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Harsh Realities
Rude Awakening
Dr. Evita Young knew something was off immediately. She just couldn’t quite figure out what it was, because her thoughts were foggy. She was in the little hidden valley community that she and the other women who had escaped the cities had carved out of the wilderness. Wait, that can’t be right, she’s not some new age granola cruncher, she thought to herself; she was a prominent scientist and researcher, with multiple Phds and well published, and respected in her field... she tried to shake her head to clear the fog, but it wouldn’t go away. She KNEW this village, and these people. She knew that woman at the other table sorting herbs, Anysia. The woman smiled at her and she felt her heart soar. Then in the next instant, the ghastly mutilations appeared. The eyes were empty from their sockets, and the teeth had all been broken out. The once beautiful face suddenly had large, deep gashes, cut into it.
Evita screamed in horror. Pain and guilt, remembering why this had been done to her Anysia flooding back into her mind. Soon, others she knew from the village began to close in on her, and they started to chase her through the village. Soon it wasn’t just the ghastly remains of her villagers, but the remains of all the others who had suffered when she tried to make the deal, and those multitudes more who suffered because she broke it. When it finally became too much to bear, she screamed and jerked herself awake.
Waking did not offer any solace from the nightmare. Her struggles in her sleep had only caused her chains to shift position and as gravity took charge of the new arrangement, she found that it yanked her arms even farther only this time in a slightly different direction. The complex arrangement of pullies and chains that her captive had suspended her from the ceiling of her cell with, was designed to allow for the least discomfort only if you could remain completely motionless. Any muscle twitch, or even a deep breath, would cause one chain to slip, which would unbalance the others, and like the strings of a marionette would spend several minutes twisting and pulling, on the captive’s limbs, until balance was once again restored. Until the next tremor, that would begin the torturous cycle anew. They still wanted information from her, so she was merely shackled, and none of her limbs were broken first. When they wanted to begin on you in earnest, they would use hooks through your joints, and would often give the large bones several fractures. Not enough to make it quick, but enough to maximise the suffering.
∆∆∆
 
Paradise Lost
Evita wanted to cry, but whether it was dehydration, or despair, or perhaps simple exhaustion, she couldn’t muster the energy. Grief for the loss of so many people, and all that they had worked to build, should overwhelm her, she thought, but the loss was too much to process, and she just felt empty With their first attack, she had felt anger and indignation. Looking back on it now, she didn’t know what indignities were.
Things had been going well for Evita. She and the band of women from Xi had made good their escape, and with the wealth they had taken, were able to hire passage and protection to a remote valley. It lay hidden in an inaccessible area, and with a little magical reshaping, the women had managed to cut it off rather thoroughly from the rest of the world. With the few slaves they had brought in, and their own magical abilities, they had turned the valley into a comfortable home. They had good years there until the men flew over the mountain barriers on their flying carpets. The women had minimal weapons and few defenses. They had not needed many, relying instead on not being accessible. It wasn’t much of a fight.
The captain of the invaders had recognized the technological sophistication of their little village, though. Evita had used that to strike her first bargain to try to save her people. She had thought she knew what these men were. She thought she was dealing with men like Eli Davidson. Ruthless but principled, had she known the truth then, she often wonders if she would have had the courage to fight to their last breath. She can’t help but believe their deaths would have been less painful. The things that have been done to her since then, the things she has been forced to do... Not to survive. Oh, she would have gladly foregone survival, and ended it many times in the past, and even now, if only she had the means. No, she is haunted by the memory of the unforgivable things she has done just to make the pain stop. Just for a moment’s reprieve. For an hour of sleep after six days of sleep deprivation. These men have taken torture and made of it an art form. Made it a part of their culture. Perfected its nuances over the span of thousands of years. Nothing she had read from all of Earth’s sordid history had prepared her for what she has witnessed in the time she has spent owned by the Sultanate.
∆∆∆
 
Coersion
Evita was pulled from the waking nightmare of her thoughts when the door to her cell opened. The emaciated figure of another slave came in. She was dirty and dressed in rags. Her skin covered in sores and cuts that had barely scabbed over. The woman, girl really, knelt down where Evita’s stomach sagged lowest to the ground as she hung from the restraints. When Evita saw her pull out the small candle she begged, “Please, you don’t have to do this! You are one of us. You don’t have to be like them. Talk to me! Please!”
Yet for all of her pleading, the girl just lit the candle. She kept begging, her pride long ago having melted. The girl said nothing. She yelled at her louder, as the heat from the small flame began to build and she knew that soon she would have to move so as not to burn, but that would set the chains to pulling on her joints. The girl just sat in the cell's corner and stared at her with blank, unseeing eyes. Evita knew this game that their captors played. The girl had been tortured with a group of other girls. They were told that the first one who agreed to torture someone else could have their pain stop. She had to sit and watch the price of her moment of comfort, brought about by her own hand. Evita, desperate for anything to take her mind from the pain begged again, “Ok, I know what they’ve done to you. At least talk to me!” she wailed, as she finally had to give in and move to give the flame a new section of flesh to heat up. The girl’s blank eyes never changed as she simply opened her mouth wide, to show Evita she had no tongue anymore to speak to her with.
Something in Evita broke. She howled her pain, rage, and frustration. She thrashed wildly in the chains, the cuffs of the manacles cutting nasty grooves into the already raw flesh of her wrists and ankles. Hopelessness overtook her, and eventually she lost consciousness.
As she slept, she dreamed of the time after her first deal. She had been taken before the magi of the Sultan, and there she was able to impress them with big promises of technological wonders. Evita had gotten her own lab, and her people, while not treated exactly well, nor were they free to go, they were also not put in with the common slaves. She knew they were hostages held against her cooperation and good behavior.
The more she had gotten to know them, the more she realize that she just couldn’t give them what they wanted. The thought of the Sultanate with future technology scared the hell out of her, even more so when they were no longer satisfied with better mining equipment, and better machine tools. When they wanted weapons, and they wanted them from her, she learned exactly how precarious her position was, and how little her ‘bargain’ had bought her. That is when the first of the tortures had begun. At first it was cat and mouse games with the lives of her villagers, then her lovers, and after the failed escape attempt, the gloves came off. She was still spared anything that would be too likely to kill her quickly, but that didn’t mean she was really spared much.
The last of her strength faded, and even the pain of the burn on her stomach couldn’t overcome the exhaustion and she lost consciousness, the entire world crashing into dark, blessed oblivion.
∆∆∆
 
Bitter is the temptation of hope
Evita let out a whimper as her time in the blessed oblivion was abruptly taken from her and she found herself in a stark white room. Harsh white light seeming to come from everywhere all at once, and nowhere specifically. Her body screamed with pain. She had hoped she was dead, but she didn’t think you were supposed to feel anything when you were dead. Maybe that was just one more lie she had been led to believe, she thought with all the bitterness she could muster in her exhausted state. As her pain addled mind adjusted to the new environment, she realized she had thought of it as a room, but it had no walls, no floor, no furniture. There was no discernable up, nor down, nor was she seeming to float? Rather, it was as if all of existence had simply not been filled in yet.
Then suddenly a man appeared. He was classically beautiful, very much masculine, yet one would almost say “pretty”, but not in any way that one could ever mistake for feminine. It was very odd to Evita’s eyes. His voice was deep, and she was certain most women would have described it as calming, but Evita’s experience with men had made it unlikely she would ever find that sound calming or comforting again. She wasn’t certain she would find anything calming or comforting ever again.
“Be at peace,” he said in the same tone one uses when trying not to spook a frightened animal. “I mean you no harm. Easy, easy, calm...” He was slowly reaching one hand out toward her, “I am afraid my cousin’s servants have thought it a mercy, or perhaps a form of rebellion against him to subtly step up your neglect. Were you anyone else, I would not interfere with their plans. However, I have cast the auguries. You must hold on a little while longer. His ambition has set the table, and his reach has exceeded his grasp. You are key to his downfall. How was vague, but I have been forced to act, lest you not have the strength to see to his end?” His hand glowed, and Evita could feel strength returning.
“NO! No more! Please! Just let it all be over!” she pleaded.
“Shh...” The man’s voice was gentle, but his eyes were not kind. “You must hold on, you must endure. I do not know the part you play, yet, play it you shall. When this is over, if you survive, and you need protection, that you not become the tool of another. You may seek me out. For now, you must go back.” He reached toward her forehead.
Evita pulled back, yet couldn’t move in the room with no floor. She thrashed, trying to get away, but it was useless. She called out in the second before he touched her, “How will I find you?”
As the lights flared blindingly, the voice just said, “You will know. Now sleep.” Again, the world went dark.




Intelligence Gathering
She’s still alive!
He watched the sentry turn at the end of his patrol and started the stopwatch. He was using a magical variety because it was smaller, and completely silent. As long as they stuck to the routine, he should have enough time to slip in, retrieve the drop, and get out with no one the wiser. John wasn’t really worried about it, with the equipment he carried, the chances of anything short of a Grand Magus being able to actually catch, and hold him, was exceedingly small, but leaving dead guards, or missing guards, was tantamount to announcing that covert operations forces were operating in the area. Sure, a smuggler would drop one from time to time, but usually if that happened, the magi sent to investigate could track them down quickly. Even if they couldn’t ultimately lay hands on the miscreant, it wouldn’t be hard for them to know who he was. John’s people only wished their cover was strong enough to allow for that. The best they could hope for was to conduct some local rushed sabotage, and hope that the investigators believed the ruse and thought their mission already accomplished. Otherwise life got very exciting, for any operatives still working in the area.
Tonight, things seemed to be going according to plan, at least until he got to the drop and found it empty. Frustrated, he looked around and saw three flashes of reflected moonlight in the proper coded pattern. He felt his adrenaline spike. The codes were correct, but with torture or magic, who knew what could be discovered... Still, after only the briefest hesitation, he pulled his magical signal light and cautiously flashed back the signal. Careful to direct the narrow beam of light only to the spot he had seen the flashes come from. Then, his paranoia hammering on his nerves, he drew back and found a place in the deep shadows to observe the drop location. Better to see who showed up before revealing his exact position.
In moments, he saw a figure arrive. John barely recognized her. He felt rage, shame, and pity, all vie for prominence, but he ruthlessly forced them all down. He owed it to her sacrifice to bring his “A” game. With his game face back on, John crawled back into a position where he could be seen and made the smallest of sounds. The emaciated form startled, and looked ready to bolt, but then realized it was her contact and approached. The smell hit John’s gag reflex, and he had to fight not to retch. She had open running sores all along her body, and when her voice croaked out, it sounded inhuman. John realized that the vocal chords had torn and healed so many times from her screams that she was barely still capable of speech at all. Fighting down his revulsion at the smell, he leaned forward and strained to hear her words.
“There is a slave that must be gotten out, or killed. This could not be trusted to normal messages.” She was gasping, the effort of speaking this much, obviously difficult for her. The effort of getting to this drop spot had obviously taxed her limited energy reserves beyond all reason. As she had been speaking, John had been busy pulling water, and what high calorie and high protein rations he could find stashed among his various pockets. Between grateful gulps of the water, the woman continued. “She knows how to make things. Things they want badly. Miracle things no one has ever seen. It is like she worked for the World Wright company before they caught her, but I know she didn’t, because I snooped some when I could. They found her in a little village, in a hidden valley. They think she was their leader. They say she was the one who knew how to build all the things, anyway. They say she made a deal to teach them, but they wanted weapons. When she wouldn’t do it...”
He suddenly realized the woman had gone silent. She had gotten lost in the memories. John gently nudged her, his voice very calm and soothing. “Shh, it’s already past. Be present in the moment, be here with me now. What happened?”
The woman shuddered, then shrugged, “They killed them all, the whole village. A few at a time over a long time. I think she’s gone quite mad, but still if left there, everyone hits a breaking point eventually. Then,”again, she shuddered. “Then who could stop them?” Without waiting for an answer, she sobbed. “They call her Evita. Can we get her out, or should I kill her to keep her from giving them her secrets?”
John felt like someone had kicked him in the gut. Could it be her? She wasn’t his responsibility. He knew that intellectually, but could he really abandon her to what he knew was in there? She was crazy, and spoiled, and deserved to be brought down a few notches, but no one deserved the Sultanate. Against his better judgement, John makes the call, “We’re taking you both out. Do you think you can make it for a week? We need time to get an extraction team in place.” He looked at her, “Just looking at you, I don’t think you could make it to the exit point as you are, and if she’s in as bad of shape or worse... this is likely to get messy.” Damn messy, he thought to himself, but she is brilliant, and after this, he would be she is motivated, if their plans for a quick first strike didn’t go off as planned.
The woman looked up at him and shrugged. “Each moment is an unknown here. Death is as common as breathing, and more common than food. I will hold on for as long as I am able. I had given up, and decided to no longer fight, until I overheard the guards complaining about having to deal with keeping her alive. That meant she was important, so I held on longer to find out why.”
“Keep her alive?” he asked.
“She was refusing to eat. They force fed her. She vomited. They fed her the vomit, and she vomited again. Now, they run broth in the other end, and lock it in place with a plug so that she can absorb enough to stay alive. It’s one of the reasons she is so weak.” She said it all in a flat tone, as if discussing the weather.
John wondered for a moment about the sanity of the woman they would get out of there. He considered the wisdom of just killing her. It might be a mercy. Safer too. Once she got her strength back, she was fairly powerful before. If she were mad now... brilliant, powerful, and nuts, was not a good combination, just look at what they were having to deal with Marduk. “One week. Here,” he said, handing her two small steel vials, “find some place you can stash these until you are ready to go. They are healing potions from the alchemists. Don’t take them until before you’re ready to go, we don’t want you looking unnaturally strong beforehand and giving yourself away, but when the time comes, they should be just the boost you need to give you the edge you need to get you out of there.”
He looked at her, and his voice softened. He moved to put his hand on her dirty face for a gentle bit of encouragement, but she instinctively cringed and flinched away. “Take no unnecessary chances. You’ve done your job well. You have only to survive this last bit, and I promise, the rest of your days...” he trailed off and lowered his hand as she flinched. “No one will raise a hand against you again. Now, a little more water, and then you must go, before you are missed. One week, I’m bringing in what we’ll need to get you home.”
He watched her slip away back into the inky black. His mind reeled. Kicking over this ant hill was going to push up their timetables. Marduk was going to be howling mad when they snatched this prize out from under him.
∆∆∆
 
Yeah, we’re doing it
They all sat around different tables, in different cities, in different parts of the world, and had an emergency planning session. It may have all been over the radio, but they were all using their now decade old cell phones for the communication to handle the encryption. The degraded battery life meant that time was of the essence, so all debate was kept to an absolute minimum. Each of them dreaded the day when one by one these minor miracles of the old world would give up the fight and go dark forever, and with each passing year, hints of that time drew nearer.
Eli had just finished laying out the startling news to the others. John had radioed him early that morning after he had made it back to the sub. Unfortunately, John was back running silent and the one vital member of the team not on this call. Georgia spoke up immediately, “I don’t approve of what she did, but we can’t just leave her there!”
Eli growled, “We aren’t going to! What kind of animals do you think we are?” He stopped before he said something he would regret later. He took in a deep breath and let it out with a long sigh. “Of course we’re going to try to get her out. The question is, how much are we willing to risk to do it? How manny resources are we willing to expend on this? Most importantly, this is likely to tip our hand, and will push up the time table on the fight. We aren’t likely to be able to snatch her out of there quick and quiet. If we get her out by plane or ship, it will be obvious who helpped. If we try to take her out any other way, we should just mercy kill her where she’s at and save her the suffering. So, when he knows what we’ve done, he will throw everything he’s got into either finishing his body, then coming after us. Or he’ll just throw everything he’s got right at us. Either way, everything gets turned up to eleven this time next week. Succeed or fail, he’s gonna know, if we put anything more toward this than just a token effort. So, how much is it worth to you?”
The line was silent. Each of her former coworkers felt their conscience war against itself. Leave no one behind, is good in theory, but she had left them. Now she was suffering the consequences of her actions, but no one deserved this. Could they look at themselves in the mirror if they only did the minimum? This time, it was Sam who broke the silence. “Uh, Josh says, if it helps, we’ve got the surprise ready. If the pickup team could somehow drop off a radio beacon, something to help us get an exact fix for aiming... maybe then we don’t care about his timetable?”
Eli’s eyes snapped to Cherut’s and locked on them. The silent question as to the status of their other project plain to his adopted son. Cherut gave him a slightly stressed look, hesitating for only the briefest instant before giving a slight shake of his head. Eli understood, they were close, but not one week close. Marcus’ voice had come over the radio in this time asking, “Surprise?”
Eli answered, “The rail gun project. We’ve had a few options for making it a little more, eh, impactful? Aiming was just one of the last hurdles to overcome. I think maybe this isn’t a bad idea after all.”
Marcus cleared his throat, “What if we could somehow draw him out. Pull him away. Give them more time to make good the escape. We’ll still have to run the attack before he can complete his transfer, but when they shut down the mines last year, Marduk himself actually left the tower. We know the bodies he inhabits rot away fast, but no one else can bring down the hammer like he can in person.”
Anju spoke up. We know they produce most of their liquid power source for the magic guns in the western province. If there were a way to threaten that, it would likely be enough to pull him away. Even by magic carpet, that’s still a twelve-hour trip."
Eli thought for a moment. “We will have to see if John has anyone in that area. If nothing else, air strikes should do the trick. I hate to risk planes and pilots that we might need later, that far out, this early in the fighting, but if it puts him where we want him, when we want him there...” Eli trailed off.
Marcus spoke up. “I’m losing battery power soon. You have my vote. I say we’re going to have to fight this bastard eventually. We might as well start it off with doing the right thing.”
Eli asked, “Everyone else on board with this?” As the answers came back to him over the phone, one by one, each of them agreed. Do what they had to do, and if it meant fighting now, so be it. The fight was coming anyway. “Ok, I will contact you over the next couple of days with your orders. Be ready. Clock’s ticking, and this time, we’re hitting him at home.”




Before the hammer falls
In the shadow of war
Melina was tired of all of this. She had watched her family go on full war build up mode for far too long. She wasn’t directly involved in the planning, so she didn’t deal with the day-to-day details, but sharing the magical bed with her husband, and the other wives that did deal with it, she knew that the time was fast approaching that all of this preparation would be put to use. The bed was a wedding present from Cherut, Eli’s eldest adopted son. One of its many beneficial enchantments was to allow a version of mind sharing to those who shared the bed, at least while they were asleep. With the complex relationship requirements of any two people multiplied by the demands of being powerful people with many people depending on them, and multiplied again by the fact that there were in fact not one, but fifteen wives in this marriage, the fact that while they slept, their subconscious minds could do the necessary dances between them to sort through things that may have been said, or left unsaid, during the waking day, might be the only thing that kept them all relatively sane. Especially under the pressure cooker conditions of the coming war. Melina was afraid of war, but she wanted this planning stage over.
She could see the effect it was having on their children. They had tried to keep it from them, but children weren’t stupid. The younger children didn’t know what was wrong, only that the adults were always worried, and always tired. The elder children had taken to snooping. She had caught David acting as a distraction while his younger sisters went in to look through papers in Elena’s office. She had thought Eli was going to skin all of them. It was the first time she had ever seen him actually lose his temper with the children. He liked to play at it and occasionally roar loudly for effect, but she could tell the difference, even if almost no one else could. None of his wives were fooled by the act. This time had been the first time that it had been no act. She understood it was dangerous for them to know things they shouldn’t. Dangerous for them, and dangerous for anyone that the information was about. Still, this was no way to live. She would be happy when it was over.
She had hesitated before suggesting that he take David and Marc with him when he was going to inspect what the Ross brothers had taken to calling “the Hammer”. In the end, though, he had seen reason. The boys didn’t need to know what they were going on the trip for, nor where exactly they were going to. They could be put in a room with some books and a basic assignment for a few hours while he was in the meeting. They would however, have made an important business trip with their father. Spent travel time with him. Gotten to have lunch with him and been made to feel a part of the entire scheme of things. It would make them less likely to feel left out and start trying to “include themselves” in the future. At least, that had been the plan. She had heard that they had wandered off and had been found safe. She really hoped it was innocent for the boys’ sake, or there may well be a year long apprenticeship with a Maccabean Weapon’s master in their future, and neither mother happy with her for suggesting they be allowed to go.
∆∆∆
 
Finding your peace amidst the chaos
Dinah let out a long sigh and stretched her back. It might not have been quite fair slipping the sedative into the stressed mother’s teas, but both women really were overreacting to the injuries the boys had sustained. For while they had lost a dangerous amount of blood, they had been found in time, and both boys were young and strong. With rest, they would be just fine.
The triumphant little heros were damn lucky to be alive, and with them on the mend, and their mothers now resting peacefully enough. She tried to gather her strength for the next big job, breaking through that iron shell of rage and protective duty, that her husband had crawled in to, and see if she couldn’t word on the pain, shame, and self recrimination, that she knew was eating away at the heart of him. Given his position, and the current situation, there was no way she could justify drugging him to force sleep as she had done with the mothers.
She peeked in on him. He was in the study with Cherut and two other of the household guards. He wasn’t happy that the boys had been able to just slip by them. By the look of it, things didn’t seem to be going so well. She hoped he wouldn’t be too hard on them. The boys had engineered a rather elaborate escape plan, and all so they could track down the spy. Believing that the adults would never accept their unsupported word. So she waited and conserved her own energy as much as possible.
When finally he threw the two guardsmen out of his office, she knocked and slipped in behind them. One look at his face still flush with anger, and tight with worry told her all she needed to know about his frame of mind. She gave Cherut a small smile, and the grimace he returned to her. She supposed it was as closest as he could manage after the last hour or so. He had been pulled from his project to sit in on these interrogations, after all. As she came over to Eli, he took a deep breath and tried to collect himself. “How are they doing?” He asked in an overly calm voice that didn’t match his body language at all.
Sliding up to him and giving him a kiss of greeting, she smiled softly. “The boys are fine. They should rest for a couple of days and take it easy for a week. So whatever you’ve got planned for them, it needs to wait until they heal up.” She put a hand on his shoulder and gently pushed him down into his chair. Easing around behind him, she worked on massaging his shoulders, and in a soothing voice she continued. “They’ve lost a lot of blood, but really that is the worst of it. The wounds themselves were not too serious. I doctored the tea of the mothers and they’re already in bed and sleeping as well. By the time they wake, the boys should have regained some of their color, and that will take care of them too. So you don’t need to worry about that.” She kissed the top of his head. “I talked to them a bit you know. They think you are mad at them. I told them everyone was just afraid that they could have gotten hurt worse, and they need to just rest and get better. You will need to say something to them in the morning though so they don’t lie there and worry the whole time.”
Eli let out a long moan as the tension in his shoulders started to fade. “They may have saved us all. I just wish they had gone to an adult, or taken a guard with them, or something.” He let out a long sigh, the adrenaline finally starting to dump out of his system as he realized that it actually was going to be ok after all.
Cherut quietly spoke up from the other side of the desk, “My brothers may not have handled things exactly as we would have liked in hind sight. Before you judge them too harshly, father, remember what it was like at that age. They are still viewed as children. Would the guards have listened to them? Honestly, would we? That Menelikite spy’s illusionary disguise was pretty complete, and the little details that they noticed, would we really have accused a man over which hand he ate with?” Eli rubbed his eyes and shrugged. “When you think of how they went about it. They weren’t as foolish as they could have been. Yes, they gave the guards the slip, but they knew the guards would notice they were missing before more than a half an hour was elapsed and come looking for them. They also left a trail a blind man could follow to be sure they could be found. Confronting the spy themselves was not their finest moment, I’ll give you that, but they said that he was ready to ride away and they were afraid to lose him. That they didn’t think we could catch him by air, well they are what, not quite thirteen yet?” Eli just grunted. Not necessarily in agreement, just thinking about what his son was saying. Cherut continued with a small smile, playing about his lips, “I’m a father too now, and I understand. The thought of my brothers, or my own boys, off chasing after dangerous men, scares the hell out of me. I think for all of their flaws, they did us proud.”
Eli grumbled, “I’m not saying that they don’t deserve a damn medal AND to be skinned alive.” Finally he let out a low chuckle, “I think I know what I’m going to do.” He leaned back in his chair with an evil smile on his face. “We’re going to do an After Action Report. I’ll get a bunch of veterans to sit around and pick apart all the things that they did wrong. Oh, but I used to hate those things.” He let out a low evil laugh. “Nothing worse than having someone sitting safe and sound, after the fact, with plenty of time to think of what to do next, second guessing decisions you had to make in the heat of the moment. It makes you better for the next time though, and while I sincerely hope these boys will be a lot older and better trained before the next time rolls around. If they are going to be in leadership roles in this family one day, we both know there will be a next time. So yeah, that’s what we’ll do. That, and they just volunteered away a lot of their free time for the next few years for increased training, and their mother’s can deal with it if they want to complain, they would be the first ones to not forgive themselves if the boys do get in another scrape and don’t have the needed skills.”
Cherut smiled, “Sounds good. I’ll speak to their tutors about putting in a little combat magic testing for them as well. Neither boy is showing an especially powerful talent as a sage just yet, but it is still a bit early. Both have some base talent though, and we’ll work on developing what they have.”
Dinah kissed him on the top of his head, “Now, Cherut has a family of his own. He needs to get back to my love, and you, you have had a very long and stressful day. So I think we swing by the kitchen for a quick bite, and then it is off to bed for us. Doctor’s orders!” She winked down at him.
Cherut chuckled, “You heard Momma Dinah, who are we to argue. Seriously, I think even I am going to try to get some rest tonight. Tomorrow evening, I’ll update you though. We’re pretty close on a couple of spells for the new engine. It’s just that we want to be certain. You know how it is, when you’re throwing around this kind of power, any mistake is a BIG mistake.”
Eli stood up, stretching, “Yeah, you’re right. Something like that could go wrong in a bad way over even minor errors, and it isn’t like we will have a lot of test runs before we may have to use it in a hurry. Good night, son, and thank you for dropping everything to help me with your brothers. I don’t know what I would have done if we had lost them today.”
Cherut only nodded. He didn’t trust his voice to speak. This man had brought him in to his home, given him a family, rank and position, wealth beyond his wildest imaginings, and was still humble enough to thank him for doing what could only be considered a son’s duty. Cherut hoped he could be half the father to his children, that Eli had been to him.




Allied Forces
Uneasy Alliances
Sev got the coded radio transmission from John and ran it through the cypher one more time just to be sure that there wasn’t a mistake. He knew the boss was a little nuts, but this was over the top even for him. Sev had been born on the streets in a small town of Ar, and worked his way up through the underworld as a fixer. Eventually making his way to the big city of Logos, to work for a family whose fortunes were rising, at least until they weren’t, and he found himself on the auction block. When the boss bought him and made him the deal, he jumped on it. Though after the first two days of training, he was wondering if he had made a mistake, and thinking maybe his life expectancy would be longer in the mines.
He had spent the last eight months running weapons and alchemical munitions to some goblin chieftain that the boss had taken a liking to. Personally, he didn’t like the bastard. He was way too competent, and seemed like way too much of a threat to be helping conquer, and subjugate his neighbors. Now, the boss has completely gone off the deep end, and ordered him to offer access to a cache of high end weaponry to the goblin chief in exchange for leading a raid on the Sultanate’s western province. It seems like a terrible idea. Even if somehow they manage to overrun the factories, turning out the strange liquid used in the strange magical staves of the Sultanate attack forces. It wasn’t like the Sultan’s magi wouldn’t show up and with the troops the Sultan could muster push them right back out. Still, if the boss wants it done, who was he to argue?
He hated these meetings. He approached the customary drop point, only this time he sat on top of the goods and waited. As the rest of his team pulled out, he wondered if this was going to be the last mission. The one where he didn’t come back. Goblins didn’t like changing up the routine like this. He could only hope that whoever was in charge of the pickup was smart enough, or afraid enough of the big man, to take him in for questioning, rather than just killing him on the spot. It was stupid and shortsighted to kill him, but goblins were known for being stupid and shortsighted.
Sure enough, when the brutes showed up, they weren’t happy. Of course, none of them spoke Greek. He just repeated the chief’s name over and over again, as they roughly bound him, and put the bag over his head. It was a grueling twelve hours of hard travel before he was roughly shoved forward, hard enough that he lost his balance and ended up sprawled on the ground. He could hear the jabbering noise of a large crowd. Rough hands yanked him into a kneeling position and pulled off his hood. Blinking to clear his eyes, and allow them to adjust to the smokey torch light of the large cavern, he saw a well fed, remarkably clean and tidy, goblin, well dressed, and sitting upon a throne that appeared to be made from either a troll or ogre skull. Glancing around quickly and taking in his surroundings, it was far more civilized than he would normally have assumed for goblins. Still barbaric in the extreme, but recognizable as a royal court none the less for it.
In only mildly accented, but low-class street Greek, the goblin on the throne asked him in a demanding voice, “What are you doing here? Why did you violate the agreement?”
Sev tried to speak, but his throat was dry after the long trek, and his voice came out as a hoarse croak. He tried to clear it, and speak again, but the Goblin King, as he had begun to think of him, had already motioned to one servitor and a mug of a sour alcoholic liquid was brought to his lips. It burned the dry cracked surface of his throat and made him cough, which seemed to amuse the assembled crowd to no end.
Finally, he was able to regain enough of his composure to speak. “Our mutual acquaintance from the island has sent me with a message for your ears only. If the guards who brought me in haven’t stolen them away for themselves, the contents of the crates he sent you should speak to the urgency of the message. I can say no more until we speak in private. I know that you understand this.” His eyes never left the goblin on the throne. He was told that this goblin had been out to their training island, and understood what agents were, but not that the goblin had, in fact completed the training himself.
The goblin king nodded, “Hm, my ears only you say?” He motioned to a guard by his throne, murmured to him, and then said, “Take him away!”
Sev cursed as they drug him off. A splendid show was made of being none too gentle about it. However, instead of being thrown into a holding pit as he expected, he found himself thrown into a comfortably furnished room. Not furniture as people would think of it, but thick, clean furs, laid down for a bed, and a low table said out with water for washing and cloth for wiping clean. He had been there only a short time when a human woman, a Shu human woman appeared, with a tray of rice wine and reasonably human quality food. The woman was rather plain and looked to be a fairly unexceptional Shu peasant farm wife. She bowed low, placed the food on the table, then approached Sev and tentatively began to undress him.
“Hey, what is this? I kind of need those...” he objected.
Sensing his discomfort, the woman backed up and bowed deeply again. Went to the washbasin and picked up the cloth. She made the motion of dipping the cloth in the water and pantomimed washing him. “Oh, bath time. I usually take care of that myself.” Sev said with a grin. The woman bowed again and went back to undress him. This time, Sev just gave up the fight and allowed her to do what she was obviously sent in to do. She might not be exceptionally pretty, but considering his treatment of the last few hours, he found himself responding to her attention in ways that were a bit surprising given his level of exhaustion. He was even a bit more surprised when the woman just cleaned, then serviced, then continued on cleaning as if it was all part of the job. By the time she had taken a clean robe from a small chest along one wall and put it on him, and sat him down by the food, he was feeling more like an honored guest than a prisoner, and wondering what exactly was going on.
With the food eaten, and a little of the wine in him, the worst of the day was really catching up to him. He had tried several times to speak to the woman, to get her to understand that he needed to talk to the goblin in charge, but it quickly became obvious that she didn’t speak Greek. Shortly after she left with his clothing, the goblin king himself showed up.
“I hope you find the accommodations to your liking?” He asked with a bit of a chuckle. “I can’t be seen to be too soft toward you, at least not publicly. Court is over, though. John sent me some nice toys this time. I bet they’ve got some big fucking strings attached. So let’s get this over with, what is he wanting now?”
Sev shook his head, trying to wake up and clear the cobwebs from his thinking. “So all of that was an act?” He snorted, “Well, I must say, you had me fooled. I kind of thought all of this might have been along the lines of a last meal. John needs you to hit the munitions factories in the Sultanate. He upped the hardware, so you can do it, and he figured whatever you didn’t take, you would break.”
“Is he crazy?” The goblin king asked, then held up a hand. “Never mind. We both know the answer to that. How am I supposed to keep them from chasing me down and hammering me afterward?”
Sev shrugged, “You aren’t. All it said was that was why you were being well compensated, and it was part of a bigger plan. They weren’t handing out details obviously, but I think the idea is that they’re going to have their hands full elsewhere. He said clock it ticking on this one, you’ve got two days. If you don’t choose to do this, it’s big enough that he says he’ll sever all ties and you go on the renegade list. I don’t know what that means for you, but I know what it means for agents, and well...”
The goblin king snorted, “I was part of the first class through the island. One survivor of class one.” At Sev’s low whistle, the goblin’s grin became more than a little toothy. “I went renegade back then, but convinced him it wasn’t rogue, only playing to my strengths. So now it’s time to pay him back for pulling me off the auction block...” He took a deep breath, then let it out with a long sigh. “OK, we’ll leave tonight. You rest up here for a day, no make it two, then head back. I want you well clear of here if things don’t go well. Tell him, this is retirement for me. He can still ask for favors, but I no longer work for him. From here on out, it’s all independent contract work.” The king got up to leave.
He stopped at the door and turned back to the man who had already begun to crawl over to the waiting furs. “Oh, and give him my thanks when you see him. It has been a most wild of rides.”
∆∆∆
 
Putting on a show
Anju was looking at the receding hairline in the mirror. He was too young to be dealing with this already, but there it was! His dwarven wife Gama caught him looking and pinched his backside as she passed. “Just as pretty today as you were yesterday. No reason to keep checking.” She teased him.
Anju chuckled, “It’s not that. I just wanted to make sure my hair hadn’t all fallen out. All of this sending of false factory orders, and logistics orders, and what have you, just to telegraph to Sultanate spies a move we have no plan to ever make is driving me a little batty. Not to mention, keeping it straight from all the actual real orders that we’re moving via the tunnels, urgh, it’s enough to make a man mad.”
Gama just stroked her beard a little and said to him softly, “It was actually a good idea, though. The only flaw I see is if the news can get back to their commanders fast enough to do any good. We have a radio, but are they still moving messages by courier? Anyway, it can’t hurt to have them looking in one direction, when we hit them from the other.”
Anju nodded. “I’m just nervous about Zindra getting involved in this mess. What was she thinking getting directly involved in this?”
“It’s a Shadowfoot tradition don’t ya know!” Hypatia intoned, mimicking Zindra’s singsong voice. “She has got the itch to pull off a stunt like her infamous mother, and she’s going to do it. I am just glad she’ll be going in with the army, AFTER the tower has been smashed, and not with poor John, trying to get people out while it is still standing and at full strength.
Anju shook his head, “counting small blessings... I just really want this all over... I am tired of a war economy. There is so much more I want to build, if only we could free up time and resources.”
Hypatia came over and kissed him, “My husband the peace maker. Great fortunes can be built in war though.” She reminded him as she headed out of the room to begin her day of terrorizing the household staff.
Anju watched her go, and somewhere deep in side, he couldn’t help but wonder if maybe he had gotten it wrong all along, and instead of a man of peace, he should have been emulating the great Rajas of old, and conquering the world. He shook his head, clearing his mind of such foolishness. Most of them met violent ends, often at the hands of their own families. That was no way to live.
∆∆∆
 
The gathering storm
One by one, John checked off the list of units reporting in. As the mission date approached, he noted with satisfaction gaps in the plan were quickly filling in. They now had nearly thirty of the manta class vessels with small rail guns calmly loitering three miles offshore, in fifty feet of water, just waiting to zip in close to the beach and provide help with extraction and indirect fire support. It wouldn’t be enough to stop the combined magical might of the Sultanate, but against what could be mustered in a hurry, especially with a crisis pulling attention to another province, they should be devastating.
He went back to the cargo hold and checked one more time. The speeder bike craft were being given one final mechanical check, and their equipment load out was being optimized. Once they had their people, stealth was no longer really going to be possible. As soon as the empty cells were discovered, the whole countryside would be crawling with search parties. At that point, speed and suppressing fire were paramount. The speeder bikes, with their air cannon, and the manta craft with their rail guns, once they were inside of their range, should be more than enough.
It was only a tiny window, where they would be really vulnerable, and John was still trying to figure out how to tip the scales there. All he asked out of life was an unfair advantage, and at the moment, for the stretch from the cell to the speeder bikes, was the only place that he hadn’t figured out where to give them one. He wasn’t happy about it, but despite his best efforts, nothing was coming to mind. Frustrated, he turned back to the beginning of the plan, taking it one more time, from the top...




Early morning raid
The ravening hoard
The goblin king had sent messengers out immediately. He was assembling his troops, no small number given the number of tribes he had conquered and united, but he wasn’t satisfied with that alone. He sent out challenges and taunts, not just to his vassals and allies, but also to enemy clans, goading them into attacking as well. Mocking them as cowards, too afraid to claim their portion of the rich loot he was going to take. Boasting of the weapons he would capture from the munitions factory.
He couldn’t coordinate with these forces, and likely as not they would turn on his men as soon as the factories had fallen to them. Still, he was fairly certain he could count on greed, jealousy, pride, envy, and fear of being outgunned, should his clan be the only one to loot the munitions factories. The goblin king wasn’t a fool, he knew and he would be ready for them to turn coat. If it hadn’t been so critical to sell the importance of this attack, he would have rather been back with his elite strike units. While he was here leading the bulk of his army, and making a big show of it, if he said so himself, he thought with a smug smile, four crack teams of his best trained commando units, armed with the special weapons John had sent as payment for this raid, were ready to launch a raid of their own. As soon as the armies had marched far enough from his rival’s strongholds that they couldn’t get word from them, before they were already well embroiled in the attack on the Sultanate, his teams would hit their lightly defended home bases and if all went well, even if this entire army he was now leading were nearly wiped out, as long as he and his personal guard could fight clear of it, with even a fraction of the weaponry seized from those factories, he should be the undisputed powerhouse left standing at the end of the day.
He didn’t know if John had realized that it would go quite this well for him, but he suspected he may have. Not much got past that human. The man himself was impressive, but no man was that good. No, the goblin king was pretty damn sure that John had forces backing him, even beyond what the goblin king had sniffed out so far. He knew that World Wright Incorporated was his main backer, and he knew they had their fingers in a lot of pies, but he suspected it went deeper than anything he had been able to prove so far. It’s the other reason he was doing this crazy raid. If John said he would sever ties over it and view it as a betrayal, he would not risk going against the man. For all the hidden threats that John had represented, he had not crushed him when he ran right after the first training mission, and instead had helped him build his empire. In every action, he had acted as a friend, in a world that did not recognize friendship, only power. He owed this, and he would pay it, but he was also a King, and to be a King in truth, he couldn’t continue to take orders, so while he would continue to view John as an ally, this would be his final ‘mission’.
They had been traveling through the cave network all night to reach the border, but they were there. It was time. He strapped on the heavy steel helmet, with the ogre rib bones riveted to it in the shape of a crown, and made his way out to where his commanders waited for him. Growling and snarling as he approached, they were psyching themselves up for the fight which was to come. He could smell the anticipation, and the rising attack pheramones in the air. He fought to keep his own mind clear, lest the mindless battle lust over take him too soon. He walked among them, smashing a mailled fist into each breast plate in greeting, exchanging quick barks and yips of growing excitement. “Remember, seize what you can, and get it moving out fast. Break anything you can’t take before the other tribes can get any.” He spat. “There will be so much that they will probably get some. Be ready. They WILL try to turn it on us. Put up only enough of a fight that they think we’re standing to fight, but bleed men back out the whole time. We’re here for a smash and grab, nothing more. When the Sultan’s mages show up to fight back, let the other tribes take the brunt of the counterattack!”
The great barking laughter from his commanders was deafening. When it died down a little, he stirred them back up, “While they are dying here, we’ll double back and take their women and their homes!” The howl that went up after that continued on as they broke up and charged out to take command of their units.
The troops seeing their commanders come boiling out of the meeting with their king, howling like raving animals, the king chasing them like a maddened hyena brandishing a mace that was glowing a dull blood red color in the pre-dawn gloom, caught the battle madness. It swept their ranks like fire through dry straw. High pitched keening and howling, rising like smoke into the night. They broke forth from the caverns, and the trees, like a carpet of insects swarming. Farms and villages simply were swarmed under and reduced to rubble in passing.
The larger walled towns where the factories were managed to organize a resistance, but they were still badly outnumbered by the united goblin tribes. The losses among the goblins were staggering, but still they came in waves. They formed living scaling ladders, climbing over each other, living and dead alike. They surmounted the walls as the sun was just giving the first true rays of day. The stench of death hung over the entire city before the sun had reached its zenith. Thick black smoke trails could be seen for miles as the cities of the province were put to the torch, and no one could leave off from the fighting long enough to even try to combat the flames.
By the evening, human resistance was in a few isolated pockets only. The Goblin King’s army had looting well underway, and the first skirmishes between the rival goblin armies over that loot had just begun.
∆∆∆
 
I hate this part
John sent up another silent prayer that there were no magi watching the coastline at this early hour of the morning. Setting off an alarm now would royally screw the pooch, but there was no help for it. The speeder bikes were more or less necessary for the plan, and there was no way to run them in the dark, not at the speeds they travel without light of some sort. The special ‘magical light’ only visible to magi, and the special goggles his five-man advance team wore to allow them to see it, seemed to be the best compromise, but all it took was one sleepless magus looking in the wrong direction, and they would be in for the fight of their lives.
They left the small flotilla of manta class ships, skimming over the surface of the water at breakneck speeds. He had to admit; he loved these bikes. Even back on Earth, while the fastest motorcycles moved faster, they couldn’t maneuver like these, and they couldn’t go over rough terrain or water. Real hover bikes were like something out of a sci-fi or fantasy movie, and he had one to play with any time he wanted. It just didn’t seem real. Too bad he couldn’t just enjoy it today, today it had to be all business. They were running seventy miles in from the coast, deep into enemy territory, to pull high value prisoners out of the most maximum security prison the enemy had. His whole body was alive and screaming at him. He had eaten breakfast and immediately regretted it. John rarely had a case of nerves this bad. He had slipped into the area many times before, but always on foot. It had always been a long slow process, this time, with all the equipment, and a full five-man team... the odds of getting caught on insertion went up exponentially. Even if they weren’t caught going in, it was almost a guarantee that they would have to fight their way out.
As he hit the beach, he blew right past the roving patrols at full speed and they didn’t even seem to notice. So far, so good. They used the roads, but stuck to outlying farm tracks that would be most likely to be empty at this early hour. Farmers were early risers, but not this early. If they were really unlucky, the worst they would have to contend with was an overly curious shepherd, but even they should have the sheep penned up for the night.
Two hours in, and the sun was just starting to turn the eastern sky a pale shade of gray, when they finally could settle the hover bikes down in the irrigation canals of an olive grove. Camouflaging everything the best that they could, everyone settled in to wait. He thought that they were going to be able to wait it all out until there was a lot of loud splashing off to the far end. “What the fuck? You’re going to wake the dead!” He hissed at just over a whisper.
The noise continued for another half minute. He raised his head above the canal, scanning the area nervously. Eventually, it quieted. The call came up from the far end. “Medic! Snake bite.” Still just loud enough to be heard.
“Damn it!” John cursed under his breath. He worried for his man who was bit, but also for the entire team. If they had to carry him out as well, that would slow them down even more. A forty-minute eternity later, the medic quietly slid in beside him.
“I got him the anti toxin in time. He’s weak, but since we’ve got a few hours, and he’s been given what healing potions I dared to considering... count him at little better than half. He’ll hold his own, but I wouldn’t lean on him, not unless you can get him either more time or more healing before we’ve got to go in.” the medic reported.
John frowned. “We should be good. Right before we go, hit him with some stims. I know it isn’t ideal, but better that than having him sluggish given what’s coming.”
Medic shook his head, “I don’t know. It might make the poison move faster through his system, it could make him worse.”
John’s frown deepened. “Give him the choice. I still say if it were me, I’d take my chances with the snake over these bastards maybe getting their hands on me.” He shrugged, “Then again, I’ve seen our operatives who’ve reported from the tower.” he gave a little shudder despite the rising heat of the day. They all settled in, each alone with his own thoughts in the maddening hours before the coming maelstorm.
∆∆∆
 
The dangerous waiting
“I will not!” she screamed again, though it came out as a hoarse whisper more than a scream. Her reserves were nearly gone. She had been three days without water, and no longer had the strength to keep herself pulled up away from the pit of stinging insects that had eaten most of the skin from her feet. Evita would have wept if she could have spared the tears, or the energy. She could barely even flinch anymore as the tiny insects took bite after bite of her battered feet.
“Master, if she dies, she can tell you nothing.” a small voice said. When the bronze colored statue’s head spun at an unnatural angle to look at the filthy creature who dared to speak, the shattered woman fell upon her face. “Forgive me! I only seek to serve you!” she cried out pitifully, her whole body shaking.
The statue turned the rest of its bulk around to align with the direction of its head, and it kicked the woman across the room. “Very well.” the voice boomed. “Cut it down. We can continue in an hour.”
The woman rolled back to her knees with her face to the floor, “It will be as you command.”
Before the statue could make to leave the chamber, a well-dressed priest opened the door. “Master, news has arrived. The munitions factories in the north-west have come under attack.”
“What! Who dares!” The statue roared, stomping through the open door, knocking over the startled priest in his passing sending him sprawling, and scrambling to regain his feet and chase after Marduk.
As the ragged slave pulled Evita down, she retrieved a small vial from behind a loose rock. Forcing it between Evita’s lips, she demanded, “Drink! Shh... quiet...” She held the woman as the healing potion took effect and the wounds began to close over. “Say nothing. No one can notice your recovery. Give this time to work. I can make us some water next. We have three hours to try to regain our strength. Shh... I know... I know...” The woman recovered another small vial, and drank it herself. She also sat shivering and shaking as her body restored itself. Damn, it was going to be a long day, but, and she hardly dared to think about it, they were actually leaving. They were going to live, and a life that didn’t include eternal torment every day. She couldn’t really even conceive of that anymore.
She closed her eyes and tried to conserve her energy. If only they could just remain unnoticed until Marduk had left to deal with the crisis.




The Storm Begins
The Great Escape
Evita lay on the floor, shuddering as her body gave itself over to the magic that was trying to repair the damage. The other woman had slipped out of the cell some time ago. It had sent a wave of panic through her when she left. If she were caught, their punishment would be unimaginable. She just didn’t have the energy to stop her, or even to protest.
She had finally gotten a little water and a bit of fitful sleep. Add to that the healing that was still ongoing, and she found that she was able to have the first real thoughts in a long time, and the waves of terror were threatening to rend her mind. For more than a month now, she had functionally been operating at the level of an animal, rebelling, and holding out from instinct and some dim memory that she was supposed to. She realized with horror that she had been very near breaking, and that realization almost pushed her over the edge into madness. For a moment, she wondered if she should try to use this moment of clarity to end it?
Escape seemed like an impossibility. What if they failed? What if she were dragged back to have it all start over again, this time knowing all too well what she faced? Or worse, what if this was all a setup? What if she were being allowed to have the hope of escape, only so it could be cruelly taken from her? She forced that thought from her mind. Evita refused to do the torturer’s job for them. She tried to gather her will, and couldn’t. She collapsed back down on the hard stone floor. That settled that, she thought. If she couldn’t focus her will, it didn’t matter if she wanted to end it. She lacked a viable method. She doubted she even had the strength to properly bash her skull on the floor enough to be certain it would end her, likely she would only come around later with fresh wounds and more pain to endure.
Evita focused on her ragged breathing, she hadn’t been able to attain a meditative state for... well she had lost all track of time, so call it an eternity, but maybe, just maybe, if she had healed enough, she could do it, and maybe that would help her focus. She tried, but she was still in a tremendous amount of pain, and she was shaking so hard, any form of concentration was a pipe dream. She had just given up when the door to the cell opened. Panic gripped her and adrenaline flooded her system. She gathered herself for a lunge. It was hopeless, but she couldn’t let them take her again without trying...
Just as she was about to move, she recognized the shape of the slave who had been tending to her wounds. The woman who had promised her escape. Relief flooded through her and her reserves of strength failed as she collapsed back into a heap, banging her head on the hard floor. She barely even registered the pain of the impact, so great was her relief that it wasn’t someone taking her for more torture.
The woman slipped quietly inside and closed the cell door behind her. The woman pulled out a small burlap wrapped bundle and brought out a metal slave collar that glowed with magic, and several other small packets, as well as a tiny clay jar. Evita wanted to be interested, really she did, but she just couldn’t spare the strength for it. Though, after the woman put on the collar and started to cast magic, Evita found the energy. “You’re a magus? How did they not know?” she raggedly croaked.
The woman who’s first act had been to create water for the clay jug and to wet a small pile of accumulated dirt in the cell's corner, took a long deep drink of the water, and passed it along to Evita. “No, not a magus. The collar is an item that lets me cast spells. We were sent in with them, to make captivity less of a burden, but I had to hide it here. Too easy for it to give me away. Drink up, we’re going to use some of its handy little tricks to tip the odds of us getting away more in our favor.”
With that, she left Evita to finish the water, while she shoved some seeds into the muddy corner and cast Plant Growth. Green shoots sprang up, exploding into a thriving little garden. The little harvest wouldn’t win any awards, but for two starving women whose stomachs had shrunken to the size of a plum, the sugar rich fruits would go a long way to giving them the energy they needed to make a break for it.
Evita found that the hardest part was going slow enough to not make herself sicker. The herb seeds went into the dirt next, and soon fresh herbal potions were available. They didn’t have the potency that they would have if allowed to brew properly, but the woman just ground them into a paste, mixed them with pasteurized mud, and smeared them into wounds, fed left over paste to both of them, as much as they could stomach, mixed with the sweet fruit. Last, just before they were ready to leave, she split the last healing potion with Evita.
Combined with the energy boost from the food, and the water, and the bit of rest, they were as prepared as they were likely to be able to get. They left the cell, trying to appear as if they were just being moved from one level to another. They passed through. Evita marveled. The woman had created hidden tunnels and secret doors all throughout the tower. Using the magic in the collar, she had dug and hide, and reshaped walls and floors to her desire. Evita felt her spirits rising. It looked like they might actually make it out.
Until it didn’t. On the third level, the woman had just opened her hidden door to the passageway she had hollowed out in the outer tower wall, and was coming back to a public stairwell when she ran face to face with a priest of Marduk. The three of them were in such shock seeing the others there that for a long moment no one said anything. Evita’s heart sunk in her chest and her vision blurred. The priest started to call out, when suddenly his robes were all on fire. His shrieks could be heard echoing off the stone walls of the stairwell. In panic, the priest began to flail his arms wildly around as the flames took bites of his flesh as well. Evita kicked him. The priest, more focused on the flames than his balance, went rolling down the stairs, got up and ran down the hall, screaming.
Evita was in near panic herself. She turned to the woman, “Open the door back up, we must hide!”
The woman shook her head. “Calm yourself. You forget where you are. By the time anyone sees him, they won’t be able to recognize what he is. Someone who has been set on fire here. What is that? Nothing special. He will be lucky if they don’t beat him and throw him in a cell. So be calm, and let’s go, before they look at us.”
Evita was amazed, but it turned out the woman was right. No one stopped them, and they reached the next hidden passage. They were able to slip into it, and make their way all the way out to the spot outside the Tower’s outer walls. From there, it was only a very short distance to the rendezvous point. They had only to wait the remaining hour until the sun had fully set.
∆∆∆
 
John saw his operative come to the exfil point, but she was alone. His heart dropped. Was all this for nothing? His team had split. He had three men off installing the beacon and monitor, and one man to provide over watch for him during the meet. He turned to his partner and hissed out, “Cover me, I’ve got to find out why she’s alone.” Then he melted into the shadows and made his way over the intervening fifty yards to come out near enough to the woman that she could hear him, without being overheard by any passing guards.
“Where is the package?” he hissed a bit harsher than he had intended.
She jumped. Obviously, she hadn’t heard him approach. She turned in the voice's direction. “Still in the passage. She had a panic attack about being outside. I don’t know how long she’s been in that cell exactly, but she’s afraid of the outside now. I tried to convince her, but she collapsed both times we tried to leave the passage.”
John swore silently under his breath for a moment, then just decided there was no other option. “We’ll handle it. Stay where you are.” He signaled his over watch with the magical light. Morse code was too complicated for field work, but they had worked out simple commands using a similar system. It put them behind schedule, but ten minutes later the man had joined them. John explained the situation. “We’ll use the morphine. We were ready to carry them both out if we had to. Well, it isn’t for the reasons we expected, but...” he shrugged in the dark. He moved closer to his operative. “Can you make it back to her, and still have enough strength to make it to the hover bikes? They’re about a hundred yards off? We can carry you if need be, but the faster we can get to them and get moving, the better our chances.”
He could hear her ragged breathing, but her voice only wavered a little. “I think so. Do you have any sugar? It would help.” Her stomach had shrunk to the point that she couldn’t put in enough food to fuel long exertion, and the fruit they had eaten before leaving had been mostly used up on the trip down.
John’s white teeth flashed in the dim light. “Got just the thing. We expected this problem.” He pulled a small cellophane tube from his pocket and sliced through one end with his knife. “Vitamin enhanced syrup. When the sugar rush burns off, you’ll crash pretty hard, but by then you’ll be riding. Suck it all down, and if you want another one on our way back out, just say so.”
With the quick energy, she could now lead them back to the hidden passage. Evita was in near hysterics. However, once inside the shelter of the passageway, John flipped on the magical light to a wide cast. He couldn’t even recognize the shattered wreck as Evita. Though she recognized his voice, and said his name over and over as if in disbelief. John didn’t explain what they had planned. He couldn’t risk her going into another panic over it, so he simply said to her, “It’s ok, I’ve got you, and I’m going to carry you out of this place.” He palmed the morphine injector, and just hit her with it as he gathered her in his arms. She let out a low moan as the drug took effect. He laughed softly, knowing exactly how good it felt to have the pain taken away. “Just sleep. When you wake up, this will all be over”
The trip back to the hover bikes was longer than they would have liked. There were two patrols that had made their rounds since they were delayed, and one straggler that John’s partner had to quietly dispatch. Of course, that set the clock ticking, because when he didn’t catch up with his buddies, men were going to be sent looking for him. John heard alarms sounding as they were strapping the two women into the tow sled. The body must have been found.
With no time to waste, they mounted the hover bikes and set out. It wasn’t long before the first magical energy blasts zipped past them. They had been spotted. Pivoting around on his seat, he looked back, and coming up behind them were three flying carpets, loaded with guards, each taking pop shots with those new ‘energy muskets’ that the Sultanate had devised. John swerved to make himself a harder target to hit as he keyed up the radio. “Ok, we’ve picked up company. They’re putting on one hell of a light show, so if the rest of you are out there, we could use a little help!” He closed the mic, and hit the switch, throwing magic to the water creation spells, dumping water into the compression chamber of the steam rocket boosters built into the bikes. It took only a moment for the water to flash into steam and with the scream of a train whistle, the bike shot forward increasing the distance between them and their pursuit.
A few moments later, the three men who had been setting the beacons came barreling in from the side, the air cannons howling as they tore into and shredded the flying carpets. John killed the steam rockets, giving up speed for a little quiet in the hopes that it might take the next group longer to find them. It wasn’t a very good hope. Soon, they were taking fire from a small outpost. Fortunately, it was brief and inaccurate, and soon they were out of range. Unfortunately, it was enough to give away their position to other air units, and soon they found themselves being chased by wyvern riders. John hadn’t even realized you could train those beasts, but seven of the bastards were closing in fast.
John hit the radio again, “Rolling Thunder, Rolling Thunder, this is the Bandit. We’ve made the neighbors a might unhappy with us. I’ll send up positioning flares. Please give us some cover fire as we come home.”
John heard the radio crackle to life and Leon’s voice come through, his wicked grin audible in his reply, “Bandit, this is Rolling Thunder Actual. You just bring Goldie Locks on home, and leave the bears to us.”
John’s two outside troopers flipped the designated switches on their hover bikes and several dozen bright red flares shot high into the sky, lighting up the entire area for several hundred yards all around. That was really all the positioning that the waiting manta class ships had needed. Their rail guns had been loaded and waiting. They had practiced earlier firing rhythm odds, then evens, so that as one fired the other reloaded thus providing a nearly continuous curtain of hate and discontent arching over the heads of the hover bikes, sweeping all hostiles from the air.
John still felt the burn from a grazing shot that must have come from the beach as they crossed over to the sea. Despite the pain, he was elated. They had made it. He had taken them in, accomplished the mission, and brought them all back out again. All that was left now was to meet up with the Lion of Yehudah flying low over the waves somewhere just out past their line of surface ships, and then they would be on their way home.




Entering phase two
Losing to win
The Goblin King looked over the mostly pacified city. He shook his head. The rival armies were going insane with the full-fledged sack, whereas his troops, by contrast, were already pulling out of the city for the most part. He had left only a token force in place, enough men to give the impression that they were still there and planning to hold it, but most of the troops had been quietly sent back into the wilds. Not in full units, but in small bands, guarding small loot convoys. Also not sent through the caverns that would be watched by the rival tribes, but rather overland. He would lose a few more that way, and it would take longer for them to make it home, but their disappearance from the battlefield would go unnoticed this way, or if noticed, they would be discounted as deserters running away with personal loot.
The Goblin king wouldn’t be able to form them back up and use them in this fight, but as far as he was concerned, this fight was over. He was expecting the other rival tribes to turn on them any moment now, and he had even left them with enough advanced weaponry in tempting locations to draw them into it. He chuckled at the near revolt he had had on his hands when he first issued those orders to his commanders. They couldn’t understand why he had left some of the advanced weapons unsecured, and focused instead on some of the casual treasure. After all, they had all argued, if they had the weapons, they could control the city, then all the treasure would be theirs.
He had laughed at them, and began mocking them. For a moment, he feared one of the new commanders he had picked up from a recently assimilated tribe was going to try a challenge for leadership right there in the war room. He maintained his control, but only just barely. The dumbfounded look on their faces when he explained he wanted them to think like that. He wanted his enemies to try to hold the city. That they were going to take their pay and go away. Leaving only enough men to make it seem as if they were still here, only losing badly and collapsing quickly. All the loot, at least the good stuff anyway, will have been carried off. When those who are left behind need to run, they will have nothing to slow them down. They will run.
Drunk on victory, and way too full of themselves, they will set about enjoying the sack of the whole province. That is when the counterattack of the Sultan will hit." The King’s grin grew wide and dangerous, his fangs gleaming in the firelight. “That is why we want them to have the suitable weapons. So they will feel confident enough to stay and fight. Let one enemy kill off the other.” The low chuckles started up around the room as realization dawned on them. “You did notice that ammunition was high on my priority list? The weapons they have will be good, but not for long. When the magic liquid runs out, their weapons don’t shoot anymore, and they find themself in a completely different war. We’re not there to back them up. They think we’re destroyed, but we’re on our way back home rich. In the coming weeks, as our troops all straggle back in, we can form up a few divisions, to go visit each of our friends at home, and finish what they started, now that we have a full size army, and they do not.”
The howls of laughter and the war cries had shaken the whole cavern. Only his hand picked special operations units knew it was even nastier than that, that they would be securing those home bases while the armies were out getting chewed up. The troops that would be marched out in a couple of weeks’ time would just be to garrison the strongholds and make sure that the tribute kept getting paid. As long as John kept his end of the bargain, and made sure the Sultanate was too busy to waste time tracking them down afterward, he would have successfully unified the first Goblin Empire.
The Goblin King grinned, because almost as if on command, the first of the ‘allied’ goblin tribes began their betrayals. The plan was going along as smooth as silk. He had thought being captured by human slavers had been the end of his life, but it had only been the start of his education. The Goblin King set off at an easy jog. He wanted to make sure his front line commanders didn’t get caught up in the fighting and forget that they were supposed to lose.
∆∆∆
 
From the jaws of victory
Marduk led the counter attack himself. Arriving just as the sun was slipping below the horizon, there was no problem finding their targets. The sky was still bright orange from the burning cities. The pockets of fighting were obvious as well. There was a tremendous amount of firepower coming from the badly damaged factories, however, it was so undisciplined, wild, and erratic, could only be from untrained troops.
His anger flared. He did not know who had dared to commit this atrocity, but before he was done with them, they would beg for death! Gathering his will, he projected his voice in a booming sonic weapon. “I want them alive long enough to suffer!” he called out. Each word vibrating from his spot on the lead flying carpet, and impacting the goblins on the walls of the factory, knocking many of them unconscious upon impact. The entire wing of flying carpets descended behind him like a dark cloud, energy bolts striking targets on the walls like lightning falling from heaven.
The Goblin King’s men had already been given their orders, and knew that this was their signal to run. Quickly and quietly they disengaged, as the goblins at the factory now had more pressing matters to attend to. Not that they got away completely unscathed, but the bulk of Marduk’s fury was reserved for those who had overrun his weapons production facilities, and were even now firing at him with his own weapons.
The Goblin King’s men were not the only force who had been awaiting this sign. Loitering in a holding pattern ten thousand feet above the battlefield, well out of casual visual range circled thirty two fighter jet aircraft from World Wright Incorporated. This squadron had been biding their time, observing the chaos below for nearly three hours now, doing their very best to draw no attention to themselves. The junior pilots who had pulled the ‘loiter duty’ each grinned and keyed their intercoms to awaken the actual combat pilots.
Unlike their namesakes from Earth, World Wright Incorporated’s first generation of fighter jet aircraft were built on their business jet’s airframe. The additional space allowed them a few extras that make them the envy of their purely technological Earth counterparts. For the first major change, they had a standard crew size of four, two pilots, and two weapons officers, who would operate either the bomb bay doors, dropping kinetic energy weapons, (big loads of created mud dropped from altitude) or the sweep guns mounted just below and aft of the wings. The sweep guns were large compressed air rifles that fired one ounce rock plugs, at twenty-five hundred feet per second at anything with in a one hundred and eighty degree arc to the left or the right of the flight path. The pilot, of course, had control of the twin versions that pointed forward, and were designed more as an air-to-air weapon. As well as control of the six under wing mounted missiles.
The second major advantage was size. To accommodate this larger crew, there was obviously more space. Enough additional space to allow for a compact galley, and a pair of small yet comfortable bunks offering the opportunity for crew rest on extended missions. Missions that could be extended to durations unthinkable for their Earth counterparts, because of the third and possibly most significant of all benefits. These craft few from their magical enchantment, and so needed no external fuel source. When the primary combat pilots were awakened, and slid into the cockpit to begin their first attack run, the aircraft had already been in flight for a little over thirty-eight hours, and traveled enough air miles to have flown almost completely around the planet had they all been in a straight line.
Completely unhurried, the newly fresh combat crew worked their way through their checklists and readied themselves. Their commander wanted to be certain he gave the Sultan’s army plenty of time to become thoroughly embroiled in their fight, and make sure that their attention was good and focused on what they were doing, and not on the destruction that was about to rain down on them. The mission commander keyed his mic and radioed to the other aircraft, “Ok gentlemen, just like we practiced. Form up on me, south by south-west bearing seven six three, by one one niner, at ten thousand feet, we release the KEW, continue flight for a ten count, and then break. Remember to stick to your wingman, as you go in to chew them up. Don’t stay at low altitude for more than a dozen passes. Kill them or not, twelve passes is your max, understood?” He waited to hear confirmations from each craft. “We’re just here to chew them up really good, and piss them off. Then we take off. We’re faster than they are, and we fly higher. So we’re just going to make a solid pass cross their empire dropping shit on the cities as we pass. It isn’t about the damage, it’s about how angry we can make him. So as long as we’re hitting them, and he can’t hit us, you’re doing your job. Remember that! This isn’t about a knockout punch, this is about setting them up to make mistakes. So whattaya say boys? Let’s go piss some people off.”


∆∆∆
 
I will feast upon your torment 
Marduk strode through the wreckage that had once been his productive munitions factory. He was overseeing personally his men digging goblin survivors out of the wreckage. They were triaging them on the spot. Those who would likely survive the forced march back to the tower were herded into makeshift pens in one section of the crumbling ruin. Those who wouldn’t be able to survive the harsh conditions of the trip, the men were hanging them from the wreckage by their entrails, or impaling them upon pieces of debris. Woe to the man who chose a manner of death Marduk believed too quick for the condition of the goblin’s injuries prior to the chosen execution method. He was just turning to demand an account of why a goblin with only a broken leg was disemboweled, and thus allowed to die in a matter of only a day or maybe two, instead of impaled, so his death would take closer to a week, when he heard the whistle of a half a ton of mud falling through the air at a great rate of speed.
Unfamiliar with the sound, he was looking for its source when the first mass impacted little more than a dozen feet away. The blast hurled him through the air. It hurled him through the wreckage of the wall, and half buried him in a pile of rubble. No sooner had he regained his bearings, and dug himself clear of the rubble, than he was assaulted with an earth-shaking roar, and magnificent machines thundered through the air just overhead. Some odd weapons spitting death from either side, and none of his carpets could catch it. Nor could they run from them, as the weapons were turned on them and ripped them to shreds before the great monsters even touched them. The monster turned its magnificent weapon on him and the impact was enough to push him backward, nearly knocking him off his feet. Yet, ultimately, it did him no harm. The same could not be said for those around him who were dying by the dozen. He gathered his will and let loose with a great gout of flame.
He hit one machine! He saw it thrown to the side and nearly collide with another one that was flying beside it. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough to destroy it, as both machines, unbelievably, made even more noise, louder than the wail of the banshee, and then moving even faster than they had been simply climbed up into the darkness, beyond the ability of his eye to follow. As suddenly as the attack had come, it was gone. Somehow, he was certain it was not over. Marduk was livid. He was throwing debris and ranting. Had he been flesh and blood, he would no doubt have been foaming at the mouth. He was on a murderous rampage, killing goblins and his own men alike screaming at the empty sky, “I will find you, and I will feast upon your torment for a thousand years!”




Winds of War
Too late to turn back now
As the first reports came in over the radio, the war room erupted with applause. Eli was in a cold sweat. If anything, this part was harder than actually being in the fighting's thick, because from this vantage point, there was damn little he could directly do. Oh, he could and did radio orders, but even that was incredibly limited. With as many moving parts as this plan had, making changes in the middle would likely do more harm than good, unless things were really going off the rails. Even then, it was risky. So he just sat by the radio getting all too infrequent updates, and moving pieces around the map as the battle unfolded, and worried about things he couldn’t control.
He didn’t even have his closest advisors around to confide in, and he didn’t realize how much he was going to miss having them so close at hand. The Roths were with the rail gun, along with a full contingent of ground troops, along with Kalev and an entire team of Arbeh agents, just to be certain there wasn’t a repeat of the earlier incident with the Menelikite saboteurs. Cherut and most of his family were, of course, on a “special assignment” known only to himself. John was behind enemy lines, at least he could still be hands on. Marcus and Anju were in a similar situation as himself, only with their respective local population demographics. Thinking of them, he looked at the map and the tokens that represented the forces they controlled. In place, and waiting to do their part. He shook his head, wondering if their leaders took the news better than the members of the Elder’s Council did, when he had read them in on the full details of the plan, or at least most of them, while John was busy making his run for the coast?
That was who he had crowding the war room now. The entirety of the Elders of Yisrael who were in the city were crammed into this one room, each jockeying for space to study the map for a few minutes before one of their peers elbowed them out of the way to get a look for himself. Needless to say, there was no unanimity of opinion on the wisdom of the course of action, nor on the plan for undertaking it, and certainly not for the manner in which it was done with minimal notification of any of them. Even those closest to him were less than happy not to have been given details until after the first attacks had already been launched.
At least so far, the initial offensive maneuvers had gone off with only minimal casualties. They had lost two aircraft. One was in what sounded like a freakishly lucky hit, causing it to break apart in the air with the loss of all hands. The other was able to be ditched safely in a remote area, the craft destroyed to give no technology to the enemy, and the crew recovered. The financial loss was not insignificant, but at least the crew would be home with their families before the end of the week. Considering the damage that single squadron of jets had inflicted, not to mention the tactical mistakes they have already noticed the enemy make, it would still be considered a win by any reasonable measure. He just dreaded meeting with the families of the lost air crew and pilots when this was all over, but he would. He owed them that much.
Naval bombardment had been much more dominant. They had pounded the coastline into burger, and all the major ports were in ruins. There would be no attacks by sea anytime soon. Unfortunately, all but a handful of patrol craft were now completely out of shot, and until resupplied, were mostly glorified ferry boats, and the patrol boats weren’t much more than a pirate suppression force. It would be late enough in the season before too long for Cooshe’s people to sweep in and take over, keeping the sea pacified until the navy would rest and refit, and resupply.
He wished Marcus’s people could move into the power vacuum they were about to create and hold chunks of the land to create some stability, but that wasn’t realistic. The most that he and Anju’s people were going to be able to accomplish was to topple the existing aristocracy, to make sure that no one loyal to the old regime could just as easily pick up the pieces and organize a counterattack. It also meant looting the region of a lot of the wealth that could help in rebuilding, but it also took away funds that could be used for equipping an army. Maybe they could figure out a way for some of the smaller merchants to hire a few Maccabees and privatise redevelopment. He snorted. He was under no illusions what that would look like in the early years, but in the long run...
A runner burst into the room, “Elder Eli! Video from the beacon shows that the whole tower has started to glow!” Eli had sacrificed one of the very limited number, and irreplaceable, little security cameras they had scavenged from the wreck of the craft which brought them to this world for the beacon that was planted at the giant tower that Marduk used as home, laboratory, and temple. The sacrifice was worth it for just this purpose.
After thanking the runner, Eli turned to the other Elders gathered there. “Well, it’s too late to turn back now. He must be pulling out all the stops to use enough power to make the tower glow. This is what we’ve been waiting for. It means he is at the tower, and he has his Tablets of Destiny there as well. If we’re going to strike, it was important to be sure both things were on the anvil, before the hammer blow fell. Radio operator, patch me through to Joshua Roth please.”
∆∆∆
 
The Hammer Falls
Josh and Sam had been pacing in the control room for the last three hours. They had practically lived in this room for the last three days, but since the first reports had come in that Marduk had been spotted back in the region of his tower, everything had gone into overdrive. Sam had to have checked the primary launch checklists items thirty times in that last three hours. Six of them, since the radio operator first made it clear that the direct connection with the main war room was being established.
By the time the open line with Eli was crackling over the main speakers, Sam was finishing the last run through. A final check of the gauges’ reading power levels on each of the giant caverns that had been flooded with concentrated ocean brine and converted into obscenely large capacitors. Josh was watching Sam’s frantic, compulsive pre-launch checking with only the slightest grin. He was having too much difficulty keeping his own voice steady while answering Eli, to laugh at his brother about how he coped with the stress. It was just that checking those gauges was pointless at this stage of the game. They had been diverting power from seven hydro-electric dams for the last week to charge up the energy stored in those caverns. Energy they would release in a maximum of two less than one second bursts.
That is what all of this preparation came down to. One shot, and one backup. If they couldn’t get the job done with in that, well, the end results didn’t bear thinking about. Speaking of thinking, he realized he had been thinking when Eli had been asking him a question. “Sorry, Eli. I didn’t catch that last transmission. I was checking a reading to be sure everything was ready to go. Can you repeat?”
He could almost hear Eli roll his eyes. “I asked, how long will the rails need to cool before we can fire the second shot, if it is needed?”
“Well, nearly immediately, if we must. It is only that doing so will probably damage the rails. It means that the weapon would need rebuilt before a third shot could be fired. However, a third show would require at least three days for a minimal charge on the capacitors. So we couldn’t fire the third shot for a while, anyway. A rebuild, even with magical help, is at best a two-week job. So you see, do it if we need it, but with wartime demands... we’ll never get a third shot. If we can give her thirty minutes to be cooled, we can get a third shot in three days’ time.” He answered.
He and Eli had gone over all of this before, and he knew Eli wasn’t one to blow off important details, so that must mean he had the whole Elder Council listening in. Josh went a little pale. No wonder Eli didn’t tell him he was on speaker on their end. Josh hated speaking in front of people and that group of geezers made him jumpier than a basket of crickets on a bonfire. Fortunately for him, there wasn’t much more to say, for Eli’s next transmission was fairly simple. “Drop the Hammer. I repeat, Drop the Hammer.”
Josh signaled Sam, and said in a loud voice that, surprisingly didn’t shake at all, “Dropping the Hammer! We copy! Dropping Hammer NOW!”
Sam flipped the row of switches on the first group of chambers, releasing all of their gathered energy in one rush. The low-pitched hum was as loud as a jet engine, even this far from the main weapon. With one last glance at the targeting readout to be certain nothing had been bumped or changed, he flipped the last switch and the entire facility gave a faint rumble. In a trembling voice Sam said, “Shot Over!”
A voice from the radio of whoever was monitoring the beacon camera called out, “Shot Out!”
Everyone was silent in the control room, and in the war room of the Elder Council could be heard only the faint hum of muttered prayers. The long seconds ticked by, as the flight time, even at the incredible speeds of the four thousand pound, solid iron projectile, it would still be two minutes and forty five seconds of flight time. A damn long time for everyone to hold their breath.
Unbeknownst to most, that included Cherut and most of Eli’s family, standing their post at the fully charged and completely secret Engines of Creation, ready to act if all else failed. The tension in that cavernous control room could be cut with a knife, as the seconds slowly ticked by, with everyone glued to the radio, awaiting the result.
Half a world away, Marcus and Mithridates sat in a much smaller room, hunched over a tiny radio. Their part in this really wouldn’t come for a few days, but if this didn’t work... What chance would they have against a being like Marduk? What mortal would?
Anju sat with his in-laws in his private study. It was the first day he hadn’t been out with his work crews, but if this didn’t work, all the work they had been putting in for months would mostly be wasted. The only thing he was thankful for was that the men he had out there toiling away didn’t realize that today was any different from any other. They didn’t have to sit here like he did, with this awful pit where his stomach should be.
The radio crackled again as Sam’s excited voice rang out, “Splash Over!”
The voice of the beacon’s observer answered back, “Splash Out!”
For the five remaining seconds until impact, there was total silence. Even the prayers were hushed as the Elder’s held their breath. Then the time went beyond six seconds, and then ten. Finally, Eli couldn’t take it anymore and Josh heard him over the radio, “Someone give me a damn report! What happened?”
The beacon’s observer’s voice came back on, “Apologies Elder Eli, but we’re still getting the beacon’s signal, but no video. It isn’t just dust obscured, it appears to have been buried. I can’t see.”
Eli began to swear, “Observation planes! Get me eyes on it now! Josh, get that damn gun cooling down! If we need to get another shot in there, I need it ready to go as soon as I’ve got eyes on it!”
Josh took a deep breath, “Yes sir, already on it.”
∆∆∆
 
Mayday mayday
Dovid ben Ariyah ben Gad had been upset when he had gotten cut from the pilots chosen to make the initial attack run, but now, as the call came in for direct flyover of the tower! Even if it is just a recon mission, but for the primary target! All while his team had been on alert, giving the first squad some much needed crew rest, this was better! He couldn’t help but think of how jealous they were all going to be when they woke up and learned of this!
He was scrambling up the ladder less than three minutes after the radio call came in. From the island, it would take his squadron thirty minutes at full burn to be over the target. Twenty-five to be within visual range. All six jets were in the air, five minutes from the time the radio delivered the orders, and only ten minutes from impact. His mind was racing. This was big. The radio squawked as “Chicken Hawk” started to ask a question. Dovid turned up the power on his radio and keyed his mic to power over it. “Hey! Enough of that! We don’t know that they can’t hear us, so lock it down. Radio silence until after our report. Acknowledge.” One by one, each of the pilots double clicked the mics, acknowledging the order. Not that he didn’t sympathise, but they could talk to their own flight crews if they needed to talk so as not to go mad. As for himself, he wasn’t sure he trusted what he would say. Damn, this was going to be a long half hour.
Long before they should have been able to see the tower, Dovid could see the towering mushroom cloud. It rose a couple of miles into the sky. If the tower had been only fifty miles closer to the coast, the navy would have been able to see it. “Lion of Yehudah, Lion of Yehudah, this is Frodo Actual, we’re not even in Mordor yet and we can see the smoke and dust from the impact. It is like nothing I’ve ever seen before. It is like a giant tree, or more like a big mushroom. Continuing in for a better look. Over!”
“Frodo this is the Lion. We read you and will pass along. You are cleared to investigate. Over.”
Dovid didn’t know why they call signed his mission Frodo, or the tower Mordor, but one of the radio operators seemed amused by it. He figured he would need to ask if there was an inside joke to it. Better he should know before he got home and someone knew more about it than he did. He still was in more than a little shock as he flew over the countryside. No one was even trying to shoot at them. As they got closer to the blast site, the reason became more clear. Anyone still capable of putting up a fight already was. The entire area was simply destroyed. Flattened. Moreover, it was swarming with all manner of foul creatures.
Suddenly, with no warning, his engines died. Not just his, but the entire squadron! His co pilot was already using what minimal control they had over craft just from the air rushing over the wings as they fell to push them out away from the swarming hoards of monsters. Dovid let him handle that and got on the radio, “Everyone, try to follow me! If we’re going in, let’s try to stick together!” Then boosting all his backup power to the radio, trying to get the distress call out. Maybe the navy would be close enough to send help, “Mayday Mayday, lost all engine power Frodo going in!”
The ground was coming up fast, but they were getting further and further from the tower just as fast. Then, just as suddenly as it all went away, the engines roared back to life, and they all started to climb again. “Everyone recovered?” He shouted into the radio?
Again, one by one, as they checked in, he felt a sigh of relief. He also got a check in from Enterprise off the coast, who had been preparing a force of marines to come extract them. As his heart settled back down, he thanked Enterprise, but asked them to stand by as they tried to figure out exactly what happened. Damn, but he loved having competent allies.
It took nearly an hour, and several rather hair-raising moments, and even a few rather tense radio exchanges with HQ, but Dovid and his squadron completed their mission. Once the dust had sufficiently cleared, the wreckage and unbelievable devastation was clear to see if the eyes could be believed. The tower was down, but its destruction had unleashed creatures held there that were rampaging across the countryside. Worse than that, it was causing some sort of magical waves. First, it would pull in the magic, which is what made them almost crash, and then send out a pulse of magic which would have unpredictable effects on whatever it came in contact with. They almost lost another jet and its crew to one of those. Like ripples on the surface of a pond, the pulses seem to be expanding.
As excited as Dovid had been for orders to be a part of this mission, his orders to return to base had nearly made him weep tears of joy. He had never considered himself a cowardly man, but he couldn’t clear out of this hellish country fast enough. It was well pastime to get his people and himself home.




From Crisis to Crisis
Magical Fall Out
Three manta class guard boats sat a scant fifty yards off the Sultanate’s coastline, providing over watch for two small light attack craft that were making a landing. Putting ashore a pair of small special operations teams to get a better understanding of what the jets couldn’t see from the air. One commanded by John St. Claire himself, against all protests of the various commanders. The other by none other than one Sholomo ben Aviel ben Dan, or “Crank” as they called him in the teams.
“Crank” had his claim to fame as being the man to be the least welcoming and most challenging to Eli when he had first arrived. Their little head butting scene, far from being forgotten in time, had become more or less part of the legend. In lesser men, it would have crushed their reputation and ruined their lives. “Crank” learned from it, and grew. He owned his part in it, demanded who else had the nerve to question Eli? Made a name for himself as a contrarian thinker, but one who PLAYED devil’s advocate, to make sure all sides were heard, but once the decision was made, was a team player all the way. In the decade and a half since that fate filled night when he inadvertently thrust himself into the national spotlight ignominiously, he learned real leadership. Much of it from closely following Eli’s example where he could, modified to fit his own contrarian model. He had been offered and turned down his own captaincy, to follow a career with the newly formed special operations teams. It was an action that was unheard of outside of a handful of cases for the Arbeh, and two high ranking Maccabees. This only added to his mystique. So when the time came to pick a leader for the second team, no one was too surprised when John approached “Crank”.
Crank, on the other hand, while not usually one to miss the action, would have been just as happy to sit this one out. He wouldn’t shirk his duty, but he hated dealing with magic. Having none himself, he always felt like he was fighting up hill when the other side did. It is one reason he invested every spare drachma he could get his hands on, into the best magical gear and equipment, even beyond the excellent gear issued to the special ops teams. In this place, even that, he was told, would be unreliable at best.
No time to worry about what couldn’t be changed, he thought as they drug the fast attack craft up on the beach beyond the tidal lines. Wouldn’t do to have them float away if they needed to get back out to sea in a hurry. With the boats in place, he turned to the two men he would be leaving to guard their way home. “Dig in, and stay low. Take down anything you see that isn’t us. Considering the other planar beings and spirits that Marduk had bound in that tower that we just broke the barriers on, you cannot afford to take chances, but if you don’t need to engage, if they don’t see you, even if it seems like an easy kill, you will not draw attention to yourself. The last thing we need is to retreat to the boats with a hoard of monsters on our ass, only to find that surrounded by a mob of angry villagers.”
The teams had then separated, each scouting their separate paths up the short coastal ridge. The horrors that awaited them made every team member instantly wish he had been among the lucky few that had been sent back. Even those who had been sent back on a stretcher had it better than the man forced back out into that magical maelstrom now. Even the totally magic less could feel it calling them, seducing them. Surely, this wasn’t normal. Normal power didn’t demand to be cast like this, did it? Crank couldn’t help but ask himself. Though by this point, he didn’t dare to ask it out loud.
They had fought their way through beasts, and half beasts, and beasts who may have once been men, and worst of all, things that looked like men, but most assuredly had to be beasts, for while there was the light of intelligence in their eye, there was no longer the capacity for reason. The magic flared and withered and twisted unexpectedly. During one fight, he cast forth a binding cable. It was enchanted simply to entangle the target, but it not only entangled it, it consumed it. Another time they had thrown a packet of enchanted seeds, to sprout a briar patch to slow pursuit. Instead, their pursuer absorbed the growing plants and became part plant, and they had to fight off flailing thorn vines from it as well. It wasn’t all nightmare. He had seen a simple healing spell fully repair a nearly decade old injury that had been plaguing one of his men with recurring injuries since it had happened. Still, the scales were not balanced.
Crank couldn’t be sure, and most of the Sages argued that it wasn’t possible, but it seemed that the very ground itself was magical. The rocks and the dirt, like magic, were inside them. Like how you warm a rock in a campfire, then put it in your bedroll at night to stay warm... well it was like these rocks had magic not heat. With all the dust in the air still raining down, and all the magic still trapped deep in the rocks below the surface, he thought it was welling up, and with every radio report they sent the news was the same, magic is having one hell of a storm, and it is spreading.
∆∆∆
 








Mana Sink
Getting called away from the control room of the Engine of Creation was not a comfortable feeling for Cherut during this critical time, but with his position as the Chief Sage for the tribe of Yehudah, he couldn’t exactly get out of the Council of Sages emergency meeting. Not when the topic was the biggest magical event in recorded history. The only good thing about it was his position allowed him to bully and browbeat the others over the location somewhat, and so was able to be not more than an hour’s travel from his post, should an emergency arise. Perhaps a little less, if some really foolish risks were taken, but that carried with it its own dangers.
He tried to put those worries aside as he entered the meeting hall. There was nothing that could be done about it for now, and perhaps someone here would have an idea of what to do that he hadn’t been able to come up with. After all, these were the premiere magical minds available to mankind. He would have liked to include the Elves and Gnomes in on this meeting, but he knew even suggesting to include Goyish human magi would have met with derision and taken months of wrangling and debate to accomplish, and they just didn’t have that kind of time.
Cherut listened intently as the little hard data, and what few detailed first-hand accounts and reports that had been radioed back were presented. After that, the quality of the meeting went rapidly downhill. Each Sage present had his own pet theory, and of course spent as much time sneering at those of his peers as he did at expounding on his own. By the time the fifth Grand Sage had begun his presentation, Cherut had mostly quit listening and started to work on his own theory of how to set up a siphon. An enormous amount of magical energy had been contained in that tower, much of it went into holding the immensely powerful beings that Marduk was siphoning power from in place. He must have been only getting a small fraction of their actual power, with the majority of it being used to power the trap that kept them there. No, not like that, he thought, one being’s power, to hold the next... like forging a chain. When they obliterated the tower and broke the primary link, it released a wave up through, releasing each creature in turn, but not before draining them completely all in one go.
That’s what all the creatures running around had to be! Those timeless, extra-dimensional and otherworldly and spirit beings, all robbed of their magical energy in one moment and dropped to their lowest energy state. Most of them would become physical, corporeal entities again... They started to attack each other, settling old scores, trying to wrest what power they could from one another, taking advantage of a rival’s weakened state. It’s the only thing that fit the facts that were known. They would all be reabsorbing or regenerating their magic over time, in their usual fashion, but until they could... Eli needed to hit that spot again, and soon. The more he could destroy while they were weak the better!
He stopped almost halfway out of his chair, having started his run to give this information to his father. He sat back down with a thud. Kicking that much more magical dust in the air, that would be devestating. What they had going on now was a nightmare and it was spreading. Still, eliminating that many high level powerful potential enemies, many driven mad by centuries of capture and torture by Marduk... there had to be a way. They had to strike now, even a few days from now would be too late.
If only there was a way to drain off that magical energy, but then what to do with it? Even if he could somehow drain it, what then? He heard the next Arch Sage droning on about Marduk and the tower of Babel, and it hit him. There was a place they could drain it to, but he couldn’t do it without help.
This time, he was out of his seat and headed for the door. He ignored the stares and then the protests. He threw all dignity aside and took off to the war room at a dead run. Getting Eli aside for a bit wouldn’t likely be easy, but to hell with politics, if this worked!
∆∆∆
 
Interview with a mad woman
Dinah didn’t know if the crazy was leaking from Evita, or if it was how crazy she thought she must be to be doing this, or just because of the situation itself, but despite her best efforts to impose a sense of calm reassurance over their link, this bond between Evita, Cherut, and herself was NOT a sane place. The woman had been through more than Dinah could comprehend, but Dinah’s compassion only seemed to burn her like acid. Evita resisted Cherut on general principles because she recognized his mind as that of a man, but when he appealed to her burning desire for vengeance upon Marduk, Evita’s mind would open to him. On that, they found fertile common ground.
Consciously, when you would speak to her, she agreed to help them, but she had resisted for so long, and under such torturous compulsion, that her subconscious mind would not allow her to assist them. Enter Dinah into the efforts. In a capacity similar to the spells used by the marital bed, Cherut had gifted to his Father, and built for himself, to allow subconscious communication and alignment in the family while they slept together, Dinah created a mental link. Inside this bond, Cherut could access his own magical knowledge, as well as Evita’s vast understanding of quantum physics and higher dimensions. It wasn’t easy to integrate the two, but he could see the link between them, just as she had so early on. Unlike Evita, his far deeper knowledge of magic, especially after his work on the Engines of Creation, slid pieces of the puzzle into place for him that she had been missing.
By the time Dinah finally broke the link, all three were a sobbing, shuddering mess. Each knew that they had found the answer. Dinah simply slumped in her chair, unable to move.
Evita fell all the way to the floor and curled up in a fetal position. Her frail body still recovering from the months of abuse looking barely human anymore. Her ragged voice croaked in its harsh tone, the vocal chords permanently scarred from repeated screaming through the torture, “You’ve got it now. Finish him. I want to know he’s gone forever.”
As Dinah watched Cherut force himself to his feet, amazed he could still move, she heard his voice hiss out, “Oh, on that you have my most solemn vow. Where he’s going, he will never harm anyone ever again.”




Here There Be Dragons
Magnet Effect
Moshe ben Aaron ben Gad had just brought his fighter squadron into position, settling them in the established recon pattern on the outer perimeter of the storm. Watching the birds they had just relieved fly off back to the island for a bit of downtime, he couldn’t help but feel a bit on edge. Something about this entire mission had just felt off. As his men each checked in, verifying position, he looked down into the roiling mess below. The storm had expanded another thirty miles since they had flown their last mission eighteen hours ago.
Some of the creatures below also seemed to look bigger than he remembered them from last time. From altitude it was hard to be sure, but while there didn’t seem to be as many, the ones that were left seemed to be larger. Maybe it was just that the larger ones were all that survived the slaughter that had been going on down there for the last two days. He was just glad he was up here and not part of the ground forces playing hide and seek with those monsters.
No sooner had that thought crossed his mind than his radio squawked to life with an excited voice. “Burner” was on the horn, screaming something about a dragon. Moshe thought he was overreacting to his first time seeing a wyvern, but soon his wingman “Splat” was on the radio as well. Splat had helped him put down a flock of wyvern that had ventured too close to a friendly va Enoch town a couple of months ago, so he knew what they were. He was obviously in full dogfight mode though, and had hit it with two direct hits with missile attacks and only driven it off. A wyvern would have been toast.
Less than a half an hour later, a distress call from the Lion of Yehudah. Multiple dragons spotted, and it seems they were all headed this way. Moshe cursed under his breath. The radio squawked again. This time it was the Navy, there were Leviathan pushing past them, trying to make their way ashore, while also fighting with each other in the process. HQ radioed back, it seemed that the magical fallout was drawing in powerful magical creatures, having a magnetic effect. They all wanted to claim this territory, and none were too keen on the idea of sharing.
The navy withdrew to a safe distance. More jets were scrambled to fly fighter intercept for the Lion, while Moshe’s squadron braced for what looked to be shaping up to be a really bad day.
∆∆∆
 
Cut off
Holed up in the wreckage of what had once been a pit for storing grain, John’s team was trying to rest and recover. His radio operator was frowning and casting him worried looks. He was itching to go over and find out what was wrong, but there was time for that once the man had a full report. For now, he just needed to sit here and try to let it all fade away for a minute. Every hour they spent on the ground, the fighting intensified. The creatures seemed to be feeding on each other and growing stronger in the process. In the beginning, they were everywhere, but killing them was quick and relatively easy. Now there were a lot fewer of them, but he and his men had had several really close calls, and they were still no closer to finding Marduk’s idol. Two days of this, and they hadn’t even made it close to the tower’s wreckage proper yet, and according to reports, Crank’s team wasn’t having any better luck.
They didn’t dare to just let the idol sit there in the wreckage. With all this ambient magic around, if it ever settled down where he could reliably draw on it again, his thirst for vengeance at this point must be off the charts. To have been as close to realizing his ambitions as he was, after thousands of years of having his every effort frustrated, only to be hit by a rail gun shell he couldn’t even see coming... if he wasn’t completely insane before, he would be now.
John rubbed his face. They could go for another three hours, but then it would be dark and they would need to find a better spot to hole up for the night. Fighting those big bastards in the day was bad enough, running into one of them unexpectedly in the dark? No, thank you.
He had just pulled out what passed for a map of the area, or at least the nearest thing they had to one, when the radio operator approached. “Boss, this isn’t good.” he said without preamble. John wanted to groan, but he locked it down hard. That wasn’t the kind of thing his men needed to hear from him. Not here and not now, no matter how much he just wanted to curl up and hide. Not really trusting his voice completely he just nodded. The man continued, “We’re being recalled.” He held up a hand to forestall John’s instinctive protest. “They got a plan to drain off the magic, but they need us out of here to do it. Afraid of what it will do to us if they try it while we’re still here.” He groaned a bit, “Sorry, it gets worse.”
John couldn’t help it. This time he did let out a little sigh, “Of course it does, why wouldn’t it?”
The man actually managed a small grin at that. “We’re cut off from the sea. Seems the reason they’re going to drain off the magic is the dirt itself has soaked up the magic, the rocks, the sand... anyway all the big bads of the world are coming to claim it for their own. The navy got pushed back because there are leviathan. Yeah, multiple trying to figure out how to come ashore to claim this power. Seems they’re fighting each other as much as anything, which is why the navy could pull back without more than minor casualties. It seems that the dragons have all wakened as well, and are currently playing King of the Hill above us. All with our fly boys in the middle of it, laying into them with everything they’ve got. While it can make them pull back, it doesn’t seem to be driving any of them off for good, and sure as hell hasn’t killed any of them yet.” Pointing down at the map, “We’re supposed to meet up with Crank and the boys, right about here, and pull back to the west. Soon as we can cross this river here, we’ll bump into a dwarven advance party. They’ve been tunneling in. If we can hook up with them, we can ride out this whole mess underground, then come back with half an army to collect the idol. That’s orders anyway.”
John looked at him, then just nodded. “Who am I to disobey orders. Before we go, call the guys around. Have them dump anything they don’t absolutely have to have from their packs, and refill with rocks. If it has enough magic in it that it’s drawing dragons out to play... when this is all over, you boys can probably retire on what that’s worth.”
The young man’s eyes glittered greedily. “Oh, smart! Why didn’t I think of that?”
John actually found he could laugh despite himself. “That’s why they pay me the big bucks. Now go and get busy. We need to be moving quick, or we’ll never hit the rendezvous point before dark.”
∆∆∆
 
Extraction
Well, he had managed to piss them all off now, but Anju wasn’t about to put the people under him into dangerous situations that he wasn’t willing to go into himself. He was many things, but a coward, wasn’t one of them. That didn’t mean he wasn’t terrified as he drove the compressed air car through the tunnels to catch up to where his crews were just breaking through to the surface. They were deep into sultanate territory, and far in advance of actual troops. They had a few dwarven warriors as guards, and no one would call the dwarves who were mining out the tunnels cowards either, and the few dozen gnomish magi and engineers wouldn’t go down without a fight, but against the creatures that the reports coming off the radio said were above them... well it didn’t seem like it would be a fight they wanted to pick. Especially now that dragons were said to be showing up.
Dragons? Really? All this time here, and the worst they had run into was the occasional wyvern pack or rumor of a sea serpent, and now they have multiple kraken, and dragons, all showing up, from every corner of the world trying to get their hands on this chunk of ground. The tunnel ended in a decent sized cavern that had been carved out in the bedrock at this end to form a staging area where troops could be housed, and formed up, before being led up onto the surface. He shut down the car, and was greeted by his project manager, a grime covered gnome, who’s hair stuck out at all angles, and whose red-rimmed eyes showed the look of someone who had gone without sleep for one day too many. Before Anju could even speak, the little gnome was gesturing agitatedly, “Not yet! Two more hours! Even then there won’t be stairs, only a ramp, but at least we can get them out.”
Anju held up a hand in surrender. “I’m not here to rush you Master Quartzspinner. You and your teams have been doing one hell of a job. I’m just here to help, and to check on my friend John, when he gets in. I brought them a few supplies.” He waved toward the steam car. “I know that once Eli’s done with whatever it is he has planned, they’re going to be sent back out. I also brought a keg of ice wine for you and the dwarves once the work is done. Sort of just a little, ‘thank you’. I thought maybe your boys would enjoy a little taste when the workday was done.”
Quartzspinner deflated as all the adrenaline seemed to drain from him. In a quiet voice, he said, “Aye, and they’ve earned it too. Mighty thoughtful of you. Just a taste though mind you, just in case something tries to come back down that hole we open,” he trailed off for a moment before looking back up at Anju, “If we have to fight, I don’t want them too drunk to stand.”
Anju grinned at him, “I didn’t bring enough for that.” Then he leaned in and whispered conspiratorially, “Though if you want to let them know when they get back home, there might be a lot more waiting.”
Quartzspinner snorted with amusement, “We make it through all of this, and I might be excited about that, and I’ve never been much of one for a strong drink, but after these last few months...” he let out a long sigh.
Anju could only nod in agreement. “Can you show me to the coms room? I’ve been out of touch for the entire drive in, and with the way things have been falling apart around us lately...”
Quartzspinner nodded, “This way, you can make sure the world hasn’t ended top side, and I’ll get back to check on how close we are to breaking through to the surface.”
The time went faster than Anju had expected. Caught up in listening to the radio chatter between the fighter jets, as they tried to stay out from between fighting dragons mostly, sweeping in only to take out wounded survivors when they could line up clean shots. In the time he had been listening, he had heard two aircraft take enough damage to go down. While not a devout man himself, he said a brief prayer to Vishnu for the lives of those downed pilots, and hoped that their Israelite deity would not take offense.
He was still listening intensely when Quartzspinner poked his head in the doorway. “We’ve broken through. It’ll be big enough to admit people within ten minutes. Still no sign of our people yet.”
By the time they made it to the ramps leading up, word had come down from above that the way was completely open. Anju went up to see the surface for himself. The ramp snaked back and forth several times on its path to the surface. They had discussed this when they were laying out the plans. If anything tried to follow them back down the hole, it would give defenders several choke points to aid in defense. Especially important now when their numbers were so few, but useful even once the rest of the troops arrived in a few days. For now, though, it just seemed like a long, hard climb on Anju’s tired legs. Once he could actually see the surface, though, the devastation was impressive. Even this far out of the blast zone, the fallen ash and debris was thick on the ground like two inches of snow. Most of it blown here by the winds, but some of it probably rained down from the initial blast. The river behind them was thick and muddy with the runoff. He wondered if that might be what the kraken were fighting over, or if in their effort to gain the main prize, they were overlooking it, and lesser sea monsters were trying to stake their claim.
Just as he was trying to push the thought of monsters out of his mind, a massive three headed beast roared out of the billowing dust cloud. Standing fifteen feet at the shoulder, Anju figured it had to weigh at least as much as an elephant, but its lean, wiry frame seemed more akin to that of a grayhound than an elephant. He felt a cold spike in the middle of his spine and wondered if he could run to the mouth of the hole faster than the creature could be upon him? It looked as if it could possibly jump the intervening distance in a single leap. However, before it could take any action, and while its attention was focused on Anju, two figures appeared out of the dust cloud behind it and before it realized they were there neatly attacked its hind legs. The two man shaped attackers seemed to know their business. They attacked in unison, and with an economy of motion sliced through critical tendons with their first swings. In the briefest of instances, the monster’s legs had collapsed under it, and the two smaller figures had faded back into the billowing dust.
The monster lay there for a few moments, letting out the most ear-splitting, and bone shuddering howls. Then from the dust dozens of the man sized creatures appeared, and carefully avoiding the heads, they attacked the back and flanks repeatedly. Anju watched in shocked horror as one creature actually crawled inside a wound on the beast’s side, and the beast let out a last howl and collapsed. Unfortunately, it collapsed with the wound the creature crawled into under its massive bulk. The others didn’t hesitate; they began to hack away at the sides, and soon were pulling their comrade free from the beast’s innards.
It wasn’t long, but more figures appeared out of the dust cloud, easily more than a hundred of them, and they were all headed toward Anju. Anju called back down the hole for guards, and could hear the dwarven guards running up the ramp toward him. He reached into his pouch and picked out the grenade that Eli had given him, planning to chuck it at them and retreat into the tunnel should they prove hostile. It was a great relief he felt wash over him when he recognized the gore and dust covered figure. The man who had been cut from the magnificent beast’s innards was none other than John himself.
“John, am I glad to see you!” Anju said his voice cracking slightly in relief. “Who are these people?”
“Not half as glad as we are to see you. Can we get inside and explain there? These are survivors we’ve picked up along the way, as well as an air crew that rained down out of the sky to help us make the trip.” His voice was dry and sounded as if it might crack or break at any moment. His eyes looked wild, and a bit unhinged, but there was no doubt, whatever they had been through, it was John, and he had brought them all through.
Anju laughed, “Yeah! Oh, yeah! Let me lead the way so there are no problems... you look just a might scary my friend.” He was laughing a bit maniacally as he led the way down, calling out the whole way, “There here! It’s our people! And they brought friends! Get medics ready!”




Engine of Creation
Establishing A Connection
News of John’s safe recovery came in to HQ, relayed from the crew on the Lion. Of course, the broadcast was also being monitored by the Davidson family down in the control room for the Engine of Creation. For days now they had been on standby, monitoring the situation and running simulation after simulation, preparing for just this moment. Cherut looked out over the faces. Most of them were turned toward him, looking for instruction. A few had their heads bowed, lips moving in obvious quiet prayer. One or two just stared down at their keyboards, faces intense, eyes focused. Everyone had been dealing with stresses of waiting a little differently, but now the moment of truth was here, and the stress was a whole new kind.
Cherut took a deep breath to steady his own nerves. He found himself wishing Eli was there. Not that his magical knowledge wasn’t far superior to that of his father, but the man handled stressful situations like a fish handle water. Not that he envied his father’s task of managing the tribal elders, all while not letting them know what was happening. He just missed the comforting presence of having someone else who was ‘in charge’ at least in theory. Scolding himself silently for ducking his responsibilities, Cherut swallowed hard, then spoke in a loud and unwavering voice, trying to put as much confidence in it as he could fake. “Ok, this is what we’ve been practicing for. Take it from the top, just like we’ve done dozens of times over the last couple of days. By the numbers now...” He started to sing out the commands.
He had found that if he put it to a rhythm and chant, that everyone managed to get their symbols plugged in, in the right order, and with the right timing. He started by engaging the dedicated generators, set aside for the Engines. The power running through the wires in the floor, and the celling caused there to be a faint hum in the big echoing cavern. While most of the energy would be flowing from the area of the tower and draining their direction, at least at first they needed their power boost to establish the connection. To form the magical/quantum link between that area and this.
Forming that connection took more than they had originally thought it would. The link was there, and they could see it, but they couldn’t get the magic to flow across it at first. Cherut had to leave the main integration panel, doing what he never wanted to do with this much power on the line, and improvise a patch for their pre-written spell work on the fly, to strengthen their connection by “braiding” in multiple strands of connection. This type of improvisation was chancy with normal spell work. When using something as powerful as the Engine of Creation, it terrified him. However, it worked, and the magic had begun to flow.
Next came the tricky task of creating a pocket universe. If they simply drew the magic over, all the powerful creatures that sensed it now and coveted it would simply follow it. While this could buy them some time, and maybe if they had more time to learn to use their new Engine better, with this much energy powering it, they could even fight off all of those creatures working in concert, neither option was really what one would call a winning strategy. So inspired by, and following the guidance of Evita, and her higher physics education and natural intuition in the area, they had come up with the idea of storing the energy in a pocket universe. This didn’t come without its own issues, but for now, the plan was that since magic is an energy, and E=MC2, with his engine they should be able to turn the energy into a magical material, a solid, until such time as you convert it back, hopefully for use in permanently caging Marduk.
The pocket universe was the simplist he could manage. Nothing more than an overside glorified storage shelf. He could only pray it would hold once full.
∆∆∆
 
Strike While the Iron is Hot
Eli was listening to the reports coming in and wearing a hole in the stone floor with his pacing. The Elder Council had seemed to decide to take shifts jostling his elbow, and it was all he could do to keep from roaring at them and start summoning fire. He had been without sleep for too long, and he knew it. This wasn’t the best frame of mind to be in to be making decisions, but things were shifting so rapidly, he didn’t dare to sleep. Possibly the only one more critical at this moment than himself was Cherut, he thought bitterly. He wished fervently that both of them had a truly competent understudy who could take over for even four hours, but at this point there was just no way to do that. Likely wouldn’t be for many hours to come.
He called for his son Dovid, then remembered Dovid and Marc had gotten into trouble and been sent away for specialized training. Swearing under his breath, he called for Ruven, his third eldest son. When the boy, young man really, if Eli was being honest with himself... Damn, but they were all growing up so fast. Not that he was in danger of needing a razor anytime soon, but standing there among all the milling elders, he looked so brave, although he had to be terrified out of his mind, being thrust in front of so many important people, and made the center of attention.
Ruven’s high clear voice was distinctive in the room full of older men. “You called for me Father?”
Eli smiled at him, “I have an important job for you, if you think you’re mature enough to handle it?”
Ruven’s eyes brightened, and he tried to stand straighter, “Of course, Father! What can I do to help?”
Eli fought back a chuckle. It wouldn’t do to have the boy think he was laughing at him. “I need a runner. Your older brothers are both off furthering their education, so it is time you get a little training in the family business, as long as you think you can handle it.” The boy nodded vigorously, and Eli motioned for him to come close. In a much quieter voice, he said, “You know Dinah is busy at the moment, but I still need a medic. I’ve been awake for a long time, and I have a long time to go before I’ll be able to rest. You know enough about what is happening to know how important it is?” Again the boy looked serious and nodded his head. “Good. So, what I need you to do is run to Sage Samuel’s house, let his daughter Avigyl know I am needing a pick me up, that will leave my wits about me. Tell her that coffee isn’t doing the trick. Think you can handle that job for me?”
“I’ll take care of you, Father!” Ruven said, and was off at a run. Dodging around Elders and guardsmen as he went. Several of the Elders chuckling, as they watched him pass, sparing approving nods to Eli. Amid all the stress, and worry, and casualty reports, to see the next generation, the reason for it all, lifted many spirits.
Of course, a half an hour later, when Ruven still hadn’t returned and news from the front lines had the creatures had started acting strangely. Stranger still, when Ruven appeared again, the first sign of him that Eli had was his high-pitched voice carrying over the general din of the room. “You will let us pass, or you will stand with me to answer to my father as to why I could not fulfill my task. So what is it going to be? Decide quickly! I will not wait!”
Eli’s brows wrinkled. That wasn’t how he had taught his son to speak to his elders. Quietly, he moved to get a better look at the scene as it unfolded. Positioning himself where he could observe the scene, he placed his finger to his lips, to silence those who had noticed his arrival. Two of his guards, who were squared off against his son, and a small group of janni, were far too engrossed in their conflict to notice his arrival. The shorter of the guard held a hand up. “Ruven, they don’t have clearance. You can’t bring them through. That is all there is to it.”
Eli watched as Ruven visibly calmed himself, and tried again, “Ok, ridiculous since I vouched for them, but ok. They can wait here with you. While I go explain to Father why the help he needs is delayed, then if HE vouches for them, will that satisfy you?”
The guard rolled his eyes a little. “Yes Ruven. I don’t think you should bother your father about giving your friends a tour right now, but I won’t stop you. If your father says it is ok, then of course it is ok.”
Ruven started off shaking his head and muttering under his breath, and only then noticed Eli standing just a few feet away. The guard did as well. Neither looked as if they were completely comfortable having their actions witnessed. Before either could speak, Eli held up a hand to stave off explanations. “I’m tired, and frankly what I saw was a lack of respect on both sides. You can contemplate that on your own time. For now, more important things are in the works.” He looked at Ruven, “I don’t understand how you need all these people to do what I asked you to do?”
Ruven’s face burned with a full blush, but his voice was clear, “Letter vs. spirit, Father. Just as you taught me. To accomplish the spirit of what you want, you need them. Can I bring them through, and we can explain?”
Eli hesitated only a second. It seemed the boy had been listening to his lectures after all. A father could never be sure how much stuck. Boys were notorious for not paying too much attention. “Bring them along.” Looking up at the guard, “On my authority.” The guard stiffly nodded and waved the small crowd through.
Once through, it was a quick explanation. Ruven had met up with Cherut’s youngest brother-in-law, Sharee’s little brother, who was about the same age. They had talked about his mission. The boy said he knew people who would be willing to help. These janni could magically lend their energy to him to relieve his fatigue, and then go take a nap. He had brought enough to do so for Eli, and several others of the top staff, should Eli wish it. All the benefits of being awake, but not the drawbacks of being drugged. He thought that the minimal security risks to be worth it.
Eli was stunned. This was a resource they had all overlooked. He was praising his son’s initiative even as they were giving him the extra boost. Turned out to be not a moment too soon. For no sooner had the first person given all that he could, but before the second could apply the rest, the report came in that pulled him back into the thick of things.
The largest, and oldest, of the magical creatures that had come to fight for the spot, had just broken off and were retreating. The rest were becoming more hesitant. Eli had only a moment to decide. He was very glad to be thinking as clearly as possible. The only reason they could be losing interest is that Cherut had to be dropping the magic level significantly. There were still a lot of really powerful monsters gathered in one spot, though. A spot they already had targeted, and they still had enough power for another shot. The next wave of fallout would be less powerful than the first, though there is no denying it would still kick up. Trying to weigh the advantage of removing the threats against the damage the additional strike would cause, he couldn’t pass up this opportunity. “Order the jets to pull out of the area at maximum speed. Anywhere but out of there. Worry about regrouping later. Tell them to RUN! Get me the Roths, we’re going to hit them again NOW!” Strike now while the iron is hot, and worry about hammer marks when it came time to use the file.
Eli looked around for Ruven, leaning down so only the boy could hear him. “Reward for a job well done is usually more work. Go to Cherut, let him know that we’re hitting them again as soon as we can.”




When Lightening Does Strike Twice
Making the most of a break.
With very little warning, they managed to close the magic draining spell and seal up the pocket universe containing all the unused magical surge before the launch of the projectile. Dinah was busy trying to get shifts worked out so that for even the short period of time that they would be forced to be down, everyone could get some break period out of it. Fortunately for them, the machines themselves bore most of the energy drain, though they still needed to maintain focus and concentration. Perhaps one day they would find a way for the machines to do that as well, but for now, the alert mind of a spell caster was needed. There in lie the danger. Eli’s family, the only ones trusted with the knowledge of the Engines existence, their use, and thus it left them with a relatively limited pool of operators to draw on for coverage in an extended crisis.
These sages were fast approaching exhaustion, in a position where even trivial mistakes could spell disaster that would be remembered in legend and myth, because written histories might be wiped out. Of course, doing nothing, or doing it too slowly, can have just as serious effects, or worse. So there wasn’t much to do about it. She was mandating that they rotate into a break during this small enforced break. No one wanted the two spaces magically or quantumly entangled with all the energy released when that second shell impacted. Especially with magic already in flux, the results were just too uncertain to risk feedback.
When she shooed the first wave of people into the break area and found Ruven there waiting for her, she was confused. As young as he was, he wasn’t supposed to be let in on the Engine’s location. “Ruven honey, what are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be up with the other children? I thought Tris was watching you?”
Ruven smiled broadly, “Father called me in to work. I am his messenger! He sent me with a message for you and Cherut. Pappa says to tell you and my brother that you need to get the people into the lobby six levels up. Make sure everyone makes it through the rotation before you start whatever it is you’re doing here.” He shook his head, “No don’t tell me, he told me not to ask.” His grin got even wider, “It’s not that I don’t want to know, it’s killing me. He said sometimes not knowing is part of the job, and to do a good job, I had to learn how to deal with it.” he shrugged.
Dinah chuckled. He was growing up so fast. Cleodora should be so proud. She kissed him on the top of the head as she said, “Ok, I’ll let Cherut know. You can run on back and let your father know I’m on it.” She winked at him, and just like that, he was off at a run.
She wasn’t sure what Eli was up to, but she sent the first batch in the break room off to follow Eli’s orders, and went off to find Cherut.
She found him right where she expected to find him, still at the central control station, but at least he wasn’t just staring at the controls. He was seated pouring over the notes he had made after his meeting with Evita, and comparing them to a book that Eshet had brought back for them. She approached quietly, and tried to make a small noise, just enough to get his attention, but hopefully not enough to break his chain of thought. Just in case he was on to something important. He looked up distractedly. “Oh, Dinah?”
“Eli sent your brother Ruven to find us with a message. Everyone is to rotate up to the lobby, the one six levels up. You and I, included. Not sure what it is all about, but he was pretty insistent, so it must be important.” She shrugged and smiled at him. “Sorry to dump this on you. You look tired.”
Cherut sighed, and rubbed his eyes, and with that wasn’t enough, rubbed his entire face and shook his head, stood up and stretched. “I am. It’s been a long run, just getting here. Now that we’re here...” he let out another deep sigh, and took another stretch. “Thanks for giving me the message. I don’t really have time for this, but Dad isn’t one to waste time on frivolous things. I’ll get up there before we start again. I just keep looking at this...” He tapped the book on the little work bench. “I can’t help but think that I’m missing something that could be important. There is something that is almost at the edge of my understanding, but it won’t quite... Ahhh” he ended in frustration.
Dinah just nodded. “I know what that feels like. I wish I could help, but this isn’t my area. I can do my part here, work my console, but the theory of how and why it works...” she just trailed off. She noticed the first wave streaming back from the break, and they all looked way more refreshed than that brief break should account for. “Hey, looks like they’re back. Our turn. Come on, maybe getting away from it for a second will help it fall into place.”
Disgustedly Cherut snorted, “Can’t hurt!”
When they arrived at the lobby, they found it packed with the janni, each taking turns casting spells lending their energy to the exhausted family members, giving them the strength, and alertness, to go back to their work, confident they wouldn’t make stupid mistakes that exhaustion nearly guarantees. Dinah’s jaw hit the floor. Why didn’t she think of this? They approached Sharee, talking with her little brother, who seemed as excited as Ruven.
Sharee smiled and kissed Cherut, “It seems your little brother and mine are a pair of geniuses when they put their minds to something other than causing trouble. Pappa Eli sent Ruven off for a little chemical pick me up, after the coffee stopped working, and they came up with this idea.” She laughed, “Plenty of volunteers, and I feel great now. Seriously, you two need to go get in line. You look like hell.”
Cherut gave her a bit of a sarcastic grin. “Thanks. Love you too. Seriously though, great idea.” he said, looking at the boy. He kissed his wife once more, and did just as she suggested. After all he was dead on his feet.
Dinah sighed, looked at Sharee, “This isn’t a substitute for sleep long term. Suppressed for too long, the subconscious mind will still start playing vicious tricks on you, but you’re right for no longer than we’re likely to need. This is an amazing idea.” She kissed the boy on the top of the head, and he blushed furiously. “This was a great idea. You may have just have saved a lot more lives than you’ll ever know. You should be proud of yourself. When this is all over, I’ll talk to my husband. There should be a medical award or something for this idea. You boys deserve it! Every bit as much as if you did something heroically stupid on the battlefield. You did something heroically smart to save lives. Now, I’m going to let one of those be mine, or at least my sanity as I get a little pick me up of my own.”
∆∆∆
 
Through the Smoke and the Fire
As soon as the radio said to pull out, the pilots were all too happy to disengage. Most of the monsters were happy to let them go. From their point of view, the human’s flying machines were not an actual threat individually, but the damn things worked in teams, and they weren’t the objective, only an obstacle. What these creatures wanted was the land itself, or more importantly to be able to consume the magic that suffused the entire area. So if one rival wanted to flee, abandoning the prize, let them go!
The creatures, land, sea, and air, even under the ground, all drew in tighter to the center where the energy radiance was the strongest. They could sense that where it once had been pulsating, spewing magic energy wildly out into the word, now it was still densest in the center, but one could feel it was more like a drain, with the magical energies swirling around and if they weren’t careful, it could all drain away and they would get none of it. The race was on. Some of the larger and older creatures pulled back as the magic had drained away. A couple out of fear that it was a trap, that the magic spike that had drawn them was bait, and the draining away was the trap springing, reeling in anything feeding on the bait feeding whatever entity powerful enough to use a spike like that as mere bait. While they had never heard of such a creature, they hadn’t become old and wise by not being cautious. Another, as the magic level vast as it was, dropped below the threshold where it was worth the energy it burned staying awake, so it went back to its deep and long slumber. A bare handful retreated, planning to let the rest fight it out, planning to pick off the wounded winner.
These were the exceptions to the rule. By and large, if there was a true heavy hitter in this world with the ability to reach the area in anything like a reasonable time frame, they were here, and they were making a play for enough power to assure their spot in the hierarchy for a long time to come, or possibly even bump off the one above them. That being, who no matter if they presented themselves as kindly mentor, or manipulative overlord, always represented a limit for the ambitious lesser power. Over coming that figure may have been envisioned in a billion different forms over the course of eternity, but it has been universally dreamed about by every aspiring apprentice since the dawn of time. The day when it is THEY who become the MASTER.
In its own way, that is what the fruit of the knowledge of good and evil story in the Torah is about. At least one of the timeless lessons it teaches. The quest for the shortcut to maturity, the magic pill to becoming the MASTER. All this magic released in one place, at one time, waiting for the one who can scoop it up. In many ways, it is the same bait. The same lure, and its pull is more than magnetic, it is massively gravitational.
The point of light was bright, but tiny, and didn’t look all that impressive on approach. Upon impact, however, the ground shook, and waves of dirt and debris radiated out from the impact crater like ripples on a pond. The concussive blast of air rolled out in such rapid successive shock waves as to nearly be one blast. Throwing debris, and dirt, and creatures, and parts of creatures through the air, and each other, at an alarming rate. The blast force weakened as it traveled from the impact sight, as these things do, yet even so, it still nearly downed several of the Yisraelite aircraft who had been speeding away from the impact zone at their top speed for nearly five full minutes before the impact. Things that were nearer to the impact found themselves swept from the air like a toy. Many never to rise again.
Deep in the hole, Anju and John looked at each other with more than a small measure of wonder as the shock waves radiated out to their location. They could hear dwarves and gnomes alike, muttering charms and incantations as protection against being buried alive. Anju grinned at John. “Sounds like they’ve got their gods covered. I’ll pray to Vishnu, you say a word to Jesus. Let’s not leave anything to chance after that, ok?”
John sorted and grinned. “No atheists in foxholes?”
Anju shrugged, “We are fighting Marduk...”
John just made a face, but he couldn’t argue. Instead, he got on the radio and started to do his check in, with any luck their antenna may have made it through.
∆∆∆
 
Unintended Creation
Refreshed after the break, Cherut could reestablish the connection much smoother than he had feared. Remarkably, the second impact had spread the magic out more, making the draining process need to adapt. No longer would the magic puddle up and collect to be drained easily like before. The addition of the energy from the second impact had altered it subtly. Leaving it concentrated as it was still was a bad idea, as it would remain a draw for the magically inclined. Instead, he tried to push it down like a spring, and when it recoils, catch it with a second pocket universe.
Timing would need to be pretty exact on this, and there was little to no chance of a ‘do over’. He looked around at the others, wondering if he should mention his shift in tactic, then decided that he would not. If something went wrong, it was better that it just be seen as an unavoidable accident, rather than changing plans on the fly. There wasn’t time to dither and debate, as frankly that was just as likely to kill everything as getting this wrong. So, with a deep breath, he started sending new commands to his operators, making up the spell as he went.
The magic compressed as he suspected it would, and sprung out as he expected it would. However, it rebounded off the inside of his pocket universe and a large portion of it splashed messily out into the world. Cherut managed to get the pocket universe snapped closed before more could splash loose. Not sure how to clean up the dangerous spill, he took inspiration from magnetism and tried to draw it all together.
This did not go as planned. A missed key stroke in the spell was later determined to be the cause. The model was not a magnet drawing metal, but the planet’s magnetic sphere. With Marduk’s tower’s ruins, and the Engine of Creation’s location as the “magnetic poles”. The magic sank deep into the planet’s core, ran between the poles, and the world’s very first ley lines formed. Visible only with mage sight, this new feature to their world wasn’t even something that they would learn about until the first teams showed up three days later to begin the task of finding Marduk’s idol.




Contemplation and Preparation
A Brief Respite
Rut woke with a start. It was the first time that she had managed to have her whole family back in bed together at one time in weeks, and with all the stress and strain of operating the Engine of Creation, their combined dreams were more fractured and disturbing than she had ever known them to be. Considering their normal worries and responsibilities, that was saying something. She knew she needed to go back in. As the only one who hadn’t been working the machine over the last few days, her mind would be a normalizing factor. She almost laughed as the thought occurred to her. Undisputedly, the most damaged of his wives emotionally, at least initially, that she could be the source of strength for them, as they had been for her, was deeply satisfying, while at the same time being terrifying. She knew exactly how broken she was. Even now.
She took a moment in the night's quiet to look at her life. The total wreck that it had once been. What it had taken for her to just survive. Then for Cherut to find her, and lift her up from that shattered, and beaten refugee of life’s indifferent cruelty. To bring her to a loving home, with other women who loved her and treated her as a partner, not as a rival. He set the tone, but it was they who put in much of the day-to-day effort. So many of the old scars had healed, and healed back stronger. Not calloused over and unfeeling, but simply stronger and more resilient. The girl she was wouldn’t even recognize the woman she had become. After a lifetime of learning, and growing, with this family, even now she couldn’t envision what she might become.
The stresses that they were recovering from were not the same kind as what she had dealt with. For them, it was mostly the strain of effort and unbelievable levels of responsibility. Fear of what would happen should they make even the slightest mistake. She watched as her husband tossed restlessly in his sleep despite the spells upon the bed. He deserved so much more than to have to go right back to it so soon, but as soon as the idol of Marduk was found, he would have to be trapped, and only Cherut had the skills to do it. It was said that the Creator did not lay before a man more than he could bear, but she had seen too many men break to believe that. She was always of the belief that the test was what happened when he broke, and more so what happened after. Man wouldn’t be able to heal, if he wasn’t ever meant to be broken.
She wiped a tear from her eye and took a deep breath. She put away thoughts of the unfairness of it and simply lay back down with her family. This was her turn to protect them. This was her turn to bind up their hurts and put them on the mend.
∆∆∆
 
Imortal Prison
Evita wasn’t sane. She knew she wasn’t sane. She didn’t trust Eli, or this Cherut fellow one bit, but they had shown her video of the rubble of Marduk’s tower. For that, she owed them her help to build his prison. This she would do. He could never be allowed to escape. She could not cause him pain, not any more pain than his condition naturally put him in, and that was her one regret. What she could do was be certain that she designed a prison that kept him so actively distracted that he could never focus enough, not even in all of eternity, to learn its laws, and manipulate them for even the briefest moment of advantage. She wanted him to experience every moment of his captivity as a constant struggle, with no hope. Just as she had.
The bed they put her in was too soft, and it was difficult to adjust to it, but she couldn’t deny the benefit that the spells they had used upon it were strengthening her. Not just in body, but in mind and spirit as well. They would never be enough to make her “sane” again. At least, not for any time that she could foresee. She had been broken in ways that she didn’t think could be healed. Her ability to think, to do her math, and her magic, those had not been taken. Marduk wouldn’t have allowed those to be harmed. Those were what he needed. It was everything else that he wanted to strip away. He had so nearly succeeded. A small portion of her mind knew that she should be grateful for her rescue, and for the care she was receiving, but that was the tiny portion that wasn’t stark raving mad, howling with pain, and wracked with insane waves of flashbacks. It was that tiny portion that convinced the rest that vengeance was best served by helping Eli and Cherut.
She had given Cherut ideas in that first meeting, but she had had a lot of time alone with her thoughts since then. A lot of time to plot and plan. Time to calculate. The third time she had grabbed the elderly sage brought in to assist in her healing by his long beard, and demanded to see Eli, they had finally relented and agreed to set up the meeting.
Eli, Cherut, and Dinah came in to her room more than a little cautiously. Evita was finally healthy enough to have more than a little command of her magic again, without the sanity to be able to wisely control it. Being anywhere near her was a lot like handling a poorly made bomb. One wrong move, and it could all go up in your face. Fortunately, Evita seemed to be having one of her “better days”. No sooner had they made it in the door than Evita asked, “Where’s John?” Her voice still very rough, all the medical sages could tell them is that she might never recover a ‘normal’ speaking voice.
Eli nodded. “John is as safe as he can be at the moment. He is still over there. He’s the one leading effort to dig up Marduk’s idol out of the tower’s rubble so we can lock it away.”
Evita had a manic laughing fit. “Lock him away. Lock him away.” She said in a singsong rhythm that was made even more disturbing given her voice. “Oh yes! I have just the place! Just for him!” she broke down in giggles again.
All three of her visitors looked at each other, more than a bit uncomfortable. “Uh, that’s right Dr. Stone. That’s exactly what we’re going to do. Is that why you wanted to see me?” Eli asked, trying as hard as he could to keep his voice calm, reassuring, without tipping over into that patronizing tone that was all too likely to set her off. He knew he might have crossed the line when Dinah shot him a warning glare.
Evita hadn’t noticed, or was too intent on getting her revenge to care, because she just hissed, “Yes!” and she grabbed a pile of notes she had nearby and threw them at him. Papers scattering everywhere. “There! That is where you put him! Let him be there forever! Ok, nothing is forever, but it is three times longer than this universe will last so none of us will need to worry about him.” and she broke down in to demented sounding giggles again.
Dinah gathered up the notes with Eli, while Cherut asked as gently as he could, “Can you tell me about it?”
Evita grinned, showing several missing teeth, “Oh, yes! I love thinking about him stuck there! It is a small pocket universe. Just big enough for a singularity on each end, with him suspended between them. Continually pulled between the two.” She let out another manic cackle. “Do you see why it is so perfect? He will be pulled thin by gravitational and space distortions, in both directions! Sadly, unlike a person on the rack, like he did to me, he won’t actually feel it, but it means he will never be able to have any movement. Not because he can’t break the gravity, but because with the spacial distortions his body won’t be all in the same space at the same time! See how great that is? Space distortion means time distortion! His head and his feet will be in different time zones, causality will be all screwed up for him! Best of all, even if he has all of eternity, he can never figure it out, because cause and effect get mixed up!” She laughed even more. “If I thought I wouldn’t just fall down, I’d try to dance.”
Eli whistled, “That would put him in a hell of a bind.” He looked at Cherut, “Do you understand what she’s talking about?”
Cherut shook his head, “Sorry, I don’t.”
Evita started to get frustrated, but Eli soothed her. Then turned to Cherut, “Remember our conversation about black holes?” At Cherut’s confused nod, Eli continued. “That is what she meant by singularity. Black hole’s playing eternal Marduk tug of war. I’m betting the papers I’ve got here are the calculations we need. Between us, and well maybe the Roths, if we get in over our heads.... anyway, we build this, lock him in, seal up the universe. Then seal that up in something and drop it somewhere completely inaccessible. Maybe use the rail gun to blast it in space or have Cooshe drop it in the crushing depths, or some such.” He shrugged.
Cherut’s brow wrinkled in thought, “Assuming we can build it, it sounds like it would actually hold him.”
Eli grinned, “That it does.” Eli turned back to her, his voice softened, “Evita, I know you didn’t want to be with us, and I don’t want to make you stay. It’s just, I don’t think it is a good idea for you to be alone just now, either. Have you given any thought about where you want to live, after we lock away Marduk, I mean?”
She finally got quiet and just shook her head. Still keeping his voice low and gentle, “You know you’re welcome with us, but if you don’t want to stay here, think about what you do want, and if I can, I’ll try to make it happen, ok?” She said nothing, and wouldn’t meet his eyes, but he was fairly sure he saw her just barely nod yes. After a long wait to see if there was more she would add, he just nodded too, then stood up. “Thank you for your help. I promise you will know once he is sealed away for good. Then, if you want, we can talk a little more about what you want to do. Until then, try to get a little rest. We’ve still got busy days ahead of us.”
∆∆∆
 
Vacancy for One Occupant
Well, it had taken a couple of radio consultations with the Roth brothers, and several arguments between them. Cherut marveled once again at how they managed to get so much accomplished, and still find time to bicker the way they did, but who was he to argue with results. Finally, he and Eli had a fairly firm grasp of the fundamentals of what they were doing. So with the clean up portion of the war having shifted mostly to Xi’s ground troops, and John’s special operations teams, Eli handed over most of the day-to-day tasks for the war effort to Marcus and John. Freeing him up to help translate Roth speak. Which helped to put the science and math aspects of the problem in the proper light. Now all they needed to do was figure out what symbols would make that math come to life.
So it was that after only a brief lull in the storm, the magically inclined and educated portions of the family were once again dealing with long hours and limited sleep, as they went about designing and then practicing the creation of Marduk’s own private universe. Their sacrifice would go mostly unknown to the outside world. It was hard to be a public hero when what you did, or more importantly the tools you used, must remain a closely guarded secret. Still, all the sacrifice was worth it, for by the time the teams on the ground finally had something to report, a vacancy had opened up for a cozy little universe built for one.




After Five Thousand Years
Out of the Ashes
John led forth a sizable army when he emerged from the tunnels next. Not just troops, but Anju with his engineers and workmen as well. The troops fanned out and rapidly secured the area. They finished off any creatures that managed to somehow survive the second impact, and the returning jets. Some handful still were fast enough to get out of range, but there was a definite gap in the higher reaches of the magical food chain, and the world would be a safer place for it. No doubt a little less grand, but in time that gap would refill, and until then, humans, elves, dwarves, gnomes, halving, beast-kin, dryads, janni, even the goblins, would all have the chance to recover from the devastation that centuries of disorder and war had visited upon them.
John knew enough about history to know that this wasn’t the ‘war to end all wars’ or anything so naïve, but without the immensely powerful puppet masters, who too often were actually pulling strings behind the scenes to stir up conflict for their own purposes in the picture anymore, he hoped things might settle down. The great powers that briefly showed themselves for this tempting gambit weren’t the kind to be visible before. Hell, he wasn’t even sure which of them were pulling what strings, but he knew that there was no way that beings that powerful weren’t pulling strings. He suspected that most of the people whose strings were being pulled only felt the string pull, and did not know who it was on the other end. So often that is the situation. Marduk was a rare exception, but he wanted worship. He wanted adoration, or at a minimum he wanted to feel their awe and terror. In the end, it was what led to his downfall. If like so many of the others, he hadn’t made himself a target, they never would have had anywhere to point the rail gun, even once they had the knowhow to build it.
It was that weakness, that addiction to the fame, to the worship of the “lesser beings” that led to the downfall of so many others as well. For in their lust for power, and their greed for snatching up what he had accumulated over the years, they exposed themselves as well. They made a target of themselves. So much destruction, all for basic failings common to most men.
John was so ragged. When this was all over, he planned to sleep for a week. Then take the girls, and just maybe spend an entire year with them. No more running off on shit like this he thought. Hell, I’ll practically be domesticated by the time they’re done with me. It brought a smile to his face just thinking about it. The daydream was shattered though, and the smile gone in an instant. Three hundred yards to his right, the team working on a large pile of rubble was suddenly thrown several feet into the air. A cloud of dirt, dust and debris rising from where they had just finished clearing away a section of tower wall that had collapsed in on itself. At first he thought it was just the unstable rubble that had gotten away from them, but then he saw something large move, and he felt time slow, and all of his senses kick into combat mode.
He was halfway across the distance before the dust had cleared enough to be able to clearly make out the form. A clay or maybe stone statue that shone like a polished brass. It was at least nine feet tall, now that it had finished extricating itself from the remainder of the rubble that had trapped it. Damn, the higher magic level here must have aided in his recovery, John thought, as he continued to close the distance. Still, he’s moving slowly. He must be nowhere near up to his normal speed. John noticed more troops showing up, arriving just moments before he would. Their heavy iron spears throwing sparks upon impact, but doing no visible damage to the monstrous son of a bitch.
John stopped where he was. They weren’t equipped for this! They were expecting him to be still ko’d from the impact not up and wanting to fight. John took a second to assess the scene. Anju was there, pulling out the injured. The troops facing him now were fine as a distraction to cover that, but they would need to be pulled back as soon as possible. John dropped to one knee and shouldered his rifle. “Disengage! Fall back and regroup!” He yelled at his men who were getting the worst end of the fight. Taking aim, he started putting rifle rounds down range. Easy aimed shots at this range were plinking off of Marduk’s skull at the rate of one about every second and a half. More than distracting enough to let his men break off the engagement without having to abandon their wounded.
Soon, though, he was out of ammunition and needing to reload. He dropped his hand to his pistol, afraid Marduk would either charge after his fleeing men or possibly attempt to charge him. Marduk was more interested in self preservation though. He was attempting to flee and regain strength for a fight later, when he was stronger. John wasn’t about to just let that happen. Snagging up the hardened leather tube that had been used for transporting site maps he quickly used his knife to cut an opening in the bottom sealed end, creating a completely open tube, lighting one of his grenades, he dropped it in the tube, and then used the gust of wind enchantment in his ring to turn the leather tube into an improvised spud gun.
The grenade sailed through the air, and John held his breath. As it landed, he could tell the aim was off, but the concussion from the blast still made the giant stumble on the uneven terrain. Swearing softly to himself John lit the second grenade, and this time he waited just an extra couple of seconds, letting it burn. Trying to get the timing just right, and the angle a little steeper, he launched it again. This time, as he watched he smiled. The trajectory was right. If only his timing was...
BOOM, the grenade exploded about three feet above and two behind the giant’s head. Pitching him forward, causing him to lose his balance and go sprawling into the piles of rubble. John lost sight of him at that point, but he was out of grenades, anyway. Looking around in frustration for what to use next, he could only grin as he saw his spec ops team riding in on the speeder bikes. Kicking up a dust trail like mad, but finally something with the firepower they needed! More importantly, a radio.
The next half hour was spent zipping over the debris field, trying to find out where he had gone to ground. Once they had flushed him out, the five bikes used their nose cannon to keep him running, until the jets which had been called in with the radio could arrive and start to hit a lot harder. He recovered energy at a phenomenal rate, but even it had limits, and a squadron of fighter bombers with unlimited ammunition and fuel, and pilots with fresh memories of lost brothers, surpass those limits. Even so, John and his men still had a struggle to subdue him, and only finally fully succeeded with the arrival of Ries and six Grand Magi, coming in by flying carpet.
In the end, to prepare him for final transport, the Grand Magi partnered with dwarven master smiths. Together, they fully encased the lower two-thirds of his body in a solid iron ingot. For good measure, as a guard against any attempts to suborn anyone guarding or transporting him, they also poured his mouth full of molten iron until it ran out and formed a solid ribbon around both sides of his head and down around his neck. The only reason they didn’t encase him fully in the iron, is they wanted him identifiable when he was locked away, so that there could be no doubts he was really and truly gone.
∆∆∆
 
It Is Done
John watched Marduk struggle against the bonds as the men loaded him aboard the Lion of Yehudah. For five thousand years or more, this creature had sought to impose his will on the universe, and now locked down like he is, he probably thinks it is only a matter of time before he is free to do it again. He does not know what is in store for him. All the power of the Djinn, but it wasn’t enough. He wanted more. More than that, he wanted to take the shortcut. Then, when it didn’t work out, he lashed out and caused untold amounts of suffering. Now, he’s going to suffer like no one has probably ever suffered before. Even so, it won’t lessen the suffering of those he has hurt.
John wasn’t feeling sorry for him. He knew personally too many people affected by this monster to feel pity. It wasn’t even that they wouldn’t feel some satisfaction at knowing he would suffer forever, but in the end, it didn’t actually HELP them at all. It didn’t bring back anyone he killed. Didn’t give back sight to anyone he blinded, or let walk anyone he crippled. It was all just so pointless and wasteful. He knew he should feel victorious, but mostly he just felt tired, and even a bit empty. It would take a long time to heal these wounds, and the scars would be there always as a reminder. Quietly, he said a brief prayer, just thankful to have made it through. Then immediately felt guilty, thinking of all of those who didn’t. He wasn’t any better than they were, hell he knew some of them, and some of them were much better human beings than he was...
He was jarred out of his dark thoughts as Anju approached. He was on crutches. John’s eyebrow shot up. “What happened to you?”
Anju made a face. “Carrying wounded while trying to run for your life doesn’t make it so easy to duck when some asshole decides to blast a bunch of rock and trash at you. I didn’t really feel it until we were already loaded on the truck and driving back. I was so scared, but oh, when it hit me...” he shook his head and chuckled grimly.
John barked a harsh laugh. “Adrenaline is a beautiful thing until it goes away isn’t it?”
Anju sighed, “Then when they had to pick all the pieces out.” he cringed.
John nodded, “Yeah, been there. Welcome to the club. You’ll have come cool scars to show the wives. Maybe get them to baby you for a bit when you get home.” He grinned at Anju.
Anju snorted, “Like I get to go home. After we lock this bastard away, my job is really just starting. We have to get some sort of infrastructure in here so we can move troops around fast. We don’t have the numbers to really hold this, but if we don’t have some presence here the power vacuum that will leave almost guarantees hostile despots. I don’t want us to end up trying to nation build like the old US, or even peace keeping like the idiot UN, but a handful of fast moving troops to look after things is a kind of just a no brainer.”
John grunted, “Um, make sense. They’ll have to find someone else to run their intel on it all, though. I’m taking the girls, and we’re laying on a beach somewhere and making babies, for at least a year.”
Anju laughed. “Sounds like a good idea. No one can say you haven’t earned it. Come. We don’t want to keep everyone waiting. This has been a long time coming.” They made their way on board and flew out over the water. Soon to put this all behind them.
∆∆∆
 


Prison
Lead lines had been run up from the machine many stories below, into an auditorium size cavern carved out of the cliff face. There was no shortage of VIPs in this space. All the original members of World Wright Incorporated were there. Human kings, Elven princes, Dwarves, Gnomes, even both of the Janni branches, had sent representatives. The Goblin King himself arrived with a full entourage. Of the peoples contacted, only the xenophobic Shu were conspicuously absent, choosing not to send even a representative. The Dryad ambassador arrived with her entire tree in an enormous planter. Lucky for everyone, it was a small species typically not growing over twelve feet at full height, and they were both, yet still fairly young.
Cherut and most of Eli’s family were not in attendance of course, as they were needed to operate the Engine of Creation to actually seal away Marduk, but as Eli was busy with dual roles representing World Wright Incorporated, and Tribe Yehudah, their absence wasn’t remarked on, except by King Typhon. However, Marcus, having been told to expect this gently let him know that it was a family matter and he should respect Eli’s privacy. Typhon, still not willing to cross Eli, decided to let the matter go. He found he got along much better with Marcus. He wasn’t sure if it was because of Whysh, or if he just still hadn’t quite gotten over Eli’s original threats, which brought him to the peace negotiations.
Eli walked up to Marcus and Typhon just a few moments before things were about to begin. “It’s been a long road getting here.” He said with little preamble.
Marcus sighed, “Yeah, long strange road. Who would have ever thought we would imprison a Babylonian god. That still doesn’t even sound real, does it?” Eli laughed. Marcus continued, “Of course crazier things have happened.” Eli looked at him in surprise. Marcus continued, keeping his voice low, “Georgia just agreed to move back to Xi with the kids. Says she is tired of fighting, and doesn’t know if we can be lovers, but wants to be a family.”
Eli couldn’t help it, his grin almost broke his face, “Marcus! That is amazing news! She just tell you this today?”
“Mmhm, last night when she got in. Only took her what twelve years to come around?” he grinned. “Not that I’m complaining, mind you, better late than never. I don’t know what it means or how she sees it all playing out, but let’s just say that I hope it is a step in the right direction.”
“Brother, I am happy for you. You made a sacrifice, and it cost you dearly. It would do my soul good to see that wound heal, even if only a little. We’ll have to talk more later. Here he comes.” Eli nodded to where his personal guard was wheeling out the iron encased idol of the struggling Marduk. Eli chuckled, “Got him all trussed up Hannibal the Cannibal style. Time to go. Make sure this one never escapes.”
Eli spent ten minutes addressing the assembled dignitaries, reading a list of charges against Marduk extending back to his exploits on earth. Telling his story from the beginning of what was found in his own writings. Eli looked up to where attendants were bringing Evita to a special private balcony, so she could see him going away with her own eyes. He made eye contact with her for only the briefest instant. He saw the rabid glee and vengeful exhilaration on her face, and then he turned to set the necessary sigils in place to complete the circuit. Last, he called down to Cherut, “Let justice be done.”
The whole cavern hummed and vibrated briefly, and there was a bright flash, and with those words, a five thousand-year reign of terror ended.
In the pocket universe, Marduk felt immediately disoriented. Time was out of joint. He could feel forces pulling him in multiple directions. He could not form complete or coherent thoughts. There, suspended in space and time, or more accurately, in multiple spaces and times, he could not bring his thoughts into focus. As before, he could feel no physical pain, but unlike before he could not think, nor act, nor in any way control his own destiny any longer. He wanted to howl in rage and frustration, but even that was denied him, for even if he had been able to control his body enough to accomplish it around the iron gag, his mind could no longer maintain the thought long enough to complete the task, even if he were to try for all of eternity, which he likely will.




In the Sigh of Relief
Equalibrium
Young Prince Eld had used the excuse of the monumental occasion to escape his island home, and with it many of the duties that fell on to him as his father’s regent. Traveling the cavernous passages of Yisrael’s new home had left him a bit more the speechless. He had heard of dwarven halls, and gnomish, so he knew that living underground could provide for much of what was actually needed, and do so in relative comfort. That didn’t begin to describe what he was seeing here. Magic lighting, as well as areas where natural light would be directed in and around via mirrors and even some small specially made glass that guided the light where it was intended. All this light supported far more plant life than was on the surface in this area. They had not mastered the Elven technique of leaving it to grow wild, yet selecting the perfect plant to grow only the exact amount needed, but for humans, their efforts along those lines were most impressive. There weren’t only a magnitude of plants, but water was also in abundance everywhere you would care to look. It was this plethora of small streams, and canals, and pond, pools with little beaches along more than one side. These water features were used in the most clever ways imaginable to confine, restrict, limit the plants. While at the same time, they were also used to shelter, provide nutrients, and even he noticed allow for ease of harvesting.
He was so engrossed in admiring the layout that he jumped when he heard a voice say, “Yes, they ARE all, either edible, or medicinal, or both.” When he looked around to see who spoke, he saw a young human woman standing not too far behind him with a gentle smirk on her face. Eld began to wrack his brain for the name. He knew he had met this woman before, but seeing her here, it was out of normal context, and that left him struggling for the details. She smiled mischievously as she watched him trying to remember, and it was that look that actually caused the name to come to him. He remembered the rumors about her his intelligence people had dug up.
He smiled, “Lady Rut, wife of Cherut, correct?”
Her eyes laughed, even as her face showed mild disappointment that her fun seemed to be over. “Ah, so you do remember me. I am sorry if I interrupted your thoughts. I just saw you looking so intently at the foliage, and it seemed, to me at least, that those thoughts were very loud, almost inviting comment.” She smiled slightly, teasingly.
Prince Eld smiled back, his face falling back immediately into that of the charming diplomat. “From one of Eli and Cherut’s house, they are always welcome. Especially one so lovely.”
Rut gave him an ironic smile. “Flatterer!” she accused. “I think I liked it better when you couldn’t quite remember me.” her teasing tone took out any sting in the statement. The Rut of ten years ago wouldn’t have been able to have managed such calm conversation with anyone, much less the leader of the last known intact Elven kingdom, but this Rut had grown much since those days.
Eld couldn’t resist. He gave a genuine laugh. “I sometimes think we would all like it better if we could have a fresh start. To have a chance just to be seen as we are, and not for all that has a claim on us.”
She eyed him seriously for a moment, then said with no smile, and more than a touch of sadness in her voice, “Yes, I am certain that you, more than most others, understand this too.” Then she smiled again, “Is that why you gave everyone the slip to take a little sight-seeing trip?”
He too smiled a little sadly, “Oh, I’m quite certain not everyone. I assume my guard is just hovering at a respectful distance, trying to grant me the illusion of privacy.”
She nodded. “Yes, I think mine are probably ‘talking shop’ with them, after their own fashion. Am I intruding upon your ‘illusion of privacy’?”
Eld shook his head. “A welcome intrusion, if you don’t mind playing tour guide just a bit? I can’t help but admire the design elements I see here. Not Elven, or not completely at least, yet still quite pleasing, even to the Elven eye, which I hope it is not overly impolite to say is unusual in most human settlements.”
Rut couldn’t help giving a little genuine laugh of her own. “Only a little impolite, and mostly because of the truth in it. I certainly am not offended by truth, no matter how impolite others may find it. I refuse to live with lies any longer. Hidden facts are necessary, that is just privacy, and everyone, be they individuals or nations are entitled to some of that, but lies are a whole other matter.”
“As to the design, it is difficult to pin down because so many contributed to it. Papa Eli insisted on that. He is responsible, almost solely for the mechanical layout. For making the city function, much as a machine would function, or a living body. The canals, moving people and cargo throughout, water turning wheels, driving shafts and belts, and a lot of other things I don’t understand, but which excited the Gnomes brought in on the project to no end, that help to distribute power to other parts of the city as well. The special polished mirrors, and polished tubes, as well as glass cut in exact and demanding ways that do the same for bringing light from the surface and scattering it where it’s needed. Still, after this marvel of what he calls, ‘Engineering’, he turned those plans over to his wives. One of whom has some Elven ancestry if I understand correctly, and they each made suggestions. Cherut as well. Even I suggested a couple of ideas. He then hired in Gnomish engineers, who along with a couple of Mer-elf artists, suggested other ways to do the same function that Pappa Eli needed, but maybe in a little prettier way. One of my brother-in-law’s wives is Elven as well, and she too was brought in, along with a dryad to assist with the layout for the plants. To make the best way to make them easy to care for and be certain that they grew most productively. Of course, the sages were also involved to give everything that little extra boost needed. With the amount of raw energy available to us here, things are possible that would just take lifetimes to do nearly anywhere else. So, that ‘in a nutshell’, as Papa Eli likes to put it, is why it looks like nothing you’ve ever seen before. Everyone in the past was always trying to put their race at the top of the hill, and extoll its virtues over all others. In this city, Papa Eli wanted the very best virtues of everyone he could find. Humans still rule here, and because it is a homeland in exile for Yisrael, they always will, but Papa Eli said the Creator created us all for a purpose, and we should let His gifts to each person shine forth all around us. My own husband says that the Creator has said that His house will be a house of worship for all people one day, so looking forward to that day, why shouldn’t we embrace our fellow creations? At least in those areas where we can?”
Eld looked thoughtful. “I had always heard that Yisrael was afraid of cultural contamination. That they had a powerful desire to remain pure. In many ways, much like our Elven people.”
Rut smiled at him again her expression tinged with sadness. “We are called to be a holy people. The word “holy” in our language means to be set aside for a purpose. Dedicated, if you will. To do that, we must guard against things that would take us away from that purpose. That would distract from it. I think in my example of this city, you can see where the lines are drawn. Papa Eli defined the purpose, just as our Creator gave us our purpose. All the other influences merely helped find ways to fulfill that purpose as Papa Eli designed it. He also had full veto power, to say that a change would violate the purpose and make the machinery of the city cease to function. Yet as long as that did not happen, each race, and each individual contributed of their talents and their skills, and the continuing result is the beauty of the city you see unfolding around you. Always true to its purpose, yet always struggling to fulfill it better and in a more pleasing or efficient way."
The prince had gone somber, and she could see in his eyes that her words were challenging his own assumptions. Even so, he was having difficulty finding fault with their logic. “We are just so few. It would be so easy for us to be swallowed up and be no more.”
Rut just nodded, “True. No one wants to believe that is their destiny. With all the power vacuums created in this last week, and now that we are no longer at war, some of the new things that World Wright Incorporated has been waiting to introduce until there was production capacity to do so become available,” she smiled at him almost apologetically, “the world is going to go through even more changes. An understandable response would be to withdraw, lock everything down, and demand that nothing change. Ultimately, I think this would be futile and even harmful. In the end, I think all of us are going to need to find an equilibrium. A way to hold true to our purpose, while adapting and adopting, what is beneficial to all the changes that are coming. Of course there will be mistakes. Keep excellent records, and teach unbiased, accurate history, so that when the mistakes do happen, people can see where, retrace our steps, and course correct. I think it is all we can do.” She shrugged.
Eld looked out over the marvel that was the modern city in operation, trying to contrast and compare it in his mind to his Elven capital, and even to the stories of the great Elven cities before the humans came to this world, and there were without a doubt wonders here even his Elven ancestors would have marveled at. Could they walk that fine line? Could they find that equilibrium? He turned to Rut and smiled. “No wonder your people defeated Marduk, if your leaders had such wise council each night when they went home. I will think on your words.”
She looked at him, at first suspicious that he was back to the shallow diplomatic flattery. She was more than a little humbled, as she saw not even the smallest trace of it in his face. They spoke about many other things , on the technical side of the wonders of the city. At least as much as she as a non-technical person could explain to him, and it was late when she finally was able to make her way back home. She looked forward to talking to Cherut tonight. She didn’t want to stress him over politics as he rested and recovered from all of his exertions, but she knew he would find her conversation with the prince of the elves most enlightening.
∆∆∆
 
Santuary
Ceylon had been missing Dovid, and yes even Marc. With the two of them having been sent off, things just weren’t the same. She had spent a lot of time traveling the world since she left the dryad island. She had ended up staying several months in most of the major human cities, more than a little time with the beast-kin, and no small amount of time with the elves. A whirl wind tour of the world, with her holly tree contentedly in its enchanted pot, able to follow her around far more easily than she would have ever imagined before leaving the island. She had just gotten back to Yisraeli territory for not more than a few months, when Dovid and Marc decided to be heroes and get themselves sent off for training because of it.
Then the war had broken out. Not that Dovid and Marc hadn’t hinted that something was coming, but suddenly everything got so serious, and everyone was acting so scared, and just as suddenly, it was over. The one good thing though, Dovid, and Marc’s younger brother Ruven, had become her friend. He said his brothers would never forgive him if he had let anything happen to her, and so he started stopping by to check in on her. They always had talked about him like he was a lot younger, but it wasn’t really much age difference at all. He was practically the same age as the rest of them. They ended up sitting up late a couple of nights when she was having trouble sleeping, worrying about the fighting. He had made arrangements and was able to keep her company. In this time, he had spoken of Evita.
Ceylon could not comprehend the horror. Ruven had spoken of the difficulties of getting her to work with his father and brother, because of her distrust of men. So when the dryad ambassador arrived, she naturally spent some time with her, and asked if there were any way that they could offer sanctuary to an insane mage, who despite her admitted danger to everyone around her, was none the less, a hero in her own way?"
Fortunately, radio communication with the dryad homeland had become a bit more reliable in recent months than calculating passing ship schedules, so the ambassador was not only able to get a message there, but quickly received a reply. Ceylon was a bit frustrated that she couldn’t know the details, after all it had been her idea, but she was happy to know that an offer would at least be made. She felt better knowing that at least in some small way, her people were chipping in to help out, too.




A Time to Heal
Shattered Lands
In the months that followed Marduk’s fall, war still raged across the land. In the chaos, the Sultan was found hanged in his own harem; the women attending on him that night, and his guards, all slain. His named successor was poisoned two hours after the announcement of the Sultan’s demise. Leaving no clear line of succession. Marcus and Eli questioned John regarding his involvement in the matter. The same as Eli and the Council of Elders, questioned the Arbeh commander Yermiyahu ben Aviel. In both cases, neither took credit, nor expressed any firm denials, but rather only vague evasions. With each suggesting that perhaps they should check with the other organization, as they were always “Devilishly clever, and could act so much faster, not needing to seek approval for every minor action.”
Eli could be heard to grumble about it even years later. It did nothing to improve his opinion of clandestine intelligence services. Having been the only one to sit in on both inquiries, the reek of collusion was particularly pungent in his nose. Who bells the cat indeed? Still, what mattered was there was no clear successor, and the Sultanate was soon divided into six major squabbling factions, and more than a dozen minor ones. It was far from a stable polity that could have negotiated peace and commerce. There was, of course risk in that vision. Left even somewhat whole, they could have risen again as a traditional secular rival and threat in a decade or two. That seemed unlikely now.
Divided against themselves in this way, they were unlikely to pose a threat to anyone but each other for many generations. It wasn’t what Eli had hoped for the common people who had already suffered so much. Sadly, it was still an improvement over their lives before, and there was still always the slim hope that they would become tired of living like this, and fight to restore order and make peace. It was just hard to imagine it, in a people who had never known, or even seen it. It is damn hard to work toward something you don’t even believe can exist, much less know how to build.
Xi’s armies still raided the countryside, looting and plundering, yet holding only the magic dense area directly surrounding the crater that was slowly turning into a saltwater lake. That was all that remained of Marduk’s Tower. Eli had pulled back his own forces after recovering the shattered pieces of the Tablet of Destinies. Destroyed beyond repair, it could, and would, still be studied at length by Cherut and himself. Perhaps, in time, its secrets could be added to the Engine of Creation. The Engine itself had been locked away and warded. Its power deemed too great for casual use. Cherut and Eli granted sole authority to allow its use.
As word gets out of conditions in the Sultanate, adventurers come from all over, seeking to make their own fortunes. Some seeking to work as mercenaries, others bandits, yet others hope to carve out lands for themselves. In the chaos, men of all stripes see opportunity. Of the major powers, only the xenophobic Shu, and World Wright Incorporated, have made no plans to make direct incursions, yet none have mounted a full scale invasion force to try to take the massive empire whole, and hold it.
∆∆∆
 
A Place to Heal
The island, if you could call it that, was little more than a large rock jutting up out of the water. Below the waterline of the steep sided face of this rock, a cave opening had been carved, large enough for one of the manta class boats to easily make its way through into the hollowed interior. Mooring up at a small docking area once inside, Georgia led Evita out of the craft and up the short dock to what would be her new home. Evita had wanted solitude, but no one thought it good for her to be completely alone. So in gratitude for her invaluable help, it was agreed that a private home that would give her the ability to have solitude, while still having people she could count on nearby was in order. So they began work on converting one of the island Cooshe had found in his search for a suitable base.
Entrance completely hidden, and with no beach to access, she was unlikely to get any casual visitors. Georgia looks at the woman she had known for many years and sees a strange mad woman. Getting dumped into this bizarre world, so far from everything they had ever known, and seeing all the things that they had always thought impossible, had put all of them out on thin ice, Georgia figured. She knew that her own life had been an emotional roller coaster, that she still wasn’t sure was slowing down. Add to that everything that Evita had been through... it was little wonder the woman had come unraveled, and no one here trained to help put her back together again. An entire psych department to do evaluations after every mission back at their base, but not a single one assigned to go with. She almost shook her head, but stopped herself, afraid it would give away her thoughts. Belatedly, she realized that even if they had had someone with them; it was likely that person would have been dealing with their own issues, so who knows how much help they would have been, anyway. Maybe there wasn’t anyone who could help more than just someone who was going through it too, at least sort of.
She turned to Evita. “Are you sure this is what you want? It is as nice here as we can make it. It’s dark and cave like below, so you don’t have to be outside if you don’t want to, but the top of the rock has been carved out into a nice open park, and garden, so you can, you know, if you want to. That is where the dryad’s grove is, and where you’ll have fresh vegetables to eat. The mer-elves have agreed to drop by and share some seafood, and visit from time to time if you like, or leave the food, and respect your privacy if you would, rather. I guess what I’m saying is, this is a nice place, and you can be alone here if that is what you really want, but you don’t have to be. You are welcome to stay with the rest of us. We can try to help you, you know that? Right?”
Evita said nothing for a long while, then giggled maniacally and pulled her already thinning and patchy hair in an effort to gain some control. Eventually, her eyes focused on Georgia, “Can’t. Too much. Need this.” then she started to cry.
When Georgia moved to hug her, to comfort her, Evita stiffened and pulled away. Georgia let her go. She led her in to a very plain stone room, much like the cell they had rescued her from, except that this was well lit, clean, and dry. The room’s only furnishings were a simple row of shelves hollowed out from the stone wall itself, with warm blankets, pillows, and clean clothes on them, and a thin straw mattress on the floor. The walls were intricately carved with glyphs and sigils for healing of mind, body, and spirit, in the hope that in time, their magic would eventually overcome the damage that was done.
Left alone in the room, Georgia could hear Evita’s quiet sobs as she turned to talk with the dozen dryads who had volunteered to make this island their home and act as caretakers. “I don’t know what more can be done.” She said tears welling up in her own eyes. She felt guilt at abandoning Evita here, but no expense had been spared in making this place a safe and comfortable place for the woman to find what peace she could in this world.
One of the dryads embraced her, “We will see that she is well looked after. What can be done will be. Beyond that, only time can heal her, if she can be healed, and if not, then she will suffer no further indignities. Be at peace.”
Georgia pulled away from the tiny woman and dried her own eyes. She had to get out of this place, or she might go just as mad as Evita. She knew now why John hadn’t wanted to come along. As she made her way back to the waiting boat, she decided that she had let things in her own life spin out of control for too long. She had moved to Xi for nearly two months, and it had been more than a little rocky adjusting to it all, but that was going to end, and end now. She was NOT going to end up like Evita! She and Whysh were going to need to have a long talk, and Marcus was going to need to get a few ground rules straight, but she would have her family back, even if it did include one more wife than any sane woman should tolerate.
∆∆∆
 
A Life of Leisure
John watched the toddler wading in the tide pools. His little bamboo spear wavering awkwardly as he tried to line up on the little crabs that were scurrying about at his feet. The little guy had been at it all morning, and the crabs were the safest thing on the beach. John didn’t care. He was proud of his son’s tenacity. Skill would come in time, the stubborn will to stick to it. That was either something you had, or you didn’t. He had talked up the idea of them catching dinner for mommy and the family tonight, and his son had taken to the idea like a fish to water. He was determined not to go back empty-handed.
John had already more than filled their need for the evening meal, the beach was teaming with these little crabs, and he had plucked three lobsters off the reef earlier that morning, so when the boy finally tired out, they would still have a fine catch to show for the morning. In the meantime, he was just enjoying the warm sun, and the cool surf, and watching his son play, knowing that the worst was behind him, and he was going to be alive to have more golden days like this. He looked down at the pink traces of the mostly healed scars across so many places on his body, standing out bright against his sun darkened skin, and thought maybe his son wouldn’t have to go through all of that. He didn’t kid himself that war was over, or that there wouldn’t be any need to fight anymore, and he would teach his sons everything they needed to know to make sure when that day came they would win, but just maybe, the odds would be in their favor when their turn came.
He heard a loud squeal and looked up in panic as the shrill noise broke through his thoughts. Then grinned broadly. That had been the cry of victory, for there dangling from the spear point was one of the little crabs and his son was dancing and waving it in the air. “See! You did it! You got him! Boy, mommy is going to be impressed! Such a big boy! Do you think we should go show her?”
The boy laughed and nodded, then took off at a run. John gathered up their scattered gear and made to follow his son up the beach. “Hey! Wait up! Daddy’s old, you run too fast!” He laughed. He was still strung too tight most of the time, and sleeping through the night was something he wasn’t sure he would ever be able to do again, but every once in a while moments like this, he got a look at what life could be like in time. It made it all seem worth it.
He caught up to the boy, and got to hear in his baby talk jabber, all about the crab and what had happened. John didn’t actually catch more than about one word in three, but smile and nod seemed to be more than enough to keep the boy happy. He was proud of himself, and John was just enjoying watching him grow up. It made him think of his father, and a pang of regret. He knew his father would have loved to have grandkids to play with. Explaining to his parents his marital situation might have been a bit tricky, he thought with a laugh, but he had no doubt that one look at the grandkids, and nothing else in the world would exist.
Back at the “Robinson Caruso Mansion” as he liked to call it. He had built them a beach house with materials harvested from right there on the island, and a bit of the new prefab mycelium panels that Georgia had developed with the gnomes. It wasn’t a vast palace, but it was damn comfortable, and at least for now, it gave them a place to spend some time away from everyone else, and any demands that the others might make on them. That didn’t mean that the girls didn’t spend a couple of hours each day remotely running things via radio, checking in with managers of the various business ventures that they had gotten their fingers into over the last few years, but after the war they had promised him a year of just them, the kids, and the beach, and he was holding them to it.
As the boy came in waving his crab on a stick at Syria, she dropped everything to praise his accomplishment. Dina, Di, and Helena all gathered around to brag him up as well. John chuckled, “I remember when I used to get greeted like that!” he teased. While Syria spent some time hearing all about her son’s adventure, the others came to make sure that John wasn’t feeling left out.
With the children down for a nap, and John relaxing in the shade with his wives after a little afternoon delight, he drifted in that twilight between sleep and consciousness, and he thought back over all the crazy things he had seen in his life, and all the ways he had thought his life would go compared to how it ended up. While still a relatively young man, despite being older than he appeared, John couldn’t help but be startled at his experiences so far, and life was really just getting started. His last thoughts as sleep finally claimed him, was, “I would never have dreamed, my imagination just isn’t this good.”




Conspiracy
Maness math and Magic
All good conspiracies start with a secret. Cherut had several of them to pick from, and many were bleeding on each other in his head. It had started off as an idea that just wouldn’t quite take form, just below the surface of conscious thoughts, and even in his subconscious mind it lurked behind, and below the surface unformed and only nebulous. Just enough to grind in his mind, and not let him rest, but not enough of an idea to let him get a good hold on in and work with it. It started when he had questioned the mad woman. Something she had said about the quantum world. It was about entanglement, and quantum tunneling, but not in the way she meant it. He just couldn’t see how it fit.
With too many other more pressing matters, he put it out of his mind, or at least he tried to. It just didn’t go away. He found himself drawing a shape, a pair of intersecting curves. He knew it was somehow related, but again, the answer seemed to dangle just out of reach. This went on for weeks. His wives started to notice when the curves started showing up in their dreams. When he couldn’t answer their questions, they began to worry about him. He showed the picture to Eli, who said it looked a bit like a space-time curve illustration, but one that a psychedelic artist had gotten a hold of to alter. Of course, that brought up whole new topics, that distracted them for several hours. Though Cherut did find that he enjoyed music by some band that called themselves “The Doors”, doors to what he did not know, but some of the music, made some of the math that wanted to go together, find a way to rationalize. It only got him so far, but at least now he realized that the intersecting curves weren’t one picture, but two things joining. The idea that wouldn’t quite form for him before was a connection point or a way of doing a bridge or a gateway... Much like with the band, from what and to where, he still wasn’t sure, but now that he looked at it, the numbers flowed and lined up, so clearly, this had to be one of the great secrets of the universe. He just needed to figure out how to fill out what was on each side of those curves, and then he would know what this gateway was for.
∆∆∆
 
Like on Episode 52
She was going to strangle them both! It was like they were speaking a foreign language. The math was difficult to follow. That was never her strong suit, but at least Cherut and Sharee seemed to follow that well enough. However, then the brothers would talk about what they called Science Fiction, and while they were speaking Hebrew, it was like she couldn’t understand a thing they said. She wasn’t the only one; they were referencing volumes of source material, that they both seemed to know, but each remembered differently, and would argue over, and they would argue about machines and how they functioned, but when one of us would ask something important, it would come out that the machine never really existed! Why were they bringing it up? Leah had absolutely no idea! How was something that didn’t happen to a machine that was never built, going to help her husband figure out a problem with a real equation?
Finally, in frustration, Leah stepped into the kitchen area where the halfling cook was busily working on putting together the midday meal. Seeing the frustration on Leah’s face, the tiny woman chuckled. “I see the young masters have befuddled yet another one. Don’t cha worry yer self none, m’lovely. They do that to near everyone at one time or another. Even their own ladies need to slip in for a little nip, once in a while when they really get a goin’ at it.” she said, as she poured a mug of warm tea, and with a wink splashed just a little brandy in it. “Elder Eli usually takes two splashes, but tha’s jus between you and me.” and with another wink she handed Leah the mug and turned to put away the brandy. Not even turning around, she continued, “Still, for all a’ that, them boyos do be the smartest pair of young men who can’t put on thar own boots in tha morn’ I ever did meet. An’ if it’s help you need, be patient, they’ll figure it out.” She turned back around with a smile, “Lessen o’course it be somethin’ common sense like, when ta come in outta tha rain.” she shook her head, “Then lovee, you’d be on yer own.”
Leah felt her frustration evaporating, and a smile fighting to come out, no matter how impolite it might be. They both jumped slightly when they heard a pair of giggles from the far side of the kitchen. Turning to look, it was both of the Roth wives, Agatha and Chloe. Agatha shook her head still grinning, “Sevrina, that was probably the most accurate, if not completely flattering description of the boys, I’ve ever heard.”
The little cook blushed, “I meant no disrespect m’lady.”
Agatha shook her head. “Oh no, we understand. They can be a lot to take at first. Helping the uninitiated adjust is an admirable thing.” Amusement still clear in her voice.
Chloe looked to Leah, “Let me guess, all technical terms all the time?”
Leah sighed. “That I could handle. It’s when he says, ‘Like on episode fifty two, of ....” and then names something I’ve never heard of, much less know what episode fifty two is. Then we find out that it was all made up and isn’t even real!" Her voice had been rising as she went along, and all the frustration was instantly back.
Chloe looked at Agatha. “It’s worse than we thought. They’ve lapsed into geek speak.”
Agatha nodded, turning to Leah, “Oh, do we ever understand your pain. It took us YEARS to figure that out.” She took a deep breath as if trying to think of the best way to start, and then she let it out and began to explain, “Science Fiction, and Fantasy as well, was a tool used to explore ideas. When ever you wanted to think about something that could maybe happen, but there was nothing around at the moment to compare it to directly, someone would make up a story about it. There are more of these stories than you can possibly imagine, and the boys consumed them all. So when faced with an unfamiliar problem, they think which of these stories has already dealt with this idea, and how? In doing so, they have a reference point to start their thinking. Before you say it, the answer is, yes, it can be very frustrating, because they rarely take the time to explain what they already know. At best, they will give you the reference to the particular story. Elder Eli, who has actually read many of these stories himself, still has trouble keeping up, and finds himself frustrated with them at times.” She grinned at Leah. “So for you and Cherut, who may have only seen a couple of the movies, or read maybe the most popular of the books that were brought with them, it will be very difficult.”
Chloe broke in, “You are however, in luck. Agatha and I have learned to translate geek speak relatively well over the last few years. Our Hebrew may be accented, but I think you’ll find it more understandable than what you’ve been getting from our boys.” she said with a giggle. “Come on, let’s go see if we can help save the others from a splitting headache, and let Sevrina get back to fixing lunch. The children turn into complete wild animals if meals are late.” She winked at Sevrina, who just chuckled.
“How would we notice the change?” the tiny woman muttered, but her smile and happy little humming took any sting from the words.
As the ladies led Leah back into the main room, she could see Cherut leaning over the table, trying to explain his point with a picture, as well as the equations. It took Agatha and Chloe only ten minutes to get up to speed, and true to their word, they were able to bridge the communications gap in three more. It seemed the answer had been figured out more than an hour before, but communicating it, in a way that all sides could grasp, had been the genuine issue.
She went home that evening cuddled into Cherut’s shoulder, and she felt him relax for the first time in months. When asked, he had said he didn’t have the full answer yet, but at least now he had worked out the right question. She was just happy that he no longer seemed haunted by it.
∆∆∆
 
A Question of Trust
When they all called the meeting, she had thought little of it. Then, as she realized who all was there, she became mildly suspicious. Cherut had reassembled the family members who had been called upon to operate the Engine of Creation. She knew it was mothballed, and Eli had determined it was too powerful for casual use. So if they were all gathered to talk about its use for something, why wasn’t he here?
For that matter, why was she? She couldn’t operate the machine. Finally, she couldn’t take the suspense anymore and she just bluntly confronted Cherut. “OK, what is this all about? A rather odd grouping of us you’ve got here, son.” She raised an eyebrow.
Cherut laughed, “I’m just glad Father isn’t as suspicious as you, or we would never be able to surprise him. His birthday is coming up, and where they are from, that day is commonly celebrated.” Elena nodded cautiously. She was aware of this custom. Marcus had told them early on, and the family often did something for him. “Well, this year we have something big planned.” Cherut sighed, “We’ve been practicing for weeks now, but to do it, we kind of need him gone for a few days. We were hoping you could get with his other wives from World Wright Island, and all beg him to take you home for a weekend. Just drag him off. Keep him busy, and when he gets home, his surprise should be waiting for him.”
Elena relaxed a bit. This didn’t sound so bad. She didn’t like that they were sneaking around behind his back, and all of these high powered Sages could do just about anything, but these people were family. She had to trust family, didn’t she? “Will you tell me what it is?” she asked.
Zilpah grinned at her and shook her head. “It’s taken incredible magic to keep us from accidentally spilling the surprise one night in our dreams. I’m afraid, with you not having the magic... it’s not that we don’t trust you, it is that with the magic we commonly use, secrets are just something our family doesn’t do. This is so hard you wouldn’t believe. Besides that, you don’t know how many times I’ve wanted to break down and just tell him! It’s only because the others are right, to be able to give him this, already done... and if we’re wrong, and it doesn’t work, it isn’t fair to anyone to get their hopes up.”
Cherut broke in at that point, “That’s enough, give her anymore and she’ll guess and then it’s all for nothing.” He moved forward and took her hands in his. “Will you help me give my father a gift, worthy of all that he has given me?”
Elena melted. How could she not? Thinking of the ignorant, scared, impoverished little girl she was before she met Eli, compared to the woman she had become. The life she had lived since. Her family, and the future their children would have because of him. How could she not do this little thing?
“I’ll get them on board. We’ll devise a small birthday surprise there, remembering the old days before we moved off the island. That way if he senses anything from me, it will be that, and he will not suspect.” She said with a smile. “Prepare your surprise, and I will try to think no more of it.”




Surprise!
Emergency Recall
Eli was beyond frustrated. Getting called away from a vacation with the family was one thing. He hadn’t really wanted to go, and they were almost done with the trip anyway, so it wasn’t like cutting it short by two days was going to cause that much trouble. It was just the way it was done. Cherut wasn’t one to overreact, but an emergency call with no details he was willing to share over the radio? Orders to fly over to pick up Marcus, Georgia, Anju, and even to stop off and snag John from his little island retreat. Spouses welcome, as no idea how long this was going to take. It all sounded damn ominous to Eli.
Couldn’t they ever catch a break? Getting John to come along wasn’t as easy as he had hoped it would be. John was pretty intent on playing private citizen, but when he heard it was Cherut calling for all hands, his resolve weakened. It was Syria who pushed it over the edge. She felt the weight of what had been done for her and their family a few short months earlier, and would not let a call for help fall on deaf ears.
The whole flight back was like an approaching storm. These people had moved from crisis to crisis, for so many years, it felt second nature to them. Only Elena had tried to caution everyone to wait and see before jumping to conclusions. The rest were split between the theory that a Magus in the Sultanate had risen and somehow consolidated power, and was trying to be the new Marduk, or that the other great empire the Shu, had finally overcome their xenophobic isolationism, and were getting aggressive. Anything less than that, they couldn’t imagine the need to call everyone in on.
Upon landing, they were greeted by the rest of the family. It was everyone, even Dovid and Marc, had been called back from their studies. Rivka kissed him, and said to him, “Please love, don’t stress. This will all make sense in a few minutes. Cherut is preparing the briefing, and he will explain everything.” She said the second half loud enough for everyone to hear, “Please, this briefing needs to happen in a new section. It has been specially created and secured for this purpose.”
In ten minutes, they had made their way to a reasonable lobby area, where the Roth Clan was already waiting for them. Rivka again raised her voice, “The children can wait here. Rut, Sharee, Leah, and Ayala, have agreed to watch them. The adults, who will need to be in on the briefing, please come with me.” She led them through multiple sets of heavy locking steel blast doors to a rather robustly built canal boat sitting in a dry canal bed. “Please take your seats and hold on tight.”
When everyone was in place, the canal was quickly flooded and the boat took off at a very rapid pace. They hurtled along through the darkened tunnel at breakneck speeds until about fifteen minutes later the boat was spit out of the tunnel into a much larger chamber and a larger pool that slowed them down. They came to rest up against a gate facing another tunnel, which drained the water from the pool at a very rapid rate. The dock was along one side and the cavern wall along the other. “As you can see, you’ve arrived.” Rivka said. “This method of getting here is designed to make it easy to isolate this location. Should it become necessary, those tunnels can be dried, or flooded, or flooded and electrified. You do not leave the same way you come in, and our family is the only ones who know of the location. You will understand the need for such caution and such secrecy in a moment. For now, just realize that we can isolate, lockdown, and generally close off this area in so many different ways that we are confident nothing can escape that is not intentionally released. Please, Cherut is waiting beyond those doors.” She said, gesturing to another pair of iron double hatches.
∆∆∆
 
Voices from Home
They entered a wide, thin room, little broader than a wide hallway. The room was crowded with a conference table that didn’t look like it belonged in the room. All along the wall opposite the door they entered were windows that looked out into a good sized cavern that seemed to be a staging area. Other than the door they came in, there was an additional door on each end of the narrow room to the right and to the left. Cherut was standing near the head of the conference table with a broad smile on his face.
Seeing all of their worried looks he, he sobered up just a little. In a loud voice, he began, “Please come in. First let me put your minds at ease and apologize for the way I brought you all here. While the news is...” he trailed off and shook his head, his grin coming back, “Monumental. It is not bad news. Actually, I think it will probably make most of you quite happy. Maybe a bit conflicted, but happy to have the choice, anyway. Please, please, come in sit down.” As everyone took their seats, Cherut watched them carefully. He saw the fear and the dread slowly fade away, to be replaced by frustration and irritation. He knew that would soon fade, too. Today would be a wild ride. “Please my family, I ask you to bear with me for just a little while longer. I know this seems needlessly dramatic, but what I have to explain to you, needs to have all of its parts in place first, or... “he shrugged, “I think it best we take this just a little slow.”
He breathed a little easier as he saw several sighs of resignation released around the table. “Ok, we’ll start with the fact that there was still a good bit of energy left over after locking Marduk away. While his prison universe was energy intensive, it really wasn’t very big. So this extra energy was locked away in the other ‘battery universe’ that we built to store it, but that creates its own problems. Eventually it would leak back out into the multiverse and dissipate, in a few billion years or so, but in that time it might also attract the attention of something we might not be happy having it.” He shrugged. “The other problem I was dealing with was Evita had said something when teaching me enough to build these pocket dimensions. That kind of made me obsessive. It was like an itch that I couldn’t reach to scratch. I knew that there was an important idea hidden in the numbers, but for the life of me I couldn’t figure out what it was.” He pointed to the Roths. “That’s when I came to see you guys.” Then he nodded over to Marcus, “And our long conversation about probability.” He laughed a bit self-consciously. “I didn’t tell anyone the details, because I wasn’t sure I wasn’t going crazy. Then once I had the idea, I didn’t know if it would work, and it just seemed cruel to raise hopes if it turned out to be nothing.” He took a deep breath and then pointed over to Zilpah who was standing by a small switch board along the wall of windows. “For all you’ve done for all of us, Happy Birthday Dad.”
Zilpah threw the switch, and over the speakers in the room, there were voices speaking Hebrew, but in a much different accent than the local dialect. Both Roth brothers looked at Eli, but Eli was just staring at Cherut in dumbfounded amazement. Loud and clear through the speakers came a Jerusalem traffic broadcast, and the date they were giving was two days after their craft had been lost. The others, only being familiar with the local Hebrew were slower at being able to understand what was being said as fast as the morning radio hosts were speaking but soon enough they too were gasping. Then the room erupted with questions.
Before it could get too far out of hand, Eli raised his hand for silence. He turned to Cherut, “This is real?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.
Cherut nodded, “Yes, father, and there is much more, but we need to take it in stages. If you’re ready, I will tell you all there is to know.” His smile was near to breaking his face, Cherut thought, as his cheeks hurt from the strain of it, yet he couldn’t stop. He looked up to the small camera that was broadcasting this to his wives who were watching back with all the children via cc tv. He couldn’t imagine the chaos they were dealing with, if the adults were having this hard of a time dealing with it.
Eli raised his voice, “We will be SILENT, and hold our questions. This we have to understand.” No one missed the command that was issued, but no one objected, either.
“We used the Engine of Creation, and the excess energy, extravagantly used it, far more than was needed to be honest, to create a bridge between this world and yours. Between this time and the time just after you left. What you heard was a recording from two days ago. We can get live signals, but we didn’t dare to leave the gateway open with the antenna through it. We have not gone through in person yet either. However, we did push an animal through, and then call it back. It passed in both directions, and has suffered no ill effects. Once it had survived the transit for a full day, that is when we sent for you.”
He took a deep breath, then let it out. “We have told no one. What is to be done should be your decision, and yours alone. The bridge can be closed off from either side with the appropriate ritual, and opened again as well. That is why we have all the security precautions on this end. While it appears to be in a remote and desolate place, we knew that we were not familiar enough with all of your world’s machine wonders to risk more than we have without your guidance. We hope you are pleased. You all have contact with those who were lost to you, if you want it.” Cherut trailed off very quietly at the end.
Eli was stunned. Earth. Debbie, and the kids, the grandkids... how was that going to work without endangering everything? He couldn’t imagine what government types would do with this information, or to silence it. Not to mention lighting the whole Middle East on fire when three entire tribes return, and tribes that wouldn’t understand the modern peace process at all. He could see the Sages of Gad and Yehudah, and honestly probably not them alone, leveling the Dome of the Rock with forces that Earth would not even believe existed, much less be prepared to counter. He personally couldn’t think that would be a bad thing, but the war it would spark... if that didn’t give a man pause, he wasn’t human. Out loud, all he managed was, “We need time. We need to talk. This... this is wonderful, but... we need to talk.”
Cherut nodded, “That is why we’re here.”
∆∆∆
 
Debate, Distrust, and Deception
Sapphira had been watching this entire event with a growing feeling of doom. For all of her growth, her maturity, and her sophistication, acquired in the last decade and a half, deep down the insecure, half-starved, ignorant child she had been was screaming not to be abandoned. She had been living the dream of a fairy princess for so long, and now it was time to wake up, and she was terrified. She looked around, and she saw this same fear reflected in face after face around the table.
What made it all worse, the ones hearing that there was now a way for them to go back to that magical world they came from, of electricity, and plumbing, and computers, and the internet, and all the things that they had improved her world so much with, by only bringing the slightest taste of the wonders of their world with them. They were so engrossed with the idea of going back again; they didn’t even see the fear surrounding them. Sapphira wanted to beg Eli to stay. She had truly come to love him, and couldn’t imagine life without him. She needed her husband, and his children needed their father! A little voice in her head asked if his family in that world needed him any less, but in her fear and her panic, she crushed that voice out of her thoughts.
No, she wouldn’t beg. Not because of pride, but because she did love him. If he wasn’t happy with them, he should go where he would be happy. Even as she thought it, she felt her world crumbling to ashes. Then suddenly there was a glimmer of hope! He was talking about needing time, and to talk! Maybe, just maybe, he was going to take them all with him!
Wait, no, that isn’t what they’re talking about at all! No, they don’t want to take us to that world, they... well that’s kind of insulting, she thought. Don’t they think we can make it in their world? Oh wait, they don’t trust their leaders. Eli never really trusted the kings or even the Elder Council, even when he was on it. No, this is even more than that! He really doesn’t trust them! Neither do the others! Even Georgia, who seems to trust them the most, doesn’t say that he is wrong to worry. I don’t want to go to a world like that! She was thinking furiously of ways to keep Eli from taking her children to that horrible place. The more they talked about what could go wrong if people on their side of the bridge found out about us, the more she wanted them to blow the damn thing up!
John spoke up. He had been quiet up to this point. She had followed some of what he had done leading up to the war. If anyone knew how to deal with evil bastards more than her Eli, it was John. So she pushed aside her own rushing thoughts and tried to pay attention. John’s nice rich voice started out just above a whisper. “Eli, you know the people back at the company better than anyone else here. Is there anyone there with enough pull that we could trust enough to be able to reveal ourselves to tender a resignation, and he would cover for us long enough for us to get away?”
Eli frowned. “What good would that do?”
John smirked. “It takes us off the dead list. At that point, we’ve got rights. We get burner phones, make some posts online. Let people know we made it back. It makes it harder to just disappear us. The whole time, we disappear ourselves. Contact our families on the sly. They’ll be watched, of course, but first, at least they know we’re all right, second they know we didn’t abandon them, but are on the lam. Last, we have skills.” He grinned at Eli just a little wider than before. “You are the Great and Powerful Sage of Oz, after all. We do a jail break if they leave us no other choice. Once past the bridge, we slam the door in their face, then what are they going to do?”
Eli nodded, “Ok, so give me details...”
Sapphira listened on, as John laid out his plans. She had no idea if it would fool the machines that they were saying would be used, but undoubtedly to give both Eli and Marcus such a wicked grin like they were really going to pull off a special trick, they must think it would, so who was she to argue.




Earth
Phone Home... Houston We Have a Problem
The air was so thick and humid that you could cut it with a knife when Mike “Doc” Lauffler unfolded himself from the rented economy car in front of the only thing that passed for a diner in this wide spot in the road, excuse for a town in Peru. It had taken him nearly two days to get here. Little did he know that it had taken Eli and crew closer to six months to make all of their travel arrangements. With Earth being much more difficult to cast magic on, they found they needed to rely more on traditional methods of transport. That was complicated by the fact that none of them could use their own identification, or afford to be caught on the nearly ubiquitous video surveillance cameras. However, with patience, and a new respect for the utility of the black market, John’s plan hatched so long ago was now ready. They had secretly contacted and negotiated with Doc to give him what he needed to wrap up the investigation that was still ongoing into their disappearance, in exchange for not having to come back into the office.
Needless to say, Doc’s mood was fairly foul as he made his way into the filthy excuse for a restaurant, cursing under his breath the lack of air conditioning. He looked around, and seeing no one he recognized was becoming even more irate when a familiar voice in an unfamiliar face said from a table in the back, “This way Doc. Thank you for coming.”
Doc squinted at the man speaking. He looked as if he could be one of Davidson’s sons, but most of them were older than that he thought. As he got closer, the young man beside him grinned up at him and said, “Take a seat Doc, and let us get you a drink. You’re going to need it.”
Doc did a double take. If St. Claire had an older brother, this man would be it. No two ways about it. If they were trying to pass off fakes, they did their homework, but not good enough for anyone who knew them. Doc didn’t sit down. He just looked at the young black man the size of a small mountain. “I suppose you’re going to tell me you’re Dr. Godfreed’s grandson?”
Marcus barked a laugh. “Oh, you wish. You’re going to want that drink.”
∆∆∆
 
It took more than one drink. Doc still wasn’t convinced, even though they knew things that, well no one else really could have known, unless they had questioned the XDC-131 crew to details beyond anything even infiltration teams would think of, but time wrinkles? He still couldn’t quite wrap his mind around it. Reversing aging? It didn’t work like that! Did it?
It wasn’t until they had taken him through the long trek up the side of the volcano to the rim of the active crater, and pointed out the debris field, the one they had spent two months carefully scattering, what was left of their craft. The pieces that made it back to this side of the warp, that didn’t fall into the lava of course. Evidence?
Sure he could have their video recorded statements. DNA samples, why not? Anything he wanted, so long as he got it tonight, because tomorrow, they were all leaving. No one wanted to end up as lab rats, and everyone knew that no matter what promises were given, that was a fate that couldn’t be avoided should they ever fall into official hands again. They were only doing this so that their families would know that they didn’t die and were not willingly abandoned.
Of course, they had made recordings of everything, NDAs be damned, and should anyone play rough with reprisals against family, etc. Well, even if we’re not around anymore, it all gets released in block chain form so it can’t be erased, and blasted out for all to see. No more secret projects. Leave our families alone. They’ve suffered enough, first thinking we were dead, and now knowing we can’t come home.
Doc looked frustrated, because damn it, he was finding that he believed them. They acted just like the people he knew. As crazy as their claims, he couldn’t fault any of their logic. He didn’t like any of this, but he also knew that there was no such animal as enough pull to have any say over something this big. When the people in DC got wind of this, the whole thing would go under a national security classification so fast, he would be lucky if he didn’t get swept up in it. Hell, he might just phone this one in himself. He wasn’t that far from Ecuador, and after their last revolution, he was pretty sure they were a non-extradition country now...
∆∆∆
 
The phone calls home to the families were made immediately the following morning before Doc made his report back to the home office. They were all bitter sweet, as each had to leave the overt impression that they were leaving for good, while trying to set up a quiet channel for communication that might not be monitored. It was risky, but for family no risk is ever too great.
It took an additional two months to make the proper connections, but John would meet his parents in Cyprus. John would meet with Debbie in Tel Aviv. Would they join them in the new world or stay on Earth? So much to talk about. So much had changed. So long for those who had left, and so short a time for those who had remained behind. The future was uncertain, but now they at least had choices. Now at least the future was theirs to mold. World Wright Incorporated had access to another world to shape, if it was up to the challenge.
A world is what you make of it.
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