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    We shouldn’t have been doing this at night. That was our first mistake. The second, I don’t know what the second was. But I heard a cough, a growl, coming from behind. 
 
    I hate to admit it, but the growl was frightening in the dark. Cloud cover hid the moons and stars. There was only one glow ball between the three of us, some of its dim light reflecting off the snow. The animal cough was too near and sounded too much like a saber-tooth tiger. 
 
    That was what I said: a saber-tooth tiger, as from prehistoric times. Only it wasn’t prehistoric times. It was here on Garm tonight, a world many light years from Earth. 
 
    Once, Garm had been connected to Earth and many other worlds in something called the Harmony of Planets—if everything I’d learned during my interstellar travels were correct. That Harmony had shattered something like seven to eight thousand years ago. 
 
    You might be wondering who I am. The name’s Jake Bayard. I was a Traveler as in capital T, meaning that under the right conditions I could jaunt between planets. I used to be a U.S. Marine, but that was a long story, one I’ve already told. 
 
    I’d arrived on Garm several months ago, helping enslaved and outlawed Neanderthals free themselves from the Corporation’s tyranny. When I say Neanderthal, I mean exactly that. 
 
    Skarl and Krull were with me, two of my favorite Garm Neanderthals. 
 
    Skarl was a big five foot seven with shoulders as broad as mine. He was the captain of the Nine and possibly the toughest Neanderthal on Garm. 
 
    I’m a big old boy by Earth standards and towered over Skarl. He might have been stronger than I was, although I’d kicked his butt once in a stand-up fight. 
 
    Neanderthals were built tough. In the literature on Earth, one would call it robust. They were muscular, with heavy bones and much thicker waists than ours. Therefore, they couldn’t kick as high as a human could. What they could do was take terrible punishment. They were terrific hand-to-hand fighters with powerful hands and feet, arms and legs. Normally, in hunting packs, they used spears and stone-topped clubs to tackle mammoths, bison and other huge, ferocious creatures. 
 
    Skarl had a hollow lance with a bayonet point. The lance contained seven mini-missiles or rocket-propelled grenades within it. He had a second lance across the back of his shoulders, held there by an auroch-leather thong. 
 
    Krull had none of that. He was shorter and a technician. That meant he hadn’t received any training in ranged combat. 
 
    A Neanderthal, by the very nature of his toughness and pattern of brain, wasn’t naturally given to throwing stones, shooting arrows, and certainly not firing a rocket-propelled grenade launcher or phasor. 
 
    I had a phasor with a half charge, as I hadn’t been back to the Old One’s machine that could recharge it. 
 
    There was a second and third cough, followed by a low snarl. Yep. Sabertooths were following us all right. 
 
    It was cold with snow on the ground. We wore winter garments even though we were in the valley of the former Corporation mine. 
 
    The three of us were in the dark because I had a dilemma. I’d made a huge promise to the Neanderthals. They lacked women and were desperate to find them. I’d promised them a way to get Neanderthal women. 
 
    You see, when we’d driven off the Corporation people, they’d taken all the Neanderthal women with them to another world through a portal at the bottom of the mine. Then, they’d shut down the portal, closing the path between the two worlds. 
 
    To my knowledge, there was five hundred plus Neanderthals on Garm. That was a lot of angry dudes on hair-trigger edge due to the reason I’d stated. 
 
    The good news was that we’d found high-tech weapons I believed could help me fulfill my first and second promises. 
 
    The second promise, made first on a different world, was to another Neanderthal, a hairy one much bigger and stronger than any Garm Neanderthal. His name was Bok, and he lived on the planet of the Ophidians, Saddoth. The Ophidians ate so-called cattle Neanderthals they kept on ranges and allowed to run wild elsewhere. That meant Ophidians ate humans as meat. I hated them. 
 
    In the here and now, Skarl turned to me. “Great cats are approaching. I can hear their paws crunch snow.” 
 
    I couldn’t hear a damn thing other than the moaning wind. But then, I didn’t have Skarl’s primitive nature and upbringing. 
 
    Krull raised the lit glow-ball higher, peering into the darkness. He had a heavy metal mallet in his other hand. 
 
    As I said, Krull was a technician. He’d been working on the shutdown portal that had linked Garm to the Institute world of the Homo habilises or the First Folk. 
 
    Don’t worry if you’re confused. Much of this will make sense as we go along. Or if you’re familiar with all the terms from my previous descriptions of what had taken place, you’ll understand the context of my current situation. 
 
    I peered into the dark, straining to catch a glimpse of a slinking sabertooth. 
 
    Krull was five foot five and had a Neanderthal ridge of bone over his eyes and a sloping forehead. His entire, wool-covered head sloped forward on his shoulders like any Neanderthal. 
 
    “How many great cats do you see?” I whispered to Krull. 
 
    He shook his head. “I can’t see any.” 
 
    “There are three, at least,” Skarl whispered. “I could fire into their midst, but I can’t quite see them enough to do that effectively.” 
 
    We were at one end of a narrow and sheltering valley. On the other end was the ziggurat upon which I’d landed on Garm. 
 
    We were near an obelisk, a sending or teleporting machine. The obelisk or the pyramidion that capped it hadn’t yet spoken to me. The reason why was that we hadn’t yet moved into its immediate vicinity. 
 
    I wanted to use the obelisk to depart and teleport, but not to Earth. I wanted to go around, using it to send me back to the Garm ziggurat, or teleporting lander. 
 
    The pyramidion atop the obelisk was sentient, in a manner of speaking. I was going to ask it to teach me to read the script of the Garm Neanderthals. Normally, when I landed or traveled to a different world, I automatically learned the language of the dominant race of the planet. I wanted to learn more and would have to go through the teleporting system to do so. 
 
    Why was that important? 
 
    None of it would matter if the sabertooths killed us. 
 
    Yet why should they attack? The only answer I could conceive was that some of the brain-enhanced intelligent sabertooths, those with an antenna sprouting from their enlarged head, had survived our takeover and might be receiving data or commands to attack us? 
 
    If that were true— 
 
    I could think of two possibilities as to who had given the command. 
 
    One could be that some hundred-pound, five-foot-tall, hairy First Folk, also known as Homo habilis were responsible. According to Earth evolutionary theory, they were supposed to have died out 1.65 million years ago. However, they didn’t. Homo habilis was not a moronic precursor to man, but rather a species of superiorly gifted, Machiavellian suckers. They have a planet where they’ve built an Institute. First Folk were some of the most savvy and frankly vicious hominids of the former Harmony of Planets. 
 
    Would they have sent an operative back onto Garm from the Institute? The only way that I could conceive they might have done that was through the portal. It was at the bottom of the mine and well guarded by us. I doubt they could have slipped an operative through it. The other possibility was that an Institute operative had remained hidden on Garm all this time. 
 
    The proverbial light bulb went off in my mind. 
 
    There was a third possibility. We had a Homo habilis from the Institute in our midst. His name was Philip. He was a clone of the original Philip and he had been with me on a couple of my journeys. Could Philip be secretly working against us? Had he somehow contacted these sabertooths? He might have known that I’d slipped out tonight in order to make this attempt. I wanted to do it secretly because I knew the Neanderthals might think I was running out on them and they might not understand that no, I was not running out. I was attempting to solve the great dilemma so I could fulfill two promises with one technological marvel. I needed to be able to read ancient Garm Neanderthal script so I could read the manuals and discover how to use— 
 
    Before I could finish the thought, a sudden roar pierced the night. The sabertooths had finally revealed themselves fully, or one had. 
 
    I instinctively raised my phasor while Skarl prepared to use his lance. Krull, gripping his metal mallet, braced for an attack. 
 
    “Stay together,” I whispered. 
 
    Skarl and Krull both nodded. 
 
    How many of these prehistoric monsters were out there? If there were too many, it meant we were about to die. 
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    I heard crunching snow. I saw outlines of massive great cats farther back than I’d realized. 
 
    Then, in the light of Krull’s glow ball, I saw a monstrous sabertooth far ahead of the rest. It was four feet high at the furry shoulders. It had two great saber-like fangs jutting from its upper jaw. Its eyes gleamed with malice. 
 
    The sabertooth rushed us with teeth bared and claws extended. Skarl fired a rocket-propelled grenade, having waited far too long in my opinion. The grenade hit the creature mid-jump, exploding against it. The thousand-pound sabertooth tumbled across the snowy ground, lifeless, its front section and part of its head blown apart. It ceased tumbling several feet from us. 
 
    The glow ball’s light had increased, giving us greater illumination. 
 
    “I count seven more sabertooths,” Skarl said. “They aren’t charging, though. They’re walking toward us as they watch us. The first one must have slunk ahead of the group to charge for greater glory and honor.” 
 
    Krull must have manipulated the glow ball in a way I didn’t understand. He held the ball up high, giving us yet more light. 
 
    Skarl’s hands were tight around the lance, his knuckles white with strain. What was he waiting for? He should fire before they charged or got too close. 
 
    I noticed a glint farther back than the seven were. There were bright sparks from metal antennas. The sparks showed that each antenna was attached to the head of a brain-enhanced sabertooth. 
 
    The sparks meant communications from somewhere else, data flowing to the antenna and down to the brain of each sabertooth. 
 
    The sparks also revealed masses of great cats, possibly twenty or more walking toward us. 
 
    My gut clenched. This was crazy. 
 
    Roars sounded, savage, soul-searing, bone shaking roars, although they still only walked toward us. 
 
    “Run, Bayard,” Skarl told me. “Krull and I will keep them at bay, giving you time to talk to the obelisk. Let it send you to the ziggurat. You’re our planet’s only hope. You’re our people’s only hope.” 
 
    “No way, Jose,” I said. “I’m staying here with you. One for all and all that.” 
 
    I had to loosen my grip on the phasor, as my hand had started to ache. The phasor was a spectacular weapon, but it only had so many charges. If there were more than twenty sabertooths out there…we were dead men. 
 
    That was when the sabertooths charged. They came silently, voraciously, a pack of deadly feline muscle and bone. 
 
    Skarl clicked the button on his lance. A rocket-propelled grenade whooshed out of the tube. 
 
    The grenade hit, blasting one of the monstrous cats. There were snarls of pain as the sabertooth sank onto the snow. 
 
    Skarl, the best of the Nine that I’d trained in ranged fire, fired repeatedly until his lance clicked empty. Before I could suggest it, he slipped the other lance from his back and started firing into the mass of charging sabertooths. 
 
    There were likely thirty beasts. In the illumination of the blasts, I saw that most of the sabertooths had no antenna sticking from its skull. They also had smaller braincases, normal feline braincases. Behind their mass were four antenna-wearing sabertooths. It appeared as if they drove the natural and less intelligent sabertooths at us. 
 
    I took a shooting stance and drilled my first sabertooth, the beam burning into its head. I dropped another as it snarled and raced at us. 
 
    Skarl’s second lance only made a clicking sound as he repeatedly pressed the firing button. He was out of missiles and there were still half the savage beasts left. 
 
    I used my phasor, taking the most deliberate shots of my life. Sweat poured from me, even though it was fiercely cold. I drilled one deadly yet strangely beautiful sabertooth after another. 
 
    It still wasn’t sufficient. 
 
    The sabertooths weren’t fast like lions, but they were fast enough. As my beam drilled one, a different sabertooth leapt at me. It would have shredded me with its claws, except Krull uttered a manly shout. With all his might and fury, he swung the steel mallet against its head, smashing skull bone. 
 
    Despite that, the dying sabertooth knocked me down. 
 
    I would likely have died if Skarl and Krull hadn’t stood over me, one wielding a lance with its bayonet point and the other wielding his mallet like the Viking god of thunder, Thor. 
 
    It was spectacular and courageous. It also allowed me time to scramble up and resume firing. 
 
    Sweeping the phasor, with my finger on the trigger, I finished off the last hideous charge, leaving smoking carcasses bleeding upon the snow. 
 
    We stood there, panting, the three of us covered with blood. I don’t know about the other two, but I was surprised and grateful to be alive. 
 
    Krull had a terrible cut on his side, fainting onto the snow. 
 
    Skarl dropped his lance and used the first-aid kit I’d put together. He sopped blood, used a needle and thread, sewing the skin flaps together and then wrapped bandages around the ugly wound. 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” Skarl said. 
 
    I nodded, knowing that was something a Garm Neanderthal would say. If something didn’t kill a Neanderthal outright, the tough old boy would likely survive. 
 
    I hadn’t fought hand to hand with the sabertooths as Skarl and Krull had, but the incident left me drained of strength, exhausted. 
 
    I was certain Philip—the one we’d taken in, the one I’d kept alive when the others had wanted to kill him—had turned on us. I bet he was somewhere in the mine in some secret control chamber. He must have been plotting this move for some time. 
 
    I hadn’t known any antenna-wearing sabertooths had survived the battle last time. I wonder how Philip had discovered them. 
 
    We’d deal with Philip soon enough. The little bastard had better hope he wasn’t behind this. 
 
    I looked at my two friends. “You guys got this?” 
 
    Skarl looked up, nodding. “Go, Bayard. I’ll take care of Krull. If you’re successful, we’ll head to the ziggurat, bringing others with us.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I said. 
 
    I turned and wearily approached the obelisk. What exactly would I tell the ancient alien AI entity that controlled the teleporting device? 
 
    The pyramidion capping the obelisk began to glow red. That meant it recognized me as a Traveler. 
 
    This was it: the only answer I knew to my problem. If the pyramidion failed me… 
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    As I approached the obelisk across the snow, I thought about what I’d like to ask the pyramidion. I would dearly like to go the Vega System where my girlfriend Livi had gone. I longed to see her, as I was in the same state as the lonely Garm Neanderthals. 
 
    In good conscience, I couldn’t do that, though, as I’d made promises to the Neanderthals. 
 
    I could have asked the pyramidion to send me to Earth. I hadn’t been there for months, and I’d left under inauspicious circumstances. A nuke had detonated in the Persian Gulf, obliterating a Krekelen underwater base. Had that set off a chain reaction of nuclear war? I dearly hoped not. I wanted to go back to Earth and find it in a serene and pristine state. That would mean it would be even better than when I’d left. 
 
    Instead of any of those things, I told the pyramidion, “I need to learn Neanderthal script so I can understand the instruction manuals we found with the transpar suits. Please, teach me while sending me to the Garm ziggurat.” 
 
    A beam flashed from the pyramidion, striking me. 
 
    As had happened so many times before, I began to fade, elongate and ascend as if into space. 
 
    “No, no,” I said. “Where are you sending me? Didn’t you hear what I said?” 
 
    Even as I asked that in my dematerialized state, I turned and sped down to the ziggurat. As had happened on so many occasions, I began the reforming process in the top cell. 
 
    The Neanderthals should know by sonic booms and flashes of lightning that I’d reached the ziggurat. 
 
    Reforming completely in a small chamber and quickly exiting, I emerged into the nighttime of Garm, uncertain of how much time had passed—certainly more than a few minutes. 
 
    Wind howled. The stars were bright like gems up in the dark sky. I saw one of the small moons, as the cloud cover of earlier had moved on. 
 
    More importantly, the obelisk or pyramidion had done as I asked. 
 
    I no longer felt tired and morally drained from killing so many of the glorious sabertooths. The reformation of my molecules left me recharged and perfectly healthy, revitalizing my energy. 
 
    I worked my way down the stone steps. 
 
    Ah, there were a number of glow balls in the distance. Neanderthals approached. They wore manufactured garments that we’d found in the mine instead of their former fur garments. 
 
    Soon, I spied Skarl and one-eyed Brakka. He was the right-hand man to the Wise One or Old One who ruled the Neanderthals. 
 
    The Old One was back in the other mine in the other valley. His name was Gruum and he was there at the drill site where we’d found the transpar suits. 
 
    We’d used phasors to drill into stubborn, subterranean rock. We’d found many more missile lances. Then, a week ago, we’d found the great prize, or what I believed was the great prize. Transpar suits. They were composed of segmented metal with enclosed helmets and jetpacks. 
 
    I had no idea how to activate them, how to use them. The Stone Age Neanderthals who were my companions also had no idea. 
 
    Although Philip was the only one among us with real technological expertise, I hadn’t told him about the suits. A few Neanderthals, like Krull, had some technical training, but this was limited to operating the portal. 
 
    They’d tried to re-activate the portal so we could cross to the Institute Planet or to Saddoth. Nothing we did had worked so far. 
 
    I might have asked Philip to help us, but we kept him away from the portal. 
 
    I continued to descend the great ziggurat steps, a great stone pyramid like the Aztec or Sumerians used to build. They were all over the former Harmony of Planets. Some could still perform the technological marvel of teleporting a Traveler, a person with the right genes to activate the processes. Others could follow if a Traveler went first, but that was only for a limited time. Once the time passed, the obelisk, the sending unit, shut down again. 
 
    I was one of those rare individuals, perhaps the only one of Earth. Livi had told me that there might be others on Earth who had Traveler genes but didn’t know how to use or utilize the genetic gift. 
 
    Upon reaching the bottom, I found myself surrounded by giant Neanderthal statues. They all faced the ziggurat. They were statues of philosophers, professors and tech soldiers: what the Neanderthals had once been seven to eight thousand years ago. 
 
    Skarl and Brakka stepped forward. 
 
    “What did you do, Bayard?” Brakka asked. “Did you journey to Earth or somewhere else and decide to return?” 
 
    “No, my friend,” I said, gripping him by one of his shoulders. “I used the obelisk to learn Neanderthal script so I can understand what to do with the transpar suits, the ones we found in the other mine.” 
 
    “Then you weren’t trying to escape and were secretly forced back?” Brakka asked. 
 
    “No, no. Tell me, how is Krull? Did you hear what happened to him?” 
 
    “I heard.” Brakka glanced at Skarl. “He’s told us repeatedly on the journey here. I’ve sent a team to intern Philip. I don’t know what he was doing. I came straight here to rescue you. You’re the most important man on Garm.” 
 
    I wanted to tell Brakka I was the only man on Garm. But according to what I knew about genetic studies, most Earthmen had a few percentage points of Neanderthal DNA. That would seem to indicate that, in some distant time, unions between Cro-Magnon men or women and Neanderthal men or women resulted in babies. In that way, Neanderthal DNA had spread through what became the modern Homo sapiens gene pool. That made us at least as close as any two breed of dogs, rather than let us say a horse and donkey that produced an infertile mule. In any case, I didn’t say any of that. 
 
    I clapped Brakka on his shoulder again. “We need to set out immediately for the other mine.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Brakka said. 
 
    A horn blared in the distance. 
 
    We all turned to look. 
 
    In a few moments, I spied more Neanderthals. They carried torches and ran toward us. 
 
    “This cannot be good,” Brakka said. 
 
    I considered that an understatement. 
 
    In a few minutes, Zog, the horniest of all the Neanderthals and with the thickest and darkest hair, raced to us. He held his torch high, revealing an agony-twisted face. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “What happened?” 
 
    “Philip is gone,” Zog said, glaring at me as if it was my fault the sneaky Homo habilis couldn’t be found. 
 
    “We’ll search the whole mine for him when we get back,” I said. 
 
    Zog shook his head. “That isn’t the worst of it. A bomb went off.” 
 
    My heart sank. “Where?” I asked in a raspy voice. 
 
    “The bomb destroyed the portal.” 
 
    “No,” I whispered. 
 
    Zog glared at me and then looked at Brakka and Skarl and then me again. “Philip must have blown up the portal. I have no doubt he set a timer, left for the Institute Planet and then the bomb detonated.” 
 
    I groaned. That made sense. It made sense why the sabertooths had attacked us. 
 
    The little bastard! I’d worked with Philip. I’d helped him and kept him alive—and this was what he did in return? He tried to sabotage us? He tried to kill us? 
 
    “Now what do we do, Bayard?” Zog asked. “We’ll never get our women. It’s over. It’s finished. You lied to us. You said you’d find us women. You said you’d free those on Saddoth. You said you’d bring us Saddoth Neanderthal mates. Now what do we do? It’s over. It’s over for good.” 
 
    Zog was working himself up the way a dog might. Soon, he was going to attack me. He’d turn it into a death fight. I had no doubt I could kick his butt, but I didn’t want to do that. 
 
    “My friend, my friend,” I said, “Hold on. It’s far from over. I already have a plan. We don’t need the portal to do this.” 
 
    Zog stared at me, with distrust swirling in his eyes. “How will you do this then?” he asked, clearly skeptical. 
 
    “The obvious way,” I said, “through the obelisk.” 
 
    Zog blinked several times. “You think we’ll follow you through that evil system of travel?” 
 
    “There’s nothing evil about it. It just means—” I began to think, trying to figure out what it meant. 
 
    One thing it meant was that I needed to get to the other valley and look at the suits. I needed to find out if my method had garnered me success—if I could read the ancient suit manual. 
 
    “Look,” I said, “it has been a hard night. It has been a long night. Skarl and Krull need more medical attention. I know you Neanderthals are tough. But still, we have to look after the two champions.” 
 
    Several of the others murmured agreement. 
 
    “But the portal, the portal,” Zog said. 
 
    “You, my friend,” I pointed at Zog, “I want you to come with me. I want you to see exactly how it is that we’re going to do this.” 
 
    Zog cocked his head. The distrust still swirled in his eyes. “You want me to join you?” 
 
    “I sure do, Zog. What do you say?” 
 
    He stared, and I could see the wheels turning in his Neanderthal brain. Finally, he nodded brusquely. “Very well, when do we leave?” 
 
    “Tomorrow morning,” I said, “at first light.” 
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    Zog and I, along with a few others, left in the morning. We decided to go on foot, as none of us were trained mammoth riders. 
 
    No one had found Philip yet. 
 
    I hadn’t looked at the portal, as it would mean wasting time. I wanted to get to the other mine site and see if I could decipher the manual, the brittle pages we’d found along with the transpar suits. 
 
    Zog, the others and I slipped on backpacks. I took my depleted phasor. I also took a missile lance. 
 
    We trekked past the ziggurat and statues until we reached the snowy tundra that connected the two mountain ranges and valleys. The wind blew constantly, whipping up snow and icy particles. 
 
    It took several days until we reached the underground outpost. We took a break, getting out of the foul weather and devouring hot stew. After several hours rest, we started up a mountain trail. Soon enough, we crested it and started down the other side into the valley. 
 
    Not so long ago, I had done this as a lone man who’d joined the elite nine. They’d become the Lance Bearers. I hoped to turn them into—I’ll save that for later. 
 
    I needed to see if I could figure out how to make the suits work. If my supposition was correct, the jetpacks were the key. 
 
    After many hours of trekking, we reached the main cavern, the mine entrance. There were several guards, who let us pass. 
 
    We used a glow ball for light, finding winding stone stairs, going down. Soon enough, we reached the cavern of the Old One, the Wise One. 
 
    A large machine hummed. It provided fresh air and power for lights. A shrunken and shriveled yet lively individual named Gruum sat on a sofa, reading from a tablet, using lamplight. 
 
    He looked up, setting the tablet on his knobby knees. 
 
    The obvious thought was why I hadn’t had Gruum read the instruction manual, explaining what it said to me. 
 
    I’d tried. Gruum had joined me in the deep excavation site, attempting to read the script. He’d soon told me a word or two he could decipher. That was how we learned the name: transpar suits. Other than that— 
 
    Gruum had shaken his hoary head. “I don’t know what the rest of these words mean.” 
 
    Now, telling the others to go rest, only taking Zog with me, we sat on the sofa with Gruum. I explained to Gruum what had happened, including the portal exploding. 
 
    Zog fidgeted at that, but had greater decorum in Gruum’s presence than otherwise, remaining respectfully silent. 
 
    “How is Brakka?” Gruum asked. 
 
    One-eyed Brakka was like a son to Gruum. Brakka had stayed home at the Corporation mine. He was in charge there. 
 
    This mine used to have Corporation overlords. But either whatever they’d mined down here had run out or their numbers had dwindled. This mine had long been a sanctuary for the outlawed or free Neanderthals, those who’d escaped Corporation service. Now they were all free. 
 
    Gruum was comfortable here. He had a large bed in back and reading material. Though he’d done splendidly several months earlier when he’d led us, time had sapped his remaining vitality. 
 
    Gruum coughed as I spoke to him. His eyes were more rheumy than I remembered and soon his eyelids drooped. 
 
    The guards who took care of him approached, biding us leave. 
 
    We didn’t exit the chamber in the same way we’d come in it, but advanced past his bed into a deeper tunnel. Soon, we descended stairs, reaching a different level. 
 
    Incredibly, an electric railcar and line still worked down here. No one knew the power source. Zog and I took the railcar farther than Gruum had originally taken me the first time. That was when he’d shown me the cases of lances and the spiked gauntlets and helmets. 
 
    Eventually, the railcar came to a stop. There was a man-sized hole created not so long ago by phasor fire. We’d drilled deeper and deeper, recharging the phasors through Gruum’s machine in his cavern. Finally, we’d broken into a grand chamber. 
 
    It had been awe-inspiring. We’d been like wretched mining dwarves breaking into the ancient hall of the dwarf kings. 
 
    Zog and I took one of the narrower branch tunnels, using glow balls for light. We reached a large room with transpar suits on stands. 
 
    The suits were made of articulated metal of some kind. They were shiny, not in any sense rusty or decrepit. Within the suits were cushioned parts. Outside the suits were nozzles where jets of air, possibly, could propel wearer and suit into the air. 
 
    We hadn’t been able to power any of them. Of course, we hadn’t tried. In the back, I’d found cells or batteries that seemed similar to what the phasors had, only larger. 
 
    As Zog watched, I went to old and brittle books. 
 
    I took the biggest and carefully set it on the floor. I opened it as my heart beat faster. In the light of a glow ball, with Zog breathing over my shoulder, I began to read. 
 
    To my amazed delight, I understood the words. It wasn’t English or any Earth language. It was some archaic Neanderthal tongue, created perhaps by those who’d posed for the statues around the ziggurat. 
 
    I read, absorbed. 
 
    Zog, perhaps sensing my intensity, soon left. 
 
    I sat on the floor turning one brittle page after another. 
 
    This was better than I’d hoped. The armor was made of a lightweight composite alloy, able to withstand terrific impacts. Anti-gravity mesh was interlaced throughout. Once activated, the bearer would float. Thrusters would provide motive power. The suit’s streamlining would aid in the flight. 
 
    I’d seen anti-gravity devices on Tynar in the Canopus System. There, I’d used an anti-gravity belt to escape a hideous island. I thus knew this technology was possible. 
 
    Continuing to read, I turned the next page in haste and ended up tearing a part of it. I looked around guiltily. 
 
    I was alone, although there was a plate of cooked meat and a Garm vegetable, along with a canteen of water. 
 
    My stomach rumbled. I was ravenous. I devoured the food, drank the water, and tenderly touched the ripped page, longing for it to mend. It didn’t. It was torn. I turned the page carefully and continued to read. 
 
    I read for hours. The visor of the helmet had a heads-up display (HUD). There was an intergroup comm system and an outer helmet speaker. The suit had a life support system and—this might have been the best part. There was a neural interface. The wearer could think the commands and the suit would theoretically obey the wearer’s thoughts. 
 
    Zog returned, bringing more food. 
 
    “Are you well, Bayard? You’ve been in here staring at the pages and symbols for far too long. Surely your brain must be bursting with new ideas or turned to mush. Which is it?” 
 
    I grinned widely. 
 
    “Zog, it’s here. This is the answer. With the suits, if we can energize them—and I believe the principle of their energizing is similar to the phasors. We have a weapon in the phasors. But according to this, there should be other weapons—sonic grenades among other things we can use on Saddoth.” 
 
    Zog seemed bemused. “What are you trying to say?” 
 
    “I’m not trying, I’m saying it.” I indicated the suits, “Here we have—” 
 
    I looked at twelve suits and then at Zog. “Surely, the Nine will want to join me. That means ten of us, ten suits. That might be all we need.” 
 
    “How can ten warriors defeat a planet of Ophidians?” Zog asked. 
 
    I hardly heard him. The suits would allow Neanderthals to fly. Would I be able to fit in a suit? Neanderthals were shaped differently from Homo sapiens. 
 
    I looked at Zog. 
 
    He was scowling. He was too negative because he wanted a woman so desperately that he was sure everything and everyone was against him. If I could win Zog over, if I could convince him of the possibilities of this— 
 
    “Zog,” I said, “we’ll be greater than the champions you were when we defeated the Slave-Corps Guards. We’ll be able to fly like heroes of old.” 
 
    I would have said gods, but that would have been blasphemous. 
 
    “Imagine flying like the pterodactyls of this world, flying like the other creatures, swooping in for the kill.” 
 
    “Will we not be easier to destroy, outlined against the sky?” Zog asked. 
 
    I indicated the manual. “There are ways to counter that. No, Zog. I think a raid is in order. A raid so we swoop in, seeing if any of the other Neanderthals still live as gladiators in the Ophidian cities. Perhaps we can persuade some Neanderthal females to join us on Garm. I’m sure they’d love to emigrate to your planet.” 
 
    “Emigrate?” Zog asked. “I do not understand what you mean. We will grab the women as the Romans grabbed the Sabine women. They’ll have no choice in the matter. They will come here whether they want to or not.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, that’s one way to do it,” I said, “but a willing partner is much better.” 
 
    “I want a woman, willing or not,” Zog said stubbornly. 
 
    “Zog, Zog,” I was going to lecture him on taking it easy, on using charm, but I saw that didn’t interest him in the least. He was a Neanderthal, a caveman, and by definition, cavemen dragged their women by the hair according to Earth legends. 
 
    My brow furrowed. 
 
    I thought of Skarl and Krull. I couldn’t envision either of them dragging a woman by the hair. I could envision Zog dragging several women to his cave that way. 
 
    Hmm, I’d let events soften his outlook. Perhaps when Zog saw some Neanderthal babe and she batted her eyelashes at him, he’d think differently. 
 
    Besides, I didn’t think that these cavemen, by definition, would assault women in brutish ways, even though they were Neanderthals, literal brutes. I knew them. I suspected they would treat their women well as most men do. 
 
    “We’re going to power these up,” I said. “Then I’m going to take a test flight. I’m going to see whether the armor suits will work. If they do…” I became expansive. “I tell you, Zog, this is the way to do it. We’ll have a fighting chance of freeing my friend Bok.” 
 
    “Is that what this is about?” Zog asked angrily. “Freeing your friend Bok, not finding us women?” 
 
    I almost said, “Yeah, that was the whole point from the beginning.” But I’d learned a little discretion in my time as a Traveler. Therefore, I said, “We’re getting you women. I’ve promised that and I plan to deliver.” 
 
    Zog squinted at me. “When will you test a suit?” 
 
    That was a good question. I yawned, finally realizing how tired I was. 
 
    “I need to sleep,” I said. “After that…we’ll get started. Does that sound good?” 
 
    Zog grunted mulishly, but finally nodded. 
 
    I yawned again. Some sleep, some food, and then I’d make my first test. 
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    I slept much harder and longer than I’d intended, sleeping the night through, waking up groggy and with a headache. 
 
    I wondered if my grogginess was because I’d used a different portion of my mind to read the ancient script. How had I learned it? Or more to the point, how had the pyramidion taught it to my mind? 
 
    The process was perhaps more draining than I realized or maybe I’d just read too long. My eyes didn’t feel overly strained, though. 
 
    How long would the reading knowledge last? Would it dissipate over time? 
 
    I got up and spoke to Gruum. Then, I had a quick breakfast of cold meat and water. I hurried down afterward to the rail system, driving to the cave entrance and running to where the tech manual was laid out. 
 
    I continued to read, boning up on a few points. Afterward, I searched deeper into the tunnels. I discovered a set of tools that allowed me to take apart a suit. Following the manual’s diagrams, I did just that. 
 
    My headache had vanished and I retained knowledge of the words and concepts I’d read yesterday. 
 
    I learned hands-on knowledge about the suit and the various components to it. 
 
    I couldn’t get over the suit’s age. Did it come from before the shattering of the Harmony or sometime after? In the end, I decided it didn’t matter. What did matter was if the suit worked as advertised or not. 
 
    I took the main energy pack. It was light and small enough. I took a few others with me. 
 
    Zog walked in and started asking questions. 
 
    I shook my head. “This isn’t the moment. Here, carry this.” 
 
    We carried empty energy cells, taking them to Gruum’s chamber. 
 
    He was reading and set down his tablet, watching with interest. 
 
    I fiddled with his machine, finding a way to plug in the larger energy cells. Then, I waited with anticipation, circling the machine, checking to see how far a battery cell had energized. 
 
    Suddenly, the machine thrummed oddly. 
 
    I looked at Gruum and Gruum looked at me. 
 
    “Are you destroying my machine?” Gruum asked. 
 
    Instead of answering, I wanted to quiz him about where he’d found it. I was too amped up, though. I squatted by a charging cell. According to a reading, it had charged a fifth of the way. 
 
    I grinned despite the weird humming. 
 
    How long had the machine been operative? 
 
    I studied it, finding sealed areas. I opened one, another and saw a sign. It indicated danger. Understanding hit me. This was a nuclear-powered machine. I bet it had been operative for a long, long time. 
 
    Yet that puzzled me. How could the fuel have remained good for so long? 
 
    I had so many questions and so few answers. 
 
    Finally, the weird hum ceased. I checked. The energy cell still absorbed power. I no longer thought I was wrecking the machine. 
 
    I went outside and exercised, doing various calisthenics. When I returned, I saw that Zog had exchanged the cells. 
 
    Soon, I took three fully charged cells, hurrying to the railcar. With Zog beside me, we parked at the subterranean opening and raced through the tunnel. In the suit chamber, I reinserted an energy cell. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you take the suit outside before you start it up?” Zog asked. 
 
    I thought about that. “No, let’s see if it works before we use our time and effort to carry this thing.” 
 
    I sealed the battery cell, stepping back. I’d have to wear the suit to do this. 
 
    I opened the suit and struggled within. It was uncomfortable, as it had obviously been constructed for a shorter individual with different dimensions than my Homo sapiens physique. 
 
    I squeezed out and checked the manual. With it, I made what adjustments I could, testing it several times.  Then, I put on the suit again, attached the helmet and activated the power unit. 
 
    The suit hummed. The faceplate lit up as the neural receptors in the helmet turned on. There was a buzz in my head. It was a similar sensation to speaking with the pyramidion. 
 
    I began to perceive things I’d read that had not made complete sense. By imagining a process, the suit responded to my mental commands. 
 
    I walked around the chamber, stumbling several times. In seconds, I had the hang of it. This was crazy cool. I closed my fist and tried other maneuvers. 
 
    Turning to a watching Zog, I asked, “Can you hear me, Zog?” 
 
    He clapped his hands over his ears. “I hear you perfectly, but you’re shouting. It’s hurting my ears.” 
 
    I imagined lowering the volume. “How about now?” I asked. 
 
    Zog experimentally took his hands away from his ears, nodding. 
 
    “Excellent,” I said. “This is unbelievable.” 
 
    I turned and strode down the corridor. All the while, the receptors in the helmet hummed. 
 
    Just as you use your mind to send a command to your muscles to walk—but you don’t really think about it—the receptors took my mental orders and the suit motors obeyed. The suit was imprinting on me, directly reading the flashes of my neurons in my brain. 
 
    This proved yet again that Neanderthals and Homo sapiens were close in genetic makeup that these receptors could accept my mental commands. 
 
    After riding in the railcar, I then climbed the stairs in the suit. Zog raced beside me, doggedly keeping up. We went through Gruum’s chamber. 
 
    “What are you?” shouted the Old One on the sofa. 
 
    “It’s me, Gruum. Bayard. We’re making a test.” 
 
    “Then it works?” Gruum asked. “It works?” 
 
    “It works indeed, sir. So far, anyway.” 
 
    I strode through the cavern, the tunnel, up another spiral set of stairs and reached the main entrance. 
 
    Now, what did I dare command the suit to do? What if I attempted to fly and did, for a moment, and then plummeted to my death? 
 
    I shook my head. I needed courage. I needed to dare. 
 
    I took several fast steps outside the cave, jumped, and commanded, “Fly,” in my mind. In a moment, the ground rushed away from me. 
 
    On the HUD, lights flashed. I understood the symbols. The anti-gravity meshes had activated. A power unit sucked in and then expelled air, propelling me. I was flying. I was flying through the air in this powered armor suit. It was vastly more advanced than anything we had on Earth. 
 
    I attempted several aerial maneuvers, doing in the suit what I imagined. I should have brought a phasor along to test. 
 
    The energy weapon embedded in the suit failed to function. Blades appeared, however, sliding back into their sheathes as I thought the command. 
 
    Then I forgot all about weapons. The mountains, the lake in the valley—this was glorious. I must have flown an hour, intoxicated with the joy of flight. This was beyond my wildest expectations. 
 
    Finally, noticing the power indicator—I’d used plenty of juice already—I landed in front of the cave before an astonished Zog. 
 
    “Bayard,” he said, rushing to me, “are you saying I’ll be able to do that inside a suit?” 
 
    I took my time answering, finally disengaging the helmet. That powered down the suit. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying. First, I need to experiment and learn exactly how to do these things and what dangers there are. We’ll begin powering up all the other suits… It is time to collect the rest of the Nine. I’m sure they’ll all want to fly like this. Don’t you agree, Zog?” 
 
    “Oh yes. I can’t believe what I saw. This is…this is…maybe you’re right. Maybe there’s a chance we’ll collect our mates on Saddoth. Do you think the Ophidians have battle suits like these?” 
 
    “I didn’t see any indication of it last time I was there. I think this is ancient technology preserved in some marvelous manner.” I shook my head. “It’s time to gather the Nine. It’s time to discover the suit limitations. We need to know how long the power cells last so we know how much operative time we’ll have on Saddoth.” 
 
    “I don’t know all what you’re saying,” Zog told me, “but I want to fly like just like you did.” 
 
    “I bet you do.” 
 
    Even as I spoke, a plan began to swirl in my mind. 
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    Drogar, Skarl, Zog, Grax, and the others of the Nine, took to the suits like natural-born flyers. I was stunned watching their aerial dynamics. Soon, each of them could fly through the air like a superhero, speeding over the ground. The next second, they’d be running on the ground far faster than I could achieve. 
 
    It became obvious the neural receptors in the helmets were much more finely attuned to Neanderthal brain patterns than they were to mine. 
 
    I could do this after a fashion. Perhaps due to my greater technological sophistication and familiarity with technology, which they lacked to a significant extent, I could adjust better. 
 
    I learned how to use magnification or find a radar fix faster than any of them did, but as natural flyers, able to move and fight, the suits were like second skins on each of the Nine. 
 
    This seemed like comic-book time to me. Flying was a superpower. The suits multiplied our strength, enabling each of us to perform amazing feats, such as lifting and hurling a car. 
 
    There were no repeller rays or other things as on fictitious suits in Earth comic books, but they allowed night vision, had radar senses and other abilities. 
 
    For offensive power beyond mere strength and blades, we’d use phasors. 
 
    We searched deeper in the mine, uncovering a cache of sonic grenades. Then, he found better missile launchers, with longer ranges than the lance mini-missiles. Some of them were “smart” missiles. We could slave the smart missiles to the receptors in our helmets. 
 
    Zog but particularly Skarl became expert at this. I was pretty good, too. 
 
    We practiced endlessly, using up half our munitions so everyone perfected his skills. On Saddoth, we’d need to be experts in using the amazing suits. 
 
    We discovered that the power cells supplied us with five hours of energy. 
 
    Unfortunately, during training, some of the components burned out. I spent days repairing various suits, pirating what I could from the extras. 
 
    It soon became clear that given the depth of our training and the rate of suit consumption, they would last several short forays at best. I hoped that would prove enough. 
 
    One thing struck me as odd or perhaps telling. Bok wouldn’t fit in any of these suits. He would be too big. 
 
    That got me wondering about the genetic differences between Garm and Saddoth Neanderthals, the hairiness more than the size. And that brought me back to my old conundrum. Would the Garm Neanderthals want hairy Saddoth Neanderthal women? 
 
    I hadn’t told them about the hairiness because I was frankly too afraid to do it. I kept telling myself I’d do it later, but in this, later never came. 
 
    I concentrated on the wonderful flying suits: the transpar suits. They reminded me in a way of the road in the Chaunt System and its amazing vehicles. 
 
    The people of the Harmony of Planets had clearly possessed superior technology to what we had today. That likely indicated the First Folk of the Institute and maybe the Krekelens must have stolen the old technology or attempted to learn it again. 
 
    It was one thing to use a suit like this, one that still functioned from so long ago. To manufacture such technology would be a different thing entirely. 
 
    These thoughts and others occupied my mind as I switched burned-out parts with pirated parts. What if a suit malfunctioned while we were on Saddoth and there were no extras to pirate? What if—? 
 
    I’d stop myself and shake my head. At times, you gotta just go for it, you gotta do it. That was what we were going to do. 
 
    After an entire month of training where I gained some proficiency— 
 
    Let me tell you about the Nine instead. After a month of practice, I marveled at them. As I’ve said before, they were like comic-book superheroes, able to achieve feats of prowess that I wouldn’t have considered possible. 
 
    If the Homo habilises of the Institute had come through the portal, they would have found a terrifying reception. 
 
    I debated going to the Institute world instead—if I could convince the pyramidion to do that for us. What persuaded me otherwise were several things. I’d promised to help Bok and his people. The Homo habilis of the Institute would be expecting us, would have prepared for us. The Ophidians, on the other hand, as far as we knew, weren’t expecting any such foray. Surprise was a force multiplier, and despite the wonderful properties of the suits, ten warriors might need all the force multiplier they could get in order to win. 
 
    At last, the day arrived when I judged us ready. We charged every battery cell and phasor. Then, we piled the suits and weapons onto mammoths, making the trek across the tundra. Our caravan passed the ziggurat and the impressive statues of Neanderthals of old. We passed the former Corporation mine entrance and brought our mammoths near the obelisk. 
 
    The sabertooth carcasses were long gone, eaten by scavenging animals, the final sabertooth remains carted away by Brakka and his crews. 
 
    There was still no sign of Philip. That meant Zog’s initial thought was likely correct. Philip had used the portal in some fashion, escaping to the Institute. No doubt, the little creep had told the originals about our plans, the little that he knew. 
 
    As we prepared, other Neanderthals gathered. Soon, three hundred souls watched us lay our armor suits on the ground. Beside them, we set our charged phasors, sonic grenades, and three advanced missile-launchers. 
 
    I had the Nine line up before me. I strode in front of them. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” I said, “this is a great day. We’re about to go to Saddoth, Lord willing. We’ll go there and find you mates. The plan I’ve outlined means we need to find my old friend so he can tell us the best way to achieve this.” 
 
    Zog gave me a funny look. I didn’t think much of it at the time. The others murmured their agreement. 
 
    I nodded. “Gentlemen, it’s time.” 
 
    We donned our powered-armor suits as the three hundred Neanderthals looked on. We activated them, ten warriors with two phasors each and our backpacks loaded with sonic grenades. Zog, Skarl and I each had a missile launcher with an extra supply of missiles. We were a raiding team. We were not meant to conquer. 
 
    I’d explained this many times, often as we sat around a campfire. We would drink a form of alcohol that I’d shown them how to ferment from the crackers they had. It was weak sauce to be sure, but they’d loved it. 
 
    Turning sharply, I marched toward the obelisk. 
 
    Bayard, the pyramidion said in my mind, what is this? You bring Neanderthals of Garm with you. 
 
    “I want to go to Saddoth. And I want the suited Neanderthals to follow me. Will you send them there as I open the path?” 
 
    I stared at the red-glowing pyramidion. As I did, I wondered yet again, whose side it was on. Who’d built the obelisks and pyramidions? Did the pyramidions communicate amongst themselves? 
 
    I had so many questions and so few answers. 
 
    Yes, the pyramidion said, I will do this, Jake Bayard. I perceive part of your plan, and it is a noble one. Good luck and beware. I believe there is treachery in the star lanes. 
 
    “All right, let’s do this.” 
 
    A beam of light reached down, striking my armor. In seconds, my right hand elongated as I felt myself lengthen. Then I felt myself zooming up into the heavens, heading once more to Saddoth, a world twenty-six light years from Earth. The planet was full of Ophidians, snake people who ate humans. 
 
    This time, however, I came armed for war. I just hoped the pyramidion did its part and the Nine followed me. 
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    I regained consciousness inside a small stone chamber, one that seemed familiar. This time, I didn’t drop several inches. 
 
    A terrible thought struck. What if my suit had melded into the rock of the shelf? 
 
    I managed to pry myself off the stone shelf. 
 
    As I panted on the floor, I realized my worst fear of being melded into the rock hadn’t happened. 
 
    Perhaps this was why I’d fallen a few inches before: the chamber was meant, or could be used by soldiers or warriors with battle suits. 
 
    I felt around, then stood gingerly. I pushed open the rock door and walked onto the top of a stone ziggurat. 
 
    The early morning sun had just risen. The sky was green instead of blue. This was Saddoth all right. The gravity was slightly higher here. Did that mean my suit wouldn’t last the full five hours it could on Garm? I’d have to remember to check that later. 
 
    I looked around at lush fields and trees in the distance. I didn’t see any Neanderthal herds, the hairy, dull-witted, cattle creatures that had been there the first time I’d arrived. 
 
    Even so, a feeling of déjà vu swept over me as I began to recognize topographical features. 
 
    With a start, I remembered that I’d better get off the ziggurat. If lightning struck and the booms blasted my bones apart— 
 
    In my activated suit, I hurried down the broad stone steps. I didn’t fly because I wanted to save as much power as possible. 
 
    Several minutes later, lightning flashed and sonic booms thundered. I spied red swirling mist above the ziggurat. Then the mist flowed down into the top stone chamber. 
 
    It was then I noticed that no vines covered the ziggurat as had last time. Someone had cleared all the vines. 
 
    I looked around. The place was more like a park than I remembered. It was well kept and tended. Someone must have moved the former cattle Neanderthal herd. 
 
    Using magnification, I watched three armor suits leave the top chamber and climb down the ziggurat. 
 
    I hailed them. 
 
    The three headed for me. 
 
    In no time, the other two teams crossed from Garm. We were here. We’d made it onto Saddoth. 
 
    The Nine kept looking around. 
 
    “What happened to the snow?” asked Zog. “There’s no snow here.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I don’t know if there ever is snow on Saddoth.” 
 
    “This is unbelievable,” Skarl said. “The sky is green.” 
 
    “Sure is,” I said. 
 
    “We are truly on a different planet,” Skarl said. “It is frightening. It is hard to take in.” 
 
    “I get that,” I said. “It takes some getting used to. But gentlemen, we’re here and—” 
 
    “Bayard,” Zog said, interrupting me. “I’m picking something up on my imager.” 
 
    Why hadn’t I switched on my sensors? I’d been a fool. 
 
    “Give me the coordinates,” I said. 
 
    Zog did. 
 
    I activated every feature of my suit. Zog was right. We had a reception committee coming our way. 
 
    “This is it,” I said. “The Ophidians have a faster reaction team than the last time I was here. They clearly were expecting something, but I doubt they’re expecting warriors like us in these suits. Let’s lift off.” 
 
    I jumped, imagined myself flying, and found myself propelled upward. 
 
    The Nine followed me into the sky. 
 
    I looked around with magnified vision. There was a road over there, leading to…eighteen Ophidian vehicles. Most were balloon-tired vehicles like last time. Those had turrets with slender cannons. Three of the vehicles were heavier air cars. 
 
    I didn’t think they’d spotted us yet. From all our practice on Garm, I’d maneuvered so the sun was behind us. Pilots on Earth did that. We would likely be invisible to anyone looking up at us from their position. 
 
    “Skarl, Zog, I’ll—no, let’s hit them all at once.” 
 
    I shouldered my missile launcher and detected an elevated heat signature from one of the air cars. The personage in the back seat of the air car was much hotter than the other Ophidians in the vehicle. 
 
    “Listen up,” I said. “The alien in the back seat of the third air car is a Krekelen shape-shifter. Leave him and the car to me. Obliterate everyone else. Are you ready?” 
 
    The Nine gave me signs of acknowledgement. 
 
    “Zog, Skarl—” I told them where to aim. 
 
    I fired my missile launcher. They did theirs. 
 
    The missiles flew perfectly, hitting balloon-tired armored vehicles. Each tank-like vehicle exploded violently. 
 
    We zoomed down like literal angels of death. We came at speed and none used a phasor. There were a few ineffectual enemy darts striking our suits without harm. We landed among them, the Nine ahead of me. They came in beautifully, grabbing vehicles and tossing them. With others, they smashed their armored fists, punching through engines and soon into dismounting Ophidian soldiers. 
 
    The snake-like Ophidians stood taller than any of the Garm Neanderthals did, although not taller than the Neanderthals in their armored suits. 
 
    An Ophidian was a combination of reptilian and human features. Its lithe, sinuous form was covered in smooth scales that shimmered in shades of green, blue and gold. Its elongated torso and limbs were both powerful and agile, capable of moving with speed and precision—not that it helped them against us. 
 
    The faces were a blend of human and serpentine characteristics, with piercing, almond-shaped eyes that gleamed like polished emeralds. The eyes were set above a pair of pronounced, slitted nostrils, and a narrow, slightly upturned mouth lined with rows of small, sharp teeth. Its forked tongue flicked out occasionally, tasting the air as it gathered information about its surroundings—at least, when they’d been alive. 
 
    An Ophidian’s head was framed by a hood-like structure. Today, it expanded and contracted as the creature expressed fear and rage. Long, slender fingers tipped with curved claws extended from its hands, while its feet were similarly equipped with powerful, prehensile toes. A tail coiled behind it, providing both balance and an extra weapon in combat that had proven ineffectual against our armor suits. 
 
    Despite its fearsome appearance and my hatred of the creatures, the Ophidians moved with a grace that belied their size. Their movements were fluid, like snakes gliding through water. They seemed to exude an air of cunning that made them formidable opponents. 
 
    With all that said, I liked them much better dead. 
 
    They fought with wavy-bladed knives, dart guns and fierce hisses. But they could do nothing against us in our battle armor. We smashed their vehicles and pulverized their bodies. 
 
    Soon, the air car I designated sped away, gaining height. With my permission, Zog and Skarl chased and brought it down, smashing it to a halt and tearing off the doors. Lastly, they smashed the engines and held the Ophidian passengers hostage. 
 
    “This one,” Zog said, thrusting forward a creature that looked exactly like an Ophidian. 
 
    By my thermal imaging—and Zog’s—it was clear he was hotter than the others were. 
 
    I leveled my phasor at him. “You’re a Krekelen shape-shifter,” I said in English. “I know it, as I’m a Traveler, and I’m here to slaughter you…or you can make a deal with me.” 
 
    He stared at me with serpentine indifference. 
 
    “Look at the wreckage around you,” I suggested. 
 
    By now, the others of the Nine landed and surrounded him. 
 
    “All right,” I said, pointing the phasor at his head. “That’s fine with me. Your time is up, Krekelen.” 
 
    “Wait,” he said in a tortured manner, using English. “Are you human?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter who or what I am. I want to know if you’ll aid us. If you will, you may live. If you won’t, you’ll die here and now. And I’ll make sure to shoot out your brain so you can’t regenerate.” 
 
    In front of us, he shifted his Ophidian form, turning into a misshapen human, perhaps five feet eight inches, bald and with distorted features. 
 
    “Is this better?” the Krekelen asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I’ll kill you anyway. Do you agree or not?” 
 
    He glanced around and then nodded. 
 
    “I want an affirmative in speech,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, “I’ll help you. What do you want of me?” 
 
    “Direct us to the nearest Ophidian city with gladiatorial camps. Do you understand what that means?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I understand,” he said. “You hominid primitives slaughtered these good Ophidians. Why did you kill them so treacherously, without any chance to surrender?” 
 
    “None of that matters to you. Answer me carefully. Are there any Neanderthal gladiatorial champions in the nearest city?” 
 
    He stared at me and a bit of perception entered his eyes. 
 
    I wanted to blast him, but I realized he hadn’t yet given me the information I needed. 
 
    “Is this what it is about?” he asked. 
 
    “Krekelen, you’re testing my patience. Do you want to live or not?” 
 
    “You’ll kill me after I’ve done your bidding.” 
 
    “No, I swear to you, if you do as I say, precisely as I say, I shall leave you alive when we leave Saddoth.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, “there are Neanderthal champions, as you call them, gladiatorial slaves in Ouroboropolis.” 
 
    “What is the name of the greatest champion?” 
 
    “Do you mean Bok?” 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. It had been a long shot. I didn’t think the Krekelen could read my mind. He didn’t have any devices that I could scan. Nor did I spot any nearby creature that could have been one of his psi-master pets. Could Bok have survived all this time? Was he the city champion? This seemed like luck, pure luck that was too good to be true. Yet, I’d taught Bok some of my Marine fighting skills. He’d been captured near here. Maybe my training had helped him become a great champion, staying alive all this time. 
 
    “All right, Krekelen, Show us in the dirt what the camp looks like and in relation to the city, this Ouroboropolis.” 
 
    I could tell the Krekelen wanted to ask me why. That ignited my hatred of him. Did I really have to keep my word to him? 
 
    Thinking about it, I realized that I wasn’t a Krekelen backstabber. I was a man of my word. I was a knight-errant, and I would act like a knight-errant even when I didn’t want to. Maybe that was the time I most needed to do it, if I was going to be true to myself. 
 
    The Krekelen knelt and began to draw in the dirt the information I desperately wanted to know. 
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    Time was critical because our batteries wouldn’t last long. Because of the greater gravity, the batteries would drain faster than the five hours they had held up for us on Garm. And who knew if there hadn’t been some energy seepage while traveling from Garm to Saddoth. 
 
    I checked my suit and told the others to check their suits. According to my reading, I had the correct percentage of power. 
 
    Skarl noted that his suit had drained more power than he’d expected. 
 
    I told him the gravity was higher here. 
 
    “Greater gravity,” Zog said. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter for now. Use low power until we fly. Drogar, scan for any military units coming our way.” 
 
    “Roger,” Drogar said, facing the road. 
 
    I quizzed the Krekelen further, learning where the nearest military outposts were, learning what the average Ophidian carried in the way of arms. He suggested we come in at night, as the Ophidians were cold-blooded and didn’t function as well in the dark. 
 
    I listened, adjusting my plan to circumstances. It seemed the best way to do this would be the simplest: swooping in like gangbusters onto Ouroboropolis. 
 
    I shut off my outer helmet speaker, switching to closed helmet comm. I didn’t want the Krekelen hearing this. 
 
    “Listen up,” I said. 
 
    I outlined the situation and our response. 
 
    “Are there any questions?” I asked once finished. 
 
     The Nine shook their heads. 
 
    I hadn’t expected any questions. They were hunters, having hunted mammoth and bison together. They were the champions, the best of the best, and knew how to act as a team. 
 
    I moved to the Krekelen. 
 
    He flinched, hissed and pleaded, as I grabbed him and launched into the air. He screamed once and then fell into petrified silence. 
 
    The Nine followed me airborne. 
 
    I glanced at a power reading. Carrying the Krekelen drained more power because the anti-gravity meshes had to work harder to compensate for the extra weight. 
 
    The plan called for carrying Neanderthals later… Our time was even shorter than I’d imagined. Should I have saved an Ophidian vehicle so we could ride one? 
 
    It didn’t matter now. We were committed. 
 
    I used the road as a guide, flying above it by several hundred feet. The Krekelen had told me earlier the road led to Ouroboropolis. 
 
    We flew for six minutes when I spied another caravan heading toward us. These were balloon-wheeled vehicles with turrets, some on the road and some beside it. 
 
    The rising sun reflected off the alien vehicles, emphasizing the alien designs. 
 
    “Skarl, Zog, use your launchers.” 
 
    It was harder for me, as I carried the Krekelen with one arm. Still, I activated the launcher, my heart pounding as I aligned the sights with a target. 
 
    I focused on the lead vehicle. Skarl would aim for the last. 
 
    I fired. The missile sped through the air, with smoke trailing. It zeroed in on the vehicle, exploding on impact. Shards of metal showered as flames billowed. 
 
    Skarl and Zog’s missiles hit their targets. Smoke billowed. Vehicles swerved from the road. Others skidded to a halt, the narrow guns on the turrets rising toward us. 
 
    I targeted the next vehicle and launched another missile. When it detonated, a fantastic explosion rocked everything. I must have ignited the fuel. Fires raged. 
 
    This was a turkey shoot. 
 
    Heavy darts flew up, hissing wide of our armored suits. 
 
    I targeted my third vehicle. The missile slammed into the vehicle. It was awesome. The detonation started a chain reaction. Like a bullfrog, the vehicle swelled and then burst violently with a deafening roar. Flames and fireworks ripped through the air. 
 
    That brought cheers from some of the Nine. 
 
    Skarl and Zog had likewise wreaked havoc on the caravan, wrecks burning everywhere. 
 
    Three vehicles roared away. The rest burned, with dead and smoldering Ophidians lying all about on the ground. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. “By the way, good shooting Tex and Tex.” 
 
    “I could do this all day,” Zog boasted. 
 
    Within my helmet, I nodded. I knew just how Zog felt. 
 
    Another fifteen minutes of flying brought Ouroboropolis into view. I used my suit’s magnification feature to get a better view of the city. 
 
    It was a sprawling metropolis with tall spires and bulbous tops, with high sidewalks like spider-webs linking everything. To the side of the city was a huge coliseum. On the coliseum’s walls were vile paintings, a testament to the depravity that took place within. 
 
    We flew for the gladiatorial compound. It looked far too much like the Roman Coliseum of history. We didn’t fire a shot. Instead, we came down, and I imagined many pointing up at us as we did. 
 
    I spotted a band of Ophidian guards, armed with spring rifles. I doubted their darts could do anything to us in our armor. 
 
    As soon as we touched down, I let the Krekelen run free. He promptly hit the sand, covering his head. 
 
    The Ophidians fired at us, but as I’d expected, their darts bounced harmlessly off our armor. 
 
    I beamed the nearest guard. He crumpled to the ground, smoke rising from his charred remains. The rest of the Nine fired, slaughtering the guards. 
 
    I exhaled sharply. That had been brutal and yet… How many Neanderthal steaks had each of the guards eaten in his lifetime? 
 
    I turned. The Krekelen— 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “Show yourself.” 
 
    The Krekelen appeared. He’d disguised himself as sand. He raised his head, looked around and then hurriedly rose. 
 
    “Show us to the barracks,” I said. 
 
    He did. 
 
    I looked at him, and I made a shooing motion. 
 
    Having fulfilled his task, he took off running. I’d decided to let him go, thus keeping my word. 
 
    Now, it was time to see if we could find Bok. 
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    We regrouped and ran through a tunnel and down a corridor. There were more Ophidian guards at the other end. Their air guns hissed, the darts bouncing off our armor. We beamed them down with a few well-placed phasor shots. 
 
    Passing the smoking dead, we burst into an illuminated underground practice area. I saw my first Saddoth Neanderthal. 
 
    There were several Neanderthals with pieces of armor, shields and wooden practice swords. A few wore helmets or leather hats. They were big and— 
 
    “Hairy,” Zog said in shock. He turned to me in his transpar armor. “What is this? Are all of them hairy like that, Bayard?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “Even the women?” asked Zog. 
 
    “The women, too,” I said, “although not as much.” 
 
    “But…hairy Neanderthals?” Zog asked. 
 
    “Nothing wrong with that,” I said. 
 
    Zog’s helmet moved from side to side as he shook his head. 
 
    “You want a woman. They’re here for the taking.” 
 
    The huge, hairy Neanderthal gladiators hadn’t heard that, as we’d spoken through the helmet channel. One of the gladiators spied the dead Ophidian guards beyond the underground entrance. He shouted to the others and pointed with his practice sword. The gladiators gathered there, staring, soon turning to us. 
 
    I switched on my helmet speaker, and I made a conscious effort to switch to Saddoth Neanderthal speech. I’d spoken it before, and the ability was granted to me again by going through the obelisk-ziggurat teleporting system. 
 
    “Bok!” I said, “Where is Bok? I must speak to Bok the Champion.” 
 
    The gladiators glanced uneasily at each other. 
 
    An even bigger Neanderthal stepped from underneath an arch. He had a real sword in his hand. He wore a leather cap, a kilt and sandals. He was hairy and obviously muscular. He’d aged since I’d seen him last. But I recognized him. It was my blood brother. 
 
    “Bok, it’s me, Jake Bayard from Earth. I’m here to free you from captivity and take you off Saddoth.” 
 
    Huge Bok squinted, coming closer. “Bayard? Is that really you?” 
 
    I imagined the visor coming down, and it did. 
 
    “Bayard,” he said. “It is you.” Bok tossed the sword, point first, into the sand. Then he thrust out his right hand to me. 
 
    With my armored gauntlet, I clutched his wrist and he clutched mine. 
 
    Bok laughed, and his brown eyes were moist. “You kept your word. You’re here. Is that your army? Is that how you’re going to sweep the Ophidians from the planet?” 
 
    I released my grip. 
 
    “This is a raiding force. I can take you and nineteen others. From that, you’ll have a core group. These are my companions, fellow Neanderthals from Garm.” 
 
    “What is Garm?” 
 
    “A planet like Saddoth but in a different star system,” I said. 
 
    “You want me to leave Saddoth?” Bok asked. 
 
    “It’s up to you. I’m offering you this chance of rescue. If you have mates, we’ll take them with us.” 
 
    I wondered what Zog thought of that. 
 
    Bok stared at me. It must be a lot to take in at once. I could see thoughts churning in his mind. 
 
    “This is your chance to be free, Bok. I can’t come a second time. I’m here now to fulfill my word this instant.” 
 
    Maybe as a gladiator, Bok had learned to make fast and difficult decisions. “Yes,” he said in a hoarse voice. “I do have a mate. Come, come, I will show you who you should take.” 
 
    I wondered if Zog or one of the others would speak up. Did they understand the Saddoth Neanderthal tongue? I didn’t know. 
 
    “We’re going to follow him,” I said through the helmet comm. 
 
    I followed Bok and the Nine followed me. I could feel their tension and anger. I felt it most from Zog. 
 
    “Bayard,” Zog said thickly, “did you really have us come with you so we would find hairy women—hairy like a mammoth?” 
 
    “Not like a mammoth,” I said. “Remember, they are Neanderthal women. Do you want them as mates or not?” 
 
    “I want a mate, but I want a mate I can love. I don’t want a hairy woman, Bayard. When this is over, when we’re back on Garm, you and I are going to fight. I’ll fight you to the death for your lies.” 
 
    Zog was working himself up. He’d soon start the death fight here, and ruin everything. 
 
    “I didn’t tell you any lies. Come on, Zog. There’s more than one way to do this. This is our first run. This has been a grand success so far. Don’t ruin it.” 
 
    “When we get back,” Zog muttered. “You and I are going to fight.” 
 
    We kept rushing through the subterranean tunnels, killing Ophidians that got in our way. 
 
    Bok shouted. 
 
    Other big Neanderthals showed up. 
 
    Bok shouted more. 
 
    Female Neanderthals appeared. They were comely, wore little attire and weren’t that bad looking all things considered. I’d been without a woman for too long. How could Zog and the others resist these women? 
 
    “Well?” I said to my guys. 
 
    “I like her,” Drogar said, indicating a female under the arm of a huge gladiator Neanderthal. 
 
    “That one is his wife,” I said. 
 
    “If he stays alive,” Drogar said in an ugly tone. 
 
    “No,” Skarl said. “We aren’t going to murder Neanderthals for their women.” 
 
    “Bayard promised us women,” Drogar said in a whiny voice. 
 
    “I’ll get you women,” I said. 
 
    “Where?” asked Drogar. 
 
    “When we come back to Saddoth a second time,” I said. 
 
    “Do you believe him, Zog?” Drogar asked. 
 
    “Bayard is a liar,” Zog said. 
 
    “We don’t argue during a hunt,” Skarl said. “We will settle this on Garm.” 
 
    “Yes we will,” Zog said with heat. 
 
    “Okay then,” I said. “We’re going to carry them off.” 
 
    Bok had been waiting, with the others behind him. 
 
    I spoke fast, motioning Bok and his mate to me. I showed them where to put their arms, around my shoulders and waist. I gripped each of them in an armored arm. 
 
    The Nine did likewise with nine gladiators and their mates. 
 
    Even though we were underground, I rose into the air. 
 
    Bok shouted in alarm. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said. “This is what we do.” 
 
    After a moment, Bok nodded. 
 
    I led, flying through the tunnels until I reached the main coliseum area. I flew up fast, the Nine following me. 
 
    We raced from the evil city of Ouroboropolis, soon leaving it behind. 
 
    I lowered my visor, shouting, “The ziggurat, Bok, where’s the ziggurat?” 
 
    Bok had been doing his best, cringing and attempting not to show it. He pointed, shouting “That way, that way.” 
 
    I flew in that direction, and realized my mistake. 
 
    “I don’t mean the ziggurat. Where’s the obelisk? That’s what we must use.” 
 
    Bok looked around and shook his head. 
 
    I closed my visor and opened the helmet channel. “Let’s go higher, men. Use full magnification and search. We must find the obelisk fast.” 
 
    Our suits were straining with our heavy loads. I could feel and see the power draining as we did this. It was insane. It was incredible. 
 
    I scanned with a sensor. Where was the Ophidian reaction force? Would they risk a team to try to stop us at the obelisk? Or had we surprised them so badly and taken out their only reaction forces that they had no more at the moment? 
 
    “Is that the obelisk, Bayard?” Drogar asked. 
 
    “Give me the coordinates,” I said. 
 
    Drogar did. 
 
    I looked on my HUD. “Yes! There! Swoop down over there, men, swoop down!” 
 
    We flew like hawks carrying the gladiatorial champions and their women. 
 
    This was my first promise kept, and although it had been a long time coming, I was finally fulfilling it. 
 
    “Bayard,” Drogar said. “Look in the distance behind us.” He gave me the coordinates. 
 
    I checked and saw a fleet of fifty or more air cars heading toward the obelisk. 
 
    Damn, the Ophidians still had a reaction force left. Was the Krekelen I’d let go with them? We’d done the incredible, but we weren’t out of this yet. 
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    How much time had passed on Saddoth? The energy reading—we were cutting this close. Fortunately, I could see the ancient obelisk in the distance, the objective of our mission. 
 
    Unfortunately, the Ophidian air cars converged on the obelisk from a different direction. Fifty air cars—that was too many for us with our cargos of freed Neanderthals. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Zog said through a helmet channel. “We can’t attack the air cars while we’re carrying these lugs.” 
 
    Damn, damn, damn, why did it have to come down to this? If the Ophidians stopped us from reaching the obelisk— 
 
    An idea struck. “Override,” I said. 
 
    “What was that?” Skarl asked over the suit comm. 
 
    “Override,” I said, trying to get the neural receptors to pick that up from my brain. 
 
    I couldn’t let the Ophidian air cars stop us. Neither could we fight the air cars while each of us carried two heavy Neanderthals. That meant there was only one way to do this. 
 
    I tapped into the full potential of my transpar suit, feeling the power coursing through its circuits. I’d use every ounce of strength and skill at my disposal to outmaneuver the Ophidian fleet and ensure that my team and freed Neanderthals reached the obelisk first. 
 
    “Here’s what you have to do,” I shouted through the comm. Even as I spoke, I sped ahead of the Nine. “You have to compel your suit to obey your will. Do you understand?” 
 
    “No,” Zog said. 
 
    “Use override, you idiot,” I said. “Make the suit burn through the air even if it destroys your circuits.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth and surged forward even more. The race was on; the stakes had never been higher. 
 
    We flew. But what was the right thing to do after we landed at the obelisk? Try to reach Garm before the air cars reached the obelisk or go back and fight the air cars? There was one major problem. If I died or was captured, everyone was staying on Saddoth. 
 
    “Faster, gentlemen, fly faster.” 
 
    “We must kill the serpent men,” Zog said. “We must kill them and make sure we all leave, not just you, Bayard.” 
 
    “Hey, bright boy, I know you’re mad right now, but if I die, you all stay on the planet. Do you want to stay here forever?” 
 
    “That is better than living a life without a woman.” 
 
    “You’re going to get a woman, you hear? I’ve fulfilled my first promise. That was to Bok, one I gave long ago. I’ve also given you a promise. I’m going to fulfill that no matter what happens.” 
 
    “Lies,” Zog said. “You’re quick to make a promise. You’re slow to keep it, Bayard.” 
 
    “Hey, bright boy—” 
 
    Then I was at a loss for words. What could I tell Zog? He was angry. He wanted his woman. In one way, I couldn’t fault him for his rage. 
 
    “This is phase one, dude,” I said, “phase one.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Zog asked. 
 
    “That means this is the first step. This may be a two-step or a three-step solution, do you hear?” 
 
    Zog didn’t answer. 
 
    By that time, the ground rushed up. I slowed way down and landed lightly, letting Bok and his mate go. 
 
    They both collapsed onto the ground. 
 
    We were at the obelisk. 
 
    I staggered nearer. “Pyramidion, do you understand me?” 
 
    The cap glowed a vivid red. I understand. You are Jake Bayard of Earth. You are the Traveler. You have freed your friend. 
 
    “Yes, yes. Can you send all of us to Garm?” 
 
    It will be tight, the pyramidion said. There is only—he used a term in a language I didn’t understand. Those are the time units you have. Can you do that in that time?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Can you?” 
 
    I do not know. Maybe. 
 
    “That’s good enough for me.” I turned to the Nine. They’d deposited their Neanderthals, who gathered around Bok. 
 
    “We’ll have to go in teams,” I said. “We have to make sure everyone arrives on Garm.” I pointed at the hairy Neanderthals. “We’re all the same, eh? We’re all humans, and those coming are Ophidians. This is the first raid in a war that’s probably going to last for generations, but this is our signature statement. We will free those who are of our kind. Do you understand?” 
 
    Skarl stepped forward. “Yes, I understand.” He pointed at Bok. “He is huge. He is hairy, but he was your friend, and even though you have befriended us, you remembered your first friend. I, for one—” Skarl turned to Zog, “I salute that. It is noble.” 
 
    “He’s a bastard and a liar,” Zog said. “I will fight him when we get home. I will fight him to the death. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “First,” Skarl said, “we must get home. Go, Bayard. The rest of us will follow. I will make sure we do it in groups.” 
 
    “All right, Skarl. You’re the man.” 
 
    I turned to the obelisk. “Send me to Garm, please, and have these others follow after.” 
 
    A beam from the pyramidion struck me. I began to elongate, and incredibly, I flashed toward space, almost disbelieving at how fast and successful the raid had been. 
 
    Now, though, I had to find my Garm Neanderthal friends their wives. That was my last coherent thought as I shot into space. 
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    I made it through. After I exited the small temple on the ziggurat, I saw the chilly stars in the heavens. I felt the wind howl around me. I was back on Garm all right. 
 
    Walking to the ziggurat edge, I looked around. There were the Neanderthal statues staring back: one with the pose of a philosopher with a hand up as if he were saying some profundity. 
 
    I laughed and hurried down the steps, exhausted. My suit power was nearly at zero. 
 
    At ground level, I hurried farther away. My suit had a blinking red light. It would shut down soon on its own. At the end there on Saddoth, I’d pushed it harder than the energy reserves had said I should. 
 
    Feeling I was far enough away, I climbed out of the suit into the cold, immediately beginning to shiver. 
 
    I saw nothing, no one, no reception committee, only wind and snow. 
 
    Even though I’d been expecting them, the flashes of lightning and booms caught me by surprise. I staggered farther away, awed by the display. 
 
    In moments, Bok, his mate and one other big Neanderthal stumbled out of the small stone building. None of the Nine was in evidence, only hairy Neanderthals from Saddoth that we’d saved. 
 
    I shouted into the wind. They turned toward the sound of my voice. I shouted louder. 
 
    Bok and the others came down. They were shivering by the time they reached me. 
 
    I hoped a reception committee was coming soon with extra parkas and food. We all needed that. 
 
    “What hellish place is this?” Bok shouted. 
 
    I grinned so hard my cheeks began to ache. 
 
    “Why do you smile like that, Bayard? Is something wrong with you?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nothing’s wrong. Don’t you realize you’re speaking in a different tongue?” 
 
    “What?” Bok said, scowling. After a moment’s thought, he scowled more. “You’re right. What tongue is this?” 
 
    “The one they use on Garm. The ziggurat gave it to you as you reformed.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I’ll explain later. Do you hear anyone coming?” 
 
    “In this wind?” Bok asked. “I can hear nothing but howling. This world is hell.” 
 
    “Would you rather be facing the Ophidians in their air cars?” 
 
    Bok stared at me. He stepped closer, and he grasped my shoulders with his big hands. He closed the final distance, hugging me. When he let go, he said, “I’m free. I’m no longer a slave of the Ophidians.” 
 
    I was nodding. That was the spirit. 
 
    Lightning flashed again, followed by louder booms. Bok’s mate screamed. In teams of three, the Neanderthals of Saddoth and eventually some of the Nine began to appear in sequence. There was more thunder, more lightning, and others marched down the ziggurat, joining us in the cold. 
 
    I’d yet to see Skarl or Zog. Grax told me they were firing at the air cars that zoomed in to destroy the last of the Nine. 
 
    I worried and wondered: what if Zog died? 
 
    One part of me believed it would bring sweet relief from his accusations. A different part of me said, no, that would harden his accusations. I wouldn’t have any way to rebut him then. How could one speak against the heroic dead? 
 
    I yearned for Zog’s arrival, even if it meant a fight to the death. I was sure I could take him, but I didn’t want to have to. I didn’t want to beat him to a pulp the way I’d done to Skarl many months ago in order to win the respect of the Garm Neanderthals. 
 
    We huddled, waiting and hungering. At last, the final stroke of lightning lit the sky. The last booms reverberated against us. 
 
    Skarl, Zog and Drogar appeared up top and marched down the ziggurat in their transpar suits. Two of them carried the last of the Nine. 
 
    As they neared, Skarl’s visor slid open. “We did it. We made it.” 
 
    Another helmet tore off, the one from the unmoving armor. Zog glared at me. “Now, Bayard, you and I are going to fight to the death. You lied, and you’re a liar, and there’s nothing else to be said for it.” 
 
    “Zog, you’re a hero,” I said. “You rescued fellow Neanderthals.” 
 
    Zog looked at Bok and the others. His gaze lingered on the females. 
 
    The women shivered next to their champion husbands. 
 
    I thought Zog was about to say something rude and possibly hurtful to the uniting of the two branches of Neanderthals. 
 
    Skarl must have understood that as well. 
 
    “Be careful, Zog,” Skarl said. “The hunt has not yet ended.” 
 
    In astonishment, Zog turned to Skarl. “What do you mean it hasn’t ended? It’s over. We’re back on Garm.” 
 
    “We haven’t yet gotten everyone back to safety,” Skarl said. 
 
    “Do you side with the liar? Are you going to be satisfied being mateless for the rest of your life?” 
 
    Once more, Zog’s gaze lingered on the nine scantily clad, hairy Neanderthal ladies, their hair possibly negating the need for much attire. Yet for some human modesty’s sake, they wore garments that hid their obvious charms. 
 
    What would Zog have said next and what would have transpired? I had plenty of ideas. Luckily, that didn’t happen. 
 
    “Look,” Drogar said, “people are coming, a whole group of them.” His suit still had power, and he continued to wear it. 
 
    We turned to see glow balls and torches in the distance. Finally, it seemed the people in charge were approaching. 
 
    “That’s odd,” Drogar said. “I see a female with them.” 
 
    “What?” I said. “Who is it?” 
 
    Drogar shook his head. “All I know is that she isn’t Neanderthal.” 
 
    “Tell me who it is. What color is her hair?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She wears a parka and hood. The parka is like the one you first wore.” 
 
    My heart thudded. I wanted to race across the snow, as I had a good idea who was coming. I was betting it was Livi. After all this time, had Livi come to Garm? Why had she waited so long? 
 
    No, no, calm down, I told myself. I didn’t know it was Livi. It seemed like it was some kind of human, though. 
 
    “What is this?” Drogar asked, bemused. “There are other females, Neanderthal females.” 
 
    “Hairy females?” asked a bitter Zog. 
 
    “No, they’re like us. They’re our stature. Well, a little smaller than those of Garm.” 
 
    I started blinking. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    As a group, every one of the Nine having shed his armor except for Drogar, we marched with the Saddoth Neanderthals, hurrying to the others. 
 
    As they approached, I finally saw—there were Neanderthal females, Garm females. What in the world had happened? And Livi was there. 
 
    “Livi,” I shouted, “Livi!” 
 
    “Bayard!” Dark-haired, lustrous-eyed Livi broke into a sprint, peeling off from the rest and rushing to me. She flung herself into my arms. 
 
    Oh, but it felt so good to hug Livi. 
 
    “Livi, Livi, Livi,” I said, showering her face with kisses. “What happened?” 
 
    “Oh, Bayard, you made it. You’re alive.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m alive. We all made it. I didn’t lose anyone. It was marvelous. But when did you come? It’s astounding that you came in the few hours we were gone.” 
 
    Livi looked at me funny. “Don’t you understand? I’ve been here several weeks already.” 
 
    “What?” I said. “How is that possible?” 
 
    “After you left, I appeared several days later.” 
 
    “But we weren’t gone for days, only hours,” I said. 
 
    Brakka neared with a huge grin on that ugly mug of his. “Bayard, you kept your word. I see you brought your great friend back. We welcome you,” Brakka said to the others. “I, Brakka, welcome you to Garm. Fellow Neanderthals, who is your leader?” 
 
    Bok stepped forward. 
 
    Brakka went up to Bok and embraced him. “We welcome you. Give them garments,” he told others. “They’re cold. Hurry. Give them food. Give them water. They are our fellow Neanderthals.” 
 
    I was astonished as unfamiliar, Garm-sized and smooth-skinned Neanderthal females brought us parkas and woolen hats. What in the heck was going on? 
 
    I turned to Livi. I held one of her gloved hands. I’d put on a parka, woolen hat and gloves. 
 
    Livi grinned at me. “Do you wonder what’s taken place?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “These are the Yellow Knives. There are many Yellow Knives on the planet, though they’re two thousand miles away from here.” 
 
    “You found the Yellow Knives?” Months ago, Krull and Gruum had told me about the legends of the Yellow Knives. Until this moment, I hadn’t realized they still existed. There had never been any concrete evidence for them. 
 
    Livi nodded. “It seemed like the obvious thing to search for. I used some of your suits. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Of course I don’t mind. But, but, we were only gone a few hours.” 
 
    “Traveling between planets doesn’t happen in seconds,” Livi said. “Saddoth is far from Garm. Days passed during the teleportation. Days passed each time: going to Saddoth and returning from Saddoth. I appeared during the interval and decided to seek out the Yellow Knives for you. It seemed like the obvious solution.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. 
 
    “Everything has changed. The Garm Neanderthals have mates, a profusion of mates. More are coming.” 
 
    I nodded. I could see that. 
 
    Zog was already talking up two pretty Neanderthal girls. This was amazing. This was incredible. This was a fantastic finish to our raid onto Saddoth. 
 
    I’d freed Bok, and it appeared that Livi had helped me keep my promise to the Garm Neanderthals. There were women for all of them. This was a grand and glorious day. 
 
    I wondered what would take place next, little knowing what fate had in store for me. It was something completely different from continuing with the Neanderthals of either Garm or Saddoth. 
 
    We headed to the mine. I was filled with joy. We’d done what had seemed impossible. We’d found fulfillment for the Neanderthals. They could start a flourishing society, having children and grandchildren and so on. This wasn’t the end of Garm. It was a glorious beginning. 
 
    “Oh, Livi, it’s great to have you back.” 
 
    “I’ve missed you, Jake.” 
 
    I kissed her. I kissed her, and I kissed her again. “I don’t ever want to let you out of my sight again.” 
 
    Livi smiled in such a pretty way, in such a delightful way. I loved her indeed. 
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    The next few days proved enjoyable and delightful as I saw that my efforts had succeeded. With Livi’s help, the Neanderthals had a functioning or potentially functioning society. Sure, they weren’t technologically adept. Did that mean I was going to stay as their technology minister? I didn’t think so. 
 
    I was glad for the Neanderthals. I was glad I’d struck a blow at the Ophidians. Unfortunately, too many of the transpar-suit circuits had blown during the last run to the obelisk. 
 
    I stayed long enough to repair five suits. That gave them seven working suits in total. 
 
    Later, I had a meeting with Brakka, Skarl and Gruum. We met on his sofa by the light of the lamps powered by his atomic machine. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” I said, “I’ve talked it over with Livi. We’re going back to Earth for a while, at least long enough to make sure my planet still exists, that it hasn’t fallen into the barbarism of a nuclear wasteland.” 
 
    “What about afterward?” Gruum asked. “Will you come back to see us?” 
 
    “Of course I’ll come back.” 
 
    “Immediately?” asked Gruum. 
 
    “I don’t know when exactly, as I haven’t decided what to do next. I have to make sure my people and my planet are doing well.” 
 
    Gruum seemed downcast. 
 
    Brakka scowled. 
 
    Skarl fidgeted. 
 
    “I’ve kept my promises,” I said. “Bok’s people want to stay on Garm. They think it’s hopeless to wage a war against the Ophidians through the obelisk and with only a few flying suits. Would the portal have allowed us to send an army?” I shrugged. “It hardly matters, as you don’t have the numbers to wage a modern war. From what we know through Bok, the Ophidians could take a thousand to one casualties and still end up defeating you. Heck, they might have ended up coming through the portal and conquering Garm because they have the numbers and a technological civilization. 
 
    “Therefore, my advice is this. Take the portal apart completely. Utterly sever the link between the Institute and Corporation mine. I’d check all the other mines the Corporation once used, as maybe there’s a secondary link somewhere. If you find any portals, I’d take those apart as well. You Neanderthals need time, as in several generations at least. You need to get your numbers up. You need to have huge families and start building a technological society. Find and learn how to use any hidden ancient technology. I’d also start learning how to manufacture whatever you can.” 
 
    “How will we do these things?” Brakka asked. 
 
    “You got to have some curiosity first. You need to start mining, reading and learning. With Gruum’s help, you can all learn to read.” 
 
    “Even me?” asked Skarl. 
 
    “Yeah, Skarl, even you. You’re the warrior. You’re the soldier. But you all need to learn. It has to be a crash course. You all have women now, too. I hear even you do, Gruum.” 
 
    The old withered Neanderthal grinned. What lucky girl had gotten him? He was the chief, so she’d have great status. Maybe she’d have kids by him, I don’t know. The way Gruum was grinning, I think maybe there would be kids. 
 
    I continued to ply them with my thoughts and suggestions. 
 
    The truth was, I wanted to get back to Earth. I wanted to see what was going on. I’d left in a hurry under bad circumstances. Livi was going to go with me. I’d thought about taking a transpar suit. I bet these good old Neanderthals would let me do it, too. But I didn’t want to leave them defenseless. I’d take some phasors and sonic grenades. That should be enough to deal with whatever we’d face down there in Antarctica. 
 
    A few more days went by. I discussed with Livi how to do this. 
 
    “You’re certain you’re coming with me to Earth?” I asked. 
 
    Livi nodded. “We’ll jump together.” 
 
    “Jump?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s one of the references we use for teleport traveling. We’ll go through the obelisk together.” 
 
    “I’ve never done that. I’ve always traveled alone.” 
 
    “This time we’ll go together, if you want.” 
 
    “You bet I want,” I said, giving her hand a squeeze. 
 
    My days with the Neanderthals on Garm ticked down. We had a grand feast, a huge barbecue of bison roasted over an open pit. It tasted delicious. 
 
    It was great to see the Nine and others mingling with their women. 
 
    It was interesting to me. Was there a biological explanation as to why the Yellow Knives had sired so many girls instead of boys? Was there a species mechanism that knew the race needed more women now? 
 
    Bok was there. He’d told the Garm Neanderthals about the Ophidians. Through verbal osmosis of his and the other gladiator stories, those of Garm learned about the Ophidians and something about the Krekelens who’d begun to mingle with the snake people on Saddoth. 
 
    I found that troubling. How did the Krekelens travel between planets? As far as I knew, none of them possessed Traveler genes. 
 
    In any case, we had our gigantic barbecue and I said my goodbyes. 
 
    All the while, I had an arm around Livi. What a woman. I smiled at her and she smiled at me. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” I said, “we leave for Earth.” 
 
    She agreed. I gave her a kiss and we each sipped from our weak sauce drink. 
 
    Some of the Neanderthals staggered around as if they’d drunk too much of the stuff. I wondered if they were like the Indians of old in America who’d had an over-fondness for whiskey. 
 
    One of the things I’d learned reading history was that it hadn’t only been Indians who’d succumbed to alcohol. Roman merchants during the era of Julius Caesar had gone to ancient France, held by the barbaric Gauls. They’d sold the barbarians strong wine, something new to the Gauls, who slurped it straight instead of cut. That meant adding water to dilute it. The Gauls loved it and sold others as slaves for another jug of wine. Thus, when Julius Caesar had made his grand assault against the Gauls, many of them were already weakened by excessive and prolonged drunkenness. 
 
    We left the party and went to the mine. Having the propriety of a woman of the 1950s, Livi refused to sleep with me. She slept apart. 
 
    “If we’re going to do that, Bayard, we need to be married first.” 
 
    Married? Wow! Livi was an old-fashioned girl, or maybe everyone in the Vega System believed that way. 
 
    I got up the next morning and was astounded to find the entire camp of Neanderthals up and ready for us. Each was dressed in their best. 
 
    I shook hands all the way from the mine entrance to the obelisk. Livi was with me. Neanderthals gave us presents of food, trinkets, ornaments and good wishes. I was going to miss them. They were a stout, sturdy, good people. 
 
    Near the obelisk, I turned to the crowd and held my hands high. 
 
    A hush fell upon them. 
 
    “It has been my joy to come to Garm,” I said. “I’m happy for your planet and people. I’m happy, Zog, particularly you, that you got your girl.” 
 
    Zog, blurry-eyed, grinned and flashed me a sign. “You go get ’em, Tex.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    Others laughed. 
 
    It was farewell time. Would I ever see my Neanderthal friends again? 
 
    Bok marched up. He gripped my hand with his and we shook. He had a bone-crushing grip. I had to use all my strength in order to keep my hand bones from sliding around. 
 
    “Thank you, Jake Bayard. I’ll never forget you. I’ll never forget what you did for my companions and me. I’ll name our first son Jake.” 
 
    “Hey, ain’t that something,” I said. 
 
    Bok clapped me on the shoulder, staggering me. “I hope you come back. I hope to see you again, Jake Bayard.” 
 
    “You betcha, Bok.” 
 
    Even though this was a grand exit, even though I truly cared for the Neanderthals, I wanted to get back to Earth. I wanted to see what had happened to McPherson. She’d possibly started a world war by going crazy because of the psi-masters. She’d launched that Poseidon torpedo against the Krekelen underwater base in the Persian Gulf. What had happened to Qiang and the other Terrans? 
 
    “All right, Livi, you ready?” 
 
    “Yes, darling, I am.” She squeezed my hand. That felt so much better than Bok’s squeeze. 
 
    We turned our backs on the Neanderthal assembly and marched to the obelisk. 
 
    The pyramidion glowed red. 
 
    I’d been traveling a lot lately and yet I still hadn’t gotten used to it. Maybe Livi hadn’t either, even though she’d been an agent for Vega for a long time. 
 
    “Pyramidion,” I said. 
 
    Yes, Jake Bayard, it said in my mind. 
 
    “I want to go to Earth and Livi’s going with me, if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    It is. I wish you the best. 
 
    “Are there any warnings you wish to give me?” 
 
    Beware of treachery in the star lanes. 
 
    “You’re not talking about Livi, are you?” 
 
    No, the pyramidion said in my mind…after a moment. 
 
    “What did it say?” Livi asked. 
 
    “It said you’re not a danger in that sense,” I said. “Maybe you are in other ways, though.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Livi asked with a cross look. 
 
    “It’s a joke.” 
 
    After a second, Livi laughed. 
 
    That seemed a little odd. I shrugged, looking up. “All right, Pyramidion, send us.” 
 
    As you wish, it said. 
 
    Two beams flashed down. 
 
    I began to fade and elongate. Beside me, the same thing happened to Livi. We shot into the heavens. 
 
    Was I finally going home? I’d find out soon enough. 
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    It was different waking up with Livi beside me. We were squeezed tight upon a stone shelf, lying shoulder to shoulder. 
 
    For just a second, I worried our flesh had melded together. But the ancient system of teleportation had taken the red mist and reformed it into our separate bodies. No doubt flashes of lightning and sonic booms had alerted whoever was on watch that the subterranean ziggurat deep in Antarctica had activated. 
 
    I whispered in a hoarse voice, “Are you good?” 
 
    “I’m good, Jake.” Livi sounded groggy. I imagine I sounded the same. 
 
    We eased off the shelf and stood on the floor, gaining our bearings. Livi had a phasor and flashlight. I had a phasor and a sonic grenade ready to toss. 
 
    “Let’s go outside.” 
 
    I pushed open a granite block so light flooded in, harsh light. That was weirdly different from every other time I’d come back to Earth. It had been pitch black all those times. 
 
    “Oh-oh,” I said. “I wonder if we have a reception committee.” 
 
    Livi nodded as the grip on her phasor tightened. 
 
    I went in front of her, stepping out of the small temple and onto the stone top of the ziggurat. Intense brightness lit the huge chamber. Below— 
 
    There had to be thirty soldiers at the bottom of the ziggurat. They wore the uniforms of Russians, Americans and Chileans. Every one of them raised a machine gun or assault rifle. 
 
    Could they have known we were coming? Had whoever kept a team ready for this? 
 
    “I’m Jake Bayard the Traveler. Don’t shoot.” I was just about to tell Livi, “Stay in there.” 
 
    One of them used a loudspeaker. “Is anyone else with you?” 
 
    I noticed the speaker wore no uniform, but a black suit and tie with slick black dress shoes. He also wore dark shades over his eyes. He had to be a Krekelen. 
 
    My heart sank. This was bad. 
 
    A Krekelen…had psi-masters hypnotized the soldiers? Russians, Americans and Chileans—all soldiers from countries with outposts in Antarctica. Yeah, psi-masters must have gained control of their minds. Oh boy, this was just great. I assumed that my group, the Terrans, hadn’t gained control of the subterranean base. All I knew this moment was that the Krekelens controlled the ziggurat and chamber. Probably, however, they controlled the rest of the underground base as well. 
 
    “Answer the question, Mr. Bayard,” Mr. Sunglasses said into his loudspeaker. 
 
    He knew my name. That was even worse. No, no, I’d already told them my name. The reception had shaken me. What was I going to do? 
 
    Livi stepped into view beside me. She stared at me intently. Was there something wrong with her? 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    Her stare didn’t change. 
 
    I faced those below. “There are two of us,” I shouted. 
 
    “Drop your weapons,” Mr. Sunglasses said. 
 
    “And if I don’t?” I shouted. 
 
    He indicated the soldiers. “Do you wish to die, Mr. Bayard, you and your girlfriend Livi?” 
 
    “How does he know your name?” I said. “How does he know you’re my girlfriend?” 
 
    Livi didn’t answer. She seemed numb, not quite herself. 
 
    I thought about tossing my sonic grenade and beaming the Krekelen in the head. The soldiers would riddle us with bullets in return. Besides, it was a long way down. I didn’t know if I would make such a good shot. I was good at combat— 
 
    I spied Russian and American snipers with their scopes aimed at my head. Others clearly targeted Livi. 
 
    “You have three seconds, Mr. Bayard. Afterward, the soldiers will open fire. You and your girlfriend will die.” 
 
    He had a point. Still, I hated surrendering so easily. And Livi’s lack of reaction shook me. “Maybe dying is better than being hooked to whatever machines you have waiting for us,” I shouted. 
 
    “You’re mistaken, Mr. Bayard. We have no desire to do that. You are two trained Travelers. This I know. We don’t wish to harm that precious ability.” 
 
    “Yeah? What’s your name?” 
 
    The Krekelen shook his head. “That is not important. What is important is what you do in the next two seconds.” 
 
    I might have gone down shooting, but not with Livi beside me. What else was left? 
 
    I set down the sonic grenade and phasor. Maybe this was a gross mistake. I remembered what had happened to McPherson when I’d left her in Rull’s care in the underwater base. The Krekelen had broken his word and driven her mad, even when I’d had something over him. I didn’t have any ace card here. Would they do those things to Livi? 
 
    “What do you think, Hon?” I said out of the side of my mouth. 
 
    Livi held her phasor, still looking numb, not quite herself. 
 
    “Livi must put down her weapons, too,” Mr. Sunglasses said over his loudspeaker. 
 
    Woodenly, Livi bent at the knees and placed her phasor beside mine. 
 
    I looked around. The lights were intense and far too bright, and there were a lot of soldiers down there. This might have been the worst situation of my life. 
 
    “So what’s next?” I shouted. 
 
    “Start climbing down, Mr. Bayard. Both of you climb down together. Come to me.” 
 
    Livi and I walked to the edge. Then we started down the steps. I hated this. I feared what was going to happen. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I told Livi. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Should we have fought?” 
 
    “We can’t and survive,” she said, her voice sounding hoarse. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    She swallowed, and I had the feeling she was avoiding looking at me. 
 
    I studied the soldiers and Krekelen. “Are these real military men?” I shouted. 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Bayard.” 
 
     Does the Earth still exist?” 
 
    “What a preposterous question,” Mr. Sunglasses said. “Clearly, since you landed here, since the ziggurat exists, the Earth exists.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant. Was there a nuclear holocaust?” 
 
    “There was one treacherous torpedo fired by your Colonel McPherson. Do not worry, we will capture her and make her pay for her crime.” 
 
    Was he lying to me? Was he giving me misinformation? Or was this the straight scoop? 
 
    “You mean there wasn’t a worldwide war in retaliation?” I shouted. 
 
    “What nonsense. We don’t want that. Your side doesn’t want that. What they did want was this base. In trying to take it, we saw the utility of doing so. Your side did not have the cunning or the resources to take it. We did. We now own it. We shall hold all traveling in abeyance unless it takes place under our auspices. Is that clear?” 
 
    I raised my hands. “I’m coming down, aren’t I?” 
 
    “I suspect a trick. The soldiers will fire the instant you attempt it.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No trick. Why won’t you tell me your name?” 
 
    “You will learn soon enough under the right circumstances. Now hurry. This is taking far too long.” 
 
    Why was the Krekelen nervous? What exactly was going on? I dearly didn’t want to let him get his hot hands on me. I’d never been a prisoner of the Krekelens. I didn’t want to start now. I didn’t want to end my days in such a hideous manner. Yet what choice did I have? What other choice did Livi have? 
 
    “What should we do?” I asked Livi. 
 
    We were one third of the way down. 
 
    “For now, stay alive,” Livi said. “It isn’t over, at least as long as you have the breath of life and willpower.” 
 
    “That’s just it,” I said. “They’re gonna try to break us down.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    I looked Livi straight in the eye. “What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    Livi shook her head. She knew something that she wasn’t telling me. That was obvious. I don’t know why it had taken me this long to figure it out. 
 
    The Garm pyramidion had warned me about treachery in the star lanes. Was this it? Had Livi known about this? 
 
    “Well done, Agent of Vega,” Mr. Sunglasses said. “You brought us Jake Bayard just as you said you would.” 
 
    An inner feeling of weakness threatened to unhinge my knees. Had Livi betrayed me? I looked at her again. 
 
    She stared at me in a manner I couldn’t place. 
 
    “Livi…” 
 
    There was a quick flash of something in her eyes, a hint, I think. Then the deadness returned to her gaze. 
 
    I faced forward, frowning. What had that meant? Maybe it was just another trick. Maybe Livi was saying, “Go with the flow, Jake,” in order to get me to surrender, in order to let the Krekelens get their hands on me. I was betting it was something else, though. I was betting she hadn’t wanted to sleep with me because she really had old-fashioned morals, different from what we had in America these days. I decided to go with the flow. I was going to trust my girl. She’d helped me on Garm. Would she have freely brought me back here like this? Was the Krekelen being crafty? No, I didn’t think that. I think Livi had something in mind, and this was the only way we could achieve it. I didn’t like that she hadn’t told me the plan, though. 
 
    Ah, hell. I didn’t know what was going on. But I continued down the stairs just the same, heading for captivity with these damned alien reptilian shape-shifting bastards as my jailers and possible tormenters. 
 
    As we reached the bottom, I remembered what Livi had said earlier: “As long as you have the breath of life and willpower.” I clung to those words. There had to be something we could do, something we hadn’t thought of yet. But what was it? 
 
    I glanced at Livi. She seemed to understand my unspoken question. She gave me a small, almost imperceptible nod. It was enough to reassure me that she had a plan, and it was up to us to stay alive long enough to see it through. 
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    I stood in a lit, sterile room all by myself. The Krekelen had split Livi and me immediately. I’d marched what seemed like several miles through corridors to reach this interment facility. 
 
    I’d been in here hours already. At times, my mind felt sluggish. Did that mean the Krekelens or their psi-masters used mind rays or other invisible forms of attack against me? 
 
    Abruptly, a section of wall slid up. Two black-suited individuals with ties and spiffy shoes stepped into the room. The section of wall slid down behind them. 
 
    The two looked alike: both athletic, about my height but thinner, with narrow human faces and shiny black hair. If they were Krekelens, I knew they’d be hotter-skinned and likely stronger than I was. Each wore dark sunglasses. Each aimed a taser at me. 
 
    If memory served me correctly, the tasers would spew purple electric bolts. 
 
    I wanted to question them about Livi. Instead, I stared at them, waiting. 
 
    “I am Marnok,” the one on my left said. 
 
    “And his name?” I asked, pointing at the other. 
 
    “I am Marnok,” the first one said. “You will only address me.” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    “Say my name.” 
 
    “Marnok,” I said. 
 
    “Good. Now, know that we are new to Earth. We have solved some of the ancient problems here and will solve even more.” 
 
    “Where did you come from?” 
 
    “Do not query me, Mr. Bayard. That is the first rule.” 
 
    “Any reason why I shouldn’t?” I asked. 
 
    The unnamed Krekelen fired his taser. A purple bolt of electricity struck my chest, knocking me to the floor. He continued to pour the electricity into me, making me writhe. 
 
    Finally, just before I passed out, he ceased. 
 
    “You are a prisoner,” Marnok said. 
 
    “No shit,” I managed to whisper. 
 
    “That was a demonstration of your status. I am new to Earth, but I am not new to dealing with troublesome individuals. However, I believe in…how do you say? Ah, yes, the carrot and stick approach.” 
 
    I pulled myself together and sat up, breathing hard. I’d forgotten what it was like being zapped by a Krekelen taser. If this was the fate in store for me— 
 
    I looked up at Marnok. Had he said carrot and stick? I wanted to ask a question, but decided it wasn’t worth electrocution. 
 
    “It appears that you can learn, Mr. Bayard. You are showing discretion. I am pleased.” 
 
    “How about that,” I muttered. 
 
    “Stand.” 
 
    I took my time, but I stood, leaning against a wall, as I still felt drained. 
 
    “You are weak,” Marnok said. 
 
    For some reason, that nettled me. “Give me a taser and you’ll see just how weak I really am.” 
 
    Once more, the purple bolts struck me. This time, I passed out. 
 
    When I came to, I was lying on the floor, aching all over. 
 
    I turned my head and saw two sets of shiny shoes and the beginning of black cloth pants. 
 
    As my vision cleared, I saw two black-suited individuals in the sterile room with me. One of them was Marnok. 
 
    How long had I been lying here? 
 
    “Sit up, Mr. Bayard,” Marnok said. 
 
    I slid across the floor and propped myself against the wall. 
 
    “You are weak.” 
 
    I looked up into his sunglasses. 
 
    “Say it,” he told me. 
 
    “Go to hell,” I said. 
 
    The purple bolts struck again. 
 
    When I came to, no one was in the room. I lay on the floor for a time. I hurt all over. Why did I have to be so stubborn? Why had I left Garm? I should have stayed on the Neanderthal planet for the rest of my life. I’d had Livi with me, too. I’d been a fool to leave. 
 
    Like before, I slid across the floor and propped up against a wall. What had they done to Livi? A psi-master must have struck her mind months ago when she’d left Antarctica for Vega. That residue might have lingered. Had Livi come to Earth before going to Garm? Had Livi betrayed me to the Krekelens? Was she their slave now? 
 
    The pyramidion on Garm had warned me about treachery in the star lanes. Had he meant Livi? The pyramidion had said no. What had the AI meant by the warning then? 
 
    Part of the wall slid up and two Krekelens in black suits and ties stepped into the room. Both held tasers. 
 
    The wall slid shut behind them. 
 
    “I am Marnok.” 
 
    I stared at him. 
 
    “You are weak, Mr. Bayard.” 
 
    I remained silent, hating him and arrogant Krekelen ways. 
 
    “You are weak, I said,” Marnok told me. 
 
    I still said nothing. 
 
    “Say that.” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “You refuse?” Marnok asked. 
 
    All right, I got scared. I didn’t want another bout of taser fire. But I didn’t want to repeat his phrase, either. I couldn’t ask a question without taser jolts—I’d try something else. 
 
    “I’m curious about the carrot part,” I said. “So far, all I’ve seen is the stick.” 
 
    “You did not ask a question but made a statement. I take that as an improvement in your former stubbornness. You desire to see the carrot?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. 
 
    “Stand then.” 
 
    My legs felt like rubber. I tried to move them, but they didn’t obey. 
 
    “You cannot stand?” Marnok asked. 
 
    I shoved up against the wall, pushing with my hands. Through force of will, and to show this bastard, I got my feet under me and wrestled up the wall. I stood there panting, glaring at Marnok. 
 
    “Follow me,” he said. 
 
    Marnok and the silent partner turned as the wall section slid up. They headed out into an open area. I don’t mean without a ceiling, just not a chamber but greater than a mere hallway. 
 
    Pushing off the wall, I staggered after them. It felt as if I was going to topple at any second. Yet, the farther I staggered, the stronger my legs became. 
 
    The wall section slid closed behind me. 
 
    “This way,” Marnok said. 
 
    There were four corridors. He started down one, the silent partner to his left. 
 
    Forcing myself, panting, sweating, I followed the dick down the corridor, wondering what he was going to show me and how I was ever going to escape this grim fate. 
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    Marnok, Mr. Silent and I stepped onto a walkway with rails. We were in a vast chamber, the walkway circling it about midway up. 
 
    In the center of the chamber, suspended in midair, hovered a huge, holographic globe. There was a shimmer around it. Ah. A transparent sphere surrounded the globe like second skin. I didn’t understand its purpose. 
 
    I glanced at Marnok. He had a superior smirk on his face. I didn’t understand why. 
 
    “What do you think of the globe?” he asked. 
 
    I shrugged, even as I gripped the rail for support. 
 
    “Do you understand its function?” Marnok asked. 
 
    Instead of answering, I examined it more closely. At the bottom of the globe sat people in cushioned swiveled chairs. They typed on keyboards and watched monitors. 
 
    Marnok leaned over the rail and opened his mouth. To my horror, noise like a giant insect might make issued from it, chittering and hissing sounds. 
 
    I hunched my shoulders. That had to be the Krekelen tongue. I hated it. 
 
    Marnok straightened, regarding me. “Notice, Mr. Bayard.” 
 
    I stared at him. The switch from alien insectile speech to English—it was surreal. In my present condition—this was starting to become too much to take in at once. 
 
    Marnok indicated the globe. 
 
    I had to concentrate to truly see it. 
 
    The globe spun, tilted, an electronic window on it opened. There was a city. It looked familiar. I wasn’t sure why. Then I saw the iconic Eiffel Tower. 
 
    Was this actually a screen shot of Paris? My grip on the rail tightened. Something was happening to the Eiffel Tower. My gut clenched. I hated this place. I hated Marnok, his smugness— 
 
    For some reason, I noticed a typist below. He tapped his keyboard. 
 
    Somehow, that caused a zoom function on the Eiffel Tower. I saw girders. On them was a swarm—the shot zoomed even closer. It was a swarm of nanobots. The tiny robots used even tinier nozzles, spraying a thin layer of color-changing paint. 
 
    That was what I’d been noticing, a hypnotic color show on the Eiffel Tower. 
 
    The image zoomed out and panned below on a crowd of people. Were they just tourists? Whoever they were watched the color show in open-mouth wonder. 
 
    “What do you think?” Marnok asked. 
 
    I blinked several times, shaking my head. I didn’t know what to think or what this was supposed to mean. 
 
    “The nuclear destruction on the bottom of the Persian Gulf taught us a valuable lesson,” Marnok said. “We have taken it to heart. Do you know how?” 
 
    Once more, I shook my head. 
 
    “We have changed our tactics.” 
 
    I looked at him. 
 
    Marnok raised a hand, indicating the Eiffel Tower in the electronic window on the globe. “Through events such as this, we are changing your world.” 
 
    I had no idea how that could be. It made no sense to me. 
 
    Once more, Marnok leaned over the rail and opened his mouth to issue the horrific Krekelen tongue. 
 
    I shuddered in loathing. I wanted to shove a nozzle in his mouth and fill it with bug spray. 
 
    The globe spun. 
 
    “This took place in Toronto, Canada not so long ago,” Marnok said. 
 
    The globe stopped so Toronto faced us. An electronic window expanded. It took me a second to realize I saw the city’s subway system. How could this be considered important? The window showed a subway train, a small one. It floated, drifted in the air. It didn’t drift just anywhere, though, but over the rail line. Was it a magnetic train? Such seemed to be the case. That would give a smooth and quiet ride, I supposed. 
 
    “Do you know what that is?” Marnok asked. 
 
    I jerked in surprise, finding him at my elbow. “No,” I said. 
 
    “You’re witnessing a secret pilot program. It will revolutionize public transportation. Already, the city managers are clamoring for more of the secret funding for their pet projects. The train has caused quite a stir.” 
 
    “I bet.” 
 
    “Have you seen enough?” 
 
    I frowned. “I don’t understand the question.” 
 
    For a third time, Marnok leaned over the rail to chitter and hiss to those below. 
 
    The globe spun again, opening a new electronic window. 
 
    This time, it was weird. It happened in Mexico City, in a large park. The…thing was a massive gelatinous blob as from a bad sci-fi movie. In reality, it was composed of self-replicating synthetic polymers. It beat like a heart. It grew and then began to change shape. 
 
    People watched from a distance. The blob of polymers took on the shapes of famous sculptures and architectural landmarks, changing every few hours. 
 
    “It’s become a viral sensation,” Marnok said. “No one understands it or its significance. As yet, no one has attempted to destroy it.” 
 
    I looked at him. Why was this being done in Mexico City? How was it changing tactics? Why had he bothered to show me any of this? 
 
    “We are changing your world,” Marnok said. “We’ve learned the lesson taught us by Colonel MacPherson. Your witch hunting team has also taught us something critical.” 
 
    I gulped down my question, not daring to ask it. 
 
    “Yes,” Marnok said, regarding me. “You can learn. That is good. Now it’s time you saw something more pertinent—the stick, shall we say.” 
 
    I tried not to shiver in dread. 
 
    “Follow me,” Marnok said. 
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    I stood against a wall with Marnok on one side of me and Mr. Silent on the other. The quiet Krekelen aimed a phasor at me. The threat was unspoken but obvious. If I interfered in the slightest, he’d beam me into oblivion. 
 
    Alien machinery lined the walls. Bigheaded psi-masters surrounded a cot. A man was strapped to it, his body rigid with pain, his face contorted with agony. 
 
    Marnok chittered. 
 
    The silent Krekelen poked me. When he had my attention, he moved the phasor, indicating the trapped man. 
 
    Horror twisted my stomach. Sweat lined my upper lip. The psi-masters were obviously breaking the man, and it was a painful process for him. 
 
    The silent Krekelen poked my shoulder again, and he motioned with the phasor once more. His features were impassive, but the threat was there. 
 
    I pushed off the wall and approached the poor man. I was terrified I’d recognize him. Then I realized I did. It was Suvorov. They’d shaved off the beard and eyebrows. It sickened me to see Suvorov like this. It was a horrible end to a lifetime of service. 
 
    Suvorov’s eyes were wide with horror as he struggled against the restraints. He was a big and powerful man, but not strong enough to break free. Cold sweat dripped from his brow. His breath was ragged. 
 
    The psi-masters bent their big heads at him, aiming their frontal lobes at him, their hands folded against their chests. They reminded me of Tibetan monks, the oldest kinds with vile powers at their disposal. 
 
    I glanced at one with a reddish hue to his skin. 
 
    His dark eyes were cold and focused as he stared with deadly intent at Suvorov. An aura of malevolence radiated from the psi-master. 
 
    “Do you understand?” Marnok whispered. 
 
    I glanced back at Marnok. He looked at the other. That one aimed the phasor at me. Maybe it was time to die fighting. This— 
 
    I wiped sweat from my face. 
 
    “The psi-masters are using their combined psionic strength to tear through Suvorov’s mental defenses,” Marnok told me. “They are doing so like a scalpel through flesh. Once they have completed the task, they will give him a new personality that serves us.” 
 
    Suvorov cried out in a hoarse voice. 
 
    I balled my hands into fists, shaking with helpless rage. I could not stand by like this much longer. 
 
    Suvorov’s cries grew weaker, his body trembling with exhaustion. 
 
    Had they done something like this to Livi? Is this why McPherson had gone nuts? I should have fought to the death atop the ziggurat. This was horrific. They would turn Suvorov, using him to slay others of the Terrans. Likely, they would do this to me in time. I had to destroy the Krekelens and psi-masters. I had to save Suvorov. 
 
    He turned his head, staring at me. “Bayard,” he whispered. 
 
    That was the ticket. It unleashed me. I roared, lunging for Suvorov. 
 
    Marnok and the other were there. Their hot Krekelen hands restrained me. They were horribly strong. I struggled against them nonetheless. 
 
    “Bayard,” Suvorov cried. “Avenge me. Remember me.” 
 
    I howled, and I shrugged off the silent Krekelen. Twisting, using a knee, I slammed Marnok. He let go of me, staggering back. This would only last a second. 
 
    I leapt at Suvorov strapped down on the cot. 
 
    Three psi-masters glared at me. I felt an invisible force hit me. It was like wading through goo. I kept going, though. 
 
    “Bayard,” Suvorov said: the words raw in his throat. 
 
    I bayed like a madman, and I grasped Suvorov’s head. “Forgive me, my friend!” I twisted as hard as I could, and I heard bones snap. 
 
    Then, in a moment, Suvorov and all but one psi-master vanished from the chamber. I clutched nothing but a holographic projection that turned into a wisp like smoke and then nothing. The alien machines yet hummed. A psi-master peered at me coldly. 
 
    I blinked with incomprehension, finally turning to Marnok. “That wasn’t real?” 
 
    Marnok had straightened the dark sunglasses, which my knee attack had caused to twist on his head when he stumbled. 
 
    The other Krekelen trained a taser, not a phasor, at me. 
 
    Marnok made a hissing sound. It might have been Krekelen mockery. Then he spoke English. “That was interesting, Mr. Bayard. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    “Why bother with doing any of that if it wasn’t real?” I said hoarsely. 
 
    “We are studying you,” Marnok said. “You know him better now, do you not?” he asked the psi-master. 
 
    “Much better,” the psi-master said with an odd accent. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s time for more pain, Mr. Bayard,” Marnok said. 
 
    I considered attacking him and be done with it. Maybe that was what he wanted me to do. Maybe it was better to bide my time, though. I wanted to ask if they’d really captured Suvorov. I shook my head. I wouldn’t give them the chance to screw with me further. 
 
    “You didn’t care for that display, did you?” Marnok asked. 
 
    “I’m your prisoner,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Marnok said. 
 
    The other Krekelen opened his mouth and uttered the horrible chitters. 
 
    The psi-master abruptly turned, heading out of the chamber through a hatch. 
 
    The machines along the sides wound down. 
 
    Marnok chittered at the other. For a few moments, they chittered back and forth, as I waited. 
 
    I hated them. I was desperate to kill them, to do anything than remain their prisoner any longer. What had they done to Livi? I had to find out. I had to do something other than be their experimental human and turncoat. 
 
    “You are highly agitated, Mr. Bayard,” Marnok said. 
 
    I didn’t trust myself to speak. 
 
    “I think it’s finally time you saw what happened to the Russian submarine.” 
 
    I wondered if he meant the one McPherson had commandeered. 
 
    “For that, however,” Marnok said, “you will have to meet your psi-master.” 
 
    My brow furrowed. Was that a threat that they’d strap me down onto a cot? Were they going to start tampering with my mind? Why hadn’t I fought to the finish on the ziggurat? I’d been a fool to think I could do anything positive once their prisoner. 
 
    “Come,” Marnok said. “It is time to proceed with the next phase.” 
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    I sat across a metal table from a bigheaded psi-master wearing a white lab coat. He was six feet tall, making him shorter than me. He was skinny with veiny hands and had splotches on his face. 
 
    He was older and white-haired. And he had golden flecks in his eyes like Doctor Spencer once had. When he spoke, I couldn’t place his accent, a strange one. 
 
    Marnok and the other Krekelen stood by the only hatch into the small room. They watched us closely. 
 
    Behind the psi-master, a computer screen was embedded in the wall. It was the only furniture besides the metal table and chairs. 
 
    I hadn’t said much. The psi-master continued to study me as I sat across from him. There was something odd about him I couldn’t place. Was he different from the other psi-masters? He seemed a lot older than any I’d met before. 
 
    “You don’t trust me,” the psi-master said in his odd accent. 
 
    I said nothing. Suvorov had been a trick. The act of killing him, though, had left me wrung out emotionally. Maybe I should wring this guy’s scrawny throat and attack the Krekelens after that. 
 
    The psi-master raised his eyebrows at me. 
 
    I heard Marnok shift behind me. 
 
    I felt the hackles rise on the back of my neck. Here it came. Were they about to drag me to a cot and strap me down? Murderous rage surfaced. It was all I could do to contain it. Fear mingled with the sensation. 
 
    “Mr. Bayard,” Marnok said. 
 
    I swallowed hard. 
 
    “It is time for you to decide how you wish to proceed.” 
 
    I hated having Marnok behind me, so I moved my chair around to face him. 
 
    Marnok indicated the psi-master. “If you wish to maintain your freedom, you must open yourself to Timor Omilcar.” 
 
    I glanced at the psi-master. 
 
    He was as impassive as ever. 
 
    “That’s a weird name,” I told Marnok. 
 
    “I’ve given you an option, Mr. Bayard,” Marnok said. “You must choose.” 
 
    I swallowed again. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want to live as anyone’s slave, either. I needed to act. 
 
    “You are being unwise, Mr. Bayard,” Marnok said. “You could become one of our operatives as a Traveler, or you risk becoming a pitiful creature accustomed to unbearable pain.” 
 
    “I already am a Traveler.” 
 
    “Our Traveler, Mr. Bayard. You will precede a Krekelen team onto a selected planet.” 
 
    I frowned. Was that why they were treating me so nicely? I mean by Krekelen standards. They wanted me to open a path for them? I could see that. Traveling…that would give me options. Unless they would break my mind first, my will. 
 
    “What happened to Livi?” I asked. 
 
    “This isn’t the time for questions, Mr. Bayard. You must answer me. If you fail to answer me, you will learn what real torment is.” 
 
    My armpits were slick with sweat. Why didn’t I just attack and get it over with? Was my life that precious to me? 
 
    “Do you know what happened to Colonel McPherson?” Marnok asked. 
 
    The question took me by surprise. I shook my head. 
 
    “Open your mind to Timor Omilcar. In such a way, you can learn her fate.” 
 
    I looked back at the psi-master across the metal table from me. 
 
    “I will use a light touch only,” Omilcar said. 
 
    “You’re not from Earth,” I said. 
 
    “No,” Omilcar said. “I’m from Mu.” 
 
    Shock filled me. Here was someone in the flesh from Mu. That had to mean something. 
 
    “Do not speak of that,” Marnok warned. 
 
    Omilcar hunched his shoulders the slightest bit. 
 
    I frowned. Was that an act? What was going on here? I wanted to ask Omilcar if Mu was a planet in a different star system. It sure seemed like that was the case. 
 
    “Touch my fingertips.” Omilcar set his hands on the table, palms facing upward. He didn’t wear any rings. His hands looked leathery, different from Spencer’s hands. 
 
    The feeling he was different from other psi-masters struck me more forcefully this time. He was more…I guess the word was humane. 
 
    I didn’t want to die. I felt so damn helpless. Maybe I did it to forestall the grim choice. I dared to reach out, lightly touching his fingertips. There was a mild jolt at the base of my neck. Was that mind control? Panic threatened. It was time to set my mind block and go crazy. 
 
    This was Livi’s idea.  
 
    I twitched with surprise, staring at Omilcar. I’d just heard the words in my mind. Was he trying to trick me? Or was this true? 
 
    “You see,” Marnok said. “It isn’t so bad.” 
 
    My mouth had become bone dry. I stared at Omilcar. My fingertips still touched his. 
 
    Look at the screen behind me, Omilcar said in my mind. 
 
    I leaned to the right, looking past him. The screen was blank. Abruptly, there was movement on it. 
 
    I don’t know how I knew, but I was looking through the eyes of a Great White Shark. It was deep underwater, its senses alert.  
 
    There was a disturbance in the water. The shark zeroed in on… 
 
    I sat up in my chair. 
 
    On the computer screen, an alien submarine glided into view. There were similarities to the subs I’d seen around the underwater Krekelen base on the bottom of the Persian Gulf. That meant I saw a Krekelen sub, an attack vessel if there ever was one. 
 
    The shark watched the sleek, small Krekelen sub trail a huge submarine. It was a Russian vessel, a behemoth. Was that the one that had launched a Poseidon torpedo? The propellers churned as the Russian sub glided through the depths. 
 
    Two sleek torpedoes, the likes of which had never been manufactured on Earth, were launched from the alien sub. They rushed the Russian behemoth. 
 
    The torpedoes struck and detonated. The result was devastating. The great hull crumpled, water rushed within and soon bodies propelled out into the salt water. The huge steel monster, now a wreck, began to sink. 
 
    The alien submarine was already leaving. 
 
    The shark, stunned by the explosions, now zeroed in on several of the lifeless bodies. It attacked, feasting on the dead. One of the dead was a woman. Even down here in the depths, it reminded me of McPherson. 
 
    With a shout, I pulled my hands from Omilcar. 
 
    I felt his mind slip from me. The computer screen became blank again. Had there ever been anything on it? 
 
    The old psi-master with his odd accent told me, “Your Colonel McPherson is dead. She was in the Russian submarine that launched the Poseidon torpedo.” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “The Great White that witnessed the attack used to belong to the underwater base.” 
 
    “But how could—” 
 
    Omilcar barely shook his head. Was he warning me? 
 
    I rubbed my temples. I didn’t understand any of this. There was an undercurrent here. This psi-master from Mu was different from Doctor Spencer. He was very different from the cold bastard I’d seen earlier in the room with Suvorov. 
 
    “What is it to be, Mr. Bayard?” Marnok asked from behind. “Will you cooperate or do you desire a year of torment instead?” 
 
    I sat there numbly. Cooperate with the Krekelens? How could Marnok think I’d do it? Didn’t he know me at all? 
 
    Omilcar had an old veined hand on the metal table. He tapped it with his fingertips, almost as if trying to get my attention. 
 
    I looked down at this hand. Then I looked up at him. His eyes moved downward. I became aware that his other hand was under the table. 
 
    He tapped the table again with the hand on top. 
 
    While remaining otherwise motionless, I reached under the table. To my shock, I felt something pushed into my hand. Slowly, I drew— 
 
    A knife, I held a knife. Omilcar had held the strange blade and given the knife to me. I held the bone handle. 
 
    I looked at Omilcar again. 
 
    The golden flecks in his eyes shined for just a second. I felt a surface thought in my mind. This is your one chance: use it or lose it. 
 
    “Something is amiss,” Marnok said. “What are you two doing?” 
 
    I turned my head. Marnok had taken a step closer to my back. For the moment, he blocked the other Krekelen from view. 
 
    I gripped the knife, and said, “Sir, I agree with you.” 
 
    “You will serve us?” Marnok asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I will.” 
 
    Marnok’s taser lowered a fraction. 
 
    I tensed, gathered my resolve and made my move. 
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    I sprang out of the chair, grabbing the back of it. As I whirled around, I lifted the chair. Twisting my torso, hurling the chair with all my strength, I threw it into Marnok’s chest. That propelled Marnok into Mr. Silent. At the same time, a bolt of purple electricity sizzled. The bolt would have hit me, but Marnok smashed into it. 
 
    He hissed and chittered like a wounded insect. While the sound was horrific, the fact of it was encouraging. I had a moment of reflection. How had Omilcar managed to get a knife into the room? 
 
    I sprang at the Krekelens. They both smacked against the back wall. They were heavier than they looked. They were stronger and hotter, too. Despite having gained the element of surprise, I only had a dagger. 
 
    I looked at it as I rushed forward. It had a bone handle. The blade was long and thin, like an obelisk in miniature, if more slender. It was a slender triangle, tri-steel. The edges seemed useless for slashing. The point—this was a stabbing blade like a poniard or ice pick. 
 
    Marnok disengaged from Mr. Silent. One taser lay on the floor. The other sizzled and sparked. Perhaps the end had burned against Marnok and guttered out. He seemed sluggish. His sunglasses had fallen off. He kept his human shape. The revealed eyes glowed red like a demon’s. 
 
    To me, the Krekelens were demons. I would fight them accordingly, without the slightest hint of mercy. 
 
    Marnok tried to rise. As he did, he stared at me with his demon eyes. “You, Mr. Bayard—” 
 
    I lunged like a fencer. I punched the tri-blade steel into his forehead. 
 
    To kill a Krekelen, you had to destroy the brain. If you didn’t, you could do outrageous damage to the rest of his body. The Krekelen It would simply repair like some alien lizard. 
 
    I punched through skull bone, the tri-steel sliding into soft brain tissue. 
 
    Marnok began to shiver and shake. At the same time, his hot hands grabbed my arms. 
 
    Revulsion filled me. I twisted the blade to destroy more brain tissues. Then I yanked it out. 
 
    Marnok hissed as black fluid jetted from his mouth. It was obscene, sickening and yet glorifying. How I hated the Krekelens. 
 
    I thrust Marnok aside so his body fell onto the good taser. 
 
    The other Krekelen lunged at me as he made croaking and hissing sounds. I tried to plunge the tri-steel into his braincase just as I had Marnok. He hit my hand, almost knocking the poniard from my grip. His strength was unbelievable. He reached to his waistband. What kind of weapon did he have stashed there? 
 
    I uttered a war cry and threw myself at him, my knees jutting ahead of me. They pinned his shoulders against the floor. My weight and surprise must have helped. Once again, I thrust the blade. His skull was tougher but bone cracked. The steel crunched through. I began twisting until he too shivered and shook like some gut-shot cat. 
 
    I leapt up, drawing the blade out of his brain. There was gore on it. With quick flourishes, I wiped the green gore on his clothes. After I cleaned the blade, I backpedaled. 
 
    I remembered Omilcar, whirling around to see him staring at me. 
 
    I expected his eyes to look huge. I expected the golden flecks to shine. I thought he’d try to mentally dominate me. 
 
    Instead, Omilcar seemed normal. 
 
    The psi-master of Mu glanced at the two Krekelens. They had already begun to mutate, shifting back into gray, ugly, lumpish aliens. 
 
    Maybe long ago, in some evolutionary manner, they’d wanted to hide their monstrous appearances. Thus, they’d learned to shape-shift into other creatures. How they could achieve such a thing—it seemed incredible and alien. 
 
    In an hour, maybe less, the Krekelens would melt back into the goo from which they derived their ability. 
 
    “Is this what you wanted?” I asked hoarsely. 
 
    “More than you know,” Omilcar said. 
 
    I blinked several times, trying to regain my bearings. This all seemed surreal. Could the Krekelens really be dead? Or was this another test? I hardly knew what to think. 
 
    “Do you know Livi?” I asked. 
 
    “I do indeed.” 
 
    “What is this? What’s going on?” 
 
    Omilcar pointed at the ceiling, at two distinct spots. 
 
    “We’re being watched, is that what you’re saying?” I asked. 
 
    Omilcar nodded. 
 
    “So, we’re as good as dead?” 
 
    “No. Let me concentrate.” Omilcar stood, with his long fingers touching the sides of his head. He stared intently at the hatch. I knew it was sealed shut. 
 
    I didn’t know if either of the Krekelens had keys. I didn’t think they had any kind of weaponry. By this time, they were starting to hiss and smoke as steam rose from them. They continued to mutate and shift back to their gray lumpen forms. 
 
    There was a click. The hatch imperceptibly opened. 
 
    Omilcar opened his eyes. “I’ve done it, but I’m tired. May I lean on you, Bayard?” 
 
    “Are you practicing one of your damn mental tricks on me?” 
 
    “No tricks. I am a psi-master of Mu.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to mean something special?” 
 
    “Oh yes. You have no idea. Come. We must escape while we can.” 
 
    “What about Livi?” 
 
    “I hope she can join us. I hope the rest of her plan works.” With that, Omilcar slumped against me. 
 
    It turned out that he was a frail old man. That surprised me, given that he’d done these incredible feats. 
 
    I helped him stand and pushed open the hatch. I half expected to see Krekelens standing there with tasers. My gut tensed in anticipation of multiple lashes of purple energy. 
 
    Instead, there was an empty corridor before me. 
 
    “Which way do we go, Omilcar?” 
 
    “Straight. Straight,” he whispered. 
 
    “What’s our destination?” 
 
    “Where do you think, Traveler?” 
 
    I shrugged. I had no idea. 
 
    “The obelisk,” he said. “We must leave Earth as fast as we can.” 
 
    I stared at him in shock. His eyes were closed. Could this be happening? Deciding to trust my senses, I started down the empty corridor.  
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    With the tri-steel poniard in one hand, held low against my leg for minimal disguise, I used the other to prop up the so-called psi-master of Mu. We shuffled down the corridors. They were empty. They didn’t feel like those in subterranean Antarctica. This felt as if we were far from Antarctica, far from the South Pole. 
 
    “Are we in Antarctica?” I asked. 
 
    “I do not know the reference of which you speak,” Omilcar said. 
 
    “You said there’s an obelisk? Is it underground?” 
 
    “Yes, just like the ziggurat was underground.” 
 
    “You learned English coming through the ziggurat?” 
 
    “That is correct. I’ve been here weeks only, snatched from my stronghold on Mu.” 
 
    “Mu, you mean Mu is a planet?” 
 
    “Of course, what else did you expect?” 
 
    “We have a legend that Mu was once a continent in the Pacific Ocean. That was in prehistoric times.” 
 
    Omilcar didn’t answer. Instead, as he shuffled, his eyes closed. 
 
    I didn’t feel like shaking him, so I kept going down the corridor, which seemed to be long, supporting him as he continued to move his feet. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt him quicken. He opened his eyes. “Stop, stop.” He looked around wildly. 
 
    “Are you sensing something, old man?” 
 
    “Would you shut up for a moment?” There was authority in his voice of one used to being obeyed. 
 
    “Are you trying to dominate me?” 
 
    “Warrior,” he said. “Still thy tongue for a moment so I may think. I must scan ahead. I believe the Krekelens know what is going on.” 
 
    “Before, you said they were watching us. Of course they know.” 
 
    “I lied about that, Warrior. Now shut up and let me contemplate.” 
 
    I stopped talking. He was a tricky old bastard. He had something up his sleeve. I know Livi did. I was beginning to suspect this was some Vegan plan, that she’d been sent as an agent of Vega. She hadn’t necessarily returned to me out of her own free will, but as an agent for her government. 
 
    Where did that put me? Was I helping Earth or harming Earth? Helping, I guess, seeing as how I’d killed two Krekelen agents, new ones, too. 
 
    Were the star lanes opening? Was that what the pyramidion had meant by saying there was treachery? Perhaps my going through the first time had been symptomatic of greater use. From what I knew about Earth history, we’d hardly any visitors from other planets, other than my father, and maybe the Krekelens of the past. 
 
    I stood there holding up the psi-master of Mu, poniard in hand, wondering if I could kill more Krekelens. 
 
    What did it mean that the Krekelens had holed up in the South Pole? Had they lost elsewhere on Earth, been driven away? Had I truly seen McPherson’s body floating out of a Russian sub from a shark’s perspective? Or was that something the Krekelens had made up? 
 
    I mean, AIs could do crazy things these days. Why couldn’t Krekelens use them to make images like that? Yet, in my gut, I didn’t think that was the case here. 
 
    The things I’d seen matched the ideas and bits of knowledge I’d gained from my visits to other planets.  
 
    Why were aliens such vicious bastards all the time? Why couldn’t there be some good ones? I mean, there were the Neanderthals, but they were essentially human. Even the Homo habilis, who were farther back on the—I don’t know—tree of taxonomy from us humans, were more villainous. 
 
    There were some cruel humans, though. The things I’d seen the Krekelens do…I’m sure evil humans had done the same. Maybe I was painting too broadly with my species brush. 
 
    Omilcar suddenly straightened. “You can release me now.” 
 
    I dropped my hand from him. He walked in an unsure manner, but perhaps with more energy than a few minutes ago. 
 
    “My strength is returning,” he said. 
 
    “Why did your strength flee in the first place?” 
 
    He looked at me contemptuously. “Are you too dense for words? Or is this some secret conspiracy on your part? I was told you were a masterful warrior, one of the best ever.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said. “Who told you that?” 
 
    “Who do you think?” 
 
    “Livi?” 
 
    “Yes. Do you wish to be reunited with her?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    “Then keep moving before we’re too late.” 
 
    We started walking down the corridor. 
 
    “Did Livi know all about this?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You haven’t read my mind to decipher everything?” 
 
    “I won’t read your mind without permission, besides which, you have a block, an unnatural block, which is more effective than any I’ve ever seen. You are a unique specimen, Jake Bayard.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s been said. Anyway, what’s going on?” 
 
    “I know something about the masters of Vega, but mainly I want to get back to Mu. I want to stop the schemes and plots of the Krekelens who have finally breached our planet.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said, thinking. “So this was all in order to rescue you?” 
 
    “Perhaps so,” he said. 
 
    “You’re some big important honcho on Mu?” 
 
    “I don’t often carry my office and responsibilities in the manner I should, but I’m important on Mu. That is correct. I also know how to destroy the Krekelens on Mu and make our planet safe from their invasion.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “And tell me again how that makes my planet safe from them?” 
 
    “I need your aid, Bayard. If you’ll be a warrior under my service for the years needed to destroy the Krekelens, I’ll help you free the Earth of the vile servants who attempt to mimic masters.” 
 
    “What does that last part mean?” 
 
    “I’ve said too much. I’ll tell you later, though. For now, we must concentrate. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Always and ever,” I said. 
 
    “Then let us run.” 
 
    I didn’t think this old man could run anywhere, but he quickly proved me wrong. We raced along the corridors. 
 
    Then I saw a stone door open for us, and it did begin to feel reminiscent of my times in Antarctica. We shot through the door, entering a darker granite tunnel. 
 
    Omilcar produced a small flashlight, the beam providing us illumination as we continued to run. 
 
    I then felt some of the oppressive weight of stone and ice above us. Yeah, that was probably a psychological feeling, yet I felt it. 
 
    I saw along the walls some of the murals of old of flying saucers, mammoths, pterodactyls and lance-wielding riders. 
 
    “Do those look familiar?” I asked. 
 
    Omilcar didn’t answer. His eyes were glazed. Perhaps he was inducing self-hypnosis upon himself, forcing his body to work harder than it should. His breath was ragged. 
 
    “Hold on, old guy.” 
 
    I put an arm around him and helped him along. Together, the two of us staggered through the granite tunnels. 
 
    Soon enough, we reached the red glow of the Antarctic pyramidion. I can hardly describe how marvelous it was to see the obelisk and pyramidion. 
 
    I came within its perimeter. 
 
    Jake Bayard, it said. Livi said you would be following shortly. 
 
    “Livi went ahead of me?” 
 
    Yes, in the grip of two Krekelens. 
 
    “What? You let them go with her?” 
 
    I had no choice in the matter. 
 
    “What’s going on, Pyramidion?” 
 
    Before it answered, Omilcar straightened and looked at me. “This isn’t the artifact to ask. We must get to Mu as fast as possible. If they have Livi, they might know what is at stake.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I said. “What might the Krekelens know?” 
 
    The old fart slumped as if in a swoon or a faint. Luckily, I caught him before his big head dashed against the floor. 
 
    “All right, Pyramidion,” I said. “I want you to send us to the correct planet in the Mu System. Does that make sense to you?” 
 
    It most certainly does, Jake Bayard. 
 
    “Go ahead then. Send us. Oh, by the way, is the rest of Earth all right?” 
 
    That is outside my— then it said something crazy, —pay grade. 
 
    “Is that supposed to be funny?” 
 
    A beam shot from the red capstone on the obelisk. The beam hit me and in doing so, it also encompassed Timor Omilcar, the psi-master of Mu. We both began to fade and elongate. 
 
    I thought to myself, this is crazy. The amount of traveling I’d been doing lately. Was I really going to Mu? What had Livi’s plan been? What was this all about? 
 
    Those were my last coherent thoughts as I shot into the heavens with Omilcar, wondering what it would be like wherever we landed next. 
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    Omilcar and I reformed inside a temple cell, likely atop a ziggurat. The process seemed like all the others I’d gone through. So, I assumed things were the same. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I asked, as I stood in the dark. 
 
    “Stronger, better, reinvigorated,” Omilcar said. 
 
    “Yep. That’s what traveling does.” 
 
    “Do not forget your dagger. You’re going to need it.” 
 
    That was weird. I’d left the tri-steel blade on the stone shelf. I’d been holding it in my hand and had set it down as I climbed out of the shelf. But it was pitch black in here. How in the heck did Omilcar see in the dark? Did he have x-ray vision or what? 
 
    “We must hurry,” Omilcar said. “Time is not our friend.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, feeling around for the exit. 
 
    “No,” Omilcar said. “You’re going the wrong way. Actually, the exit is this way.” 
 
    A leathery hand grabbed one of my wrists and tugged me toward him. 
 
    Soon, I pushed. Heavy stone slid out. Hot, relentless sunlight poured into the cell through the revealed opening. 
 
    I turned to help Omilcar out. 
 
    “There’s no need. The teleporting process has strengthened me, restoring me to perfect health.” 
 
    He had a point. There was buoyancy in my step as I ducked out of the temple and stepped onto a hot ziggurat top. I looked around. Correction, it was only part of a ziggurat. A bomb or something equally destructive had blasted one side, leaving jagged edges and some missing top. It was a miracle the rest of the ziggurat yet stood and that the small stone temple on top remained intact. 
 
    Omilcar emerged and looked around. “There is no one here yet. I find that distressing.” 
 
    “Someone should be waiting for us?” 
 
    Omilcar nodded. “The lightning and accompany thunder should have alerted those in Tsargol. A sark should have arrived with an armed escort.” 
 
    The partial ziggurat sat alone in a vast desert. Far in one direction, bleak, reddish cliffs stood bare, with no trees or grass growing on them. Between the cliffs and us was slowly shifting sand, a few stark bushes and possibly some lizards. In the other direction was a minor, ground-level dust cloud that might indicate someone was heading our way. Beyond that was an outline on the horizon of what might have been a city. 
 
    I pointed in that direction. 
 
    “That is Tsargol,” Omilcar said. “It’s our present destination. The dust cloud indicates a sark might be hurrying here.” 
 
    “Did the Krekelens take Livi to Tsargol?” 
 
    Omilcar shook his head. “The Krekelens did not arrive on this ziggurat.” 
 
    I turned to the old geezer. Omilcar seemed more in command of himself than when we’d been on Earth. He stood prouder with his scrawny shoulders thrust back. His white lab coat seemed wrong in this place, though. 
 
    This felt—maybe the Antarctica pyramidion or the Mu ziggurat, whatever the process was, had given me the understanding that this was a primitive place. It was quite different from Earth or Saddoth, more like Garm, except more so. 
 
    “Is this Mu?” 
 
    “Unquestionably,” Omilcar said. 
 
    “If Livi didn’t come to this ziggurat—are you saying there’s more than one ziggurat on Mu?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” 
 
    I thought about that. “Is this the ziggurat you wanted to come to?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But you didn’t think Livi would come here?” 
 
    “I’d hoped she might, but there was little chance of it happening.” 
 
    “Where do you think she landed?” 
 
    “In the one place none of us can go.” 
 
    I dragged a hand across my face, shaking my head. I hated being out of the loop, but there was no sense losing my temper over it. “There’s an ulterior motive or plan in play. You’re a part of it. I’m guessing Livi is part of it. The Krekelens are a part of it. Now you’ve dragged me into it. I should have—” 
 
    “Silence,” Omilcar said, interrupting me. He’d been using his fingertips to rub the sides of his forehead: concentrating, it seemed, on the approaching dust cloud. He turned to me. “Your chatter is making it hard for me to make a rapport with the approaching sark.” 
 
    I reminded myself that Omilcar, a psi-master, had helped free me from the Krekelens. I didn’t like his kind, but I should make an allowance for him. Getting mad would only get in the way of things. 
 
    “I’m here with you,” I said. “You might as well clue me in on the details.” I pointed. “The city over there, Tsargol, is it important?” 
 
    “It is the guardian of the Kalmarine Desert, standing before the main exit from the Old Forsaken Lands. Frequently, alien hordes emerge from there who are beholden to the Ispazars.” 
 
    “Who are they?” 
 
    “You’ll learn soon enough, provided we reach Tsargol. We must hurry down and hope for the best.” 
 
    Despite saying that, Omilcar didn’t start down the steps. Instead, he peered starkly at the dust cloud. With his fingertips, he rubbed his temples, squinting, his lips moving silently, possibly as if he whispered to someone. 
 
    The process took so long I began to fidget. 
 
    Omilcar’s fingers dropped away from his temples. “We have a problem. There are two dust clouds out there, not just the one.” 
 
    I shaded my eyes from the sun, which was larger than ours on Earth. It was hot up here. It wasn’t a hundred degrees hot, but it was inching that way. Mu wasn’t exactly like the dead planet of monuments where I’d gone on my first interstellar teleportation, but there was a similarity in feel. 
 
    Wondering about that, I jumped up experimentally, doing so a second time. The gravity was definitely lower on Mu. I didn’t fly up like some superhero, but I certainly could have dunked a basketball with ease, maybe jumped twice as high. I imagined I must be stronger in the lighter gravity, particularly compared to the inhabitants of this world. 
 
    “This is the planet Mu, right?” 
 
    “I’ve already said so.” 
 
    “You’re the psi-master of Mu?” 
 
    Omilcar turned to me. “You may call me the First Sark or the Great Sark.” 
 
    “You said a sark should be coming. You mean another psi-master, right?” 
 
    “One from Tsargol, yes. It is time I learned more.” 
 
    Omilcar turned from me and peered into the distance, becoming rigid and still. 
 
    After a few tense minutes, Omilcar shivered and turned to me. “Draconian riders are chasing our escort. A greater horde has emerged from the Old Forsaken Lands or the Desolate Lands. They haven’t yet set siege to Tsargol, but the main horde could arrive at any hour. The ones approaching us are the outriders of the horde.” 
 
    I focused on the dust cloud, getting the impression there were two. The smaller one was nearer us. The larger one must be the Draconians. If they rode raptors as they had in the Chaunt System, we could be in serious trouble. 
 
    “Time is critical,” Omilcar said, as he moved to an edge of the ziggurat. 
 
    “Sure,” I said, following him. 
 
    With Omilcar leading, we started down the steps. 
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    The first dust cloud neared and it soon became apparent that soldiers or warriors marched to us. A different group in the back was pulling small, two-wheeled carts. Upon most of them were supplies. The last was a rickshaw. In it, a thin man in a blue robe sat under an awning. 
 
    “There are a hundred and fifty warriors,” Omilcar said. “Sark Thom Ra commands them.” 
 
    “He’s the guy in the rickshaw?” 
 
    Omilcar nodded. 
 
    “That means he’s a psi-master?” 
 
    “A lesser one,” Omilcar said. “However, it would be wise to behave respectfully toward him. He has the king’s ear.” 
 
    “The king of Tsargol?” 
 
    Omilcar didn’t bother answering. Maybe he thought which king was obvious. 
 
    The first group of warriors marched apart, in the lead. They carried leathery, mid-sized shields and had short swords belted at their sides. Most of them wore a crisscross of leather bands over their torsos, with metal the size of a dinner plate at the center of their chests. They wore spiked helmets edged by fur. They were red-skinned, much as I imagined the Iroquois in early America had been. These men appeared to have a natural reddish skin hue, rather than being painted red. They were smaller than I was by a considerable amount except for a few leading them. One was a big boy, almost my size. He was muscular and his accouterments looked better made than the rest. 
 
    They wore no armor other than their crisscrossing leather straps, circular metal plate and spiked helm. Each wore a kilt reaching mid-thighs. They seemed to be in good shape and high spirits, particularly as they recognized Omilcar. 
 
    The larger and later group wore flowing robes better suited to the desert, but not much use as defense against weapons. None of those had shields. Each carried a pike and wore a leather cap. 
 
    I was concerned by the lack of armor. Draconians on raptors would likely be able to skewer them with arrows with ease. 
 
    “Where are the archers?” I asked. 
 
    Omilcar shook his head. “A few have darts. None from Tsargol use bows.” 
 
    “These guys are gonna get us through the Draconians?” I asked. 
 
    Before Omilcar could reply, the servant pulling the rickshaw raced up to us. He halted, his chest rising and falling rapidly, although he hardly sweated. 
 
    The swordsmen approached quickly, forming up on either side of the rickshaw. There were about twenty of them in total. 
 
    The thin man in the blue robe sitting in the rickshaw took his time noticing us. Like the soldiers, he had a red hue to his skin, along with a narrow, arrogant face, thin nose and mustache. He was bald, and didn’t wear a hood or cap. 
 
    Finally, Sark Thom Ra climbed out of the rickshaw, giving his servant time to collect an umbrella. 
 
    The panting rickshaw puller held the umbrella over Thom’s head, keeping him in the shade. 
 
    The blue-robed psi-master approached serenely, bowing slightly before Omilcar. He had several large rings with glittering gemstones on his narrow fingers. 
 
    “The Great Sark of Mu, I presume,” Thom Ra said. 
 
    “I have returned to Mu,” Omilcar said. 
 
    The other raised his eyebrows, likely not knowing Omilcar had left. “I am Sark Thom Ra of Tsargol. I ask you to join us, Great Sark.” 
 
    “I accept your gracious offer,” Omilcar said. 
 
    “There, ah, is a small matter of a few Draconians hurrying here to intercept us,” Thom Ra said. 
 
    “You refer to the approaching dust cloud?” 
 
    “The same, Great One.” 
 
    Their unhurried obviously ritual speech was hard to take with the Draconians racing here. I well remembered the dinosaur humanoids and their raptor mounts from the Chaunt System. I didn’t want to face one while on foot, certainly not if there were over twenty of them. If there were more… 
 
    “I hope you have a weapon, Omilcar, something you’re not showing me.” 
 
    “I’m curious, Great One,” Thom Ra said. “What did your servant say to you?” 
 
    “He isn’t my servant,” Omilcar said, “but a hero from Earth. His name is Jake Bayard.” 
 
    “He’s a Traveler?” asked Thom Ra. 
 
    “Yes,” Omilcar said. “He brought me back to Mu.” 
 
    Thom Ra gave me the slightest nod. “Welcome, Traveler. Thank you for helping the awesome Timor Omilcar.” 
 
    Thom Ra’s brown eyes glittered for just a moment with the golden flecks in them shining. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, remembering Omilcar’s instructions regarding Thom Ra. “You’re most kind. I appreciate that.” 
 
    Thom Ra made a depreciative gesture, his rings glittering in the sunlight. 
 
    Omilcar turned to me, whispering, “We’ll win through. Don’t worry. Are you a swordsman?” 
 
    “I’ve used a knife before. I’ve also had bayonet practice in the Marines.” 
 
    Omilcar thought about that. Then, he indicated me. “We had to leave Earth in a hurry. Jake Bayard needs a pike.” 
 
    “A pike?” asked Thom Ra. “Does he not wield the sword?” 
 
    “A pike for now,” Omilcar said. 
 
    Thom Ra spoke to the largest swordsman, a warrior named Jarvo. He had dark hair and a leather band tied around his forehead, keeping the long hair out of his eyes. He marched to the pikemen, returning with a pike, handing it to me. 
 
    I thanked him. 
 
    Jarvo shrugged. 
 
    “I will remain in back,” Omilcar said. “Thus, I would have my friend from Earth near me.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Thom Ra said. “Champion,” he said to Jarvo,” if you would align the warriors for battle, keeping in mind that the man from Earth will be in the third rank.” 
 
    Jarvo bowed before Thom Ra and then stomped off, beginning to shout in a loud voice like a football coach, placing the warriors in formation. It wasn’t exotic. The swordsmen were in the center, flanked on either side by the pikemen. The servants were in back pulling the two-wheeled wagons. Thom Ra returned to the rickshaw. Omilcar remained on foot near me in the third line of pikemen, which was near the rickshaw. 
 
    I examined my weapon. It was an eight-foot pole of dark-stained wood with a foot of razor-sharp steel. It had good heft and didn’t feel as if it would break easily. In fact, it seemed as hard as iron. 
 
    The enemy riders approached, the dust dissipating enough to get a look at them. The mounts were raptors as I’d seen in the Chaunt System, exactly as you’d expect from regular dinosaur books. Upon them on saddles were the pint-sized Draconians bearing slender lances. 
 
    There had to be sixty riders at least. How in the world were we ever going to make it past them to Tsargol? 
 
    Jarvo set our pace from the front, approaching the riders. 
 
    The Draconians slowed their vile mounts, the raptors no longer racing but strutting like giant roosters. Dust and sand settled, no longer swirling around the dinosaurs. The closer they came, the better I could view them. 
 
    An individual Draconian wasn’t tall like an Ophidian, but much shorter like a Homo habilis, although considerably stronger. He had reptilian features, with scales of deep green and patches of dark brown, giving him a sinister appearance that resembled a monstrous blend of man and dinosaur. His snout was elongated while his eyes glowed with a predatory yellow hue. 
 
    The Draconians wore leather and turtle-shell plates. The plates covered his chest, shoulders and thighs. The weapon of choice was a slender, seven-foot lance. The lance head was shaped like a cruel raptor talon. 
 
    The chief Draconian raised his lance with a red pennant attached just below the talon. 
 
    The enemy host stopped. 
 
    The chieftain pointed to the right and left. 
 
    The war band began to fan out until a long line of raptors and riders stood before us. They were possibly two football fields away. The riders shifted, a few beginning to twirl bolas. Others took up small leather shields. The lances seemed light enough to wield easily with one hand. They didn’t couch the lances under their armpits the way a knight would. Rather, these lances were lighter and more nimble, almost like a sword. 
 
    “Get ready!” Jarvo thundered. The man had the loudest voice I’d ever heard. Surprising to me, his voice was comforting. 
 
    I shifted the pike in my hands. I was already sweating profusely. What would happen once the battle started? 
 
    The Draconian chieftain dipped his pennant, and the long thin line of raptor riders began to strut toward us. 
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    A dinosaur roar echoed across the red sands as the Draconians charged. Their raptors kicked up crimson dust that enveloped them in a haze. The flags and banners whipped viciously. 
 
    I looked around. 
 
    The pikemen grimaced with fear and determination. Some breathed heavily. One man vomited. Another voided his bowels upon the sand. None ran away. To do so was to die. 
 
    Sweat slicked my back. I wiped a hand against a pant leg. I didn’t want my grip to slip once we started fighting. 
 
    The desert seemed to shudder beneath the Draconian charge, the sands trembling as if in anticipation of the carnage about to unfold. 
 
    Fear gripped me. The weight of sixty raptors combined with Draconian lances, the talon heads glittering— 
 
    Men wheezed. Some hands whitened from the strain of gripping so hard. Many pikes shivered as the hands holding them did. A few men groaned in dread. 
 
    The charge was having its effect. We were all going to die. Soon, our band would break and run for it. I’d been in enough combat to feel that correctly. 
 
    “Hold!” Thom Ra shouted from his rickshaw in back. “You are pikemen of Tsargol. None can shatter your resolve.” 
 
    I looked back at him, surprised by his loud voice. 
 
    Thom Ra sat forward in his rickshaw. The servant still pulled him. The psi-master or Sark of Tsargol wore an odd helmet. At first, the helmet struck me as comical. The smooth metal helmet fit over his bald head just right. On the outer shell of the helmet flashed glassy tubes, tiny small bulbs that seemed to have been screwed in, surrounded by sparking needle spikes. 
 
    I found myself wondering: why would a psi-master wear such a ridiculous helmet? And what powered the tubes, bulbs and needle spikes? 
 
    The answer struck me. The helmet wasn’t ridiculous. Undoubtedly, the helmet magnified his telepathic, psi-master powers. Perhaps his mental powers caused those things to happen. 
 
    From his seat in the rickshaw, Thom Ra raised his narrow hands. The gems in the rings radiated light. That seemed both frightful and soothing. 
 
    The fearful groans had ceased from the pikemen. None of the pikes shook anymore either. The robed pikemen glared at the approaching Draconians, set to receive the awful charge. 
 
    It occurred to me then, something I’d read before about ancient history. Horses wouldn’t charge into a pack of men. Horses wouldn’t charge into any mass they couldn’t see a way over or through. Might that hold true for raptors? They were beasts, thinking like beasts, not men or Draconians. 
 
    Before the raptors hurled themselves upon the wall of pikes, the mounts slowed drastically. Many raptors squealed with rage, no longer running, but striding up to the wall of pikes. They hissed and bit at the pike heads thrusting at them. The men wielding them were fearless. At the same time, Draconians leaned forward in the saddles, thrusting their slender lances, seeking to sink a talon point into a glaring human face. 
 
    Thom Ra had stiffened the morale to an intense degree. The raptors, if not the Draconian riders, must have sensed the implacable wills confronting them. They’d refused to commit suicide by racing into a wall of pike heads. 
 
    I nodded. The charge had been meant to break our morale so we would have run away. Then each of us would have been easy prey for the riders as they lanced individual men in the back. 
 
    Now, it was the push of pike versus the thrust of slender lance. In places, raptors leapt at an opportunity and sank their teeth into men. One raptor and rider paid brutally, though, as nearby pikemen sank their steel heads into both dinosaur-man and mount. 
 
    For the first time, I thought we had a chance to win this. The psi-master or sark was making the difference. 
 
    The minutes lengthened as both sides thrust, blocked, shifted and counterattacked. It was a wild melee of blood, muscle, nerve and steel. 
 
    I stood my ground, watching men fall in death, others with grisly wounds. I thrust my pike, catching a Draconian in the throat. 
 
    He gurgled. 
 
    Two other pikemen stabbed his raptor. The beast whirled around, racing away, the Draconian tumbling dead out of the saddle onto the sand. 
 
    Around me, the din of battle made it hard to think. The guttural roars of the Draconians and mounts were matched by the fierce cries of the men. 
 
    Despite our psi-master-bolstered courage, the weight of the swirling band of Draconians bore down on us, with their raptors snapping and snarling with vicious intent. 
 
    At the forefront of battle, Jarvo carved a path of destruction through the Draconians. He’d picked up a pike, thrusting it expertly, felling several of the fearsome Draconians and their raptors. 
 
    As the battle raged on, however, Jarvo’s luck ran out. A particularly cunning Draconian rushed in with his raptor, their eyes fixed on Jarvo. With a snarl and a cunning sword blow, the Draconian severed Jarvo’s left forearm, eliciting a pained cry as the limb fell lifelessly to the blood-soaked sand. 
 
    In response, Jarvo’s companions surged forward, their pikes raised like deadly spears as they formed a protective ring around their fallen comrade. 
 
    The Draconians, taken aback by the swift and unified counterattack, found themselves thwarted by the wall of pikes, their raptors rearing back in frustration and pain. 
 
    As Jarvo lay gasping for breath, his lifeblood seeping into the sands, his comrades fought on with renewed fury. 
 
    Despite such valor, and greater numbers, the Draconians possessed their ferocious raptors. Their numbers were down, but so were ours. They started to forge ahead again, ringing us in and pushing us together. 
 
    One crazed Draconian stood up in his stirrups, his bola whirling over his head. He flung the weapon, the stones twirling. The bola sped at Thom Ra in his rickshaw. It passed over the servant’s head and struck the psi-master with his bewildering helmet. One stone smashed the awning. Another hit wood. The last smashed against Thom Ra’s face. 
 
    The helmet went flying from the rickshaw to land on the sand. Thom Ra spurted blood and collapsed in his chair. 
 
    I couldn’t tell if he was dead. Maybe it didn’t matter anymore. 
 
    Immediately, men cried out in terror. The protective mind of Thom Ra no longer provided refuge from fear and cowardice. 
 
    Did the Draconians sense victory in their grasp? Raptors roared, their small arms waving, their claws clicking. 
 
    I shouted at the pikemen around me. “Hold fast! It’s our only hope.” 
 
    Thom Ra was dead. Jarvo was out. Now what? 
 
    The answer was Omilcar in his dirty white lab coat. He ran to the fallen helmet, the tubes, bulbs and spikes no longer emitting. He grabbed the helmet and thrust it down upon his head. He lacked any special rings. Yet, he was the Great Sark of Mu. Would the helmet amplify his telepathic powers? 
 
    The glassy tubes shined with light. Sparks emitted from metal spires. A haze seemed to surround the old man. Then, electricity discharged from his raised hands, or maybe it only seemed that way. 
 
    Amidst the chaos and clashing of weapons, Omilcar appeared almost ethereal against the backdrop of mayhem. His eyes appeared golden, shining like the sun. A wave emanated from him. 
 
    Screams of terror died in men’s throats. The sagging human lines stiffened. 
 
    As Draconians pressed forward, the old man of Mu gave what sounded like a titanic shout. 
 
    In that instant, the scene of carnage seemed to still, as if time paused. The Draconians, once fearsome and relentless, squealed in terror, their raptors skidding to a halt and rearing back in panic. The entire band faltered against an invisible, incalculable force. Did it grip their minds in a vise of fear and pain? Was one of the Great Sark’s powers the ability to hurt alien minds? 
 
    Omilcar’s eyes blazed with an unnatural light. 
 
    I could only guess that the Draconians found themselves at the mercy of Omilcar’s will, their dinosaur minds frozen and their bodies trembling with dread. 
 
    “Come on, boys!” I shouted. “We must kill them while Omilcar holds them hostage.” 
 
    I burst through a crowd of pikemen and ran at a rider. I thrust at a Draconian’s chest, killing the dinosaur-man. I ran at another, doing the same. 
 
    Other men howled, charging, crashing against the vulnerable Draconians. Invigorated by the reversal of fortune, the pikemen fought with renewed purpose, their weapons skewering raptors and riders with deadly precision. 
 
    The Draconians, their minds no doubt in Omilcar’s paralyzing influence, could do nothing but stare in horror at us. 
 
    The tide of the battle had turned, our sweating company advancing energetically, killing Draconians. 
 
    Omilcar’s intervention was the pivotal moment. No wonder everyone had been so glad to see him. I laughed, leading another charge. We were going to win this. 
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    We were far from out of this, however. We’d defeated, actually annihilated, the Draconian war band, the outriders of the greater horde. 
 
    I was stunned that men could achieve such carnage against them. It had made all the difference that we’d had psi-masters or sarks like Thom Ra and Timor Omilcar. It had also been critical the Draconians hadn’t possessed bows and arrows as the Mongols and Turks had used in olden times on Earth. 
 
    A group of pikemen went among the fallen enemy and made sure none would ever rise again. They did so with a quick slice across their throats. 
 
    Wherever raptors were screaming and wounded, men with pikes stabbed them to death. No man wanted to be anywhere near the razor-sharp claws or teeth. 
 
    After that, with the fit helping the wounded, we left the bloody battlefield, heading for Tsargol in the distance. 
 
    The brawniest warriors carried maimed Jarvo on a makeshift stretcher. All the two-wheeled wagons and rickshaws were broken, smashed during the battle. Jarvo had taken the foul blow and was bleeding from further and rather dreadful wounds. A physician put a tourniquet on the stump of his arm to stop the endless bleeding. 
 
    Omilcar marched beside the stretcher, staring fixedly at Jarvo. The Great Sark yet wore the metal helmet with its glassy tubes, bulbs and spikes. The champion, noticing Omilcar, looked up and raised an imploring, bloody hand. Omilcar took it, whispering to Jarvo. 
 
    Despite the horrific battle, we marched as fast as we were able, a few hobbling, others helping them. 
 
    I yet gripped a pike. I’d used it in the way drill instructors had taught us to use a bayonet affixed to the end of a rifle against training dummies. I’d discovered during the battle that I was even stronger than I’d supposed. Furthermore, I could jump quite a distance and move with startling swiftness. That was all due to the lighter gravity of Mu. 
 
    Oddly, the tri-steel blade hadn’t come in handy at all, but Omilcar had insisted I keep hold of it. Thus, I did. 
 
    With their wagons destroyed, the supply servants staggered under a heavy load of water canteens and food. The new military chieftain, taking Jarvo’s place, uttered an order. The servants walked among us, passing out the canteens. 
 
    After taking a long drink, a warrior passed a canteen to me. I guzzled, badly needing that. Shaking it, seeing there was more water, I handed the canteen to the next man, and he guzzled. 
 
    It would have been good to have some pack animals of our own, but we didn’t. We just had our own two feet. 
 
    Omilcar had told me earlier that a siege was about to start. Luckily, the main Draconian horde hadn’t yet arrived. We’d reached the ziggurat barely in time. If we’d landed later, the gathering horde out of the Old Forsaken Lands would have swarmed around Tsargol making any foray like these men had done impossible. 
 
    These people needed machine guns and grenades. That would have done a world of wonder and saved all the dead. 
 
    We marched, but it didn’t seem that the walls of Tsargol had come any nearer. The new chieftain set a hard pace. A few weary souls dropped out or fell on the sand, panting. 
 
    No one went back to help. We had to get to Tsargol before the main horde of raptor riders appeared. Otherwise, we would all die. 
 
    The heat beat upon us as the sun crawled across the sky. Then, finally, it seemed that the walls of the city were closer than before. 
 
    It struck me, the walled city in the heart of the hot desert sands. It seemed like an oasis of civilization. From here, Tsargol appeared as a mirage, its impressive walls rising sixty feet high. 
 
    Shading my eyes, I saw groves of palm trees swaying gently, providing shade and sustenance in the form of dates. The palms were a stark contrast to the arid landscape beyond, and the presence of crystal-clear ponds nearby hinted at the presence of underground springs that nourished Tsargol and allowed it to flourish in such an inhospitable climate. 
 
    Little pin-dot warriors armed with spears patrolled the parapets. I learned from others around me that trumpets would sound if the city warriors saw raptor riders approaching. From the battlements, huge flags waved in the hot breeze. 
 
    “Listen,” a warrior said beside me. 
 
    I did, and I heard it, trumpet peals from the city. 
 
    My heart sank. 
 
    The number of trumpets sounding from Tsargol increased. 
 
    Several warriors around me shouted in dismay. They pointed at appearing dust clouds. The clouds banded the far horizon. It could only mean one thing. Hordes of Draconians on their raptors raced for Tsargol. If they caught us outside it— 
 
    Omilcar raised his hands high and gave a cry, a wail of woe. “March!” he said. “We must march!” 
 
    The protrusions on his borrowed sark-helmet flared with light. It seemed, then, as if electricity flowed between his fingertips. A sense of urgency filled me as it never had before. Others around me—their heads snapped up and their eyes, it almost seemed as if some of that electricity fired in their eyes. 
 
    With one accord, the men began to chant. It was a strong song and increased in tempo. As we chanted, we began to jog and then to flat out run for the city. 
 
    Omilcar sat on the stretcher with the dying Jarvo. The muscular bearers struggled under the increased burden. Yet they too ran, and none reprimanded Omilcar for sitting there. 
 
    I ran with them, but I didn’t feel any electrical force except for the initial jolt. It seemed otherwise with the rest of the company. Omilcar was obviously enhancing their brains, pushing them through fear. 
 
    Time passed. The dust clouds roiled nearer at great speed. We, too, moved with alacrity. Tsargol was close now, but our company universally panted desperately. 
 
    Suddenly, a robed warrior cried out and collapsed. Blood poured from his mouth. Omilcar was killing some so others might reach the city. 
 
    I looked up as I wiped sweat from my eyes. The dust clouds—I could feel thousands of raptor riders out there. If even a portion of them reached us before we reached the city, it was death. 
 
    We ran, men pitching aside their lances, including me. Even so, more warriors dropped out, blood gushing from their mouths. Others cried out in agony and doubled over on the sands, twisting like burnt bugs. 
 
    One of the great gates of Tsargol slowly opened. As far as I was concerned, they were like the doors to paradise. 
 
    My sides ached. This felt like the worst days of basic training. Sweat poured from me, but I kept pace with the enhanced warriors. 
 
    The open gate loomed near. Beyond the city, I saw individual raptor riders racing for us. The creatures ran with gruesome speed. 
 
    That gave greater flight to my feet. I pounded ahead of everyone. Did that make me a coward? I ran harder and faster with great bounding leaps. I must be a spectacle to those on the wall. I bounded— 
 
    Oh, wow, what am I doing? They’re all going to think I’m the coward of cowards. 
 
    I skidded to a halt. 
 
    As the raptor riders came, I turned back and bounded to our men. I grabbed Omilcar and I picked him up. 
 
    “What are you doing? Set me down at once.” 
 
    I put the old man over my shoulder like a gunnysack full of wheat. Then, I bounded like a crazed kangaroo for the gate. 
 
    Zeal that had filled the rest must have diminished as Omilcar went out of psi-master range. Many gasped and collapsed. Others perked up as cries of encouragement from the city wall propelled them. They staggered and stumbled for life. 
 
    I passed through the city gate, setting Omilcar down on his feet. 
 
    Soldiers gathered around us, swordsmen with bronze breastplates and bronze helmets and thick shields. They didn’t look happy peering at me. They looked with fear at Omilcar. That told me something more of his status in this medieval or ancient society. 
 
    One by one, the rest of our company began to arrive, including those who carried the dying hero, Jarvo. They made it to Tsargol. 
 
    Even as the raptor riders raced near, the city gate closed ever so slowly until, with a great boom, it shut. A huge bar, manipulated by fifty strong men, was set into the brackets. 
 
    The last warriors who had run hard collapsed onto the ground. Omilcar collapsed with them. In fact, I was the only one standing. 
 
    “You,” said the obvious captain of the guards in bronze, “you will come with us immediately.” 
 
    “Sure thing, chief,” I said. 
 
    We’d made it. We’re in Tsargol. Now what was the plan? I dearly wanted to know. 
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    I met the king of Tsargol. He was an old man with liver spots and a milky left eye. He had a tall son standing beside the throne, an arrogant youth named Prince Karm that clearly hoped to be the king’s successor. By his constant interruptions, Karm clearly wanted the coronation sooner rather than later. 
 
    Neither the king nor Prince Karm liked me in the least. During my interrogation in the throne room, I learned there were different factions or sets of warriors in Tsargol. The bronze armored guys were the king’s, the palace guard. Others were city nobles or clansmen who had come when they learned about the invasion from the Old Forsaken Lands. 
 
    None of the faction leaders liked me, making it more obvious when I told them Sark Thom Ra had died during the battle. Fortunately for me, Omilcar woke up and hurried to the throne room. 
 
    He was bleary-eyed, possibly exhausted by all his psi mastering. He made an impression, though. 
 
    Everyone feared him. 
 
    Omilcar spoke to the king, Prince Karm, the city nobles and clan leaders: all the assembled. 
 
    I soon departed the throne room and shortly found myself in a makeshift tent in an open area inside the city. Other nearby tents were filled with refugees who had fled the coming of the Crimson Talon Horde. 
 
    The Great Chieftain of the Horde was called Red Sarus. He was known as a butchering villain. 
 
    Several days passed. I was waiting things out, apparently. For what exactly, I had no idea. Whenever I urged Omilcar to hurry and mount an expedition so we could rescue Livi, he told he was summoning warriors to do just that. 
 
    “What warriors?” I asked. 
 
    He counseled patience and said I needed to recover from my ordeal in Antarctica. 
 
    “Do you mean the taser blasts?” 
 
    “Yes. They took more of a toll of you than you understand.” 
 
    “I feel tired, but not that tired.” 
 
    “It affected you here as well.” Omilcar would tap the side of his head. “You need time to heal. You must also continue to adjust to Mu.” 
 
    Our talks became circular: me badgering him to do something and he telling me to relax and strengthen.  
 
    I feared for Livi. The Krekelens had her. Why had they come to Mu? I told myself they needed her as a Traveler, and would thus treat her as well as could be expected. 
 
    I climbed the city walls to break the monotony of sitting in the tent and get away from Omilcar. I also stayed away from the bronze-armored city guard. They always gave me dirty stares. 
 
    Tsargol’s walls were made of massive stone, and they circled the under-populated city for miles. Even with the allied clan leaders and their warriors, Tsargol barely possessed enough warriors to man the walls. 
 
    Fortunately, the Crimson Talon Horde lacked ladders, and the walls towered sixty feet above the red-sand plain. 
 
    There must have been ten thousand Draconians and ten thousand raptor mounts camped around Tsargol. Some of the Crimson Talon Horde drew great wagons with four-footed dinosaurs, bringing supplies for the siege. 
 
    I discovered that was a bad sign, as it indicated the Draconians wouldn’t have to forage as much as otherwise. 
 
    Omilcar joined me on the walls, looking down at the milling horde. He no longer wore the dirty lab coat and Earth clothes, but was attired in a long white robe and sandals. He carried a staff with a clear jagged crystal on the end, and as Thom Ra had done, now wore big-gemmed rings on his fingers. 
 
    He relented in one regard, finally giving me some information. It was about time. Alien creatures known as Ispazars ruled from the Dark Citadel, which was in the center of the Old Forsaken Lands or the Desolate Lands. Omilcar believed the Krekelens had taken Livi to the Dark Citadel to seek the Ispazars there. 
 
    We stood under an awning on the wall. The sun beat down hotter than the day we’d arrived. Below, on the fields before the city, Draconians sunned themselves, dicing, fencing or simply lying on leather mats like lizards bathing in the heat. The raptors were in huge corrals, each herd snarling as they devoured slain sheep or cattle. 
 
    Omilcar glanced at me. 
 
    I had my hands on a stone crenel as we stood on the parapets. 
 
    “It’s time I told you more about what really transpires on Mu.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” I said, trying to contain my sarcasm. “I learned a few things, like the names of some of the clan chieftains and the identity of the horde out there, but that was about it.” 
 
    Omilcar raised a hand toward me. “Still thy tongue for an instant, so you may learn and appreciate what is taking place.” He cleared this throat and adjusted his white robes. “I’m sure you’ve heard of the Harmony of Planets.” 
 
    “You know what? I have. It broke seven to eight thousand years ago, right?” 
 
    “That’s a reasonable estimate. Do you know why the Harmony shattered?” 
 
    I shrugged. “There was some kind of, I don’t know, power play?” 
 
    “That is as good a phrase as any. The beginning of the power play originated at the Dark Citadel, in the midst of the Old Forsaken Lands. That was before the place became the Dark Citadel, the lands forsaken and the Ispazars arrived.” 
 
    “The Harmony shattered because someone on Mu caused it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Omilcar said. 
 
    That was news I’d never heard before. Was that the cause of the murals in the stone tunnels near the Antarctic obelisk? 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    Omilcar shook his head. 
 
    “That’s it?” I asked. “You’re going to say all that and nothing more?” 
 
    “I’m telling you this to show you the importance of the Dark Citadel. It was at the heart of the ancient conspiracy.” 
 
    “And?” I asked. 
 
    “The citadel is important again.” 
 
    “Is Livi there?” 
 
    “Most likely,” he said. 
 
    “Is it hard getting there?” 
 
    “Oh yes. There’s a reason why it’s called the Old Forsaken Lands.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Hard mutating radiation,” Omilcar said. 
 
    “That would imply nuclear warheads once detonated out there.” 
 
    “Many warheads of unique atomic blast,” Omilcar said. “Those warheads are the reason why the people of Mu hate anything to do with the ancient energies. Those who attempt to manufacture such items, even gunpowder, are slaughtered out of hand. The ancient terror still has a powerful hold upon the minds of those of Mu.” 
 
    “Huh. Okay. But why don’t the Krekelens come in with an army or arm their side with modern weapons?” 
 
    “It’s not as easy as that. For one thing, the Krekelens don’t possess Travelers. They must kidnap or bribe Travelers to take them to various planets. Even then, Mu isn’t reached so easily through normal modes of travel. Only certain Travelers have the strength of will to break through to the ziggurats of Mu. Perhaps as important, many of those ziggurats have been destroyed.” 
 
    “Livi was strong enough to break through?” 
 
    “Exceedingly so,” Omilcar said, adding, “As were you.” 
 
    “How about that.” 
 
    Omilcar glanced at me slyly. “As was your father.” 
 
    I hid my frown. “You knew my dad?” 
 
    “Indeed. It was due to my suggestion that he went to Earth and stayed there, siring a child.” 
 
    I looked into Omilcar’s eyes. The old man clearly thought he was telling me something important. 
 
    Heat burned in me—anger. “That strikes me as a load of BS. You’re making it seem that I’m supposed to be the lost hero or something?” 
 
    “Or something,” Omilcar agreed. 
 
    Instead of seething, I pondered my situation. That meant I thought through certain implications. “So you just happened to get picked up by the Krekelens and taken near the South Pole in time for me to show up?” 
 
    “I was at the Dark Citadel attempting to undo the centuries of our grave mistake when the Ispazars captured and sold me to the Krekelens.” 
 
    “Uh, what grave mistake was that?” 
 
    Omilcar stared up into the cloudless sky. He stood to his full, frail height. He shook his head several times, cleared his throat twice and scratched his throat. Was this hesitation? 
 
    Licking his lips, Omilcar said, “The Krekelens are not a natural race.” 
 
    A prickly feeling ate at me. I was starting to get it, or so I believed. “Are you telling me that you guys of Mu manufactured or made the Krekelens?” 
 
    “That is an astute guess. Yes. They are vat creatures born of evil wizardry.” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean? I thought you were psi-masters, not wizards.” 
 
    “We became known as psi-masters, yes. In the early days, people called us mind wizards. Both terms are reasonable. Much of what we do is wizardry of the mind. My ancestors were also known as the Mind Worshippers. In our vanity, we caused terrible harm and unleashed plagues in the guise of creatures that walk on two legs.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said. “That’s all interesting. But the essential point here is that you psi-masters created the Krekelens.” 
 
    “Shaped them would be the better phrase,” Omilcar said, as if correcting me. 
 
    “I don’t get it. Why would anyone do something so stupid?” 
 
    “My ancestors thought they could use the Krekelens to bring about a change in our general status. They desired to rule the Harmony through Mu.” 
 
    That was the oldest story in the book, a power grab. “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    I thought Omilcar was going to go mum again. Instead, after several seconds of motionless silence, he nodded. “What often happens when scientists overreach. The Krekelens backstabbed the ancient psi-masters, making the power play their own. They also kidnapped some of our number, the lesser psi-masters, turning them into their slaves.” 
 
    “The old switcheroo,” I said. 
 
    Omilcar sighed. “Much of the art of that time, the vat process and other hideous wizardries are locked in the vaults of the Dark Citadel. That is where the Krekelens have taken Livi. That is where those Krekelens are attempting to discover the secrets of old. The Ispazars have gained ascendancy over the Draconians of the Old Forsaken Lands. They’ve also enlisted the snake people. I believe the Krekelens are trying to enlist the Ispazars in their galactic quest.” 
 
    “When you say ‘snake people,’ do you mean Ophidians?” 
 
    “Yes,” Omilcar said, “Ophidians. They too live in the Old Forsaken Lands. It was not always desolate…” He shrugged. 
 
    “What about the Ispazars?” I asked. “What are they doing; and what exactly are they?” 
 
    “The Ispazars are biding their time,” Omilcar said, “seeking to use the Krekelens for their own dark and hidden purposes. They’re aliens, and they’ve been mutating for a long time, attempting to perfect what my ancestors the Mind Worshippers began.” 
 
    “You psi-masters really screwed up a good system, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Arrogance breeds foolishness.” Omilcar shook his head. “That was long ago, but I desire to undo those past mistakes. Bayard, you must go to the Dark Citadel and rescue Livi. You must kill the Krekelens and the others who attempt to probe the ancient secrets that brought about the shattering of the Harmony.” 
 
    Even though rescuing Livi was exactly what I wanted to do, I snorted. “So you can get your hands on the old stuff and rule as your ancestors wanted to rule of old?” 
 
    “I have no desire to rule. Yes, I’m the First Sark of Mu. I’ve tried to stop the evil that my direct ancestors started so long ago. We have much to answer for. The shattering was our greatest sin. In our pride to become masters of the mind and dominate others, and wield other mutating sciences, we went too far. I’ve only used my powers in certain ways. Now I am afraid I’m going to have to attempt something even more sinister…if I’m to see you through to victory.” 
 
    “What are you babbling about?” 
 
    “Bayard, you’re acclaimed a great warrior and such I have said. And you have the tri-steel poniard, do you not?” 
 
    “Right here,” I said, pulling it out. 
 
    “Put it away,” Omilcar said, looking around. “You must save it and show it at the right time, and not until then.” 
 
    “What’s so important about the dagger? Is it an ancient heirloom of Mu?” 
 
    “You’ll learn why it’s important when the time is right. Until then, I’m not going to tell you.” 
 
    “Why all the secrecy?” I asked, surprised he’d told me this much. He’d been a vault until this moment, keeping all the secrets to himself. “Not telling me everything doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Bayard, you were a U.S. Marine, this I know. You have been a good combat soldier and you’ve done great deeds. But are you a skilled swordsman?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I know how to use a knife, and I was pretty handy with that pike the other day.” 
 
    “I grant you all that. But are you a skilled swordsman?” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    “Therefore, we must make you a skilled swordsman.” 
 
    “How do you propose to do that? How many weeks or years is that going to take?” 
 
    “Less than an hour, actually,” Omilcar said. 
 
    The intensity with which he said that made me suspicious, raising the hackles on my neck. 
 
    “How is that possible?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m going to transfer the skills from one champion to another.” 
 
    I stared at Omilcar. “Are you talking about Jarvo the Champion?” 
 
    “You’re gifted in the ways of intrigue and psi-mastery,” Omilcar said. “That is exactly right.” 
 
    “You’re going to transfer the skills from his mind to mine?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s evil, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Not in the way you think, but it is a vicious process. Because Jarvo is near death, it will certainly kill him.” 
 
    “Then I want no part of it.” 
 
    “You must, Bayard, because you must become a pterodactyl rider. That will happen only if you’re skilled with the sword. You can enter the sky rider ranks no other way. Besides, leading the pterodactyl riders to the Dark Citadel will require great convincing.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, hold on there, Charlie. You’re actually serious about pterodactyl riders?” I looked up. “I don’t see any in the sky.” 
 
    “They haven’t arrived yet, but I’ve summoned them. Others have predicted that you can reach the Dark Citadel with them. You can rescue Livi and kill the Krekelens there, halting their incursion onto Mu.” 
 
    “I see where this is going. You say that’s the only way to get to the Dark Citadel, riding on the back of a pterodactyl?” 
 
    “The only way that I can conceive,” Omilcar said. “Perhaps you have another method?” 
 
    “I don’t know enough yet. I’m learning.” I studied the Draconians down there. I thought about these pterodactyl riders. I thought about the warriors of Tsargol, its king, the creepy prince and dead Thom Ra. “I don’t know, Omilcar. Not too many people like me around here. I know the clan leaders, city nobles and the king of Tsargol don’t care much for me.” 
 
    “You’re an outlander. On Mu, we always hate outlanders.” 
 
    “And this is the place where I’m supposed to be the hero?” 
 
    “Your part in the battle near the ziggurat won over a few warriors.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful,” I said, tapping my fingers on the stone crenel. I eyed Omilcar from the side. “Have you put a subconscious command in my head to accept all this?” 
 
    “That is the last thing I’d ever do, as I’m not that type of psi-master.” 
 
    I snorted. “Hold on, there. You froze the Draconians in the battle near the ziggurat. And you propelled all those guys to run their hearts out, some of them dying because their hearts burst?” 
 
    Omilcar shifted, and said, “That was different.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, sure, that was different. Sure it was.” 
 
    Omilcar scowled, clearly not caring for my sarcasm. “It’s up to you, Bayard. This is the way and manner to achieve your status. The champion is dying and will soon pass away, taking his skills with him. It is now or never.” 
 
    I looked up at the sky. It was still cloudless and hot. I didn’t see any pterodactyl riders up there. Was Omilcar really talking about me riding on the back of a pterodactyl flying in the sky? I had to say that appealed to me. But to have another guy’s skills that weren’t my own in my mind… 
 
    “They won’t be my skills,” I said. 
 
    “They will become yours. This is simply a fast way of training.” 
 
    I thought about that. I’d like to be good with the sword. They didn’t have guns or seem to want guns on Mu. Heck, they didn’t even have bows and arrows, as far as I knew. But to let a psi-master into my mind…I didn’t know about that. 
 
    “You’re not trying to get me to open up so you can put secret commands into me?” 
 
    “Never,” Omilcar said. 
 
    “How can I trust you?” 
 
    “For a simple reason,” Omilcar said. “You must be fully you for this to work.” 
 
    “Says who?” I asked. 
 
    “An ancient prophecy,” he said. 
 
    I drummed my fingers on the stone crenel. My gut twisted. I dearly didn’t want to do this. Yet, if I didn’t, could I rescue Livi? Did Livi need rescuing, or was she using me again? Maybe the masters of Vega had been using her. 
 
    Livi, this all came down to Livi. Did I love her? I swallowed. Yes. I did. 
 
    So, an hour later, I found myself in a deep cell. In it the champion lay on a cot. He was clearly dying, his breath ragged, his eyes glazed and his big hand lying limply on the floor. The stump of the severed arm was heavily bandaged and bloodied. 
 
    There was hardly any ceremony or speech. Jarvo was far beyond any of that. 
 
    Omilcar had me squat on the floor beside the champion. Then, the scrawny psi-master, with the weird helmet on his head, flashing and sparking, gripped one of my wrists in his leathery hand. He placed his other hand on Jarvo’s wrist lying on the floor. He clutched both wrists tight and closed his eyes. 
 
    At first, nothing happened. 
 
    Omilcar began to wheeze and shudder. 
 
    Still, nothing happened. 
 
    I shifted, thought about asking a question—in a moment, I became rigid so I couldn’t move. It felt like ants crawling from Omilcar’s hand, up my wrist, arm, neck and into my mind. Thousands of memories stormed my brain. 
 
    I automatically put up my mind shield. 
 
    “No,” Omilcar said hoarsely. “You’ll kill all of us if you continue doing that.” 
 
    Pain stabbed my side. My heart fluttered. Despite myself, I partly weakened my mind shield, trusting the old psi-master. It was against almost every grain in my being. I believed Livi was really was in the Dark Citadel. I wanted to save her. I loved her. 
 
    More fool me, I thought. 
 
    Light flashed from the helmet. I dropped my mind shield all the way. 
 
    Once again, images—I fought a hundred sword duels at once as a youngster. As I gained strength and age, I thrust, counterthrust, parried—I fought thousands of times, hearing a thousand clashes of steel against steel, the clink of blades. The images and memories flowed into me faster and faster. 
 
    Then all of a sudden, Omilcar gave a great shout. He released Jarvo’s wrist. 
 
    Sweaty, dying Jarvo sat up abruptly. He turned and stared at me. He raised his good hand. Those fingers trembled. In a second, he collapsed back onto the cot, dead. 
 
    I found myself lying on the floor, frozen…for an eternity, it seemed. 
 
    In some distant future, my eyes fluttered. Many faces looked down on me. I moved my head. 
 
    To my amazement, I found myself in a vast hall. There were many city nobles, clan champions and leaders seated on wooden chairs and stools. The king of Tsargol sat on a throne, his tall son standing near. Along the walls, the breastplate armored guardsmen stood. Timor Omilcar wore a white silk robe, pointing at me with his jagged crystal-topped staff. 
 
    I sat up slowly, and knew this was a pregnant moment. I needed my wits, and I needed them now. 
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    My mind swirled as my body rebelled. I almost threw up because of nausea. I turned my head as I lay on a stretcher, at the last second, holding the vomit in. 
 
    The others in here must have noticed. The potentates, heroes and swordsmen scowled and murmured among themselves as they glanced at me. 
 
    “If you can stand…” Omilcar gave me a meaningful glance. 
 
    Knowing I must stand, I surged to my feet, noticing that I was wearing a scarlet leather tunic and kilt with sandals. I was dressed like a swordsman of Tsargol. A short sword hung in an ordinary scabbard from my belt. A strange feeling swept over me—more nausea. 
 
    It came from memories not my own. Jarvo’s memories swirled in my mind. They felt lost, afraid, seeking. That caused the nausea. 
 
    I dry heaved, clenching my teeth in case something else followed. I refused to vomit in front of the crowd, as it would demean me in their eyes. 
 
    I raised my head, regarding those studying me. As I did, I noticed a knife belted on my other side. It was the tri-steel blade. 
 
    I hitched my thumbs behind the buckle of the leather belt, trying to act nonchalant. 
 
    “This is the hero from Earth,” Omilcar said. “His name is Jake Bayard. He’s the Traveler who brought me from Earth to Mu. I know many here have heard of that mythical place but it is not a myth. It is a real planet, and on it demons reside, trying to hold sway.” 
 
    At this, the tall man leaning against the throne straightened. It was Prince Karm. He wore princely garments, including a golden chain, a velvet shirt and expensive leather boots. He had brown hair and browner eyes, with an ornate short sword belted at his side. 
 
    Prince Karm sneered. “He’s a demon spawn then. Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    Omilcar stared at the prince, perhaps challenging him to say more. 
 
    “He is an outlander and now you say he’s a spawn of demons,” Karm said, taking up Omilcar’s silent challenge. “No wonder he faints in our presence. No wonder he gags. The smell of true men makes him want to vomit. I suppose he wishes to ghoulishly feast on our flesh.” 
 
    “Have a care,” Omilcar said. “You have not addressed me by my proper title. That is disrespectful. If you continue, I will demand satisfaction.” 
 
    If Omilcar thought that would cause Karm to back down, it did the opposite. Karm looked at his father, the king. 
 
    “Do you see, Sire? Do you hear? The Sark says he demands it. He wants satisfaction from me, your heir. Will you countenance that, Sire?” 
 
    I detected a strange look in the prince’s eyes. Something swirled there I’d seen and felt before. That caused me to shudder. 
 
    “Do you see?” Karm said, pointing at me. “The demon spawn cannot stand true words.” 
 
    I opened my mouth, realizing I’d forgotten how to speak. The process Omilcar had put me through had badly upset my equilibrium. Perhaps my brain couldn’t work properly as it tried to integrate all these memories of swordsmanship and other things. 
 
    Omilcar banged his staff three times upon the marble floor. “Do you still disrespect me, Prince?” 
 
    “Oh my no,” Karm said with a mocking sneer. “You’re the Great Sark of Mu.” 
 
    Those watching murmured among themselves. With a shock, I realized I knew them, one and all. They were the important men of Tsargol and the surrounding territories: clan leaders, city nobles and their champions. 
 
    I knew about the ways of Tsargol because of Jarvo’s memories. Some here held Omilcar in great regard. Others held him, if not contempt, then in fear and worry. 
 
    There were deep, riven factions among the nobles of Tsargol. There was an insidious rot seeping among those of the city. Omilcar had been seeking the rot’s origin. There had been odd deaths, particular nobles dying and their sons or brothers of dubious character taking their place. These new men almost had the power of witchery or psi-mastery about them. Yet, no sark served them, which was strange taken as a whole. 
 
    The thrust of the thoughts came upon me in a quick recollection, or so it seemed to me. I perceived silence. Looking up, I found that all eyes were upon me. 
 
    “Did you hear the question, Jake Bayard?” Omilcar asked. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    Men murmured once more. Something I’d done, or not done, struck them as bizarre. 
 
    “Forgive me,” I said. “I was reminiscing, recollecting.” 
 
    Omilcar inclined his head to me. “I told the assembled that you’re not demon spawn but a demon slayer. Is that not so?” 
 
    “Do you mean the Krekelens?” I asked. 
 
    Many in the chamber recoiled in horror and made signs. If it had been a Catholic world, they would have made the sign of the cross. Here, they used different signs as a ward against evil. 
 
    “Should I not use that word?” I asked softly. 
 
    Omilcar gave me the barest shake of his head. 
 
    “You call them demons?” I asked softly. 
 
    Omilcar nodded. 
 
    “Yes,” I said loudly. “I’ve slain demons on Earth.” 
 
    “Liar,” Karm said. “You’ve slain no demons, and if you have, you have no proof of it. This old man—” 
 
    He meant Omilcar. 
 
    There was a rustle of anger at that, enough so Karm ceased speaking. 
 
    I noticed then two parties or factions separating in the chamber, shifting away from each other. The majority sided with Omilcar. The most powerful nobles sided with Prince Karm. His faction didn’t have any sarks in their midst, as I said earlier. 
 
    While this took place, the doddering king in his rich furs and silks of state breathed heavily, as if he found it difficult to draw the next breath. His eyes were glazed. 
 
    In some arcane manner, Prince Karm caused the difficulty. 
 
    This knowledge wasn’t a memory from Jarvo. It was my memory…from my time on Kaldar. That would imply Zero Stones, would it not? 
 
    Zero Stones—I concentrated and felt— 
 
    My eyes widened as fear fell upon me. I sensed a Zero Stone in the chamber. From my time on Kaldar, I’d learned that Zero Stones were artificial and intelligent in some fiendish manner. They lived long lives, imparting psi-master powers to those they controlled. I’d destroyed four on Kaldar and one on Earth, freeing Qiang from its devilish puppet-mastery over her. 
 
    I scanned those in the chamber, my suspicions quickly settling on Prince Karm. That would mean the Zero Stone gave him telepathic powers like a psi-master. 
 
    I recalled something else. Draconians and flying saucers had supposedly taken Zero Stones from one world to the next. They’d brought some to Earth’s moon. That was how Qiang had found a Zero Stone or the Zero Stone had found her. 
 
    I turned to Omilcar to find him staring at me with knowing eyes. 
 
    He’d been holding back on everyone. This old geezer must be one of those wizards, always attempting mighty deeds and trying to manipulate others against their will. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, “I’ve indeed slain a demon. I’ve actually slain two recently. I also have proof if there is any here who can read the signs.” 
 
    “Oh?” Omilcar asked. “What proof?” 
 
    I pulled out the tri-steel dagger, holding it up for all to see. “I punched the blade into the brains of the Krekelens.” 
 
    Many hunched their shoulders as their faces contorted. 
 
    “The…demons on Earth held us in captivity,” I said. “Fortunately, Omilcar was cunning. He secretly gave me the dagger. I turned on the demons and punched the blade through their foreheads. That’s the only way to kill the shape-shifting creatures, physically destroying their brains.” 
 
    A short man in robes stepped up. “Let me see the supposed killing blade.” 
 
    He had glittering gems on his fingers and a circlet, a band of metal, around his head. On one side of the band was a small metal box. From it jutted an antenna. I imagined that was a mind amplifier just like the helmet Thom Ra had used. 
 
    I approached him with the tri-steel dagger in hand. 
 
    “Put it on the floor,” he said. 
 
    I did so. 
 
    He approached it warily, went down on both knees and held his ringed fingers over the blade. He passed his hands over the blade as if caressing it in the air. The band around his head, at least the antenna, sparked. He looked up sharply. 
 
    “I see what happened through the engrams imprinted upon the metal. The Earthman speaks the truth.” 
 
    “That is a foul and sickening lie,” Prince Karm said. “Are you sarks in league against the throne of my father?” 
 
    Omilcar thumped the end of his staff against the marble floor. He did so three times until every eye was upon him. “You’ve heard the sark, Prince. Is there any other sark that wishes to test the blade?” 
 
    None came forward. 
 
    “Thom Ra gave his life helping the hero from Earth,” Omilcar said. “Thom Ra of Tsargol would have testified the same as Jed Nile the Profound has done.” 
 
    “So you say,” Prince Karm said with a sneer. 
 
    “You know,” I said, “I’ve had just about enough of your disrespectful ways. Is there a reason you’re acting like such a punk?” 
 
    A gasp of horror filled the chamber. 
 
    From the side of my eye, I saw Omilcar nodding. 
 
    “You dare to insult me?” Karm said. 
 
    “If you know what the word ‘punk’ means, yes, I’ve insulted you, O Prince,” I said. 
 
    “The hero of Earth has spoken,” Omilcar said. 
 
    Karm reddened even more than the hue of his skin. He pointed at the captain of the bronze-armored guards. “Slay this outlander and do it with dispatch.” 
 
    “Do you mean a single combat duel?”  Omilcar asked. 
 
    “I’ve given the captain orders in my father’s hall,” Prince Karm countered. “Not even you can gainsay that.” 
 
    “Yes, your father is the king,” Omilcar said. “Oh, king, is it your wish to slay the hero that brought me back to Tsargol at the time when someone in this room has drawn the Crimson Talon Horde to our walls?” 
 
    “How can you say this?” a stout Tsargol noble asked. 
 
    “A duel then,” Prince Karm said, looking at Omilcar with distaste. “Slay him, Captain.” 
 
    “Very well,” I said, “I accept and fight for my honor and the good name of Timor Omilcar.” 
 
    The Guard Captain, in defiance of the Mu dueling code, did not remove his breastplate or his helmet. Instead, he drew his short sword, one similar to mine. An ugly snarl crossed his face. I knew he was the best swordsmen of Tsargol. Jarvo had always lost to him when they practiced. 
 
    I nodded.  It was time to see if Jarvo’s skills united with my Marine cunning could do the job. 
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    The Guard Captain, his name was Dardalion, approached me, his short sword held in front of him. He was a strong, muscular warrior, with a black goatee and blacker eyes. 
 
    “You are Dardalion of the Tsargol Guards,” I said. “You do not follow the forms of dueling. You wear your breastplate and helmet. I see that you do not fear me in the least.” 
 
    There was a snort of laughter from the crowd. I’d just called him a coward. 
 
    Dardalion reached up to one of his breastplate buckles. 
 
    “No,” Karm said, “slay the dog this instant. I’ve not sanctioned a duel in the throne room, but I will make this man-to-man. Slay him…” Karm paused, looking at his father. 
 
    “Yes,” the king said in a weak voice, “Slay this man, but do it singly as the champion of the Tsargol Guards.” After speaking, the king seemed to sink into an even deeper morass of mental sluggishness. 
 
    From Jarvo’s memories, I knew Dardalion had slain nineteen contenders, all veteran swordsmen. Dardalion was acclaimed a brutal and vicious swordsman, quicker than any in Tsargol, certainly better than Jarvo had been. 
 
    Jarvo and he had never gotten along, and despite Dardalion’s various attempts to goad Jarvo, Jarvo had never risen to the occasion to challenge a swordsman he knew could kill him. 
 
    I drew my sword. One part of me felt weird holding this length of steel. The sword was similar to the Roman gladius of old. The gladius that had carved one of the greatest empires the Earth had ever known. The short sword was bigger than a huge knife, almost like a giant machete, even though it was a short sword. Mine lacked any glittering jewels. Dardalion’s had those on the pommel. His was an expensive, almost princely sword. 
 
    I approached warily, realizing my sword could shatter, even though it had been forged from finely tempered steel just like the other. If I swung sword against sword with all my Earth-muscled strength, I could well shatter my blade and be at the mercy of this brutal killer. 
 
    We circled each other. Dardalion’s eyes glittered with viciousness. 
 
    On impulse and suspicion, I glanced swiftly at Prince Karm. 
 
    His brown eyes glowed. Just as telling, he’d thrust his right hand into the folds of his garments as some of the portraits of Napoleon had shown him doing with his hand. No doubt, the prince clutched a Zero Stone. Through it, he was likely granting Dardalion greater speed, strength and cunning. 
 
    I backed away from Dardalion, moving in a circular leftward motion. Sneering, Dardalion followed me. 
 
    “Do you fear me?” he said. 
 
    I didn’t answer. I watched his hands instead of the sword itself. 
 
    This was a deadly business, facing another man with an edged weapon. From what I’d learned of knife fighting, it was almost impossible to win without being seriously cut. 
 
    I had different strategies here. I could try to cut him, make him bleed and slowly weaken. I could attempt a risky attack to win fast. Or I could fence defensively and hope to wear him out, relying upon my Earth strength and stamina. What was the best way to do this? 
 
    I had an idea. I stepped back swiftly and switched my blade to my left hand. 
 
    Dardalion stopped, studying me. “Are you left-handed?” 
 
    I switched the sword back to my right hand. 
 
    He scowled. “He practices trickery!” 
 
    I laughed. “You come armored, protecting your vitals. You’re a coward to trust in that.” 
 
    Dardalion frowned. 
 
    “Worse,” I said, “you’re a fool to serve a master of a Zero Stone.” 
 
    Prince Karm shuddered. 
 
    The king closed his eyes as if being put to sleep. 
 
    Finally, Dardalion reacted. He snarled savagely, his eyes blazing. 
 
    Perhaps the Zero Stone had taken him over completely. 
 
    I knew something about them. Zero Stones were ancient. Like most old people, they had become quite cautious. Some had become crabby. I think this Zero Stone was one of those. 
 
    Dardalion uttered a vicious war cry, rushing me, his sword a blur. I met him blade to blade, backing up against his furious onslaught. He was preternaturally quick. Fortunately, my superior Earth strength and speed allowed me to meet every attack. Our blades sparked and clinked. I made every effort not to let him smash his sword directly against mine, but used my blade to deflect his slashes and thrusts. 
 
    We circled around the room, him driving as sweat poured from his brow. Even so, Dardalion seemed untiring. I knew why. The Zero Stone had certainly taken control of him, driving his muscles like a trucker flooring the gas pedal. It didn’t matter if the engine gave out. It didn’t matter if Dardalion’s heart ruptured in the process of his doing the task. The Zero Stone drove the human body to slaughter me. 
 
    Sweat poured. Eyes glared. Dardalion’s sword slashed, cut and drove at my breast, at my face. 
 
    Without the lighter gravity aiding me, I would have already died. 
 
    Soon, the other swordsmen in the room began to murmur. They surely marveled at his untiring, viciously reckless assault, the sheer length of time he continued to attack me. I suspect they also marveled at my ability to meet the assault as I continued to backpedal. The assault was inhuman—soon, every person in the Great Hall understood that witchery was at play. 
 
    This wasn’t the witchery of a psi-master. There were no glinting rings or sparking headbands. None of the psi-masters stood statue-like motionless. 
 
    Prince Karm’s right hand remained in the folds of his garment on his chest. It seemed, too, as if he strained to grip something. 
 
    I was certain he held a Zero Stone. What other explanation fit the circumstances other than Dardalion was drugged? I didn’t believe that. He didn’t act drugged. In fact, he’d seemed normal until I’d said ‘Zero Stone.’ 
 
    Despite my Earth-strong muscles, I couldn’t keep up my ferocious defense much longer. I was weakening. 
 
    Normally, in a sword fight like this—I knew from Jarvo’s memories—the attacker expended more energy than the defender. In this case, it didn’t matter because the Zero Stone was using every ounce of Dardalion’s vitality to drive at me. 
 
    I was going to have to accept a cut in order to attack him. If I didn’t take a cut—a plan formed in my mind. 
 
    I began to maneuver as sweat and blood dripped from me. Despite my most vigorous defense, I hadn’t kept his whirling blade from touching my flesh here and there. Those touches meant nicks where blood welled. Mingling with my sweat, both dripped from me. 
 
    I needed a perfect blow to kill Dardalion because he wore armor and a helmet. 
 
    I backpedaled, backpedaled, striving to defend myself. Then I made my first attack in the duel. I slashed over his sword so my blade clinked against his armor. His sword flashed at my head. I ducked, and in doing so, I reached with my free hand and picked up the tri-steel blade that had lain on the floor. I held it up in my left hand. 
 
    “Do you see this, demon?” I said, “This is what will slay you?” 
 
    For just a moment, Dardalion’s gaze shifted to the tri-steel blade. I propelled myself at him, using my Earth-enhanced muscles in Mu’s lighter gravity. I flew the distance separating us. My blade entered his left eye and sank into his brain, skewering him. All strength instantly fled Dardalion so he collapsed. 
 
    I had a theory as to why. The Zero Stone controlling Dardalion had lived a long life and loved life. It was more cautious than any old human would be. It was linked to Dardalion’s brain. Receiving a death wound to one the Zero Stone controlled so closely would be mentally agonizing. The perceived pain might have taken the stone by surprise, yanking its mental control in a panicked moment. 
 
    Dardalion and I crashed to the floor. I released my short sword and rolled. In a moment, I spun around, with the tri-steel dagger in my left hand. I switched hands, taking the dagger in my right. 
 
    Dardalion bucked upon the floor in his death agonizes. Then he shuddered and lay still. 
 
    “No,” Prince Karm said. “No, this is impossible. Guards,” he uttered in an altered voice. “Slay me this outlander.” 
 
    “All stop,” Omilcar said, banging the end of his staff once. A bright light flashed from the jagged crystal. 
 
    To my amazement, no one moved except for me. I turned to Omilcar. “Are you causing this?” 
 
    “Get up,” he wheezed. “Get your blade and come stand by my side. I cannot hold them like this much longer.” 
 
    I scrambled to Dardalion, drew my blade from his gory head, and hurried to Omilcar's side. 
 
    “When I release them,” the psi-master said, “be ready to follow my lead.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Once more, his great jagged crystal flashed. That was when a duel of wits truly began. 
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    As the light from the jagged crystal in the psi-master’s staff faded away, everyone looked to his neighbor. 
 
    Omilcar pointed his staff at Prince Karm. “There is treachery in the highest ranks of Tsargol. I name you, Prince, as a bearer of a vile Zero Stone.” 
 
    Prince Karm recoiled, although he recovered fast. He looked to his father. 
 
    The king’s eyes flashed open. He straightened upon the throne, moving as if he was a puppet whose strings had been jerked. 
 
    “How dare you say that about my heir?” the king said. 
 
    “Lord King,” Omilcar said, using the same ring of authority and command. “Your mind is imprisoned by the witchery and power of the Zero Stone your son wields. Do you not understand that those of the Dark Citadel brought the stone into your son’s lustful keeping? Prince Karm yearned for power at any price. You have aged before our eyes, Sire, at an increasing pace. Those around you have lost their affections for the king of Tsargol. They have transferred those affections to this traitor?” Omilcar faced Karm. “I name you traitor. What do you hold within the folds of your garment?” 
 
    “How dare you speak to me like that?” Karm said. “Those who hold with me, slay me this dog of a sark. He dares to question my princely authority. Father, is that not so?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” his father said, a hand raised as if pulled by a string. “Guards, slay me this old fool.” 
 
    Omilcar raised his staff. “Men and allies of Tsargol, will we stand for butchery? I’m the Great Sark of Mu. I’ve come to your city in aid. I now claim, and know, that Prince Karm summoned the Crimson Talon Horde. He lusts for power and wishes to dethrone his father. That is the payment he thinks to receive for letting the horde slip by into the greener lands. Karm slew his brothers. What do you think happened to Prince Trask and Prince Uther? They both died under mysterious circumstances, remember? I’ll now tell you what happened. Karm slew them through poison, through assassins.” 
 
    “Liar, liar, liar,” Karm shouted. He held himself perfectly still, as if now he was the puppet. “No,” came a weird warbling cry through his lips. He straightened, and a sense of serenity came upon him. There was an alien stamp and twist to his features, however. 
 
    The Zero Stone was taking full control of Prince Karm. He was possessed by an alien intelligence. Perhaps one could call it demon possession. 
 
    I hefted the tri-steel blade in my right hand. 
 
    In the hall, two sides gathered, squaring off against each other. Karm had the armored guardsmen and high-ranking nobles. The rest stood behind Omilcar. As yet, no one had drawn steel. 
 
    “Wait,” I said, “I just fought a duel over this.” 
 
    “Not a duel,” the king said. “You stood against your rightful incarceration. You’re an outlander most foul.” 
 
    “I’m a Traveler, and as a Traveler, I’ll be accorded honor in the courts of Tsargol.” I spoke thus because of the memories of Jarvo. I claimed my rights among a crowd of high class and status-conscious people. 
 
    “You speak like this to the king?” Karm said. “You will be silent, Outlander.” 
 
    The king looked at the prince in wonder, and then in horror, cringing from him as a whipped dog would its master raising a whip. 
 
    The prince still kept his hand within the folds of his garments, no doubt clutching the Zero Stone. 
 
    This was a pregnant moment. What was the right thing to do? As a former Marine, I knew the best way to solve such a problem—a bullet to the brain. 
 
    I shouted and hurled the tri-steel dagger. 
 
    I didn’t know how good a knife thrower I was. I couldn’t remember if Jarvo was much of a knife thrower either. 
 
    The tri-steel blade spun, crossing the distance, pierced the prince’s forehead. The blade sank just as it had into the Krekelen. The prince’s skull bone wasn’t as tough. The blade sank deep, only blocked by the hilt. 
 
    Karm swayed, transfixed, with the knife sunk in his forehead. He blinked with incomprehension. 
 
    “What…?” Karm said. “What is everybody staring at?” 
 
    Horror swept through the crowd. They must have all realized that it wasn’t Prince Karm who possessed his body, but that which was at the end of his hand, hidden in the garments. 
 
    “Is this what you fear?” Karm asked. He pulled his hand from the garment, raising a pink-hued Zero Stone. 
 
    Everyone except the sarks and I cowered in terror. 
 
    I ran at Karm. 
 
    He looked at me in a confused way. 
 
    I snatched an axe from one of the guardsmen, who was cowering like all the others. I rushed Karm. 
 
    “Stay back, Traveler, stay back. Bayard, I know of thee, I know of thee.” 
 
    With the axe whistling, I hacked off the wrist with the hand clutching the Zero Stone. 
 
    The pink light of the Zero Stone ceased. The hand holding the stone hit the floor. 
 
    Prince Karm collapsed. He was dead. 
 
    Holding the axe so the flat part was aimed at the stone, I raised it above my head as I would a mallet. I smashed the Zero Stone repeatedly. The last blow shattered it, destroying the alien artifact. 
 
    At the death of Prince Karm, the king cried out in agony. The old sovereign blinked and blinked again. He put his face in his hands and began to weep. 
 
    Omilcar spoke in a loud and confirming voice, “We’ve seen the evil that corrupted those who followed Prince Karm, knowingly or otherwise. I hereby grant you pardon if you’ll lay down your arms and await our pleasure. We shall grant you your lives, and in almost every case, you shall continue to hold your lands and titles. Now is the moment to decide, before we’re forced to slay you as traitors.” 
 
    Every eye looked into every other, or so it seemed. Then, one by one, those that had sided with Prince Karm began to lay down their weapons and surrender to Omilcar. 
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    Several days had passed since I slew Prince Karm and smashed the Zero Stone. My position as demon slayer was firmly entrenched in the minds of those of Tsargol. Ordinary people stepped aside for me. Warriors nodded and the nobles let me go wherever I wished in the city. 
 
    Mainly, I stayed with Omilcar. When I wasn’t with him, I stayed by myself. The reason was clear: Jarvo’s memories were besieging my mind. 
 
    In the excitement of the moment in the throne room, I’d been able to hold off the full integration of Jarvo’s memories. They’d proven useful in my duel. I couldn’t have done what I did without them. 
 
    I still marveled at the moves I’d made, knowing that Jarvo’s memories had guided me. Now, however, I attempted to integrate the tens of thousands of memories into my own brain. For that, I needed time. 
 
    The weight of the process had worn me down. I had headaches, doubts about my sanity and feelings of unreality. 
 
    To make it all stop, I wanted to get drunk and relax. 
 
    Omilcar cautioned me against that: “Drinking will only lengthen the process. You must gain peace with yourself, which means with all your memories.” 
 
    “You mean Jarvo’s memories.” 
 
    We sat in the tent. We hadn’t taken better quarters, although there’d been several offers, some from rich, admiring widows. 
 
    The table, chairs and jug of wine, as well as platter of meat, bread and butter were new. I’d eaten my fill and now sipped some wine. At Omilcar’s insistence, I’d refrained from getting drunk, as I would have liked. 
 
    Frankly, it was a pain talking with Mr. Know-It-All Psi-Master. I didn’t want to think of him as a wizard because I was a Traveler. This should be scientific. Everything we’d done had a basis in science, not in myth or magic—even though Mu seemed like a world filled with magic and mystery. 
 
    “Look,” I said, “this is—” 
 
    I shook my head, frustrated. This wasn’t like my other journeys to other planets. I’d been in charge there. I’d known exactly what I needed to do and why, or I had known how and what I needed to figure out. Here, I had the nebulous goal of reaching this Dark Citadel of the Ispazars and visiting the Krekelens there. 
 
    “Don’t agitate yourself for no reason,” Omilcar said in a gentle voice. 
 
    I looked up at him. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You seem upset.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I waved a hand. “I still don’t really know what’s going on. That’s bugging me big time.” 
 
    “What’s to know?” asked Omilcar. “We have a plan to rescue your woman. You want to rescue her, don’t you?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “And if find Krekelens with her?” 
 
    I made a slicing motion across my throat. 
 
    “That’s all I’m asking.” 
 
    “Is it?” I said peevishly. 
 
    “Why yes, I just said it is. Why would you doubt me?” 
 
    I snorted. “Because you’re a sneaky old man with hidden goals behind everything you do. You’ve been maneuvering everyone and…” I waved my hand in the air again. “You even went to Earth at exactly the right moment, the time of my coming. I find that suspicious.” 
 
    “I already told you. The Ispazars captured me and sold me to the Krekelens. I went to Earth, as you say, against my will.” 
 
    I squinted at him suspiciously. There were a few too many neat things about all this. “Give it to me straight, Omilcar. What’s the ulterior motive in all this? What exactly is this all about?” 
 
    Omilcar looked away, his face clouded with thought. 
 
    Finally, I’d hit upon what was troubling me. What was this all about? I wanted, maybe even needed, to know. 
 
    Omilcar turned to study me and sighed deeply, as if he was finally going to level with me. “There are many factions and factors in the broken Harmony.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know that. I’ve met many of these factions.” 
 
    “Have you met the hairy hominids of the Institute?” 
 
    “If you mean the First Folk or the Homo habilises, yeah. I not only met them, I dealt them a blow before I came to Earth. I’ve dealt them two heavy blows, in fact.” 
 
    Omilcar nodded, having set a gold coin on the table and now idly sliding it in a circular motion with his index finger. He seemed to be thinking, maybe about what he could and shouldn’t tell me. 
 
    He picked up the coin, squeezing it, before putting it in a pouch. “The Krekelens are attempting to gain mastery over all, having made a bargain with the Ispazars of the Dark Citadel. The Ispazars…they’re Mind Worshippers as my people were in the distant past. Only theirs is a cold, inhuman, reptilian way of thought. They’re using alien psi-mastery, to be blunt, telepathic powers, precisely. Or you could call them psionics. They were behind the Zero Stone Karm gained.” 
 
    “Psionics, great,” I said. “That’s just another word for magic.” 
 
    Omilcar shook his head emphatically. “Most certainly not. Psionics is a force of the mind. Our minds,” he touched his forehead, “are more powerful and creative than we understand. Most humans don’t realize the power of their minds. What a man sets out to do, what he determines in his heart—” 
 
    “I thought you said this was about the mind,” I said, interrupting. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Then why are you bringing up the heart?” 
 
    “If you would listen for more than two seconds,” Omilcar said testily, “you’d realize I’m using phrases that make sense to you. What I’m saying is that the mind is a powerful tool. We psi-masters have simply delved deeper and made it more direct.” 
 
    I mulled that over. “I don’t get that. There are a few firing neurons in the mind—” 
 
    “Oh, you know about that, do you?” he asked, interrupting. 
 
    “Earth went under after the shattering, but we happen to have recovered a little science.” 
 
    “Granted, granted,” Omilcar said. 
 
    “My point is how can a few neurons in our brain, which doesn’t use much energy, how can it create enough force to change so much? For instance, how can a tiny amount of energy in the mind move a cup through the air? That breaks the laws of physics: the conservation of energy.” 
 
    “I see your dilemma. What you fail to grasp is that it’s a matter of leverage.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “How can I explain this?” Omilcar tapped his forehead. He looked at me and took a sip from my glass. He shook his head and spat the contents on the floor. “No mind-numbing alcohol for me. It is forbidden us—aha. I have it. Do you know about Archimedes?” 
 
    “An ancient mathematician on Earth,” I said. 
 
    “That’s right. Archimedes said something to the effect that if he had a place to set his fulcrum, he could move the Earth.” 
 
    “And that means what?” 
 
    “Applying a tiny amount of pressure though a lever and at the right spot can move mountains. That is what psi-mastery does. That is what our telepathic powers do. We push with a minimal or a tiny force. However, we do it through a lever, as it were, at precisely the right spot. The leverage is what appears to break the laws of physics. Actually, we don’t break them at all.” 
 
    I thought I saw his point. “That’s as neat a way to describe psionic power as I’ve ever heard. Now that I know the basis for what you do—” 
 
    “Not the basis,” Omilcar said. “It’s how a minimal amount of neurons in a brain can achieve such marvels.” 
 
    “All right, I’m not going to argue it.” I picked up the glass from which he’d sipped—it was mine—and took a gulp of wine. Even if it was going to slow the settling of the memory invasion… Sometimes one needed relaxation from thought, relaxation from all the things pouring into his mind. I took a couple more gulps. Then I refilled my glass. 
 
    “Do you think that wise?” Omilcar asked. 
 
    “I do. I think it’s very wise.” I didn’t give him my reasons, but I’d already stated them to myself. “Go on. Tell me what this is about. If we’re not going to conquer the Dark Citadel, why are we raiding it to save Livi? What is she to you?” 
 
    “In truth, very little,” Omilcar said. “It is the Krekelens and what they’re attempting to achieve through the Ispazars that interest me.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “Learning how to become Travelers,” Omilcar said. 
 
    I blanched, almost spitting out my wine. But it was too good to waste on such a gesture. I gulped it instead, and I took another swallow for good measure. I felt the beginning stirrings of what alcohol can bring. That brought me hope that I could still the strange memories in me, if only for a little while. That would give me a chance to recalibrate, and get ready for tomorrow. 
 
    With that thought fortifying me… “You’re saying Krekelens can learn to be Travelers?” 
 
    “That’s what they’re attempting. If they successfully do that, the Krekelens will mass at one planet after another. Their shape shifting power is unique. Who knows what will happen next.” 
 
    “I don’t get it. Krekelens are easy to discover if you touch them or see their red eyes.” 
 
    “They’re learning psi mastery so they can disguise their body heat and red eyes.” 
 
    “You mean without wearing sunglasses?” I asked. 
 
    “Without any sunglasses,” Omilcar said. 
 
    I took another slug of wine. 
 
    “That’s why we must go to the Dark Citadel and slay the Krekelens. We must break the alliance between them and the Ispazars.” 
 
    “United, they’re worse than their individual parts?” I asked. 
 
    Omilcar pointed at me, nodding. I’d hit the nail on the head, as one would say. 
 
    Was I becoming just a little inebriated? If so, it wasn’t fast enough for my tastes. 
 
    “We’re supposed to convince the pterodactyl riders to take us?” I asked. “And they’re the ones who brought you to the Dark Citadel the first time?” 
 
    “Yes,” Omilcar said. “I must go again, for I discovered some of the citadel’s secrets. I refuse to tell anyone else about them, I mean exactly about them. You need me so we can succeed in the quest.” 
 
    “It’s a quest?” 
 
    “It’s a heroic quest, which is why we’re in need of a hero.” 
 
    “I thought I was the hero.” I felt the first tendrils beginning to take hold of me. This was what I needed. “You know, maybe the thing to do is for me to go back to Garm and get some flying suits and take care of business.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be that easy. The ways to and from Mu, through the obelisks and ziggurats, are often intricate.” 
 
    “You mean Mu is often closed to Travelers?” 
 
    “Precisely,” Omilcar said. “Perhaps you’re not as dull-witted when you drink as other men.” 
 
    “That’s because I’m Jake Bayard.” 
 
    I decided to put my feet up on the table. I did, leaning back in the chair, tilting it as I used to do in grade school. The teacher would always tell me to put down all fours on the floor. I’d always hated hearing that. Teachers must uniformly all have bad balance. I had great balance. See, I was balancing now. I nodded. Forget this wine bibbing from a cup. I grabbed the jug and had a good long chug. This was going to be a good, good night. I leaned over, set down the jug and started to sing, as I was starting to feel really good. The proverbial buzz, as they say. 
 
    “Keep talking, old man, I’m listening.” 
 
    Omilcar stood. “Drink your wine, Jake Bayard. Find your peace for tonight. Tomorrow…” he became thoughtful, “Tomorrow will likely be the true test of your status.” 
 
    “What status? Of Traveler?” 
 
    “No, of demon slayer and hero. Or perhaps it is hero and demon slayer. We shall see. I bid you good night.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I said. “Good night.” 
 
    With Omilcar’s departure, I began some serious drinking. Tomorrow, as they say, could take care of itself. 
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    The pterodactyl riders didn’t show up the next day. Perhaps it was just as well. I had a hangover and drank lots of water, lying around or standing on the city wall, watching the Crimson Talon Horde practicing their evolutions on their raptor mounts. 
 
    I wondered if I should introduce archery onto the planet. A good bow and arrows seemed like it could do wonders. 
 
    Given time, though, with others trying archery, the raptor riders might gain a serious advantage. With bows and the swiftness of movement, they could become like the Mongol horse-bow riders of old. 
 
    I thought of my training the nine Neanderthals. Those of Tsargol would understand ranged combat much better. 
 
    Still, it would take time to train a bowman. What about crossbows? Maybe that would be the way to go. It took much less time to train a crossbowman than a longbow-man. Constructing a crossbow would take detailed knowledge, however. I didn’t know if I’d seen that sort of craftsmanship here. 
 
    I mulled that over and other possibilities of ridding Tsargol of the Draconian riders. 
 
    Could the Draconians sense that the Zero Stone had been destroyed? Did Red Sarus know about its destruction? Did he employ psi-masters or other practitioners of some arcane art that mimicked magic? 
 
    I spent the day dallying. Toward the end of it, as Jarvo’s memories began to integrate a little more, I practiced swordsmanship in the courtyard with a clan leader close to Omilcar. 
 
    The next day, a little after noon, a lookout blew a trumpet. Soon, more trumpets blew. Men cried out. Others shouted and screamed in fear. Everyone pointed skyward. 
 
    I shaded my eyes, scanning. Then Omilcar was beside me. The psi-master was good at sneaking around and just showing up. 
 
    “They’re coming,” he said. “Do you not see?” He pointed his staff in the air. 
 
    I perceived dots in the far distance and then flying creatures. “Are those pterodactyls?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Omilcar said. 
 
    I counted the dots. 
 
    “Is twelve a significant number?” I asked. 
 
    “Not particularly, but I would have imagined more were coming. Ah, look, there are more.” 
 
    I counted another eighteen riders following the first twelve. There were thirty riders, altogether. 
 
    “Is there anything significant about the number thirty?” I asked. 
 
    “Why do you persist in this idea that numbers are significant?” 
 
    “Just asking,” I said. 
 
    “Thirty is a large number of pterodactyl riders. Perhaps they’re coming to seek tribute from the king. Perhaps they learned his son died and believe Tsargol is in dire need of their aid.” 
 
    “I thought you had summoned them.” 
 
    “I did. But there are always other calculations in play. Therefore, I try to perceive all contingencies when I’m facing a difficult opponent.” 
 
    I recalled him saying something about a giant rider. “The giant pterodactyl rider is a significant enemy?” 
 
    “Not to all our plans,” Omilcar said, “but he’s standing in the way of my achieving what I’m attempting. He’s like a mountain in our path. If you truly wish to prove yourself…” 
 
    “Hey, Jack, I ain’t trying to prove myself to no one. That’s why I left the Marines. I did my tour. I fought in Bhutan. I’ve fought elsewhere already, too. I’ve more than proved myself to myself.” 
 
    “Have you lived up to your father’s standards?” 
 
    “You know what? Screw you, Omilcar. Quit trying to bring my dad into this.” 
 
    “Did you not love him?” 
 
    “He was the greatest dad ever. I miss him. Does that float your goat?” I asked, misusing the old idiom. 
 
    Omilcar shook his head. “Forgive me, Jake Bayard. I didn’t mean to pry into that which troubles your spirit.” 
 
    “It doesn’t trouble me one iota. I want to get the bastards who killed him. Do you know how my dad died?” 
 
    Omilcar shook his head. 
 
    “Electrocuted in the middle of Nowhere, Nevada,” I said. 
 
    “Did you say electrocuted?” 
 
    “Does that matter?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Omilcar said. “I don’t know if an Ispazar has ever left the Dark Citadel.” 
 
    “I thought these Ispazars were aliens that only lived on Mu.” 
 
    “Mysteries abound in the former Harmony of Planets. Who knows what is taking place in the byways and the substratum around which all else moves.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Omilcar grimaced. “Forgive an old man. I often speak in riddles. That’s how I address kings and other potentates. It is a way to disguise as much as to provide knowledge. You were correct before. I’m a game player. I move people as others move chess pieces on a board.” 
 
    I nodded, getting bored with the topic. 
 
    “Thirty pterodactyl riders are coming,” Omilcar said. “Ten would have proven sufficient. Will they aid us? I fear you may be the only one who can solve this, Bayard.” 
 
    “Because I’m a hero?” 
 
    “Because you’re a hero,” Omilcar agreed. “You’ve gained notoriety in Tsargol because you’re the demon slayer. You’ve freed a city from the lordship of one who held an ancient Zero Stone. You may have to fight a pterodactyl rider. That fight will prove much more dangerous than the one against Dardalion.” 
 
    I watched the pterodactyls. They’d grown from dots into obvious winged creatures. They didn’t flap much. They held their wings stiffly like an eagle or vulture. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, “how can a flying creature carry a man? On Earth, that would be impossible even if a bird could grow that big.” 
 
    “It’s a matter of the thicker air density and lighter gravity as well as the pterodactyl’s great musculature. The giant creatures thrive on Mu and nowhere else.” Omilcar shook his head. “The pterodactyl riders are a scourge to civilized society. The pterodactyl riders, however, have proven on occasion to be the salvation of our civilization.” 
 
    He stared at the approaching riders. “Today, I can’t tell if they’ll bring salvation to Tsargol or force us to pay a cruel tribute. In many ways, the riders hold a foot on the neck of human society on Mu. They’re more powerful and daring than other man. Because of their aerial supremacy, there is no way to defend against their depredations…when they decide to attack a city or its trade routes.” 
 
    Looking up at them, I almost knew what it must have felt like for the Japanese admiral near Midway when he saw American dive-bombers dropping their cargo onto the carriers of his precious fleet. Midway had probably been one of the greatest American victories against odds ever achieved by US fighting men. 
 
    However, what could thirty pterodactyl riders do to Tsargol? If the riders didn’t possess arrows, what could they possess to do real harm? 
 
    I nodded to myself. All they really needed was a crude bomb. Who could stop them? They could drop the bombs all day. I realized that no air campaign had ever won a war by itself. But could a Mu city stand firebombing as we’d done to Japan toward the end of World War II? Some people think the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki were the worst ever in terms of death. That wasn’t true. It was Tokyo when we firebombed the city. The stink of the dying in those flames— 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    I seriously doubted thirty pterodactyl riders, no matter how tough, could produce that. For one thing, Tsargol had too many stone buildings. Tokyo back then had been full of paper houses. If the riders used some kind of firebomb—I didn’t see a huge fire burning out of control here. Still, who knew what kind of ancient technology the riders might have. 
 
    I recalled what we ten in our transpar suits had done on Saddoth. 
 
    I wouldn’t mind being a pterodactyl rider, particularly depending on how long I was stuck on Mu. If I was going to do anything, flying in the sky with the most notorious band of warriors on the planet, oh yeah, that sounded like my kind of gig. 
 
    I flexed my hands, shrugged my shoulders and realized that Omilcar had me conditioned all right. I was ready to do what I needed to free Livi. 
 
    There were willing maidens in Tsargol who’d already given me the batting eyelashes and particular sway of their hips. I’d almost taken them up on their silent but provocative offers. The truth, though, was that I wanted Livi. She was my woman. I wanted to find out if she reciprocated what I felt for her. If she didn’t, I’d cross that bridge when I came to it. Everything I knew about her— 
 
    The pterodactyl riders soared closer. I hadn’t understood the monstrous size of the beasts gliding toward the city until this moment. 
 
    I still had no idea if their formidable leader was with them. 
 
    I thought of Livi again. I wanted to see her swaying hips. I wanted to feel the caress of her lips on mine. I wanted to hold her. I wanted to do a whole lot more as well. 
 
    I nodded. I was going to get my woman. I was Jake Bayard the Traveler, Jake Bayard the hero and Jake Bayard the demon slayer. I was going to go to the lair of the demons and get my woman back from those who’d taken her. And you know what? I was going to really make the Krekelens pay for having messed with me and mine. 
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    Horns began to blow in earnest from around Tsargol. 
 
    Omilcar and I stood upon a battlement on the stone walls. As I watched the approaching riders, I noticed city people running to their homes. Those in the tent city fled to the same stone homes, begging for entrance. 
 
    Seeing that reminded me of the old saying, “Lord, protect us from the fury of the Norsemen.” Back in the Dark Ages, the Norsemen or Vikings used to row up in their dragon ships, and the peasants of France, Germany, England, and Ireland would race away in terror. The terror of the Vikings I’d read about in history books was the same kind of dread these people exhibited at the approach of thirty pterodactyl riders. 
 
    I still didn’t have a clear understanding of the exact size of the beasts, but I saw the immense spread of wings as the monsters glided near. There was very little flapping going on as the pterodactyls and their riders descended. I did learn that in the heat of the sun and cloudless sky, distances were hard to gauge precisely. 
 
    What I also found telling were the eerie horns blown by the Draconians. 
 
    I looked over the wall. 
 
    None of the Draconians sunned themselves on their leathery mats. None sat there and diced, as I had once seen them dice in my induced vision back near the South Pole. 
 
    They all raced to the raptor mounts. The reptilian warriors broke through the corrals and saddled their mounts quick as an eye blink. 
 
    Riding away, the Draconians left their supplies, loot, meat cattle and other sundry items, including the bigger, four-footed dinosaurs as the riders fled in all directions. 
 
    That brought back memories. 
 
    When I was a kid, my dad used to raise fancy pigeons. I used to have to water them. Occasionally, when I picked up a water container, which sat on two, small, two-by-fours, mice would bolt in all directions. Why did they flee? Why did they live there? My dad fed his pigeons grain. The mice loved the free grain. They’d hidden under the water container when they heard me coming. When I lifted the water container up, terror had filled them. 
 
    Sometimes, I’d go out there and plink a mouse or two with my BB gun. 
 
    But the most fun I ever had with that was from a Boxer named Max. One day, while my friend and I—we were young, so forgive us this barbarity—lifted up a dish, and the mice ran. We had sticks and whacked them, seeing who could whack the most. And by whack, I do mean kill. One mouse jumped up through the chicken wire and ran along the side of the pigeon loft toward my avidly watching Boxer. He was chained to his doghouse, absorbed by what we did. Good old Max opened his jaws and the little mouse seemed to just scramble right in. Max gulped so the mouse vanished. 
 
    My friend and I glanced at each other in sheer delight. 
 
    I unchained Max, letting him into the pigeon loft. I raised the first dish for him, and mice bolted. Let me tell you, Max loved it. He’d crash his head against the plywood sidings, trying to gobble down as many mice as he could. 
 
    What did any of that youthful barbarity have to do with the pterodactyl riders? Simply this: the Draconians on their raptors struck me as those mice of long ago. They fled in abject terror. 
 
    That got me to studying the approaching pterodactyls. They brought abject terror to the Crimson Talon Horde of approximately ten thousand warriors. I hadn’t seen any kind of terror from the Draconians up until this moment. 
 
    The people of Tsargol fled to their homes at the approach of the pterodactyls. I didn’t see one official waiting outside. I didn’t see anyone outside except for Omilcar and me, the lone defenders of the battlements. 
 
    I did see a face here and there, of some brave warrior peering up through a curtained window at the approaching fliers. 
 
    Where would the thirty pterodactyls land? Would they perch on the walls? Would they land in the otherwise open area of the tent city? It had been suggested the riders might demand tribute. What kind of tribute would they demand? If they were Vikings, or like Vikings, they’d demand gold, silver, or whatever else was used for currency. And they’d demand the prettiest women for captives to use in the best way that Vikings would, generating a new line of pterodactyl riders, perhaps. 
 
    Maybe the pterodactyl riders were like the old-time Hell’s Angels, the feared and sometimes half-admired outlaw motorcycle gang. 
 
    I scanned outside Tsargol. If the city warriors were brave enough, now was the time to open the gates and plunder the vacated Draconian camp. 
 
    No one stirred, however. You’d think this was a ghost town. I didn’t see anybody outside. The few peering out their windows gave cries of alarm as pterodactyls screeched. 
 
    Looking up, I whistled in admiration. They were close enough now to study. 
 
    The pterodactyls were colossal and awe-inspiring. Each pterodactyl was muscular and robust, its body covered in reptilian scales that were a blend of dark greens, browns and grays. Maybe that allowed the beasts in their natural habitat to blend in with the rugged landscapes. 
 
    Each pterodactyl had massive wings, spanning over fifty feet from tip to tip. The wings were composed of a leathery, membrane-like…skin, reinforced, I’d imagine, by a network of strong, flexible bones. Each wingtip ended in sharp, curved claws. That would give each pterodactyl the ability to grasp onto surfaces and act as formidable weapons in battle. 
 
    Each pterodactyl’s head was elongated and adorned with a bony crest, varying in size and shape. Its beak was long and pointed, lined with teeth. 
 
    Its large eyes were positioned on either side of its skull. I imagine they had vision like an eagle on Earth, well adapted for tracking prey from high above or detecting threats from a distance. 
 
    Each creature’s legs were muscular and equipped with powerful talons. I shook my head. Those talons could surely inflict serious damage to any foe unlucky enough to come within reach. A long, flexible tail provided balance and possibly stability during flight. Maybe they could use that as an additional weapon, capable of delivering punishing blows. 
 
    I was particularly interested in the saddles. I imagine they were specially designed. They’d need to be durable and crafted from lightweight material. 
 
    I saw one rider hold onto a set of reins connected to various points on the pterodactyl’s head and neck. That must allow for precise control over the beast’s movements in the air and on the ground. 
 
    Several riders blew what might have been ram’s horns. 
 
    Many of the pterodactyls flapped their mighty wings. They sounded like leather sails driven by a gale. Beasts screeched. 
 
    I noticed goosebumps on my arms. 
 
    The pterodactyls maneuvered into several “V” formations, as you would expect geese would do. I counted three “V” formations as the beasts and riders circled Tsargol. 
 
    Omilcar and I must have stood out to them as we stood on the city walls. 
 
    Several pterodactyls glared at me. The riders noticed that and did likewise. 
 
    I dared to wave at them. 
 
    “Quit that,” Omilcar hissed. “Do you want to get us killed before we can even speak to them?” 
 
    I looked upon Omilcar in wonder. “Do you fear the riders?” 
 
    “Of course I fear them. I’m not a fool. Just because you’re a demon slaying hero doesn’t make you a fool, does it, Bayard?” 
 
    I didn’t bother answering because I didn’t like the question. 
 
    I studied the riders carefully. 
 
    Several of the big warriors looked down at me as they passed. To my delight, they wore horned helmets as we picture Vikings wearing. That was interesting. Is this where the custom had developed, here on Mu? Were the Vikings imitating a long and ancient practice as once applied on Mu? 
 
    I thought about something else. Was I being too cocksure standing here? 
 
    The three “V” formations circled the city, coming lower and lower. 
 
    I shuddered as one pterodactyl gave me the evil eye. With those talons, it could snatch me off the battlement and carry me to whatever doom would await a person in a nest of little baby pterodactyls. 
 
    Now, each “V” headed for a different section of wall. None headed to where Omilcar and I stood. 
 
    The great wings flapped like thunderous sails. Each pterodactyl alighted upon the battlements as crows might land upon telephone wire. Soon, thirty monstrously giant pterodactyls sat like vultures upon the walls of Tsargol. 
 
    From them alighted thirty muscular, powerful-looking riders. Some carried axes. Some hefted heavy lances. Each of the pterodactyl saddles contained bundles of items. 
 
    The riders pointed this way and that with the authority of masters. None of them marched far from their pterodactyls, though. One group of five walked around the battlements, heading our way. 
 
    Among them was a veritable giant. He had to be something over seven feet tall. He made me look small and I’m a big boy. He was the big boy here. 
 
    He was more than tall but heavy with the brutal jaw of a ruthless leader of men and a long double-braided beard, a forked beard. He wore tough leather garments, thick boots and had a horned helmet. He gripped a big battleaxe and had a long sword strapped at his side. He reeked of power and strode as a lord of all he surveyed. The riders around him weren’t as tall, but they were equally tough looking, some with beards, and some with scars. All could have ridden with the Hell’s Angels in their glory days. 
 
    I glanced at Omilcar. He understood my question, nodding. “The big rider is the tough one I’ve told you rules them with an iron fist.” 
 
    “I’m supposed to defeat him?” 
 
    “Or convince him to do our bidding,” Omilcar said, “whichever proves easier or possible.” 
 
    I rubbed my jaw. “He looks strong.” 
 
    “He is.” 
 
    “So you want me to be a Traveler, a demon slayer, a Zero Stone crusher, and now a giant killer? Is that it?” 
 
    “Levity is a sign of good spirits, Jake Bayard. I’m glad that you possess them. Now, however, I suggest you use all your intellect and the memories you’ve gained from Jarvo to devise a plan.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do,” Omilcar said. “They know my tricks, my ways. I persuaded the one who is now dead, and other of his companions to take me to the Dark Citadel. These riders may well want to string me up for that fiasco.” 
 
    “Are you saying they’re coming to kill you?” 
 
    “It’s a possibility.” 
 
    I rubbed my jaw some more. That was just great. Okay. I’d been a U.S. Marine. I’d been in Bhutan. I’d faced grim situations before this. At least this wasn’t friendly artillery fire killing my men. This was a moment to gather my resolve and figure out a way to win. Having Livi in my arms again depended on it. 
 
    “All righty,” I said, “let’s see what happens.” 
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    The five pterodactyl riders, with the giant with the forked beard leading and four others behind him, approached across the battlement. He stopped. The others stopped behind him. The giant gave Omilcar the barest of nods. 
 
    “Sark,” the giant said in an impossibly deep voice. 
 
    “How goes it, Forkbeard?” Omilcar asked. 
 
    I thought that an apt name, an old name, and it fit the giant’s Viking appearance. 
 
    “What are you doing outside?” Forkbeard said. “You know the law, Sark.” 
 
    Omilcar gripped his staff with both hands, the staff with the jagged crystal on top. He leaned forward on the staff like a robed wizard, regarding the giant rider before him. 
 
    “I know it is your law, Forkbeard. I don’t know that it is the law. There’s a difference.” 
 
    The giant chuckled without mirth, and raised the axe. “By this axe I rule, and by this axe I enforce our law. Our law extends to the reach of my axe…when I care to enforce it.” 
 
    Omilcar nodded. “I do not dispute your definition of the law, as it suits you and your riders perfectly.” 
 
    “Is that a slur?” 
 
    Omilcar shook his head. “I merely indicate what you are.” 
 
    Forkbeard glanced back at his men before regarding Omilcar again. “Speak, Sark, tell us. What are we? 
 
    “Outlaws and thieves,” Omilcar said. 
 
    I considered those bold words in the face of the thirty pterodactyls perched upon the walls, with everyone in Tsargol cowering, everyone hiding. Even the Draconian riders were long gone, their dust clouds difficult to see now. Their four-footed beasts of burden were yet in the abandoned camp. Their supplies lay scattered everywhere around the city walls. 
 
    “You who stand with this mouthy Sark,” Forkbeard said to me, “do you agree with his definition of what we are?” 
 
    “I don’t know you,” I said. “I do know Omilcar: he’s a man of integrity. I’ve also heard he has had dealings with you before. And I’ve heard, although I don’t mean anything negative by it, that there are hard feelings between you two.” 
 
    Forkbeard threw back his head and laughed. It seemed like a forced action, but he laughed and literally wiped tears of mirth from his eyes. Finally, rubbing a huge hand across his mouth, he nodded. 
 
    “The Sark and I have had our differences.” 
 
    “I don’t mean any disrespect, but he’s not just any sark but the Great Sark of Mu.” 
 
    Forkbeard flashed his teeth at me, grinning. There was no humor in his eyes, however. I could see my death in his eyes. 
 
    “Have a care, Outlander.” 
 
    “Let me correct you yet again,” I said, “I’m not an outlander. I’m a Traveler.” 
 
    Forkbeard scowled, “A traveler? You go from city to city? You suggested you’re like us?” 
 
    “No. I’m a Traveler between worlds.” 
 
    “Ah,” Forkbeard said, piercing Omilcar with a furious stare. “So you’ve gotten allies, have you? Did this Traveler bring forbidden weapons with him?” 
 
    “No,” Omilcar said. 
 
    “Excellent,” Forkbeard said as he clutched his axe with two hands. “Therefore, if I hew him in two, no secret thunderbolts will come out of his fists.” 
 
    “You mean if you attempt it,” I said. 
 
    “You have courage,” Forkbeard said. “You don’t quiver in your boots at my threats.” 
 
    I didn’t see how I could, given that I was wearing sandals, not boots. Still, I suppose it was a phrase, an idiom. 
 
    However, Forkbeard was incorrect on one point. I didn’t outwardly quiver. That was true. But Jarvo in me, his bastard memories, anyway, did. By bastard, I mean they were not my memories, but had come from an illegitimate source, as Omilcar through his arts had force-fed them into my brain. These memories retained some of Jarvo’s personality. That foreign personality quivered in fear at Forkbeard. The memories bid me cower and hide, lest these murderers destroy me and bring a curse down upon Tsargol. 
 
    I did my best to subdue the Jarvo memories regarding pterodactyl rider fear. I needed the memories regarding tactical information on how they fought. 
 
    “No,” I said quietly, to the bastard memories, “no more.” 
 
    “Do you address me, Traveler?” Forkbeard asked. 
 
    “Sorry, no.” I glanced at Omilcar. “That ‘no’ was directed at a spell he cast on me earlier.” 
 
    “A spell,” Forkbeard said, “is that what you called it?” 
 
    “I misspoke,” I said. “Earlier, Omilcar used some of his telepathic powers on me.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Forkbeard said, his shrewd eyes narrowing. “I wonder if Omilcar did the same to my old comrade who used to rule the pterodactyl riders.” 
 
    I shifted uncomfortably. Omilcar did not move. 
 
    “But you’re wrong, Traveler,” Forkbeard said, “to say I hold Omilcar in disregard or with anger. Previously, I didn’t want to go to the Dark Citadel. I told my brother-in-arms it would be a foolish thing to do so. But he went anyway with Omilcar. I freely admit, my former brother-in-arms was the one man who could best me in combat, even though I towered over him. Alas, he never returned from the Dark Citadel.” 
 
    Omilcar continued to wait stoically. 
 
    “What happened to him?” Forkbeard asked. “Is he a prisoner of the Ispazars? Did they dissect him in their scientific studies? Or did he die in their grim tunnels as you searched for whatever it was you sought?” 
 
    “He died,” Omilcar said. 
 
    I noticed that Omilcar’s hands had tightened around the staff. I didn’t think Omilcar was about to use his psi mastery, but I think the memory of the chief pterodactyl rider dying pained him. 
 
    Forkbeard’s chest expanded. “I now lead the pterodactyl riders. I decide what we will and will not do. Is that not right?” 
 
    The giant turned back to stare at the four. 
 
    They all nodded. One didn’t nod as quickly, though. He was a cruel-looking man with a bushy red beard and thick red hair. He, too, wore a horned helmet. He also had an axe and a sword, not one as long as Forkbeard had, but heavier than my short sword. He didn’t bow or agree as quickly, and I suspected there was enmity between Forkbeard and Redbeard, in want of a better name. 
 
    “Yes,” Forkbeard said, regarding us again. “That is the situation. I rule. Thus, I don’t hold you in ill regard, Omilcar. I do miss my good friend, and I find at times… I miss my old life of simply drinking the blood of my enemies and taking their women and listening to their lamentations as the men cower before me. That used to be my great joy. Now I have to make this decision and that for the good of all the riders. The role can be worrisome. Do you not agree?” 
 
    Once more, Forkbeard turned back and regarded the four. 
 
    This time, none nodded. None said anything. They merely stood there. 
 
    I wondered about that. There was something going on between them and him. 
 
    “So,” Forkbeard said, regarding us yet again, “What is it you seek, Omilcar? Why are you here? Why did you ask for us to appear at Tsargol?” 
 
    “I need your help,” Omilcar said. “Once more, I need passage to the Dark Citadel.” 
 
    “A ride from us?” asked Forkbeard, incredulous. “I don’t think so, old man. We learned our lesson. Do you hope to consume me in your vain quest?” 
 
    “Not vain,” Omilcar said. “If you wish to keep your power, if you wish to continue taking tribute from the cities, you’ll follow me to the Dark Citadel.” 
 
    “Follow? I follow no one. I command. I’m the chief of the pterodactyl riders. None dare gainsay me. You,” Forkbeard pointed the axe head at me. “Why are you here? Do you plan to join Omilcar’s quest?” 
 
    “I do. I’m Jake Bayard of Earth. Some call me demon slayer.” 
 
    “Oh,” Forkbeard said. There was no derision or malice in his bearing as he said that. “Did he say demon, old man?” 
 
    “Demon,” Omilcar said. “I’ll even name the type. In my presence, he slew two Krekelens.” 
 
    “That’s impressive,” Forkbeard said, nodding. “You truly slew them, Traveler?” 
 
    “I did. However, other…Krekelens abducted my woman and brought her to the Dark Citadel.” 
 
    “Your woman?” 
 
    “I intend to get her back.” 
 
    “Why bother?” Forkbeard asked. “There are many beautiful women in the world. If one does not serve, another will do. You look big and strong enough to attract certain women. Didn’t I hear that you slew the king of Tsargol’s son?” 
 
    “Prince Karm was possessed by a Zero Stone,” I said. 
 
    Forkbeard studied me as he scratched his chin and ran his thick fingers through his long forked beard. He seemed to weigh me and calculate. 
 
    “I see,” Forkbeard said at last. “You, Omilcar, wish passage from the pterodactyl riders? You, Outlander, travel in the company of this old one who has already caused us harm. I should slay you where you stand.” 
 
    “Is that a challenge,” I asked. 
 
    “Do you challenge the pterodactyl riders?” Forkbeard asked a bit too eagerly. 
 
    “I do not. Rather, I request the use of a pterodactyl. If your men will not go, if you—I won’t use the word fear—but if you believe it more cautious not to go, give me a pterodactyl and I’ll take Omilcar. We two can raid the Dark Citadel and do what needs doing.” 
 
    “Those are bold, vain words,” Forkbeard said. “They’re the words of a daring man, perhaps even of a pterodactyl rider. However, they’re also offensive.” He looked back at the red-bearded one. “Kalos, slay me this bold fool. If he slays you instead, I’ll grant him your pterodactyl to do with as he wishes.” 
 
    “You want me to fight the demon slayer?” Kalos asked. 
 
    “Do you fear him?” Forkbeard asked. 
 
    “I do not. I accept your challenge. When and where shall we duel?” 
 
    “Why, right here and now,” said Forkbeard. 
 
    The giant stepped back several paces, pulling the other three riders with him. 
 
    Omilcar looked at me. There was deep meaning in his glance. Then he, too, backed away in the other direction. 
 
    It left Kalos and me facing one another. The distance hadn’t lengthened or shortened, but now it was just him and me facing each other. 
 
    With a snarl, Kalos drew his heavy sword and half threw his axe up so the head went up. He grabbed the end of the short-handled, double-bladed axe. 
 
    I drew my short sword, one that had so recently slain Captain Dardalion of the King’s Guard. 
 
    I didn’t want to become an infamous duelist. I had no time to worry about that, though, as Jarvo’s memories informed me that a two-weapon fighting pterodactyl rider would be dangerous. 
 
    I needed a shield. Instead, I drew the tri-steel dagger as a second weapon and squared off against Kalos. 
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    What shall I say about the duel? I knew little about Kalos other than that he was a pterodactyl rider. I also surmised that Forkbeard considered him a danger to his position as leader. That seemed odd. Forkbeard was a towering giant of a man. He was so huge I was surprised a pterodactyl could carry him. 
 
    Kalos lacked such bearing. Therefore, I assumed he was a skillful warrior. Maybe Forkbeard wished to rid himself of his foe. Maybe he secretly wished to give Omilcar passage, and this was how he planned to give it. However, I had no idea how to control one the vicious pterodactyls. 
 
    I was getting ahead of myself. Kalos—I looked at him. 
 
    He was watching me, perhaps sizing me up. Maybe he tried to figure out what made me dangerous. 
 
    I was bigger than Kalos. I was thicker chested, and I had a different hue to my skin. I didn’t wear furs but the leather garment Omilcar had given me. 
 
    I took my first step toward him. I crouched, with my short sword held forward and the dagger back. The dagger was no good for slashing. It was only good for plunging into a forehead, throat, or chest. 
 
    Kalos had superior weaponry and was likely a practiced duelist. 
 
    I shook my head as Jarvo—the little of his memories that retained his personality—unleashed a flood of insights. 
 
    I rolled my shoulders, trying to loosen them. I needed to feel comfortable. 
 
    Kalos roared, launching a two-weapon assault. Both weapons slashed, thrust and swung. I backed up, blocking, deflecting—his axe shattered the tri-steel blade. The pieces fell onto the battlement. 
 
    That was an ill omen, particularly as I was down to one weapon. 
 
    “You lose,” Kalos said. 
 
    He launched an even more furious assault. I barely held it at bay. I did it by deflecting this, ducking that, moving aside—using all of Jarvo’s borrowed memories and skills. 
 
    As I did, I noticed an opening in Kalos’ assault. He was an offensive fighter. He didn’t strike me as defensive in the least. 
 
    Perhaps in his lust and outlaw Hell’s Angel personality, he planned to smash and slash me before I could do anything. I’m sure the technique had served him well in the past. Maybe it was his normal way. 
 
    As I practiced my defense, I backed up. I looked once or twice to make sure I wasn’t going to slip over the edge. I waited for the right moment. Then I saw the opening. 
 
    I thrust as I lowered my left shoulder. The axe swished over my shoulder. Kalos gurgled, with the tip and a little more sunk into his throat. 
 
    I jerked out the blade and swerved left as his sword thrust. He would have skewered me in the belly if I’d maintained my position. 
 
    I stepped back a few more paces. 
 
    He gurgled as blood sprayed from his throat. His sword clattered upon the stones. He clutched his short-handled axe with two hands, taking one lurching step at a time toward me. His eyes were glazed over. 
 
    I was about to rush in and finish it. The Jarvo part of me said, “No, no, let him bleed out. Don’t risk now. He can still deal death.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding the need for caution. 
 
    Kalos advanced. I backed away. I’m sure that didn’t look courageous or honorable. I preferred to win. Blood soaked the front of his shirt. It shouldn’t take long now. 
 
    At last, he groaned and crashed to his knees. He still clutched the short-handled axe. He looked at me imploringly. I didn’t know what he wanted. 
 
    Forkbeard was behind him. With a flourish and swing, the battleaxe separated Kalos’ head from his shoulders. 
 
    I won’t go into the gory details. But before Kalos sank onto the battlement, Forkbeard put a foot against his side and shoved. The torso and bouncing head fell over the side, into the abandoned Draconian camp. 
 
    Forkbeard loomed over me, both his hands gripped on the haft of his battleaxe. 
 
    Was he going to come at me now? I was tired, but also exultant I’d won. 
 
    I lowered my blade. I didn’t do it out of submission or fear, but rather trusting Forkbeard’s word. 
 
    He peered at me, perhaps searching for cowardice. I don’t know what he saw, but he lowered his great axe and took another step closer. Then he clapped me on the shoulder. 
 
    “You’ve won the privilege. You’ve slain Kalos. He was a mighty foe, a great pterodactyl rider. Now his mount and accoutrements are yours. Do you accept this, Traveler?”  
 
    I glanced at Omilcar. 
 
    Omilcar stared at me, not saying anything. 
 
    I looked up at Forkbeard. “I do.” 
 
    “Then you’re under my command. Do you understand that?” 
 
    “I do,” I said, deciding this was some kind of formality. I also suspected his plan. Forkbeard may have been a brute and a vicious bastard, but he was also a plotter. He had a plan, although I didn’t know what it was. 
 
    “I welcome you into the ranks of pterodactyl riders, Traveler. What did you say your name was?” 
 
    “Jake Bayard.” 
 
    Forkbeard held out a hand. “Let us shake, Jake Bayard.” 
 
    I gripped his hand. 
 
    He, with a harsh smile, applied pressure—great pressure. I imagine he’d crushed many a hand, making a man cry out. But I, too, applied pressure, using my Earth muscles to meet his handshake. 
 
    There was astonishment on his face. Did he wonder if I used my full strength? 
 
    I almost made him sink to his knees as I crushed his bruised hand. I decided that would be foolish. I did give him an extra squeeze and then let go. 
 
    “It is an honor, Forkbeard.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said after a moment. 
 
    “My name is Jake Bayard, in case you didn’t catch it the first time.” 
 
    “Jake Bayard,” he said, nodding. “Fall in behind me. I must talk to this old sark.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. 
 
    Forkbeard smiled. “I mean the Great Sark.” 
 
    After that, I fell in behind him, joining the other three pterodactyl riders. 
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    The four of us followed Forkbeard and Omilcar as they put their heads together and spoke, with me having taken the place of Kalos. 
 
    We made a circuit around the entire city wall, which I said before was miles in circumference. It wasn’t like ancient Syracuse or Carthage, which I remember reading was twenty-one or twenty-four miles in circumference. This was more like five miles. Still, given the number of people in Tsargol, those were massive walls. 
 
    The four of us fell back enough so Forkbeard and Omilcar were able to speak in private. We also passed the perched pterodactyls. Some screeched at us, others merely watched. In passing them, I felt like a morsel on two feet. 
 
    “Don’t show fear,” one of the pterodactyl riders said. “They sense fear.” 
 
    “If you’re going to be afraid,” said another, “I might as well kill you so they don’t get used to eating cowards.” 
 
    “Look to yourself,” I said, my hand on the hilt of my sheathed short sword. 
 
    “Good answer,” he said with a grin. 
 
    We continued to follow Forkbeard and Omilcar as they spoke. We made two entire circuits, which meant hours of conversation. What could they possibly have had to talk about for so long? 
 
    After the conversation ended, Omilcar told me, “You’ll go with them.” 
 
    “Where am I going?” 
 
    “Likely in the area around the tent city,” Omilcar said. “They’re going to take some of their tribute tonight. Play along. Do your best to conform to their standards.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “They’re going to carouse, a riotous one. These riders—I purposely didn’t tell you much about them. By the way, your conduct with Forkbeard was perfect. I don’t think he suspects our true motives.” 
 
    “What do you need to tell me about them?” 
 
    Omilcar became thoughtful. “The riders don’t sleep indoors, ever, at least as far as I know. They sleep under the stars. They’re ruffians, almost animals in a way. Yet they hold sway wherever they go. There’s a mighty gathering of them at times. Thirty is a lot.” 
 
    “What’s a mighty gathering?” 
 
    “One hundred and fifty, two hundred, I’m not sure.” 
 
    “How do they acquire more pterodactyls if they live like animals?” 
 
    “There are mysteries about the pterodactyl riders that none know except for themselves. Perhaps they have a hidden mountain fortress, but none has ever found it. I have heard a legend or two regarding that. In any case, you’ll be sleeping outside and under the stars for a time.” 
 
    “You said they’re going to carouse.” 
 
    “That was what I meant.” Omilcar pinched his lower lip. “Do as you wish, but my advice is that you keep your conscience clear tonight.” 
 
    “Just so,” I said. 
 
    I followed my new companions down the battlements. The majority of the riders soon gathered in the area of the tent city. They knocked down a few tents to make more room, including the one I’d been using. Beautiful, scantily attired maidens brought out tables, giant platters of food and wine, much wine. 
 
    The riders built a huge bonfire, even going into a house or three to cart off furniture. They hacked that up, adding the pieces onto the fires. 
 
    Soon, there began a night of revelry and riotousness. 
 
    The pterodactyl riders took whichever women they wanted. I wouldn’t say it was a town sack, but it wasn’t a savory situation, either. I refrained, not taking any maiden. Don’t think me too noble, as I didn’t save any of the maidens, either. To do so would have meant fighting the entire gang of pterodactyl riders. That was a fight I certainly would have lost. 
 
    I doubt I could have stirred the people of Tsargol to help me. As far as I could tell, what happened here tonight was custom. Those of Tsargol were going to abide by it. The king had spoken about tribute. Had he meant this? In that case, the tribute mainly fell upon the beautiful maidens the pterodactyl riders chose. 
 
    It was a long night. I drank sparingly and sat to the side. 
 
    After having fulfilled himself in revelry and other activities, Forkbeard came to me as he buckled the belt of his kilt. He held a wooden board and a bag of jangling pieces. 
 
    “Omilcar tells me you play the game.” 
 
    In the firelight, I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Forkbeard kicked a table near, grabbed a chair and pushed it toward me. I set it down. He sat in another. Then, by a blazing fire and amidst the cries of pleasure and not, Forkbeard set down what looked like a wooden chessboard. The pieces were different from knights and queens. He explained their moves. It was akin to chess. Instead of a knight was a pterodactyl rider. Instead of a bishop was a raptor rider. The pawn type pieces looked like fearful warriors. 
 
    “Do you play?” he asked. 
 
    I’d played chess on occasion. I wasn’t bad and I wasn’t great. I wondered how good Forkbeard would prove. 
 
    “I play,” I said. 
 
    “Then let us begin.” 
 
    Thus began a night of thirteen games of chess, or the game, as they call it on Mu. Clearly, the antecedents to the game were the same as chess. 
 
    Forkbeard won the first three games, though he didn't win the last two as handily as the first.  
 
    “Is that the best you can do?” 
 
    “No,” I said, adding, “I didn’t think you wanted to lose.” 
 
    Forkbeard scowled thunderously. “You let me win?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I exactly let him win, but I hadn’t tried my hardest, either. This whole carousal and the biker-like pterodactyl riders— 
 
    I’d been a Marine but I wasn’t used to this outlaw existence. It upset my equilibrium. Frankly, I wanted to draw a sword and collect the maidens, sending them home. Yet, as I looked around, most of the maidens didn’t look particularly upset. Would the pterodactyl riders give them tokens of appreciation afterward? 
 
    I didn’t know all the customs of Mu but Jarvo’s memories let me know there would be tokens and other compensation. Besides, I couldn’t change everything I didn’t like in a moment. I had to bide my time. 
 
    “All right, Forkbeard, prepare to defend yourself.” 
 
    We set up the pieces yet again and I won the next two games, much to his disgruntlement. He stared at me thoughtfully. 
 
    “Listen well, Traveler. One thing is sacred amongst us, and that is the game.” Forkbeard poked his big finger on the board. “Play as hard as you can. If you can defeat me, I’ll not hold that against you. I might get angry. I might shout and curse. But give me your best or do not play at all.” 
 
    “You have it,” I said. 
 
    We continued to play. I won some. Forkbeard won some. After the eighth game, Forkbeard began to question me about traveling, what it entailed. 
 
    “Did you ever see some of the ziggurats and obelisks on the planet?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course, I’ve seen many. Not all, but I’ve seen many.” 
 
    “Well, through them we Travel.” 
 
    “Like the old legends say?” 
 
    “Why don’t you describe the legends to me so I know what that means?” 
 
    Forkbeard did. 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “It’s like that.” 
 
    “Tell me about the last world you went to.” 
 
    I told him of my exploits on Garm. 
 
    “Neanderthals,” he said. “Describe them to me.” 
 
    I found that Forkbeard had an insatiable curiosity. He wanted to know things. He was absorbed with learning. 
 
    Other than his size, barbarism and love of women, how could he stand such a life? He lived—I don’t know that I’d call it like an animal. It was a rugged existence. It must shorten the lives of the riders. I wondered if some died by their mounts, shredded by beaks or talons. 
 
    By being the most daring men, they must die younger than most. I’d learned more about the riders. They didn’t have places of their own. They claimed the entire planet as theirs. Wherever they set foot, wherever the shadow of their pterodactyls moved, that was theirs. There, they enforced pterodactyl law. That was the law Forkbeard had spoken earlier about while waving his axe. 
 
    I told Forkbeard about the different people I’d met in my journeys. I told him about the Krekelens and their plans. 
 
    “You’ve gone from world to world because you have unique genes?” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been told.” 
 
    “What are genes?” 
 
    I explained what the word meant. 
 
    Forkbeard knit his brow, nodding after a time. He made another move on the board, in the end, winning the game. I’d thought him distracted by my tales. It turned out that the more I told him, the better he played. 
 
    “I think I understand what Omilcar is doing,” Forkbeard said. “The Krekelen shape shifters—we know the ancient lore about demons. There were no demons on Mu. Now they’ve come here from other planets. The Ispazars—yes, this is interesting.” 
 
    Forkbeard eyed me. “You did me a favor by killing Kalos. His death will strengthen my hold on the rest. That doesn’t matter to you. But I see why Omilcar wishes to raid the Dark Citadel. I do wish to rule Mu from my pterodactyl. It’s a harsh life, but it is a good life. You have yet to fly. Once you do, you’ll understand that others are ants that crawl upon the earth. We’re like gods as we fly from one place to the next. We collect tribute. We take the most beautiful women. We drink all the time. What man wouldn’t want such a life, eh, Bayard?” 
 
    “You have a point.” 
 
    “You disagree?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you this, Forkbeard. If any man touched my woman, I’d kill him. I’d kill the whole camp.” 
 
    Forkbeard threw back his head and laughed. “Perhaps we’ll make a pterodactyl rider of you yet. This desire for one woman, though—” 
 
    “I call it love.” 
 
    Forkbeard nodded. “I have heard singers talk about love, but it’s nonsense. I’ll tell you what I love. To rule. To take what I want. To fly through the skies. To do whatever I want, when I want it.” 
 
    I shrugged. “You might find fulfillment doing that.” 
 
    “Who said anything about fulfillment? I satisfy my desires. That’s all I care about.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “You brought this up.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “When you get what you want, are you fulfilled?” 
 
    “Tell me what you mean by that,” Forkbeard said. 
 
    “Fulfillment is partly contentment. It’s knowing you’ve done the right thing. You know it’s more than just about yourself. You’re building for the future and your children.” 
 
    “Children?” Forkbeard said. “I don’t worry about children. I scatter my seed wherever I go. I have many children. Someday I may add one to the pterodactyl riders. But this word that you use.” He shook his head. “I’m not fulfilled. I want more.” He looked away before looking at me. “I have nights like this where I play the game and enjoy the friendship of a warrior worthy of my time.” 
 
    “All right, that’s your way. It’s probably the way of many bikers and outlaws.” 
 
    “Are you saying my way isn’t the best way?” 
 
    “That is the question. What is the best way? Or as one of our philosophers on Earth said, how should a man live? Is it to sate your appetites like a beast?” 
 
    “Yes!” Forkbeard roared. “That is how a man should live.” 
 
    “And you have fulfillment in it?” 
 
    “I’ve already said I don’t.” 
 
    “Well, I seek fulfillment. I seek purpose.” 
 
    “Purpose?” Forkbeard said. “Purpose is to exist, to do, to enjoy and to satisfy the senses.” 
 
    I thought about that. I was a knight errant. What did that mean exactly? For one thing, it meant I was more than just a beast of the field satisfying his senses. I sought purpose, something higher than just satiation. 
 
    “Tell me this,” I said. “Are we going to the Dark Citadel?” 
 
    Forkbeard glared at me. I wondered if we’d square off. He was big and powerful, but I’d drunk enough that I was willing to give my Earth muscles full play. Should I snap his back and take over the pterodactyl riders, changing how they lived? 
 
    “Do want to fight?” Forkbeard asked, no doubt sensing my thoughts. 
 
    “I want to know if we’re going to the Dark Citadel.” 
 
    “We shall see,” he said at last. 
 
    We played three more games that night. In total, he won more than I did. I’d decided it was wise to let him win for the satisfaction of his senses. I’d also noticed Omilcar flashing Morse code at me with the jagged crystal on his staff. The light wasn't so wild as to make everyone turn, but it was enough to catch my eye. He said, Proceed carefully. We’re almost there. 
 
    Using a cloak I'd gathered from Kalos’ belongings, I wrapped myself in it and settled by a fire on the ground. I’d eaten my fill. I’d drunk some wine. I’d left the poor ladies alone. I wasn’t going to change everything in one night, but I was going to try to make sure the human race survived in the former Harmony of Planets. I was going to get my Livi back. If I were going to remain on Mu, I’d implement different laws for the pterodactyl riders. For something like that, though, I needed a long-term strategy. 
 
    I fell asleep, wondering whether Omilcar would be able to bend the pterodactyl riders to his will. 
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    The next morning, thirteen pterodactyl riders saddled their beasts. They stocked up on liquid-sloshing sacks and burning wicks in semi-sealed cans. The massive, seemingly ungainly beasts screeched, launching from the battlements of Tsargol. They flapped to gain height in the mid-morning air. 
 
    Meanwhile, other pterodactyl riders, including me, went outside and began to gather the supplies the Draconians had left. 
 
    We found loot, foodstuffs and wine. 
 
    “Do the Draconians drink wine?” I asked a rider. 
 
    “Drink it?” the burly rider asked. “They love it. To them, it’s an elixir. They become stupefied and crazed, willing to do anything for a jug of wine.” 
 
    “How is it they have any wine left then?” 
 
    He winked. “No doubt, this is the secret stash of Red Sarus the chieftain. I hear he doles it out to his companions when they do as he commands.” 
 
    Huh, the Draconians were like the American Indians who’d gone crazy for whiskey. 
 
    We brought everything into the city but for the doleful, four-footed dinosaurs. The pterodactyl riders slaughtered them, and began to cut up the carcasses, laying huge bloody slabs on the ground. 
 
    “Are we going to have a bigger feast?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” a rider replied. “This meat is for the pterodactyls. They’re hungry and need to feast.” 
 
    Several hours later, I was back on a wall beside Omilcar. “What are thirteen riders going to do in the Old Forsaken Lands to ten thousand raptor riders?” 
 
    “Have sport,” he said. 
 
    “What kind of sport?” 
 
    “Killing Draconians and their raptors,” Omilcar said. “Didn’t you see what they took?” 
 
    “Sacks of liquid,” I said. 
 
    “Those were filled with straight alcohol to use as firebombs.” 
 
    “I understand the firebomb part. But how are you going to hit fleeing raptors and their riders with them?” 
 
    “Not hit, but wall in with fire in particular areas. Then they’ll swoop, and either the claws of the pterodactyls or the long lances of the riders will skewer the Draconians one by one. That’s what the Draconians fear.” 
 
    “So, the pterodactyl riders do help against the Draconians.” 
 
    Omilcar sighed. “The riders attack and defile the civilization of Mu, and they protect it. They also spread the genes of powerful dominating warriors to many cities.” 
 
    “Through rape?” 
 
    “You were outside last night. Many of the women were willing.” 
 
    “That’s the operative word; many, not all.” 
 
    “You can’t make an omelet without breaking some eggs,” Omilcar said. 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say. You weren’t one of the defiled.” 
 
    “Jake Bayard, I didn’t realize you had such a delicate conscience.” 
 
    “I’m a Marine.”  
 
    “What does that have to do with it?” 
 
    “We Marines are many things, but we were trained to defend civilization, not abuse it.” 
 
    “Well, well, well,” Omilcar said, eyeing me. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I don’t want to hear it.” 
 
    One positive from last night was that Jarvo’s memories were finally integrating into mine. His personality was vanishing, leaving just the memories. That was good because I didn’t need his qualms and worries, and what he saw as taboos. 
 
    “Change of subject,” I said. “I’ve been thinking about the Dark Citadel, Ispazars and Krekelens. It’s crazy that I just don’t go to an obelisk and use it to go to Garm. Once there, I can get a few transpar suits, maybe bring the Nine with me. We’ll clean house. We’ll clean out this entire Dark Citadel. We’ll rid your planet of the Ispazars, and we’ll make sure no Krekelen is alive. That seems like the obvious and easy solution.” 
 
    “Do you not understand yet, Jake Bayard? That is not possible on Mu.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because we’ve set our obelisks and ziggurats against allowing such weaponry onto the planet,” Omilcar said. 
 
    “What? How do you set your obelisks and ziggurats?” 
 
    “That’s something most of the beings on the other planets have lost. We have not. We psi-masters do the setting. A few others and I possess the high knowledge that has been lost through the ages. In time, I’ll pass the knowledge to others who will carry on the traditions.” 
 
    “Pterodactyl riders, you mean?” 
 
    “Heaven forbid,” Omilcar said. “They’re savages. Occasionally, they prove their worth by driving Draconians, for instance, from human settlements. Normally, they’re a scourge. I wish to rid the planet of them, but for now, I lack the strength. I can only do so much. The first order of business is to break the power of the Dark Citadel. Before we can do that, we must shatter the alliance of the Krekelens and the Ispazars.” 
 
    “And I need to get Livi,” I said. 
 
    “The barbarous pterodactyl riders are the means with which we can do this,” Omilcar said. “I’ve almost convinced Forkbeard there are great treasures to be gained at the citadel.” 
 
    “There isn’t?” 
 
    “Not the kind of treasures he wants.” Omilcar studied me. “Forkbeard is an interesting fellow, but he’s exceedingly dangerous. He wishes for power—” 
 
    “Not according to what he told me last night.” 
 
    “Forkbeard is cunning. He knows what to tell people. Beware of him, Jake Bayard. He may yet use us, just as we’re trying to use him.” 
 
    “He can’t be a Krekelen.” 
 
    “That isn’t what I mean. He desires to create and rule an empire. To do so, he might change the character and mores of the pterodactyl riders before we do, but in ways that might lead to a reign of extreme arrogance and savagery.” 
 
    “So what are we going to do about it?” I asked. 
 
    “For now, nothing,” Omilcar said. “We’re going to continue with our plan. We’re going to continue to gain their help. We need the pterodactyl riders’ help if we’re going to break into the Dark Citadel. We’re going to need warriors who can fight savagely. And if we can draw the Ispazars into the air, that would be even better. Then we could take care of them out there.” 
 
    “By all you are saying, you plan to come along with us.” 
 
    “I will indeed, as your guest.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “First, tell me this. How do I fly a pterodactyl?” 
 
    “It isn’t my place to tell you. You must learn the skill from your comrades. You must integrate with them, Jake. Integrate so you’re one with them.” 
 
    “I’m not going to become a rapist, if that’s what you are saying.” 
 
    “I’m not saying that at all. I’m just saying that they’ll teach you the things you need to know to be a rider.” 
 
    “So we’re still on for the Dark Citadel?” 
 
    “That’s the plan. Now, however, you know why we can’t use your friends with their flying suits.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, that just seemed like an obvious easy way to do it.” I fondly remembered our swift advance onto the city of the Ophidians. 
 
    “Hey, wait a minute,” I said. “There’s one more thing. You said the Ispazars are alien and reptilian. Are they per chance related to Draconians and Ophidians?” 
 
    “Ah, finally, you ask an intelligent question. Consider, there are Neanderthals, modern men who are the offshoots of Cro-Magnon men, and there are the Homo Habilises. In the former Harmony, there were also different types of reptilian or dinosaurian beings.” 
 
    “That’s what is going on, two major different species battling it out?” 
 
    “That is what is going on,” Omilcar said, mimicking my manner of speech. 
 
    “I’ll be damned. Are the Ispazars the highest reptilian form?” 
 
    “The highest form?” asked Omilcar. 
 
    “Wait, is this more vat creature stuff?” 
 
    “I’ve said too much. There are secrets and there are secrets.” 
 
    “You mean in the vaults of the Dark Citadel?” 
 
    Omilcar stared at me in such a way that I wondered what was really going on. Was it about breaking an alliance between the Krekelens and Ispazars? Or was it something else? He’d said Forkbeard told people what they wanted to hear. Was that what Omilcar did? What was the psi-master’s real game? 
 
    He’d spoken about higher knowledge. 
 
    I looked away as an unsettling thought struck. Omilcar had said before that his direct ancestors had been the psi-masters of Mu back then. Maybe there was something more than just normal psi-mastery at work. If the Ispazars were the highest form of reptilian being— 
 
    I scowled. I didn’t think of us modern humans as the highest form over, say, the Neanderthals. Well, I take that back. In a way, I did think that. But the way Omilcar had said that about the Ispazars implied they were, I don’t know, a godlike form of a reptilian creature. And if that was the case… 
 
    I’d always wondered about the Greek myths where you had the gods, titans and guys like Hercules. Maybe there was more to the myths than just clever stories. 
 
    Was I barking up the wrong tree? Or was there a game afoot that had more to do than just breaking the alliance of the Krekelens and Ispazars? 
 
    If so…it wasn’t going to change my plan for rescuing Livi. From now on, I’d watch and listen to Omilcar more carefully. Transferring memories from Jarvo to me had seemed more than just a Mind Worshipper’s ability. It had bordered on the creepy powerful. 
 
    I glanced at Omilcar. 
 
    He stared into the sky. 
 
    Maybe both of us were wondering when we were going to leave for the Dark Citadel and what would happen there. 
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    The next day, Forkbeard took me in hand, explaining a ton about the pterodactyls. He said I needed to know this in order to have a fighting chance of surviving on my pterodactyl. 
 
    Interestingly, this particular creature had a special name: the Draco Pterodactyl. It was the only one powerful enough to carry a man on its back. 
 
    In story form, Forkbeard explained a day in the life of a wild Draco Pterodactyl. It wasn’t much different from that of a wild eagle on Earth, or so I suspected.  
 
    “Do you comprehend?” Forkbeard asked when he was done. 
 
    The stories had sounded formulaic and therefore probably old. They also sounded didactic or scientific. 
 
    “I asked you a question,” Forkbeard said. 
 
    “I comprehend.” 
 
    He nodded. “Pay attention as I tell you about the reins.” 
 
    I listened carefully. 
 
    “Does all that make sense?” Forkbeard asked afterward. 
 
    “It does.” 
 
    “Then come with me,” Forkbeard said. “It’s time you learned how to fly your beast for yourself.” 
 
    Forkbeard took me to one already saddled and waiting upon the battlements of Tsargol. Together, we approached the mighty beast as it watched us. 
 
    “What kind of weapon do I use if it tries to kill me?” 
 
    “Draw your sword and fight for your life, as it will likely succeed in its attack. Many have slain its rider for no other reason than it finds the rider odious and offensive. This is your moment of truth, Jake Bayard. You’re a Traveler, a demon slayer and have no doubt done other notable deeds. But this means nothing if the pterodactyl hates and therefore kills you. If it loves you, then it will fly its heart out for you. This beast loved Kalos. So there’s no determining how a pterodactyl will respond to human qualities.” 
 
    Forkbeard slapped me on the back. It was more a blow, staggering me, though I didn’t complain or wince. Afterward, I approached the pterodactyl with my hands raised high. 
 
    “Ho, mighty pterodactyl,” I said, “I admire your prowess and skill.” Dropping my hands, I gripped the hilt of my sheathed short sword. “If you want to kill me, come and do it. Let us battle to the death. But if not, then let us be companions of the sky.” 
 
    The great creature looked into my eyes. I looked into his. I felt a thrill and a sense of dread. With my heart thudding, I approached closer. It dipped its monstrous beak, with the back fin swaying. The pterodactyl was a mottled green with some brown. It was a magnificent and massive creature. The special saddle and other accoutrements were already on it. In its holder was a big lance, fifteen feet long with a two-foot razor-sharp head. Perhaps one skewered an enemy as the pterodactyl swooped low. Had the thirteen riders slain Draconians in such a way, or had they used the beast’s claws? 
 
    I glanced at the claws clutched upon the battlements. It had massive talons that could surely rend and rip me apart with ease. 
 
    The beak dipped near as it eyed me. I decided that if I were going to die, let me die with courage, fearlessly. I strode the rest of the way and touched its beak. 
 
    The pterodactyl didn’t snap and tear off my hand. Instead, it pushed its beak against me. I could have let it push me back, but held my ground and pushed myself past the beak. 
 
    I reached a short rope ladder that was against its leathery side. Grasping the ladder, I scrambled up and swung a leg over the saddle. I cinched a broad safety band around my waist, buckling it. The band would help keep me in the saddle if it practiced some crazy aerial maneuvers. 
 
    Before me, almost like a steering wheel, were different rings of different colors. Attached to each ring was a braided rein fixed to the pterodactyl’s neck and head. They were cunningly affixed. Luckily, Forkbeard had already explained what I should do. 
 
    I hauled on one of the straps. 
 
    The beast gave a mighty screech, a challenge to the skies, as though saying, “I’m a Draco Pterodactyl.” 
 
    It gathered itself and leapt into the air. The huge fifty-foot spread of wings flapped and flapped again. I could feel its powerful muscles moving underneath the saddle and me. We climbed laboriously, but we climbed. 
 
    What a mighty creature this was to carry itself and me into the sky. The air was denser here than on Earth, and the gravity was less. Yet, it took monstrous musculature to achieve this. No wonder the pterodactyl riders worked so hard to feed their beasts. 
 
    Mine, like the others, had fed the other day upon the slain dinosaurs. It had been watered as well. 
 
    It screeched again, continuing to climb. 
 
    I looked around me at the dizzying panorama. There was Tsargol spreading out below me. What a godlike feeling. This was so different from flying in a battle suit. This was more natural and immediate. 
 
    The beast flew up and up. 
 
    I saw other pterodactyl riders racing for me, crying out, their voices faint in the breeze. They made their beasts fly faster and harder, possibly to reach me. 
 
    My beast kept flapping, screeching and climbing. 
 
    Soon, there was a twist in my gut. The height, the feeling up here, was amazing. When would the pterodactyl stop climbing? 
 
    Faint voices from below—airborne riders shouting up at me— 
 
    I perceived that my hand was still upon the strap that had sent it skyward. I released the ring. 
 
    Now the mighty beast began to glide, to soar high above Tsargol and the surrounding land. 
 
    I felt such exhilaration and freedom. I drank the air, nodding. I could understand why the riders were so arrogant. This was intoxicating, invigorating. Who would want to give this up? If sleeping under the stars and living like a beast gave one the authority and command of a Draco Pterodactyl—I’d gladly pay the price. 
 
    One of the other riders flew beside me. He was laughing and nodding in approval. 
 
    Soon, began other lessons in using the pterodactyl, practicing various evolutions and fighting dives. For the next few hours, I skimmed low over the earth. I used the long, heavy lance, needing both hands to wield it. I skewered a post set with some sort of melon atop as we flashed by. This was my eighth and first successful attempt. 
 
    The lethal combination of daring men and mighty flying monsters was the reason others feared the pterodactyl riders to such an extent. My beast was graceful and powerful, mighty in the art of battle. 
 
    Ten thousand Draconian riders had fled the approach of thirty pterodactyl riders. How could the Draconians fight back without bows and arrows, but with only javelins? It would be luck indeed to bring down such a pterodactyl rider that way. 
 
    On the other hand, the pterodactyl rider could single out an enemy, using the long lance or the creature’s claws. Afterward, beasts could feast in a grisly fashion, creating yet more terror in the enemy’s ranks. 
 
    The day progressed as I learned to guide my pterodactyl. I learned to land. I learned to take off, and we learned together, the beast my idiosyncrasies, but more I his. 
 
    At the end, I brought the pterodactyl down. Once again, it perched upon the walls of Tsargol. 
 
    As I alighted from my beast, I shouted and held up my hands again. I was slick with perspiration. 
 
    Forkbeard was at my side. “I’ll show you how to take the saddle off.” 
 
    He did, and I learned more in the care of my wonderful pterodactyl. 
 
    “This is amazing,” I said. 
 
    Forkbeard laughed and nodded. “You begin to understand, do you not, Bayard?” 
 
    “I do, I do.” That brought me back to a realization. Livi was still a captive of the Krekelens, of the Ispazars. “Do we go to the Dark Citadel?” 
 
    “What do you think, Bayard? Do you think I’m going to risk all this to go there?” 
 
    I looked at Forkbeard. “I do think you’re going to risk it.” 
 
    “You’re right. What will we riders not dare, we men of the sky? We rule the sky, and through it, we rule all that our shadows cross. That is going to include the Dark Citadel. But I’m not going to make the same mistake that my former chieftain made.” 
 
    “How’s that?” I asked, curious about his plan. 
 
    “You shall see,” Forkbeard said. 
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    The next morning, several hours after first light, we lofted from Tsargol. Our pterodactyls worked to find thermals, flapping their fifty-foot wings. The combined cracks of their leathery wings were a thrilling sound.  
 
    It took time for them to find the thermals. That was one of the reasons we hadn’t started at first light. The sun had to heat the land. Certain land formations were better at this than others. 
 
    Finally, however, the huge winged creatures ceased their powerful strokes. Each held out its wings, catching the thermals, upward heated air. We soared after that, riding the thermals. Only occasionally did the beasts flap again. 
 
    The pterodactyls had the strength and stamina for sustained flight, but would need to eat a huge meal each day in response to such effort. That would mean hunting, time taken from travel to prowl the neighborhood for enough meat. At a pinch, carrion would do. But for thirty pterodactyls, that was a lot of carrion to find. It would also mean time for the pterodactyls to digest the meat. 
 
    That meant a larger number of pterodactyls moved slower than one or two beasts. One or even several beasts could find enough to eat quickly. Thirty pterodactyls complicated the equation. 
 
    While the pterodactyls could carry a man, doing so added to their burden. Thus, Psi-Master Omilcar changed places during the flight. Some of the time, he rode with me. At others, he rode with a different rider. 
 
    Soon after leaving Tsargol, Forkbeard sent out several messengers. They were to bring reinforcements. The reinforcements would join us as we traveled through the Old Forsaken Lands. 
 
    From Tsargol for many leagues was bleak desert. At times, we spotted dead Draconians and their raptor mounts. The thirteen had slain them several days ago. Mostly, the terrain was endless shifting sands with cactus and short desert trees, small twisted things. 
 
    Several hours after midday, we reached a desert canyon. There were volcanic mountain plateaus to the sides. A cat beast watched us pass from the edge of a plateau. It had a black pelt and crouched low, eyeing us. 
 
    The canyon was the main way out of the Old Forsaken Lands, the passage Tsargol guarded. The Draconians must have traveled through the pass weeks ago. 
 
    I spotted a dead raptor or two down there. The thirteen had made it this far. Once, small carrion creatures scattered from a dead raptor they’d been crawling over. 
 
    The land changed as we soared. This region was the outer perimeter that had taken the full brunt of atomic rain, exploding warheads. That had happened ages ago at the time of the shattering. 
 
    The land was dark, with glittering pieces of shale here and there. Much of the rock had fused millennia ago by the atomic blasts. 
 
    It was hard to imagine raptor mounts picking their way over the rocky terrain. Did any radiation remain down there? What had kept the land desolate all these endless centuries? 
 
    I shivered. This was a cruel land. By necessity, only the hardiest survived. No doubt, that made for fierce warriors. 
 
    I spotted reptilian creatures slithering across glassy rock. The reptiles chased buzzing things with reflective wings, insects as big as house cats. How the hunt progressed, I never learned, as we soared past. 
 
    The land became bleaker, showing jagged peaks and sliding shale cliffs. Some of the rocky ground had craters. Perhaps the atomic detonations had created those. The rock no longer glittered. It…seemed to absorb the sunlight. Elsewhere, shadows played tricks on the mind. 
 
    Time passed. 
 
    We soared over the dark and hurting land. Here, thermals could push up suddenly. I would ride and go up so fast my stomach clenched in fear. The pterodactyl screeched a few times. It must have sensed my unease. Perhaps it found that odd. The leathery wings took the up-currents without bother, maybe even enjoying the change. 
 
    There was one black area worse than the rest. It had rock one would imagine on the moon or some asteroid. In places, sinister water bubbled up from the rock. The water shimmered metallically. That reminded me of the swamp where I’d first landed on Kaldar. The water boiled over the edge of the hole from which it came, trickling over rock. Sometimes, the water oozed instead of flowed. It had an oily quality then. Wherever such water dried, it left marks. 
 
    Finally, we landed to rest our pterodactyls. 
 
    I walked to one of the streams, studying it. There were mineral flecks in the water. 
 
    “Get away from there!” Forkbeard shouted. 
 
    I looked up. Then I smelled the air. It was sulfurous. I began coughing as I staggered away from it. 
 
    The water or evil spring likely released noxious gas. 
 
    After an hour of waiting, we mounted the pterodactyls and continued to travel, soaring higher than before. 
 
    It was harder to recall Tsargol and its surrounding desert. This region was so much different from the desert city. 
 
    We soared for hours and the land changed again. Twisted brown weeds grew in stubborn patches. In a few spots, an oily coating had turned the weeds a greenish color. 
 
    The sun began to set. Surely, we wouldn’t fly at night. There would be no thermals after a time. Could the pterodactyls fly by starlight? 
 
    Word came down the line, one rider shouting to the next. Forkbeard was searching for a remembered plateau. We should almost be there. 
 
    The sun sank below the horizon, although its last light still allowed us to see. In the deepest gloom, the streams glowed with a phosphorescent quality. 
 
    I’m not sure why, but that brought a sense of despair. The atomic rain had permanently marked the land for the worse. 
 
    Forkbeard blew his horn. It was a welcome call. He’d found the plateau. 
 
    We landed, unsaddling our pterodactyls. They hopped near each other and began to preen. 
 
    Afterward, we bedded down for the night. There were several watch fires. Before I fell asleep, I heard weird, warbling cries. 
 
    In the morning, we gave our beasts big dried bugs as treats. Some of the riders had kept them in saddlebags. Afterward, the pterodactyls all drank from a wholesome spring. It was the reason Forkbeard had wanted to land here. 
 
    We waited for the sun to rise higher. When Forkbeard judged it high enough, we saddled our animals and climbed into the sky. We soared within the hour, heading deeper into these wretched lands. 
 
    I noted a bright light in the distance. Oddly, it came from the ground, not the sun. Omilcar rode with me again. 
 
    I gained his attention and pointed in the distance. “What is that? Is that our destination?” 
 
    “It is not,” Omilcar said. “That’s the Crystal Mountain Range.” 
 
    “Crystal Mountains?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    In less than an hour, I did. Forkbeard took us over the Crystal Mountains. It was a true dead zone and thus safer than elsewhere. 
 
    The mountains were sharp and jagged. They seemed like a huge range of crystal as one might find in a science experiment. They glittered with the sunlight, their panes reflective like diamond.  
 
    The range stretched as far as I could see. It was wild. Each peak seemed more mesmerizing than the last. As the sunlight struck, the crystal glittered in many colors, as if it was a giant prism, which it was. 
 
    Perhaps midway over the range, the crystals became dirty. The dirt was metals and minerals embedded within the crystal. Some of the metals must have been gold and silver. They shimmered with energy. That added a new dimension to the colors in the crystals. 
 
    “Listen,” Omilcar said. 
 
    I cocked my head. 
 
    My pterodactyl must have heard the hum as well. It came from the Crystal Mountains. The frequency changed as if alive, or that something lived in the mountains. My pterodactyl screeched. Others took up its cry. 
 
    The winged creatures didn’t like this region. 
 
    Eventually, the dirty crystals fell behind. The hum stopped. Our pterodactyls soared silently again. Maybe an hour later, the last peak of the Crystal Mountains fell behind. 
 
    We stopped at a valley with clear water bubbling from the ground. It was drinkable, and we all slaked our thirst. Forkbeard let our creatures rest. 
 
    An hour later, we fed them dried bug treats again. They drank again. Then, we climbed into the sky and continued to soar over the aptly named Old Forsaken Lands. 
 
    Time passed. My rump was getting sore. Omilcar rode elsewhere again. 
 
    We passed one other interesting scene that day. Draconians on their raptor mounts scaled the side of a bleak mountain. They chased a larger dinosaur. The Draconians, over fifty of them, circled the great beast. They saw us, but chose to ignore us. 
 
    The riders urged their mounts near, hurled heavy spears and then scampered out of range. I heard the stricken dinosaur bellow. It was losing, but it wasn’t dead or down yet. 
 
    If the Draconians slew the beast, they’d have enough to eat for weeks, it seemed. 
 
    Once again, I had no idea how the hunt ended. We continued to travel, the mountains soon hiding the Draconians from view. 
 
    As the sun sank into the horizon, I saw a huge sinuous snake slither across the rocks. It raised his vast head, hissing up at us. 
 
    Our pterodactyls gave uneasy squawks, as if answering the serpent. 
 
    We landed soon thereafter. It proved an uneasy night. Others and I woke up often, listening for slithering scales on rock, but the giant serpent never found us. 
 
    In the morning, it was more of the same. Unfortunately, our pterodactyls were becoming unruly. They were hungry and becoming tired. 
 
    Despite that, I understood why Omilcar had wanted to go by pterodactyl-back. Going overland on foot or riding a creature over the ground would have been suicide and taken weeks instead of days. 
 
    During mid-afternoon, as we soared high, we saw a village. It was nestled beside a lake. The lake shimmered with odd hues. 
 
    Forkbeard brought us lower. 
 
    Instead of Draconians, Ophidians lived in the village. 
 
    As we flew over, a gathering of Ophidians looked up at us. They bared sharp fangs, their forked tongues flicking in and out of their over-wide mouths. If they hissed, we couldn’t hear them. 
 
    Several of the Ophidians warriors made obscene gestures with their weapons. 
 
    Forkbeard blew his horn, followed by the other pterodactyl riders. 
 
    Despite that, we left the village behind. 
 
    We landed and unsaddled before the sun sank into oblivion. The winged monsters were tired and hungry. How hungry would they have to be before they made a meal of us? 
 
    We were almost out of dried-bug pterodactyl treats. Tomorrow, we were supposed to reach the Dark Citadel. 
 
    Uneasy about all this, I wrapped myself in a cloak and tried to get some sleep. I had a feeling that tomorrow would be eventful. 
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    We woke up as the sun peeked over the nearby mountains. We saddled our beasts. I noticed that my pterodactyl looked thinner than when I’d first ridden him. After the saddling, Omilcar joined me on my creature. 
 
    As a mighty flock, with Forkbeard leading, we launched our pterodactyls into the sky. They flapped for a time, climbing. Forkbeard blew a horn. 
 
    At the head of the aerial column, Forkbeard and his beast leveled out as it began to soar. The pterodactyls following did likewise. 
 
    Soon, my winged brother stretched its fifty-foot spread, using thermals to glide. It only occasionally flapped to gain a better vantage, soon soaring again. 
 
    We headed for looming mountains. They were black and evil, home to the Dark Citadel according to Omilcar. 
 
    An hour later, we reached the main mountains. Occasionally there would be mine entrances on the sides of almost petrified rock. From them would peer evil glowing eyes. Sometimes sinuous shapes would move in the caves. 
 
    “What are those?” I shouted to Omilcar. 
 
    “Blasphemies, abominations,” he shouted from behind. 
 
    During these past few days, I’d noticed that Omilcar often kept his eyes closed, unlike us, the pterodactyl riders of Mu, who loved the heights and soaring vistas. 
 
    As we flew over one peak after another, I perceived that our pterodactyls struggled in the higher, thinner atmosphere. This range must be greater in elevation than the rest. 
 
    Far away, floating up in the sky, I saw a dark object. That struck me as odd. 
 
    “Omilcar, look at that.” 
 
    The psi-master opened his eyes and scanned the ground below. 
 
    “No, no.” I pointed up. “What is that?” 
 
    Omilcar peered up, shading his eyes against the sun. He exclaimed in a tongue I didn’t understand. It sounded like a curse, though. 
 
    I looked back at him. 
 
    His face had turned ashen. 
 
    “You know what that is?” I asked. 
 
    “I hadn’t thought it possible for them to discover the ancient energies,” Omilcar said in a rush. “It appears we may already be too late. They’re already activating the secrets. It must be due to the Krekelens giving the Ispazars the knowledge they’ve lacked all these centuries. The two combined—” Omilcar shook his head. “I don’t know, I don’t know. 
 
    “Enough of your fidgeting like an old woman,” I said. “What is that up there?” 
 
    “That, my friend, is Sky Island.” 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “You heard me correctly. It is an island in the sky.” 
 
    I looked at him again. “You mean it’s some kind of, I don’t know, vertical aircraft carrier?” 
 
    “No, it is a huge landmass like an island. That island is likely many miles in circumference.” 
 
    I frowned. “How is that possible?” 
 
    “On Earth, it would be impossible. On Garm and Saddoth, it would be impossible. But often the impossible is possible on Mu.” 
 
    “All right, all right,” I said. “That’s enough of your cryptic sayings. Does some kind of engine allow that?” 
 
    Omilcar nodded. “It is partly an engine and partly a substance that was mined long ago from a moon of Mu. That mineral possesses profound properties, to say the least. One property is to act as an anti-gravity device.” 
 
    “Ah, okay,” I said. “That’s finally making sense.” 
 
    I recalled the transpar suits and the belt I’d used on Tyner in the Canopus System. I wondered if they’d learned the principle of anti-gravity from this particle or mineral Omilcar was mumbling about. 
 
    “So, are you saying this is a new development?” I asked. 
 
    Now, others in our band saw what I’d seen. They cried out, pointing at it. 
 
    Forkbeard urged his pterodactyl close to ours. He shouted at Omilcar, “What is that?” 
 
    Omilcar gave Forkbeard the same answer he’d given me. 
 
    Forkbeard stared at Sky Island with a narrowed gaze. “Is that the new Dark Citadel?” 
 
    “A citadel no more,” Omilcar shouted. “They’ve given it flight.” 
 
    Forkbeard rubbed his bearded jaw. 
 
    “The obelisk and ziggurat are upon the island?” I asked. 
 
    “Exactly,” Omilcar said. “If they learn how to use all the energies, and if they can tap Livi’s power as a Traveler, they can take the island anywhere.” 
 
    “Hold on a second. Take Sky Island anywhere?” I asked. 
 
    “How do you think Mount Olympus, where the Greek gods were said to live, came into existence on Earth?” 
 
    I gave Omilcar a strange look. “You’re saying that Sky Island once hovered on Earth?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “And the so-called Greek gods lived upon it?” 
 
    “They weren’t Greeks, Egyptians or Babylonians,” Omilcar said. “Those are folk memories of an older age. You stumbled upon the idea of it earlier.” He gave me a penetrating stare. 
 
    I didn’t care for all these meaningful glances back and forth. In fact, I was sick of them. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, “just speak plainly, old man.” 
 
    Forkbeard interrupted us. He demanded to know if the Ispazars and Krekelens were on Sky Island. 
 
    “Most likely,” Omilcar said. 
 
    “How do you expect any of us to take our pterodactyls that high into the sky where the air is so thin?” Forkbeard bellowed. 
 
    “That’s the problem all right,” Omilcar said. “To make it worse, I suspect they knew what I was going to do. They’ve likely already reacted and made a countermove for our approach.” 
 
    Forkbeard scowled. 
 
    “Is there a chance the pterodactyls can reach Sky Island?” I shouted. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Forkbeard said. “The reptiles have taken the island far above our reach. The shadow of the isle—” He glared at Omilcar. “Is Sky Island mobile?” 
 
    “It doesn’t appear so yet,” Omilcar said. “It appears—” The psi-master made some odd moves with his fingers, using his right eye to peer through them. I imagine he was triangulating and using trigonometry or calculus to figure things out. “I believe Sky Island is directly over the mountain plateau of what once was the Dark Citadel.” 
 
    “Do you think the hidden caverns and tunnels are in the chunk of Sky Island?” Forkbeard asked. 
 
    “Look at its jagged shape,” Omilcar said for answer. 
 
    The island was more visible to us now, more perceivable, as we’d flown much closer. It was as if someone had taken a gigantic spade and dug into rock, and hurled the chunk into the air. The middle section was deeper and thicker than the rest. I suppose the caverns and tunnels were up there in Sky Island. 
 
    “Is the only problem that they’re now potentially out of our reach?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t you understand?” asked Omilcar. “They’re activating the ancient powers. Those powers are doubled on Mu because we lack phasors. We lack any type of modern technology other than—” Once more, Omilcar gave me a weird look that I was beginning to hate. 
 
    “Otherwise what?” I shouted. “Spit it out, old man! We’ve worked too hard to get here to listen to any more mysterious crap.” 
 
    “Unless you can find some of your ancestral weapons and wield them,” Omilcar said, “we’re doomed.” 
 
    I sat forward with a scowl. Ancestral weapons. What was he talking about? 
 
    Unfortunately, I had an idea, a clue, possibly more than a clue. 
 
    “It has to do with your genes,” Omilcar said, “the ones that allow you to use the old system of obelisk and ziggurat.” 
 
    I looked back at him. “Are you saying I have some of the genetic code of the old Greek beings that acted like gods on Earth long ago?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Omilcar said. “That’s what I’m saying. Livi has these genes as well. So do a few others. In some, the genetic heritage is stronger. There are also weapons, items that need the power of those who can transfer from one planet to the next.” 
 
    “The Greek myths about the gods are true?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not saying it was like the Greek myths on Earth,” Omilcar said. “Those are old garbled memories preserved by barbarians after everything had fallen apart. It was the same with the Babylonians, Egyptians and Hindus. All of them have old recollections. The beings back then weren’t gods. They were just beings who had a different and powerful genetic heritage, allowing them to manipulate certain matter with their minds.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” I said. “You’re calling me a psi-master like you?” 
 
    “No, no. The psi-mastery of today came from one of the beings who could practice powerful psi-mastery back then. I have some of his genetic heritage.” 
 
    “Which god could do that?” I asked. 
 
    “They weren’t gods, Jake Bayard. They were beings that acted like gods by using their superior genetic heritage.” 
 
    “How did they gain them? Was it a natural outcome or was it produced in the vats the way the Krekelens were?” 
 
    Omilcar rubbed his forehead. “These powers were gained over careful millennia of selective breeding and genetic experiments. Were they unhallowed and evil? Who’s to say? Certain Ispazars have their own genetic inheritance. You, Livi and others can Travel because of your heritage. There are also old weapons that only one like you can use.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” I said. 
 
    “That’s what is going on,” Omilcar said. “That’s the great mystery to the Harmony of Planets. Beings who ruled as gods vied against those who didn’t want to be ruled by them. Thus, the Harmony was shattered. Others then rose up attempting to mimic what the so-called gods had done. Others kept the legends alive. Still others fell back into a Stone Age existence, like those on Garm. Others pursued a different path like those on Tyner.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said. “You’re awfully… I don’t know what the word is. You seem to know a lot about all this stuff for someone who doesn’t Travel.” 
 
    “I haven’t traveled like you by the might of my mind, forcing the pyramidions to acknowledge my heritage. But I’ve gone to many planets in my long life.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Not as old as you think. Jake Bayard, I’m only two hundred and sixty-three.” 
 
    The pit of my stomach curled. How could Omilcar be that old? It seemed… 
 
    “How old was my father?” I asked. 
 
    “Older than me,” Omilcar said. 
 
    I felt dizzy. I don’t know why I asked this.  “Does it mean anything that my father was electrocuted?” 
 
    “I’ve never understood the significance of that.” 
 
    “But is it significant?” 
 
    “I believe so,” Omilcar said. 
 
    I noticed that Forkbeard had inched closer on his pterodactyl, perhaps listening in on our conversation. The parts he could hear with the whistling wind… 
 
    Forkbeard looked upon me with calculation and wonder. 
 
    “We must land,” I said. “After that, we must make our decision about what to do next. To attempt to drive our pterodactyls that high now—they must rest. They must feed, drink and rest.” 
 
    “Yes,” Forkbeard said hoarsely. 
 
    “That’s my suggestion only, Chieftain of the Pterodactyl Riders.” 
 
    Forkbeard nodded, seemingly understanding that I wasn’t going to attempt to take his captaincy from him. Whatever else happened, he could continue to lord it over the pterodactyl riders as much as he wanted. I had other games afoot. 
 
    Was Omilcar right about all the weird theories of his? It fit so many of the facts I’d learned throughout my journeys. But to think that I was, I don’t know, a grandson, an ancient grandson of a grandson of a grandson of Zeus, or the being who had been Zeus, or whatever he’d called himself back in that age. I suppose the thing was to take what you can get. No wonder I hadn’t cared for authority. I had the wrong genetic heritage for everyone to be telling me what to do. 
 
    It was time for me to start telling others. I stared up at Sky Island. It was time for me to deal with the Krekelen shape shifters and their Ispazar allies. 
 
    Thus, with newfound understanding, we descended to the land below, preparing for the monumental task that lay ahead. 
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    The pterodactyls hunted and fed, and drank pure water. We knew it was pure because one of the riders tested it and nothing bad happened to him. I don’t think he cared to be the water tester. But the beasts drank from the pond and then sat around digesting their meal. 
 
    There was talk and arguments about what to do next. Forkbeard, Omilcar and I sat apart before a fire. We said little, each holding his counsel. 
 
    As the fire guttered, as the day waned, Omilcar turned to Forkbeard. “You know that we must attempt it, right?” 
 
    Forkbeard glowered at puny Omilcar. The giant rider must have heard how old Omilcar was because there seemed to be a bit more respect there than before. Strangely, Forkbeard would no longer stare me in the eye, which I found disconcerting. 
 
    I didn’t want any sort of reverence or even fear directed toward me as if I was something other than human. 
 
    I was good old Jake Bayard. Yeah, I was a Traveler. I could do something almost no one else could. Did that mean I was superhuman? Well, maybe it did mean that, but I was still just mortal. I knew I could die because I’d taken nasty cuts before and I’d taken heavy blows. Maybe some of my extra stamina in certain instances made more sense. Maybe I was a little more hearty than average. Maybe it was more than just Earth muscles that had given me an advantage here, there or other places. Yet, I wasn’t particularly abnormal. 
 
    If the tales from the Greek myths were, I don’t know, possible, I still had a diluted heritage. Unless— 
 
    I looked at Omilcar sharply. 
 
    He raised his eyebrows at me. 
 
    “Did you tell my dad to search Earth for a woman with our genetic heritage?” 
 
    Omilcar didn’t answer that. 
 
    “You said before of needing a hero and sending my dad off. Is that what he was about, trying to raise the percentages for a new hero?” 
 
    That seemed obvious now. 
 
    That made me angry. I picked up pieces of stone and threw them against the rocks of the fire. 
 
    “What ails thee, Jake Bayard?” Omilcar asked. 
 
    I glanced at him and shrugged. 
 
    “Are you no longer willing to attempt this?” Forkbeard asked. 
 
    What had happened to his belligerence? I looked at him. He held my gaze for a time and then looked down. 
 
    “Forkbeard,” I said, “we played the game, remember? We’re buddies. You taught me how to ride a pterodactyl. I’m no different than you.” 
 
    Towering Forkbeard looked up. “You are different. I know that now. I know there is more at stake than just my kingdom and my empire. I think I understand a bit more—that life is more than a satiation of the senses. There must be purpose. I’ve decided this is my purpose. To get you, whatever you are, Jake Bayard, up onto Sky Island so you can search its depths for whatever weapon Omilcar was talking about. You can utilize it and kill the Ispazars, Draconians and Ophidians, all those who plague humanity.” 
 
    “You surprise me, Forkbeard.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Why, I’m a man like any other.” 
 
    “You’re a giant in stature. You have many plans. Come on, Forkbeard. Nothing has changed.” 
 
    “Everything has changed, Jake Bayard, everything.” He looked at Omilcar. “Yes, I know we must get up there. That is my purpose. And if it also is to fight alongside Bayard, then I would be honored to do that.” 
 
    “I would be honored to have you,” I said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Forkbeard said. 
 
    I could almost feel him adding the word “sire” after he spoke to me. What in the world was going on? 
 
    Then I thought to myself, this is Mu. This is not Earth. Here, people are steeped in ancient rites, in olden ways. 
 
    My thoughts drifted. I looked up in the dark as Sky Island drifted in front of a moon. Were we storming heaven? I shook my head. We weren’t storming heaven as I thought of it from a Bible-based belief system. We were storming a place where there were odd and unique powers. 
 
    Just like some men had genetic abilities to do math at incredible speeds and other men had genetic abilities to play basketball with faster twitch muscles and others could sprint and others could lift immense weights, I just had this genetic heritage. It allowed me to Travel. I was mortal. If I thought I was anything else but mortal then I was a fool. Those who’d ruled the Harmony of Planets had all fallen after all. 
 
    I thought back to the time when I saw the monuments and the different beings in the monoliths from my first trip. I understood now that those must have been the various gods, as they say, the demigods or whatever they were called, I don’t know. That’s what I’d seen. That planet must have been a monument to them. It must have been their sanctuary. This was all quite bewildering. 
 
    I focused on what counted to me. That was getting Livi back. Did the masters of Vega know her heritage or the heritage of the Travelers? Omilcar did. I was betting he might even be a Traveler. Because the things he’d done with his staff…was that one of the ancient weapons? He had the ability to transfer memories from one man to another. This skill had helped him succeed in the battle by the ziggurat, where Sark Thom Ra had failed. 
 
    What a strange fate that this should be the culmination of my Travels. I was glad I’d been to Garm. I was glad I’d freed Bok. Those were the good old days. I looked up. 
 
    “How do we get up there?” I asked. “Forkbeard says our pterodactyls can’t do it.” 
 
    “They can,” Omilcar said. 
 
    “How?” asked Forkbeard. 
 
    Omilcar looked at his staff, at the jagged crystal. 
 
    “Through your mental telepathic powers,” I said. 
 
    “We’ll give our pterodactyls urgency,” Omilcar said. “They’ll fly their hearts out if needed so they can deposit us upon Sky Island. If they can land intact, so much the better. But land they must. As an armed force, we must attempt more than a raid. We’re going to capture the island. We must.” 
 
    “What if they have an army of Ophidians and Draconians up there?” Forkbeard asked. 
 
    Omilcar shook his head. “I used my far-seeing abilities. I didn’t sense that. I sense Krekelens and seven Ispazars. They’re waiting for us. They know we’re here, and they’re going to attempt to stop us tomorrow.” 
 
    “You really think we can do this?” Forkbeard asked. 
 
    “I know we must try,” Omilcar said. “I know you know that we must try.” 
 
    “I don’t know if all my riders are going to feel similarly,” Forkbeard said. 
 
    “Make them feel that way,” Omilcar said. 
 
    Forkbeard picked up a few stones and it was his turn to throw them at the fire. “I can force a lot of things. But I may have to kill some of the riders to make the others obey. I don’t want to kill any. I don’t want to knock their heads together.” Forkbeard looked at me. “But I don’t want to fail you either, Jake Bayard.” 
 
    “Tomorrow we do this,” I said. “We do this and we go down, all of us, as heroes.” 
 
    “You’re more than a hero, Jake Bayard,” Forkbeard said. 
 
    I was tired of such talk. Thus, I got up, took a canteen, and walked into the darkness. 
 
    Forkbeard and Omilcar continued to make their plans. 
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    The next morning, the warriors awoke and there was purpose in the air. We looked up. Sky Island was still visible. It also seemed to be in the same spot as before. It stood out as if challenging our manhood and determination. 
 
    Was it a sign that the reptilian races would rule Mu and, from there, go on to reclaim the rest of the Harmony of Planets? Or would men, as we stood down here today, gird our loins and find the cunning, courage and sheer raw fighting ability to take back that which once had belonged to men? 
 
    Omilcar spoke to Forkbeard. 
 
    Forkbeard called the riders and explained that Omilcar was going to speak through his powers to the pterodactyls. 
 
    There was an immediate argument by a few. 
 
    Forkbeard strode forward and struck one of the arguing riders in the face, knocking him to the ground, killing him with the blow.  
 
    Everyone knew the ferociousness of Forkbeard. Yet there was pent-up anger in him today, making him like a caged sabertooth ready to strike. 
 
    Those who’d argued against Omilcar’s method slunk away, downcast. 
 
    Understanding the not-so-hidden hostility to the idea, Omilcar went to the first pterodactyl anyway. He looked around at those watching. I had his back. Forkbeard stood near. Nodding, Omilcar raised the staff with the jagged crystal and mumbled under his breath, using his psionic abilities. 
 
    Did he impart courage to the creatures? Did he impart determination? 
 
    A pterodactyl screeched. 
 
    We all whirled around, as everyone had been watching Omilcar. 
 
    Ten riders fled on their pterodactyls, the beasts flapping their wings and gaining height. Perhaps they wished to maintain their outlaw status, ruling wherever their shadows touched. Unfortunately, they’d shown cowardice today or perhaps they loathed what Omilcar did. 
 
    “We don’t have the time or energy to go after them,” Forkbeard shouted at the rest. “Does anyone else want to join them? If so, go! I don’t want any cowards with me. This is the day of challenge. This is the day the pterodactyl riders rise up and bring the reptilian pretenders down. I, personally, will ascend to the citadel and throw down the Ispazars and Krekelen demons. I shall watch them fall and laugh as they hit and splat on the ground. Who’s with me?” 
 
    There wasn’t a great cheer. They looked at him. Forkbeard hadn’t hesitated to allow those who wished to leave. A few nodded curtly. A few showed hardened lines of determination in their jaws. This wasn’t a moment for bravado, but rather one where men stiffened their resolve to attempt a difficult feat. 
 
    We had twenty-nine riders prepared to storm Sky Island. Some had joined us throughout the journey, gratis the messengers Forkbeard had sent before. We’d see if we could reclaim my olden birthright, free Livi and destroy the reptilian sorcerers. No. They weren’t sorcerers. They were scientists dabbling in sciences beyond my understanding. 
 
    To stop them, I meant to use the old sciences of Mu, if I must. 
 
    We waited as Omilcar completed his telepathic work upon all the pterodactyls. 
 
    The old psi-master looked haggard, sweat slicking his features. He dragged his feet when he walked. 
 
    Each rider went to his beast, climbing into the saddle. Forkbeard gave the signal. We hauled on the needed strap. Pterodactyls screeched, jumped and began to flap mightily, heading for Sky Island. 
 
    Omilcar sat behind me on my mount. 
 
    “Can we do it, old man?” I shouted, my voice rising above the crack of leathery wing beats. 
 
    “We must before the Ispazars gain full use of the sciences of Mu.” 
 
    “I’m with you there.” I looked up at the floating island. Something had been bothering me. “How come it’s taken the Ispazars so long to figure things out?” 
 
    Omilcar removed a water-skin, gasping from a long drink. “It’s the Krekelens bringing their scientific outlook, probably steering the Ispazars onto the correct paths.” 
 
    That made sense. It must have been a merging, a grafting of one outlook onto another. My outlook had changed since I’d come to Mu. My outlook had changed since I’d been in the Marines. My outlook had changed before that from high school when I’d been a baseball player at Turlock High. Now was the culmination of all those changes. 
 
    I continued to pull the needed strap. 
 
    Our Draco Pterodactyl strained, working upward, its great wings beating the air. Others followed. In a great spiral the band of pterodactyls flew upward, ever upward. 
 
    It soon became apparent that the beasts had begun to struggle and gained height less quickly than before. Even so, they didn’t stop. 
 
    Seated on the saddle, I could feel my pterodactyl’s heart pounding and the blood coursing through him. 
 
    “Come on,” I shouted. “You can do it. Don’t die on me, old fella. Give it all you have.” 
 
    The Draco Pterodactyl screeched such a cry as to challenge everything that was in the sky and on the ground. The beast eyed the island, its triangular-shaped head angled up at it. 
 
    There was another cry, a painful one. 
 
    I looked below. 
 
    A pterodactyl spiraled downward as it coughed black blood. Its rider clung tight, no doubt beseeching the beast to wait until it landed to die. 
 
    I silently wished him luck. We were down to twenty-eight riders and beasts to do this. Even so, the band continued upward. 
 
    Omilcar’s jagged crystal abruptly began to shine brightly. He breathed heavily as he expended more psionic power. Did he help the hearts in beasts or did he continue to drive their limited intellect? 
 
    Sky Island seemed to have grown larger. The bottom was obviously composed of volcanic rock. Did I observe the slightest vibration to the entire isle? That it maintained its position high in the air struck me harder now that I could see it better. 
 
    At that point, I received an awful shock. What seemed like the heads of three mythical dragons peered over the edge of the island, protected by a guardrail. 
 
    Before I could absorb the sight, three…what had to be dragons soared in the heavens above us. 
 
    “Ispazars,” Omilcar said, out of breath and fearful. 
 
    Oh, so those were the Ispazars. I got a good look at the reptilian beasts. They possessed long, lizard-like bodies, claws, python-like tails and vast, dragon-like wings. Their heads had ridges, the eyes glowed with a sinister red color and they possessed snouts with wicked jaws. Even at this distance, I saw intelligence and cunning in them. One wore a belt, and from it hung various instruments. 
 
    Something flashed from the head of another. 
 
    “No,” Omilcar said, “it wears the Jeweled Crown.” 
 
    Each dragon-like Ispazar folded its wings and dove at us. 
 
    Forkbeard roared out orders, blowing a horn. 
 
    We struggled to form a fighting “V” formation. 
 
    I unlimbered my great lance. “What does the crown do?” 
 
    “You shall see soon enough, I fear,” Omilcar said, “unless I can counter it.” 
 
    Behind me, Omilcar mumbled. His crystal flashed in sync with the rhythm of his heart. Did he hold the Jeweled Crown at bay with his psionics? 
 
    The answer was seconds away as incandescent fury funneled from the crown-wearing Ispazar’s limb. The funnel or ray caused three pterodactyls and riders to burst into blue flame. The flames enveloped them, flickering without any sound. Each burning creature plummeted toward the ground. 
 
    Abruptly the fury quit radiating from the Ispazar. 
 
    “Now,” Forkbeard cried, “now! Attack them while we can.” 
 
    Our beasts strained upward, their wings flailing in the thinner air, struggling to gain height. 
 
    The Ispazar that wore the Jeweled Crown veered and flapped up for Sky Island. A blue nimbus surrounded him, seeming to help him fly in the thinner air. 
 
    The other two Ispazars dove at us, their wings folded. Did they have telepathic power like Omilcar? Did they have some other reptilian skill or use ancient Mu science? 
 
    Like striking peregrine falcons, the Ispazars slew three more of our valiant riders and beasts, leaving broken, bloody, lifeless wrecks that plummeted for the distant ground. 
 
    Forkbeard rushed at one Ispazar from behind. He held the great lance with two hands and speared it from behind the flapping Ispazar so the point jutted out of its breast where it heart should be. 
 
    The Ispazar screeched, tried to turn— 
 
    Forkbeard pushed with the power of his pterodactyl, propelling the Ispazar forward. Another rider swooped down and speared the reptilian abomination in the neck, killing it. 
 
    The last Ispazar twisted from a similar attack and then fled. It didn’t flee upward to Sky Island. Perhaps that was beyond it now. Perhaps that would take too long, allowing us to converge upon it. Instead, the Ispazar dived like a bullet toward the mountains below. 
 
    “Do we let it go?” I asked Omilcar. 
 
    The psi-master was slumped in the saddle, barely gripping his staff, and he was unable to answer me, perhaps unconscious. 
 
    At this point, we were near Sky Island. It was composed of volcanic rock on the bottom and earth on top. Great block buildings sat upon the top plain. The buildings were dark and grim like ancient laboratories; a multitude of them piled one atop the other. In some, windows glowed eerily. I saw no sign of Ispazars or the Jeweled Crown. I didn’t see anyone upon the campus-like place. It was deserted. 
 
    I saw an obelisk in the distance. On the other end of the island was a ziggurat. This was the Dark Citadel, a place of ancient science and powers. From here, the Ispazars had ruled from the Old Forsaken Lands. 
 
    My valiant pterodactyl alighted upon the edge over the guardrail. It cried out in a scream of triumph. Then it collapsed in a heap upon the ground. 
 
    I unbuckled, slid down and felt its head. One eye opened. It did not spit blood. It was exhausted, but it had made the great journey onto Sky Island. 
 
    I went to Omilcar and unstrapped him, gently laying him upon concrete. 
 
    One by one, nine more riders alighted, Forkbeard among them. He threw his huge, bloodied lance onto the pavement. Then he, too, climbed down. His pterodactyl also screamed in rage and collapsed, not dead, but exhausted. 
 
    “We’re here!” the giant boomed, taking out his battleaxe. 
 
    “We’re here,” I said. 
 
    Forkbeard looked at Omilcar. “Do we wait for his revival?” 
 
    Omilcar groaned and raised his head. “I can get up. Don’t anyone help me.” 
 
    “Quickly,” I said. “You two, help him up.” 
 
    The selected barbarian-biker pterodactyl-riders leapt at my command, helping Omilcar to his feet. 
 
    “You two, take care of him,” I said. “Make sure he stays with us.” 
 
    Both riders nodded. Neither would meet my gaze. 
 
    “All right,” I told Forkbeard. “Which way do we go?” 
 
    “No,” Forkbeard said. “You’re in command here. You decide.” 
 
    I looked at them. I studied the pile of black block buildings, noting the one with the most glowing windows. 
 
    I pointed at it. “We’re going to go into that one and kill everyone in it.” 
 
    “So be it,” Forkbeard said. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. 
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    The eleven of us left our pterodactyls collapsed upon the paving. I noticed, though, that the beasts breathed easier than moments ago. 
 
    I took a draught, testing the air, its content. The air wasn’t as thin as it had been around the island. Perhaps there was a force field or some other property compacting or creating denser air so everyone on the island could breathe normally. 
 
    The paving extended everywhere. I saw no grass, bushes or trees. There were block buildings, iron and concrete statues and paving. Perhaps as odd, I felt a constant vibration. 
 
    I imagined a traveler in a spaceship would feel something similar and for similar reasons. A spaceship’s engine would be thrumming every hour, causing everything around it to vibrate if even only a little. That must be the case here. The island-engine thrummed, aiding the anti-gravity minerals and thus keeping Sky Island afloat. 
 
    Could the Ispazars shut that down and cause the isle to plummet, killing all of us? We’d better attack so furiously then that we forestalled any such last ditch attempt. 
 
    I looked at the others. Omilcar was reeling, his eyes unfocused, although he managed to hold onto the staff with the jagged crystal. The two riders propped him up, each gripping an arm. The rest were ready for war, eight to face whatever came at us. 
 
    We started across the campus toward the bulk of the block buildings. 
 
    There weren’t any walls here, but I could see why Omilcar and the others had called this the Dark Citadel. There was a forbidding presence all around us. This was where the Ispazars and Krekelens had holed up, and who knew what else was with them. 
 
    Forkbeard and I lead our small party. It was weird. Did the fate of the former Harmony of Planets rest upon what we few attempted here today? 
 
    My thoughts soon turned to Livi. 
 
    The eerie yellow glow from those upper story windows—did the enemy have her up there? Were they doing obscene or grotesque experiments upon her? 
 
    My resolve hardened as we hurried toward our chosen target. 
 
    I wished Omilcar felt better. He’d obviously expended much of his strength and will to get us to this point. We needed his information, his skill and psi mastery— 
 
    I shook my head. I was not going to rely on psi mastery to accomplish this. I was going to rely on old-fashioned fighting. 
 
    Forkbeard grunted. “I see movement between those two buildings.” He indicated with his head where he meant. “Ophidians are coming.” 
 
    He was right. Sinuous snake people like I’d killed with my nine Neanderthal brothers were coming toward us. 
 
    They were a motley crew, many clutching spear-like implements with movable claws on the end. Others held slender serrated swords and long narrow shields. A few in back had barbed darts. There were thirty altogether, a clump of upright lizards come to do battle against us, it would seem. 
 
    They saw that we saw them. 
 
    Many clashed their swords against their shields. Others hissed or shouted in a slithering alien tongue. That must have been a signal, for all at once they rushed us with lizard quickness. 
 
    I drew my short sword. I had no other weapon. I should have at least picked up a shield. My sword would have to be both my offense and defense. 
 
    “Can we take them?” I asked. 
 
    Forkbeard snorted. As he did, the giant pressed one of his thumbs against a nostril and blew snot onto the paving. He wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “We’re going to slaughter them.” 
 
    “We should have kept our pterodactyl lances,” I said. 
 
    Forkbeard shook his helmet-horned head. “In a fight like this, you don’t think about what you should have done. Think about what you can do.” 
 
    A second later, he looked at me abashed. 
 
    “Don’t do that. It’s good advice.” Turning back, I asked, “Omilcar, can you stand on your own?” 
 
    The psi-master nodded, albeit weakly. 
 
    “You two, join us. We’re going to need everybody.” 
 
    The two riders released Omilcar, drew their weapons and stood with us. We were ten men against thirty Ophidians. 
 
    I raised my sword and bellowed as we charged them. 
 
    A few darts soared from the back of their ranks. It reminded me of Roman legionaries hurling pilums seconds before the main clash. 
 
    I watched a dart that seemed destined for my heart. As it sped at me, I used my sword as if parrying a blow, deflecting the dart and then a second one. They clattered on the paving. 
 
    Beside me, a rider grunted. Another groaned. A dart had struck the first in the collarbone region. The other had a dart sticking out of his left thigh. Neither of them collapsed. 
 
    Forkbeard raised his battleaxe, leading us as he roared with ferocity. It reminded me of the Neanderthals and their deep voices. Our voices weren’t as deep, but the united roar fired my spirit. 
 
    Our two groups collided with a meaty thud. Some struck shoulder-to-shoulder or arm-to-arm. I felt myself going into overdrive. My sword licked out, slicing an Ophidian throat. Sluggish green blood spilled out. I ripped the spear from his lifeless grasp. His spear had an ordinary head. Left-handed, I hurled the spear into the breast of one of their champions. 
 
    Forkbeard was near me. His axe hewed an Ophidian body in two. An enemy spear sank into his side. Forkbeard gritted his teeth and his eyes flashed with fury. He smashed that creature to the ground. 
 
    The Ophidians didn’t run, nor did we. Despite their lizard-like quickness, up here on Sky Island, with Forkbeard roaring, the others fought like lions. 
 
    Then I understood. The Ophidians were slower than they should be. We took a few wounds, but we were slaughtering them. 
 
    I half turned. Omilcar held his staff horizontally, the jagged crystal gleaming. He slowed much of their serpentine swiftness and perhaps some of their cunning as well. 
 
    I resumed attacking. 
 
    Sooner than seemed right, with my sword stained green from their gore, the enemy lay dead and dying at our feet. Six of us remained standing. 
 
    Two others and I were the only ones unscathed by the vicious weapons. The men had fought with valor and skill, but thirty against ten, even ten riders of the pterodactyl—Omilcar had been instrumental in our victory. 
 
     “We must bind the wounds and regroup,” I said. 
 
    “No,” Forkbeard said gruffly. Blood stained his side. “We must continue to attack. This…” He indicated the dead. “They’re sending whatever they have at us to buy the Ispazars time. Now is the time to finish it.” 
 
    He must have had a point. As he said that, I knew he was right. 
 
    “Omilcar,” I said, “can you stand?” 
 
    The psi-master didn’t answer, but staggered toward us. I no longer had the men to spare to look after him. Even though it was clear that Omilcar was critical to what was going to happen, he’d have to move with us himself. 
 
    We headed for the block buildings I’d chosen earlier. 
 
    We were wary and ready. I had an Ophidian dart in my right hand and two others in my left. I’d hurl these, hopefully with unerring accuracy, against anything we met. 
 
    We reached the entrance of a main building. The doors, fashioned out of thick obsidian, were locked or barred from within. 
 
    With a bellow, Forkbeard swung his battleaxe three times, smashing his way in. A dim and cavernous hall, not unlike one would see in a science corridor at some college on Earth, waited eerily before us. 
 
    “Come on, men,” I said, my voice echoing in the grand entrance. “This is why we’ve come all this way. Follow me.” 
 
    We plunged into the corridor, each step taking us closer to the final confrontation. 
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    We would have marched in darkness, but a dim light radiated from Omilcar’s crystal. I marveled at the man who’d lived a quarter of a millennium and still had such vitality. 
 
    How could such an old geezer expend such a tremendous amount of mental energy and continue? Perhaps he’d learned some Buddhist tricks or Hindu mantras, or maybe he’d stumbled upon a secret Mu science that did the same thing. Whatever the case, even though Omilcar uttered no word, he provided us with light. 
 
    We marched through these corridors of learning—a grim and serpentine learning? I didn’t think so. Once, this had been the hall of learning for the psi-masters of Mu. After the atomic rain, though, the Old Forsaken Lands became too radiated for men, which included the citadel. I imagine reptiles could stand a greater amount of radiation and had thus moved in before any others. 
 
    The polished halls were clean, the floors smooth and—I spied glass cases, just like in any university, with grim displays of alien, reptilian art or sciences. The Ispazars must have put those up. 
 
    Were they vat creatures as well? Perhaps vat creature was simply a mythological or magical word for laboratory. In the old laboratories, the ancient psi-masters had developed or created the Krekelens, the shape shifters. Maybe the ancient scientists had tampered with genetic codes or other technologies and made the Ispazars as well. 
 
    Perhaps Ispazars and Krekelens were biological weapons. As often happened when men forged a weapon, it did more than intended. Had the Ispazars and Krekelens turned in the hands of their creators? Had the ancient scientists brought about the very downfall they’d sought to stop? 
 
    Why I had such thoughts and vain imaginations while trekking through the corridors of ancient science— 
 
    Yes. A feeling of great age settled upon me. I sensed dim shadows and whispering voices from distant eons around me. In my mind, I heard sibilant whisperings. It felt similar as to when I spoke to the pyramidion upon launching on an interstellar journey. I knew that I’d finally reached the heart of all this, what my travels and use of the pyramidions had started. 
 
    Why had the ancient scientists of Mu made obelisks and ziggurats? Was there something inherent in human nature that tended toward monumental architecture? Or did monumental architecture tap into a primitive sense within us? 
 
    I’d noticed in my readings of history that dictators of the 20th century had often built upon a monumental scale. Stalin and Hitler serve as examples. Now that I’m thinking about it, the ancient pharaohs and other dictatorial leaders of the ancient world had often built monumental edifices. Nebuchadnezzar and the Hanging Gardens of Babylon come to mind. Perhaps the ancient scientists of Mu had built on this scale for some…diabolical reason. What was the correct way to say this? 
 
    We went up a flight of stairs. 
 
    The sense of foreboding grew. I nodded. This was right path. The halls of science were ancient and dark. 
 
    Men moved once again in the vaults of time. We attempted to forestall reptilian monstrosities and abominations, created in these very laboratories, perhaps, long ago. 
 
    Perhaps my kind had been created in this place. Those considered gods by the ancient Greeks, Egyptians and Babylonians…had scientists used genetics and other technologies to make “improved” humans? In the 21st century on Earth, humanity was racing toward this ability. 
 
    Where would our technologies and experiments take us? Would we on Earth turn ordinary people into super soldiers? Perhaps there was a blind force within human nature that sought godlike, superhuman or superhero abilities. Superhero movies had done well for a time. Was there some primeval instinct to adore, to yearn for such powerful protectors? 
 
    Strange thoughts and eddies of feelings flowed through me. Perhaps emanations of deep thought welled in this place like a hidden spring. 
 
    We climbed another set of stairs and yet another. Then I believed that we were on the floor where I’d seen the lights. I sniffed. There was a reek of reptilian abominations about us. 
 
    I clutched the throwing darts and breathed heavier and with more intensity. “Get ready,” I whispered in a hoarse voice, “We’re almost upon them.” 
 
    Did we trigger hidden alarms? I don’t know. What I do know is that there were mighty doors before us. Behind them—I didn’t know what to expect. 
 
    I looked back at Omilcar. 
 
    “Your woman is in there,” he said. “Be ready, Bayard, for what you’re about to see.” 
 
    My guts clenched and a dark fury came upon me. What had they done to Livi? I was going to do mayhem upon them if she was disfigured or worse, if she was dead. 
 
    “Break it down,” I told Forkbeard. 
 
    With two swift, gigantic blows, Forkbeard hammered it so the doors crashed open. 
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    Forkbeard and I leaped through the smashed doors into a chamber of blazing light. Upon a surgery table with even brighter lights over her, was Livi. She was stretched out, her chest cavity cut open. Various organs were laid out on a side table near her. 
 
    I almost went berserk, struggling to check myself and use my wits. I must hold back a moment. What had they done to my woman? 
 
    I stared at two tall, rangy men with dark hair who stood on either side of her. They wore science gowns with surgery greens, each holding medical or torturer’s tools stained by blood. Each had angular features. 
 
    They turned to me. 
 
    Each possessed glowing red eyes like demons. They were the two Krekelen bastards from Antarctica. They’d dissected Livi. It was monstrous and vile. How could they have done such an evil deed? 
 
    “It isn’t Livi,” Omilcar whispered from behind. “She lies a little farther in the chamber.” 
 
    I blinked, and I realized they’d dissected some other woman in their grotesque, vile, evil way. 
 
    There was an incision in Livi’s side. They’d inserted a cord there, as if plugging her into something. 
 
    I gave a sick groan. Then I found myself charging across the floor. I could no longer hold the berserkergang in check. 
 
    “Beware!” Omilcar shouted. 
 
    Beside me raced Forkbeard. Blood seeped from him. His hands were clutched upon his axe haft so they were white with strain. 
 
    The other men hung back. 
 
    The Krekelens— 
 
    With an inarticulate cry of rage, I hurled a dart. I transferred another to my right hand, hurling it, too. I did likewise with the last dart, flinging it savagely. 
 
    Both Krekelens staggered back, one with two with darts in its chest and one with a dart in his throat. I hadn’t slain them. They were stronger than a man. 
 
    The one with two darts in his chest raised a phasor. 
 
    I thought that was supposed to be impossible on Mu. Ah, the phasor was of archaic design. Perhaps it had already been on the planet. 
 
    That was something else. With the darts in them, neither Krekelen could keep his shifted human shape. Both Krekelens had become lumpish, gray and hideously ugly—themselves, in other words. They were reptilian, vicious and vile. 
 
    Perhaps sensing my disgust of them, a clawed finger pressed the phasor’s firing tab. 
 
    The ray sped toward me, although not quite in a coherent beam. It was a wavering, sinuous beam. 
 
    Forkbeard bellowed and hurled his battleaxe. The mighty weapon flew into the beam, taking the brunt of it. The axe metal melted into a shapeless lump. Then the fused weapon struck the phasor and hand, breaking both. 
 
    By that time, I was there. 
 
    The two-dart Krekelen snarled. It thrust forward, both clawed digits gripping my raised wrists. I had the sword in one hand, nothing in the other. The clawed, grayish lumps for hands held me at bay even as I strove and struggled against it. Slowly, with its superior strength, the Krekelen turned the blade so the point aimed at my face. Hissing, its tongue darting from its mouth, the Krekelen forced the blade toward my face.  
 
    Forkbeard was engaged in a similar battle against the other, although they struggled on the floor. Forkbeard roared. The Krekelen grunted as sibilant sounds come from him. How could Forkbeard match a Krekelen’s strength? The rider was huge, but he didn’t have the Earth-exercised muscles that I possessed. 
 
    I roared such as I never knew I could. I was vaguely aware that the jagged crystal flared behind me. No doubt, Omilcar poured something into me. Was it more energy? Did he turn a switch in my body? 
 
    I reversed the direction of the sword as I grinned hideously at the vile, shape-shifting monster. With a second roar, I wrenched my hand free. Then I plunged the blade into its forehead. I gave him a lobotomy, as I’m sure he’d never expected. I literally sheared off the top of his skull and brain. It was grotesque and bloody. 
 
    The Krekelen lost all power and motion. 
 
    I hurled him from me with an oath of disgust. Then I went to one knee and thrust my blade into the throat of the Krekelen fighting Forkbeard. The rider was losing, but by degrees instead of immediately as a regular human would have done. 
 
    My thrust caught the Krekelen’s attention. Removing the blade, I skewered his forehead. The reaction was immediate. He began to dissolve into the gooey substance that was his essence.  
 
    He did it faster than he would have on Earth. What property caused that I had no idea. 
 
    I gave Forkbeard a hand up. 
 
    Afterward, I looked around. For the dissected woman, there was no help. She was dead. Why they’d done such an operation…I didn’t even want to know the reason. 
 
    I went to Livi. 
 
    She looked at me with glazed eyes. “Bayard, is that you, or is this another trick, Master?” 
 
    I put my hand on the cord and was about to yank it out of her when Omilcar collapsed against me. I turned and held him up. 
 
    “Don’t pull the cord,” he whispered. “Removing the cord is a delicate operation.” 
 
    I nodded. I got it. 
 
    “You’ve slain the two scientists who came here to help the Ispazars,” Omilcar said. “But I sense…the Ispazars fear you. They know now that we can harm them. They’re gathering their forces and gathering weapons. I must withdraw the cord from Livi. It’s stealing her vitality and other things I won’t describe at the moment. I must rest and regain strength first. The rest of you—you must protect this chamber from every onslaught.” 
 
    “Is that what I should do?” I asked. “Stay and guard you?” 
 
    Omilcar shook his head. “I’m glad you asked. Listen, Bayard, you must look for a weapon. We need the ancient weapons. Without them, no matter what we’ve done so far, we’re doomed.” 
 
    “What kind of weapons?” I asked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The thunderbolt of Zeus,” Omilcar whispered. “The trident of Poseidon. The helmet of Hades.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Those are mythical things.” 
 
    “Not so. They’re actually stories of old weapons of power and devious sophistication. They were never forged on Earth. They came from the halls of Mu. Here they returned and here we’ve stored them. But now, Bayard, you must find one of the ancient weapons and attune yourself to it.” 
 
    “How do I attune myself to anything?” 
 
    “Like you do to the pyramidion every time you Travel,” Omilcar said. “It is a similar process. Hurry, Bayard, while I attempt to save your woman.” 
 
    “Can you do that?” 
 
    Omilcar closed his eyes. I could feel the strength leaving his body. 
 
    I laid him on the floor, setting him far enough so none of the goo of the transforming Krekelens would reach him. 
 
    He spoke as I stood. “Give me a few minutes rest. The Ispazars are coming. I may not be able to do this in time, Bayard. You must search for the weapon while Forkbeard and the others protect me.” 
 
    “Can they?” 
 
    “They must or we’re doomed. If you die before you do this, I don’t think anyone else will rise in time. The Ispazars will have mastered the ancient technologies.” 
 
    Immediately, Omilcar turned his head and began to snore. 
 
    I called Forkbeard over. 
 
    “No need to explain, Sire. I heard all. We’ll sell our lives to protect your woman and protect the old psi-master. You, though, you must search for the weapon he spoke of. I don’t see any other way we’re going to defeat the Ispazar with the Jeweled Crown or any other artifact she’s collected.” 
 
    “She?” I asked. 
 
    Forkbeard nodded. “All the Ispazars are female, at least according to what Omilcar told me once. They’re going to lay eggs, I believe, adding to their numbers.” 
 
    “That’s just great,” I said. “All right, you hold the fort. I’m going to start searching.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    -43- 
 
      
 
    I took several gulps of water, ate some jerky and set off. 
 
    I held a dart cleaned of its reptilian gore in one hand and my short sword in the other. After a time, I sheathed the sword. 
 
    I crept through the gloomy halls of ancient academia of Mu science. 
 
    After tramping up and down stairs and going through different buildings, not coming upon anyone, I thought that I needed a method to my madness. Otherwise, I was just going to wear myself out for no good reason. 
 
    I stopped and cocked my head, listening for sounds of battle. I didn’t hear any. 
 
    While I wasn’t a psi-master, I had my Traveler abilities. I possessed something extra. I told myself to relax and feel with my mind. Let your instincts guide you. Half closing my eyes, trying to relax, trying to—I couldn’t do it. 
 
    I switched tack and began to do some of the stretches I used to do before entering the bullpen to practice my pitches. I’d done this before coach sent me to the mound to strike out the last batters and win the game. 
 
    I stretched and pretended to be eating sunflower seeds. When that became too difficult, I pretended to chew bubblegum. I went through all the old rituals from high school. They relaxed me like nothing else could. 
 
    After stretching, doing wind-ups and various maneuvers, I felt a trickle of something. It was like a call. 
 
    Was it like a siren call that would have brought Odysseus’ galley and all his men onto the rocks? Or was it a call of something ancient, good and strong? Maybe it was like Excalibur calling Arthur so he could draw the sword and save the kingdom. 
 
    I walked almost robotically, as if in a dream. I went up and down stairs and then down, down. I found a trap door, opened it, and went down even more. I was in total darkness. I could feel other emanations and possibilities battling against me. 
 
    I pretended to blow a bubble from my bubblegum, pretended to hear it pop. Then I moved down a new set of stairs. 
 
    There was a glow ahead. It wasn’t a red glow as from the pyramidion near the South Pole. It wasn’t the demonic glow of a Krekelen’s eyes. Instead, it glowed red as from a fire of blazing purity, a fire used to make the best weapons, or steel needed to make a sports car. I followed the feel. 
 
    A door was before me. I tried the handle. The door was locked. 
 
    I needed Forkbeard’s battleaxe. 
 
    I knelt. There was the faintest illumination from a keypad like on Earth, but with more digits. Some of the numbers were different from 1, 2, 3, 4, 5. Maybe a two-handed creature with twelve fingers would have developed these numbers. 
 
    I closed my eyes and touched the keypad, pressing this one, that one, that one and this one. There was a click. 
 
    I stood. The door opened. 
 
    I walked into the hall of the gods, the kings, the artificers of Mu maybe. I didn’t know. There was a long tube on two stands like a resting samurai sword. The tube reminded me of the lances we’d used on Garm, the ones that shot the rocket-propelled grenades. 
 
     I picked it up. 
 
    A tingle flowed through my hands and arms. There was a tingle at the base of my skull. Then it arched over my head and hit my frontal lobes. 
 
    I clutched the tube. 
 
    I didn’t know what it was, but I knew it belonged to me, was part of me. 
 
    My father had been electrocuted in Nevada. He’d died guarding something that led to this. How can I describe it? What chain of events or sequence of thoughts told me this? Sometimes there was an intuitive feeling. Sometimes God gave a gift, an idea that bubbled up from the subconscious. This tube was more than a tube. It belonged to me. It had energies, powers. Guided by my genetic inheritance, I clutched the tube to my chest. 
 
    My manic grip tightened. With a shock, I noticed faint red glowing light. Where was it coming from? It came from the tube itself. There was a flicker across it but it didn’t burn my hands.  
 
    What the heck? I noticed my legs. The flicker surrounded them and the rest of me like a nimbus. 
 
    I thought of the Jeweled Crown the Ispazar had worn while flying just below Sky Island. There’d been a blue nimbus around her, some kind of protective force field perhaps. 
 
    My heart leapt at the idea. If this was a force field, I had one now. I had a shield. And in some manner, the tube was an offensive weapon, though I didn’t know how to activate it. 
 
    I searched the tube. There were no buttons on it. Inside the inner tube, I saw faint intricate circuitry. I looked deep down the barrel of the tube. There was more of the alien circuitry. No, it wasn’t alien. This was from the science of Mu. 
 
    I looked around. There were other items. None of them drew me to them. 
 
    Wait a minute. There was a leathern cap. I went over and picked it up. There was circuitry in it. I didn’t put the cap upon my head. I didn’t dare. This would be useful to Livi. 
 
    What guided me at this moment—? 
 
    Might it be subconscious thoughts placed there by Omilcar? 
 
    This was another guess, a gift, one of the amazing guesses a scientist or a novelist comes upon as an idea leaps full-blown like Athena from the brow of Zeus. 
 
    I ran from the chamber into the hall. Skidding to a halt, I closed the door so it clicked. 
 
    Had the Ispazars searched for this chamber? I had no idea. I knew that I needed to get back to my friends. I had something in this tube. I had a weapon and protective device. 
 
    Perhaps the helmet or cap, with its two dangling leather cords that one might tie, resembled one of those old hunter caps where you pull the fur down to protect your ears. The flaps wouldn’t be able to protect the ears. Maybe this was like some ancient Phrygian cap, a type of cap in the ancient world that I think some of the Greek heroes had worn. 
 
    In any case, with renewed confidence and hope that Livi was alive—given that Omilcar had withdrawn the cord that had stolen her vitality or stolen something from her. Anyway, I now believed we could defeat the enemy and capture Sky Island. 
 
    If we did that, would we burn out all the reptilian and serpentine people that lived here? Before anything else, we had to win here. 
 
    As I hurried down the halls and up the stairs, retracing my former path, I realized for this reason I’d originally gone to the South Pole. For this reason, Doctor Spencer had found me. He hadn’t known it, but a chain of events led to this. Here was our chance. All the fighting I’d done, all the things that had taken place, this was the reason. This was my purpose for being, my purpose in life. 
 
    I dare not fail. Humanity on many planets rested upon the outcome of this battle. Was that vainglorious? Was that egocentric? I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that this was a hero’s journey, as one of my professors would have said, a journey that really mattered. 
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    As I hurried through the halls of ancient academia, a trickle of awareness touched me. I halted abruptly. 
 
    The nimbus from the tube yet flickered around me. I held the long pole in one hand and the Phrygian cap of circuitry in the other. I looked around as the hackles on the back of my neck rose. Something was monstrously wrong. It was a different wrong than straightforward fighting. There was a threat, and abruptly I staggered to the left. 
 
    I did so because the entire hall shuddered. At the same time, a strange vibration flowed through me. 
 
    I knit my brows in concentration trying to understand what could cause this. The very foundations of the earth—no, this was Sky Island. 
 
    My eyebrows arched. I understood. This was treachery. 
 
    I pivoted and hurried in a different direction. How could I be so certain which way to go? Was this Omilcar? 
 
    Yes, I heard in my mind. 
 
    “Are you guiding me? Are you doing this?” 
 
    I have awakened because there is a grave threat. 
 
    “What threat?” 
 
    Draconians at the engine of Sky Island, Omilcar said in my mind. 
 
    “They’re attempting to shut off the island engine?” 
 
    I suspect they’ve rebelled. 
 
    I wanted to know more. I shuddered instead, feeling a grotesque evil sheering the telepathic link with Omilcar. 
 
    That meant an enemy with similar telepathic power must have been doing this. I sensed cold ruthless. 
 
    “Ispazar,” I said. Perhaps one of the Ispazars saw things differently from the others. 
 
    No, I heard hissing in my mind. You will never win even if you win. 
 
    Was that a riddle? 
 
    I felt malevolent reptilian hissing, hiccupping in my mind. Perhaps it was Ispazar laughter. 
 
    Fortunately, because of Omilcar’s original directional sense, I sped along the corridors. The halls would have been dark, but a red glow from my lance brightened perceptibly, enough so I could see ahead. 
 
    I raced down one set of stairs after another. 
 
    Then the entire corridor shook. 
 
    Why destroy or shut off the island engine? Maybe an Ispazar had gone mad or an Ispazar thought there was no way for them to win. Therefore, she was going to make sure everyone lost. That seemed like a bad attitude. A Marine wouldn’t allow himself such a thought. 
 
    I wondered then, what was I really? A Marine? A Traveler? My father’s son? If the last, I was also my mother’s son. 
 
    It hit me. I’d received a double heritage of whatever it was that had guided their lives and given them profound abilities. My father must have sought one like himself, giving the son more than either of them had possessed. 
 
    Perhaps it was like that for Livi. Perhaps she didn’t even know it. 
 
    If I was right about this, we had a greater “godly” genetic heritage than anyone else for hundreds of years. In all the dilution…had my mother and father had a greater genetic inheritance than any others had for generations? Perhaps their bloodlines had been kept purer for generations. 
 
    Were these thoughts my own? Or was this more intuitive gifts welling up from my subconscious? 
 
    I heard clanking or metallic hammering from ahead. Then creatures hissed in an alien, inhuman tongue. 
 
    I hurried, realizing the light of my tube would give me away. Therefore, instead of trying for stealth, I charged, entering a deep chamber. 
 
    Before me was an immense machine with many moving parts, some of which glowed. 
 
    The vast machine reminded me of the transpar suits and the belt from Tynar in the Canopus System that allowed me to float through the air from an island. That was how I’d first met Livi, coming down into an ocean full of supercrocs near a wreck. 
 
    Draconians swarmed the vast machine.  They used heavy wrenches and mallets like the one Krull had used, banging upon metal that was stronger than steel, more like adamant. Among them towered a winged Ispazar. She held aloft a torch device that blazed with fire. 
 
    The Ispazar turned. 
 
    The Draconians turned. 
 
    They were caricatures of the normal thing: small, hunched, lizard-like creatures. They hissed like dung beetles given teeth, sliding off the machine to gather before it. 
 
    They were getting ready to charge me. 
 
    The Ispazar aimed the torch at me. From it arched flame. The fire would have scorched me, but the nimbus from my tube provided greater protection. 
 
    The evil flame stopped inches short of me. 
 
    I yelped in surprise as my tube burst into fire. It should have burned my hands, my face, consumed my garments. I felt nothing. The entire tube crackled with fire. I aimed the open part of the tube at the Ispazar. 
 
    “What do I do?” I said aloud. “How do I make you shoot fire?” 
 
    I imagined sending fire at the Ispazar from the tube. 
 
    The tube vibrated and fire hosed from my tube at her. This was crazy. It was as if I was an American Marine back on one of the Pacific islands, Saipan probably, fighting Japanese soldiers who wouldn’t come out of the cave. In other words, I hosed fire as if I carried a flamethrower. 
 
    I didn’t see where I got the jellied propellant. Perhaps it was produced from the very air, the circuitry inside the tube creating and igniting it. 
 
    The Draconians near her lit up with fire. 
 
    The Ispazar, a nimbus guarded her. 
 
    Her minions burned to a crisp, throwing their claws into the air, imploringly her, falling like scorched bugs around her. 
 
    I was literally in my element. This was who I was. I felt power and intensity I’d only felt in my best baseball games when I’d pitched no hitters. 
 
    The torch in the Ispazar’s clawed hand had lowered. Now, as I hosed her with fire, the flame winked out. The nimbus around the Ispazar vanished. My fire engulfed her. She screeched as her leathery skin shriveled. Parts cracked, exposing bones that blackened. The great Ispazar collapsed upon the floor, surrounded by the crisped and curled things that had once been Draconians. 
 
    I struggled to stop the fire. Nothing worked. Finally, I raised the tube. Abruptly, the fire ceased. 
 
    Like a kid with a new shotgun, I looked down the barrel. Smoke poured out but I saw the circuitry. My thoughts had activated it. That must mean I was attuned to the ancient weapon. 
 
    I didn’t know its name, but I knew it had an ancient name. I didn’t recall any Greek god wielding something like this in the myths. Perhaps there’d been one in the Hindu pantheon. 
 
    I approached the creatures I’d slain. Heat yet radiated from them. 
 
    The nimbus around me had diminished since before. I no longer felt the floor shaking. The hum from the great machine smoothed out. Once more, Sky Island rode serenely in the heavens. 
 
    I’d halted the sabotage. Now it was time to face the queen of the Ispazars and see if her Jeweled Crown could face the might of my fiery lance. 
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    Subdued by the mental effort of wielding the ancient weapon, I staggered through the dim corridors, seeking a way out so I could rejoin my friends. 
 
    I’d reached this place through Omilcar’s guiding mind. That guidance had ceased—blocked. I yet felt an evil serpentine force in the background. It surely possessed telepathic power like Omilcar. 
 
    I wandered the halls of ancient academia, confused as to the correct way to go. Did the severing of Omilcar’s mind from mine hinder my thinking in this? Did the serpentine mind render confusion in me? 
 
    What an idiot. I could block such telepathy. I’d blocked psi-masters before. 
 
    Thinking about it, I erected mental protection. 
 
    Instantly, there was greater confusion and a dimming of recollections in me. I wasn’t sure what I’d done wrong. 
 
    I stopped, looking around. It was pitch black around me. The lance had ceased to emanate light. I no longer had any fiery nimbus around me. 
 
    What did that mean? 
 
    Perhaps I didn’t use a block. Perhaps I’d shut down that operative part of my mind. I could no longer feel the serpentine force. I could no longer receive telepathic thoughts. Thus, I was no longer attuned to the lance. 
 
    If that was the case…I had some kind of mind ability, power, call it what you will. It wasn’t exactly telepathic…except when I’d spoken to each pyramidion. 
 
    I needed the lance. Thus, I concentrated, bringing that part of mind back online. 
 
    A fiery nimbus spread across the length of the lance. It also protected me again. 
 
    I no longer felt the serpentine intellect out there. Perhaps by blanking my psionic power, by going dark, she’d lost me. 
 
    Concentrating once more, I lowered the strength and thus the lighting of the nimbus. Afterward, I sought to mentally ascertain my physical location on Sky Island in relation to the others. 
 
    That was beyond me. 
 
    I continued trekking. Clearly, I was underground. I tried sealed trap doors, attempted to break the code of other, keypad-locked doors. 
 
    Logically, I was in the vaults Omilcar had referenced before. He’d implied the Ispazars hadn’t been able to crack them yet. Why not sledgehammer the doors, breaking in. Perhaps that caused instant destruction of whatever was in the chamber. 
 
    With considerable relief, I began to climb stairs. I soon reached recognizable corridors. Finding more stairs, I bounded up them three at a time. My strength was returning. 
 
    I reached a trap door. There was no lock. I eased it up. Sunlight flooded in. I peered at ground level at the campus of pavement and block buildings. This wasn’t inside a building. I opened the trap door more. The buildings were a considerable distance from the trap door. 
 
    Climbing up warily, seeing no Ophidians, Draconians or Ispazars, I also saw no riders or even resting pterodactyls. The beasts must be on the other side of the block buildings. 
 
    I’d strayed far from my intended path indeed. 
 
    I shut the trap door so it merged with its surroundings. There was paving all around me. I started out briskly, heading toward the nearest set of buildings. After several hundred yards, I spied the yellow glow in distant upper windows. 
 
    Something about the glow told me I was going to be too late. My heart pounded and guts clenched. 
 
    Clutching my lance two-handed, I ran flat out, racing across the campus. I expected Draconians, Ophidians or maybe even Ispazars to come crashing against me. 
 
    Sweat stung my eyes. The feeling of racing against time—I burst through a set of doors, racing through a building. Then I was taking many stairs at a time. 
 
    From ahead and higher I heard the sound of battle. Forkbeard roared, followed by the meaty thuds of his battleaxe. I felt Omilcar’s mind, recognizing it. 
 
    It reached out to me. Help us, Bayard rang in my mind. 
 
    I redoubled my efforts, panting, climbing stairs and then dashing down a hall. I turned a corner and burst upon a terrible scene of carnage. 
 
    Men and mighty Ispazars lay dead on the floor. The slain reptilian monsters had terrible battleaxe wounds. 
 
    An Ispazar stood in the hall before the entrance to a chamber. She wore the blazing Jeweled Crown upon her dragon-like head. A blue radiance glowed around her. She sought admittance to the chamber where Livi was. Omilcar stood at the entrance together with a sweaty and hard-breathing Forkbeard. 
 
    Forkbeard bellowed his challenge. 
 
    The dreadful Ispazar screeched, undoubtedly building up her power. She would wade into the chamber and slay everyone there. 
 
    That was too much. Rage boiled within me. “Face me, Bitch Queen of the Reptiles!” I shouted. 
 
    The queen Ispazar turned. 
 
    With my mind, I ignited my full fury. I aimed the lance at her, and from the tube fire launched with a roar. It licked the distance and burned against her blue nimbus. 
 
    Such was my fury and the gush of fire that the Ispazar shrieked. The sound nearly burst my eardrums. The gush of fire caused her to stagger away from the door. 
 
    The Ispazar lifted her great wings like a shroud. Her crown glowed brightly so she became like a brilliant blue sapphire. The power and evil pulsated within the Jeweled Crown. She was building up strength. She was the champion for…for the reptiles. 
 
    In essence, our meeting asked the age-old question of the Harmony of Planets. It was the question I’d learned as a kid reading dinosaur books. Would reptilian creatures or mammals ultimately rule? 
 
    If she won here, reptilian beings, led by the dinosaur monster, would someday launch an assault upon Earth. The Neanderthals and First Folk would fall before her and her kind. The Krekelens would act as her mercenaries, her shape-shifting allies. 
 
    I had to stop that, me, Jake Bayard. 
 
    I staggered toward her, my fiery lance aimed at her breast. Fire poured from the lance. I didn’t understand where the flame was coming from until I realized my mind energized it. This was the essence of my will. 
 
    With a snarl, I determined that if I were to die today, I’d take this creature down with me. 
 
    She aimed both her talons at me. The blue force around her coalesced into a coherent beam. That blue beam struck my fire, each halted midway between each other. 
 
    How could I, a puny human, hope to defeat this monstrous dinosaurian creature of brilliance and fame, one that could fly through the air?  
 
    She must be attacking my mind even as she poured blue power at me. 
 
    I gritted my teeth. I’d mastered the pterodactyl. I’d slain demons. I would now slay this dragon. 
 
    In a pushing and shoving match, her blue force and my fire strove against the other. She screamed. I bellowed. She raised her wings and gave a sibilant hiss of victory, her blue force shoving back my jet of fire. I bellowed, roared and yelled, “Hoorah!” like a Marine gone berserk. 
 
    As never before, my flame poured from the lance. It met her blue power, stopping its advance. Then, inch by bitter inch, I shoved her blue stream back, back and back some more. 
 
    She strove against me. She screeched. She lowered her great head. Her eyes glowed with blue power. She fought until my fire breached the nimbus around her, the queen of the Ispazars. 
 
    The Jeweled Crown of her forebears burst with brilliant light. My flame bored a hole through her leathery flesh into her reptilian beating heart. The fire burst through the other side. She uttered a final shriek. The Jeweled Crown fell from her head. As the gems hit the floor, they shattered. 
 
    She collapsed, dead. 
 
    I collapsed next, having given everything I had. 
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    I must have woken several times and only been vaguely aware of my surroundings. Each of those times, I fell back into a deep slumber. 
 
    I was aware of a tube in my arm. At one point, I tried to take it out. A giant wrestled with me, making me frustrated. Finally, I opened my eyes, staring into the concerned face of Forkbeard. 
 
    “Sire, don’t pull at that. It’s giving you sustenance. Please rest and do not fight. We’re doing this for you.” 
 
    I sagged and sank again into a deep slumber. 
 
    As a kid, I read in the comic books about the Sleep of Odin. He needed the sleep in order to regain his superlative energy. Jack “the King” Kirby had written and drawn those comics about Thor, Odin and Loki. I’d loved them. I think in some manner that was what was happening to me. I’d used more energy than a man or mortal should and still survive. 
 
    We didn’t have the same nectar, ambrosia, or whatever the beings of old drank to regain their sustenance after such a Herculean effort. I’d nearly slain myself by working as hard as I had. 
 
    I finally awoke again, groggy, regarding Livi. She sat in a chair beside my bed. 
 
    “My darling,” I whispered. 
 
    She’d been reading a book. Her head whipped up and she shouted for Omilcar. Then she was up, touching me, looking down and smiling at me as tears fell from her eyes. 
 
    Omilcar approached. 
 
    Livi stepped back. 
 
    “No,” I whispered. “Livi, give me your hand.” 
 
    “In time, in time,” Omilcar chuckled, patting my arm. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked weakly. 
 
    I didn’t hear Omilcar’s answer. 
 
    I noticed the tube in my arm. It looked like regular Earth tech. The tube must be pumping something into me. There were different apparatuses around the room. They didn’t look sinister, such as when Livi had been hooked to a machine by a cord. They seemed like regular hospital tech. 
 
    “How long have I been like this?” I whispered. 
 
    “Two weeks,” Omilcar said. 
 
    “What? How is that possible?” 
 
    “You would have died but for my arts, the technology here and Livi’s love.” 
 
    I frowned, trying to comprehend. 
 
    “She used the helmet you’d brought with you,” Omilcar said. 
 
    “Huh?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s a helmet of invisibility,” Omilcar said. “Using it, sneaking around, she found the needed articles. That was before we bested the last of the Ispazars. Forkbeard slew the very last one. By all the standards, he’s a mighty man. By the way, the rest of the pterodactyl riders have landed on Sky Island. I took the liberty of lowering it just a little so the winged creatures could reach here easier. Was that okay?” 
 
    “Why…why ask me?” I whispered. 
 
    “Because you’re King Bayard,” Omilcar said. “You’ve defeated all comers. You wield the fiery lance. Who can hope to defeat you?” 
 
    “Anyone with a dagger could take me out now.” 
 
    “No, no,” Omilcar said. “We have too many enemies, too many foes, too many things to do without having you lead us.” 
 
    Me, the king? It made no sense. 
 
    “I have no doubt your reign shall last a long time,” Omilcar said. “You’ve already won the allegiance of the pterodactyl riders.” 
 
    “How can that be?” I asked. “I’ve been lying here, practically dead.” 
 
    “Because Forkbeard is a changed man,” Omilcar said. “He has seen what you have done and witnessed the evil of the Ispazars, Krekelens and others. You forestalled the crashing of Sky Island…” Omilcar shook his head. “I used every art I’ve gained over my long life, carefully preserving myself. You—you recklessly threw everything you had into the winning of victory for us. That, my friend, is what heroes do.” 
 
    “Did we achieve victory for the former Harmony of Planets?” 
 
    Omilcar laughed, shaking his head. “No, no, no. We’re far from anything even approaching that. Bayard, this isn’t ancient times. What you found, the lance, it was enough to take down the queen of the Ispazars, as she wielded the Jeweled Crown. But against a battalion of regular U.S. Marines with their guns, their bullets, they’d riddle your fiery protection in time. This is a completely different era.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I thought you were asking that if winning here meant winning everywhere. There are interesting items here, to be sure, but nothing to compare against a couple of hundred Marines with machine guns, for instance.” 
 
    Livi stepped up, putting a warm hand on one of my arms. 
 
    “There is one great power we possess,” Omilcar said. “That has to do with the settings of the obelisk and ziggurat on Sky Island. They—” 
 
    “They’re the originals, aren’t they?” I whispered. “In some way, they affect the rest.” 
 
    “Ah…” Omilcar said, nodding. “You’ve figured a lot out already. That will save us time.” 
 
    “I’ve made some guesses. Now, if you don’t mind, I want to speak with Livi, alone.” 
 
    “Soon,” Omilcar said. “We have a few conundrums, a few problems that need your attention first.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I’ve already told you. You’re the king of Mu. Well, let me rephrase. You’re the king of Sky Island. You might want to go to war and defeat the Ophidians and Draconians on Mu.” 
 
    I thought about that. Did I want to wage a genocidal, annihilating campaign against the Ophidians and Draconians? Did I have the right? I’d fight to stop them from killing us… 
 
    “Why can’t we send them to a different planet?” I asked. “Why not have a world for each race so everyone can have his own unique culture in its own way?” 
 
    “Aha!” Omilcar said. “You’re wise. That’s a wise ruling. I need to write that down.” 
 
    “No, no, wait,” I said. “It’s just an idea. I’m just a Marine, a poor boy traveling from planet to planet. I’m not king material.” 
 
    “But you are,” Omilcar said. “You most certainly are made of king material. You’ve done what no one else could have. You’ve visited enough planets. You’ve learned enough. Then you came here and did the impossible. You’ve also slain Krekelens. You’ve stopped insidious plots. You’ve also lured Livi into taking up her rightful mantle at your side.” 
 
    “My side?” I asked, looking up at her. “I haven’t even asked her to be my wife yet.” 
 
    “Well, you’d better hop to it then, Sire,” Omilcar said. “Things are moving. Things are hopping.” 
 
    Livi squeezed my arm. 
 
    I smiled up at her. Then I remembered Omilcar. “You have the heritage of the ancient ones as well, don’t you?” 
 
    “I do,” Omilcar said. 
 
    “Even if we fix some problems on Mu,” I said, “there are the First Folk, the Shajoks on Tynar, the synthetic minds in the Chaunt System—” 
 
    “There’re a lot of twisted skeins,” Omilcar said, interrupting. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’re a lot of twisted plots and subplots, all kinds of things going on. The Harmony of Planets, what used to be a Harmony—it was a misnomer. There were beings called divine, but which you now know was a myth and a mockery.” 
 
    “I do know that,” I said. 
 
    “In any case, you’ve picked up the mantle on Mu, on Sky Island, which is the seat of power. If we recalibrate and reset the original obelisk and ziggurat, we can change much. This was the center, you see. From here, colonies were sent out all over the star systems. From here, the other obelisks and ziggurats are controlled and set. The pyramidions, by the way, have had their own plots and plans. It’s been a long time since they’ve obeyed one mind, one will. Perhaps they won’t even do that with you. They may have their own schemes they want to see through. You see, Bayard, it isn’t just one person picking up the crown, the Jeweled Crown. You destroyed it. You do have the scepter of office, the fiery staff. Well, we won’t go into the history of all that. History is old stories. This is a new one that we’re making, that we’re starting.” 
 
    “What should be my next move?” 
 
    Omilcar glanced at Livi before regarding me. “Ask Livi the big question, make love afterward, have children—” 
 
    “Stop that,” Livi said, smacking Omilcar across a shoulder. 
 
    Omilcar laughed. “We have some problems—” 
 
    “Enough,” Livi said, interrupting. “Let him rest.” 
 
    Omilcar nodded. “Maybe in a day or two you’ll be ready to deal with the problems. But for now, it’s time for me to step back and let you talk to Livi.” 
 
    Omilcar turned and departed, closing the door quietly behind him. 
 
    I looked up at Livi. 
 
    Her smile hurt my heart—it was so beautiful. I remembered the first time I saw her. It had been her swimming in the ocean on Tynar around a half-sunken ship. 
 
    “My love,” I said. 
 
    Livi threw her arms around my neck and showered my face with kisses. I laughed and grabbed her. Then, finally, I felt how weak I was. I could hardly hold on to her. 
 
    “My love, my love,” she said. 
 
    We began to talk in earnest. What did we say? No. That is my privilege, and Livi’s privilege, not anyone else’s. But let me tell you what happened next. 
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    It was a different situation to say the least; different from anything I was used to. I was the king of Sky Island. Sky Island, hovering directly above, was the detached pinnacle of the Dark Citadel. The Dark Citadel was the capital for the Old Forsaken Lands. The Old Forsaken Lands were filled with Draconians, Raptors and Ophidians, anything but humans. 
 
    That necessarily meant the dinosaurs didn’t recognize my sovereignty. At this point, they didn’t even know I existed. The rest of Mu, the many cities, surely knew nothing of me either. 
 
    So while the few around me proclaimed me as the king of Mu, I was only the king of Sky Island and the leader of the pterodactyl riders. 
 
    Initially, there seemed to be just a few more than two hundred, but it turned out there were a little more than four hundred pterodactyl riders. They soon congregated upon Sky Island. It made the perfect nesting spot for the giant pterodactyls. In no time, their droppings were splattered everywhere on the paving and buildings. 
 
    I needed to decide what my reign meant. I had to decide if I’d remain king. 
 
    First, before I did anything else, I married Livi. We spent time together as newlyweds. 
 
    After our shakedown period, I learned more about the items I’d acquired. That mainly meant the fiery staff. Livi was mistress of the Phrygian cap. It allowed her to go invisible. In some manner, she could see while she was invisible. From everything I knew about optics, she shouldn’t be able to see if her eye couldn’t bounce light rays. I wasn’t going to worry about that at the moment, though. 
 
    Omilcar thoroughly recovered from his exhaustion. Obviously, I recovered as well from mine. 
 
    During the next few weeks, Omilcar taught me about the science of the mind from a psi-master’s perspective. He also taught me more about my lance, telling me a few tales from ancient times before the Harmony shattered. 
 
    I recalled what had happened after my first journey, all the stasis tubes filled with Krekelens and psi-masters in the subterranean corridors near the South Pole. At that time, I’d thought they’d come from Mu. 
 
    One afternoon, as we sipped tea, I asked Omilcar about this. We sat near the guardrail, looking over the blasted lands below. 
 
    “The stasis tubes couldn’t have come from Mu,” I said. “I see no evidence of that kind of technology here. We certainly haven’t found anything in or on Sky Island that relates to stasis tubes or excess Krekelens. Can you clear up the situation for me, Omilcar?” 
 
    He sipped his ice tea, and he nodded after a time. “There is a place below, under the old Dark Citadel—the present Sky Island. It has many tunnels and guardian beasts. The stasis tubes might have come from there.” 
 
    “What about Krekelens and psi-masters?” 
 
    “If they were in stasis tubes, they could have been there, here, for millennia.” 
 
    “Tell me more.” 
 
    Touching his forehead with two fingertips, Omilcar closed his eyes. 
 
    “I perceive,” he said after a time. “There is a machine deep in the tunnels. The machine might keep stasis tubes operative. There appear to be beings in the tubes. I cannot tell what kind. Perhaps the Ispazars never got around to them yet.” 
 
    “So the Krekelens and psi-masters I fought in the Antarctica tunnels might really have come from Mu?” 
 
    “You slew them, not just fought,” Omilcar said. 
 
    I nodded. “You think they came from Mu?” 
 
    “Unquestionably,” he said. 
 
    That was interesting. I looked out over the expanse at mountains in the distance, thinking deep thoughts. So far, I hesitated beginning any kind of conquest of the Draconians and Ophidians. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to mess around with the settings of the original ziggurat and obelisk. Heck, I’d yet to speak to the pyramidion in the main obelisk. It all seemed like such a monumental task. 
 
    Yet, that wasn’t the key to my hesitation. Who was I to start a genocidal campaign against Krekelens or the Mu Ophidians? 
 
    I abhorred the idea of Saddoth Ophidians eating cattle Neanderthals. I planned to rectify that. Yet how many times throughout history had conquerors decided they were the righteous ones. They believed that they knew what was best and would implement this or that according to their wills. Countless atrocities had been committed that had started as good intentions. 
 
    Who was I? I’d read history and seen how so many people got it wrong. Why was I the one to be different? I could tell myself I was different, that I was better. I wouldn’t make mistakes likes others had before me. But power had a corrupting influence. It could be an insidious thing that needed careful watching. 
 
    My time in the Corps had shown me that. I didn’t want to become a despot. I didn’t want to become a vile ruler, murdering those who should have been left alive. 
 
    I wanted to free my own kind. I would champion mankind over any other. On that, I had no qualms. I would even champion regular Homo sapiens over Neanderthals, as much as I admired the Neanderthals and wished them well. Homo sapiens were my clan. I would protect my clan above all other clans. That meant the humans on Earth and maybe Livi’s people in the Vega System. 
 
     In any case, I had to make a decision regarding these possible sleeping Krekelens. How many were down there in the stasis tubes? How many were waiting to be unleashed? What great war would commence if they escaped from the tubes? 
 
    Could I stamp them out like bugs? Were they bugs? I hated them. They struck me as evil. Did that give me the right to wipe them out as a species? I wasn’t certain. 
 
    I heard Omilcar sip his tea. 
 
    I stirred, then looked up. “We must go down and check it out.” 
 
    “So be it,” Omilcar said. “Do you wish to gather an army for that?” 
 
    I chuckled, shaking my head. “Let’s use the pterodactyl riders. Too many of them are bored. One thing I learned in the Corps, warriors need something to do. Otherwise, they get into trouble.” 
 
    “So be it,” Omilcar said for the second time. 
 
    I took several days to outfit an expedition, choosing a hundred pterodactyl riders. I also took my lance. 
 
    On the selected day, I climbed onto my pterodactyl, pulling back on the strap. The beast launched into the air. A hundred others followed. 
 
    After climbing a short distance, we dove. 
 
    Omilcar wasn’t with us to show the way. I’d studied the region from the edge of Sky Island. 
 
    Soon, the pterodactyls landed on a volcanic, glassy area. It was easy to see where Sky Isle had lifted. There was a great depression. In the depression were tunnel openings. We’d enter the third from the right. 
 
    “Forkbeard, you’re with me.” 
 
    I took fifty riders into the tunnel. The other fifty would guard the pterodactyls. 
 
    There had been curious Ophidians poking around lately. I wanted to forestall any trouble by leaving a strong guard. 
 
    We had the regular weaponry of Mu, swords, darts and battleaxes. 
 
    More than ever, I was contemplating introducing bows and arrows and giving it careful thought. I didn’t want to do what had happened in Australia when someone brought rabbits to the island. In no time, rabbits had thrived like cockroaches in a dump. The rabbits had lacked any natural predators in Australia. To rectify that, the Australians had herding and clubbing days, where everyone chased hordes of rabbits, killing them. 
 
    As we continued down the tunnel, I activated my lance so a fiery nimbus protected me. I led, with the fifty riders following. 
 
    The deeper we went, the darker it became. Some riders brought out torches, lighting them to add greater illumination. 
 
    The tunnel seemed to go on forever. I called a halt often, listening for humming machinery. Instead, it was eerily silent. 
 
    Twenty minutes after the fourth stop, I led the band into a great chamber with banks upon banks of machinery. 
 
    Curious riders approached the machinery, thrusting their torches near. The machinery was dead. A few areas looked burnt out. Perhaps an electric fire had begun there, causing a cascade chain reaction. 
 
    The air was closer down here. I didn’t like it. I don’t think the riders did either. 
 
    Abruptly, a mighty steam-kettle hiss from farther down brought us all around. Riders raised torches. A few had lanterns and focused the light. 
 
    It revealed a hideous snake creature, its length unbelievable. It slithered toward us from much deeper in the gloom. The lantern lights made its scales glitter. 
 
    “A guardian beast,” Forkbeard said. He was ready to charge. 
 
    “Stay back,” I said, “this is my province.” 
 
    I activated the lance so flames flickered from the front of the tube. I raised the lance, aiming, getting an even better idea of the snake’s horrid size. With an act of will, I hosed fire against its huge head. 
 
    The snake hissed and darted back, or the head did. Its main trunk was thicker than a horse’s body. 
 
    Tracking it, I hosed more fire, splashing flames into its open jaws. 
 
    The snake gave a horrid cry, the burnt head crashing with a thud against the floor. Then the giant body began to thrash and smash against the tunnel walls. Even though I’d burned out its head, the body took a long time knowing it was dead. 
 
    What would a giant snake eat down here? 
 
    When it quit thrashing back and forth, we inspected the burned head. It was impossible to tell much from it. Forkbeard suggested we cut open the stomach to see what was inside. 
 
    I shook my head. “We go farther down,” I said. 
 
    The riders followed with trepidation. As a group, they moved much closer to me than before. There was fear on their faces. 
 
    I nodded to myself. This is what it must have been like in ancient times on Earth. Then beings with special genetic heritage granted through science and selective breeding had wielded godly weapons like this lance. 
 
    We marched deeper into the labyrinth until something ahead of us, many things, threw the torchlights back at us as glints. 
 
    “Careful,” I said. “Everyone stay behind me.” 
 
    They obeyed with alacrity as we crept forward. 
 
    The glints: I perceived stasis tubes, the same kind I’d seen underground near the South Pole. Would the tubes contain Krekelens and psi-masters? 
 
    The first one I saw clearly—it was cracked. I rushed to it, looking down at a broken and twisted tube. 
 
    There was no Krekelen or psi-master in it. It had been forced open. Had the giant snake done that, sucking out the preserved creature that had been in the tube? 
 
    For the next several hours, we came upon one broken cracked stasis tube after another. Each was devoid of its cargo. There were no Krekelens or psi-masters down here, only endless wreckage. 
 
    Perhaps the giant serpent had caused the shorting of the machines by its destruction of the tubes. I’d noticed cords trailing from each of the stasis tubes. Most of those cords had been sheared off. 
 
    It appeared the snake had answered the genocidal question for me, at least concerning any Krekelens on Mu. They were already dead. 
 
    Shortly after that, we heard hisses from deeper down. There was a psychic emanation with the vile sounds. There was something down there I didn’t want to meet yet. It was time to retreat. 
 
    I motioned to the others. 
 
    We turned around and trudged up the cavernous labyrinth, yearning for fresh air. 
 
    I had a lot to do before I could think about uniting the Harmony of Planets, before I could start ridding the Earth of the Krekelens. I had to decide how to enforce my rule on Sky Isle. I needed to decide what to do with the Draconians and Ophidians on Mu. 
 
    My initial thought seemed like a good one. I’d send the Draconians here to the Chaunt System. I’d send the Ophidians to Saddoth perhaps in return taking the Neanderthals there and transposing them onto Garm. 
 
    I needed time to build an army. But what kind of army? 
 
    Perhaps I could secretly visit the former Harmony of Planets, seeking out others like me, those with the ancient genetic heritage. 
 
    I’d leave Forkbeard as my marshal, he and the pterodactyl riders. I’d alter them so they weren’t the barbarian rapists I’d seen in Tsargol, but turn them into the King’s Guard. 
 
    Despite the horrors I’d seen down here, I was glad I didn’t have to murder sleeping Krekelens. I had done so in the past, but from a different vantage: a terrified man backed into a corner. Now I was atop the pinnacle. I had Omilcar, Livi and others to help me. 
 
    This was the start of a new era, I hoped. Perhaps I'd need to reread some history books to avoid some of the mistakes of the past. Yet I remembered what I had read once from a cynic. It seemed true from all I’d read. If history teaches us one thing, the writer said, is that man learns nothing from history. 
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Sire?” Forkbeard said, pulling me from my contemplation. 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s nothing. Come, we’re almost to the pterodactyls. I want to fly out of here.” 
 
    “Yes,” Forkbeard said, “me too.” 
 
    As we neared the exit to the labyrinth system, I viewed my upcoming reign as the beginning of something new and grand. 
 
    What a difference this was from being the young guy leaving the Marines with no idea what to do. Now, though, once I figured that out, I’d have the power to achieve my goals. 
 
    I awaited the future eagerly, hoping I could achieve something grand. I’d had a good start. Now, I needed to finish strong. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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