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Chief Earth Officer Nelson controls a blue town where the influxes of ignorant pig people into unearned positions of honor have taken over every field of research. If people go off the blue grass they are exposure to a virus that causes them to mutate into Dinkies and be condemned to a life as agricultural slaves. It wasn't always like this. For years pig people were given clean water. They poisoned it. They were given clean air. They pumped it full of toxic things no one knew they were breathing. They were given free energy. They devastated the land they took it from. Sludge, the belligerent Dinky has seen the three-headed frogs. He knows pig people can not be trusted. Given a chance, they'll turn the whole world into one gigantic three-headed hog pen. The news media is of no help. Reporters with cam fingers make up questions about things that haven't happened yet. They're trained to report what the Chief Earth Officer wants. If they don't report what he wants, they get a finger chopped off until they do. But something as simple as squirt guns may change this. While McQueen sits in an OvalCar, the sound of Daniel's voice brings back memories of the songbird's lyrical twittering on his father's farm. It takes his heart back to a better time. Danielle struggles with the strap and pushes against his body with hers. He feels her semi-soft body against his and the smell of her hair draws him to her. A strange yearning cries from his heart. It is new to him. They are face-to-face. His eyes fixate on hers. Danielle is different. No other woman has ever made McQueen feel like this. It is like he'd known her all his life. He wants to ask her out, but he is a failure. He can't even hint that he cares about her. Stay On the Blue Grass, may torment the subconscious craters of the reader's mind. When the real three-headed Augur and his rat-tailed pigmy assistant arrive in an OvalCar, Augur brings a new awareness of the delicate state of the earth. McQueen must make a new decision. If he makes the right choice, mankind will live with the earth. A wrong choice means the earth will live without mankind.
It was a rare day. The sky was clear. Usually a dirty-orange dome of filth hovered over Blue Town.
Here, the town's hero, Sergeant John McQueen, stood high on a plastic podium. Before him a sea of puffy-faced people were giving him a big sendoff. He was getting ready to go after his five-hundredth infected Dinky. And he wouldn't be using a squirt gun. Squirt guns had been outlawed.
Throughout the crowd, Humpty-Dumpty-shaped people with faces like pigs, joined hands and shouted out cheers of encouragement; but living in one of the few remaining livable places on earth and a fear of the green grass virus, forced these well-wishers to stay in the confinement of the sterile blue grass. McQueen's speech could not be watched on TV. Debris from satellite wars had clogged broadcast signals.
Each time McQueen waved to the pink-faced people, phony smiles beamed up at him; and even though hope radiated from their swine-like eyes, in their hearts they wanted to know when the danger would end. They wanted to know when they would be free to venture off the blue grass. But until they were freed, they chose to be entertained.
Having been partially brainwashed, McQueen didn't know if he was providing productive or destructive entertainment. If he couldn't capture the escaped Dinky, he would have to do something he had never done before. He would have to shoot a Dinky.
Years ago, an electronic magnetic pulse wiped out all computers, cell phones, and devices that ran on magnetic strips or disks. Now, some of the old technology of the twentieth century was slowly being revived. If the broadcast signals could be tuned in on one of the ancient, picture-tube TVs, these bored, pudgy people of Blue Town would spend an exciting evening stuffing food into their mouths and watching their hero kill on TV.
McQueen looked beyond the crowd. The green virus-infected land outside the boundaries of the safe blue grass was deserted. Warrior guards marched within the confines of the blue grass; and even though it wasn't necessary, they waved their arms in the empty air and shouted, "Stay away! Stay on the blue grass!"
The people of Blue Town usually didn't go near the orange warning signs; but this day, a few chub-faced rebellious youth became brave. They moved toward the dangerous green grass. But their bravery didn't last. Like all the other pig people, they didn't want to mutate. If they touched the green grass or non-approved water they would mutate and shrink to little, big-eyed, floppy-eared Dinkies. Then, they would be forced to live out the rest of their days working in the green, virus-filled, agricultural fields.
One by one, the young pig people waddled away from the green danger and crammed their ballooned bodies into the mumbling huddle of other pig people waiting on the parade field of blue grass.
In the distance, gray loudspeakers, on tall steel poles, screeched and clicked. All heads turned toward the sound. The sergeant of the guard's voice blared into the sun-filled day: "Stay on the blue grass!"
Holding his opened palm up, Sergeant John McQueen reached skyward. He held a salute to a higher being and posed to be photographed for a propaganda poster. Throughout the crowd, the pig people nodded their pink heads and grunted with approval. Just before the camera snapped, Corporal Burke pushed against McQueen and stuck his ugly face into the picture. In the mirror reflection of the camera lens, McQueen could see what would be the finished picture. In it, Burke's face was unshaven; and he was forcing his ugly cheese-face smile. Even though he wore an extra tight fitting uniform, it was wrinkled. And his corporal stripes were dull and old; they announced the shame of not being promoted in years. His appearance broadcasted laziness. Next to McQueen's perfect military appearance, Burke stood out like an imbecilic leech.
The spindly cameraman placed his hand on the tripod and looked up from behind the camera. "Corporal Burke," he said, and waved the back of his hand in a sweeping motion. "Sergeant McQueen is the hero today. Step down please."
With an expression of a man who had just been caught with his fly down, Burke touched his receding chin and blew air out of his thin-lipped mouth. With bitter reluctance, he stepped down off the podium.
Sergeant McQueen stood alone and watched himself in the camera monitor. He was dressed in his white warrior uniform. Various colors of medals lined the left side of his chest. His coal-black hair hung smooth and sleek down his straight back. When he lowered his arm, his three gold sergeant stripes shimmered in the silver sun; and his jet-black eyes leveled a lingering gaze at the people in the crowd.
The cameraman snapped the picture and mechanically folded the tripod. Then without emotion, he slung it over his skinny shoulder and walked away.
Corporal Burke jumped back up onto the podium and announced, "Augur, the hero of the mutant Dinkies, has been spotted."
A reporter with a gray beard yelled out from the crowd. "How can that be? Augur is a myth."
Burke shook his head. "Augur is no myth. He's an escaped Dinky. He's been infected with a new strain of virus. He's wanted dead or alive. If Sergeant McQueen can catch him, he'll capture the all time record."
Waving his hand and bobbing his red-haired head like a scarlet beacon, a little freckled-faced kid in the crowd yelled up at Burke. "Corporal Burke, I thought you had the all time record."
Burke assumed a posture of superiority and looked toward the little kid, but he did not make eye contact. "No son," he said as if he were trying to convince the crowd. "I told you, 'I hope to have the record some day.'"
The kid put his hand over his mouth and his eyes narrowed with suspicion. Burke turned his back to the kid and pointed to Sergeant John McQueen. "If you reporters will step forward." He motioned with his hand. "Sergeant McQueen will answer your questions."
As the reporters waded through the crowd, Burke leaned over and whispered in McQueen's ear, "Why should the corporation give you the right to reproduce?"
"It's the law," McQueen said. "If you capture five hundred Dinkies you will have earned that right, too."
"If you catch the Dinky," Burke said, and his lips curled into a self-important smile. "Why don't you use some of those reward money credits and buy something to bulk up that puny body of yours?"
"I like my body the way it is," McQueen said, and tensed for the reporter's onslaught. Highly excited, the news reporters pushed and shoved their way up the four little steel steps and rushed up to stand on the plastic podium. McQueen reached out to shake their healthy left hands, but they didn't acknowledge his friendly gesture. They lifted their right hands and pointed their camera-implanted cam-fingers at his face. The questions flowed.
"Sergeant McQueen, how are you going to do it this time?"
"If you capture Augur alive, will you ask him where all the Dinkies are going?"
"What if he throws virus water on you?"
"What will you do if he hits you with a piece of wood?"
"Augur is the champion of the Dinkies. Will you have to kill him?"
McQueen turned and smiled at the cam-finger pointing reporters. "I'm a warrior for the Chief Earth Officer. Until advances in science make it possible for us to go off the blue grass, I will continue to take orders from him."
A reporter, with only one middle finger on his hand, pointed his cam-finger in front of McQueen's face. "Did Chief Earth Officer Nelson order you to pursue your five-hundredth Dinky if it runs off the blue grass?"
McQueen didn't answer.
Another reporter, with a full set of fingers, pointed his little cam-finger at him. "The world knows you were exposed to the wood-virus when you were a boy. Will that virus affect you in the future?
"I'm not a prophet, McQueen said. "Don't ask me about things that haven't happened yet." He looked down. Even though charged particles striking the earth's magnetic field played havoc with the all communications signals, a reporter standing next to the podium was trying to get a picture on one of the few working TV monitors. For a brief second, the dark screen fluttered and came in clear. A side view of McQueen appeared. Under his smooth-fitting uniform, the symmetric muscles on his strong arms moved with the sinuous grace of a dancer and then the screen blinked black.
Another reporter, with a two-fingered hand, flashed his cam-finger at McQueen. "Why do you call it a chase when it is a battle against the virus?"
McQueen didn't answer.
Another reporter's voice rang out. "How much longer do we have to stay on the blue grass?"
McQueen smiled a big white-toothed smile in the reporter's direction. "After I capture my five-hundredth Dinky, all your questions will be answered."
The reporters swarmed around him; and reading pre-prepared reports, they talked into their cam-fingers.
Corporal Burke wormed his way through the reporters and stood at the front of the podium. When he raised his hand, all heads in the crowd turned toward him. "Escaped virus-carrying Dinkies are still a danger to the world." He raised his clinched fist above his head. "They must be shot with the antidote."
Waves of murmurs flowed from the crowd. Burke made a T sign with his hands. With enough menace in his voice to make the people comply, he yelled out, "Time out!"
Quiet cloaked the crowd and he continued. "Sergeant McQueen has done his job before. He will do it again. Let him pass and get on with it."
McQueen looked at the route he would have to take to get to the OvalCar. A hoard of pig people bunched together and blocked his way. He whispered to Burke. "That's a lot of people to wade through."
Burke nudged McQueen's elbow. "They're not people. They're pigs."
Even though the pig people had the characteristics of pigs, deep in his heart, McQueen knew they were human beings with fragile feelings. The more Burke disrespected them, the more McQueen didn't like it. He flashed a disapproving look in Burk's direction and stepped off the podium. A wall of well-wishers surrounded him. Somewhere behind him, a voice called out. "Sergeant McQueen!"
McQueen looked back over his shoulder and watched through the open space below the elbow of a reporter's lifted arm. The little freckled-faced kid's red head was bobbing through the crowd and getting close.
The crowd was too bunched up for the kid to get to McQueen. After a brief struggle with an extra large fat lady with a butt that stuck out so far that it looked like a shelf, the kid turned and ran up to Burke. Burke acted as if the kid wasn't there, but the kid persisted. When Burke finally looked down, the kid presented him a piece of plastic paper. "Can I have your autograph, sir?"
Burke took the plastic paper and signed it. "Here!" He pushed it into the kid's chest. "You little son of a bitch."
For a moment the kid's eyes filled with tears, but in a flash, the despair in his freckled-face fill with hate. He gave Burke a dirty look and threw the paper on the ground. McQueen wanted to go over and comfort the kid, but the crowd parted and he walked toward the waiting vehicle.
In the center of the crowd, a lumpish lady waved a red hat in the air and shrieked, "Don't let them hit you with the virus-water. You'll turn into a Dinky."
A man's voice from the right side of the crowd rang out. "Be careful. We don't need another dead mutant like your father."
McQueen cast a mean glare to where the remark had come from. All advice stopped.
So what if he happened to get exposed to the water-virus, he had been exposed before and it had not affected him. The antidote they gave his father didn't work and he died. He was okay before they touched him. But it may have been because the water-virus has different strengths.
A reporter, with reddish-brown hair falling over his eyes, blocked McQueen's path. When McQueen was close, the reporter lifted his hand and stuck his cam-finger in front of McQueen's face. "Is he right?" he asked; and with his other hand, he pushed his hair from his green eyes. "Were you exposed?"
McQueen talked into the reporter's single cam-finger. "I've never been exposed to-" he said, but stopped.
He turned away from the cam-finger and continued toward the waiting OvalCar. The last time he had talked to that reporter he had had two fingers. Apparently, the reporter had gotten another one chopped off for reporting facts.
In the past, when McQueen didn't know the answers to the reporter's questions he had not answered. He wondered why he was trying to do it now. His father had said, "Don't be like those chopped-off-fingered reporters that make up questions about things that haven't happened yet. They're trained to report what the Chief Earth Officer wants. If they don't report what he wants, they get a finger chopped off until they do."
McQueen felt as if he had been running a long race, and he was about to cross the finish line, a winner. All he had to do was catch just one more Dinky. Then he would have the right to move onto an estate protected on all sides with fields of beautiful blue grass. Then he wouldn't have to live in the acrid blue grass of the common pig people and answer any of those reporter's stupid questions. But until that happened, he would have to play their little games.
He turned back to the cam-fingered reporter. "If I answered questions about something that hasn't happened yet, I would be foolish."
The reporter's reddish-brown hair fell over his eyes, again. Pushing it out of his eyes, he revealed a flash of anger. "But the people deserve answers."
While he held back his feelings, McQueen's intolerance oozed into his heart. "Until those things happen," he said and smiled faintly. "Those kinds of questions don't need answers."
The reporter persisted. McQueen quit talking, turned his back to him, and made his way to the waiting egg-shaped OvalCar. When he stopped at the edge of the blue street, he turned to the crowd and lifted his arm in salute. As the people cheered, a woman driver dressed in a black uniform that clung to her shapely body flipped up the silver-glass of the OvalCar's door and held it open. McQueen stepped in and leaned back into the body-forming seat. The driver strapped him in and flipped a switch on the dashboard. The seat molded to the contours of his back and the LED in the dashboard flashed. The old scratchy computer voice stated, "Warrior safe to transport." The driver placed her hands on the steering wheel and sat back in the driver's seat. McQueen felt the skinny plastic wheels beneath the OvalCar spin for an instant. When they caught on the blue asphalt, the OvalCar lurched forward on its way to where the Dinky had been spotted.
Driving down the road, the driver looked in the rearview mirror. McQueen maintained eye contact for only a brief moment, but it was long enough that he felt messages of mutual interest.
Smiling, the driver said, "I don't know if I'll be permitted to drive you around when they proclaim you a prince of peace."
McQueen studied the driver's reflection in the mirror. When she turned, her long black hair flowed over her perfect breasts like a satin waterfall. Something seemed familiar about her, but he couldn't figure out what it was. "I don't remember you driving me before," he said. "What's your name?"
The driver tilted her cute head to one side and talked back over her shoulder. "Danielle," she said. "May I ask you what you will do when the Friends of the Earth Corporation give you your own house?"
Even though he was only a few hours away from the good life, McQueen had suppress the thought of a new virus-free life for so long that he was afraid if he dwelled on it too long the Friends of The Earth Corporation would up the Dinky count to six hundred or more. "I haven't thought of it much," he said and shrugged. "Maybe I'll raise a family."
Danielle smiled a warm motherly smile. "That would be nice. You and your family could live inside the safety of the blue grass."
"It is a beautiful dream. But until I actually catch the Dinky, I don't like to think about it."
A small tree branch with green leaves sat alongside the blue road. A brief look of agitation formed on Danielle's brow. She gracefully turned the wheel. The splash of green foliage whizzed past the side window. Her look of agitation softened. "Is it true that you will be the first warrior granted the right to reproduce?"
As the sight of the threatening virus-laden tree branch vanished in the rearview mirror, McQueen answered. "Yes, and I'll have to choose a mate."
Danielle's face glowed like a flickering flame about to flare. "Do you have anyone in mind?"
He studied her face and her long back hair. She was beautiful, but a nervous heartbeat thumped in his chest. "No," he said, and swallowed. "But I'll be looking."
At the side of the road, the OvalCar wheels crunched on fine blue gravel. Danielle's cheery face turned toward McQueen. "We're here," she purred, and stopped the car.
McQueen stepped out of the OvalCar and looked across a safe, blue grass meadow. Uncut green grass framed it, and orange signs, on metal sticks, stood out like neon lights.
CAUTION, they read, STAY ON THE BLUE GRASS. WOOD AND WATER VIRUS BEYOND THIS POINT, DINKY MUTATION EMINET.
McQueen looked between two orange signs. The targeted Dinky stood there and didn't move. He was a little more than a meter high with a little pudgy belly, but his short legs looked powerful.
If the Dinky ran off into the green forest, McQueen couldn't chase him into the woods. Wood-virus would fall off the tree branches and onto his head. If he chased the Dinky into the tall wet grass, the water-virus would wrap around his legs and infect them. He would be condemned to the life of a mutant Dinky. He wanted to capture this Dinky alive; but if he stepped off the blue grass, McQueen would have to shoot him. The antidote-bullets were supposed to stun and cure Dinkies with an advanced stage of mutation, but every Dinky he had seen shot had died.
McQueen walked into the meadow. Unlike Blue Town's air that was rampant with pig people's obnoxious odors, this air was fresh and clean. It made him feel good. He stopped and watched the little Dinky. Like a happy drunk, it was jumping up and down, and waving its little hands at McQueen.
Even though it was his sworn duty, McQueen didn't understand why he should have to shoot this little Dinky. Even though they were small, they were a valuable energy source. The corporation preferred that they be taken alive, but when they escaped, it frowned upon warriors who failed to shoot them.
Walking toward McQueen, the little Dinky stuck his thumbs in his stumpy ears and waved his fingers. "Come on, you big dummy," he yelled, and ran toward an orange warning sign.
McQueen smiled inwardly. He had never had to shoot one yet. But the way this little guy was running, he didn't look like was infected with anything. For a five-hundredth capture, he looked too easy. In a few minutes, McQueen would have him in his hands. If the signals got through, he would be on TV tonight. The Chief Earth Officer would be placing the Medal of Honor around his neck. With the big credit bonus that went with it, McQueen would be able to buy enough water to take a real shower. He wouldn't have to use dry clay to bathe his body. If he was awarded enough money credits, he would buy his own OvalCar, complete with a paid driver. Then, he would scout around and find the perfect reproduction mate.
Fifty meters away, the captain of the warriors stood at the side of the road and talked into an amplified wrist bullhorn. His orders raced across the blue meadow and barked into McQueen's ears. "Sergeant McQueen! Check your weapon."
McQueen clicked the antidote-bullet-clip into his sidearm, returned it to his holster, and snapped to attention. "Sir, weapon ready to fire."
Looking at McQueen and pointing to the little Dinky, the captain walked ten meters onto the safe blue grass and yelled, "Warrior, complete your obligation."
McQueen stretched out his arm and held his palm toward the sky. "For the good of the corporation," he said, and walked to the edge of the blue grass.
The little Dinky stopped running and leaned his back against the post of an orange warning sign. McQueen walked toward him. But the Dinky didn't seem to care. He crossed his legs as if he were waiting for an OvalBus and stared at McQueen. Twenty meters from him, McQueen stopped walking. With his two pointer fingers together, he waved them up and down and gave the universal signal for the Dinky to bow down and wait to be inspected, searched, or captured. If the Dinky failed to obey the signal, any warrior had the right to shoot him.
The little Dinky bowed his head and waited.
Although McQueen was still disappointed that he didn't have to chase the Dinky, he continued walking. The capture wasn't going to look very good on TV tonight. But a capture was a capture.
When he was ten meters away, the little Dinky's floppy hat fell off his little round head and landed on the grass.
"Dinky," McQueen barked, "pick up your cover."
The little Dinky uncrossed his legs, bent over, and stepped toward his hat. Just as it was at the tips of his fingers, he kicked it with his little leather-shoed-foot. The hat skidded across the grass. The little Dinky stood up and grinned at McQueen.
McQueen stepped closer and repeated, "Dinky, pick up your cover."
Again, the Dinky bent over and kicked his hat just before the tips of his fingers touched it.
McQueen stepped closer and yelled at the Dinky. "Dinky, you know the laws. No aspect of a Dinky's time is to be left to chance or left to its own discretion."
The Dinky picked up his hat and pushed it down onto his big head until the tops of his big ears bent downward. Then, he lifted his head and looked directly into McQueen's face.
"Dinky, you-" McQueen shrieked, but stopped in mid sentence. Suddenly, he recognized the little Dinky. It was Tommy, the mutant Dinky he had known on his father's farm. They had practically grown up together. McQueen smiled. Tommy was deliberately trying to make him laugh. But he couldn't laugh. He was on function status. And laughing or not, McQueen still had to catch the Dinky. Pleadingly, he whispered, "Tommy, let me catch you."
Tommy smiled a mischievous smile. "Sorry, Johnny." He wagged his little round head around in a wobbly circle. "You have shoot me."
McQueen reached for his weapon. "Come on, Tommy, quit fooling around. They'll only question you."
"Doze days over."
McQueen wrinkled his brow in puzzlement. "Tommy, you know how to talk. Why are you using that broken mutant language?"
Tommy turned his back to McQueen. "You no catch-a me when I go on green water-virus grass."
"Don't do it, Tommy. I'll have to shoot."
"Maybe I see you at water house." Tommy took off running.
The voice of the captain boomed across the blue grass. "Sergeant McQueen, complete your obligation."
McQueen ran after his little Dinky friend and chased him along the edge of the virus-free blue grass. Tommy hopped into the green grass and stopped. He put his hands on his hips and tapped his little foot. McQueen stopped in his blue tracks and looked down. A meter away from the toes of his warrior boots, the silvery virus-filled liquid clung onto the green grass.
McQueen knew if he touched the water-virus he would have to be decontaminated. He would have only a short time to be given the antidote, and it didn't always work. There was always the chance that the virus would kill him or cause him to mutate into a Dinky.
He looked back over his shoulder. A line of OvalCars drove to the edge of the road and stopped. Reporters jumped out and raised their arms. Being careful to stand on the safe blue gravel, they aimed their cam-fingers toward him.
McQueen looked back at Tommy. Tommy ran across the green grass, jumped into the tall green weeds, and ducked under a low tree branch. He went out of sight for a moment then popped back up and hopped over a small stream of flowing water. On the other side of the stream, he turned and motioned for McQueen to follow.
McQueen didn't move.
Tommy just stood there, waiting.
The captain's voice boomed again. "Sergeant McQueen! You are on function status. Complete your obligation."
McQueen lifted his weapon and took aim. Like he had done when they were boys, Tommy made those crazy faces. He rolled his big, round, black-dotted eyes, and stuck out his little pink tongue. McQueen pulled on the weapon's trigger, but an uncontrollable burst of laughter erupted from his lips. The gun jerked. Whap! It fired. The antidote slug went wide and missed Tommy's head by a centimeter. Tommy stuck out this pink tongue again, then turned and disappeared into the thick green bushes beyond the tall trees.
The captain rushed up to McQueen. "Stand at attention, Warrior."
McQueen replaced his sidearm to his holster and stood at attention. The captain stood in front of him. With the tip of his nose next to McQueen's, he yelled loud enough for the reporters to hear. "Sergeant McQueen! What are you trying to do? Entice other soul-less Dinkies to escape and spread a new virus?"
McQueen stiffened to a stone state. "No, sir."
Blasting bad breath into his face, the captain kept his nose next to McQueen's. "Do you know that warriors do not keep escaped Dinkies under control they will spread a new virus that will mutate all the people of the world?"
McQueen looked straightforward. "Yes, sir." He did not move a muscle, twitch an eyelash, take a shallow breath of air, or create any movement that would give the captain a reason to reprimand him more.
Even though the air in the meadow was fresh and clean, as he yelled, the captain's rotten breath intensified. "Warrior do you know it is your obligation to marshal the collective energy of the Dinkies and keep an ordered social universe?"
This captain made McQueen want to throw up. He tried not to breathe. The captain was an idiot. He acted like his ignorance came from his upbringing. His parents were probably idiots, too. McQueen figured he might be able to impress the captain with a little knowledge.
"Yes, sir!" he said. "I understand that if the Dinkies are permitted to roam free it will cause a steady deterioration of our delicate ecological system. Then we would have an inevitable and steady deterioration of our system. And also suffer the loss of usable energy. Blue Town's strength and well-being depends on usable energy. If we loose it, our standard of living will be lost. We can not let that happen, sir!"
The captain stepped back and shook his electrified crop in McQueen's face. As if he were going to strike McQueen in the face, he lifted it. McQueen tensed for the pain, but the captain smiled with satisfaction and slammed the black crop into the palm of his black-leather-gloved hand. "Warrior McQueen, recite your orders."
McQueen took a much-needed breath of good air and looked straightforward. He talked like a machine. "Sir, the work of every Dinky is fully planned by the Chief Earth Officer. Each day, every Dinky receives complete written instructions. These instructions describe every detail of the task the Dinky is to accomplish, as well as the means to be used in doing the work."
The captain turned to one side and methodically pounded his palm with the electric crop stick. "Warrior, continue."
McQueen breathed a little easier. "The written instructions of the task specify not only what is to be done, but how it is to be done and the exact time allowed for doing it."
The captain turned his back to McQueen. "Warrior, you have complete knowledge of your obligation. No aspect of a Dinky's time is to be left to chance or to be left to a Dinky's discretion."
McQueen wanted to say, "He's not just a Dinky, he's my friend." But he could not argue with any superior officer. He stood tall and clinched his teeth until his jaw hurt.
The captain turned and thrust his finger at McQueen's stone face. "You have failed to perform your obligation. Do you know the procedure you must now follow?"
"Yes, sir. I must return to the barracks and report my failure to the Chief Earth Officer. At my request, the Chief Earth Officer may grant me twenty-one hours to correct the situation."
The captain turned his back to McQueen. "Warrior Dismissed."
Sergeant John McQueen saluted the back of the captain's head and did a perfect about-face. As he walked toward the waiting OvalCar, the captain cussed under his breath. McQueen's ears perked up and he listened. "Decorated warrior my ass, he's a decorated joke."
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After barely surviving the semester at the Royal Academy, Hiram Rho heads home for the summer and his department chair, Warren Oldham, departs on a well-deserved vacation. While Rho tries to get his powers back, Warren's vacation takes an unexpected turn that leaves him battling a demon from inside it. Back in Osyth Russell Cinea, the senior demonologist, is finally in charge - for a week full of demons, exorcists, and unexpected temptations.
The sun was just out of bedand still red-eyed, stretching his rays to right and left between the hills, when Mama Simone stepped out of her barnyard onto the path by the hedgerow. Two dozy chickens got in her way and squawked out of it again. Mama Simone walked fast because she had long legs. She stepped hard because she had big feet and wooden shoes, the kind people kick off beside the back door.
Mama Simone walked through the wet grass faster than the sun rose. By and by she reached the shadow side of the hills, and when the sun couldn't see her any longer she felt as if she'd beaten something. She sat down on a log and shook a pebble out of one of her wooden shoes, as if she'd won back the last hour of the night and had it to spare.
On the shady side of the hill it was still spring. The trees on the other side were leafed out, but these still had catkins and flowers. Held back like country girls, thought Mama Simone, whose parents had dressed her like a little girl through her teens. "And not in anything as nice as these," she said to the nearest tree. It quivered its pleated leaves at her and shook a tassel of catkins like spiky green caterpillars. "Sex, sex, sex," was all it would say.
Mama Simone walked toward the hill's edge, where sunrays made a haze up in the trees. The closer she got to the next valley, the further into summer she went. Trees pushed out their leaves, shoved their caterpillar catkins off to curl up on the forest floor, and then stretched their branches out and sighed. "Sun, sun, summer" was what they said then.
Down the valley she went, into a glade that the sun was just peeping into. She made a dark trail across dew-covered grasses to where a big old oak tree stood at the edge of the glade, looking back at the sun. "Hello there, old tree," said Mama Simone.
The tree didn't pay any attention to her, because it was looking at the sun. It sang to itself, long and slow. While she waited for the old tree Mama Simone sat down on one of its roots and pulled her feet up under her skirt. She looked around the glade, then behind the tree into the open space its shade made. She leaned from side to side to look around spindly young trees until a feeling of opening her eyes came over her and she saw four baby oaks with shade-pale leaves standing in what she had thought open space. Here their parent had dropped them, under its sheltering arms; here they had sprouted, and here they would die in its shade.
Mama Simone had the eyes-opening feeling again, as if a question had been answered without being asked. Her nose and the back of her throat hurt as she looked at the little trees that would never grow tall unless the big tree fell. She pressed her face against the old tree, hearing it sing to itself from far up in the sunlight, to far down in the earth, and tears filled her up until she shook with weeping, holding onto the tree as if it might turn and put warm arms around her.
There were six cars and a hearse in Mama Simone's farmyard when she got back to it. People everywhere and none of them feeding the chickens or digging the garden; useless, all of them. People did like that, after a death. They made it an excuse to dress up and do nothing. Her daughter Gretyl was worst of the lot, poking across chicken-mud in her high heels. She was stout, shrill, and important, like a hen with a big worm.
"Mama, where were you? You can't run off in the woods and leave the stove lighted, you could have burned the house down. You knew we were coming! I told you not to do anything till I got here. How do you think I felt, coming here and Daddy dead and you off God knows where -"
Of course I knew, thought Mama Simone. Why else would I run away into the woods? But she thought about the little oak trees. "I knew you'd see to things," she said then. Gretyl got more important and less chickeny.
"I was worried about you," she said. She had a heavy upper lip like her da's, with beads of sweat already standing out on it. The sun dried up grass and made people come out in dew, thought Mama Simone. "People do queer things after a death," said Gretyl.
"Well, why shouldn't they? I couldn't do queer things when your father was alive," said Mama Simone. She washed her face at the pump and kicked her wooden shoes off at the back door, but she didn't want to go inside. She sat down on the bench under the kitchen window and heard the kettle and frypan twittering inside. "Did you make breakfast? I'd like to eat out here. Bread and jam would do."
"You never ate out here before."
"That's because your father wanted meat at every meal. You can only cut meat at a table. When you were a little girl, we used to eat apples in the orchard."
"Well, you need more than apples," said Gretyl. She went inside and Mama Simone could smell eggs, coffee, bread. "Who's going to take care of you?" Gretyl said when she brought them out.
"I'll take care of myself," said Mama Simone. "I was taking care of your father until an hour ago, why would myself be any more trouble?"
"Somebody has to be here with you. We've all talked it over."
"Not now," said Mama Simone. "After the funeral."
"Oh my land, I have to go talk to the funeral director," said Gretyl. "Eat up now. I ironed your black dress."
-- The Departmental Year in Review
Warren Oldham shut his eyes, the better to pound his head against his desk. It didn't help. When he opened them, the Departmental Year in Review form was still lying there, still blank; no edifying faculty activities had appeared on it, and Warren was no closer to coming up with any. A filtered, rainy light came in from the window behind him and gave the offending document a colder and even more hopeless glow. Warren had walked into work on a dripping Friday morning, for this. A perfect end to the last week of the semester.
He shivered, rubbed his bald head, and glared at the form, growing crosser by the minute - not with the paper, which merely existed, but with the demand it implied that he somehow reframe the Demonology Department's activities into public relations fodder for the Royal Academy of the Arcane Arts and Sciences at Osyth. Warren had many skills, but this was not one of them. Even though someone looking at his round pink face and walrus mustache might have thought him a cheerful fellow, he was more prone to depression than to boosterism, even after a good year; the one just passed had been ambiguous, at best, and required more spin than Warren could muster. He chewed the edge of his mustache in frustration and ran his fingers through the fringe of white hair over his ears.
"To hell with it!" he exclaimed, snatched up the fountain pen he had been given by the International Demonological Association when his term as president ended, and began filling in the form very quickly, as if to get it done before his bad mood ran out. This made it almost illegible, but Warren reckoned that as a plus.
'1. Magisters Oldham and Cinea lost our souls when local demons took over the pentarium and began casting their own invocations,' he wrote in the 'Activities' column. In the 'Implications' column, he wrote: 'We have discovered a new way for demons to steal people's souls and that soulless faculty are as effective on interdisciplinary committees as normal faculty. They are not, however, able to carry out those duties requiring magic.' He stopped and re-read this. It made him feel much better and, the pump being primed, he went on to fill in the rest of the two columns.
'2. Magister Rho was trapped in Magister Oldham's grimoire with a demon, and emerged without his magic when the grimoire was destroyed. Implication: a second way to destroy employees' talents.' (And family heirlooms, Warren thought, but did not write.) 'Temporary (possibly permanent) replacement needed.
'3. The pentarium was shut down using the emergency switch, after a demon within it escaped from the pentacle. Implications: the emergency switch works. See above, regarding the limitations of soulless faculty. Magister Torecki deserves commendation for throwing the emergency switch.
'4. The department invoked the possessing demon Antimora, which then spoke privately with each member at the same time. Implication: the repaired pentarium is not as impervious to demons' magic as was hoped.' Or to an exorcist's magic, since the demon Antimora had once been chief of the exorcists - Wilfrid Rosemont, Lord Stimms (that was) - but the Dean knew all about Rosemont's becoming the demon Antimora; it was the only thing the Dean did know about demons, and therefore came up in every conversation Warren had with him.
'5. Magister Torecki resigned in mid-spring semester. Implication: delay in ongoing research programs including dissertation research. New faculty needed.
'6. Magisters Whin and Ligalla pursued the demon Antimora into the Mystic Guild of Alchemists' prison in the netherworld, trapping it therein, but releasing all the imprisoned alchemists. Implication: possible overthrow of existing governmental structures worldwide and disruption of the fabric of reality. Potential lawsuit. MGA will no longer repair our pentarium.
'7. Magister Ukadnian loaned Magister Harding's research camera arcana to a priest, who took it to Selanto and used it to record the second coming of the Bright Lady. The camera has been confiscated by the church as a holy relic. Implication: ' "Damned if I know," Warren said, and after a moment's fruitless thought wrote that down. It was one more thing for Linus Ukadnian and Will Harding to fight about, but the Dean wouldn't care about that.
'8. Magister Kalin counseled local demons on labor law. Implication: demon unionization, including demands for library and sports center privileges. Potential delay in or disruption of ongoing research.'
He turned to the second page and listed the faculty, with their status. Magisters Cinea, Ukadnian, Graham, Whin, Kalin, and Regan, full-time. Magisters Ligalla, Hoth, Harding, and Teale - half time, joint appointments with Department of Public Health. Magister Torecki, resigned. Magister Rho, indefinite leave. Magister Oldham, fed up. His pen skipped on the last word, which made that part even more illegible than the rest; Warren felt a sneaking relief at this, but shoved it away. He folded the form and put it into an envelope before he could lose his nerve. His computer chimed, a reminder that in twenty minutes he must be in the pentarium, calling up one of the demons that were agitating for use of the Academy's squash courts and swimming pool. "This is not what I went into magic for," Warren said venomously, addressing the envelope. He took it with him and dropped it into the campus mail slot beside the stairwell, and that was that. He was officially fed up.
Regret seized him as soon as he heard the letter whoosh into the void, growing stronger with every step down the stairs that led to the pentarium until it became a kind of cold despair, filling him like ice water. How could he have put such a gloomy face on everything? It wasn't all bad, after all. Nobody had been killed, thanks to Neil's quick work in the pentarium, when Warren and Russell were incapacitated by the loss of their souls. Even that loss, ashamed as Warren was of it, hadn't been as black as he'd painted it. Dozens of people had lost their souls, over the years, but only he and Russell had ever gotten them back, although the charm that did it had been burned with the rest of Warren's grimoire.
Even Rho, who'd caused all the trouble last semester, had tried his best to resist the demon controlling him and had leapt into the grimoire to save Warren's own soul from being trapped therein. He had actually sacrificed himself for Warren ... they were all decent sorts, heroes in their own way, and now Warren had let them down. The demon Antimora had been right when it said Warren was past it, in decline, a tool of the administration and a blunt tool at that. He'd accomplished nothing this academic year except mistakes, and now he was failing at paperwork, the defining job of an administrator.
He stopped his descent in the sub-basement, but his heart kept going down. Linus Ukadnian's sharp voice came through the door to the pentarium shower room, Teddy Whin's answering. What had Teddy done but rescue a bunch of people who had been suffering for three hundred years? Yet he had just reported it as a plot against the civilized world ... an administrator had no right to indulge his bad mood at faculty's expense, neither when reporting their accomplishments nor when leading them in the invocation of a demon.
Warren summoned all his resources to push depression away, yet even as he put his hand on the door remorse seized him again, an almost physical presence at his side. He stood frozen, a chill deeper than that of Osyth's cold, wet spring striking into him. The cauld grue, it was called, and it meant a demon stood beside him, summoning this bad mood and feeding on his soul through it - and had no doubt stood beside him in his office while he wrote, he thought, remembering how he had shivered and grown gloomier by the minute. A demon had come into his office, through the Academy wards and the building wards, and oppressed him as he sat at his desk; it had followed him to the very door of the pentarium shower room, one of the most heavily protected spots on campus; and this, Warren thought, could not be made into anything positive, not by the best spinmeister in all Osyth. Something very bad was going to come of this.
***
Inspector Ric Massey of the Selanto Guardwould have agreed with Warren. He would even, had they been intimate enough, have given Warren a sympathetic pat on the shoulder, because Ric appreciated hard-working people who second-guessed themselves. He was that sort of person himself. Unfortunately, the Selanto Guard hired few such people, tending more towards quick-thinking fellows who reacted fast and realized their mistakes afterward.
"I didn't know it was a child!" the patrolman cried in despair. "I thought it was an ape, or an imp, or a wudiwiss!"
Ric wanted to yell at him. What would a wudiwiss be doing in this suburban development? There wasn't an unmanicured plant within twenty kilometers. But it was a reasonable mistake, on some grounds. Daybreak on June first was the prime time for woodland arcana, and the thing that had attacked this patrolman, and now lay bleeding on the lawn, didn't look human. The sorcerer beside it looked up and shook his head. His knees were soaked with blood. Ric heard distant sirens, racing with time. "You have to keep her going till they get here," he said.
"All I can do is freeze her." The sorcerer pulled charms out of an insulated case and began to hang them on the girl.
Ric tried to look through layers of filth and his own rage to see the little girl under the rags, her face pale and glistening with shock. She couldn't have been more than twelve, and the charm straps wrapped two, three times around her bony wrists and elbows. The right side of her chest had been laid open by bullets - how many had the fool used? - and pink froth spilled out of it with every shallow breath. The stink of feces began to go away as her body cooled. Grue from the demon inside her ran through him, like ice-water poured into the marrow of his bones. It was too familiar, and Ric shook his own head hard to jostle memories back down into storage.
"How about you?" the sorcerer asked, giving him a sharp look.
"It's not about me," said Ric. "What kind of parents don't report a possession?"
The sorcerer shook his head again. The siren stopped with a squawk as an ambulance arrived. The small crowd of onlookers - neighbors in jackets or golf shirts, wives in suits or housecoats, and a smattering of dog-walkers and commuters - scattered as it pulled into the driveway.
Ric watched paramedics jump out; nobody followed them. "Where's Magister Pasqueflower?"
"In an exorcism on the North Side," said the paramedic. "Can we transport?"
"No." The sorcerer stood up, rubbing his chilled hands together. "We're lucky if we have half an hour."
The paramedic shouted back to his partner, and Ric heard her speaking into the ambulance's radio. But he was distracted as Derek came up beside him.
"There's a window broken at the back," said Derek. "That must be how she got out. Car's still in the garage."
The sorcerer looked a bit taken aback, the usual response to Derek, who was wearing jeans and a tight yellow tee-shirt under a studded denim jacket. His blonde curls reached to his collar in back and his mustache ran down on each side of his mouth. He looked like a teenager trying to look older than he really was, and ironically that made him look younger than he really was. Though they were both in their thirties, people dealing with the two of them automatically turned to Ric, with his narrow face and grey suit, as the adult.
Ric frowned. Did the car's presence mean the girl's parents were still here, in the crowd or walking away?
Derek anticipated this question. "None of the neighbors know the man who lives here," he said. "It was a younger man, no woman. He kept to himself - nobody knew he had a child in the house." He looked at the girl, still and cold, and his mustache drooped further. "This is big trouble," he said.
"Will we save her?"
"I don't know," said Derek. "I can't see enough."
"Will we get the demon out of her?"
Derek shook his head again. "I can see her inside the pentacle, but I don't see an exorcist with her - it's just not clear! This is going to be a big mess."
With all due respect to seers and foretelling, Ric thought, any fool could see that much. "You're right about that. We don't have an exorcist."
"Damn! What'll we do?"
"Lord Stimms is coming," said the second paramedic, appearing behind her partner. "By magic."
"Sweet Lady Jane!" said Ric.
"We'll need all the magicians here for the pentacle," said Derek. "Who's going to take care of his transport?" Not even Lord Stimms could jump across Selanto by magic and still have power enough to perform an exorcism. Somebody else, a transport magician, would have to use up their magic to bring him; and that person couldn't drain power from the rest of them to refuel, because they would all - Ric, Derek, the sorcerer, and the two paramedics - be helping in the exorcism. Transporting magicians had died of shock in such situations. Ric was damned if it'd happen on his watch and, perversely, grateful for this new emergency. It gave him an excuse not to think about the girl and what might be going on in that body, the cold greasy feel of a demon inside you...
"We need crystals," he said to the paramedic. "Pull 'em out of all the equipment you won't need. And you -" the unhappy patrolman looked up, surprised - "You're taking care of the transport. Know the protocol?" The patrolman nodded. "Get every camera crystal those rubberneckers are carrying. Out of their cell phones, as well. And extra crystals anyone is wearing. I mean every crystal!" he called after the man, who had leapt into action to redeem himself. "Anyone who comes away from here with pictures cares more about them than about that transport magician's life, and I'll make sure everyone in Selanto knows it." The sorcerer and a paramedic were already pulling recharging necklaces out of their shirts when he turned back to them. "We'll need a double circle," he said, as Derek collected their crystals. "We'll do it airlock-style."
Derek nodded and jogged away, fishing a box of gold chalk out of his pocket. He and the paramedic began to draw a pentacle on the driveway behind the ambulance. Arguing voices rose from the crowd of neighbors on the sidewalk; the patrolman was being officious, but Ric decided to let it go. The man's career was probably over. Let him get what satisfaction he could out of bullying onlookers and looking after the transport.
"Transport's ready," announced the paramedic with the cell phone. "They're using Gower's Ring."
"Don't tell me," Ric said, nodding toward Derek. "Tell him."
She ran over to Derek, who nodded and drew the Gower's Ring sigil inside the inner pentacle. He was just finishing when Ric reached him; he drew the last line of the pentacle, put one stick of chalk down just outside it, and backed away to where Ric was standing. The patrolman ran up panting, holding a hat full of power crystals and looking better pleased with himself, and they drew the outer circle of the airlock around him and the pentacle so he stood uneasily in the space between them.
"We're ready," Ric told the paramedic with the cell phone. Now he had a minute to catch his breath and get nervous. It would be bad enough to kill any transport magician, but to kill one of Lord Stimms' team! Ric felt sick at the thought.
Exorcists were the ultimate heroes and Lord Stimms was the ultimate exorcist, leader of them all, the one who made new exorcists out of ordinary obnoxious human beings. Being Named an exorcist by Lord Stimms was a bigger deal than being knighted by the king. Ric had seen the old Lord Stimms, Rosemont, at court functions. But Rosemont was gone. He had become the demon Antimora a year ago, and Ric had only once come near the new Lord Stimms, Gerald Manley. That had been the night the God of the Sacred Flame had scheduled its second coming, and he had a private suspicion that Lord Stimms had helped keep that second coming from actually happening. People said, and Ric believed, that Lord Stimms could banish a god if he chose.
This has to go right, Ric said to himself, looking around for any trouble spots, but then his eye fell on the little girl lying beside the sorcerer and shame hit him in the throat. There was no way it could go right for her.
A silver mist filled the inner pentacle, and everyone in the squad stood up straighter. Then the mist cleared to reveal two figures: Lord Stimms, tall and surprisingly young in his red robe, and a stocky, white-haired magician who wavered a moment at Lord Stimms' side and then sat down hard on the pavement. His Lordship opened the pentacle and changed places with the patrolman. It was standard procedure, and they did it smoothly; the patrolman was already laying power crystals across the transport magician's chest when Lord Stimms stood from closing the pentacle and turned toward Ric.
Exorcists never looked you in the eyes. Even Milicent Pasqueflower, who worked with Ric all the time, looked over his shoulder or a little to his right. It was meant to keep you from being defined by their opinions, Ric knew, but it always made him bristle. Wasn't he an equal? Didn't he deserve a little respect?
He might not have felt that way about Lord Stimms, who wasn't his equal, but Lord Stimms didn't look over his shoulder or past his ear. Lord Stimms looked directly into his face with large, dark eyes. The skin around them was webbed with tiny lines. Fragile, Ric thought, and then the exorcist's magic took hold. Ric felt competence flood through him. He ran through everything in his mind, faster than possible yet as calmly as if he had hours, and nodded as he finished the checklist. They'd done everything right. This would work, he knew it - he was going to be safe - and then Lord Stimms nodded as well. He bent to break the outer circle and Ric was discarded, cast back into a maelstrom of doubt. It's just the exorcist's talent, he told himself. It's not about you.
He held his breath. If there were any flaw in their airlock, this was the moment when he would feel the transport magician pull his own magic out of him. He almost stepped back, but there was no point. None of them were out of range. A mistake would drain all the magicians on the lawn, and then the girl would be lost; she would die with a demon inside her, and it would take her soul with it for whatever it chose to do, forever. This was what he'd been trying not to think about... Lord Stimms stood, and Ric realized the airlock had held. The transport and his need were safely contained within the inner pentacle, and now within the outer circle too as Derek re-set it. Ric took a deep, shaky breath of relief. Then there was no time for thinking, as he raced toward the girl.
Lord Stimms, a few steps ahead of him, was somehow able to run in that robe without seeming hurried or disarranged. He had the kind of dignity, Ric thought that every teen in Selanto wanted; the kind that came from scorning the very concept of dignity. Ric grasped at analysis, as if it would protect him from the confusion inside him. He catalogued the new Lord Stimms' height and youth, his dark hair and weightless run. His face, pale and mustached, was familiar from tabloid photos. Yet in person, Stimms did not look right. There was that fragile something about the eyes... Ric had no chance to gather more data now, for he stood behind his Lordship, at one point of the gold-tape pentacle the sorcerer had laid down around the child, and could see nothing of Stimms but the red robe and dark, feathery hair. Derek, the sorcerer, and the two paramedics stood at the other pentacle points. They held smudging candles and chanted the invocation as his Lordship knelt beside the child. He spat on one pale hand and placed it on her forehead.
Ric almost dropped his candle. He heard Derek choke on his right. An exorcist never touched the possessed! An exorcist spoke to the demon, cozened it, and fooled it into taking his opinion seriously; then he turned that talent for approval and dismissal full on it, making it as weak as he thought it, and lent the victim strength enough to push it aside. Touch was insanely risky. It gave the demon a chance to leap into the exorcist, and turn that power against all around it.
But the girl had opened her eyes, and now Lord Stimms was speaking to her as if to an old acquaintance - no, he was speaking to the demon as an old acquaintance, Ric realized. Exorcists sometimes became that familiar with the monsters. He relaxed a little. If Stimms knew the demon's name, he would have more influence over it. And this proved to be the case, for girl and exorcist had not spoken for more than five minutes when she gave a shudder and lay still, smaller than before. Lord Stimms drew a ward from his pocket and slipped it over her head, to keep the demon from re-entering her, and then leant toward Derek to break the circle and let the banished monster return to the netherworld. Ric saw his profile, and again had the feeling of something not quite right.
"What the hell!" the sorcerer cried, and plunged toward the girl. "That's a summons!" Ric took a step forward and saw for himself. The sparkle of a fading glamour was all around the girl's face, and under it he could plainly see the pentacle drawn on her forehead that had invited the demon into her and trapped it there. Lord Stimms' wet hand had broken its lines. "Somebody gave this child to the demon," said the sorcerer.
Lord Stimms had not risen from his knees, and Derek seemed frozen looking at him. Behind them, shouting began in the spectators around a tall man Ric hadn't seen before. He had the shimmer of a dissipating charm around him as he backed away from the crowd, his hands up in warning. They shouted, he shouted, the paramedics shouted. Even the patrolman was shouting, from where he crouched inside the circle with the transport magician, but through it all Ric could hear the little girl's voice, shrill and desperate.
"Daddy!" she shrieked. "Daddy, Daddy!" The tall man reached into his shirt and stopped - whatever extra power he had counted on was gone with the demon.
Ric walked forward, cautiously. "You don't want any trouble," he said. "Come along quietly. Don't you want to say goodbye to your daughter?"
The man's face twisted, but Ric felt no pity. Ice ran through his veins again. They remembered what a demon felt like, coiling through the blood. His bones knew how it ached in every joint. He could just see the girl on the lawn out of the corner of his eye, the sorcerer and paramedics clustered over her. Even if she lived, she'd never get rid of it. She'd never forget that feeling of no control. Just this moment, Ric thought as he reached out toward the tall man. Just one minute out of control ... "Daddy!" the girl cried. Too late, Ric realized that he should have felt no grue, the demon having been driven out of her - "Daddy!" the voice was from just behind him. The grue jarred his vertebrae against each other.
Ric was so close to the demon when he turned that he had to step back, into the tall man, and words froze in his mouth. But the demon was not interested in Ric. It stood within a half-meter of him, nude and filthy, a sexualized parody of the girl it had been called into. "Daddy, don't you love me anymore?" it piped, and the man behind him answered with a groan.
He clung to Ric's arm like a drowning swimmer, and Ric shook him off. Just like that. Just to reach for his gun, though what use was a gun against a demon? Just to put a hand on his ward and reassure himself and just like that the demon reached past him, around his side. Its hair struck sparks off the shield his ward made around him, and just like that it took the man, plucking him from behind Ric as if it picked an apple. Then it and the man were gone, the crowd went silent all around him, and Ric spun to stare at the vacant spot where the man had stood.
He heard Derek cry out and as he turned back things seemed to happen slowly, so that he could watch every detail. He could watch Lord Stimms crumple, not even trying to catch himself, while Derek reached out for him. He could see the hand that had touched the possessed girl land on Derek's shoulder. And then Derek folded forwards too, as if he were emptying something from himself into Lord Stimms, yet his Lordship seemed no better for it, and then they were both crumpled on the ground, the paramedics turning toward them to do what little they could without crystals or equipment.
***
Warren could see steamfrom the public shower billowing into the right side of the locker room, white against the makeshift individual shower stalls. He had to walk halfway down the room before he was able to see the shower itself past the lockers, a few standing open while demonologists disrobed before them. Teddy was one of the disrobing ones, whatever argument she had been having with Linus Ukadnian muffled by the turtleneck pulled up over her head. Linus was already in the shower, with his narrow backside turned, and Anders Regan was soaping up beside him in a determined I-am-ignoring-this manner. Will Harding was giving himself a vigorous massage with a threadbare beach towel while James Kalin, who abhorred all towels, sat naked on one of the benches to dry off before donning his blue paper gown and booties.
"Where's Russell?" Warren asked, looking for Russell Cinea, the senior demonologist.
"Setting the pentacle," said James. He raked his fingers through the brown beard he grew before every field season, as if measuring it against the days until graduation and faculty exodus. "You all right?"
Warren scowled and fought with his collar button. "A demon's jerking me around," he said.
"What? Which one?" Teddy asked, yanking the turtleneck over her curly hair and emerging bright-eyed and curious.
"I don't know," Warren said. "It was bothering me up in my office, and again in the stairwell." He hung his shirt and undershirt in the locker, and began to undo his shoes.
Susan Teale had come out of the private showers and now she hung her towel over the open door of a locker. "Through the Academy wards?" she asked in a worried voice.
"No big surprise," Teddy decided. "With all the wards they passed out while Antimora was in town, you'd expect some fool to have let a demon through one of them by now. Let's just hope it wasn't one of ours." A demon that had gotten through one ward would be able to pass any other wards of that batch. Most batches of wards were small, for that reason and because ward-making was a skilled art, requiring a great deal of magic. Only the demonology faculty made enough wards in a batch for a demons' passing them to pose a serious problem.
"My office?" Warren said, a little nettled. "You know those are our wards. Either yours, or Russell's, or both."
"Ow," said Teddy, as well she might. She and Russell made the most wards in the department, in the largest batches. "It might be easier to just deal with the demon." She had shed the last of her clothes and stepped into the spot Linus had vacated in the public shower. "Hey," she said, at a time when a modest woman would not have called attention to herself, "Shouldn't Russell be out by now? If some demon's getting through the wards."
Every person in the locker room froze, looking at the pentarium door. Behind that door, Russell Cinea was drawing a pentacle of his own blood on the golden floor. He was speaking the charms that set it in place and built invisible walls upwards from every line. He was all alone, in the room in which demons had stolen his soul - and Warren's - not four months ago.
"Crap," said Will Harding, and nobody disagreed.
Warren walked across the room and pounded on the door. Nothing happened.
"Um-" said Anders, sounding querulous, and Warren knocked again.
The door opened abruptly. There stood Russell Cinea, a head taller than Warren, his white cockade of hair as dapper as ever though the rest of him looked ridiculous in blue paper gown and boots. "Um - yes?" he asked, innocently.
"You took your time," Teddy accused.
"My drawing was off," Russell admitted. "We should have grooved floors, like the exorcism suite." He stepped forward, which put him chest to chest with Warren. "Excuse me?"
"Were you in there losing your soul again?" Warren asked, and now Russell did look perturbed.
"Not that I know of," he said. "Let's see." He made a gesture. Warren felt it run warm from the front of his chest to the hairs behind his spine.
"Oh, cool!" cried Teddy and, turning, Warren saw that Russell had stopped the shower. Not turned it off, but stopped the water in its fall, so that when Teddy stepped aside, transparent rays outlined the spot where she had been. How beautiful, Warren thought, looking at the sparkling strands of water. He was not able to do anything like that. They had both been out of their bodies, and Russell had come back doing things like this; Warren had come back the same department head he had always been, no better and perhaps a little bit worse. At least, one grimoire the worse.
Russell waved his hand again and the water splashed through the Teddy-shaped hole. "Guess I'm intact," he said, grinning.
Warren wished he could say the same, but he kept his mouth shut as the demonologists filed into the pentarium and formed their familiar ring around the pentacle. His personal problems would have to wait; and showing weakness to faculty was almost as dangerous as showing it to a demon.
"No general summoning," he announced. "We need to invoke Nezumia and find out what it knows about the demon in my office." Nobody disagreed with this, and within moments Warren had almost lost himself in the familiar syllables of invocation.
Had it been only four months since Warren first saw the demon Nezumia? He found it hard to believe, as he watched the creature's brown hide and three legs solidify in the center of the pentacle. In four months, Nezumia had made itself master and spokesperson for all the demons of Osyth, forming them into a union whether they chose or no. Now it treated the Academy, and the pentarium, as its personal fiefdoms. Even the grueit cast felt familiar.
The demon shrugged its shoulders as if they had grown stiff from disuse and turned a full circle, scanning each of the eleven magicians. "Do you think you can summon me, as if I were a bound demon?" it asked Warren, when its circuit finally brought it around to him. "I have other business than dancing attendance upon you." Its eyes and mouth were tight slits.
"We seek your advice," Warren countered, more politely than he felt. "A demon is passing our wards. It fed on me in my office, and in the hall outside this room."
Nezumia sneered at him. "You lie. No demon feeds here without my leave."
"Yet one was in my office." Nezumia stood silent, its arms folded in disdain. "I don't understand," Warren said in a dangerous, dean-like voice. "Do you expect the perquisites of a supervisory position, while denying any knowledge of what your subordinates are up to?" He didn't know who he was angry with as he said this - Nezumia, himself, the dean or the world; but he did know, suddenly and with relish, that this misery would love company. "If you want Academy employee privileges, you'll have to answer for the other demons supposedly under your control."
Something popped open inside him like the beginning of a new charm, when the first phrases had been said right and magic started to pour out by itself. How long had it been since he had felt that? He listened, curious to hear what would come out of his mouth. "Get used to being summoned. We'll have to get you a beeper," came out. "Unless you have a cell phone?"
This remark startled the demon. It startled Warren. He didn't look at any of the other demonologists.
"You bow to my demands, then?" Nezumia asked. Anybody who didn't know demons would have heard only arrogance in its voice, but Warren recognized uncertainty. "You admit my power?"
"What power?" he mocked. "You obviously can't keep demons out of my office, so how could you interfere with our research? But we do happen to have a faculty position vacant, if you wish to apply and be considered like anybody else." The quality of silence from his faculty changed, but he did not look at any of them. "Two vacancies, actually, but the Academy has only funded one line, so the new hire will teach a load and a half and supervise part-timers to cover the rest. It wouldn't be onerous at all; the only duties would be instructing three sections of Principles of Demonology and an upper-level course in your specialty, coordinating labs and part-timers, and maintaining an actively funded research program supporting two to four graduate students. I assume that would pose no challenge for you. Graduate students are much easier to manage than minor demons. Have you ever written a grant proposal?"
Nezumia looked at him narrow-eyed and flattened its ears, but Warren merely averted his gaze into mid-air, as if reading a heavenly contract suspended above them. "You'd be expected to help with our work in the pentarium, keep office hours, to advise graduate and undergraduate students and to represent the department in interdisciplinary committee assignments. I believe Neil was on the Student Life and Funded Benefits Committees and Faculty Senate, and helped advise a student group over in Arcane Arts. And of course, he was in the Untenured Faculty Support Group. Do they do much anymore?"
"Um, we have a book club," Isaac Graham ventured, sounding as nervous as might be expected at the prospect of a demon joining his support group. "We hold four in-service lunches a year, and a retreat during winter break. Neil's treasurer."
"Thank you," Warren said. "Now, as for departmental duties, there are of course Department and Division meetings, budgets, writing syllabi, seminar presentations and guest lectures. If you're hoping for tenure, you should get at least four or five publications in the first three years, and as many conference presentations. You'll want to join a few of the most influential professional organizations ... though if you maintain a professional practice, that counts. If you keep your Continuing Education requirements and licenses up to date ... don't feel overwhelmed!" he said, though the demon Nezumia's expression did not look overwhelmed. "It only seems like a lot because you're coming in cold. Most people get up to speed during their graduate programs. Oh, could you drop your resume off at my office, since apparently demons can get in there? Just a formality, of course, but H.R. has to verify your degrees."
The demon glared at him. "You laugh at me?" it said, its words thin and tight as its mouth. "You will never see another of us in this - playpen! What will you be without us?"
"How can you say that?" Warren asked, in mock concern. "I'm offering you as good a deal as any of us have. Did you think we all spent our time reading romance novels? It's even a real management position. You'll get to write ads and interview applicants, and do it all over when they quit a week before classes begin. You'll learn all about how to pretend you have some influence over your subordinates. Frankly, you could improve in that regard. Just claiming to be in control won't cut it, not in the modern academy. You have to come up with something an administrator can act proud of, at the end of the year."
The demon was not the only person regarding him with slitted eyes, after these remarks.
"What, have I left something out?" Warren asked the assembled faculty. "Gosh, I guess I have. You'll get to use the library, and the sports center; and you'll be eligible to buy a reserved parking spot and membership in the Faculty Club. Can the rest of you think of anything? Any other perks?"
"Three months' vacation," Russell said gravely, looking straight at Warren, "if you have sense enough to take it."
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Tales in Firelight and Shadow is a collection of short stories by well-known and fresh new writers of fantasy, speculative and science fiction, retelling folktales from many lands and cultures. Award-winning authors present challenging new twists on familiar tales: James Morrow's museum curator and his university professor daughter discover the ultimate answer to the human condition; Mary Turzillo's talking cat rats on a legendary illusionist; and Tenea D. Johnson's fairies deal with the dream dolls of nightmare. Writers testing the speculative waters with their risk-taking styles captivate and enchant us: an adventurous young professional tries out a new eatery, with disastrous results; a haunted lake binds the horrors of the slaveholding past to the land's future; a boy steals what a Scottish fairy has no intention of parting with. A lonely girl in a beachside shack yearns for a mermaid godmother's gifts. Shadowy stalkers haunt forests and dreams. Emerging novelists delight us with old tales never before told like this: Jason Parent's Salem shyster outsmarts his own self; Patricia Stoltey's ogre is not at all what-or who-we think; Christina St. Clair's loving wife on the ultimate spiritual quest seems to have gone horribly astray; and A.J. Maguire's scientist alone on the moon with her husband and the man she truly loves must come up with the courage to choose if and how she will survive. We discover that fairytales and urban legends are the stuff of personal memory. The folktales gathered and retold in Tales in Firelight and Shadow answer the oldest of our questions: "Why is my world as it is, and how can I find my way through it?" For, if folktales exorcize the pain of lessons learned over many lifetimes, then in this world of fairy, flame and chaos, enchantment-we realize with a start-is the only reality. We dream so that we may open our eyes.
In the dark night of the human soul, a fire is lit and a tale is told, stirred from a chthonic pottage of dirt, blood and terror: the folktale. The flame that simmers our earthly supper does double duty as light through black hours toward the brave sun of day. We feed the body and the faltering spirit with hearth fire, campfire, candlelight, and electricity: flames promising that we are not alone.
Like those flames, the following tales edify and terrify as they cast light in flickering contrast to the encroaching shadow, beginning with the deceptively beguiling tale of Mary Turzillo's "Pigeon Drop." The magic tale, the enchantment, we realize with a start, is a terrible illusion. Or is it, asks Jason Parent's tongue-in-cheek "Moody's Metal," a talisman clutched against witches, curses and despair?
Oh, but where is that folktale world so fondly recalled from childhood? Right here in Patricia Stoltey's sun-spattered "Three Sisters of Ring Island," a familiar story scraped to its bare bones-so to speak. In this skeletal frame, if we look around, we will discover that we live poised on the sea-sprayed cliffs of Joseph Michael's "Nuckelavee," immersed in the realm of fairy, fear and chaos, in Tenea D. Johnson's "Sugar Hill."
Or, in the small hours, might we prefer to face the unknown worlds within ourselves? Then welcome to master fantasist James Morrow's excavation of the secrets of the furrowed-brow philosopher in "Spinoza's Golem." Certainly, the intrepid reader thinks, foot on the brink of a precipitous plunge, this tale carves a face on our wordless grown-up anxieties. For is it not precisely our ache for both profound meaning and unbreakable belonging that renders Christina St. Clair's "Green Cat" a universal cameo of pathos and pity?
We reach out a hand to stay the destruction, to say, "Turn back; take back those words and all that pain."
For, none of us wants to be-or see-that disillusioned soul for whom it has all ended too soon, that one made up of shadows and whispers for whom there will be nothing sweet, nothing else, nothing more: Alfonso Arteaga's "La Planchada."
How we dread to come across those doomed to endure the lessons of what it all meant, too late to mend or make amends: T.J. Weyler's "Keepers." So much of our suffering comes with the discovery that we are neither who nor what we think we should have been-as Ceschino's "Tailed" brings, quite literally, home.
Had we not better take these chances, live these enchantments, do exactly as Alexandra Dairo-Brown's "Mercy and the Mermaid" so triumphantly do? Surely the folktale exists to indulge our desire for life filled with love and joy-and to show us our fears that perhaps our lives will not be so idyllic.
To show us how to bear up under the grinding down, as in Novella Serena's "My Bogeyman."
If living has deprived us of the love we need and the meaning we seek, montage asks from the depths of "Sans Lake," can we not reach out again to the world one last time from that spiritual place that surely is to come?
We who peer through an opaque lens at the dark side of the moon watch as A.J. Maguire's "The Nano-Fisherman's Wife" shakes her head and cautions us not to risk our one sure chance at happiness, for we never know if it is our last: the thought that troubles F. Brett Cox's "See That My Grave Is Kept Clean" and Jennifer L. Julian's "Dance."
For, as sun shreds night with returning opportunity, we must each answer that question we can only resolve for ourselves: what do we make of this folksy knowledge gained from those who've gone ahead and reached back with a cautionary tale like a friendly flame, torchlight that reminds us in our blindness that daylight is always coming, just ahead?
Closing this volume, we may consider that our folktales, braided of firelight, song and shadow, have taught us to see the darker side of right, a faithful kind of insight.
We read, dream and forge on, knowing we shall wake in a larger world, braver for our sojourn in sightless times and wiser for patience learned through old lessons enjoyed anew.
- Alexis Brooks de Vita
by Mary A. Turzillo
A cat told me this story. I was looking up relatives who I had heard lived somewhere in Campbasso, and during my search I encountered this ancient feline hunting voles on the wall of the Borgo Antico in Termoli. He was walking on the wall, which was almost vertical, picking his way, very sure-footed. I believe this cat's name was Massimo, but he mentioned it only once and after would not repeat it.
He told of Puntino, a half-grown kitten, perhaps a relative of his. This little Puntino knew no magic himself but lived with Cagliostro the Mage of Venice, along with a pigeon named Semiramis. Puntino was entirely black except for a white diamond on his chest. His mother had been feral, and perhaps the rest of his litter remained so, but he picked scraps of meat from the cacciatore left over on Cagliostro's plate, and he purred at the magician's feet.
Cagliostro traveled the circuit and during high season never spent more than three successive nights in the same bed. The mage was ambitious, always striving to create new tricks. The pigeon Semiramis was the star of his current finale.
Puntino at first played too rough with Semiramis the pigeon, but after a while, he grew gentler and considered the bird his friend. However, every morning, the bird would shriek in terror, until Puntino calmed her by catching her and letting her go several times. She seemed to settle down and even show guarded affection to both cat and magician during the off-season, when Cagliostro retired to a villa in Rodi Garganico.
"Why so nervous?" Puntino meowed at the bird sometimes, but Semiramis never answered. She couldn't talk, he decided, only coo in that soothing way cats like.
For one engagement, the magician's lodgings were directly above the theater where he performed, and so Puntino slipped down and draped himself on the back of an unsold seat in the balcony to watch. A pianist played bits of Puccini overtures and also Tartini's "The Devil's Trill Sonata," to build suspense for the magician's tricks, music Puntino found almost as delightful as his lost mother's purr.
At the finale, Cagliostro crowed, "And now I present my longtime avian companion, the honorable Semiramis, a dove of noble birth and intrepid spirit!" The magician always referred to Semiramis as a dove, since it sounded more elegant than "pigeon." Cagliostro invited children in the front rows to offer the bird crumbs, and Semiramis pecked at these warily.
With a flourish, the magician placed Semiramis's cage on a table at the front of the stage. He made a show of demonstrating that there was no hole in the tabletop, and nothing underneath the table. He even asked a small boy in a sailor suit to come up and crawl underneath it. The boy did so, waving shyly at his parents in the third row.
Cagliostro then clapped sharply, and a massive safe, half as big as a steamer trunk, descended from the fly space. The safe, suspended on a rope, dangled ponderously above Semiramis in her flimsy cage on the table.
The bird hopped about as if having a presentiment. Puntino's ears perked forward and his green eyes glistened with interest.
Cagliostro mounted a stepladder and drew out a sword which he'd used in a previous trick. The pianist leaned into the ivories, rumbling forth arpeggios in a minor key.
Then the magician slashed the rope that suspended the safe. It fell! The audience gasped.
Crash! The massive safe utterly smashed the cage. The table rocked, but did not collapse. Feathers swirled in the air. Was that a spatter of blood? Exciting. Frightening.
The audience tittered and shifted in their seats, but Cagliostro descended to the stage floor with a triumphant smile. He reached into the pocket of his silk waistcoat and with a flourish produced a slip of paper. He perused the message and then twirled the dial of the safe. The minute he had opened the door, Semiramis, uncaged, unharmed, fluttered out.
Cagliostro nimbly caught the bird's legs. She cooed, obviously unhurt.
How had the magician done this? Puntino was only a nine-month old kitten, but he knew that the magician's other tricks were all bogus-devices purchased by mail order or made by his own clever assistant, a dwarf girl named Lucrezia who lived near Termini.
Puntino padded back up to the magician's digs, settled on the soft rug at the foot of the bed and thought about this.
When the show moved to a new theater, Puntino followed Cagliostro to see if perhaps he had made a deal with a minor devil. Perhaps some of the magician's magic was real.
The magician set out for the theater, only a few blocks away. As always, he wheeled his gear on a cart, with the safe strapped securely in front and the bird cage dangling from his arm. But instead of going directly to the theater, he detoured to a verdant piazza. Puntino pussyfooted after him, curious as only a green-eyed black kitten can be.
Cagliostro opened the door to the safe easily. Aha. The magician had the combination memorized, and the consultation of the slip of paper was all just for show. Then Cagliostro squatted on his heels in the grass and strewed bread crumbs about his feet.
After a time, the pigeons pecked closer to the magician. Cagliostro's quick hand whipped out and grabbed one by the feet. He stuffed it into the safe and snicked shut the door.
Now the magician had two doves, two Semiramises. He dusted off his hands and headed for the theater.
A ticket-taker shooed Puntino away at the door, so he hid under an awning that had blown down. He waited until two dancers in the previous act came out through the stage door to escalate some lovers' spat. Then he slipped inside, like a wraith.
The pigeon act went as it had before, but this time, Puntino was sure he saw blood and possibly even, with his alert cat senses, heard a pigeon shriek.
***
When scraps of meat from the cacciatore appeared in a dish on the floor that night, Puntino refrained from eating them. "Not hungry, kitten?" said Cagliostro. "I'll give you a special treat if you help me create a new trick."
Puntino had no way to tell anybody the secret of his master's pigeon trick. But he tried valiantly to warn the new Semiramis. Pietosa! She listened and then tried to fly away, but the windows were closed, and the magician let her flap around until she lay exhausted on the wooden floor. Then he put her back in her cage.
One day, Cagliostro came home with another black cat in his arms. This one was entirely black, with no white diamond on its breast. He put the cat down in front of a plate of leftover cacciatore, and it ate the meat bits avidly.
Puntino hissed a warning, but the new cat only licked its whiskers and dove into the plate to lick the sauce.
When the magician opened a bottle of ink, Puntino was gone.
***
So said this ancient cat, this Massimo (if that was truly his name). But how can you trust a cat of Termoli? Cats are all liars, and particularly those of the Borgo Antico of Termoli.
I did find the descendants of my great-grandfather, Giuseppi Antonio Torzillo, but my Italian was laughable, and I never got to tell them the story of Puntino. And anyway, I don't think they liked magicians.
The End
Mary A. Turzillo's novelette, "Mars Is No Place for Children," won a 1999 Nebula Award, and, along with her novel, An Old-Fashioned Martian Girl, is recommended reading on the International Space Station. She has been nominated for the British Science Fiction Association Award for "Eat or Be Eaten, a Love Story " and the Pushcart for Your Cat & Other Aliens (vanZeno). She won a third place for long poem in the 2011 Rhysling awards and has recent and forthcoming work in Asimov's, Analog, New Myths, Strange Horizons, Bull Spec, Stone Telling, Magazine of Speculative Poetry, Ladies of Trade Town, Aoife's Kiss, Star*Line, and Fantastic Stories of the Imagination, plus an authorized Philip Jose Farmer sequel story, "The Beast Erect," in The Worlds of Philip Jose Farmer 2, Meteor Press. Her latest book is Lovers & Killers, Dark Regions 2012.
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The Screaming Eagle is a hardscrabble bar at the edge of human colonization. Veterans are welcome, but others can come too if they want. This includes a lost grad student from Earth. The kid's had a rough time out on the raged frontier; he barely survived a raider attack before stumbling into the bar with a gut full of guilt. Now it's up to the old spacers of the Screaming Eagle to help get the poor kid back on his feet. They better do it quick too, or the guy might not survive what just walked in the door. Author Raymond O. West had this to say about Tales of The Screaming Eagle: "While The Screaming Eagle is clearly Sci-Fi, its characters are so thoroughly developed, story line so compelling, dialogue so natural, that it excites all tastes and preferences. Future tales give witness to humanity continuing, while retrospectives speak to the strengths that brought us to great accomplishment. Callahan blends the two so believably that it makes you happy to be a member of the human race, and longing to be part of his story."
Planet Tarkan, Paradise City, 13 APR 2377
Sender - Jan Pulaski
084715-987465894-q234-9 GST
Receiver - Shaniqua Gordon
12-58u-876 25-24b-043 GSE
My Dearest Shaniqua, I am so sorry
I have made a terrible mistake and will be returning to Earth soon. I am at the starport now but flights off of Tarkan are spotty. Whenever a ship becomes available I will take it, whenever it comes.
My first mistake was leaving the planet's capitol. Paradise City wasn't exotic enough for me. The culture here is like any other spaceport town, so I went out into the deep desert to do my field research. There are tribes of people out there called Wasters, that sounded fascinating to study. I accompanied a mining expedition to go out and meet them. That was a bad idea.
Shaniqua, I don't know how or where to begin. I only got back to Paradise City yesterday evening. I am just so tired. I was attacked. I mean we, the ore-crawler crew and I were attacked. The Wasters have a sub-group of bandit raiders, and there is an almost constant state of war between them and the rest of the colonists. The fighting was not in any of the news blogs. It seems that the violence has been going on for so long that the locals don't pay much attention to it anymore.
In the wastelands however, it is a very different story. As you know, I am no soldier. The only reason I am alive is because a man gave his life for me. Oh God, Shaniqua, I don't even know where he was from, or if there is any family that I should contact to tell how their son died.
As soon as I can get my thoughts together, I will send a tran-sat burst, with my resignation, to your father. He has been kind to me these past few years and taught me a lot. But my knowledge of anthropology is woefully inadequate for the frontier. I thought I was smart. I thought I knew what to do. I was wrong.
I killed a human being, and I never wanted to do that. Again, I am so sorry.
Please forgive me.
I love you, Jan
The Graduate Student
I wrote that tran-sat burst and sent it to my love during the worst days of my life. I was lightyears from home and very, very much alone. If I still had the gun I used to kill the man in the desert, I might have used it on myself. That would have been stupid of course, but I had done quite a few stupid things that semester. For someone who considered himself smart, it was a harsh wake-up. I was twenty-seven years old and working on my doctoral dissertation.
In late February of 2377, I bought a ticket on the Regina liner, Brightstar, and began my trip to the stars. I thought it would be a great thing to study anthropology on the edge of human settlement. My paper would be on the people farthest removed from civilization as I could find, and it would shake the anthropological world! No half measures would do for the valedictorian of Portland University's Anthropological School. Jan Pulaski had to make as big a splash as possible.
I packed my hand comp and some extra underwear, kissed Shaniqua goodbye, and boarded the ship. The planet Tarkan beckoned. It was the most distant known colony from Earth, and had not been visited by any social scientist since Sophie Mallon. She had described it, sixty years ago, as "A backwater colony without culture or manners." I found her work to be more than a little one-sided and was anxious to prove her wrong.
The Brightstar left the Sol system at the Moon/Mars jump point and was soon in interstellar space. It traveled with a Navy escort all the way to Wolf359. I remember scoffing at the expense of taxpayer credits on needless protection. The Azanti War was long over, and I had a poor opinion of the military back then anyway.
The liner was comfortable with a fine buffet and holo entertainment, but it was crowded and you couldn't go to the common room whenever you wanted. The ship traveled to the next jump point, and the next, until we reached my first alien planet. Rama was a hub for travel back then, and my first stop on the way to Tarkan. A few days later, I boarded a freighter called the Lady Caribe.
The trip on the freighter was very different from the liner. The food was decent but the comforts were few. I had a larger stateroom, and the common room could be visited at any time, but there was no buffet or holo shows. Few people traveled as passengers to Tarkan it seemed.
In fact, the only other passenger was a young lady, returning home after visiting Rama to take some kind of test. The girl was quite a curiosity with a bald head and skin that was covered in spotted tattoos. She didn't give a reason for her strange appearance however, and I thought it polite not to ask. I told her I was going to Tarkan to discover the frontier.
She laughed, "Like Captain VanDer of the ICS Yang-He, a hundred years ago! It was awesome how he rediscovered all those colony worlds way back then."
I thanked her, but added, "Unlike Captain VanDer, I expect to be seen again."
Then she told me that she had seen the famous ghost ship and its captain. She really believed that VanDer is still exploring the frontier from beyond the grave. I was polite and hoped she was not offended by my failure to believe in ghosts. A good anthropologist must respect local beliefs, even when he does not subscribe to them.
A few jumps later, we arrived in the Boss128A system and planet Tarkan. We landed in Paradise City in the middle of the afternoon. The starport was a huge, abandoned, Confederation Navy base. Much of it was still unused with vacant hallways and deserted docking pads covered with trash. During the Azanti War this place had been very near the front lines, but now it was quite off the main routes.
As I breathed in the alien air, I could not have been more excited. This was where my adventure would begin!
After getting a room at a local hotel, I went straight to the Paradise City Government Complex to get a copy of the latest census reports. I also got a map of the registered settlements. Nearly one third of the population lived in Paradise City. I interviewed their leader of the City Guardians, the local law enforcement agency. Captain Kahn could not provide any crime statistics because they didn't keep any.
When I asked him what they did with miscreants, he answered, "Most times we kick the pride out of them 'til they understand that they need to behave better in town."
"What becomes of serious felons?"
He gave a sneer. "We banish them to the wastelands and good riddance."
Tarkan is mostly desert, except for the North Pole itself where Paradise City lies by the great Polar Sea. I imagined that was as harsh a punishment as anyone could get.
Obviously, I was off to a rough start. The culture around the starport was a lot like any other such town and I wanted an authentic Tarkan experience. There had to be something only this remote world could provide. My dissertation had to be a crowning achievement for anthropology. Needless to say, I had more ambition than sense.
Paradise City was getting tedious when I heard of the Wasters. They were not included in the census I received at the Government Complex. In fact, they were seldom mentioned at all. I only found out the Wasters existed when I talked to a fruit juice vendor near the edge of the warehouse district. They were criminals, and their descendants, who had been expelled from the civilized parts of the planet. Banishment, as Captain Kahn had mentioned, was for life. Both men and women had received this sentence over the centuries, and the children born in the desert were not allowed to re-enter the civilization that cast out their parents. These abandoned people were forced to roam the deep desert forever.
They had not even been mentioned in Sophie Mellon's writings at all. Anthropologically, they were totally unknown to science!
As soon as I heard of them, I knew they would be the topic of my paper, a remote people on the edge of human colonization. Nothing could be more exciting to me, but I wasn't completely stupid. Just walking out into the deep desert alone, would be suicide. I couldn't afford a guide, so I decided to use the local economy to access them. After all, someone had to be trading with these people-human nature.
The economy of Tarkan was based on sand mining. Huge tractors, called ore-crawlers, were sent into the desert to harvest minerals by scooping them out of the sand. These machines were up to three stories tall and journeyed into the desert for weeks at a time. When they returned, their holds were filled to the brim with market-grade mineral dust. The cargo was typically sold at the starport to outgoing merchant ships for high tech goods.
There was also a lively trade in amber. The fossilized blue sap was very pretty but hard to find. It was imbedded in the rock formations that jut out above the desert sand, and was chiseled out by hand. Tarkan blue-stone fetched a good price when exported for sale off world. I decided that an ore-crawling expedition was the best way to get out into the wastelands and meet these people.
I took a boat to Matilda, a town on the edge of the desert. It was a hot and dusty place, with no proper roads or amenities. Also, it was up to each homeowner to make individual sewage arrangements. The smell was rather remarkable.
It was easy to get directions to the offices of Matilda Mining Limited, one of the town's advertised ore-crawler companies. I knocked on the door and woke an old man in a once-orange coverall.
"Go away, don't you know it's time for siesta?" As I peered over his shoulder, I saw three others napping in a tool room that looked like it had never been cleaned.
So, I went to an outdoor sausage stand for lunch and struck up a conversation with the vendor. He was not surprised at all that the mining staff was asleep at midday, it's a local custom. He further told me, "The way to make yourself welcome in these parts, is to come with a bottle of whiskey in yer hand. Go to the end of the road. There's a good bar there, where you can get some."
When I returned to Matilda Mining, I presented a bottle to the manager, a tall stocky man named Klaus. He took the whiskey from me and toasted, "Well met my boy." Taking a pull on the bottle he complemented the whiskey saying, "That's good shit," which I found rather contradictory.
"Sir, I wish to accompany one of your ore-crawler crews into the desert, to conduct anthropological research." He raised an eyebrow as I said that.
It took me a long time to explain the concept of anthropology to him, so he invited me to sit by his workbench as I talked. Klaus listened carefully, all the while taking pulls from the bottle. He asked a few questions about the research I wanted to do, and then asked some more questions about my sanity.
I clearly remember him saying, "The desert is no place for a noob my boy. You'd best get your ass back to Paradise City on the next powerboat. Hell, I'll even pay your fare."
I would have none of it. I judged myself up to the task and offered to pay him for the trip. He saw my determination, and knew if I did not go with his crew, I'd find another.
Klaus took one last gulp of the whiskey and insisted I take a drink of it as well. I had no idea that there was such a strong difference between whiskey and wine, but I did my best to follow local custom. Klaus must have seen my expression as I drank; it caused him to give out a deep, rich laugh.
"Okay, noob." I had no idea what a noob was. "Looks like you're going with us. We leave in two days for our next crawl. I want your ass here first thing tomorrow morning so I can get you ready and you can meet my guys. If you don't show, I'll figure you got some sense and left town on that boat."
***
Just after sun up the next day, I marched off to the mining offices.
Not until about mid-morning did the first of Klaus's employees show up to unlock the building. His name was Mike, a very friendly fellow but a bit coarse. All he wanted to talk about was sex, a subject he seemed to know a lot about. He made many references to wild escapades that I found physically possible, but unlikely.
I followed him and found myself in a massive hangar, such as one would use for aircraft. There, I got my first view of The Beast, the two stories tall, twenty-meter long ore-crawler. It was originally built on Mars over seventy years ago. Four sets of treads gripped the ground and supported its battered metal frame. The machine was patched in numerous places, obviously with whatever parts happened to be available. The interior had poor lighting and cramped quarters. What windows there were, consisted of long horizontal slits. I was directed to claim a bunk in the aft engine room. I had my choice of the dirty one or the filthy one. I chose the filthy one, thinking it would impress upon the crew how hard I was.
When Klaus arrived, he gave me one more chance to back out, and like a fool, I declined. So he showed me around The Beast, and explained the various functions. I was also shown what my job would be. Paying passenger or not, everybody works on an ore-crawler.
"Noob, I'm guessing you don't know shit about machines like this. Let me show you the galley. They'll be plenty of work for you there."
The galley, as they called it, was a kitchen. It was about two meters by two meters of floor space surrounded with preserved meats, local potatoes, bread, coffee, and beer stored in crates mounted to the wall. It had a stove, an oven, a large sink, and some battered pots and pans.
"Where do you keep the vegetables?" I asked him.
Klaus didn't answer. He gave me another one of his deep, rich laughs.
Next, he took me to his workshop and rummaged through a drawer. Klaus produced a revolver of local manufacture. It was made by a company called Dirty Harry, as was inscribed on the barrel. I had never held a gun in my hand before and I did not want to now, but Klaus insisted.
"Listen to me noob," he said. "This ain't no fuckin' pleasure trip. I told you the desert ain't safe, and I wasn't joking. There's raiders out there who will be happy to take everything you got, and they ain't gentle about it. Every one of my guys carries a piece when we're a-crawling. Besides, nobody out there will respect you if you ain't packing."
I remembered my first year anthropology professor telling me, "Always try to adopt local customs." I accepted the pistol and the battered synthetic holster that went with it.
Klaus took me behind his shop and taught me how to shoot. He explained how the revolver rotated in front of the pistol's barrel. The Dirty Harry fired slugs of lead, which were propelled by a chemical reaction caused by the striking of a hammer connected to a trigger. The gun would hold six of these slugs in total. He also showed me the proper way to hold and fire the gun. We shot at empty whiskey bottles for most of the afternoon.
I was just starting to enjoy the new hobby when I asked Klaus, "Why are you only letting me shoot five times before you make me stop and reload?"
He said, "In the desert, you always save one round for yourself."
I gulped and swallowed hard.
After that, I went into the town market for some local spices to add to the meals I would cook. Finally, I entered my day's experiences in the hand comp. I wanted the log to have all my first impressions. That night, I slept in my bunk on The Beast and tried to ignore the smell of old body odor and engine grease.
***
I woke when the massive engines started up. The crew hadn't bothered to wake me. They just got to work, and soon we started rolling out of the hangar. All were at their stations, wearing old clothes, and on every hip: a gun. Klaus wore a gauss pistol that he bought off a spacer from Isis. The other guys had slug throwers like mine, except I had the only revolver. Theirs were more complex designs that could be reloaded faster by use of a spring-loaded box in the handle. I belted on my gun and went straight to the galley to start lunch for seven. It wasn't easy.
I have always enjoyed cooking, but never tried it in a moving vehicle before. The constant rocking and shifting caused spills, that I would then try to clean up as the puddles sloshed over the floor. It was hot outside and there was no ventilation inside. So, once I started frying the potatoes and roasting the meat, it quickly became intolerable. I did manage to get lunch served by midday but it wasn't pretty. However, nobody seemed to mind.
***
As the days went by, I got more and more accustomed to my work. I used the spices I bought for the dinner meals, and actually got some compliments from the guys. Dinner was the best part of the day for me. The crawler never stopped; but when all the work was done the whole crew, save the guy whose turn it was to drive, would gather in the common room. They would play cards, drink beer, and swap stories. These men had lived interesting lives and had much to tell.
Klaus was a Confederation Marine during the Azanti War. He was part of a unit called Donovan's Devils who saw action around Proxima. Manuel, the old guy in once-orange coveralls, was a minister who lost his church job when they had financial troubles. He would always stick his finger in his beer and flick out some on the floor before he drank. When I asked him about that he said, "God forbids me from allowing the first drop of alcohol to pass my lips," and then he drank the second drop, and all that followed.
The guys had little experience with off-worlders, and I don't think they had ever met someone from Earth before. They were surprised to know that Earth is not all plassteel and permacrete but still has many uncivilized areas. They didn't know about the bandit kingdoms of North America, or the fact that much of China is still radioactive.
We also watched the holo-vid for local news. A mercenary company called Trans-Solar Security, led by a Colonel Ivan Mulliter, was patrolling the desert for the colonial government, which had previously ignored the wastelands entirely. Also, Tarkan's president was involved in a sex scandal, which the guys found hilarious. It involved a brothel called Easy Living that Mike seemed to know well. The crux of the scandal was not that he had frequented the brothel, but that he had failed to pay his bill for the past sixteen months!
We went on like this every day for two weeks. Each day I would try to make the same food taste different, and that wasn't easy. I recorded everything I could in my hand comp each night. Then Klaus called me up to the steering house one morning. He pointed to a small dark spot far away on the otherwise red and orange landscape.
Klaus smiled at me and said, "Looks like you hit pay-dirt today noob. That's a Waster settlement. I think it's the O'Neil tribe, but I can't be sure until we get closer. We'll stop for maybe six hours and then be on our way."
He saw my face light up, so he tried to cool my enthusiasm. "Just one thing I want to make absolutely clear. These are people, and you will be polite to 'em. You start treating them like critters under a microscope and they will kick your ass, and I will let them...got it?"
"Yes, sir," I had no intention of being rude, but I did appreciate the reminder. I got carried away in my work sometimes.
I ran to my bunk and gathered everything I would need. Clean clothes for one. I changed into my best cargo pants, easy shirt, and a flex brim hat to keep the Tarkan sun from frying my head. I grabbed my hand comp and belted on my waist pack. It had some trade items I could offer as gifts, or at least icebreakers. I thought about the Dirty Harry and decided to wear it. Not for protection but to fit in with the local culture. I felt perfectly safe.
In one hour and forty minutes we were there. It was a small grouping of about twenty tents in a rocky grotto. I noticed a well in the center of the settlement, and a few gardens were being tended in the shade of some outlying scrawny trees. There was also a rope tethered between two stout poles. Leashed to the rope was a line of awaka beasts.
Awaka beasts are three to four meter long lizards with eight legs. Like camels, they require very little water and are used as the primary beast of burden by the people of the desert. They can be ridden or made to pull carts. Among the Wasters they are prized animals, a symbol of wealth and status.
The O'Neils were a very fit and rugged-looking people who lived off the land and had few luxuries of any kind. They wore robes exclusively and were well protected from the Tarkan sun. They spoke English but not the Common that I was used to. It was heavily accented, and I found it hard to understand them at first. However, we were welcomed with warm smiles and handclasps.
Klaus, Manuel, Mike, and I got off the crawler. The other three of our crew stayed in The Beast. The engines were kept running, and I saw one of the guys on the roof with a far-seer and a rifle.
Klaus went into the outer cargo hatch, and I discovered he was well prepared with trade items of his own. Out came dozens of tools, robes, books, and whiskey. He also had a supply of shoes that he gave away as gifts. Their chief was called The O'Neil. He was grateful for the shoes and offered Klaus a game of chess. They played using an old wooden board with carved chessmen, on a convenient rock. Soon the two men were leaning over the board, while Mike stayed by the cargo hatch and traded with the O'Neil women.
What Mike received for his goods were stones of blue amber. The Wasters were the ones who chiseled it out of the rock formations. By the time Klaus was finished with his chess game, Mike had acquired over forty kilos of it. Then Mike went into a tent with two young women, and I did not see him again until it was time to leave.
I was fascinated with the people of the settlement. They were living a charming, pre-industrial existence and were very hospitable. I did get to interview several of them, from young to old and of both genders.
I was conducting an interview with a ten-year-old girl, by playing ball with her, until she was called to church by her mother. I noticed Manuel was standing before the O'Neils and was organizing a service at their request. Prostrating Muslim fashion, Manuel lead them in prayer, but I couldn't make out the words. The congregation followed along with the grace that comes from much practice. When the prayer ritual was finished, The O'Neil gave Manuel a loaf of bread. Manuel asked God to bless it and said to the congregation, "Take eat, this is my body which is given for you, so you may go to paradise."
The congregation passed Manuel in a quiet procession, and each took some of the communion saying, "Thanks to God," as they ate pieces of bread. Manuel then gave a sermon on the importance of loving your neighbors and forgiving them their trespasses. His service ended when he made the sign of the cross and shouted, "Allah Akbar!" The whole congregation repeated his shout.
Just as the sun began to set, Klaus ordered us to go. Reluctantly I did. My hand comp was filled with new data. I would need months to decipher it all. I was thrilled by the experience, and I was certain my decision to go into the deep desert was a good one.
Soon we were once again crawling on The Beast through the wastelands. For dinner we ate some fruits and loaves that the O'Neil's had given us as gifts. As a Polish Catholic, I was burning to ask about Manuel's service. I asked him if he was a Muslim or a Christian. He answered my question with a question.
"What? Is there supposed to be a difference?"
My theory was that sometime after contact was lost with the colony in the 2170s, the people had to cooperate to survive and did so to such an extent that religious divisions made no sense and soon vanished. I was now itching to start my paper; to an anthropologist this was gold!
The next morning, I woke up to the rocking of the crawler and went to the galley to start breakfast. The mood was the same as always; the guys weren't exactly morning people. Later, as I was starting on the dishes, Klaus called and told me to take some coffee to the steering room. Mike was driving, and he was still a bit hung-over from his time with the ladies the day before. As I poured a cup for him, Mike said, "Oh shit!" and pointed to a distant dune.
Klaus looked up and whispered, "Mother fucker."
Cussing was not uncommon to these men, but the way they said it alarmed me. I squinted to see a man on an awaka beast maybe six kilometers away. Klaus grabbed the far-seer and took a good long look. "He's got an auto-rifle, and he's watching us through a far-seer too. Billy Boyle must have a friend among the O'Neil's now."
I was about to ask who Billy Boyle was, but Klaus gave me a look that said to be quiet. He grabbed the comm unit from the wall.
"This is Matilda Minerals, trip ticket 7802. Any security forces that can read my signal, please respond."
"Matilda Minerals, this is Sergeant Goon, Fourth Platoon Mulliter's Marauders. What ya got going on Klaus?" The radio crackled.
"We got one asshole on an awaka, five to six klicks out. He's watching us and toting a type 97 rifle."
"At best speed, I couldn't get to you in under eighteen hours. If you can meet me half way, it sure would help. Turn your rig to heading 013 and floor it. I know this ain't your first rodeo jar-head. The cavalry is coming. Out. " The comm unit fell silent.
Klaus started shouting orders to the guys.
They reacted to the news quickly and without panic. The guns at their hips were all given a quick inspection, and rifles were taken out of a locker I hadn't noticed before. Places by the narrow windows were cleared for action. Each man knew his job as they gathered ammunition and water bottles to prepare for the fight. Mike was relieved from driving by one of the guys and went to the roof carrying a large heavy case.
I had no idea what to do.
I have never been a soldier of any kind, and I found the whole experience unsettling to say the least. Particularly disturbing, was the idea that someone among the O'Neil's was in league with bandits. Everyone seemed so nice. I couldn't imagine any of them wanting to harm us. I asked what to do and was given a first aid kit and told to read the instructions. I did.
***
As noon approached, a gang of men wearing brown robes and riding on awakas came galloping at us from around a rock formation. I didn't get a good look at them. They were a long way off and moving fast.
As the raiders passed down the right side of The Beast, they began shooting at us. I saw the flash from their guns and heard the pop-pop sound they made. I imagined I could see the slugs heading right for my nose. I ducked under the window as the slugs struck against the side of the crawler.
The guys shot back, sticking their rifles out of the windows in the common room and blasting away. The sound of so many guns in so small a space was deafening. I cringed as much from the noise as the fear. Through the clamor, I heard the ping as a slug hit the wall next to Klaus.
"Fuck!" he yelled as his face started to bleed. I ran to him with my first aid kit and tripped over Manuel who was kneeling and reloading his rifle.
"Watch where the hell you're going!" he shouted as I stumbled to my feet.
When I got to Klaus, he had already stopped the bleeding with a towel and went back to shooting at the attackers. Then I saw him cringe as I heard a loud sound like a broken buzz saw. Out of the window I saw one of the raiders falling off his mount. Slugs hit all around him, churning the sand like sparks from a fireplace.
Klaus yelled, "God damn it! I told that little shit not to use the machine gun!"
The raider got off his dead beast and was scooped up by one of his comrades. The whole gang of them suddenly rode off. I was elated.
I thought it was over; we had won. Then Klaus told us all why I was wrong. "That wasn't an attack. It was a probe! Those fuckers didn't get closer than two hundred meters to us because they didn't want to get shot! They just wanted to feel us out. See what kind of firepower we had." Klaus shouted up the ladder to Mike, "Well Mike, you fucked up! Now, they know we have the machine gun, and they'll change their plans...dumbass!"
Klaus reached for the comm unit and called again for help. Sergeant Goon answered and asked, "What's the situation?"
Klaus told him about the probe.
The radio crackled, "Sorry to hear the bad news Klaus. Did they meet Big Mamma?"
"Yeah Goon, I got a young hot-head on board with more balls than brains. He got one of their critters, but otherwise he just pissed them off."
"I copy," replied the radio. "I am still twelve hours away. Hang in there Klaus. You still owe me those fifty credits, and I intend to collect."
"Fuck you, Goon!" I thought he was mad, but he actually laughed for a moment. "Roger old buddy, no help for twelve hours. But if you ever want to pay your bill at Easy Living, you'll get here and collect in person. Got it?" Apparently, Mike wasn't the only one who knew something about the local brothel.
***
We were all silent for the rest of that day; there wasn't much to do. I made lunch and added the last of the spices to make it special. Everyone ate, but nobody said anything. Klaus put a proper bandage on his head. It was only a small cut. He wasn't really hurt. I kept thinking of Shaniqua. I wished she was with me, but I was also very glad she wasn't. I wondered what it would be like if she got the burst from some Confederation office telling her that I wasn't coming home.
Night fell and nothing happened. Nobody wanted dinner, so I didn't cook. Klaus was in the steering room. He kept looking through the far-seer with the night vision switched on. I brought him coffee, and he would sip it a little. Mostly I stayed in the common room, reading my first aid directions or making sure my Dirty Harry revolver was loaded. It was.
About midnight, I heard Klaus over the speaker box. "This is it guys! We got activity on the right; looks like a ground car, about three hundred meters out. Stay sharp, I think they are setting up something."
I waited. Suddenly there was a loud booming, and The Beast jerked to the left and fell to the right. I was tossed out of my seat and onto the floor. When I got up, the room had shifted. The Beast had landed unevenly as if the right treads were stuck in a hole. We weren't moving, but I heard our engine was still running. I also heard other motors outside.
Looking out a window, I saw men on ground bikes and cars coming at us from behind.
Manuel pushed me aside and started shooting his rifle. I rolled away from him and grabbed my first aid kit. Mike was firing Big Mamma from the roof, but the dune raiders had machine guns too this time.
I panicked. I admit that. Nothing in my life had prepared me for this. Running as fast as I could, I hid in the aft engine room by my filthy bunk. I don't know for how long.
Then with a flash of light and a loud crash, the back door exploded.
The room was suddenly filled with smoke. A man in loose robes struggled through what was left of the door. He held a small gun with a long spring-loaded box on the front of it.
I drew my revolver... and froze. The raider looked up and saw me. For a moment, I could tell he was scared. But somehow he knew I wasn't going to shoot. I still remember his twisted smile as he raised his gun at me. I was terrified. I would have done anything to have that gun pointing away from me.
"Oh, please. Oh, please." I mumbled. I wasn't ready to die.
Then his face changed. Instead of menace, there was shock and surprise. A neat hole had been burned in his belly. The raider fell forward to the floor with a groan. Behind the raider stood a soldier, a young man, maybe twenty years old. He wore green and tan speckled clothing under battered body armor and held a laser rifle. His eyes were bright, and his breathing was heavy.
"Did any others get on board?" he asked.
Just then the raider rolled over and fired his small gun. It made a horrible noise in that little room. The soldier fell forward on top of his foe. The slugs must have ripped into him under his armor. The soldier was dead.
I stared for a moment, and then I noticed that the raider was still alive. He was wounded and struggling to get the dead soldier off him. I am not proud of what I did next. But I did it.
I pointed my pistol at the trapped man. I shot five slugs into him. He died. Two dead men now lay in front of me who had been alive not a minute ago.
After that, it was over.
Sergeant Goon had only told half the truth over the comm. He was still hours away, but he had a group of mercenaries closer to us. A soldier named Corporal Cobb had driven her grav-car at full speed all day to catch up with us. She and her four mercenaries began climbing on top of our crawler, as the raiders boarded us. Her troops, lowering themselves down on ropes into the fray.
Those four soldiers tipped the balance. They killed three attackers and maybe wounded some more. The rest of our assailants ran away, and I don't care where too. Manuel was wounded. His right arm had a slug slice through the muscle. I helped him stop the bleeding and put his arm in a sling, just like the directions said. Mike had fallen off the roof when he ducked from a raider's machine gun fire. He had a broken ankle but was otherwise fine. I tended to him as well. Two of the other guys had some minor cuts but nothing serious. Klaus said we were lucky.
All of the mercenaries were upset. One was so angry I thought he was going to start shooting us. The corporal got him to calm down. Then she talked with Klaus, making notes in her hand comp. Her soldiers searched the dead raider's bodies, for what I don't know. I was just standing there in a daze. I felt useless, like I had no proper place in the whole universe.
Manuel helped wrap the dead soldier in a tarp. He said some words over the body while making gestures to heaven. After that, the body was placed in the soldier's grav-car and they sped away without saying a word.
Once they were gone, Manuel did for the dead raiders as he did for the dead soldier. Including the one I killed.
I asked Manuel, "Should we bury them?"
"No. As soon as we leave, they will come for their friends. Billy Boyle will want his lad's bodies returned to their families. I don't think Klaus will want us to stay here that long anyway."
Sure enough, Klaus got us moving. The tread that was hit by the rocket got repaired, and we were moving by morning. Nobody talked that next day as we rode north to Matilda.
***
A week later, we were back at The Beast's hanger. Klaus shook my hand and said that what happened was not my fault. "You're a good fellow, Jan. An afternoon of target practice ain't enough to make anybody a warrior. You did the best you could."
I thanked him, but I was sure he was wrong. My best was watching a young man die because I didn't react quickly enough. My best was shooting a wounded man as he struggled to get up. What kind of objective scientist kills the people he's sent to study? I thought it was painfully obvious that I was not at all cut out for this profession.
All of my hopes of coming home in academic triumph were gone. How could I write a paper about this? What sort of social scientist comes back from the field with blood on his hands? And if I wasn't an anthropologist anymore, what was I?
I couldn't think. I got on the first powerboat to Paradise City and returned to my hotel room. When I got there, I packed my things. I wanted to run. I wanted to hide. Run and hide from Tarkan, the frontier, from myself, and I didn't know from what else. When I got back to Portland I would sort it out, wouldn't I? Could I face Dr. Gordon again? Could I face Shaniqua?
I didn't know the answers. I didn't know anything.
I went to the starport's tran-sat office and sent off a quick burst to my love. Then I wrote another to her father. The second one was much longer. It detailed to him all the facts of my journey. I left out nothing. I ended that message with my resignation from the university and a plea that someone made of tougher stuff be found to replace me. What kind of person that was, I wasn't sure. The only thing I was sure of was this: I was going to get a ticket on the first Earth-bound ship off this rock.
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Dagen and his companions have left the elven city of Rasha far behind as they continue on their way to the Black Mountain. And the future has never looked more bleak. All Dagen's questions have been answered except one. The most important one. And as he struggles to come to terms with his fate while trying to keep his friends from sharing it, that unanswered question burns bright in his mind. How can a fourteen year old boy, even one with the combined experience and magic of six past lives, ever hope to kill a god?
Dagen leaned back against the rough canvas side of the wagon and stared out at the green meadowland rolling away behind him. The constant bouncing and jouncing was starting to get on his nerves but the sun was setting and that meant they would be stopping soon to make camp for the night.
Jes was curled up beside him with his head resting on a pile of blankets. The ride never seemed to bother the younger boy any, but then he had been used to riding in a wagon when his father was alive. Not like Dagen, who much preferred his own two feet to any other mode of travel.
The wagon came to a stop. Dagen unlatched the half door and lowered it, then grabbed his crutch and swung his legs over the side. He carefully lowered himself to the ground. He'd not taken one step from the back of the wagon when he saw Cassia dismount from her horse. She strode toward him with a determined look on her face.
"We need to talk," she said when she reached him.
Dagen nodded. He'd known this day would come, though he would gladly have continued putting it off if she'd let him. Two weeks had passed since they left the hidden elven city of Rasha and he supposed he should be thankful she had let the matter rest that long.
He glanced over his shoulder at Jes. The boy was still sleeping but it wouldn't do for him to wake and hear any part of this conversation. "Let's talk over here." With the help of his crutch, Dagen limped several feet away from the wagon. Cassia followed him.
"All right," she said. "I think I have some idea of what happened at the Waterfall. The way you've been acting it's not too hard to guess. But I'd like to hear it anyway. Whatever it is, we'll get through it."
Dagen found it impossible to look into her green eyes. She might have guessed at part of the truth, but there was no way she could have guessed at all of it. Once she heard everything she was bound to look at him differently and that was the very last thing he wanted. But he knew she deserved the whole truth. He sighed. Where were his past lives when he really needed them?
"I'm the last one," he said. "Madduke's reincarnation spell ends with me."
"Okay." She gave him a smile that trembled at the edges. "I thought as much. We...we'll figure it all out. Somehow. It'll be fine."
But it wouldn't be fine. Nothing had been fine since the moment he first laid eyes on the Dragonstar lying there under glass in a stall at the Flag Fair in Durst. The magical amulet hung around his neck now, under the collar of his shirt and against his skin. It was shaped in the form of a silver dragon with its wings spread and its tail curled around a flawless red ruby. The source of all his trouble, it was also the world's only hope of salvation.
Created ages ago by Madduke, the amulet was meant to someday aid its future bearer in slaying Badan, the mad sorcerer-god he had imprisoned in the Black Mountain. And, according to the vision Izet had been given by the waters of the Crystal Waterfall, someday had come.
"There's more." He hated to tell her the rest, but she had sworn to stand by his side no matter what. Even if things got really crazy. Even if it looked like they were all going to die. If he knew something that might change her mind he owed it to her to tell her now, before it was too late to turn back.
"What is it?" she asked. "You know you can tell me anything."
"It...it's about the tracks. I found out what they mean." After having been bitten by a wyvern, Dagen had developed a webwork of green tracks that covered his skin on the entire right side of his body. No one had been able to figure out what that meant. But when Dagen went under the waterfall he had learned the truth. And what a terrible truth it was. "I'm descended from Badan. His blood runs in my veins. That's what the tracks mean." There, it was said. If she recoiled from him now it would hurt, but he would certainly understand.
But she didn't recoil. She smiled. "Why do you look so upset? This is wonderful news."
"It is?"
"Of course." Her eyes brightened with excitement. "None of your past lives were descended from Badan. This changes everything."
Then he understood. They knew that all his past lives had died simply to keep Badan locked in his crystal prison and it seemed a foregone conclusion that the same thing would happen to Dagen. Cassia had never believed it had to be that way. All this time she had been searching for some hope to cling to, something to prove this time would be different. Dagen supposed she thought he had just given her that hope.
He could have pointed out that Madduke-who started this whole thing-was Badan's half brother and he had still died putting Badan in his prison. He could have told her that in his heart he knew there was no changing the course of his fate. But he knew how it felt to live a life without hope and he would not be the one to take hers.
"We should tell the others." She turned toward the wagon.
"Wait." He caught hold of her arm. "Please don't. I'd rather everybody not know."
"But why... Oh, right. Nobody wants to be the great some odd grandson of a madman bent on destroying the world. I understand. I told you there are always bright points in life. This has to be the brightest one yet."
Somehow, somewhere inside of him, he managed to drag out a smile for her. He could do that because she was the only person he had ever loved. And she loved him in return, despite his many flaws. That meant a lot to someone who had been thrown out with the trash when he was born, someone who had grown up under the harsh hand of the worst kind of monsters. The human kind.
By this time, the others had started to make camp. Cassia gave Dagen a smile and then went to help Marsida with the fire. The days and nights had grown steadily colder the further north they traveled and it was only bound to get worse by the time they reached the mountains.
Dagen stood alone for a moment, watching the others and feeling like an outsider. Then he joined them, in body if not in spirit. Rophel settled down near the fire and began cleaning the rabbits he'd shot with his bow and arrow, Shadel unsaddled the horses, while Izet stood a little apart from the others, her black eyed gaze fixed on the horizon. A dying shaft of orange sunlight struck the water-filled vial she wore around her neck and made little rainbows across her golden skin.
Once the rabbits were roasting nicely, Jes climbed down out of the wagon and approached the fire. "I don't know what you're cooking but it sure smells good."
"Rabbit," Marsida said. "Courtesy of Rophel's fine aim."
"I thought we could all use the fresh meat." Rophel spoke to them, but his silver-blue eyes watched Izet. "It was nothing."
"Far from nothing," Shadel said. "I've seen some good shots in my rather long lifetime but few there are who could hit a rabbit while riding at a full run on horseback. Impressive."
"Thank you," Rophel said.
Dagen stretched his legs out toward the fire, thinking for perhaps the tenth time that if Shadel wanted to make friends with Izet he should talk to her instead of acting all birds of a feather with Rophel. It seemed to him that the blonde elf was going about things in a far too complicated way, but then who could understand the mind of a god?
They ate in a companionable silence as the stars thickened overhead. When the fire had burned low, Marsida stood and asked, "Who will take first watch?"
"I will," Dagen said.
Marsida frowned. "I'm not sure that's a good idea."
"But my foot feels much better. Really."
"No. We can't risk you coming to further harm," she said. "The rest of us are expendable; you are not."
Dagen made a face. He didn't much like to hear Cassia and Jes being referred to as "expendable."
"I'm the one with magic of the Dragonstar at his disposal. I think I can take care of myself better than any of you."
"So I've noticed," Marsida said dryly. "Suppose you get another memory from one of your past lives and pass out again? You could be killed."
"I haven't had a memory since the waterfall." Dagen had a feeling he was fighting a losing battle but was not yet ready to admit defeat. "Besides, you let me keep watch before."
"That was before we found out that the spell holding Badan's prison together is fading. Back when we thought we only had ordinary dangers to worry about."
"You let Jes take watch and he's only nine. How is he equipped to handle any danger, magical or not?" He saw the hurt expression on the younger boy's face and was sorry for it, but he was getting a little tired of this. "I'm sick of being laid up in the wagon like a three-legged dog."
Marsida folded her arms across her chest and got that stubborn mule look on her face. "So long as you need a crutch to help you walk you are not taking watch."
Dagen looked around the campfire hoping to see someone ready to back him up on this, but even Cassia kept silent. Clearly, no one thought he was up to keeping watch. A heated flush filled his cheeks. "Fine. That's just fine." He got angrily to his feet without even thinking about it. A needle-sharp pain shot up his left leg, buckling his knees so that he fell back to the ground again. No one moved or spoke a single word.
Hot tears burned in Dagen's eyes as he grabbed up his crutch and shoved the tip into the ground. He used it to pull himself to his feet, careful to put as little weight as possible on the injured one, and then hobbled over to the back of the wagon.
After throwing his crutch into the wagon, Dagen climbed up after it and wrapped himself in his blanket. A few minutes passed and then Cassia spoke softly. "Are you okay?"
"Yeah. Sure. Fine. Whatever." His voice was slightly muffled by the blanket.
"Dagen."
He rolled over onto his back with a sigh. "I hate this. You'd think that wolf bit my entire foot off the way she acts. I'm not a cripple. Pretty soon I won't even need that stupid old crutch."
"Is that really what this is all about? Keeping watch?"
"Yes. No. I don't know. I-it's everything." He laid his hand over the Dragonstar. "I wish I'd never stolen this stupid thing. Then my life could have stayed the way it was." Part of him wanted to rip the amulet from around his neck and throw it away, for good this time. But another part knew that it was much too late for that. His window of escape closed the minute he stepped under the Crystal Waterfall. Now he was bound to the Dragonstar and to the path down which it was carrying him.
Cassia leaned against the back of the wagon. "You know it would have found you some other way. To carry it is the reason you were born."
Dagen scowled. "Don't say that. You make it sound like it created me or something."
"That's not what I meant," she said. "But whether you like it or not, the truth is that part of who you are is because of the Dragonstar."
"Yeah? Well, I've had a pretty shitty life. Can I blame that on the Dragonstar? Why couldn't it have made me someone else? Why couldn't it have given me better parents?" To his horror, he could feel hot tears burning in his eyes. It was too late to be having this kind of conversation. He was tired and upset and, despite what he'd said, his foot had been hurting all day and now it was hurting even worse. This was a bad time to be talking about a hard subject.
Cassia gave him a curious look. "I've never heard you talk about your parents before."
"You don't talk about yours either."
"There's not much to tell. I mean, you met the people that raised me, but they weren't my parents. I don't know who my father is and I doubt my mother did either. But even if she did, she died when I was three so I never had much of a chance to ask. End of my story. What's yours?"
Dagen had never told anyone the truth about his life before he arrived in Durst and started thieving for Majul. It wasn't something he liked to talk about. But if he ever was going to tell anyone, he figured it ought to be her. "Finn always told me that one of his girls found me in the trash." Just saying the man's name brought up a wave of painful emotions and dark memories.
"Did you ever think that maybe he was lying? He seemed like the sort of man who'd say
something like that just to hurt you."
"That is something he might have done, but I don't think so. If it was just a story I don't think he would have kept it up for eleven years. I figure it was true. Whoever my parents were, they didn't want me."
"Maybe Finn was your father and he didn't want you to know."
Dagen shuddered. "That is a disturbing thought on so many levels. I'd rather believe I was thrown in the trash." He regretted the words as soon as he said them. Now she would want to know more and he wasn't ready to tell her all of the truth.
"He was that bad?"
"Yeah." Dagen stared up at the roof of the wagon and prayed she wouldn't push it any further than that.
"Sarafin used to hit me sometimes," Cassia said, "when she was really drunk. But mostly my life wasn't that bad."
"Mine was," Dagen said in a soft voice. "I used to wish for death every single day."
She slipped her warm hand over his. "I'm glad you didn't get your wish, otherwise I never would have met you."
There was a time when being touched like that would have made him want to crawl out of his skin. But it was getting easier. Everything was getting easier. And, in some ways, harder. Letting someone get so close was only bound to bring him heartache, but when he looked into Cassia's green eyes he could believe it was worth it.
"You wouldn't be in this mess if you hadn't met me," he said.
"I can leave this mess any time I want. Only I don't want to. I want to be wherever you are. No matter what that means. That's my choice."
"Something terrible could have happened to you when Finn caught up to us at the ferry and it would have been all my fault." His stomach tightened at the very thought.
"But it didn't. You saved me. You saved all of us."
"Not really. If Jes hadn't-"
"Stop it," she said. "Stop doing this to yourself. Finn is dead. He can't hurt you or me or anyone else ever again. You can't let the past color your future."
Dagen laughed dryly. "Try telling my past lives that."
"What was it like, meeting them face to face?"
This was a subject he liked better. Too much talk of Finn was bound to give him nightmares. Better to think about the Valley of Kings and the castle ruins where he had first learned the truth about Shadel. "Weird. They looked like haunts, but I don't think that's really what they were. I mean, they're dead but they haven't gone wherever you're supposed to go when you die. They're trapped, thanks to this thing." He touched the Dragonstar. "Until Badan dies, they can never be free."
"You'll set them free," Cassia said. "I know it. And when they're free, you will be too. Free to have a better life than what you've had so far. Where do you think you'll go after the mountain?"
Wherever you go when you're dead. But he didn't say the words out loud. They would hurt her and that was something he never intended to do if he could help it. "I think I'd like to go down to the coast and see if I can find Halbert. I know, I know, he's a snake and he betrayed us all, but he was the first friend I ever had and I miss him. Besides, I don't think he really meant bad when he did what he did. I think his intentions were good."
"I think he's a cowardly weasel who abandoned you when you needed him most." She sighed. "But if you want to go looking for him when this is all over, then that's what we'll do. It would be nice to go to the coast."
"Just you, me and Jes. Nice." It was a pretty dream. One he knew could never come true. But to put such a happy look on her face, he would gladly weave a hundred pretty dreams and pretend they could be real.
"Well, it's late and Marsida will be wanting to drag out at dawn so I guess we better get some sleep," Cassia said.
"Yeah." He wanted to ask if she would come in and sleep beside him, but he didn't. He couldn't. Things hadn't gotten that much easier. And he hated that. Hated to watch her go around the side of the wagon and out of his sight. Hated the fact that he couldn't hold her like he wanted to.
A tear leaked from the corner of his eye. He was aware that he was broken, but he could only hope that somehow he could be mended before it was too late.
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Prologium
White moon over the mountains. Blue-white recalling veins under pallid skin. Cold white. Not a pretty picture white -- more so the color of shrouds. Hanging like a dead eye over the Mountains of Mourne. Ghost moon, the romantic turn of phrase, would only apply to a sickly ghost. Blind watcher above the great peak Ard Erin, Lord of Mountains. White moon in a flat gray winter sky pressing down on the snowfields that lead to the high places. Mountain fastnesses of Caoilte Dhu, fairest of worlds . . . the gift of Dana, some said.
An artist, or a poet, might have been tempted to color in a single crimson tear.
The wolf clan fled into the mountains only hours ahead of its pursuers. Like beaten curs . . . running, limping, dragging themselves to the refuge of the high places. The gibbous moon did not affect them one way or the other. Their concerns were more pressing, prosaic. Refugees running for their lives have little time to spare for aesthetics. The hunters were too many. Too close.
Nor was there time for more than flashes of memory of the past time of death and sorrow. Single pictures captured for an instant. Sometimes clear, sometimes blurred. Shapechangers, even fuil, have a certain degree of control, a conscious sentience, in normal times. Hurt and under great stress they revert to type. The pure beast consciousness takes over almost completely. Things become wavery and the flashes of constant control grow intermittent -- stop action pictures of uncertain definition. Images, not ideas. Glimpses into a past that flickers behind clouded glass.
The Shapechanger War of the clan's individual and collective remembrance was a vastly different proposition from the accounts that found their way into the chapbooks sold in the markets or the scholarly monographs of court historians. Memory and understanding differ wildly among creatures under even the best of circumstances. Moreover, the Shapechanger War was not a single coherent event -- not something that was particularly easy even for the participants themselves to understand. It was more a drawn-out series of encounters made even more confused and confusing by the fact that it took place in the fugue worlds of the Talisman Matrix, spread over time and space in a way that even those with special powers could not easily comprehend. The confusion easily explained why there were many who spoke of Shapechanger Wars in the plural.
Past memory was only an eidolon ghosting by the mind's eye, subsumed by the danger and fear of the present moment. In the end, as always, the past was outweighed by the present, by the more urgent demands of survival. For now, they were too busy to keep score, too busy to think of revenge. That would come later.
Now there was the pitiless frozen moon over the mountains glaring down upon the flight of the pack. The present was the pain of long muscles, stretched to the limit and straining under gray fur. Running, breathing, fear defined the present. The smell of fear and the copper reek of blood was the current reality . . . the reasons for the now. Flight was the present reality, all that mattered for now. Survival was the engine that drove the present, the need that ruled the pack's consciousness, the wolf-mind that controlled the desperate race for the sanctuary of the high places.
For now, all that mattered was flight. For now, at least, the pack would survive.
* * *
The Hidden Tower was not built in a season -- nor even in a hand's count of seasons. Shapechangers and fuil could never have achieved that much in that short of a time, not even with the help of Rif Valley tribesmen who were enslaved and forced to help with the labor in later years. One hundred years passed before the slim black tower finally stood completed in the depths of the Mountains of Mourne.
Shapechangers, once lords of the Sidhe, were not at all well versed in the manual skills of masonry and stone cutting required for the project. The fuil, mutated children of the shapechangers, were prolific breeders and came to their maturity early, but even with numbers, the wolf children also lacked the strength, skills and predisposition needed for the great work. Skills that would have sped the completion of the project.
Magic helped . . . to a certain degree. The lord who had been Baran Spellcaster and some of his followers had been among the great magic users of the Sidhe. But the transformation, the "change," had affected the powers of magic users, lessened them in many ways -- and there were also limits to the effectiveness of magic with physical things. Some tasks could only be done by muscle and sweat. Triskelions might cut blocks of granite and basalt for the tower, but muscle-power was still needed to move the rock. Too, there was a long time where the shapechangers avoided the use of magic or powerstones out of fear that someone might be "listening" -- the ever-present fear that Sidhe or even Tuatha might still follow them even to the most remote fastnesses of the Mountains of Mourne.
During the time of the building of the tower, the shapechanger clan and their mutant children lived in natural caves and dens. Like the other . . . ordinary . . . animals of the mountains. The memory of those times was a vast source of bitterness for those who once had been among the great ones of the Sidhe, lords of the Greenworlds. Gradually over time, the fear diminished and the shapechangers were able to risk using travelstones selectively to bring certain luxuries and amenities to the Hidden Tower -- mostly from the more vulnerable cities of the Southlands. Beautiful art. Jewels. Expensive fabrics. Silver plate and goblets. Delicate crystal. Superbly crafted furniture. Fine wines.
But the bitterness always remained. Sour dregs in a crystal glass.
The mutant children of the shapechangers, during this same time, developed their identity as fuil. The Blood. Members of the fuilghruppa -- fanatically loyal to the high beings who had given them life. The fuil thrived in the high mountains. Prolific breeders, litters of five or six were common and the numbers of the fuil grew rapidly. To the fuil, the high places of the Mountains of Mourne were home. Not the mountain exile that it was for the former Sidhe lords. The children of the shapechangers never wasted time thinking of the Greenworlds they had never known. Caer Ankenny and Caer Adamant were only names to the fuil. The Blood, as they called themselves, were concerned about other things. The hunt. The prey. The blood sustained them.
* * *
The Lady Bara, Speaker to Wolves, wore a short bed robe of white spider silk as was often her custom. Fine black hair, long and silky, glossy as a raven's wing, fanned out over her shoulder and breast as she reclined, lying on her side. Relaxed on the ruby velvet cushions of her favorite couch, sipping spring wine from a crystal flute, she showed no sign of being affected by the chill that pervaded her chamber. Under the pale alabaster of her skin, the tracery of delicate blue veins had since her transformation become almost too faint to see. Faint pink color still brushed her lips, still colored the rosettes of her nipples, contrasting with the whiteness of her skin. Unlike the other shapechangers, she did not have the characteristic soft v-shaped pelt of fur that covered their backs.
Unlike the other shapechangers, the Lady Bara's transformation had not come through the magics that had been discovered through the genius of Baran Spellcaster. Lady Bara was the same in many ways, but in many ways she was different. Her transformation, her abilities and powers, had been the gift of the Olcan-wolf. The gift of a god from the time before even the Tuatha de Danaan. Of all the shapechangers, honored and obeyed by the fuil, the Lady Bara was the one whom the little people loved in a fashion that came close to worship. The fuil had given her the sobriquet of Speaker to Wolves.
The Lady Bara alone -- for her own reasons -- did not feel the bitterness of exile.
T'shchumy, who had been Baran Spellcaster, faced his mate, seated in an ivory curule chair taken from some rich Southlands merchant's home in Freiland or Sud Anderen or possibly Kinsit the Wicked. Leaning forward, elbow propped on one knee, chin cupped in the palm of his hand, he regarded the Lady Bara with open surprise and curiosity. That the Lord of the Hidden Tower was troubled could be seen in his pale gray eyes.
Behind the leader of the shapechangers . . . two lieutenants. Different in many ways. T'shchurr, dark-haired and impatient, full of slow-burning anger, was he who had once been known as Tenon Spellcaster. Once a great magic user, once a high lord of the Sidhe. Like the Lord of the Tower, he, too, once had claimed the Greenworld of Caer Adamant as home. Unlike his leader, he had also belonged to the faction of the Crionn Sidhe, the followers of Carrodwyn and Rhys who wanted to return the Sidhe to total preeminence among the peoples of Caoilte Dhu. T'shchurr barely restrained the urge to pace, holding back his frustration with difficulty as he listened to the Lady Bara.
T'shchev, the other shapechanger, was simply T'shchev. Happy in who he was . . . happy in his loyalties. The look he gave the Lady Bara bordered on adoration. Possibly even love. T'shchev the warrior. T'shchev the loyalist. Ruddy, reddish-brown hair almost like a Gael's gave him his cognomen. The Red Wolf. Twice an exile, he was unique among the Sidhe lords as one who claimed to be an exile from one of the so-called "Closed Greenworlds." Caer Dubh. Castle Black.
"Unacceptable!" T'shchurr's outburst was not untypical.
T'shchumy slowly turned in his chair, challenge in his eyes. The message: back down or face the consequences. Blade or magic or tooth and claw. Back down! "You will go too far some day, T'shchurr," he said softly. The other quickly lowered his eyes and inclined his head in apology, schooling his features to calmness again.
The Lady Bara regarded T'shchurr with a look that only one who had been a princess of the Sidhe could manage. A look that made the recipient feel slightly below the status of worm food. Lower than pond scum.
"The last war gave the Hidden Tower peace and security. In spite of the odds against peace . . . ," she made a point of lecturing as if to a small child. "Risking that security seems . . . less than brilliant." Her voice stopped just short of contempt. T'shchurr might have reddened had he not been who and what he was.
"There will be no new shapechanger war, not on your pretext, not now and not in the future. I will not allow the fuil to be used to satisfy frustrated yearnings for vengeance and power. We will not break mionn and feach!" The statement was final in context and in the tone of the Lady Bara's voice.
"You should know that the Second Shapechanger War gave us victory -- but also came close to ending in disaster," added T'shchumy. He fixed his lieutenant with a stern look. "At the end, the condottieri had the opportunity to bring ruin down upon us -- but they stayed their hand. Mionn and feach are owed to the two who spared so many of ours . . . especially T'shchev and Bara!" The others felt silent, thinking about what T'shchumy had said. About mionn and feach, about the oath that had been taken and the debt that was owed.
* * *
Bara, especially, let her memory drift back to the bloody snowfield. The Crionn Sidhe had mounted a campaign into the mountains. Human condottas from the Gaeltacht and the Southlands had been hired to augment their numbers. Many famous warriors had joined in search of fame and glory -- others out of hatred for the shapechanger breed, including even several Cymri hunters from the northern forests. One, possibly two Tuatha had sided with them -- as "advisors", of course, since the Great Compact did not allow the Tuatha de Danaan to manifest themselves physically in support of their clients. The army had been impressive. Close to three thousand by the time it had finally mustered and marched up the River Pass Road.
There were still over two hundred of the followers of Baran Spellcaster, many of them formidable warriors and magic users, who owed allegiance to the Hidden Tower at this time. The fuil numbered close to a thousand thanks to the mutants' fertile breeding habits. Had the fuil possessed great weapons skills, the war never would have been a contest given the defensive advantages of the Hidden Tower. Even so, the shapechangers and their fuil children were able to fight a successful defensive war using a guerrilla strategy developed by T'shchumy and his lieutenants. The invading army of the Crionn Sidhe never came within a league of the Hidden Tower.
As the invaders finally retreated from the mountains, their ranks decimated and their ardor quenched by the harsh terrain and the fury of the fuilghruppa, a company of the Crionn Sidhe managed to surround a small band of shapechangers and fuil that had been harassing their retreat. The death fight that ensued was as stark and sanguine as any great battle with the two sides tearing at each other with fang and sword. Ten to one odds favored the Sidhe -- but the odds were somewhat mitigated by the shapechangers fugue abilities. Especially the ability to heal some types of wounds by changing from one form to another, although that power was limited to one or two times for the fuil and even most of the shapechangers. Pinned against a rock fall near the ancient gallowglass statue that guarded the River Pass Road, the little band fought for its life until only the Lady Bara, the warrior known as T'shchev and two young shapechangers called T'shchan and T'shchara were still standing, still fighting. The others, shapechangers and fuil, had all been slain. Bodies of the still warm dead of the Crionn Sidhe were heaped around them in piles like freshly cut grain . . . but over a dozen of the Sidhe warriors yet faced them. Bara and T'shchev were bleeding copiously from grievous wounds that they could no longer heal with the fugue power without rest. The frozen breath of the combatants rose in clouds of steam as on both sides they prepared for the last assault.
Then the scene changed at the sound of the distinctive na-bodhran drumming and the skirling warpipes of a gallowglass company, followed by the high bugling note of a battle leader's war horn. The Crionn Sidhe had been surrounded in turn by the remnant, some fifty strong, of the gallowglass condotta that had been hired by Carrodwyn and Rhys. Led by the champion Aidan Faolhain and commanded by the warrior who called himself Finn of the Long Road, the company moved into battle formation with quiet professionalism. The expressions on the faces of the gallowglass were not what could be described as friendly even by the blindest of optimists.
Among the Crionn Sidhe uneasy glances were exchanged. The leader advanced with his sword reversed in the common sign for parley. "Hail, ally . . . what is the meaning of this!?" he demanded angrily, putting heavy emphasis on the word "ally."
The man called Finn of the Long Road stepped forward, grinning a crooked grin that did not reach to his eyes. "Aye . . . what is the meaning of it all? As well ask the meaning of life and let fools give their mouths a vacation!" The soldier's eyes narrowed. "Half a company of the finest lads to march out of Sligo -- dead in the snow of this cursed place because your motherless Lord Rhys could not command a garbage detail. We signed on to this mad enterprise -- great fools that we were -- in the understanding that ye would follow the mercenary code. That our commander would not bleed us to foolish ends! Tam O'Kavan was at fault for heeding such insanity, but Tam is dead now, paying with his life for his stupidity, and now I command." He sighed deeply before addressing the Sidhe leader. "Throw down yer weapons now, like a good elf! The choice is simple. Leave these mountains in peace, or leave them ye shall in pieces! What shall I be telling my axes?"
It was a simple choice, in fact. Crionn Sidhe courage was famous, but they were not insane. Even the "elf" insult could not override the tactical situation. The legendary Sligo gallowglass were the finest professional soldiers in all of Caoilte Dhu and the Sidhe were outnumbered better than four to one. Furious, but still a realist, the Sidhe leader ordered his warriors to lay down their blades.
Finn of the Long Road had then turned troubled eyes to the survivors from the Hidden Tower. The Lady Bara. T'shchev. The Red Wolf. The younger shapechangers . . . who now moved forward to support their wounded leaders. Ruefully, the gallowglass shook his head. It was a fine mess they had made for themselves, possibly the finest in centuries, he told himself. Aidan Faolhain could be excused -- he was still young, and he was distracted by mooning over the woman, the huntress. Himself . . . Finn of the Not-so-Bright Road . . . he should have known better! It probably made it only fair that he would have to talk their way out of the mess!
Hopefully, he had addressed the Lady Bara. "For that we have saved your lives . . . and guarantee their safety from these . . . will ye swear mionn and feach to myself and my company?" Even bloodied by wounds, the Lady of the Hidden Tower was the essence of beauty such that the gallowglass could only stare in awe, grinning a great boyish grin.
From where she stood, leaning on the young shapechangers, the Lady Bara examined Finn with a slight smile. Gadhari . . . faireoirí . . . stormcrow, she laughed softly, speaking to Finn and Finn alone on the intimate kenning mode. I know why you warred against us, but why do you do this? Why save us at risk to yourself? Whom do you serve, faireoirí?
"For the honor that is mine, and because enough had died, I stopped these ones from their pointless slaughter," he answered, growing serious and formal. "Whom do I serve? I follow the same rede that the Sidhe follow. To serve the light and stand against the darkness!" The woman who had been a princess nodded solemnly, eyes veiled by pain . . . and something else.
"What would you ask of us?" the lady asked, speaking now in a husky contralto.
"Safe passage in your lands now and in the future so long as we come in peace."
"Done. Mionn and feach. I swear by Dana! Let it be so . . . ." The Lady Bara answered without hesitation before wounds and weakness finally made her collapse into the arms of T'shchan and T'shchara.
Finn had breathed an uneasy sigh of relief, undoubtedly wondering just what he had set in motion by the pact he had just made with the lady who was also known as Speaker to Wolves. Too, the way those silver-gray eyes had been looking at him opened a whole range of possibilities that had left Finn actually flustered for the first time in centuries.
* * *
The Lady Bara returned to the present like a sleepwalker drifting back to reality. Her eyes still focused on T'shchurr. "Mionn and feach cannot be ignored," she said with finality. The others nodded, even the reluctant T'shchurr.
"There is another question still unanswered," the woman on the couch surprised them with a new direction. "Possibly the more important question . . . the one we have never been able to answer. Sometimes it seems that the taste of the blood is a hypnotic song in our veins that cannot be resisted. Shapechangers and fuil have moved away from the light. By fate if not by choice, but does that mean that we cannot still serve the light? Think carefully, brothers and sisters of the night! Do we choose the Light or Darkness?"
The silence that followed was as complete as the dark of the moon.
* * *
Horsemen riding in the long grass . . . longhaired riders coming together for the first time. Watering their gray stallions at a still pool on a vast featureless plain. The two of them watched each other carefully. Not with fear or diffidence, perhaps not even respect, but still cautiously. Carefully.
"Nuada," the taller of the two, fair-haired, spoke the other's name as a greeting.
"Shining One," the other who was dark-haired replied politely. With a hint of irony?
The tall rider who also had the cognomen of Summer Crowned King decided not to worry about possible irony for the nonce. He would worry over the question later. It was his way. He always worried when it came to precedence.
Wind noise rushing in the tall grass made them focus on the present.
"You used a sword once," said the fair-haired rider whose name was Lugh. His eyes dwelt on the heavy black iron war hammer that hung at the other's saddlebow. Was he just making conversation? Urgency was only relative in this place. Most of the time.
"Swords cut, hammers smash!" declared the one called Nuada. Left unspoken, of course, was the fact that he had not used the sword since he had lost the hand. The prosthetic was in plain view, so the mention of the sword was either awkwardness or stupidity. He decided it had to be awkwardness, ingrained social avoidance of details like missing limbs. That was worth a mental chuckle! Besides, the other was not that stupid -- and why would he want to antagonize Nuada if he wished to make an alliance?
"It is wise to be the master of many weapons," said Lugh sententiously.
Nuada did not bother to reply. More wasted air, he thought.
The fair-haired rider cleared his throat. "I have often wondered if it might be to our mutual advantage if an agreement could be reached. An alliance to achieve both of our goals, perhaps."
"Interesting . . . almost like yin and yang, I would think," Nuada had never been able to resist the urge to tease. Hopefully, the other would see it as a jest.
"Ah . . . yes . . . the Terranovan symbol . . . black and white. A good jest!" Lugh's initial frown vanished to be replaced by an appropriately manly laugh. It had always been difficult for him to understand the one who had given up a crown.
"What did you have in mind for an alliance?" inquired Nuada, resigning himself to seriousness. It was probably a good idea to learn Lugh's thoughts before antagonizing him -- although he would probably end up denying himself that pleasure. He regarded the other sourly, while keeping his face impassive. Lugh Lamfadha still specialized in that look of martial valor. Silvered mail. Winged helm lashed to his saddlebow. He even had the Spear of Victory slung across his back like some ancient horseman from the time of the Great Migrations.
"You look well," Lugh temporized, still avoiding the silver prosthetic with his eyes. "It would seem that the years have treated you well. Have you traveled? You always seemed to enjoy . . . ."
"I try to stay amused," the other interrupted gently, rubbing his chin with the silver hand. "They say the smallfolk have coined a new saying, a new oath. 'Nuada's Silver Balls!' is what they say! Sometimes I just have to laugh for hours . . . GET TO THE MOTHERLESS POINT, BROTHER!" The fair-haired rider started, shifting nervously in the saddle. Unfazed, the gray stallion under him continued to drink placidly from the pool.
"There was a meeting soon after the Great Compact was made . . . ," Lugh was uncharacteristically hesitant. Probing for information? Or trying to conceal something? The other rider was irritated. Hidden agendas inside hidden agendas -- the games played by the Tuatha de Danaan sometimes grew tedious beyond belief, beyond tolerating.
"The infamous conclave at S'wade's Tavern!" Nuada supplied impatiently, veiling his very real curiosity. The mysterious three. He was almost amused. Was it possible that the insufferably noble Shining One actually knew something?
Lugh regarded him seriously, clearly reaching a decision. "Did you know that three of our kindred had made an alliance to subvert the Great Compact?"
"You know this for a fact?" Nuada asked lazily. He had already guessed as much -- and he expected that every hedge wizard and magic user in Caoilte Dhu had already entertained speculations in the same direction.
"Aye . . . that and more!" announced Lugh solemnly. "I also know two of the plotters! When council was called after the Credne Ceardh of Caer Ankenny was stilled, Donn and Brighid let the kenning slip through and I learned much of interest!"
Oh, ho! thought Nuada. It would be an interesting day indeed when those two let down their guard enough for the Shining One to insert one of his notoriously unsubtle probes into those labyrinthine mentalities! Now he was certain that he knew what was coming next.
"Two of the traitors are known to me," said Lugh virtuously. "'Twas Donn and Brighid themselves! They were so preoccupied with the stilling of the Credne Ceardh that they could not hide their collusion from me!" Smug triumph shone on Lugh Lamfadha's face as he inspected Nuada's face expectantly to see how the other Tuatha would react to his revelation.
"Auroch's dung!" Nuada always believed that short and succinct was always best.
"Eh!? What say you!?" Lugh reddened in shock and anger.
"Auroch's dung . . . something huge and messy that stinks to the throne of the Dagda," helpfully volunteered the dark-haired rider, carefully maintaining a straight face and holding back the laughter that threatened to bubble up like a private volcanic eruption.
"Auroch's dung . . . ," repeated Lugh. Softly. "You plan on an explanation, I trust?" He did not reach for the Spear of Victory . . . made no overt move . . . but his green eyes were hard chips of malachite. Dangerous, indeed.
"Of course, Shining One!" Nuada realized that he had to tread very carefully. "No disrespect was intended! I was only shocked and angered by the newest perfidy that our dark brother and the blond bitch were capable of committing!"
"Newest perfidy? What say you?"
"Brother . . . this I know for a fact, and I swear by Dana that it is true! It is known to me that Brighid and Donn both possess kenning stones that augment their natural powers!" Nuada was solemn, regretful. "It makes me hot to have to tell you, but you have assuredly been duped, brother. There is no way that pair would have let kenning slip through unless they wished it to be so!"
"But . . . but . . . how? Why? To what end, brother?"
The stunned expression on Lugh's face was so comical that Nuada was almost moved to compassion, almost moved to feel sorry for the Shining One, in spite of his towering ego.
"They will not have moved yet," explained Nuada slowly, carefully. "Their ploy is to lure you into making a false accusation, Shining One. The idea would be to discredit you and remove suspicion from themselves all in one fell swoop." He shook his head sadly at the perfidy of it all . . . hoping that he was not overacting too badly!
Shaken to the core, Lugh Lamfadha could only look at Nuada with mute appeal in his eyes. Unconsciously, he was holding out his great right hand, the hand that wielded the Spear of Victory, and spasmodically clenching and unclenching his fist in his fury. The other Tuatha resisted the urge to smile.
"What is there for us to do?" he asked rhetorically, waiting until Lugh nodded silent agreement. "Why, 'tis a simple thing! Born of necessity . . . with the right on our side." Nuada also nodded. Decisively. "We must act before they do! If we ever wish to return to Caoilte Dhu, the time is now! Before the death god and his bitch goddess girlfriend make their move . . . ."
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"Let us Pray!" In the not-to-distant future, the earth is a war-torn wasteland. Surviving a terrible thirty-year conflict known as The Great War, the citizens of the planet are controlled by an insane United Nations. Using what is left of NATO, the UN enforces its laws, hoping to rebuild the world. There is a catch: all religions are now against the law. Since religion was blamed for the last war, the UN wants to make sure that God has nothing more to do with the politics of the world. Mankind has entered a new Dark Age. But, like the early Christians of ancient Rome, an underground resistance has been formed. Just released from an Alaskan Gulag, Marcellus has served twenty years for heading a Christmas Mass as one of the last Bishops of the catholic Church. His mission now is to enact a secret program lost in the Vatican Files, known only as "The Christ Project." Facing NATO soldiers, terrible cannibalistic robots called Exos, forever-spying probes called Sentries, the dead zones on earth known as The Wastelands, and twelve mysterious clones known only as "The Templars", Marcellus uses the powers of science to bring about "The Second Coming."
The Great War, it was said, started with the throwing of one rock. A young, angry man, forgotten in a dirty part of the world, outraged at the way his people had been treated for centuries, picked up a rock and hurled it at an armed soldier. This is all that was known of the start. Some, scholars and historians, believe that this legend had its origins in Israel, or Hong Kong, and some say even the streets of America. The war was so long and indeed so disastrous to mankind that no one seemed to know where the fighting started. They could only guess.
Where the scholars did come together with certainty, was on who and what to blame -- RELIGION.
After the war, when the bodies were finally buried, burned, or worse, the tortured few who remained vowed to an ignoring God that He would never again scar the earth with the shadow of war.
With a stroke of a pen, religion was banned from the face of the earth. Mankind had officially told its "parent" that it was time for Him to leave. God was now on his own.
There were those, however, who believed that God had been a scapegoat. They thought it a mistake to turn their backs on religion and all that religion gave to one's purpose in life. Soon an underground was formed. In this underground, there came forth a hero.
This is his story.
Amen!
"Let us pray."
Marcellus looked up from his copy of the Holy Scriptures into the eyes of his worried followers. He could sense the terror in them. The hope. The desperation.
"O God, you know that our weakened nature cannot withstand the dangers that surround us. Make us strong in mind and body, so that with your help we may be able to overcome the afflictions that our sins have brought upon us."
How often Marcellus had done this simple act of teaching God's word. It was almost second nature and very much a part of his life. He loved being a man of faith. He loved the empty eyes of his congregation looking up at him to be filled. He needed their need. It was, after all, all that he had.
"We ask you this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever."
"Amen." Came the response from the people hurtling in the cold basement.
Marcellus lowered his hands, looking into the worried eyes of his makeshift altar boy. The boy was aware of the fact that the congregation's response was well within the volumes to be heard by the Sentries nearby. Marcellus, knowing this, patted the frightened six year-old on his head. The boy, holding Marcellus' Bible in front of him, open, so that Marcellus' towering height could read from it, smiled calmly, revealing an innocent toothless grin. It was the least Marcellus could do. He understood the reasons for the boy's fear. The Sentries rarely missed what they were scanning for. And the damn mechanical things never stopped scanning!
"A reading from the book of the prophet Jeremiah... "
From the corner of his eye, Marcellus could just make out the men standing guard at the door. Like soldiers, these brave men were guarding the fort: If you could call the abandoned basement of a Nebraska boy's home a fort. As Marcellus raised his hands once more to teach the word, he noticed that these men had weapons and that the men had activated their firing circuits. The men were expecting trouble.
"In the days of Josiah the word of the Lord came to me thus: Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you were born I dedicated you, a prophet to the nations I appointed you. But do you gird your loins; stand up and tell them all that I command you. Be not crushed on their account, as though I would leave you crushed before them; for it is I this day who have made you a fortified city, a pillar of iron, a wall of brass, against its priests and people. They will fight against you, but not prevail over you, for I am with you to deliver you, says the Lord."
Marcellus could feel the cold December chill attacking him under his green cloak. This was not right, and he knew it - Christmas Eve should not be celebrated like this. Not in the foundation of an abandoned home.
"This is the word of the Lord."
"Thanks be to God." The congregation replied.
Marcellus hated the room he was in. It was, however, safe. The basement of this building was made out of concrete - Sentries had a problem seeing through concrete.
Christianity had entered a new dark ages. With the rapid movement of science, all religions had fallen short in grasping the hearts of mankind. Forming an underground, ALL religious movements joined forces. The Jews hadn't recognized Jesus as the Son of God, as much as Marcellus would have loved, but all faiths realized that they needed the other in order to survive. With Marcellus, there was also a Rabbi, and the few Jewish people who had managed to find this basement, celebrating a belated Hanukkah ceremony. In another part of the basement, there were a few Buddhists, and an Islamic family giving thanks in their own ways.
In the middle of the masses, all stopped their prayers. A small, shared, ceremony was to be played out.
Several of the congregations started to cough, fighting back the winter chill, some even suffering from Gene-O poisoning. Marcellus noticed that most of the people gathered were from war-torn parts of the country. Most were still suffering from the aftermath of The Great War. A war so long in its fighting that even the oldest and most dedicated soldier forgot what he was fighting for. When it was all over, when the citizens of the earth discovered that almost one-third of the planet was barren, and no justice could be sought because the ones who started the war were already dead, a scapegoat was found - religion. It was argued at the UN Grand Assembly that all religions had been responsible for man's sufferings outside the political arena. Though nothing could be done about politics, something was done about religion: it was outlawed! Soon, Christians, Jews, Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, Voodoo Priests, and any other leader of a religious flock, were being "tossed to the lions" of government. Much like the ancient days of Nero. That is how a scientist and once-Bishop of the Catholic Church ended up in a burnt-out Nebraska basement. Marcellus was fighting back a chill, but it wasn't the weather. He was fast becoming a dinosaur - he was fighting extinction.
"And now let us embrace our other brothers and sisters to celebrate the unification." Marcellus asked, turning his attention to the approaching Rabbi.
The Rabbi, smaller in height than Marcellus, stopped his services, talking in Hebrew to his own congregation. The Rabbi was missing an eye - a subtle reminder of what his faith had cost him. The Rabbi turned to face Marcellus. Both priests bowed to the other out of respect.
"Let us come together." The Rabbi pleaded softly, motioning his people to join Marcellus'.
An innocent humming sound filled the air. Almost computer-like in nature. Momentarily, everyone in the basement stopped breathing.
Marcellus glanced at one of the men guarding the door. The Soldier, for lack of a better description, handed his weapon to one of his comrades, instantly filling his hands with a self-made motion detector. That's what the guards called the thing. Marcellus thought the cursed machine looked like a makeshift toaster.
The Soldier waved the motion detector through the air. "It's a Sentry," he warned, "I don't think a problem. Maybe just on patrol."
Relieved, people began to breathe easy again.
"So it was in the time of Moses." Marcellus heard the Rabbi prey.
The Soldier continued his scanning. Marcellus kept his eyes on the man. The Soldier's friends tightened their grips on their plasma rifles.
"Now comes the unification." Marcellus said.
"A telling of the Dark Week." The Rabbi responded.
All in the room, excluding the men guarding the door knelt to the floor in prayer.
Marcellus stepped aside from his pulpit. It was the Rabbi's turn to speak.
"It is now when we talk of sad times," the Rabbi began. "Of when the nation of Israel refused to bow down to the decree passed by the UN to absolve all ties with God, of which the Vatican, in Rome, was absorbed by the Italian Nation: forced to close her doors to Christians everywhere, and when Jerusalem and the Temple Mount were abandoned by her children because her grounds were poisoned by war." The Rabbi was in tears. "These are of the times we speak. For we all are in a modern Diaspora. Where the Vatican, resting place of your Saint Peter, is nothing more than a curious museum to be visited on one's lunch hour.
"We of the Jewish faith do not believe in Jesus, nor do we hold his accomplishments with reverence. We do, however, remember the Pope's trying to defend us in our greatest hour of need. An hour in which all... all turned their backs on us.
"So, my friends, we gather here, together, in prayer to our God. In the hope that one day, we can sing in Jerusalem together. Peacefully."
Marcellus, fighting back tears of his own, noticed that grown men and women of all ages felt as he did. As the parents fought back the tears, confused children looked up at Mother and Father, trying to relieve them of their sorrow. Marcellus tried to hold back his wonder. Children were fascinating pillars of strength.
"Hold it down!" a guard yelled.
Everyone froze. No one breathed.
Marcellus saw fear in the guards' eyes as each, carefully, placed their ears upon the basement door. All could hear an innocent scratching sound coming from the other side. A clattering that was mechanical and not found in nature.
Marcellus saw the guard's hands tighten on his gun, he saw him close his eyes, and Marcellus knew that they had been caught.
"Oh, my, God." A huge explosion interrupted Marcellus' actions. Straight from the book of Revelation itself.
Soldiers stormed into the basement, firing stun guns. Marcellus was thankful for that. He noticed the UN Seal on their uniforms. The international organization, or what was left of it, had gained world control after The Great War.
"Under the laws of the UN Charter, and the New Articles of Federation," a military commander yelled, storming into the basement like a pulp fiction hero. "I find you all in violation of the law."
Marcellus could see the anxiety and the anger growing in their eyes. Before he could do anything, they attacked the soldiers.
The congregation took action.
"No!" Marcellus screamed, trying to keep his flock in check.
A soldier, using the butt of his stun gun, hit Marcellus on the back of the head. Marcellus stumbled, tried to stop the bleeding, and passed out on the basement floor.
* 2 *
When Marcellus awoke, he found himself in a prison cell. Unaware of how much time had passed or where he was, he slowly rose to his feet, fought back the pain and the urge to throw-up, and tried to speak, hoping that a guard would respond.
He could not speak. All he managed to do was gasp harshly, his mouth silently trying to produce words.
At first, Marcellus started to panic. He remembered being hit hard at the base of his neck. Had there been brain damage? Would he have to spend the rest of his life in forced silence? He placed his hands on his neck, and was surprised to discover a mechanical device, resembling a dog's collar, strapped there. His silence was forced upon him by his captures.
Marcellus silently prayed, thanking God. He waited, wanting to challenge those who held him prisoner.
He was fed. Treated fair, under the circumstances. But comfort was kept to a bare minimum.
Encased in a four by ten cell blazed in a blinding white light, Marcellus was under constant supervision by a military Sentry.
The Sentry, Marcellus' only companion, floated above him, about the size of a basketball. All-knowing. All-seeing. The tiny device was connected to all computers and Internet services on the planet. They were the watchdogs of the UN and NATO, the UN's police force.
It was four months before Marcellus heard the voice of another human being.
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When a startling number of Americans prominent in the fields of science, math or technology mysteriously vanish, two NSA field agents, Ruthanne Carter and Larry Tracker, investigate the disappearances. Unknown to them, Caden Jordan, a highly competent detective, generates strong doubts that certain missing persons vanished of their own accord. The two agents and the detective compile an array of intriguing information that leads them, in company with other specialists within the NSA, to conclude that an alien "Entity," for some enigmatic reason of his own, is surreptitiously abducting persons with certain abilities and transporting them to an alternate Earth in a parallel universe. When Ruthanne Carter vanishes, Larry realizes that she has been abducted by the Entity. Desperate, owing to his love for Ruthanne, he voluntarily puts himself in a position that increases his chance of being abducted himself. He becomes the next person to vanish. Ryan Bigelow, a geneticist who was the first person to disappear, awakens within a mysterious, shimmering dome. He emerges to find himself in a wild, unpopulated land that he suspects to be the American West, even though it contains an old, abandoned stone city that does not resemble any ancient site in America. Bigelow, who finds artifacts in the city that enable him to survive, exercises a remarkable talent for leadership as new arrivals emerge daily from the dome. When Ruthanne Carter appears, she finds that Dr. Saul Steiglitz, a renowned physicist, agrees with the NSA's conclusion that an alien "Entity" has teleported the MPs to a parallel universe. Dr. Arthur McConnell, a youthful mathematical genius, concurs in that belief. The final abductee to emerge from the dome is Larry Tracker. When the Entity contacts the group, he succeeds in speaking through Ruthanne Carter, who alone of all those snatched has a mind that can withstand the trauma caused by the Entity's invasion. The horrified listeners learn just what the Entity is and discover what he wants. Assuming right from the start that the Entity can't be trusted, they assert themselves, despite knowing that the ruthless alien can kill them instantly. Refusing to let themselves be intimidated, they find weaknesses they can exploit in his mental makeup. The tension escalates as the abductees negotiate with the Entity, struggle against him, and finally devise a means by which they hope they can outwit the murderous alien.
Duncan Gage sensed a wrongness when he awoke. An absence on the other side of the bed when he'd been expecting to wake up with Marlene Hefter: the woman with whom he'd gone to sleep. Marlene and he had been seeing each other fairly regularly lately. He enjoyed her company and certainly enjoyed the sex. When she stayed over, he could almost predict that they'd wind up in the shower together in the morning and then go back to bed for a while before breakfast. That being the case, the blank side of the bed was as much disappointing as disconcerting. He listened, thinking she might have gone to the bathroom or even begun her shower, expecting him to hear the water running and join her. Then he realized that only the bedroom night light was on. The bathroom door stood ajar, but there was neither sound nor light coming from inside it.
Reaching out, he flicked on the bedside lamp. He sat up in bed and looked around. Marlene's clothes lay undisturbed just where she'd left them on one of the chairs. Her purse lay on its side atop the chest of drawers, also just as it had been when they'd slid into bed together. Her see-through nightgown lay tangled in the sheets of the bed. More puzzled than alarmed, Duncan slid his feet over the side of the bed and stood up. He pulled on his robe and headed for the kitchen, but slowly, staring in all directions in case Marlene had gotten up and for some reason wandered into another room of the house he'd bought the year before. He found no sign of her.
Befuddled, he almost automatically went through the motions of getting a pot of coffee in motion. He left it to brew and returned to the bedroom, again gazing around in case she'd fallen or... hell, he didn't know what. Frankly, he just couldn't imagine her getting up during the night and walking away stark naked, leaving all her other belongings including her flimsy nightgown behind. They certainly hadn't quarreled, so there was no reason for her to have left. It didn't make sense. He felt distinctly uneasy but not yet really alarmed. There has to be a logical explanation, he told himself.
He entered the bathroom, shucked his robe and showered quickly. As he dried himself, he listened for sounds of Marlene stirring about, but he heard nothing. He dressed in jeans and shirt, ran a shaver over his face and combed his mass of black wavy hair into some kind of order. He went into the living room and sat down in his easy chair. He picked up the phone, held it a moment, and then dropped it back into its cradle. He had intended to call the police and report Marlene missing but hesitated, remembering how many times he'd read in detective fiction that adults wouldn't be entered on a missing person's list for three days. After all, he knew what they'd say-if his girlfriend decided to get up in the middle of the night and go somewhere, she was, after all, an adult and could do as she damn well pleased.
Except that it didn't make a lick of sense. She'd never do anything like that, except under duress. She was level-headed-a senior editor at a major publishing company who, prior to that, had been a tenured professor at the university. She was no more likely to go wandering off in the middle of the night than baby not yet able to walk. Except that she obviously had-and from a home locked from the inside.
A horrid thought came to mind. Suppose she'd gotten up for some reason-maybe something as mundane as wanting a drink of water-and encountered an intruder with a gun who then silently took her captive. Duncan got up and went to the front door. The chain was still hooked in place. He checked the back door. Same thing. Becoming anxious now, he went around to each window. They were all locked by the little tabs which prevented them from being opened from the outside.
He returned to the living room, scratching his head. Shit, he thought. She couldn't have gone anywhere! Am I going crazy? Once more, he made a circuit of the house, not that he thought he could have overlooked her. This time, however, he poked into the closets, opened cabinets, got down on his hands and knees and looked under both beds. He even explored in places where she couldn't possibly have hidden, even had that been her intention.
It was at that point that he began doubting his own memory. He thought for a moment. So far as he remembered, he and Marlene had left work at Prince's Publishing, Inc. and joined June and Les for drinks while waiting for the Denver traffic to die down to something more than a crawl.
Duncan waited impatiently until fifteen minutes after eight and dialed the firm. He asked for June, who answered promptly.
Before he could begin to explain, June was off and running in her usual peripatetic style of speech. "Dunc, you and Marly must have had a hell of a night after you left us. You're both late! Better get a move on. The editorial conference starts at nine. And hey, I... "
"June, I don't know where Marly is. She... she was gone when I woke up this morning, but all her things are still here."
"What? What do you mean?"
"She's gone," he repeated. "All my doors and windows were locked form the inside. Her clothes and purse are still here, but she's gone!"
"Duncan Gage, are you pulling some kind of bullshit joke? I don't think it's funny!"
"I'm not joking. I tell you, she's gone!"
A silence ensued on June's end of the line.
"June? Are you there?"
"I'm here. You're sure you're not joking?"
"No, damn it, I am not joking! She disappeared wearing absolutely nothing. All her clothes are here-even her nightgown."
"I think you'd better call the police, then."
"They'll think I'm nuts if I tell them that my girlfriend disappeared and left all the locks intact. Even the chain on both doors."
"Even more reason to call, then."
He considered for a moment more and then gave up. "Okay, I'll call. Tell Sid I won't be in until late, if at all."
"Okay, I'll tell him you have an emergency situation. I'll explain to him later. Let me know, huh?"
"I will. Promise." He hung up. For a long moment, he sat in his chair reflecting, but no momentous new ideas occurred to him. Reluctantly, he reached down to the shelf below the top of the chair-side table and produced the Denver phone directory. He found the number of the police department and held his finger on it while he dialed. Reluctantly.
Duncan was surprised. His call was handled routinely at first, but after he described the circumstances, the operator asked him to hold and transferred him to someone else.
"This is Detective Jordon, Mr. Duncan. I'd be interested to hear you describe the circumstances of your missing girl friend. Would you, please?"
"But I just told someone about it!"
"Yes, but that person wasn't a detective. Please, I really do want to hear what happened."
Patiently, Duncan again described the circumstances of Marlene's disappearance.
"Are you at home now, Mr. Duncan?"
"Yes, I am. I haven't gone anywhere since I woke up and found that Marlene was gone."
"Fine. Would you mind staying there until my partner and I can get out there? It will take about thirty minutes or so."
"No, I guess not. But what... "
"We'll be there in a half hour, Mr. Duncan. Wait for us, please."
***
Caden Jordan stood for a moment after disconnecting. He had the kind of mind that disliked inconsistencies, but on the other hand he loved to root out the source of them. He glanced over to the desk in the precinct homicide division he shared with his partner, William Borders. It was one of several in the open room visible from where he stood. Most were in open-ended cubicles intended to provide a modicum of privacy and abate some of the constant noise. They did little of either. He took a few steps toward their desk. Borders looked up with raised brows as he approached.
"What we got?" he asked. His voice was slightly gravelly from years of smoking.
"Another locked-room missing person. Just what we need to make our day."
"Shit." Borders pulled on his overlarge nose that detracted from his otherwise good looks. "How come missing persons isn't catching it?"
"Because I told them we wanted the next one." Caden was the senior partner.
Borders' brows rose again. "You think he whacked her?"
"Didn't sound like it, but if it checks out, this will be the third case. Person goes missing, taking nothing with them, and is never seen again. That makes the disappearances possible homicides, which means you and your big schnozz get to leave the paperwork and take a ride with me."
"Does Bond know?" Lt. Bond was the supervisor for their homicide division.
"Yeah, I already told him I wanted the next weird one."
"Joy. Let's do it." Borders got to his feet and reached for his jacket.
***
Since Borders liked to drive and he didn't, Caden took shotgun. He cracked the window, knowing his partner would soon light up another cigarette after already finishing one on the way to their car, a reasonably new and reasonably clean Ford.
"So, what's this, the third?" Borders asked as he pulled out of the parking lot.
"Yeah. That we know of. There might have been others earlier that we missed. Matter of fact, if this one turns out the same, I think I'll send out a bulletin to some other big cities. See if they've had anything like it."
"They'll think you're nuts."
Caden snorted. "Locked Room Mysteries! More likely, they'll think I'm bullshitting or cracking up. Y'know?"
"Or reading too many detective stories," Borders added with a chuckle.
"Yeah. That, too." He paused in thought for a moment. "They could be homicides, you know."
"Sure they could. I think you just got tired of looking at deaders and grabbed these to play with."
Caden shrugged. "Anyway, some of our regular missing persons might fit the category if we were to re-examine them. Once is a happenstance. Twice a coincidence. Three times and you have a pattern. I suspect there's more than three in the city, if we look hard enough."
Besides querying other police departments, he intended to set up a computer search of the missing persons files for the last year or so and see what turned up. He hated not being able to explain all the facets of a case and rarely rested until he could. He was the analyst of the team. Borders was the plodder, rarely missing an important piece of data. He and Borders had a great closure rate. He just hoped that a real bad homicide didn't fall on them until he chased this phenomenon down. Regular homicides, no sweat. Husband shoots wife or vice versa. Gangbanger shoots it out with rival drug dealer. No sweat. Break-in homicide. Problem that would probably take time to solve, but still in the category of the routine. Persons vanishing from a locked house... interesting problem: the kind he preferred.
***
An hour later Caden and his partner had gone over the disappearance of one Marlene Hefter in minute detail, right down to walking through the house with Duncan Gage while he showed them how the chains on both the front and back doors were hooked when he made his first tour of the place that morning. He showed them how the windows each had the little tabs turned so that they couldn't be opened from the outside. They would have been turned the wrong way had Marlene exited through a window and then closed it behind her.
"You see?" he said, speaking to Caden, whom he had identified as the one in charge. "There's just no goddamned way she could have left without leaving a sign of how she did it." His voice had lost some of its assurance by this time. A little while before, he'd had the sudden thought that the detectives might possibly be considering him a suspect. Shit, if he were a detective, he might think he was a suspect, too. The whole thing made no sense, and he was becoming a little unglued.
The detectives exchanged glances. Both had long experience in picking up on little characteristics people exhibited while lying, and neither had any reason so far to disbelieve the man's story. He was nervous, sure, and becoming more so as time wore on, but he was still sincere and honest, so far as they could tell.
"Mr. Gage, right now I have to tell you that we don't have a clue as to how this happened. We'll enter Marlene's name on the missing person's list immediately and attach a high priority to it. For the time being, that's all we can do, other than talk to some of your and her friends and acquaintances and see if we can develop any sort of pattern or reason to the... uh, event." Caden took out his holder and extracted one of his personal cards. He handed it to Gage. "Call me if anything else comes up, anything at all. Okay?"
"I will. You bet I will!"
"And in the meantime, don't leave town, and notify us if you change addresses or phone numbers."
"Why would I do that? Shit, I own this home."
"Of course. Just routine procedure, Mister Gage. We'll be in touch." Each of them shook hands with Gage and departed. Caden had a frown on his face. Borders only looked puzzled.
"Coffee and something to eat?" Borders asked.
"Later. Let's get back and do the paperwork on this, silly as it sounds. I can already hear what Bond is gonna say."
"Yeah. Gage is the perp. That's what he'll say."
"He'll be wrong, though."
Borders sighed. "Yeah, I think so, too."
***
"He volunteered to take a lie detector test," Caden told Jules Bond when the Lieutenant questioned Caden and Borders' conclusion that Gage was telling the truth.
"Can't be," he said. "Vanishing from a locked house occurs only in that Agatha Christie shit. Bring him in and sweat him, why don't you?"
"He's told us all he knows already, Boss. Look, how about holding off and letting me send a query out to the departments of some major cities and see if they've run across anything like this. Gage's girlfriend wasn't the first, you know. Remember the dude who was a co-owner of that little genetics lab? And his partners still swear he'd never have done it without telling them? He vanished from his bed where he was lying right next to his wife. Never heard from again. Left a wife and a kid behind."
"That happens a lot."
"Yeah, but there's almost always precipitating circumstances. And usually the dopes leave a trail a mile wide. Not happening in these cases."
"All right, all right!" Bond threw up his hands. "Go on, get out of here. Send your queries. And in the meantime, Travers has a body for you. One that hasn't vanished."
***
"Two from Houston. One from Santa Fe. Six from Los Angeles. Two from Denver. A dozen from the East Coast. Another from... "
"All right, stop. I get it," Bond said from behind the desk in his office. "Now tell me what you're planning on doing about it in your voluminous spare time? The fucking drug wars are heating up again. The Chief says if another innocent bystander gets caught in the line of fire, someone else is going to, too. Meaning, get busy and make some arrests, if only to get the shits off the street for a few days."
"I'll make time somehow, Boss. This is some weird shit. I sent back and asked for details of all the missing persons. There's got to be a common denominator." At least, he thought, there must be. Everything has an explanation, if you look hard enough.
"There doesn't have to be, Jordan. People go missing all the time. You know that as well as I do."
"The kicker is the way they went in all these cases, Boss. They disappeared into thin air. Even when there were routes they could have taken to leave without being seen, they all left seemingly without any clothes on. What they'd been wearing was found lying on the floor or on a bed. Tell me, where in hell can a nude man, or worse yet, a stark naked woman, go without being noticed? Shit, wives or husbands or significant others would surely know what the missing person had been wearing-or not wearing."
"All right, goddamnit, you always like the fucking mysterious shit. Work at it, but don't slough off on your regular caseload. Got me?"
"Got it, Boss."
"Good. Now get out of here and let me get some work done."
Caden went.
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The secret war for the control of mankind's destiny has begun. An alien race, the Kentorra- have been 'guiding human affairs for generations and have taken a child from each of the major races of the Earth called the Monitors who are raised to be the 'guardians and guides' of mankind. A child at the Blackridge Sioux Reservation in the Dakotas is stolen in the night by a strange gnome-like creature and grow to be Monitor Number One... Phillip Simon, kills a love rival in a match and is condemned to death only to be saved by that same gnome-like apparition and offered a devil's bargain. Simon is fused with an alien creature called Dakk to become the creature called the Symborg. David Gilbert, a New York street thug with an unusual 'gift' is rescued from a psychiatric institution by a secret government group. He is given the rank of captain and takes the name Satan since the world had told him to go to Hades. All these threads of reality collide in New York where all the characters meet and Monitor One is forced to make a choice between his heritage and the hopes for the world! The Journey of One is a contemporary science fiction adventure, the spiritual journey of Monitor One to self-determination.
TIME: September 1990
PLACE: Blackridge, South Dakota Sioux Reservation
It began with a kidnapping in a little house on a desolate corner of the reservation that no one would ever learn about. The home sat almost at the foot of the summer ranges where the tribe's herd of cattle grazed apart from the rest of the stock. Here Jon Morningeagle, the tribe's chief wrangler spent much of his time. It was the same rambling structure where Jon's father, even more immersed in the "old ways," had raised him; the same house where Jon's father, during a drunken fit of rage, had fallen off the front porch and broken his neck. It was a teenage Jon that had found him the next morning on the way to do his chores.
"You leave that child sleep." Miriam Morningeagle said to Jon in a sharp whisper. She wore a rough cotton shift she had made herself and her long raven hair was gathered into a single braid hanging fully to her waist. Her sensitive eyes never smiled anymore but held a distant look. Even her sharp words had been thrown at the air, not directly at her husband of three years.
Jon still wore a stained T-shirt and faded Levis dirty from the range. He paused at the closed door to little James' room that adjoined their bedroom. He whispered his reply fiercely without looking back at his wife. "You don't ever tell me what I can't do with my boy, woman." He turned his head to glare at her for a second and eased the door inward.
Jon had painted Little James' room light green with symbols from old Sioux myths decorating the walls and the crib. Jon's father had been shield maker for the tribe and although few still wanted them, Jon served that function on enough occasions to paint the figures well. Over the crib a painted white buffalo head in a medicine shield halo looked down at the sleeping boy with benevolent eyes.
Morningeagle eased the door closed with out-of-character gentleness, but when he turned, the granite lines of his face showed his true demeanor. "I'll do what I please, woman; this is my house."
"Your father's house," she said in a distant tone.
"I keep it up," he insisted. He removed his boots, shirt and jeans and moved into the bathroom.
"I keep it up," Miriam said, her voice a hollow imitation of Jon's. Her fingers idly toyed with her braid as she stared at the door to the child's room. She hummed a tuneless song.
"Have you started that again?" Jon thrust his head from the doorway, his face twisted with annoyance. "You know I can't stand your constant whining."
"Constant whining--" she murmured, then giggled, swaying back and forth. She continued to play idly with her hair.
"If only you'd take us away from this place," she whispered.
"Let it be woman! This is my home now, our home. Now come to bed!" Anger flared in Morningeagle's eyes and he pushed from the doorway and crossed the room, his bare feet slapping noisily on the irregular wooden floor. He climbed into the bed with an air of finality. He wedged himself beneath the covers. She stood in the center of the room, her head tilted to one side, listening to the sounds of the house.
"Miriam?" he said in a softer voice that roused her from her lethargy to slowly move to the bed and climb in. He grunted his satisfaction and turned his back to her as she clicked off the night light.
In short order, her husband snored deeply, but even with the weight of a long day upon her, Miriam could not find rest. She listened to the chirping of crickets and the sound of eaves slapping against one another in the gentle breeze for along time.
At last she slipped from under the sheets and padded slowly and soundlessly to the child's door. Little James slept with noisy coos amid rumpled nightclothes. She thought he was dreaming perhaps of plains filled with mighty buffalo and a stout horse painted bright blue with rockers all of wood.
Their strong son had his father's chiseled features showing beneath the baby fat and the same deep coal black eyes as his mother. His name was James, but Jon had said, "When he's old enough my boy's gunna take the spirit journey and choose his own name, in the old ways." And everyone who knew Jon Morningeagle was sure that it would be just so.
Miriam held one hand through the open door so that light from the window swam about it. Chiaroscuro in the light it had swollen knuckles and rawhide skin that should belong to a woman twenty years her senior. She snatched her hand from the light as if the moon's touch burned the flesh.
Her vision of the room smudged with teardrops.
Slowly she eased the door closed and leaned her forehead on the jamb, letting all her unrealized dreams filter through her lips with one whispered sentence to her son. "You're all we ever had," she said, "all I got left."
She moved with little purpose to the bed and let exhaustion save her from her thoughts.
A long silence settled over the sleeping Morningeagle family, filling the house with the calm of a glassy sea just before a storm.
In the middle of the child's room, toys scattered the floor awaiting his future pleasures, and a dot of light blinked into existence without an apparent light source. No beam shone in the window or reflected off any shiny toy or surface. The point of light coalesced in the center of the room about four feet off the floor, and grew into a vertical line of coherent luminosity that touched the floor. Without a sound, it burst into the image of what might well have been a Gnome of European legend.
The little man-thing was thin and gray with two huge eyes and a bulb head that throbbed with a myriad of green-gray veins. It had no mouth.
Clutched tightly in the withered arms was a tiny bundle of flesh --a baby.
The child was young and unmoving, curiously lifeless. It was a perfect image of James Morningeagle.
The silent invader took two steps to the crib, bent over the railing and gently slid the strange twin under the covers. Six-digit hands lifted the real Morningeagle child and carried him to the center of the room. In less than ten heartbeats the two figures collapsed into a vertical line of light, and were gone.
In the morning when the dead child was discovered, the inner turmoil of the parents turned to anger and accusation. When the doctors could find no reason why the tiny heart of the image of Jon Morningeagle had stopped beating, the anger turned to unreasoning hate.
The following day Jon mounted his best horse and headed off into the mountains moving north. It was the last anyone in the tribe saw of him.
Miriam refused to leave the house, never shed a tear after the first morning, and two weeks after Jon vanished she tried to kill herself with one of her husband's antique guns.
After a stay in the hospital Miriam went to stay with her parents and it was said that for years she sobbed in her sleep but when awake she never spoke of either her husband or her son.
The house became tribal property after a time, but no one would enter the place. Eventually it rotted away.
TIME: Spring 1993
PLACE: Oklahoma, United. States
Phillip Simon screamed. His eyes shot open and suddenly he was awake. His bedclothes were clammy with sweat. He panted, his thick black hair hung in moist ringlets veiling his eyes.
"What..." he tried but could not finish the thought. He touched the blanket and stared at his hand as best the semi-darkness allowed. "It was a dream again." He felt calm to think it, so he repeated it aloud. "I was dreaming." But saying it in words did not make it ring true.
He knew he had just been remembering the murder again.
Simon was in a gray concrete cell, six feet by eight feet that smelled of urine, ammonia and sweat, with one small square of light set high up in the wall opposite the door. The moon-glow cast dim shadows into the room. The shadows were long gray lines snaked from metal bars planted firmly in the sill and slithered across the floor to slumber across the foot of Simon's bunk.
It took a few minutes before he could gather his wits enough to rise. He stripped off the damp pajamas, throwing a blanket over his broad muscled shoulders. He paced to the sink set in the wall opposite his bunk and grabbed the towel from the rack. He wiped sweat from his face as he bent to peer at his reflection in the small steel mirror illuminated by a stark slice of moonlight.
Deep crows feet from exposure to the sun and wind and lines of worry marked Simon's craggy face, though his tan had long since paled from confinement.
Beneath bushy brows his eyes shone hazel with flecks of pure green and brown that gave them warmth. His mouth twisted in a line turned down at the corners in a perpetual frown. The laugh lines had not faded with his confinement in spite of the leathery roughness of his whole continuance.
In the medicine cabinet sat a plastic container of contraband tequila the guards let him keep. Simon uncapped the small container and drank.
He tried not to think about it all, that maybe the situation had been predestined: That the German would also practice Hwa Rang Do, that they both should enter a tournament in Oklahoma City, that Simon should pass the dressing room and hear her plead with the German to marry her: that Phillip Simon and the German should both love Cynthia.
When Simon had entered the match the inner Simon knew he was going to kill his rival. At last, after all the months of the trial and confinement, Phillip Simon agreed with the prosecution and believed that death had been an unconscious wish.
That was when he willed himself to die but as the time approached, his resolution to accept things calmly faded away. As the days wound down toward his death, he had only one regret in an eventful life, one love he had spurned as Cynthia had spurned him, and it was the inner ghost that haunted him at night. It was a ghost named Liza.
"Only two days to go," Simon whispered to himself. He paced to his bunk and willed himself to lie down. The tequila warmed him inside in spite of a shudder at the remembered appointment. He closed his eyes with deliberation, wondering what might come after....
Then he saw it.
His eyes were shut, but he saw it.
Simon sat--frantically erect and rubbed his eyes until they teared. Then he opened them again, amazed to see only the bare grayness of the cell.
Relax, it can't be a mercy to go crazy this late in the game. He smiled a humorless smile and lay back down. Once more he tried for sleep.
It was back!
Inside his eyelids, staring straight at him with lidless eyes fixed squarely at him, a face! It had a round, bulbous head with bony ridged brows above a parchment expanse where a mouth should be. A grotesquery Poe would quake at.
Simon yelled.
"What is it, Simon?" Tanner was the night guard on duty in the row. He was a man of forty, bald, but undiminished in other ways by the years. Once he may have felt compassion for the men he dealt with, but time had formed a thick scab over his feelings. He had no time for a killer's aberrations.
"Whadd'ya want; a reprieve?" He stood at the slot in the door and peered in with a small flashlight.
"Don't you see it?" The prisoner gasped. "There, man, there!" He gestured frantically, pointing to the center of the cell. Such behavior was not new to Tanner, he'd seen a lot of men on death row 'slip their knot' in the final days.
"It's all right, Simon," the guard said, his voice rough. "Just calm down and relax. Your nerves are shot is all. It ain't real; just keep telling yourself."
"I'm not mad, you idiot, it's there! Why don't you see it? Those eyes!" Simon pressed into the angle where the walls met, his blanket wrapped partially around him.
"Now simmer down and shut up, or I'll give you something to put you to sleep." Tanner waved his sedative to emphasize his point, tapping the club on the bars with a 'clack-clack' Simon started to say something, thought better of it and lowered his eyes in a vain effort to avoid the spectral head that remained at a fixed distance squarely in his line of sight.
Tanner took the gesture as one of submission, slid the viewing panel shut and walked away to return to his paper.
Simon was left alone in the cell with his private apparition. He did his best to absorb that fact and deal with it. He swallowed hard and sat up to stare back at the 'floating' head.
After a time he forced himself to speak to it "Why are you haunting me?" Silence settled heavily about him testing his nerves further. After a time word shapes formed in Simon's mind as clearly as the face of his tormentor.
"Be calm, Phillip Simon, I am Tar-Myk."
"I really am insane." Simon sat quietly; while what he was sure was a shattered corner of his mind, spoke to him.
"I am of a race, old before yours was born, who seeks now to aid young worlds like yours. We need your help to guide the course of events on your tiny planet." The image shimmered for a second, the head becoming distorted, elongated. It flickered like a television image.
Simon gasped a sigh of relief; his vision was at last deserting him. However, the nightmare resolved itself into solidity and continued.
"You have abilities, which once amplified by our science, will aid your planet. We are prepared to aid you in your current situation."
"Situation!" Simon was so within the grasp of the apparition that it seemed no more insane to conduct a conversation than to merely listen and certainly no worse to argue. "I'm gonna fry in two days!"
"You will not be terminated in two planet turns if you agree to be our corporeal representative."
Simon stared at the phantom head and tried to make sense of the whole thing. So maybe it is just a fractured part of my own head. Play along, and maybe it'll go away. After all, how many people had such a bizarre vision that made promises. Aladdin, or Faust perhaps?
"All right," Simon acquiesced. "Get me out and it's a deal."
A sudden sharp pain pierced his left arm where a living beam of white light appeared. When he looked down the light vanished, leaving behind a small abrasion.
"You will not die," Tar-Myk said.
Simon started to speak, but the head wavered, shrank, and faded, leaving him alone in his cell. "My God!" he murmured.
His all but shattered nerves seemed to collapse in on themselves then and he fell into a deep sleep. He saw no more of his apparition and he was sure it was just the beginnings of his madness so he all but forgot it.
When the final day came for Phillip Simon, he was led noisily down the gray corridor crying and yelling. "I don't want to die." He looked up at the ceiling of the corridor. "You promised," he screamed. "You promised!"
A minute before the executioner threw the switch Phillip Simon grew quiet. His eyes closed, and only by careful observation could his executioner see the rise and fall of the prisoner's chest. Those watching blinked hard for the condemned man's form seemed to blur for a moment- surely a trick of the light-then he was quiet and unmoving.
Death came with a quick hood of darkness as, with the lights, a life winked out. All that remained of Phillip Simon was the smell of burnt flesh and ozone and an unused shell.
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In the year 2084, a scientist-scholar wakes up from a coma to find himself the prime suspect of the murder of his mistress. He struggles in the stark world in which he regains consciousness to reconstruct relationships with his young son, and the wife with whom he was in a faltering marriage - even as he himself cannot remember if he had any part in the gruesome crime; nor even the circumstances of the fire in his lab that nearly killed him. He must race a dogged policewoman, who seems to believe that he is the killer from among a list of suspects, to learn the shocking, whole truth - before his family, and his own life, are destroyed.
January 15, 2084
Where were her kids?
She wanted Cassie and Billy to see their father for breakfast when he woke up. He'd been commuting to Hong Kong and who knew what other places trying to drum up investments for their stricken area of New York State. In the kitchen, she cracked two eggs into a pan with butter and sank two pieces of rye bread into the toaster. She saw through the window that the latticework of ice on the Hudson River was hatcheted apart in last night's rainstorm. Her two children went out to play on the riverbank.
She heard a scream. She ran to the back door. The nine and eleven year olds in their parkas came bounding up the back lawn, what looked like ruptured earth pounded overnight then re-frozen. Cassie was wailing. Billy struggled to keep up with his older sister.
"Mommy!" her daughter cried.
She knelt to grab Cassie's shoulder at the door as Cassie puckered her face with disgust and held out her hands. In her mittens sat what appeared to be drenched black human hair. It was threaded through the eye sockets of a human skull.
She phoned the police. In minutes, she observed a two-man gyrocopter descend on the riverbank. On the street, a baby-faced cop waved away a news van from their home. Four-fifths of this block had moved away in the last year anyway, and the houses around them stood abandoned, dingy and unsellable. She watched police officers trudging from the scene in front of her house. A ravaged-looking, old woman in a doorway across the street seemed to snap emotionally. She shrieked hysterically and wouldn't stop. Another breakdown. Everything was dreadful.
The young mother watched as the cops carried something they dredged from the Hudson. She spotted three skeletal fingers, like two were chewed off, which hung twig-like from the hammock. Snagged on a bone was a golden bracelet with a cursive letter "M." It looked expensive, she thought.
Four days earlier, nearby:
The first thing he noticed was that there were no trees on his block, as though it had been bulldozed and repaved. Hadn't there been trees? Jonathan Kelton gazed at this through eyes that weren't real. He emerged from the car to view his three-story house, a dirty aquamarine stucco. Dr. Oskar Rose lifted him from the car. The doctor's shaved head gleamed in the late afternoon half-light. Rolls of fat rippled over a leather belt, sleeves of his white shirt rolled, cobalt blue tie loose; eyes dark and inscrutable. "Home," the doctor said.
Diana ran out the front door. A head shorter than he was and two years younger, round-faced and bright-eyed, she looked immaculately coiffed, ready to greet him, her natural strawberry-blond hair dropping to her shoulders in ringlets. She kissed him and he saw that her hand shook. A freckle-faced boy peeked out of the doorway then ran to him. He dropped to a squatting position to take the boy in his arms. Dr. Rose muttered a few words to Diana that he couldn't hear.
"Daddy," the boy said, breathless.
"My God, Henry. You've grown up, my little man."
Rose gave a wave then vanished into his car wordlessly. Diana led Jonathan into the house. Inside, a small banner stretched along the wall proclaiming in crayon, "Welcome back, Daddy."
Bleary, he tried to act relaxed and clear at least for his son's sake, as Diana spread out pillows for them to sit on the floor. Diana said, "So, you know, Henry just turned seven."
"Hey, happy birthday!" he said, feeling even more awkward acknowledging something this way that he should have remembered right away. He caught Henry staring at him, mouth slightly open. He knew he was emaciated and pale, though otherwise had been reassured he looked somewhat the same as before. At thirty-eight, he'd maintained a lean physique though now his very bones felt rubbery. He literally wore new skin. He looked outside, half-expecting his backyard to be split by a liver-colored gash where his lab used to be. Now, there was a patio.
It was then he realized he could barely remember actually working in his lab at all. Why should that be?
How broken was he, still?
"I want to hear about everything, buddy," he said to Henry. "All about school, everything. Since I've been away."
Of the approximate year he was gone, he'd only been fully conscious for the last few weeks. Diana had been allowed to visit him once, though not Henry, right before he was released. He'd remained bedridden. He'd been overjoyed to open his eyes and see her.
Sitting upright, now, he felt dizzy and his whole body ached -- a vague, dull ache.
Diana brought out green tea and Henry's small, partially eaten chocolate birthday cake. "You look great," she told Jonathan.
"Even better, right?"
"Want to see a mirror?"
The last time he'd looked at himself was this morning before leaving the clinic, it was safe. "Bring it on."
She left the room and returned with a hand mirror. "See?" She placed a finger gently on a cleft in his chin. "Tender?"
"A little." The technology was amazing, he thought, as he gazed into his own blue eyes, the lids, the lashes. And this despite the fact that the neuroplastic devices they'd sunk into his skull like so many pipes weren't alive but did have the melding properties of living tissue. Soon, they'd be part of his body. The difference was they were durable enough to last a thousand years, his doctor had said, proudly; so, when his body decayed, Jonathan figured his new eyes and ears would be poking curiously through a husk of gristle.
From his cross-legged position on the floor, Henry said, "Are you good now, Daddy?"
"Oh, yeah."
"Kiddo," Diana said, sounding anxious, "Maybe Daddy should rest a little."
"Yeah, I... " She was right, he was enervated from doing nothing.
She silently directed Henry to take hold of his arms and lift him as though he couldn't do it himself. He pulled away gently to stand straight. He said, "See? Don't sweat it. A new man."
His son gave him a kiss before heading to his room. Not long after, Diana stretched out in their bed. Her eyes looked strangely backlit now, he thought, the iris with almost a neon glow. Whatever she'd taken made her more relaxed. He wouldn't bring it up now. Things were OK. All he had to do was get more mentally acute, he told himself.
"You look beautiful as ever," he said, meaning it, or wanting to mean it.
She beamed.
"Diana?... I think I'm having trouble remembering things."
"What do you mean? You know us, you know your home, you know everything."
"No. I don't know what happened to me."
He knew he'd been working on ordinary commercial chemical pesticides. He'd been credited with the first foolproof mosquito repellent to be taken internally. He built the home lab to refine the formula on commission so it could fight off all the stinger-equipped members of the insect population. His doctor acknowledged that there had been a mistake he made while working but Jonathan couldn't pinpoint it in his own mind. His most current records were destroyed in the sudden incineration of his lab so no one could say for sure what it was. There were volatile substances there that could be used for insect eradication. So why had no cause of the fire been determined? The debris was quickly cleared away and no one probed for a specific chemical signature, he'd been told. His body had absorbed different noxious substances. The priority, the only concern, they told him, was saving him. Dr. Rose didn't want him to think about it. Dr. Rose didn't give him any answers.
He might have to be satisfied that all he could know right now was that if he'd remained in the wreckage of the lab any longer, his body would not have been salvageable. Rose stepped in to claim his blind earthworm form. He knew that the doctor persuaded Diana to sign papers that allowed procedures for which his newly formed department at the Bluestone Clinic would absorb the cost.
"Does that even matter, Jon?" Diana asked.
"Why would you say that?"
"Why would I say that? Because I'm your wife who's glad you're home in one piece."
"But -- what'd I do?"
"Well... You barely talked to me about your work."
"Then -- I wish to God I had."
"At that time, we weren't talking too much."
"What? Were we fighting? Over what?"
"No, not fighting. There was just some, maybe... distance."
"Well, then... Couldn't have been important if I can't remember." He tried to make this sound light-hearted though it wasn't.
She said, "Be with Henry tomorrow after school, he needs that."
"Of course, of course. I want to... That was a little rough I guess, just now, sorry."
"No. You just have to become acclimated, the doctor said that... I did some things to the house. Hope you like them."
"I will, I'm sure." But he couldn't be sure he would know the difference. Didn't she realize that was what he was trying to tell her?
What he understood at this point -- continuing a mental list of what he did know -- was that the barrier between his lab and the house had stood in place. It was why the fire hadn't spread; why their home wasn't harmed.
He said, "Anyway, something must've happened out here while I was inside the clinic. When we were driving here, everything seemed just... dead, no flora at all. Rose didn't give me access to news either."
"Maybe tomorrow or the next day you can look at the news. That'll tell you things. Nothing to worry about now."
"I worry about not knowing."
She stared at the ceiling and smiled. "Well, that sounds like the same old Jonathan."
"I know it'll go away but right now I don't like this feeling of -- of, you know, disarrangement."
She sighed. "You're impossible."
"Well?"
"Everything's all right now... Some jerk set off an eco-bomb."
"Eco-bomb! I... " He didn't know where to begin with that. "Who, do they know?"
"A local kid, unemployed... Used to be a science student."
"Where?"
"Actually, from Kingston."
She meant the State University there -- his own college. "You're kidding."
She caressed his cheek. "Yes, you married me for my sense of humor... You are thinking too much."
"Tell me when."
"When? Last year."
"Just to make sure," he said, only half-joking, "the year is 2084?"
"You don't have to keep second guessing things. It's January 11."
"Diana... please let me know everything. I can't relax until I do."
She sighed again and tapped a keypad by the bed. The wall screen lit up and indeed told him things he could barely stand to hear.
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