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An ambush should have been impossible up here.

In late July, I was high in the Sierra Nevada Range, slightly off the Pacific Crest Trail. The trail meandered from Mexico to Canada for 2,650 miles through California, Oregon and Washington. I’d parked off Highway 88 in northern California and climbed toward a small cave about sixteen miles from South Lake Tahoe and nearly 9,000 feet above sea level.

From where I stood, I could see for leagues in every direction, grassy, flowery slopes and the tree line below. Beyond was the ribbon of highway and pristine mountain lakes. It was breathtaking, the wind whistling and a beetle having opened its carapace and buzzing past me, its stubby wings blurring.

The sun’s position told me it was nearly noon. I wore hiking boots, shorts, black t-shirt, and a small pack. In the pack were a sentient alien crystal named Rax and my .44. Rax had been quiet the last few hours, so I’d tucked him there. He was the size of a cellphone and had metal protective sheathing.

I was here to explore the cave. Jenna was supposed to join me, but we had a fight yesterday. Things weren’t going as well as they could have between us.

The cave was higher up still, the opening visible from here. It would be a nearly sheer climb to reach it. A CAU technician in Utah had reported strange readings from the cave.

CAU stood for Counter Alien Unit. My name, in case you’re interested, was Logan.

I negotiated past strewn boulders and rocks as I walked higher, keeping my eye on the cave. All at once, I halted abruptly, staring in shock up there.

A face poked out of the cave. I swear it. The face blurred and then there was nothing.

I rubbed my eyes and looked again. Could I have imagined the face? I hardly think so.

Then I felt a subtle something behind me, almost like an itch. There was a faint buzzing sound. I didn’t turn to look. Instead, I shrugged off the pack, wanting my .44 first.

“Don’t do that,” a man said from behind.

I whirled around.

A tall man stood on the slope fifteen feet down from me. He wore a metallic garment from neck to toe, with gleaming shoulder straps. A thing like a mini jetpack was strapped to his narrow back.

As I overcame my surprise, I reassessed him. How had he snuck up on me like this?

He was nearly seven feet tall and had a long, narrow, bony face with intense eyes and a slit mouth. He wore a funky square hat with wires threading from it to the pack on his back.

With a shock, I realized that I knew him, and that frightened me.

“Lord Beran?” I asked in wonder.

Muscles on his nearly skeletal face twitched and cramped, and his eyes shined as with an inner light.

“You didn’t expect this, did you, Logan?”

I shook my head. What was wrong with his face? What was happening to him that it seemed as if worms wriggled under his skin?

He had a little silver gun in his long-fingered right hand. I’d never seen its like, although it looked Polarion.

Beran waggled the gun for emphasis. His facial muscles had ceased twitching and cramping. I was glad for that. “This is a laser pistol, very deadly. Don’t make me use it on you, as you won’t like the result.”

The tightening of my gut told me I believed him.

This should have been impossible, however. I mean his being on Earth. The last I’d seen Beran—and this had been years ago—he’d been in another reality, a prisoner of the Master. Originally, before coming to Earth, Beran had been a dominie of the Antares Institute. That had made him more than a professor but less than the Institute’s owner. Back then, Beran had been an arrogant and ambitious Antaran, wanting Polarion artifacts hidden on our jerkwater planet. You see, Earth was like a game preserve to the Galactics, off limits to everyone but us natives. The Galactics thought of Earth as we thought of the Bermuda Triangle, a place given to strange phenomena. The Galactic Guard was supposed to enforce the edict, but they hadn’t been around for an awful long time. I’d found Rax, the sentient crystal, in an alien crash site in Greenland many years ago. Since then, I’d acted as Earth’s sheriff against various Galactic criminals, those that broke the quarantine and came here. Beran had been among those.

“Drop the pack,” Beran said.

His laser pistol was aimed at my chest. The hand holding it seemed tense, ready to pull the trigger.

I dropped the pack.

“Kick it to me,” he said.

I did that so the pack tumbled down the slope to him.

Beran bent down and picked it up by a strap, all while keeping the pistol aimed at my chest.

“How did you sneak up on me?” I asked.

“Wrong question,” he said.

I raised an eyebrow.

“Don’t you want to know how I escaped the Shadowed Realm?”

I nodded. There was a vast underground complex in parts of Utah and Nevada and a Great Machine running to block such transfers from anywhere to our planet.

“How did you manage it?” I asked.

Beran smirked, and his facial muscles did that skin dance again, twitching and cramping. It looked painful and freaky. His eyes began to change color, filling up with darkness from the bottom up.

“No!” Beran shouted. He bent his head, dropping my pack and lowering the pistol. He groaned as he rubbed his face with his free hand.

The performance shocked me, for I was certain I knew what was going on. One of the shadowed creatures from the other reality must have possessed Beran. There had been terrors, ur-viles and other sinister creatures from that other reality. They could do bad things, including possessing a person.

Then I realized this was my opportunity.

As I gathered myself to leap, Beran straightened, and the laser pistol centered on my chest again.

“Don’t do it,” he said.

His eyes were intense, but with a normal dark shade to them, not the demonic black that had been filling them. If a terror was in him, it hadn’t taken complete control.

“I don’t like you up there above me,” Beran said. “Move around me until you’re below me. Don’t get too close, either. I know you think you’re dangerous. I don’t want to have to kill you too soon.”

I began to negotiate the steep terrain, circling him. Yeah, I’d jump Beran if I could, but that little laser kept me from trying just yet. My mind churned with possibilities and probabilities. I thought about the face that had peered out of the cave above us. Would the alien or human up there intervene? That might be when I could do something. I had another hope: Rax. The crystal could do things; maybe short-circuit Beran’s techno pack and laser pistol. Then it would be muscle to muscle and I could kick his skinny alien ass.

I’d received a gene therapy when I’d been at the Greenland crash site long ago. The therapy had altered me some, giving me greater strength and a lizard-like healing ability.

“What is this about?” I asked. “How did you sneak up on me like you did? That was a neat trick.”

“Stop it,” Beran said. Then his left foot slipped on shale, and he began to lose his balance as he slid.

“Rax, now!” I shouted.

I scrambled across the slope for Beran, his arms flailing wildly. I moved like a mountain goat, sure-footed and—

There was a flash from Beran’s backpack. A sizzle of sound occurred, and everything around me disappeared.
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I staggered as I reappeared on level ground. Nearby, there was a mountain lake, reeds, tweeting larks, and the Pacific Crest Trail. To my far right was the peak with the cave, although the cave entrance was presently hidden from view.

I was familiar with the phenomenon. I’d just teleported from one spot to another. If I had to guess, Beran’s supposed jetpack had done it.

“Turn around,” Beran told me.

Clearly, he was still here. I turned slowly.

Beran stood fifteen feet from me, aiming the laser at my chest again. Lights flickered from the gizmo on his jetpack. Then it flashed again, and my pack, containing the .44 and Rax, appeared on the ground near Beran’s feet.

“Don’t want to forget that,” Beran said.

“You can teleport?” I asked.

“Don’t ask me stupid questions.”

For the first time, he truly reminded me of the Beran of old. The former arrogance was back, and he had a haughty tilt to his head.

“How did you escape from the Master?” I asked.

He stared at me, frozen, as if terrified by the very mention of the Master. Then his facial muscles began to twitch and jump; and darkness began to fill his eyes. It appeared to me that he struggled, but this time he failed to stop the process.

Finally, his eyes were deep black and the cast of his features had become devilish, his mouth twisting with sardonic humor. Heat radiated from him, an evil sensation.

“Hello, Logan.” It was Beran’s voice but altered in a vile way.

I shuddered.

“Do you remember me?”

“The terror in the knife,” I said with understanding.

“You do remember me. How touching.”

Clamping down on my horror, I focused on remaining in the moment. I sought a light touch to my voice. I needed to outthink this thing.

“Did the Master change his mind about you?” I asked.

The terror, which I believed was controlling Beran, laughed sinisterly. “The Master is going to learn a hideous lesson soon. He will see—”

“No!” the shout came from Beran’s lips, and it sounded like his old self, as if he was in charge again. “I forbid you to do this. I am in charge. I am the one. Stop this at once!”

The twisting and cramping face was ugly and horrible to behold. I realized now that the twitching and facial cramping showed an inner conflict between Beran and the terror from the Shadowed Realm trying to possess him. The deep blackness in the eyes faded to a grayish black.

Beran straightened as sweat slicked his face and fear tinged his eyes. The laser pistol had shifted a little, but now it was rock steady again, aimed at me once more.

“The terror possesses you?” I asked.

“No,” Beran said in a tired wheeze. “I am in charge. The terror…” Beran’s eyes narrowed as he regarded me. “You are curious about all this. I understand and will gratify some of your curiosity. Know that out of all the Polarions to walk the realm, out of all the humans who visited there, only I have escaped the Master and returned to Earth. Now…”

Beran groaned, and he lowered the laser as he clutched his stomach in pain.

Silently, I charged. This was too evil to ignore. I had to make a play while—

The laser pistol whined, rose, and discharged. I shifted to the left, but it didn’t matter. The hot beam struck my right thigh. It drilled a hole through my flesh. Worse, the laser continued to sweep. To my horror, the beam burned off my entire right leg from mid-thigh. It did so like a power saw only with laser light.

I crumpled to the ground, now missing a leg. Fiery pain like you wouldn’t believe burned there, but probably not to the full extent that it should have. I must have already been in shock.

I was lying on the ground on my back. Nearby lay my unattached leg. It was humping and twisting like a head-chopped snake. I couldn’t understand why I wasn’t bleeding to death. There was no blood that I could see anywhere.

“The laser cauterized your stump,” Beran said, perhaps divining my thought.

I was panting, shivering uncontrollably.

“Enough of this,” Beran said. “I desire answers from you.”

I stared at him, maybe the way an unhooked trout looked at a fisherman as it lay on shore after being pulled from its lake.

“Logan, you need to focus.”

I found it impossible to concentrate on Beran.

“If I’m going to do this, I might as well be safe,” Beran said, as he stepped up to me. He aimed the pistol and fired again. He sheared off my left arm just below the shoulder. Then he kicked the arm away.

Afterward, Beran smiled down at me in an evil manner.

I gaped upward at him. This was true horror.

He holstered the laser in a belt pouch and squatted beside me. “You might die from shock or bleed out in time. The laser cauterizes the wounds, but that might break and blood will pour from you.”

Beran was right about one thing. I was in shock. I gaped at him, my mind ringing with futility. I was dead, or as good as dead. It was just a matter of time now.

Beran pulled something out of his metallic garment. Then I saw that it was a small device the size of a flattish coffee cup. It had antennae and buttons. He pressed buttons so the thing beeped and squawked. Carefully, as if balancing it, he put it on my chest.

A numbing sensation swept over me. The fiery pain ceased, and the surreal nature of my situation gave way to a seeming normality. I had clarity again. Maybe the device dammed up my depression regarding my lost limbs.

“Logan,” Bearn said.

“What?” I said.

He snapped his fingers over my face. “Can you hear me?”

“I hear you just fine.”

He nodded primly. “I escaped the Master’s realm. This you must realize by now.”

“What do you want, Beran?” My voice sounded dead tired, resigned to my awful fate.

“Vengeance, of course, and power, love, the usual things,” he said.

Frowning, I concentrated on him.

“I also need Rax,” he added. “With him, I’m off to see the wizard.”

“What?” I said.

“That’s a reference to Oz,” he said. “I’m going elsewhere to gain a few items I need. The Master wants revenge against me, I’m sure. I’m going to make sure he never gets it.”

At that, his head began to move right to left and left to right, as if a heavy ball inside his brain crashed against each inner side back and forth. I had the impression the terror and Beran struggled for control of the body, and the head weaving was the result.

Finally, Beran reached up and held his head still. His eyes changed hues several times until a gray-black color dominated.

“The terror has other ideas about what to do,” Beran said in a hoarse voice, continuing from where he’d left off. “It wants to go back with certain items and rule the Shadowed Realm, making the Master his slave. I couldn’t care less about that. I want to stay as far away from the Master as possible. It’s safer that way.”

“You make it sound like the Master is coming through to Earth.”

“He’s always trying,” Beran said. “I used his new method before he could. That will have pissed him off royally, as the method takes a long time to recharge. Now, it’s time to move on, far on from this Earth.”

“You’re going back to Antares?” I asked.

Beran snorted. “If the Master wins free, Antares won’t be far enough for me. No, I’m going somewhere else indeed. It’s the reason I need Rax. That’s the reason I sought you out.”

Beran frowned and then rose to his imposing height. It was much greater with me lying on the ground.

“I’ll leave the inhibitor on you,” he said. “That will give you time to ruminate upon your lot. You can despair due to all the wrong choices you’ve made in your life. You shouldn’t have screwed me that time and left me in the Shadowed Realm. Think of this as payback.”

I stared at him.

“I hope you take it to heart,” Beran said with a smirk. He reached down, unzipped my pack and extracted Rax from it.

I felt something then, possibly a telepathic connection. It spoke about the Earth Gate.

“Wish me luck,” Beran said.

“Go to hell,” I said hoarsely.

Beran shook his head. “Sorry. I’ve just come from there. Now, I’m going to paradise in comparison.” He squeezed his eyes shut. There was a flash, and Beran and Rax were gone, teleported away.

They’d left me on the ground minus an arm and leg, with an inhibitor on my chest allowing me sanity.

I stared at the sky, overwhelmed at the futility of my soon-to-expire existence.
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In the end, I struggled, trying to reach my backpack. I didn’t want to die. I knocked the inhibitor off my chest in my efforts. The numbness fled and fiery agony followed. It was hard to think after that.

Amid the agony and depression of losing a leg and an arm, I heard whomp sounds, like those from helicopter blades. Maybe a big blot of a helicopter hovered over me. There was blowing wind. Soon, men shouted. One or two people must have picked me up on a stretcher. I think I was raving.

People slid needles into me. Coolness returned. I must have blanked out and done so for a long, long time.

I had a weird feeling eventually. I heard harsh breathing and saw bubbles rising before me. It felt as if I was floating. Had CAU medics put me in a tank? Had they stuck a breathing mask over my face?

Time passed.

I had a dreamy sensation of people asking me questions. They wanted explanations for things. I said nothing for reasons I couldn’t understand.

“Don’t be stubborn, Logan,” a man said. “We need to know how this happened to you.”

The voice sounded familiar, like someone I knew. It took me seeming millennia to realize the voice belonged to the new Director of CAU. He was a pompous dick. The leaders of the world had agreed on him. After the incident with the Dreadnought Ocelot two years ago, CAU had undergone significant changes, the method of choosing directors among them.

I still didn’t answer them, and I still didn’t know why I didn’t.

I believe they tried truth serum, but it must not have worked, as they brought in Jenna. She spoke soothing words to me, but I kept mum just the same.

These were all vague recollections, you understand. I finally realized that I indeed floated in a giant tank of green liquid. Tubes snaked into me. I breathed through a mask. The chief medic told me the solution would help begin the regeneration.

I was blanked out most of the time. I expected to have endless dreams. Instead, I remembered darkness and a voice threatening vengeance. Could that be the Master reaching out to me in my drugged delirium?

Was I angry at the lost limbs? Had the terror or Beran done something to me so I wouldn’t talk? Maybe depression and futility filled me.

By degrees, I realized I no longer floated in a giant tank. I was strapped down somewhere with what seemed like a new leg and arm, both immersed in a vat solution.

The gene therapy I’d spoken about before meant my body could heal. I needed to eat a great deal for that to happen. I couldn’t remember eating since the limb slicing. Maybe they fed me sustenance through tubes.

Weeks, months later—I had no idea—I became delirious again. I was sure the doctors and nurses meant to practice horrible experiments on me. Jenna finally visited. It was the one clear recollection. The doctors and nurses were always whispering against me, plotting evil. I told Jenna to bring my .44. I wanted it under the pillow just in case. I kept waiting for my weapon, but Jenna never came back. Did I ask about that?

Whatever the case, the damned doctors and nurses practiced more of their evil on me. When I was awake, I watched them closely just in case. They were a sneaky, venal lot. I hated them.

An interrogation team arrived in my room one day. They set up bright lights and asked me more questions.

I said nothing.

“We can do this the hard way, you know?” That sounded like the Director, who remained in back behind the lights.

I might have told him to practice an impossible action on himself. He left angrily.

“Is he too amped to talk?” a woman asked.

“I don’t know,” a doctor said, “maybe.”

The interrogation team left soon thereafter, taking their equipment.

More time passed.

I remember a nurse spooning me soup as I sat up in bed. It tasted so good, but I puked it all up ten minutes later. Maybe days after that, they let me lick a spoon dipped in vegetable soup.

I think a month after that, they took out the feed tubes and ceased pumping me with drugs.

I became more lucid, aware I was in a hospital. Nurses helped me into a wheelchair and took me into a large gymnasium. The sixth time they coaxed me to stand. I shuffled for a short distance, panting horribly. I slept hard that night. The next day a nurse coaxed me to try to bend my new arm. I screamed while trying, breaking out into a cold sweat. I silently damned Beran. Soon enough, though, I did much better.

Another two weeks passed.

“I want to go outside,” I told a nurse as I sat in a wheelchair in a corridor.

She was a heavy lady with black hair and a mole on her right eyelid.

“Maybe later,” she said.

“Are we in Utah?”

She stared at me. “I’m not at liberty to say.”

“Nevada?” I asked.

Her eyes narrowed.

“Are we underground?”

“Where else would we be?” she finally asked.

“Are you CAU?”

“No more questions,” she said.

“Where’s Jenna? How come she hasn’t visited again?”

The nurse’s nostrils flared. “Put on your seatbelt.”

That wasn’t a joke. I clicked it into place.

The nurse gripped the bars and pushed me faster than seemed necessary, taking turns too fast. She brought me back to my room. Then, she left the wheelchair and opened a closet door. She reached for the top shelf and pulled down an envelope. She slapped the envelope against her other hand, turned and approached me.

She handed me the letter. The envelope had my name typed on it.

I looked into the nurse’s stern face. “Jenna wrote it?”

“Take it,” the nurse said.

I did. The envelope felt pregnant with disaster.

The nurse left in a hurry.

I stared at the envelope. Jenna had come once. I’d asked her to bring my .44 because the drugs had made me paranoid. Was she still sore because of the fight we’d had that day?

I opened the envelope and took out two sheets of handwritten paper.

One paragraph in particular caught my attention:

I don’t know how else to say this, Logan. I’ve met someone else. We had good times, exciting times, you and I. But now I want to settle down and have children. I love him and realize I no longer feel that way about you. I think the excitement tricked me. Now I want normality, not this freak life we’ve had chasing aliens. Goodbye, Logan. Good luck to you. I hope you wish me luck as well.

There was more. Most of it was explanations about why she was making the right decision for herself. Jenna never did like to blame herself for anything. Maybe I didn’t, either.

Hey, if she didn’t want me, I didn’t want to force her, okay. This guy, though, maybe I should meet him in some dark alley and put a bullet in his brain.

I crumpled the letter into a tight ball. An hour later, I smoothed it out and read it again. I crumbled it again and tossed it in a disposal unit. I’d thought I was going to marry Jenna. I guess not.

Man, I needed a drink, maybe a fifth of whiskey, maybe more than that.

The doctor and nurses repeatedly told me no, I couldn’t have any alcohol until I was better.

Over the next few weeks, I underwent more physical therapy. I began to eat like a horse again. I could shuffle farther and not go to pieces right away. I’d lost an arm and leg, and I’d regained them. That was both due to alien science.

Soon, I began to do deep knee bends and push-ups. The first few were hell, and I could only do two bends and one push up. I kept at it and soon could do a hundred push-ups and five times that in knee bends.

I was almost back to my old strength.

I learned that six months had passed since the incident on the mountain near Lake Tahoe.

That was crazy.

Most of the time had been in the tank as they’d stimulated my body to regrow the arm and leg.

Instead of discharging me, guards appeared one morning. The nurse with the mole brought me normal clothes, setting them on the bed. I donned them, put on socks and shoes, and followed the guards to the main desk.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

The guards were beefy guys with white belts and boots. There were five of them. They wore helmets with chinstraps and had firearms.

“Are we going to see the Director?” I asked.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” the sergeant said. He had a neat little mustache on a pudgy face. He sounded angry.

We marched through corridors and exited the hospital. There was a ceiling high above instead of sky. I was sure we were deep underground in Utah or Nevada.

We reached a glorified golf cart, a big one. We boarded and then zoomed off, zipping through a vast underground lair. The Great Machine was located here. Only CAU members knew about the facility. Those who had once known about it and had resigned from CAU found their memories erased.

We entered a large tunnel. I could feel the thrum of the Great Machine. Why were these guys mad at me? What could I have possibly done to them?

I had a feeling that I would soon find out, and that I wouldn’t like it in the least.


-4-

The guards escorted me into a chamber with several long tables near the front. I sat at a small table in front of them, as if at a mini-Senate hearing.

The guards stood at attention against the wall to the left. Soon, other guards similarly attired filed in, lining along the other two walls, leaving the front wall vacant.

Only at that point did a group of important people file in from a different door near the front. There were three women and four men. They wore civilian attire: two of the women in dresses, and everyone else in black suits and ties. The women in dresses were in their thirties, wore makeup and were faintly attractive. The other woman was older, with a severe glare for me. The men were a mixture. Only one of them seemed athletic, while another was hugely fat and waddled instead of walked. The most important was the smallest man with dark hair and a faint mustache, the kind a teenage boy tried to grow when he was first starting out and doing badly at it. That man was the Director of CAU, the rest were his flunkies of various departments. The athletic man, tall and lean with a panther-like gait, fully bald and with Asian features, was the Chief of Security, Dr. Chang.

The Director had pale features and brown eyes, and lank dark hair. I think he used Rogaine to try to thicken it.

The Director sat in the middle of the long tables, with the others on either side of him. They all set down portfolios and tablets.

The Director folded his small hands on the table, staring at me. He’d never liked me, but he’d never made it this obvious before.

I’d never been much of a team player, one of the reasons I’d left the Marines. I had been on my own the years I’d possessed a Galactic Guard shuttle. That was something else I’d picked up at the Greenland crash site. Eventually, I’d lost the shuttle. I’d gone with CAU people to an alien space station orbiting Saturn. Then a hijacked Dreadnought Ocelot had shown up in our solar system, changing all my plans. Since Sand’s demise—

I’ll cut to it instead of giving endless backstory. I joined CAU after I fired the Ultimate Annihilator at the Ocelot, destroying it and thereby saving Earth and humanity. All the while, I’d been the liaison to the Polarions.

Polarions were proto space gods, if you will. They looked like people, but they were so much more. I’d had an in with the chief Polarion named Argon. He and the others had helped us against the Ocelot, but had disappeared after that. They’d taken the pieces of the Ultimate Annihilator with them. The weapon had been a Polarion one, an example of their exotic tech. It was why criminal Galactics were always coming to Earth to hunt for such treasures.

The underground realm in Utah and Nevada was another example of Polarion work. So was the Great Machine.

Anyway, the Director cleared his throat. He must have worn a throat mike, as the sound was amplified.

Everybody waited expectantly.

The Director spoke. “The doctor responsible for your care has officially stated that you are healthy and in full control of your mental capabilities.”

I watched in silence.

“I now ask you, Agent Logan, how did you manage to lose an arm and leg?”

“What does your analysis tell you?” I asked.

The Director frowned. “You are not here to interrogate us. You are here to answer our questions.”

I nodded. Screw him.

“How did you lose your limbs?” he asked.

I waited for several beats, and said, “An enemy cut them off.”

“Yes, yes, but how.”

This could go on forever. I was already bored with the meeting. “With a laser pistol,” I said, wanting to get this over with.

“Ah. That is interesting.” The Director glanced at the others before regarding me again. “Do you think the pistol was of Polarion design?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Did a Polarion attack you?”

“No.”

“Who did?”

I waited again, deciding the answer could use a little buildup. I even leaned forward somewhat, as I’d seen people do at Senate hearings. “Lord Beran of the Antares Institute,” I said.

The Director frowned and leaned toward one of the younger women wearing a dress. She was the prettiest of the bunch, with red curls down to her shoulders.

She checked her tablet before whispering to him.

The Director frowned more and regarded me again. “What you suggest would have been impossible.”

I shrugged. Take it or leave it, dude.

The Director glared at me, but I just stared back. So he glared at the hugely fat man.

The fat man cleared his throat several times. When he spoke, the jowls hanging from his throat badly wobbled.

“The Great Machine has been fully functional throughout the last three years. That means the portal between the Shadowed Realm and Earth has been sealed. There was no possibility of a breach. Therefore, Lord Beran couldn’t have reached Earth.”

The Director stared at me again. “How do you explain that?”

“The robots servicing the Great Machine have done their duty,” I said.

“What?” the Director said. “No! You know that’s not what I meant.”

“Why don’t you say what you mean then?”

The Director slammed a palm against the table. “You had better watch yourself, mister.”

The little man was starting to irritate me. “Why?” I asked. “Have I done something wrong? If so, I’d like to know what it is. If not…” I left off the “you can piss off” remark, as I decided it might not be helpful.

“Don’t get smart with me, Agent Logan.” The Director might have said more, but contained it. “Tell me. Why haven’t the Polarions made contact with us since the Ocelot Incident?”

I shrugged.

“Have the Polarions secretly spoken to you during that time?” he asked.

I stood. I’d had enough of this.

The Director’s head swayed back. “What do you think you’re doing? Sit down.”

“Or what?” I asked.

His eyes bulged just a little. “Confound it, man. I’ll tell you what. I’ll have you placed in detention until you decide to cooperate, that’s what.”

I thought about that and sat down. Was I in a mood? I guess I might have been. Jenna was gone. I’d lost six months of my life, and I’d endured the indignity of losing an arm and a leg. Beran had almost killed me up there in the mountains. Now, this jackass of a Director was acting up because he wanted to feel important or because I didn’t stroke his ego enough, or maybe didn’t stroke it at all. Since the Ocelot Incident, since using the Ultimate Annihilator, I’d become a shade more mulish, and I couldn’t pinpoint the reason why. Did I really need one?

“Where is the sentient Rax Prime crystal?” the Director asked.

“Huh?” I said.

“The sentient crystal is gone,” the Director said. “It is the rightful property of CAU. Thus, I want to know where the alien crystal is.”

“How do you figure Rax belongs to you?” I asked.

The Director thrust out his smallish right index finger and waved it at one end of the tables to the other. “We have voted on it.”

“So?”

He scowled. “Our vote holds jurisdiction in this.”

“The hell it does,” I said. “Rax is my friend. He goes where he likes. He isn’t anyone’s property.”

“We have voted on the issue,” the Director said again.

“Well, it doesn’t matter, anyway,” I said after a moment. “Beran took Rax.”

“You’re going to hold to that impossible scenario?”

I looked at the people seated at the tables with the Director. The reality of the situation was becoming clearer. My dad had been a principal for a private school most of his working life. He hadn’t started out that way, but moved across country to California to take a risk running a private school from first to third grades. The other people in the church in the community, the public school teachers, had been offered the job first, but had lacked the balls to give it a whirl. Over the years, my dad built up the school until it had two campuses and went from kindergarten to senior year in high school. Some of the those church-going teachers had finally gotten jealous of my dad and engineered his firing by packing the school board one year. They had taken his place, and the private school had gone to pot. They didn’t kill it, but they seriously dismantled much of what my dad had built up during his life.

The point was jealously and power. It didn’t matter if it was with church folk or others, as people were people. The Director had always been jealous of me, and my relationship with the Polarions. He didn’t like my lone-wolf approach, either. This today, in the chamber, was a bureaucratic power play. The Director must see all this as a way to push me out of CAU, or so I was thinking.

I doubt he’d let me walk as the jealous teachers had let my dad walk. I knew too much about CAU.

It was time to play the game, if just a little, so I could walk free.

I spread my hands and tried to speak in a conciliatory way. “Look, Beran took Rax. Beran lopped off an arm and a leg of mine. I’m grateful for the medical attention I received here. Even so, I can’t tell you things I don’t know. If Beran didn’t do these things to me…he sure looked like Beran. He also had a mobile teleporter.”

“Indeed,” the Director said, as he eyed me carefully.

“Why not let me hunt for Beran, or for the possible shape-shifter that looks like him, so I can recover Rax?” I asked.

“He has a point,” the Security Chief said.

The Director narrowed his gaze, not at the chief, but at me. I don’t think he liked those words. “You’ll be part of a team, and you’ll make daily reports to me, or you won’t do this at all.”

“Fine,” I said.

The Director raised his eyebrows. “You agree to that?”

“With reluctance,” I said, “but yes.”

The Director sat back, stroking his chin thoughtfully. He rose abruptly, spoke curtly and moved to the very front of the chamber, away from everyone else.

The Security Chief rose and went to the Director. They conferred in whispers. Finally, both returned to their chairs.

Everyone straightened as they did.

“You will go with Dr. Chang,” the Director told me. “He will be responsible for your conduct during the mission.”

I glanced at Chang, the bald Security Chief.

The Asian man sat stiffly, his features immobile and maybe even inscrutable.

“Fine,” I said.

Scowling, the Director glanced at the others. “Does anyone else have a question for Agent Logan?”

No one did.

“Very well,” the Director said. “Let’s get to it.”
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My original security detail escorted me back to the golf cart and drove me to a large three-story building. During the drive, I learned that we were still underground, in Utah.

The team marched me through several checkpoints along hallways and stairwells. Finally, they left me in a bare room with two musclebound men in black suits. The two didn’t say a word but brought me to an antechamber with a long bench against a wall. There were pictures on the walls and People magazines on a table reminiscent of a dentist’s waiting room.

The two left.

I checked the two doors opposite each other; both were locked. The doors were metal and solid. I tried to force them open, but they were too solid.

I went to the bench, sat, picked up a magazine, thumbed through it and tossed it to the side. Just as I was about to get up, a door clicked open.

The bald Security Chief, Dr. Chang, stepped into the room, closing the door behind him. He wore a black suit and tie, and walked briskly toward me with an outstretched hand.

I stood and shook his hand.

He gestured toward the bench. I sat again and he sat beside me.

“We don’t have much time,” he said quietly. “My safety officers are going to bring you to my office. There, I will question you. My office is bugged, of course.”

“By the Director?” I asked.

“Names aren’t important,” he said. “I will have to take a certain approach with you in my office. You would do well to agree to everything I say. I’m going to assign you three officers. You will agree to that.”

“What if I don’t want to work with them?” I asked.

Chang stared at me. “That isn’t the point,” he said tersely. “You will agree to work with them, but you will only work with whoever you want.”

“Ah…okay.”

“Agent Logan, I believe you.”

“Believe me about what?” I asked, confused.

“That Lord Beran burned off your leg and arm and took Rax. Why did Beran take the crystal, do you have any idea?”

“Beran said he needed it.”

“For what?”

“I’m not sure.”

“No. You can do better than that. You’ve refused to answer any questions until today. You had a reason for that.”

“I was out of it back then. That was the reason.”

“Please, Agent Logan. There was something else.”

“…I guess there was,” I said. “But I don’t know what it was. I’ve been trying to figure it out myself.”

Dr. Chang stared straight ahead and began to drum his fingers on his thighs. “How could Lord Beran have escaped from the Shadowed Realm? If such a thing were possible, the Master would have done so long before this.”

“Then you think I’m right about Beran?”

Chang still wouldn’t look at me and still drummed his fingers on his thighs. “Yes,” he said. “That is why I said so earlier.”

I rubbed my forehead. Did I have a screw loose? I seemed slower to understand than usual. Had these bastards done something to me, to my brain, while I’d been under? That would piss me off if they had.

Chang kept drumming his fingers as if waiting for something.

I looked at him. “I guess this means you think the Director is wrong about Beran.”

“Yes,” Chang said.

“Which is why we’ve having this little conversation here first,” I said.

Chang stopped drumming his fingers and faced me, nodding.

“Okay,” I said. “Sometimes it takes me a little longer than others to figure things out. As to your point, Beran said the Master is always working on ways to escape that realm. The Master has recently developed a way, but it takes a long time to charge or recharge. Beran took that way and drained the mechanism before the Master could it.”

“Beran escaped alone?”

“No…” I said. “He had a terror in him, a terror from a knife I had before. In the Shadowed Realm, many items have personalities and use the person wielding them.”

“I understand all that. The terror presently controls Beran?”

“It’s trying, anyway. Beran is fighting it.”

“Did Beran give any indication why he—?”

“Beran said he needed weapons and wanted to get far away from Earth,” I said, interrupting, having divined the question.

“Bearn wants to go back into space?” asked Chang.

“I asked him the same thing. Beran said Antares wasn’t far enough if the Master ever broke free. It seemed like he was trying to get even farther away, whatever that means.”

“Ah,” Chang said. “I begin to perceive.”

“You do? You want to tell me then?”

“Alternate Earths,” Chang said, as he studied me. “If there are other realities like the Shadowed Realm and the place the Chronowarp once took you when you chased Philemon the Homo habilis, surely there are even more.”

“You’re well briefed,” I said.

It was Chang’s turn to shrug.

I thought about mentioning the Earth Gate, but that had been a fleeting thought, nothing that Beran had said to me. I wondered who had said it, as Rax had never shown telepathic abilities.

“Given all this, what would you do if you could?” Chang asked.

I already knew the answer to that. “Go to Antarctica and find a way to the former portal between the Shadowed Realm and Earth. I’d talk to the Master on the other side if I could. See if I could learn something critical from him.”

“And if something else squirmed through to our side while you did that?” asked Chang.

“That would be bad,” I said, nodding. “Do you have any blasters I could borrow just in case?”

“According to the reports I’ve read, blasters wouldn’t have any effect upon creatures from that realm.”

“Beran once had tools that could,” I said.

“Yes, tools that failed him in the end,” Chang said.

“Yeah, you’re right about that.” I had been there and seen it all take place, with Beran losing and becoming a captive of the Master.

Chang straightened as he looked straight ahead again. He breathed heavily through his nostrils. “If those from that realm can come through to Earth—that would be a disaster for all of us. We must seal the breach. First, we must learn how Beran and the terror came through.”

“If the Director doesn’t believe me about Beran, why do you believe me?” I asked.

“Does it matter why?”

“It could.”

Chang stood and faced me. “I will provide you with an Antaran vessel, one Tosks used in the past. We have a few in reserve mostly kept on the moon. If you desire company, I will provide it. If you wish to go alone, I will allow it.”

“The craft will be bugged?” I asked.

“Of course,” Chang said.

“Why are you giving me this leeway?”

Chang smiled faintly. “You have proven adept in the past. This is a probable emergency. Thus, I am willing to go out on a limb for you. However, what I can do for you is limited. Thus, we will also have to go through this charade. Do you agree?”

I studied him, wondering if this was an elaborate good cop, bad cop routine. There was that possibility, especially because I seemed mentally slower than before, but what did it matter in the end? I needed to go after Beran and retrieve my friend Rax. Besides, I wanted to deal with Beran and replay the game with the laser pistol. Was I angry with Beran? Oh yes, I was angry. But I found that I missed Rax, and I had a feeling I’d be aimless if left to myself. Jenna was gone. Hunting down Beran would be better than drowning my sorrows with booze.

“Do you agree, Agent Logan?”

I looked up and realized I’d been woolgathering. “Sure,” I said, “I agree.”

Chang eyed me as if he could divine my thoughts. Then he turned and headed for the door, leaving me alone in the waiting room.
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I agreed to take Agent Rose, who I remembered from our time on the space station orbiting Saturn. She was a no-nonsense Brazilian in CAU, around five-five, with short dark hair, and a wrestler’s build. She had a snub nose and, as far as I’d ever seen, had never smiled. She hadn’t been friends with Jenna, which was another reason I’d chosen her.

Rose piloted the Antaran vessel from Utah, going into space as we circled around toward Antarctica. The alien vessel had stealth capabilities, so Earth’s present detection equipment failed to spot it.

Everything like this that CAU possessed came from aliens, mostly from Beran’s Tosks, who had flooded Earth with their equipment. I mean that in a relative sense, as most people on Earth had no idea about all this. We lacked Polarion equipment, even though I knew there was a station near Ceres in the Asteroid Belt that I’d used last time during the Ocelot Incident.

There was hidden Polarion tech on Earth, likely more than what was healthy for us. That tech was also secretly stashed so no one knew where it was.

I contemplated our mission as I donned Arctic gear. The Master might have been the scariest alien I’d ever met. He was more like a devil or demon than alien. He came from a different reality, from a portal deep down in Antarctica. We’d used rocks to fill in that shaft.

I remembered the portal needed power and a chronowarp to even partly open. The last I’d seen, the power and chronowarp had been destroyed and thus the portal had disappeared. Much of what the Great Machine did was keep such portals closed. It created a protective field around Earth, shorting most portals.

Even so, Beran had to have made it through from the Shadowed Realm to Earth. Could that mean a weakening of the Great Machine?

“We’re going down,” Rose announced, as she began to flip toggles and study a small screen.

I hung onto my armrests. There was shaking, extra heat but nothing worse than that. Soon, from the viewport, I saw brilliant sunlight shining off an endless expanse of Antarctica snow and ice.

I’d been out for six months. Beran had attacked me in late July. That made it late January. It was cold up north, but the nicest weather down here on the bottom of the world. I wouldn’t want to hike across this terrain, but it was better than when I’d been here last time several years ago. That had been during a dark Antarctic winter.

Soon, Rose piloted our Antaran craft a couple hundred feet above the ice and snow, zooming like a cruise missile. She watched an indicator on her screen. Our target was a red dot.

Soon enough, she slowed and then hovered over a specific icy expanse.

“This is the spot?” I asked.

Rose just looked at me as if I were a retard.

“Okay,” I said. “I have to go down through a shaft blocked by rocks. Last time—”

Rose cleared her throat, and I realized this was the third time she’d done it. I guess I wasn’t paying as much attention to her as I should.

“What now?” I asked.

“Dr. Chang had a teleporter installed in the vessel.”

“We have one?” I asked.

“Be hard to install it otherwise,” Rose said.

“You know how to operate the teleporter?”

Rose unhooked her restraints, stood and led me into another compartment. There was a small dais with a control panel nearby.

“Do you know where I need to be?” I asked.

“Dr. Chang briefed me himself,” Rose said, as she activated the panel. “Get ready to go down.”

I put on my woolen hat, pulled up my fur-lined hood, and zipped up my parka. Then I grabbed an assault rifle and stuffed my pockets with various types of grenades. Finally, I put on thick winter gloves.

Rose handed me a small device with a red button. “Press that when you want me to teleport you back up here.”

“Roger that,” I said.

“Good luck,” she said.

I stared at Rose for reasons I didn’t comprehend. Then I realized that Jenna had wished me luck before leaving me. Was Rose going to strand me down there? Was that what this was about?

“Did you speak to Jenna?” I asked.

For the briefest moment, a stark look appeared in Rose’s eyes.

“You did,” I said.

“Hey, Logan, good luck is just good luck, okay? Don’t make such a big deal out of it.”

I knew Rose wasn’t going to admit to having spoken with Jenna. How could Jenna just have dumped me like that? It had been cold. A Dear John letter, come on.

I climbed onto the dais. It brought a sense of deja vu to me. Why did it feel as if everyone was working against me? Chang—this had to be a trick somehow. I rubbed my forehead while thinking about it.

Rose manipulated her panel, and I began to disappear.

It should have been pitch black down here. Instead, there was light coming from an opening. I was within a large cavern and walked past old wrecks of machines Beran had used last time to power his Antaran devices, ones he’d carried on his person. He had almost fought the Master to a standstill years ago. He’d lost because the Master had turned his power onto these running vehicles, wrecking them. With the loss of power, the devices Beran had worn had become ineffectual.

With a constricted throat, I advanced upon the portal. I saw through it into a dingy universe of spongy trees and terrain. There were big circular boulders standing nearby without their centers, like half-made donuts. It was like some kind of alien Stonehenge. One of the stones shined brightly. Was that their portal machinery?

A shadowy thing flowed from the center of the glowing boulder to the very edge of the portal or opening. It pressed shady hands or appendages against a type of force field or barrier between us.

That caused the air to shiver visibly on my side. This was worse than I’d imagined. The portal was far too porous for my tastes.

Red eyes appeared in the shadowed head. Those eyes looked around at my side until they centered on me. I felt its gaze like water pressure against my ears when I dived too deep.

“What is your name?” the shadow asked. The voice sounded distant, which made sense as it came from a different reality.

I swallowed in a tight throat. Coming down here didn’t seem like a good idea any more. I lacked any weapons or defenses to protect myself if such a creature made it through.

“Speak,” it commanded.

“Screw you,” I said.

With a cry, the shadow threw itself from the barrier and flowed away to the shiny, donut-shaped boulder. It entered the center and disappeared.

I waited, but nothing more happened.

By degrees, I approached the barrier. I’d seen Beran go through it years ago. Exploring Polarions had done that as well centuries earlier. They’d first made the portal to that crazy realm. Once there, the vile denizens of the Shadowed Realm had possessed all the Polarions. It had been an age-old story about hubris and overweening pride.

I’d been lucky to escape such a fate last time. Had Beran or the terror done something to my mind to entice me to return here? Could the Director have caused that?

Abruptly, a big evil human-shaped shadow appeared in the center of the shiny boulder stone. The shadow flowed toward the barrier and me.

I backed away, my heart hammering. Could that be the Master? It sure seemed like the Master.

I thrust a gloved hand into a parka pocket, fondling the device with the red button. I knew I should press the switch and leave while I could, but I didn’t do it.

The big sucker put shadow hands on the barrier. Yellow eyes appeared in the shadow head. He was the twice the size of the other one. The eyes darted about before centering on me.

“I know you,” the voice boomed. He sounded closer than the other one had.

I began to tremble in response. A part of me silently screamed to leave already.

“Logan,” he said.

“Master,” I said.

The eyes narrowed as the Master regarded me. He raised a shadowed hand and made a beckoning motion, and I felt a tug against my heart.

I took a step toward the barrier and the waiting Master on the other side.

He beckoned again.

I took another step closer. Did I have a string attached to my heart that he could pull? I started to sweat as my tongue clove to the roof of my mouth.

Once more, he did the same thing.

This time, my survival instincts overcame my obedience, making me stubborn. I resisted. That caused me to shake instead of tremble. The hammering of my heart caused thudding against my chest. It also caused a pounding in my brain.

“Tell me your name,” he said.

I struggled harder, my breathing sounding harsh to my ears. I was going to have a heart attack soon. Even so, I managed to take a step back. It was definitely time to leave this place.

The Master must have sensed my thumb moving toward the hidden red switch.

“Wait,” he said. “If you’re Logan and have seen Beran, I need to speak to you.”

My heart rate slowed down to almost normal. I no longer felt as if a string was attached from him to me. The pounding in my head ceased. He must be relenting.

I felt foggy, but I heard myself ask, “Why?”

“Have you seen Beran?”

“Maybe,” I said.

The Master turned away, crouched low and seemed to tremble, perhaps with rage. He straightened and faced me again. He put his hands on the barrier and spoke slowly.

“I…implore you to speak with me,” the Master said. “I…will warn you honestly if you dare to speak with me.”

If Satan said he wanted a word with you, would you agree? The wise person would say no. The Master seemed to be in the same caliber with Satan in terms of evil.

I needed to press the red switch and leave. I also wanted some facts about Beran. This might be the only place I could get them.

“How is it possible we’re talking like this between realities?” I asked.

“Your Great Machine isn’t as powerful as you think,” the Master said.

“You’re still trying to come through to Earth?”

“No,” he said. “I will not play your game, Agent Logan. Speak to me about Beran. Otherwise, leave, as I have important work to do.”

I considered that. I’d come for information. The Master had tried his best to entice me and I’d resisted, thus, he’d stopped. Maybe this was my one real chance for info.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s talk shop.”
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“Come closer,” the Master said.

“I’m fine where I am, thank you,” I said.

“Worm, do not think you can thwart me in this. I command you to approach me.”

I licked my lips. This had been a bad idea. I fondled the red button once more.

The Master raised his right hand and beckoned me to approach.

I felt the stirring, the tug, my heart beginning to thud again..

“Hey!” I shouted, taking out the device with the button. “I’m not your slave. I can talk to you if you have something to say, but otherwise I’m leaving this instant. Quit making my heart hammer.”

The Master glared at me.

My thumb hovered over the red button. I would give this one more shot.

“Lord Beran bested you by leaving your realm. What’s more, he stole your thunder and is heading to an alternate Earth so you can never find him.”

The Master lowered his hand as his yellow eyes shined with malice. “You know this to be true?”

“Stop messing with my heart!” I shouted.

The Master waved a hand.

My heart’s beating returned to normal. If he tried this heart-tug tactic again, I was leaving.

“Worm, speak,” he said. “How do you know where Beran went?”

“I guessed it from what he told me.”

The Master half turned away. Was he sulking? He regarded me again, and the shine in his eyes had lessened. “Beran has escaped me for the moment.” The Master regarded his donut-boulder Stonehenge as if gauging something, maybe how long it would take it to recharge for another transfer.

“The terror thinks there are weapons it can find to defeat you,” I said.

The Master regarded me. “They plan to use a Polarion device. You are correct in your first assumption. They are attempting to flee to other Earths. Do you know about the Earth Gate?”

“Yep.”

He raised his shadowed brows.

“I’ve heard the name at least,” I said.

“From where or who?” he asked.

“When Beran was taking his leave,” I said. “That was six months ago, though. He burned off an arm and a leg of mine. I’ve been recouping from that.”

“Six months is a time reference?” the Master asked.

“Yep.”

He seemed to think, and then looked up sharply. “Much time has passed since the incident. I doubt you can find Beran now. It is even less likely I will ever find them. No, no, this could be…” He trailed off as he regarded me closer.

I looked away because I started to feel pressure against my eyes.

“Wait here,” he said.

The Master strode to the nearest donut-shaped boulder and walked through the center open area. He disappeared and reappeared several seconds later. He pushed a tall man ahead of him. The man had noble features. With a shock, I realized that must be a Polarion. He had features similar to Argon’s. I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn the Polarion was a father, grandfather or great uncle of Argon’s. Polarions could live a long time.

The pair approached the barrier. I noticed the Polarion blowing bubbles from his mouth, and his eyes moving in different directions from each other. He might have been insane.

“Speak,” the Master said.

The Polarion turned to look at the huge shadow and then shrank back in terror.

“Speak,” the Master said, although not as loudly as before.

The Polarion regarded me. He must have found that an easier thing, for he straightened from his servile crouch. His eyes quit moving in opposite directions as they focused on me. I found his stare uncomfortable.

“The Earth Gate,” he said in a distant voice. And for a second, I thought to spy cunning in the madman’s eyes. He tittered, and the cunning vanished, if it had ever existed. “The gate is a path to alternate Earths. Why do you seek it?”

“Never mind that,” the Master told him, giving him a shake.

The Polarion cringed once more.

“I’m tracking someone called Lord Beran,” I said.

The Polarion turned his focus onto me. He slobbered as he said, “I know that name.”

“Do not speak to him unless I bid it,” the Master told me.

The Polarion stared in what might have been shock at the Master. “Beran truly escaped from this realm?”

“The Earth Gate,” the Master said. “Explain how it operates.”

I saw cunning enter the madman’s eyes. He smiled like a crazy fool, although he raised a shoulder possibly so the Master wouldn’t see that. Then, the Polarion drew something from a pocket. It was a small object. With a howl of madness, the Polarion twisted free of the Master’s shadow grip and threw himself at the barrier. He thrust the small object against the barrier, which flared visibly into existence.

“What are you doing?” the Master said in an abnormally loud voice.

Behind the duo, the half-donut-shaped boulders flared with brilliance. I heard a churning sound from them.

“No!” the Master shouted. “This will not be.” He reached out and touched the Polarion.

That one shuddered and then went rigid. Then an insane cry issued from his lips, and he leapt at the barrier, shoving his hand through as pushing if through goo. He screamed with horror and pain. The hand and the small object broke the barrier onto my side, coming through. At the same time, power flowed from the Master to him. The Polarion turned to ash, drifting to the spongy ground.

Then, the barrier between realms turned dark. The Polarion hand severed at the wrist and fell to the ground. The twitching fingers released a small cube so it tumbled toward me.

Not sure why, I leaped to the cube, grabbed it with my gloved hand and jumped back.

At the same instant, the barrier became visible again. The Polarion did not exist, although there was black ash at the Master’s shadowed feet. Behind then, the donut-shaped boulders no longer glowed with power.

The Master eyed the empty hand on my side and then me. “What did you take?”

I’d already shoved the cube into a parka pocket. I wondered if this was a setup, a ploy. Had the Master staged all this? Maybe taking the cube was a terrible idea.

“What did you take?” the Master asked.

“Why did you bring the Polarion here?” I asked in response.

“Did you pick up a cube?”

“No,” I said.

“You lie. Know, worm, that an ur-vile inhabits the cube. You risk yourself touching it, and you risk your world if you allow it freedom. Push it back through the barrier to me.”

I hadn’t touched the cube with flesh, but my gloved hand. Would that make a difference?

“You lack the fortitude to resist an ur-vile for long,” the Master said.

“Where’s the Earth Gate?” I asked.

The Master studied me, and he nodded after a time. “I believe you desire to slay Beran. That is good. Yes, it might stymie him if he has to worry about you. I doubt you can find him after six months of delay, but maybe there is more to you than I sense. Seek the Earth Gate—”

The Master crouched and placed a shadowed hand on the ash of the vanished Polarion. Then, the Master looked up at me and said in a zombie voice:

“Seek the Earth Gate in the Land of Darkness where the bears ride the floes of ice. Follow the sign of Polaris to another realm that is ringed with seven hills.”

The Master might have said more, but the ash at his feet began to flow into a human shape. Then, the ash burst into fire.

The Master leapt back from that.

I watched as the Polarion ash took form, raging with fire. He turned to me, and then he collapsed, the fire devouring the ash with supernatural speed.

My heart raced once again. The Shadowed Realm did not follow the laws of nature as practiced on Earth. There, reality flowed and acted differently. I hated the realm, and yearned to toss aside the cube I’d picked up.

I doubted the line of doggerel I’d just heard would be enough for me to find this so-called Earth Gate. I had no idea how to employ it if I did find it. I did remember the Beran said he’d needed Rax. Could it have been to use the Earth Gate to travel to an alternate Earth?

I noticed the Master watching me. I could feel his gaze like pressure against my mind. It was time to leave. I pressed the red switch.

In a moment, Rose used the teleporter, and everything disappeared around me.


-8-

After bringing me aboard, Rose hurried back to the piloting compartment. In moments, I felt motion and was sure we were heading up to orbital space.

I sat against a bulkhead, away from the teleporting dais. My legs quivered, and my stomach churned several times. Then I had the shakes. That had been bad down there. Facing the Master—

Hello?

I jumped and almost shouted. Then I swallowed uneasily. That sounded like a voice inside my head.

That’s because it is a voice speaking to you.

“Whoa,” I said. “Am I going crazy?”

Do you recall the cube passing through the barrier?

“Yeah,” I said.

“Do you need anything?” Rose called from the open hatch.

“What?” I asked her.

“You’re talking,” she said. “Are you talking to me or someone else?”

“Just mumbling to myself,” I said.

That was a good cover, I heard in my mind.

“Tell me if you need anything?” Rose said.

“I will,” I said.

“By the way,” Rose called. “How did it go down there?”

“Uh…okay.”

“What happened?” she said.

“Let me think just a second,” I said. “I’m a little shook from everything. I’m still trying to sort it all out.”

“Fine,” she said. “We aren’t in any danger, are we?”

“No,” I said.

“Are you sure?” she asked. “You don’t sound sure.”

“I’m sure.”

She didn’t add anything after that.

Do you humans always have coercive devices in your brains?

“What?” I asked quietly, startled by the question.

I detect a piece of metal the size of a pinhead in your brain tissue. I don’t think it belongs there naturally. Did you know you have that?

“No,” I whispered.

Would you like me to neutralize it?

“Okay, okay, wait a minute,” I said. “First, who are you?”

I am the ur-vile inside the cube.

I shuddered.

Don’t worry. I’m also old and weak. I made a bargain with the Polarion. His name was Horace by the way.

“What do you mean you’re old and weak?”

I’m dying.

“Why aren’t you trying to possess me then?”

Do you want me to?

“No.”

“What did you say?” Rose called.

“Uh…I sneezed,” I said.

“God bless you,” she said.

“Thanks.”

“No problem,” Rose said.

You need to keep your voice down.

“I know that,” I whispered.

Why don’t you do it then?

“You sure ask a ton of questions for a dying geezer of an ur-vile. How come I don’t believe you about all that?”

Common caution, I would guess.

“What’s really going on?” I asked quietly. “I mean the truth.”

You don’t believe I’m dying?

“I do not.”

Well, dying might be a premature way to say it. I’ve used a long-term strategy to reach this position. I recognized that you have more will power and inner fortitude than I like. You could easily throw the cube away and strand me. I’m trying to forestall that. Maybe we could make a deal.

“Like what?” I asked.

I can show you the way to the Earth Gate and help you track Azel the Terror. Afterward, you can leave me in whichever alternate Earth I desire.

“You want me to screw over an entire planet of humans?”

If you don’t like my proposal, I could try to possess you instead and make you do what I want.

“I could destroy your cube.”

That wouldn’t kill me.

“So you say,” I replied.

But it would hinder me. Azel would escape me for good then.

“What do you have against Azel?”

Nothing, the ur-vile said. I plan to offer him my services. We could work together to dethrone the Master.

“Why would you want to be left on an alternate Earth then?”

That’s a worst-case scenario for me, in case we can’t find Azel.

“What about Lord Beran the Antaran?”

Find one and we find the other.

It struck me that the ur-vile was hedging. “I don’t know,” I whispered. “This seems like a setup to me. I think the Master engineered all this to get me to work for him. You’re probably in league with the Master.”

No. I doubt I can convince you, but this isn’t the Master’s style. We’re all terrified and jealous of him. We all want to be the Master. As I said, this is a long-term strategy on my part.

“While you possessed the Polarion Horace,” I said.

It wasn’t as harmless as it sounds.

“Harmless?” I asked.

To me, the ur-vile said. You might not know this, but the Polarions have proven to be indigestible to us over the long run. They seriously hurt those of us who possessed them. Worse, after a time, we found it impossible to live without them. Talk about your sweet revenge. Who ever thought a material being could prove cleverer than a non-corporeal entity such as us.

“Did you consume the Polarions?” I whispered, aghast.

Not in the direct sense, like you eat cow meat, for instance. Our use of them, or possession as you crudely suggest, devours their essence over a matter of centuries. I’m using your time reference in that.

“You’re saying the Polarions have made themselves indigestible to you?”

It’s worse than that. They poisoned us. Those of us who possessed them are all dying. That’s partly what Azel is doing, searching for a cure.

“How soon until you croak?”

In your time reference? he asked.

“Yeah.”

Two, maybe two and a half centuries.

“That will take forever,” I said.

Not from our point of view, the ur-vile said. Chances like this come every ten millennium or so.

“You mean every ten thousand years?” I asked.

If that.

“How long has the Master ruled over there?”

Agent Logan, none of that matters to our deal. You help me, and I won’t try to possess you. The reason I won’t is because you strike me as too stubborn to possess easily, and you’re probably the best of the lot on your miserable planet. Beran is head and shoulders better than any of you ape creatures called humans. Still, if you can freely act, without having to defend against me, you might be able to best Beran as Azel continues to strive for dominance between the two of them.

“I wish I could believe you, trust you, but I don’t.”

Maybe this will help you decide in my favor. I have detected the coercive unit in your brain. If you will allow me, I can extract it.

“Extract it how?”

With the teleport device, the ur-vile said. It will be tricky, but I’m sure it can be done.

As I sat against a bulkhead, I brought my knees up, wrapping my arms around them. I still wore the parka. Could I trust the ur-vile to do this? Was there really a little device in my brain? If so, the Director must have ordered it put there.

“How would we do it?” I whispered.

I could possess the woman if you help me.

“No, that’s out.”

You’re such a stickler and a prude.

“How else can we do it?” I asked.

Hmm… You’d have to obey my instructions to the letter. I can see the pinhead device in your cranium. You’d run the teleporter and pop it out.

“We’ll do it that way.”

I suggest you kill the woman before we start. We can’t afford her interference.

“That’s not happening.”

You want to do this the hard way, eh? Let me think. I have it. You’d better seal the hatch. We’ll have to work fast after that.

I climbed to my feet and staggered to the hatch. In the piloting compartment, Rose twisted around in her seat and gave me a hard stare.

I smiled and waited until she faced forward. Then I swung the hatch shut and locked it.

In a second, she hammered on the hatch. “Logan, open up. What are you doing?”

“I’m going to sleep for a time, and I don’t want to be interrupted. Call this caution on my part.”

“Logan,” she shouted, hammering some more.

“Leave me alone,” I shouted. “I need time to think.”

She stopped hammering. I could feel her thinking on the other side of the hatch.

“Okay,” I whispered to the ur-vile in the cube in my parka pocket, “let’s give this a whirl.”
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I stood in shock beside the teleport panel in the Antaran vessel. I’d just manipulated the panel by following the ur-vile’s telepathic instructions. Now, in the palm of my right hand was a tiny instrument the size of a pinhead. It was like holding a tiny sliver of wood taken from a sore finger.

My thoughts were already clearing. I could feel it happening. This little thing had dulled my intellect and made me more usable.

I had no doubt I’d received the pinhead at the Director’s orders.

Or the Security Chief, Dr. Chang, the ur-vile said. Chang could be making a power play through letting you do this. In fact, I deem that the most likely possibility.

“You can read my mind?” I asked.

I need to read your mind a bit to communicate with you this way.

That made sense, I suppose. “Why would Chang have done this?”

Is that a serious question? I can think of ten reasons right off the bat.

“Here’s something I’d like to know. Why didn’t you double cross me just now?”

I sensed a faint chuckle from the ur-vile.

As I said a few moments ago, you’re the best that this planet of hominid fools has to offer me. Why ruin a good thing by messing with you? It is in my best self-interest for you to be as sharp as possible for one of your kind.

“You’re hoping for bigger game than me, aren’t you?”

There is that, too.

I gazed at the tiny instrument in my palm. That had been in my brain. I didn’t only take the ur-vile’s word for it, but could feel greater verve and intellect course through my thoughts. Six months had passed since Beran had toyed with me and stolen my friend Rax. I could pursue Beran to alternate Earths. Was that the best thing to do? Maybe I needed to find a way to seal the portal to the Master’s evil reality.

Beran seemed to be running as far and as fast as he could from the Master. The terror inside him sought power to return and dethrone the Master.

“What are the alternate Earths like?” I asked.

The Polarion, Horace, was confused about that. He claimed never to have traveled through the Earth Gate. I have come to believe the process is difficult and fraught with peril.

“Is that the real reason you want me to be as sharp as possible?”

One among several, the ur-vile said.

I peered at the device in my palm. Was this regular Earth technology or a Polarion instrument?

It angered me to think that the Director or Dr. Chang had placed it there. They were using me. What about the ur-vile in the cube? The Polarion on the other side—possibly Horace—had given his life to push the cube through to my side. That suggested the ur-vile in the cube had forced Horace to do that.

What am I thinking? I thought at the cube.

There was no response. Could the ur-vile read my thoughts or not?

If the Director or Chang had put the pinhead coercive device in my brain, what did I owe CAU? They had helped me to heal. I was human. I owed my world. I couldn’t just run out on them.

I slipped the pinhead into a pants pocket. I took out the cube, careful not to touch it with flesh, and wrapped it in a piece of leather. I then thrust this into the other pant leg.

Still don’t trust me, eh?

“Playing it safe for the moment,” I said. “Do you disapprove?”

Will you attempt to reach the Earth Gate?

I realized then that I would. “Yes,” I said.

Then I’m satisfied, the ur-vile said.

However, before attempting to reach the gate, I needed to help defend Earth against the Master’s reality. Who should I warn, the Director or Chang? How could they do anything about the problem? I had a feeling we needed Sand’s expertise. That had been the Polarion construct that had run the Great Machine. Sand no longer existed, though. Maybe—

I snorted. I didn’t have the answer right now. I studied the closed hatch. Then I headed for it. It was time to talk to Rose again.
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After some soul-searching and deep thinking, I concluded that I didn’t trust the Director or Dr. Chang. Both could have been involved with the pinhead coercive device. The more I thought about it, the more it seemed they had been playing a good cop, bad cop routine. At least one of them had arranged for the pinhead device to be inserted into my brain. I bet that if I, or someone I trusted, examined my head, we would see a hairline fracture and traces within my brain from where they had inserted it.

The coercive device was no longer inside my noggin. That meant I was my own man again. That meant I was thinking clearly for the first time since losing an arm and a leg.

Because of these conclusions, I disarmed Rose and tied her to a chair. I then flew the Antaran vessel, in orbital space, toward the Arctic.

I explained to Rose that the Great Machine needed energizing or strengthening. I told her the essence of my discussion with the Master, and that I’d seen a Stonehenge of donut-shaped boulders on the other side. I kept quiet about the Polarion and ur-vile, however.

Rose kept quiet for most of the time as she chewed that over. Then she began a string of curses, threats and other invectives. Finally, I told her to shut up or I’d tie a gag around her mouth.

“Why should I care?” she said. “You’re going to kill me.”

“I’m not, though,” I said. “Think for a second. Why did I tell you all that I have if it wasn’t to relate it to Chang and the Director? I want them to protect the Earth while I’m gone.”

She stared at me, blinked several times and finally nodded. “That actually makes sense.”

“Good,” I said.

I was in the pilot seat, monitoring our flight. I already had a subliminal idea about where the Earth Gate was in the Arctic Circle. The ur-vile must have done that.

I piloted the vessel to the Canadian part of the Arctic Circle, descending from orbital space. To my side, a comm device beeped. I ignored the persistent beeping.

“Shouldn’t you answer that?” Rose said.

“Does it look like I want to answer it?”

“Please, let me answer it then. It could be important.

I considered this. CAU probably already sensed that something was amiss. Rose was likely supposed to have called in by now. This call was CAU’s way of checking in about me. Likely, there was a tracking device on the vessel.

I got up, opened a comm panel and disabled the system. I went into the other chamber and disabled the teleporter and main ship armaments. I did that by taking a vital energizer from each system.

“You’re disarming us?” Rose asked as I sat back in the pilot’s seat.

“You don’t have to worry,” I said, “since you won’t be staying in here. I’m setting you down before I continue. You can do as you want after that.”

I frisked her, and she complained, shouted, and tried to bite me. I grabbed her hair and held her teeth back while I finished the search. It turned out that she had a few weapons and other pieces of equipment.

“Sorry about this,” I said, putting the castoff items into a bin.

“You’re not sorry,” she said with a sneer.

I soon landed, untied her, and pushed her out of the vessel.

She sprawled face-first in snow and turned fast. I expected her to have a secret weapon she’d fire at me. Instead, she flipped me off, stood and began to curse me, roundly, I might add.

I saluted her, shut the hatch and took off. Only then did I pull out the leather-wrapped cube from the other reality and place it on a stand near me. I made sure not to let it touch my flesh.

“Can you sense the location of the Earth Gate?” I asked.

It would be better,” the ur-vile said in my mind, if you would touch me. I could directly use your senses that way and be precise.

“Not going to happen,” I said. “Can you sense the Earth Gate or not?”

If I say no, will you toss me in the Arctic Ocean?

“That’s a good idea. I just might.”

Wrong, it said. That would be a bad idea. I would coax a fish to gulp me, and a fisherman to catch it. Then I would be free to do as I pleased.

“Then why give me the suggestion? Do you want me to toss you?”

It didn’t answer.

“Look,” I said, “you told me you wanted to help find Beran and the terror. That means going through the Earth Gate. If you know where it is, this is the time to let me know.”

The ur-vile gave me coordinates in terms of longitude and latitude.

I tapped that into the ship’s navigation. Soon, the ship flew a hundred feet above the ice in the Arctic, zooming toward the location. The general area was in the middle of the Northwest Territories of Canada. We flew over a mountainous, pine-rich region.

“Is the Earth Gate underground?” I asked.

Of course, the ur-vile said. Where else would you expect it to remain hidden for so long?

Fifteen minutes later, we flew over low snowy hills with scrub brush and stunted pines. Wolves raced over the ground. Counting seven hills, I knew I had found the right location.

I flew ten miles further before setting us down.

Why do that? You’re only making it harder on us and easier for them.

“I don’t want them to know exactly where the Earth Gate is, smart guy.”

They will follow your tracks and find it just the same.

“I’m hoping there’s a storm to cover our tracks.”

I collected my gear, including the cube, opened the hatch, and jumped out. Heavy clouds were overhead in the darkness, making it darker than ever. I hoped it would snow soon.

From what I’d seen, wolves were nearby. I had a .44 and a few grenades. I’d decided to leave the assault rifle behind.

I now headed for the low snowy hills, tramping through the snow, hoping the ur-vile and Horace the Polarion knew what they were talking about and had told the truth.
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I was seriously cold with my lower pant legs wet as I floundered through deep snowdrifts. Finally, I spied the low hills again. There was the faintest, eeriest illumination to them. It was as if a portion of the Northern Lights had come down and sunk into the hills.

“Is the place haunted?” I asked.

How should I determine that? the ur-vile asked. It rode inside a pocket of my parka. I sense things differently than you. If you were to grab me with your bare hand, or put me against your skin, I could sense through your sensory organs and give you better data.

“What a great idea,” I said. “What else could you do?”

Why, not much more, I should warrant, the ur-vile said.

“Would that give you a better connection to my brain, perhaps?”

…It would. But you have my solemn word that I would not make any attempt to dominate you mentality or personality.

“Might you nudge me just a little bit, one way or the other, though?”

We’ve been over that. I promise you total autonomy of spirit, Agent Logan. Now, grab hold of me so we can work more efficiently.

“That is so noble of you. Thank you so much for your promise. I’ll remember that in case I ever need it.”

I see. You are being sarcastic.

“Hey, imagine that.”

You speak to me like this after I’ve proven my utility, honesty, and veracity by helping you get rid of the pinhead coercive device. I must say, you are an ungrateful sod to speak so.

“I’m glad we can have this conversation. Now I know that you’re a two-timing bitch and will try to—”

What did you call me? the ur-vile asked, interrupting me.

The intensity of my anger surprised me, but there it was. The idea of the nasty ur-vile waiting to control me might have something to do with rage. Still, maybe I should drop the hostility if I could and concentrate on tracking down Beran and thus freeing Rax.

“I’m surprised no one has ever found this gate in the past,” I said.

The ur-vile did not respond.

“Are you sulking?” I asked.

No, it said after a moment.

“Good. We have the parameters of a solid agreement here. I’ll help you. You’ll help me. I won’t destroy you. You won’t try to possess me.”

Fine, it said.

“Fine,” I said.

I waded into the region of the semi-light as I scanned around. I couldn’t spot any wolves, but I sensed something out there watching me.

“Do you sense anything living?”

No, the ur-vile said, but if you touch me, I surely could.

“Uh-huh.” Talk about being persistent. I drew my .44 on general principle, aimed it in the air and fired a shot.

What was that for? the ur-vile asked.

“A warning,” I said.

I holstered the gun, as the feeling of watching wolves lessened. I could still sense them out there, but it didn’t feel as if they were ready to rush in and die. Were they guardian spirits or animals of the Earth Gate?

“Do you think someone has used this recently other than Beran?”

I cannot tell.

“Do you think Polarions have used it?”

Yes. I give that a high probability.

I waded through snow in the small valley between the hills. I counted them. Seven. Just like the Seven Hills of Rome.

“Okay,” I said, “where is this Earth Gate exactly?”

I must concentrate.

I waited, slapping my gloved hands together. I turned around and rubbed my gloved hands.

“It’s cold up here in the Arctic night.”

To the left, the ur-vile said in my mind.

I turned left. Out of the corner of my eye, I spied movement. I turned further and drew the .44. If something was coming, it had just gone to ground. Then I sensed something rushing from behind. I swiveled. Two wolves were coming fast through the snow. I raised the hand cannon of a gun, but hesitated shooting them. The wolves veered and raced away. They were huge, bigger than any wolf I’d seen before. I fired a shot over them. One whined. I hadn’t hit it, but maybe I’d scared the heck out of it.

“They think I’m all alone because they only see me.”

I have found what you’re looking for. Turn forty degrees left.

I did.

Walk straight ahead, twenty, no, twenty-one paces.

I did that, too, and at the end of the twenty-one steps, I saw snow and maybe the edge of a hill. Did this thing know what it was talking about?

Start digging, the ur-vile said.

I thought about it and did, dog style, putting my feet apart, using my hands and shoveling snow between my legs.

Be alert, the ur-vile. There are creatures near.

I straightened and turned.

From forty feet away, three huge wolves watched me. There was something strange about their eyes.

I pulled out the gun.

Two took a step back, but the biggest one, a black wolf, stared at me even more intensely.

I wouldn’t have been surprised if it opened its mouth and spoke. Did it have a greater braincase than a normal timber wolf? I squinted. It didn’t seem so.

All of a sudden, it gave a sharp bark and turned swiftly. All three raced away. There was a feeling of finality to their action.

“Well,” I said aloud, “what do you make of that?”

At the moment, nothing. I suggest you dig while you can.

“What does that mean?”

There are people overhead searching for the alien vessel you used, maybe searching for us. We must leave this vale as fast as we can.

I holstered the gun and started to dig furiously. Soon, I slipped off my hood and unzipped the parka. I was getting hot.

Then I came upon what looked like rock. I brushed off the last snow and used the gun butt, tapping it against the rock. By the sound, this was metal instead of stone. I saw faintly what might have been places to press, coded marks.

Can you open it? the ur-vile asked.

I tried, but there was no way I could see to do it.

Perhaps this is the reason Lord Beran took Rax. Rax must have been able to open the hatch.

“Uh-huh,” I said, “now let me think how to do this.”

I’d dealt with Polarion weapons and equipment before. I’d wielded the greatest of them, assembling the Ultimate Annihilator and using it. That had left a psychic imprint on me. I was not a Polarion, but I might have Polarion engrams after a fashion.

I holstered the gun, took off the gloves and pressed a hand against the disguised hatch. I heard clicks and interior tumblers.

I could feel the ur-vile waiting in expectation.

Then the hatch before me slid open, revealing darkness below.

We must hurry, the ur-vile said.

I put my gloves back on and moved into the darkness, listening as the hatch shut in a grinding manner behind me.
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I reached ahead with a foot. There was a step, a stone step. Feeling with my hands, I discovered I was in a narrow corridor. I reached above and stretched to my full height. Only then did I touch the ceiling.

The place had been made for Polarions or tall humans. I negotiated it slowly, as I’d forgotten to bring a flashlight. I didn’t have a cellphone with me either. I had only a few protein bars in my pockets, a gun, the cube, and not much more. If I needed water, I could stuff snow into my mouth and let it melt.

My greatest fear was CAU catching up with us. They’d probably put me in a water tank and insert another device into my brain. I didn’t have many friends in CAU.

With these thoughts, I continued to navigate the dark steps. They went down for a while.

“Hey, cube,” I said.

Logan, it said in my mind. Please, maintain silence for now. My senses are straining. This is a highly dangerous situation.

“Why’s that?” I said softly.

This is a Polarion machine of great age and power.

“Want to give me a time frame on the age?”

Twelve to thirteen thousand years would be my guesstimate, the ur-vile said.

“Damn. That is pretty old.”

I came to a landing. I tapped it with my right foot. It didn’t seem like rock but smooth metal. I continued on, and abruptly lights snapped on around us. As they did, I saw a steel corridor surrounding me.

Looking back, I saw the stone stairway leading upward.

I continued forward and negotiated the corridor as if it was part of a spaceship. I was still underground, but it felt like I could easily be on a spaceship. Soon, a closed hatch was before me.

We approach the inner sanctum, the ur-vile declared.

I pushed back my parka hood and took off my gloves, stuffing them into a parka pocket. I didn’t pull out my gun. Instead, I pressed both hands against the hatch.

It slid open silently and smoothly.

Before me were mirrors like those found in a funhouse or carnival. These mirrors were taller and bigger, though. There were seemingly endless halls of them.

I stepped within warily, seeing myself in ten different mirrors. When I walked deeper into the maze, I saw twenty and then thirty reflections of myself doing likewise.

“Okay…” I said.

My voice had an odd, tinny sound. Suddenly, I heard the cry of seagulls, the crash of waves, the call of an elk and the bark of seals. They came from all directions. I heard a car, the faint vibrations from a ship and a rocket blasting into space.

“Do you sense these phenomena?” I asked the ur-vile.

Yes.

“I’m not hallucinating then?”

This is the Earth Gate. Don’t you understand what it does?

“Something to do with alternate Earths,” I said.

You perceive it is real. This is not illusion or theory. Logan, do you realize what this means?

“We can chase down Beran.”

That too, the ur-vile said in my mind. We can also leave this Earth and go to a different Earth far from here. Thus, when the Master escapes his reality, he’ll never be able to find us. I am free. Free. I am free at last. Free at last. This is amazing.

“Hold on there, little buddy. You’re not free from anything just yet. And what do you mean far from the Master?”

What do you think I mean?

I thought about it. I guess this was quantum theory, multi-universe kind of crap. These mirrors must represent the different possibilities, which was a quantum idea. Each choice caused another path, and another path and another path. How far could the alternate Earths go? Where did it lead? How had the Polarions fashioned such a place?

This was bewildering, fascinating, startling and exciting.

“How do we cross to another alternate reality?” I asked.

I imagine you go through a mirror, the ur-vile said.

“Is there a mechanism to do that?”

I have no idea. We will have to experiment. But more importantly, we must follow Beran.

“Why is that again?”

Because he knows more about this than we do, and there surely are devices we can gain in these various realities.

“Go on about these devices. What would they do?”

The ur-vile did not say.

I thought about that. The ur-vile must mean devices to defeat the Master. The terror and the ur-vile must both want that. The Master must realize the danger. What kind of Earth would have such weapons to defeat the shadowed Master? Rax would help to catalog where Beran went and what choices brought him there.

“Ur-vile,” I said, “are you keeping a record of the choices we’re making?”

Can you doubt it?

I nodded slowly, realizing I had an untrustworthy shadow creature as a partner in this venture. How far could I trust it in this? Could CAU people break in and track us down? Could they even find the Earth Gate?

“Which mirror did Beran use?” I asked.

Agent Logan, listen to me. It is imperative you grab hold of me so I can use your senses to study the floor and see the faint patterns of Beran’s former steps.

“Nope,” I said. “That is not going to happen. We will make random choices and hope for the best.”

That’s even stupid to say. Do you understand how many variables there are?

“A lot,” I said.

No, endless variables, the ur-vile said in my mind. It doesn’t matter. I sense that you are exceedingly stubborn as well as stupid. But…you are all I have at the moment.

I cataloged the last statement.

We are a team, the ur-vile quickly added. We have worked together, and you helped me escape the Master. I will never forget that. I will never forget the great deed that you did in helping me. Oh, Logan, I am in your debt to an enormous degree, and I always pay my debts. You can be sure on that.

The ur-vile was talking fast so I wouldn’t notice what it had let slip a moment ago. Maybe it would be best to let the ur-vile think it had fooled me.

“Why don’t you tell me your name,” I said.

Why do you want to know my name?

“So I don’t have to say, hey you, cube, or ur-vile. I’d like to make it more personal. You get that, don’t you?”

I do. That actually makes sense. My name is Vesper.

“What? Are you kidding me?”

What is wrong with my name?

“All right, fine, fine,” I said, “we’ll go with Vesper. I’ll call you that.”

Excellent, Vesper said in my mind.

“Now, tell me which mirror Beran used.”

This is iffy, you understand? Vesper said.

“We’ll do what we can.”

Yes, he said.

Following Vesper’s instructions, I soon took deliberate steps until I stood before a huge mirror, indistinguishable to my eyes from the others. Yet, somehow, Vesper could tell.

There, push through there, Vesper said.

I did, expecting to bump up against the mirror. Instead, my hands flowed into the substance, as I stepped into it.
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There was a moment of disorientation. My eyes blurred and—images and thoughts invaded my mind. I felt sick, as if I’d throw up. Around me, I heard droning and the rush of air. I—

I blinked repeatedly as the blurriness departed and my mind settled down. I looked at the lone cloud in the sky. At the same time, a new feeling of rightness asserted itself.

I knew where I was and what was going on.

It was a cold October morning as Lieutenant Henry Schmeling piloted our Rumpler C.I reconnaissance plane. We’d flown from the airstrip in Jerusalem earlier and were now heading to the British-Arab territory, which were in the Judean Hills.

I sat in back, the reconnaissance expert, checking my cameras. They were outside my cockpit, hanging beside the fuselage. I felt wind blowing past my face and tightened my leather flight jacket against it.

I frowned then, looking around a second time. Something was off…I think. I had a recollection of standing in a place full of mirrors—

I laughed uneasily. That was nonsense. I was in the Rumpler C. I. I was Lieutenant Logan and had been in the Great War for the past three years. I was here with the rest of the German Asia Korps. GHQ had dispatched us to our Turkish allies, providing them with the new aeroplanes.

I rubbed my air-cap protected forehead. This seemed like old history somehow, World War I in 1917. Yet, I knew this was the early 21st century. Why did I fly in such an antiquated aeroplane then?

The odd, perhaps even insane memory of endless mirrors wouldn’t leave me. I’d had a friend standing in the place of mirrors with me. The friend should be with me here, it seemed. Yet, there was no one else but Henry up here with me.

I rubbed my forehead again, shaking my head. I must have drunk some of that dreadful, alcoholic concoction the enlisted men cooked up, doing so last night. The idea of mirrors was nothing more than a bad dream. It was time to concentrate on the present mission.

Henry banked the Rumpler and took us higher. Soon, he twisted back in his cockpit up front, staring at me through his goggles. “Start taking pictures, Logan. See what they’re up to today.”

I nodded, feeling my face and finding goggles there as well. Then I happened to look down and was stunned at the sight.

There was a vast horde on the move. I pulled out a pair of binoculars and studied them. Most wore long flowing robes like Arabs. That was because they were Arabs. There were some camel riders and a few horse riders. I didn’t see any armored cars or tanks, the latest English inventions. I focused more carefully of some of them. Most of the Arabs carried javelins, although a few had bolt-action rifles and a bandolier of shells slung across their torsos.

This wasn’t like the WWI that I knew. The weird thought troubled me. I’d drunk that terrible concoction. It had given me hallucinations. It was nothing more than that. Even so, the idea that things weren’t quite right persisted.

“What year is this?” I shouted at Henry.

He half turned toward me. “What was that?”

“The year, what year is this?” I shouted.

He turned fully back, staring at me. “It’s 2024. What year do you think it is?”

I blinked and felt under my cap. My forehead didn’t feel hot.

“Take the pictures, Logan. We don’t want to stay over them forever. One of the British killer machines might show up.”

Henry meant British biplanes. The British pilots had fixed heavy machine guns to some of their most agile planes. German GHQ was going to have to do the same if we were going to keep pace with the British. For now—

I leaned out of my cockpit, set the camera and began to click away. The horde was heading for our main Turkish-German trench line, although that trench was out of sight, many leagues behind us.

I took more pictures, but felt in my gut I should be looking for someone else. I couldn’t quite place who, though.

Abruptly, our plane shuddered and shuddered again.

“What’s wrong?” I shouted.

Henry was too busy working the controls to answer me.

I saw it then: black smoke rising from our single engine.

I must have realized it at the same time Henry did. I heard his curses regarding our incompetent Turkish mechanics. They hadn’t properly fixed the problem we’d told them about last night, though the plane had seemed fine during our preflight inspection.

The brass needed to know what the newest British-led Arab horde was doing. It was imperative, as the mass below showed. Was it possible the mechanics had sabotaged us deliberately? The Turks were our allies, but it wouldn’t take more than a few pounds or dollars to get the mechanics to do us dirty.

The Rumpler shook again, and the engine coughed so more oily black smoke billowed from it.

Henry chose the only wise course and took us lower as he turned back toward our lines. Maybe we could make an emergency landing and hike back to Jerusalem or to our trench line. We didn’t want the Arabs to catch us.

As we left the advancing horde behind, I studied the bleak Judean Hills with their pines, scrub and endless rocks. There didn’t appear to be any place to land our Rumpler C. I. The Jerusalem airstrip would be our best bet—if we could reach it.

We flew for ten more minutes with Henry coaxing our dying machine. Finally, the engine began to grind against itself. Henry shouted, turned back to me and pointed below.

I took a pair of binoculars and focused on the—

Verdammt. It was an advanced British horse patrol and some of the scruffy wild Arabs to bolster their numbers. They’d give us a rough reception if they could.

For the next few minutes, Henry fought the badly sputtering Rumpler. The engine coughed worse than ever, chugged oily black smoke in profusion, signaling our position to the horse patrol, and then the engine roared with power.

Henry laughed with glee.

I shouted joyously. We were safe.

No. That was the engine’s dying breath. The engine expired suddenly, leaving us with the stillness of the upper air in place of our biplane’s former roar.

“Not good,” I shouted after a moment.

Henry shook his head.

He was an excellent pilot, and maneuvered us with skill. Our ungainly Rumpler began a glide that was far too fast as Henry worked his stick.

Unfortunately, it was too late for us. The scrubby hills hid any sight of our trench line, not to mention Jerusalem. We sank far too fast for my liking.

I turned and focused the binoculars on the racing cavalry patrol. They galloped for us, certainly wishing to capture and intern us.

The idea of spending the rest of the war in a British prisoner of war camp, or worse, an Arab one—I shuddered. I’d do anything to avoid that.

Unfortunately, Henry and I had decided not to take parachutes today, certain we wouldn’t need them. There had also been the consideration of carrying less weight in order to extend the length of our flight to make a better reconnaissance.

It was too late to worry about parachutes now.

I checked my belt. My Mauser, my good German pistol, was ready, along with extra magazines. I’d use the pistol if I had to.

First, we’d have to survive a landing. These were the Judean Hills, an ornery place. There was no good spot to land. Henry headed for the least rugged batch of ground that he could see.

The Rumpler increased speed as the ground rushed up toward us. I readied myself for a crash landing, tightening my straps.

In the end, Henry found the least-worst area. It was still a disaster. The Rumpler bumped along the uneven ground, making smashing noises, jerked up and then crashed down with a tremendous bang.

I must have lost consciousness. Eventually I raised my head, expecting blood to cover me.

Amazingly, I wasn’t injured and felt fine.

Henry was slumped forward. Blood gushed from his throat, where a sharp piece of metal had laid it open. He was most certainly dead.

A sense of lethargy claimed me. Poor Henry was dead. The stupid mechanics, the worthless Turks—this was their fault. I scowled. That didn’t matter. I needed to do something else. Yes, I needed to leave. I couldn’t relax here. I couldn’t remember why—

Get going, Logan. There are cavalry out there, no doubt searching for your plane.

I pulled out a pocketknife and cut through my restraints. Moving slower than normal, breathing harder than I should, I managed to ease out of the cockpit and drop to the ground.

I landed with an “oomph.” The ground had been farther than I realized.

Standing, swaying, I grimaced worse than ever. I heard horses neigh in the distance.

Verdammt!

The cavalry patrol was closing in. They’d seen our smoke-billowing plane. That the engine hadn’t exploded or gasoline burst into fire was amazing, but—

The patrol was almost here. From between several pines, I saw a rider.

I frantically looked around but found no path anywhere. There was nothing but these bleak hills with their pines, scrub, stones and steep, natural ramparts.

I set out and realized I was relatively uninjured. The shock and crash of the landing had shaken me, and bruised joints and muscles, but I was young and strong. I scrambled up rough terrain in time to see the first horseman break into view and gallop toward the plane.

I tried to drop into a fold of earth. He saw me nevertheless. I knew, because a shot rang out. I climbed up and looked back. The horseman aimed his pistol at me.

I was groggy, but he was too far to hit me with any accuracy. The shot had been a signal to get my attention.

He had it.

He motioned I come down to him.

Instead, I hunkered lower and began to scurry away, with the folds of the earth to partially shield me.

Shots rang out again, striking near me, dirt skittering before my boots, but I’d been right. Hitting me would be sheerest luck.

Too soon, I began to wheeze for air, and my legs started to shake. Going uphill in this treacherous terrain took too much effort.

I realized the Mauser was in my right hand. In my left, I clutched my book of sketches, the precious information. I’d have been better off taking water. What a fool. Then an odd thought struck me. This was more than just a sketchbook. This had something to do with vespers, or was called it Vesper?

That didn’t make any sense. I must have hit my head and not known it. I was thinking silly thoughts.

I continued up the steep, stony slope, determined to reach our line before the horseman could catch me. I doubted they could force their mounts up these steep slopes. The harder it was for me, the harder it would be for their horses.

Again, shots rang out.

I couldn’t see them, but I heard shouts. Were they coming after me on foot?

The race proved grueling, but I spoke to myself, telling myself bitter truths. If they caught me, I’d never find Beran.

I blinked with wonder at that. Who was this Beran?

I shook my head. I had no idea.

If I stopped now, I’d spend the rest of the war in an internment camp, a prisoner, a loser, a British or Arab captive.

I refused to take part in that. Therefore, I kept scrambling higher, using pines to shield me from them.

An hour passed. Sweat soaked me and my heart pounded, but I maintained my pace.

I heard shouts. A few of the British, at least, were on my trail. They had to be on foot. Worse, their determination to capture me seemed to be as strong as mine to elude them.

Why had the Turks not repaired our engine properly? Was it corruption, laziness, incompetence? Henry could still be alive. We could be in the air, taking photos of the enemy horde. We could be laughing, sky eagles.

Instead, I was a worm, panting, climbing, sliding, slipping, and fearing my enemies would appear to take me away.

I lost track of time, concentrating on taking one more step, moving one more yard away from my pursuers.

There was a patch of clear ground ahead. I looked back. In the distance were three British soldiers with their distinctive pith helmets.

I grinned sourly. My Mauser might take three. I was a crack shot with it. Perhaps I should turn at bay and hunt them instead of them hunting me.

Beyond them, behind them, dust rose. More horsemen were coming, perhaps to reinforce the three on foot.

With a curse, I continued running for safety, still climbing the rugged terrain. Did I sense the destiny that awaited me? Did I understand that something strange and spectacular and even supernatural was about to take place? No, I didn’t have the slightest idea.

I trekked as any German soldier of the Imperial Army would do. I wouldn’t give up. I wouldn’t surrender. I’d do anything to succeed. That I vowed.


-14-

As I hurried, climbing one scruffy hill after another and trying to keep pines between the Brits and me, a feeling of unreality struck once again.

Maybe “unreality” was the wrong way to say this. I felt as if I didn’t belong here. Yet that seemed so strange. I was fighting in this war between the Great Continental Empire of His Imperial German Majesty and the British Sea Empire. We had been at loggerheads for decades, but had always used diplomacy to solve our differences. What about that felt so wrong then?

I stared at the thick sketchbook I was carrying. In some manner, it was more than that, although for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what.

As I fled, I used moments, when I wasn’t about to crash against a pine or trip over a stone, to page through and look at the sketches. The oddest shapes appeared on many of the pages, showing spongy terrain, shadowed creatures, and there was script. It was in some alien tongue that I couldn’t quite decipher. Yet there was a haunting familiarity to it. What was it trying to tell me?

I heard a shot ring out, someone yelling. I ducked and ran hard uphill, then along a slope on the other side until I was panting with sweat dripping from me.

I set my back against a tree trunk and studied the book, turning the pages, flipping them faster, and then I saw a man in a sketch. He looked strangely familiar. I almost thought it was me, but it was different from what I looked like now. I flipped some more. There was a sketch of a great place of mirrors. The mirrors showed me wearing a parka.

For some reason, the sketch made my head ache. This was crazy. I’d never worn a parka like that. I had never been in a carnival of mirrors, an Earth Gate.

“An Earth Gate,” I whispered to myself.

At that, my eyesight blurred, or the words on the page did. They transformed into: I am Vesper. Why don’t you remember me?

“What?” I said aloud, shaken by this.

I pushed off the tree, snapping the book shut. I continued my dogged journey toward our lines in the rugged Judean Hills.

Still, curiosity caused me to open the sketchbook one more time. On a page, I saw a giant shadow standing behind a portal. Behind him were donut-shaped boulders, a Stonehenge of boulders.

That brought pounding to my brain.

“I’ve seen this before,” I said, “somewhere I’ve seen this. Yet there’s no place in my existence that I could have seen something like this.”

I closed the book. I needed to concentrate on remaining free. I crouched low and reached a place with a trickle of water over rocks. I cupped my hands in a depression and drank as much as I could. I was so desperately thirsty. Then I continued running, walking, striding, trying to keep ahead of the Brits who wanted to put me into their internment camp.

If they captured me…

Compelled by reasons I didn’t yet understand, I opened the sketchbook again.

If they capture you, the script said, you’ll never find Beran and Rax.

“Rax,” I said.

It was odd, but there was a memory on the tip of my tongue that I could almost see and understand. The book spoke to me. Yet, how could a book speak to me as if it was sentient? That didn’t make sense.

I flipped pages until I found the mirrors, the Earth Gate, I told myself.

At that moment, I heard distinct voices. It was the enemy.

Several hours had passed since the crash. I closed the book and continued walking briskly.

I had to figure this out. I had the oddest feeling that I was in a different existence than when I’d seen the giant shadow with the Stonehenge of boulders. I was going to figure this out. First, however, I had to remain free by keeping ahead of the Brits.

I sensed something new, a subliminal thought perhaps.

I opened the book. Words on the page said: You must find a portal to escape this useless reality.

As crazy as it might seem, I knew there was truth in the words. A portal—that’s what I needed to find. I needed to find a place where I could escape this crazy war.

I slipped the sketchbook into its holding pouch as I continued to keep ahead of those trailing me. This was a race to the finish, one I intended to win.
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After hours of pursuit, the Brits finally gained on me. They must have water and rations. I’d had the one drink and was bone-tired, and was coming out of shock. I’d struggled up and down hills while mentally wrestling with myself concerning my sanity. There were now steeper slopes ahead.

To the left rose the dust of galloping cavalrymen in the distance. To the right, mountains rose almost straight up.

I looked back. The three Brits, toiling on foot, came after me.

I heaved a sigh. My lips had already started to crack. I desperately needed more water.

With a curse, I headed for the steepness ahead. I’d practiced a little mountain climbing in my school days. Now, I swore to put it to good use.

I broke into a run, only to slow down almost immediately. I wheezed for air. My sweat had long dried. I was parched and staggering.

In that sorry state, I reached the base of what I initially thought was a vertical slope, but it wasn’t quite that. But it was incredibly steep. I started up, scaling on my hands and knees. I cut my hands on sharp rocks, and my ascent seemed pathetically slow, almost desperate. I felt as if at any moment, I could be shot in the back.

I looked back. Were the Brits laughing at me as they trailed in the distance? Perhaps it was an illusion. It spurred me on as nothing else could have.

I scrambled higher, climbing.

Would they reach the base of the slope and laugh at me, drawing their pistols to shoot me like a fool as I clung to the slope? If that happened, I’d turn and use my Mauser. Because of its superior German engineering, I’d outrange their puny pistols.

I climbed, all the while frowning as I studied the cliff ahead. To my shock, I realized the sketchbook had been subtly directing my path. There was a hole in the cliff up there. It seemed like a way to escape all this. Yet, wasn’t that ridiculous?

The hole looked dry, not a place for bats. Would some other kind of animal nest in a cave like that?

The animal would be sharing the hole with me, if that were the case. I climbed, pulling myself up painfully. The ascent had become nearly vertical by this point.

I must have fallen into a stupor as I mechanically climbed. Shots woke me from it.

I stopped as I clung up there, turned my head and looked down. The three Brits called me. Their voices drifted up but I couldn’t understand the words.

One aimed a pistol and fired repeatedly. On the third shot, rock chipped beside me. A piece struck my cheek.

I considered firing back at him with my Mauser. Regrettably, I had no perch. I needed both hands to hold on. Moreover, the pistol, stuck in the front of my pants, was pressed against the mountainside. To ease out enough to draw it and fire—

I kept climbing instead.

Two of them began climbing the slope after me.

Why did the khaki-coated limey bastards care so much? What was I to them? Our aeroplane had gone down. I wouldn’t make it back to Jerusalem. I’d collapse long before that. They wanted me in their prisoner-of-war camp. They wanted me to sit in uselessness for the remainder of the war. They wanted to put another good German soldier in a cage.

I gritted my teeth. That wasn’t going to happen.

I pulled myself up even as my arms shook, even as blood spurted from my cut fingertips. I pulled up and heard myself muttering prayers to God to help me.

Did the British also whisper prayers to God that they capture me? I had no idea.

I looked up at the hole and was surprised how much closer it was. I climbed from one outcropping to another and made a mistake then. I looked around and then down, noticing the dizzying height to which I’d climbed.

I closed my eyes, shuddered, my body trembling. My left boot slipped and I clutched with my fingertips. By main force and iron will, I raised my foot, found purchase and pushed up higher.

Once moving again, I looked down, focusing on the two Brits instead of the dizzying ground below them. They followed. They were relentless.

Perhaps their bull-doggedness was why the British had built such a grand sea empire, one that stretched across the globe.

No, I refused to grant my enemies greatness. They were my sworn foes. They meant to capture me. I continued for the hole, little knowing what awaited me once I reached it.
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I neared the hole and saw to my amazement that it was framed with old brick. Roots and dirt had hidden that from below, but here—

Who had ever bricked a hole up here? It meant the hole was manmade. A host of questions bubbled up in me. When had the masons done this? Who would have ever reached this ungainly spot? How could they have made it and for what purpose?

I decided that this had no bearing at present. What mattered was to reach it. If I could pull myself in, I’d be able to turn around, draw my Mauser and pick off the British as they climbed up after me. I’d make them rue the day they had forced this chase on me. I felt like one of their foxes in a British foxhunt, and I resented that.

I climbed closer to the hole.

It was small, barely enough for me to wriggle through. I wouldn’t be able to turn in it, but would have to crawl deeper until I was able to turn.

With slow deliberation, I eased up and poked my head in. I squeezed through using my feet to push up into it. It was a snug and uncomfortable fit. A wave of claustrophobia struck. Resolutely, I inched forward like a worm in the Earth, crawling along a brickwork tunnel.

I no longer heard the British shout. I no longer heard anything but my labored breathing and the scrape of my clothes and booted feet against the walls.

The claustrophobia welled in me. Fear gripped my heart and my throat closed in as I choked. I shoved myself forward, wriggling and shouting hoarsely in order to maintain my courage. I pushed harder—

In a dizzying instant, I realized there was nothing more in front of me. I tried to scramble back like a frightened lizard, but it was too late. The force of my momentum and weight caused me to slip out of the narrow hole. I fell into a dark abyss.

I had enough time to wonder if I’d reached an unholy entrance to Hell. The thought terrified me as I plunged down.

With an acrobatic twist, I managed to bring my feet under me, just in time, too. With a sudden and terrifying jar, I hit the bottom.

Bones creaked and snapped—my own. It had to be one of my legs. I shuddered as a wave of nausea hit and I struck the floor with my body. I swooned into unconsciousness.

I don’t know how long I remained that way.

A loud and terrifying shot rang out. My eyelids flickered. I saw a light high up in the distance. That helped bring me back to consciousness.

There was light, but not enough to let me see down here. It seemed I could see the silhouette of a man’s head up there beside the light. Did he hold a flashlight?

I heard him shout in German, asking if I could hear him.”

I debated remaining quiet, but finally shouted, “Yes.”

“You must come up. You’re our captive, old boy, as we’ve caught you fairly. The game is over. You gave a valiant effort, but you’re done.”

In my rage, I drew the Mauser, aimed at the light and fired four times.

The light disappeared.

Had I hit him? That seemed likely. I didn’t hear the flashlight strike the ground near me in any case.

In a moment, I reconsidered my options. I was down in a deep pit, perhaps with a broken leg. The nausea struck once again. How was I going to survive? The Brit had offered me life and I’d fired at him like a damn fool. Was I now damned to die in this pit? What kind of place was it? Who had built it?

I set aside the Mauser and looked up, yearning to see the light again.

Finally, I couldn’t stand it and shouted, “Hello. Hello, can you hear me?”

There was silence.

I closed my eyes in bitter weariness. I’d escaped internment in a British prisoner-of-war camp, but I was in a worse place, trapped down here in the darkness at least fifty feet down. Maybe this really was a gateway to Hell.

I sat up and felt my leg. It was broken, as I cried out touching it.

I knew with certainty that I’d die down here. I’d shot at my lone chance for life. I’d die alone, terrified, thirsty, ending in misery. What a sad fate for poor Lieutenant Logan, a soldier in His Imperial German Majesty’s Army.
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My eyes snapped open and I stared into darkness, disoriented, not understanding, trembling. Pain. The pain in my leg had awoken me.

Sickeningly, I realized where I was: deep in a hole, high in a mountain in the Judean Hills near Jerusalem.

How was I going to survive this?

I realized no, there was no survival. I’d foolishly shot at my lone chance for life when I’d fired at the Brit.

I trembled and endured the pain, endured the darkness. I might have given up, but a stubborn spark of resistance, a desire for life, began deep inside me. As I was lying in the dark and in pain, shivering, the spark of resistance grew.

With a groan, I sat up and felt around.

I soon found out that my prison was larger than I’d anticipated. By scratching with my fingers, I found a smooth tile floor, on which I discovered pieces of wood and twine.

Using them, I began the laborious and painful process of treating my broken leg, straightening the bone. I shouted in agony. Then I laid the wood on either side and tied it as a splint.

My fingers trembled. I also surprised myself by sweating, even though I thought I had no more moisture to give. The struggle to reach the abyss had, I believed, already drained me of any moisture I had.

The will to survive, however, was strong and beat powerfully in me. Were the British laughing, talking about the stupid German that had fallen into an abyss and shot at them?

The idea enraged me. It didn’t matter whether the rage was at them, or at my own stupidity. It would fuel me. I resolved I would recover and live on.

I retightened the splint and lay back in exhaustion. My resolve weakened. What good would this do? My leg would never mend because I’d die of thirst in two days, maybe less.

I needed to find water, or at least a way out and then find water.

I crawled in one direction and another. The prison had antechambers. In them were slabs of hardened mud or stone, the size of hardbound books, hundreds of slabs shaped like odd bricks. I had no idea what they were, but I continued to search. I quickly determined that there was no way out, other than the way I’d gotten in, impossible for me to attempt with my broken leg.

I came upon a metal pot with a sealed lid. That rekindled my interest in searching. However, I didn’t find anything else of note.

I lay back exhausted, falling into a stupor and then asleep. How much time passed, I have no idea. At last, I awoke with a raving thirst and my stomach growling with hunger.

I should never have fired at the Englishman. I should have taken his offer. Did he have a rope? Were they getting rope? Would they bother with the German who’d shot at them?

Once more, I searched my prison while I still had the strength. I concluded the smooth hardened mud or stone things were tablets with tiny indentations on one side. These seemed like Babylonian cuneiform tablets. Did these book-sized slabs indicate the abyss’s great age, perhaps commensurate with the Siege of Troy? Wouldn’t that be around 1200 BC? Could this place be that old or maybe even older still?

The desire to know gave me strength, and that increased my will to live.

I returned to the sealed metal container. I worked at the lid with my painful fingers. Unable to pry open the lid—

I muttered a curse, remembering I had a pocketknife. Taking it out, using it, I worked at the mortar sealing the lid to the pot.

I’m not sure how long it took, but eventually, I managed to tear off the lid. I felt within. To my shock and astonishment, I felt wafers of bread or crackers. By this time, they should have been hard like bone or metal. No. One crumbled in my hand. They were still edible.

I stuffed a wafer into my mouth and chewed. It tasted sweet and nourishing. I should have rationed them, but I was ravenous and thirsty. I devoured the entire pot of wafers, eating like a madman.

After licking the last crumb from my fingers, I experienced a strange sensation. It was a feeling of goodness and satiation. Most surprisingly, my thirst had vanished.

It was then I remembered the sketchbook. I dug it out of the sling and opened it.

The pages were brighter than before. A wave of weirdness struck me then. It was disorienting. I felt cold all over and then hot.

Suddenly, the sketchbook spoke into my mind:

This is a way out, Agent Logan.

I shivered with dread. Were ghosts speaking to me?

I know you hear me, the sketchbook said.

“Who said that?” I asked.

I did, me, Vesper.

I swallowed uneasily, looking around.

Are you that dense? I’m the…you think of me as a sketchbook.

I nearly hurled the book from me.

You’ve been under an illusion. You’re finally coming out of it. I believe this place is a way out.

“Out of where?” I asked.

This place, time, reality, I’m not sure anymore.

“I need to escape from this pit.”

No. This is a portal back into the Earth Gate. I think Beran tricked us. We went into the wrong mirror.

I might have shouted in horror. Instead, a deeper part of me wondered if Vesper was right. In that moment, as if a dam broke in my mind, it all came back to me.

“What’s going on?” I asked. “What is this place where Germans and British are fighting with World War One weaponry?”

I don’t know yet. We must leave, though.

“Leave how?” I asked.

The far wall, push through it. Close your eyes and push through it. That’s the way back, I’m certain of it.

I climbed up to my good foot, keeping weight off the other one. With the sketchbook in my hands, I hobbled there. The wall was smooth with marble.

Close your eyes and push through.

I closed my eyes. I pictured the Earth Gate in my mind and began to push…
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I stumbled out of the mirror, barely catching myself before I crashed against a different one across the corridor. I bounced off it instead of sinking into whatever weird place it would have dumped me.

I looked around in shock and wonder, seeing many parka-clad versions of myself doing the same. I was back in the underground Earth Gate in the Arctic Circle in the Northwest Territories of Canada. I was with the cube Vesper, who was in one of my parka pockets.

I turned back to the mirror I’d just exited. It showed me staring into my shocked eyes.

I cried out and grabbed my leg, expecting it to be broken. However, it was whole, and I stood on it. I probed with my fingers. It was as solid as ever.

“What just happened?” I asked.

Vesper did not reply.

With my gloves still on, I pulled the cube out of my pocket. “What just happened?”

I feel disoriented.

“That makes two of us. I still need to know what happened.”

Let me think. Give me a moment.

I did, calming down in the process.

We went into the mirror, correct? Vesper soon asked.

“Don’t you remember what happened? I was Lieutenant Logan, a reconnaissance expert in his Imperial Majesty’s Asia Korps. I flew in the back of a double-winged Rumpler C. I, taking photographs of the battlefield.”

Yes, yes, I remember now. It seemed very different in that reality compared to what it should have been.

I recalled the crash landing, Henry’s death, and then running for my life. I’d climbed a nearly vertical slope and crawled into a bricked hole. Was the hole connected to the cave mouth I’d seen the day Beran had sliced off my arm and leg in the Sierra Nevada Range?

Something is wrong with all this, Vesper said.

“In what way?”

For one thing, your leg should be broken. You broke it in that reality. Instead, I detect that it is healed.

“I’m glad it’s not broken.”

I understand that. The question is, why isn’t your leg broken? What does that tell us about the reality we entered?

I thought about that. “You mean, when we went into the other reality, I should have been me. But I wasn’t me exactly. I was someone else with different memories and history, although I was still called Logan.”

That strikes me as odd. Is the mirror a portal to an alternate Earth or something else entirely?

“What else could it be?” I asked.

Maybe that is the wrong question. I no longer believe Beran went into that mirror, or if he did, he soon exited. He must have gone into a different mirror. In some manner, he set a trap for anyone following him. Truly, Logan, you should hold me in your bare hand so I can use your senses and look around with greater clarity.

“You know how I feel about that. Anyway, that isn’t the point. Are you suggesting we didn’t go into an alternate Earth?”

I do not know.

“Where else would we have gone then?”

Yes, that is the question. Where did we go? Or, more to the point, what is the Earth Gate?

“A place of portals we thought,” I said.

I just thought of something. Does not the Great Machine on your Earth block portals to different places?

“Say. That’s right,” I said.

The Master went to great effort to counteract your Great Machine with the boulders he built near the portal to your world. As far as we know, the Earth Gate does not have anything like that. So, would not the Great Machine cause the portals in the gate to fail if they indeed lead to different realities?

“Maybe the Great Machine is finally running down now that Sand no longer watches it. Or maybe the Master’s Stonehenge effected the Great Machine so the Earth Gate can operate as it was originally designed to do.”

That is an interesting point.

“Why did you think these mirrors were entrances to different Earths?”

We have been over that; it’s because Horace and the other Polarions told us so. I am beginning to believe this is Polarion deception.

“You mean concerning the Earth Gate?”

That is correct.

“Does Beran know it was a deception?”

I find that to be an excellent question. I do not say it was or is a deception; just that it is a possibility. We are operating in the dark regarding all this.

“Sure,” I said. “So, let’s say the Earth Gate doesn’t have portals to alternate Earths. Where do these mirrors or portals lead to then?”

We do not have sufficient knowledge yet to make that decision. We must continue to test it, continue to track Beran. I believe Beran is here in the greater artifact. What is more, I believe he came here to collect something.

“How do you conclude that?” I asked.

I am trying to comprehend the various possibilities. The Earth Gate is a Polarion construct or artifact. That means it is likely more dangerous and different than we realize. The Polarions were near to gods in one sense, in a material being way. What they attempted to do was often quite strange or bizarre to the rest of you material beings.

“Could the mirrors lead to pocket universes?” I recalled the place where I’d found the Starcore and Debby years ago. Still, if that was the case, how could the Polarions have stocked a pocket universe with so many Germans and British, to say nothing of all the Arabs?

We must keep an open mind to all the possibilities. Now, however, let us continue to track Beran. The Antaran might have entered this mirror, but I believe he quickly exited it. Yes. I am apprehending more of his tracks. They lead away from this mirror and go deeper into the maze.

I looked at the floor. “I can’t see anything.”

You wouldn’t. Now, follow my instructions. Vesper began to give them.

I didn’t move.

What are you waiting for? Why do you not listen to me?

I shook my head. “I’m not sure I want to enter another mirror. I don’t want to forget everything and go off on a wrong adventure again. I might not come out for…years if I’m unlucky the next time.”

You have a point. Let me consider this. Ah. Perhaps this time, knowing what happened last time, you will keep your memories by concentrating on them.

“I’m not sure I want to test that. If we’re wrong, it could go badly for us.”

What are you willing to do then? Vesper asked. Remember, you have denied your loyalty with the CAU. Or do you think you can run to the Antaran vessel and reclaim it before Dr. Chang sends others to reclaim it?

Vesper had a point. I’d burned my bridges with CAU. I’m not sure the Director or Chang ever truly accepted me. Once Jenna left me…I’d lost my only real ally in CAU.

I turned to the mirror I’d gone through. What happened when I went through it? Did I enter a new reality or dimension in a quantum sense, or was this more like a Polarion video game? Could that be why my leg wasn’t broken here?

This was the critical question. Had I undergone real things or something else?

“What do you think is happening when we go through?” I asked.

I do not know yet. I have already said that. Now, however, that I’m aware of different possibilities, I will catalog more carefully in order to make a determination.

“Could you sense things in the other reality as my sketchbook?”

Not as well as here, I’m afraid. Maybe the process of traveling through the mirrors has restrictions that we haven’t yet unlocked. Once we unlock them, we will travel more clearly.

“Do you think the Polarions have a weapon stashed in the mirrors?”

Logan, Vesper said, I believe you have stumbled upon the prime truth. There is a weapon or weapons here that can help whoever finds it or them.

“If anyone can find these weapons,” I said, “that would be Lord Beran and Rax.”

Ah, yes, I believe that is the truth. We must find them then and force them to tell us where this weapon or weapons is or are.

I looked at the cube in my gloved hand. Vesper was a pedantic shadow creature from the other reality where the Master ruled. Maybe this was the kind of being I needed to do this.

“All right, let’s keep tracking Beran. Let’s see if we can figure out how to retain my memories this time when we enter or use another mirror.”
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After a torturous route through the bewildering maze, during which I often bumped against mirrors, Vesper brought me to an ornate one. This one seemed different from the others with its ornate gilt work. There were charcoal marks on the upper part of the mirror. Could Beran have made the marks?

Beran entered this mirror, Vesper said.

“You’re certain?” I asked.

I would not have said it otherwise. Why do you question me on these things?

“All right, it doesn’t matter. This time I will remember. I am Logan of Earth.”

We could be entering alternate Earths, Vesper said. In fact, I believe that is the likeliest case. Consider. The Great Machine is a Polarion artifact. Surely, those who made it knew about the Earth Gate. Would they not structure the Great Machine in such a way as to leave these portals intact or operative?

“I’m sure I have no idea.”

Do not fret, Vesper said. It is a theory only. Still, I believe these are actual realities. In some way, we transform and gain knowledge and attributes when going through. I’m not sure how that operates. But given what happened last time, that seems to be the case.

“Does the ornate gilt work around the mirror suggest anything to you?”

Yes, Vesper said. It suggests fancifulness.

“How will that translate in the other reality?”

That is an excellent question. We shall discover what that means and add it to our knowledge about the Earth Gate.

I shook my head. We were screwing around with an amazingly powerful artifact, running tests when we knew so little. Maybe I was a madman to do this.

I inhaled, remembering what Beran had done to me. I also needed to save my friend Rax.

“I bet the charcoal is Beran’s mark,” I said. “If he’s in there, we must go in after him. Are you ready?”

I am ready. Are you, Logan?

I gathered my resolve, determined to remember who I was this time. I pushed against the mirror. My hands sank through, and the rest of me followed.

I felt disorientation but concentrated on remembering, I am Logan of Earth, Logan of Earth.

Suddenly, everything vanished around me. That lasted for a brief moment.

I staggered a little as I stood in a vast chamber. I remembered that I was Logan of Earth—

I gaped around in disbelief. There were many courtiers and counselors around me, many of them women. They all wore ornate robes of various designs, lengths and colors. Some wore crowns. Some—

I looked at my clothes, my red robe. On it were white moons, half-moons and stars. I held a wooden wand with a crystal on the end. Was I a court wizard?

My thoughts blurred. I was still Logan, but, but, I turned. I was a prince of Karchedon on the planet Gaia. I was a wizard-prince, one of my father’s sons. He was the Primus.

Into the chamber, through a grand arch, entered an extraordinarily tall, thin sorcerer. He wore a long black robe and had black-painted fingernails. He wore a conical hat and seemed familiar to me.

“Lord Beran,” I said.

Beran turned and looked at me. His eyes widened in recognition.

Behind him moved a crystalline construct that walked stiffly like a robot. Even though the word robot seemed strange…I recalled it like a vague recollection as from a dream.

“I’m Logan,” I said, pointing at him.

I did not realize that I used the wand to point at Beran. As I pointed, a milky beam arched from my wand at him.

Those in the chamber gasped.

I knew then that we were in the Grand Audience Chamber of Karchedon. We were fellow wizards and sorcerers of the realm. What I did in attacking Beran was sacrilege. Incredibly, he, too, was a son of the Primus of Karchedon.

Beran raised one of his long-fingered hands. He wore powerful rings. Before his hand appeared a ruby-colored disc. It blocked my milky ray, absorbing it.

I lowered my wand, perplexed and confused. I think my Earth-based thoughts as Logan were interfering with my magical assault.

“Please,” I said, turning to the others. “I didn’t mean to do that.”

I turned back to Beran, and it struck me. “Rax,” I said. “Rax, is that you?”

“He knows my name,” the crystal robot said in a voice I recognized.

“Of course I know you, Rax,” I shouted. “Don’t you recognize me?”

“Silence,” Beran thundered.

Everyone in the chamber fell silent.

Beran strode toward me as he reached into his black robe. He withdrew a crystal ball that gleamed with a fiery, hellish light.

“You shouldn’t have come here, Logan,” Beran said. “That was a mistake. How you ever tracked me down… Well, you recovered from your wounds, did you?”

“What is going on?” I said. “Why did you enter this mirror, this reality? What are you seeking?”

“Silence,” Beran said, as he thrust his hands into the air above his head. His fingers wriggled as he made mystic passes with both hands. Power flowed from them.

I realized the fiery globe floated before him.

“You must leave this place,” Beran said. “I’m not quite finished here. It will take quite the spell to make everyone forget you. First, I need to send you away.”

“How are you doing this?” I shouted. “I’m from Earth. You’re from Antares. Magic doesn’t really work like this.”

Beran chanted in a loud voice.

I recognized that it was a powerful spell. I tried to collect myself. Then the fiery globe rushed toward me. I cried out, as it grew bigger and bigger. As Beran chanted, the globe engulfed me.

“You’re not going to get out of this one, Logan,” Beran said. “I’m sorry, but I cannot brook any interference at this stage. You won’t die. Nor will the shadow creature that is attached to you. But you will never see me or your precious Earth again. Goodbye, Logan. You should have stayed on Earth where you belonged. This now is your final destiny.”

As the fiery globe engulfed me, I realized the physics and laws of this reality were different from Earth. Here on Gaia, magic worked.

I was falling into some kind of Avernus that Beran was sending me.

I struggled to retain the reality of my thoughts. I would not let Beran send me into this vile realm. I would escape it somehow, some way. As I plunged into this dark, bizarre realm, I could feel my clothes shredding from me until I was stark naked.

At that point, I cast a counter-spell. In order to finish it, I had to release my knowledge of who I was from the place Earth. That meant I was truly Logan of Karchedon, a princely wizard.

And then, consciousness slipped away from me.
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Avernus lacked a sun, moon or stars. Instead, there was a fiery red wheel in the blackness high above, slowly rotating. It cast an eerie red glow on the stone and gravel all around me.

My half-brother Beran had sent me into dread Avernus. This place wasn’t a hell strictly speaking. It was a netherworld where the damned waited out time.

I would not end my existence in Avernus. That I vowed to myself. I would return, and I would deal with Beran the Black Sorcerer. He would not rule Karchedon in my father’s stead. I needed to remember something else about Beran, but I couldn’t place it now.  My plight was too desperate to worry about this other thing.

I was naked and alone in dread Avenues, shorn of my magical power as well. Perhaps I could redeem that part.

Mists drifted around me and moisture dripped from rocky outcroppings.

Food and water being my first concern, I followed the sound of the drips and came upon a rocky crevice. A smear of moisture on stone trickled down.

It would take me days licking that to slake my thirst. I would have to follow it down and hope there was a pool at the bottom.

I climbed down and, in time, felt greater humidity. A pool indeed lay down there. It both encouraged and troubled me.

In my youth, my father, the Primus, took me hunting. We used chariots and traveled through miles of fig and pomegranate orchards. We trundled past rich fields of wheat, barley, and gardens of beets, onions, and cucumbers. The merchants of Karchedon had long ago imported agricultural experts to till the land. They’d turned the outlying area into another source of wealth and had made Karchedon’s fields a byword for lush productivity.

Beyond the scientifically run estates, slaves herded cattle and sheep. Beyond them were the indigenous peoples, those who had lived on the land before the coming of the sea-people, my ancestors. In those distant days, the indigenous people had worked the land with sticks instead of plows and had harvested with flint sickles. It provided the skin-clad aborigines with a meager existence.

It was to these indigenous peoples that the original colonists had paid rent for city land. In a hundred years, that had all changed. Sell-swords had driven out the indigenous tribes from the choice coastal lands. The tribesmen presently lived on top of the low hills. There they raised rickety palisades and dwelt in mud huts. They sowed barley and millet, and herded sheep and goats. Beyond the hill country, it quickly became arid.

Lions often trotted out of high plains and into the tributary lands. The beasts feasted on the sheep, goats, and occasional tribesmen. Bears and leopards came down from the Ras Shamra Mountains to the southwest. They feasted on the same succulent treats.

Beyond the Ras Shamra Mountains and in the high plains and the desert beyond lived the free peoples, the nomads. The Zama clan, the Red Knives, and the Atari and others combined to make the elusive horse nomads.

As I descended naked toward the pool in Avernus, I recalled the first hunting trip with my father. We passed a native hill fort. A shepherd with a pitiful herd of black-faced sheep led his flock up the trail to the gate. Two miles later, I shaded my eyes against the hot sun. A waterhole awaited us. The horses smelled the water and increased their gait. It was a muddy thing with tufts of grass on the sides and a dusty area bigger than three chariots parked side by side. The dirt there looked churned up by many hooves. Obviously, the local people used the hole to water their sheep.

My father drew rein to use a silk handkerchief to mop his face and neck. He pointed at the waterhole, and his signet ring flashed in the sunlight.

“You must always be careful near water, my son.”

I listened carefully. If forced to explain twice, my father would either tug my ear lobe or slap me on the head.

“Everything must drink sooner or later,” he said. “Predators are inherently lazy just like the tribesmen and estate slaves.” He snorted. “Just like the people of Karchedon and most shrine priests.”

I looked up at him in time to receive a box on the ears.

“Just as you are often lazy are in your studies,” he said.

I acknowledged that with a nod.

“Lions, bears, jackals, even the hyenas trotting off the plains, often lurk around waterholes. They strike while the sheep or goat bends down to drink. They strike fast and are merciless, because that is easiest.”

“Yes, my lord,” I said.

“String your bow.”

With difficulty, I did so.

Only then had my father flicked the reins and taken the chariot near the waterhole.

Now, naked in Avernus, I climbed down the increasingly slick rocks. A noxious taint rose from below and turned into metallic fumes. That made my stomach churn. I listened for a telltale scuffle or the scrape of a claw against stone.

I slid farther down. Then something flittered past my face. I froze as my heart raced. I looked right and left, up and down. I heard a single leathery flap and then nothing.

Had that been a bat?

I swallowed uneasily, recalling that in some myths, demons possess wings. I hunkered down, and I almost began climbing up. I didn’t feel thirsty anymore, not with the sickening metallic stench in my nostrils. I hesitated, arming myself with a rock, then I continued down.

Soon, I heard a gentle lap below.

I waited and watched intently, trying to pierce the murk before me. It was hard to see much in this darkness. In the end, I circled the water and studied it from hiding. I scanned the darkness above. Finally, I girded my courage and worked down the one way I might manage.

My heart hammered as my toes touched water. It was cold. I leaned down, considered scooping it a handful at a time. The falling drips would make too much noise. Instead, I slithered onto my belly and touched my lips to the pool. I sipped and almost gagged.

It was strongly metallic tasting. I hesitated all of three seconds. Considering the trouble that I’d taken working down, and that no creature had appeared to try to devour me, I drank.

After two swallows, I nearly vomited it back up. Stubbornly and then by force of will, I drank and drank. I lacked a water skin, but I had my belly. Soon it felt as if I’d carried coins in my mouth for a week. Karchedonian slaves often carried their master’s coins in their mouth when they went to market. I drank until water sloshed within my tightened belly.

I wanted to vomit. I was nearly certain the water was going to make me ill. I clenched my teeth and began working up. I slipped, and struck my chin.

All at once, I found myself on my hand and knees. Metallic-tasting water gushed out of my mouth and onto the rocks. In great heaving spasms, I spewed it up. As I did, I felt progressively better. Finally, gasping, spitting out the wretched moisture, I rid myself of every drop of water.

Shivering and nauseated, I scrambled upward. I forgot about caution, about the possibility of falling down.

A leathery sound, a flap, two flaps, brought me back to my senses. I threw myself flat and instinctively rolled left.

Something splattered against the rock where I’d just been. I scanned the darkness and listened.

I couldn’t hear it. Did the creature cloak itself in even greater darkness?

Tentatively, I touched the smear on the rock. It was wet. I brought the wetness to my nostril, sniffed. My mouth twisted with distaste. I wiped my fingers on the rock.

A bird or a bat had aimed its guano at me.

I felt around until I found a stone and hurled it into the air. I heard it clack against stone farther down from where I stood.

A faint, evil chuckle whispered back in response.

I never climbed down another crevice. For days afterward, or for what I thought must be days, I forwent any attempt to drink water. I concluded either that something magical sustained me or I didn’t need food or water while in Avernus.

Then I exited the land where the red wheel turned in the dark sky and entered true darkness. I felt certain this was the right way to go to escape Avernus.

While toiling in the darkness, I decided that my father had been right. Men were inherently lazy, including me. It was time to change that.

I sat down and, for the first time, began my meditations here.

It was through such tedious and difficult meditations that most spell-casters gained the first ingredient needed for magical power.

Some people had inherent magical strength. Sometimes, a god or a demon gave a person magical force just as a moneylender lent coins to a man. The man could spend the coins as he wished. A wizard could use the magical force casting whatever spells he knew. Such spells were the second ingredient. Most wizards, sorcerers, witches, etc., practiced certain branches of magic. There were fire wizards, water witches, and so on. A fire wizard might cast fireballs, cloak a warrior with immunity against fire, or summon a fire elemental. Each branch or type of magic had its own limitations and needed rituals. To cast a spell successfully, a wizard needed the power, had to know the spell, and then had to speak the proper words and do whatever gestures or drawn symbols the spell demanded. An archer might know how to draw a string and shoot an arrow, but there were marksmen who hit fiercely in battle and those who fumbled the arrow. The same held true in the magical Arts.

Those without inherent magical strength, or who were unable or unwilling to accept a god or a demon’s gift, could meditate and gather mana directly from the world. This was a highly unstable power, an unnatural thing. As he or she collected this unstable power, the wizard had to balance it in himself or face grisly destruction. Usually, the destruction manifested itself with a vicious implosion. Depending on the extent of the imbalance, one who witnessed the implosion might find bloody scraps of the former wizard, although often not. This explained the often mysterious and sudden disappearance of various legendary wizards.

The meditations themselves were hard and exhausting. It called for intense and tight focus, and yet was dull to a mind-numbing degree. A songbird whistling outside a window, a barking dog, was often enough to distract a meditating wizard. This need for near-total meditating seclusion was the chief reason most people considered wizards as recluses.

Once a wizard gathered and maintained this power, he could expend none, some, or all of it. However, once he expended the force, it was akin to a man who had spent all his coins. He became bankrupt.

I was magically bankrupt. I’d lost it as my half-brother Beran sent me here, and as I’d cast a counter-spell.

Now as I sat in pitch-black Avernus, I began the laborious task of gathering magical power. I would have to do so one tiny fraction day after day. To leave this place and defeat Beran with such accumulated magic… it would take time indeed. Thus, it was good that I’d finally started.
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I stopped eleven times in pitch darkness. I slept fitfully each time and often awoke with a searing headache. After each pause, I resumed my monotonous trek.

I accumulated magical power, albeit at a slow rate. I trod over sand, dirt, rocks, and finally slime. Hideous fumes accompanied the slime. I slid and fell, becoming coated in slippery mud that dried in my hair.

For a time, I waded to my ankles in squishy mud. I tasted the water but spat it out. Soon, I heard a slithering sound.

The slimed hair on my neck bristled with horror. I had grown accustomed to the loneliness.

There was a wheeze, reminiscent of the sound a sea cow might make. Then the slithering and a strange wet slapping sound resumed. It headed toward me.

I carried a crude hand-axe, a stone I’d found that had fit my hand. After my meditations, I’d scrape the stone against other stones so now it had an edge.

The slithering increased. I heard grunts timed with the wet slap of mud.

I moved ahead. Each time my foot lifted, there was a slimy sucking sound.

A terrible laugh ahead sent chills through my flesh. The approaching entity shouted in incomprehensible words. Others, farther away and previously unnoticed, took up the cry.

I bit my lower lip, indecisive.

The slithering drew nearer, so did the scoop of mud and then a low muttering as if from a man.

I stood still. Despite the pain in my chest, I took only shallow sips of air. I began to tremble.

The slithering thing laughed and lunged. It was closer than I’d realized. A cold hand grasped my ankle. It had incredible strength and ground my anklebones together.

I bellowed with rage and horror. Then I swung the hand-axe so it cracked against a skull. The head was in the place a man’s would be if he crawled on his belly.

The creature groaned, yet its cold grip around my ankle tightened painfully.

I clubbed it repeatedly. After the third blow, the thing relaxed its grip. The fifth blow caused the axe to slip from my grip. I now kicked my ankle free.

Distant shouts around me became frantic. There were many of these creatures.

I floundered in the mud and searched for my hand axe. In doing so, I discovered a bloated, man-shaped torso with arms and a head but no legs. It was as naked and sleek as a sea lion. I felt blubbery lips and pointed teeth like a cannibal. At that point, I found the hand axe.

The bloated thing feebly muttered something.

I slipped and slid in the slime while running away. I hated Avernus.

A chorus of shouts followed me.

I ran until the air burned in my throat. I ran until my side ached as if with daggers thrust into me. My legs wobbled, and sweat washed away some of my coating slime.

Abruptly, I crashed against a wall. This sent me reeling backward.

Far in the distance, the creatures hooted with glee.

Sobbing with effort, I felt along the wall. The slime deepened into water until I waded up to my waist. I kept going, and I wondered what pitiful spell might help me against these half-men. I didn’t even know if magic worked in Avernus.

If only I had a lantern, clothes and good boots. What had happened to my courage?

It was hard to be brave in the dark, while naked and chased by slithering, cannibalistic monstrosities.

I waded up to my chest as my toes squished on rubbery growths. The stench here was worse than a dung pit.

I felt along the wall and now found a protrusion. My exhausted mind took several heartbeats to understand this. The protrusion was a rung. I tapped my stone axe against it. The rung was metal. I pulled myself up, reaching higher, and touched another rung.

How high did these go? To find out, I would have to release my hand-axe.

Indecision filled me until I grew aware the chasing things no longer slithered but splashed as if swimming.

I dropped the rock and began to climb. There were more rungs, about fifty of them. They led to a hole in the wall.

A hole in a wall, in a mountain…why did that make my brain hurt?

I had no idea. Thus, I hoisted myself into the hole and soon found a grate before me.

Someone had built the wall, the grate, and this chute, which was accompanied by the stench of dung below—

I groaned, realizing this was a waste chute.

Below me, the creatures shouted in their alien tongue.

I tested the grate and banged my shoulder against it. I did so repeatedly. Metal groaned and finally bent with a squeal. I redoubled my efforts. The metal bent enough for me to squeeze through. It cost me a nasty cut in the shoulder. I was beyond caring.

I crawled until exhaustion forced me to sleep in the chute perhaps miles away from where I’d slithered in.

I awoke in a cold sweat and with a raging thirst. I listened and half expected evil chuckles from patiently waiting half-men. But there was only silence.

I began to crawl again. I crawled for hours, maybe for days. When my hands and knees became too tender, I stood and waddled in a painful, bent-over crouch.

There were side holes and ones on top. I felt a breeze sometimes. Once, I heard a distant clank. In another side passage, I heard a scream like that of a woman in labor. The worst moment came when I heard a faraway rushing sound.

I cocked my head. The rushing sound grew.

Water or waste came for me.

With a pounding heart, I ran in a painfully crouched position. The rushing sound grew to a roar.

I found a secondary passage above me. I leaped up and pressed my back against one part and my knees and feet against the other. I began to crawl upward this way.

Before long, foul-smelling waste gushed past below me. The smell was nauseating. I grew faint, but I continued to press my back against one side of the chute and my feet against the other side.

Finally, the gushing liquid wastes passed.

I waited until cramps forced me to descend back into the main chute.

This was a horror. I trembled, wondering what I should do next.

Exhausted and unable to think, I curled up and fell asleep.
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I awoke, bruised and hurting. Willing myself up, I continued the sick trek.

Sometime later, I rounded a bend, and far in the distance, light confounded me. I blinked at it with tears in my eyes.

I broke into a shuffling trot and soon grew aware that the light was far away.

I tried to examine my hands but could only vaguely discern their shapes. Maybe I only thought I did.

I looked at the distant light. I grinned so widely and fiercely that it soon hurt my mouth.

Before falling asleep again, I practiced my meditations. This practice helped settle my mind. I vowed to meditate every time before I slept. The practice would surely help me from going mad.

I slept two more times before reaching the light. It poured down from a chute overhead. I examined the main chute. It was constructed of worn-smooth bricks. Filth stained the bricks. Filth stained my arms, torso, and legs.

I stood in the light and wondered if I detected a waver in it as from a fire. I stood gazing upward until I felt a crick in my neck.

Should I try to climb up, or should I reenter the darkness?

I had come to loathe the darkness.

I practiced my meditations, slept, and upon waking, pushed myself into the secondary chute. Pressed against the chute, I began to climb.

Halfway up, doubts assailed me. What if people or things poured filth upon me? What if I grew too weary to climb?

I growled an oath and continued.

Later, I feared a grate would block my way up.

In time, I heard roaring sounds. That gave me pause. Then I understood. It was a fire, maybe a furnace. It was warmer now, but it wasn’t hot. I continued climbing.

Finally, as my back ached and my legs began shaking, I reached the top of the chute and a side passage. With great deliberation, I shoved into the side passage and crawled a short distance. I kicked out a grate and stepped into a chamber with stone flooring.

I stood and turned around. The fire came from a gigantic hearth. In the hearth, bones from a behemoth, maybe several of them, blazed with flame.

I stood amazed.

There was a clatter from a chute above the fire. More vast bones dropped into the hearth. Sparks, bone dust and pieces of burning bone flew out.

I stood in a cavernous room. There were…six tunnel entrances and the hearth with the massive bones.

I felt like a mouse in a titan’s castle. Who had built all this? I stared at the flames, at the bones. One splintered and the marrow sizzled with a grim odor.

I backed away. It felt as if I’d stumbled into a hideous afterlife. The makers or creators had long departed. Now squatters had invaded the place.

I chose a tunnel at random and headed in. I had to return to Gaia and deal with Beran, my foe. I had to escape Avernus soon or I would go mad.

In time, the tunnel grew until the ceiling disappeared into darkness and the walls vanished. I walked among rocks and boulders. Fires burned from vents or hot coals glowed with heat. A sulfur smell twisted my face. I selected another stone for a hand weapon. It was lava and too light to be of any real use.

From time to time, a wall closed in and I saw branching tunnels. From one came a forlorn sound. Another showed a gigantic spider perhaps a hundred yards in. It hung in webs like galley cables. Five of the spider’s eyes opened. It stirred so the cables hummed with metallic sounds.

I ran.

A sleep later, I heard wicked laughter. It came from the direction of the hearth. I hid behind rocks. Later, something galloped toward me. From behind my rock, I heard the jingle of armor. The thing neared. Something gnashed its teeth. Soon, the jingling passed my hiding spot and I dared peek up. I glimpsed a steed like a naked giant running on all fours, with a high arching back and saddle. It carried a scaly red humanoid. The humanoid either wore armor or had scales like a dragon. It carried a lance with a fluttering black pennon.

Never mind what it was. Was it searching for me?

I advanced more warily after that.

I reached a wide lava lake. Heat billowed from it, and occasional globs bubbled up and glopped back into the seething mass. Over the lake arched a thin bridge, its width no more than my feet pressed together.

I debated until I heard booms behind me like boulders slammed upon the ground. I imagined a titan of stone or a stone contrivance of mythical conception.

I took a deep breath and set my foot upon the giant stone arch. It trembled as a boom sounded. I drew back. Through intensive mental effort, I soothed my nearly shattered nerves enough to enter a half-meditative state. I tried again. The booms were louder, and the arch trembled. Like an acrobat, I started across the narrow stone bridge. Heat billowed under me. I began to sweat. Soon, the sweat trickled down my legs and made my footing treacherous.

In my half-meditative state, I continued like a sleepwalker. Finally, I stepped off the bridge. With a sob and dreadful trembling, I looked back. Smoke chugged from a titanic contraption like a monstrous wagon with mechanical legs. A catapult-arm flung upward. It shot—

A rock, I realized. I ran until I heard a crash of obliterating force. A lava boulder shattered against stony ground. I rolled aside as pieces flew past me.

Ignoring my scrapes and cuts, I scrambled to my feet. At a run, I darted into a side tunnel. The combined horrors threatened my resolve. What was this horrible place? Who were these bizarre creatures? What was that machine? I didn’t recognize any of them from any bestiary or myth I’d ever studied. I’d always considered myself a scholar concerning such things.

Panting, I emerged from the tunnel. It was a hole at the bottom of a sheer mountain. It led out to another dark plain. I hesitated, but the thought of going back to face the mechanical stone-throwing wagon—

With something approaching hopelessness, I trudged onto the plain.

I knew it was a sheer mountain because screeches caused me to look back. I spied red glows. They detached themselves from the cliff face and soared in the darkness. The glowing entities dipped and climbed. They might have been beautiful, but one screeched and dove at me. I cast about and found stones, and quickly gathered several. The screeching thing, it had demonic features, leathery wings, and its abdomen glowed. Its stomach seemed transparent, with what appeared to be worms or intestines shining wickedly inside.

I clumsily hurled stones, feeling like an idiot or a buffoon. In desperation, I took a wyvern stance and began chanting a spell.

The demonic thing screeched and veered sharply. Its leathery wings flapped heavily as it climbed. Apparently, it recognized the stance or the spell’s chants.

It was a bluff, as I had nothing like the needed power to employ the spell.

I hurried away. Later, I thought about the incident. It gave me heart. The thing had recognized the spell. That meant it knew the spell. That meant—

No, it didn’t necessarily mean it knew the spell. It might have recognized a wizardly stance, or it might simply have recognized a man making a stand in a manner that implied he could do something. That might have been enough to scare the creature or demon off.

I trudged until the glows on the mountain dimmed and disappeared. Maybe I should sit in one place and meditate for years. Then I could capture a denizen of Avernus and torture it until it gave me directions to an exit. Was there an exit? Beran had sent me here. Maybe a spell was the only exit.

The thirst that had been tormenting me for some time now began to weaken me.

I trudged nonetheless, and what might have been an hour or hours later, I spied a sudden flare of light. I shuddered. Was that another furnace of bones?

I crouched on the plain of darkness. My lips were cracked, and my tongue might have begun to swell. My legs ached, and a cut on the side of my left foot refused to heal properly. I yearned for sandals or boots and longed for even the barest loincloth. A tunic and jacket, I’d trade a year of my life for those and another year for a stout spear.

“Do you plan on giving up?” The hoarseness of my voice depressed me. But after a moment, I shook my head.

Killing Beran might be the hardest thing I’d ever do. Escaping Avernus was only the beginning. I arose and began to limp. Later, I reeled. I twisted my foot on a rock and sprawled on stone in the darkness.

I rubbed my face, worked my jaw, and squeezed my eyelids shut. When I opened them, I realized I spied flames, not just light. The fire seemed near, on a hill of sorts. It almost seemed like a campfire.

The normality of that brought tears to my eyes. Avernus was an opium nightmare. I hated it. To sit beside a campfire as I had in my youth with my father hunting— I struggled to my feet and lurched for the fire.

In time, I came to the hill. My feet pressed upon spongy grass. I wheezed, passed low rocks, threaded up a narrow path with a sheer drop on either side, and advanced on a rocky plateau. I stopped. A fire burned there. Beside the fire was a rock big enough for a man to sit on. What appeared as part of a splintered door lay near the fire. Other parts of the door burned in the blaze. I spied a water bag, blankets—

The softest of footfalls alerted me. I began to turn and froze. Out of the corner of my eye, firelight shimmered off a curved blade.

A deep voice spoke in a foreign tongue. It sounded like a question.

I continued turning, but a strong hand gripped my hair and jerked my head so I faced forward. The blade reached around and touched my throat. The man spoke again, harshly.

“I can’t understand you,” I said.

Seconds passed. Then lips brushed my right ear. The man spoke slowly and deliberately. He spoke with a harsh accent, and he shocked me, for I understood the words.

“I asked,” he said, “who are you?”
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“I’m Logan of Karchedon. Who are you?”

The man shoved me, making me stumble.

I whirled around to regard a short, squat man with gorilla-like shoulders and deep chest. He had long arms, a nearly nonexistent neck and alert eyes that peered out from under a helmet’s brim. The man wore overlapping scales for armor almost down to his knees and clutched a saber. A short-handled axe was hanging from his belt.

“Where did you come from?” the man asked me.

I listened closely, since he had an atrocious accent. “I’m from Karchedon.”

The man shook his head. It was a quick, dismissive move.

“May I ask where you’re from?” I said.

The man considered it as his gaze flickered over me.

It made me acutely aware of my nakedness. I felt like a beggar before a prince. It took a conscious effort of frayed will not to cringe or to keep from covering my privates as if I were a shy maiden.

With his saber, the man pointed at the fire.

Gratefully, I stumbled to it. I crouched and held my hands before the flames. The dancing flames tightened my throat. To be in the company of another human nearly overwhelmed me. I refused to let tears flow, however. I was naked, but I retained a shredded cloak of pride.

The man sat erect on the rock, as if ready for action. He grunted while studying me. The man reached down and pitched a heavy water skin at me.

The thrown skin surprised me, knocking me down. I was too exhausted for anger, and I realized giving me water was an act of kindness. I dragged a swollen tongue across my lips as I sat up.

“Drink,” the man said.

With shaking hands, I uncorked the skin. I guzzled, aware of a faintly sour taste. Then I gasped. Nothing in my life had ever tasted so good. A feeling of sheer delight shivered across me. I was about to guzzle again when shreds of my dignity reasserted themselves. I pulled away the skin and lifted an eyebrow.

“Drink more,” the man said.

I nodded my thanks and guzzled again. Reluctantly, I capped it.

“You are a fugitive?” the man asked.

After a moment, I nodded.

“A sacrifice?” the man asked.

My muscles loosened. “In a sense,” I croaked.

“Are you…sane?” the man asked.

“I may not look it,” I said, “but that’s because I’ve been through hell.”

The man grunted and laid the bare saber across his knees.

The man must have heard me approach earlier. Practicing caution, he had hidden.

I glanced at the splintered pieces of door burning in the fire. The hilltop was a defensible position.

“You’re a military man?” I asked.

“What?”

“A warrior,” I said.

“I am a soldier,” he said.

There was something odd about the way he said that.

“I serve Sion Trumble,” he said.

I nodded gravely.

“Sion Trumble is the lord of Valdrus Castle.”

“He must be a great man,” I said.

“You haven’t heard of Sion Trumble?” the man seemed shocked.

“Well…”

“He is the greatest of the Paragons.”

After a few seconds, I wiped something out of my eyes—they were not tears. The man was from the same world as me. I should have known that because we spoke a similar language. The Paragons—

“You’re from Tanjore,” I said.

“I am from Barracks Three, belonging to the most celebrated cohort in Sion Trumble’s domain.”

I tried to recall what I knew about Tanjore. The Paragons lived in the crags or mountains of Tanjore. That was far to the south of Karchedon, past the Great Sand Belt. The Paragons had several peculiarities. The most noted were their gliding skays and man-makers. The alchemistic Paragons practiced genetic abominations upon human flesh. They refined men like cattle, making some for labor, some for war and others for various activities. It surprised me that this soldier said he came from Tanjore. The books I’d read said Paragon soldiers were—

I stared at the flames. If this…soldier came from Tanjore, it followed he wasn’t a true man. The soldier might be a vat creation or might have come from the man-makers. I cudgeled my mind for what I knew about the soldiers.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noted the almost apishly long arms.

“How…” I cleared my throat. “How did you come here?”

The soldier scowled, which drew his heavy features downward. “The Brands of Mount Formic captured us.”

I was vaguely familiar with the term. Brands were hive-like nonhumans, although the warrior-Brands were manlike. Suthul’s Bestiary of Exotic Lands considered the warrior-Brand as only slightly less ferocious than the white bears of the polar north.

“In their hive—” the soldier said. But he stopped, and his features became a stoical mask.

I held my hands before the fire. Regardless of whether the soldier was a true man or a creation of the man-makers, he had given me water. The soldier had built the fire. Perhaps as importantly, even if the soldier wasn’t a true man, he was closer than anyone else that I had seen in Avernus.

“Karchedon is a thousand leagues north of Sion Trumble’s domain,” I said.

Some of the glacial frozenness of the soldier’s face softened into mere sternness. “Your Karch-e-don, it is in Gaia?”

I nodded.

The soldier leaned toward me. “Do you wish to return to our world?”

“With all my soul,” I said.

The soldier sat back. He looked away.

I had the feeling I’d just insulted the soldier, although I had no idea how— I silently berated myself. If the soldier came from the man-makers, it surely meant he had no soul.

“I am a soldier,” the man said.

Unsure how to respond, I said, “I’m a prince of Karchedon.”

“I am from Barracks Three, from the Tenth Cohort Invincible. We are the most decorated of Sion Trumble’s Shock Troops.”

“He must be proud of you,” I said.

The soldier regarded me coldly. “Sion Trumble is a Paragon, full of honor.”

“Certainly,” I said.

“I am a soldier.”

I nodded, baffled. Had Avernus driven the soldier mad? Or did soldiers of Tanjore have different thought patterns? The soldier looked like a man. Yet he might think, what, like a lion, a highly intelligent hound?

I cleared my throat. “Do you have a name?”

The soldier shot to his feet, the saber almost magically in his hand. The look on his face was stoic, seemingly blank. Yet I was certain the soldier seethed with suppressed rage.

“I am—”

“A soldier,” I said, without thinking.

The man’s eyes narrowed dangerously.

I held up my hands, awake suddenly to death’s nearness. Whatever the soldier was, he had armor and weapons. He had drinkable water and a fire.

“Will you listen to me?” I asked.

The soldier hesitated and then nodded curtly.

“I do not know Sion Trumble.” I chose my words with care. “I am ignorant of you and your ways. My land is far from yours. I have not heard about the soldiers. I do not know about the Tenth Cohort. By your actions, it seems I may have insulted you. I did not mean any insult, and I apologize if I have.”

“You’re apologizing to a soldier?” he asked incredulously.

“I apologize to you,” I said. “You have given me water and let me share your fire. I thank you for both.”

“You said you were a prince.”

“Yes.”

“Yet, you thank a soldier?”

“I have thanked you.”

With a faint look of astonishment, the soldier sat down. He sheathed his saber. He pointed at the water skin.

I pitched it to him.

The soldier sipped and capped it. “I am Vesper 10, Twelfth Variant. I am the right armguard to the Ninth Maniple’s senior drummer.”

“…Did you fight a battle near here?”

The soldier peered into the darkness. “Tenth Cohort Invincible…is gone,” he said.

“They left you?”

“We fought the Brands.” Vesper became tightlipped.

“…I’m sorry,” I said.

Vesper sat erect like a statue. He seemed to have frozen.

In the fire, a burning splinter cracked and sparks exploded upward.

Soon, I shifted nervously. The soldier’s behavior was odd. A terrible grin touched my face. My own behavior was likely very odd. Avernus had likely left its mark on each of us.

Vesper slowly turned toward me. His eyes were distant. “The Brands are cunning beyond even a battle chief’s intelligence. They are cruel. They practice vile rites and the Great Mother bequeaths spells to the magus-Brands.”

“I thought Brands were hive-creatures,” I said.

“We attacked the home-hive,” Vesper said with a nod.

“A hive as in ants or bees,” I said.

“Ants do not possess magus-Brands.”

“These Brands…practice magic?”

“You’re surprised,” Vesper said. “So were the barkers. So were the battle chiefs. It is the great secret and now only I know it. Tenth Cohort died in the home-hive. No. That is inaccurate. Many of us died here. Only I have survived. I, a right armguard to a senior drummer of the Ninth Maniple, possess the great secret of the Brands. Yet I cannot pass the barrier.”

Vesper fixed me with a terrible gaze. The extent of the soldier’s emotions frightened me. Here boiled fierce desires, hidden until now by the stoic features Vesper had presented.

“Can you pass the barrier?” Vesper whispered.

“I-I haven’t seen it.”

“You think it is possible?”

“How did you enter Avernus?” I asked.

Vesper frowned.

“This bleak land,” I said.

“A-vern-us, you call it?”

“It’s a name Sullo of Tarentum came up with.”

“Avernus,” Vesper said, testing the word.

“How did you enter it?”

Vesper breathed deeply through his nostrils. He stood. Then he sat down. “You look exhausted. You should sleep. I will guard you. Then we can look at the barrier.” Vesper examined me. “First you should eat. I have some meat. It is very tough.”

“Anything sounds good,” I said.

“We are agreed?”

“You mean about the barrier?” I asked.

Vesper nodded.

“We are agreed,” I said.

Vesper grinned fiercely. “I knew there was a reason I had survived. It has been a long time since I have dared slink near the barrier.”

“Is it dangerous?” I asked.

Vesper made a harsh sound, which was all the answer I needed.
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I awoke in the glow of the fire’s last embers and realized something lay on my chest. I found a kilt, a belt, hobnailed sandals, and a sheathed dagger.

Vesper 10 sat on the rock, appearing as if Medusa had gazed upon him and turned him to stone.

“Thank you for these,” I said.

Vesper regarded me. “There are sharp stones where we are headed and thorny weeds.”

I donned the kilt, put on the sandals and buckled the belt. The scabbard was at my side. This was marvelous. I felt like a new man. I laughed, feeling like we were going to be lucky.

“Clutch the water skin’s strap,” Vesper said. “We must stay together in the dark.”

In the glow of the dying embers, Vesper appeared more like a turtle. He shouldered a heavy pack that included a short-handled spade, bedroll, and the last pieces of the door.

“I could carry the water skin,” I said.

“You are a prince. I am a soldier.”

“We’re trapped together in Avernus.”

“Yes,” Vesper said.

“We are two lost…” I almost said ‘souls’. “Two are stronger than one.”

“I will carry the water,” he said.

“What if you become tired?”

“Then we will stop to rest.”

“We can travel farther if I share your burdens.”

“I am the soldier.”

“We’re not in Tanjore,” I said. “We’re in Avernus. I would rather share the burdens so you remain strong for longer periods. Besides, you carry the sword and wear the armor. You’re the better fighter and should remain more rested.”

“I am bred to fight. That is my designation.”

“That isn’t my point. If you die—” The realization that I dreaded the idea of Vesper dying shocked me. Talking again, even to one bred or made in the man-makers of Tanjore, was like a rope to life. It kept insanity at bay. It made me feel human again. It also made the oppressive darkness less…oppressive. Wearing a kilt and sandals, I felt positively revitalized.

“Hold onto the water skin’s strap,” Vesper said. “I know the path through the darkness.”

I did as he bade and held onto the strap. Once off the hill, I discovered that even when loaded like a camel, Vesper marched fast. It soon forced me into a trot. I stumbled over the occasional stone and dips in the terrain. Shortly, I began sweating. Finally, I called out.

“What is wrong?” Vesper asked in the darkness.

“Wait,” I panted.

Vesper halted.

I rested my hands on my knees. Slowly, the ache in my side faded and my breathing returned to normal.

“Are you sick?” Vesper asked.

“I can’t maintain your pace.”

“You are wounded?”

“No. I am not a soldier.”

“Ah,” Vesper said. “I had forgotten the…”

“Yes?” I asked.

“We will rest here.” There was gruffness in his voice.

“I’m ready now,” I said.

“You don’t need to rest more?”

I hesitated. I hadn’t practiced my meditations last night before falling asleep. I should have practiced them upon waking. Would Vesper understand? The soldier had evidenced hatred against these magus-Brands. Perhaps that hatred extended to all magic-users. It was a common failing among non-magicians.

“I must…pray,” I said.

“Ah,” Vesper said.

“I will need silence until I’m finished.”

“I heed and obey,” said Vesper. There were leathery sliding sounds, a clunk, a rattle, and then a slight jangle of armor.

I could only assume Vesper had removed the pack and now sat on the ground.

Taking a few steps from Vesper, I sat cross-legged. Soon, I entered my meditative state. Later, I sighed aloud, my mind numbed from the grueling mental exercise.

It occurred to me that Vesper had remained silent the entire time. That was extraordinary, although helpful.

“I’m ready,” I said.

There was silence.

Panic squeezed my chest. “Vesper!” I shouted.

Steel slid from a scabbard. There was a jangle of metal. “Vesper 10 at attention,” he said in a low voice.

“I’m over here,” I said.

“Where is the enemy?” Vesper whispered.

“…There isn’t one,” I said sheepishly. “I called, and you didn’t answer. I thought you might be in trouble.”

“I was asleep.”

“It’s this darkness,” I said. “It smothers me.”

“Yes,” Vesper said.

“The darkness doesn’t bother you?”

“I hear you breathing. I sense your presence. Your odor is distinct. If a wolf slunk near, I would know and attack it.”

“There are wolves in Avernus?”

“They are unlike the wolves of Tanjore.”

I shuddered. I could only imagine.

“You have finished praying?” Vesper asked.

“Yes. I’m ready to travel.”

There was a grunt, a leathery sound, and a jangle of armor. Then the soft shuffle of boots told of Vesper’s approach.

“Here I am,” Vesper said.

I fumbled in the dark until I wrapped my fingers around the water skin’s strap. We resumed the march, but at half the speed as before.

This was so different from staggering through Avernus alone. The sound of another’s footfalls, the heat from Vesper’s body, and an occasional cough, all added to a feeling of security.

“What is the barrier like?” I asked after a time.

“The aftermath of a valiant battle,” Vesper said.

“There are many dead?”

“There is blood, hacked limbs, the sounds of groaning and the reek of death. The Great One feeds.”

“What is the Great One, and how does he feed?”

“He is greater than a giant as a giant is to a soldier. He has many arms and grabs fistfuls of the dead and dying. He shoves them all into his maw as a glutton might shove bread. The Great One chews armor and bones as easily as flesh. He devours everyone.”

“The Great One is the barrier?” I asked.

“No.”

“He guards the barrier?”

“He gorges himself there.”

“You escaped him?” I asked.

“Only a few of us escaped.” There was a haunted quality to Vesper’s voice as he said that.

“Did you first pass through the barrier?”

“Many of us did,” Vesper said.

“From where did you pass?”

“From the home-hive of the Brands of Mount Formic,” Vesper said.

“The Brands sent you to Avernus?”

“They tricked us,” Vesper said in a grim voice.

“The Brands invaded the crags of Tanjore?” I asked.

For a time, Vesper walked in silence. Then he spoke abruptly. “I am a soldier. I serve Sion Trumble. You are a prince of Karchedon. I hope this is not so, but you may be a spy for the enemy.”

“I’m no spy.”

“So would a spy say,” Vesper said.

“True. But I think you and I have other problems to worry about.”

“I serve until I die. Nothing can shake the loyalty of a soldier. We obey. I obey. I serve Sion Trumble.”

Perhaps it was my perverse nature as a man, but Vesper’s reluctance to speak about the battle or crossing the barrier stirred my curiosity of them. The barrier and monster sounded unspeakable. Was the many-handed monster a demon of Avernus?

Although Vesper had only given me hints, concerning magic, my intuitive guesses about it usually proved true. It seemed to me as if the barrier and monster had something to do with the magus-Brands. That might prove similar to what Beran had done to me. Solving one problem and might solve the other one.

How could I get Vesper to talk about the barrier and monster? Ah. I had an idea.

“Sion Trumble likely needs the information you possess,” I said.

“I believe this to be true,” Vesper said.

“To pass the barrier, I need to know what it is.”

“It is the barrier,” Vesper said as if that explained everything.

“What does that mean, though?”

“That on one side is the home-hive of the Brands and on the other this Avernus.”

“How did you pass through the barrier?” I asked.

We trudged in silence for several steps. Then Vesper said slowly, “No one knows but me now. I thought I would die here. I thought that none would hear of the valor of Tenth Cohort Invincible. Victory is the sweetest thing, but one should always honor valor.”

“Would it not honor the valor of Tenth Cohort if you told me about their deeds?”

“You are not a soldier, nor are you a barker or a battle chief.”

“True,” I said. “But I am your friend.”

Vesper stopped so abruptly that I almost crashed into him. “You—” Vesper quit speaking.

I found it difficult to tell, as it had only been one word. But that word had come out muffled, maybe with tears behind it.

“Friends?” Vesper asked in a monotone.

“You gave me food and water,” I said. “You gave me clothes and a weapon. You have helped me. That makes you my friend, my good friend. I remember my friends.”

“I am a soldier,” Vesper said, as if that should preclude friendship.

I tugged the water skin strap. “Listen to me, Vesper. I don’t know the mores of Tanjore.”

“What are mores?”

“The codes, customs or laws,” I said. “The way people and soldiers treat each other.”

“Soldiers are not people.”

I laughed harshly. “Maybe that’s true in Tanjore, but it isn’t true in Avernus.”

“No?”

“Here, you and I are men.”

“No. I am a soldier.”

“You are a man.”

I heard Vesper swallow hard.

“Even for a person, it is forbidden to speak as you have,” Vesper said. “I am honor-bound to slay speakers of blasphemy.”

“Before you do that,” I said, “listen to this.” I paused and then spoke loudly, “Vesper 10, Twelfth Variant, is a man.”

“…I had begun to wonder if that not might be so,” Vesper said softly.

I had a smattering of understanding of how monumental Vesper’s words were to him. I suspected something of the rigid laws of Tanjore, the intense training and customs taught soldiers. I suspected how such training would lock any that emerged from the man-makers to an accepted and rigid mode of thought. Maybe I would have felt differently if confronted by a soldier while I was in my high office in Karchedon. The opium nightmare through Avernus had shifted my perspectives.

“Wonder no longer, Vesper. You are a man indeed.”

Through the water skin strap, I felt Vesper tremble.

Slowly, the soldier sat down on the ground. “I am a netherghast,” he whispered.

“What is that?”

“…I have no soul,” Vesper whispered. “I am only a replica of flesh and bone. What you say is impossible.”

“You’re wrong.”

“You cannot know that, as you are not of Tanjore.”

“I am a prince of Karchedon. If anyone should know, it is me.”

“I am confused,” Vesper said. “I am a soldier.”

“Did your masters teach you about netherghasts?”

“No one says such a thing to a soldier,” Vesper said. “But we listen. We hear people whisper it to one another.”

“Soldiers talk to each other about it?”

“There are whispers,” Vesper said. “We know that we are soulless.”

I sat down beside him. I put my hand on Vesper’s shoulder. “Tell me how you passed through the barrier.”

“The home-hive of the Brands,” Vesper said in a small voice.

“Tell me how they captured you,” I said.

“I have never told anyone,” Vesper said. “And it is strange, because the not telling has burned a hole in my heart. The desire to tell boils in me. Do you truly wish to hear a soldier’s tale?”

“It’s a common trait among men to want to tell their greatest story,” I said. “It would be my honor to hear your tale.”

Vesper cleared his throat. “You are truly my friend?”

I shook Vesper’s shoulder. “Tell me what happened to you and your cohort, my friend.”

In the darkness, Vesper began to speak about his strange adventure.
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Vesper’s Tale

The Hundred Selects decreed Mount Formic’s destruction. A runner read the proclamation to us on the practice field. It was a cloudy day with drizzle. The lords were marshalling nine full cohorts. They had decided on an annihilation strategy. For such a vast assemblage of soldiers, they would employ the battle chiefs of Thambar, Broctan, and Nine Towns.

Excitement ran high in the Tenth Cohort. We sharpened our blades and added extra boots to our kits. The Brands had rampaged from their valley, sending clusters into the mountains. Seven Paragons had died because of it, an unheard-of disaster. The Paragon castles had burned together with their folios, heraldic coats of arms, banners, emblems and palms of victory.

The Hundred Selects demanded total retaliation. It meant an extra maniple of recruits joined us months earlier than they would have in peaceful conditions.

Tenth Cohort Invincible assembled first. We double-timed all the way to Misty Vale. It was a grueling march, but not one soldier fell out. Ours would be the proud stroke that broke the back of Mount Formic.

A skay messenger brought word of an ambush at Dousko Pass. It was inconceivable. The Brands had fallen on two cohorts and cut them to pieces. According to the messenger, the clusters were marching to intercept the cohorts assembled at Skene Glutch.

A battle chief marched with us. He marshaled the cohort on an open field. Bugles blared, the sounds echoing from nearby peaks. The drummers pounded a solemn beat. Then the battle chief spoke from a raised platform. I remember his words, his bandy legs and the high pitch of his voice.

I realize it is wrong to speak of his physical imperfection. He was a battle chief. His fire, cunning and understanding of military maneuvers soared above that of any soldier. We were the tendons, muscles and joints. He was the brain. I should not have spoken about his legs. You are kind to excuse my blunder.

Through a loud-yeller, the battle chief addressed the cohort.

“Soldiers of Tenth Cohort Invincible, the Brands have proven clever. You have heard the message. But this time the Brands have outsmarted themselves. All their warriors have surely poured out of the home-hive. They will have left little behind in defense. Now is our chance to annihilate Mount Formic and fulfill the strategy of the Hundred Selects. We march in an hour.”

An hour was rash, but even the lowest recruit understood the boldness of the stroke. Straight into the valley of the home-hive, the Brands could never expect it, especially after their stunning victory at Dousko Pass.

We marched and dogtrotted. For three days, we pushed. We scaled up Razorback Ridge. Recruits fell out due to exhaustion as the weaker soldiers revealed themselves. The strongest surged ahead. The battle chief waited at the top, having arrived by skay. A few of my companions muttered at the battle chief’s recklessness. Brand scouts might have seen his skay and thus spoiled our surprise. Below us in Godmus Valley lay Mount Formic, the home-hive of our enemies.

I should have reported the grumbling against the battle chief. I was the right armguard to the senior drummer of the Ninth Maniple. A strange emotion stopped me. It was a clench in my belly. There lay Mount Formic, a vast mound of wattle and sticks, bigger than many hills. I grew uneasy about marching down into the valley of the Brands. In my heart, I sullied the sponsor of my man-maker. I sullied Sion Trumble and all the Vespers of Twelfth Variant.

None of us had seen Mount Formic before.

The veterans gathered on Razorback Ridge. With a bare sixth of the Cohort assembled, the battle chief ordered us to attack. We slipped and slid down the steep slope. We dislodged stones and kicked up dust. Muffled alarms clanged from the home-hive, but no warrior-Brands appeared. We chanted our attack paean. Fierce elation took hold. We were about to execute the grand strategy of the Hundred Selects, we alone of the Tenth Cohort Invincible.

An odor like sour milk billowed from the moss fields in the valley. Whether that was a chemical attack or its normal stench, I have no idea. We trampled across the moss and discovered that the treacherous Brands had laid traps. In places, the ground opened up. Those with fatigued reflexes plunged onto poisoned spikes. A single scratch killed. Some soldiers veered into vetch batches.

Vetch is Brand fungus that crawls up planted stakes like ivy. Loud snaps and accompanying groans told of yet more traps. They were whip-spikes that impaled too many soldiers in the chest and stomach.

The barkers roared at us to keep charging. We had to reach the hive, set it on fire or hack our way inside and slaughter everything within.

I was among the first to reach the great hive. According to legends, the Brands had been raising Mount Formic for over eighteen generations. It towered above us like a mountain, a fantastic construction of wattle, dab and sticks.

I took out my axe and hacked too little avail. Others did likewise, but the Brand wattle and dab was only a little softer than asphalt. Then portals opened above us. Toxic liquid sprayed out in hosing arcs. Those who failed to scatter in time screamed as their flesh boiled away or as they coughed out black gouts of liquefied flesh and blood.

More soldiers rushed to the attack. Only a few of the vanguard survived. I was among them. With our axes, we hacked handholds and scaled the great mound. Another portal opened, and I tumbled within, surprising worker-Brands. I drew my saber and lay about me, slaying them.

Worker-Brands are small, dog-like creatures with clackers for mouths and brittle tentacles for arms.

More soldiers joined me within.

“We’re in!” one shouted.

“Kill, kill!” I roared.

With torches and sabers, we streamed within the home-hive of the Brands. Battle-madness gave us fury. We kicked down partitions, slaughtered more worker-Brands and broke the hand-pumps to the sprayer.

Then warrior-Brands met us in the chambers. They towered over us, great red things with manlike shapes and black eyes like charcoal. They had yellow teeth and clutched their customary maces made of varnished hardwood. Normally in the open, their size, speed, and strength made them terrible foes. Here in the confines of the hive we boiled at them, stabbing with our sabers, laughing madly when wattle and mud walls crashed at the swing of their long maces, taking the blows meant for us.

“Burn and kill!” bellowed a barker. “Avenge the soldiers slain at Dousko Pass!”

In a wave of soldiers, we broke into countless chambers. We massacred imps and bantlings. We cut down fecund genetrices with their swollen bellies. They were sluggish, monstrous things, surrounded by Brand molds and fungus, likely their food.

Fires raged all around us and more soldiers must have poured into the home-hive. The vast bulk of the warrior-Brands had marched into the mountains to slay us. We now returned the favor with vengeful zeal.

It was a nightmarish battle. Everything around us was alien. The reeks, the high-pitched Brand squeals, the fires licking at our backs and the black blood that poured out of them, it made us frenzied.

Finally, we broke into a grand chamber. I can’t remember if we were above or below ground by then. I panted, my limbs ached and my notched saber looked like a saw. More soldiers poured in behind us. A barker joined the throng.

“Charge!” the barker roared.

We did, but halfway across the grand chamber a strange lassitude slowed my step. I found it nearly impossible to keep my saber up. I wanted to look back, but was too tired. I fought to keep my eyes open.

“What is wrong with me?” a soldier said.

I attempted an answer, but then I must have fallen.

I awoke with hundreds of others. We stood in a different chamber. I still gripped my notched saber and wore torn, bloodied armor. I could not turn my head, but heard the breathing and rustle of many maniples of soldiers. With some of the same lassitude as before, I only half-interestedly examined my surroundings. A shimmering pool lay ahead. A few feet above my head was the ceiling, the familiar wattle and dab Brand construction. Then I noticed the Brands. In ways, they resembled the red-skinned warrior-Brands. They were humanoid, but thin like a praying mantis, holding their stick-like arms in a similar manner. They had long heads with small mouths but horrid eyes like a gigantic fly. Their mouths moved, but not like a man’s mouth moves up and down. Theirs worked side-to-side. They chanted, but I couldn’t understand the words.

I wanted to attack them. But that was more a thought far back in my mind. I realized with a lazy horror that their chants immobilized us. They held us captive with words. I knew that impossible. I have only realized later, while here in Avernus, that they had used spells against us. For the first time, a soldier of Tanjore spied the magus-Brands.

Something vast shuffled behind the magus-Brands. It was the Great Mother of the Brands, although I did not know that then.

A type of warrior-Brand approached. It was tall, red and massive. It carried a staff with a glowing ball on the end. It raised the staff and told us our doom. It was an interpreter-Brand. As near as I can remember, it said something like—

“Men of the mountains, you have invaded our home-hive. You have killed Brands. Now, to your dismay, you have witnessed our newest modification, the magus-Brands. In olden times, your flesh and blood would have fertilized the hatcheries. Now we have devised a greater use for your flesh. You shall feed the Great One and he shall empower our magus-Brands. It is a terrible doom, for you shall cross to his realm. Know terror, men of the mountains. And know that the greater your terror, the more it delights the Great One. If his delight is great enough, he will teach the Great Mother more and marvelous spells. So, men of the mountains, the magus-Brands will release you from the paralysis as you cross the barrier. Think upon your doom. Think upon your helpless and let your terror mature.”

The interpreter-Brand retreated toward the vast shape behind the chanting magus-Brands. It chittered in the language of the Brands to the Great Mother.

I struggled against the lassitude. The jangle of armor told me the others did as well. The sideways chants of the magus-Brands grew louder, more earnest.

The lassitude fell away. I knew then that I was deep underground. The stench was like that of rancid water, and the weight pressing down against me felt crushing. I found it hard to breathe. I would have shouted with fear, but my mouth was frozen. Oh, then my limbs began to move on their own accord. In my mind, I howled and tried to hold myself back. I could not. I shuffled toward the shimmering pool.

It changed colors, from watery blue, to green, to red and then black like doom. In that blackness, I spied a grotesque man. He had golden skin and many arms moving all at once. His features were malformed, apelike, with red eyes and two tusks curling out of his mouth. He seemed small and faraway, but he waited with anticipation.

The pool shimmered. I thought it was water. I was in the front rank. I stepped into the pool, but it felt nothing like water. My foot disappeared as it became numb. I kept walking although I howled in my mind. I waded into the barrier. My body seemed to stretch. It felt as if I crossed many leagues. Then I stumbled with a shout.

The gripping spell departed, although not all at once. I staggered and only dazedly realized that I had left the home-hive of the Brands and entered here, into what you call Avernus. Fires blazed all around me. Then soldiers bumped against me and I staggered ahead.

A thing laughed with the deepness of a well. I looked around, realized I was in a channel, surrounded by fire. Ahead of me—

The Great One scooted into view. He was no longer a tiny golden thing. He was vast, gargantuan like the biggest, tallest tree and waved his many arms. He reached toward us with a hand beyond belief. Because I was in the front ranks, I had room to run and dive. Behind me, the gargantuan hand clutched six or seven soldiers at once. From on my belly, I watched with horror. The hand lifted the frenzied soldiers. The hand shoved the soldiers into a gigantic mouth that began to chew with grisly delight. Armor crackled, bones snapped and blood spurted past his blubbery lips. Hands, finger and sometimes a saber fell out like crumbs. As he chewed, his other hands descended and grabbed more soldiers.

I scrambled to my feet and ran. The wall before me was too high. We were in a pit or channel. Yet we were soldiers. As the Great One fed, those behind us shoved us up. A few managed to get their fingers onto the lip of the channel. I along with others hoisted up out of the pit. I reached down and helped up two others. Then the hands descended. Soldiers bellowed oaths. Like mice, we who had made it up sprinted past the feeding Great One. He had stumps for legs. Littered around him were bent swords, dismembered hands, feet and pools of blood. Even as we ran, one of his hands caught several soldiers.

I, along with several others, then made our escape into this wretched realm of Avernus.
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Vesper stopped talking.

I sat there horrified. The Great One sounded like a demon of Avernus. The fight in the alien hive must have been a nightmare. Had the Paragons constructed man-makers to develop soldiers tough enough to battle Brands?

“The Brands sound horrible,” I said.

“I hate them,” Vesper said.

“Yet you plan to slip through the barrier and return deep underground into the home-hive.”

“You said you wish to return to our world,” Vesper said.  “Do you know of another exit?”

“Suppose we cross the barrier,” I said. “And suppose we find ourselves deep underground in Mount Formic. Do you have a plan on how to get outside and out of the valley?”

“The two of us alone could not fight our way out. Thus, we must use stealth.”

I gave a bleak laugh. “Could we bargain our way out?”

“With what?”

“Have the Paragons ever bargained with Brands before?”

“I do not know.”

“What about the Great One? Does he sleep?”

“All things sleep at one time or another,” Vesper said.

“Have you seen him eat other than that once?”

“Once was enough.”

“Magus-Brands,” I said. “The concept is hard to digest. Are Brands animal or insect or some horrible combination of the two? They talk, plan and build. They’re obviously intelligent, although they’re not men.”

“They are evil,” Vesper said.

“That isn’t necessarily true, but they are certainly different.”

Vesper looked at me with surprise. “You do not find them evil?”

I hesitated. “They are evil,” I said. Why complicate things between Vesper and me? I would certainly want to destroy Brands if a hive rose near Karchedon. I would also want to destroy a pride of man-eating lions if it threatened my city. That didn’t make the lions evil, just deadly to my existence. Yet why quibble over semantics?

Several things troubled me about the Brands and Vesper’s story. The greatest was the magus-Brands. I’d always believed magic a highly individualistic practice. The very art of meditation, balancing the unnatural power within oneself, and then casting spells, each wizard did it differently. Brands were hive-creatures and that implied a community mind. How could community-minded creatures meditate and balance the accumulated manna? Wouldn’t that create an unnatural tension within each magus-Brand?

The practice of magic would in time change the thought-pattern of a magus-Brand from ‘us’ to ‘me’. What would be the repercussions of that to the hive?

Maybe the magus-Brands did not meditate. Maybe they received their mana from the Great One. Yet they would still need to balance the power in themselves before they cast spells.

I shrugged. Maybe there was a branch of magic hidden from individualistic wizards like humans. Maybe these magus-Brands approached magic from such a different perspective that if I understood what they did it would startle me. Maybe that was a possible bargaining chip. I surely knew spells the Great One hadn’t taught the hive. If the Brands caught us, I might offer to teach them spells in exchange for our freedom. Then again, doing that might ensure the Brands never let me go until they’d drained all my knowledge.

“Are you ready?” I asked.

“You sound refreshed,” Vesper said.

“You’ve given me hope that we might escape this dismal land.”

“You know how to cross the barrier?” Vesper asked.

I did not. Yet I’d made it this far. Why not all the way out? “Let us reach the barrier before we worry about crossing it.”

Vesper grunted in a way that might have been a laugh.

“That amuses you?” I asked.

“I’m sorry.”

I squinted at Vesper. “You just laughed, didn’t you?”

“I won’t do it again.”

“I don’t mind you laughing. Did you think of a joke and laugh at it.”

“Please,” Vesper said, anguish in his voice.

“We’re friends, remember?”

“I did not mean to offend you.”

“I’ll only be offended if you don’t share the joke with me.”

“Your words,” Vesper said slowly, “about worrying only after we reach the barrier. It was soldier talk.”

“Ah,” I said. “And you found it amusing that a ‘person’ could talk like a soldier.”

“I am deeply sorry.”

“Because by it you implied I’m like a soldier,” I said, “which to you means a netherghast.”

There was silence in the darkness.

“Did you ever think,” I asked, “that maybe it’s the other way around? A person can sound like a soldier because a soldier is a person and indeed has a soul.”

Vesper remained silent.

I wished I had light so I could see Vesper’s reaction. On the other hand, maybe I tormented the soldier talking like this.

“How far is the barrier?” I asked.

“Many marches away,” Vesper mumbled.

“Then let’s go. I’m eager to leave Avernus.”
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After several sleeps and marathon meditations, we reached gigantic caverns lit by moving glows high upon the ceiling.

“Those are worms,” Vesper said. “If they drop, run. They squirt acid with great accuracy.”

I gazed upward. “They’re awfully big for worms.”

“They are larger than oxen,” Vesper said.

The worms lit the cavern with a pale light. There were boulders, rocks and reddish lichen everywhere. Twice, I spied black caterpillars with yellow antennae. They nibbled on the lichen. Once, a gliding cross between a spider and a wasp pounced upon a caterpillar. The caterpillar curled up and exuded a noxious substance. From twenty feet away, the stink made me blanch. The spider-wasp glided away with its twisting catch. Thankfully, it also took the stench with it.

The Avernus wolves Vesper had spoken about found us several sleeps later. The wolves were furry but had zebra-like orange and black stripes. They bounded with the agility of leopards and had fangs like extinct, long-toothed tigers.

Perhaps all the activity excited a worm, for one dropped. The ox-sized creature landed with a gelatinous glop between the pack and us.

“Run!” shouted Vesper.

I sprinted across the stony ground. Vesper, in his armor and turtle-like pack, easily pulled ahead of me.

Behind us, the wolves circled the worm. The worm, rearing up like a snake, spat at a wolf. The wolf darted aside. Rock hissed where the acid hit.

I ran until my side ached.

“Here, over here,” Vesper shouted.

With trembling limbs, I climbed a boulder where Vesper shed his pack. The soldier gathered rocks for throwing. I collapsed, and only roused myself when beasts neared from below.

“Eating breeds appetite,” Vesper whispered. “The worm will only have whetted the pack’s desire for more meat.”

“The worm didn’t slay them all?”

“It likely slew none,” Vesper said. “I’ve seen it before. The wolves dart in and dare the worm to spit. It does, repeatedly. Sometimes, a wolf misjudges or the worm is lucky and hits one. Soon, however, it runs out of venom. Then the wolves move in for the kill.”

“They eat the worm?” I asked in disgust.

“Food is scarce in Avernus. Now draw your knife. Stab any wolf that scrambles up our boulder.”

Beside me, Vesper hefted a boulder, settling it on his right shoulder. He seemed to judge distance.

Seven wolves bounded for us. Two leapt from rock to rock. One had a smoldering hole in its side.

“We are in luck,” Vesper said. “That one, if we wound it more, will bait the others. They will turn on it and devour their former companion before they finish with us.”

The wolves rushed our boulder. Vesper lifted his rock high and hurled it, crushing the acid-wounded wolf’s hindquarters.

Like sharks, the others whirled upon it. It fought back savagely, snapping its fangs. The others devoured it alive. Vesper managed to crush a second wolf’s skull. That led to a second feast, which was as grisly as the first. The Avernus-wolves bolted down the chunks of meat even faster than normal wolves on Gaia could have done.

“Wait here,” Vesper said.

I was about to ask what he meant when the soldier drew his saber and clutched his short-handled axe. Vesper leapt from our boulder, bellowing a war cry. Vesper fought like a hero out of legend, darting in with uncanny speed, ducking, rolling and slashing. Wolf fangs scraped his mail, gashed his leg, knocked off the helmet and chewed it into misshapen metal. Vesper slew two more beasts and maimed a third, enough that the others tore it apart. Only then did Vesper back away toward the boulder.

“Slip down the other side,” Vesper shouted to me. “Run as fast as you can. I’ll provide a rear guard. The last wolves will glut themselves on this meat. I’ll wait until then and kill them. Go. Jump now.”

I did just that, running as the wolves feasted. Finally, I slowed and then waited.

Vesper appeared. He dragged two sleds made of bloody bones and heaped with hacked wolf meat.

“Come, eat. The worms will drop soon enough. Then we’ll each have to carry a bundle and leave the rest for the worms.”

I stepped near and began to devour the raw flesh. It was rancid, but I didn’t gag. I was too ravenous for that.

Soon, Vesper examined the ceiling. “We must leave. The worms are about to drop.”

I used a bloody wolf skin as a bag and hefted meat to my shoulder.

***

After several sleeps, Vesper halted before a heap of rocks. He rolled several aside and revealed a hideaway. He removed empty water skins from it. The two of us descended into a nearby crevice.

I recalled the metallic-tasting water from my first day in Avernus. This smelled the same. “You can’t drink that,” I said.

“No,” Vesper said, dunking a skin into the oily water.

After several trips down, Vesper filled a stone trough with the nauseating water. Taking wood hidden in the hideaway, he made a fire under a crude kettle, boiling the water. A dome captured the steam and angled the condensed droplets into a pannier. From time to time, Vesper drained the pannier into water skins.

“That’s brilliant,” I said.

“Without water, soldiers die.”

“That’s true,” I said thoughtfully. “Yet you and I have gone a long time without a drink.”

“We noticed that, too.”

I asked, “We?”

“The other soldiers,” Vesper said. “I did not fashion all this by myself.”

I tried to envision Vesper’s original life in Avernus. Just how long had the soldier survived in this awful realm? If the other soldiers had been anything like Vesper, they would have made a formidable team. Yet the monsters and the dangers—Vesper had gained his expertise the hard way. I nodded, and my appreciation of Vesper’s toughness rose again. I also wondered if maybe Vesper was right. A normal human, one with a soul, would have cracked under the extended pressure of Avenues. Could soldiers be netherghasts after all?

I scowled at myself. Such thinking seemed like ingratitude. And yet…the things I’d seen Vesper do with such a no-nonsense attitude. What were soldiers? What were the man-makers?

We slept twice at the hideaway, recuperating. I meditated until my mind thrummed with numbness. Vesper repaired his armor, sharpened his saber and gave me a tunic from the very back.

We exited the gigantic cavern with its glowing worms and soon entered a land of fire pits and bubbling lava. It stank like sulfur and brimstone and was hotter than elsewhere. We sweated, and every time I slept, I had awful nightmares. I questioned Vesper and discovered the soldier seldom dreamed and never here. That troubled me.

Vesper knew the paths between the pools of fire. Even so, my skin blistered after racing past a towering inferno.

“How much farther is it to the barrier?” I asked.

Vesper climbed to his feet. We sat on a ledge that overlooked a vast sea of flames. “One more sleep,” he said. “I should warn you that many of the creatures beyond the lake of fire are gigantic.”

“As big as your Great One?”

“Yes.”

My stomach tightened. I longed for the sunshine of a regular day. I longed to listen to robins sing and feel the wind whisper across my face.

“How do we cross the fiery sea?” I asked.

Vesper pointed. “There is a ledge that circles the fiery lake. It will be very hot. I left shields there, but we will still be burned.”

In disbelief, I stared at Vesper.

The soldier shifted uneasily. “That is one of the reasons I never returned to the barrier.”

“There has to be a better way across.”

“If we had skays, we could fly,” Vesper said.

“Is that’s a soldier’s way of saying that wishing doesn’t make it reality?”

“You are wise to understand that,” Vesper said.

I grunted, hating Beran more than ever. And perhaps, just a bit, I was starting to resent Vesper’s incredible competence and superhuman resilience.
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The trek across the side ledge was hell. The less said about it the better.

After leaving the fiery lake, we trekked across obsidian rock toward ruined, gargantuan buildings. The architecture was alien and bizarre.

Eventually, we reached the edge of the ruins, walking down lanes that seemed to last forever. I arched my back. The gutted buildings soared higher than the largest redwood trees I’d ever seen. Eventually, the regular buildings changed and became crumbling pyramids, plinths and grotesque idols. We passed plazas with shimmering bricks, spike-filled holes, vast blocks and then fields of gravel.

At the end of that, Vesper held up a hand. “The Great One lies beyond that heap of masonry over there.”

I wet my hand from a water skin and wiped dust from my face. Vesper’s heap of masonry, as he called it, was composed of blocks the size of Karchedon’s step-pyramid.

As we worked our way past, I considered how we were about to escape from Avernus to Gaia, if everything worked as we planned. We would do it by entering the Brand home-hive, as it possessed a portal of sorts. How much magical power would it take to activate the portal? Despite all of my meditations during this time, I only had a small reservoir of accumulated magical power.

Vesper had outlined the situation here many times to me. I had to get past his Great One and into the supposed pit of fire. How long would I have then to activate the portal?

Vesper halted as his expression turned more stoical than usual. He shrugged off his pack, taking out a piece of wolf meat.

“Before a battle,” he said, “a soldier eats his best food, as he may not have another chance to do so again.”

I sat down beside him.

We ate wolf meat, drank water and wiped our greasy hands on our garments.

“I have survived a long time,” Vesper announced. “Now, I am the last of the Tenth Cohort Invincible.”

I’d never seen him this depressed before. I still couldn’t see the Great One or the pit. We had to pass one more block of masonry, I think.

“Hey,” I said. “We’re going to do this. We’ll cross the barrier to the Brand home-hive. Once there, we have to be ready for anything. We’ll have to sneak out of it.”

Vesper barely nodded.

I climbed to my feet. Vesper climbed to his. I put a hand on the soldier’s shoulder. “Don’t forget, I’m a wizard of some repute.”

A somber smile crossed his face. He nodded, and drew his saber and short-handled axe. “We must move quietly and hope the Great One is asleep.”

“Got it,” I said. “Let’s go then.”

We circled the final obstructions and slunk to a towering building I hadn’t seen until now. Once past a corner, Vesper pointed with his saber.

Despite my resolve and understanding from Vesper’s descriptions, I felt panic gobble in my throat. A vast golden idol rested against a broken plinth. The idol had many arms, most of the hands resting on his lap. The idol lacked legs, having the barest stumps instead. He had a hideous visage and was bigger than Karchedon’s tallest building. He sat near the beginning of a pit. Small fires burned along the sides of the pit. I had a feeling the fires would blaze once the barrier shimmered into existence.

We both started for him. Soon, we tiptoed beside the sleeping Great One. Twisted swords and dried blood littered the area. His lips blubbered nosily as he snored.

My stomach clenched as Vesper sheathed his saber and hooked the axe onto his belt. The soldier raced to the edge of the pit, got on his belly and slithered his feet over the edge. He dropped, and his armor jangled as he landed.

The Great One grunted in his sleep.

I froze, unable to move. I should have followed Vesper. Why hadn’t the soldier dragged me with him?

The Great One smacked his lips.

I forced my neck to move and peered back as the Great One lazily open an eye. Our gazes met. Terror washed through me.

The vast idol grunted and his other eye opened. Each pupil was bigger than a hoplite’s shield.

Some primeval instinct must have taken over, as my regular mind had gone blank. In a daze, I staggered away from the many-limbed monster, heading for the pit.

That had an effect, as he Great One grunted louder than before.

That, in turn, had an effect on me. My thoughts cleared as terror gave me unnatural clarity. I sprinted to the edge, got onto my belly and slid over, thudding into the pit. I found Vesper staring at a long tunnel that began at the other end of the pit from us.

“I don’t remember seeing that before,” Vesper told me.

Why was the soldier so sluggish all of a sudden? I shook my head. That didn’t matter. Escaping the monster did.

“Run!” I shouted.

Behind us, the Great One roared with rage.

I was already running. I didn’t have the nerve to look back as one of the gigantic hands reached for me. Let it be a surprise.

The flames on the edges of the pit whooshed into a wall of licking fire, gushing terrible heat. Before the mouth of the tunnel that led from the long pit, a film of oil shimmered into existence.

I sprinted as Vesper dashed past me. The soldier burst into the oily wall of film. It vanished, revealing the rest of the tunnel. The end seemed to vanish into the hazy distance. How long did this tunnel reach?

I raced into the tunnel as something disorienting occurred. My eyesight blurred and stomach flipped.

There was a bellow, a distant sound, from behind. Now I glanced over my shoulder. The Great One seemed small, but then so did the pit. The Great One leaned into the pit, several of his golden hands clutching the sides where flames burned. A free hand burst through the tunnel entrance, heading toward me.

I ran, but the hand moved faster. A golden finger and thumb tip pinched my right arm. That would have likely been it, but Vesper grabbed my other arm. The soldier yanked, tearing me from the tightening finger and thumb hold.

“Keep running!” Vesper yelled.

I found myself sprawled on the tunnel floor. Listening to Vesper, I jumped up and ran after him.

The distant hazy point seemed unreachable, as it seemed to keep moving away from us.

My heart thudded. What could we do now? Abruptly, I remembered a chant. It might have been Beran’s spell: the one he’d used to send me to Avernus.

I slid to a halt and took a magic-casting stance. I used some of the mana I’d collected, powering a spell as I chanted and waved my arms in precise mystic passes.

A white light blazed around me.

I staggered into it so my head broke through a mystic barrier. A wicked stench like sour milk almost suffocated me. Despite that, I finished the chant as the rest of my power drained from me.

The white light ceased, although the foul odor remained. I collided against someone. It was too dark to see who.

“Vesper?” I whispered.

“You did it,” Vesper said. “We’ve left Avernus.”

“I can’t see anything,” I whispered. “You’ll have to guide me until my eyesight returns.”

Before Vesper answered, my eyesight returned just enough so I saw huge warrior-Brands. They brandished maces and grinned with their awful yellow teeth as they began to close in around us.

We weren’t going to sneak out of the hive after all.
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A warrior-Brand prodded me. I was drenched in sweat, naked, and stumbling. Awful bruises covered me. I’d lost weight since my capture. Horror and pain surely stamped my fear-twisted face.

The Brand, reeking of sourness, pushed the tip of its hardwood mace between my shoulder blades. I whimpered and staggered faster.

We traversed a narrow, underground passage: the floor, ceiling, and walls were made of the hive’s asphalt-like mixture of wattle, dab, stick, and Brand-spittle.

The warrior-Brand was immensely strong, a fact I knew all too well now. It stood head and shoulders taller than me, and had smooth, coppery-red skin as tough as leather. The worst perhaps were the inhuman, charcoal-colored eyes. The Brand wore a harness that rattled with glow bulbs, providing light. The harness also held wooden manacles, a second mace and sharp torture implements. The creature moved in a lunging stride, prodding me whenever I didn’t trot fast enough.

After escaping from Avernus, I’d believed nothing could terrify me like that awful realm. I’d been wrong. After two weeks in the hive, my memories of freedom in Avernus took on the hue of a lost, beautiful dream.

I’d made a ghastly error. It appeared the Brands had been aware of our use of the portal between Avernus and Gaia.

After coming through, Vesper had bellowed a war cry and leapt to the attack. The warrior-Brands brutally clubbed him senseless. It was the last I saw of the soldier.

With Vesper’s blood on their clubs, the warrior-Brands had turned to me. I’d shouted, “I’ll trade spells for our lives.”

An interpreter-Brand chittered in their language. The warrior-Brands backed away. The interpreter-Brand asked for clarification of my statement.

I repeated the offer.

Soon, the warrior-Brands dragged me down a tunnel and stuffed me into a tiny chamber. The horrors began soon thereafter.

Twice since then, I’d spoken through the interpreter to vizier-Brands.

I’d read about them in Suthul’s Bestiary of Exotic Lands before. After meeting them, I could have corrected Suthul on several points. Not that it mattered. Nothing mattered anymore except an end to the pain.

The vizier-Brands along with the Great Mother were the hive’s decision-makers. How they interacted with each other, I didn’t know and no longer cared. The point was that my bargaining sessions had gone poorly. The interpreter informed me the Brands knew that torture induced humans to reconsider their actions. I would thus undergo torture sessions to help clarify my thinking concerning this ‘trade’ of spells.

I shuffled from the latest torture cell now, my last shreds of dignity gone. I recalled that once I’d been a prince of Karchedon. That recollection and something deeper, kept me from mewling as a broken thing. Sweat drenched me. Every step was agony to the ball sockets of my hips, my aching knees, and my puffy ankles.

I’d expected more alien-like torture, not a rack. They’d strapped me to it and brought alien science into play. A scuttling Brand like a giant crab had injected a proboscis into my hip. Pain became an exquisite thing.

Some of the drug still lingered in me. The ground felt like fiery sandpaper against the soles of my feet. I shivered with fever. Despite the agony of moving, I was desperately grateful to be off the rack. The Brands were as much demons as any monster of Avernus.

A warrior-Brand gave me a shove between my shoulder blades, causing me to stagger.

A sick knot tightened in me. This tunnel led deeper underground. Was the Brand taking me to a different torture chamber? The fear became too much. My gut roiled in rebellion and I spewed a thin stream of bile.

The warrior pushed me again, making me stumble.

I blinked my gritty eyes as something impinged on my senses. It was…a thrum, a distant drumbeat perhaps.

The warrior-Brand made clicking noises at each step. It had horn-covered soles, not flesh like a man’s foot. From side-tunnels came shushing sounds and the clunk of items being stacked.

The drumbeat grew as we descended. The sound pulsated through me. The sensation should have shaken my bones and vibrated my bruised flesh. Instead, it warmed me.

I staggered into a low long chamber with glowing pits to the side. The pits warmed the chamber and revealed ranks of vizier-Brands. Each was like a giant spider with veins on their backs that surged and shrank as blood pumped through them.

The vizier-Brands scuttled like bugs and continuously chittered to each other.

An interpreter-Brand stepped up, smoothly red like a warrior-Brand.

The vizier chittering quieted but didn’t altogether stop.

“You are here to talk of spells,” the interpreter told me.

Despite my pain and weakness, I gazed at the ranks of quietly chittering vizier-Brands.

“Human,” the interpreter said.

My gut churned and fever dulled my wits. I stood mutely.

The interpreter turned to the vizier-Brands. Soon it faced me again.

“You will return to the torture cell,” it said. “You appear to need more convincing.”

“Wait!” I shouted. “Let me think for a second, will you?”
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The interpreter inclined his head to me. It would give me a few more seconds.

At that moment, sick inspiration flooded into me. What would Beran do in my place? I had an idea what he would try, and it seemed that I should to.

“Are you ready to tell us your spells?” the interpreter asked.

“I want to tell you everything,” I said. “But I’ll need Vesper’s help to do it.”

“What is Vesper?”

“The soldier—” I said, stopping and deciding to describe him otherwise. Brands likely hated soldiers of Tanjore. “He’s the other man who entered the hive with me.”

“Is this true?” the interpreter asked me.

“It is, and I need him.”

“Clarify ‘need’.”

Before I could answer, vizier-Brands began to chirp and chitter with greater volume. The interpreter-Brand chittered back to them. Finally, the interpreter regarded me again.

“Clarify ‘need’,” it said.

“I cannot cast spells without the other’s help,” I said.

“You will cast nothing. You will explain your spells in detail to me, and I will pass it on to others.”

“That’s what I meant to say. Only the other man can give me permission, though. And he must be here in person to do so.”

“You are lying,” the interpreter said.

I shook my head. “I fear the Brands too much to lie.”

The interpreter stared at me with its weird eyes. “The other is a soldier. This we know. Thus, he lacks knowledge concerning spells. You lie and waste time. You will return to the torture cells in order to understand your place here better.”

The threat made me tremble, but I clung to my lie with desperation. This had to work or everything was over. “You’re correct. He’s a soldier. But Avernus changed him.”

“What is Avernus?” the interpreter asked.

“The realm we escaped from.”

“Soldiers have never used magic.”

“The hive sacrificed soldiers to the Great One in Avernus. The exchange granted the hive magical power.”

“Where have you learned this?”

“Has the hive sent scouts into Avernus?”

“Man, you equivocate. Detail your spells or return to the torture cells. That is your only choice now.”

“I want to tell you,” I said. “Believe me I do. I’m trying to explain that I need the former soldier in order to do this. Avernus changed him. The soldier learned spells there. We learned them together, cast them together and can only show you together.”

“You said he grants or withholds permission.”

“Talking with Brands confuses me,” I said. “I used the wrong word earlier to express my meaning.”

The interpreter-Brand turned and chittered with the vizier-Brands. Their dialog lasted longer than before.

That wearied me with more fear so my head began to pound with pain. In this hive of horrors, I desperately needed another human to help settle my broken nerves.

“Man,” the interpreter said.

I jerked in surprise toward him.

“The other is sick, near death.”

“Then I must see him at once,” I said.

“You will give us the spells then?”

“Gladly,” I said. “I would have given them to you already if I’d only understood you before. My ignorance of your ways is nearly total. Only now have I realized what you asked. Please, let me see the other so he and I may give the spells you desire.”

The interpreter turned to the viziers.

Exhausted, feverish, and with a pounding headache, I lay down on the floor.

“Man,” the interpreter soon said.

“I can’t think anymore,” I said.

“You need nourishment?”

“And rest,” I said. “I’m very sick.”

I faded out until someone set a bowl of water before me. I stirred enough to slurp it. Someone set down gruel. I sniffed it and groaned. The interpreter spoke and a warrior-Brand grabbed a fistful of my hair and shoved my mouth into the gruel. Rather than fighting them, I ate the bitter slop. Surprisingly, I kept it down. A little later, the fever seemed to recede.

Had the Brands drugged my gruel?

I pushed myself to a sitting position.

Spider-like vizier-Brands watched me and chittered quietly among themselves.

I tried to concentrate on the background thrum. Something about it might work in my favor. I needed to figure out what, but it was so difficult to think.

Two warrior-Brands entered the long low chamber carrying a litter. On it was a scarlet-spotted soldier of Tanjore. The spots dotted Vesper’s body from crown to heel. The soldier was thinner, although still muscled. His eyes were filmed and drool spilled from his mouth.

At the sight, something tore deep in my chest.

The warrior-Brands marched to me with the soldier.

“Ask for his permission,” the interpreter commanded.

“Vesper,” I said.

With infinite slowness, the soldier turned his face to me.

I wiped the filmy gunk from Vesper’s eyes. Heat radiated off him.

“Vesper 10, right armguard to the senior drummer, the Ninth Maniple, Tenth Cohort Invincible, at attention,” the soldier mumbled.

“Vesper,” I whispered.

I touched his cheek. The dots were hard raised bumps, growths.

Vesper blinked several times but without seeing.

“He’s dying,” I accused the interpreter. “What have you done to him?”

“Clarify your statement,” the interpreter said.

“What are the red spots?”

“We tested new spore on him,” the interpreter said.

The tearing within me changed into a terrible hardening of resolve. I would never return to a torture cell. Bravery was beyond me here deep in the hive, but something else took its place.

“You must heal him?” I said.

“Clarify ‘heal’,” the interpreter said.

“Fix him as he was before,” I said.

“He must give you permission,” the interpreter said.

Vesper’s left hand lifted, and he groped toward me. I grabbed the soldier’s hot hand.

“I die,” whispered Vesper.

“Hang on,” I said. “Don’t quit on me yet.”

“I will find out soon if I have a soul or not,” Vesper whispered.

“Don’t leave me here alone,” I pleaded.

“I have never deserted my post.”

“Tell us your spells,” the interpreter said.

“What?” I asked.

“He has given permission,” the interpreter said.

“He’s too sick to give his permission,” I said, realizing how to do this. “You must fix him so I can get permission. Please, only he can give me permission.”

Vizier-Brands interrupted the interpreter before it could reply.

Soon the interpreter said, “It is too late to counteract the spores.”

“Can you try?” I asked.

“Clarify—”

“Give him the counter-spore and find out if it’s too late or not!” I shouted.

“You speak futility,” the interpreter said.

“I want his permission for the good of the hive,” I said. “He must help me remember the spells.”

The interpreter blinked its yellow eyes and spoke to the viziers. The interchange was faster than before.

“You want his permission so you can forgo more torture,” the interpreter said.

“Wouldn’t it be quicker to give him the counter-spore than to torture me?” I asked.

At that moment, a warrior-Brand marched toward Vesper. The Brand held a flask.

“Stand back,” the interpreter told me.

“Fight it,” I told Vesper. “Fight the sickness and help me outwit these vile creatures.”

“Stand back,” the interpreter said.

I shuffled away, horrified at what they had done to Vesper.

The warrior-Brand uncorked the flask, pried open Vesper’s mouth, and poured a substance with the thickness of blood into the soldier’s throat. Vesper began to thrash and jerk. The Brands set down his litter and each clutched part of his body. Vesper convulsed, screamed, and spewed a spray of globules. He began to tremble.

My features had hardened and my heart thudded painfully. If only I had magical power. If only there was—

Shocked, I glanced over my shoulder.

I finally recognized the thrum-thrum-thrum. It was like my storage of my meditations. It wasn’t really a sound, but that didn’t matter now. The thrum was stored magical power, an unbelievable amount of mana.

I didn’t understand how the Brands managed that. The critical thing was the power’s nearness and thus availability.

As Vesper convulsed and twisted on the litter, I assumed a wizardly stance. I almost groaned in pleasure as the power trickled into my being.

From this distance, I couldn’t breach the main stores of Brand magic, but like condensed water on a barrel, I wiped trickles of magic from the Brand storage.

I cast the only spell that might help Vesper, as I lacked any healing spells. I gave him strength. It was very little because I could only lick a bit of this stolen power, but I gave the soldier something.

Then the warrior-Brand from earlier shoved me from behind. It broke the spell and caused me to sprawl onto the floor. Because of the spell’s incompleteness, I retained more power than I’d intended and gave less to Vesper than I’d wanted. The amount left in me was three times what I’d been able to gather during all my meditations in Avernus.

“The soldier dies,” the interpreter said.

Vesper lay very still, shuddering. His breathing had become erratic.

“Touching him has helped me recall a spell,” I said.

“Explain it,” the interpreter said.

I began to explain the strength spell I’d used. The entire time the interpreter chittered to the vizier-Brands. None wrote on parchment. I concluded vizier memory must be perfect. As I explained, I left out several phrases and needed gestures.

“That is all?” the interpreter asked.

“That is one spell,” I said. “I remember more now. His presence helps me. If he lives long enough, I’ll be able to tell you all my spells.”

“How many do you know?”

“Several hundred,” I lied.

“You falsify. We of the hive only know six spells.”

“With my strength spell, you now know seven.”

“He dies,” the interpreter said.

“If he lives long enough, I’ll be able to tell you all three hundred and fifty-six of my spells.”

The interpreter chittered and chirped to the vizier-Brands. As they communicated, two warrior-Brands picked up Vesper’s litter.

“Where are you taking him?” I asked in alarm.

“We go to the magus-Brands,” the interpreter said. “They will heal him and you will begin to explain all your spells to me.”

“Yes, gladly,” I said.

“But if you have falsified, you will return to the torture cells.”

“I’ve learned the power of the Brands. I fear you. I will only tell the truth.”

“The power of the hive is only matched by our wisdom,” the interpreter said. “Unmodified humans always succumb to the persuasion of the torture cells. We knew it would be so with you, a spell-user. Now go, follow the others.”
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The warrior-Brands carrying Vesper led the way. The interpreter-Brand brought up the rear. We marched through narrow corridors. On either side, lumbering creatures, fifteen-feet long, twitched and squirted eggs. Scuttling, crab-like Brands carried the eggs to glowing domes. This must be the hatchery, surely one of the most protected places in the hive.

The stored magical power must be even more precious to the Brands. Could magus-Brands meditate or did they get all their power from the Great One in Avernus? Did the magus-Brands balance the magic in themselves?

We exited the hatchery and hurried down a steep tunnel. The entire time, the thrum-thrum-thrum grew in strength.

What precautions would the magus-Brands take to stop me from siphoning magic?

We entered a vast chamber with a higher vault than I’d seen so far. It was like a cathedral. Were Brands religious?

A swirling, seething ball radiated over a dark pit. The immense ball heaved one way as coils of sizzling power jagged into the air. That sizzled back into the ball.

Several dozen magus-Brands circled the giant pit and ball of power. I recognized them from Vesper’s story. They were like praying mantises. They had elongated skulls and sideways moving mouths. Perhaps the greatest differences to other Brands were long black gowns. It made them sinister, yet it dovetailed with the image of wizards or sorcerers.

They chirped in unison. It was obvious they balanced the seething ball of magic power. That power dwarfed anything a human wizard could maintain within himself.

My eyes widened. This meant the hive was singular: a community of creatures with a singular purpose and will. Neither the Great Mother nor any faction of vizier-Brands ruled in Mount Formic. They worked in concert, in harmony.

What I witnessed was the hive balancing an incredible store of magical power.

“Man,” the interpreter said.

I twisted around.

“Explain to the master magus your next spell.”

The interpreter pointed at the thinnest magus-Brand. It was half again as tall as I was. Incredibly, the Brand wore a conical wizard’s hat.

“The master magus must heal him first,” I said, pointing at Vesper.

The two Brands chittered. The master magus-Brand seemed agitated.

The interpreter turned to me. “We only heal high-caste Brands, not men and never soldiers.”

“That is wise,” I said. “In this case, however, the hive will receive treasure in spells if it heals this high-caste man.”

“He is a soldier,” the interpreter said.

“He was once,” I said. “Then he traversed Avernus. The experience changed him and aided me. Together, we learned super spells of binding power. These I will teach the hive in the hope that the hive will richly reward me.”

The interpreter and the master magus argued again. Soon, a loud, whistling chirp emanated from the master magus. More magus-Brands shuffled from alcoves.

The magus-Brands towered over Vesper as he lay on the floor on the litter. They waved incense sticks in magical passes and chittered together.

I almost understood the words. I stood transfixed. The red spots dotting Vesper’s skin began to fade.

I took several slow steps back. The magus-Brands continued their healing spell. I didn’t dare twist around to see if the warrior-Brand from earlier watched me. Instead, as if stretching, I lifted my aching arms. I tried to whisper under my breath, but coughed the first words in agony. I opened myself and began to suck magical power.

Trickles entered me, but no more. Something resisted. I knew immediately. The magus-Brands circling the pit balanced the power. Their balancing kept the power in place instead of flowing into me.

I chanted and waved my arms, giving myself strength.

The warrior-Brand guarding me chirped angrily and raised its mace.

I shuffled to Vesper, guessing the warrior would fear to upset the magus-Brands. I was right, although the warrior-Brand jerked as if in agitation.

The master magus glanced at the warrior-Brand.

I knelt beside Vesper as more trickles of magic flowed into me. The magic felt oily, nothing like my meditative power that I took a particle at a time from the world.

The incense-waving magus-Brands completed their spell. The spots were vague marks on Vesper’s skin. The soldier breathed evenly now.

The magus-Brands circling the pit began chittering loudly. To my ear, they seemed concerned.

The master magus turned toward them.

The interpreter-Brand told me, “The soldier is healed. Explain your spells.”

Fear and elation battled in me. I’d never been in a place with so many wizards in one room. It daunted me. Yet they were Brands. I hoped they had to act in unison to cast spells. Warrior-Brands could act alone. I shook my head.

Fear filled me because I would have liked to plan better. I needed more time. Yet I knew this might be all the time I had.

In a griffon stance, I stood over Vesper. I shielded both of us with a stone spell. Then I sang a dread song: brimstone.

The incense-waving Brands had drifted near the master magus. That allowed the warrior-Brand to lunge near me. It raised its mace and chittered.

I pointed at the warrior-Brand. It squealed like a stuck hog as it burst into a fiery blaze of brimstone.

Time seemed to stand still then. The magus-Brands circling the pit stared at me. The master magus made a high-pitched, twittering sound. The incense carriers’ mouths sagged open sideways, perhaps in stunned amazement. In the frozen moment, I pointed at magus-Brands circling the pit. Like some horrible musical instrument, the squeals increased in pitch as one after another burst into a brimstone blaze.

A coil from the seething magic ball jagged toward me and thrust into my being as a sword shoves into a scabbard.

I screamed, as my hearing became a roaring sound. I’d never had so much magic roiling within me. If I lived twenty lives, I could never have attained so much power. It was beyond human capacity. I glowed so my bones showed through translucent skin.

Instinct took over. I strengthened my magical shield, which also protected Vesper.

I saw wavering images around me. The master magus raised its thin arms. Around the master chirped magus-Brands. They built a counter spell. Other magi scuttled toward the group, chirping their chants in aid.

I screamed spells. Everything seemed distant and unreal. I thrust an arm at the interpreter-Brand as it lunged at me. The Brand burst into a brimstone blaze.

Fear boiled within me, mixed with exaltation. This was no time for niceties. I screamed spells and turned into a living embodiment of brimstone.

One after another, Brands exploded into fiery pillars. The floor exuded a vile stench. The master magus made the tallest blaze. The brimstone reached the Brands encircling the sphere of magic. They, too, burst into fire. Their squeals were music to my ears.

Gouts of power leapt from the sphere and jolted into me.

I laughed insanely, aiming my arms at an upward angle. Fiery brimstone like lava poured from my clenched fists. It burned through into the next chamber, which exploded into fire. The fiery pillar licking from my fists smashed into the next wall and blew it down, too. The pillar of irresistible brimstone blasted like lava against level after level of the hive.

I felt like a god. Yet I howled in agony.

Fires raged in the home-hive of Mount Formic. Brands by the thousands exploded into flame. Imps and bantlings perished. Warrior-Brands, interpreters, workers, and eggs blazed. It was a fiery holocaust coming from the heart of the hive.

Then the brimstone pillar smashed through the hive’s outer shell and raged into the air. That ignited the moss fields and burned traps.

I now began my greatest magical feat. The torrent from the seething sphere would soon kill me. I was incapable of funneling so much pure power through my body, as I could not expel it fast enough.

Thus, I sealed myself against receiving more manna even as the brimstone pillar poured from my fists.

The coils of magic no longer writhed into me. Like wounded snakes, the coils lashed and sizzled into the heated air of the burning hive.

At almost the same instant, I stopped the brimstone pillar pouring from my clenched fists. With the magic shield around Vesper and me, I chanted a shape-shifting spell. I’d never attempted this before, but I knew if I didn’t escape now, I never would.

The brimstone shape vanished and I reappeared as a massive lion. I picked up Vesper in my jaws as if he were a cub. Then I climbed from one opened level to another.

No Brands tried to halt me.

Soon, I emerged from a jagged hole in the skin of Mount Formic. My pelt smoldered, but Vesper and I were alive.

I worked down the hive until I raced in giant lion form across the burnt moss fields and headed for a ridge.

At the top, my lion form vanished as I reappeared. Vesper lay on the ground beside me.

Neither of us wore clothes, but we were free of the hated Brands and their dreadful hive.
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The foothills of Tanjore were radically different from Karchedon’s flat coastal range. Steep, jagged mountains loomed before us. Snow topped the tallest crags. The foothills were little better. Bare rock thrust out of the ground. Shale and gravel competed with lichen and wild moss. Thin black larch trees grew in scattered copses, their coin-shaped leaves shimmering in the constant breeze.

“It will be many leagues before we reach the first outpost of Sion Trumble,” Vesper said.

We trudged along a lonely path as wispy clouds raced across the sky. Vesper carried three javelins of black larch-wood. He’d sharpened them with a knife he’d found in an abandoned hut.

We’d both found clothes in the hut, the peasants having fled. Likely, they’d seen the brimstone pillar and raced away.

It was three days since our escape from the hive.

An hour later, we spotted a tower of lashed larch-wood. It held a platform and a building on top.

Vesper stared at it in wonder. “Tenth Cohort took this route once. I do not remember a launching site this near Mount Formic.” After a moment, the soldier shrugged. “It makes military sense to build it. But the construction is unlike any I have—”

A horn blared from the platform, cutting Vesper off. Coming over a rise, soldiers marched toward us.

Vesper studied them. “That’s odd. I’m familiar with all military types. I’ve never seen their kind before, nor do I recognize the banner.”

The soldiers moved in great loping strides. One carried a green banner with three yellow stars in the upper corner. Beside the stars were the numerals 310.

As the soldiers neared, my eyebrows rose in surprise and then shock.

Each soldier stood an easy seven feet tall, with ogre-like shoulders and dangling gorilla-like arms, the knuckles almost dragging against the ground.. Their tiny heads were an abomination. Each wore an iron cap and had feral expressions like attack dogs, not men. They wore hardened leather jerkins and gripped short spears with abnormally long spearheads.

Two normal men rode mounts even more ghastly than the ogre-soldiers were. The mounts had even smaller heads and puny arms. Their legs were long and ropey. They ran with easy speed. The true men sat in a harness like a child riding piggyback on his father. The harness included stirrups and a backrest. The mounts wore a leather chest plate and a crotch-guard. Otherwise, they were naked, including their long feet and mobile toes.

“What are those?” Vesper whispered.

“You’ve never seen those before?” I asked.

“Are they a new breed of soldiers?”

I raised my arm to signal our peaceful intentions. I counted fifteen ogre-soldiers.

“Will they attack?” I asked Vesper.

Before Vesper could answer, one of the officers blew a shrill whistle.

The ogre-like soldiers winced.

The officer gave two further blasts.

The squad halted. Each ogre-soldier sat like a trained beast and twisted about, grunted at his neighbor, or watched the officer gallop to us.

“Those cannot be soldiers,” Vesper said in a husky voice. He turned to me. “I do not understand this.”

The mount bounded with incredible speed.

The officer wore a brown jacket and a brown cap with earflaps. A whistle dangled from his neck. He was pale, lean, with angular features. As his mount stopped, the officer dropped a dart into a crossbow.

“Who’s your master?” the officer said gruffly.

“I belong to the Tenth Cohort Invincible,” Vesper said.

The officer appeared mystified by that.

“We attacked the hive of Mount Formic,” Vesper said.

“You?” the officer asked with a snort. “Did you use those sticks?”

“Tenth Cohort attacked.”

“What’s this ‘Tenth Cohort’ you talk about?” the officer asked.

In amazement, Vesper glanced at me.

“You’re from Tanjore?” I asked the officer.

The officer leaned a forearm on his mount’s right shoulder. “No more of your nonsense. Who is your master?”

“I’m from Tenth Cohort,” Vesper said. “It belonged to Sion Trumble.”

“Sion Trumble?” the officer asked. “Are you two drunk?”

“We’re strangers,” I said. “We’re—”

“I am not a stranger,” Vesper said. “I am—”

I gripped Vesper’s arm and minutely shook my head.

“You’re wearing peasant clothes,” the officer said. “Yet you’ve failed to pin on your badges. That’s a flogging offense and you know it. So don’t give me anymore about strangers.”

“We found the clothes in an abandoned hut,” I said.

The officer eyed me. “You’re not going to say you saw a pillar of flame in the sky?”

Vesper tried to answer.

“Keep silent,” I whispered. “Sir,” I said to the officer. “We… Brands attacked our convoy and we barely escaped with our lives.”

“No!” Vesper shouted. He took a step toward the officer.

The nine-foot mount backed up as the officer aimed his crossbow at Vesper.

Vesper jabbed a thumb against his chest. “I am the last survivor of Tenth Cohort Invincible. We battled our way into Mount Formic as per the strategy of the Hundred Selects. The Brands captured some and sent us to another realm. I alone survived that terrible place.” He indicated me. “We two used the netherworld portal to return to the hive and fought our way out again and—”

The officer blew his whistle.

The ogre-like soldiers hooted and leaped to their feet. They sprinted fast for us.

Perplexed, Vesper turned to me.

“Throw down your javelins,” I hissed.

“What?” Vesper asked.

I slapped the javelins out of Vesper’s grasp. Then, amidst the pound of the approaching ogre-soldiers, I shouted to the officer, “We surrender! We give up!”

The officer glared at us.

“My friend is drunk!” I shouted. “We’re sorry for our terrible joke!”

Before the seven-foot ogre-soldiers could attack, the officer nodded stiffly. He turned to the stampeding squad and blasted a shrill note.

The ogre-like soldiers were close now. They ignored the officer and his whistle. He whirled his mount around and blew the whistle again. Several soldiers halted, but not all. The officer shrilled a third time and leveled his crossbow.

A ka-chunk sounded. The dart drilled a soldier in his tiny forehead. The great brute crashed to the ground, his legs kicked spasmodically.

Instead of turning on the officer, the others hooted in dismay and threw themselves before him. They shivered in what seemed like terror.

The officer urged his mount among them and he began to berate them for not heeding the whistle. “You must obey!” he shouted. “Obey!”

Vesper watched in slack bewilderment.

“Listen to me,” I whispered. “This isn’t your Tanjore.”

“What?” Vesper said.

“Sullo of Tarentum once speculated that time moved differently in Avernus,” I said.

Vesper stared at me.

“You may have been trapped in Avernus longer than you realize,” I said.

Vesper shook his head.

I waved my arm at the other officer who approached on the nine-foot mount. “This is the Tanjore of your future,” I quietly told Vesper. “Your time in Avernus moved slower than the time of Gaia. What might have been several years in Avernus was maybe a hundred years or more here.”

“No,” Vesper whispered.

“They’ve never heard of Tenth Cohort or Sion Trumble,” I said.

“That’s impossible.”

“From now on,” I said, “let me do the talking.”

Vesper grew pale.

“And whatever you do,” I said, “don’t tell them you’re a soldier of Tanjore.”

“Why not?”

I pointed at the seven-foot giants cringing like dogs at the officer’s tirade. I had a feeling those were the only soldiers of Tanjore these days.
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As we marched toward the towering platform, Vesper kept glancing at the ogre-sized soldiers walking with us.

One of the officers led the way on his mount. The other rode beside the ogre-soldiers.

Vesper jerked his thumb at the ogre-soldiers. “Are you saying that Tenth Cohort will eventually become like them?”

“The alchemists must have kept experimenting,” I said.

“What are alchemists?”

I spoke with care. “Who runs the man-makers in Tanjore?”

Vesper shrugged.

“In Karchedon,” I said, “we refer to them as alchemists.”

Vesper glanced back at the ogre-soldiers. “They no longer seem human. Their heads are so small. Did you see how they cringed?” Vesper’s features became like stone. “Do you think they have souls?”

I didn’t reply.

“They are monsters,” Vesper whispered. “But if they are my future, if there are no more cohorts, no more soldiers like me…” His chin sank onto his chest. He marched in silence. Then Vesper whirled around.

“Vesper,” I said.

“Sir,” Vesper shouted.

The officer blew his whistle at the ogre-soldiers. They shuffled to a halt. Warily, the officer trotted to Vesper and me.

“Sir,” Vesper said, “I want to report that the Brands have magic. They have magus-Brands.”

The officer laughed. “Do you think that’s news?”

“When did you discover their secret?”

“What do you mean ‘discover’?” The officer sneered. “Everyone knows the Brands use magic. What game are you two playing?”

“No game, sir,” I said. “In our land we never knew the Brands practiced magic. It came as a rude shock to us.”

“Just where are you from?” the officer asked.

“Karchedon,” I said.

The officer pulled his mount’s ear. The giant humanoid hurriedly backed up several steps. The officer leveled his crossbow at us.

“What are you,” the officer asked, “spies?”

“No,” I said, “refugees. If we were spies, I’d never have told you we were from Karchedon.”

The officer rubbed his chin.

“What’s the problem?” the other officer shouted.

“These two are from Karchedon.”

“I’ll ride ahead and alert the Prefect,” the other officer said. “I’m sure he’ll want to tell the Immaculate about this.” So saying, the first officer wheeled his mount and galloped toward the cliff tower.

“What is the latest word from Karchedon?” I asked.

“Trying to figure out what we know, eh?” the officer said. “You’re the Prefect’s problem now. Try anything tricky and I’ll shoot you with an arrow. Now let’s double-time it. March!”
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With an air of importance, the Prefect entered the room. He was a small man with a large head, a military cap and three medallions clipped to his jacket. He frowned at Vesper and then me.

The room held several chairs and the heavy table behind which the Prefect sat. Sunlight shone through membranes stretched before two windows. In each corner towered an ogre-sized soldier. Each wore mail, a silver helmet with a crest, and gripped the customary short-handled spear. Each stood at attention and kept his minuscule features blank.

Sitting, picking up a sheaf of papers, the Prefect studied them before distastefully pursing his lips.

“Captured by Brands,” he said, looking up at us. “Escaped the hive and originally from Karchedon. You also seem to possess an unusual grasp of Tanjorean history. You—” he looked at Vesper—”spoke about Sion Trumble.”

Vesper scowled.

There was an almost imperceptible tightening of the Prefect’s lips. “You also spoke about the Tenth Cohort Invincible. I find that ominous.”

“Can I ask why?” I said as pleasantly as possible.

The Prefect coolly looked at me. “You’re the refugee from Karchedon, aren’t you?”

“For some reason we’re under suspicion,” I said. “What I’d like to—”

The Prefect raised a fastidious hand. “You two came from Mount Formic, it says.” He shuffled papers. “A skay reconnaissance reports a smoldering hole in the Mount Formic Hive. There are also reports of a fiery manifestation in the sky. Do either of you know anything about this?”

“No,” I said, perhaps too quickly.

The Prefect raised an eyebrow. “What about you?” he asked Vesper.

Vesper twitched his head no.

“You’re certain this is the line you wish to take with me?” the Prefect asked.

Vesper turned burning eyes on him.

“So you do know about the fiery manifestation,” the Prefect said.

Vesper scowled down at the floor.

“We’ve had some difficult days,” I said. “I’m glad to have reached a Tanjore outpost. It’s the first we’ve felt safe since escaping the vicinity of the hive.”

“You two are certainly not pioneers,” the Prefect said. “He’s a military man. And you…underneath those clothes, you strike me as a young scholar in training.”

Despite our predicament, I had to muffle a laugh.

“Do I amuse you?”

“No, sir. It’s the horrors we’ve seen. They’ve unsettled us. I apologize for any odd behavior on our part.”

The Prefect straightened his papers. He appeared ready to ask another question and then gazed thoughtfully at me.

“You’re telling me half-truths,” the Prefect said. “As your brief on Tanjore likely explained, we place a premium on truth. We know others don’t adhere to our honorable codes, but—”

“Sir,” I said, “with all due respect, the idea that I’m a spy from Karchedon is ludicrous.”

“Is it?” the Prefect said.

“Karchedon is far from Tanjore. The Great Sand Belt lies between us, precluding any real community.”

“Ah,” the Prefect said. “So you believe we’re ignorant concerning your Dark Jihad and the erection of your city’s mountain of skulls.”

I blinked with confusion hearing that. What had Lord Beran done in Karchedon since he’d exiled me? A Dark Jihad and a mountain of skulls sounded preposterous. What would be the reason for such a thing?

“We’re aware of your city’s infiltration tactics,” the Prefect said. “These past few years it has allowed Karchedon a swath of victories against its local opponents. But we of Tanjore…” The Prefect drummed his fingers on the table. “The Great Sand Belt precludes any sudden advance south on Karchedon’s part against us, and a host of countries lies between us. Yet we’re aware of your wild-eyed preachers and the seeding of the abominable cult of Beran. I doubt that was your purpose for coming here, but…”

I leaned forward. “Sir, I assure you we’re not spies. I fled Karchedon during Beran’s rise to power.”

Once again, the Prefect drummed his fingers on the table. “Let us drop all pretenses, eh?”

“By all means,” I said.

The Prefect sneered. “Obviously, in some devious manner you’ve learned about the Immaculate’s negotiations with the hive.”

“What?” Vesper’s head jerked up.

“Ah, you thought us fools, is that it?” the Prefect asked.

“No,” I said, before Vesper could say more. “Your statement startles us. We thought Tanjore and the Brands were at war. More to the point, we’re startled Brands can have anything but hostile intentions toward humans.”

“A common fallacy,” the Prefect said. “And your guard’s emotions almost strike me as genuine. But his information earlier about Sion Trumble gives you both away.”

“May I ask why you believe this?” I said.

“Come, come,” the Prefect said. “You must no longer take us for fools. You let slip your historical knowledge. The patrol officers reported your words. Sion Trumble is a byword for fierce fighting against the Brands and the costliness of its failure. The Ascendant Ukiah Trumble claims descent from the Noble Sion.”

“Who?” I asked.

The Prefect slapped the table. “Enough. Let there be an end to pretense. Somehow, you discovered the Immaculate’s delicate diplomacy. His success will rank him with Ulon Liane, Rogol Dhor or even with the Supreme Etarr. Yes, even a prefect can understand the grandeur of the Immaculate’s scope. Brands and men working together in harmony—it would win the Immaculate honor and raise him into the ranks of the Paragons.”

“Peace with Brands?” Vesper asked in a husky voice.

The Prefect sneered again. He was good at it. “Of course, the thought strikes you two with horror. I well understand why.”

“The Brands don’t want peace,” Vesper said, rising from his chair.

The four ogre-sized soldiers lurched from their corners. Their tiny eyes gleamed with anticipation.

I grasped Vesper’s arm. “You’re exciting them. Unless you sit down, they’ll skewer us.”

The muscles tightened on Vesper’s arm, but he resumed his seat.

The Prefect flicked his hand at the ogre-soldiers as if shooing them away. The four great soldiers backed into their respective corners, their gazes fixed on Vesper.

“What puzzles me,” the Prefect said, “is how you managed to inflict such terrible damage on the hive.”

“Sir—” I began.

“Our skays have passed overhead,” the Prefect said, speaking over me. “A hole smolders on the hive’s outer skin. The fields around it are black, the moss burned. There is no activity outside the hive.”

“You must attack,” Vesper said, his eyes burning with zeal. “You must marshal the cohorts, bring siege engines and obliterate the hive. Now is the great opportunity.”

The Prefect frowned. “Your information is badly out of date. Yet somehow, you two achieved this murderous destruction. It’s most baffling.”

I forced myself to chuckle. “If we possess the power you suggest, why would we allow ourselves to remain in your custody?”

“I concede that the point is baffling,” the Prefect said. “There is a mystery here. Perhaps…” He threw up his hands. “This is beyond my scope. However reluctantly, I admit failure.”

The Prefect placed his hands on the table’s edge and rose to his feet. “I caution each of you. A sudden move may well mean your lives. My soldiers are accomplished. The silver helmets mark them as voice and gesture trained, as I’m sure you’re aware. Still, this will be a…delicate situation. The Brands excite them. I urge you, if you value your lives, to remain perfectly still during the next few minutes. If you do, my soldiers will release you. Now stand, but do it slowly, please.”

The Prefect turned to his ogre-soldiers and gave them curt commands.

I stood, and I leaned near Vesper. “Don’t say anything. Let me do the talking.”

Vesper turned his burning gaze onto me.

“Give me your best military discipline,” I whispered. “It’s for the good of Tenth Cohort.”

“You two,” the Prefect said, “stop whispering.”

The ogre-soldiers shuffled behind us. Each of the seven-foot giants grasped one of our arms in a crushing grip. One breathed down my neck. I worked to keep from shivering.

The Prefect went to the door and signaled outside.

“You spoke about Brands exciting your soldiers,” I said.

“It’s the warrior-Brands that do it,” the Prefect said. “Now keep silent until asked a question. Your lives depend on it.”

The Prefect stepped away from the door.

To my horror, three coppery-skinned warrior-Brands lunged into the room and fanned out. A sour odor drifted from them. It made my stomach clench with remembrance. The Brands wore the accustomed harness and each clutched a club. They were of a similar height as the ogre-sized soldiers. The twitching of their clubs, the way they stared at the soldiers, told me there was nothing peaceful about these Brands. Despite their tiny heads, the soldiers understood. Those grasping my arms tightened their painful grips.

“Easy boys,” the Prefect said. “Good boys. They’re friends, friends.”

A fourth Brand stepping into the room looked like the interpreter I’d burned to death in the hive’s subterranean cathedral chamber. I bit back a groan of defeat. If it was the same Brand, it gave no sign of recognition of me. Yet, how could it be the same one?

With its inhuman yellow eyes, the interpreter-Brand glanced from me to Vesper. It pointed at me. “These are the ones who incinerated the hive?” it asked in a Brand monotone.

“I believe so, yes,” the Prefect said.

“Then you must hand them over to us,” the Brand said.


-35-

A tall man followed behind the Brands, although he was a head shorter than the ogre-sized soldiers. He wore tight leather garments with a single emblem pinned to his chest. He was lean and loose-limbed with a long nose, a haughty manner, and varnished hair styled into tiny spikes.

“Immaculate,” the Prefect said with a bow.

“We wish to intern these two,” the interpreter-Brand told the Immaculate.

Ukiah Trumble—the Immaculate—regarded Vesper and me.

“We’re innocent,” I said.

“Quiet!” the Prefect said.

Ukiah Trumble held up a long-fingered hand. He spoke with a nasal quality, as if forming his words somewhere deep inside his nostrils. “Has their guilt been assumed or proven?”

“Logic dictates them as the culprits.” The Prefect’s intent glance and a possible nod seemed to send a signal to Ukiah Trumble.

“Ah,” the Immaculate said.

“Let us probe them,” the interpreter-Brand said. “We shall discover the falsity in their claims of innocence.”

Vesper’s features had frozen since the Brands entered the room. He now ground his teeth together.

I tried to signal Vesper with my eyes. He ignored me. So I began to select my spells. To cast any of them, however, I first needed to free my arms.

“How could two men enter the hive?” Ukiah Trumble asked the interpreter.

The Brand stared fixedly at him. “We entreat with other humans,” it finally said.

“Ah.”

“These two likely entered the hive as saboteurs,” the Brand said in its strange monotone.

In two loose-limbed strides, Ukiah Trumble stood before me. The tall man studied my features as if searching for a clue.

“You realize the Brand is lying,” I said quietly.

“Your bigotry against the other speaks to me of your small-mindedness,” Ukiah Trumble said in response.

“My common sense urges me to warn you of your dangerous illusions,” I said, disliking the man’s arrogance. “Look at the Brands’ clubs. Study the warriors. They yearn to attack us.”

“The Brands are sensitive to aggressive emanations, yours, for instance.” Ukiah observed my astonishment. “Oh, yes. My future ascendancy rests on such understanding of the Brands. It is also the reason I alone will solve the centuries-old dilemma between man and Brand.”

“You’ll cause a massacre,” I said. “The Brands hate humanity.”

“We desire friendship,” the interpreter-Brand said.

Ukiah gave me a triumphant smile. “You’ve heard the hive’s words, yet your bigoted mind cannot translate them into the true meaning. I can almost pity you, as your bigotry blinds you.”

I laughed harshly. I needed to free my arms now.

“Do you know that all my life I have intuited the Brands’ goodness?” Ukiah said.

“Despite all the evidence to the contrary?” I asked.

With a grand gesture, Ukiah Trumble swept aside my words and began to speak. “It was obvious to me that in the beginning war had occurred because of a xenophobic misunderstanding. Men, especially Paragons, are instinctively suspicious of the other. Fortunately, I trusted my instincts instead of falling into habitual bigotry. I knew my own goodness and the inherent good that could occur if men and Brands cooperated. At great personal risk, I established contact with the hive. I convinced them to parley so I could prove to everyone the possibility of peaceful coexistence with the other. Do you know that the Brands have shown me nothing but courtesy?”

“I believe it,” I said. “The Brands are clever. They recognized the opportunity you’ve given them to spy out your lands and probe your defenses.”

Ukiah shook his head. “If only you could understand your own transparency. I cannot help but notice how you fix your guilt upon the Brands. You are the spies. You attempt to create disorder. Now you desire my failure. You as good as declare yourselves my enemy.”

“Enemies lie,” I said. “Friends speak the truth.”

“By smearing the Brands with your own guilt,” Ukiah said, ignoring my words, “you attempt to halt my elevation. As a Paragon, I will bring an end to this long war.”

“Yes,” I said, “with a Brand victory.”

Ukiah looked at me with sadness. “Must men and Brands continue to butcher each other throughout the generations? I defiantly say no.”

“Yours is a noble goal,” I conceded. “I can understand your desire to end the vicious struggle. In this instance, I beg you to ask the Brands how they’ll question us.”

Ukiah’s nostrils flared. “I recognize the tactic. The criminal demands civilized treatment in a last attempt to thwart civilization.”

“You have prejudged us,” I said. “Where is the proof of your allegations?”

“I have triple proof. Your transparent fixing upon others of your own guilt, the logical deduction behind your presence here, and my ability to intuit truth.”

“The truth is the Brands trick you,” Vesper snarled.

Ukiah gently shook his head. “You’re the one who claims to know Sion Trumble, my distant ancestor, the warmonger. I would expect nothing else from you but this violent outburst.”

“I fought the Brands,” Vesper said.

Ukiah turned to the Prefect. “Finally, one of them admits his guilt.”

The Prefect bowed.

Ukiah turned to the interpreter-Brand. With a sweeping gesture, he said, “To show you my good faith and trust, I hand these two miscreants to you. Find the truth and relate it to us.”

The interpreter-Brand chirped instructions to the warrior-Brands. The menacing, coppery-skinned Brands lurched toward Vesper and me.

With spittle flying, Vesper strained to free himself. The ogre-soldiers holding his arms proved stronger.

My heart thudded. I tried to pitch my voice as close to the Prefect’s as possible. “Attack, boys!” I shouted. “Kill the Brands!”

An ogre-sized soldier snarled at an approaching Brand. The warrior-Brand raised its club. That was too much for another ogre-soldier. He released Vesper’s arm, unhooked his short spear, and attempted to skewer the nearest Brand. Two warrior-Brands clubbed the small head, crumpling the silver helmet and skull beneath it.

Before the Prefect or Ukiah could object, the other ogre-soldiers fell on the warrior-Brands. The fight was short and savage. During it, the interpreter-Brand lunged for Vesper. An ogre-soldier stabbed the interpreter, sent it reeling backward. The surprised Ukiah tried to jump clear of the melee. A Brand club cracked his skull. The Immaculate fell hard and leaked his clubbed brains onto the floor.

While this occurred, I backpedaled and assumed a griffon stance. Vesper tore a spear from a dying ogre-soldier and plunged it into a Brand’s neck.

That ended the brutal fight, although not the violence. A horrified Prefect belatedly staggered for the door. Vesper intercepted him and yanked the terrified Prefect away from the door. The man crashed against a chair and then sprawled onto the floor.

I shook off my stance.

Black and red blood mingled on the floor. Bodies lay scattered amidst smashed wood. One of the Brands still twitched.

“Ukiah Trumble is dead,” sobbed the Prefect. “You killed him.”

“Your precious Brands did that,” I said.

After a quick glance at the dead, Vesper opened the door and peeked outside. He shut the door softly. “No one seems to have noticed the carnage,” he said.

“You killed Ukiah Trumble.” The Prefect’s features were twisted with horror.

“We must escape now,” I told Vesper.

The soldier nodded.

“They’ll put you in the glass tubes.” Shock glazed the Prefect’s eyes. “Worse, you’ve ensured my death sentence with yours.”

“Do you want to live?” I asked him.

“I’ve dishonored myself,” the Prefect whispered. “I’m under the clouds.”

“Are you a pilot?” Vesper asked him.

“What’s your plan?” I said.

“Our only chance,” Vesper said. “He must fly us beyond their soulless cavalry.”

“Impossible,” the Prefect whispered. “I’m doomed.”

“Must we fly?” I asked. I didn’t like the idea of riding in one of their rickety skays.

“It’s our only chance for escape,” Vesper said.

“Can you pilot a skay?” I asked the Prefect.

The man stared at me blankly.

I knelt beside the small Prefect, thought about clutching his tunic but rejected it. “What are the glass tubes?”

The Prefect moaned.

I slapped him across the face. “What are the glass tubes?”

“Twelve-foot cylinders,” the Prefect whispered. “Executers place the criminal within. Passersby daily observe his starvation and thereby gain an education against criminality.”

“Why would they place you in the tubes?” I asked.

As Vesper rummaged among the slain soldiers, he made a harsh sound.

The Prefect gave me a terrified glance.

I made a shrewd guess. “Ukiah Trumble’s diplomacy lacked official sanction.”

The Prefect listlessly flicked the medallions on his chest. “Only one of these is genuine.”

“What do your medals have to do with this?”

“Likely, Ukiah Trumble sponsored him,” Vesper said as he buckled on a spear-carrying belt. “The Prefect would have gained in the Immaculate’s elevation to a Paragon.” Vesper pointed at the slain Ukiah. “Notice his emblem. It has the Trumble design, but without the star. If the Prefect says his other medallions are false, then only Ukiah sponsored him.”

“Why is that bad?” I asked, baffled by this.

Vesper hefted two different spears, studying them. “I can only guess that Ukiah acted alone, without sponsorship from a superior.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It means that Ukiah Trumble likely treated with the Brands without the knowledge or sanction of any of the Hundred Selects. If any Paragon declares Ukiah Trumble’s acts as treacherous, he will pay the penalty.” Vesper used his chosen spear to point at the Prefect.

The Prefect shuddered.

“What do the false medallions have to do with any of that?” I asked.

“His sponsors would have to pay for his conduct,” Vesper said, as if that made sense. “Since he lacks any sponsors but for the slain Ukiah—”

The Prefect moved swiftly. He brandished a hidden dagger and tried to plunge it into his throat. I proved faster and knocked the hand so the knife clattered across the floor.

“Why did you do that?” the Prefect moaned.

I grabbed the Prefect’s tunic. “Do you want to die?”

“I’m besmirched,” the Prefect said. “There is no recovery from this.”

“That’s not what I asked,” I said. “Do you want to live?”

The Prefect’s small shoulders twitched.

“Fly us out of here,” I said, “and you fly yourself into extended life.”

“To what use?” the Prefect whispered.

“As a sell-sword, a merchant, or even a farmer,” I said. “Many people immigrate to a new land.”

“You don’t understand,” the Prefect said. “Look at them. Ukiah Trumble was wrong. I helped him to commit—”

“Warn others of his folly,” I said, interrupting.

“Warn how?” the Prefect whispered.

“Escape elsewhere and mail tracts to Tanjore,” I said. “It’s your duty to warn others about Brand cunning. Instead of killing yourself, redeem your reputation and help your country.”

Something new entered the Prefect’s glazed eyes.

I released him.

“Yes,” the Prefect whispered. “I should warn others.”

“First you must flee,” I said, “so you can survive.”

The Prefect studied me. “You two truly aren’t spies?”

“On my word of honor,” I said. “We seek to warn others of the evils that happened in Karchedon.”

The Prefect climbed to his feet. He picked up his cap, fingered it and set it on his head. “It’s my duty to warn others.”

“Agreed,” I said.

“Yes,” the Prefect said, recovering some of his didactic tone. “We must escape by skay.”

Vesper stepped near, with his spear aimed at the Prefect’s belly. “If you betray us, I’ll gut you.”

The Prefect shuddered and avoided Vesper’s glare. He asked me, “How do you plan to achieve this feat of escape?”

That was the problem. The Tanjoreans launched skays from tower platforms, and we were down here at this one’s base. We had to get to the top, and fast.
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Despite the Prefect’s pale features and stutter, the officers at the bottom lift opened the elevator cage and allowed the Prefect, Vesper and me to step in. At the officer’s command, workers, each ten feet tall, rotated a huge wheel. This, through a clever combination of ropes and pulleys, hoisted the elevator cage and us within.

All of a sudden, the tower’s larch-wood struts seemed too thin. Wind whistled among the skeletal structure, and I could have sworn the tower swayed as we moved higher.

Eventually, the cage rattled through a trapdoor on the main high platform and stopped. An officer stepped up and opened the cage.

There was a foot-wide gap between it and the platform flooring, and the cage slid back and forth. Willing myself, following Vesper, I stepped over the gap onto the platform. To my dismay, the platform lacked guardrails along the edges.

“I need a three-seater,” the Prefect was saying.

“I’ll need to see a warrant, sir,” an official said.

The Prefect searched his uniform before looking up. “I seem to have forgotten it.”

“You know the Immaculate’s orders, sir.”

“Of course I know them,” the Prefect said. “The Immaculate gave them on my recommendation. I still need a three-seater.”

The officer glanced suspiciously at Vesper and me. “If there’s a problem—”

Vesper rushed near, drew a knife and stabbed the officer, who gurgled, as Vesper bore him onto his back and covered his mouth.

“You killed him,” the Prefect said in a high-pitched voice.

Vesper yanked out a knife and wiped the blood on the official’s tunic.

The Prefect grew pale.

Vesper stood and sidled beside him. “I’ll pitch you headfirst off the edge if you don’t do exactly as I say.”

Soon, the Prefect lurched toward a hangar built on the peak beside the tower. It was where they stored the skays.

I crouched beside the dead official. Blood oozed out of his chest and pooled around him. Some of the blood seeped between the platform’s slats and no doubt dripped all the way to the ground. That would give us away too soon if we failed to act at once.

Vesper and the Prefect returned with an ox-like worker towing a skay.

The glider had a long central body constructed of basket-weave fiber. A curved membrane screen protected the first saddle straddling the body. Thin cords were attached to handles and foot pedals controlled from the first saddle. The cords spread to large, bat-like wings and smaller rear stabilizers. Two other saddles in a row were behind the first.

The flimsy membrane wings creaked as the worker towed the skay onto the launching skids. The Prefect attached a rope and hook to the skay’s nose.

“Hurry!” the Prefect shouted.

I strode to the skay, noticing smoke from the hangar and then a flicker of flame in the interior. A wounded officer with a crossbow staggered out of the hangar door.

“Run!” the Prefect shouted at us.

The officer with the crossbow ran toward us.

I gingerly sat on the last saddle of the skay.

“Buckle on the belt,” Vesper said, sitting on the second saddle.

With numb fingers, I buckled a belt around my waist. I twisted back. The officer stopped and yanked the crossbow cord into firing position. He inserted a dart into the groove.

The Prefect jumped into the first saddle. He shouted at the worker.

The giant looked dumbfounded. He had bovine features and sad eyes as drool spilled from his lips.

“The ballast!” the Prefect screamed. “Drop the ballast.”

Uncertainly, the giant shuffled to a heavy sack attached to the end of the launch rope. He grunted while hefting it.

“Toss it over the side, you imbecile!” the Prefect shouted.

The massive worker blinked stupidly. Then he bawled in agony. The officer’s dart stuck out of a huge thigh. The giant, clutching the ballast, staggered to the edge of the platform. With another bawl of pain, he and the ballast pitched over the edge.

“Hang on!” the Prefect screamed.

A coiled line unraveled. The line was attached to the ballast and to the skay’s nose. Then the line snapped tight and yanked. With a sickening lurch, the skay zoomed from its launching skids and into the sky.

Without the belt, I would have tumbled off and plunged to my death. Now I hung on with a deathlike grip. The basket weave of the wing-struts creaked ominously. The tight membrane skins of the wings cracked like sails under a full wind.

I dared look down. There was nothing but empty air and then, far below, the hard ground.

The skay dipped, and the Prefect began to pull the handles and pump the pedals. In moments, the skay leveled out as the creaks and snaps lessened. Slowly, majestically, the skay banked as it glided in the stiff air.

I almost vomited in terror.

“I’m heading north,” the Prefect shouted back at us.

I nodded. North was the Great Sand Belt and then Karchedon. If I survived this madness, I’d hunt down Beran and make him pay for what he’d done to me.

“It’s burning,” Vesper said.

I looked back. Flames devoured the hangar. Likely, the other skays burned. I glanced at the compound where Ukiah Trumble had interviewed us. Men gathered at the building. Some pointed up at us. Others ran somewhere, maybe for mounts.

“How far can we fly?” I shouted.

The Prefect glanced back. “It’s a light wind and we’re losing height, although I’d doubt a Karchedonian would notice.” He peered back at the compound. “We might make it to Brand territory.”

“We need to go farther,” I shouted.

“Granted,” shouted the Prefect. He worked the handles and adjusted the pedals. “Pray to whatever tutelary deities you know. We need a strong headwind. Without it—”

The skay lurched.

The Prefect returned to piloting the fragile craft instead of talking to me.

I looked back but could no longer see the compound. I began muttering prayers, hating the lands south of the Great Sand Belt and most of all hating this skay.
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We passed the land of the Brands, still sailing high in the sky, seeing Mount Formic in the distance. Vesper stared in that direction for quite some time.

The Prefect’s piloting skills had proven masterful. He concentrated, but seemed to be tiring. We’d been airborne for hours already, and the foot pedals needed constant work.

“Logan,” Vesper said, turning to me. “This is wrong.”

“Eh?” I asked, snapping out of a semi-stupor.

“This is wrong,” Vesper said again.

“What exactly do you mean?”

“The world,” he said. “I’m beginning to think we don’t belong in it.”

“I know what you mean. It’s still taking me time to adjust to normal life. Our time in Avernus warped our outlook. Our time in the hive didn’t help either.”

Vesper shook his head. “I’m talking about something else.”

“You mean being airborne like this?”

Vesper ran his hands over his arms, a puzzled look on his face. “This existence is unlike any I’ve known. I don’t know why it has taken me so long to understand. We’ve been bewitched.”

I gave an uneasy laugh, puzzled. “What in the world are you talking about, Vesper?

“It has to do with Lord Beran,” Vesper said.

“Do you mean my quest to hunt him down?”

“We both are doing that.”

“You’re after Beran as well?” I asked.

Vesper nodded. “He’s vitally important to something we’ve both forgotten. I’m struggling to make sense of these concepts. We’ve wasted an incredible amount of time, as well.”

“I don’t get the thrust of your argument.”

Vesper wet his lips with his tongue. “Think about Lord Beran. Think about him deeply. He’s more than a sorcerer. He doesn’t belong here as well.”

“Where is here exactly?”

“Our world,” Vesper said.

“Beran belongs to Avernus?”

“Maybe, although I don’t think so,” Vesper said. “We’re missing something. I almost think flying like this has jogged my memory. I’ve flown before somewhere, but not in this world.”

“You’re a soldier of Tanjore. You might have flown in a skay and not remembered it until now.”

Vesper didn’t seem to hear me. “We could be in an illusion.”

“You’re tired. We’ve been through too many horrors and narrow escapes. I can well understand that we’re both a little unbalanced.”

“You have flown before, too. Did you know that?”

I raised my eyebrows. “I don’t think so.”

“Many times, in fact,” Vesper said.

I laughed.

“I beseech you. Think about Lord Beran. Think about him deeply.”

I shrugged and bent my head in thought. Lord Beran was my half-brother. He was taller than I was. He had thin, angular features like an Antaran—

Vesper happened to be looking back at me. “What is it? Your features just fell. What did you discover?”

I shook my head stubbornly. What was an Antaran and why would Lord Beran my half-brother look like one? I stared into the distance, at a mountain range on the horizon. Lord Beran had cast me into Avernus. He’d done so because…because…

I’d forgotten something that had happened when Beran banished me into Avernus. I’d cast a spell to protect myself, but to do so I’d had to sacrifice something. We’d been in a large chamber in Karchedon, which was on the world Gaia. Gaia had been in the mirror—

A cold sweat broke out on my face so I shuddered. What did mirrors have to do with any of this? I had a feeling mirrors were dreadfully important to Beran, to Gaia…

“The Earth Gate,” I whispered.

“What did you say?” asked Vesper.

“What do you think about when I say the Earth Gate?”

Vesper stared at me, as it didn’t come right away to him. Suddenly, he shouted in alarm.

The Prefect twisted back. “What’s wrong?”

Vesper didn’t answer because he was too self-absorbed with his memories.

“Nothing to worry about,” I shouted at the Prefect. “Keep flying for the Great Sand Belt.”

The Prefect studied me, then Vesper. Finally, he shrugged and faced forward. He pumped the foot pedals as he’d been doing for hours.

Vesper stared back at me with stricken eyes.

“I think we’ve been under a memory-loss spell for a long time,” I said.

“This is incredible,” Vesper said. “I’ve lived here as a man. I understand your kind better because of it. We helped each other in a sacrificial manner.”

“Yes,” I said, surprised at that.

“Lord Beran must have sought something in Gaia, maybe in Karchedon in particular,” Vesper said.

My mind drifted to the black globe Beran had used against me. Was it possible that he had been after that specific artifact?

Vesper’s voice took on a tone of sudden realization. “These worlds are real, not just some video game or a bizarre Polarion projection. This is real. That means the Earth Gate has portals to alternate Earths. Here, Earth is called Gaia.”

“Are you certain about that?” I asked, with skepticism in my voice.

Vesper nodded. “The history is too detailed and holds together in every way. The other realm of Avernus is proof of it as well.”

“How can magic work here like this?”

Vesper shrugged. “There are different natural laws at work in different realities. We both adjusted quite well here. I think that is one of the differences to a Polarion portal. It adjusts the traveler to the realm so he fits into it. The switch to Avernus seems to have badly hurt our memories, however. I think we would have shaken off the fog of transfer faster if we’d never gone to Avernus.”

I nodded. “If we return to our Earth, does that mean you’ll revert to being what you were—an ur-vile inside a cube?”

“I’m sure of it.”

“Are you willing to go back then?”

Vesper stared at me. “I like being human. I like this freedom of movement. I think as long as Beran—”

“I saw Rax,” I said, interrupting.

“What?”

I told Vesper about the crystalline robot, finally remembering all that happened upon my coming to Gaia.

“How interesting,” Vesper said.

“Do you think Beran is still on Gaia?” I asked.

Vesper considered that. “If we exit this reality, I’ll think we, or I, will be able to tell by the tracks in the hall.”

I nodded. “We should leave here then. We’ve probably been on Gaia far too long.”

“Time likely moves differently in the various realities. But I think you’re right. Let me open myself to see if there is a place where we can leave.”

I sat in silence, thinking about Avernus and Gaia. I’d been a wizard and practiced magic. It was all so strange. The Earth Gate was a fantastic Polarion artifact. It might be the greatest artifact their race had ever built. No wonder aliens were always coming to Earth searching for this or that relic.

Vesper’s voice broke the silence. “Logan, I sense there’s an exit nearby.” He pointed into the distance. “I feel an exit is over there.”

“Prefect,” I shouted.

Following a brief discussion, the Prefect relented, and skillfully maneuvered the three-seater skay in the direction indicated by Vesper.

We’d been trapped on Gaia a long time. Were we still in the game? Had the Master figured out a way onto Earth by now and changed everything?

I marveled at all that had happened. I looked at reality differently due to my time here. Might that help me in dealing with the Master, with Beran, if I ever caught up with him? Maybe. First, we had to exit Gaia.


-38-

The skay skidded across sand as the Prefect made a bumpy landing on the desert floor below a cave high in a mountain.

Once we stopped, I turned to him and said, “Sir, Vesper and I are going up into the cave. However, you cannot come where we go.”

“What?” the Prefect said. “Then why did I just land here? This is the middle of nowhere.”

“Take our water skins,” I said. “We won’t be needing them.”

“Are you crazy?” the Prefect said. “I’ve escaped, and brought you with me. You owe it to me to take me to whatever treasure is up there.”

“There’s no treasure,” I said. “We’re leaving this world.”

“What?” he said.

“Just as we left Avernus, we’re going to leave Gaia.”

The Prefect looked at me as if I were crazy. “But what am I supposed to do?”

“You have a sword. You have the water skins. You have your wits and the knowledge of what lives around here. I urge you to do the best you can given your situation.”

“You’re ditching me. You’re casting me aside as a used water skin.”

“That is true,” Vesper said, “but Logan is correct. Where we go, you cannot come. We thank you for what you did.” There seemed to be a malicious gleam in Vesper’s eyes.

“Look,” I said as I approached the Prefect and placed a hand on his shoulder. “You were going to give us to the Brands, and they were going to kill us. We’re not going to kill you. We helped you escape just as you helped us escape. I believe our obligations are now at an end. If you are angry with us…” I made an offhand gesture, “what can I say? Neither of us wishes the other harm. At least, I wish you no harm.”

“This is unwarranted,” the Prefect said. “I risked all for you.”

“Enough of this,” Vesper said. “We’ve told you how it is. Now go. Leave.”

I could see Vesper was getting angry. So I released the Prefect and bade Vesper to come with me.

Together, Vesper and I left the bewildered Prefect and marched up the sandy slope that would lead to the cave mouth up there in the high rocks. As I did, I remembered all I’d forgotten.

It was as if nearing the exit to this reality opened channels in my brain. The idea that I had been in Avernus for such a long time, and that Beran had cast me there… I’d thrown a defensive spell back then. To do so I’d had to accept my wizardly persona. Perhaps my spell had thrown Vesper clear and allowed him to meet me later in Avernus. Whatever the case, in this reality, where spells worked as they did not on Earth, Beran had created something. I was certain it had something to do with the globe he’d used against me in Karchedon.

“Do you remember what Ukiah Trumble said about a Dark Jihad in Karchedon and mountains of skulls?” I asked.

“I do,” Vesper said. “I remembered it well. Does it matter?”

“Why would Beran want to kill all those people to create a mountain of skulls? He was the one who likely introduced the Dark Jihad then.”

“Let me think about that as we climb,” Vesper said.

Later, as we approached the cave mouth—it looked ordinary enough as far as caves went.

“I have a theory about the jihad and skulls,” Vesper said. “I suspect Beran and the terror killed all those people in order to drain their souls or the essences of their life force into a magical edifice or artifact.”

“Oh,” I said. “You mean like what happened to the Brands when you were given to the Great One in Avernus?”

“Yes. Only Beran used a direct route, if we’re right about this.”

“Could Beran have come to this reality to gather such a thing, and will the object work the same in our reality?” I asked.

“Those are good questions, and I suspect good guesses,” Vesper said. “Unfortunately, we won’t know until we find Beran.”

“So you think he’s still in Karchedon, doing…whatever?”

“No. Now I’m beginning to think we’re running late, we’re running behind, that we’ve spent too much time in this reality. That was probably due to being sidetracked into Avernus. The time there has certainly given me a different view of things and a different mindset, and it certainly has given me a greater appreciation for you.”

I looked at the soldier, at Vesper. Without him, I wouldn’t have survived Avernus. Without my help, Vesper wouldn’t have survived the hive.

I stopped, Vesper stopped. I held up my hand. For a moment, he looked at it. Then he held out his. I clutched his hand, pumping it.

“We’ve become friends, companions,” I said. “I owe you my life. I won’t forget that even when we return to our own reality.”

“The reality you come from,” Vesper said as we unclasped hands. “I come from the Shadowed Realm, but I suspect I no longer think the way I used to. My days here…” Vesper had an odd look. “They’ve changed me. They’ve changed how I think and certainly changed how I feel about you. You’re not just an instrument. You are indeed a person, an entity.”

I clapped Vesper on the shoulder. “You’re an entity too,” I said, laughing. “What a thing to call someone.”

We climbed and had to concentrate, as the path grew steeper near the cave mouth.

I stopped before the final ascent and turned. Past rocks and scrubs far below, the skay lay alone on the desert floor. I could see the Prefect’s trail and the Prefect. He was heading for the mountains. He did not look back at us, but continued to trudge.

“All right,” I said, “let’s find what we can in the cave.”

We climbed the final ascent and entered it. The cave wasn’t deep, but before us was a film-like barrier, reminiscent of the one in the tunnel pit when we escaped the Great One and fled into the Brand hive.

“You think the mirrors are on the other side of this?” I asked.

“I do,” Vesper said. “Shall we go?”

“Yes.”

I went first, passing through the film, hoping I’d reach Earth on the other side.
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I stood in my parka in the Earth Gate. I faced the mirror adorned with gilt work and a charcoal mark upon it. On my gloved hand was the Shadow Realm cube.

“Vesper,” I said.

I am back, I am here, he said in my mind. That was an odd sensation. I had a feeling I was going to miss having the soldier of Tenth Cohort Invincible by my side. I was going to miss having the stalwart fighter.

“You were very physical over there,” I said. “Quite the opposite of what you are here.”

That is true, Vesper said. And you were a wizard, an entity of mind and cunning, instead of your normal bullish ways of using your fists and physicality to solve your problems.

“Hey, that’s true,” I said. “We reversed roles.”

You are correct, Vesper said. It was illuminating. And now?

“Now,” I said, “back to business. What can you tell about Beran by using your attributes?”

I have said it before, Vesper said, and I will say it again. You should allow me greater access to you, so I can understand better. I will add this, Logan. If you grant me this access, I will fully withdraw and go back to the cube once I’m done. I will not use you or remain in charge of you, but give you back control of your body.

“Wait a minute. You’re saying you would have had control of me before if I’d done this?”

Alas, yes, I was practicing deception. But I feel now, since you have saved my life and saved everything that I am, yes, I will tell you the truth. I also make you this promise.

I thought about it. I thought long and hard. The idea of doing what he suggested, even after what we’d gone through in Avernus and the Brand hive—

I removed my glove. “Here you go, buddy. Without you, I’d no longer be alive. I hope you’re not lying to me.” I grasped the cube with my bare hand.

There was a flowing sensation. It was not pleasant. My eyesight, sense of smell all dimmed. It felt as though I was being compressed into an ever-smaller space. Was that my being, my id? Was I retreating into myself? It seemed to happen for a moment. After the moment was over, the process reversed itself.

To my astonishment, I stood before a completely different set of mirrors. I held the cube in my bare hand.

Put the cube on the gloved hand, Vesper said in my mind.

I did so.

Our connection snapped off. I realized he’d been controlling my body. The ur-vile from the Shadowed Realm, one of the Master’s creatures, had taken charge of me. Possessed me, it would seem. Now he had released me as per his word. I marveled at my stupidity, that I would trust such a creature. I did not think I would ever do that again. The feeling was too invasive and dreadful.

I slowly become aware Vesper was talking to me.

Thank you, Logan, he said in my mind. Your trust, more than anything else, is what I marvel at most. The second thing is that I kept my word. Logan, you have no idea of the desire I had to remain in charge of your body until you died. In a way, an ur-vile is a vampiric entity, such as you would conceive the term. And yet, because of what we went through in Avernus, and the hellishness of that place, and that you rescued me from the Brands, I do not know how to tell you how I have marveled and thought again and again of what you did for me. I wrestled with my conscience for too long. Hours, I’m afraid. We have been standing here in front of this mirror, wasting time, as I have wrestled back and forth with the possibilities. Logan, I have to tell you, never let me be in charge of you again.

“Okay,” I said, stunned by the admissions. I was also stunned that our time in Avernus and on Gaia could have such a profound effect in the real world. I guess there had been changes in my thinking and thought processes as well as in Vesper.

“What’s the prognosis?” I said. “What did you discover?”

Much, Vesper said. Lord Beran went into this mirror. I think this mirror or reality is more technically oriented than the place we were at that was Gaia. I also believe that I’m understanding what they are attempting to do.

“They?” I asked.

Rax is helping Lord Beran and the terror, whether out of coercion or out of his own free will, I do not know. But I think that Rax’s time on Gaia changed him. I wonder if the freedom of movement gave him a difference of thought. I will say this. Logan, I have determined that I will help you capture Lord Beran, or defeat him. I will even instruct you once we come back to the Earth Gate.

“You think we should go into this mirror or reality then?”

Oh, most assuredly, Vesper said. I think we are hot on the trail of Lord Beran and the terror. I think they had to spend a much longer time in Karchedon than we realize as Beran and the terror turned the black globe into a powerful, magical artifact. In some manner, it became so powerful that it will have magical properties here. That is the key. Lord Beran and the terror are either going to face the Master and defeat him—I think that is what they plan.

“I remember Lord Beran telling me he wanted to flee far from the Master,” I said.

I believe that was subterfuge. Lord Beran is cunning. I believe he also may be akin to insane.

“Akin?” I asked.

He has followed a logical path and is succeeding. But I think Beran is driven in a way that you cannot conceive of being driven unless you have spent a lifetime in Avernus. Or maybe several lifetimes. What Lord Beran underwent in the Shadowed Realm was akin to what you underwent in the hive and in Avernus, but to a more intense degree. It likely snapped his sanity, leaving him a dangerous, vicious creature of vast intellect and understanding. I believe Beran is fully controlling the terror as well.

“How did you pick up all this?” I asked.

I have put your hand in this mirror and I your hands in the other mirror.

“The Gaia mirror?” I asked.

Yes. From that, I was able to learn about the properties, ideas, and history of the place. In the Gaia Reality, Lord Beran was a huge fixture.

“Huh,” I said, “imagine that. Okay, okay. So what’s next?”

Next, this is going to be my second to last journey into another reality. If we escape it, I ask that you fulfil a promise.

“Okay,” I said. “If it was within my power, I’ll give it.”

I ask that after we are done here, you cast my cube into the Gaia Reality.

“So you can be Vesper 10 the soldier again?”

I would rather have an existence as a soldier of Tanjore than as this cube and ur-vile.

“All right, I can do that, provided I ever return to the Gaia mirror.”

We will have to in order to escape the mirrors. Now, I don’t think the magical device Beran has fashioned will work the same in the reality we’re about to enter. In the coming reality you will have to use the knowledge you gained going to the Saturn Space Station several years ago.

“The Antaran Station?” I asked.

Correct, Vesper said.

“We’re going into space then?”

I believe that to be the case.

“Will I remember who I am in the next reality?”

We must endeavor to do so, and there are some tricks to help us achieve it. I do not need to go over them as I have pre-inserted them into your brain.

“We’ll know who we are this time, the whole time, and we won’t lose our greater understanding?”

Such I believe to be the case, Vesper said. “But whether it will be that way or not, we are discovering that we actually have to go into these places to find out. I think now after two, if you want to call the trip into Avernus a third, we’ve gone through three portal journeys. I have gone through four, coming into your reality as one. Perhaps now we will be able to use some of what we have learned and be better portal travelers than before.

“Okay,” I said, “so what exactly are we attempting to do this time?”

We aim to defeat Lord Beran, but more importantly, to seize his Gaia globe and any item he is seeking here.

“You’re sure he’s seeking something here?” I asked.

Absolutely. I also believe that what he seeks is adrift in Saturn’s rings in that reality.

“That’s weird.”

I do not know if it is weird or not, but it’s different. Are you ready?

“Yeah,” I said, “Let’s do this.”

Put me in your pocket and then pass through the mirror.

I did just that, putting Vesper away and pushing into the mirror afterward.
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I blinked several times and realized my brain hurt, or something there did. It took me several moments before I became aware of my surroundings.

I was squeezed into a tight cockpit with a small bubble canopy before me. There was a vast array of controls under the canopy. I wore a strange silver one-piece suit, and I was far skinnier than I remembered.

Logan, can you hear me?

“Vesper,” I said. “Where are you?”

I am a Tal-10 AI computing unit. You have nicknamed me Vesper for reasons I did not comprehend.

That was important somehow. I needed—

“Hey, we crossed into another reality.”

Could you please clarify your statement?

“You and I were in the Earth Gate moments ago. Before that, we were in Gaia and Avernus. You were a soldier in Tenth Cohort Invincible.”

Yes, I do remember now that you mention it. You did well to say the correct trigger words to me.

“Do you know what’s going on here?”

Logan, perhaps we have stumbled upon a method to remember more. One of us needs to play in character as it were. That one must meld with the present reality in order to perform correctly in it. In this case, you should not accept your new persona and work hard to keep the old Logan primary in your thoughts.

“Can you explain what the hell that is supposed to mean?”

I can and will do so now. But you mustn’t fully accept your persona. Everything depends upon it.

“Uh, okay. So what’s going on?”

You are an X-pilot in a cyborg assault ship.

That caused my mind to blank out for a moment. It hurt inside my head. There was something about the reality I did not like. I nearly allowed myself to slide into persona here, an X-pilot, in order to discover the thing. Instead:

“I am Logan and belong to Earth and the CAU.”

Good, that is good, Vesper said. Continue along that venue.

For the first time, I peered out the canopy. I yelped in surprise and possibly in fear. Before me was a vast field of debris and ice in all directions. Beyond the field, I saw the major planet of Saturn.

That meant…I was in space, and I traveled within one of the rings of Saturn. I was searching for—

Logan, Vesper said interrupting my thought. You are sliding into persona. I can feel it in your mind. You must cease doing that. Let me explain the situation so your CAU Logan persona understands and maintains its grasp of the fuller reality.

“Sounds good to me,” I said. “By the way, where are you? How are you communicating with me?”

You are not going to like this.

“I don’t already.”

I looked around. I sat in a cushioned seat. There was a line running from my head. I reached up to feel the helmet. There wasn’t one. Instead, I felt the line to the jack inserted into my head. I had a small socket melded into the side of my head.

“Whoa, what’s going on, Vesper? There’s something plugged into my brain.”

Yes, me, Vesper said. I am a Tal-10 AI unit. I am integrated with the X-ship and enhance your X-piloting abilities. We are both part of the greater cyborg collective. The collective is attacking the Solar System. The humans have sent a ship to Saturn to find something. Our mission is to intercept the stealth vessels for the greater Webmind that is controlling this campaign.

“I’m a cyborg?”

Not much of one, Vesper said. You have nearly total autonomy except for your jack. That is what makes you an X-pilot and this an X-ship. You are mind and machine combined into one, making you the vital part in a supreme weapon’s system.

“Beran is with the humans?”

I believe so.

“We picked the wrong side this time.”

Technically, we are not on any side here. I put us into Cyborg Command in order to reach the location faster.

“You’re not making sense.”

We are here to collect an alien relic. It is hidden in Saturn’s rings. I was able to compute certain parameters before we entered. I did this earlier while I was controlling your mind and body, and when you placed your hand in the mirror.

“Okay. I remember you talking about that.”

I believe the Polarions acted in such a way when they used the mirrors in the past.

“Oh. Sure, that makes sense.”

I don’t know how, but Beran has discovered an alien space station hidden in Saturn’s rings. However, in some ways the station is like Avernus in relation to Gaia. It is in a different realm, or partly so. In this case, the alien space station flickers into and out of this reality.

“The station is like a flying Dutchman in space,” I said.

Give me a moment. Ah, yes, I recognize your reference. That is correct. The alien station is not always synced with this reality. It will or already has shifted into the reality here. Beran wishes to board the station and collect a rare artifact hidden within it. That will be our chance to intercept it and perhaps take the black globe he created on Gaia.

“Will Rax be jacked into Beran’s brain like you are into mine?”

Beran is not part of the cyborg collective like you are. Cyborg Command is here to destroy the alien station and any humans using it.

“I thought we were going to capture Beran.”

Our Cyborg Command assignment is to destroy the space station. You must resist the collective’s impulse and focus on what you originally came here to do for us.

“You mean the cyborg collective in this reality.”

What else could I mean?

“Our X-ship is small. Do we have a mothership from which we launched?”

Yes. Cyborgs are monitoring you from the mothership. Thus, you must be careful what you say over the comm system. If you study your left screen, you will see that our X-ship is electronically linked to the mothership.

I studied the screen, and others, and began to understand how to fly the X-ship. Most of the flying would come directly from my brain through the Tal-10 AI unit and to the ship. There were other X-ships out here with us. We were flying according to a grid pattern.

“I’m going to concentrate on flying the ship,” I said.

You should locate the space station and Beran instead.

“Do you have any idea where it and he might be?”

I am going to attempt to find the black globe. I have an idea regarding its radiation signature. Once I find it, then we can swoop in on Beran and surprise him.

I sat back, studying the locations of the other X-ships, the debris in the ring—it was akin to navigating a minefield out here. If I went too fast, it would be like running through a shooting range at a Marine site. Were my X-reflexes up to that?

I have located the black globe’s signature.

“Show its location on my flight screen,” I said.

The Tal-10 AI unit displayed it on my screen.

“That isn’t located in my sector,” I said.

I know. The question is, what are you going to do about it?
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As I piloted my X-ship, a sleek craft with laser cannons on the stubby wings, I realized I’d spent a long time coming here—at least my persona had. We X-pilots arrived via supply ships from deep in the Oort cloud. The task force had reached the Solar System in giant generational vessels, having come from the Tau Ceti System.

It was odd to think of that, and odd to think how I’d arrive via the mirror I’d pushed through. This time, I remembered everything that had taken place in the other realities. This “cyborg” reality was as strange in its own way as the magical one on Gaia.

In this reality, horrific cyborgs led by Webminds had overrun nearly the entire Orion Arm. Now, they were coming for the humans on Earth.

Had the Polarions become like unto gods by traveling to a multitude of realities in the distant past? Had they’d gone to different realities and gathered technologies, growing powerful and wise through the experiences? If so, the Earth Gate was the secret to Polarion power. Perhaps many Polarions had emigrated through the mirrors, leaving my Earth and building huge empires in various realities.

I thought about what Beran had said when he’d sliced off my limbs in the mountains. He wanted to escape far from my Earth and the Master, so the Master would never be able to find him. The terror had wanted to go back and overthrow the Master. Was there another Earth Gate in one of the realities? Would such a group of mirrors take Polarions and others even farther afield?

I needed to find Beran, rescue Rax, and fix the Great Machine so it sealed the Master in the Shadowed Realm. If I did that, though, could the Master enter this reality and then reach Earth through the mirrors? It was confusing and unsettling. I had enough problems dealing with my Earth, never mind thousands and maybe millions of other parallel Earth realities.

I remember as a kid, positioning the bathroom mirrors so I could look down long corridors of mirrored reflections. I’d wondered as a kid if I could reach into one of those strange realms. In essence, that was quantum physics where anything one could imagine had or would take place.

Logan, Vesper said, are you paying attention?

“What?” I said, startled out of my reveries. “Yeah, yeah, I’m totally paying attention.”

Do you not see the blip on the screen?

I was tempted to yank the jack out of my head, but doing so would render me unable to fly my X-ship.

I leaned forward and checked the sensor screen.

That blip shows where the space station is.

“The station drifting in and out of this reality’s dimension?” I asked.

Exactly.

“Oh. The blip isn’t in my sector.”

You’ll have to go there nevertheless.

“There are three other X-ships in the way. If I do as you suggest, they’ll likely attack us.”

Let me check. You’re correct. That is standard cyborg protocol. How did you know that if you’ve been refusing this reality’s persona of you?

“Maybe it just bleeds in. Okay, hang on. Vesper, we’re going to have to do this.”

And risk destruction?

“Yeah,” I said.

I initiated a series of maneuvers, increasing the velocity of my X-ship. I dodged rocks and ice, and heard the impact of minute dust particles on the special fiber hull. The X-ship could take it for a while, but the dust and debris would be like sandpaper and eventually wear away the hull.

I heard a ping of communication. Mentally, I shut it off.

That was Cyborg Command wanting to know what I was doing. This was serious. I continued to increase velocity and wove as only an X-ship pilot could. Instead of outer controls, I used my mentality. I zigzagged my sleek vessel up, down and to the sides. I was barely aware of the G-forces pulling against me, so absorbed was I in the mental control of the ship.

I headed for the shadow blip on the sensor screen. There was a secondary blip merging with it. Could that be Beran’s craft?

Let me analyze, Vesper said. Yes, that is a human ship. We must assume it is Beran’s and he is reaching for the prize. If he reaches it, he will likely be able to transfer out of this reality, possibly stranding us here.

“How do you know all that? Do you see or feel any emanations?”

I do not, Vesper said. I do think Beran knows more than we do and can move through these realities better than we can.

“It can’t be that much better,” I said, “because you brought us to him fast, even though he had lead time on us.”

It is true that I had to do serious manipulations, Vesper said. Do you notice the two X-ships veering toward us?

“Of course,” I said.

I had already launched two torpedoes in anticipation of this. The torpedoes burned hot for the other X-ships. I wove around various particles of the ring, taking a detour loop. I also opened channels.

“My X-ship is malfunctioning,” I told Cyborg Command. I shut off communications before they could reply or send a coercive pulse that might compel me to obey their directives.

As one of the X-ships followed me in my detour loop, the two torpedoes slammed into it. There was a blossom, a nuclear explosion. Many nearby particles and icy rocks of the ring vaporized.

Behind the whiteout, I changed course and sped on a direct collision course with the other X-ship. I didn’t think it would be ready for this because the pilot would not have expected the torpedo ignition. As the whiteout dissipated, I waited… There it was! I did not need to stab a firing button with a finger. With my mind, I sent twin laser beams into the exhaust of the other X-ship. In a moment it also ignited, expelling hull parts, engine pieces, coils and cyborg X-pilot particles in all directions. I veered immediately, heading once again for the pulsating phantom, the strange alien space station.

Who had built it and when? I suspected it was Polarion as we’d been theorizing. Who else would have the type of weapon Beran would need to defeat the Master?

I launched decoys in different directions. They emitted signals matching my X-ship parameters. At the same time, I began stealth maneuvering. It was a complicated maneuver as I energized certain X-ship systems. That should buy me a bit more time from Cyborg Command interference, as they followed or attacked the decoys instead of my X-ship.

Using mental commands, I shut down the thrust and drifted through Saturn’s ring. I used impulse power to navigate around ice crystals and rock fragments, steering my X-ship in stealth mode toward the secret space station.
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I had successfully entered stealth mode and, with Vesper’s help, burned out the cyborg tracking devices in my X-ship. Otherwise, Cyborg Command would have immediately spotted me.

I had become a master X-ship pilot because Vesper possessed the necessary knowledge. Thus, I didn’t have to give myself over to the persona of this reality. Because of that, I retained the knowledge of who I was and what I needed to do to defeat Beran and the Master.

The X-ship moved slower than before. I had used magnetic impulses and expelled gravity waves to reduce my speed. On my screen, I saw the cyborg mothership outside the rings and other X-ships ranging through the rings as they tracked the decoys. From what I saw, they hadn’t yet discovered the shadow trace that showed where the hidden Polarion space station was.

Was only the station’s entry point visible? If not, the station itself was minuscule.

As we neared the location, I located the Earth stealth ship. It was small, black-painted, and with the outer hatch open. Beran must have already entered the space station, prowling through it.

“Do you see that, Vesper?” I said.

Affirmative, he said.

“I’m going to maneuver closer. Then, we’ll take a small space walk to the station.”

I dumped more gravity waves and slowed near the entrance. There was a vague outline shape behind the entrance. That shadowy form must be in a different dimension, or mostly so, and thus hidden from our sensors. Yes, ring debris moved through the dim shape as if it wasn’t there. What allowed me to see it then?

I didn’t have an answer for that.

I climbed from my seat, donned a vacc-suit and exited the X-ship. With expert squirts from my hydrogen thruster pack, I maneuvered past the Earth ship, reaching the station’s entrance. I entered a tube, closed the hatch behind me, waiting for the chamber to pressurize, and then entered a long corridor. It was metallic, lit, and reminiscent of the Earth Gate. There were no mirrors, but the corridor was metallic with a shiny sheen.

I didn’t remove my helmet, although I slipped off the thruster pack. Looking at my reflection in the mirror-like bulkheads, I noticed I was more angular and taller than I typically am on Earth.

I hurried down the corridor with a laser carbine in my space-gloved hands. I kept searching for signs of Beran. The fact that the station had simulated gravity was, in my opinion, a boon.

Soon, I moved through the main station section. It must be a single long corridor. Attached to the section were pods, linked by tubes.

“Can you find out where Beran walked?” I asked.

Negative, Vesper said. He must have used camouflage footgear and hasn’t left any heat prints or other residues that I can detect.

“That’s too bad,” I said.

For the next hour, we searched, entering one tube after another and searching the various pods. I did not hear any clangs, although I did hear air cycling through ducts.

We tried yet another tube where the hatch was already ajar.

This must be it, Vesper said. I believe Beran has gone down the tube to the pod.

I hurried down the tube and came upon a large cavernous pod. In the distance, I saw a tall individual in a crinkly space suit and bubble helmet. He lifted a crown from a shimmering force field.

I clicked on my helmet’s outer speakers.

I would not hail him just yet, Vesper said. Let us sneak up closer and see exactly what he is doing. Perhaps in that way we will get a better idea of what the item does.

“Looks like a crown to me,” I said.

That means he wears it. What does a crown signify? What does it control? That might be the critical piece of data we need.

“All right,” I said. “You’re still my ally, aren’t you?”

A hundred percent, Vesper said. TAL-10s are always loyal to their bearers.

“All right,” I said, hoping this Vesper was like the soldier of Tenth Cohort Invincible. I began sneaking toward the Antaran who had sliced off an arm and a leg of mine some time ago. This was payback time at last.
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I approached cautiously from behind, my laser carbine aimed at his back as if he wore a target between his shoulder blades. I would not slice off his limbs as he’d done to me. Instead, I would drill and drop him. Then, I would rescue Rax, take the crown and perhaps the black globe. Once I got back home, I’d use these items to seal the breach to the Shadowed Realm. That seemed like the wisest thing to do.

I crept closer: one hundred feet, seventy-five feet, and finally fifty feet. I didn’t think Beran was aware of my presence.

However, abruptly, with the platinum crown in his suited hands, Beran whirled around. I expected to see shock on his face, perhaps even terror. Instead, Beran, in his angular manner, smiled at me. There was something off about his eyes, though.

“I’m going to assume you are Logan of Earth. Am I correct in this?”

I did not press the carbine’s trigger. I did not fire the laser into his chest. Instead, I lowered my laser carbine and then brought it up again.

“Yeah, I’m Logan. How did you figure that?”

“No one in this reality would be able to spot the entrance for what it was,” Beran said. “They would have seen it as a block of ice. This is interesting. You are a cyborg X-pilot. Well, well, well, how do you like being an X-pilot? And can you resist the control unit jacked into your head?”

“No,” I said, “that’s not the issue, Beran. Where’s Rax?”

The Antaran tapped a chest-piece that contained something. I assumed it was Rax. There was equipment underneath the chest piece. I did not know what it did, but I wondered, for I seemed to sense, if not see, a nimbus around Beran. He’d had one once when he had faced the Master previously.

“This time,” Beran said, as if reading my mind, “I shall defeat the Master. I have the crown, and I have sufficient power in my dark globe. With these things, the Master will succumb, and I will control the Shadowed Realm. I will free the Polarions trapped there, and they will obey me. I will be known as the greatest intellect. Not just of Earth, not just of our universe, but of all the multi-universes. Then I will begin my reign throughout the multi-universes. Can you conceive of what this means? I, who for so long was trapped by the Master, controlled by him and other shadows—”

“What is this?” Beran raised his palm, and it shone redly. “You are connected to an ur-vile. An ur-vile is your Tal-10 AI unit. How very interesting. Does it control you, Logan?”

“No. We are friends.”

Beran laughed and shook his head.

I debated beaming him.

“I can tell what you’re thinking by the angle of your eyes and your stance,” Beran said. “You want to shoot me, but you’re curious. You want to know more. Logan, I will let you be one of my bodyguards, one of my sultans, one of my errand boys. Do you want to rule your Earth?”

“You’re trying to buy me off?” I asked, surprised.

“No, no, no. You don’t understand. I am the greatest intellect ever.”

“Vesper thinks you could be insane,” I said.

“Is that the name for the ur-vile that controls you?”

“It is the name for—”

Do not say it,” Vesper said in my mind. He is trying to pump you for information. Do not fall for that trap.

“Nice try,” I said to Beran. “You want to know more, but you’re not going to know enough. I give you kudos for getting this far, but now you’re going to give me the globe, and you’re going to give me the crown.”

“Or,” Beran said.

“Or I’m going to kill you with my laser carbine.”

“With that pea shooter?” asked Beran. “You hope to kill me with it? When I have collected the items and the processes I need to defeat the Master? Can you conceive of what the Master is and the power he possesses? He wants to come through and rule our Earth, but he does not yet comprehend the totality of the multi-universe. Mad? Yes. I suppose you could say that I am mad, that I am insane. In the sense that I have been opened to vistas and ways of thoughts that are so far beyond you that for you to comprehend them your mind would have to be blasted into pieces and reassembled bit by bit. That is what I have endured,” Beran told me as he pointed a finger at me. “I have endured a breaking down and a rebuilding over and over, but I have not lost my central thesis, my central idea that I am the greatest intellect that the universe has ever seen.

“Me, Logan, a dominie of the Antares Institute, Lord Beran, I will rule the multi-universes. I will sit on the throne most high and judge everybody’s actions. Can you think then that you are going to stop me with your little pea shooter?”

“That’s exactly what I think,” I said. “You’ve gone way over the edge. Do you think you’re a god?”

“What is god? What is a god? What is the god? No, I’m about to go on my way. You can stay in this reality. Yes, you can become a true servant of the cyborgs. It will be salutary for you to know such degradation. But I’m curious. How did you get out of Avernus? I thought I sent you there from the chamber in Karchedon.”

“You did.”

And you escaped from Avernus?” Beran said.

“I did,” I said.

“Did the ur-vile help you?”

“Does it matter how?”

“Oh yes, oh yes,” Beran said. “It matters how indeed. It matters a great deal.”

I’d had enough of this. I pressed the trigger, sending a beam of laser energy directly into his chest. The beam stopped a centimeter from his suit, however.

Beran laughed and mocked me even as I beamed at him.

Realizing that wasn’t going to work, I turned the beam at his feet. I’d cut a hole there so he’d drop into space.

Beran spread out the fingers of his left gloved hand.

The laser carbine vanished. I was holding nothing and pressing a trigger to nothing.

“How did you do that,” I said.

“I am on my way to divinity,” Beran replied. “I have collected what I need. I understand now a little bit more of how you think and how the ur-vile that you control thinks. Yes, it thinks I’m mad, but I’m not mad. I am brilliant with possibilities and with ways and means. Now, dear Logan, I bid you adieu. I am off to destroy the Master, as he is the most potent of the villains I have ever faced. I will make him bow and crawl before me. I will take all the ur-viles and terrors and make them serve me.”

“Rax,” I said, “Rax, can you hear me? Short circuit him.”

“I am sorry, Logan,” Rax said. “I am going to help Beran. It is the thing to do. You must leave now while you can.”

“No,” I said, “Rax—”

Beran pressed his chest, and I suppose he cut off Rax’s speaker.

“I could leave my terror with you, but I won’t do that. Watch,” Beran said. He reached into his head, his gloved fingers sinking in, and pulled out a piece of dark light. It was an odd sight, but that was exactly what happened. Beran held that before his eye and Vesper was stunned at this.

“Your ur-vile understands,” Beran said. “Now watch closely.”

Beams flared from Beran’s eyes and through the bubble part of his helmet. The beams struck the dark light between his thumb and fingertip, and it vanished.

“In such a way,” Beran said, “I have destroyed the terror. It is gone. It no longer gives duality of thought to me. I have used it to open up even more avenues of thought in my singular intellect. But now that my single thrust of purpose has reignited…”

Beran snapped his fingers and he was gone.

My suited shoulders sagged. “Now what do we do?”

We must get back to our X-ship as fast as possible so we can leave this reality.

“Why? It’s over.”

I don’t think so. I have an idea. It’s the last idea we have left. First, you must rush forward and see what you can find.

I ran to a bank of items. There was a handgun of strange and odd design.

Take the gun, Vesper said. That is the item you need. In his arrogance, Beran has left it.

I took it. The gun was immensely heavy in my hand.

Secure it in your suit’s storage sleeve and keep a firm grip on it.

I did as he suggested.

Now, Vesper said, you must listen and do exactly as I say.
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Lord Beran was gone. Did that mean he’d teleported back to his Earth stealth ship? I didn’t know, and neither did Vesper. Such seemed likely, though.

I hurried through the shining metallic corridors, heading for the exit of the Polarion space station. I needed to reach my X-ship.

This reality was so different from Avernus and Gaia. This experience was vastly different from my time fighting alongside the Germans in the Holy Land against the British and Arabs. I was in deep space, in the Saturn region once again.

“Do you know where there’s an exit from this reality back to the mirrors?” I asked, panting from my exertion.

Not yet, Vesper said. I’m still searching for one.

“Then why am I racing so hard? If I can’t exit the reality, reaching my X-ship doesn’t matter. I might be better off remaining on the space station. Maybe there’s some place in the station that can help us.”

I’ve scanned the space station.

“And?” I asked.

An odd reading isn’t making sense. You could see what it is if you want. However, you risk Cyborg Command or the other X-ships finding your X-ship by then. That might lead them here into the hidden space station.

I thought about that. Our best chance had been to stop Beran. Given what had happened, it seemed there was never a real chance of succeeding.

“Can Beran defeat the Master now?” I asked.

The possibility certainly exists, Vesper said.

“Will that solve our problem for us?”

Did you listen to his speech?

“Yeah.”

Are you confident about your planet’s chances against a megalomaniac like Lord Beran?

“No,” I said.

Neither am I. In his present state, Beran might be worse than the Master is.

“It’s over then,” I said.

You have a new weapon. That could help.

“Do you think the weapon can slay either Beran or the Master?”

I most certainly do not, Vesper said.

“So what good does the gun do us then?”

Vesper told me his idea.

As I moved through the corridors, I began blinking with astonishment. “Do you really think that could work?”

Do you have any other plans?

“You know I don’t.”

Then that will have to be your best shot.

That wasn’t much of a shot, though. It did mean I had to leave this reality as fast as possible. I had to track Beran again, if I dared. I sighed. The wider mission hadn’t gone like my others as the sheriff of Earth in the past. Worse, the alien threatening Earth might be much worse than anything else I’d faced since the Polarion Nerelon last time.

I didn’t have an Ultimate Annihilator this time, nor did I have any Polarions to advise me.

“Vesper?” I asked.

Logan, he said in my mind.

“Do you think the Polarions are native to my reality?”

That is an interesting question. Let me think. Ah, yes, I do.

“Why?” I asked.

Because the Earth Gate is in your reality, Vesper said. Your Earth isn’t one of the realities you reach from a mirror. I believe that is significant.

“I hadn’t thought of it like that. That’s a good point.”

Does it make any difference to what we’re attempting?

“To me it does,” I said. “I like to think my reality is the core reality. It might not make any difference overall, but it could.”

That is all too theoretical for my tastes, Vesper said. Ah, I am detecting something ahead.

I’d reached the main corridor and had headed down it for several football fields in length. We had headed deeper into the station instead of back to the outer hatch and the parked X-ship.

“Do you sense any living entities?” I whispered.

I can’t tell yet. Yes! I sense a monstrous entity. Beyond it… Logan, this is amazing. I sense an exit from this reality.

“You’re talking about a possible space monster guarding the exit?”

That is an affirmative.

The only weapon I had was the heavy gun from the place where Beran had taken the crown. I drew the gun, checking it. It seemed like a simple design. Did it fire a round or beam? I wasn’t sure about that yet.

With the heavy pistol in a gloved hand, I approached a glowing hatch. This one seemed different from the rest.

Listen, Vesper said.

I turned up the auditory sensors on my helmet. It picked up grunts and wet groans coming from down the tube, past the hatch.

I swallowed uneasily. There was something eerily familiar about the sound, yet I couldn’t place it. A shiver ran up my spine, accompanied by an inexplicable sense of dread. I continued to advance down the tube into this pod.

“Is it my imagination,” I whispered, “or are the lights dimming up ahead?”

They’re dimming, Vesper said. Ah. The thing knows you’re coming.

“What is it?”

An enemy, Vesper said. More, I do not know.

As the dread built, I continued shuffling forward. Finally, I turned a tube corner and saw through another hatch into the pod. I couldn’t believe it.
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I stepped around the corner, and before me was a giant Neanderthal with deformed features.

The monstrous creature stood at least nine feet tall, his head almost bumping up against the ceiling. He had a mop of coarse black hair, a bridge of bone across his eyes and a wide face. He gripped large, broken animal bones, sucking the marrow from them with his simian lips.

The giant Neanderthal wore rags like some decrepit caveman. There was a pile of straw in a corner. He had a great manacle or anklet on one of his monstrous ankles. A thick chain rattled back to a huge bolt in a bulkhead.

Behind him, a considerable distance was a round portal with a hazy film that I’d seen before when leaving Gaia to come back to Earth in the Earth Gate.

I unscrewed and removed my helmet. There was a lump in my chest. I could hardly believe this to be true, and yet—

“Kazz,” I said, “do you recognize me?”

The monstrous creature merely stared at me as it gripped the broken bones in its huge hands.

Who is Kazz? Vesper asked in my mind.

“An old Neanderthal friend from Earth,” I said.

That is no Neanderthal, Vesper said. He is far too huge to be one.

“Somebody screwed with him and turned him into that.”

The huge Neanderthal cocked his head. I thought to see a flicker of recognition in Kazz’s eyes. They were dull and strange.

I took a step closer, even as I kept the heavy pistol aimed at him.

“Kazz, is that you? You look familiar, you look…”

The Neanderthal twisted his head in one direction and then another. He set down what could have been mammoth bones. Then he sat with his hairy back to me and lowered his head as his shoulders began to shake.

This could be a trick, Vesper said. He might be trying to draw you near so he can grab you and twist you apart.

That had already occurred to me. The Kazz I remembered was a sophisticated and clever individual. He’d helped me in various situations. In fact, Kazz had rushed to my aid the first time Lord Beran had appeared on Earth. Kazz had attempted to rescue me from the restaurant in South Lake Tahoe where Debby and I had been eating when wolf-like Tosks had appeared from the kitchen.

“Kazz, it’s me, Logan. Do you remember me?”

The shoulders stopped shaking. Kazz sniffled and wiped his gargantuan fingers underneath his nose. Then he put one of the fingers against one of the nostrils and blew from the other nostril snot onto the floor. It was crude, and yet that was a gesture from the Kazz of old.

“My friend, I know I look different. I have come to a different reality to rescue you.”

Kazz’s huge head snapped up at that. He shuffled around on his butt to face me. He then pointed across the pod. He pointed at a table with a brass pitcher and a glass cup on it.

To reach the table, Vesper said, you would have to pass him.

“Kazz, if you want me to get you water or whatever is in the pitcher, you’re going to have to move. I need room so I can cross without you trying to jump me. Do you agree to that?”

He grunted as he climbed to his feet, forced to hunch due to his height and the low ceiling. He nodded vigorously and then backed away, rattling his chain as he moved against the bulkhead.

“Do you think this really could be Kazz?” I asked Vesper.

I have no idea.

“He seems to recognize me.”

He certainly seems to understand what you’re saying. Why not try to rush past him? After that, we can exit through the portal.

“First I want to see if this is our Kazz.”

Logan, we have very little time left. We must hurry.

“I understand,” I said, “but I’m not going to ditch one of my friends in this crazy reality run by cyborgs.”

Watching giant Kazz, I moved past him to the table. He stayed by his bulkhead. I tucked the heavy gun into my spacesuit sleeve, grabbed the pitcher, noticing it had an amber liquid in it.

I took the glass and pitcher. “Stay back. I’ll set this on the floor. You can come and take it after I back away.”

Kazz watched me avidly, and there was cunning in his eyes.

I moved as near as I darned, set down the pitcher and glass and backed away.

He shuffled forward, dragging the chain so it rattled. He ignored the glass and picked up the pitcher. He sat cross-legged, put his simian lips to the pitcher and chugged the entire contents. He set down the pitcher, smacked his lips, gasped, and stared at me. The intensity of his stare and the expectation in him was spellbinding.

In a moment, I witnessed a bizarre transformation. Before my eyes, as if indeed Kazz was Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, he began to shrink. As he shrank, the lumpiness dwindled until finally he became the Kazz that I remembered. He was now shorter than I was, but stocky and phenomenally strong. The former garments no longer fit, but slid off. It was as if the Hulk had turned back to Bruce Banner.

“Kazz,” I said, “is that you?”

“Yes,” he said in a hoarse voice. “A Polarion brought me here.”

“Was it Argon?” I asked.

“No, a different one,” Kazz said. “The Polarion left me, and changed me in mockery. He left this pitcher out of reach. I can’t remember how long I’ve been here.”

“Where did you get the bones?” I asked.

“That doesn’t matter, does it? What happened to you? You’re skinny and weird, and you keep talking to yourself. Is something wrong with you?”

“It’s a long story,” I said. “Lord Beran the Antaran has been here.”

“I thought I heard his footsteps,” Kazz said. “I wanted to call out, but forgot how to do it.”

I nodded. “Lord Beran is trying for the ultimate prize and power. He’s using the Earth Gate to reach different realities.”

“Ah,” Kazz says, “the Earth Gate. Yes, I know exactly what that is. The Polarion took me through it to reach this place.”

“How long have you known about the Earth Gate?” I asked.

“Since the Polarion took me through one of the mirrors and bragged about it. I crossed him ages ago. But none of that really matters now. Do you mind if I come with you so I can leave this place?”

“Of course you can come,” I said. “I appreciate the company. We’re going to have to find you some clothes.”

“That shouldn’t be an immediate problem,” Kazz said.

Kazz was hairier than a regular human, so in one sense, he could go without clothes. He was not as hairy as a chimpanzee, but he was far hairier than anyone I had ever met.

Kazz sat once more and worked the anklet off his smaller ankle. That ankle was red and sore. The manacle had been too tight before.

In a moment, Kazz limped over to me, and we clapped each other on the shoulder.

After that, Kazz, me, with Vesper as the Tal-10 AI unit, passed through the portal, leaving this cyborg-dominated reality.
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Once more, I found myself dressed in a parka, holding the cube from the Shadowed Realm. Kazz was beside me, wearing no clothes or boots.

“Aha!” Kazz said with delight. He slapped his chest, “I’m back! After all the Polarion did to me, I’ve returned to Earth.”

He glanced at me sidelong. Would he try to jump me?

I felt like I could give him a good fight, but I wasn’t sure I could take the guy. Kazz was strong, as Neanderthals from back in the day had extra muscularity and dense bones. They were better equipped than Cro-Magnon men for wrestling with the larger animals of that era. Still, I wasn’t just any man. I had greater strength and stamina because of the gene therapy I’d undergone in Greenland long ago.

“What are your plans, Kazz?”

He grunted.

“I saved you back there. You can either help me or go your own way if that’s what you want.”

“Let’s get out of the Earth Gate first. I don’t have any clothes and I don’t have any transportation out of the Arctic Circle, do you?”

“I doubt it,” I said. “Worse, CAU may still be after me.”

“Ah,” Kazz said, “I see. So you’re in trouble with them, are you?”

“Of sorts,” I said. “I’m also trying to save humanity from abject enslavement.”

“Uh-huh,” Kazz replied. “That’s what you’re always saying. Do you even have a girlfriend, anymore?”

I looked away.

“So it’s like that, huh?” Kazz said. “I guess I have been away a while. Okay, what’s the problem you’re dealing with? You want to tell me?”

I wouldn’t if I were you, Vesper said into my mind. I don’t trust him. I wonder if Beran put Kazz in the space station as an extra measure.

I shrugged. That seemed unlikely, considering everything we knew. Still, it was a consideration.

“Let’s get out of here,” I told Kazz. “I think you’re right about what you just said, Vesper. Do you know the way to go?”

“Who are you talking to?” Kazz asked.

“A friend you can’t see,” I said.

Kazz eyed me closely.

“I’m glad I rescued you. I’m glad I was a friend that could help. You’ve helped me on more than one occasion. I haven’t always trusted you, though, because you’ve also gone against me at times.”

“That’s fair enough,” Kazz said. “Are you in league with the Polarions?”

I shook my head. “Right now, I’m in league with me. I’m trying to stop something bad from happening. Let’s work together, at least until we get out of the halls, agreed?”

“Agreed,” Kazz said.

The Neanderthal stepped forward and held out a big hand. I took it. He squeezed, perhaps to demonstrate his strength. I applied pressure. We played the game until we both let go.

When Kazz wasn’t looking, I massaged my hand. That guy had an incredibly strong grip.

I threaded through the Earth Gate, listening to Vesper’s silent instructions. The halls seemed endless. Everywhere I looked, I saw multiple reflections of Kazz and myself. I unerringly took the correct turns, though, at least according to Vesper.

Twice, Kazz raised an eyebrow, and said, “Are you sure this is the right way?”

“I’m absolutely certain,” I said.

At last, we came to the mirror with the adorned gilt work, and upon it was a charcoal mark. Vesper explained to me the rest of the way to go in order to leave the Earth Gate. The exit wasn’t that far from here.

“How far do the mirrors go, anyway?” I asked.

I do not know, Vesper said in my mind.

“What are you talking about?” Kazz asked.

I raised my hand, saying, “Kazz, let me finish with this, will you? I have an ally that you don’t know about. How about you just leave it at that?”

Kazz grunted. Then he turned away, giving me a moment of privacy.

It has been great knowing you, Logan, Vesper said. It has been my honor to work with you. I am particularly honored to have survived with you on Gaia. Now, would you please cast me into Gaia, and allow me to live the rest of my existence here?

“You don’t want to find out what happens to Beran and the Master?” I asked.

I feel you are going to fail, Logan, so I wish to live what time I have left before either one of them takes over. I suspect it could be Beran, but the Master is clever, very dangerous, and has more than one trick in preparation. I bid you well, Logan. May you have whatever dreams you desire.

“The same to you, my friend,” I said.

I took the cube containing the ur-vile from the Shadowed Realm. With my glove on, I thrust my hand into the mirror. While my hand was invisible to me, I let go of Vesper, the ur-vile of the cube. I drew my hand back. There was no cube. I waited several seconds to see whether his cube would fall back into the Earth Gate. It did not.

I felt a deep pang of regret, letting go of that damn little ur-vile. Vesper 10 of the Tenth Cohort Invincible had been a great friend, and we had gone through some horrific times together. I saluted the mirror.

“I wish you well, my friend. Maybe I’ll come back here some day and see you.”

I cleared my throat after that.

Kazz turned and regarded me. He arched an eyebrow, as if maybe I wasn’t quite right in the head.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, “let’s go.”

Kazz and I then moved together through the Earth Gate, seeking the exit.
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Kazz spotted the stairs first. He pointed. “I can’t believe it.” He ran to the stairs and started up them, taking two and three at a time.

I hurried after him, wondering if there was going to be some play, some action on his part against me before or as we exited.

Instead, Kazz bounded up the whole way, reaching the top and opening the hatch from within. He jumped out into the freezing cold and snow.

I climbed out after him. There was snow everywhere in the small valley and on the seven hills. Instead of stars as I’d expected, there was sunlight low on the horizon. I turned and closed the stone-metal hatch.

We were back in the Northwest Territories of Canada. I couldn’t detect any glow from the hills. Maybe that was obvious only at night.

“Which way do we go?” asked Kazz.

That was a good question. I doubted the Antaran vessel remained where I’d previously landed it. CAU personnel would have picked it up by now. That being the case, I didn’t have the foggiest notion which direction to go.

With a shrug, I said, “That way,” pointing toward the sunlight.

Kazz started that way in his bare feet and while quite naked. He wasn’t complaining. How long would that last? Hairy feet could probably only take someone so far in the snow. His hairy body might last longer. I had no idea.

In any case, I set out after him.

Kazz tramped about fifty feet when three large timber wolves emerged trotting from behind a hill. One was fully black. The others were normal furred timber wolves. No. That wasn’t true. They were the biggest wolves I’d ever seen, maybe a hundred and seventy pounds each. Their heads seemed bigger, too, the eyes farther apart than I’d ever seen in a canine.

Where these the same wolves I’d seen coming here? Was there something strange about them? Were they guardians of the Earth Gate, perhaps?

I already missed Vesper. The ur-vile might have told me more about the wolves. Maybe I should turn around and find a different reality. Being a powerful wizard on Gaia might be ideal, especially if I could find the soldier of Tenth Cohort again.

“Well, well, well,” Kazz said, gesturing toward the wolves observing us. “Do you see this? Do you know what they are?”

I shook my head. How would Kazz know what the wolves represented?

“They’re werewolves, you idiot. Come on, wolves,” Kazz shouted at them. “If you think you can take us, do your best.”

Kazz scooped up snow in a manner reminiscent of a great ape and flung the snow into the air.

“‘Do you dare to challenge me? Do you dare to confront my friend, Logan? Come on, if you dare.”

The wolves watched Kazz closely. Then, they regarded me. I didn’t like the intentness of the scrutiny.

At that point, the black wolf did something fantastic. He surged up onto his hind legs, balancing like that. Swiftly, he transformed from a wolf to a shaggy, humanoid creature with clawed hands and arms. He had canine facial features, a furry body, and was squatter and shorter than Kazz.

The creature approached. His walk was a cross between a chimp and a man. He moved carefully, but better than a chimpanzee or a gorilla would do.

The other two wolves flanked him on either side, following. They remained in wolf form.

Kazz backed up, and I noticed he held a rock. Where had he gotten it?

I reached into a parka pocket. There was the heavy gun. I don’t know what kind of projectiles it shot, and I was reluctant to draw and fire at the…Kazz had said werewolves. I imagined they were denizens that had escaped one of the realities in the mirrors.

The humanoid creature kept advancing, with his wolves close beside.

Just before I drew the gun, the one said, “We saw you arrive at the Earth Gate earlier. Now, you have returned from your journeys. Know that those of the CAU are waiting to ambush you.” He grinned oddly. “We saw Lord Beran leave the Earth Gate. That was approximately an hour ago.”

“Is that right?” I said, his performance leaving me breathless. “Are you Beran’s allies then?”

The upright creature snorted with derision. “We are anything but Beran’s allies. We are his enemies. I sensed his augmentation. He would have destroyed us if we’d tried to stop him. Thus, we watched from hiding. However, if we can aid you in some manner, tell us, and we will do it.”

“Why help me?” I asked.

The creature glanced at one of the wolves and then the other. The creature disregarded Kazz, but approached several steps closer to me.

“Be careful,” Kazz warned quietly. “You can’t trust him.”

The urge to draw and aim at the creature was nearly overpowering. I hesitated, however.

Before I drew, the creature spoke again. “We have some idea of what Beran is attempting and that he gained augmentation in other realities. We are the guardians of the Earth Gate, given the charge by Argon. I believe you know Argon.”

“I do,” I said, surprised and not surprised by this. Argon the Polarion had helped me more than once.

“Beran is filled with power,” the humanoid wolf said. “We have an ability to sense such things better than you ape creatures. We are the brothers of the forest floor.” He shook his lupine head. “That doesn’t matter today. The point is that Beran is dangerous. I think he is going to commit folly, and perhaps you are going to attempt to stop him. Therefore, it is in our interest and part of our obligation to Argon to help you.”

“Okay,” I said. “How do you think you can help me?”

“I can show you where there is a ship of Antaran make nearby.”

“Aha,” I said. “I could use that. But how do I know this isn’t a trap?”

“You have another way of following Beran?” the creature asked.

“I do not,” I said.

“Don’t trust him?” Kazz growled softly under his breath.

I eyed Kazz. At that moment, I felt like drawing the gun and shooting Kazz. I recalled when he’d jumped me and helped Philemon, a Homo habilis. They’d stolen my Guard Ship back then. There were subtleties at play here, aspects I didn’t fully comprehend.

Still, I needed help; thus, I refrained from drawing on the Neanderthal. I’d keep my eye on him, though as I tried to escape the CAU people up here and track Beran, probably to Antarctica.

Then, maybe, I could finish this.
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Little of it went as I expected. I thought we would have standoffs, shootouts, people killed, maybe even me trying to talk my way past CAU personnel I’d known before. Instead, I followed the werewolf, as Kazz called him. Kazz trudged through the snow without complaint, naked.

Yeah, he was a Neanderthal. And Neanderthals were supposed to have been big-game hunters during the Ice Age, particularly in Europe. Wouldn’t they have worn animal skins and heavy fur boots? Something seemed off about Kazz’s indifference to the cold. It did not compute with me.

I refrained, though, from asking, “Aren’t you cold?” I could almost imagine Vesper whispering in my mind. I already missed the ur-vile, able to talk straight into my brain. Who would ever have thought I’d miss one of the shadow creatures that could possess me?

I followed the werewolf. He soon told me to call him Amarok. I learned that was an old Eskimo name for a giant wolf in their mythology. Did that indicate Amarok’s age? If so—

No, that couldn’t be right.

Amarok trudged through the snow alone, as the other wolves had left on the run. What were they doing?

I followed Amarok, wondering why CAU hadn’t picked up our heat signatures. Couldn’t they spot our tracks?

I looked around. I didn’t see any drones on the ground or in the air. Were CAU personnel really trying to capture us? Perhaps I’d crossed through a mirror, entering a different reality, and didn’t know it.

I inhaled deeply through my nostrils.

I needed to trust my gut reactions, as I no longer had an ur-vile to help me. Before Vesper, I’d relied on Rax for such things.

In the old westerns I’d watched as a kid, the marshal or sheriff trusted his own gut and no other. Oh sure, maybe in some of the westerns the sheriff had an Indian guide if anyone needed trailing.

“Wait a second, hold on,” I said.

Both Kazz and Amarok turned and stared at me.

This wasn’t making sense. We’d trekked three or four miles by now. I indicated the great outdoors. “How come we haven’t seen any CAU people? You said they’re out here.”

Amarok nodded. “Follow me. I’ll show you why you haven’t seen any yet.”

We veered 90-degrees, tramping past thickening pines until we came to a snowy clearing. There in parkas lay unconscious CAU people. I recognized a few and one in particular. I floundered through the snow to Jenna.

She was as beautiful as ever, her face framed by the fur of her hood. I wanted to shout a greeting. Then I remembered she’d dumped me when I’d lost limbs. Was I supposed to shake her awake, plead for her to come back to me now that I was whole again?

No. If Jenna didn’t want to be my woman, so be it. I’d find a woman that wanted me for me no matter what.

I backed up and noticed that Kazz had gone into a snow-cat cab. He jumped out wearing snow boots, pants and a parka and gripped a Glock.

If he wanted clothes, had he needed clothes all this time? How had Kazz resisted the cold for so long? Maybe Neanderthals were tougher than us modern humans were. I guess that went without saying.

I turned to Amarok. “How come all these guys are unconscious?”

“My brothers of the forest floor used a sleep spell against them.”

“Whoa,” I said. “Back up a minute. You guys can practice magic?”

Amarok seemed amused. “What do you call me transforming from a wolf into a human?”

“I understand that’s a form of magic, but how is it possible to practice sleep spells on Earth?”

“We’re definitely limited here,” Amarok said. “But as I said earlier, we’re the guardians of the Earth Gate. Argon plucked us from a different reality and set us here. We brought a few of our abilities with us, including some lesser spells. Does that satisfy your curiosity?”

“In part,” I said. “Does proximity to the Earth Gate allow you to practice your magic?”

Amarok stared at me, obviously not answering and maybe not liking the question.

“What about Kazz?” I said. The Neanderthal was still near the snow cat. “What can you tell me about him?”

“Kazz is dangerous,” Amarok said.

“More than me?”

“You are dangerous, too.”

“Which of us is more dangerous?”

Amarok shrugged.

“Can you really take us to an Antaran craft?” I asked.

“I’m endeavoring to do so, if it’s still landed where it was previously.”

“I know where it is,” Kazz said as he tramped up. “I found a locator in the cat.” He raised a tablet. “I can take us straight to the ship.”

Seeing the locator troubled me, and I wasn’t sure why. I should have asked myself this earlier, but did so now. Could Beran have placed Kazz in the space station? Was this Neanderthal really Kazz or an impersonator? If it was Kazz, was he on my side, somebody else’s side or just his own? What would an old west sheriff do about this complication? I guess keep going. I had to get to the portal to the Shadowed Realm when Beran did.

“Will the CAU people be okay sleeping here?” I asked Amarok.

“Yes. My brothers will protect them from any wandering beasts.”

“All right, Kazz,” I said, “lead us to the Antaran ship. If the locator is telling the truth, let’s give it a whirl. Are you coming with us?”

“I am,” Amarok said. “I have promised to help you. But beyond the spaceship, I cannot go.”

“Got it,” I said.

As Kazz’s suggestion, he headed to and climbed into one of the snow cats, started it up and took off with us in it.
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We traveled another four miles, the cat treads churning through the snow. This reminded me of Greenland and all that had happened then.

It also got me to wondering how Kazz had originally come to Earth. I racked my memory for anything he’d told me in the past. Maybe he never had told me. Was it from the hateful Starcore or something else? I wanted to ask him but didn’t for reasons I couldn’t explain even to myself.

Kazz drove the snow cat. I watched from up front in the shotgun seat. Amarok sat in back like a Stone Age primitive, almost as if he marveled at what was going on.

After the four miles, I spotted the Antaran ship parked in a snowy clearing. There were several people in parkas and carrying rifles around it.

“If we need to kill them to leave,” Kazz said, “leave it to me if you’re too squeamish.”

“These are CAU people,” I said. “We don’t want to kill them, and it isn’t because I’m squeamish. In most things, we’re all on the same side.”

“Want has nothing to do with this,” Kazz said. “This is a matter of need, and yeah, you are being squeamish. You’re just not admitting it.”

Screw Kazz. I twisted around in my seat. “Can you knock them out with the sleep spell your friends used before?”

“I believe so,” Amarok said. “I’ll have to get closer, though.”

“Bring us in,” I said to Kazz. “But no killing, and don’t run anyone over either.”

Kazz hunched over the steering wheel, accelerating. The tracks outside churned faster as the cat headed straight for the nearest riflemen.

A different rifleman raised a walkie-talkie.

The cat communicator squawked. I picked it up and gave a code word from when I’d been in the field last.

It must have worked, and then it didn’t. For two seconds later, one of the riflemen knelt in the snow and raised his weapon, aiming at us.

“Stop the cat,” Amarok said.

Kazz looked back at him.

“Do it,” I said.

A single shot rang out, a bullet punched through the windshield between Kazz and me.

I looked back, expecting to see a bullet hole in Amarok’s forehead. No, he’d ducked. He kicked open a back door and jumped out as he blurred into a big black wolf. As the wolf, he zigzagged across the snow, heading toward the CAU riflemen.

At first, they didn’t fire at him. Then several shots rang out. Puffs of snow blew around Amarok.

“Go, go,” I shouted at Kazz. “Ram them. We have to help Amarok.”

“Make up your mind,” Kazz growled.

“Do it,” I said, almost drawing my gun and sticking it against his side.

Kazz looked at me, grinned and faced forward. The treads churned as we raced at the others.

Two turned our way. They seemed to thinking about aiming at us. Then, all of a sudden, they began dropping and falling asleep on the snow.

That was interesting. It appeared Amarok could only work his sleep spell in wolf form.

Kazz drove to the Antaran craft and shut off the cat. We both jumped out at the same time and ran for the open hatch. The wolf was nowhere in sight.

I jumped into the Antaran ship.

A tall, lean, athletic man with Asian features and a bald head stepped up, aiming a phasor at me. It was Dr. Chang, the Chief of CAU Security.

Kazz shouted from outside.

Chang turned to him.

I lunged, reaching out. Chang turned back toward me as his trigger finger twitched. I smacked his hand hard, knocking the phasor to the deck before he fired. I grabbed him by the lapels, shaking him.

“I ought to kick the shit out of you, but I’m still in CAU,” I shouted.

Chang regarded me keenly, absorbing the shaking. “Where have you been all this time? How have you evaded our trackers? Did you know that the Master from the Shadowed Realm has sent creatures through to Earth?”

“None of that matters to you,” I said. “You’re out of here.”

“No,” Chang said, “listen to me. What I have to tell you is critical.”

I dragged him to the hatch and pitched him outside so he sprawled onto the snow.

Kazz was watching him, the Glock in his hand. “Should I shoot him just to be safe?”

“No,” I said.

“Why didn’t the sleep spell work on him?” Kazz asked.

That was a good question, but I didn’t have time to worry about it.

“Listen to me, Logan,” Chang said. “You must listen.”

“Forget him,” I said. “Come on, Kazz. Let’s go.”

Kazz climbed in, I shut the hatch and Chang’s droning.

I hurried into the piloting compartment and began switching on the Antaran ship. Outside, Chang ran for some pines. In moments, I took off, heading for orbital space.

From what Amarok had said, Beran didn’t have much lead-time on me. I might be able to catch him just as he entered the Shadowed Realm. That’s what I was trying to do, anyway. One thing puzzled me. Why was Kazz so eager to help me? Something was off with the Neanderthal. Did he want to stop Beran because the Antaran had chained him on the space station? Could that be enough of an explanation?

I simply didn’t believe that, though. Besides, Kazz had said a Polarion had chained him there. What was the truth?

Since I didn’t know, the question became, should I shoot Kazz in cold blood or force him to leave? Both thoughts crossed my mind. Killing him in cold blood to save Earth would be worth it. Still, maybe my belief about him was off or maybe Kazz had become feral lately because of the ordeal he’d undergone on the space station.

As we flew, I thought about the fact that werewolves, of all things, guarded the Earth Gate that led to different realities. Earth had turned out to be a stranger planet than I’d realized. We really were like the Bermuda Triangle of the Orion Arm, a place filled with legends, oddities and strange occurrences.

There was another thing to consider. I was in a spaceship from another planet and yet 99.9 percent of Earth people didn’t know about it.

The ship was already in the stratosphere, using camouflage gear to hide from Earth’s various militaries.

At that point, Kazz entered the cabin and sat down.

“What’s the plan now?” Kazz asked.

I eyed him. “We’re going to Antarctica. There, I’ll use the teleporter. There is a teleporter back there, isn’t there?”

“Uh-huh,” Kazz said. “That’s what I was checking. I figured that was going to be the way.”

“Good enough,” I said. “Let’s both stay in the piloting chamber as we fly to Antarctica.”

Kazz gave me a quizzical glance. It seemed as if he had a question on his lips. He didn’t ask it, but fell silent as we continued for our destination.
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We found and dismantled a CAU tracker in the ship. Then we streaked across low-Earth orbit with the great blue-green planet below.

I’d just been in another reality as an X-pilot, flying an X-ship in Saturn’s rings. Now I was in an alien craft brought by Beran years ago.

For some reason, I recalled how Kazz had once helped Philemon steal my Guard shuttle. The more I thought about it, the less I trusted Kazz. He was tough and strong. If he should turn on me at just the wrong moment…

I wasn’t sure what to do with him.

CAU didn’t hail us, which surprised me. No other spaceships gave chase. I did spy another Antaran vessel heading down in Antarctica. That had to be Beran.

My gut clenched. This was it. This was go time. Everything I’d undergone on the World War I reality, on Gaia, in Avernus and in the cyborg reality, would come to a head within the next hour.

What should I do about Kazz? I needed to answer that now, as there would be no more time even a little later.

Could I keep one eye on him while fighting Lord Beran or the Master? How should I use the heavy pistol? Could its charge or rounds kill Lord Beran or the Master?

It struck me then what I needed to do with Kazz. It came to me in an old west sheriff moment. I wouldn’t kill the Neanderthal, as his story could be true and he was an old friend. But his story could also be a sham to lull me.

I got up from my seat and inspected a few things under the nearest panel.

Kazz glanced at me from his seat. Maybe his primitive senses were alert to my tension. “What’s wrong?”

“Not a thing,” I said.

Kazz kept watching me. “No, something’s up. What is it?”

“Yeah, you’re right. I’m worried about what’s going to happen in the next hour.”

“Why don’t you tell me about it?”

I’m not sure how I could have done this. Fortunately, a new blip appeared on the sensor screen.

Kazz turned to the screen, studying the blip, putting his back to me.

I drew the heavy pistol and stepped up behind him. I raised the alien weapon high and brought it down hard against the back of Kazz’s head.

He grunted and sprawled against the controls. Then he started to move.

I hit him again, again, and a fourth time with the butt of the gun, pistol-whipping him. Finally, he collapsed, unconscious. Man, but the Neanderthal had a thick skull.

I thrust the gun into my waistband, grabbed Kazz by the ankles, and dragged him into the next chamber. There, I dragged him onto the teleport dais.

The Neanderthal was already groaning, maybe even coming to.

As fast as I could, I jumped to the panel and teleported him onto the surface ice of Antarctica. Would that kill him? It was damn cold down there, but I’d seen how he’d survived naked in the Arctic. He should probably survive Antarctica then. If he couldn’t survive, then that meant I’d just killed Kazz. He’d been a friend who I’d attacked viciously. On the other hand, he might have been an agent of Beran.

At this point, I couldn’t fiddle with niceties. Thus, with a heavy heart, feeling I might have damned myself for such treacherous action, I piloted the ship. I brought it to a hovering point near the icy surface. I went to the teleporting panel, set the controls, and raced onto the dais.

It worked. I teleported into a subterranean place in Antarctica. If I’d guessed wrong, I was screwed. And how was I going to get back up once this was over?

That wasn’t important right now. If I could, to save my planet, I was willing to sacrifice myself.

I was making the final play.
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I appeared deep in the Earth close to the portal to the Shadowed Realm. I saw the glowing, donut-shaped boulders on the other side. Lord Beran was there. Perhaps he’d been waiting for the Master. A giant evil shadow stepped out of a donut shape. The two regarded one another.

Talk about deja vu. I’d seen this before years ago. That had been Lord Beran’s first attempt at mastery of the alien realm. The way between realities must be more open than before, as I could hear them clearly.

“You have returned, you fool,” the Master said.

“I have returned,” Lord Beran said. He wore a long coat with boots and trousers, a dominie of the Antares Institute. “I’m here as the greatest intellect of the multi-universe.”

“You always were a vain boaster,” the Master said. “Well, no matter, you have had many interesting journeys and probably learned many interesting facts. I will enjoy possessing you and draining every fact and facet from you. I am far superior to anything you could have found. I am the Master, you are the fool.”

“Do you think so?” Beran whipped open the coat and tore out the crown, placing it on his head. It was the color of platinum, and shone with an eerie brilliance.

The Master studied it as he shrank back. Worse, his form lost coherence so bits of shadow bled from him. He spoke an alien word. His shadow hardened as the donut-shaped boulders began to scintillate with power. He laughed in a thunderous manner, shouting “Now mortal.”

The Master aimed his shadowed hands at Beran,

Beran withdrew the black globe from his overcoat. He held it before him with both hands and released it. The globe floated toward the Master.

“What is that?” the Master said.

“Your doom,” Beran said. “The terror taught me how to cast a particular and vile spell in the reality of Gaia. I had to drain tens of thousands of people, sacrificing them on the high altar of Karchedon. I built pyramids of skulls in order to fashion this. I did it knowing I’d bring justice to the Shadowed Realm. I will destroy and devour you, and will take your place, O Master. I will rule with insight and supreme intellect.”

“No.” The Master aimed both shadowed hands at the globe and beamed dark power at it. The globe grew, swelling with that power, as it slowly floated toward the master.

“I will escape,” the Master said. “You’ll never find me on this world.”

I found myself running, and I jumped through the portal into the Shadowed Realm. I couldn’t let the Master escape. As the two squared off, I drew the heavy pistol from the cyborg reality.

Beran laughed as he controlled the globe. The Master backed toward the donut-shaped boulders, the alien Stonehenge.

I fired the first shot—not at Beran, not at the Master. I blew away stone chunks of the alien Stonehenge that had opened the portal to Earth. I believed it also gave the Master power and would provide him transport elsewhere. I planned to stop that.

The Master turned to me, his yellow eyes gleaming with malice.

“Not you,” the Master said. “I will destroy you, little mouse.” He aimed a finger at me. Black power flowed from it. Fortunately, the globe sped in the beam’s path and sucked up the dark energy.

I fired the gun again, shattering another donut-shaped boulder with the heavy round of the alien pistol.

The Master seemed to diminish just a little.

Beran laughed with glee. “I’m the supreme one. I have calculated everything to a nicety, including Logan’s presence. Do you not understand yet, oh fool of a Master?”

The Master poured a hellish red power at the globe, causing the globe to shrink. “You think I only have one trick, you stupid fool of an Antaran?”

Beran chanted horrible words that made my ears burn and chest ache.

I knelt on one knee as I continued to blow away the Stonehenge of boulders. I looked back. The portal to Earth was shrinking. Soon it would be gone.

I fired again as the shrinking globe sped at the Master. At the last moment, he darted aside. The globe curved around and sped at the shadow lord again. For seven passes, the Master dodged. There was only one small boulder left of the Stonehenge.

I waited, thought about it, and raced for the portal, diving through back to the Earth side.

Beran chuckled at me. “Run, little gnat,” he said. “I’ll see you again. I know the intricacies of the Earth Gate, and I have the greatest intellect in the multi-universe.”

The dark globe of Karchedon swerved and touched the Master and exploded. To my astonishment, the shadow lord evaporated until there was nothing.

Through the now tiny portal between realities, I fired a last time, destroying the final donut-shaped boulder. The last I saw of Beran was him staring at me with a malicious grin on his long, lean face.

Then the portal winked out of existence.


-52-

I waited in the dark, needing a craft or a teleporter to traverse the long shaft to the icy surface above.

In lieu of anything else, I pulled out a flashlight, and shined it where the portal had been. In its place was solid rock. I tapped it; it was nothing but rock.

It would appear the Stonehenge of boulders had given Beran and Vesper the ability to move through to Earth despite the Great Machine’s blocking effect against such portals.

Did that matter now? The Master was gone. Beran apparently ruled in his place. How long would Lord Beran’s rule last? Maybe as long as he had power in the black globe or as long as he wore his crown.

Would Beran need to go back to Gaia to repower his globe? I knew some of Beran’s agenda because he’d spoken about it. Would Beran rebuild the Stonehenge of boulders, or would he come around to Earth through the Earth Gate?

None of that mattered to me now. I was stuck down here. I’d closed the portal to the Shadowed Realm but failed to free Rax. The sentient crystal was still a captive, or a partner, to Beran. How would that work for a Galactic Guard advisor? I didn’t know. I didn’t know many things.

I paced, thought about the hole near Jerusalem in the World War I reality and tapped the rocks around me.

Perhaps an hour later, I simply disappeared, reappearing in a teleport chamber on an Antaran craft.

I attempted to bring up the heavy pistol. Before I did, two security types hit me with stun guns. I collapsed on the dais. As I struggled to rise, they both zapped me once more.

I fell unconscious.

They must have injected me with a drug afterward, for I did not wake up until much later. I found myself in a chamber with a long table before me. At the table on the other side sat heavyset Rose, the small Director of CAU and Dr. Chang. They all regarded me on my chair before them.

I turned and checked. There were beefy individuals with stun guns in their hands. A doctor in a long white gown retreated. I felt a sting on my shoulder where he must have injected me to awaken me.

The Director cleared his voice and spoke, “We have just brought you out of a stasis state. We put you in the state to forgo any problems with you. Now, you must tell us everything that took place in the subterranean realm. We demand truthful answers. If we feel you’re lying, you will be locked away until we can devise methods to force your tongue. Is that clear?”

I nodded groggily, “How about a glass of water, huh?”

Dr. Chang looked at the Director. The Director considered and nodded. Chang pointed at a guard. The guard walked up to me, unhooked a canteen and handed it to me.

I took the canteen, sipped, sipped more and then guzzled. I was parched. It surprised me that I didn’t need to use the facilities. I didn’t need to take a whiz, in other words.

That was odd. I must be badly dehydrated then. I imagine the stun shots and stasis drug had seriously done that to me.

I gasped and handed the empty canteen to the guard. He returned to his wall station with the others.

“Do you understand the seriousness of the situation?” the Director asked me.

“I do,” I said. “I’m your captive. Ask your questions. I don’t think I’m going to answer too many of them, though.”

The Director scowled and turned to Chang. “If you please, Doctor.”

Chang cleared his throat. Was he going to ask why I’d attacked him in the Northwest Territories?

“Firstly,” Chang began, “why did you subdue and treat Rose the way you did when you worked with her?”

“Really?” I asked. “You want to start there? You put a coercive device in my brain. I didn’t care for it, and therefore, removed it. After that, I no longer trusted CAU, and that included Agent Rose.”

The Director and Chang exchanged startled glances. I realized then that they were both in on placing the coercive device in me.

“How did you learn you had the coercive device inside your brain?” Chang asked.

I shrugged.

“No,” the Director said. “Unless you give us answers, you’re going to remain our prisoner for the rest of your life.”

“Director, Chang,” I said, “you can both go to hell. I’m not answering that. Pump me with your truth serums. Do what you will. You’re not going to get any answers from me.”

Chang stood, and he clasped his hands behind his back. “That is a serious statement. Do you really distrust us to that extent?”

“Yes,” I said. “You’ve hit the nail on the head.”

“What if Rose asks the questions?”

“I already said it, but I can do so again. I don’t trust CAU anymore. You have your own agenda, and it’s different from mine.”

“Please, sit down,” the Director told Chang.

Chang considered it and finally consented.

“I will ask the questions from here on in,” the Director said.

“Very well,” Chang replied.

The Director eyed me. “Is it me you distrust or Dr. Chang?”

“Both,” I said.

“What if I told you it was Dr. Chang’s idea to put the coercive device in your brain?”

“You consented to it so you’re part of it.”

“I see. How did you acquire this weapon?” The Director raised the heavy pistol from the table, which until then I hadn’t noticed.

“I acquired it,” I said.

“Obviously,” the Director said. “Did you acquire it while you were in the Northwest Territories?”

I shrugged.

“You must realize that we can put you under extreme duress.”

“I understand,” I said.

“Hmm, it seems you acquired allies that we are not aware of. You didn’t have Rax in the north, and yet you figured out what had happened to you.”

I said nothing to that.

“We monitored the last situation in Antarctica from afar,” the Director said. “Beran went down and disappeared from our sensors, presumably into the Master’s realm.”

I nodded, deciding to tell them: “Beran defeated the Master and took his place as the realm’s lord.”

The Director and Chang exchanged glances with each other.

“Did Beran gain his power and weaponry at the same place you did in the north?” Chang asked.

“Please,” the Director said. “I am asking the questions.”

“No,” Chang said, staring up into space and then looking at the guards. “I’m weary of this charade. Gentlemen, please escort the Director and Agent Rose from the chamber.”

“Now see here,” the Director said, leaping to his feet.

The security honchos from the back came for him.

The Director grabbed the heavy pistol from the table.

Chang swung, using a karate chop against his Director’s wrist. The heavy gun fell onto the floor. Several security men reached the Director, laid hands on him and marched him from the chamber. Rose followed the guards meekly.

Chang watched until the Director, Rose and the guards left through an exit. He turned to me then. “Now, we will have a true discussion.”
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Chang sat back in his chair, crossing his ankles underneath the table, as he studied me.

“You’re an enigma, Logan. You’ve worked on your own for a long time, and you gained secret allies. Clearly, the Polarions respected you and aided you in the past. I suspect the Polarions have aided you again. Would I be correct in thinking so?”

I shrugged.

“I see. You’re going to remain silent. Perhaps you’re attempting to understand what just happened here. The Director had his uses, but he was too narrow in his definition of how things should operate. I’ve let him run CAU for a time, while I consolidated power. Now, I’ve decided that the need for subterfuge has ended. I’m running CAU. What do you say to that?”

I shrugged again.

“Would you work against me if I were to free you?”

“Is this a trick question?” I asked.

“No, it is an honest question,” Chang said. “Would you work against me?”

“I would not.”

“Would you act as a consultant for CAU if I asked you?”

I thought about that and finally nodded. “I don’t understand this, though. Why don’t you take me into a different room and have your scientists do their experiments on me, prying my secrets from me?”

“At this point, that would be counterproductive. I also wonder if the Polarions have inserted fail-safes into you. If I attempt such a thing as you suggest, you might self-destruct.”

“Do you have any evidence of such a fail-safe in me?”

“I do,” Chang said.

“Care to tell me about it?”

“No,” Chang said, “as you do not care to tell me about the Polarions, or the place where you acquired the gun and remained hidden despite our best efforts to find you. Tell me, why did you land in the precise spot you did in the Northwest Territories? Why did you put Rose down where you did? How did you learn about the coercive device in your brain? Tell me these things and I shall remove the Polarion coercive device in you.”

I thought about it and laughed. “I don’t believe there is such device in me. This is another one of your tricks.” I eyed Chang. “You might be the most dangerous director in CAU’s short history, but that might also make you the best.”

“Why do you say that?”

I shook my head. “Here’s my two cents to you in terms of advice. Leave the presidents, premiers, prime ministers and dictators of Earth alone. What I mean is, don’t try to rule Earth or them as stooges. You’ll be corrupted by that and become less efficient in your real task. Concentrate instead on defending Earth from alien incursions.”

“That was already my intention,” Chang said, sounding amused.

I eyed him again, and something struck me about him. “Are you human?” I asked.

He raised an eyebrow. “Why would you ask such a thing?”

“I’m beginning to wonder if you’re a Polarion in disguise. You were up north in Canada, and you didn’t find me. That might have been deliberate on your part. Amarok didn’t put you to sleep with his spell. I thought it was because you were out of range in the spaceship, but maybe it was because you’re a Polarion.”

“That’s a silly assumption,” Chang said.

I shook my head. “Now it makes sense why there weren’t any drones in the air recording and analyzing.”

Chang sighed, waving a hand. “Tell me, do you still think of yourself as the Sheriff of Earth?”

“I do.”

“Then, Sheriff, I bid you adieu. Do what you must. When CAU needs your help, we may come and seek it. And if the Polarions return and offer you a position, I suggest you reject it.”

“Uh-huh,” I said. “So says the Polarion disguised as an Earthman.”

Dr. Chang exhaled, no longer amused by my assertion. “You have odd ideas of what a Polarion would be willing to submit himself to. Would a Polarion run your imbecilic CAU? Would he willingly deal on a daily basis with such dull representatives of your race? Would he watch over such a bovine populace as the human herd? No. No Polarion worth his or her salt would care to take such an assignment.”

“Is it a roving assignment then? One that each of you will do for a year?”

“Logan, you are foolish. If you are right in your summation, why would you say it?”

“Why indeed? Let me ask you this. Is Earth safe?”

“Has it ever been safe?” Chang asked. “Is anything safe without a defender?”

“I don’t know. How long has there been a CAU working against alien intruders?”

“That’s surprisingly clever question and one I cannot answer. You’re wrong about me being a Polarion, but I am the best of what humanity has to offer. I’m the most cunning and most humble.”

“How the most humble?” I asked.

“Because I’m not taking supreme power, and I’m letting you go. I’ll keep watching you, but at a distance. I hope to learn how you perpetrated these various activities. But until such a time as I believe you’re a danger to the human race, I’ll let you be.”

I nodded.

The danger seemed as if was over then. I’d kept Earth safe from Beran and the Master, and the other Shadowed Realm entities. I’d learned about the Earth Gate, perhaps the strangest of all the Polarion artifacts. If Amarok and his brothers had come from it, could Chang be some sort of were-creature as they were? Was he a patsy for the Polarions? Did the Polarions operate on Earth in a subtler fashion than I’d been able to understand? Or did they think of us as too small and beneath their notice to worry about?

I stood. “Am I really free to go?”

“You are free to go,” Chang said. “I will keep hold of this weapon, though.” He indicated the heavy pistol.

I’d expected no less.

“Can you lend me one of the Antaran craft?” I asked.

“You’ll have to use your own resources,” Chang said. “Besides, I’m interested in what you do next, if anything at all.”

“I don’t have Rax anymore.”

“I’m aware of that. But there was a time you didn’t have an arm and a leg, but you reacquired them. Maybe you’ll reacquire Rax or something else to aid you.”

Was that an oblique reference to Vesper? It didn’t matter. I left the chamber and was soon heading above ground to relaxation and freedom.
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It was several months later, in summer around Lake Tahoe in Nevada, when I had the final run-in with an individual that concluded the Earth Gate mission.

I waterskied with some hotties I’d met the previous day. We had a fun time. I pulled them in the ski boat. They pulled me. Afterward, I bid the ladies goodbye and lay on a beach off Lake Tahoe. I was lying on a towel with my hands behind my head, soaking up the rays, enjoying life.

I missed Rax and Vesper. There were times I considered going back to the Northwest Territories and entering the Earth Gate and then a mirror to a different reality.

So far, I hadn’t done that, though.

Tonight, I’d head to a casino, and try my luck at poker. First, I’d have a feast. I wouldn’t go to the place where Debby and I had first met Beran.

That had been a wild time.

As I was lying in the sun, I thought about all that had happened lately, particularly in Avernus. What a horrific and deadly time that had been.

It was so good just to lay here. This was my home. There were things about Earth that bugged me, politicians being the number one thing. This was my planet, my world, though. I didn’t want a different one. Sure, maybe someday I’d go to a different reality, or maybe I’d stop some crazy person. Maybe that would be Beran messing with my planet. I was its sheriff.

I would hit the gym soon and practice at rifle ranges, but until then—

A shadow blocked the sun.

I opened an eye, spying a heavyset, hairy Neanderthal with immensely broad shoulders and a bridge of bone across his eyes. He had a black mop of hair. Of all the things, he wore swim trunks. He didn’t look like an Olympian, but I knew that after me he was probably the strongest guy on Earth.

“Hello Kazz,” I said, feeling my gut muscle tighten.

“Logan,” he said.

Did he want to launch himself against me? I didn’t see a weapon in his hand. He had a towel in one hand and a six-pack of beer in the other.

Finally, he grunted, laid out his towel and sat on it. He put the six-pack between us. Then, he took one of the beers, popped the cap, and took a long guzzle.

“Help yourself,” he said.

I thought about it, sat up and took one.

“You left me in a bad spot in Antarctica,” Kazz said. “First, you clubbed me from behind. I ought to kick the living hell out of you for doing that.”

“That’s one alternative,” I said, ready for anything.

“You gonna ask me or not?”

“I am. How’d you make it off Antarctica?”

Kazz put the empty beer bottle back in the six-pack sleeve, and took another, popped it, and took a good long guzzle until it was half gone. He belched loudly.

A fat matronly lady in a one-piece—it wasn’t a pretty sight, let me tell you—looked over at him in a scolding manner. Then she shooed her grandchildren from him.

Kazz grinned and finished off the beer, putting the empty back in a cardboard sleeve.

“I’m a Neanderthal,” Kazz told me. “I survive where you weak Cro-Magnon men perish. You tried to break my skull, Logan. What was up with that?”

“No,” I said, “I tried to subdue you because I wasn’t sure if you were working against me and Earth. I wasn’t sure if you were controlled, and I didn’t trust you to stand at the teleport panel while I went down.”

Kazz stared at me. It was not an enjoyable stare with his dark Neanderthal eyes searching me. Finally, he grunted, and he took a third bottle from the six-pack, popped the cap and guzzled until there was only a quarter left.

“All right, you were under great duress then,” Kazz said, belching once more.

The fat lady said, “Well, I never,” and grabbed her towel and water cooler and hurried elsewhere. She made it so I could look at a hottie stretched on her towel nearer the water.

“I can see why you wouldn’t trust me,” Kazz was saying. “For all I know, there was a compulsion on me back then. Beran might have put it there. Don’t worry. I haven’t come here to kill you, although I’ve thought of many ways to do it. I realized the most enjoyable way would be to do it in public with my bare hands as I pulped you with my fists.”

“Is this fair warning?” I asked.

“I said ‘don’t worry.’ That was what I wanted to do. The compulsion to do it was strong, so strong that I doubted myself.”

Kazz looked away, noticing the twenty-something in a bikini on her towel. He grunted, nodding, and then looked back at me. “You may have made the right decision attacking me in Antarctica. I don’t like to think Beran put me in the space station for you to find me. Doesn’t it seem too coincidental I was there, though?”

I nodded. “That was one of the reasons I clubbed you. I just couldn’t trust you with Earth on the line.”

“Fine,” Kazz said. “Let’s say I accept that. Now where are we at?”

“How about even?” I asked.

“How do you figure that?”

“You were a hulk of a Neanderthal in a different…” I glanced around. “CAU wants to know how I got the heavy gun, and where I went to escaped them up north.”

“I see. So how come you’re running free now?”

“The new Director of CAU is cunning, and figures he’ll get the information out of me sooner this way than any other. And maybe he sees me as an asset for Earth.”

“I’m not sure you’re right about him,” Kazz said.

“Why not?”

“I subdued and duct taped three CAU agents watching you. I haven’t found any drones around, but maybe a satellite is dedicated to keeping tabs on you. In any case, I’m here, and I’m gonna disappear again. I don’t like CAU. I can barely tolerate how you do things. I just wanted to talk to you, let you know I was alive, and that I’m not holding a grudge. Like I said, I waited until the compulsion to beat hell out of you had vanished. So whatever Beran put in me, I think is gone.”

“You do think Beran put a compulsion in you?”

“That seems like the logical thing.”

“All right, no hard feelings then?” I held up a hand.

“Let’s just shake this time,” Kazz said. “Don’t try to squeeze my hand into pulp like you did last time.”

“What? Me? You’re the one who did it last time.”

“Yeah, right.”

Kazz stuck out a broad hand. We shook, and though I suspect both of us thought about squeezing as hard as we could, we released. I finished my beer and put it back in its sleeve.

Kazz took the fifth one, and he guzzled it dry.

“I need about four more of these before I feel anything,” Kazz said.

“Have you been modified? Are you more than a regular Neanderthal?”

Kazz grinned, and there was something in his dark eyes. Was it a twinkle?

“Will I see you around?” I asked.

“Maybe, we’ll see.”

Kazz climbed to his feet, leaving the six-pack of empties and towel, and walked away.

I watched him go.

It seemed like Chang was keeping a closer eye on me than I liked, if Kazz’s words were true.

I stood up, rolled up my towel, looked at the bikini-clad beauty once more, and then headed for my car. I was free. The Earth, as far as I knew, was free from direct alien interference. Now I needed a girlfriend.

I didn’t trust any of the women I’d skied with today. Maybe Chang had set them in my path. I’d seek out my own girl.

Should I go back to Jenna? Nah. She was history. How about the woman on the towel? No, I wasn’t quite ready. I needed time to figure out what to do next.

I’d pay attention to the news and keep my eyes open. I’d make sure no one with a laser pistol lopped off any more of my limbs.

I reached my car, threw in the towel, got in and started it up. Earth was safe for the moment. What more could a sheriff ask?

The End

To the Reader: Thanks! I hope you’ve enjoyed Invaders: Earth Gate. If you liked the book and would like to see the series continue, please put up some stars and a review. Let new readers know what’s in store for them.

—Vaughn Heppner

OEBPS/image_rsrc3JV.jpg





