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The Cockroach Diaries
 
Lunatic science or stunning boldness, what are we to think about the cockroaches’ last achievement, or about their findings on the moon? The diaries of Doctor Ix Deeb, the Chief Director of their Science Ministry, are troubling indeed. I publish his last entries with unease. Yet we must unfold this mystery before the mystery returns and destroys us all.
Supreme is the Eternal Hive!
Science Officer C-357, Batch 14,001, Number 2244-0003
Bitter Lakes, Continent II
***
123,674,237,203rd Solstice +31 Days:
Military Situation
The ants broke through the Hik Defenses yesterday, but our counterattacks drove them back. In the Bitter Lakes region, all enemy assaults failed.
------
Although the present situation may lead one to different conclusions, I believe that cockroach civilization has scaled the highest heights yet seen on Earth. One may reasonably ask, however, what about the all-conquering ants?
It has been my oft-stated view that aggression and high war-skills are not necessarily the only signs of great culture. True, ant society dominates both Polar Regions, and they control seventy percent of the warmer and more agreeable continents. It is true, as well, that they have crushed the last ratfolk fortresses. Yet what can one expect from fur-covered mammals? They lack stamina and are easily hampered by radiation—but I digress.
Ant culture, as far as we know, is strict, rigid and highly motivated. What they lack in technology they make up for in sheer numbers. On the last cockroach-held continent, ants already number in the trillions. Conversely, cockroach numbers have dwindled. Where once we boasted trillions, now a mere hundred billion are left. Unlike ant culture, cockroach civilization upholds the individual—but we are also losing the war for Earth.
Enough morbid thoughts. Let me write rather about our stunning conquest of space. Cockroach technology has put a fleet of satellites around the Earth. From such untouchable heights, the warmasters launch thermonuclear weapons against ant strongholds. It is all that keeps the disciplined ant hordes from swarming our last continent. Unfortunately, we’ve learned that underground ant factories build missiles and crude space vessels to challenge our new supremacy.
I voted, of course, to divert funds toward an exploratory space fleet. Surprisingly, knowing his ideological bias, the Chief of the War Ministry voted likewise, as did the Chief of R&D. It’s miraculous the number of spinoffs that come from space technology. Perhaps the others understood that. In any regard, a fleet of deep-space vessels were constructed and sent to the moon. Premier Yk Tik-ik herself ushered me into her office several days ago, belying the rumor that she was dying. She showed me the moon photos. Her legs trembled and her antenna quivered with anxiety.
I scanned the photos. Only when I saw the cockroach moon-rovers beside the monstrous space vehicle did I realize the utterly gigantic size of the alien spacecraft. Truly, the alien ship is an artifact of supreme wonder.
Bold unto the point of rashness, Moon Commander Ti Xeeb and his exploratory team mounted a month-long expedition up and into the alien artifact. I saw the photos. Incredible. There were controls and chairs for creatures thousands of times the size of cockroaches.
I told the Premier that the Moon Commander’s information would shake the scientific community. Her antenna quivered and I knew she understood. She told me to harness the scientific interest. That somehow we must use this against the ants.
I told her I understood. But do I? What I’ve learned has led me to believe that the Earth was visited thousands of years ago by gigantic, intelligent creatures. (I dare not call them monsters, although their size is daunting in the extreme.) The scientists and I will thrash out this new information. It may be our last hope.
***
13,674,237,203rd Solstice +39 Days:
Military Situation
The Hik Defenses were breached by swarming ant armies. Deep penetrations into the rear areas bagged them millions of civilians, which they held as hostages. The Premier made the only decision possible. Thermonuclear launchings halted the ant advance.
------
The Scientific Council talks madness. Members argued that the alien vehicle originated on Earth millions of years ago. What nonsense. We’re aware that long ago a catastrophe occurred on Earth. Thousands of species perished. The fossil record shows that. How they died is still a mystery. Do the council members believe that a culture that built such a vast ship could vanish without a trace?
An obscure cult-follower argued that the fused ‘bones’ found in rock strata from that distant era were part of the inner structure of these aliens. That is ill reasoning. Yet it shows cockroach openness that we allow such talk. It would be impossible for creatures of that size to produce ‘bones.’ If it were possible, I asked, why doesn’t the Earth contain such creatures now? No. The ‘bones’ were fashioned in factories for reasons we cannot fathom.
I knew the moon photos would bring hysteria.
***
13,674,237,203rd Solstice +45 Days.
Military Situation
The war goes badly. As we expected, the ants launched a massive space armada. Although Space Command destroyed almost the entire enemy fleet, the ants knocked out our satellites. We can no longer afford to send a new expedition to the moon.
------
I have been given a troubling challenge. Doctor Riz z’Di, the highest-ranked member of the Science Council, came to me yesterday and proposed an intriguing test. I will accept his challenge and pinch this ‘bone’ heresy by the thorax.
His offer was this: At the Ixville Underground Museum are crystal boulders. As is well known, many of the crystals have been cracked and insectile creatures removed from them. Unknown to me, but known to Doctor Riz z’Di, is that blood samples have been found in the proboscis of these well-preserved insects. Doctor Riz z’Di tested the blood. The samples were similar to ratfolk blood. And… the incredible fact that somehow missed me was that crusted blood was found aboard the alien artifact.
Doctor Riz z’Di thinks he has a match. He wishes to analyze the blood down to its alien DNA and then inject a ratfolk embryo with it. If, and I realize the idea is ridiculous, the blood aboard the alien vessel matched blood in a millions year-old fossil, it would prove that the ratfolk are decedents of these aliens.
I have agreed to Doctor Riz z’Di’s experiment. We are the cockroaches after all, even if his political ideology is absurd.
***
13,674,237,203rd Solstice +91 Days:
Military Situation
The Bitter Lakes region was devastated by chemical attacks. The ensuing ant assaults swept our defenses. We had some successes in the Rikk metropolis, capturing four ant headquarters and destroying ten thousand attack-rovers.
------
The experiment proves fascinating. Perhaps I’ve been wrong about the alien. Already the embryo is many times larger than one of the ratfolk. The Premier awarded Doctor Riz z’Di with the Medal of Excellence.
I think perhaps that I’ve judged the War Minister too harshly as well. It was he, after all, who first backed Doctor Riz z’Di. I ate lunch with the War Minister and we spoke intimately. He asked me to see the Premier and suggest to her that we use scientific methods against the ants. He suggested, too, that the Premier was overworked, taxed until she no longer reasoned as clearly as in the past.
That was an absurd comment for one who truly knows the Premier. I understood the War Minster to mean that such a possibility could occur far in the future. I learned that he along with several other ministers had spoken with the Premier. They suggested she choose a warmaster whom she trusts, and make him Warleader Supreme. It would take the weight off her exoskeleton, the War Minister told me. Adroitly, I waved my antenna in possible agreement, but left my position unstated.
The area in which I agreed was in the use of the alien embryo. If the embryo grows to a commensurate size, as the moon artifact suggests, then why not produce an army of aliens to attack the ants? Such a project delights me. I yearn to beat back the ant hordes. Science is the only answer left us.
***
13,674,237,203rd +201 Days:
Military Situation
Day after day, the suicidal ant airforce breaks through our fighter screens and firebombs or chemically sprays vast housing tracts. At the same time, enemy attack-rovers converge on the Tik-ik River. We must make our stand there.
------
The Construction Minister complained today that the alien fetus takes up incredible underground housing space.
It’s true that the fetus is big beyond our most nightmarish dreams. It’s also incredible that some scientists still cling to the belief that creatures such as these once lived on the Earth. Are we to believe that gigantically monstrous creatures overran our world? Show me the evidence. There is none. Only the towering ant mounds compare to the alien’s height. Yet even the artifact on the moon dwarfs the tallest ant structures. No, although the DNA is similar to a ratfolk’s, I find such talk absurd.
On a more scientific note, we tire in our efforts to keep the fetus alive. Uncultured fungi processed through the feed tubes sent the fetus into spasms. Only de-radiation of the nutrients allows us to feed it. Naturally, the Food Minister complains about the fetus’s voracious appetite. We await the hatching, wondering how the alien will react to our surroundings.
I have built a mental image of what a world with these monsters would have been like. I do this to show the absurdity of the view. Firstly, with grown aliens eating their vast quantities of food, the civilization could have numbered no more than twenty billion. I cannot envision a society of technological sophistication with such paltry numbers.
Because of the sluggishness of the fetus, and its huge size, I believe that it originated on a less dense planet. At Earth-normal gravity, the alien would barely be able to move its limbs. The biomechanical problems would be legion.
I weary of this senseless analysis, and I also wonder if the alien will prove helpful in our struggle against the ants.
***
13,674,237,203rd Solstice +225 Days:
Military Situation
The War goes badly indeed. Ant hordes converge on the capital. Underground struggles rage daily. Reports have trickled in that ant submarines push back the crabs. The ants will soon rule Earth, despite our world’s four intelligent species. Our only hope is the recent successes in antimatter theory. Environmentalists tell us of the horrid damage the antimatter bombs would do to the Earth. Perhaps they’re right. I do not know.
------
The alien was born today. It lived only four hours outside its birth sac. Conjecture is that the normal air-mix killed it. Like a mammalian ratfolk, the alien proved weak, without inner strength.
What was the alien artifact on the moon? It’s difficult to know. The quick death of the alien has dashed the Earth-origin theory. Clearly, it couldn’t survive on Earth. Perhaps we’ll never know what happened in the distant past. Yet like the ratfolk, the fetus is clearly alien to our environment. I believe, along with Doctor Riz z’Di, that the ratfolk were offshoots of these aliens, colonists that fled a dying world.
Yet we too die.
***
13,674,237,204th Solstice +12 Days:
Military Situation
This will be my last entry. The ant hordes slaughter us. The Premier, together with the ministers and a key constituency, are about to leave the Earth and head into space. A secret fleet was built for this contingency. What will we do if we meet the giant aliens? At this point, all I know is that the ants have conquered the Earth, but perhaps the cockroaches will yet inherit the stars.
 
 



Living Totem
 
Kulik lifted his face into the blizzard, rose from his shivering crouch and kept staggering. Icy particles beat at him. Snow crunched under his moccasins. His toes throbbed, but that was good because it meant they hadn’t frozen.
He pulled his fur cape tighter. Hoary frost coated his eyebrows and his lips were horribly chapped. He wore a cap made from a dire wolf’s head and fled across the Ice.
A manito with an evil totem had arisen among the People. The manito had said they must return north to the bog lands. Kulik’s grandfather—the old manito—had only lain in his cairn a month. Kulik would have challenged the new manito, but nine days ago, hunters with protective medicine bundles had tracked him as he’d wandered in the high forests for a sign. The hunters would have dragged him back to the new manito so he could slash Kulik’s stomach and read the People’s future in his intestines. It had taken all Kulik’s guile and accumulated spirit power to reach the Ice, the Great Ice that none dared cross, the Ice that blocked the People from the southern lands of plenty.
Kulik shivered. He heard the spirits in the wind. They were minions of the Ice, the destroyer of life and the stealer of souls. The new manito had boasted of his strength, yet he lacked the courage to face the ancient enemy, to conquer it.
Kulik snarled. He was as lean as his dire wolf totem. The nine harrowing days—three of them trudging across the Ice—had dangerously sapped his strength. His stomach knotted with hunger as he tottered through the winter horror-land.
Kulik stumbled then and fell hard onto his rawhide-wrapped hands. He panted with billowing white gusts of breath. Hail beat at his head. He squeezed his eyes closed and felt the icy particles in his lashes. Spirits howled, mocking him.
He frowned, moved his moccasin and moved the thing that had tripped him. With agonizing slowness, he shuffled around until his hands fumbled across…something.
His cold-fogged thoughts tried to understand. It was hard to see in the stormy gloom. Oh. It was an ancient pine branch about twice the length of an arrow. It was black, and it was the straightest wood he’d ever seen.
His eyes widened and his heart thudded. A double length arrow, a spirit arrow—Kulik wheezed pitifully. But a terrible gleam now shined in his clouded eyes.
He clutched the pine stick, jabbed one end against the ice. His aching muscles groaned with effort. His wheezing became horrible and then his chapped lips peeled back. It made cracks appear in his lips and sluggish, oozing blood froze in place. Kulik bared his teeth like a dire wolf until he swayed on his feet.
He was dizzy and his eyes shined crazily. He clutched the stick against his chest and staggered into the icy wind. His bloody lips writhed and he chanted his death song.
***
Kulik awoke in a strange valley of moss and humps of snow. He had no recollection of how he’d survived the blizzard. He unfolded from his crouch where he rested against a boulder, brushed off snow and discovered that he still clutched the pine stick.
He touched his nose and checked his toes. They were cold, but not frozen or black. Thirst racked him. So he ate fresh snow, let it melt in his mouth before he drank. The hunger in his shriveled belly—
He resolutely ignored it.
He had the makings of a name-arrow. The pine stick shivered with the power of his death song.
A crazed laugh bubbled out of him. He’d cheated the blizzard. Even more importantly, he’d defied the Ice and likely stolen some of its killing strength. Now, hovering between life and death, he must cunningly fashion the arrow and imbibe it with even more magic.
The rest of that day, Kulik chanted to the spirits of the Ice. He played a dangerous game. It was close to mockery. His hunger, his fantastic survival through the storm and the fact that some mighty spirit had granted him the pine stick filled him with the temerity.
That night he slept like one dead. Upon waking, he wondered if that was a sign. His grandfather could have read it. Kulik knew he was not yet manito enough.
He sat up and his chest tightened. After his grandfather’s death, he had simply hoped to be a shaman. Now he aimed to become a manito, to replace the coward who led the People.
The valley had moss, patches of snow and twisted, dwarfish trees unlike any he’d seen. All around him towered baleful glaciers. The ice mountains howled their anger this morning like little gods, a cold thing that ought to have made him shiver. Instead, Kulik began to search. He found sparrow nests in the wind-twisted trees and eggs in the nests. He chanted to the sparrows, asked their permission and then ate the eggs and trapped several of the fluttering birds. The ease of it showed him the increase in his power.
Fortified by the food, slight as it was, he worked hard. With his stubby flint knife, he notched the end of the stick. He used sparrow feathers to fletch it because small sparrows dare to attack ravens many times their size in defense of their nests. In three carefully cut slivers, Kulik fixed tufts of dire wolf fur for cunning.
It might have surprised Kulik once, but not now, when he discovered perfect flint pieces. With a shaping stone and the upper beak of an eagle, he chipped and ground an arrowhead. The eagle totem would grant the arrow swiftness in flight. Tomorrow he would bind the flint to the arrow. Then he would paint a blood portrait on a boulder and perhaps let the arrowhead sip the blood so it would become greedy for more.
Kulik bowed his head in awe at what he did. This arrow might become as deadly as Feast of a Mammoth. He had once held the legendary arrow as it quivered with rage.
“It thirsts to kill,” his grandfather had told him, the arrow’s maker. “Now chant the song of safety, lest a death spirit strike you tonight in your sleep.”
Kulik shuffled deeper into the valley. Thoughts of food began to consume him. He had three regular arrows and his bow. He began to hunt for hares and rats, although the spirits yet shrieked across the icy mountains.
It dawned on Kulik later that this was a sacred valley. The constantly howling winds, the lack of rabbits or rats, the strangely twisted trees and the mossy humps and folds of land, a dreadful fear seeped into him. He shuffled over a rise of ground and came upon a terrifying print in the snow. He knelt and his heart began to flutter like one of the sparrows he’d caught earlier.
The footprint was like a man’s but twice as big. The endpoints on the toes could have been claw marks. Kulik knew the legends of the Lurii. Some told of Lurii hunting men.
As Kulik stared at the footprint, a shadow filled it. Openmouthed, Kulik raised his head. He felt numb and was unable to move or croak a sound.
The beast was huge, likely ten feet tall when it stood upright. Its furry head resembled a man’s in a vague way, although the head was as wide as Kulik’s chest. It had a flattish snout, with flaring, leathery nostrils. The ears were triangular like a sabertooth’s ears. The eyes were black and sunken under a bony brow ridge. As it opened its mouth, the beast revealed wolfish fangs.
“Who are you?” the beast asked, using the spirit tongue.
Kulik was too dazed to reply, too terrified to draw his knife.
The beast’s fur was sable, sleek and black. It had long arms, one of which rested on the ground, on its knuckles. It had comparatively short legs, and it hunched forward, as if it used its dangling arms to help it walk or run on all fours like an animal. The beast must weigh as much as five men.
Kulik groaned. Sweat trickled down his back.
The Lur cocked its awful head.
That’s when Kulik noted other things. The Lur wore a leather belt. From it dangled a rabbit-skin pouch. A big leather sack lay at the Lur’s feet. In its monstrous hand was a dreadful stone axe.
“Why are you here?” the Lur asked. “I thought men feared the Ice.”
Kulik tried to gather his wits. Listening to the Lur speak was like having a cave bear grunt words or a dire wolf growl with meaning. The thing was so huge.
—The Lur spoke the spirit tongue.
Kulik drew a painful breath, and struggled to speak. Then he jeered himself. Was he a simple hunter to faint at great magic? No. He’d trained his entire life to understand the spirit tongue, to know the meaning of visions and dreams.
“I…” Kulik closed his mouth, concentrated. “I seek powerful magic to fashion a name-arrow.”
The Lur sank onto its rump, almost seemed as if it collapsed to a seated position. The monstrous beast laid its axe on the ground as if it had become too heavy to hold. It stared at him with sickening intensity.
It dawned on Kulik that the Lur acted dazed.
Slowly, the Lur unhooked the rabbit-skin pouch, untied the sinews and poured tiny, painted bones onto the dirt.
“The bone runes spoke about you,” the Lur said. “They said I would find an ally here to join me in the Great Ice.”
Kulik struggled to understand. It was almost too bizarre. The beast seemed to use the spirit tongue as ordinary language. That seemed profane, but maybe it was power unlike anything that even his grandfather had known.
Kulik asked, “The Ice?”
With its huge hand, the Lur gathered the rune bones and dropped them reverently into the pouch.
Then the Lur exposed its hideous teeth in what might have been a grimace. “For ages, the Great Ice has ruled. Before its coming, my race swarmed the mountains. We fought the giant beasts and others now long gone. Near here is an ancient place where my race made a stand against the Ice. Our last king gathered those mighty in spells and incantations. They unleashed lava, the spirits of steam and earthquakes against the advancing Ice. Mountains perished and the Ice retreated. It was a great victory, although the king died. They built his cairn there and left on his right arm the ancient charm of royalty.”
The Lur bowed its shaggy head and then looked up with anger.
“The Ice knew of his passing. It soon advanced and drove the Lurii south, ever south, scattering us. The Ice entombed his cairn. Then the Ice grinded over our victory steles and snapped the olden totem poles of legend and thereby shattered the link between my race and our mountains.
“I have searched for the cairn over a hundred moons. I have mastered forgotten spells and have unearthed these olden bones and learned to unravel their mysteries. I have journeyed far and pitted my strength against the Ice and its cunning. I mean to find the cairn and gaze again upon our ancient king. But to win through, the bones said I need an ally, one I would find here in the Valley of Spirits.”
Kulik nodded.
The Lur cocked its head. “Yet you are smaller than a child and resemble the Skunk People, who are enemies of the Lurii.”
“The Skunk People?” Kulik asked.
“They live in caves and holes in the ground. Their shoulders are thick and they have squat necks and a bony ridge over their eyes. Likely you are weaker than a Skunk Man and fear great danger.”
“In great danger lies great magic,” Kulik said hoarsely.
The Lur laid its triangular ears flat against its head. “The Skunk People are clever, makers of traps and users of smooth words. I know little of men, other than that they breed like lemmings. How do I know you will not awake in the night and slink off with my axe or my bag of bones?”
Kulik could have asked how he knew the Lur wouldn’t slay him in his sleep, but the answer was obvious. The gigantic Lur could slay him any time it pleased.
Then Kulik had an idea, one that might magically strengthen his arrow enough to defeat the new manito.
“There is a rite among the People and among other nations of men,” Kulik said. “Two warriors of enemy tribes mingle their blood, call upon the Great Spirit to witness their oaths and thereby become blood brothers. It is a hideous crime for brothers to harm each other or steal their totems.”
“Tell me more,” the Lur said.
Kulik did.
Soon, the Lur raised its stone axe and cut its hand. Kulik cut his palm with his knife. They clasped hands—the Lur’s dwarfed Kulik’s cold fingers. They mingled blood and swore frightful oaths.
Before they left, Kulik knelt and pretended to retie his moccasins. In reality, he palmed his newly chipped arrowhead and dipped it in a drop of the Lur’s blood. Kulik chanted softly so the arrowhead would not simply lap the blood and grow greedy for more. He had sworn the oaths and dared not risk his soul. He let the arrowhead feed on the Lur’s strength and ferocity. He let the arrowhead grow strong with the power of a living totem.
***
Kulik regained his strength the next several days as the Lur continually startled him. It could hear a rat burrowing in the snow or sniff out a hare where it stood frozen. When the hare bounded out of the snow as they closed in, the Lur hurled a wooden dart before Kulik could draw his bowstring. The beast’s accuracy was uncanny.
In three days, they crossed the Ice four times, searching each valley for the last king’s cairn. Fortunately, each time they crossed the Ice the wind blew gently and the sun shined. The Lur slew a caribou in the last valley and they feasted that night before a roaring fire. Instead of twisted dwarf trees, pines grew here in abundance.
Before the fire died, the Lur rattled its spirit bones in its huge cupped hands and threw them onto a circle in the dirt. The beast crouched over the bones like a dire wolf over a lemming’s hole. Soon, while its hands shook, the Lur gathered the bones and dropped them into the pouch.
Kulik lay on his side, with his stomach comfortably bloated with meat. He sat up, however, and rubbed sleep out of his eyes as the Lur picked up its axe.
The axe-head was fashioned out of a red stone unfamiliar to Kulik. A normal axe had a thin, triangular-shaped piece of flint set in a split of wood and tightly tied by leather thongs. The Lur’s axe was different. The red stone was smooth, without the chip marks of a normal axe. It was heavy and oblong, with a hole drilled through the middle of the stone. The axe’s maker had thrust a stick through the hole and wedged it tight through cunning artifice. It still had leather thongs wrapped around it, however. One end had been ground to a sharp edge, but that part was also uncannily smooth. Someone had chiseled tiny symbols upon the axe-head and painted them white. The huge axe was dotted with them.
“This is Blood of the Earth,” the Lur chanted. “My father gave it to me. His father gave it to him. It was fashioned before the great battle against the Great Ice, thousands upon thousands of moons ago. After each heroic victory, the bearer chiseled his soul’s mark upon the axe. In this way, the axe grew more powerful through the generations. Tomorrow, I will brandish it in the Ice. And because of its strength, we shall march to the cairn of the last king of the Lurii.”
“The bones spoke of this?” Kulik asked.
The Lur’s ears lay flat against its head and it snarled like a sabertooth.
Fear coursed through Kulik. He lay down as his grandfather had said a man should do before an enraged bear. In this way, hunters who acted dead sometimes survived as the bear sniffed their pretend corpse and then waddled away.
After Kulik heard the thud of the axe upon the ground, and the Lur as it stretched out, he peeked around. Kulik waited until the fire become red glowing embers. Stealthily, he arose and silently sang the weasel song. He crept to Blood of the Earth. With a pounding heart, Kulik crouched before the legendary axe. His thirsty eyes drank in the many marks. Then, just as stealthily, he retreated to the other side of the embers. He sat cross-legged and took out his double-length arrow. Kulik pricked his finger, and with all the delicate art of a manito, he painted two of the Lur marks on the arrow.
Later, he bundled the arrow and lay down. Tomorrow awaited his destiny. He knew, because the bones had spoken.
***
A glacier loomed nearby. It throbbed with a malignant will. Snow drifted from its peak, and high above an eagle soared. Its piercing cry sent a shiver down Kulik’s spine.
“Death,” the Lur said.
Kulik nodded. He’d read the cry similarly.
They continued to trek between pines and crunch through the snow. The Lur halted, crouched and pointed at a track.
Kulik’s stomach knotted. “Cave bear,” he whispered.
The Lur gave an ugly laugh. “It is a beast of the Ice. Look at the size of the tracks.”
The clawed snow-prints made the Lur’s tracks seem small. Kulik understood that this bear was a monster, likely near the size of a great sloth.
The Lur lifted Blood of the Earth and looked down at Kulik. “Should we flee?”
Kulik closed his eyes. He had given the arrow all he could, but the eagle’s predictive cry, the size of these paw-prints…. Kulik recalled the awful days when the hunters of the new manito had tracked him like a rabid beast.
“We are blood brothers,” Kulik said. “I want to see the cairn of he who is also my last king.”
The Lur gazed down at him for several heartbeats.
Kulik had the terrible sense that he’d insulted the beast. No, the Lur was no beast. It was a man after a fashion.
The Lur grunted, and the trek resumed.
Later, the Lur held up a massive hand. “That way,” he whispered.
Kulik hurried after the Lur. A shift of wind brought a musky odor of bear. The hairs on the back of Kulik’s neck lifted in terror. He thought to hear the crunch of snow on the other side of the drift they raced past. He doggedly followed the Lur, who lengthened his stride and left Kulik struggling farther and farther behind.
Kulik caught up to the couched Lur hidden amongst a clump of pines. They waited and caught a glimpse of the monster. It was beyond Kulik’s understanding. The bear was indeed the size of a great sloth. The white bear rose to its hind feet to become a towering monstrosity, several feet taller than the Lur. The beast sniffed the air. The bear had paws bigger than a man’s chest and had to weigh more than ten grown men. The gigantic beast surely belonged to the Ice. If it caught their scent and charged, they would die.
Despite the distance, Kulik heard the bear grunt as it dropped back onto all fours. The deep sound put goosebumps on his arms. Kulik held his breath, but the awful beast ambled away into the forest.
The Lur glanced at Kulik. They arose and circled the area. In time, without further incident or more sightings of the beast, they reached the base of the dread glacier.
“There,” the Lur whispered. “Last night, the king’s spirit spoke to me in my dream. That is the entrance.”
Kulik shaded his eyes against the sun. There was a fissure, a vertical crack in the ice. The crack began fifty feet up on a ledge. The crack or fissure jagged for thirty feet more. Vapors drifted out of the fissure, as if the glacier slumbered and only trickled a tiny portion of its evil.
The Lur began to climb.
Kulik struggled after him. The holds were slippery and the way steep. Then a massive hand gripped his highest wrist. The Lur lifted Kulik the last twelve feet as if he were a child.
When Kulik’s feet rested on the ledge, his heart began to thud. Eerie groans emanated from the fissure, together with a slow and terrible creak, as if the glacier grinded its teeth in rage.
“It’s haunted,” Kulik whispered.
“With the spirits of my ancestors and the evil of the Ice,” the Lur said.
Kulik thought about the terrible bear. He chewed his lip. It was so dark inside the fissure. “We need a torch,” he said.
The Lur reached into his leather sack and withdrew a tightly tied bundle of dried reeds. He knelt and struck flint and tinder, and soon the torch crackled with fire. With the torch in one hand and Blood of the Earth in the other, the Lur entered the fissure. Kulik followed with his knife in his fist. He marveled at the warmth that blew out of the fissure. The Lur must have noticed it, too, for he glanced down at Kulik.
Within the fissure, the ice glowed with a blue radiance. Kulik touched a side. It was cold, but it was also beautiful and pure.
The glacier groaned, and vapor drifted in the air.
“Look at how your torch flickers,” Kulik said. “There must be other openings.”
The Lur tightened his grip of the torch. “Likely, the bear lives somewhere near. Take out your arrow.”
Kulik sheathed his knife, strung his bow and congratulated himself with having coated the string with goose fat. It was damp in the fissure, and if that dampness seeped into the string, it would weaken it. He notched his double-length arrow, and he breathed deeply, and noticed the warmth once more. He hoped the bear lived far from here.
“Follow me,” the Lur said.
Instead of shrinking, the fissure grew until the Lur’s torch no longer lit the upper reaches. They took several twists and turns, and glanced at each other in the eerie blueness of the torchlight. Each grinned, Kulik crookedly and the Lur with hideous savagery.
Soon they came to a fork.
The Lur sniffed the leftward passage and the rightward one. He thrust the torch to the left. “There is an animal stench, and the air is warmer. This way also leads down. The other goes up and is cold.”
They descended until the dwindling torch singed the Lur’s fur. The Lur took out a second torch and lit it from the first. By the time the second torch had burned halfway, they reached frozen ground deep inside the glacier.
Icy stalactites hung like fangs and the passage grew wider. Water dripped from some of the giant icicles and soaked into the ground.
Kulik knelt and touched the ground. “It’s thawed out,” he whispered.
The stench of bear grew, but the Lur’s stride lengthened and the air grew warmer still. They turned into a new passage and halted in wonder. Steam hissed from a vent in the ground.
“The legends are true,” the Lur whispered. “Not even the Ice could kill all our great magic.”
“Over there,” Kulik said, and then he could no longer speak.
Like one in a dream, the Lur shuffled to the sight. Kulik stumbled after him.
There embedded in the ice lay the ancient king of the Lurii. The frozen king lay on stones, stones chiseled with many of the soul marks on Blood of the Earth. On the corpse’s upper arm was a reddish band that gleamed in the torchlight. By squinting, Kulik noticed marks on the band.
The Lur gave the torch to Kulik and then put his hand on the ice. “I carry your axe by right of blood, O king—” The Lur’s voice cracked at the end.
Kulik glanced at him sidelong.
The Lur soundlessly moved his mouth. When he spoke again, it was with a tremor. “Our race perishes, great one. We dwindle because the Great Ice broke our steles and snapped our totem poles. It severed us from our mountains. We have valiantly struggled on, O king. But lately the wombs of our women have grown barren. The Skunk People with their beetling brows ambush our last warriors. We need the charm of royalty. We need a new king to gather us, infuse our hunters with pride and raise new victory steles. I am of your blood, great one, descended through the generations. I have sworn to find you and return with the charm. Honor us, great one. Defeat the Ice once more and keep its minions at bay while I free the great charm.”
With slow and steady strokes, the Lur began to hack into the ice with his axe.
Kulik watched with growing fear as ice shards flew. The Lur seemed demented, unmindful of the angry grunts that came out of the depths of the darkness. There were shuffling sounds and the occasional click of claws against stone. Then Kulik felt the bear’s presence. The thought that it was here in the ice with them—
With trembling hands, Kulik hacked ice with his knife and wedged the torch into that. Sweat beaded his face and slicked his underarms.
The Lur cried out triumphantly.
Kulik glanced over his shoulder. The Lur touched the dead king’s reddish charm.
“We will rise again!” the Lur shouted. He hacked at the ice with renewed force and soon exposed more of the legendary king of the Lurii.
Then a dreadful roar refocused their attention. Horrible eyes appeared out of the darkness. The eyes were much too high off the ground. Then a vast head took shape and the monstrous, shuffling body of the gigantic white bear.
The bear of the Ice exposed teeth the length of stakes. It roared. The sound shook Kulik’s ribs and the sight robbed him of motion. The monstrous creature the size of a great sloth had a rank odor and meaty breath. Here in the ice, in this huge cavern with stalactites higher than even the Lur could reach, the bear reared up onto its hind feet. It was a nightmarish sight. Kulik felt like a mouse before a lynx.
The Lur shook his stone axe.
“Slink back into the darkness, beast! I defy the Great Ice that compels you! I am of the Lurii. I am home. We will not let anyone drive us from our lands again!”
The bear roared, then sank onto its front paws, and charged. The deafening bellow caused a giant icicle to crack. It plunged like a spear and shattered against the ground. Pieces went flying. The Lur stepped on one and slipped, and that saved his life. The bear’s paw passed over him. The fantastic beast lumbered past.
One tiny shard struck Kulik on the cheek. It woke him from his stupor. Hot blood welled, making him blink in surprise.
The white bear whirled around with brutal speed—a magical act for such a monstrous beast—but the Lur leapt to his feet and met the attack with a roar. He swung Blood of the Earth and the blade shattered the giant bear’s shoulder bone with a terrible crack. The monster rolled and struck. The blow hurled the Lur against ice with such violent force that he slid to the ground in a seemingly boneless heap.
Kulik gave a loud cry of anguish.
The bear rose up onto its hind legs and shook its head. It bellowed rage. The left front leg dangled uselessly and crimson blood stained its white fur.
With tears in his eyes—even as he marveled at the blow and the powerful magic of Blood of the Earth—Kulik ran at the bear. He yanked the bowstring farther than he ever had. He aimed at the chest. The bow twanged. The double-length arrow hissed and sank into the furry expanse. It cunningly slid past protective ribs, and with baleful spirit power, it punctured the mighty heart.
The nightmarish bear coughed explosively.
Kulik stood before it as the bow slipped from his hands. Beast and man regarded one another. The giant bear took a step toward Kulik. It was so startling manlike that Kulik felt compelled to speak. He tried to form words. Then, as if in a dream, the great bear toppled sideways.
His hands shook as Kulik crouched beside the wheezing Lur. He lay on his back. Ribs protruded from the ruined chest and blood matted the black fur.
Kulik stumbled to the king’s cairn and pried off the charm of royalty. It was heavy in his hands. The magic it contained—
As the Lur lay dying, Kulik knelt and worked the band up the long arm. Then he pressed the handle of Blood of the Earth into the Lur’s hand.
The Lur watched Kulik with glazed eyes. He worked his bloody fanged maw. “I would have reunited my race and raised new victory steles. There would have been a new king, a new era. Now….” Bloody froth bubbled. “Take the land, O man. Defeat the Skunk People. Destroy the Ice.”
Kulik laid a hand on the Lur’s shoulder. There were tears in his eyes and he spoke hoarsely. “I will lead my People across the Ice. We will battle the Skunk People wherever we find them. This I vow, blood brother. Your courage—” Kulik could say no more.
The Lur turned his head toward the king in the cairn. The dead bear lay in the way. Its blood had already begun to freeze. The Lur struggled to lift his axe. Then he rattled his last breath.
***
Later, a weary Kulik emerged from the glacier. He bore mighty bear claws in a pouch. And in his quiver, he carried a double-length arrow. Its name was Blood of the Lurii.
 
 



Strontium-90
 
1.
 
Although he was weightless and feeling sick, CS1 Blake stared at the floating corpse. The open mouth with its protruding tongue and the way miniscule globules of spit floated around it disgusted him.
Blake turned away, and with his Velcro-soled shoes making tearing-cloth sounds, he walked out of the Captain’s Module. He entered a steel corridor with float rails on the sides and a Velcro rug on the floor.
Lanky, sandy-haired and rather vacant-eyed, Blake was the computer specialist for the Deng Lo Attackship. He rubbed his hurting forehead before tapping a pad on his neck. He whispered, “The Captain’s dead.”
“Say again?” Blake heard the tinny voice from the implant embedded in his left ear.
Blake squeezed his eyes together, trying to will the headache away. He tapped the neck pad again. “I said the Captain’s dead.”
“Where are you?”
“Outside the Captain’s Module.”
“Don’t move.”
Blake leaned against the bulkhead. He felt no vibration. There hadn’t been any for over two years. Slowly, his headache receded. For some reason it left his mouth tasting cottony.
“CS1 Blake, please stand at attention.”
Blake turned. Two men floated toward him along the red-lit corridor. The lead man, the political officer, was small with unhealthy, pockmarked skin and a neat gray mustache. He wore a shabby uniform and stuck a stimstick between his thin lips. The second man was the Deng Lo’s doctor. He was medium-sized and wore a white smock. He was bald, had pink eyes, never frowned or smiled and had impossibly smooth skin. Blake wasn’t certain, but it was possible the doctor was an android.
The political officer Velcroed his feet to the carpet and squinted suspiciously at Blake. Red smoke curled from the stimstick to a vent that opened, whirred and sucked the smoke away. The political police—the Pak Dow—never gave out the names of their officers. It had been Chairman Feng’s first dictate.
“Check the Captain,” the political officer said. With a nod, the doctor floated into the module. The political officer continued to suck on his stimstick and watch Blake.
Blake’s head throbbed anew. He hated the narcotic smoke but was afraid to say anything about it. It made strange memories swirl, ones that struggled for attention. He was afraid of those memories and always pushed them deeply away.
The doctor floated back out and said in his dull monotone, “He’s dead all right.”
The political officer flicked ashes at the vacuuming vent. “Find out how, and please hurry.”
The doctor disappeared back into the module.
“CS1 Blake,” the political officer said, “do you realize the Captain was to make his decision today, in less than an hour?”
Blake’s head began to hurt anew.
“Two years, Blake. We’ve journeyed two years to let the Captain make his decision.” The political officer’s eyes radiated menace.
The doctor poked his bald head back out of the door.
“Well?” asked the political officer.
“His skull was crushed.”
“Please tell me how?”
The doctor pursed his bloodless lips. “I’d say his head was slammed against the computer table five or six times.”
The political officer closed his eyes as he dragged deeply on his stimstick. “How long has he been dead?” he asked.
“...Three, four minutes.”
The political officer looked sharply at Blake. “Did you witness this death?”
Blake’s headache pierced between his eyes, making him groan in pain.
“What’s wrong with him?”
The doctor’s cold fingers probed over Blake’s body. Then a handscanner make its clicks as the doctor waved it over Blake’s head. “He checks out,” the doctor said matter-of-factly.
“You, CS1 Blake,” the political officer said, “what’s wrong with you?”
The headache slowed its drumming rhythm. Blake managed to swallow a dry lump down his throat. “My head hurts,” he whispered.
The political officer’s eyes bored into Blake’s. “You were born in Montana, North America, correct?”
Blake nodded.
“Your parents died in the eighty-six space strike?”
“I think so.”
“Your loyalty rating is ninety-eight point three percent?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never heard of that before.”
The political officer flicked away the stub of his stimstick and pulled another from his crumpled pack. “But I have.”
Blake didn’t understand, not the man or his methods. He only truly understood computers and their programs.
“Perhaps it was a suicide,” the doctor said tonelessly.
The political officer slid his gaze from Blake to the doctor.
“The chance is slim, granted,” said the doctor. “This is the third death in two years—all from accidental causes.”
The political officer inhaled his stimstick to life. After several seconds, he said, “Someone must make the decision.”
“What about you?” asked the doctor.
“Impossible, of course,” the political officer said. “If only you and I were left you would decide. In his wisdom, Chairman Feng has forbidden the Pak Dow from making command decisions.” He smiled wryly. “It would sully our purity.”
The doctor blinked his pink eyes, saying nothing.
The political officer thoughtfully sucked on his stimstick.
Blake felt compelled to ask, “Political Officer, who will make the decision?”
“Are you really that dense?”
“I monitor the computers,” said Blake. “I fix them when they malfunction. Command matters....” Blake shrugged.
The political officer’s hand trembled as he shook out a third stimstick, lighting it with the second. He glared at the hand, willing it to stop. The hand refused. He finally grunted something unintelligible and stuck the third stimstick between his lips.
“You should not smoke so much,” the doctor said.
The political officer nodded absently as he studied Blake. “You act as if you’re scrubbed.”
The doctor immediately reset his handscanner and passed it by Blake’s head again. It clicked as before. “...It’s possible,” the doctor said, “but I consider it unlikely.”
“Why?” asked the political officer.
“Mind-scrubbed humans cannot function in a technological environment.”
“They can if memory implants are put into them.”
The doctor raised almost nonexistent eyebrows.
“It’s been done before,” the political officer said.
“I didn’t know it was possible.”
The political officer made a slight gesture before he turned back to Blake.
“May I go, Political Officer?” asked Blake.
“May I go, he says.”
“Perhaps he doesn’t know,” the doctor said.
“Is that true, CS1 Blake? Don’t you know?”
Blake’s headache was gone. “Know what?” he asked.
The political officer laughed harshly. “You’ve been scrubbed, all right. There’s no curiosity or social awareness in you. Wouldn’t you agreed, Doctor?”
“It’s possible.” The doctor stared at Blake. “He’s... different.”
Yes, different,” said the political officer. “Yet he’s still our new Captain.”
Blake blinked rapidly, in confusion.
“Computer Specialist, First Rank is higher on the organizational chart than Ship’s Doctor.” The political officer sucked hard on his stimstick. “You will follow me to the Captain’s Deck and make the decision. Is that understood?”
Blake nodded.
The political officer flicked away his third stub, and with an expert twist, he unlatched his shoes from the carpet.
 
 



2.
 
For the first time, CS1 Blake stood in the Captain’s Deck. There were three acceleration couches with their computer keyboards in the armrests. Otherwise, the room was bare.
“Yours is the middle couch,” said the political officer.
Blake propelled himself toward it, soon strapping himself in. The doctor took the left couch, the political officer the right.
“Close door and lights off,” the political officer said.
The hatchway door closed and the lights faded. Illumination now came from the holoimage of the planets hovering above them. The majority of the light came from Jupiter with its soft red glow. The rest of the light came from blue Neptune. Saturn and Uranus were presently on the other side of the Sun and were therefore not shown.
“You’re aware of the tactical situation, I hope,” the political officer said.
Blake had a hard time concentrating because his head hurt again.
The political officer sighed. “Display the fleets from a wide-angle shot.”
Three red triangles, one after the other in a line, appeared in the holoimage. The red triangles were halfway between Jupiter and Neptune. There was also a blue triangle. It was barely out of Neptune’s orbit.
The political officer said, “The red triangles are three Trioligarchy Battlefleets. The one nearest Neptune is the Earth Battlefleet. The Mars Battlefleet follows it. Thirdly is the Deception Fleet.”
Blake furrowed his forehead.
“The blue triangle represents the Tyrant of Neptune’s Battlefleet.”
“What must I decide?” whispered Blake.
“Yes, the primary question. The answer is when to fire our lasers.”
Blake’s head hurt worse than before. “I don’t understand.”
The political officer checked his garments for stimsticks, coming up empty. He cursed softly.
“Not on the Captain’s Deck,” said the doctor.
The political officer scowled before giving his attention back to the holoimage. “Magnification on Neptunian Battlefleet.”
The solar system holoimage vanished. In its place appeared a vast field of prismatic crystals. They shimmered with all the colors of the rainbow.
Blake sucked in his breath, remembering now. Modern space fleets hid behind prismatic crystals. The P-Field, as it was called, protected the ships behind it from long-range lasers. The holoimage slowly shifted to a side shot. First were the P-Fields, then massive asteroid ships and then Neptunian maulers, cruisers and destroyers.
“Wide-view,” said the political officer.
The solar system reappeared, as did the red and blue triangles.
“Indicate trajectories.”
Dotted lines zipped out from each triangle, showing the present course and destination if speeds and aim remained constant. The Earth and Neptunian Battlefleets were on a collision course. The Mars Fleet followed the Earth Fleet, while the Deception Fleet headed toward the satellite cities that orbited Neptune. The nature of P-Fields made it unlikely that any of these fleets would change their present course. Blake, as any shipmate would, knew that a space vessel could only carry so many prismatic crystals in its storage tanks. If a ship or ships deployed a P-Field and then veered away in another direction, that would lose the fleet their carefully built P-Field. They would have to deploy another. It would use up their limited store of prismatic crystals. If they enemy fleet tried to do a burn through, they might not have enough left to stop the enemy lasers. Therefore, once a fleet built up sufficient velocity and deployed its P-Field, it seldom changed course or speed.
Three years ago the Trioligarchy of Venus, Earth and Mars conquered Jupiter and Saturn’s moons. Then they accused Neptune and Uranus’s satellite cities of warmongering. Chairman Feng demanded they elect one person and send him or her to Mars for peace talks. The people of Neptune had complied. The Chairman’s media team had immediately dubbed the representative as ‘the Tyrant of Neptune.’ The talks had broken off a year ago. War was declared and the Battlefleets were marshaled.
Chairman Feng was known throughout the Solar System as The Fox, That Sly Bastard or Mr. Devious. True to his names, he had worked out his plan well before that. Two years ago, he’d sent out a secret supership, the Deng Lo. The gigantic ship was sheathed in ultramodern, anti-radar coating. Behind Mars and shielded from Neptune, the Deng Lo had gained terrific velocity before turning off its engines. It had circled Mars, whipping around it like a slingshot, propelled out of the normal plane or ecliptic that the other planets circled the Sun at. Hidden in the vastness of space, with its trajectory long ago planned, the Deng Lo was the Chairman’s ace card.
“The lasers are primed,” the political officer said. “The enemy is visible to our teleoptic scopes. Do we fire, CS1 Blake, or do we continue to wait for a better opportunity?”
Ship alarms rang before Blake could speak. The holoimage changed. From out of the void of space hundreds of green laser lines burned into the Neptunian Fleet’s P-Field. Prismatic crystals deflected most of the lasers’ heat, but not all. A burn through had begun.
“Decide!”
Blake’s fingers flew over the buttons on his armrest. Numbers flashed before him. 300 million kilometers separated the Earth and Neptunian Battlefleets. At the speed of light, it took a laser approximately fifteen minutes to travel that distance. Blake needed more data. The Earth Fleet moved near 0.1 percent light speed, or about 300 kilometers per second, or 24 million kilometers per day. The Neptunian Battlefleet moved at a fraction of that speed. Contact between them would be in nine days.
“CS1 Blake!”
Blake looked at the political officer.
“Select targets,” the officer said grimly “or you must order a stand down.”
Blake studied the Neptunian targets. There were four asteroid ships, twenty-four maulers of the Beijing class, forty-six cruisers, fifty light cruisers and hordes of supply ships and tugs.
“You know,” the doctor told the political officer, “it’s been a fine job.” He almost managed a smile. “It has been a pleasure knowing you.” Then, with what amounted to a tiny up-curve of his lips, the doctor lay back and stared straight ahead, crossing his hands over his thin chest.
Blake glanced at the doctor in surprise.
“Ignore him, CS1 Blake. He’s just glad it’s over.”
“What’s over?” asked Blake.
“His life.”
The headache exploded back into throbbing pain. Then Blake understood. Once he fired, the enemy would spot the Deng Lo. Twenty minutes after his lasers hit them in the flank, enemy radar would pinpoint the Deng Lo. Then their lasers would strike and destroy him. The truism of space war was that unless a ship hid behind a P-Field, to be touched by a laser was to be destroyed.
His newfound knowledge caused Blake to tremble.
“None of that now,” the political officer said. “This is our task, our job.” He smiled. “Perhaps that’s what they scrubbed out of you.”
Blake’s tremors grew. His headache blossomed, and a thought struck him. His sister... he’d never see her again. He reached for her picture that he recalled now that he kept in his back pocket.
Ever alert, the political officer snapped, “What’s that? What are you doing?”
Blake pulled out his sister’s picture. He frowned at it, trying to remember something important.
“CS1 Blake, what do you hold?”
“This? It’s my sister’s picture.”
“Sister?” The political officer frowned in thought. “You don’t have a sister.”
The headache blasted Blake, and then it left—leaving him clearheaded at last. Both of them turned and stared into each other’s eyes. They both knew at the same instant. Blake fumbled madly with his shoulder harness as the political officer yanked at his. Blake proved faster. He floated at the political officer even as the officer yanked back his harness. Blake wrapped his legs around the prone torso, grabbed the ugly head in both hands—the political officer roared vile threats—and Blake twisted savagely. The neck snapped. The political officer went limp.
Breathing hard, Blake let go of the head and turned to the doctor, who still stared up placidly at the ceiling.
“You were mind-scrubbed after all,” the doctor said without looking up.
Blake blinked several times.
“And given post-hypnotic memory implants, I presume.”
Blake pushed off the couch, floating toward the doctor.
The doctor closed his eyes, sighed. “...Whenever you’re ready.”
When Blake was done, he strapped himself back into his couch. He sighted the Earth Battlefleet. Then he sent a coded message to the Neptunian’s about the Deception Fleet’s deception. Afterward, he pressed the firing button.
The vast engines vibrated into life. Generation took a mere three minutes. A radioactive isotope Strontium-90 fueled the breakthrough laser-coils. Then forty massively powerful Strontium-90 lasers shot at the Earth Fleet. In eleven point six minutes, those lasers would hit their targets. The forty lasers would travel 200 million kilometers. They would hit and destroy forty priceless warships and thereby swing the battle in favor of the Neptunians.
Of course, the enemy would sight and destroy the Deng Lo in return.
That, too, the Neptunian Secret Service had foreseen. Blake had known and agreed with them. The memory implants went to work in Blake and did their scrubbing. Soon Blake peered at the dead political officer and at the dead doctor. He felt the ship’s vibration. That was new. He rather liked it.
Blake frowned at the corpses, wondering how they’d died. He’d better find someone and report this. He touched his head, his headache finally going away. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt, or maybe it was just intuition, that he wasn’t going to have any more headaches after this.
That was good, because he was tired of them.
He turned, and his feet made tearing-cloth sounds as he Velcroed his way across the carpet.
 
 



The Scarlet Woman
 
Jublain heaved against the stone door, moving it another inch. He slithered through the opening into light and drew his sword. He faced the opening, determined to hack off any beastly snout that poked through after him.
Jublain was young, with a sweaty forehead and feverish eyes. He wore mail and a muddied cape. Perhaps if the damnable fever had let him concentrate, he would have pondered how light shined in an ancient room at the bottom of a barrow.
The seconds lengthened and Jublain blinked sweat out of eyes. The beasts outside had grown silent. They must be listening.
“They won’t enter.”
The voice froze Jublain. It came from behind.
“They’ve left… well, backed off, at least.” The voice was feminine, sultry… seductive. “I think they’re curious what will happen next.” The chuckle was evil. “Curious is the wrong word. Dread, unblinking watchfulness—at least the leader is watching. I can’t tell with the creatures.”
Jublain glanced at the reflection in his mirror-bright blade. There was nothing but blackness behind him.
She laughed softly. “That won’t work, not here. You’ll have to face me sooner or later, my brave warrior.”
Jublain understood that the ‘brave warrior’ remark was a jibe, not a stinging rebuke. No, the voice was too cultured, too smooth for that.
“Why can’t I see anything?” he asked in a haggard voice.
“Why don’t you turn around and find out.”
“Was that you before?” he asked.
“What do you mean?”
“Someone called me.…” He frowned. “Someone helped me through the corridors.” His frown deepened. “The corridors were pitch-black.”
“Surely you jest.” Subtle mockery filled her every word.
Maybe his fever let him be so calm. He felt this calm however to be balanced on a knife’s-edge.
“How could you call through this stone door,” he asked, “and so far down the corridor?”
“I didn’t call anyone.”
He glanced at his blade. If it was dark behind him, what gave him the light by which he saw?
“What style do you call this?” she asked.
“Excuse me?”
“This ass backwards method of facing danger,” she said. “I admit that it’s novel. I’ve known many warriors in my time, seen them practice and listened as they named and explained their moves. Will you lash out with your foot perhaps or pivot and slash with that interesting sword of yours? Naturally, my query is hypothetical. You can ignore the dagger on my nightstand.”
Jublain turned with a start.
She laughed. It was a thing of art and beauty. So was she. She wore a scarlet dress, a long, flowing gown that swept to the floor. Her shoulders were bare, and the gown came down to expose the top half of her milky breasts. She had long, straight hair the color of a raven’s beak and inky eyes of compelling force. Two stuffed chairs stood beside a stone fireplace, with a wooden stand on the other side of the hearth. Upon the stand was an open book with a purple ribbon laying down the center and a wavy-bladed dagger across the pages.
“You’re handsome,” she said.
He blushed, startled by her beauty.
“You’ve had a harrowing ordeal,” she said. “Perhaps you would like to sit, take off your boots? I have wine.”
He was dreadfully thirsty. He brushed his eyes. Was he mad? Why hadn’t he seen the fireplace and its light in the reflection off his blade?
“Who are you?” he asked.
She smiled, lifted the pleats of her dress and twirled around, expanding the hem to its considerable circumference. When she stopped to regard him, she spoke in a sultry way.
“I’ve been called the Scarlet Woman. Do you disapprove?”
The sight of her fired him. “Uh—”
“Do you like my dress?”
“It’s beautiful. It is velvet?”
She clapped her hands. The fingers were long, the fingernails equally so. She bore no rings or bracelets.
“At last you act like a courtier,” she said. “It’s taken you long enough. I might as well ask, ‘who are you’? You’re the one who has broken into my place.”
“I’m Jublain, milady.”
“Yes?” she said.
“Jublain of the Fens,” he added.
“The Fens?” she said. “That’s not very heroic. Don’t you have any other appellations? Are you a knight, a baron, a count, a prince perhaps?”
“I am of the line of the Auflings,” he said.
“Oh,” she said.
The laughter drained from her voice and the smile slipped. Her inky eyes took in the green boots, the adamant chainmail, and her eyes widened minutely as her gaze rested upon his gauntlet. “Oh my,” she said. She produced a fan, flicked it as she retreated and sank into one of the stuffed chairs. She clicked the fan shut, reached down by the floor and picked up a golden goblet. She sipped delicately, fanned herself again, and then put both fan and goblet onto the opposite side of the chair as he. She pressed her hands onto her lap and smiled.
This all felt wrong to Jublain. It didn’t fit. She didn’t look prim or proper. Her features were bewitching like a seductress. Those dark eyes were pools of mysterious power. The whiteness of her skin wasn’t that of a sheltered girl but the pall of someone who inhabited places like the bottom of a rock vile with slugs.
His fingers tightened around the hilt of his sword.
“I might have made a mistake,” she said. Her smile became perfunctory. “Perhaps it’s best if you simply left.”
He cleared his throat. “The beasts are out there.”
She waved her hand in dismissal.
“The leader has his pack with him,” Jublain said.
“You’re an Aufling. Vanquish them.”
“I’m only of their line,” he said, “far removed.”
“Blood is blood,” she said.
“You say that as if you know what you’re talking about.”
The smile vanished. Those dark eyes burned. It heightened her beauty and radiated menace—not like a flare of sudden anger that might bid her snatch the dagger and rush him. No, the menace was deeper, deadlier, not merely physical but spiritual, like demon possession.
It should have made him whimper. It made the hairs raise on his neck and goosebumps to pimple his arms. It tightened his throat and quickened his pulse. A poorly healed cut under his ribs—something gained two weeks ago by a cursed blade and while in the Hall of Kings—gave a twinge. He should have cringed in terror as those dark eyes glittered. But his soul had been hardened in a school of the damned, and his fever helped, gave everything that dreamy quality where anything was possible.
He nodded, a quick thing, decisive, and his lips thinned. With care, he sheathed his sword and approached the chairs.
She tracked his steps.
“You did call me here, didn’t you?” he said.
Her menace turned into malevolence. “If you’re going to stay why not add to the fire.”
He looked about for wood. There was a poker, a heath-broom and ash pan— He blanched. Bones burned in the fire. Flames licked upon them: femurs, thighbones and a ribcage. One splintered as if smashed by a mace, shards breaking off. The marrow hissed and the fire burned hotter.
“I mean you,” she said. “Shed your armor and climb in. Warm this place up. You’ll have to crouch, but I think you can fit. I haven’t smelled cooked flesh, oh, for quite some time.”
He gave her a nasty grin. It was an unconscious thing, one that his dueling partners had witnessed whenever they gave him a stinging blow.
“What if I go back out,” he said. “And before the beasts devour me I shut the door and replace that interesting barrier?”
She sat up. The evil fled her eyes and no longer twisted her pale features. It dimmed her wicked beauty as her throaty sultriness returned.
“You Auflings never could take a joke,” she said. “You’re too literal-minded. I thought eating a dragon’s heart made one wiser, more discerning. It obviously didn’t take with you.”
He swayed as his legs threatened to buckle. The accumulation of his hurts and his fever and fatigue finally caught up with him. It threatened to stretch him onto the floor. He stumbled to the other chair, swept aside his scabbard and sank onto the soft cushions. He leaned back against the headrest and closed his eyes. That felt so good. As he let his overworked muscles relax, several in his legs trembled.
“You need rest,” she purred.
He grunted, and with the understanding that if he slept now he might never wake up, or wake up with someone else possessing his body, he forced his head off the backrest and opened bleary eyes.
She smiled. “I think it’s time we struck a bargain, you and I. Yes, I think you’re finally ready to discuss realities.”
“What sort of bargain?” he asked cautiously.
She smiled. “In lieu of your precarious state we should keep this simple. To begin: I’ll insure your survival.”
“That part is agreeable.”
“In return I’d like… hm, you do look exhausted. And those chapped lips… you must be parched.” She lifted her goblet. “I dislike taking advantage of a person. Perhaps you’d like to quaff this. I know you Auflings never sip anything, but gulp like hounds. You must be thirsty.”
His tongue licked the insides of his dry mouth. He needed a goblet or two of wine, maybe an entire flagon! He reached for the cup and hesitated just before his fingers touched hers.
She arched her eyebrows.
His fingers twitched. He wanted that drink. He desperately needed something to quench his raging thirst. With an effort of will, however, he withdrew his hand. Trying not to pant, he said, “May I ask the vintage?”
“My, you are a gentleman. The vintage is noble and quite ancient, I assure you. But as to its exactness…” she shrugged those delectable shoulders and gave him a lovely smile. “I suppose I can understand your unease, although I must say that it isn’t very attractive. To assure you, however, observe.” She sipped ever so delicately, and with a silk napkin dabbed the droplet of red that stained her upper lip like blood. “It’s delicious,” she declared, “and refreshing.” She extended the goblet.
He took it, and his fingers brushed hers during the exchange. His stomach turned. That startled him, as did the heat of her flesh.
“Quaff deeply, my Aufling,” she purred.
The insides of his mouth were bone dry. His tongue felt prickly and stuck against the ridged roof of his mouth.
“Drink and be refreshed,” she whispered.
He nodded, and he glanced at the golden cup. In the goblet were abominable things, wriggly, filthy things. He cried out and flung the cup from him. It clashed against the floor, and a splash of blood stained the stones. Before the abominable things became distinct enough to name, she knelt and covered the mess with a jeweled cloth.
“Vampire!” he shouted, standing, drawing his sword.
She gave him a withering glance. “Don’t be a fool.” She sopped up the spillage with her cloth and stuffed it into the goblet. Whereupon she rose, crossed the room, slid open a cabinet and deposited the cup there. She slid the panel shut with a snick, fluffed her dress and turned back to face him.
Jublain aimed his sword at her cleavage. “You tried to trick me.”
“No, I’ve simply grown weary of long hours of arguing. It has become tedious over the— over the years, but… I see that it was a mistake. Will you accept my apology?”
He gaped in amazement, and finally said, “You’re brazen.”
She curtsied with a smile. “Milord will turn my head with such delightful compliments.”
“Who are you really?”
She shook her head. “I will not discuss this while threatened with physical harm. Please, lower your blade and let us talk.”
He glanced at the floor. There was no sign of the spill. He eyed her, the narrowly open door and then sheathed his blade and returned to his chair.
“Much better,” she said, also sitting. “Now, let us speak realities. You had a harrowing ordeal several weeks ago, correct?”
He blinked, tried to will away his fatigue and to shove aside the fever that raged within him. The ill-healed cut in his side throbbed painfully.
“Do you mean my slaying of the Ice King?” he asked.
“Precisely,” she said. “You bearded him in the ancient Hall of Kings in the mountain above, what, three weeks ago?”
“Two.”
“Ah, yes, of course.”
He frowned. “How could you possibly know any of that?”
A soft smile tugged her lips. “Unfortunately for you, the Ice King’s sorcerer escaped, which was an untidy loose end. Thus, you and your confederates have lingered in this snowy wasteland, even searching here in the ruins for an answer. You failed to consider, however, a primary truism about these things.” 
“What truism?” Jublain asked.
She picked up the wavy-bladed dagger that lay on the open book. “You believed the Ice King to be evil, am I right?”
“Not believed,” Jublain said. “He was evil. He unearthed and animated the dead for his armies, and he would have sacrificed me to give himself true life again.”
“The Ice King was an Aufling indeed.”
“Not quite technically true,” Jublain said. “Long ago he had been an Aufling, the last to reign. The wraith of him, which was the Ice King, was not anything but lingering evil.”
“Semantics,” she said. “My point is that you considered the Ice King as evil. You slew the ancient wraith for undoubtedly high and noble reasons.”
“That and to stay alive,” Jublain said. “It was my blood in particular that he needed for his spell of rebirth. Thus, it was in my self-interest that he ceased to exist.”
“Indeed, I hadn’t known that particular.” She laid the dagger back onto the book. “My point is that this is an evil place, a haunted, eerie locale. You pulled one weed from it and now expect a garden of goodness to sprout. You champions were ever a simple-minded lot. Unfortunately, for your kind, it doesn’t work that way. Yank up one weed and you simply give room for another to grow. To bring good to a place one must do more than yank out the largest weed. You must plow the ground and then plant good seed. You must replace the evil with good if you wish to forever smother evil.”
“You may have a point.”
“I have more than that,” she said, indicating the narrowly open door. “Yonder is the beast, a new weed ready to grow. You should have fled this region while you could. Now… now you will have to deal with realities.”
“I don’t understand.”
She laid a light hand upon one of her breasts. “You cannot defeat the beast.”
“I slew the Ice King.”
“Granted, and while in top condition and with your allies providing magical assistance. Now however, you bear a wound from the fight. You’re also feverish because of the wound and surrounded by hideously huge and angry white beasts. No, you cannot defeat the leader and his pack. Otherwise, you would already have done so.”
“Therefore,” prodded Jublain.
She smiled. “Therefore you need my help to overcome them.”
“And in exchange I give you what?”
“Nothing much. Just take me with you when you leave.”
“With me?” he said, his voice rising.
“Well, in you, if you wish to be precise. Be assured that I won’t stay in you long. I’ve decided the girl would better suit me.”
“You mean Brenna?”
“That’s the one.”
Jublain’s hot eyes narrowed. “You expect me to sell my best friend’s soul in exchange for my life?”
The woman laughed. It was a rich, seductive sound. “Oh, Jublain, Jublain, you have such a hayseed way about your theatrics. I’ve already told you. If you leave this land as it is, in this haunted condition, other evil creatures will grow and prosper here. So if you wish to do the job right and extinguish evil in this particular locale, you must bring settlers and help them become upstanding people.”
“How can I do that if my hands are stained by treachery, if I’ve prostituted my soul?”
She sighed. “You see, this is why I tried to get you to drink the cup right off. We’re going to go around and around in philosophical circles. Yet in the end, you’re going to do what I ask because otherwise you’re a dead man. Debating theology and logic however takes such a tediously long time. And it’s all so useless, because in the end people rationalize their desires. Your lust for life, your young man’s yearning for survival shall overcome any so-called noble scruples until finally you’ll see the reality of the situation. Let me add, when you finally decide to do this you’re going to become extremely powerful. Those I help always do. I wouldn’t be surprised if you end up becoming a conqueror of great note. You are an Aufling after all, the descendant of a dragon-slayer. I believe the legends say that the metamorphosis that overtakes the eater of a dragon’s heart passes on throughout the generations. No doubt, it’s why you’ve become a champion and swing that cursed sword of yours.”
“You’re the Scarlet Woman,” Jublain said slowly.
She arched those lovely eyebrows.
“You tried to give me the filth of your adulteries,” he whispered, “the cup of your abominations.”
“Power,” she said. “I was giving you power over your enemies. And on a closer and more personal note, I offered you the ability to slay the beast and his pack, those that wait to devour your feverish flesh.”
Jublain closed his eyes. He was so tired… but he was missing something, something she had said earlier. His eyes snapped open. “Who locked you in here?”
She shrugged, looked away.
“Was it the Ice King?”
She sneered, a haughty and imperious thing.
“Look how you called me to you,” Jublain said. “Ah, and you called the leader—but not his creatures. No, you said before that you didn’t know what they were thinking, just the humanoid monster.”
“I’m bored,” she said, fanning herself.
Jublain forced his feverish mind to function. “If many people lived here again, lived in this frozen hellhole—”
“It wouldn’t be frozen if you broke the ancient enchantment.”
He nodded slowly. “If many people lived here as they once did, surely you could call any of them to you as you called me.”
She rose, facing him with a sultry smile. “Do you care to dance? I can strike up music?” She waved her hand, and viols and flutes began an eerie tune from somewhere within the shadows.
“Your weed analogy is another trick, another trap,” Jublain said, massaging his forehead.
She twirled so the pleats of her scarlet dress lifted and revealed her lovely, smooth and enticing legs. The sight of them interrupted Jublain’s thoughts.
“Power and me,” she said with a seductive sigh. “You may possess both.”
The sight of her—she was lovely… beautiful… desirable. He wanted her. No, no, was he mad? He rubbed his forehead. What would his ancient ancestor have done? He watched her twirl, the dress float up and he saw the wonderful curvature of her thighs. He turned away, his palms moist. He must act now or fall under her beauty. He rose and drew his deadly sword. For the third time he aimed it at her.
The music stopped as she came to a halt beside the open book, a sleek hand on the dagger.
“I am an Aufling,” he said.
She smiled in mockery.
“My ancestor slew a dragon and ate its eight-valved heart.”
She laid a finger on the top half of her breast and began to trace the outline of her gown.
Jublain watched, and he licked his lips.
She smiled, and she began to dance once more, a slow and seductive sway. Viols played softly. Shadows darkened the room. Oh, but she was beautiful. She teased him with her smile, and her eyes burned with beguiling power. He knew she tried to trap him with her eyes. He should look away. He should look away now, but she was too lovely, too enticing to look away. Her smile grew, as did the wantonness of her dance. She twirled, twined and writhed for him. He licked his lips, desire and fear pounded in his head.
She touched the sword as a lover might. She ran her hand down its razor length and dared touch his cheek. “Jublain,” she whispered.
“No,” he said.
She danced around him, her hand on his shoulder and she touched the nape of his neck. “Jublain,” she whispered into his ear.
The sword clashed onto the floor. He spun and grabbed her. She laughed—a low, throaty thing.
“Kiss me, Jublain, and become mine.”
He fought it with a last thought of sanity. The lust, however, was too strong. He embraced her, crushed her lips against his. The kiss lingered, and Jublain’s heart pounded. A strange, fleeting thought came.
“Were you the Ice King’s paramour?” he whispered.
“I was his queen, his controlling empress.”
“You ruled?”
“As I will now rule again—through you!”  She laughed, and pressed against him, shouting triumphantly.
His heart pounded wildly, and he knew a moment of terror as she faded into him. He shouted, the sound like a roar, and she staggered backward, solidifying.
Lines appeared on her forehead. “What happened? I should be in you.”
Jublain flung sweat out his eyes and he massaged his aching chest. Then he crouched and picked up his sword.
“Quickly,” she said. “Drink from the cup.”
“No.”
“You want me, don’t you?”
“…Yes,” he said, amazed that it was still true. She was beauty beyond bliss, but he wouldn’t trade his soul for her.
“Prove that you want me. Drink from the cup.”
“Never,” he said.
“I don’t understand. The Ice King couldn’t resist me. You’re but a boy compared to him.”
A weary smile touched Jublain. It was beginning to make sense. “Milady has forgotten an ancient line of verse. ‘The Dragon doth possess thee and no other’.”
She shook her head.
“Blood is blood,” he said. “The eater of a dragon’s heart is changed forever, as is his line.”
“But the Ice King—”
“—Was but a wraith of an Aufling, milady, and was thus without a heart and without the Dragon’s curse. I am already possessed and thus it would seem that I’m safe from you.”
“Drink from the cup and you may still have me. Its brew is stronger than your curse. Look at me, Jublain.”
Jublain’s feverish eyes burned. Even now, he was tempted. It was uncanny. “I bid you good-bye, Red Lady. Long may you rest in this haunted hole. Long may you molder in this ruin.”
“Fool! I can give you so much. Look at me.”
Jublain lurched to the fireplace and reached in with his gauntleted hand, selecting the brightest-burning bone. He withdrew it and strode for the door.
“The pack will gnaw your flesh and drag your carcass within for me to burn.”
“You know otherwise, milady.” Then, before he could change his mind, Jublain thrust the bone-torch through the narrowly open door. He left the Scarlet Woman to her lingering sorceries.
 
 



Quantum Metaphysics
 
Boss Chuikov spread his pudgy fingers across his desk. “I do not like being taken for an idiot, Paul. It displeases me.”
I bobbed my head and tried not to breathe deeply. The stench of cigars permeated everything, especially Chuikov’s suit. Pictures of white-skinned Ukrainian boxers festooned the walls. Many of the boxing photographs had black-marker signatures. Several of those signers worked for Chuikov. They helped in collections.
“Do I look like idiot to you?”
“No, Mr. Chuikov.”
“You are idiot, Paul. You are fool.” Chuikov dug into his pocket and pulled out a cell phone, his blunt fingers somehow pressing the correct buttons. “It is time for Yury to drive you to Sonoma Point. You will learn that breathing is privilege, and then I will hear no more ridiculous proposals.”
Did I say that I was a chronic gambler? It must have been the reason I decided to gamble in Chuikov’s office. I had heard too many sadistic stories about Yury ‘the Ukrainian Undertaker.’
“Mr. Chuikov, I think the truth is that you are being a fool, maybe even an idiot.”
Boss Chuikov fixed me with an ominous stare and then snapped his cell phone shut. A terrible smile made his entire, lumpy face move about and almost hid his dark little eyes behind rolls of pink flesh.
“Do you know that when I first came to this wonderful country I broke fingers for a living? I have not forgotten how, Paul. You do not look like strong person. You will scream like little girl as I snap each finger. You will never hold your cards the same, I promise this.” Chuikov slapped those meaty hands onto his armrests and grunted as he pushed himself up.
“Mr. Chuikov, sir, I just spoke rhetorically. I’m sure you realize that.”
“No. I say what I mean and mean what I say.”
I bobbed my head and backed up as Mr. Chuikov waddled around his gigantic desk. “It’s a demonstration, sir. That’s all I’m asking for. So you’ll see that I’m not making this up. Can you imagine how many people will flock to get their pictures taken?” I swallowed hard, a vile, acidic taste burning the back of my throat. Unconsciously, I balled my fingers into fists, not to fight—Heaven’s no!—but to protect my poor hands. “Look at your walls, Mr. Chuikov. Look at all the pictures you have.”
He grinned, reminding me of a Rottweiler that had once broken its chain, rushed me and bitten my thigh. I well remember the brutish beast’s cold teeth, and the feral eyes—they were the same eyes as Boss Chuikov!
“Sir,” I said, bumping against the door, my hand snaking behind me. I twisted the doorknob, and then the bullfrog Mr. Chuikov showed why he had been such a good wrestler. He moved faster than I had expected, slamming me against the door. One pudgy hand grasped my throat, the other hand grabbed a wrist.
“Think of all the money,” I wheezed. “You can buy first shares. Doctor Hiram needs backers.” His iron-strong fingers squeezed my wrist so the bones painfully shifted. “Please, Mr. Chuikov. Aren’t you interested in knowing the color of your soul?”
He grunted, blowing his cigar-stained breath into my face, his Rottweiler eyes boring into mine. “Color?” he asked.
“Yes,” I wheezed. “The machine will show you the color of your soul. You have to see it to believe it, Mr. Chuikov. Isn’t it at least worth a look? You can always break my fingers later.”
The nastiness of his grin terrified me. How had I ever been such a fool as to play cards here? Where had the jovial Russian gone who had once lent me all that money?
“My mother always said I had no soul,” Chuikov told me. His evil, smoker’s laugh chilled my bones. “Yes. I would like to see machine. We will go now, right this moment.”
I would have nodded, but his horribly strong fingers dug into my jaw, immobilizing my head. Then he let go, stepped back, adjusted his tie and gave me a meaty thwack on the shoulder, as if nearly choking me to death had been a game.
***
The facility was off-campus, in an industrial park of nearby Oakland. Cal Berkley’s Philosophy Department had wanted nothing to do with such ‘esoteric nonsense.’ That hadn’t stopped my professor from gaining funding elsewhere. She paid a better stipend than official policy and thus I had been glad to help as her assistant. A chain-link fence and a bored gate guard provided security for a complex of concrete buildings. I showed the guard my ID and told him that Mr. Chuikov was here to check the wiring for tomorrow’s demonstration.
The guard waved us through and went back to playing his electronic game.
Fortunately, I had purloined a key earlier in the day, and my few visits to Doctor Hiram’s computer these past months had revealed the access code to the alarm system. Soon Boss Chuikov and I strode along the silent corridors, the Russian wheezing heavily beside me. His huge shoes clicked on the cement floor.
The doors were utilitarian, the place deserted. Chuikov put a hand on my arm, halting me, and then he patted his side, as if I didn’t already know that he had a gun. “If you have friends here, Paul, now would be a good time to end such foolishness.”
“Sir, it’s just three more doors down. I’m not a violent man, and I respect you too much to have asked any of my friends to try to fight you.”
He grunted, and I felt myself diminish further in his eyes. I tried to be philosophical about it, but I admit that being the butt of every bully’s roughhousing throughout grade and high school had left a bitter streak. Perhaps that’s why I had turned to gambling. I don’t know. Such an analysis was more psychological than philosophical, not my area of expertise.
I unlocked the door, tapped in the access code and flipped on the lights. That revealed a dentist-type chair, several tables full of exotic tools and calibrators and three portable energy units, with black cables snaking from them to the chair. Around that had been built a bank of consoles.
Chuikov glanced at me. Then he strode to the chair, eyeing it distrustfully.
As unobtrusively as possible, I switched on the power. The consoles lit up. The portable energy units thrummed and a whine began from the bulky box hanging over the dentist-like chair.
“How can this take a picture of my soul?”
“You’re familiar with x-ray machines?” I asked.
Chuikov grunted as he eyed the bulky box. “I never liked dentist, reminds me too much of KGB.”
“I don’t pretend to understand all of Doctor Hiram’s quantum metaphysics,” I said, “but the tests have been positive, believe me. Tomorrow, she plans to photograph the human soul and end all debate on the matter.”
Chuikov turned on me sharply. “You have not done it yet?”
“Tomorrow is the first test.”
“On an animal?”
“Do animals have souls?”
“I am not scientist nor am I priest.”
“We don’t know either,” I said. “No, Doctor Hiram hasn’t tested it on any animals. That’s a completely different area of study.”
“How do you know this is safe?”
I laughed to try to ease his discomfort. “Mr. Chuikov, please. Doctor Hiram plans the first test tomorrow. She wouldn’t attempt it if it were risky.”
“You have seen soul?”
“Uh…” Doctor Hiram was unusually secretive concerning that part of the project, as well as who backed her. But if I told Chuikov that, it might mean a midnight ride for me to Sonoma Point with the Ukrainian Undertaker. I had fallen far behind on my payments. “Of course I have,” I lied, feeling perfectly justified. “I saw my soul the other day.”
Chuikov raised bushy eyebrows. “Describe it to me.”
I smiled. “Sir, I think it would be better if you saw it for yourself. It’s quite amazing.”
He eyed the machine. “Does it use radiation?”
“Sir, this is America, not the ex-Soviet Union. We don’t radiate our own people.”
He grunted. Then he laughed. “You will give me print? I want to send it to my mother.”
“Of course,” I said. I could never let Doctor Hiram learn about that.
“Yes! I will do it.”
I instructed him to sit in the chair and lean back. He did, gingerly at first, giving me a long, searching glance. I smiled and patted his arm. Then I swung the photonic box over his head, much as an x-ray technician used to do when I was a child at the dentist.
“Don’t move,” I said.
“Will it take long?”
“It shouldn’t.”
“Will I feel anything?”
I had no idea. “Of course not,” I said. “It’s painless.” I went to the control board, my insides seething. Would it work? Would a person feel anything, provided people even had souls? I couldn’t see why it should hurt. A regular photograph wasn’t painful.
“Ready?” I asked.
Boss Chuikov grunted.
I pressed the button. The photonic box whined and then Chuikov gave out the most soul-searing scream I’ve ever heard. I whirled around. He clutched the armrests. His face was rigid and his eyes bulged, making him look even more like a bullfrog. The odor of sweat permeated the room.
Horror filled me. What had I done? What if I turned it off and Chuikov yanked out his gun and shot me dead? So I waited, desperately trying to think of something. Then all at once the whine turned high-pitched and then abruptly cycled down. Chuikov collapsed. I raced to the machine, opened the slot. In it was a malleable marble with insides that were an oily mass.
I blinked in astonishment. Was that a picture of his soul?
Boss Chuikov stirred.
I waited, petrified.
He opened his eyes. They were blank. His face was wooden, as if all the vitality had been sucked out of it. He stared at me. Then he swung his legs out of the chair, unsteadily stood up and reached inside his suit. I heard the snap of a hostler, and in a smooth motion, he aimed a snub-nosed .38 at my midsection. He didn’t threaten. He didn’t frown, smile or use his face in any way. His features were like a Halloween mask.
“Mr. Chuikov,” I whispered. I picked up the malleable marble, thinking to show it to him. “Don’t shoot me.”
His gun hand swung down.
“Are you well?” I asked.
He stared at me with that blank look. It was an eerie sensation.
“Say something,” I said.
“What should I say?” he asked, with a dead voice, with no lilt or inflection.
I blinked. “Do you want to see the picture of your soul?”
A terrible longing flickered across his face.
“Here, look!” I said, thrusting my hand at him.
He looked, and a moan tore out of him.
“What’s wrong?” I looked at the malleable marble, at the swirling oily something within. “It worked. I didn’t lie. You can see that, can’t you?”
“Yes,” he said, in a lifeless voice.
“Does that cover at least some of my debt?”
He said nothing and did nothing.
“It has to count for something!” I shouted.
He nodded.
“You agree then?”
“Yes.”
I frowned, and a horrible, dreadful thought struck me. I recalled as I stared at blank Boss Chuikov that olden natives used to hate Westerners taking photographs of them. The tribal peoples had believed that taking a picture was like stealing your soul. I looked at the swirling, oily mists within the marble. Was that Chuikov’s soul? The idea was bewildering. What would it mean if you held someone’s soul?
“Sit down, Mr. Chuikov,” I said, deciding to experiment.
The ex-Soviet wrestler dropped onto the floor, sitting on his flabby behind.
I turned away, stunned, sickened, realizing that I had control of Mr. Chuikov like some sorcerer. What was I supposed to do now?
***
The next morning, Doctor Miriam Hiram and I strode into the room. She had been chatting about today’s experiment. I hardly heard, too exhausted by last night’s rigorous work.
I had recalibrated the machine, gotten cleaning fluids from the guard—I held his soul in my pocket, as Boss Chuikov had convinced the guard to sit in the chair. Then the three of us had worked, switching videos in the security cameras, scrubbing the chair to rid it of Chuikov and the guard’s sweaty odor, and the guard under my direction had changed his log entries. I had discovered last night two valuable bits of information. One, in order to make them obey I had to hold their soul while giving explicit instructions. Two, after ordering them to resume normal expressions, I had re-taught them how to do it so they partly hid their zombie-like nature.
I realized, naturally, the Machiavellian aspect of my actions. It pained me to practice these deceptions, but I had a terrible certainty that Boss Chuikov would enact fierce revenge upon my person if he ever regained his soul, especially as black and oily as it was. The guard’s soul, incidentally, was maroon blue and motionless. Doctor Hiram might know what the colors and agitation or stillness meant. I did not.
Doctor Hiram halted, and she sniffed the air. “Do you smell anything odd?”
“No.”
She sniffed again. “It’s… a trace of ammonia.”
I laughed weakly. “Perhaps it’s a sign, Doctor. We should scrub the test.”
She gave me a sharp glance, her eyes peering over the librarian’s glasses perched on her nose.
I felt heat rise in my cheeks. In my inner turmoil, with the fear and guilt roiling in me, I shrugged and gave a chuckle.
“You must set aside your worries, Paul. I’m not giving you an advance, and that’s final. Now I don’t want you thinking about money on a day as important as this. My life’s work is about to be proved this very morning. You must be alert.” She took off her glasses, a frown creasing her forehead. “You look awful. Your eyes are bloodshot. Have you been drinking?”
“No, madam, I—” I almost confessed. I almost poured out my woes, but I knew that Doctor Hiram might return Chuikov his soul. Boss Chuikov—I shuddered as I thought what he would do to me afterward.
“Are you sick?” asked Doctor Hiram, concerned now.
“I had a sleepless night, madam.” I smiled, as insincere as it must have looked to her. “I’m excited about the test. I can hardly believe that we might actually achieve success.”
She nodded slowly.
“Whose soul will you photograph first?” I asked.
“Why, Paul, you agreed several days ago to let me photograph your soul.”
“I must confess, madam, I think the honor should be yours.”
“Nonsense, I must monitor the machine.”
I licked my lips. “I suddenly find myself reluctant to do this.”
Her features hardened. “Now, Paul, I’m not going to put up with any silliness today. You agreed.”
“I’m sorry, madam. I withdraw my agreement.”
Anger flashed in her eyes. “If you think this will win you an advance, you’re mistaken. I will not be coerced into loaning you money.”
“I don’t want an advance,” I said. “Call my reluctance… latent superstition. I’m simply uncomfortable with the idea of having my soul photographed. What if there are complications?”
“Bah!” she said, waving her glasses in the air. “This is crass insubordination and the same delusional shibboleths Doctor Wesley propounded. You’ve never evidenced reluctance before. What’s really troubling you?”
“Fear,” I said.
Her features softened. “I hear the ring of truth in your voice, and for a fact your eyes are bloodshot.” She pursed her lips, and a moment later, she exhaled sharply. “Very well, it is my theory, my machine and it will be my ultimate triumph. Do you know what to do?”
“I believe so, madam.”
She nodded, and I heard no further objections. Shortly, Doctor Miriam Hiram sat in the chair. I turned on the machine. She screamed, a high-pitched wail, and moments later, I held her greenish, whirling soul.
***
After thoroughly quizzing a compliant Doctor Hiram, I learned the disturbing identity of her backers. I understood why they might have wished to photograph souls and wondered if they had realized the possible complications. No. I don’t see how anyone could have known.
I couldn’t get rid of such backers, hide for any length of time from them and found it unlikely that they would listen to my explanation and just let me go. I had to gamble. I had to bring their chief here… and have him sit under the machine.
It would certainly solve my gambling debts.
Thus, I went to work, and I had Doctor Hiram fly to Washington D.C. She phoned three days later.
“Just a moment,” I said. I had been watching the Packers play the Dallas Cowboys, having five hundred big ones riding on the outcome. I went to the drawer where I kept the Doctor’s soul, picking it up. “All right, he agreed?”
“…Yes.”
“When can I—can we expect him?”
“He’s flying back with me.”
“That’s on the fifteenth?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Did he seem impressed with the data?” I frowned when she didn’t answer, and I squeezed her soul. “Doctor, are you there?”
“He asked if I was feeling well. He… he seemed troubled.”
This was bad news. “Very good, Doctor. Hang up and return home. You sound as if you need rest.” I didn’t like to talk about this via cell phone. Such communications were all too easy to eavesdrop upon.
The fifteenth rapidly approached, and I made certain that my guard worked that day and that Boss Chuikov donned a lab coat, keeping his .38 taped under the console. I sweated this more than any hand of cards I’d ever played. I gambled for high stakes now and dreaded failure.
I had impressed upon Doctor Hiram the need for secrecy, and thus felt queasy that morning when two Lincoln Continentals showed up bearing government plates. Athletic men in black suits, dark glasses and buzz cuts emerged from the parked cars, followed by an older man in a tan suit, together with small Doctor Hiram. The suits surrounded the older man, escorting him toward the building.
I had a wild impulse to run, but that was impossible now. I had to play the hand dealt me.
The entourage entered and Doctor Hiram introduced Chuikov and me as her assistants.
“I thought you only had one assistant,” the older man said. He was bald, but big, a suspicious man with a mashed nose. Long ago had been a tackle for the UCLA Bruins.
“We had trouble with the Montesquieu Refractor,” I said. “It proved to be Mr. Chuikov’s area of expertise.”
At a soft nod from the older man, the suits checked the room and soon gave the all clear.
“Who will be the test subject, Doctor?” I asked.
The older man pointed to one of his bodyguards. I nodded as my insides seethed. I couldn’t see anyway around this. It depressed me, but I had told the Doctor to make sure he came alone. This wasn’t going to be my fault.
The suit sat in the chair as Doctor Hiram assured him of its harmlessness. Then she went to the console, switched it on and the suit screamed horribly, the others whirling around to see why, several of them drawing heavy automatics.
“Now,” I told Chuikov.
Without any emotion, Boss Chuikov ripped his .38 from under the console and shot the surprised bodyguards. Then Chuikov charged the old UCLA tackle. It was a good fight, but Chuikov had forgotten none of his wrestling moves. With the first suit’s help—I held his soul—they wrestled the older man onto the chair as I turned on the machine.
He screamed.
I ran to the machine and popped out the soul of the head of Homeland Security. I had always thought this country needed a few changes.
No, I decided, there were going to be many changes.
 
 



Thule
 
The toll of time doth beat for all.
Even the gods at last must fall.
So when each man shall surely die,
What but his fame shall reach the sky?
-- From: The Lament of Ulfer Aufling
 
 
GREENLAND A.D. 1126:
 
Henri fled across the ice from baying Irish wolfhounds. He’d gotten greedy again at dice and won too much. He clutched a long, spiral-fluted horn. Blood dripped from its ivory tip, the droplets freezing into tiny red pearls. His painful breath—each frigid gulp felt as if raspy sharkskin rubbed his throat.
A monstrous glacier loomed before him, a mountainous heap of artic frost. The reflected sun-glare was blinding. Henri squinted as he ran. Then the ice-shelf shifted, it rumbled beneath him. Henri lost his footing and plowed face-first into the crystalline snow. At a great splintering sound, his head whipped up. He spat hoarfrost from numbed lips and in horror witnessed jagged cracks ripping across the ice. The mountain before him, the glacier trembled like an old man. White rimy boulders, frozen balls of ice, shook loose from the sun-dazzled cliffs. They rolled, cracked against ledges and sailed into the frigid air. One rock splintered into icy shards and hurled icicles that plunged into the snow around him. Terrified, Henri clutched his head.
The land seemed alive with a malignant will. Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the quake quit, and the air was cold and still again.
Stretched as he was on the snow, Henri shivered. The ice sucked at his heat like a leech. And to think that for this time and place it was unseasonably warm, that it had been warmer here for the last three years than anyone could remember.
The wolfhounds bayed anew and Henri scrambled to his feet, sprinting. If those he’d cheated caught him…. His breath steamed misty-white and his ears stung. He was a small man with dark hair and said by many to have sly features. Usually he smiled. Usually he composed poems and love ballads. In the past and with a laugh he had often told tavern wenches that he preferred wine and ink to sword and blood. Few paid a farthing however for his poems, so he survived in the end because he had an unnatural knack at dice. Oh, why had he cheated the hunters?
Fool! Fool!
He glanced back.
The shaggy hounds streaked across the ice, baying savagely, with mist smoking from their fanged maws. The horn clenched in his fist—he might spear one and inadvertently snap the flawless ivory. Then what would he tell Margot? He thrust the spiral-fluted horn through his belt, and he threw himself upon the forward slopes and ledges of the glacier, scrabbling for height.
Margot, sweet Margot, if only she could see him now.
Then an odd sensation of malice filled him. It was malice hoary with age, malice vast and brooding.
He frowned as he heaved and levered himself higher. His leather mittens scratched against the ice that numbed his hands. His boots slipped three different times. The wolfhounds lunged up the glacier after him, their claws digging for purchase. With terrible swiftness they leaped and climbed, using the same speed they had earlier shown killing walruses.
Henri rolled onto a freezing ledge.
The hounds scrabbled after. By a valiant effort and a flying leap, one of the brutes thrust his front paws onto the ledge. Those paws bled.
 Henri shouted in fear. He scooted backward and jarred against a frozen wall. The wolfhound rose up. He had a black tongue. Henri thrust the sole of a boot into death’s teeth. With a yelp, the hound lost its balance and tumbled out of sight.
Frantic, his heart thudding, Henri scrambled to the edge. The wolfhounds glared up at him. They leaped and scratched in an effort to sink their fangs into his flesh. Instead, they slid back down. After several tries, they whined in frustration and sat on their hairy haunches, baying.
A horn wailed in response.
Henri squinted. Hunters dared the shelf ice. He was surprised. Before he’d cheated them the hunters had warned him how in this unseasonable heat the shelf ice was treacherous and deadly. They wore leathern greatcoats and hefted iron-tipped harpoons. They were burly and blond, the sons of Vikings who had come from Iceland and colonized this wretched land. Eric the Red had led them more than a hundred years ago, calling this the Green Land so more would come to this waste at the end of the world.
Oh, why had he promised Margot a unicorn’s horn? He should have stayed in Normandy and won her heart by the usual means.
He was rational and romantic, an impossible combination. So when he’d heard from a Dublin-born seaman that hunters harpooned unicorns in the frigid waters of the Uttermost North, that Henri had to see. He’d gone to Iceland and then Greenland, joining the summer hunters as they sailed north beyond where the sea turned sluggish with floe. Small, troll-like primitives, Skrealing, hunted seals in this forbidden land from tiny skin-stretched kayaks.
On a pebbled shore farther north than any Normandy-born man had surely ever been, Henri had witnessed the shock of his life. The shock had been a small and beautiful northern whale. Out of the narwhal’s head had grown a spiral-fluted unicorn horn! With iron-tipped harpoons and wicked cunning, the blond hunters had slain the creature and dragged it ashore. There they’d sawn off the ivory horn.
The offense to Henri’s sensibilities had been profound. He was no superstitious peasant, no ignoramus. Comets weren’t dragons. Elves never drank from an overnight milk-bucket. Dwarves didn’t labor under the Earth. Those were fairy tales, myths. But unicorns had evidence of their existence. Their horns were sold in a hundred different marketplaces. Now to realize the base trickery in those sales… his own duping and the witnessing of that profane act… it had enraged him.
Yesterday at supper, he’d drawn out his dice, suggested to the hunters that they win back what he’d won at their farm at Brattahild of the East Settlement. At midnight in this place, a strange light had gleamed from under the horizon. It had been a haunting brightness over the endless expanse of sluggish sea. The iceblink had kept the stars from appearing and had aided his unnatural knack. By morning, he’d won their catches, their shirts and their ship. He imagined that’s when they’d decided to kill him.
Henri now leaped to his feet and looked down from his icy ledge as the hunters started up the glacier. They shouted threats. If he didn’t come down, they were going to strand him here.
Henri climbed. If he must, he planned on buying or stealing a Skrealing’s kayak and paddling all the way back to the East Settlement hundreds of leagues away.
The hunters argued among themselves and then followed. Surely, they wanted vengeance, the hot kind where they smashed his bones and watched him drop dead. It was too ethereal for them the thought of rowing home while the little poet from Normandy froze to death in this forsaken land.
Henri rounded a blue-whitish bend, scrambled up a freezing embankment, slid down twenty feet on the other side and gaped in disbelief.
Out beyond the glacier poked up ruins, things of stone, not ice. There was a headless statue and two sides of a temple perhaps, some sort of building. The hunters had never said anything about ruins. Perhaps only in this unseasonable warmth had the ice retreated enough to reveal this olden rubble. Henri slid and then jumped toward the stones. As he gulped icy air, he wondered who would build here. How could they build in a land of eternal ice? Or was there some distant past when it had been warm enough here for grass, cattle and fields of grain?
Drifting voices bade him to glance back. The hunters pointed at the ruins. Did dread fill their superstitious souls? Christianity had come to Greenland in the 1000s, but Henri had heard the hunters curse before, calling out to Odin and Thor.
He stumbled against the headless statue. The head lay at the monument’s base, with the face pressed against snow. He saw by the cleaner surface of the neck that it had only recently been broken off. Had the earlier rumble done that?
Henri pressed his mittens against the stone as sweat trickled under his collar. The statue wore marble garments of a type he’d never seen before. He squinted at the ice underneath his boots. In the crystalline depths, he saw paved streets.
He shuffled his feet. The creak of frozen leather was an ominous sound. He climbed a frosty bank and saw a dark opening, a jag in the ice. He stumbled to it and felt heat waft up against his cheeks. He hesitated but a moment. Then he slid onto his belly and swung his legs down into the opening. He dropped into the warm trench and saw ancient walls embedded in the ice. There were serpentine images chiseled upon those ruins, some of which spewed what seemed to be imaginary fire.
Henri thudded onto dirt. It was iron-hard, permanently frozen. He tripped over an old cobblestone, and he ducked into an icy-white cavern. The heat was greater here, a steady draft. It darkened as he advanced. He slid his feet as a precaution. Then he came upon a hole. Heat billowed upward from it, welcome warmness. This heat had no fetid odor like a polar bear’s den. He probed carefully and found steps that led down. In the darkness, he took one stair at a time. He came to a landing and blindly followed the waft of heat. There were other passages. In the murk, he felt dark openings. Those were frigid. He followed the warmth and in time heard a hiss, a faint plop.
Did he come upon a dragon’s den? The idea was preposterous. Then he noticed faint red light. His heart thudded, and the heat that he breathed, instead of icy air, added to his fear. He took turns in the dark passageway, twists in the corridor and heard from far behind the voices of men.
He plunged ahead. The red glow increased, and from it came burbling sounds. With the added illumination, he saw that he wasn’t in ice but a cavern of stone. A last turn brought him before a high-ceilinged vault. He halted in astonishment.
In the center of an immense area was a hole from which glowed redness and from which heat waves hazed. He’d seen the volcanoes in Iceland and heard of their eruptions. This appeared to be a shaft into a lava bed. Around the glow and scattered about the cave lay vast bones, colossal and titanic. Henri wandered past heaps of what appeared to be ancient breastplates and swords rusted beyond use. He saw great earthen jars mossy with age. Other jars rose above him and were made of a shiny substance that showed lovely beings with pointy ears. What most astonished him were bowls of green brass in which lay heaps of rubies, sapphires, emeralds and opals. Beside them were broken shields and rags.
He seized a ruby as big as a robin’s egg. It gleamed with a strange light. It fired his soul as awe mingled with avarice.
Henri cocked his head. He heard voices, the scuffle of boots!
He hurried to the far edge of the vault and crouched behind a huge jar, trying to devise a stratagem.
In time seven hunters tramped into the cavern of lava-light.
“By Odin’s beard!” one cried.
“It’s a dragon hoard,” another said.
“Like Sigurd and Fafnir,” a third said.
“Evil treasure then, brothers. Nothing but ill comes from cursed dragon gold.”
“Bah! Why can’t this be a dwarf’s hold? It’s under the Earth isn’t it? Look at that light. Dwarfs would build a fortress in such a place as this, yes, so they could fire their forges.”
“This is neither a dragon’s lair nor a dwarf’s hold,” the oldest said, Thorfinn by name. “Have you never listened to the bishop? Don’t you understand how old this place must be? Surely, this is an antediluvian city from before Noah’s time. Those are a behemoth’s bones.”
A giddy laugh bubbled from another. “Odin or Noah, dragon or behemoth, what matters are the rubies and opals heaped around us, yes?”
A tapping noise commenced. “There’s wine in these jars!” the youngest shouted.
“Pry it open, Leif. I’m thirsty after such a long run.”
From his position crouched behind a different man-sized jar, Henri glanced up at the jug’s mouth. It was sealed. The wax seemed as solid as stone and upon it had been carved strange runes.
One of the hunters shouted a similar find.
“Use your axe and smash the neck, Leif!”
Henri peered around his jar in time to see a hunter swing an axe. Across the wide room pottery shattered. Strange fumes wafted upward.
“Smells like spices,” Leif said.
A man sniffed loudly. “This is olden wine, heavy with age. It must be rich and potent. Perhaps it is dangerous.”
Leif dipped a thick finger, drawing out a purple-colored digit that he thrust into his bearded mouth. Leif smacked his lips, reached in a cupped hand and slurped. “It’s wonderful, my brothers!”
At that moment, two of the hunters rushed Henri. They overpowered and pinned him, shoving his cheek onto the granite floor. That brought the others running. They produced a rope and bound him tightly. They laughed and kicked him when he tried to wheedle.
“Let’s not cut his throat right away!” Leif shouted. “Without the fool we would never have found this place.”
“That’s right,” Henri said.
“Quiet!” Thorfinn snarled, kicking him in the ribs, “or we’ll gag you.”
One of the hunters had a tin cup. He dipped it into the wine, tasted it cautiously. “This is unbelievable. I’ve never sipped wine like this.”
“You’ve never sipped any wine, Ketil, but always gulped like a hog!” Leif shouted.
The others laughed, hurrying over. With the tin cup, their hands and several ancient helmets they began to imbibe.
Henri despaired. He knew the way of drunkards. Soon they would roar out songs, glare at him, work themselves into a passion and then kill him. Yet an odd thing occurred. As they drank, they shouted less. One by one, they began to peer about in stupefaction. Their eyes glazed over and soon their vision riveted onto something Henri couldn’t see.
The fumes from the broken jar filled the cavern with a strange, spicy odor. Henri breathed it and his thoughts became sluggish. He frowned, and the hair on the back of his neck rose in dread. He blinked, shook his head from upon the ground and stared at wispy beings. They were blurry, like fog in the early morning. Once or twice, he had the sensation that these foggy beings turned toward him, and it seemed that they opened vague mouths. He cocked his head. Like the lightest of breezes, something passed his ears. Was it their speech?
Then the cavern changed. The walls of stone became shimmering bricks, and where the lava-hole had been, stood a silver dome with a single arched door. A golden light glowed from the entrance.
Henri squeezed shut his eyes and he twisted his bound wrists. He heard a scuffle of boots. He opened his eyes. The wisps or ghosts had gone. The cave was as before.
Leif, with purple stained lips, slowly rose to his feet. He rambled, making no sense, speaking in a tongue that Henri had never heard before. The others paid Leif no heed. They were each engaged in their own conversations. Gradually, Leif approached the hole in the center of the cave. He had a glassy look and he turned this way and that, speaking to imaginary folk.
As Henri rubbed the sealskin cords against a rusted knife, Leif ducked his head as if he stooped under an arch. Then he stepped into the hole. Henri watched in horror as Leif plunged out of sight. Without a scream or protest the youngest hunter fell, until the hiss of lava and a heavy plop told of Leif’s death.
The others never noticed. The oldest, Thorfinn, giggled as if he spoke with a girl.
The ropes parted and Henri hacked at the cords around his ankles. A burp of lava shot out of the hole. It splashed the ceiling and dripped with sizzling heat. Henri cried out as another hunter lurched toward the hole.
“No!” Henri shouted. “Go back!”
The hunter ignored him. His held out his arms as if invisible beings tugged him along. The heavily bearded hunter smiled, laughed and stooped as if he entered a silver dome.
Henri staggered to his feet. His head felt thick, his senses reeling. At that instant, the second hunter plunged to his death.
The others now turned toward the lava pit.
Henri stumbled toward an ancient length of wood. If all the hunters died who would row the ship, and him, back to the East Settlement? The staff had bizarre symbols carven upon it. He roared an old Norman battle cry and charged the besotted hunters. He flailed at them with his stave, beating them about the torsos and shoulders, driving them from the lava-hole and toward the opening to the outer world. They hunched their shoulders as if against a blizzard, never meeting his eyes but trying to step around him.
“Fools!” he shouted. “Do you want to die?”
The pit belched again. Hot lava bubbled onto the floor. It hissed and smoked.
“Go!” Henri cried. He beat them, herded them willy-nilly into the dark tunnel.
After a hundred steps and as heat washed upon Henri’s back, the first of the hunters muttered, “What are you doing, Outlander?”
Henri tried to explain even as he beat the other four.
They drooled and mumbled strange words. It was only with the greatest of pleading that Henri convinced them to climb out of the crevice. By slow degrees and as the ground rumbled, Henri drove them across the ice. The look of bewilderment never left their faces.
“What about the others?” Thorfinn asked as they approached the shore camp.
“Leif died!” Henri shouted. “So did Ketil.”
“I mean not them,” Thorfinn said. “I speak of the high priest of Thule. He promised me an enchanting maiden if I but entered the Chamber of Delights.” Thorfinn looked back with longing.
Henri wondered if he would have to belabor him again with the staff.
“It is odd,” Thorfinn said. “The high priest said we resembled the slayers of yesteryears, their brutish descendants. He claimed our kind once attacked the settlers who had fled their sunken land. Can you believe it? No, no, I told him it couldn’t be so. He finally admitted the mistake and wished for peace, a lasting peace, so wouldn’t I enter the Chamber of Delights? How could I refuse?” Thorfinn frowned. “He had such pale skin, and his ears, and eyes… why did they seem different than mine? I almost thought them elves, or angels, I suppose. But angels don’t have maidens, do they?”
Henri paled as the ground trembled. With his staff and hoarse commands, he forced them to heave the ship off the stony shore. As the planks groaned and water sloshed against the keel, a violent explosion rocked the land. Flaming stones pockmarked the glacier.
The men tumbled into the boat and picked up oars, digging them into the waters as bubbling lava flowed onto the ice. The red lava hissed and steamed. All the rubies, emeralds, bones, the ancient ruins… gone.
Henri helped the others hoist the sail, and the small ship struggled away from the land of false unicorns.
Henri’s thin shoulders slumped as he sat on a sea chest. His narwhal horn was gone. He had a tale that no one would ever believe and nothing to show for it but his ragged life. Then his hand chanced to stray into his pouch. Ah, at least he had one memento, a thing from the most ancient of days: a lost ruby of Thule the size of a robin’s egg.
He glanced around. The men pulled the oars. So Henri cupped his hands, the gem within. He peered into its depths, wondering perhaps if it might give him visions of a world long gone.
 
 



Braintap
 
Information is money
-- an Old Earth proverb
 
Lord Emmanuel Benito Ramos III was a grandee of the Empire, a banking magnate cum laude.
He worked this morning in his mansion, the one overlooking the Sardis River. The Sardis was the largest river on Pollux II, a hub world of the Empire. Lord Ramos sipped Aeolian brandy, studied commodities from a dozen planets and began to weave monetary possibilities.
If he loaned credits to Harbor & Bosch for black flour on Deneb, shipped immediately to Rigel… ah, bubonic plague on Sigma Draconis had increased the cost of faux tea. Yes, yes, this could work. 70 Ophiuchi—hm, this was odd. The data from 70 Ophiuchi was old.
Lord Ramos pressed a key, wishing to refresh the data. Unfortunately, the same old figures reappeared on the screen. Ramos snapped his fingers in annoyance and spoke into his lapel mike.
“Transstellar net, please.”
A holographic image appeared of a slim woman with short hair like fur. She smiled, putting dimples in her cheeks, and she nodded in deference.
“Yes, Lord Ramos.”
“The information on 70 Ophiuchi is stale.”
The holographic woman made some adjustments. “I’m sorry, Lord Ramos, but the link appears to be down.”
“The entire net?”
“No, Lord, just the link to 70 Ophiuchi.”
“When will it be up again?”
The holographic woman made further adjustments and soon spoke with care. “I’m certain it’s only a minor glitch, Eminence. We’re sorry for any—”
“Yes, yes,” he said. “I need the information now. How long will the link be down?”
The holographic woman pressed invisible toggles and put a hand to her ear. Her smile slipped.
“I’m sorry, Lord Ramos. The link… we’re working on it as fast as we can.”
Ramos gave her a frosty glare. “Tell me the moment you reestablish communications. I’m trying to configure a delicate package deal. I can’t do that without precise data.”
“I assure you, Lord, the technicians are hard at work.”
He gave an irritated grunt and cut the hologram. This was intolerable. He would have to make inquiries. No one benefited from such slipshod communications.
***
Doctor Vogel hugged himself, shaking his head. No, no, no, this was no good, no good, at all. It was awful.
The small doctor was bald and had golden skin. A chromosomal tweak had allowed his forbearers survival on a hot planet. The tweak had also improved their statistical average for empaths.
Small Doctor Vogel wore a lab coat and paced in a stainless steel corridor. He hesitated before a door marked DAISY THIRTEEN.
He mustn’t do this. It was unethical.
His flat face twisted with disgust.
Who are you to talk about ethics? You’re a pimp. Just get on with it, old man.
That was the trouble. He wanted to retire, collect his pension and open shop on Rigel Ten.
He took out a rag, and with a trembling hand, blotted his forehead. He had been informed on more than one occasion that when he became nervous his bald head shone like a gold shekel on display at the Monetary Museum. His stomach knotted. His mouth dried out so it tasted like a hormonal pill.
He couldn’t do it.
You must.
He twisted the rag as he thought about Rigel Ten. Despite his shaking hands, he folded the rag and shoved it in his pocket. Then he took out a bottle, twisted off the cap and dumped a dull white pill onto his palm. He stared at the pill. Before he could think about it too long, he slapped his palm against his mouth, shooting the pill to the back of his tongue. He swallowed convulsively. He hunched his shoulders, closed his eyes and waited.
It didn’t take long.
The shakes left. His confidence returned. He could do this. He had to. Oh, he most certainly had to.
Small Doctor Vogel of the golden skin pressed his thumb against the lock. The door swished open and he stepped into a technological hell.
***
Daisy Thirteen floated in a tube ten meters tall filled with a gloppy blue solution. A breathing mask covered her mouth and nose as bubbles oozed upward. Her long blond hair drifted like seaweed. EKG tabs, a telecable, food and waste tubes—a sordid host of octopi-like implants held her in a nightmarish grip.
Doctor Vogel took out his rag and blotted his face.
AI monitors, life-support stations and hi-speed computers circled her tube like megalithic Stonehenges. They whirred with impressive sounds, flashed colored lights and occasionally hummed somewhere deep inside like worker bees. Through the lines, the machines fed her water, a highly nutritious broth and hi-speed information. Other cables drained off wastes and incoming information.
Doctor Vogel groaned, pressed the rag against his face and shook his head. He didn’t want to look. He didn’t want to see her legs churn in slow motion as if she were running, trying to escape.
He gathered his courage and lowered the rag. A gout of bubbles burbled from her mask and her body grew rigid. She screamed. Doctor Vogel couldn’t hear it, but he felt it. His heart raced. Sweat oozed onto his face and he began to shake.
Get me out of here. I must get out of here.
Doctor Vogel crammed the rag against his mouth. She shouldn’t be able to send, not to him. That should be impossible. It was impossible. The drugs—not drugs. No, don’t call them drugs. The stimulants, the enhancers—oh, there was a nice word for you.
His throat convulsed, and it felt as if he swallowed sawdust.
Her eyelids quivered.
Doctor Vogel shook his head. He didn’t want to meet her gaze. That was too much, too dreadful, too awful. Don’t open your eyes, he begged. You’re drugged—no, no, you’re sedated. It’s for the best. You must know that.
The left eye opened. She stared at him. And more bubbles, big, fat, wobbling bubbles slithered out of the mask.
Get me out of here! You must get me out of here! The message slammed into his mind. It staggered him so he thumped against a wall.
Golden Doctor Vogel clenched his fingers so the nails dug into his palms. He moaned. He, he—
Help me, please.
Doctor Vogel flung the rag onto the sterile floor and pushed off the wall. He staggered to a monitor.
Hope shone in her murky eye. She began to churn her legs again. They were so pitifully thin.
Vogel punched in a security code.
A klaxon wailed as a red light pulsated, bathing the room in a hellish glare.
This wasn’t ethical. It was wrong, very wrong.
“Shut up!” Vogel snarled. He hated his conscience. He slid to another console and began a delicate procedure.
A yellow light began to flash. A stern computer voice spoke. “STOP WHAT YOU ARE DOING. YOU ARE IN VIOLATION OF THE LAW. SECURITY HAS BEEN NOTIFIED.”
Doctor Vogel worked faster. He heard a hiss, glanced over his shoulder.
EKG tabs detached from Daisy Thirteen. Food tubes began to wriggle loose. The restraints to her arms weakened. She shook them off.
“Keep your mask on!” Vogel shouted. She couldn’t hear him, but maybe she would pick the thought out of his mind.
He shuffled to another bank of monitors. His sweaty head shone in the harsh lights. The shirt under his lab coat stuck to his skin.
Something clanged, and there was a shish-shish sound, the blue glop draining out of the bottom of the tube.
Doctor Vogel rushed to a closet and fumbled with the code. It clicked. He flung open the door and grabbed a towel and a small metal stool. He dashed to the ten-meter tube.
Daisy Thirteen stared at him as she floated downward with the draining glop. She was rail thin, the next thing to skeletal. Her head broke through the blue solution and dirty blond hair sagged around her shoulders. She tore at her mask.
Doctor Vogel shoved the stool against the tube, stepped onto the stool and reached as high as he could. By leaning against the cool cylinder and standing on his tiptoes, he punched in the code. An outline of a hatch appeared. Doctor Vogel pressed a seal and yanked open the hatch. Glop sloshed out and soaked his pants. He clung to the edge of the opening so he wouldn’t slip off the stool.
Daisy Thirteen’s hand touched his.
Wild hope surged through Doctor Vogel. It was an adrenalin rush, and he found himself grinning at her.
She tried to speak, but only managed a grunt.
“Climb out,” he said. “I’ll help you.”
She was so pitifully thin. Fierce determination dominated her, however. She heaved and forced herself through the hatch. Doctor Vogel caught her. Klaxons wailed. She was naked, with small buds for breasts. There was nothing sexually exciting about it. She seemed more nightmare than human, with huge, luminous eyes and skeletal features.
“We have to run,” he said.
She nodded.
He helped her to a console, picked up the towel and rubbed her pimpled skin. Then he wrapped the towel around her.
“We must hurry.”
“Hurry,” she croaked.
He held her hand, and the wild elation hit him with rebounding force. He couldn’t block it, so he rode the emotion like a surfer upon a wave. It lifted his spirits and he found himself grinning so wide that his mouth hurt.
“Security is coming,” he said.
Despite her thin legs, her wretched weakness, she followed him out of the door and along the stainless steel corridor. Her naked feet slapped the metal like fins.
“Where are we?” she wheezed.
“Deep in the communications complex.”
“How far is deep?”
“Two kilometers.”
She breathed like a stranded trout.
“This way,” he said. He pressed his thumb against a lock and a door swished open. He pulled her through. The door closed and they waited in darkness.
“Why have we stopped?” she whispered.
“Listen.”
Loud voices shouted from the other side. Boots pounded on metal. There was clattering, guns, batons and cuffs flapping from belts perhaps.
“What’s happening?” she whispered.
“Scan them.”
In the dark, Vogel felt her scrutiny. He radiated goodwill and tenderness as he held her hands.
“...They’re Security,” she said. “There’s been a breach. They’re angry. Worried.” Her voice changed. “This could cost them their existence. It’s me they’re after.”
“That’s right.”
“I’m… I’m worth billions.”
“Billions of credits,” he said.
“You’re hiding something. …Are you kidnapping me for ransom?”
He laughed with a screech. “I’m your doctor. I monitor your health, your mental well-being. I’m an empath.” His gut churned. “I… I couldn’t stand it anymore what they’ve done to you. It eats at me.” He licked salty lips. “Are they gone?”
“—Yes.”
“We must hurry.”
“I’m so tired,” she said. “So weak.”
“I know, but we don’t have much time.”
He fumbled in the dark. The door opened. He peeked outside. The last Security commando dashed around the corner.
He dragged her out, and they stumbled the other way.
“I’m heading to an elevator,” he explained.
Her fingers tightened onto his. “You’re taking me to see the sun?”
“We have to go down before we go up.”
He turned a corner, and in seconds, they came to another door. He punched in codes.
She panted as she leaned against him.
Something pinged. Doors opened. They stepped inside the elevator.
“Down,” said Doctor Vogel, “to hanger level twenty-five.”
They began to descend, picking up speed.
Daisy Thirteen wheezed, each breath straining the towel’s grip on her slippery skin. She pushed soggy hair out of her eyes and stared at Vogel. She topped him by a head.
Her eyes, the hope there… he looked away.
“You’ve done this before,” she whispered. It was almost an accusation.
He clamped down on his emotions. His empathy worked two ways. He was one of the few people on Pollux II she couldn’t scan if he blocked. He forced a hearty grin and met her strange eyes.
“It may seem like I’ve done this before,” he said. “I’ve mapped out each step, each thing that must be done to get you out. I’ve planned it so often it probably feels real to me. That’s what you’re reading.”
She frowned.
He elbowed her. “Do we make it?”
“What?”
“Sorry,” he said. “It was a lame joke.”
“How can you joke?” she asked. Tears shined in her eyes. “They-they used me. They hooked me—what was that? What was I in?”
The elevator slowed. They stopped. The doors opened.
“Hurry,” said Vogel, pushing her out.
They ran in an underground garage, a vast concrete affair with harsh lights above. They passed squat vehicles with outrageous balloon tires.
“We’re being watched,” she whispered, looking around. “They know we’re down here.”
“This way!” shouted Vogel. The trick was to keep her moving.
He pulled her to a small vehicle, shoved her into a seat. He slid in beside her. As his foot tromped on the accelerator, Security people in black suits shouted from opening elevators.
Daisy Thirteen clutched his arm.
Fear washed through Doctor Vogel. It twisted his stomach, wrenched his heart and tasted like bile. Her telepathic strength was incredible.
“Hold on!” he shouted, gripping the steering wheel.
They whizzed past huge parked vehicles, mammoth things.
“We’ll never make it!” she shouted.
He spun the wheel hard, trying to zip between two parked vehicles. They skidded and slammed against a giant craft. They tumbled out and Daisy hit her head against the floor.
Doctor Vogel knew a moment of panic. If she was damaged…
“Ohhh,” she moaned, clutching her head.
He helped her up, opened a hatch to a digger and propelled her through. They staggered down a short corridor and burst into a control chamber. Vogel helped her into a padded seat. A bruise had already appeared where she had bumped her forehead. He should have stocked crash helmets in the runabout.
“I’m fine.” She stared at him strangely. “Just get us outside. Let me see the sun again.”
He tore his gaze from the bruise and strapped her in. Then he slid to the control seat.
“Digger on,” he said.
Engines whirred into life. The vehicle shook.
A communicator blared, “Stop! You’re in violation of the law!”
Vogel flipped a toggle and the voice died. He grinned at her, gave her a thumbs up. Then he grabbed the controls and the huge digger lurched into motion.
***
They rumbled down a tunnel, passed lights and drove into darkness. Doctor Vogel ordered headlamps on. The glare through the window showed jagged tunnel rocks and a gravel road.
“Where are we?” she asked.
“Underground.” Vogel scanned the locator. “Drill on,” he said.
Their vehicle shuddered and the noise level rose.
“Put this on!” shouted Vogel. He handed her earmuffs, put a set over his ears. Then he turned the digger into solid rock.
A teeth-aching whine made it impossible to talk.
Her features became chalky. The digger lurched and slewed side to side. She squeezed her eyes closed and rubbed her head. An explosion shook the digger. She gripped the restraints.
Vogel smiled encouragement, but he didn’t dare climb out of his padded chair. The digger was too unstable for either of them to walk around. That was the point.
She bit her lip and glanced at him every several seconds. She appeared thoughtful, troubled perhaps. The ride strained her. Poor thing. She had wanted to escape for a long time. Now she was doing it, and it was every bit as dangerous as she must have imagined.
He mouthed words: “I’ll get you out of here.”
She gave him a brave smile, nodded, and hope shined in her luminous eyes. That twisted his gut.
After a time, the digger’s whine changed pitch. There was a great lurch. Then the ride smoothed out and the noise cycled down.
“Drill off!” Vogel shouted. He pulled off his earmuffs.
Gingerly, she took hers off.
“My head aches,” she said. “The noise… I hope we don’t have to do that again.”
“Don’t worry.” He checked the locator. “Here’s where we get out.” He shut off the digger and began to unbuckle.
***
They exited the rock-dinged digger and ran down an old tunnel. Vogel used a flashlight to guide them. An air car waited. It was a two-seater with a bubble dome. Vogel lifted off and guided them through a huge tunnel. Soon they shot into sunlight.
Tears glistened in Daisy Thirteen’s eyes. “The sun,” she whispered.
“I don’t dare take us high. Hang on!”
He took them around rock formations and over two hundred foot pines. He maneuvered like a jet jock. The entire time, she pressed against the dome, watching the passing landscape.
“It’s heating up,” Vogel said later. “I’m going to land on that ledge.”
They were in the mountains now, far from the city and far from the communications grid. He landed with a thump and shut off the engine.
In the silence, Daisy Thirteen climbed out. They were on a ledge with a panoramic view of farmland in the valley. Spruces grew behind them on the slope, wafting a pine-needle scent.
Daisy wore overalls instead of the towel. Barefoot, walking across cool grass, she strolled near the edge.
“It’s beautiful,” she said.
Doctor Vogel followed close behind, shielding his thoughts.
Daisy turned, smiled and lifted thin arms. “I’m free!” She hugged herself, and she thumped down, leaning back on her hands. She laughed quietly, and then she turned him a puzzled glance.
“You never told me. What was I in?”
“A telepathic enhancer.” He shoved his hands in his lab pockets.
She shook her head.
This was it, the last time for him. Maybe she deserved the truth, the little good it would do her.
“You have a twin,” he said.
Her luminous eyes widened. “Yes! That’s right. I remember. Where is she?”
“Rigel Ten,” Vogel said.
“Where?”
“A planet thirty-one light-years away.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I shouldn’t expect you would. You’ve been on a hi-octane diet of inhibitors, enhancers, stimulants and narcotics.”
“I don’t like the sound of that.”
“It isn’t nice, no,” he said.
Her gaze pierced him. “Can you tell me why?”
Doctor Vogel looked away. How could he explain it? “The… the Empire has trillions of people on hundreds of planets. We’re been expanding through our spiral arm of the galaxy.”
“What does that have to do with me?”
“It’s a matter of distance and time. Jumpgates and hyperspace lets us travel a light-year in a day. The Empire is hundreds of light-years in size. It takes over a year to go from one end to the other.”
“So?”
“So that’s as fast as anyone can communicate: a messenger in a jumpship. But that’s too slow to keep an empire together. Or maybe it’s just too inefficient.” He faced her.
“I don’t understand.”
“Twins and telepathy,” Vogel said slowly. “You and your twin thirty-one light-years away can ‘talk’ to one another instantaneously. No one else can do that, just telepathic twins. It takes special drugs, special equipment and an environment helpful to deep thought.”
“That tubular prison?” she whispered.
Vogel nodded as perspiration made his forehead shiny. “Out of trillions of citizens, there are one hundred and fifty-seven sets of telepathic twins. That’s not much to build an empire-wide communications net, but it’s the best we have. Without you… the Empire breaks down. This world is one of the communication hubs.”
“Why don’t I remember any of this?”
Doctor Vogel looked away.
“You know,” she said. “I can sense it.”
Vogel squeezed his eyes shut. This was so unethical, but he was an old man. He wanted that pension. He had to retire, get out of this horrible business.
An air car shrieked overhead.
“Is that them?” Daisy shouted, scrambling up.
Vogel hurried to her. He pulled his hand out of his pocket and tried to touch her arm with a pneumospray hypo. Instead, he froze.
She whirled around. Her features had hardened. She plucked the hypo from his weakened grasp.
He tried to speak, but couldn’t.
She pressed the hypo against his neck. It hissed. He crumpled onto the grass as his muscles relaxed. It became hard to think.
She bent over him. “You’re strong,” she whispered, “hard to read. I’ve been trying ever since the knock on my head. I have strange memories.” She released her telepathic grip.
Vogel forced words past his numb lips. “…No. You’ve never remembered before.”
“Before?” she said.
“Escape therapy,” he whispered. “You… you shut down sometimes. Escaping gets it out of your system. Drugs… drugs help you to forget.”
She rose.
“No,” he whispered. “Come back.”
He tried to lift his hand, but he was too sluggish now. He blinked, blinked again. The air car lifted. His eyelids felt so heavy.
***
Doctor Vogel awoke with a gasp. Hands gripped him. Something wet touched his feet. He realized that a mask covered his face. The tube! Men lowered him into the blue glop.
A tall man in a white lab coat regarded him.
Doctor Vogel tried to speak.
The tall doctor spoke fast. “We don’t have time for that, Vogel. The girl got away and the line to 70 Ophiuchi is still down. You imprinted with her, and you’re the next best telepath we have on the planet.”
Vogel shook his head.
“It isn’t optimum, certainly,” the tall doctor said. “We might have five percent capacity, but that’s better than nothing. Now don’t complain. There’s a good fellow.” The doctor signaled someone out of sight.
Vogel tried to resist, but a cocktail of drugs soothed him. Cables attached to his skin. He sank into the blue solution. They closed the hatch. The telecable attached to his forehead. Soon it seemed as if someone from faraway called to him.
***
The holographic woman reappeared before Lord Ramos in his mansion overlooking the Sardis River.
“Yes?” he asked.
“We’re sorry for the delay, Lord. Communications have been reestablished with 70 Ophiuchi.”
“It took long enough.”
“Unfortunately, the link isn’t as complete as before.”
“What’s this?” asked Ramos.
“Technical difficulties,” the woman said. “You may be pleased to know, however, that I’m authorized to give you a ten percent discount.”
“Barely acceptable,” Ramos said, although he nodded.
The holographic image vanished.
Soon Lord Ramos studied the new figures. Ah, together with the discount… yes, if he shifted the black flour to Deneb…
 
 



The Oath
 
The knightrix gambled her soul in the caverns of the Abyss. Flames roared around her. Tormented shadows writhed on the walls. Above, stalactites threatened like swords of Damocles. Drifting fumes exuded a sulfurous stench.
The knightrix wore an enclosed helm with silver wings and she wore silver mail. A leather-clad maiden named Brenna trembled behind her. Brenna’s whitened fingers clutched a crossbow.
“Don’t do it,” Brenna whispered. “He’s sure to trick you.”
“No tricks,” the master of this fiery realm growled. He dwarfed them both, a massive man-thing with gorilla-like shoulders. He wore a coarse robe with a shadowy cowl. From his sleeve came a brief hint of clawed fingers as dice tumbled onto the floor. The bone dice had pips the color of spilled blood.
“Forget your vengeance,” Brenna whispered. “Please! We must leave this place while we still can.”
The knightrix turned and patted one of Brenna’s hands. Then, with a clink of mail, she sat cross-legged before the dice.
A loud sigh emanated from the cowl of the massive man-thing. “You’re a bold gambler. I admire that.”
The knightrix reached for the dice.
Brenna moaned as she bit her lower lip.
The man-thing with his coarse robe grew still, perhaps with anticipation.
The knightrix hesitated then. She pulled back her hand.
The opening of the man-thing’s cowl rose up. Two hellish motes flared into existence, eyes perhaps.
The knightrix pulled off her leather gauntlets finger by finger. When both gloves rested on her lap, she twisted off her enclosed helm. Sweaty hair lay against her scalp. She had lean features and was surprisingly youthful. Her name was Razoress.
“I sought you out because of your reputation for powerful magic,” Razoress said.
Behind the man-thing, a vent hissed with fire, a crackling sound. Shadows retreated because of it, while beads of perspiration prickled Razoress’s cheeks.
“My reputation is well deserved,” he said.
Razoress nodded. “I’ve heard, too, that you follow your bargains with unerring precision.”
“Words are like wine or like people even,” he said. “Something to be savored.”
A fierce emotion glinted in Razoress’s eyes. “I mean no disrespect, but you also have an unsavory reputation for trickery.”
“Nor am I known for my patience.”
The faintest of smiles might have played upon Razoress’s lips. “I will be brief and to the point then. I desire magical power.”
“This vengeance your friend spoke about?”
“My enemy is one of the living dead, the most powerful of its kind. I’m determined to see it destroyed for wicked crimes committed against me and mine.”
“Yes?”
“I want a magic item powerful enough to obliterate the Ancient of Bones,” Razoress said.
“…You don’t desire riches perhaps, enough to hire sorcerers for this task?”
“The Ancient of Bones is immune to most spells.”
“That makes what you ask… difficult.”
“I wouldn’t have come here if it was easy,” Razoress said.
“You’ve obviously thought this through. What kind of magical item do you desire?”
Razoress stroked her leather gloves. “What would you suggest?”
A wisp of smoke issued from the cowl. The motes that must have been eyes flamed brighter. “What about a gauntlet?”
Razoress nodded slowly.
“A dark gauntlet,” the man-thing said. “It would fuel itself… from your life-force, the tap opened by fear or rage. Yes. Given your powerful constitution, it could shatter mountains or the Ancient of Bones—to use its oldest title. Of course, some would think such a gauntlet as a cursed item. Shortcuts in magic are an illusion. The price for power must always be paid.”
Razoress mopped her face with her sleeve. She knew all about paying the price.
“Your soul staked against a dark gauntlet,” he said. “We’ll let the dice decide, eh?”
Razoress’s throat tightened until she remembered her sister, her mother and father, her entire village turned into aftergangers. They no longer marched in the undead horde. Razoress had officered in the army that had hacked every afterganger to pieces. She had carted squirming chunks of undead flesh into the fires that had turned her former sister and mother into greasy ash. What she’d failed to do was find the lair of the Ancient of Bones.
Razoress took a deep breath and almost choked on the sulfurous stench. “The gauntlet would need to be immune to spells.”
“Alas,” he said. “An anti-magic item is greater than even I can forge.”
“Not anti-magic,” she said, “but reflective perhaps.”
“Like a mirror?” He sounded dubious.
“I’m thinking more like water. A flat stone skipped across a river. Spells would skip across the glove.”
“Ah, I see. Yes. It would difficult, but possible.”
“That’s the item I want,” she said.
“That’s the item you wish to gamble for,” he corrected.
“Yes,” she said hoarsely.
Tension eased from his gorilla-like shoulders. “I’m known for precise bargains.” He spoke in a businesslike tone now. “You must vow not to fight in my caverns or you will forfeit your soul.”
“I’ll fight if attacked,” Razoress said warily.
“…Yes, if you’re attacked, you may fight, otherwise not.”
“I don’t like this,” Brenna whispered.
Razoress stroked her chin. “I agree.”
“Make the vow,” he said.
“I agree provided you swear not to attack or otherwise harm me,” Razoress said. “You may not poison me with fumes, drink or cause sirens to sing. All your servitors, allies and merchant partners must let me pass in peace.”
“…Only for this day,” he said.
“For as long as it takes me to leave the Abyss.”
“Provided you go after we’ve completed our transaction,” he said.
Razoress nodded.
“Then make the oath,” he said.
She did, conditioning it on his oath.
“Yessss, good.” The man-thing spoke a binding vow patterned off her conditions.
After carefully listening to it, Razoress wrapped her hand around the hilt of her sword. With a hiss of steel, she drew the curved blade. She passed the sword over the dice.
The man-thing shouted in outrage. “You vowed not to fight!”
“I’m not fighting,” Razoress said.
He leaned nearer. “Where did you get that blade? It’s been lost for centuries.”
Razoress knew about shortcuts. The sword doomed the bearer to a quick life. But quick and true did the blade cut, as she now cut any spells binding the dice to their maker.
Thus, with the cursed sword in one hand and the hot dice in the other, Razoress gambled her soul. She rattled the bones. She threw them onto the obsidian floor.
The massive man-thing, Razoress and Brenna all leaned forward as the dice rolled to a halt.
“—You cheated!” he hissed.
Razoress shook her head as she trembled. “My dark gauntlet, if you please.”
The hidden eyes become fiery. Then he turned toward the depths. His feet made leathery sliding sounds. Soon there came the ring of a hammer and harshly chanted syllables.
“You did it,” Brenna said.
“So far,” Razoress said. “We’re not done yet.”
In time, he returned. “You’re clever, aren’t you? Catch.”
Razoress used both hands to snatch a metallic gauntlet out of the air.
The massive man-thing moved fast then. He shuffled near Brenna and shoved. Brenna screamed. Her fingers twitched. The crossbow’s steel string snapped. The magical bolt hissed in flight and exploded against a cavern wall. Fragments showered onto the floor, pelting it.
Razoress turned in surprise.
A strange portal opened in midair. Brenna stumbled through into a gargantuan bone talon. The talon closed around her, removing Brenna from view. Then a beastly skull lowered into sight, peering through the ghostly portal. The eye-sockets burned like flax fires. They flickered from Razoress to the man-thing.
“There is the gift you sought,” the man-thing said.
“No gift,” the Ancient of Bones rumbled, “but my price for a sack of enchanted bones.”
“I would prefer that you remained quiet concerning our trade,” the man-thing said.
“As you will,” the Ancient of Bones said.
Brenna wailed from somewhere just out of sight.
Razoress’s face twisted with rage. She donned the black gauntlet and reached for her sword.
“Now, now,” the man-thing said softly. “Remember your oath. Fight in the caverns and you are mine.”
Razoress hesitated.
“You have done me a service, mortal,” the Ancient of Bones told Razoress. “Your companion… her blood shall awaken the Old Ones. Your journey to the Abyss has thus repaid me your former harm to my aftergangers. I shan’t thank you, but I believe it is fitting. No?”
Razoress whirled around, faced the man-thing.
“There is equity,” he said softly. His eyes glittered. “We’ve both been duped today—unless, of course, you wish to draw your sword and vent your rage upon me.”
“Not vent,” Razoress said, as she slid out her curved sword. “But salute you, master of deceit. I knew you couldn’t stand to be cheated. Your reputation is well known. The one thing I lacked was the whereabouts of the Ancient of Bones.”
So saying, Razoress sprang for the portal, tried to take them both unawares.
The Ancient of Bones raised a talon and waved it, as a wizard might. Brenna shouted as the ghostly portal began to close upon air.
Razoress moved with desperate speed, aided by her sword. She dove, and she shot her dark gauntlet into the nearly collapsed portal. Rage at the undead monster powered the cursed item. Her fingers jabbed into the portal as it almost snapped out of existence. Under normal conditions, that would have sheered off her fingers. Instead, the magic skipped off the gauntlet. Razoress shouted, and yanked, and opened the portal wider.
“Goodbye!” Razoress shouted to the man-thing. She yanked once more and uttered her battle cry. Then she jumped through the portal to slay the Ancient of Bones with her terrible new gauntlet. First, however, she let go of the portal, which snapped shut behind her. She was thus free of the Abyss and her oath against fighting in the man-thing’s fiery realm.
 
 



War’s End
 
Then another horse came out, a fiery red one. Its rider was given power to take peace from the earth, and to make men slay each other. To him was given a large sword.
-- Revelation 6:4
 
Two Siberian shamans and a tall, earth witch from Florida sat with me around a midnight fire atop Mount Shasta. We debated how to find world peace. The lamas in their Tibetan Monasteries had no idea. Neither did the Jesuits in Italy. They thought in the old ways, were stuck in the ancient paths. Then a phrase from the earth witch gave me the idea how to eliminate war.
“We need to strike at the root of the problem,” she said.
The shamans crooned agreement.
I grunted, only half listening. I concentrated on a small piece of trickery. Lately, I’d taken to secretly draining bits of soul-energy from those I met and storing the energy in a crystal around my neck.
“Did you hear me?” the earth witch asked, touching my shoulder.
“Yeah,” I said.
She frowned. “You probably don’t agree. You’re probably glad for war, glad for fighting. It must be a matter of your build.”
She had a point. I was born with a robust body, Viking-like, people said. My red hair added to the image.
“Just think about the prestige,” she said.
I did, and I grinned. “You know what motivates,” I said.
“You’re a male,” she said, as if that explained everything.
I left Mount Shasta deep in thought, the earth-witch’s words riding my shoulders like an Aztec death vulture. A Nordstrom by birth, I was descended from a family of rune priests who had practiced the bloody art of Odin worship for generations. When I returned home to Modesto, California, I put on work gloves, snipped rosebushes and pruned my plum tree.
During the mid-morning of the third day, I dug a hole for a new pomegranate tree. A caw interrupted me. I laid aside the shovel, wiped my brow with a sweaty forearm and shucked off my gloves. An eagle-sized raven watched me from atop the nearest telephone pole. It spread its huge wings, dove and landed on my shoulder with a jar. With its thick black beak—there was a nick near the upper tip—it stroked my nose.
“Muninn?” I asked.
The raven squeezed my shoulder like an old friend. Then the raven flapped away, brushing my sunburned cheek with its wing. I’m not sure why, but that convinced me.
So I put away my gardening tools, phoned the land office and told them I’d be gone two weeks, maybe three. I purified myself afterward. Five hours later, I went to the backyard and ducked my head, crawling into a pyramid house. I locked it and spread out several long out-of-print books. Hours went by in intense study. Finally, I went into a trance and fasted for three days. At the end, I opened my eyes, knowing what I had to do. I crawled out and staggered to my bomb-shelter under the house. The man I bought the property from had been a survivalist. The thing that convinced me to destroy War was the challenge. Cursed with a massive ego, I considered myself the most powerful magician since Merlin. This was practically my duty.
The trapdoor creaked as I closed and locked it. I liked the idea of working for world peace from a bomb-shelter. It seemed fitting. I lit a hundred candles and scattered various arcane articles on the floor: Inca masks, an African spear, voodoo dolls, crystals, flasks of cauldron brews, you name it. I had conversations with several spirit-beings, a few diametrically opposed in metaphysical outlook to each other. You could say I was a mixer of crafts. I took what worked to create a mystic smorgasbord.
The next-to-last-step was the hardest—summoning the Book of Veils. Only four people these days could. Of those four, only two could open it. I’m one of them. The other lies slumbering in a Transylvanian crypt. As I mouthed the last syllable, a big, black leathery thing with red splotches on the cover appeared. Some said Solomon had used the book. Others in the know claimed Nostradamus had read it. Frankly, I had my doubts about Nostradamus. Nobody who’d read the book was ever that flashy. Anyway, I knew that where I’d be going I would not be able to carry it. So I memorized several key passages. Page by page I uttered the opening phrase and worked my way to the back. I had to pry apart page 332 like a new encyclopedia. I think no human had ever looked at page 333 before.
As I finished uttering the last word, something nearby popped like a firecracker. Sulfurous-smelling smoke billowed. An icy howl blew out all but one candle. I stepped back and watched the final candle. A drop of wax rolled down its stem. The smoke rolled away, and there on page 333 stood a five-inch imp. He had a narrow head, vampire teeth over thin green lips, warty skin and fiery yellow eyes. I didn’t like him. He garbled harsh words in an alien tongue.
“Say again,” I said.
He cocked his head, regarding me. Then he cleared his throat and growled in devilishly accented English, “You want to travel the Corridor?”
“That’s right.”
“And you know your destination?” he asked, arching forward on his clawed toes.
“You’re a clever little fellow,” I said.
He narrowed his evil gaze, and after a half-second’s hesitation, he snapped his fingers. A blood-red skeleton key appeared in his tiny hand.
“Any time you’re ready,” he said.
Ah, the cunning imp tried to trap me.
“First, let’s add a little injunction.” I sing-songed one of the passages I’d memorized. He growled uncomfortably, blinking harshly at each note. When I’d finished, I said, “Now I’m ready.”
He scowled before he shrugged and pasted on a used car salesman’s grin. He inserted the key into a slot that had appeared in midair. He twisted the key and my bomb-shelter vanished. Red smoke billowed in its place. The imp took a gigantic leap and landed on my shoulder, the same one Muninn had used. The imp grabbed a tiny fistful of hair for support.
“Is this the Corridor?” I asked.
“First question,” he said, holding up a tiny green finger.
My gut knotted. I only had one free question. The rest I’d have to pay for later, much later. “We can both count,” I said. “Now answer the question.”
He grinned viciously and spewed reptilian breath as he said, “Your instincts are marvelously spot on. We’ve arrived in the Corridor.”
The smoke took on shape to resemble an underground cellar. It had a moldy-old-feel of something seldom used. The walls and ceiling constantly shifted as if the smoke struggled to hold its form. Limbo came to my mind, because when I looked at my cowboy boots, I saw that they’d sunk into the smoke up to my ankles. So this was the famed and anciently arcane Corridor of Time. I’d read hints about it in a brittle Chinese scroll from the Ming Dynasty. The tunnel snaked away into the distance much farther than I could see. I didn’t know where the muted light came from, but I was thankful for it.
“What’s first?” the imp asked.
“I want Lieutenant Kantaro Murakawa,” I said.
“Alive?”
“I want him on 21 February 1945,” I said.
The imp sneered. “Do you happen to know where he can be found?”
“The spirit of Bushido told me,” I said. “He’s in Mitate number 2, which in his time consisted of thirty-two kamikaze planes at their base in Katori. You’ll find the lieutenant leading the bombers in an early morning attack off the island of Iwo Jima.”
“You’ve done your research,” the imp said, sounding impressed.
I shrugged, and he had to clutch my hair to keep from pitching off.
He gave me a level stare before he said, “Better start walking.”
I did. As the imp had implied, it was a long walk. Striding through the swirling, muggy and seemingly endless Corridor gave me claustrophobia, and a hard sense of doom, my own. Ghost images appeared. I think they were of my past lives or maybe lost relatives. One ghost lifted a hand minus three fingers. That chilled me, especially because the imp laughed. Like the others, however, this ghost disappeared as I neared.
After a vast stretch of loneliness, the imp said, “Slow down. We’re nearing your kamikaze.”
I grunted and slowed.
The imp cracked his knuckles, and he graced me with his wit. “Maybe the lieutenant won’t want to come along.”
“Don’t worry. I’m ready for that.”
“You’ve got me interested now,” the imp said.
“That surprises me,” I said.
He chuckled nastily. “This is getting better and better.”
“Meaning?”
“That you’ve woefully misjudged my original concern. I’m not worried. It’s the opposite. I’m anxious to watch the kamikaze carve out your heart. That you so badly misjudged my concern makes me even more certain that you have no idea what you’re doing—and that always makes things interesting.”
More limbo-like cloud flooring passed beneath my boots as I strode back in Time. The imp was a wit, the worst type of guide in these situations.
“We’re almost there,” he said.
I glanced at him sidelong, noticed the huge grin.
“Say…” he ticked off his little fingers. “Three more steps.” Three more it was. “Stop,” he said. “Now lean toward the left-hand wall. Far enough,” he shouted in my ear.”
He leaned out, his horny heels pressed against my chest and his arm outstretched. He inserted the key into the cloud-wall and twisted. The lock groaned. Then a window-sized section of cloud cleared away.
I looked out. Far below, I saw a World War II American Fleet. Tiny white wakes trailed toy-sized ships.
“Lieutenant Murakawa is eye-level,” the imp growled.
I heard the drone of Japanese bombers before I spotted them. They began to pass my ghostly window. The lead planes slowly dove down toward the American ships. They flew so near I could have reached out and touched their wingtips. Then Murakawa’s bomber flew past. I recognized him. His nearest wing-flap jerked upward as the engine loudly whined. The Rising Sun red circle painted on the peeling side brightly reflected the morning sunlight. I chanted a spell. In an eye-blink, the pilot no longer sat in his cockpit, but stood staring at me. He was a stocky, brown-clad youth with a red-dotted handkerchief tightly tied over his sweating forehead. He wore a samurai sword at his side.
“Lieutenant Murakawa!” I barked harshly in his tongue, with an illusion over me so I looked like a senior Japanese officer. “Do you willing serve the Emperor?”
He stood straighter and snapped his open mouth shut.
“Good!” I shouted. “You will march with me and ask no questions. We go to fight for the victory of Japan! Agree or disagree now.” If he said yes, I’d have him, even if I’d bent the truth.
“Yes, sir,” he barked.
I grinned. “Let’s go then.”
Murakawa marched in step behind me. I cast another spell, this one directly on him. It was only possible because of his ‘yes’ answer. I hadn’t expected any problems with Murakawa. I’d picked him because he was the most fanatical soldier in history.
“Quite a speech,” the imp said.
The less I told him the better.
“What’s next?” the imp finally asked.
“I want Daniel Boone of Kentucky fame. You’ll find him in Chief Blackfish’s camp just north of the Ohio River in 1778.”
“It will take longer getting there than it did here,” the imp said.
I walked a long time, in places staggering in a stupor. The imp finally alerted me and inserted his key, and the lock creaked as if rusted.
Tall Daniel Boone sighted down his famed Kentucky rifle Tick-Licker. Around him stood or crouched various Shawnee braves of Chief Blackfish’s village. It was a shooting contest and Boone, naturally, was winning.
I chanted my spell just as Boone shot the bulls-eye. When he stood before me, he glanced around in astonishment.
Through the ghostly window, I pointed out the just as astonished Shawnee braves.
“You’ve been trying to escape their village for some time,” I said.
Boone gave me a level gaze.
“You’ve heard of Kokumthena?” I asked.
“Are you calling me a pagan?” Boone asked.
Kokumthena was the Shawnee creator god, a woman. She was a gray-haired old lady who ended the world when it was time.
“By fighting at my side,” I said, “you’ll help Chief Blackfish. He’ll be told that you’re helping Kokumthena.”
Boone shrugged, although through the window he carefully studied the braves shouting and arm waving at each other.
“I can send you back,” I said.
He rubbed his jaw as he glanced at me sidelong.
“Or you can agree to help me,” I said.
“I’ll help,” he said.
“Yes?”
“Yes,” he said.
“Then follow behind the Japanese,” I said. As Boone turned, I cast the second spell. He’d said yes, so he was mine now for the duration.
As we began marching, the imp said, “Fight at your side. Was that another lie?”
“You know the rules,” I said.
The imp’s slanted eyes narrowed. He stroked his tiny chin and finally shrugged. “What’s next?”
“I want Genghis Khan, birth name: Temujin, born to the Yakka Mongols. I want him the year of the Mouse in the cycle of the Twelve Beasts, Christian Reckoning 1227 A.D. The day he lies dying.”
“THE Genghis Khan?” the imp asked.
“You are a bright fellow,” I said.
“It comes to my mind that you’re gathering the best in…” the imp trailed off, studying me intently.
“Think what you like,” I said.
“Don’t you want Alexander of Macedon instead of Genghis Khan?”
“Are you hard of hearing?” I asked.
The imp regarded me. “It’s a long walk.”
I began walking with Lieutenant Murakawa following and behind him Daniel Boone. The imp had a point concerning Alexander. A tengri of the upper air from ancient Mongolia had hotly argued against the spirit of Zeus. The tengri said Genghis Khan was the greatest conqueror. The spirit of Zeus had said it was Alexander the Great. I’d decided on the size of area conquered. Alexander had marched hundreds and even thousands of miles. Genghis Khan has ridden degrees of longitude across the world. Besides, after his death, Genghis Khan’s empire had grown. Alexander’s had shattered into pieces.
The walk seemed to take forever. I jogged, grew tired and then moody. In some ways, I felt like a jailor unleashing dangerous inmates from Time. The endless Corridor never changed. The walk wearied me. Not only did I drive myself, but I also drove the wills of Murakawa and Boone. Much as I wished to use a spell to ease the journey, I knew I’d need the manna later.
We finally arrived at the next destination and soon old Genghis Khan stood scowling before me. He had a seamed old face with whitish-tan skin. His eyes were gray-blue, and unlike many of his portraits, the eyes were occidental. Long, brown-streaked, gray hair fell in braids to his stiff back, while a long mustache flecked with gray drooped past his chin. He was short and slim, with high shoulders, and he held himself arrogantly. Genghis Khan would be hard to dupe.
“You’re Temujin?” I asked.
He nodded, remained silent and eyed me closely.
“You are a bogdo.” In Mongolian that meant ‘sending of the gods.’ It was a way of telling him he was unique among men. “I have an enemy that needs conquering,” I said. “I need your skills.”
Again, he nodded, as if that was as it should be.
“Will you help me?” I asked.
His never changing, distrustful gaze wandered to the Japanese kamikaze and the American frontiersman. He studied the imp on my shoulder. If I spoke again, it would make him more suspicious. Perhaps Alexander would have been better. I could have appealed to his sense of adventure.
“If I say no?” he asked.
“Then earth demons will attack your empire and your sons will lose everything you conquered.”
He nodded as if confirming his suspicions. “I will help.”
“You will help?” I needed him to say yes.
He nodded again.
I decided to gamble. “You must say yes.”
Genghis Khan’s gaze narrowed. Tense moments passed. Finally, he grunted, “Yes.”
Good, I had him. Quickly, I cast my spell and he quietly went in line behind Boone.
“Your comments intrigue,” the imp said.
“Oh, I’m so pleased you approve,” I said in a breathless voice.
The imp seemed on the verge of sulking, and asked in a sullen tone, “What’s next?”
“The last one,” I said. “I want Flamma Vulpus. He’s a Thracian gladiator fighting in Rome during the first year of Emperor Nero’s bloody reign.”
“Rome?” the imp asked.
“Ancient Rome,” I said.
“Better start walking,” the imp said.
Ages passed, an eon of clouds. Then slim-hipped Flamma Vulpus stood before me in cuirass and with a sheathed short sword—the flamed gladius. Vulpus was the greatest swordsman in human history, a cunning, ruthless beast. He said yes.
“Now what?” the imp asked.
I glanced at my troop of warriors: Lieutenant Kantaro Murakawa, the fanatic, Daniel Boone, the crack shot, Genghis Khan, the conqueror and Flamma Vulpus, the swordsman. Then there was me, Ted Nordstrom, the magician, human history’s greatest.
“Can you guess?” I asked the imp.
“It’s hard deducing the thoughts of a madman.”
“Ouch,” I said. “I want to go to Eden, just as Adam and Eve are driven out.”
“Eden?” the imp squeaked.
“I knew you’d approve.”
“Is that wise?” the imp asked.
“The tome I read said you’re fearless.”
His fiery eyes narrowed.
“Good then,” I said. “Let’s go.”
“You hardly need me,” the imp said. “Go until you come to the end of the Corridor. Turn right and insert the key.” He held it out for me to take.
I shook my head.
He muttered something obscene and we finally began.
To get there I used the energy spell I’d been saving. Even so, the walk seemed like eternity. We halted before reaching the very end—or beginning—and a queer feeling roiled in my gut. Just like the rest of the Corridor, the start was a haze of churning smoke, only that smoke was white. I was frightened, which surprised me.
The imp said, “I admire your fortitude, mortal. And I admit that you’re a great magician, better than Merlin. But don’t you think you’ve done enough? I don’t like it here. Let’s go back and call it a day.”
“Listen closely, imp. I want you to open a door so I and my troop can go out—” he groaned “—and then you’ll wait here until we’re finished.”
“Or you’re finished,” he said.
I hated him for his words.
“Are you after a bite from the Tree of Life?” he asked.
“Nothing so crass,” I said. “Open the way just before the second Horseman of the Apocalypse rides onto Earth.”
He laughed shrilly. “You’re a sucker, magician.”
My guts chilled, but I knew what I was doing. I could have asked him why the laugh, but I didn’t want to pay the cost for his answer. You fight fire with fire. I planned to fight war with war.
“Just do as I ask,” I said.
“Two more steps,” he said. Two more it was.
While on my shoulder, the imp leaned forward and inserted the sky. The lock proved soundless this time. A section of Corridor faded away into the most tropical and luscious forest I’d ever seen. A gorgeous, rainbow-colored cockatoo gaily sang on top of a palm tree. The sun hung at mid-morning. Far to the left, two fur-clad humans slunk away. Behind them, a mass of leafy fronds shifted and I caught the glimmer of a flaming sword.
I stepped onto a soft meadow, with my troop following. The imp sat at the bottom of the opening—an inch above the ground—kicking his warty legs.
“Better hurry,” he shouted.
I removed my crystal pendant and set it on the ground. Then I summoned my four and had them surround it. Murakawa, Boone, Genghis and Vulpus sat facing each other. I chanted the most potent spell I’d ever used without the Book of Veils in hand. The four disappeared, as did the crystal. They and it were now in me and I was in them. I stood taller and stronger, with gleaming silver armor from head to foot. I gripped a huge silver sword and felt godlike.
Horse hooves clopped. I turned and glimpsed a shining rider on a white horse. He ignored me as he galloped into history. Swiftly, I strode toward where he’d ridden.
With the cunning of Genghis Khan, my boots crushed blue and red flowers, signaling my presence. Soon I heard the clop of another, heavier horse. Galloping down from Heaven moved a gigantic red horse and a massive red rider. In moments, the horse’s hooves thudded onto the soft ground. A flock of parrots bolted from swaying fronds. The red rider drew rein. He was a massive humanoid in plate and chainmail, with his helmet’s visor shut. His red spurs lay beside the great heaving flanks of the horse red as blood. Without a sound, the Second Rider of the Apocalypse, of War, drew a heavy greatsword and saluted me.
I heard distant sounds—the clink of sword against spear, the noise of thudding axes tearing flesh and crunching bone, the sound of women wailing and babies screaming, the groans of the wounded and the gurgles of the dying. The great warhorse took a step toward me. As I cocked my silver helmeted head, I faintly heard the chattering rip of machine guns, the whoosh of flamethrowers, the whomp of mortar rounds hitting home and the dull roars of men marching to their doom.
“This is a little awkward,” I said, “but I’m afraid you can’t pass.” I leveled my sword and that caused Flamma Vulpus in me to thrill at the fight. Boone wished for a rifle. Genghis calculated odds, while Murakawa gave me unlimited faith in victory.
War rumbled a menacing, lion-like cough—his chuckle of mirth, I suppose. Swiftly yet ponderously, War clutched the warhorse’s red mane and clanked off the broad back. He stood taller and broader than I did, and he breathed audibly like a predatory killer. He clanked toward me, and suddenly this didn’t seem like such a good idea.
Murakawa gave me fanatical faith, while Genghis considered us unbeatable. Vulpus eagerly awaited the first pass even as he anticipated War’s technique. Boone still wished for a good Kentucky rifle. I’d chosen my warriors wisely.
“This isn’t personal,” I said, and I charged. Our swords clashed. The jar to my arm was bone crushing.
For sixty heartbeats, we exchanged feints, lunges and lighting-quick parries. Vulpus used all of his considerable skills. Genghis finally took over and I retreated. My chest heaved with violent effort.
War lowered his huge sword and waited. He nodded once in what I took as a compliment.
Boone screamed silently for the necessity a rifle. I agreed and chanted a spell. Because of the nearness of Eden, I was unable to conjure a modern weapon. Instead, I cradled a cocked crossbow. I sheathed the silver sword and aimed at War. He, too, sheathed his sword, and he, too, held a crossbow, one much bigger than mine.
Genghis threw me to the ground. Boone squinted and squeezed the trigger. It was a perfect shot, but War twisted to one side while he shot. My bolt smacked into his left shoulder, punctured with a screech of steel on steel. War’s bolt crunched through my helmet and cruelly jerked my head back as it entered my forehead. Boone screamed inside my skull and died. I yanked out the bolt.
Vulpus sneered at the crossbow and I drew my sword, even as my ghastly head wound healed. Again, I charged. Ninety heartbeats passed in furious swordplay. Then, with a hard clank, War deflected my sword just enough. He thrust into my guts. Vulpus died silently as a gladiator should. I wrenched myself from War’s blade and Genghis made me sprint for the red horse. We’d fight on horseback like a true warrior and nomad should.
War whistled sharply.
The horse reared and shot its heavy hooves at me. Genghis was an expert horseman, however. I dodged the flashing hooves and rolled under the beast. The warhorse leaped clear, twisted unnaturally fast and kicked its hooves again. I went sailing, and I coughed up blood. Genghis Khan died, damning fate to have lost his last battle.
Only Murakawa and I remained. My silver-armored form had shrunk to almost normal size. It was time to flee, I decided, but Murakawa would have none of that. We’d show War our contempt and throw ourselves on his sword. Terror filled me. I resisted. But once Murakawa had an idea, he saw it through.
I charged War. He gutted me like a frog and lifted me upward. As Murakawa melted away, I slipped off the sword. I was just simple Ted Nostrum now. Smoke trickled out of the cracked crystal on my chest.
War chuckled lion-like and lifted his visor. He had bloodshot eyes of monumental arrogance. Compared to War, Genghis had scowled like a jester. In an iron-cold voice that sounded of rasping swords, War said, “Only a fool thinks to defeat me through violence, but I enjoyed the fight. Now prepare to die.” He shut his visor with a snap and advanced in a remorseless clank.
I turned and ran for the opening. War increased speed like an out-of-control locomotive. The imp laughed as he scrambled into the Corridor, the key in his warty hand.
I dove. War’s sword swished. The imp inserted his key into the air. As I rolled upon the limbo-like clouds, the portal vanished. So did War’s grim visage.
“You’ve alive,” the imp said.
Blood seeped between my fingers. I held my gashed side where War had cut me.
The imp walked up to inspect the wound, and he dipped a finger into the blood and tasted his finger. “Too bad,” he said. “You’re going to live.”
I groaned, sat up and gingerly removed my shirt. I retied it around the gash.
“Your fool’s luck saved you,” the imp said. “You won.”
“Did you watch the fight?” I asked.
“For the world’s greatest magician, you’re amazingly dense.”
“I’ll bite, imp, and I’ll pay the cost.”
He grinned evilly. “Do you think that if you’d slain War that Murakawa, Boone, Genghis and Vulpus would have left it at that?”
“I gave the orders,” I said.
“Ah,” the imp said. “So what did you mean by jumping onto War’s sword near the end?”
I scowled.
The imp laughed. “It’s actually more amusing than that. If you’d beaten War, you would have taken his place. Can you imagine that? You would have bathed in blood for uncounted centuries. I know you saw his eyes.”
I had, and I shuddered. With a weary grunt, I climbed to my feet. “I want to go home,” I said.
The imp grinned and jumped for my shoulder. It was going to be a long walk back.
 
 



The Flower Girl
 
Phade timidly spread the whortle-berries onto the table. She also laid down bark from a hard to find assassin-tree and a small bag of herbs. She had thin fingers, a ragged dress and struggled to lift her gaze.
The wizard harrumphed as he stroked his maroon beard. “Barely adequate,” he said. “The berries still have streaks of green.”
“I trekked to the hidden glade to find them, sir. These are the ripest anywhere.”
A twitch of the wizard’s lips betrayed his interest. “Hm. How far is that glade again?”
Phade made a vague gesture. The Enchantress had warned her never to tell anyone.
The wizard fingered the bark. It crumpled at his touch.
“Don’t breathe on that too heavily, sir, or you’ll blow away the meng.”
“Who is the wizard here?” he asked in annoyance. “You or me?”
Phade scuffled a bare foot, still not daring to look up.
The wizard produced a whiskbroom, carefully swept the bark into a bowl and delicately covered it with a clatter of its ceramic top. The berries he dropped into a basket and the bag of herbs he shoved in a jar. Then he wriggled his fingers, produced a copper coin, clicked it onto the table and slid it across to Phade.
Dismay pulled at her mouth. “No one knows the forest like me, sir.”
“Possibly,” he said. “So I’ll give you a silver florin if you take me to the hidden glade. Not that it’s worth that much, mind you. But seeing how—”
“Oh, but sir, the Enchantress has forbidden me to do that.”
He snapped his fingers. “You can’t expect anyone to believe that story, my dear. You’re a waif, a little flower girl. The Enchantress indeed. You’re a stowaway. Everyone knows that. How you stumbled onto the glade, I’ll never understand. But a silver florin is ample reward for something I’ll find sooner of later.” He scowled. “If you persist in this foolishness, I might have to change my vote.”
Looking glum, Phade took the copper coin, although she remembered to curtsy, and said, “Thank you, sir.” She turned to go.
“This is a privileged community,” he said. “And you’re just a ragged herb gatherer. You’d do well to remember that.”
Phade nodded and quietly took her leave. His hut was in the middle of the village and was the biggest one. It had once belonged to the Enchantress. Phade hurried along the lane and passed the old duchess in her velvet gown.
“Girl!” the duchess said.
With her head bowed, Phade approached in a slow step.
The duchess was a portly old lady with a great wig of red hair. “The lilies you picked have begun to wilt. You promised me they would remain fresh for a week.”
“Did you sprinkle the twitus powder in their water, my lady, as I suggested?”
“What nonsense is this, you silly girl? You promised me a week of fresh lilies and now they droop like tired hounds. You’re no flower girl. If you wish to stay, you must work. Picking dandelions in the meadows certainly doesn’t count. My hut is a sty and the outhouse… it’s unspeakable. I’ll expect you at dawn tomorrow.”
“But—”
“No nonsense from you, girl,” the duchess said, “or I’ll recast my vote.”
Phade shoulders slumped.
“Now off you with,” the duchess said. “You smell like pine needles.” And the old dame took out a gryphon-imported hanky scented with rose water and held it under her nose.
Phade soon reached her hut at the edge of the village. Hers was the smallest, the oldest and therefore the most ramshackle of the lot.
This forest hideaway had once belonged to the Enchantress. Phade had served her before the invasion and had lived here with the other servants. Then the Enchantress had gone off to help the Queen, taking the others. Unfortunately, the Enchantress had never returned. Soon thereafter, these important people had arrived on gryphon-back. They were refuges from the barbarian invasion. A few more trickled in each week, and overcrowding had brought about the vote.
Phade watered various flowers, crushed grayblooms with her mortar and pestle, and set aside some photis seeds. She sighed. Count Washburn yearned for watercress with his vegetable stew and had hinted he’d vote for her if she brought them before dusk. The kind he wanted were miles away, however.
Well, better to start now then. Phade tucked away a packet of powder, picked up a basket and hurried into the dim forest. Giant trees spread their shadows, although in places sunlight filtered through the leaves to angle down like taut golden wires. Phade used deer paths, skipped through a patch of knee-high mushrooms and waded upstream over cool stones. The moss between the stones, when dried, chopped and sprinkled on wounds, helped stave infections to a marvelous degree.
Phade loved the forest, but feared the wolves, bears and the sleek panthers that roamed it. She wasn’t a dryad to sleep in a tree. She needed her hut, and she had lived alone a short time to know that she needed people, too. The wizard, duchess and count were important people. They needed a safe refuge until the Queen drove out the barbarians. Phade worked hard to please them. Oh, she dreaded the coming vote. But did they have to treat her so shabbily? The Enchantress had never been so—
An evil chuckle coming from behind some bulrushes froze her. She’d waded upstream with her head down, her thoughts churning.
A great brute of a barbarian now rose from behind the clump of bulrushes. He wore a bear-fur vest that exposed muscles crisscrossed with scars. He gripped a black axe and wore a strange helmet that sprouted two elk antlers. He had a big drooping mustache that hid his lips.
Phade skipped back, turned and ran full into another barbarian as solid as an oak tree. He grabbed her, while the first tossed a noose over her head and tightened it around her throat!
“Please don’t hurt me,” she said.
The one with antlers grinned unpleasantly. Then four more barbarians rose from hiding, huge warriors with shields and axes.
“So this is the Werewood,” the first shouted at the others. “This is the place of ogres and trolls, a place that swallows warbands. Not so!” he shouted, and he thumped his chest so dirt puffed off the bear-furs. “If a girl can wade in its streams, then Vidar Iron-Arm’s warriors can do the same.”
The huge barbarian—Vidar Iron-Arm presumably—grinned down at Phade. He tugged on the rope so she stumbled closer. He raised his axe. It was an ugly weapon and seemed as if it wanted to chop into her.
“Listen, girl,” he rumbled. “You have a single chance for life. You must lead us to the hidden village.”
Phade tried to swallow. He had such pitiless blue eyes and pale features.
“I know it’s here,” he said. “So don’t tell me any little girl lies.”
“This is the Enchanted Wood,” Phade whispered. “It’s dangerous here.”
Vidar Iron-Arm grinned at the others. “Dangerous? Then how have you survived?”
“I-I know the forest,” Phade said. “The Enchantress taught me—”
Vidar tugged the rope and choked off her speech. “Your life, little girl, hangs on your next words. Will you guide me to the village?”
“What will you do to the people there?”
Vidar gave her a wolfish grin. “I’ll introduce them to Skull-Splinter,” and he shook his axe.
Warriors shouted approval.
“Now choose, girl,” Vidar said. “Life or death.”
Phade squeezed her eyes shut. The others in the village planned to vote her out of her own home.
“Very well,” Vidar growled.
“Wait!” Phade cried. “I’ll show you!”
Vidar Iron-Arm pointed into the forest with his axe. “Lead on, little waif.”
“I’m a flower girl,” Phade said. But Vidar was too busy shouting at his warriors to hear.
Soon the barbarians filed after her, splashed in the stream as she did. None slipped on the stones, as Phade knew the duchess and old count would have. Later, she marveled at how soundlessly the brutes padded along the forest trail. They were like killer panthers, only more deadly. If the wizard had time, he might cast a powerful spell. Yet if that was so, why did he hide in the village? No, Phade knew she could not ease her conscience that way.
She considered leading the barbarians into the hidden glade. That might trap half of them, but not all. Vidar would reach her with his terrible axe. There was no hope then. She had to take them to the village.
She crept past the knee-high mushrooms and reached the deer path.
“Wait,” Vidar whispered.
The warband clumped around him.
“I hear voices,” Vidar said. He eyed Phade. “Gryphon fliers brought them here. Our scouts witnessed that. The fliers bring them food. Are there any fliers in the village?”
Phade shook her head.
“If you’re lying—”
“It’s the truth,” she whispered.
Vidar eyed her more closely. Then he exposed his yellowed teeth in a hideous grin. “You’re wise to fear us, girl.”
“Great sir,” she said, “I beg you. Leave this place. The Enchanted Forest is deadly towards those who would do its denizens harm.”
“I’ve given you life,” Vidar said with a scowl. “Don’t throw it away by telling me lies.” He turned to his warriors. “Stay close. Keep quiet. When I give the signal, spread out and kill everyone in sight.”
He pushed Phade. “Go.”
Phade stumbled leadenly down the path. Her stomach twisted and her arms felt hollow. This was dreadful. Oh, it was the most awful thing. She could not have cried out a warning now if she’d wanted to. Her tongue was frozen. She wiggled her fingers, however. She balled her fingers and made fists. She drew down a lungful of air.
“I’m a flower girl,” she whispered.
“Shhh,” Vidar said, poking her in the back with his axe-handle.
Phade’s footsteps were heavy. Through a screen of leaves, she heard the duchess complaining. The others avoided the old biddy if they could. Phade drew another lungful of air. It didn’t loosen the knot in her stomach, but it calmed her, maybe enough.
The flower girl, she thought to herself. I know the graybloom, the red toxin and most importantly the purple lotus.
The barbarians bunched around Vidar. He strode just behind Phade. Despite their boasts and strength, they still feared the unknown and needed their chief’s confidence.
Vidar Iron-Arm laid a hand on her shoulder. He had a painful grip that grinded her bones. With him holding on, Phade stepped out of the shadows of the last tree. She saw the duchess look up. The duchess talked with the wizard, who stroked his maroon beard. Farther away, the count leaned against a white picket fence and moved his withered hands, as he no doubt retold one of knightly adventures to a maiden. Each of the villagers now froze in horror.
Vidar Iron-Arm roared with mirth. “So here is the hidden place! Here is the village my warriors feared!” Vidar raised his axe.
The warriors raised theirs.
Freed from Vidar’s grip, Phade inhaled a whiff of mintus for protection. Then she withdrew a tiny, deadly packet. She slipped the packet’s knot and whirled around. She flung purple powder into the air and dashed among the warriors. Several glanced at her. She flung even more purple-lotus powder. All the while, she held her breath and dashed with desperate speed.
“Hold her!” Vidar shouted. They were his last’s words. He frowned, grew alarmed and then his eyes rolled up into his head. He fell like a giant tree, twitched once and then lay still. Other warriors did likewise.
“Catch!” Phade said. She threw the empty packet at the last warrior. He slapped it away, but a puff of dust reached his face. He too crashed upon the ground.
It was over hardly before it had begun, such was the deadliness of the powder of the purple lotus. It left the duchess, the wizard, the count and others staring in shock at the barbarians and then in even greater amazement at Phade.
“I’m the Enchantress’ flower girl,” she said.
The duchess was the first to clap. Then the others joined in. They cheered, and they hurried to Phade, to touch her, to pat her on the back.
“You most certainly have my vote, dear girl,” the wizard said.
“Mine too,” the duchess said. She pinched Phade’s cheek. “You’re such a darling, and so brave.”
“You have all of ours votes!” the count shouted.
Phade smiled shyly. Yet she felt sad for the barbarians. Why couldn’t they have listened to her? Then she followed the others, to join in a feast to celebrate her victory over certain disaster.
 
 



The Rationalist Response
 
The Xenophobe battlewarper first pumped photons into the Starship and then slammed it with pulson missiles. Before any retaliation could occur, the battlewarper warped and therefore never saw the rescue pod being spit from the dying Starship.
The rescue pod survived atmospheric reentry to land in the planet’s tropic zone. It launched three land probes, and the two humans within the pod soon analyzed data.
“We’re doomed,” First Rank Wagner finally said. He was a thin man with discolored bags under his eyes. He wore a black astronavigator’s suit. In three strides, he cross the respiration module and sat in his webbing. His despair visibly grew until he reached for a plastic bulb of whiskey.
“Set aside the alcohol,” Tomcat said. “I might need your expertise.”
“Why? We’re finished. Kaput. Null.”
“Perhaps not.”
Wagner made a rude sound.
Tomcat, a tall nu-man with intensely dark eyes, studied the planetary data. The module slowly grew warmer. Tomcat finally opened his zipsuit and disrobed. Black fur covered his body.
Wagner nursed his whiskey and muttered to himself.
“Our Starship is still in orbit,” Tomcat said.
“What?” Wagner lurched unsteadily to his feet and crossed the module. He squinted at the readout and then expelled his alcoholic breath. “The orbit is decaying, you fool. The ship will be planet-side in a matter of days.”
“True,” Tomcat said, “but the matter transmitter is still operational.”
Wagner laughed. “So where are you going to transmit to? One of the moons?”
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“Who is being ridiculous? We have air and supplies for six months. Then it’s death. Or do you think other starships will put in an appearance by then?”
“Of course not,” Tomcat said.
“Of course not, he says.” Wagner straightened. “Wake up, my furry friend. We’re doomed! The Xenophobes did us in.”
The matter transmitter works. Don’t you understand?”
“Apparently not,” Wagner said.
Tomcat studied him, and said, “I need you to access the Starship’s computers.”
“Why? Any messages you send will take years to get anywhere?”
“Do you understand that I’m a Pan Rationalist?”
“Of course I understand,” Wagner said. “Some of your brethren tried to convert me on the trip out. Anyone with any sense should know, though, that astronavigators don’t buy into that sort of nonsense.”
“A pity,” Tomcat said. “You don’t read our journal then, do you?”
“Heavens no.”
“Pan Rationalists aren’t quitters,” Tomcat said. “We find avenues that others can’t see. My own physiology should convince you of that.”
“Is this conversation going anywhere?”
“Indeed,” Tomcat said. He tapped their computer terminal. “The probes found life.”
“And it also found that the air-mix here is wrong for us.”
“Perhaps,” Tomcat said, “but I’ve also found reading of intelligent life.”
Wagner shrugged.
“They’re aquatic creatures,” Tomcat said, who had gone back to studying the data. “The probe found underwater stone construction. It even shows the aquatics at work.”
Wagner stepped forward again and watched the holovid. He saw seal-like beings towing granite blocks. “I’ll be darned,” he said. “Our techs back at base would love to see this.”
“And the Xenophobes wouldn’t want our techs to see it,” Tomcat shrewdly said.
Wagner’s eyes narrowed. He sat back in his webbing, rubbed his jaw and then took another sip of whiskey. Finally, he roused himself and sat beside Tomcat. “Our techs need to see this,” he said. “Even if it doesn’t help us, we need to send that message. Here’s the access code to what’s left of the Starship’s computers.”
Tomcat worked feverishly. Forty hours later, his eyes were red-rimmed and the module stank of sweat. He rasped, “I think I have it.”
“You sent the message?” Wagner whispered. Nineteen hours ago, he had become quite drunk. Now he looked a mess, with his hair disheveled.
“Of course I sent the message,” Tomcat said. “I did it thirty-six hours ago.”
“What have you been doing since then?”
“Rerouting the matter transmitter codes.”
“Why? To transmit more oxygen down here?”
“I estimate that it will be a year before another starship enters this system. You and I shall survive in another manner.”
Wagner gave him a nervous laugh. “Another matter?”
“It’s never been done before, but I’ve reprogrammed the computers. An extensive article in The Pan Rationalist showed me how. If this works, it will revolutionize our movement.”
Wagner wondered how long he could stand being cooped up with a madman. Long-term survival in a rescue pod was impossible. Any fool knew that.
“Ah, an aquatic approaches,” said Tomcat. “Interesting.”
Wagner now sat beside Tomcat, watching the holovid.
“I activate the matter transmitter, and…” Tomcat stared at the holovid.
Both men saw the aquatic’s head break the scummy surface. Then they saw the shimmer and the aquatic was transmitted, its very being broken down into molecular parts and beamed to its new destination.
“Where did you send it?” Wagner asked. “Not aboard the Starship, I hope.”
“Watch the holovid.”
Wagner saw the aquatic reappear in the scummy water. It swam quickly away. “What did you do?”
“I sent the aquatic into the matter transmitter’s cells and then back here.”
“Why?”
“So the computer could record the aquatic’s design.”
“And how does that help us?” Wagner asked.
Tomcat ignored him. Instead, by using the ship’s matter transmitter he began to send up plants, water and other matter.
“Are you mad?” Wagner asked.
Tomcat faced him. “We will die in six months,” he began.
“Yes. I know that.”
“Yet you want to live, correct?”
“Yes again,” Wagner said.
“Then we must adapt to this planet for we have no other.”
“Is that Pan Rationalist lingo?”
“It is common sense,” Tomcat said. “The matter transmitter merely gives us the opportunity to survive.”
“And how does it do that?”
“I have set the computer to transmit both you and I. Our constituent molecules will therefore go to the holding cells. Then, our molecules will be reconstructed into an aquatic’s form and transmitted outside our pod. We will, so to speak, have gone native.”
Wagner stared at Tomcat. “Can you do that?” he finally asked.
By having the matter transmitter add and subtract the correct number and kind of molecules to our pattern, yes. The tricky part is in leaving us our current brains. It will be a gamble.”
A hollow feeling ate into Wagner’s stomach. He asked, “When a starship arrives, could they transmit us back into our old bodies?”
“Possibly.”
Wagner thought about it. He’d heard about how in the early years, matter transmitters had sometimes put people back together wrong. Yes, the idea had a crazy kind of logic. And they might survive. It was their only chance.
“Yes,” Wagner said. “Do it.”
Tomcat flexed his slender fingers and soon began the process.
Four minutes and thirty-three seconds later, two quasi-aquatics appeared in the scummy water. They looked up at the rescue pod and then they dove underwater. They kicked their powerful legs, beginning the search for their new brethren.
 
 



The Cup of Attila
 
The lords of terror feasted in honor of their khan. The vast wooden hall rang with their shouts and fiery toasts. Naked maids clattered plates of pork and beef before them, the dishes embedded with rubies, emeralds and sea-shining pearls. The enslaved beauties ran to refill silver chalices and golden cups with sweet Roman wine, ale and honeyed mead.
The three Ostrogothic kings, their faces flushed with drink, arose and sang a chant to the khan’s guile. Ardaric the Gepid, bravest in battle, spoke about the Scourge of God’s fierce courage. Swarthy Alans of the steppes praised the khan’s godlike generosity. Edeco of the Scirs, the mightiest Slavic champion from the Land of Pines, boasted that none served a lord more renowned in glory. Through it all, the host of Hungvari pounded the boards with their fists. They were the dreaded horse-archers, the feral warriors who under Attila’s cunning had subdued the barbaric Goth, Teuton, Slav and Finn.
Manly laughter echoed off the high wooden arches. Their fierce lord, the bane of the Eastern and Western Roman Empires, tonight married the stunning girl-child, Ildico of the Burgundians.
On a raised dais, Ildico sat beside her newlywed husband. She was Attila’s thirtieth bride since he’d married Esca his daughter many years ago. Like the barbarian lords arrayed around her, Ildico wore peacock finery and heavy beads of shining jewels. Terror shone from her blue eyes. Torchlight flickered off her glistening face. The marble of her features betrayed her tender youth, and it showed the exquisite beauty that many claimed was more intoxicating than wine.
Beside her, Attila brooded. He wore black like a monk and thus stood out starkly in this glittering throng. He was short like most Hungvari, with powerful shoulders and a thick chest. He sat erect like a proud beast and had a large head, with a scant beard sprinkled with white. None of the kings below dared meet his gaze. His eyes were small and dark and held flashing power like thunder-inducing lightning.
Bridal treasures were heaped on either side of the dais. Swords, golden coats of mail, silver cups, gem-studded saddles, amber torcs, the plunder from a hundred battlefields lay here.
Did the mighty khan dwell on Chalons of two years past? There on the Mauriac Plain the Visigothic host and Aetius “the last of the Romans,” with a handful of legions and stout, allied Franks and the traitorous Alans of Sangiban had defeated Attila’s horde. The khan had retreated all the way back to the Hungvar Plain, although last year he’d invaded and plundered northern Italy. Plague to his horse herds and—
Attila rolled his eyes as if caught in the grip of divine madness.
In the great hall, the laughter ceased. The chants stilled. The subject kings and champions grew fearful of their dread lord.
No doubt noticing their fear, Attila grinned at his bride. She shrank from him. He frowned, and he glanced at the silent throng. Attila touched the sword propped against his throne. Many of the kings and champions grew pale. Somewhere, a serving wench dropped a plate of gold.
All knew it was the sword of Mars, a gift given Attila by a Hungvari shepherd in the year before the khan slew his brother Bleda. The shepherd had followed a cow’s bloody trail. The beast had cut her foot. The shepherd had found the sword in a swamp, its point sticking up from the ground. Digging up the iron treasure, the shepherd had brought it to Attila, who had recognized its worth. The Hungvari worshiped the god of war, and his symbol was the sword. With the mystic sword of War, Attila had gathered all the barbarians north of the Danube and forged them into a gigantic and predatory empire.
How then could the great khan have lost at Chalons and been turned back last year by the entreaty of a shaveling priest, Pope Leo of Rome?
“Great Khan,” a woman called.
Attila looked up, almost as if in wonderment. The rustle of cloth-of-gold, the clank of silver buttons sewn upon garments and the clink of jewels told of the vast throng turning round.
A tall woman walked out of the shadows. She wore shimmering finery down to her sandaled feet. Her corn-silk hair and whitest features proclaimed her a northern woman. Her face… it was odd. She had long hair to her waist, fair features but green eyes like a wanton, knowing eyes, wickedly clever as if with great age.
“Who are you that dare unbidden enter my feasting hall?” Attila demanded. His voice was deep, full of power and assured authority.
“I am Gudrun,” the woman said. She raised her arms so the sleeves of her shimmering gown fell to reveal porcelain-like skin. She raised a chalice of surpassing beauty. The metal was like liquid gold and sparkled like a winking ruby. “I bring a present, Great Khan.”
“I have many cups,” Attila said, although his eyes glittered as he examined the gift.
“None are like this one,” Gudrun said.
“Gold?” asked the khan.
“Power,” she said.
The murmuring rose. And Ildico glanced at her lord husband.
Attila rested an elbow on one of the arms of this throne. He let his chin rest on his fist as he studied this Gudrun.
She met his fierce gaze and laughed, and approached to the edge of the dais.
“Are you a sorceress?” Attila asked. “Here we boil such in cauldrons.”
Tall Gudrun dropped her gaze, knelt and placed the cup on the first step of the dais. “Did you slay the shepherd, Great Khan?”
Once more, Attila touched the sword of Mars, showing that he understood her reference. “I gave the shepherd a cap of gold.”
“And he still guards your choicest herd,” Gudrun said. “This, all know, Great Khan. You are generous to your friends.”
“And I am a terror to my enemies,” he said.
Gudrun’s green eyes might have seethed with secret fire. Her bowed face tightened, but she managed another laugh.
“Do you dare mock me in my own palace?” Attila asked.
Gudrun stood, stepped back and raised her arms. “I know the secret of your power, Great Khan. You are more than a warrior. You are greater than any king or emperor. You are the Black Magician from a race sired by demons.”
Ardaric the Gepid shot to his feet. “Let me slay her, lord. She is a witch. She comes to curse your wedding feast.”
Gudrun pointed at Ardaric. “You’re acclaimed the most loyal of all the khan’s kings. But you too whisper the tale of the Huns. You plot in your heart, Ardaric. You aspire to the Great Khan’s throne.”
“You lying witch!” Ardaric shouted. He drew a knife and lurched toward the throne.
“Hold,” said Attila.
Hungvari leaped to their feet, drawing short curved swords to face the Gepid King.
Ashen-faced, towering, muscular Ardaric the Gepid looked up at Attila on his throne. “At Chalons I led the charge that drove Sangiban and his traitorous Alans from the field. I wounded Thorismund, who after his father fell became the new Visigothic King. None have fought more valiantly in your host than I, lord.”
“Sit down, Ardaric,” Attila said.
Shaken, the Gepid King returned to his table. The armed Hungvari guard sheathed their deadly swords.
“Do you think I fear your words?” Attila asked the woman.
As if struck mute, Gudrun shook her head.
“Then speak your secret and earn your boiling,” Attila said.
“I bid you look at the cup, Great Khan.”
“Speak your tale, witch.”
At his rough words, Gudrun staggered backward and bumped against the nearest table. The seated warriors and kings brayed laughter.
Gudrun flushed, and she spoke in a brittle voice. “An ancient king of the steppes drove out all the Haliurunnae he could find among his people. These sorceresses wandered in lonely exile. Then unclean spirits spied them and spied their wicked beauty. The demons of the steppes embraced the witches and begat a savage race of stunted, foul creatures, scarcely human. Before these dwarfish creatures discovered horses and archery and became a race of robbers called Huns, they first dwelt in the swamps and spoke a simple language.”
Angry shouts filled the hall.
Attila raised a hand. Silence reigned. He regarded Gudrun. “You are a bitter witch, a wretched thing eager for death.”
“Not so, Great Khan. I seek a warrior bold enough to hear the truth.”
“To what end?”
“So that I may wed the King of the Earth,” Gudrun said.
Attila laughed as a lion coughs. He turned to Ildico and put a hand under her chin. “Gaze upon true beauty. My bride is tender and sweet, a maiden formed for a king to furrow. In joy, I will ride her. Why then would I think to take a viper to my bosom?”
“Last year in 452, the Eastern Roman Emperor sent troops into Hungvar while you dallied in Italy,” Gudrun said. “He crossed the Danube and his troops slew many Hungvari, and more died on the Mauriac Plain two years ago because of Aetius’s courage. You bleed, Great Khan.”
His features harsh with anger, Attila stood, and the sword of Mars was in his hands.
“Will you slay one who speaks what every warrior knows?” Gudrun asked.
Striding down the dais, Attila said, “You will wed the sword of Mars, witch, as I sheath its iron in your flesh.”
Gudrun bowed onto one knee and lowered her head. “I bring you the cup of Victory, lord. Test it, I beg. See if I speak the truth.”
“Others have tried to poison me. All died in agony.”
“You wield the divine sword,” Gudrun said. “Now the god of War has sent you eternal victory.”
“The precious cup found by a witch?” Attila sneered.
“A shepherd found the sword,” Gudrun replied.
Attila’s sneer deepened.
“Great Khan,” Gudrun said, as she looked up at the blade before her face, “do you think a woman, even a sorceress, would dare your wrath unless she held something you prized above all else?”
Attila glanced at the cup.
“With it,” Gudrun said, “you can become King of the World.”
Frowning, Attila studied the shimmering goblet.
“Only one begat by a demon has the strength to quaff deeply enough to rein worldwide,” Gudrun whispered.
Attila lowered the sword… he sheathed it. “Ardaric,” he called.
The towering Gepid stood.
“Wine,” Attila said, as he motioned Ardaric near.
A trembling maiden rushed up with a flagon.
Attila bent toward the cup as if to grasp it, but he paused. He had won his empire through guile as much as through strength. Several years ago, he had heard of a subtle poison that magically sank through the pours of one’s skin. He glanced at Gudrun. He straightened, and he ordered the maid, “Fill the cup.”
The naked serving girl complied, although in her fear she spilled several drops onto the wooden dais.
“Stand aside,” Attila told Gudrun. She did. “Pick up the cup,” Attila told the Gepid King.
The huge Gepid grew pale and stood as one rooted.
Attila ascended the dais and returned to his throne. “Drink from the cup,” the khan said.
Ardaric shot Gudrun a withering glance.
The tall woman appeared not to notice.
Perhaps understanding that in this hall he had no choice, the Gepid King finally touched the cup. He froze, blinking rapidly. The moment passed as he swept up the cup and straightened. With the shimmering goblet, Ardaric saluted Attila, turned and saluted the assembled kings and warriors. He took a heady draught. He smacked lips and his eyes seemed to shine.
“Delicious,” Ardaric said, with authority. “I will drink again.”
“Wait,” Attila said.
Ardaric frowned, almost as if with anger.
“Set down the cup,” Attila said.
“I see an assembled host,” Ardaric said. “I lead it. We—” The Gepid King looked up at Attila, “Don’t drink from this cup, Sire. I—”
“Lower the cup,” Attila said in a dangerous tone.
The nearest Hungvari reached for their swords.
Ardaric set the cup onto the dais. Then he wandered as if dazed back to his bench.
“Bring me the cup,” Attila told Gudrun.
“I dare not do so now, Great Khan,” she said. “Wine fills it and one has set his lips to the rim and drunken deeply. Merely to touch it is to become filled with potent victory.”
Attila cast a shrewd glance at gigantic Ardaric. The kingly bearing to the Gepid’s stern features—the mighty Hun descended the dais. He took the cup and held it aloft. Attila blinked once, twice and his lips moved soundlessly. He seemed dazed like a shaman in the midst of a vision. The Scourge of God, the ruler of the Hungvari, the Ostrogoths, the Gepids, Sciri, Rugi, Burgundians, Suevi and other barbaric nations drank from the shimmering cup.
The host of kings, champions and warriors watched entranced.
Attila smacked his lips and his face seemed to shine. “Wine!” he shouted. “Bring me more wine!”
Maids ran to him. He thrust out the cup. Several maidens poured at once. Wine splashed onto his black tunic and onto his boots. The Great Khan paid no heed as he stared at Gudrun.
“I see a host of Huns and Goths sweeping through the gates of Rome. My horsemen stamp through the streets as fires rage and people scream in terror. All my warriors sit upon healthy stallions. Gone are the weary nags we brought back from Chalons.”
“The cup of Victory does not lie,” Gudrun said.
Attila swilled again, and he smacked his lips like a lion at a feast.
“Marcian begs for mercy,” Attila laughed. “I sit upon the throne of Constantinople, my feet on the emperor’s bleeding back. He is my footstool and his lands are naked before my raging warriors.”
“You are fated to rule the world,” Gudrun said.
“Or you attempt to dupe me with dreams.”
Gudrun shook her head. “You are a greater magician than I, dread lord. You know the power of spells. You hold the sword of War. Does the cup lie or do you feel its strength course through your veins?”
Attila’s narrow gaze took in the shimmering cup. He nodded like a sage reading a scroll of wisdom. “More wine,” he said in a husky voice.
A maid refilled the cup.
Attila stared up at tender Ildico. He gazed upon the throng of kings and warriors. A malicious smile wreathed his features. He lifted the cup. “Feast!” he roared. “Eat and drink! Then take the naked wenches who are the daughters of our defeated foes. Ride them unto victory.”
A mighty roar of approval shook the rafters.
Attila quaffed, and he witnessed another vision of coming victory.
Then the feast of the ages truly began. Hot meat, flowing wine, rare cheeses, fruits, spiced ale, the barbarians consumed vast quantities as they slammed their cups on the boards. They tore with greasy fingers and wiped their hands on their golden cloaks or on the naked flesh of trembling maidens. The debauchery began—the orgies, the shouts, the maddened laughter and the shrieks of deflowered beauties. Few noticed the deathly pallor of Ildico as she watched from the dais. The men cheered Attila, their deadly sovereign as he staggered among them. They vied to fill every lust, to gorge themselves with food, wine and unrestrained rutting.
In the midst of this riotous feast, Ardaric the Gepid King sat morosely. His giant frame hunched over his uneaten slabs of beef. His massive hand, made for the wielding of weapons, idly fingered his silvered cup. He seemed immune to the laughter, immune to the feminine fingers that in passing brushed his broad back.
He grunted, however, when he noticed that tall Gudrun sat beside him.
“You have cursed me,” he muttered.
“How so, my king?” she asked.
“Do you wish me to damn myself with my own words?” he asked.
“You led a host, you said.”
Ardaric shook his head.
“The cup of Victory never lies,” Gudrun whispered.
Ardaric’s frown deepened. His corded neck twisted slowly as if rusted. He regarded the regal Gudrun.
“Your words are lies,” he whispered. “In my vision, I led a desperate host against Attila’s eldest son, Ellac. I destroyed the Hungvari Horde.”
“Ah,” Gudrun said.
“You smile like a cunning cat, witch. Yet I am the khan’s most loyal king. It was my counsel he sought at Chalons. My courage cut a path for Attila’s retreat. I will never betray him.”
“If it is any comfort to you, king. I believe you.”
“You heard the khan,” Ardaric said. “He will ride through Rome and Constantinople. You acclaimed him the King of the World. His visions and mine cannot both be true. Therefore, your cup only brings enticing illusions.”
“Look at your khan,” Gudrun said with scorn.
Ardaric glanced over his broad shoulder. He shrugged.
“Have you ever seen him so drunk?” Gudrun asked.
Ardaric glanced again. “…No,” he whispered.
“No,” Gudrun said. “And yet he still swills from the cup. In his strength, he refuses to stop.”
“Is that some riddle, witch?”
Gudrun’s long fingers grasped the Gepid King’s wrist. “Do you have any idea who I am?” she whispered.
“A foul sorceress,” he muttered.
“I am the daughter of Ermanaric.” And her strange eyes shined as she whispered it.
“I have heard that name,” Ardaric said with a frown.
“Fool!” she said. “Of course you’ve heard of it. Ermanaric King of the Ostrogoths ruled a mighty empire, from the Don River to the Volga. He was the Alexander the Great of the Goths.”
“That was long ago,” Ardaric said.
“Ermanaric lived an astounding one hundred and ten years and was still vital in his great age. In his youth, none could stand against him. In his last year, the Huns first appeared from the East. As the Romans reckon time, that was A.D. 375. In that year, Ermanaric gathered his Ostrogoths and allied tribes and fought a bitter battle. The Huns defeated him and slaughtered most of the royal Amal line.”
“You’re mad,” Ardaric whispered. “That was eighty years ago. You do not appear as a hag, but a lovely maiden.”
“Look into my eyes, king. Then tell me I am young.”
Ardaric gazed into her mysterious green eyes. With a cry of loathing, he twisted his wrist out of her grasp and lurched away, making to stand.
“If you value your life, O king, you will stay.”
The giant Gepid glanced at Attila far down the hall. Beads of perspiration had formed on Ardaric’s cheeks. He wiped them away, and spoke to Gudrun without looking at her:
“If you are of the Amal line,” Ardaric said, “you should speak to your cousin Walamir. He is the Ostrogothic King and an Amal from the line of Ermanaric.”
Gudrun spat onto the table. “My father would have cut out Walamir’s heart. He is a puppet king to a demon-spawn khan.”
“Yet you gave Attila the cup of Victory,” Ardaric said.
Gudrun’s eyes flashed with rage. “Do you have any idea what I’ve done? Do you know how long I’ve endured hardship and fearful toil to accomplish this deed?”
“You’re mad,” he said.
“Yes,” she hissed. “I’m mad. I fled my father’s kingdom. I endured many rapes and beatings because I was a beautiful and willful young girl. Look at Ildico on the throne. I was not as weak as she is, but I was that young then. I vowed a terrible vengeance against the despoiling Huns. I yearned to find a way to destroy the stunted race and wipe its kind from the face of the Earth. I sought the gods, but they refused me. So I traveled east because I had heard the secret legends of the wizards of the Himalayans.”
Ardaric asked, “Who?”
“You would never believe me if I told you of their hidden kingdom and the journeys it took me to reach them. There in the snowy wastelands of Tibet where each breath is a hard-fought victory I learned occult lore. They are fell wizards these Tibetans and are little concerned with the affairs of men. I bewitched their ancient master.”
“I thought you went there to learn spells,” Ardaric said, “not practice them.”
Gudrun laughed unpleasantly. “I used the oldest sorcery in the world, my feminine beauty and wiles. I despoiled the master of his secrets. I learned to preserve my youth. And with his aide, I forged the cup of Victory. It is a mighty talisman. In my blinding hate, I created something far greater than myself. It still awes me.”
“Your words ring with truth,” Ardaric said slowly. “I could almost believe you. Yet why give unlimited victory to him you most hate?”
“Why? Why?” Gudrun asked. “Are you so simple? Do you know the power it takes to hold victory? Do you not realize that it isn’t wine Attila drinks, but blood?”
“I did not taste blood,” Ardaric said.
“You wandered away as one dazed,” she whispered. “You had supped on the blood of Ellac and his Huns. It boiled in your veins. It is what gave you the vision. Look at the mighty khan. He tasted defeat at Chalons and it frightened him. He invaded Italy the next year. But the cost in his horse herds—tens of thousands of the choicest mounts are now dead.”
“That’s true,” Ardaric said. “We ride wearied beasts and old nags now. The khan’s wars have slain our best mounts.”
“Marcian’s raid into Hungvar frightened the khan more than he will admit,” Gudrun said. “Three years ago, Attila stood astride the Roman world, its worst terror. Now that power has become a brittle thing. Thus, he swills the cup of Victory. He drowns out his fear and knows again the heady feel of raw power. But think, Ardaric, do you believe that any man can sup on so much blood without paying a terrible price?”
“Your words are a mystery to me,” Ardaric said.
“He boils his veins, king. Yes, he is a great khan and a greater magician. Attila is strong. And in his strength, he drinks repeatedly, more than any man could. He should have slumped down sodden long ago. But still he swills from the cup.”
Gudrun laughed with wicked glee.
“I will warn him,” Ardaric said.
“And thereby you’ll become the biggest fool of all,” Gudrun whispered. “Tonight, he dies, slain by his own hand.” 
“Suicide?” whispered Ardaric, amazed.
“King of Fools should be your name,” Gudrun said. “You hear my word but cannot fathom them. He is the Great Magician, much greater than I. But his greed and vaunting ambition are his bane. Listen to me carefully, O king. Tomorrow, when they burst down his doors and find him a-sprawl on his wedding bed, drowned on his own blood, you must hunt for the sword of War. The sons will fight over the cup. Let them. You must take the sword and ride for the Netad River.”
“It is near,” Ardaric said. “The khan has herded the wagons of the Ostrogoths and Gepids there.”
“Yes, yes,” Gudrun said. “This is all known to me. Take the sword. Wield it, and you will slay Ellac and send the rest reeling back to the steppes.”
“Even without Attila, the Huns are mighty warriors.”
“This is the propitious moment,” said Gudrun, her wise old eyes shining. “The death of their khan—”
She gripped Ardaric’s wrist a last time, squeezed as if branding his flesh. “Remember what I’ve said. If you would be king indeed, search tomorrow for the fabled sword.”
Ardaric gazed upon the stumbling khan, and the chants and roars of the feasters made it difficult for him to gather his thoughts. He turned to Gudrun, but the witch was gone. Troubled, the Gepid King, most trusted of the khan’s councilors, sipped from his chalice and remained hunched over his uneaten portions of feast.
***
Hours later in the royal apartment, Ildico trembled as she sat on the edge of the wedding bed. She was like a frightened doe, trapped by the greatest wolf of all.
Attila swayed on the other side. His glazed eyes raped her loveliness.
“Disrobe,” he slurred.
Ildico began to unlace her gown. A clunk startled her. She looked up.
Attila had slammed the cup of Victory onto a nightstand. He swayed and blinked. With a groan, he toppled onto the bed. He struggled and managed to shift onto his back. His eyes closed and in seconds, he began to snore.
Ildico’s shoulders sagged. She sighed. Soon, she removed her gown and timidly entered the great bed. In her silken slip, she lay near her edge, dreading the moment Attila would awaken. Yet his snores continued and she, in time, faded into slumber.
Sometime during the night, Attila shuddered. He moaned and a vein burst in his nostrils. Blood poured out of his nose. It ran in a torrent. Much of it gushed into his open mouth. The Great Khan began to gurgle. But such was his drunkenness, that not even drowning could awaken him. At last, his gurgles ceased. So did his snores. Attila, the mighty khan, lay dead in his wedding bed.
***
It was only far into the afternoon of the next day that the Hungvari guard burst through the barred doors. The khan lay dead and Ildico sat on a stool, her face buried in her hands as she wept.
Soon, Attila’s three most powerful sons gathered in the room. Ellac was eldest, Dengisich was the middle son and Irnac was youngest.
They whispered together until the guard dragged Gudrun before them. The tall witch bore welts across her cheeks. Her ripped garments revealed firm breasts, snowy-white shoulders and a bloody back. The savage Hungvari guard forced Gudrun onto her knees.
She spat onto the wooden floor and cried victoriously, “Attila is dead! He choked on his own black blood. Good riddance to the beast and let all rejoice.”
Ellac who looked most like his father struck her across the face. “Your spells slew him,” he snarled.
Gudrun made a fey sound and a strange wildness glittered in her green eyes. Blood dripped from her nose and her lower lip had already turned puffy.
“He swilled from the cup of Victory and drank copious amounts of fiery blood,” she said.
“It was wine,” said Irnac.
“What does a stripling know of great magic?” Gudrun jeered. “He drank the blood of his foes and it became fire in his veins. It gave him visions. And because the beast was strong—” She laughed. “Let us all admit it. The beast was mighty among men, the most powerful in an age of great warriors. He became drunk on his visionary conquests. The blood of thousands, no, tens of thousands cried out for vengeance. Not even the Black Magician could absorb such fiery swill for long. It boiled in his veins and his body was too weak to hold it. The blood flowed and he drowned to death on his victories.”
“You will not profit from it,” Ellac shouted.
“I rejoice in Attila’s death,” Gudrun said. “May he rot in Hell.”
With an oath, Ellac drew his sword and rammed it through the witch.
Gudrun shrieked, and she slumped as the guards released her. Then she shivered and before their astonished gaze, she dragged herself upright. From on her knees, she faced the sons. The sword had pierced her back and blood dripped to soak her dress.
Gudrun took a wheezing breath, and whispered, “Thrice damned fools of a doomed race.” Her arms trembled until she clutched the sword’s hilt. “Great spells demand blood, the greatest demand death. Do you think I only strove for Attila’s end?”
“Hiss while you can, serpent,” said Irnac, the youngest. “Soon we will drag your corpse to the kennels. The hounds will feast on your cold flesh.”
“Ardaric will feast on yours,” she whispered.
“Where is Ardaric?” Ellac asked the guards. One of the Hungvari ran from the room.
“I will tell you where,” Gudrun whispered.
The three regarded her.
She grinned, her teeth stained red. “Blood and death to power the greatest spell I know,” she whispered. “First the khan must swill from the cup and drown to death. Then one of Attila’s sons must stab me. My dying ignites the vengeance.” She closed her eyes and took a shuddering breath. Then she opened them and seemed to see into another place.
“The Huns destroyed great Ermanaric. They slew my mother, my sisters and most of my brothers. I vowed vengeance against the entire race. Attila gathered you into one great horde. He conquered and kept his foot on the neck of kings. By drinking from the cup, by swilling the blood of tens of thousands, he created a gigantic desire for vengeance. Now humanity will rise up and obliterate you Huns.”
Gudrun released the sword and raised a trembling hand. She pointed at Ellac. “You will die in the valley of the Netad River. Ardaric has the sword of War. He leads the Gepids and the Ostrogoths. They will shatter the Hunnish Horde. You,” she pointed at Dengisich, “lack Ellac’s courage. You will live longer but your end will be worse. In your rage and sorrow, you will march on Constantinople. You will lose and the East Romans will take your head and display it in the Hippodrome where men race chariots. And you, Irnac, will march with the last remnants to the East, back to the Scythian Steppes. There new hordes will destroy you, and the last of the Huns will perish in the swamps that first bore your ill-begotten race.”
“Words cannot harm us,” Ellac said.
“From now on,” Gudrun whispered, “people will call those they hate ‘Hun’ and all will know it means the most wicked of despoilers.”
Then Gudrun daughter of Ermanaric looked up a last time at Attila’s three sons. Blood gushed from her mouth as it had earlier from Attila’s nose. She slumped to the floor, dead, her spell complete.
She left Ellac, Dengisich and Irnac standing mute, their bitter fates fixed by her evil and their father’s vaunting greed and ambition.
 
 



The Dialogue of Kong and Socrates
 
In 415 B.C., during the night after Athens sent its massive armada on the ill-fated Sicilian Expedition, an invisible gorilla named Kong who wore a strange, humming helmet quietly crept into Socrates’ home.
When the gorilla finally found Socrates asleep on his mat, he unlatched from a belt several three-inch silver nails and pegged them into the floor around himself and the sleeping philosopher. Next, he pressed a stud on his belt and a hazy cone of seclusion flickered on. Then Kong turned off his invisibility shield and turned on a floating light; the flattened bulb soon hovered at the top of the cone.
Kong’s humming helmet was a bulky stainless steel affair that began in the middle of his hairy head, leaving his ears exposed but flaring backward like a large bundle of tied hair. One section in the back of the helmet was stained with soot. Every minute or so it hissed, sending up tiny wisps of gray smoke. At every hiss, Kong winced, pulling his lips back to reveal large, yellowish teeth.
“Socrates,” Kong whispered, gently touching the philosopher’s shoulder.
Socrates groaned and turned the other way while softly sweating at the huge, hairy hand.
“Socrates.”
The philosopher was snub-nosed and balding, though he had a full, brown beard. He turned toward Kong, opened his eyes, blinked several times in rapid succession, then opened his eyes very wide and sat up with a start.
“Hello, Socrates,” Kong said in his low growl. He sat, his thick, hairy legs bowed and his toes entwined together.
Socrates stood quickly and picked up the cloak he slept in, wrapping it around himself in complex folds. Noticing the light and the hazy cone, he proceeded to touch the wall and jerked his hand away as he was zapped.
“I mean no harm, Socrates.”
With a frown, the plump philosopher faced the sitting gorilla. His eyes flicked to the helmet and widened minutely as the helmet hissed and sent up a tiny wisp of gray smoke.
First clearing his throat, Kong said, “I am the avatar of men’s souls and have come from Mount Olympus, from Zeus himself.”
Socrates squinted and pulled at his beard. Finally, he stepped forward, bent and touched Kong on the foot. Immediately, he stepped back. “An avatar, you say? Perhaps you could explain what you mean. For as you surely must know, I am an ignorant old man.”
Kong frowned, and then winced as his helmet hissed and this time crackled. “I thought you were the wisest of men.”
Socrates frowned severely, his bushy eyebrows pulling down and his high forehead crinkling thick with wrinkles. He sat cross-legged while idly letting his finger tap the stone floor. “We are still in my house, correct?”
“Yes.”
“Then you set this thing around us?” Socrates gestured at the cone.
“Yes.”
Socrates nodded. “Yet you are not from the gods.”
“Incorrect. I am the avatar of men’s souls.”
“What is an avatar?”
“Surely you know.”
“No. As I’ve told you, I’m an ignorant old man.”
“An avatar is a god who has descended to Earth in bodily form.”
Socrates let his stubby fingers play in his beard. “You are an avatar?”
“I have said so.”
“And an avatar is a human disguise for a god?”
“That is what I said.”
“Because you say that you are a god, and if you truly are, then your statements would necessarily be accurate at all times. But I have heard you claim to be a singular god, and also a combination of men’s souls. You cannot be both. Therefore, you are neither a god, since you have spoken falsely, nor do I believe a great hairy brute like you to be the cup of men’s souls. What are you then, or tonight do I dream most strangely?”
Kong averted his gaze from Socrates.
“Hm,” Socrates said. “Let me begin in another way. Why have you come to me?”
“I need help.”
“Help of what sort?”
“I’m stranded,” Kong said.
“Can you be more specific?”
“The Dictates tell me not to.”
Socrates eyebrows arched high. “The Dictates? To me that sounds like a code for living.”
Kong cocked his head to the left. “Yes. I suppose that’s true.”
“How can I help you if you will not tell me the exact nature of your problem? Or, put another way, if I were to tell you that I suffered and that I needed help, wouldn’t I first have to tell you how I suffered?”
“Yes. I suppose so.”
“Yet, if I were to say, ‘I suffer because I’ve not eaten for three days nor drunk any water,’ wouldn’t you then know how to help me?”
“Yes. I would.”
“Yes, exactly. Now then, hairy brute who talks to me at night, if I am to help you, you must tell me how you are stranded.”
Kong massaged his low forehead before saying, “I come from the future.”
Socrates sat very still and his pupils darted back and forth, as he observed Kong. “That is an imprecise statement Do you mean to say that you come from my future? That is, do you claim to come from beyond the veil of death?”
“No.”
“Then you claim to come from my future, say, when I’m seventy-two.”
A wisp of gray smoke rose from the helmet. Kong shook his huge head. “There is no future that I know of where you are seventy-two.”
Socrates sucked in his breath, saying quickly, “Please, let me remain ignorant of the manner of my death and the age of my passing.”
“Agreed.”
Nodding, Socrates said, “Then you claim to come from a future where I no longer live?”
“Yes.”
“I see. How many years in the future do you claim to have traveled from?”
Two thousand, seven hundred and two years.”
Socrates’ eyes widened. “Far indeed. Are all men shaped such as you?”
“I am not a man. I am a gorilla.”
“Your shape is manlike, though most beastly, to be true. Tell me then, how may I help?”
“I come to you, Socrates, because as I’ve recorded the Assembly debates on the Sicilian Expedition and gone at times to the gymnasium to record other arguments, I’ve heard many men say that our are the wisest thinker in Athens.”
“I have never seen you in the gymnasium nor in the Assembly.”
“Observe.” Kong pressed a stud on his belt. He became invisible, though a hazy outline like a heat wave over a hot road showed where he sat. A click, and he was visible once more. “In just such a fashion have I recorded the various debates.”
“Amazing!”
“Perhaps it is; I know no other way. In any regard, I’ve watched you and I understand why others say that you are wise. Because of my troubles and an injury to my helmet, I thought it wise to seek the best advice.”
Socrates nodded sagely.
“When I returned to my pod and pulled the lever for the return trip home, lightning struck my vehicle and a small jolt of energy struck my helmet. Although the auto-computer made repairs to the ship, because my helmet was damaged I could no longer figure correctly the coordinates to the next portal opening.” Kong withdrew a sheet of parchment from a pouch and handed it to Socrates.
Socrates examined it. When he glanced up, he said, “I do understand the markings.”
“While I do understand the markings, I cannot understand their combined or related meanings.”
As Socrates handed back the parchment, he asked, “Did you understand the parchment before the lightning jolt?”
“Yes.”
“Why did the lighting striking your helmet impair your knowledge?”
Kong drew his huge black brows together. Finally, “To speak so would go against Dictates. Even to talk as I do goes against the Dictates.” He frowned thoughtfully and added, “Perhaps that is why my knowledge is impaired.”
Socrates pulled at his beard. “Who gave you these Dictates?”
“The robots who survived the war.”
“Robots? War?”
“Yes.”
“Can you tell me about the war, and these robots?”
“Of the war, I can only tell you that radiation and germs destroyed all mankind.” A darker wisp rose from the helmet as it crackled instead of hissed. Kong bent his head and grated through clenched teeth, “Ah. I was not to tell you such things.”
“Yet now you have aroused my curiosity, a thing that I’ll admit to being easily aroused. You must tell me more.”
“I cannot.”
Socrates blinked and then grinned slyly. “I have the answer to your problem. But to gain the answer you must first answer my questions. Agreed?”
Kong frowned and then suddenly smiled, showing his huge yellow fangs. “Yes, your logic conformed correctly with the Dictates. To gain your help, I must answer. Indeed, you are wise. Ask away.”
Socrates rubbed his hands. “What are robots?”
“Metal, manlike machines with high computer programming.”
“Hm. You speak in various riddles. Let us see if we cannot find a better answer. By metal machines, do you mean like a plow?”
“In that like a plow the robots are metal, but unlike a plow, the robots can act in an independent manner.”
“Yet isn’t it true that a man must stand behind a plow to control the oxen and steer the machine?”
“Yes,” Kong said, “from what I’ve seen of your time, that’s true.”
“But if a man took a nap, couldn’t the oxen still pull the plow?”
“Yes, the man could do that.”
“But would the plow still be correctly tilling the field, or would it rather randomly make crooked furrows?”
“I do not know. Do you?” Kong asked.
“Yes. The plow would not correctly act like a plow—as man designed and uses it—unless a man had his hands on the plow.”
“So your point is?”
“If all men are dead, as you say, how then can the robots act in the manner that men designed them for?”
“I suppose they cannot, except for the computer programming.”
“Which is?”
“Fixed data and codes that tell the robots how to act.”
Socrates’ brow drew tight as his fingers plucked at his beard. “An interesting idea. Are you saying that a computer is like a machine that could steer a galley?”
“Yes, if the programming were set up correctly?”
“But the men set the codes?”
“Yes.”
“Hm. And all the men are dead in your future world?”
“Yes.”
“Then it is the will of the dead men, through the robots, that gave you the Dictates?”
“I suppose that is logical, though my logic functions are rather low due to my helmet damage.”
“What does the helmet contain?”
“Cybernetic interfaces that link computer data chips directly to my brain.”
Socrates breathed hard, sweat beading his forehead. “Your world is most strange. Why are the links there?”
“After the war, with mankind dead, the robots grew fearful or lonely, I’m uncertain which. We, meaning the other altered gorillas, try hard to understand them. They wished to revive man, but only gorillas still lived. So the robots did the best they could. Capturing our parents, they took us as babies and interfaced computer chips with our minds, thereby giving us greater reasoning abilities. Then, because the robots were unsure how to correctly program the computer data chips in us to make us conform to true humanity, they sent select gorillas through the just-discovered time portals to record man and his actions. The recordings would then be distilled and placed in the cybernetic data chips. The new true humans would then be served by the robots. The robots state that as their goal.”
Socrates tapped hard on the stone floor. Finally, he stirred and asked, “Why not instead take men to your future?”
“Alas, we cannot. Oh, we tried, but every time the man arrived in the future, he was dust. Future travel is impossible for all things except what started in the future.”
“Most strange,” Socrates whispered. “Let me think for a time.” He closed his eyes and sat very still. Finally, as he opened his eyes, “You cannot think fully because your computer helmet is partly damaged?”
“I think that is correct.”
“You only think? You do not know?”
“I—” Kong frowned again, his low brow furrowed. “Once I heard another gorilla whisper that if the Dictates were breached, breakers set in the helmet would impair full knowledge. It was hinted that the robots didn’t want such gorillas back in the future.”
Socrates nodded slowly and asked, “What is the greatest good?”
Kong’s eyebrows rose. “For me or for my society?”
“For you.”
“To gain more computer data chips.”
“Why?”
“I gain more reasoning ability and can think better and quicker.”
“Yet how can that be better, for you are also controlled more? Or consider it this way, as more computer chips are put in your helmet, the Dictates grow stronger and you have less freedom of thought.”
“That’s untrue.”
“Is it? Have you ever been free to talk about your world before?”
“No, it is forbidden…”
“You see what I mean?”
“I do.”
“Instead of examining man, who has already given you the Dictates and destroyed himself, why not examine yourself and understand why you do what you do?”
Kong’s lips bared in a snarl as another crackle sounded from the helmet and a column of black smoke wisped up. He growled, “That would go against the Dictates.”
“But if you would have a living society of thinkers, of men, you must not be controlled by the dead hand of the past. Instead, you must go forward and find out new secrets. Is that not your goal?”
“I’m not sure that I understand.”
“Is your goal to be like men, to become men?”
“Yes.”
“Are men forbidden by their inner thoughts to discuss certain ideas?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Then you think correctly, for they are not. You must throw off the Dictates of the robots.”
Kong winced as his helmet crackled.
“Until the robots’ control is destroyed, for they sound like tyrants to me, you cannot become what you wish.”
Kong lifted his lips in another snarl. “You do not understand properly, Socrates. Your advice goes against the Dictates, and therefore goes against the greater good.”
“But you have already gone against the Dictates. Because of the damage to your helmet, you have gained half-freedom. Now your knowledge is impaired. Is that for your own greatest good?”
“I—I,” Kong stammered. His helmet crackled and buzzed, and a finger-thick stream of black smoke puffed up. He blinked rapidly and ground his teeth together.
“To become a man, you must go beyond the Dictates.”
A buzz popped from the helmet, quickly switching to a low hum and then silence. Kong’s eyes widened in surprise. He looked at the parchment in his hand.
“You have discovered something,” Socrates said. “What is it?”
“The Dictates,” Kong whispered, “they seem to be gone.”
“Gone?”
“I understand how to go back home, how to use my time-pod.”
“Can you discuss the Dictates with me?”
“Indeed, but they are unimportant. They do not control me any longer. I can decide my own actions now.”
Socrates nodded, a slow smile spreading across his face. “Then you are now a man.”
Kong smiled back, revealing his yellow fangs. “I remember now that a time portal will open on the island of Salamis in another three hours. I’ll float the pod over there and go back in time to the Trojan War. I’ve always wanted to witness it, but I was forbidden to go. Thank you, Socrates, for the dialogue.”
Socrates nodded and smiled once again, and then he rolled back over to sleep while Kong quietly took his leave.
 
The End
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