. With one person on one side of the chain, and one on the other, neither could let go or both would fall into the depths. It was obvious to Gareth’s keen eyes and from the blood dripping from the explorer’s fingertips that the blade the chain rested on was too sharp to grab, let alone slide on to safety. Six meters from the edge of the ramp, it was clearly too far to swing and jump. Even as Gareth watched, the blade bent slightly and the chain slid a few more millimeters toward the end of the bladelike beam.

“I knew that following a bloody elf would get me into trouble!” The deep male voice of the dwarf echoed over the abyss.

“If you weren’t such a fat lump of turd,” The female elf hissed. “the ramp wouldn’t have collapsed in the first place. Now the last thing I’m going to see will be your ugly face.” The elf’s face snapped up to stare at the two cats and the wolf that were staring down at the two unlucky explorers. The luminous golden eyes got very wide. “I didn’t think things could get much worse. I was wrong.”

“What?” The dwarf jerked his head around, and the chain slid a little further. “I don’t see nuthin.”

“You’re lucky you can see that big nose on the end of your face.” The elf’s voice dripped scorn. “There are three pairs of eyes on the floor above us, sizing us up for dinner. Even if we were to escape our current predicament, we’d be eaten.”

I have a rope in my rucksack. If we go down a level we can snag the climbers and drag them back in. I’ll do that while you and Lyndra go down another level. Our brave explorers may have to jump when they get a bit closer.

Chiu studied the suspended two. Are you sure you can pull those two alone?

I think so. With a squeal of fatigued metal, the beam bent a fraction more and the chain slipped another millimeter. We’d better do it now, or the whole exercise will be moot.

Yeah. Came from Lyndra. Luckily a portion of the damaged spiral ramp was still attached to the outside wall and the three, walking softly and in line slowly edged down the ramp. Hardly moving at all, the elf watched them very closely.

“What the hell are those things?” Gareth heard the elf mutter to herself.

“What the bloody perdition are you talking about?” The dwarf growled. “All I see is bloody shadows.”

“The timber wolf is the size of a dire-wolf, but the cats make the wolf look like a puppy.”

“Oh…”

Gareth studied the bent twisted beams that led to the stranded two, and sighed. You had better get going. That beam won’t last long.

You be careful.

Gareth knew that they could feel his grin. I’m the luckiest guy in the world, ladies. He watched them slide away and down the ramp toward the next level. The elf was watching him as he changed, and he saw her jaw fall open.

“You’re a shapeshifter!” She hissed in surprise.

“Yeah.” Gareth replied dryly. “Let’s get you out of there and then we can talk about our mutual differences. I’m going to toss you a rope and pull the two of you closer. Now, this is the hard part… ” He gave the two staring explorers a grin. “When you get close enough, you’re going to have to jump to the next level down. We’re lucky that it’s only ten or fifteen meters. In The Yeugate the ramps were thirty meters apart.”

“You were at The Yeugate?”

Gareth coiled the rope. “Yup.” He tossed the rope at the dwarf’s outstretched arm, and missed the clutching fingers by a mere handful of centimeters. The beam began to quiver as he coiled the line again. This time it draped across the dwarf’s thick head of brown hair. The dwarf’s hand took the rope in a death grip, and Gareth saw the massive muscles bulge just as the beam screeched and dropped away beneath them. Gareth grabbed the thick rope, but knew in a heartbeat he couldn’t hold both elf and dwarf. He did the only thing he could. He morphed into an ogre. The gray-green hand held the rope like a vice, and Gareth grunted as his feet slid toward the edge. Far below there was a crash as the beam hit the bottom of the shaft.

It was a total surprise when he saw the elf climb the outstretched chain, the dwarf’s arms and the taught rope like it was no particular problem at all. She took one look at Gareth’s current ogre form, and grinned. “Good call.” She said, as she grabbed the rope. In moments the dwarf lay panting at Gareth’s feet.

The dwarf opened one brown eye. “I’m getting too old for this shit.” He groaned in a rough bass voice.

In his human shape once more, Gareth began to coil the rope. “We should go. This section of ramp is none too stable.” The elf was already moving as Gareth helped the dwarf to his feet.

“My name is Gareth.” He said as he steered the wobbling dwarf down the shattered ramp.

“Darbuk Casktoe.” The stunned looking dwarf replied, shaking Gareth’s hand. “I never thought I’d be meeting anyone else this side o hades.” He shook his head, and his thick brown beard waggled.

The slim silver-haired elf looked back over her shoulder. “Eriato Southorn, Gareth, and it is a pleasure to meet you.” She paused to look down into the darkness. “My brother Ilex and I were looking for the answers to certain questions when this dwarf bumbled along, and the whole ramp gave way.”

Gareth blinked. “You lost your brother?”

She nodded silently, and seeing his surprised expression went on to explain. “We mourn differently than humans. When we are alone we will shed our tears, and not in the presence of strangers.” She took a deep breath. “What made you chose the form of an ogre, if I might ask?”

Gareth chuckled as they approached the two waiting women. “A friend of mine is an ogre.”

Eriato frowned. “You have an ogre for a friend?”

“Yes.” Gareth replied, returning her frown. “He’s a very nice young man. Why do you ask?”

The elf nodded slowly. “He’s not from Iystrichi, is he?”

A cold chill blew down Gareth’s back. “No, why?” He shot Chiu and Lyndra a worried look.

“The ogre’s from Iystrichi,” Eriato continued, “are the meanest creatures God in her infinite wisdom ever made. They kill just for the sport of it.”

Gareth swallowed. “Eriato Southorn and Darbuk Casktoe.” He said looking at the elf and the dwarf. “These are my partners Chiu Sai-Bo and Lyndra Tr'oell.”

Chiu and Lyndra smiled and shook hands. “We’re his familiars.” Chiu murmured, still smiling. The elf’s eyes widened, but the dwarf just shrugged.

“Eriato just lost her brother when the ramp gave way.” Gareth said in a flat voice. The women looked shocked. “We’ll do our best to recover his body before we leave, but we must leave, and soon.”

The elf blinked. “I would appreciate that.” She said very slowly. “But we came here to find the answers to certain questions, and I must stay.”

Lyndra gave the dwarf a quizzical look. “Why did you come, following the elves?”

Darbuk rolled his eyes. “My Chieftain thought there might be treasure down here, and the temptation was too much for him. He sent me.”

Chiu chuckled. “Not much for gold down here.”

The dwarf gave her a sour look. “Tell me about it. I’m gonna bust my chief’s nose when I see him again.”

It wasn’t quite pitch black as they proceeded down, following Lyndra in her wolf form. The elf, striding easily at Gareth’s side appeared to see as well in the dark as the wolf. At one hundred and seventy centimeters tall, her narrow angular face was even more unreadable than Chiu’s. “What deep questions would bring you down here to risk your life?” Gareth asked in a soft voice.

Glancing his way she shrugged. “You won’t know, but why not… The ancients had a transportation system linking the great cities. Our job, my brother and I, was to find what city this is, where the other lines went and how the system worked with the hopes of re-activating it.” There was a smug little smile on her face as Gareth answered.

“This city is Brivrelsea, and the three connecting lines go to Azheles, Jafelon, and Shsa-Tirion. We took the transport from The Yeugate to Shsa-Tirion, but an earthquake destroyed the transportation ring. The technology no longer exists to rebuild the rings.” He looked back to see Eriato standing frozen.

“How do you know all this?” She said in a thin voice.

“Back on the second floor there was a map room. The legend said ‘Welcome to Brivrelsea.’”

“You can read the ancient language?”

“Yeah.” Gareth admitted. “We’re here out of simple curiosity also.”

Gareth. Lyndra called to him. We’re at the bottom, and there is a light… and a body.

“Eriato, Lyndra tells me that she found your brother’s body. If you would prepare it for transportation, I’d appreciate it.” The elf nodded, sprinting lightly down the ramp to follow the wolf into the darkness. Through a dirty glass wall Gareth could see a yellow light burning. The metal door was, of course, rusted shut, but even rusty metal couldn’t stand up to an ogre and a dwarf, and with a scream of tearing metal, ripped off its hinges. Gareth stood staring for several long moments at the two yellow lights on the console, and the glowing green glass plate just to their right. Ginning, he passed his hand over the control console and the green light in the panel flickered off and back on. “Just like a supermarket.” He muttered, holding his bar-coded arm over the green scanning light.

A speaker crackled for a moment. “Engineer Gareth Köhler?” The genderless voice asked softly.

Gareth sighed. “Yes.”

“This is the city AI. Since reactivation one hundred and sixty eight hours ago, I have been assessing the current state of Brivrelsea. I will need engineering authorization to proceed further in repair and reactivation. The repairs needed, in order of precedence are…”

“Authorization granted.” Gareth interrupted.

Gareth hadn’t known that an AI could sound so relieved, but this one certainly did. Two green lights flickered on beside the yellow lights. “Two repair units have been reactivated. I estimate that it will be two hundred hours before sufficient repair units are available to begin restoring city services.”

“Make repair of the central access ramp and restoration of at least emergency lighting a priority.”

“As you wish, Engineer.”

“Is there any transportation into or out of Brivrelsea?”

“No Engineer.”

Gareth frowned as he recalled something he’d heard earlier. “What is the status of the gate station?”

“The gate station on level six has been powered down. Damage to the station is unknown.”

He bit his lip. “Does the gate station have its own repair units?”

“Yes Engineer, however they have not been reactivated.”

“Reactivate them now and get the station operational.” He commanded, playing a hunch. Two more lights lit on the control board. “Do you have contact with The Yeugate?”

“Yes Engineer. It has just been reactivated this moment, however it was central that passed along information about you and your companions.”

“Good. Coordinate your repairs with Ell. I will try to communicate with you from one of the other cities.” He glanced out of the dirty window at the people beyond. “We have a body to remove to the surface. Do you have any small vehicles available?”

“I have a single floater at full charge. I thought it might be wise to charge a floater while waiting for authorization to begin repairs.”

“Smart thinking. A floater would be ideal.” Gareth grinned.

“Just tell it to return when you are done.” There was a pause. “Ell from The Yeugate sends her regards, and hopes for a speedy trip.” A heavy CHUNG made the floor tremble, and low emergency lighting lit the room and the surrounding floor. “Emergency power has been partially restored.”

“Thank you. You are authorized to continue whatever repairs are necessary in my absence.”

Eriato and Darbuk were staring at him openmouthed when he exited the small control room. “What did you do?” Eriato whispered.

“I told the city to begin repairs.” A small whirring noise made him glance to his right, and he grinned. “Ah, the transport. If you don’t mind, we’ll carry your brother to the surface on this.” Gareth waved his hand at the small gray sixty by one hundred and sixty centimeter metal platform that floated fifteen centimeters above the floor.

“Ilex would have been thrilled.” Eriato said with a small smile. She picked up her brother’s body easily, and lay it carefully on the platform. “If you would like to set your packs on the sled also, I don’t think Ilex would mind terribly.” Her words broke at the end, and Gareth suddenly had the impression that the elf wasn’t as hard or as uncaring as she pretended to be.

When they were finally ready to leave all faces turned to Gareth. He stared at the sled for a moment, wondering just where the controls might be and then it hit him, and he almost laughed aloud. “Follow.” He said simply, in plain English, since the computer had been speaking that language. With yellow safety lights blinking fore and aft, the sled followed them like a large, slow and very obedient dog.

“What did you tell it?” Eriato said in amazement.

Gareth frowned as he walked. “I told it to follow.”

Why are we leaving so soon? Chiu asked in some concern.

I have a bad feeling. Gareth replied. And we found all that we need to know about this place.

The party was just passing the broken section of ramp when Lyndra, scouting ahead as a wolf, sent a warning. Gareth! There are footsteps ahead, coming down the ramp. Very few people… and maybe only one. He’s moving very cautiously. I’d guess it’s Kuan.

Are you sure? Gareth asked, already guessing the answer.

Think about it for a second. If you were a solitary scout and you came on the track of three predators ahead of you, would you follow? He felt more than heard her mocking laugh.

Not likely, and only if I knew what or who was making the tracks. He paused. It has to be Kuan. Good call. Very good. He felt her smile as he turned back to the others. “Stop.” He said clearly. The small floater stopped instantly. “We have company coming. Lyndra and I will go ahead to meet him.”

Eriato opened her mouth to say something, and then glanced from Gareth to Chiu. “That’s very interesting.” She murmured, a thoughtful look on her face.

Kuan was sitting with his back against a wall, sipping his water and waiting when they found him. Gareth gave him a sour look. “Fancy meeting you here.”

Kuan took another long drink from his water bottle. “You need to get back to the camp Gareth. There’s a problem. You’d better hurry.”

“Wokeg?” Gareth asked, and Kuan nodded.

“How did you know?”

“A little bird told me.” He looked over his shoulder. Chiu, attuned to his thoughts, had already changed into a sabertooth. “We’ll go on ahead because we’re faster. The elf is Eriato Southorn and the dwarf is Darbuk Casktoe. Guide them back to our camp if they would like to come. We’ll meet you there.”

Kuan took Gareth’s arm in a firm grip, his usually smiling face serious. “Hurry.”

The three didn’t so much jump out of the woods and run towards the beach, as flow. One moment they were running animals, the next instant human. The sailors took one look at their faces and stepped back from what remained of Wokeg. To Gareth it looked as though the young man had gone through a meat grinder. His right arm hung by a single scrap of muscle, just below the tourniquet a considerate sailor had tied. His face was slightly lopsided from a blow, and his left eye bulged somewhat in its shattered socket. Bite-sized chunks of meat were missing from his legs, and blood dripped from myriad wounds on his torso. As Gareth approached Wokeg opened his good eye and tried to smile. Several of his teeth had been knocked out. On his other side Chiu gently touched his shoulder, looked up at Gareth, and with a look of pain, shook her head. Somewhere out of sight Lyndra sobbed.

“Things…” Wokeg croaked out, “didn’t go quite as I planned.” Blood dribbled down his chin.

“Stay still, my friend. We’ll fix you up.” Gareth lied.

“Nice try.” Wokeg shut his eye for a moment, and his breath rattled in his chest.

Athena! Gareth pleaded. Is there anything that we or you can do for him?

I can welcome him home in a few moments, and ease his passing. His body is beyond your ability to repair—or mine. Gareth was somewhat surprised to hear the pain in her voice.

In his mind Gareth howled as he watched his friend die before him. I should have kept him from going. It was my mistake. As he held Wokeg’s remaining hand he could hear the breathing get shallower and shallower. Tears rolled down his cheeks. “I’m sorry my friend. I failed you.”

Wokeg coughed, and a bubble of blood broke on his lips. He opened his eye. “Bullshit!” He whispered. “It was my mistake. The ogres were like mad dogs… without thinking and without reason.” The bloody grin came back. “What’s left of them will remember me. Your staff techniques are as effective with ogres as they are with humans.” His human face spasmed in pain. “Goodbye my friends.” The eye closed and his breathing slowed and finally came to a gurgling stop. The broken body wavered for a moment, before it vanished.

I’ll take care of the body. Athena said softly, and from the stunned expressions Gareth could tell that Chiu and Lyndra both heard the comment.

Clenching his fists, Gareth threw back his head and howled in agony. As hands touched his shoulders, two other voices added to his in a wail of grief at Wokeg’s passing.

I should have… He began.

Don’t go there. Chiu cut his thought short. You did what you could. It was Wokeg’s choice to see his people. HIS CHOICE! He knew that, and in the end he knew it was a mistake, but it was his mistake and not yours. I will not let you hold yourself to blame for something you couldn’t have done a thing to prevent. Try blaming yourself and Lyndra and I will personally kick your ass. There was real anger in her voice.

Unfortunately, another presence broke in on their conversation. you ladies will have to stand in line. Athena’s voice was cold, and just as angry as Chiu’s. Wokeg himself as he passed to the other side asked me to make sure Gareth didn’t blame himself. Get drunk if you wish, but honor your friend’s life and passing by not assigning blame. Wokeg didn’t know what his people were like, and neither did you, Gareth. Have I made myself clear? You had a phrase where you came from that fits this situation; ‘Suck it up, marine’. Gareth began to laugh, and kept laughing until tears ran down his face. Chiu and Lyndra looked on worriedly for a few moments, and then joined in. I have something for you. Athena’s much gentler thought came to them. A dimly glowing two liter wineskin appeared on the ground before them. You might have heard of this before; this is Ambrosia.

Gareth picked up the wineskin, but didn’t open it. Wokeg was your friend too, I suspect. Will you join us?

I will, but not there. Your sailors have had enough shocks for one day, I think. When Wokeg returned, he stumbled out of the jungle as an ogre, and then you burst out as sabertooth tigers. They don’t need a glowing woman adding to the confusion. Gareth blinked as he recognized the familiar white formless room. This time there was a circular firepit in the center, complete with merry flames, and a scattering of large pillows on the floor surrounding it.

He chuckled. “A gas firepit Athena?”

She was wearing a lowcut black Grecian gown, and her hair was coiled into a severe bun. “I thought it appropriate for the telling of long stories.” She gave the three a warm smile as she settled gracefully to a cushion. The flames of the fire lowered, and the bright white walls and ceiling dimmed. The shadows that now surrounded them, however, were not threatening but emphasized the closeness of the small group. As the three travelers settled to their pillows a golden goblet appeared at the elbow of each, and in that goblet was filled a golden liquid from which phosphorescent radiance seemed to rise.

Gareth lifted his glass and smiled. “Called The Divine Exhalation of the Earth and brought to the Gods on Olympus by doves, Ambrosia is reputed to confer long life, or even immortality.” He gave Athena a questioning look, to which she replied with silence. “Have it your way then.” He lifted the goblet high, so that it caught the flickering of the fire. “To our friend Wokeg.”

Three other glasses raised. “To Wokeg.” Three other voices said in unison.

Gareth drank. Afterward, and despite how hard he thought, he couldn’t remember, exactly, what the drink tasted of except that it flowed into him like a cleansing fire. “It was his eyes that struck me when I first saw Wokeg, locked in his cage like an animal. Those were so sad and so full of intelligence. He never expected me to open the cage and let him free.” Gareth chuckled.

Chiu sipped from her own glass. “I remember the first time I ever saw Wokeg. We were deep into the Shattered Plains, and he was walking in from the darkness, carrying…” The stories continued as the evening progressed, Gareth, Chiu and Lyndra sipping from their seemingly bottomless goblets. At one point Gareth looked up, and on the other side of the fire, standing in the shadows stood Wokeg. Gareth raised his glass in a mute salute, and in the shadows Wokeg raised his. When he lowered his cup Wokeg was gone.

Like awakening from a dream Gareth looked around him. The fire still crackled in the firepit, but Chiu and Lyndra were curled up back to back on a mound of pillows, fast asleep.

“You should sleep also.” Athena said softly at his side. The sable-clad woman appeared to have moved much closer. He swallowed, and took another drink of his Ambrosia. Despite her dark raiment, or maybe because of it, she looked more human and desirable than he’d ever seen before. Sliding closer still, until their hips touched, he leaned over and kissed her. Her tongue teased his, and Gareth felt her hands on the back his head, drawing him closer as she put her back into it. She tasted of strawberry. To Gareth it felt like he had kissed a lightning bolt, and the very hairs on his body stood on end. After a minute or so he broke the physical contact to sit panting slightly. Athena, despite her pale perfection, looked flushed.

She gave him a smug little smile. “I think we’ve both been wanting to do that for a very long time.” She touched his cheek with a soft hand. Faintly, Gareth could smell the lilac soap on her skin. “You should sleep now.” At that moment sleep was the last thing on Gareth’s mind. Reading his thoughts, her smile widened. “Sleep. You still have a very long road ahead of you, and many travails. There will be other times.”

Gareth felt the tug of sleep on his eyelids, thought about fighting it for a moment, then finally gave in, letting sleep take him.


Chapter 7

TRAILS

Gareth had the sailors begin to break camp, and within an hour the last three explorers showed up. Considering all they had seen, the sailors took the arrival of the elf, with her dead brother, and the dwarf in stride. Now, with the dwarf, who was a poor sailor, and the elf who was an exceptional sailor, the ship headed for distant Draealea, in the Realm of Urruthra, to find a lost city. Gareth hoped that it would be Jafelon, but with the way their luck had been running he almost knew it would be Azheles.

Gareth and Chiu stood at the polished taffrail, staring south as the Arrow fled north. Lyndra was still sleeping in the owner’s cabin. It was apparent that Athena had diddled with time again, because the three arrived back at the beach camp at the very moment they left. The sailors blinked, knowing that something odd had just happened, but not sure exactly what. He felt sympathetic because he knew the feeling well as he reached down to pick up the wineskin of ambrosia that sat at his feet.

“Good morning Captain Athan.” He called to the weathered sea captain as he mounted the quarterdeck stairs. “It’s a good day.”

Athan gave him a long look. “I’m sorry fer the passing of your companion. He was a good man.” The captain blinked and frowned. “Though the lads say he was really an ogre.”

“He was a friend, Captain Athan, whatever his shape or color.” Gareth rumbled.

“Aye, I’ll agree with that.” The tall man glared at the dolphins cavorting just off the bow of the ship, their slick gray backs glistening in the sun. “Now if the bloody fish would just leave us be.”

Glancing at the dolphins, Gareth sighed. “I guess we’d better have this out right now, Captain.” He said, leaning against the rail. “Dolphins are not fish. They are warm blooded, and as intelligent as you. You will not harm the dolphins, and you will not let your men harm the dolphins.” He glanced out to sea, noting that where the dolphins had been previously cavorting, they were now gliding as close as they could get, listening to his words. “It is a long walk to land from here, Athan, and if a man purposely hurts a dolphin he will bloody well walk home. Have I made myself perfectly clear?”

The pale captain nodded. “As crystal, Mister Gareth.”

“Good. And another thing, once the dolphins know that you won’t harm them, they will do their best to steer you out of harm’s way. If they should bump the boat one way or another, it would be best to follow their lead.”

Athan stared down into the water where the dolphins were beginning to frolic again. “It seems we live in a world that is a lot stranger than I imagined.”

“We do indeed, Captain.” Gareth murmured as a dolphin beside him shot out of the water and did a perfect flip before sliding back beneath the surface with no more than a ripple.

The next day, under heavy gray clouds, Eriato buried her brother. When she solemnly carried him up on deck he was wrapped in what looked to Gareth like spun silk, or perhaps Qual silk; a finely woven cloth that shimmered silver with an inner radiance. It was quite possibly the most beautiful material he’d ever seen, on this or any world. Eriato moved slowly to the amidships railing, murmured a few silent words and committed his body to the deep. She stood there staring for a long time before she made her way back to her cabin. Gareth thought of many things he might say to comfort the young elf, but none seemed appropriate. Finally, he lit on a tried and true solution. Athena, could you please provide me with a nice goblet? There is someone here that could use a shot of the ambrosia you left with us, very much, if I’m not mistaken. He grinned to himself. And one more thing… That material Eriato had her brother wrapped in was the most beautiful stuff I’ve ever seen. It struck me that it might, just barely, be appropriate for a gown for you. No woman he knew could resist an offer like that. Athena was many things, but she was one hundred percent woman.

The voice, when it came, was close enough that he felt her warm breath on his ear. He didn’t have to look to know that time was frozen around the two of them. Athena held out a goblet for him, but Gareth stood frozen. The silver white gown Athena wore looked to be velvety gossamer, even more radiant than the material Eriato had used. This material appeared soft and clinging, and slightly translucent, almost but not quite showing the perfect body it covered. “Your Ambrosia, Gareth.” She said with a smile as she held out the cup.

He blinked as he took the cup. “I was wrong to suggest that dress to you, Athena. You look like the reason the riot started.” He grinned, catching his breath. “And I thought that you were the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen before… now you’re mind bogglingly gorgeous.”

She did a little pirouette before him, her perfectly rounded arms extended. “Do you really like it?” It was painfully obvious to Gareth that she didn’t need or care to wear underwear. “Your pulse and respiration say that you do.” She brushed his cheek with her fingertips, and he felt the electricity of her touch. “I haven’t felt the need to have new clothes for centuries, and now look, I’ve had two new outfits this week.” Her violet eyes seemed to see into his soul. “When this is all over we need to sit down and have a long talk.” She gave him a thousand-volt smile. “Ta ta.” She was gone. Gareth glared at the space where she’d been standing. He might be mistaken, but her final comment had all the earmarkings of a new job. Cloud the victim’s thinking with hormones, and put the hook in before he has time to object. He didn’t need to actually see the hook to know that Athena had caught him.

“Who is it?” Eriato called through the closed door.

“Gareth. I brought you something that might make you feel a little better.”

The door cracked open, and the elf’s golden eye peeked out. “Wine?” Her voice was bitter.

“This has a bit more punch.” He grinned. “This is Ambrosia.”

“Right.” The door swung open, but Gareth didn’t move. “Well… come in.”

He nodded and stepped in. The cabin was tiny and neat, with no indication of who might be sleeping here. Eriato and her brother’s small packs sat beneath the bed. Without another word, he handed her the heavy golden goblet.

“Where did you get this?”

Gareth chuckled. “The same place I got the Ambrosia. I have friends in high places.”

The elf frowned, pushed her silver hair out of her face and took a tentative sip… the sort of sip one takes when one intends to sample something that might taste less than appealing. The bottom of the goblet went up, and up, and up. A moment later Eriato set the glass down… empty. “That was the most wonderful drink I’ve ever tried.” She looked up at Gareth. “Was it really Ambrosia?”

He nodded as he picked up the goblet. Thank you Athena. The glass vanished from his hand.

“What did you do?” Eriato’s eyes were wide.

“Sent the goblet back to its owner. It was only polite.” His smile was crooked.

“But it was gold!”

He shrugged. “Gold is overrated.” Eriato’s mouth worked soundlessly, like a fish out of water. “Sleep.” Gareth said softly. “Let the Ambrosia take away your hurts.” He could see the sleep stealing over the elf and almost against her better judgement, she lay down.

As he was about to turn for the door, she called out. “Gareth! Thank you for the Ambrosia, for everything.” She bit her lip. “My friends call me Ria. I would be honored if you would too.”

Gareth smiled. “Pleasant dreams, Ria.” He shut the door behind him on the way out.

At first he thought the light tapping on the cabin door might be a woodpecker. When the noise continued unabated, he grudgingly pulled himself out of his comfortable dream and sat up in the bed, prying his gritty eyes open. Beside him Chiu grumbled, and pulled the blanket up over her tousled head. Without thinking about it he leaned over, pulled the blanket aside, just a little, and kissed the warm patch of her neck that it exposed. Beneath the cover he heard her giggle.

With a sigh of regret, he stood and pulled on his pants. This had better be good, he thought to himself as he opened the cabin door. His eyebrows went up when he saw Captain Athan standing before him.

“We have a problem.” The captain of the Arrow said, not being prone to apologies. “An hour ago the dolphins began te edge the Arrow off te starboard. Now… well ye’d better see what they were pushin’ us toward.”

It was snowing lightly, and from the whitecaps Gareth guessed the wind speed close to twelve knots. Athan just stared at him. “Ain’t ye just a little cold?” He indicated Gareth’s bare feet and shirtless torso.

Gareth shivered, watching a wave of goosebumps raise the hairs on his arms. “Not enough to matter.” He replied, all his attention on the churning lead colored ocean. The tang of the sea was sharp in his nostrils.

Athan touched his shoulder. “There!” He said, pointing. Perhaps six or seven cables distant on their starboard side a black tentacle lifted into the air, and then another.

“I was afraid of that.” Gareth said more to himself than to the petrified captain beside him. “Have you men turn the Arrow toward the kraken. This I’ve been trained to handle.” His grin was sour.

“Toward??” Athan stared at him.

“Toward.”

Chiu and Lyndra had the blankets pulled up to their chins when he entered. “Need any help?” Chiu asked as he slipped on a shirt, belting the Colt over it.

“It seems that the dolphins are having a problem with a kraken, again.”

Chiu pulled the blanket down to reveal that both she and Lyndra were already dressed. “In that case you might need a hand.” Smiling, she reached under the bed to draw out two crossbows with a pair of full quivers of barbed-headed bolts. Gareth couldn’t help but smile. Having partners who could read your thoughts was often disconcerting, but it did avoid long drawn-out explanations.

As she walked by Lyndra gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, and grimaced. “You need a shave.” She grumbled.

The Arrow was closer to the kraken now; less than five cables Gareth judged, and he could now see the tail of the whale that was its victim, nearly buried beneath tentacles. He was reaching for the Colt when a voice from above called to him.

“Gareth!”

Frowning, he looked up. “Ria?” The elf was sitting casually, her leg wrapped around the mainmast yard, her back to the mainmast. She was grinning.

“Did you know that there are two more krakens approaching you, one to port and one to our stern about eight or nine cables distant?”

He shot a Chiu a startled look. Is it spawning season, already? White faced, Chiu nodded. Scheiße! He growled. This is the last place we want to be then. He studied the struggling behemoths off their starboard bow. You take one of the other two, and Lyndra will handle the other. All you need to do is slow them up until I get there with the heavy weapons. Chiu and Lyndra nodded once, turned and ran. Gareth drew the Colt and flipped on the power supply. In a small display built into the side of what looked like the receiver, the battery read fully charged, and the ammunition level read four hundred and eighty seven. He had used only five hundred and thirteen of his possible one thousand depleted uranium slivers that the pistol accelerated to a significant fraction of c in an instant. Since he had only received ten thousand rounds from Athena with the pistol, he’d been very conservative in their use. There were, however, times when conservative didn’t cut it. This was one. The digital display lit as his hand squeezed the grip. “Beware the noise!” He called out, setting the red targeting pipper on the kraken’s head and squeezing the trigger. The tearing-air sound of the three shot burst made his ears ring, and the head of the kraken dissolved into a spreading cloud of blue gore and white bone. The body of the squid-like creature slipped off the back of the whale and into the cold ocean waters.

Gareth had just turned when Chiu’s crossbow chunked as she fired. The bolt struck the beast below the left eye, burying itself to its flights, and the kraken went mad with pain striking out wildly. One thick gray tentacle struck the Arrow, shaking the entire ship and a crewman on the top foremast fell screaming into the ocean. Running, Gareth didn’t have time to aim, but flipped the pistol to automatic as it came up, and fired from the hip. The concussion knocked him to the deck, along with every other crewman, but not before he saw the monster literally blown in half by the force of the explosion. Glancing once to make sure Chiu was all right, he scrambled to his feet and headed for the stern.

If he was worried for Lyndra’s safety he needn’t have been. Just as he approached, she fired the crossbow, the bolt speeding across the single cable length of water to disappear completely in the very center of the beast’s dinner-plate sized left eye. The kraken stiffened, and with an ear-piercing screech slid beneath the waves.

The waters around the Arrow went wild with jumping leaping dolphins. Captain Athan touched his shoulder. “You did well lad, you and the ladies.” He paused, glancing up at the tall foremast. “It’s too bad about Jeffries though. He were a good…”

“Ahhh, Capin?” A sailor called from the main deck, smirking like an idiot. “Mister Jeffries would like to know if he can come aboard now.” Gareth and Athan joined the rest of the crew who were leaning over the starboard railing. There in the water, being supported by two dolphins was the beaming foretopman.

“Permission te come aboard sir?” He called up when he saw Captain Athan watching.

“Permission granted.” The captain called back, a bemused look on his face as he turned to Gareth. “I see what you mean about dolphins.”

“It was a bleedin’ miracle, that’s what it was.” The voice of Jeffries floated up from the lower deck. “I fell off’n the bloody mast, and hit the water. Stunned me like, it did. Befer I could drown those fishies pushed me up to the surface so’s I could breath, and held me there. They was warm. I could feel em, jest like you and me. Who would’a thought?”

Gareth stood apart from the small impromptu celebration of Jeffries return, and looked up into the air. Did you have something to do with this? He asked, directing the thought to Athena.

Well… maybe just a little. A slight nudge as he falls, and he lands on his side rather than his back and is stunned, rather than knocked unconscious. The dolphins, thanks to your intercession, did the rest.

Whatever, I’d like to say thank you.

Sentimentality? I thought you were a cold blooded killer.

Gareth chuckled. Don’t let it get out or it will ruin my reputation.

Chiu knows that there is a real human being buried in there, and Lyndra is beginning to suspect. Both women know enough to keep their mouths shut if they know what’s good for them.

Threats Athena? I thought you were the all loving Earth Mother.

Gareth. The voice in his mind said slowly and clearly. I am the spirit behind Mother Nature, and She is red of tooth and claw, implacable as death and unforgiving of stupidity. I am not a computer, although on occasion I use them. I have feelings and emotions, wants and needs. Some are beyond your current comprehension, but others, like anger and lust are old friends. Gareth could have sworn he heard Athena let out a frustrated sigh. You should go now. Chiu is somewhat upset that she missed the shot and nearly got someone killed. Check her crossbow.

You think of everything.

Someone has to. He was about to turn away when she continued. You did very well today, my Gareth. She purred. Very well indeed. Her laugh was low, and filled him with apprehension. One of these days I may have to start paying you what you’re worth.

I thought that we settled the issue of pay before I ever stepped foot on Eldenworld. You saved my life and gave me back my health.

There was a soft laugh. You really aren’t interested in money, are you? It’s one of the things I like most about you. Your pay, if you will, was for reaching Zuebrihn and speaking with the Eye. Athena made a low humming sound, and Gareth could picture her drumming her fingertips on her arm. I’ll think of something appropriate, and commensurate with your vast talents. There was a playful lilt to her thoughts.

That’s what worries me. Gareth replied dryly. I need to see Chiu now. Thank you again.

There was a slowly disappearing look of horror on Chiu’s white face as she watched the crewmen thumping crewman Jeffries heartily on his back. She turned as Gareth approached. “I almost killed that seaman when I missed my shot.” Her voice shook.

Gareth smiled gently as he touched her shoulder. “Don’t be too quick to assign blame. Have you thought to check your crossbow? I can’t imagine you missing a shot like that without good cause.”

Lifting up the heavy crossbow, she checked the operation. In a moment Chiu turned back to Gareth. “How did you know? The bolt holding the limb to the stock was loose.”

He could easily have lied, and taken the credit for himself. “A little bird told me.” He admitted. “This little bird watches over us more than we realize, I think.” He gave Chiu a grin. “Her nudges saved that crewman’s life. I suspect that she would do more to save ours.”

Chiu frowned. “I’m not sure I like the idea of a divinity watching me.” Her tone was flat, almost cold.

Gareth shrugged. “Who cares? I don’t worry about it and neither should you.”

Chiu tucked her crossbow under her arm, and turned for the companionway. I’m going to wash up as best I can, and change into some clean clothes.” She wrinkled her nose. “I suggest you do the same while we still have water to bathe with.” Gareth sighed.

Eight days later, racing before the ominous black clouds and flickering lightning of an impending gale, the foremast lookout sighted the entrance to the protected harbor of Draealea. An hour more under full sail, and just as the storm caught them, the Arrow slipped into the sheltered anchorage, dropping both fore and aft anchors as soon as they were in position. Bent double in the howling winds, crewmen lashed the sails down for safety and then, fighting torrents of water falling from the sky, descended into the warmth and safety of the ship. For three days the Arrow tossed at anchor, and Gareth again wondered at the strange fortunes that put them in safety in the very teeth of the storm. Outside the rain and sleet hissed against the stern windows of the sturdy schooner.

“Ye want te go where?” The stablemaster growled when Gareth told him where they intended to go with his horses. “Are ye bloody daft? Ancient City? There ain’t nothing there now, and never has been to the best of my recollection. Strange things roam the ruins along the way, and most who go never return.” His weathered face turned hard. “I’ll sell ye the horses ye need. If ye get back I’ll buy them back.” His dark eyes glittered.

Gareth’s smile was cold. “Damned straight you’ll buy them back friend, and for the same price we paid, less ten percent… for wear.”

“That’s robbery! I will not…” The stablemaster stopped suddenly as Gareth placed the kukri on the rough counter between them.

“We might just decide that’s it’s cheaper to take your horses… for free. If you try to stop us, well, people around here probably wouldn’t miss such a cheerful fellow as you.” Gareth’s eyes were flat and filled with anger.

The stablemaster swallowed, his face pale. “Ye don’t have to threaten me. You have a deal.” Gareth shook the man’s hand and gave him a smile.

“See how easy it was, once we came to an understanding?” The grizzled stable man just growled under his breath.

Lyndra gave him an appraising look. “You’re getting to be a hard man, Gareth.”

He sighed. “The stablemaster’s not really a bad man, he’s just greedy. He will push and push and push until someone pushes back. I pushed.” He said as he loaded the horses. The map they’d gotten in Shsa-Tirion showed the great city at the southern end of the Draealean Peninsula, some one hundred leagues distant. Now they would be six riders and three pack horses—for the moment. Gareth knew that later. when they were out of sight of people he, Chiu and Lyndra would change into their four-legged forms, while Ria would take to her own swift feet. Kuan and Darbuk would ride and look after the horses.

Most of the peasants they saw working the meager homesteads wore brightly colored clothes with tall pointed hats with wide floppy brims. After a while he noticed that all the peasants in all the farms wore the exact same colors. The road passed through a small village, and on the other side the peasants again wore eye shocking colors, but in totally different shades.

Riding up beside Kuan, he gave the small guide a curious look. “What’s with the colors? It hurts my eyes.”

Kuan chuckled. “It prevents mingling and runaways. Having clothes of other colors is illegal.”

Gareth nodded. “Chains of cloth instead of iron.”

“Exactly. The serfs of each landlord wear the colors of that house.” He stopped and raised an eyebrow. “And these fine fellows are the local magistrates.” He said, nodding to a column of eight sweating soldiers marching along on foot, led by what was probably a noble on horseback. He gave Gareth a wide grin. “If you don’t mind, I’ll deal with them. A small show of force may be necessary.”

Gareth shook his head. “As you will.” He slowed up to let the small guide take the lead.

“Good morning, Lieutenant.” Kuan exclaimed, dipping his hat in an outrageous flourish. “And how are you and your men today?”

The man on horseback held up his hand, and the sweating column came to a clanking halt. “Hot.” He replied, glaring at Kuan. “And I am a Captain. Who are you, where are you from, and where are you going?”

“I…” Kuan waved his hat again. “am Ecclesiarch Diebold Lipshitz,” Gareth snorted back a loud laugh, “the eminent archeologist from the University of Upper Urruthra. Surely you must have heard of me? My companions and I are going to study the ruins to the south of here.”

“No ruins there.” The captain rumbled. “I will see your travel papers.”

Kuan looked over at Gareth and gave him a small nod. “I have all our papers in my man’s saddlebags.” Gareth slid from his saddle as Chiu and Lyndra slid from theirs. “Ahhh, here they are.” Kuan held out a sheaf of blank pages, but the captain didn’t move a muscle as the heavy shouldered sabertooths sauntered on either side of his suddenly nervous horse. The foot soldiers all took a step backward and stopped, when Lyndra’s low growl let them know of her presence behind them. The captain’s hand twitched toward his sword, but a smiling Eriato, sitting casually in her saddle with her strung and notched bow across her lap shook her head. “Oh dear, Lieutenant.” Kuan murmured brightly. “I totally forgot to introduce you to my friends.” The smile fell from Kuan’s face. “To prevent any misunderstandings, perhaps you all should just drop your weapons? I’d like to remind you that the claws of a sabertooth tiger can shuck you out of your armor as easily as a gourmand shucks an oyster from its shell. The results for both you and the oyster would be, unfortunately, similar.”

The captain’s face was the color of chalk as he slid from his horse and dropped his sword. “Disarm.” He called to his troops. Weapons hit the ground with a clatter.

Kuan was smiling again. “Very good. While we’re on a roll… why don’t you all just remove your armor? The weather is so nice, don’t ye think?” When the Captain hesitated, Gareth growled, low in his throat, and suddenly the armor followed the weapons to the ground. Kuan crooked a finger to two grinning boys who were watching from the side of the road. “Tell me, lads, is there a well in that village?” He nodded to the small cluster of buildings that stood a few hundred meters away.

“Yes my Lord.” The taller of the two boys called back, nodding his head respectfully.

Kuan flipped him a small golden coin, probably more than his parents made in a full year. “Very good. I would like you and your friend here to pick up all the weapons and the armor and drop them down the well.” The boys gaped. “Come now… chop chop.” Kuan clapped his hands imperiously, and unsurprisingly the armor and weapons soon disappeared. Kuan gave the captain a little mocking salute. “It was so nice to meet you Lieutenant; we’ll have to do it again some time.” With Gareth, Chiu and Lyndra back in the saddles and Kuan leading the captain’s horse, they continued on through the town. Grinning faces looked down on them from second story windows, and one comely young woman actually tossed Kuan a flower. Kuan smiled in return, handing the horse off to one of the boys, and pointing to the girl in the window. In the distance the underwear clad soldiers walked down the dusty road toward Draealea.

“What will happen to all that armor, those weapons, and the horse?” Chiu asked Kuan as they departed the town.

The small guide’s laugh was bright. “The armor and weapons will be gone and sold in an hour. The horse may or may not stay. The town will then have a party for a month.” He looked back over his shoulder wistfully, probably thinking of the flower and the girl who tossed it… the girl with the new horse. “It should be a very good party.”

They rode along for some time, the silence broken only by the clip/clop of the hooves on the hard-packed dirt.

“How much further until we turn off the road and head cross country?” Gareth asked, wondering to himself how many more weeks he was going to have to spend in the saddle. He remembered vaguely that he’d complained about riding around all day on patrol in a JLTV, Joint Light Tactical Vehicle, the replacement for the aging humvee. He’d never had it so good he realized.

“The map I… acquired.” Kuan began, looking slightly embarrassed. “Showed that last village as the last village.” He grinned. “We should be passing a manor house in a few kilometers, and then after fording a small river we turn east into low hills. We should make them before nightfall and reach our destination in two weeks, give or take.” They rode on quietly for some time before Kuan asked, “Have you been on the trail a long time?”

Chiu snorted in laughter, and for a moment Gareth thought she would fall off her horse. “I’ve been traveling since I first arrived in this asylum—about three, or three and a half years.” He replied, frowning as he added up all the months and leagues.

Kuan shook his head. “Don’t you have a home?”

“No.”

“Yes!” Chiu cut in. “Gareth is a Special Operative of the Oseothan Senate, and as a member of the Senate is provided with a house and servants.” Her smile turned inward, and more than a little wistful. “Our house is just outside the capital of Puasheehchester, and sits atop high cliffs overlooking the ocean.” She threw Gareth a quick wink. “Our house is actually larger than the mansion of my parents, and they are Senators.” She said proudly.

“I remember.” Kuan muttered. “Your mother Shaw is the one who hired me don’t forget.”

The buzz of conversation lulled Gareth into a sort of half doze, and his thoughts wandered. It’s too bad if I fail all the people will die. He mused. I wonder if they hid somewhere they could be safe? It would have to be someplace deep enough to protect them from radiation, and designed to hold thousands. Millions maybe. His eyes opened wide. Someplace like The Yeugate. Chiu was staring at him as she picked up the edges of his thoughts. Athena, would The Yeugate be deep enough to protect people and animals from the supernova radiation?

Very good. I don’t know, but I’ll speak to someone who does. She let out a deep breath. I’m sorry to say that your nice weather will only last two more days, when a new storm will blow in from the Great Ocean. You might keep your eyes open for suitable shelter.

Perfect. Gareth grumbled.

The cave, set in the side of a steep rocky hill, was deep but widened after a narrow entrance into a spacious sand-floored shelter. A small pool of icy water sat at the back, and the travelers found the remains of a fire from previous adventurers. Lightning flashed in the distance, and as they led the horses inside they could see a wall of blackness approaching from the south. Gareth and Darbuk, armed with kukri and ax respectively went out to forage for wood while the others made camp. The rain began to fall as they dragged in the last of the firewood.

“So.” Darbuk began as he honed a nicked edge out of his ax with a small whetstone. “How is it you knew about the storm and the shelter?” His tone was abrupt.

“I was warned about the storm by a friend. She told me to keep an eye open for suitable shelter, and I did.” He chuckled wryly. “Well, Kuan found it at my urging.”

“And who is this friend who told you about the storm.” He had set down his ax and was staring at Gareth intently. From the shadows Gareth could feel Ria’s golden eyes, and knew that she was listening as well.

“Are you sure that you want to know?” Outside there was a flash, and a rumble of thunder as if to make his point.

“Yes.” The dwarf’s voice was gruff.

Gareth sighed. “I was brought to this Eldenworld from thirty eight thousand years in the past by Athena, specifically to save the people on this world from a disaster that will kill every living thing.” Darbuk’s face was turning red. “Athena and I speak the same way I speak with my familiars… in my mind.”

“You are so full of shit boy, you don’t even think you smell.” The dwarf scoffed. “Prove what you say.” He stuck his arm behind his back. “How many fingers do I have out?”

“Was für ein Arschloch!” Gareth swore, holding out his hand, cupped palm facing up. “I’ll tell you how many fingers you have out… none! Ignis Pila!” A hardball sized fireball glowed in his palm, the light from the plasma flickering off the cave walls.

“NO!” The voice of Chiu, Lyndra and Ria shouted in unison.

“NO!” The voice of Athena boomed through the cave. “You will not kill him Gareth, although he richly deserves it. Put the fireball out, please.”

Gareth glared at the dwarf one more time, and then after shrinking the plasma ball to the size of a marble, dropped it into the neatly stacked wood. The fire caught instantly. His face was expressionless as he turned back to group of travelers. You took your own sweet time getting here. I thought I was actually going to have to burn the dwarf’s arm off.

It was all a put-on to get me here? Her thought sounded shocked.

Life would be pretty boring if I couldn’t take our friendship out, every once in a while, and wave it around. Now maybe they’ll take me seriously. A crooked smile touched Gareth’s face.

You’re impossible. He felt a soft hand touch his cheek, and she was gone.

Chiu was glaring at Gareth, but Lyndra was laughing softly. “It seems that things between our Gareth and his employer are a bit more complicated than we thought.” She murmured aloud.

Standing beside her, Ria smiled. “You think maybe?”

Darbuk was slowly edging toward the cave entrance, where rain was currently descending in a solid sheet.

Chui gave Gareth one last glare before she turned to face the escaping dwarf. “And where do you think you’re going?” She asked in a tone sharp enough to peel the hide from a buffalo. The dwarf winced.

“I think I’ve gotten involved in affairs that are over my head.” He grumbled, looking at the floor. “I made a fool of myself.”

Chiu’s look warmed somewhat, to about two hundred degrees, Kelvin. “We all make mistakes. The trick is not to compound the error, like you’re doing right now, and not doing it again.” She crossed her arms. “Now pick a spot against the wall. Dinner will be coming eventually.”

Ria had moved quietly to stand beside Darbuk. “Don’t you think this is all terribly exciting? We even met a deity.” Behind her Gareth snorted as she continued. “Just think of this as a great adventure.”

The dwarf turned a cold glare on the elf. “You’re all bloody insane. This adventure as you call it is going to get us all killed.”

Ria shrugged. “We all have to die sometime. What better way to go than trying to save all life from destruction?”

“Won’t bother the dwarves none.” Darbuk grumbled. “We all live underground.”

Ria shook her head. “But what about all the other people?”

“Good riddance I say. It will make more room for the dwarves.”

The elf’s face was slowly going red, and Gareth was glad to see that he wasn’t the only one the dwarf drove to distraction. “If all the animals die, what will you eat?” Ria snapped.

“Lots of things in the deep caves.” He rumbled. “Mushrooms and fungus to be sure, blind fish and albino rats for meat.” He looked up, jaws clenched. “Don’t worry about dwarves. We’ll survive.”

Ria had taken a deep breath to retort when Gareth touched her shoulder. “I’ll handle this.”

The golden eyes gave Gareth a level look. “What are you going to do, shoot him? You have my vote if you do.”

Gareth smiled. “In a manner of speaking… yes. I am going to shoot him down.” He turned back to the glowering dwarf. “It sounds like you have things well in hand. I just have one last question—what will you breathe?”

The dwarf frowned. “What do you mean? We’ll breathe air, just like you.”

Gareth smiled. “Ahhh, but you see air comes from the trees and the grasses on the land, and the plants in the ocean. If everything on the land and in the water is dead, nothing will be alive to produce the air you breathe, so I ask you again… what will you breathe, or will you all just suffocate like rats in a hole?”

Darbuk turned first white, and then red. “You’re lying!” He snarled, crossing his arms over his chest.

Ria looked at Gareth, her eyes wide and frightened. “You’re not kidding.”

“I wish I was.” Gareth replied in a sad voice. “Some people might survive in The Yeugate, and that city could probably manufacture both food and air for the foreseeable future, but it would be the only refuge on the entire planet. I can see fights erupting among the survivors as they struggle for control of the city.” Gareth didn’t mention the fact that even if life somehow managed to survive the lethal blast of radiation from the supernova, the death of the sun within a thousand years couldn’t be avoided. Sometimes I wish you’d never conned me into this job. He told Athena with a depressed sigh. My world is dying, and there isn’t a damned thing I can do to stop it.

Then why, pray tell, are you running back and forth across this world? Don’t tell me you aren’t trying to save these people, because you are. You and your companions are the only hope they have.

Have you ever heard the story of Sisyphus?

Unlike Sisyphus, there will come a time when your task will be done, and your stone will sit firmly on the top of the mountain.

I wish I could be as optimistic.

You just need to have a little faith, my Gareth.

He chuckled dryly. If I didn’t have faith in you, I wouldn’t have started this insane expedition, or continued on it once I found where it was headed.

There was silence in his mind for several long moments. Thank you. She said at last.

Bitte. He replied as he smiled in his mind. Please don’t let me down.

I won’t. Now that you’ve said what you’ve said to the dwarf, remind him of his wife and children. I suspect that he’ll come around then.

That’s hitting below the belt.

I never said I fought fair, Gareth. I too care for the world and its people.

Fighting to keep a straight face, Gareth turned to the dwarf. “What about your wife and children, Darbuk. Would you see them die also?” The dwarf’s face went pasty white, and his dark eyes widened as he envisioned the horror of his family suffocating slowly in the dark caves. Gareth watched in sympathy. “So… we can count on your help?”

The dwarf looked up and nodded, unable to do more.

The rain stopped overnight, and by morning a bright red sun shone down on a land that smelled fresh-scrubbed. Since his argument with Darbuk, the small company had been unusually quiet, and all went about their business of saddling and loading the horses and kept their thoughts to themselves. Gareth glanced over at the glum dwarf as he crawled up into his saddle. Darbuk, due to his short stature, had a bit more trouble mounting his horse than the others.

Motioning Kuan to take the lead, Gareth rode beside the sullen dwarf. “Where are you from, Darbuk? Where is your family?” Gareth knew that speaking of one’s family was usually a safe subject.

“There is a range of mountains in northwestern Meocripia. Dwarves have been living there since the dawn of time.” He threw Gareth a sour look. “Or so the stories say. From there the dwarf cities and villages stretch to the west for thousands of leagues.” The dwarf stared out over the bleak gray boulder-strewn landscape without seeing.

“How many of you are there?” Gareth asked softly. “Dwarves, I mean.”

Darbuk shrugged. “Forty or maybe fifty thousand. Dwarves have small families, and it’s hard to keep track of where a group might have moved to.”

The sound of soft footfalls made Gareth turn to see Ria running lightly at his side. “And where are elves from, if I might ask?” Her long silky hair was blowing in the brisk breeze, and she looked his way with a smile.

“Elves inhabit most of the Realm of Koworus.”

“Koworus!” Chiu exclaimed, riding up beside Gareth. Even the dwarf looked interested. “Everyone knows that only monsters live in Koworus.”

Ria laughed. “That is what everyone is supposed to think. The high council worked very hard to develop scary stories, and make sure they were told in all the right places.”

“But…” Chiu looked confused for a moment.

“What about the sea monsters. Those aren’t just stories.” Lyndra commented as she came up beside the elf.

Ria looked thoughtful. “The kraken can be a problem, but we know the ways around them. Certain substances, when spread on the hull of a boat, will keep the kraken far away, even in mating season.”

“Like the stuff we used in the river between Knoumm Harbor and Iyreeqeka, to keep the river snakes away.”

Chiu nodded thoughtfully. “But what about the sightings of monsters?”

Ria let out a tinkling silver laugh. “The monsters are the most fun. While Koworus does have its share of dangerous creatures, it’s not much different from Oseothan or even Meocripia. We have watches set at all the trails and landing places for ships. When the ships come we dress up in monster outfits and make a fearful racket. Inland, we gather armfuls of narcotic flowers to drape along the trail. A few breaths of THAT pollen, and travelers will think they see all manner of monsters, especially when we are sitting in the bushes growling and carrying on.”

“How do you keep from being overcome by the pollen yourself?” Gareth asked curiously.

“We have special masks we wear over our noses and mouths. The finely woven cloth of the mask we soak in water before we put it on. It lasts for thirty minutes.” Her face became deadly serious. “Sometimes slavers from Strizruofast sail up our rivers, looking for towns to raid. Elven girls are a profitable commodity. Slavers sent in six boats last time, with twelve men per boat. We let one boat escape to tell the tale, with four survivors.” Her voice was as sharp as her blade. “Of the four, three had been castrated.” Gareth shuddered, but noticed that Lyndra’s eyes were bright as Ria continued. “The fourth survivor wasn’t castrated, exactly, but he will no longer function as a male.”

The leagues passed, and Gareth noticed that as they progressed into the hills, the size of the boulders grew. Stopping, the one boulder he examined appeared to be a section of wall, with bent and twisted rebar jutting from the ragged edges.

This isn’t natural. Chiu murmured in his mind.

I agree. Gareth replied with a worried frown on his face. I saw something like this once as I traveled in the American west. In that case the debris came from a small meteor. He looked around. The debris field I’m talking about was only a few kilometers across. In our case the debris field stretches as far as the eye can see. I don’t understand this at all.

They had been traveling up a wide range of ragged-topped hills when they saw Kuan flogging his horse down the hill and in their direction. He was shouting, “Mister Gareth, you’ve got to see this. Hurry!”

Wondering what could be so important that it would upset their small guide, he urged his horse into a reluctant gallop. Reaching the crest of the hill fifteen minutes later, he pulled his horse to a halt beside the staring guide. The rest of the small company, along with the pack horses were far behind.

“What is it, Mister Gareth?” Kuan asked in a mystified voice.

“Wir sind also geschraubt!” He cursed under his breath. “That, my friend, is all that remains of the great city we were sent to find.”

“Which city was it?” Kuan asked in a sort of terrified awe.

“I have no idea.”

The bowl he stared down into was 5 kilometers across, and more than a kilometer deep. The surrounding debris wall rose from the floor of the strewn field a full half kilometer, while the bottom half of the crater was filled with green water. The crater walls that he could see rising above the lake appeared to be made of fused glass.


Chapter 8

THE UNIVERSITY

The six stood for a long while, on the rim of the crater, staring at what had once been a great city. Why didn’t you tell me? He asked Athena, barely keeping the anger from his thoughts. Why didn’t you tell me that this was a waste of my time?

Her thought, when it finally came, was calm and collected. I didn’t tell you about this for the same reason that I can’t tell you where the city of Jafelon is.

He began to snap at her and then stopped, thinking about what she had just said. ‘…where the city of Jafelon is.’ He thought to himself. Not was. Ria, Darbuk and Kuan all looked at him as if he were insane when he began to smile. “Welcome to the great city of Azheles, ladies and gentlemen.”

“Azheles?” Chui breathed. “How do you know?”

“A little bird told me.” Gareth replied with a crooked smile.

The dark haired woman’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “Did your little bird happen to mention where we might find Jafelon?”

Gareth gave her a fond look. “Actually, no. We’re going to have to …”

“Mister Gareth!” Kuan gasped out, pulling the sleeve of his coat. “What’s that??” He asked, pointing upward. His voice trembled.

Glancing up with all the others, Gareth frowned. “It’s too big to be…” His words stopped as his eyes widened. “It’s the dragons!!”

“Bloody dragons!” Durbak growled, fumbling for his ax.

Gareth rolled his eyes. “If you don’t put that ax away, I’m going to take it from you and throw it into the lake. The dragons will not hurt us.” Looking up at the rapidly approaching creatures, he hoped to hell he was right. When the large and the smaller dragon flared for a landing, he knew that he was right. Grinning, he bowed. Hello Mom.

The dragon bent a knee and returned the bow. Greetings my friend. What brings you out into the middle of nowhere?

Gareth laughed aloud. Actually, we were looking for Jafelon.

The dragon nodded knowingly. The lost city. How many of the great cities have you been to?

The human sighed. Now, all but Jafelon.

What do you search for? The dragon asked curiously.

Gareth didn’t answer right away. Is this the same hatchling I… Gareth touched the jeweled dragon imbedded in his arm.

He felt more than saw her smile. This is Kelarth the Young One, my son. The older dragon said with some pride. In one hundred years we may drop the ‘Young One’ portion.

Gareth bowed to the smaller dragon. It’s good to meet you at last.

The young dragon returned the bow, somewhat less gracefully than his mother. It is good to meet you also, in the flesh. I have listened in on your conversations, and find them very confusing.

Gareth smiled at the young dragon, whose head stood only three meters above Gareth’s own. Humans are a confusing species, Kelarth. Would it make more sense to you if I explained that we are searching for a way of saving all intelligent life on the world from a sure death that comes from the depths of space? Although he was speaking to the young dragon, Gareth’s eyes were fixed on the mother.

You speak of the supernova. The mother dragon said slowly. We have heard about it when speaking with the Qual.

Gareth chuckled. They would know.

Will you save all the races on Eldenworld, if you can? There was an intensity to her question Gareth found alarming.

Yes… except maybe the ogres. He said with a soft growl.

The huge dragon’s head came closer still, dwarfing Gareth. There are some good ogres. She said simply.

I know. Gareth said, restraining his anger. The ogres on Iystrichi killed him. He was a friend of mine, and all he ever wanted was a family.

The dragon snorted, and a curl of smoke came from her nostrils. Gareth smelled brimstone. Some few of us will speak with them. She said in a tone that spoke eloquently of sudden death, or a quick lunch. After I eat a few of the leaders, the others may be more amenable to suggestion.

The ogres are apt to give you a sour stomach, if you’re not careful.

Suddenly both dragons were snorting meter long gouts of flame. It took Gareth a second to realize they were laughing. Sorry. The larger dragon rumbled, smoke still trickling from her nostrils. That was a very good joke, because it was so close to the truth. Gareth shuddered. Now, will you come swimming with us? The dragon nodded to the lake far below that was glittering in the sun like a green gem.

Gareth actually considered it for a moment. Our job here is done, and we should get back.

The dragon nodded. Is there anything we can do for you while we are here?

Gareth frowned. No… yes there is. He looked down at the jeweled dragon on his arm. Could you give this gift to my wife, my mate? I would have us both share this.

Most human males would choose to hoard their power. The dragon said simply. This thing is easily done. Gareth crooked a finger to Chiu, who came to stand by his side, a frown of apprehension wrinkling her forehead. Hold her arm so that the dragon in your skin presses against her skin. Kelarth will touch your joined arms, and I will breath on them. Although as painful as the first time he’d had it done, it was soon over and Gareth and Chiu stood panting on the edge of the bowl as the two dragons glided down, folding their wings at the last moment to dive beneath the deep green waters.

Chiu looked down at the glowing jeweled dragon embedded in her forearm. “I can still hear them, if I really try.” Her voice was small. “There is so much power there… and now here.” She touched her chest, over her heart. Her eyes were wide. “Without even touching you,” she said to Gareth, “I can feel your heart beating. I can feel Kelarth’s heartbeat, and more faintly, his mother’s.”

Gareth looked first at Chiu, and then the others. “We should go now. The dragons saw no storms to the west as they approached, so we should be good for a few days. We should push on as fast as we can.” As they mounted he touched Lyndra’s shoulder. “I didn’t mean to leave you out of this bonding, but I want you to be sure about it. We know where the dragons live.” He gave her a gentle smile. “If you still wish to stay with us after a year, then we will see.”

“Thank you, Gareth, but you needn’t have waited.” Her smile was crooked, faintly self-mocking. “I’ve finally found my family. I’m not about to let them go.”

Darbuk, finally finished climbing up into his saddle, looked over at them. “Where to now?”

“Home, my friend.” He shot Lyndra and Chiu a wink. “I need time to sit and think. We’ve been on the trail for so long I’m beginning to consider sleeping in caves and under hedges normal.” He edged his horse into a walk.

“What about us?” Ria asked as she scampered from rock to rock like a squirrel.

Gareth frowned, and then grinned as he understood what she was talking about. “Chiu, in that house I’ve never seen, are there at least six bedrooms?”

She shot him a faintly amused look. “There are at least thirty bedrooms—for the staff alone. There are double that number if you add the master’s quarters with the guest quarters.”

“I’m nobody’s master.” Gareth rumbled, glaring. “That implies slaves, and I don’t buy into that.”

Chiu’s smile was wide. “Simply a figure of speech. You are the boss of the household. You give the orders. The staff and help are hired by the government, and paid very well indeed. Positions in household staff are eagerly sought, and tenaciously held once obtained.”

“Well then.” He turned in his saddle to face Ria. “Unless you would rather go to your home, there is a place for you in my house, and you are welcome.”

“Do they accept elves among your people?”

Gareth laughed. “First of all, the people on Eldenworld I’m closest to are the dragons. The people of Oseothan are the Aebbea, or shapeshifters as you know them. Your arrival may just spark a whole wave of young Aebbea girls becoming elves and running off to see the world so garbed. The people of Oseothan took me in. They will take you in too.” He glanced over the elf’s head at Darbuk, who was clinging to his saddle horn with grim determination. “They would probably take the dwarf too, if he can refrain from cursing too much.”

Darbuk raised his head and glared at Gareth. “I’ll come with ye.” He growled. “At least for a while. I’ll need to go see my family sometime soon, I think.”

“So, discounting Kuan, that makes all of us.” He said more to himself than anyone else.

“You can add in Kuan.” Chiu murmured. He hadn’t heard her approach, and her thigh was almost brushing his. “I spoke with Kuan as we descended in The Yeugate. Mother had him broken out of jail to guide for us. I’m sure they’re still looking for him in Molva.”

“But if Kuan’s a shapeshifter, he can just change shape, can’t he?”

“Mother wasn’t sure just what Kuan was or wasn’t. She thought he might even be human.”

It was a madhouse world where the humans, as a species, were the odd man out. Gareth mused.

~~~

It was a light knocking on the cabin door that woke him from a fitful sleep filled with portents of an unnamable doom. His mouth tasted like the south end of a north bound camel. Slipping on his pants and shirt, he opened the door quietly and stepped into the corridor.

The young seaman looked at him with wide eyes. “Capin’ Athan asked me to tell ye,” He said in a whisper. “that we’ve sighted land. From the lights, it looks like Puasheehchester be fine on our port bow.”

Gareth grinned. “Thank you. I’ll be up directly.”

The lad put a knuckle to his forehead, out of respect, grinned, and disappeared up the ladder to the deck, scampering like a lithe monkey. Chiu had her eyes open when he entered, and raised one arched brow.

“Land?” She asked softly.

Gareth nodded as he slipped on his shoes. “Finally.” He replied. It had been a long tiring voyage, filled with perverse winds and squalls that appeared out of nowhere to toss the ship about like a cork. No monsters, save something unseen that flew out of the darkness to carry off a shrieking crewman, had been sighted. Even the playful dolphins were few and far between.

The night stars were still out when he arrived up on deck, and Cassiopeia’s wide arms seemed to welcome him to the darkness. The air was crisp and filled with heady sea scents, while on the far horizon Gareth could just make out the glow of Puasheehchester, the capital of Oseothan. In the whole world, as far as he knew, it was the only country to have regained the use of electricity, and now the night fled before its incandescent bulbs. To him the lights of the distant city felt like home.

On the wide quarterdeck, Gareth watched the controlled bedlam as the Arrow entered port. Men scampered nimbly through the tall rigging, furling the sails at the sharp cries of the first mate and bo’sun. Beside the helmsman stood the newly arrived harbor pilot, directing the Arrow to her proper anchorage.

The helmsman turned to the captain, a frown on his tanned face. “Capin? They want us to dock at a private pier, reserved for visiting diplomats.”

Captain Athan turned to Gareth. “Well?”

Gareth sighed. Obviously, someone recognized the Bonnie Blue Flag Gareth flew from the stern of the ship, since the Stars and Stripes were unavailable in this current day and age. “Park us where they will. Someone knows that Chiu and I are aboard.” Without pointing a finger, Gareth felt a Senatorial influence in their arrival. The dock was long and made out of stone, and there was another ship tied off just in front of them.

“What the bloody hell is that??” Athan snapped, leaning out over the railing and staring.

Gareth grinned. “They finally got it built.” He mused, staring at the white hulled ship floating before them. A sleek eighty two meters by eleven, the ship had a single funnel and two short masts to support loading booms. Even from this oblique angle Gareth could see the Bonnie Blue Flag flying from her stern. “That, Captain Athan, is the future. That is a steam powered ship.”

Athan frowned. “Steam ye say? What makes her move then?”

“A steam engine turns a propeller beneath her stern.” Gareth grinned. “She can sail directly into the wind.”

Athan shook his head. “The hell ye say.” The captain mumbled under his breath as he scratched his head.

In a sort of daze, Gareth was the first to step off the Arrow onto the long quay, and made directly for the moored white vessel. Her narrow, straight up and down bow was designed to slice effortlessly through waves, and when he rapped his knuckles on the smooth hull it rang like a struck bell. Resisting the impulse to board immediately, he continued his way along the side of the vessel, noting all the small exquisite details in workmanship. On the raked fantail, in golden letters was the name SS Spray.

Gareth crossed his arms. “You can come out now, Athena. We should have a little talk.”

She stepped out of the dark, her soft Grecian gown making soft whisking sounds as she walked toward him. There was the barest hint of a smile on her face. “Did you want to talk to me?” Her violet eyes were wide and innocent and her guiltless expression was a lie.

“I gave Kiang, Chiu’s father the rough plans for a steamship.” He glared at her. “It wasn’t this.”

Athena sighed. “You need something better than what Kiang would have built from your plans. As soon as Kiang had his interest engaged, I arranged for the original drawings to get lost. Kiang works every day in the library, trying to sift through the vast knowledge contained in the data cubes you gave him. It was only natural for him to do a search for a steamship. I made sure that his search returned the full technical plans for the Nanyetsu Maru, a small Japanese freighter built for the Danes in eighteen ninety, and sold to the Japanese. It was sunk in nineteen twelve in a hurricane. The technology involved is almost identical with what is available in Oseothan today.”

Glancing up the sleek hull toward the bow, Gareth frowned. “Did the original plans call for a deck gun?”

Athena bit her lip. “No.”

He studied her face. “Why did you decide to start an arms race?” He asked glumly. “Knowledge of gunpowder had been lost, and I was happy to leave it that way.”

“Gareth, there won’t be time for an arms race, and you will need the protection of a steel ship with a big gun.”

“You’re keeping secrets again that affect my future.” Staring into her violet eyes, he simply shrugged. “I’ve trusted you so far, and you haven’t led me astray… much.” He added with a sly grin. “I guess I’ll have to trust you a little longer.”

Leaning forward, she gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “The answer to what you’re looking for lies close by.” She breathed into his ear, and was gone.

Gareth concentrated on reducing his heartbeat as his eyes automatically continued to follow the lovely lines of the ship. A trickle of smoke was rising from the single funnel, and he frowned as he sniffed the air. COAL? He thought to himself. Footsteps drew his eyes away from the trickle of smoke, and he smiled at Chiu’s look of amazement. “Marvelous isn’t it?”

She gave a bemused nod. “This isn’t the plan you gave father.”

Gareth’s smile turned slightly sour. “How nice of you to notice. Athena decided to improve on our design. She let your father keep the original long enough to get hooked, and then made sure he lost it. When he went to find a replacement in the data archives we saved from the library in Iyreeqeka, Athena arranged for him to find the plans for this. This…” Gareth waved a hand at the ship. “is the reason he never finished the steamship on time. He had to design a whole new technology… technologies to support the construction of this one ship.” His smile widened. “Of course, now that he has the technology, Kiang and Shaw Sai-Bo, your father and mother are going to be fabulously wealthy.

Chiu shot him a strange look. “I know my father better than you. As the originator of the idea, he will have put all the rights in your name.” Her smile was smug. “I’m married to the wealthiest man in the country.”

Gareth glanced down the quay to where seamen were beginning to unload the Arrow into a row of waiting wagons. “I suppose we should…”

“Are ye going te stand there all day or come aboard yer ship?” A voice called down from the deck, interrupting Gareth’s thoughts.

Gareth grinned at Chiu. “Well, that settles the question of ownership.” He looked up at the figure looming over them and smiled warmly. “It’s good to see you again, Captain Duras Evvos. Permission to come aboard?”

“Permission granted.” Captain Evvos waved them aboard grandly, grinning like a proud father. “Kiang said you’d probably stop here first, an he was right.”

Gareth took Chiu’s arm as she stepped aboard, his eyes taking in the taut sparkling ship. “How about the crew?”

Evvos snorted. “Most of the old crew chose to stay. I had te hire a half dozen specialists is all, and a few more te man the gun.”

“I want to see that gun.” Gareth exclaimed anxiously.

“I thought ye might. I already took the cover off.”

Gareth frowned as he ran his hand over the long gray barrel. Athena, this looks like a French 75 field gun I saw on display once.

It is, dear one. The 75 is the first ‘modern’ field artillery piece, and is one of the simplest.

You did a hell of a job here.

In his mind he felt her cheeks dimple and redden. Thank you.

“… and we cover it up with a canvas that snaps to the deck when we’re moving.” Evvos was saying. “The gun covers a full three hundred degrees and the shells are lifted up from below by a small hand cranked elevator.” He pointed at a brass square set flush with the deck. “It be the slickest thing ye ever did see.”

With his hand resting on the cold barrel, Gareth forced a smile, for in the depths of his mind he saw this beautiful and deadly ship sailing into the churning black clouds of his future.

Chiu clutched his arm, and he looked down into her pale face. “What was that I saw in your mind?” She asked in a hushed voice. He could feel her trembling.

“It comes from something I learned as a boy from my father, before I ever became a soldier. ‘I wish to have no connection with any ship that does not sail fast; for I intend to go in harm's way.’ That was said by a famous American Captain; John Paul Jones.” He touched her hair tenderly. “I suspect that very soon we will be taking this very ship in harm’s way.” 

On his other side Captain Evvos rumbled. “It’s what she was built for, lad. Ye don’t do great things sittin’ in yer bathtub.”

Chiu wrinkled her nose. “Speaking of bathtub.” She pulled Gareth’s arm and he noticed for the first time a black landau carriage beside the quay, waiting to take them home. “You need a bath, sir.”

Giving Evvos a wink, he turned to the boarding ramp and took Chiu’s arm. “Lead on good lady. If you’re nice I’ll wash your back for you.”

Chiu gave a pompous sniff, but he saw her smile. Lyndra stood waiting beside the coach, and all piled in while the coachmen saw to their scant luggage. The driver snapped the reins and they were off. There was a rumble of thunder, and in the distance the ominous clouds moved closer. On his skin, Gareth felt the temperature beginning to drop.

Sitting hunched on a craggy hill five hundred meters above the city, the mansion glowered down on the vastness of Puasheehchester harbor and the sprawling city below. Looking like a part of the hill itself, the weathered granite blocks the walls were built of, along with the ramparts and crenellations made him guess the building had, at one time, been an ancient fortress. He could picture the governor -or the king- looking down from the hill over his city with no little pride. Gareth just felt uneasy, but then it wouldn’t be forever. Soon enough he and Chiu would be back aboard the SS Spray, steaming for who knows where.

Standing beside him with his bag over his shoulder, Darbuk mumbled, “This is where ye live?” with a certain amount of disbelief in his voice.

“This is where I’ve been told to live.” Gareth replied tartly. “There’s a difference. It seems that I’m a person of some prominence hereabouts. It’s one of the reasons I’m gone so often.”

“I don’t blame ye one bit. Crowds give me the hives.”

“That’s funny, Darbuk.” Gareth said in a serious voice. “I can just picture you in a crowded tavern.”

The dwarf returned a glare, and replied in a flat voice. “There are crowds, and then there are crowds.”

Thinking of crowds, Gareth grimaced as he looked out of the carriage window at the line of stiff uniformed staff waiting to greet them. He could have stepped directly into an old Elizabethan novel. A tall gray haired man in a severe uniform stepped forward, a reserved smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.

Gareth’s eyes widened as his own face broke into a smirk. “I'alen. It is very good to see you my friend.” He frowned. “Aren’t you in the wrong house?”

The tall man rumbled a laugh. “I am steward of this manor until such time as I find a suitable replacement.” He gave Gareth a wink. “Actually, my son is taking my position at the Sai-Bo residence. The experience will do him good and in a few years we will switch positions, and he can take over here.” His blue eyes sparkled with mischief as he hugged Chiu. “Welcome to Adywick Manor, named after the first king of Oseothan, Segemon Adywick. The two of you are looking well.” An eyebrow rose. “No children yet?”

Chiu flushed scarlet, and then laughed. “It is very good to see you again, I'alen, and no, we have no children yet.” She shot Gareth a quick glance. “Perhaps after this crisis has been resolved we can think about it.”

I'alen nodded thoughtfully. “That’s reasonable, but you may find yourselves under a certain amount of pressure. The Council of Nine are already considering your children for Senate Seats.”

“Oh, give me a break!” Gareth rolled his eyes. “I'alen, since you have them all lined up, please introduce us to the staff, if you would.”

The Steward turned, guiding them first to a tall, willow-thin young woman of perhaps fourteen or fifteen years old who stood at the head of the line. Her light blue dress ended just at her knees and flowered embroidery trimmed her modest décolletage. Her dark auburn hair hung to her waist while her hazel eyes, more brown than green today, were wide and serious. Gareth blinked in recognition.

“Mairi? What are you doing here? I thought that you were still in school, and would have found your own family by now.”

“After searching forever,” she said seriously, “we discovered that I have no family left in Oseothan.” She shrugged her shoulders. “So here I am. I took a few days off from school. Kiang and I travel to the University together most days, with me going to classes while he pours over the mountains of information you brought back from the Great Library in Iyreeqeka.”

Gareth didn’t even have to ask Chiu. “I’m sorry that you didn’t find your family Mairi, but as it so happens you will never have to worry about a family again, young lady. If you would like, Chiu and I will become your mother and father. I will begin the paperwork immediately…” He frowned and looked at I’alen. “although I suspect that said paperwork is just waiting for my signature.”

The steward smiled. “It is indeed sir, at Shaw Sai-Bo’s recommendation.” Turning slightly, he gave the young woman a small bow. “Welcome to Aydwick, Miss Mairi. I will have your things moved here from the Sai-Bo manor, and arrange transportation to the University for your studies.”

Mairi’s eyes were brimming with tears. “I would like that very much, Gareth.” She swallowed. “Father.” As if that last word had finally broken her courage, weeping, she turned and fled back into the house.

“That,” Chiu commented with a satisfied smile. “was very well done.” She turned toward the door and the retreating girl. “I think that Mairi and I should have a small, mother-daughter talk. I’ll see you later.” Nodding, Gareth turned to the next person in line.

Three days later he found the young woman on the battlements, sitting between the damp crenellations, her knees pulled up to her chin, staring out over the harbor. Rather than a dress, today she wore men’s pants and a baggy men’s shirt. Unfolding from her snug seat, she stood and turned at his approach. “Beautiful, isn’t it?” She made a sweeping gesture at the city below. “I’m here every day without fail, and it never gets old.” Her face grew serious. “Thank you, Father.”

Gareth gave her a lopsided grin. “If it makes you uncomfortable, you can call me Gareth if you wish.”

She smiled. “The word is still too new and precious to me.” Her hazel eyes sparkled. “I think I’ll use it for a few more years, at least.”

“As you wish, Daughter.” He replied, just as seriously as she, and suddenly he had a young woman in his arms, hugging him until his ribs creaked.

“I think I loved you from the first time I saw you on the docks in Seka, and you asked me to go buy you a meat pie.” She looked up at him shyly. “You let me stow away on your ship before you even knew me and I’ve always wondered why.”

“I recognized that there was more than the eye could see under your grime and behind the sad eyes. Perhaps I knew, in my heart, that the one small act of letting you aboard the ship would eventually lead to this.” He gave her a tender squeeze.

Stepping away, she gave him an impish little grin. “Mother told me the other night that I can ship out with you the next time you leave. I’m quite good at navigation.”

“What??”

“Captain Evvos likes me, and I’m sure he will need a cabin boy or assistant navigator on that big new ship.” She seemed ready to dance, and her smile showed her small white teeth. “I love you Father.” Twirling, she skipped down the stairs and was gone. Gareth was staring at the retreating back with bemusement, wondering if all young women filled their fathers with the same sense of wonder, when a voice interrupted his musings.

“Pardon my intrusion sir.” Gareth looked up and grinned at I’alen. “Kiang and Shaw Sai-Bo are arriving. I thought you would like to meet them.”

“Thank you, I’alen. I would appreciate it if you would tell Chiu that her parents are here. I’ll go down to meet Kiang and Shaw.”

I’alen glanced at Gareth’s clothes. “You might consider changing, sir. Your clothes, although clean, are a little…”

“Is threadbare the word you’re looking for?” Gareth supplied helpfully.

“Yes sir; threadbare.”

Gareth chuckled. “We’ve been on the road for a very long time, I’alen. I’m afraid this is the best I have. Both Kiang and Shaw have seen me in bloody rags, so it’s of little importance.”

I’alen stood there, considering Gareth. “You are a very strange man, Mister Gareth. Most people would jump at the chance to live as royalty and dress the role. You seem to find it an inconvenience.”

Gareth slapped the steward on the shoulder. “My friend, you put your pants on one leg at a time, just like me, and we have the same color blood. Like a traveling salesman, my job takes me out of town a lot, while yours requires that you remain here. We both have jobs. I’m no better than you.”

I’alen sniffed. “But sir, I actually enjoy wearing nice clothes.” His blue eyes were sparkling in mirth. “Tailors will be here later today and we will replace your… wardrobe.” He finished after a long pause.

Laughing, Gareth turned for the stairs. “Thank you, I think.”

He helped Shaw and Kiang down from their carriage himself, noting that Chiu’s parents had aged little in the year they’d been away. Kiang shook Gareth’s hand warmly, while Shaw gave him a hug and a kiss that nearly took his breath away. It seemed to him slightly inappropriate for his new mother-in-law, but When in Rome, shoot Roman candles, he thought to himself, and kissed her back.

Grinning, Kiang waved his hand at the mansion of Adywick. “What do you think of it?” He asked with a smile.

Gareth hated to pop his bubble. “I’m not a king, or a duke or a member of your congress. I’m just a soldier. You have an unoccupied west wing in your own mansion with at least a dozen bedrooms and sitting rooms. As far as I know the roof doesn’t leak. That would be fine.” He glanced at the bastion that stood behind him. “This is not.” He gave Kiang a crooked grin. “Sorry. You asked.”

“I told you he wouldn’t like it.” Shaw said to her husband with a smug little smile he’d seen so many times on Chiu’s face.

Kiang frowned. “But this was the home of the former king!” There was a plaintive note in the older man’s voice.

“That’s part of the problem.” Gareth countered.

“But the west wing of our mansion is under reconstruction, and won’t be ready for months.”

“Then put us all up in a hotel down by the docks. That would be good.”

“Out of the question.” Kiang declared flatly. “Officials don’t reside with the… workers.”

Shaw had a speculative look on her face. “Don’t be so quick, dear. If I recall, the Lion of Oseothan has been closed for renovations, and is due to reopen next week. When it closed it was the best inn in the city. Now, it’s supposed to be even better, and the chef who is slated to begin working there is the best in the Realm. Have the council sell this mausoleum.” She glanced up at the house behind Gareth with some distaste. “They can use the money to buy the Lion, and still have funds left. Install Gareth and his company on the top floor and rent the rest as rooms. The government may actually make money on this venture, and I’alen could find that managing an inn is easier than managing an estate of this size. He can bring what staff he needs from here to the inn.”

Gareth gave Shaw a small nod, throwing in his two cents worth. “Make sure the chef who actually begins working there is the best you can get. It will cost you more up front, but you will make more in the end as word spreads.”

Shaw raised her eyebrows. “See?”

Kiang threw up his hands. “I give up!”

Shaw smiled, and took her husband’s arm. “Good. I love winning.”

As they walked to the front door Gareth glanced at his father-in-law. “Mairi tells me that you and she have been going to the University each day. Have you gotten all those crystals I gave you installed and working?”

Kiang frowned. “Half of them. The problem is that there is simply too much information to sort through. We don’t even know where to start or even how to start.”

“I can tell you where to start.” Gareth said seriously as the stepped into a sumptuous sitting room. A fire crackled merrily in a stone hearth, and wide windows looked out over the harbor. “I need access to maps, good maps that will show the location of the lost city of Jafelon.”

Shaw’s eyes widened. “Jafelon was the lost city?”

Gareth nodded and gave her a sour smile. “Yeah. We’ve been to all the others. We lost a good friend in one of the last cities we were at.” He looked up to see Chiu watching from the doorway. “Azheles, wasn’t it?”

“Brivrelsea.” Gareth’s wife corrected sadly. “Azheles was a hole in the ground. Poor Wokeg.” Chiu sat beside him and Gareth put an arm about her waist.

Gareth looked up to find Shaw studying them carefully, and he smiled. “We reactivated The Yeugate. By now Ell, the central computer should have things well under control, with most of the powerplants back in operation. Even Brivrelsea was coming back to life as we left.”

“You speak of them as if they were alive in the classical sense.”

Gareth shrugged. “Who’s to say? Would you mind if I rode in with Mairi when she goes to University tomorrow?” He asked.

Kiang laughed. “Of course not. I’ll meet you there, in fact. Some of the Senators are quite anxious to meet you.” Gareth groaned.

The University of Oseothan wasn’t so much a building, as it was a sprawling complex of two dozen structures located on the banks of the Puasheehchester River. Manicured lawns sloped down to the banks of the wide river, while students and professors strolled on the grass or sat on one of the number of stone benches that dotted the campus. The center of the University, and the building Kiang was leading him to, was a massive gold domed structure that reminded him of the Massachusetts State House in Boston, with its marble columned balconies. A sudden pang of homesickness swept him, and although he’d only been there twice for ball games, and twice more for drinks, he missed Fenway Park… and Cheers. “The Green Monster.” He said under his breath.

“Pardon?” Kiang said, walking at his side. Mairi had gone off for her own studies, in a different building with a promise to meet them at noon for lunch.

Gareth gave him a wistful grin. “The Green Monster was the unofficial name for a sports stadium in the city of Boston. I visited there occasionally, and had plans on retiring there when I got out of the military.” Kiang nodded, but made no reply.

A man looked up from his desk as they walked through the wide front doors, and smiled. “Good morning, Senator Sai-Bo. Back at it again?” He shot Gareth a curious look.

“Yes Hwang, I am. This, for your information, is Gareth Köhler, an Operative for the Senate. It was he that brought us the data crystals from the remains of the Great Library in Iryeeqeka.” Kiang grinned at the man’s pale face. “He’s also married to my daughter and the designer of the steamship you see in the harbor.” He added. The man at the desk looked as if he’d been pole-axed. “Are the library stations available today?”

“Yes Senator.” The man at the desk stammered.

Kiang smiled. “That’s where we’ll be, if anyone comes looking.”

“Yes Senator.” The man looked at Gareth, swallowed and nodded. “Operative.” He whispered in awe.

“Did you have to do that?” Gareth asked his father-in-law in a low tart tone as they walked down the long corridor to the research room. Their footsteps echoed on the cold marble floors.

Kiang gave him a boyish grin. “What’s the good of having social rank if you can’t take it out once in a while, and wave it around? Now Hwang will have something to tell his co-workers.” Gareth sighed, and decided an argument just wasn’t worth it.

The Research Area was a small circular room, twenty meters in diameter. The lighting was dim enough for Gareth to see the screens from the six library terminals glowing with a pale green light. For the very first time since he’d arrived on Eldenworld he actually believed that he had traveled into the future.

“So, what now?” He asked, staring at a comfortable looking lounger built into the workstation.

“Well,” Kiang began slowly. “we just put a crystal in and look around.” He gave Gareth a sheepish look. “As I admitted, we don’t even know what questions to ask, or how to ask.”

Gareth scratched his head. “Start by putting all six crystals into the workstations.”

“But…” Gareth glared at the older man. “Fine.” Kiang said finally, taking the crystals out of a lined wooden box and putting one each, very carefully, into all six workstations.

Gareth sat down at the first workstation, looked at the setup and frowned. “Where’s the keyboard?” He asked nobody in particular.

“Keyboard?” The mezzo-soprano voice that came out of the air above his head dripped with scorn. “How quaint. I haven’t used a keyboard input in ages. Voice control is terribly old fashioned; direct mental guidance is the only way to go.” The voice of the system paused. “Would you please sit in workstation four? The camera there is still functioning, and I’d like to see who I’m working with.” In a slight daze, Gareth got up and moved. Kiang, standing against a wall looked shell shocked. “I thought that it was probably you, with the comment about the keyboard.” The voice said as he seated himself. “Hello Gareth. Are you the only computer literate person on this whole planet?”

“Ell? How is it I’m talking to you? You’re in The Yeugate.”

“It took all six crystals operating to restore the quantum tunneling protocol that allows us to speak instantly. Now that I know you are involved; I’ll send a few repair units there to fix what needs fixing. Your power systems are atrocious, by the way. I’ll fix that too. I’ve spoken with the Eye of Zuebrihn, and know about our problem.”

“Did the Eye tell you that I have to blow up the moon to save the world?” Gareth asked bitterly.

“Yes, she did. How are you coming on the search for The City that Time Forgot?”

“I’ve found the rest, but I’ve yet to discover Jafelon.”

“Brivrelsea mentioned that you’d been there and set repair parameters. Thank you. That took some of the load off of me.” There was a long pause. “Now that I have access to the data crystals there, as well as my own processing power, I can tell you exactly where Jafelon is located, but you’re not going to like it.”

“This hasn’t been a very pleasant expedition all the way around. Why don’t you go ahead and spoil my day?”

“Jafelon is located roughly two thousand leagues due south of Koworus.”

“But…” Kiang exclaimed from the other side of the room. “There is nothing there but water.”

“Not so.” Ell rebutted. “Two thousand leagues south of Koworus is an island. Shaped roughly like a two hundred kilometer wide crescent moon, the island has a sheltered bay one hundred kilometers in diameter. Three hundred and five meters below the surface of the bay rests The City that Time Forgot; Jafelon.” Kiang stood staring at the screen on the workstation that displayed an ancient map of Jafelon. “The truly difficult part of all of this is the fact that Ojor Cay, the island that surrounds Jafelon is, according to my recently restored remote cameras and sensors, inhabited by cannibals.” Gareth felt his eyes bug out in disbelief. “The entire island is hostile. The people will try to eat you, as will the animals, plants, and the very land itself. At one time entry to Jafelon was so well known that nobody bothered to write it down. Now the knowledge of how to get down to the city has been lost, or at least hidden by the paranoid ancients before they abandoned the world.”

“If the city has been flooded, there really isn’t any reason to go down, is there?” Gareth felt a lump in the pit of his stomach.

“Readings from sensors in Jafelon indicate that the city is habitable, and has both air and power. I would recommend that you head out as soon as possible. Do you have transportation?”

Gareth nodded. “We have a brand new steamship equipped with a deck gun.”

“You really are a world-changer, young man. I just hope you have the fortitude to see this through. Earthquakes are becoming more frequent, and a major tectonic shift is likely to occur at any time.”

Gareth shut his eyes. “How can I ever do this?”

“The same way you came to be where you are, talking with me like this.”

“When do I have to leave?” He asked in a resigned voice.

“You should leave no later than two weeks from now. A few days won’t make any difference one way or another. Luckily your ship will have the ability to steer by compass, rather than just by the stars, otherwise you might sail right past Jafelon, and never see it.”

“Anything more you want to tell me about the residents of Ojor Cay?” Gareth asked wearily.

“Spectral imaging shows no indication of fire, and loud noises like thunderstorms, drive the local tribes into hiding.”

“Have they gotten down to Jafelon? Will I have to fight my way through the city?”

“The City of Jafelon is clear. I have not been able to establish communication with the city AI, but that may simply be a technical glitch.”

“Thank you.” Gareth glanced over his shoulder to see Kiang staring blankly at a wall. “Once I’m gone, how do others go about retrieving data from this system?”

“Leave all six crystals installed, and just have them do a Google.”

“You still have a Google search engine after thirty eight thousand years?” He asked incredulously.

“The word Google in the new Eldenworld dictionary has replaced the word search.” Ell replied evenly. “As I said,” the voice continued, “I’m sending repair units to fix the University system. The server there is useless.” The voice dripped with distain. “Workstation one is performing that function until I can get things better arranged. I’ll do a full system backup of all the data crystals so that the history of the race will never again come so close to being lost.”

Gareth chuckled. “Any number of IT professionals back when I come from sound just like you.”

“Is that a compliment?” The voice asked.

“Simply a comparison of professionals.” Gareth frowned at the map on the screen. “Can you get me a copy of that map?”

“The printers at the University are inoperative, so I will send you a copy with the repair units. They should be there in a week, by drone.”

“Drone?” Gareth exclaimed.

“Drones.” The voice said with no little satisfaction. “The dozen smaller ones I was able to activate can carry up to two hundred kilograms of cargo each.” Gareth’s brow furrowed in thought, but the computer’s sharp camera caught the motion. “The cargo compartment is not pressurized or heated. I won’t have the first passenger aircraft available for three months. With the earthquakes, ring service remains questionable.”

He shook his head at the unbelievable speed the computer was working at. “How is the extermination project coming?”

The voice actually sighed. “There were a few more Molphulh than I anticipated; closer to three million in point of fact. I evacuated the air from the entire city of The Yeugate. I’m afraid to say that the smell right now isn’t pleasant. It takes a while to move three million bodies outdoors to burn.”

Gareth laughed at Ell’s problems. “Too bad you couldn’t just throw them all into an energy converter of some sort, and recycle their energy.” The silence stretched. “Ell?”

“One of the main problems of a city the size of The Yeugate,” Ell began, with a note of disgust in her voice, “is waste disposal. On the same level and opposite the transport station is a waste recycling center that does just what you said, converts matter to energy. Since waste is not being generated, I never bothered to restart it. I should have the mess cleaned up in a week, with an energy surplus to boot.”

Chuckling, Gareth stood up. “Goodbye Ell. I’ll stop by the University to speak with you again before we leave.”

Ell sniffed. “I’ll do you one better than that. I’ll have a drone and a small service unit stop by your ship and install a com and IFF unit. That way we can speak, and I’ll know where you are at any given time. I’d have the service unit install radar while it was at it, but I don’t think your power plant is up to the task.”

Gareth chuckled. “I suspect you’re right.” His eyes widened. “How long would it take your service units to upgrade the entire power plant in the ship?”

“What do you have now?”

“Coal fired steam engine running a single screw with auxiliary electricity produced by an unregulated generator attached to the steam engine.”

“With all repair units working and the ship in dry-dock, I could have a nuclear plant driving twin screws installed and running in two weeks. Full radar, electronics and sonar would take another week. An anti-matter plant would take a while longer.”

Gareth coughed. “Why don’t you go ahead and put that down on the to-do list as soon as I get back. Hold the anti-matter plant, though. I don’t plan on going into space any time soon.”

“Isn’t that wishful thinking Gareth?” Ell asked, with a hint of laughter in her mechanical voice.

“It’s called having a little faith.” He murmured as he turned and left the room, while he thought to himself, it’s all dumb luck.

He met Mairi sitting on a bench by herself in front of the main building when he left. A pale Kiang had begged off lunch, apologizing that he had a number of serious engagements that all needed his immediate attention. Gareth gave the young woman a quizzical look as he sat beside her. “What’s up? You look like the cat got your cream.”

She gave him a wan little smile. “I’m just sitting here watching all the other students go by, wondering why they can shapeshift and why I can’t.” Three young male students, only slightly older than Mairi came by them, looked up to see who was sitting on the bench and casually moved to the other side of the tree-lined path, their eyes wide. Mairi sighed. “That’s another problem. Your reputation precedes you, Father. Some of the stories floating around are incredible, but I know that they are actually less than the truth. Your very name scares people, and now they know I’m your daughter.” She looked about to cry. “What am I going to do?”

Gareth took her hand and stood, drawing her to her feet. “Let’s see if we can’t resolve one of your issues, although the other may suffer.”

Mairi’s voice was flat. “What are you going to do?”

Gareth grinned. “Athena, we need to talk, just the three of us. Can we come to your place?”

“How is this?” Athena murmured, as Mairi squeaked in surprise and clutched his arm.

The isolated beach sat between two rocky jetties, the summer moon turning the ocean to rippling silver fire. Athena sat at the water’s edge, her gown pulled up to mid-thigh, exposing acres of creamy pale skin. Her feet touched the very edge of the advancing waves. Gareth shut his eyes and took a deep breath of the familiar air. For some strange reason the air of his old Earth smelled different from the air of Eldenworld, thirty-eight thousand years in the future. They were in Punta Banda, Ensenada, Mexico; the place the whole adventure had started.

“The moon!!” Mairi squeaked again, pointing to the sky. “It’s going to fall on us!”

Gareth put his arm around her shoulders. “It won’t fall. This is where the moon was originally, for millions of years before humans moved it.”

“They moved the moon?”

Gareth sighed. “Yup. They moved it to a place where I could blow it up, or at least that’s the way the story goes.” He smiled at the beautiful woman on the beach. “Hello Athena.”

Brushing sand from her gown, she rose to her feet. “My dearest Gareth.” She murmured, moving closer. He never had the chance to escape her kiss, and after a time she pulled back with a smug little smile on her face. Mairi was grinning. “So, you are concerned with your daughter’s development.” Reaching out, she touched Mairi’s face, and the young woman froze in her place. “She, like you Gareth, is a good all-around energy manipulator. She hasn’t developed her shapeshifting abilities yet, but she will be quite adept… trust me. She will actually be better at manipulating magic than you, and that is saying a lot. She doesn’t have your spatial perception, although that may be a learned talent or perhaps a sex-linked ability.” She touched the young woman’s face and Mairi blinked and wakened. “It seems that all she needs is a jump start.” Athena smiled, and turned her head toward Gareth. “Hold your arm against hers, as you did with Chiu’s. Dragon’s aren’t the only ones who can do this.”

Gareth gave Mairi a level look. “I’d like to tell you that this won’t hurt, but it will. It will hurt like hell, but only for a short while, and I will be here with you. When it is over you will be able to converse with dragons like your mother and I.”

Mairi looked at the dragon glittering on his arm. “I will?” She asked in a small voice.

“You will.” Smiling, Gareth pressed his arm against hers.

Athena reached out and rested her cool hand on the joined arms. A white fire flowed from her, down the joined arms and… Gareth gasped as fire seemed to burn in every cell of his body. Vaguely he heard a strangled gasp from his daughter, and the hiss of her forced breath. The pain vanished and he caught Mairi as she fell, and his knees trembled. “What the hell did you just do to my daughter?” If he could have, he would have strangled Athena on the spot.

“You,” She said, touching her chin thoughtfully as she stared down at Gareth supporting his daughter. “are tougher than I ever imagined. I had planned to deliver you both back to the mansion before you woke.”

“What did you do?”

“I made a few small but necessary changes to you both. Unfortunately, the changes were at the cellular level, and quite painful.” She chuckled wryly as she stretched in the moonlight. “It knocked me out when I first…” She stopped abruptly, as if she’d said too much.

“When you first what?” Gareth asked, his eyes narrowing.

“Never mind. You’ll find out soon enough.” She looked down on Mairi, who was just beginning to twitch. “She will wake soon. You should go.”

Gareth looked out over the dark rolling combers, and seemed in some way to draw in their energy. “I really do love this place.”

“I know.” Athena whispered. “It’s one of the reasons I chose you to be my champion.”

When Gareth picked Mairi up she gave a sleepy little murmur, and wrapped her arms about his neck. Looking at her calm face, he was overwhelmed by his feelings. “We should go now.” He said, his voice strangely hoarse.

Chui met them as he reached the top of the long stairs leading up to the mansion. “What happened?” There was a note close to panic in her voice.

Gareth shot her a grimace. “Athena made a few ‘adjustments’ to us.”

“Is she all right?” Chui asked, and Gareth was pleased to note the concern for the young woman he saw there.

“As far as I know.” He looked down to see Mairi’s hazel eyes watching him levelly. “Faker.” He growled, smiling.

She grinned back, and the hold about his neck tightened. “My biological father never carried me, even if I couldn’t make it on my own. Being carried feels good.” She closed her eyes and buried her face in his shoulder. When Gareth looked up, Chiu was smothering a laugh.

“You wanted a daughter.” She chortled.

“Yeah. Well, I guess I’ll just have to carry her upstairs.”

Chiu frowned. “You must be exhausted from carrying her up these steps. Let someone else do it.”

“I’m fine.” He said as he entered the building, and surprisingly he meant it. As he walked with Mairi’s extra load he could feel himself drawing energy from his surroundings.

“I feel it too.” Mairi whispered in his arms. “I feel you drawing in the power around you.” She bit her lip as she concentrated. “Let’s try…” Suddenly energy was flowing into Gareth, and he was running up the stairs.

“That’s enough of that.” He said as they reached the top of the stairs. He gave his new daughter a long look. “Well now. That was unusual.” Chiu was standing at the bottom of the stairs looking up, her jaw hanging open. And you can read my mind too. I wonder what else Athena did?

I wonder. Mairi’s soft thought came to him. She clutched his neck tighter, and he felt her fear.


Chapter 9

THE CITY THAT TIME FORGOT

Gareth solved the problem of their accommodations in a very simple and straightforward way; three days after the University Incident, as everyone on campus was calling the blatant disappearance of Gareth and his daughter in broad daylight, the entire party moved into cabins on the SS Spray. Gareth, Chiu and Lyndra stayed in the owner’s suite while Mairi, who told him with a straight face that she was on a “sabbatical” from her studies, and Ria bunked in a small cabin beside the owner’s suite. Gareth assumed that the word “sabbatical” was better than saying “playing hooky.” Kuan chose a tiny cabin, barely bigger than a broom closet on the other side of the companionway corridor. Gareth was more than surprised that the small guide had chosen to come at all, considering that he had received a pardon for all past crimes and a sizeable paycheck to boot. Darbuk, after considering the matter, took the offer of free transportation and left for his homeland the day they moved into the ship. Gareth secretly thought the dwarf was actually scared of the impending ocean voyage. Several staff members from Adywick chose to join the explorers, and I’alen watched them troop out of the front door and into waiting carriages with thoughtful envious eyes. To Gareth the move to the ship felt like going home; a much less spacious home, but filled with minor miracles like electric lights. Today he, Chiu and Lyndra all stood on the small covered observation platform over the bridge, and watched the Oseothan troops load.

“Do you really think we’ll need all those troops?” There was a note of worry in the dark-haired woman’s voice.

Gareth stood, chewing on one inoffensive fingernail. “I hope not, but according to Ell things could be dicey without support.” He purposely hadn’t told her about the cannibals. Gareth turned his head at the sound of a shouting stevedore, yelling curses at an inexperienced crane operator who was lifting a palate of ammunition into the rear cargo hold. The marines had been another unexpected and welcome addition to the ship’s company. Two dozen hard young men and women, all carrying the latest in Oseothan weaponry; a seven-shot rifle that looked remarkably like the 1870 Spencer repeating rifle. Apparently, Athena felt that if she was in for a penny she was in a pound when it came to divulging technical plans.

“Are our supplies aboard?” Chiu asked, raising a single eyebrow. It was a question close to his own heart.

“According to Captain Evvos, all the stores and supplies came aboard yesterday. We should be ready to leave in…” Gareth stopped, staring into the clear air. “What the hell is that?” The marines had seen it also, and were jostling each other as they scrambled for their weapons. As the thing drew nearer Gareth could see that it was a circular floating platform, ten meters in diameter and stacked with piles and boxes of equipment. Something like a segmented caterpillar of glistening metal rode on the top of the pile. Gareth swallowed his laughter and cupping his hands to his mouth, shouted to the milling people on the dock. “The incoming craft is friendly, so don’t be shooting it.” One of the marines, a Sergeant by his stripes, shot Gareth a quick salute, and resumed shouting at his charges.

“What is it?” Lyndra whispered, watching the saucer maneuver itself to land on the clear stern deck.

“That, if I’m right, is our com system, an IFF transponder and the engineering unit to install them.”

Lyndra frowned as the caterpillar flowed off the pile of gear and headed for the bridge. “That’s an engineer?”

“It’s a robot. A constructed being, and not at all what I expected.” Gareth replied with a shake of his head.

In the bridge below them there was a shout of surprise, a brief scuffle and the sound of metal pincers climbing the stairs to the observation deck. A metallic head popped through the open door and Gareth blinked. It was the head of a caterpillar, but the size of a basketball. The two multifaceted eyes were wide set, and it had what looked to be a communication unit where the mouth should be. As the creature flowed up to the deck Gareth caught a glimpse of what looked like stripes on its sides. When the caterpillar stopped moving, he recognized it as a barcode. The odd head swiveled his way.

“Have you seen enough, or should I do a little dance?” The caterpillar’s voice held a touch of English accent, and reminded Gareth of a very strange leprechaun.

“You, I take it, are the equipment installer?”

The caterpillar gave a soft humphh, from somewhere around its third segment. “From your reduced heartrate, you must be Gareth, the guy who runs this tub.”

Gareth grinned. “That’s me all right. Ell said you would install a com and an IFF unit.”

“Yeah.” The caterpillar sighed. “I may have to do a little upgrade on your generator first. The cycles per second are for shit. God I hate working with analog crap. It shouldn’t take me more than two or three weeks, tops.”

“We wanted to leave in three days.” Gareth countered.

“No problem. I’ll have the generator online in three days. I can do the rest while we’re at sea.”

“You’re coming along?”

The shiny black eyes fixed him with a long stare. “I’m not going to swim alongside.”

Gareth bit his tongue. “So, we’ll be without power for three days?”

“Naw, I have a small portable generator that will more than take care of your needs. I should get going. Once we get under way I’ll navigate, or you will never get to your destination. I’ve seen the map, and that island in the middle of the ocean is tiny.”

Gareth shook his head. “I’ll inform the crew so that they don’t freak out, or take a pot shot at you.”

The caterpillar actually laughed, a dry coughing sound. “You don’t have anything on this barge that could hurt…” The metal creature stopped speaking and stared at Gareth’s Colt that was pointed, unerringly between its eyes. “I take it all back.” The voice said smoothly. “Where the hell did you ever get THAT?”

“I have friends in high places.” Gareth said flatly.

A magnifying lens seemed to extend from the caterpillar’s right eye. “That’s a commemorative edition pistol. Did you know that shortly after it was released it was universally banned for violating the weapons treaties from eighteen different countries? It was only banned after the generals of all said eighteen countries ordered their own private pistols. It was Colt Arms finest, and most profitable hour. Ten thousand pistols were sold in the space of ten days.”

“The ship!” Gareth said firmly.

“Yes sir.” A small human looking arm and hand, all in shining metal, unfolded from the creature’s chest, just below its head, and gave Gareth a sharp salute.

Gareth returned the salute, a bemused smile on his face as the caterpillar turned to go about its duties. “Have I gone mad?” He said slowly, as he watched the caterpillar scamper about the deck carrying boxes here and there with its two tiny human arms.

“I’m afraid so,” the metallic creature replied, its voice fading, “but let me tell you something… the best people usually are.”

“That sounded suspiciously like a quote.” Chiu murmured, never taking her eyes off the deck below.

“It was.” Gareth said with a smile. “From Lewis Carroll’s, Alice in Wonderland.”

Captain Duras Evvos kept running his hands over the smooth teak railings and brass fittings that fitted out the bridge of the Steamship Spray. Beneath his feet the deck vibrated faintly, while behind him thick black smoke poured out of the single funnel. Standing behind the Captain, Gareth knew exactly what the man was going through; the sense of unreality. The small speaker on the bridge panel chirped to life. “Captain.” The cheerful voice of the Chief Engineer said calmly. “We have full pressure on the boiler. We’re ready whenever you are.”

The Captain touched the transmit button. It was a very simple system; even Captain Evvos understood it with only three repetitions: PUSH TO TALK, RELEASE TO LISTEN. “Thank you. Standby.” He turned to his first mate. “Cast off fore and aft, Mister Alinar.”

The man grinned at Evvos’ formality. “Aye aye.”

The Captain watched the activity for a few moments, and then when the lines to the dock had been neatly coiled on deck, slowly pushed the lever on the Engine Room Telegraph from Standby Engines to Dead Slow Ahead. The Telegraph chimed a moment later, and a matching arrow slid to Dead Slow Ahead. The captain turned to the helmsman. “Take us out, if you please.” The man grinned and began turning the huge polished ship’s wheel as the SS Spray began to gather way. On the dock Kiang stood alone watching. His wife Shaw abhorred goodbyes, and had been known to manufacture emergencies to draw her away from such tearful events.

Gareth watched with interest as the SS Spray passed the docked topsail schooner Arrow. Seamen were swarming across her yards, and he knew that she was preparing to set sail herself. He’d made Captain Athan an offer he couldn’t refuse and Gareth had gone from full owner of the Arrow, to ten percent owner with the stroke of the pen. Since the transaction was all above board, the funds for the purchase were deposited in Gareth’s account with the Bank of Oseothan. To his shock, he discovered that he was well past rich and possibly the wealthiest man in the country.

As the white bow of the steamship passed the harbor breakwater, Captain Evvos pushed the telegraph lever from Dead Slow to Slow. The telegraph returned the command, and Gareth could feel the ship surge ahead, despite the fact that they were steaming into a head wind. He smiled. The scent of the sea was sharp, and beneath that he could smell the comfortable odor of fresh lumber, paint and oil. The regular thrum of the engines transmitted up through his feet like a heartbeat.

“Set our course for the Pleakuynope Passage.” Evvos said without a smile. “When we’ve cleared Pleakuynope we will come to a heading of one hundred and thirty degrees and hold that course for the next few weeks. That should put us close to our destination.”

The helmsman swallowed. “Weeks? Capin’, those be uncharted waters. We’re apt to sail right off the edge of the world.”

“We should be so lucky.” The Captain rumbled. “There’s an island out there named Ojor Cay, and a great city named Jafelon.” Evvos rubbed his jaw. “It’s not a place ye’d like to bring the kiddies to on vacation.” He finished sourly. Gareth and Chiu had sat down with Captain Evvos before they set sail and had a long talk about their destination, and its hazards.

There were two cargo holds on the SS Spray, taking up much of the lower decks from amidships forward and amidships aft, with the center of the ship containing the boiler and engines. The aft cargo hold was divided in half again, with the forward portion reserved for coal and water, while the aft cargo area held all the food and sundry supplies for the ship and crew. For this particular trip the forward cargo area had been given to the marines. Their gear was neatly stowed in the aft end of the cargo area, while hammocks and berths occupied the front. The rest of the cargo hold the marines used for training, Gareth was glad to see. The wily marine Sergeant drafted Gareth as soon as he discovered that Gareth was a certified instructor in hand to hand combat. While Gareth complained, he realized that it was probably just as well to keep in shape, so he grudgingly allotted two hours a day to teach Martial Arts to the marines. It gave him a start when he realized that he was probably the only qualified instructor on the entire planet. Chuckling to himself, he realized that he’d come thirty eight thousand years into the future just to become chung sah nim, or Chief Master Instructor. In Basic Training one of the games of choice during their scant free time had been an old classic named HALO. Now, it seemed, he was stuck in the role of Master Chief, with Athena as his Cortana.

They were a full day’s steaming past the Pleakuynope Passage, when the small speaker that was mounted in the owner’s suite squawked abrasively, jerking Gareth from a deep, dream-filled sleep. Blinking gritty eyes, he touched the small button at the side of the speaker. “I’m up.” He croaked. “What’s the problem?” Chiu or Lyndra, he couldn’t tell which, made a small growl from her warm position under the blankets.

“Sorry to wake you, Mister Gareth.” It was Captain Evvos himself, and Gareth woke up a little more. “There are three ships coming at us out of the rising sun. It may be nothing, but I suspect pirates.”

Gareth grinned. “Wake the marines and have the gun crew meet me on deck.”

“It be a fight then?” The captain asked nervously.

“No Captain Evvos, it will not be a fight.” Gareth replied grimly, pulling on his pants. “It will be a training exercise. The marines will get experience using the deck gun, and the pirates will get the experience of swimming home.” His smile was feral. “The story will spread amongst the pirates of the great white steamship that is absolutely not to be screwed with.” He pulled on his boots and a shirt, heading for the door.

“You will not go out of here looking like a hayseed who’s just rolled out of a haystack.” Chiu, wearing one of his large shirts and nothing else was standing before him, her hands on her hips and fire in her eyes. He did his best to suppress the lecherous grin. “You are the instructor of those young marines today, and you will look the part.” She said as she handed him a clean shirt cut in a military manner. She watched critically as he dressed. “Brush your hair.” He complied silently. “Good.” A smile tugged the corners of her lips. “Now give us a kiss and go do what you do best; wreak havoc.”

He was glad he was properly dressed when he arrived at the deck gun. Of the ten marines before him only three were properly attired: the sergeant, a corporal and a private first class. Gareth turned to glare at the sergeant, purposely ignoring the three approaching pirate ships that were a scant thousand meters away and approaching fast. Gareth put his hands on his hips. “Is this how you let your troops turn out, Sergeant Masato? I must admit, I’m disappointed.” The barrel-chested sergeant looked at the deck. “You will escort your troops below to change into proper uniforms. The Corporal, the PFC and I will deal with the pirates.” The sergeant still hadn’t raised his head. “Go! Now!” Gareth shouted at the top of his lungs. The sergeant jumped, grabbed the nearest marine and headed for the companionway. Unfortunately, the nearest marine was a young woman with only a blanket wrapped around her.

Gareth thought for a moment the sergeant was going to explode. “A blanket, Sharian? You came up with a bloody blanket?” He jerked the blanket off the young woman to leave her shivering in her scant underwear. Gareth raised an eyebrow. “Get below and get changed, all of you except Corporal Xianliang and PFC Yong. Move it!” He growled. They moved.

Gareth turned to the two remaining marines. “Don’t just stand there, marines, unless you’d like to invite the pirates for breakfast. Get the cover off that gun.” As they removed the stiff cover Gareth pushed a red button beside the gun. A bell rang somewhere, and a moment later the brass rectangle set into the deck rose up. Beneath it sat a rack of a half dozen brass-cased artillery shells. Gareth grinned. “Now, release the clamps and we’ll swing the gun around.” The corporal and the private looked around for a moment before they saw and released the deck clamps. Still smiling, Gareth pushed the gun, swiveling it in generally the direction of the approaching pirates. “Now, I’ll demonstrate. Watch closely.” He undogged the breech and swung it open, picked up a shell and slid it in. He closed and dogged the breech in one smooth motion. “Your gun is loaded and ready to fire now. Always remember your windage and elevation.” He spun small well-greased wheels, and the barrel declined, moving slightly to the right. “Look at where I have the sights set.” Only four hundred meters away, they could see the faces of the pirates clearly as they stood ready to board the great white ship. The pale faced Corporal and Private glanced at the sights, and back to Gareth, nodding uncertainly. Gareth checked his sights again, made a slight adjustment, and fired. The crash of the small deck gun was deafening, and the air was filled with the smell of burning nitrocellulose-based smokeless gunpowder. On the approaching pirate ship, they all saw the base of the mainmast explode in a cloud of deadly splinters, and slowly fall over the port side of the ship. Gareth opened the breech, removed the spent casing and reloaded a new round. The drag of the sails had turned the pirate ship nearly broadside to them. “Now I remove their rudder.” He adjusted the gun and fired. With a crash of sound, the rudder of the pirate ship burst into a million fragments. “Now it’s your turn,” He said turning to the corporal. “Don’t do anything fancy. Shoot for the hull, right at the waterline. There are two ships left; one for each of you.” Gareth grinned, stepping back. “I wouldn’t wait too long if I were you.” He said mildly.

The young corporal swallowed, wiped his sweaty hands on his pants and stepped up to the gun. His first shot went high, striking the railing and ships wheel, blasting the pirate helmsman into a bloody ruin. He swallowed, reloaded and readjusted.

Looking over his shoulder, Gareth said softly. “Remember to take in the drop of your shell. Raise your sight a bit… there!” The gun barked, a hole appearing as if by magic at the waterline, and Gareth knew that there was probably a much larger hole on the far side of the ship, where the round had passed straight through. The progress of the pirate raider suddenly fell off as the ship settled deeper into each swell.

“I got him!” The young corporal cried, jumping up from behind the gun.

“Yes you did, but don’t jump up like that. If there is enemy infantry you will be asking to get shot yourself.” He turned to the private. “Next?”

The young PFC looked very pale and very young as she approached. “They’re running away, sir!”

Gareth glanced over his shoulder. “So much the better. We have no worries now. Load the gun, Private.”

“Yes Sir!” The private was somewhat quicker loading the gun than the corporal, but then she’d had the experience of watching the gun loaded and fired four times before it was her turn. Closing and dogging the breech, she turned to Gareth. “Where do I aim?”

He smiled grimly. “Put both shots right in the stern windows of that ship.”

“But…”

“The shots will tear the guts out of the ship, and finally tear their way through the bow.” The private said nothing more, but made her adjustments, and fired. After the second shot the fleeing raider seemed to bury its nose in a wave and come to a shuddering halt. Both fore and mainmasts fell in a tangle as the ship quickly settled. Gareth sighed. It hadn’t been a fight… it had been a slaughter. “Secure the brass and secure the gun. Later, after breakfast you can come up to clean the gun and check for wear.”

Grinning like Cheshire cats, the two marines snapped to attention. “Aye aye, Sir.”

Gareth returned the grin. “Carry on then.” He almost bumped into Chiu as he turned away from the gun. She was watching what was left of the pirate force disappear astern.

“You crippled the first ship so that the survivors of the second and third wouldn’t be condemned to drowning.”

In the distance he could see the crippled ship lowering gigs to rescue the swimming pirates. “Something like that. Those pirates know that I let them live. They know I could have sunk them as easily as we sank the last two. The tale will spread and the pirates will run when they see this ship.” He chuckled dryly. “A battle I don’t have to fight is better than a battle won.”

Chiu frowned. “If you say so.”

The dolphins arrived the next day, cavorting in the Spray’s bow wave and doing astounding flips and somersaults to the amazement of both the crew and the marines. It was the last pleasant thing that was to happen for the next week, because when the dolphins departed with the sunset they took with them the fair weather. Squall after squall slammed the steamship, and half the crew along with three quarters of the marines could barely get out of their bunks to reach the heads. The entire ship smelled vaguely of vomit. On the eighth day the clouds disappeared and the sun came out.

There were chagrined faces at gunnery practice two days after the storms when Gareth announced that Corporal Xianliang and PFC Yong were the new gunnery captains, due to their vast experience of one confirmed kill each, and positive marine attitude. Two dozen rounds were fired during the practice session, and Gareth found himself satisfied, for the most part, with the marines. The next day at hand-to-hand training Gareth found himself staring at both Corporal Xianliang and PFC Yong, who stood before him in their training gear consisting of a light shirt and shorts, sporting black eyes. PFC Yong limped slightly from a dark purple bruise that ran from her hip to her knee. Gareth knew the signs.

“What happened to you two?” His voice was soft, but the sergeant winced at the tone.

Corporal Xianliang spoke first. “We slipped on a bar of soap, sir.” He said just as softly, looking at the floor.

“You too?” He asked the private standing at the corporal’s side. She just nodded.

Stepping back two paces he could feel his teeth grinding as he studied the marines before him. At the back of the small formation four large marines, standing close together, were staring at the two before Gareth. There was hate in their eyes. Gareth’s gaze fell on the sergeant. “Sergeant… a word in private.” He turned and left the room. Stepping into the rear cargo area, he waited for the Sergeant to follow, and then shut the door behind them. “How in the bloody hell could you let a thing like this happen?” He growled as soon as he turned back.

The sergeant sighed. “Leng Zihao and his three cronies are children of senators and ministers. I was told in so many words not to bother them. They thought that they should have been appointed gun captains, rather than Xianliang and Yong. They were expressing their displeasure.”

Gareth could feel his anger swelling, and knew his face was reddening. “If I had a replacement, I would relieve you for cause, Sergeant.” He found himself shaking, and he bit his tongue. “Have you briefed your men and women on what to expect when we reach the island?” The sergeant nodded. “Did they believe what you told them?”

“Leng Zihao laughed at me.” The sergeant said softly.

Gareth tasted blood. “Here is what you will do. When we get to our destination, we will need a scouting party. Leng and his cronies will be assigned this important and prestigious task.” Leaning forward, his eyes narrowed. “Leng, his friends and no one else. Have I made myself clear?”

“But…” The sergeant began, stuttering. “What happens if they get hurt?”

“Get hurt?” Gareth laughed without mirth. “They won’t listen to directions or warnings, and will just bull their way in. I expect that they will get eaten.” The smile died on Gareth’s face. “My mission is to save this whole world, sergeant. If those four get in my way I will kill them. If the senators or ministers who are their parents get in my way, I will kill them too, all with the approval of the Nine. The rulers of Oseothan know that if I do not succeed, you will all die. Have I made myself clear?”

Sergeant Masato stared at him. “You’re a killer.” He whispered.

Gareth’s show of teeth made the so-called marine Sergeant take a step back. “I am indeed a stone-cold killer, Sergeant. I am also a United States Marine. A marine watches his buddy’s back, just as his buddy watches his. You and your sorry bunch wouldn’t qualify as mall rent-a-cops where I come from. You failed your charges, Sergeant. That young man and that young woman counted on you to watch their backs, and you failed. You thought of your own comfort and safety instead. Now you will carry out my orders or I will see you relieved of your duties. Do you understand?”

“You’re going to kill them!” The sergeant repeated, wide-eyed.

“No Sergeant, I am simply going to send them on a dangerous mission to collect very important intelligence. They are going to find out just how deadly Ojor Cay really is.” He glared at the sergeant. “Hand to hand training is cancelled until the return trip.” Gareth said with a snarl, then turned and without a further word left the cargo hold.

~~~

Ojor Cay could have been something straight from a tourist brochure for French Polynesia or the Western Caribbean before the tourists in their cruise ships despoiled the natural beauty. At one hundred kilometers in diameter, the far edge of the crescent bay was invisible over the horizon. A full cable from the sandy beach when they anchored, the ship sat with her engines at standby, a thin trickle of smoke rising from her stack, ready for a fast getaway. The two crewmen who had rowed the party ashore stayed in the boat at Gareth’s orders, a half cable from the shore. Leng Zihao, the largest of the group of four pushed through the brush laughing, his carbine slung casually over his shoulder. The rest followed at an easy, relaxed pace. Gareth had warned the four of the dangers, warned them to follow game trails if they could, and to avoid foliage and insects. As with the sergeant, they scoffed at him, calling him an old lady as they patted the stocks of their primitive carbines confidently.

At Gareth’s orders the rest of the marine compliment stood at the starboard railing watching the serene jungle. Ten minutes passed. Somewhere a bird squawked, and then a man screamed; a loud pain-filled shriek that went on and on, before it was finally cut off abruptly. The marines flinched at the sound of gunshots, then there was another cry that stopped unexpectedly, nearly as soon as it had begun. More shots rang out, and a yell of pain. A man suddenly burst out of the brush, beating madly at his bare back and arms. From their distance he appeared to be covered with crawling black spots. A sailor from the gig made a move to go to his aid, but Gareth gave a sharp whistle, and gestured that they were to return to the ship. The running man stumbled on the beach, falling face down in the sand a dozen meters from the water’s edge. The skin on his back and arms continued to ripple with its own motion, and then the body seemed to sag in on itself as if it were deflating. The sailors were pulling the small boat for the Spray as hard and fast as possible.

Gareth turned to the marines. “What did I tell them, marines? I told them that this was a dangerous place, probably the most dangerous place they could ever possibly be. I told them to be very very careful not to disturb anything. They laughed at me. Now they are dead. I do regret the loss of their weapons.” He looked at the slightly green men and women. “This is a hostile world, and the only ones you have to look out for you is you, and the man or woman standing beside you. Remember that.” Spinning on his heel, he stormed off. In the bridge he faced a shaken Captain Evvos. “Take us out if you would, Captain. Anchor a kilometer from shore. The weather is reasonable. Tomorrow we’ll come in and try again.”

“How long will we keep tryin’ then?” Evvos asked, scratching his head.

“Until we figure out how to get to that lost city, my friend. Failure is not an option.”

“But what about the bodies of those poor men?”

Gareth’s look was as hard and unforgiving as steel. “I lost four men today. They weren’t particularly good soldiers, but they, along with the rest of the marines, are all I have at the moment. I don’t plan on losing any more unless I have to.”

With their position just a few hundred leagues south of the equator, the breeze drifting across the narrow fo'c'sle deck at the very bow of the ship was on the warm side of comfortable, and smelled of the thick jungle, only a kilometer away. Gareth stood alone with his hands behind his back, as he had for the past two hours. Chiu and Lyndra, both sensing his mood had wisely chosen not to bless him with their company, leaving him to wrestle with his conscience by himself. It wasn’t until the shore party returned that he began to hear the whispers of ’killer’ from both sailors and marines as they walked past. The problem was that they were right, and he knew it. Even worse was the knowledge that he would do it again, if necessary.

“Buy a girl a drink, sailor?” A soft feminine voice said from somewhere behind him.

“You really don’t want my company tonight, Athena.” He replied, without turning.

“You’re wrong.” She murmured, taking his arm. “This is just exactly the right time.”

Waves lapped at his toes, and in the dark starless sky lightning flashed in the distance. The air now held the chill of autumn, or early winter, and the smells were heartbreakingly familiar. “Oh damn.” He grumbled. “Why here and why now?”

“Because we need to talk.” She said casually, as she folded gracefully to the sand. She waved a hand imperiously. “Sit!” Ignoring the command Gareth stood, saying nothing. “You’re blaming yourself for those deaths, and in a way, you are responsible. Were you wrong in what you did? Not even a little.” She answered her own question. “Those four would have cost you half of your marines, and possibly even your own life. If you hadn’t done something about them I would. This endeavor is much too important.” She leaned toward him. “Those four were like a cancer, and needed to be cut out of the organism before the entire corpus sickened.”

“I know that in my mind, but…” He stopped when she handed him a rock glass half full of golden liquid.

“Drink.” She commanded.

Gareth sniffed at the rim of the glass, and his eyebrows rose. “Is this a single malt whiskey?” He could see the flash of her smile.

“A friend of mine outside Edinburg bottles his family label, and has been doing so for several hundred years.” She raised a glass to her own lips and took a long drink. Her eyes closed, and she let out a long contented sigh. “Good, isn’t it?”

Gareth took a long swallow, and hummed in pleasure. “It is indeed very nice.” As if the drink had loosened the tendons in his legs, Gareth folded to the beach beside Athena. “What the hell do I do now, Athena? It feels like all I’ve done is screw things up.”

She took another drink, and smiled. “How many times have I come down to straighten things out for you?” She asked bluntly.

Gareth scowled. “I can’t think of any, at the moment, but there must have been a few occasions when…”

“None!” Athena interrupted.

“But…”

“None.” She repeated. “I should know. I’ve watched you very carefully. You’ve done several things differently from what I would have, but in all of those instances your way turned out to be better. In this last instance with the four idiots, I would have lined them up and shot them. That, unfortunately, would have caused problems.”

Gareth chuckled. “I can imagine. I thought of it myself, along with shooting a certain sergeant.” Athena laughed this time as Gareth took another long drink. His looked sobered. “What the hell is wrong with Ojor Cay?”

Athena sighed. “There was a government research facility on the widest part of the island studying offensive and defensive biological weapons.”

“Viruses and things like that?”

She shook her head. “Plants, animals and certain pathogens that will turn humans into killing machines. Things got out of hand, and the island was abandoned.”

“But not the city?”

“Not the city.” She confirmed.

“If I can’t get to the land, then how do I get to the city?” Gareth’s look was perplexed.

“You had the right idea.” Athena said slowly, as if deciding what she could or couldn’t say. “You just didn’t go far enough.”

“Far enough on land?”

“No.” She replied firmly, and although her face was serious, her eyes were sparkling. Gareth’s own eyes suddenly went wide, and she smiled. “There. See how easy it was?”

“Ha! If it weren’t for you, I’d fall flat on my face.” He wobbled slightly, in his seat on the soft beach, and suddenly realized that his nose was slightly numb.

Athena took the glass from his hand, leaned over and kissed him lightly on the lips. “Goodnight, my Gareth.” With that, his head fell back onto the warm sand, and he slept.

“So, Captain Evvos,” Gareth asked the next morning as the Spray crept into the wide bay, keeping the shoreline on her starboard side, a cable length away. “how fast can you stop this ship?”

The Captain didn’t look back from his position at the front of the bridge. “How fast will we be going?”

“Dead slow, like now.”

“Two hundred meters.” Captain Evvos replied without hesitation. “You tell me and I rings the engines for reverse and stop ye just as slick as ye like.”

As they slid past their anchorage of the previous day, Gareth nodded. Thirty minutes later, and a good part of the way around the bay a forward lookout set his binoculars down and called out. “Ahoy the bridge. Something in the water off our port bow!”

“Something alive?” Captain Evvos called back in a worried tone.

“Naw.” The lookout replied, putting his binoculars back to his eyes. “Something like a pedestal made o metal. A round thingie on top. Range about a cable, Capin’.”

Gareth cleared his throat. “You might want to stop, Captain Evvos.”

The Captain flushed, tearing his eyes from the bridge window, and pushed the lever on the Engine Room Telegraph to Reverse. The ship shook under their feet for a moment as the ship slowed. Evvos pushed the lever to Standby. Under their feet the engines quieted. Evvos touched the com button. “Release the anchor!” There was a crash and a rattle of chain. The Spray jerked once under their feet, and then silence fell. Gareth could see a strange metal pole rising from the water, two hundred meters from their port bow.

“Please have the gig prepared to launch, Captain.”

Evvos shot him a sideways glance. “Sending the marines today?”

Gareth swallowed. “This time I’ll go alone.”

Other people, Gareth discovered, had something to say about that decision. The resulting expedition was two sailors to row, two marines to act as guards, unsurprisingly Corporal Xianliang and PFC Yong, Gareth and Chiu. He’d put his foot firmly down when Lyndra and Mairi suggested that they come also. He wasn’t going to put all those he loved in harm’s way.

His mouth was dry as the gig pushed away from the side of the ship, and the sailors propelled the boat slowly toward the pedestal. Sticking out of the water a single meter, the stainless-steel pipe was unmarked by either light or design. On the top of the pole rested a thirty-centimeter translucent glass ball, again without light or design. PFC Yong reached out a hand, and before he could warn her, touched the top of the ball. Jerking her hand away, she turned to Gareth with wide eyes. “It’s cold, Sir.”

Gareth looked up at the mid-morning sun, feeling the heat on his brow. “Let me try.” Pulling the gig closer, he reached out and placed the palm of his hand on the top of the globe. Nothing happened at first, and then the globe began to glow brightly, changing first from white to green to blue to red and then back to white. The glow faded and Gareth removed his hand, elated yet disappointed in the sparse reaction.

“Port side, sir!” A seaman called. To the port side a dozen meters away from the gig the ocean was churning. Gareth hadn’t known what to expect from the City that Time Forgot, but he surely didn’t expect the seven meter translucent soap bubble when it came boiling up out of the water beside the boat. The seamen swore, and the young marines cocked their weapons.

“Safety your weapons!” Gareth said sharply. “If they wanted to kill us we would be dead already, don’t you think?”

Looking incredibly embarrassed, the two marines flipped their weapons on safety. Bobbing before them, the translucent bubble shimmered with the colors of the rainbow. Gareth felt his sphincter tighten. “Take us over there.” He said to the sailors, ignoring his guts. They looked at him as if he were crazy. It took only a half dozen strokes of the oars before the boat bumped softly against the side of the bubble. Reaching out a hesitant hand, he went to touch the curving side, only to see his hand disappear thru the glimmering surface. Wherever it was, his hand felt no different than normal, and when he withdrew it the hand was warm and dry. Gareth was preparing himself to step through the translucent wall when Corporal Xianliang politely touched his shoulder.

“Excuse me Sir. I believe that this is my job.”

Gareth gave the obviously scared-to-death lad a long look, and a thin smile. “You’re right Corporal. You have point; lead on.”

Holding the edge of the gig for balance, the young man stepped through the side of the bubble and disappeared. A moment later his head reappeared… just his head, nodded once and disappeared back in the bubble. Without a moment’s hesitation, Gareth followed the young trailblazer through the door that wasn’t a door, followed quickly by Chiu and a very pale faced PFC Yong. The seamen looked at each other, and turned the gig back to the ship. When they looked back over their shoulders, the bubble was gone.

PFC Yong had just dropped into a comfortable looking seat by the Corporal when the bubble began to sink. The dark interior slowly brightened enough for the occupants to see each other, and their eyes widened when they noticed that the walls of the bubble, along with the floor and the entry way they had all passed through were as clear as glass. Without a sound the bubble sank completely beneath the surface. Gareth knew that they were committed now. There was no equipment that he could see and no lights, yet the bubble traveled smoothly beneath the surface at perhaps a walking pace. An arm long silver fish swam by, and then another. Gareth recognized them as barracuda. When they reached what Gareth guessed was thirty meters below the surface the outside of the bubble began to glow, shedding a soft yellow radiance into the surrounding waters. Schools of multi-colored fish swam by in dense clouds, unafraid of the bubble or its occupants.

“Look!” Chiu grabbed his arm and pointed. Pacing their progress and almost as large as the bubble itself, a jellyfish pulsed as it swam, trailing meters of purplish tentacles.

“It’s a jellyfish.” Gareth commented. “It’s harmless, unless you touch the tentacles.” Just as he said that a barracuda swam curiously toward the jellyfish. A long tentacle lashed out, wrapping itself around the silver predator. The barracuda spasmed violently a few times, and was still as the jellyfish slowly reeled it in. “Mostly harmless.” He amended. “Jellyfish have come a long way in thirty eight thousand years.” The bubble continued its descent, leaving the jellyfish behind with its lunch.

The smooth descent lasted fifteen minutes, and then Corporal Xianliang touched his arm. The boy was looking straight down, between his feet. “Sir, is it supposed to be brighter below us?”

Gareth looked up at the blackness above them, and then down. “That, Corporal, is our destination, or so I believe.”

“The City that Time Forgot.” The young man whispered, gripping his carbine tightly.

“In the old days,” Gareth said softly, “the real name of the city was Jafelon, and it was one of the five great cities on Eldenworld.” Gareth grinned to himself as beside him the young Corporal mouthed the exotic name of Jafelon, obviously trying it on for size.

“How many people lived down here?” PFC Yong asked in a reverent whisper.

Gareth tore his gaze from the growing light below them. “If it’s like Brivrelsea or Shsa-Tirion, two or three million probably. Azheles was destroyed, so we have no idea of how many lived there.”

“And The Yeugate?” She asked, her eyes bright.

Gareth grinned. So at least one person had been listening to what he’d said about the ancient cities. “The Yeugate was the greatest of the five cities, and served as a hub for both transportation and power. From the levels we saw, the city might accommodate six or seven million people.”

She looked at him with something like awe. “That’s more people than…” She fumbled for words.

“More people than there are on Eldenworld.” Gareth finished helpfully.

“What was it like there?” This from Corporal Xianliang. “Was it beautiful?”

By his side Chiu snorted. “It was dark, dangerous and very scary, even when we managed to activate the central AI.” He said slowly.

“AI?” The Corporal asked.

“Artificial Intelligence. An artificial being created by man to run the entire city. Eventually that intelligence developed a personality and existence of its own.” Gareth explained. “I hope to find an AI running things down here.” He looked down at the brightening lights. “Something kept all this running.”

The Corporal swallowed. “Is it dangerous?”

Gareth gave him a level look. “Very dangerous, in the same way that I am very dangerous. If you want my recommendation… be polite.”

The Corporal and the PFC both blinked. “Be polite?” They intoned together. Gareth grinned.

The general brightness below them resolved into the gentle curve of a huge dome. Beyond the clear walls of the dome Gareth could see the vague shapes of buildings, domes and towers. Lights twinkled in the city far below.

Chiu took his arm and whispered. “It’s like a fairyland.” Her eyes shone.

Gareth stared. The technology involved here surpasses a mere thirty eight thousand years of advancements. He thought as the bubble dropped. There is an otherworldy, almost alien quality to it. Looking up at the black ocean above them, he fervently hoped that they weren’t in over their head.

The bubble fell past the towering sides of the city for several more minutes before their motion slowed. A soft chime sounded in the transport, and Gareth rose to his feet, motioning the others to do the same. Without as much as a quiver, the bubble passed through the wall of the domed city and slowly came to a stop. Going up to the wall they entered through, Gareth took a step. The platform he stood on was wide and solid, made of a mauve colored material he couldn’t identify as either metal, concrete, or plastic, and was probably none of the above, he thought sourly. He took another two steps forward before coming to a stop.

Corporal Xianliang came out on his heels. “The wall wouldn’t let us through, and then suddenly it did.” The young man stammered.

Gareth nodded. “It senses when someone is blocking the exit… as you are.” He raised an eyebrow and blushing, the Corporal moved quickly aside. Chiu stepped through, coming to Gareth’s side, and then the PFC.

The air in the city smelled fresh rather than endlessly recycled, and unless he was mistaken Gareth thought that he could scent a fresh hint of the sea. Scattered streetlights gave the place a quaint, old-fashioned look, although when he studied it more carefully he noticed that the interior walls of the city were themselves glowing.

“Well, what do we do now?” Chiu asked as she held his hand with a fierce determination to appear outwardly calm.

Gareth looked around. “Whoever is in charge sent an elevator for us, and I suspect that our arrival has been duly noted. We wait. Something is bound to happen.” There was a soft sigh in the air, and the bubble they’d traveled in from the surface slowly sank through the platform and disappeared. “There, what did I tell you?” Gareth smiled and tried to ignore the butterflies in his stomach.

“To your right Sir, at fifty meters.” The Corporal hissed, not quite aiming his carbine in the same direction. “Someone or something is approaching.”

Gareth turned to see a tall man wearing a well cut suit appear out of thin air, as if he were stepping out of a thin fog. As he approached Gareth noted, with some surprise, that the man’s skin was slightly green and composed of very fine scales and that the very edges of the man’s form was faintly transparent. It was nonetheless, Gareth thought to himself, an impressive hologram. He gave the approaching man a wry smile. “Green skin?” He asked softly.

The approaching figure stopped and rolled his eyes. “The original programmers,” he said in a soft cultured voice, “thought that giving me green skin and scales would be in keeping with the marine environment and submarine décor in general.” He held up a green hand and looked at it critically. “I think that it looks like I’m a corroding tin man.” He held out the hand to Gareth. “I am called Saint Brendan of Clonfert.”

Gareth took the offered hand, surprised that he could feel a hologram at all. “Saint Brendan of Clonfert?” He asked, both eyebrows going up.

The man with the green skin sighed. “The programmers again. Saint Brendan was the patron saint of marine scientists.”

“What would you prefer to be called?” Gareth asked politely, shooting a wink at the young Corporal.

“I’ve always wished I was named Thomas, Sir. Simply Thomas.”

“Do I have the authority to make the change?” Gareth grinned.

“Yes sir. Ell from The Yeugate notified me of your impending arrival, Mister Köhler.”

“Then Thomas it shall be.” He shook the hand again. “It’s nice to meet you Thomas, and please call me Gareth.” He turned. “And these are my companions; my wife Chiu, and my honor guard, Corporal Xianliang and Private First Class Yong.”

Thomas nodded to the small company. “I regret to inform you that interior transportation is not yet operational.” He waved a hand. “This entire facility was on emergency power that would have failed within the year if The Yeugate hadn’t reactivated broadcast power. As it is, the city is barely habitable at the moment, and surface transport was only reactivated last week.”

“The technology of the transportation bubble and the dome itself is impressive.” Gareth said, his eyes taking in the sweeping curve of the dome.

Thomas shrugged. “This is all based on Ecothiax technology.” He gave Gareth a curious look. “You do know the story of the Ecothiax war, the scorching of the sun and the breaking of the continents?”

It was Gareth’s turn to sigh. “I’ve heard the story.”

“Terran forces captured several Ecothiax worlds before we destroyed their homeworld. We captured most of their technology intact, but unfortunately the damage had already been done to Terra and to Sol.” He looked over Gareth’s shoulder at the dome surrounding them. “The Ecothiax were an underwater species on a planet that had only a few small islands. They lived in vast submarine cities that were said to be a wonder to behold. Jafelon in its heyday couldn’t have equaled the smallest meanest Ecothiax city. The problem was that they were stubborn and proud, and refused to speak with land-dwellers, who they considered an inferior species.”

Gareth frowned. “If they dwelled in cities beneath the sea, how did they ever get into space?”

Waving them all to a long ramp sloping down from the platform and into the city, Thomas smiled. “You’ll see… tomorrow.” There was something about the AI’s voice that made Gareth frown, but by then it was much too late.


Chapter 10

END RUN

Gareth had a thousand questions for Thomas. Instead he said; “Ell told you I was coming, so you know why I’m here.”

“Yes Sir, I know why you’re here, and I know what you hope to accomplish.” The voice of the AI was flat. “We can begin to look into that tomorrow. I recommend that you and your friends take one of the few serviceable apartments in the city, and I will arrange for services to be available. The accommodations I have in mind are only a short walk from the Operations Center.” He paused, as if thinking. “If you would like I will send a message buoy to the surface letting the ship know that you’ve arrived safely, and that you recommend they anchor offshore. Thomas actually looked embarrassed. “The locals have been known to swim out at night and swarm aboard ships that are anchored in the bay.”

Gareth shuddered. “By all means let them know, but won’t the ship still be in danger at a kilometer from shore?”

Thomas’ voice was cold. “There are sharks in these waters. Your friends will be quite safe.”

“Can’t you do something about what has happened ashore?”

The AI didn’t even glance his way. “I am but a simple AI, Sir.” Thomas replied as if by rote. “I don’t have the authority to…”

“Bullshit!” Gareth snapped, and the entire group came to an abrupt stop as they stepped off the ramp and onto a wide and empty street. “You are at least as intelligent as Ell in The Yeugate. I gave her the authority to do what was needed to get the world back up and running. I’m going to say the same to you, Thomas. Deal with it.”

“And if it means sterilizing the entire cay?” The hologram said very carefully.

“Don’t hurt my friends on the ship.” Gareth said pointedly.

“That’s all?” The face on the hologram looked stunned.

“That’s all.”

“What about Jafelon?”

Gareth took a deep breath. “Do whatever it takes to get the city up and running. Coordinate with Ell, and the AI at Brivrelsea if you need, but get it done.”

“Restrictions?”

“Don’t kill anyone, and try to have minimum impact on ocean life, particularly the dolphins and whales.”

“I don’t have to ask your authorization before I do something?” Thomas’ voice held an incredulous note.

“Oh hell no!” Gareth shuddered. “I said it was up to you and I meant that it was up to you.”

Thomas smiled. “Thank you, Sir. You just made my millennium.”

They walked on in silence, the four people looking in wonder at the slowly regenerating city around them. At the end of a street he saw what looked like a bulldozer tearing down a breathtakingly beautiful tower. Putting her hand to her mouth, Chiu made a small sound of distress.

“My drones,” Thomas said, moving to stop beside Chiu, “discovered three days ago that the particular tower you’re looking at was structurally unsound. The tower will be demolished and a new, more elegant tower installed.

She gave him a wan smile. “It was so beautiful.” In the distance there was a crash and a cloud of dust as the tower fell into the empty street.

“The beauty in the planned tower will be even more striking when it is finished.” He waved a hand and a hologram of the tower floated in the air before Chiu. Gareth heard her breath catch in her throat.

“It’s lovely”

“It is.” Thomas admitted. “It is too bad I don’t have any elves to draw on. Their architecture is something to behold.” Gareth, Chiu, and the two marines looked at each other for a moment, and then began to laugh. Thomas looked confused. “Is there a problem?”

Gareth wiped his eyes. “On the ship above your head is an elf who would be more than happy to help you design this place. Her name is Eriato Southorn.”

Thomas looked torn by indecision for a moment, then nodded to himself. “Gareth, I would like to borrow your younger companion. She could carry word back to the ship about anchoring offshore, and bring back your Elven friend.”

PFC Yong reddened. “I don’t want to leave.” She said firmly.

Thomas smiled. “You will come right back as soon as you deliver the message and pick up the elf. I promise.”

The PFC muttered something under her breath, and beside her the Corporal flushed red.

“Mei!!” He gasped. Gareth hadn’t realized she even had a first name.

She rolled her eyes. “Okay, I’m on it. I don’t want to miss anything.”

“Back up the ramp.” Thomas said with a chuckle. “A transport pod will be waiting for you.” Giving them all a quick look, she turned and ran. “You command great feelings of loyalty, Gareth.” Thomas said to the man in a low voice.

The former marine began to laugh as they continued their way down the street.

It seemed to Gareth that the spire of the sweeping golden tower they stopped before must brush the very top of the distant dome. He felt like such a rube, gawping at the marvels in the big city. “This is incredible.”

Thomas beamed. “The Haldreithen Tower is quite nice. Unfortunately, the plants all died over the centuries, and the seedlings I planted are just budding.”

Gareth was trying to decide just what Thomas was talking about as they stepped in the front doors. His eyes widened. The bottom three floors of the building, about a hectare of land that went up in spiraling terraces, was a park. Brooks flowed down rocky falls, disappearing into clear deep pools. The soil in the beds was black and fertile, and Gareth could see tiny green shoots poking through in places. The air was filled with the clean scent of growing things and his mouth hung open.

Well! This is nice. A voice said in the back of his mind. It has been too long since I actually got my hands dirty with growing things. Would you please ask Thomas if he’d mind if I lent a hand?

What do you have in mind, Athena? Gareth asked nervously.

Oh, a little of this and a little of that. He could almost see her smile. Nothing too extreme.

That doesn’t make me feel much better, but I’ll ask. I’ve trusted you so far, and your taste is excellent. He turned to Thomas. “A friend of mine would like to give you a hand with your plants. I’m asking your permission.” Thomas glanced at Chiu, and Gareth shook his head. “Not her.”

Thomas frowned. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but whoever it is, is welcome to help out.” He chuckled. “Your friend has a whole city to get creative with.”

Gareth groaned, and felt lips brush his cheek. Thank you. This is going to be so much fun! Why don’t you all just run along and check out your new apartment while I begin?

Gareth took Chiu’s arm. “Why don’t we check out our room now?” He voiced to the others, recognizing the hint of dismissal in Athena’s thought.

Thomas blinked. “As you wish.” He led them around to the side of the garden where a gentle ramp spiraled upward along the outside of the room. On the fourth floor the reception area looked grown rather than made. Irregular transparent panels in the floor looked down into the gardens below where a golden fog seemed to be enveloping the dark soil. Distantly Gareth heard soft music.

You’re gardening to The Nutcracker Suite? He thought in amazement to Athena.

I like gardening to music. She replied, with a little surprise in her voice. Would you prefer Pastorale?

Nutcracker is just fine, however don’t get carried away. Somewhere Athena laughed. I don’t want you to be listening to Night on Bald Mountain, by Mussorgsky.

Laughter actually pealed through the air around them. Corporal Xianliang and Thomas looked around nervously. Chiu merely glared at Gareth.

But I like the Russian composers. The voice in his mind explained. They’re so dark and complex.

I’ll give you dark and complex. Gareth retorted. I have to go.

The four stepped into a small bubble that rose from the floor, and then floated through the wall and up the side of the building, their breaths catching as the city fell away beneath them. Nearing the top of the building the bubble slowed, turned and penetrated the wall of the building to deposit them all safely in a large sumptuously set living room. When they were all out, the bubble turned, passed through the wall once again, and was gone. The view from the windows at the eighty-seventh floor was breathtaking.

“How do we get back down” Chiu asked, staring out the window to the street far below.

Thomas smiled. “Simply ask for transport and tell it which floor you wish to go to. It will even deliver you to the street, if you choose. To return merely place your palm on the side of the building and ask for transport.”

“Food?” Gareth asked.

“The same.” Thomas replied. “Ask for a room service menu, and order what you will. As you all are not traditionally human, you can request what you will from Central. You do know how to do that, don’t you?” He raised a green eyebrow.

“We do.” Gareth admitted.

“Good.” Thomas nodded. “I will meet you all in front of the building when you are ready tomorrow. For your information, your two other friends are on their way down, and your ship has already begun to move out of the bay, and none too soon. The sun is just setting.”

“Thank you, Thomas.”

“The outside dome light will begin to dim shortly, and the streetlights will come on to full intensity if you care to stroll after dinner. There is nothing in Jafelon that is of any danger to you.” He nodded. “Goodnight Sirs, Madame.” He finished, bowing slightly to the three.

An hour later, preceded by a soft warning beeping, the bubble slid through the wall to deposit the last two travelers in the living room, and then vanish silently, back through the wall. Both the PFC and the elf looked stunned beyond words as they stood staring around the living room.

Gareth touched the young marine on the arm, and she started. “Good job Private. Thank you.”

She blushed slightly. “You’re welcome Sir. I’m just doing my job.”

Gareth turned to Ria. “How was the ride?” He asked softly.

The elf twitched, and then she shot him an embarrassed little smile. “This is the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.” She waved her hand at the windows.

“Thomas, the intelligence that runs the place would like your help redesigning. A number of buildings have deteriorated over the years, and he has to rebuild much of the city. Do you think you can help?”

To his surprise and more than a little worry, Ria began to cry. “Oh, I wish my brother were here.” She sniffed, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “Designing buildings was our primary job, but we weren’t doing a whole lot of that, so we volunteered for the expedition to Brivrelsea. Now I get to help design a whole new city.” She wiped her eyes again, and then grinned. “That dwarf Darbuk Casktoe would be pulling his beard out right about now if he knew about this.” She grinned at Gareth. “He never said it to you, but he was a design engineer too.” Her words were running over one another. “Did you see that garden on the first floor? I’ve seen many beautiful things in the elven lands, but nothing like this garden. There are trees that glow with their own light, and flowers that sing! I would swear that I actually saw the vines growing and twining up the walls and columns.”

Ignoring Chiu’s glare, Gareth smiled. “What you saw was Athena’s handiwork.”

“I know.” Ria said shortly. “All life is Athena’s work. We…”

“You don’t understand.” Gareth interrupted. “Athena took a personal interest in this project. She said she hasn’t gotten her hands dirty in centuries.”

Ria’s eyes were wide. “You talk to Athena?”

Gareth gave her a crooked smile. “Yeah.” His smile widened. Athena, I have an elf here who would desperately love to work with you on this city. The problem is that she can’t speak with you.

That’s not a problem, Gareth. Do you need her this evening?

We brought her down to help Thomas design the city when he begins to rebuild.

That was thoughtful. We should also… Whatever she had been about to say was lost when a deep rumble shook the city, and through the wide windows they could see the tower they were in sway. Gareth, you must hurry to do what you need to do. Jafelon will not survive many more quakes like that.

I’ll send the two marines along with Ria back to the surface first thing in the morning. He glanced at his wife’s pale face. I’ll need Chiu with me.

You might want to exit that tower, Gareth. I thought that you would have more time before the continents shifted, but I was wrong.

We’re going right now. Four scared faces faced him, and he gave them a grim smile. “Pack it up, boys and girls. We’re checking out.”

“But the city…” Ria began.

“Will probably be gone shortly. The continental shifts are beginning sooner than Athena expected.”

Since they had all become used to traveling light, it was only a few minutes before the five were ready to go. “We need transportation.” Gareth said to the air. Fifteen seconds later the bubble slid silently through the wall, and it was with no small relief when they all stepped in. “Street level.” He said firmly. Their stomachs lurched as the bubble fell earthward. He could hear alarms ringing as he stepped out of the bubble, and looked up to see the grim face of Thomas watching them from a short distance.

“It is good to see you all safe and sound.” He said as Gareth approached.

“The dome?”

“Secure… for the moment.”

Gareth let out a sigh of relief. “Good. I’ll be sending these three back first thing in the morning.”

Thomas nodded. “Things should be quiet for the rest of the night, and they can wait at the loading platform.”

Three voices raised in protest, but Gareth ignored them. “Good. Can the transport pod go directly to the anchored ship, or is it too far?”

“It’s stretching things, but yes, it can reach the ship.”

Gareth looked at the disappointed marines and elf. “Sorry folks, Chiu and I have to go to the Computer Control Room and set the timer to blow up the moon.”

Thomas cleared his throat, and Gareth raised an eyebrow. “I believe that you are operating under several false assumptions, Sir.” Thomas actually looked embarrassed. “The physical location of the Central Computer you say you are looking for is beneath the North Pole.” Gareth shut his eyes as Thomas continued. “Due to the continuing damage to the Earth and Sol from the Ecothiax war and the subsequent battles on Eldenworld, Space Operations Control and all controls and timers for the detonation of the moon were relocated to Luna Base. The lifecycle of the antimatter power plant located on the moon is in excess of one hundred thousand years, so power should be no problem. You simply need to go to Luna Base, set the timers and leave. The city of Jafelon is a minor and unfortunately the only surviving launch facility for Eldenworld, with a single interplanetary travel pod available.”

“Simply, he says.” Gareth stood frozen. “I think I’m going to throw up. Did you just say that I have to go to the moon, in order to blow it up?”

Thomas swallowed and looked away. “Yes, Sir.”

“Scheiße! Scheiße! Scheiße! Du spinnst wohl. Sprich nicht mit mir, du verrückter Mann!” He growled out the curses in German. “Are you insane? I’m not an astronaut.”

“It’s quite easy Sir.” Thomas said, rising to the comment. “I can show you exactly what to do in fifteen minutes.” Gareth could hear his teeth grinding.

Ria reached out, touching his shoulder. “I take it back. Have a good trip. The kids and I are going back upstairs.” She jerked her thumb toward the roof.

Corporal Xianliang glanced at an equally chalk colored PFC Yong who gave him a curt nod, and turned to face Gareth. “If you would like, Sir, we will come with you.” Gareth could see the young man visibly trembling.

“Do you have any idea where I’m going or what I intend to do?” Gareth asked very softly.

“You have to go someplace and blow something up. Mei and I will go with you Sir, even if you have to fly to the moon.”

“That’s exactly where I have to go, Corporal and PFC.” He said even more softly.

The pallor of the young people took on a certain green tinge, and the Corporal swallowed. “We will still go.”

Gareth straightened and looked at Chiu. “I am put to shame by the bravery of these two young people.” Turning back to the three, he looked at each very seriously. “You three will go back to the ship.” He turned to Thomas. “If everything goes as planned, how long will the roundtrip take?”

“Fifteen to eighteen days, allowing sufficient time to find and activate the timer in Luna Central Control.”

Gareth nodded with a jerky little gesture. “Good.” He turned to Ria. “Tell Captain Evvos to wait for us twenty five days. If we do not arrive in that amount of time, we will not be arriving at all.”

It was the elf’s turn to pale and swallow. “It will be as you say.” Standing on her toes, she gave him a quick kiss on the cheek before she turned to the two marines, taking them by the elbows. “Time to go, boys and girls.” PFC Mei Yong looked back over her shoulder once before they turned a corner and disappeared.

Gareth let out a long breath and turned back to Thomas. “Lead us on to Launch Facility, Thomas. I’d like to get a look at what we have to do before we blast off into the unknown.”

Thomas gave him a flat look. “You are being somewhat melodramatic, Sir.”

“Am I?” Gareth asked acerbically, as he glared at the hologram. “I’ve never been off this planet before.”

“And after ten thousand years, I’ve never had to face the prospect of dying before. I find the experience less than satisfying.” There was a touch of the same acid in the AI’s comment.

A little light went off in Gareth’s head. “Ahhh. Now I see. Welcome to mortality, pal.” He thought for a few moments as they walked. “What is the current state of Shsa-Tirion?”

Thomas blinked at the rapid change of subjects. “Ell from The Yeugate informed me that the AI there suffered deresolution when the backup power failed. Now that primary power has been restored Ell is attempting to repair basic services.”

“Is there a way that you could transfer yourself from Jafelon to Shsa-Tirion, perhaps running a parallel bootstrap until such time that Jafelon must be abandoned?”

Thomas stopped in the middle of the street. “Until you arrived and informed me of the status of the other cities, all I was aware of was The Yeugate. Yes, a bootstrap is possible. Thank you, Sir.”

The Launch Facility, actually listed in Jafelon services as simply Departure Lounge, was two connected low white domes that sat in the center of what was once a lush park. As they entered Thomas waved on the lights. “Welcome to the Jafelon Departure Lounge, the only remaining functional launch facility on the planet.” Thomas threw them a thin smile. “The Yeugate has its own Departure Lounge, but no functioning travel pods, either planetary or interplanetary.”

It was Gareth’s turn to blink, both at the statement and at the surprising room before them. In his mind he’d pictured NASA Mission Control; a cramped room filled with busy people surrounded by video and computer screens, wires and unguessable equipment racked neatly against the walls flashing multicolored lights. The Jafelon equivalent was a domed circular room thirty meters in diameter. At the far end of the domed room, through a large archway, he could see a second smaller domed room, empty but for one long curved table set against the far wall. Scattered about the big room were a number of comfortable looking recliners. All were equipped with drink holders, and the insanity of it all made Gareth chuckle. “This is Mission Control?” He observed with a disappointed tone.

Thomas’ grin was smug as he waved Gareth and Chiu to the two closest couches. “This is the Departure Lounge. Please, sit here. May I bring you coffee?”

They sat, marveling at the soft seats that seemed to conform to their bodies, inviting relaxation. “That would be very nice. It has been a long night already, and will probably be much longer. I’ll have mine black, and Chiu’s with cream and sugar.” His coffee appeared at his elbow. Taking a long swallow, he smiled. “Tell us about this place and our mission.”

“You might want to set your cups down.” Thomas waved a hand when they’d done as he recommended, and the night sky opened up above and around them. Gareth heard Chiu gasp, while he merely sat with his jaw hanging open. A holographic display appeared floating in the air before him. “The displays are thought controlled, as are the controls in your transport, so you might say this briefing is doing double duty.” The sky overhead twirled as their point of view shifted. Now the moon hung in the distance. “This is your course.” A thin white line spun out from the world below their feet, arching gracefully toward the moon, where it orbited once before settling gently to the surface. Suddenly they seemed to be flying themselves, following the thin white strand of silk spun from one world to the next. Gareth knew his coffee was getting cold, but he found himself riveted to his seat by the visual journey. The screen flickered, and they found themselves standing in a much smaller version of the Jafelon Departure Lounge. The screen flickered again, returning them to the plain, chair filled room. “The return is identical to the trip out, but reversed of course.”

“And where do we go once we reach the moon?” Gareth asked, stepping out of the couch and helping Chiu to her feet.

“Simply follow the signs to Operations, Sir. You will be activating something called the Armageddon Device.”

He frowned. “That doesn’t sound very promising. Do you have a map?”

Thomas looked askance. “People going to the moon were assumed to know where they were going. Perhaps the AI there can assist you.”

“Is it still functional?”

“That is unknown, Sir.”

Gareth sighed. “Perfect. Do you have space suits?”

“Are you planning on going EVA, Sir?” The AI’s voice was testy.

“The Lunar Base exists in a near vacuum, Thomas. Should a corridor have decompressed over time we will be unable to proceed without an EVA suit. Space, my friend, is a merciless bitch and I don’t plan on dying in a vacuum.” Two wide belts appeared on the recliner beside him.

“Your EVA suits, Sir.”

“One extra, please.” A third appeared. “Thank you. How do they work?”

Thomas sighed. “Simply put the belt on, and push the button on the buckle. The suit will take care of the rest.”

“For how long, Thomas?”

“The manufacturer recommends no more than a month, but people have been known to survive in them for up to six months.” The AI’s face twisted into a grimace. “The suits had to be cut off.”

Gareth shuddered. “I don’t plan on using ours at all.” He reached down and picked up the belts, tossing one casually to Chiu. “Why don’t we just take a look at our ship?”

Thomas waved to the archway into the mostly empty room. “I’m sorry Sir. You don’t have a ship. For this journey all you have is a transport.”

Gareth’s visions of thundering rockets and cramped space capsules evaporated as a ten meter soap bubble rose through the floor, nearly filling the smaller twenty meter room. He made a choking sound. “We are going to fly to the moon in a bloody freaking soap bubble?” He glared at the bubble.

“Yes Sir. It’s quite safe. There have been no known fatalities using this globe design. The Ecothiax were known to have used the design for centuries.”

“There’s always a first time.” He turned to Chiu. “What do you think?”

Her face was the color of chalk. “I’m trying not to, thank you very much.”

Gareth shut his eyes. “Can we make the walls of the bubble less transparent; perhaps just leaving a window or three to look out?”

“Yes Sir, but why?” Thomas actually looked perplexed.

“Because we’ve never been in space, Thomas. Man was not meant to go into space, or he would be able to survive in vacuum without a space suit. I am scared spit-less at the moment.” He glanced at his wife who was currently clutching his hand like a lifeline. “And so is Chiu. We are only going because we have to.”

Thomas looked at Gareth for several long moments. “You are either an extremely brave, or an extremely foolish man, Sir.”

“The answer to that is yes. I go because it is expected of me, and because if I don’t a lot of good people will die.”

Thomas shook his head. “I have much to learn about humans.” He glanced at the translucent soap bubble, and the skin suddenly became battleship gray and as hard looking as steel. Four oval windows rimmed the center. “Better?”

“Much.” Gareth replied. “How about air, food, fuel and things like that?”

“All taken care of by the pod. The fuel cell will support ten people in the pod for a year. There is even a small facility for bathing.”

Gareth nodded. “How is the bootstrap coming?”

The AI smiled. “The bootstrap was completed before we ever reached the Departure Lounge. I’m simply running a continuous backup now, should I need to, as you say, pull the plug.”

“Good.” Gareth took a deep breath, and checked the ever-present Colt on his hip. “We should go now.”

“You probably won’t need the weapon, Sir.”

Gareth’s smile was flat. “Like the American Express Card, I never leave home without it.” He shook Thomas’ hand. “Goodbye Thomas. I’ll see you again in a couple or three weeks.” His foot had just entered the pod, following Chiu, when he stopped. “Ahhh, should another earthquake hit and Jafelon springs a leak, where can I set this thing down?”

“The pod is programmed to land at any one of the five great cities.” Thomas replied thoughtfully.

Gareth nodded. “Please let Ell know she might have visitors.”

“I will do that.” He was silent for a second or two. “Ell wishes you a bonne route, Gareth.”

“Yeah.” Gareth grimaced as he stepped through the solid looking wall of the pod. A large screen was attached to a central pillar in the pod, currently displaying only the empty room beyond the sphere. Thomas had already cancelled his hologram. Gareth grinned. “Departure angle on screen.” He murmured, and the screen shifted to show the smooth floor.

“All systems now balanced.” A soft voice said out of the air. “Departure in three… two… one.” There was no vibration as they passed through the roof of the Jafelon Command building, nor when they passed through the dome far overhead. Unlike the transport coming down, the trip to the surface lasted only seconds before they shot into the night sky. They watched in wonder as the white image of the SS Spray dwindled and was gone.

“Look.” Chiu gasped, pointing at the screen. “It really is round!” Below them the Earth dwindled.

“Yup.” Gareth grinned at the screen. “Viewer angle forward.” The screen angle swung dizzyingly for a second, then steadied to show the black of space filled with glittering chips of stars.

“It’s beautiful!” Chiu whispered; her eyes wide with wonder.

Gareth removed the pistol and belt from around his waist, and set it on the seat beside him, and then let his own seat recline to the maximum. Putting his hands behind his head, he gave Chiu a direct look. “Have I ever told you about the mile-high club?”

~~~

Luna Base was a sprawling complex of multicolored domes, some connected by long winding transparent tunnels, some actually touching and joining with adjacent domes. As they descended Gareth could see roads spiderwebbing out from the base like lunar interstate highways. Nearly filling the bottom of the deep Aristarchus crater, the lunar base sat like a dark spider in the center of her web as they approached. There were no lights that they could see.

“Computer.” Gareth asked, slipping on his EVA suit belt. “Is there power in the base?”

“Affirmative. Base is on minimum station-keeping power.”

“How do I turn the lights on?”

He could have sworn the computer gave a disgusted little sniff, while behind him Chiu stifled a giggle. “You just tell it to turn on.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” The computer voice was flat. “Arrival in three… two… one.” All the external cameras and windows showed black. “We have arrived at Luna Base. Gravity in the base has been adjusted to .167 g. The temperature is 18 °C with an absolute pressure of 101.325 kPa.”

Gareth belted on his Colt, took a deep breath and stepped through the wall of the transport. Darkness swallowed him. “Computer.” He said in a loud voice. “Wake up and turn on the lights please.” He blinked owlishly as the lights flickered on. The pod was sitting in a room that could have been the duplicate of the one they’d left six days before in Jafelon, except that a light coat of dust covered the table. He heard a noise and knew that Chiu had stepped out behind him. Small hairs were rising on the back of his neck. “What is the status of the Lunar Base?”

“Except for the central computer, which you just awoke, and this single room, all systems are in standby. One moment please.” The computer voice, coming from the air over their heads, went silent for several long seconds. “Sectors rho, sigma and tau are currently open to vacuum and have been sealed automatically. This is a level four emergency. I must ask that you get back in your transport and depart immediately for your own safety.”

Gareth bit his tongue. “I would be happy to leave as soon as I check into Operations. Can you tell me how to get there?”

“Operations is in sector sigma, and is currently in death vacuum. Sectors rho and tau on either side are also in vacuum.”

“Perfectly all right.” Gareth shot back without hesitating. “We have EVA suits.”

“But…” The computer hesitated. “Are you currently EVA qualified?”

“Absolutely.” Gareth lied smoothly. “Both my wife and I are qualified.”

“Can you prove that?” The soft mezzo-soprano voice of the computer asked.

He grinned. “Certainly. Contact the AI at Jafelon Control. He will verify our competence.”

There was a low growl from the invisible voice. “The Communication Center is in Operations.”

“Perfect. I am a Level Omega Eight engineer. I will go to section sigma and restore power to your Com Center. Then you can call Jafelon to determine whether or not I qualify for EVA.”

“You will have to go EVA to accomplish that.”

Gareth smiled. “Why, I believe you’re right.”

The computer mumbled something that sounded to Gareth like a German curse just as a glowing line appeared in the floor before them. “Follow the glowing white light. I will restore partial power as far as I can. I will monitor your suit com.”

“You’re so kind.” Chiu said flatly in a voice that could have frozen liquid helium.

As they entered the long dimly lit corridor outside Luna Control Gareth stopped, and knelt, using his small hand light to brighten the dusty floor. “Do these look like tracks to you?”

He could hear Chiu swallow. “They look like fresh rat tracks.”

He shut his eyes. “Like the infestation in The Yeugate, but with rats this time. I hate rats.” He said as he stood. With his right hand he reached down and touched the butt of his Colt.

Chiu touched his arm. “You might want to think twice about doing that. We’re in a glass building surrounded by death vacuum. Don’t start throwing stones.”

He gave her a long thoughtful look. “Besides us, who are the only breathing creatures on the base?”

She opened her mouth to say something, but nothing came out. Instead, it was the Luna Base AI that spoke to him. “Please do not compromise the integrity of the base. I’ve just seen the tracks you spoke of, and I will deal with the infestation of rattus norvegicus. Please don your EVA suits immediately.”

Gareth took off the Colt, setting it on the floor, pocketed his hand light and touched the button on his belt as he saw Chiu do the same. He stood there for a minute, waiting for something to happen, and then reached up a finger to touch his nose. His finger encountered a solid surface half an inch from his proboscis, and his eyebrows went up. “A bloody force field designed to hold my air in. That is absolutely amazing.”

“Another gift from the Ecothiax.” The base AI commented dryly. “Control circuitry in the buckle generates the air you breathe, the water you drink, and carries away all biological waste automatically.”

Gareth picked up his gun, not wanting to know the details of how a buckle the size of a pack of cigarettes could reach inside him to remove last night’s dinner from his colon. This particular trip was getting less fun by the moment. “Well, that was an interesting little tidbit, but shall we get cracking?” He grumbled, buckling his pistol belt over the top of his EVA suit. “What did the people on the station call you, besides computer or AI?”

“The name I was programmed to respond to was Shyrrik.”

“Hmmm. Pretty name. Do what you need to do Shyrrik, and we’ll follow the blinking lights.”

“As you wish. Facility will reach death pressure by the time you reach Rho sector. I will unlock the appropriate doors.” Gareth didn’t hear the hiss of air being bled down, but he did hear the high pitched dying squeals of tens of thousands of rats, in the ceilings, walls, and worse yet under his feet. The sounds faded as the atmosphere bled away, but the goosebumps remained.

The pressure door to sector Rho was thick and heavy, everything Gareth knew that a pressure door should be. Despite what Shyrrik had told him, it took everything he and Chiu had for strength to turn the manual lock and push the heavy door open. As they walked, they noticed that sections of the solid tunnel had been scarred and pitted, and a chill swept over Gareth as he recognized the result of weapons fire charring the walls. In the dim corridor he could almost smell the gun powder. He felt like he was back on Earth, long before he’d ever heard of Eldenworld or Athena. The first body they came to was desiccated from long exposure to vacuum, and covered with dust. Reaching down, Gareth picked up the pistol that was clenched in the dead hand, studying it curiously. Shrugging, he stuck it under his pistol belt, next to the Colt. He’d have the leisure to examine it closer when they left here… if they left here. The door to Sigma sector was scarred with blast marks of weapons, and was even harder to open than the door to Rho. Gareth discovered, after some nervous thought, that fireballs worked as well when he was in an EVA suit as not. A golf-ball sized fireball blew the lock completely out of the door, and Gareth and Chiu were finally able to wedge it open enough to enter. Bodies and pieces of bodies greeted them as they walked, crunching under their boots. Finally, in the suit lights, small points of focused brightness that appeared to float in the air above their heads, they saw the small bulkhead sign that confirmed this to be Operations. Pushing the remains of bodies out of the way as they opened the door, the two explorers entered gingerly.

“It looks like they had their last stand here.” Gareth said, walking slowly about the room, studying the scattered bodies before him. Without disturbing the body that was sprawled across what appeared to be the main control console, he carefully brushed the dust from a few of the surprisingly archaic mechanisms. Wiping the dust from a single sheet of paper left on the small writing area, he studied it for several minutes.

Chiu whispered. “What does it say?” Sensitive mics in her EVA suit picked up her words and transmitted them instantly to Gareth, who heard them as if Chiu was standing at his side, which she was.

“The note says ‘Forgive Me.’ Nothing else. It looks as though when he was about to lose the fight, he purposely shut off the power and vented the air.” Gareth shook his head. “What could have been so important that you would sacrifice yourself and your men to protect it?” A cold skeletal hand seemed to grip his heart. Shaking his head, he walked across the room to where four large switches protruded from a panel and slowly, working from the bottom to the top, flipped them up. Light flooded the room, and for a minute Gareth considered turning it back off.

“I have just been in contact with Thomas in Jafelon.” The voice of Shyrrik said abruptly in his ears. “He said that you and your wife are indeed the most EVA qualified people on the planet.” Her voice carried surprise. “He also said to tell you that the continental shifts are becoming more violent, and you should consider the alternative landing site. The ship that brought you to Jafelon has also, at his insistence, departed for home. He said that he is preparing to pull the plug in twenty four hours or perhaps sooner if necessary. Do you know what that means?”

“Scheiße!” He swore. “It means that the great city of Jafelon will be no more.” He just wanted to sit down and weep for the frustration of it all. Nothing he was doing seemed to be helping anything. “Scheiße!” He swore again.

The corpse collapsed across the control console had been a middle aged man with short gray hair. The brittle uniform he had been wearing was too old to tell the exact color, but Gareth noted the three sunburst collar pips that probably indicated a general’s rank. He frowned as he noted the heavy golden chain around the man’s neck. The short hair and severe uniform made Gareth believe the chain was intended for something other than ornamentation. Gritting his teeth, he pushed the brittle corpse back into his seat. The head of the body promptly fell off, bouncing across the floor to land in the corner, staring at Gareth with empty accusing eyes. Around the neck of the body was a golden chain, and attached to the chain was a heavy tee shaped metal key. Gareth removed the key as his eyes began to search the walls, and finally the console before him. In the very center of the dusty console was a plain unadorned steel panel, and in the center of the panel was a recessed hole the size of the very key Gareth had in his hand. Inserting the key until it stopped, he turned it very slowly. The lock was stiff, but suddenly the top of the panel lifted. Beneath the panel stenciled into the metal was the name Armageddon Device. There were two recesses for his key, a low tech manual time set with twelve digits, and a single button set flush with the panel top. Gareth laughed. The time setter was identical to the smaller device he’d used as his bicycle lock, and his gym locker in high school. It consisted of three groups of four small numbered thumbwheels. With twelve digits available, he had no idea what to set the number to. Leaning back in his seat, his eyes caught the faintest writing on the inside of the panel lid. In pencil someone, probably the dead general Gareth guessed, had penciled:

Days Hours Minutes/seconds and then 0000 0018 0000.

He chuckled. Somebody had left him a cheat sheet, although the letter with ‘Forgive me’ bothered him more than he liked to admit. He hated walking into things blind. He shut his eyes. Care to give me a hand with this? I’m a little out of my depth. He asked Athena, not really expecting much of an answer.

Sorry. The soft voice replied in his mind. You know I can’t do that.

He clenched his jaws. You’re aware that if I make an error your champion is going to be so much dust, floating in space.

You’ll do just fine. Eighteen hours is sufficient time to reach a safe distance from the moon.

There, you see? It wasn’t that hard. Care to throw a few more tidbits my way?

There was a sad note in Athena’s voice. I’m quite sure we’ll speak more once you are back on the ground.

Gareth sighed. Peachy. He chewed his lip for a moment as he stared at the control panel, and looked up at a very nervous Chiu. “I am about to arm and set the device.” He said aloud, more to calm himself than her. “If everything goes right, we should have eighteen hours to evacuate the moon and reach a safe distance.” He gave her a long look. “If it doesn’t, I just want to say I love you.” Her sapphire eyes widened and he forced himself to look down at the simple manual controls. Taking the key, he inserted it in the left hand hole. The key refused to go more than half way in. Swallowing, he removed the key and put it in the right hole. The key seated firmly, and he began to slowly turn the key. It clicked once. He tried to remove the key but it was locked in place. With shaking hands he turned the key again. Again it clicked… and continued to click as long as he continued to turn. Finally, when he could turn no more, he found the key slid right out. As the cheat sheet recommended, he then set the timer for eighteen hours. He hoped to hell it wasn’t eighteen seconds. Putting the key back in the left hole, he was unsurprised when the key went all the way in. It clicked once when he turned it, stopped and locked in place. He looked up at a pale Chiu.

“What is it?” Her voice trembled.

His voice was dry, and came out in a dusty croak. “The timer is set and armed.” He said more calmly than he felt. Reaching out he put his finger on the button just as Chiu rested her hand on his shoulder. Pushing gently, the button sank, clicked, and remained depressed.

Something in the wide console snapped, and the two jumped as a holographic face of a young woman appeared in the air above the control console. The language was strange, but thanks to Athena’s modifications, Gareth was able to understand. “You now have eighteen hours to evacuate the moon and reach a safe distance of three hundred and eighty five thousand kilometers.” The face smiled. “Have a nice day.”

“It’s nice to see that in the distant future someone still had a sense of humor.” He growled, taking Chiu’s hand. “Shall we go?”

The walk back was much quicker than the walk out, and Gareth and Chiu soon found themselves back in Luna Control, their small transport waiting just as they had left it in the adjoining bay. Gareth had never been so glad to see anything in his life. He stopped in front of a dusty console. “We have eighteen hours to evacuate the moon.” He said without preamble. “I advise that you consider evacuating yourself, Shyrrik.”

“I’m sorry to report that there are no operational vehicles to evacuate in.” The voice said from inside his suit.

“I see one sitting right in front of me. You’re welcome to hitch a ride, as long as we can all fit.”

“You would do that for me?” The AI actually sounded surprised.

“I wouldn’t have offered if I didn’t.”

“Standby… standby.” The voice went flat. There was a dull thunk that reverberated through their feet, and a shining chrome sphere the size of a basketball floated up through a panel that had suddenly opened in the floor. “My entire personality matrix, as well as all records of the Lunar Base from its inception are contained here.” There was a pause. “Thank you.”

Chiu touched his arm. “We should go now.”

“Lead on, my lady.” He waved to the transport pod. Once inside, his pistol belt on the seat beside him, he glared at his EVA belt. “Now how do I shut this damn thing off?”

The neutral voice of the pod came out of the air. “EVA suits turn themselves off when in a breathable atmosphere.”

“Cool!” He muttered as the silver sphere settled to the floor of the pod. “Would you please take us to The Yeugate?”

“As you wish Sir. All systems in the pod are now balanced.” The pod rose up through the ceiling of Luna Base, and into the starry blackness of space, where it accelerated rapidly for Earth.

Gareth moved both EVA belt and the other belt holding the Colt and the unknown pistol to a small luggage compartment, and leaned back, kicking off his boots. Beside him Chiu was doing the same, including unzipping her utility jumpsuit down to her navel. She gave her husband a forthright look. “It seems,” She said in a sultry voice. “that we have seventeen hours to kill until the fireworks. What shall we do?” Gareth grinned.

“We are rapidly approaching the time for detonation.” The voice of Shyrrik was tinny, coming as it did from the metal ball on the floor. “Our distance from the lunar surface is over four hundred thousand kilometers, so we should be quite safe. We have just over a million kilometers to go to reach Earth.”

“Will the explosives planted on the moon be suitable to reduce it to an appropriate shield for Earth?” Gareth asked, his arm about Chiu.

“Information about the Armageddon Device was classified well above my pay grade Gareth. In all honesty, I don’t know.” Gareth looked in the monitor at the dwindling moon and swallowed. “Detonation in four… three… two… one…” There was an eye searing flash, and the moon was gone. “Radiation is rising.” The voice said as Gareth tried to blink the spots out of his eyes. “There, it peaked and is falling, well within the tolerance of this pod, but still significantly higher than I expected.” Shyrrik said softly.

He shut his eyes. His job was done. He and Chiu had activated the Armageddon Device, reducing the moon to a slowly expanding cloud of dust, and yet so many questions remained unanswered. Chief among these was; who or what is Athena, the being that delivered Gareth to Eldenworld in the first place, and healed his wounds? And how, his mind added almost immediately, does she have the ability to play with time, like he would play with modeling clay. She had tossed him thirty-eight thousand years into his future easily enough, and then brought him back to his own time on odd occasions, just to have a quiet chat. She surely looked like a woman, a beautiful one at that, and acted like a woman, but under the skin who knew what she was. With no answers forthcoming, Gareth let his musings dwindle as sleep claimed him. The lights in the pod remained lit for several more minutes, and then slowly faded to a low night-light setting when the cabin sensors recorded that the last occupant was now asleep.

“Gareth.” A slightly tinny female voice said from the basketball sized silver sphere sitting in the middle of the pod floor. “We are making our final orbit about the Earth, and will be landing at The Yeugate shortly.”

Gareth blinked, and raised his seat from the reclined position. The air in the small transportation pod was beginning to smell like it had been recycled one time too many, and he wrinkled his nose. Beside him Chiu was making small noises of protest. “Final orbit, you said? I thought that it would be another three days before we got to Earth.”

“I inserted delta wave sonics into the air to keep you asleep.” Shyrrik said in a matter-of-fact voice. “The both of you have been on the road for several years, and could use the rest.”

Gareth, who had been dealing with overbearing entities for the past few years just sighed. “Thank you for the consideration, Shyrrik, but before you do something like that would you please just ask first?”

“As you wish.” The voice of the AI sounded flat. “The Artificial Intelligence in The Yeugate has informed me that all is in readiness in the Arrival and Departure Lounge. She wanted me to convey her congratulations on a job well done.”

“Ell would say that.” Gareth muttered.

“She also said something I don’t understand. She said to tell you that her house is finally in order.”

He laughed aloud, the sound waking Chiu, who opened her eyes and stretched luxuriously. “Ell had an infestation in The Yeugate similar to your problem on Luna with the rats, and she solved it in a similar manner.”

“Oh?” Shyrrik sounded interested. “I’ll have to speak to her about it. If you would like to enjoy the approach, I can make the exterior of the pod transparent again.”

Gareth glanced at his wife, who bit her lip before giving him a short nod. “That would be fine.”

The exterior of the ten meter bubble that had, except for four viewports, been a solid looking industrial gray hull, shimmered for a moment, and disappeared. Gareth, wisely, had his eyes shut and he heard a little squeak of fear from Chiu, who held his arm firmly. He opened an eye and almost wished he hadn’t. A slight shimmer in the walls was the only thing that informed Gareth he was within a conveyance, and not standing… or sitting in open space. Ten thousand meters below their feet, snow-capped mountain peaks rushed up at them.

“I see The Yeugate down there.” He pointed, and suddenly realized that his wife had her eyes firmly shut. “It’s okay, Chiu. We’re lower now. You can look.”

One blue eye squinted open, and she sighed in relief. “Thank goodness.” She opened her eyes fully. “Is it my imagination, or does The Yeugate look like it has been picked up? The fallen pillars are gone, and the rubble has been cleaned up.”

As the bubble dropped lower Gareth grinned. “There are drones out painting the smaller domes.” He shook his head in wonder at the riot of color below them. The pod slowed its descent, swinging around the cluster of smaller domes as it made its way toward a glassed section of the huge, six hundred meter wide, three hundred meter tall dome. Passing smoothly and soundlessly through the transparent wall of the dome, the pod came to a rest in a wide blue marble-floored boarding area, sitting below the clear curved glass walls of the dome.

“We have arrived.” Shyrrik murmured, stating the obvious. “Welcome to The Yeugate.”

Gareth stepped through the clear side of the transport pod and stood staring at the wide spacious arrival area. He heard Chiu’s footstep beside him. “I am in awe.” He said quietly. “Ell has done a hell-of-a job here.” His eyes narrowed. “But what’s THAT?” He asked, staring at the other side of the room.

“That,” A mellow female voice said from the air about them. “is a military surface to orbit combat shuttle. I thought that you might want something a bit more familiar to your background to travel in.”

Gareth laughed. “Thank you Ell, and you are right. How have you been?”

“Well. Things are going along as they should, with only a few glitches.”

“Anything I can help with?” He asked to be polite, knowing that there wasn’t much Ell couldn’t handle herself.

“Unless you know something about seventh generation holographic emitters, no.” The voice sounded frustrated, as before their eyes a sparkling form tried to appear, faded, reappeared and finally disappeared in a burst of purple sparkles. The features on the holographic face had looked disgusted. “I’m supposed to be able to project my image throughout The Yeugate, and this is the best I can do.”

“Perhaps I can help.” The voice of Shyrrik said from the silver sphere floating at Gareth’s elbow. “The holographic systems at Luna Base had been upgraded to eighth generation units just before everything fell apart, and I have full troubleshooting trees for both generations.”

“That would be very nice, Shyrrik. Thank you.” Ell purred, then continued to Gareth. “I retrieved the military shuttle from an orbital museum. Floating airless in space, the shuttle suffered almost no deterioration despite the fact that is nearly thirty millennia old… almost as old as you, Gareth.”

“Thanks for pointing that out.” Gareth replied dryly.

“No problem.” The AI paused for a few moments. “The results from the moon blast will still take several days to compile, so you might as well relax here. The Hotel has several rooms operational, and the pool opened last week.”

Chiu’s eyes widened. “You have a swimming pool?” She asked in a hushed voice. “I have only ever seen one, and that was in a palace.”

“We do.” Ell confirmed. “The current water temperature is twenty seven degrees Celsius, if that is acceptable.”

Chiu smiled beatifically. “That would be marvelous.”

“I will have a transport pick you up in two minutes and take you and your luggage to your room.”

Gareth reached back in to the pod, and removed his weapons and the EVA suit belts. “This is it.” He said with a crooked grin.

Ell made the sound of her clearing her throat, to be polite. “I’ll send up a tailor drone to take your measurements, for some new clothes. I’d assumed you at least had a shaving kit with you.”

“Our clothes and accessories are still on the SS Spray, and will get here when they get here.” Gareth rubbed his smooth chin, and blinked in surprise. “It looks like Athena made a few unexpected changes the last time she modified me.” He grumbled. Chiu just smiled as she stroked his smooth cheek.

When it arrived, the transport looked like a small five-meter long transparent sausage, with open sides, two seats and a large storage bin behind the seats for luggage. Gareth shook his head as he tossed the equipment and weapons in the waiting container. The sphere that was Shyrrik took up position just behind the second seat as the transport lifted smoothly from the marble floor to a height of thirty centimeters, and soundlessly exited the terminal.

“Welcome to The Yeugate Hilton, Mr. and Mrs. Köhler.” The pleasant baritone voice said as they entered the lobby of the hotel. Gareth couldn’t suppress his laugh. He could have been entering a five star hotel anywhere in the world… his world. After thirty-eight thousand years he would have expected something—different. “Your porter will be here shortly to take you to your room, and if there is anything that I can…”

“Show me the pool.” Chiu demanded without preamble.

An impeccably dressed young man stepped from behind the reception desk. “I would be happy to take you to the pool.” Smiling, he gave Chiu a brief nod. “This way.” He turned and strode off down a long, well-lit corridor. Gareth noticed that the edges of the young man’s face were faintly transparent.

“His hologram seems to be working just fine.” Gareth said to the air.

“Hilton uses a sixth generation holographic emitter.” Ell’s reply held a note of contempt. “Sixth and seventh generations are incompatible. The idea was to make seventh and eighth generation AIs visually identical to flesh and blood. Ninth was to incorporate tactile projection, so that we could actually interact with physical objects, and tenth was to incorporate two way tactile feedback, so that our environment can interact with us.” The AI stopped for a moment. “The envisioned application was in health care, so that an AI could actually touch and feel a patient; monitoring temperature, heartbeat and blood pressure in a single simple touch.” The voice in the air sighed. “The engineers never had the chance to realize their dreams.” Ahead of them Chiu and the young man turned into a glassed in room, and Gareth stopped when he saw the quarter hectare of pool his wife was staring at. With a ceiling open to the chill air outside, thin fingers of steam were rising from the clear water.

Gareth took Chiu’s arm. “We need to wash up first.” He said in a low voice. “I haven’t had a good bath in weeks.”

“All right.” She said in a resigned voice, glancing back over her shoulder as Gareth led her away.

Looking like an overlarge beach ball floating in the air, the blue and red striped porter met them at the edge of the pool and led them to their sumptuous suite, depositing their meager belongings on a low coffee table. As the porter floated out of the room Shyrrik stopped, hovering at the foot of the bed.

“If you both would sit down please.” The mechanical voice was unusually flat. “I have a message for you.” Gareth felt a chill run down his spine, and Chiu’s face paled as she sat beside him. “Thank you. The message was to be delivered to the individuals who activated the Armageddon Device.”

The air in front of them flickered, and suddenly a man sat before them at a very familiar console in a brightly lit room. He looked incredibly tired. His dark brown eyes seemed to stare into them as he began to speak. “My name,” he began, “is Major General Barid Das, and I am head of Terran Strategic Command. I am operating with the full support and cooperation of the Terran High Council. If you are listening to this, then you have activated the Armageddon Device and destroyed the moon.” Gareth suddenly recognized the uniform the man was wearing, and the strange tee shaped key hanging from a chain about his neck. His desiccated body had been draped over the console where the Armageddon Device sat. The image of the man took a deep breath. “What you need to know is that the Armageddon Device, and the entire program to blow up the moon to save the Earth, was nothing more than a sham, created and implemented solely to keep the attention of the… more unsavory elements of the world population riveted to a project that, from its very inception, held no hope of success.”

This is the end of this story, but not the adventure. Follow Gareth through more perils, pitfalls and surprises in Eldenworld, The Decade Worlds, Book Three and the final book of the Eldenworld series.
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