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    I slowly became aware that I sat in a pitch-black room. My head throbbed, and my eyes—right. That was why I was in the dark. I’d been screaming in agony, the light stabbing my pupils like electric needles that shocked all the way to my brain. 
 
    I reached up, feeling a damp cloth wound around my head and over my eyes. The moisture in the special material had some sort of soothing and healing property. 
 
    I was weak…I wasn’t sure why. I could hardly remember anything in this dark universe. 
 
    My head throbbed so I winced from time to time. My mouth was bone dry and tasted foul. Lethargy or weariness made it almost impossible to string these thoughts together like this. 
 
    What had happened to me, and who was—? 
 
    “Jake,” I whispered. I was Jake Bayard, a…a U.S. Marine. No. I used to be a Marine. I’d been granted an honorable discharge and become a Traveler— 
 
    I groaned as my head exploded with searing pain, and now my eyes throbbed as if they swelled to twice their normal size. 
 
    I bent my head, massaging my forehead, trying to knead away the pain. I rubbed, kneaded and tried to relax, gaining some relief after a time. 
 
    I realized they had been using me—no, no, that wasn’t it. They hadn’t used me exactly, but…drained me of information. They wanted to know things I didn’t want to tell them. Did I have secrets, then? Did I hold classified governmental data or some new manufacturing technique for a powerful corporation? 
 
    No to both, I thought. It had something to do with being a… I didn’t want to think the word again, but veered away from it in order to avoid more agony. 
 
    These people wanted facts. I’d concentrate on that. What sort of facts did they want, then? 
 
    “We want information, Number…” I couldn’t remember what number I was supposed to be—four, five, maybe seven. For some reason, not knowing helped diminish the throbbing and lessened the shocks torturing my brain. 
 
    I found that I was breathing heavily and trembling, so I hugged myself and discovered that I was nude here in the dark. 
 
    Despite the lethargy that filled me, making it so I just wanted to lie down and go to sleep, I felt around and discovered a folded blanket to the side. I was sitting on a hard pallet that might serve as a bed of sorts. My shins dangled over the edge. My feet were in the air, not touching a floor. 
 
    How far was the floor from my feet? I had no idea in the darkness. 
 
    Instead of jumping down to find out, I just wanted to curl up on the pallet. I’d wrap myself with the blanket and sleep. I’d feel better later— 
 
    No, you won’t, said the worse half of me, the kind that knew how ruthless and evil men could be. This is the first time in a long time you’re able to think for yourself. Use it to your advantage, Bayard. 
 
    With the blanket wrapped around my shoulders, even as I kept sitting up, I tested the idea. 
 
    Hmm. I did have a feeling I’d undergone a long period of…I would have shaken my head, but that would have hurt. I didn’t know what I’d undergone, and that troubled me. 
 
    “Start from the beginning,” I whispered. 
 
    The mumbling caused my ultra-dry, cracked lips to seep blood. I hadn’t known they were in such a state. I licked my lips and tasted the coppery flavor. The tiny amount helped to moisten my mouth. 
 
    I must have been drugged. 
 
    I sat there with the new thought, and it was almost as if my blood had given me the energy to think. But that was wrong, right? I couldn’t feed off myself. To sustain life, I needed outside sustenance. 
 
    I swallowed in a parched throat. Philosophical thoughts were useless. I needed to stick to concrete things and get out of this mess, whatever mess this was. 
 
    As I scrunched my brow, hunched my shoulders and readied myself for pain, I thought the awful word, recollecting that I was a…Traveler. 
 
    I grunted because my head throbbed at the thought, but this time, not enough to debilitate me. 
 
    I grinned despite everything, and that made my cracked lips bleed again. I had to keep my head in the game and concentrate on practicalities. And not smile like an idiot. 
 
    What was a Traveler? A Traveler could cross to another world, to another planet if he had an obelisk, a teleporter. I was unique in this ability, possibly the only one on Planet Earth that could do this, thanks to my off-world father. 
 
    As I realized that, more memories flooded back, and they came in great shockwaves that battered what little physical strength I possessed. I collapsed onto the pallet as I trembled, and snot flowed from my nose. It must have all been too much for me, as I blanked out. 
 
      
 
    In a memory or dream as I slept, I saw myself on a gurney, naked, strapped down, with an IV drip in either wrist. Lights passed overhead as men in hospital whites wheeled me down the long hall. 
 
    The men hurried me down the underground passage. There were two of them, one on each side of me. Each wore a mask, and each had a thick neck and powerful-looking hands. 
 
    They pushed me into a sterile white room full of special equipment, lifting me from the gurney and placing me upright in a machine, putting a steel band around my head and shackling my hands, arms, feet and legs. The forehead band had antennae on it. I faced a huge white screen. 
 
    Soon, machines hummed and buzzed around me, and an unseen woman asked me questions, a hundred, a thousand questions. 
 
    Soon, on the white screen before me, some of my adventure on Tynar in the Canopus System 310 light-years from Earth played out before all of us. That was crazy. Did their machines read my memories for them? 
 
    “Information. We want information about everything you did on Tynar.” 
 
    In the elaborate tech-chair, I shouted in rage, and the images on the screen went blank as I fought the process… 
 
      
 
    I woke up trembling with fatigue, lying on the hard pallet, with a sweat-soaked blanket over me because of the remembered dream. 
 
    After cleaning my nose with it, I threw off the blanket, but that only made me colder. 
 
    With a groan, I sat up in the darkness. The cloth was still around my head and eyes, but it was no longer moist. 
 
    I tore if off and opened my eyes. 
 
    I was still in the dark. My shins hung off the pallet as if I was a kid swinging his legs. 
 
    I was Jake Bayard the Traveler, and Colonel McPherson had sponsored me for their elect group of witch hunters, which had battled for millennia against the alien Krekelens on Earth. Suvorov and Qiang had joined in sponsoring me, along with two seniors. I’d arrived at the secret compound, and Qiang had come to talk with me, giving me a drink. 
 
    “Damn,” I whispered. The drink. She’d slipped me a roofie. Qiang had been pretending to be my friend so her faction could get me in their clutches in order to drain me of information: everything I knew about the planets I’d visited. They were hungry to learn what they didn’t know, and instead of trusting me, they were using me, squeezing me like a rag. 
 
    I was panting again. McPherson wanted me to take more journeys and learn even more. Qiang and her side figured to extract the little I knew, as it was more than they’d learned in the many centuries of fighting the Krekelen shape-shifters on Earth. 
 
    “The bastards,” I whispered. 
 
    But something troubled me. If Qiang and the others had drugged me, hooked me to alien machinery and kept me like this for weeks, possibly months, why had they now allowed me to regain my wits like this? 
 
    An image struck me then. I’d been on another gurney about twelve hours ago, with an IV drip in my wrist keeping me loopy. A woman had been beside me looking around, maybe to make sure no one was watching her. She’d produced a syringe, jabbed the plastic bottle of the drip and injected a new substance into it. 
 
    She’d stared down at me. I’d hardly been aware of it at the time. Now, I understood. I was able to think, for the moment, because of whatever had been in her syringe. 
 
    What did that mean to me here? 
 
    I heard the scuffle of hard-soled shoes. Feet were marching toward this room. I doubted they were the good witch hunters. They must be Qiang’s people, eager to continue the data extraction from their lone Traveler. 
 
    That meant whatever I was going to do, I was going to have to do it now, or I would go back to being their drugged patsy as they continued to twist and squeeze the rag called Jake Bayard the Traveler. 
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    A door opened, flooding the pitch-dark room with light. 
 
    I cried out in agony, most of it pretended pain. Raising my head—I lay flat on the pallet, having lain down seconds ago—I looked up to see three heavyset men in hospital whites move into the room. They all wore green surgical masks that covered their mouths and noses. 
 
    One of them reached up, flipping a wall switch that filled my cell with fluorescent light. 
 
    I put my hands over my eyes, moaning as I lay there. The moaning was an act. I felt off, but not nearly like before. The sleep must have recharged me at least to a degree. 
 
    They spoke among themselves in quiet, heavy tones. They all approached me in the back of the room, one of them producing a syringe with an evil-looking steel-needled syringe. There was a goopy yellow substance with little slivery motes in it. I knew it was vile stuff and would rob me of my self-control and awareness. 
 
    I took my hand from my eyes, slid off the pallet and dropped to the cold tiled floor, crashing in a heap. The fall, the pain, the cold floor all helped to waken me further, and it momentarily put me out of their easy reach. 
 
    One of them cursed as they all stopped. “Pick him up,” he said, the one holding the syringe. 
 
    “He’s naked,” a different one complained. “I don’t want to wrestle a naked man up off the floor, especially one his size.” 
 
    “Hey,” the man with the syringe told me. “Can you get up?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Give me a second.” 
 
    They stared at me, three heavyset bruisers with hard, merciless eyes. 
 
    I realized something in that moment. The one had talked about my size. I was bigger than these suckers. I was a brawny dude. Was I still stronger? Or had months of drug and memory-extraction therapy drained me of that as well? 
 
    Was it months or weeks, though? I might be stronger than I realized, more my normal self. 
 
    “Get up,” said the man with the syringe. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I said. 
 
    I rolled onto my front and slowly stuck my ass into the air so I could get onto my knees. It was an extremely undignified position for a naked man. I was hoping they’d look away. As I rose up, hunching my back, leaning on my forearms, I summoned my chi as I had in my martial arts training. 
 
    I summoned the chi, but felt hardly anything at all. Then, I worked upward, standing and feeling dizzy, facing them. 
 
    They had turned away at my butt-ugly posture. Now they turned to face me. The two flankers moved toward me, no doubt to grab my arms. 
 
    I let out a sound, my released chi, and staggered, stumbled toward the syringe-holding man. I shot out my right arm, using the palm of my hand to smash up and against his nose. As kids, we’d all talked about how you could kill a man that way so a sliver of his nose-bone smashed against his brain. I don’t know about that, but the shock against my palm and wrist hurt, and I hit him just about as good as one could. 
 
    He collapsed onto the floor. 
 
    Did that surprise the other two? 
 
    I’m guessing so. Even as I acted, strength seemed to flow into me as if I tossed off my weakness like a moth-eaten cloak. I pivoted and thrust a knee against the groin of one. 
 
    He went down silently, a horrified painful look in his eyes as he clutched his bruised and battered balls. 
 
    That left just one. He struck me, hitting the side of my neck. It stung, I’ll give him that. Maybe I was more amped up than I realized. I turned, and I think there was an evil smile on my face. 
 
    He was winding up for a blow, but hesitated at my look. 
 
    I leaped upon him like a crazed lion, bearing him down onto the floor. He was a heavyset bruiser, but I was bigger and it turned out considerably stronger. I bore him down and he hit the back of his head on the floor. It must have stunned him. I grabbed the sides of his head with both hands and pounded the back of it repeatedly against the floor. 
 
    The ball-clutcher shouted, bringing me out of my murderous daze. I turned toward him, our gazes met and he tried to scramble up. I punched him in the face, slowing him down. I grabbed the syringe from off the floor and jabbed it into his chest. He screamed. I depressed the hypo, putting the sparkly yellow sludge into him. He stared at me in horror. 
 
    I worked up to my feet, backing away from him. 
 
    He stared at the syringe in his chest. Then, he tried to rise. 
 
    I rushed him, bore him down, grabbed his head and banged it on the floor several times for good measure. Either that or the yellow goop in him took him out of commission. 
 
    I stood yet again, panting, swaying, finding myself slick with sweat. That had been brutal and tiring. 
 
    I scowled at my handiwork and then at the open door. How long until reinforcements showed up for their side? 
 
    I had to escape now if I could. I couldn’t do it naked, though. I studied the three, choosing the biggest and then the one with the biggest feet. His shoes might fit after a fashion. 
 
    I’d won round one. Now, it was time to see how round two would go. 
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    I tried to walk smoothly down the empty corridor. I was unsteady on my feet, though, and used a hand against a wall to help keep my balance. 
 
    I wore tight hospital whites, the sleeves too short and the pants legs above my ankles. I hadn’t been able to close the waist button, either, but had his belt at the widest hole to make this work. The shoes pinched my feet. Only the socks fit. 
 
    My disguise wouldn’t fool anyone, but I have to admit that wearing clothes again gave me more confidence. I would use what strength and stamina I had and maybe regain more as I acted. 
 
    I should have made sure all three of them were dead. If one came to and sounded the alarm… 
 
    I shook my head. That only slightly hurt my eyes now. I planned to fight to the death before letting anyone recapture me again. Qiang had drugged me. If I should stumble upon her, I’d kill her for what she’d done. 
 
    Yeah, a knight wasn’t supposed to kill a woman. I liked to think of myself as a knightly sort. But Qiang deserved death for what she’d done, and I was feeling decidedly murderous. Maybe it would have been wiser for me to feel frightened at my plight. I mean, I was dealing with the people who had fought the vile Krekelens for centuries, a hidden war that had taken place in the shadows throughout human history. But smashing the three hospital goons had fired my blood and put me in a badass mood. 
 
    “Bayard,” a woman hissed. 
 
    I turned, seeing no one. Was I hearing voices? 
 
    “Up here,” she said. 
 
    I raised my gaze and saw the open vent in the ceiling. “Are you kidding me? A vent?” I asked. 
 
    “Climb this,” she said, unrolling a rope ladder so the end hit the floor. 
 
    I stared at it stupidly. 
 
    “Climb it,” she insisted. 
 
    I put my hands to the rope ladder, looked up at her and frowned. “That’s not a vent, is it?” 
 
    She peered down at me like a mouse, a tiny Chinese woman with a small face and slender neck. Qiang was Chinese. Could I trust this woman? 
 
    “You must please hurry, Bayard.” 
 
    She had a slight Chinese accent I noticed. Was she any relation to Qiang? 
 
    “Did you put the stuff in my drip that woke me up?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, now hurry please while you can.” 
 
    I awkwardly climbed the rope ladder. It was harder than it looked as it swayed under my only partly controlled weight. The tight clothes didn’t help, either. In seconds, my fingers clutched the edge of the opening, and I hauled myself into the tight confines of an access tube. 
 
    I was panting and sweaty again, but I wasn’t trembling, so that was something. 
 
    “Crawl past me,” she said. 
 
    The woman was short and slender, a wisp of a thing. She wore a silver one-piece with silver slippers and wore a little silver hood like from a bad 70s science fiction movie. 
 
    I stretched out and slithered past her, although we pressed the flesh nonetheless. 
 
    She worked quickly, hauling up the ladder and putting a fitting over the opening, throwing the access tube into near darkness. 
 
    I didn’t like that and had to control my claustrophobia. I panted more. I hated confined spaces like this. It made my gut ache. 
 
    “You must crawl, Bayard,” she said in a slight voice. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Please don’t speak. Your voice is too deep, and it carries. You must listen to me and trust me, as I’m attempting to help free you. Crawl as quietly as you can please.” 
 
    That made sense. So, either I was going to drop back into the empty corridor, or I needed to crawl ahead. Otherwise, I would stay in this cramped space, which would soon make me howl. 
 
    Goosebumps rose all over me as fear twisted my gut harder than before. I clenched my teeth, forcing myself to relax: a non-sequitur, I realized. Even so, I began to crawl. 
 
    “Quietly, Bayard,” she hissed. “You’re making too much noise.” 
 
    I worked on being quiet, but it was difficult for a huge lug like me negotiating this crazy narrow tube, especially in these stupidly tight clothes. 
 
    “Stop,” she whispered, so low I barely heard it. 
 
    I stopped, and listened, and heard men talking below us. They sounded angry. That had been fast, maybe too fast. Could I trust this woman? I guess I had to now. I couldn’t hear what they spoke about, but it had to be about me, right? Damn. How long would it be before someone checked these access tubes? The feeling of claustrophobia bit me in the ass like a rabid dog, shaking, growling and making me antsier by the second. I began to fidget. 
 
    “Please, Bayard,” she whispered. “It will be okay.” 
 
    Her voice soothed me a bit. What if they began stabbing up in the tube with spears, as I’d seen in a million movies? 
 
    The hairs on the back of my neck rose. I scanned for a way down to my enemies. I wanted to end this farce swinging and squeezing scrawny necks. It could be the claustrophobia was messing with my thinking, making it jumbled and murderous. 
 
    “Oh, please, please, Mr. Bayard, control yourself.” 
 
    I glanced past myself but couldn’t see the waif behind me in the dark tube. Her Chinese accent kept me thinking about Qiang. Someday, if I survived this, I was going to enjoy dealing with that treacherous bitch. Give me a roofie and hook me to alien tech, huh? 
 
    “Do not growl either, Mr. Bayard.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and rested my forehead against the bottom of the access tube. 
 
    The voices below me stopped. 
 
    I froze, and I heard the waif moving, and then I heard nothing from her. 
 
    What had just happened? They couldn’t have heard me bang my forehead against the bottom of the tube. If that was true— 
 
    I started crawling again, trying to do it quietly. 
 
    Shots rang out, and bullets punched through the access tube ahead of me. 
 
    “Stop, Jake Bayard,” a man shouted from below. “We can hear you crawling up there. If you continue, you die.” 
 
    That was too much. I shouted two words, the first that began with “F” and the last that ended with “U.” Then, I crawled like a madman, banging my elbows and knees on the metal of the access tube. The claustrophobia of this place had driven me wild. 
 
    Despite my mania, I didn’t think they would shoot to kill. I was too valuable for that, a prize of sorts. These suckers would have killed the Golden Goose, but they wouldn’t have tossed aside the few golden eggs the bird had already laid. 
 
    I saw a hatch ahead due to the bits of light shining through cracks. I reached the hatch and tore it off. That gave the shaft greater illumination. I looked back. The Chinese waif was gone. She must have bailed on me. Maybe she’d set me up for this. 
 
    I shrugged inwardly, crawled over the opening and then slid my feet through, my belly and then I was hanging by my hands. I let go, dropping three feet at most. 
 
    I crumpled when I hit the floor, but scrambled up quickly enough. It was awesome to be out of there. I heard people running. It came from the direction of those who’d fired the shots. They must have had to go around and used doors to reach here. 
 
    I could do two things. Run away or run at them. I had no idea where I was or how to get away. 
 
    Screw this then. I growled, decided that Lancelot would go down fighting and began to pick up speed as I headed in the direction of my approaching enemies. 
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    I rounded a corner, bouncing off a wall, and kept churning my legs. A small mob of five or six men collided with me or me with them. They wore coveralls and carried guns and batons. 
 
    They were surprised. 
 
    I was ready for this. 
 
    I crashed among them like a bowling ball, using my hands, elbows and knees, roaring with the joy of combat because I was partly berserk with the hopelessness of my case. 
 
    Batons began to flail. Some of them hit their own. But enough of those steel sticks crashed against my head. One struck my nose, and I howled with pain and lashed out harder. 
 
    Then, I was on the floor, on my hands and knees, dazed, no longer able to see straight. My head rang and hurt, and I expected the winners to begin whaling on me in earnest. 
 
    I coughed. I didn’t want to speak to them. I thought it was odd they didn’t say something victorious and smug about how stupid I’d been to resist them. 
 
    I raised my head and blinked my befuddled eyes. The last of them slipped soundlessly onto the floor. What was going on? 
 
    A waif of a girl stepped among the fallen men. She held a flattish type of pistol, and used it three more times. It made a hissing sound and left a miniscule dart in three different goons. 
 
    I blinked again, my eyesight still blurry and seeing double. She might be wearing a silver outfit with a silver hood. 
 
    “Can you stand, Mr. Bayard?” she asked with a slight Chinese accent. 
 
    “You’re here,” I said. “How did you get here?” 
 
    “I would help you stand, Mr. Bayard; but I cannot possibly lift such bulk. Please get up while you can.” 
 
    I groaned as I worked up, and then it occurred to me that she’d shot these guys with knockout darts. She was a quick thinker and quicker doer. She’d left me in the tube, likely deciding on Plan B, C or even D for all I knew. 
 
    “Please, Mr. Bayard, you’re making this more difficult than it has to be.” 
 
    Did I hear a note of exasperation in her polite voice? 
 
    “We’re leaving an obvious trail. Now, I will have to leave the compound with you.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I mumbled. I didn’t stand, though. Instead, I crawled to the biggest dude, worked off his coveralls and then decided to take his long-sleeved t-shirt as well. 
 
    “We have no time for this,” she said. 
 
    I ignored her as I tore off the hospital whites and donned better fitting clothes. I took his shoes as well, and they fit better, too. 
 
    I looked up at her then. Fear and maybe even terror twisted her small face. 
 
    “Let’s go, sister,” I said, managing to stand. 
 
    She let out an exasperated sound, but smiled at me, rushing near. She grabbed the end of my right sleeve, tugging me along. “Hurry, if you can, please.” Was she avoiding touching my flesh? 
 
    I moved my feet faster, kept from tangling them and began to trot after her like a circus bear. 
 
    “Who are you, anyway?” I said. 
 
    “Shhh,” she said. “We dare not go through that again.” 
 
    I didn’t nod. My head yet throbbed from the baton blows. I should have grabbed one. I should have picked up a gun. I’ve always hated movies or shows where the good guy fails to grab a gun when he has a chance. Yet, here I’d failed to do just that. Maybe such forgetfulness was easier than I realized in the heat or confusion of the moment. 
 
    An ugly thought struck. Maybe this waif was a Krekelen shape-shifter. She was breaking me out in order for the bad guys to kidnap me. Was that why she wouldn’t touch me? 
 
    I frowned. We’d pressed against each other in the access tube while I’d passed her. She hadn’t been hot like a Krekelen then. In truth, she’d felt good like a woman should. 
 
    I noticed her rear as she trotted ahead of me. It was nicely shaped if smaller than I liked. She was a mouse but struck me as athletic the way those tiny gymnasts were in the Summer Olympics. I bet it was easy for her to climb in and out of access tubes, and then sprint to get back into the fight as she’d done. 
 
    I accepted her as trustworthy, as she’d more than proved herself. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    She didn’t turn around but shook her head. Was she telling me to quit talking or that she didn’t want to give me her name? 
 
    Either way, I didn’t ask again. 
 
    We traveled longer than I liked. I wasn’t used to this anymore. I think it had been at least been three weeks under drugged interrogation. It could have been three months or something in-between for all I knew. Anyway, it was enough for me to have lost plenty of stamina. 
 
    That pissed me off, as I’d worked hard in Indonesia to get into prime condition, like a top-tier boxer. McPherson had worked me relentlessly, and that had all paid off on Tynar in the Canopus System. 
 
    “Are you one of Qiang’s people?” I asked. 
 
    She halted and whirled around. For the first time, there was anger in her eyes. “She’s my mother. Does that make you happy?” 
 
    “Qiang’s your mother?” 
 
    She stamped a delicate, silver-slipper-clad foot. 
 
    “I don’t get it. Why are you doing this then if Qiang is your mother?” 
 
    “McPherson is correct about you. My mother is wrong this time.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. 
 
    “Will you trust me to help you escape and quit making this harder?” 
 
    “You know your mother is a mean bitch.” 
 
    “Mr. Bayard, I should slap your face for saying that. I love my mother. I…” The waif scowled. “I request that you do not speak ill of my mother in my presence. It is ill-mannered, and now so am I for telling you.” 
 
    Were those tears in her eyes? I don’t think I understood these people. I knew a bit of history, though, and I suspect Qiang had trained her daughter in the old Chinese ways. 
 
    “Hey, kiddo, no sweat,” I said. “Your mother is tough, and she’s cunning, which means she’s smart. I’m not happy with her, though. You can understand that.” 
 
    “My mother will hurt all of us for this. We mustn’t let the others recapture us. Now, if you would please hurry, and do it quietly—” 
 
    The waif quit speaking as she cocked her head. A second passed, and she let out a small moan. 
 
    I hadn’t heard anything yet. 
 
    “We must run, Mr. Bayard. We must play a longshot. Can you run?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Let’s make them earn this.” 
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    We ran: she like an Elf and I a lumbering bear. We raced to a steel hatch and her tiny but nimble fingers played upon a keypad. I heard a click. She opened the door and we stepped through to bitter cold. 
 
    “Are we in Antarctica?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I followed her to a steel ladder in what seemed like a mineshaft. She began to clamber up the ladder like a monkey. It reminded me of the time on Tynar when I’d followed Kez up a ladder as we’d escaped the subterranean city on Narag Isle. 
 
    I grabbed the first cold steel rung and started climbing. I soon sounded like a bellows at an old-fashioned smithy where they forged swords. Fortunately, some of my stubbornness kicked in. I was exhausted and shivering, but I refused to stop until I couldn’t hold on anymore and fell to my death. 
 
    As had happened with Kez, the waif pulled ahead and soon disappeared altogether. I doggedly climbed one rung after another. 
 
    “Mr. Bayard, we’re in luck.” 
 
    I heard her voice. She must have been shouting. I looked up—oh. I spied her head poking down looking at me. She was no longer on the ladder but in a stony alcove. 
 
    That revived my flagging spirits, and I increased my climbing speed until sweat soaked my t-shirt and coveralls. I reached the spot and through a short corridor, I saw the waif outside on a ledge with snow. Snowy mountains were behind her in the distance. Did that mean we were in a mountain? 
 
    I was guessing so, and was shivering from the icy wind blowing through the short corridor. 
 
    She didn’t bother coming back and holding out a hand to help me. If I missed my footing, I had a long way to drop. Despite my fatigue, I managed to move from the steel ladder to the corridor and then the outside shelf, moving to where she stood. 
 
    It was majestic out here, and we stood on the side of a steep mountain. Great peaks soared around us. It was beautiful and breathtaking, and I could see no easy way down. We had to be near the top, with a winter wonderland spread out below. 
 
    Then I spied tiny stick figures in the far distance on a different slope. They moved fast. They were skiing, I think. 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    “In the French Alps,” she said. 
 
    “Those are skiers?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. 
 
    I looked back. “This is a secret hideout?” 
 
    “Please, Mr. Bayard, we have no time for stupid…” She let that go. 
 
    Questions, I said to myself. Was I asking stupid questions? I thought up a good one. “How do we extract ourselves from here?” 
 
    She was already ahead of me, taking a small device from her silver outfit. She pressed something on it and spoke into it, listening afterward. 
 
    “Step here,” she said, pointing. 
 
    I did, and I was seriously cold now. I had no idea why she wasn’t shivering herself. Maybe the silver outfit was thermal gear. The only other explanation was that she was a Krekelen after all. Cold didn’t bother the shape-shifters as it did humans. 
 
    At that moment, a small helo flew over our mountaintop and sank fast toward us with cargo. 
 
    I wouldn’t mind riding in that, but had no idea where it could land so we could load. 
 
    Something detached from it, and plummeted in our direction. At the same time, the single-rotor helo reversed direction and went back for the peak. 
 
    That made no sense to me. 
 
    A chute appeared on the black plummeting thing. The chute was like the guided parachutes Delta operatives use to insert into a place. 
 
    The waif used a control, and I saw lines on the chute moving and adjusting. Was she bringing the thing to us? 
 
    I had my answer in seconds. A contraption that looked like a sleek sled drifted toward us. 
 
    I eased to the outer edge of our platform and looked down. The way was far too steep with many stony patches. I hope she wasn’t thinking we could toboggan down the mountainside. That was crazy thinking, a ballsy Marine idea. 
 
    “Stand back please, Mr. Bayard.” 
 
    I complied and then reversed course. The waif acted as if she was going to catch that. It would yank her into space and my rescuer would be adios, plummeting into oblivion with the sled. 
 
    She noticed what I was doing. “You’re in no condition to do this, Mr. Bayard.” 
 
    I ignored her as I waited, and I reached out, catching one of the chute strands. Then I hurled myself back, although the weight and velocity of the thing nearly tore me off the ledge and took me tumbling. By the barest of margins, I dragged our sled onto the ledge with us. It was like a toboggan, but fancier, with seat belts and two sticks for steering in front. There were elaborate runners on the bottom. 
 
    “You’re not serious about this, are you?” I asked. 
 
    “Straighten it please and sit in the back. I will drive, as I’ve trained with this.” 
 
    I stared at her only a moment. Then, I sat in back, strapping on the seat belt and making myself as comfortable as possible. 
 
    “Here,” she said. “Wear these.” 
 
    She handed me a pair of tinted goggles. She already wore hers. I put on mine. 
 
    She strapped in, checked the controls and nodded tightly. “If you could give us a push, please, I would be grateful.” 
 
    I used both hands and pushed off the platform deck, shoving us forward. I did it once more, her curved front going over the edge. Then, our toboggan tipped and we skidded over gravel and rock, making a racket as we shook. 
 
    She used the two control sticks, one on either side of her. The sled screeched, then we hit snow and ice, and then, baby, we began to pick up speed. 
 
    I felt like James freaking Bond, and I realized it would have been better if I’d been doing the driving or steering. Soon, I readjusted my view. This chick was coolly collected and quick, making minute and immediate choices. 
 
    We flashed like lightning down the slope, and I wanted to start bellowing as wind tore at me. I’d never ridden a sled like this one, or down a steeper slope. 
 
    The waif was bent forward, concentrating like an Olympic athlete. 
 
    I leaned forward, too, and I eased my bulk from side to side as if riding a motorcycle while making turns. Seconds later, I realized my mouth hurt because I was smiling so hard and wide. 
 
    I shouted with the exuberance of it all. 
 
    She glanced back at me, smiling. 
 
    We hit a bump, and the ride almost ended there. I felt my butt lifting off the seat, only kept aboard due to the restraints. She whipped around and concentrated again, and the ride smoothed out. 
 
    Long story short, we made it down that monstrously steep mountain, only slowing as our toboggan headed toward a road and a waiting car. 
 
    “Is that for us?” I asked. 
 
    “For you,” she said. 
 
    “You’re not coming?” 
 
    “I must explain this to my mother.” 
 
    “Hey…” I was going to tell her I was sorry about what I’d said about her mother earlier. But you know what, I wasn’t the least bit sorry. I still wanted to kill the operative who had roofied me. 
 
    As our sled slid toward the lone car—a small European job—the driver’s side door opened and Colonel McPherson in a red skier’s jacket and woolen hat stepped out. She tore off her mirrored sunglasses and stared in what might have been shock. 
 
    I waved, but there was no recognition in McPherson’s eyes. 
 
    Then, I realized she was looking beyond me. I twisted around, and I saw two helos headed our way. The front one was sleek and vicious looking with obvious rocket launchers on the sides. It had a single rotor and a head start for us. The back one was bulkier and double bladed, and it launched a heavy-duty rocket. 
 
    Crap! We weren’t out of it yet. 
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    The sled stopped. The waif and I unbuckled, both of us jumping up and running for the puny European car. 
 
    A violent, airborne explosion rocked us, the concussion making me stagger. The waif went down. I grabbed the back of her hood as I passed, hauling her off the snow and onto her feet. 
 
    Only then did I dare to glance behind. The forward helo, the sleek military job, must have exploded, pieces raining down. People plummeted from it, too. 
 
    “Into the car,” McPherson shouted. 
 
    The colonel was tall for a woman and quite lean, if well endowed. In her early thirties, she had clear skin without any wrinkles and dark brown eyes with thin lips and a thin nose that gave her a deadly serious look. 
 
    McPherson slid into the car. 
 
    The waif slowed down. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, grabbing a sleeve, pulling her with me. 
 
    “I must stay and explain to my mother,” she said. 
 
    Pulling her with me, I opened a back door, picked her up and slid into the cramped vehicle with her. It was a claustrophobically tight fit for a guy my size, especially holding onto the squirming bundle. 
 
    I slid the waif off my lap onto the other side of the car. At the same time, McPherson rammed a foot onto the gas pedal. If this had been a big American muscle car of my youth, the tires would have spun with squealing vengeance. As it was, we started to go, picking up speed at what seemed like a sedate pace. 
 
    I hadn’t even heard the engine roar. It was then I realized this was a gutless hybrid. 
 
    What had McPherson been thinking? 
 
    I twisted back to stare at the lethal helo. It had gained on us fast. In that moment, I stared up at their window, where who do you think sat in the pilot’s seat? 
 
    It was Qiang, her dark hair hidden by her pilot’s helmet. She stared at me with her black orbs, her mouth curved downward in a frown. Did she know her daughter was in the back seat with me? Why had Qiang fired a rocket at the first helo? 
 
    I debated giving her the bird, but decided taunting a woman who clearly distrusted me with her finger on a firing button was a bad idea. Besides, she might not know her daughter was back here with me. 
 
    As I made the calculation, the helo lifted sharply and away. 
 
    I faced forward, feeling guilty because the waif beside me had bent her head and wept quietly. 
 
    In the rearview mirror, I traded glances with McPherson. 
 
    “What just happened?” I asked. 
 
    “You escaped captivity,” McPherson said. 
 
    “No. With the helo war?” 
 
    “The first helo must have belonged to the Krekelens.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This is a compromised outpost,” McPherson said. “The Krekelens must have worked an operative into it. I imagine they were after you.” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “I’m glad you escaped, Jake. I’m sorry about what Qiang and the others did to you. That was dirty, underhanded, and worst of all, shortsighted. I had nothing to do with it.” 
 
    “Are you sure we’re free?” I asked. “Because I’m not sure.” 
 
    McPherson was silent as she negotiated a tight turn on the lonely mountain road. “I doubt we’re free,” she said. “They’re going to want you back. The Krekelens are going to keep trying for you, too.” 
 
    “So, Qiang will just phone ahead,” I said. “She’ll probably have the cops stop us and I’m back to being a prisoner in the Matterhorn.” 
 
    McPherson didn’t respond to that. 
 
    “Do you have anything to eat?” I asked. “I’m starving, and I’m parched.” 
 
    Without saying a word, McPherson grabbed a brown paper sack in the front passenger-side seat and tossed it back to me. 
 
    I tore it open and found two big cellophane-wrapped sandwiches and a bottle of water. I peeled off the cellophane and wolfed down the first without a thought, a club sandwich. Afterward, I guzzled the water. I began on the second sandwich, roast beef, when I glanced at the waif. She stared forlornly out her side window. 
 
    “What are we going to do about her?” I asked McPherson. 
 
    “Mei,” McPherson said.  
 
    The waif turned her hooded head toward her. 
 
    “Thank you for what you did,” McPherson said. 
 
    “I’ve betrayed my mother,” Mei said in a quiet voice. 
 
    “Nonsense,” McPherson said. “You may have just saved the human race by freeing our Traveler.” 
 
    I grinned, and continued to devour the roast beef sandwich. How about that? I was the real deal, the Traveler who might ensure that humanity on Earth didn’t submit to alien enslavement or genocide. 
 
    “Being with him has made me doubt the wisdom of my action,” Mei said. “He’s a brute, a savage who conducts himself like a wild orangutan.” 
 
    McPherson chuckled. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, with food in my mouth, turning to Mei. “Your mother kidnapped me, remember?” 
 
    “You kidnapped me,” Mei shot back. 
 
    “I thought the helo people were going to kill you.” 
 
    Mei looked at me as if searching my soul and finding it wanting. 
 
    I closed my mouth, and a second later, turned away, kept chewing and then swallowed the food. 
 
    Turning back to her, I offered the half-eaten sandwich. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    Mei turned away as if with disgust, as if I’d offered her worms or worse. 
 
    “Look—” I said. 
 
    “Leave her for now,” McPherson said, as she applied the brakes. “You were right about cops, Bayard. They put up a roadblock, and they did it damn fast, too.” 
 
    We’d just come around a bend in the mountain road, with snow packed on one side and a drop on the other. Ahead of us in a slightly larger area were two squat police cars with their lights flashing. There was a sawhorse across the wet road and before the squad cars. Standing directly behind the sawhorse were two SWAT types with black body armor, boots and helmets with darkened visors. Each of them held a short assault rifle across his chest. 
 
    “You thinking what I’m thinking?” I asked McPherson. 
 
    The colonel gripped the steering wheel with two hands, staring hard at the so-called police officers. “I think they’re Krekelen operatives.” 
 
    “Do you have a weapon?” I asked. 
 
    “We can’t just barge through them.” 
 
    “We can try, or we can let them capture us. Which gives us better odds?” 
 
    McPherson twisted back to look at me, peeled a hand off the steering wheel, reached down and handed me a big revolver, a .44 Magnum. After that, she faced them and punched the gas pedal. And we accelerated at a sedate pace for the waiting killers. 
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    I opened a back window, leaned out, brought the Magnum into play and fired a shot at the leftward operative. 
 
    Their reactions startled me. Instead of aiming their assault rifles and opening up at us, they sprinted for the side, hurling themselves into a snowbank. 
 
    Seconds later, our hybrid passed them. 
 
    I stared at them from the back window, withholding firing another shot. 
 
    McPherson slowed more, knocked over the sawhorse and began to weave around the two blocking police cruisers. 
 
    I should have kept my eye on the two operatives. As we passed the last cruiser, assault rifle fire started up from behind us. 
 
    McPherson shouted an expletive, hunching lower and accelerating once more. 
 
    I twisted around in my seat, getting my arm out the window as I fired the rest of the cylinder at the two. 
 
    A back tire popped, and inexplicably the power went out of our vehicle. I could hear McPherson tromping on the gas pedal, trying to convince the small car to revive back to life. It wasn’t happening, though. 
 
    Fortunately, we’d climbed a short rise in the road and now slowly began rolling faster down a steeper grade, going clumpety-clump due to the blown tire. 
 
    I pulled my arm in. 
 
    “The car won’t go much longer,” McPherson informed me. “We’ll have to bail and continue on foot once it stops.” 
 
    I glanced over at Mei, and frowned with consternation. She was twisted in the seat, with blood all over her. The back window had shattered, which I only now just noticed. 
 
    “McPherson!” I shouted, unable to say more. 
 
    Setting down the .44, I gingerly moved Mei’s head in order to gauge her condition. The glassiness of her eyes and the open mouth told it all. She was dead. 
 
    “Mei,” I said, daring to shake her. 
 
    It didn’t change her condition. The small Chinese waif that had helped me escape was dead and gone. I felt sick. I’d picked her up and forced her into the car with us. This all was my fault. 
 
    “McPherson,” I said, looking up at her. “Mei’s gone. The bastards killed her.” 
 
    That altered my thinking. 
 
    “They killed her,” I said, my voice cold. I picked up the .44. “I need more shells. Give me more shells.” 
 
    “Bayard.” McPherson twisted in her seat, looked me in the eyes and shook her head. “We have to run.” 
 
    “She’s dead. Do you hear what I’m saying? I as good as killed her by bringing her along.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “I’m not arguing about it.” I twisted back, looking out the shattered rear window. I wanted to see the two SWAT operatives chasing us. I saw shinola but for wet road, pine trees and snow. 
 
    “It’s a tragedy,” McPherson said. “Qiang knew the odds when she brought her daughter into the life.” 
 
    “Qiang,” I said, realizing the importance of the situation. “She’s going to kill us now for sure.” 
 
    McPherson frowned as the car continued down the grade. “Ours is a hard life. We almost all die violent deaths. Li Mei died sooner than most. She paid the penalty for her mother’s sin. If Qiang wants to blame anyone, she should blame herself for taking you prisoner.” 
 
    I hardly heard the little speech. I could have told McPherson that people didn’t operate along those lines. Qiang’s daughter was dead, and it had happened while she’d helped me escape. Qiang was going to hold me responsible until one of us was dead. 
 
    I should have fired at the two when they lay in the snow. I’d thought they’d been taking themselves out of the game. No. They’d been Krekelens or Krekelen operatives, and played dirty, using deceit and trickery, which was their forte. 
 
    “You ready to hike?” McPherson said. 
 
    “I need more ammo.” 
 
    Wordlessly, she handed me a box. I opened the cylinder and put shells in one by one, closing the cylinder with a snap. The rest, I poured into my pockets. 
 
    I was not dressed for the cold. I wore a long-sleeved t-shirt, coveralls and lace-up shoes. I’d had my fill to eat, though. I wanted to hunt down the two killers and put them out of their miserable existence. Part of me seethed. Part of me felt like shit. I looked at small Li Mei. I still couldn’t believe she was dead. 
 
    The small car silently came to a stop. McPherson climbed out. She had a nine millimeter in her right hand, wore a skier’s jacket, a woolen hat and hiking boots. 
 
    I climbed out, too, staring at the twisted, dead woman in the back seat. 
 
    There were still no sign of the SWAT killers. 
 
    “We don’t have much time to do this,” McPherson told me. 
 
    I stared at Li Mei a last time. Then, I slammed the car door shut and followed McPherson. The colonel had started jogging along the road. 
 
    Feeling soiled and realizing I’d hunt for the killers later, I followed the colonel. 
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    We traveled a quarter kilometer down the road when McPherson took us up along a hidden trail with a stone pathway. She eased open a camouflaged door in the side of the mountain, and we hurried through a damp, barely lit corridor. 
 
    “What is this place?” I asked. 
 
    “Compromised,” McPherson said flatly. 
 
    “What happens now? Is the group shattered?” 
 
    “You mean our group?” 
 
    “What else?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Nothing like this has ever happened before.” 
 
    I found that difficult to believe. Throughout the centuries, many weird things must have happened, especially against creatures as freaky as the Krekelens. 
 
    McPherson hurried ahead and reached lockers, opening the fifth one and stepping aside. 
 
    I picked out underwear, pants, socks, tennis shoes, shirt, jacket, and baseball cap, and put them on. This was much better than the coveralls. Anything was better than thinking about the poor dead woman in the back seat of the hybrid car. 
 
    “Can you run if you have to?” McPherson asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Can you run? Do you have the stamina to run?” 
 
    “For a little way, I guess.” 
 
    McPherson studied me. It seemed as if she were going to say something profound. Instead, she nodded, saying, “We’ll go this way.” 
 
    I followed, my emotions bleak and my time sense skewed, and we reached a manhole cover on the rock floor. 
 
    “Can you raise it?” McPherson asked. 
 
    I stared at her until the question penetrated my mind. Getting down on my knees, finding a handhold, I wrestled the heavy thing to the side. It had to weigh over two hundred pounds. 
 
    “This is an old route,” McPherson informed me. “It will be wet and confined down there.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    McPherson shook her head. “I think you’re right about Qiang. She’ll be out for blood: yours for sure and maybe mine. We have to get far, far away from here. The Krekelens are going to keep trying, too. It will be harder staying hidden with Qiang hunting for us. That means it’s time for drastic action.” 
 
    “What have we been doing?” 
 
    McPherson ignored my question. “The best bet is to get you off-world again. That means plenty of risk for those of us who see your utility in Traveling to the various planets. Earthlings are provincials at best and utterly ignorant at worst. I’ve begun to think the Krekelens on Earth are third-rate opponents in the greater scheme of the worlds of the Harmony.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that.” 
 
    Suddenly, McPherson was angry. “We went to great effort to free you. Convincing Li Mei to help us—that was my doing. Qiang is going to hold that against me forever.” 
 
    “Do we take Qiang out, then?” 
 
    “No,” McPherson said, outraged. “Qiang is one of our best and brightest. We stay out of her way and try to convince others we’re doing the right thing so they can convince her. In case you’re interested, we do know more because of your interrogation.” 
 
    I stared at McPherson. Then, I turned away in disgust and studied the open manhole. Without saying more, I slid my feet through and found another damned steel ladder. 
 
    “I need to go through first,” McPherson said. “You have to put the cover back in place.” 
 
    I climbed back out and waited. 
 
    McPherson only hesitated for a few seconds. Then, she scrambled into the manhole. 
 
    I followed, and wrestled the heavy cover over us. I was about to complain about the pitch darkness, when McPherson turned on a flashlight, using the beam to show the way. 
 
    The journey to the bottom was short, and it was a muddy mess down here. There were timbers like in an old mineshaft, but it was damp, moldy and the air closer than seemed right. We trudged for hours, our shoes and pant legs to our knees becoming a filthy mess. 
 
    I was reeling and McPherson staggering by the time we reached an old hatch. At first, it refused to open for us. I strained for minutes, finally stumbling back in defeat. 
 
    “I forgot,” McPherson said. She wiped at the wall, wiped more, and found a box after the dust was gone. She opened the wall box and moved a lever. 
 
    There was a clack by the thick door, and it slowly swung inward. 
 
    I lowered my head to duck through, coming out the side of a hill. McPherson followed, found another hidden box and switch, and the heavy hatch closed. 
 
    There were trees and bushes before us. Beyond them came the sound of people talking, along with the clink of glasses. 
 
    “We’ve reached the resort town,” McPherson said. “Beyond the trees is a terrace to a bar.” 
 
    I nodded numbly. 
 
    “We can’t mingle,” McPherson said. “We have to bypass the town and fade into greater France.” 
 
    “Have any ideas about how to do that?” 
 
    “I do, and they’ll work.” 
 
    “What are we waiting for then?” 
 
    “For you to get your head back in the game,” McPherson said. 
 
    I frowned at her. 
 
    “Li Mei died, and it was bad luck,” McPherson said. “Qiang is going to hate us for it, but that’s how life is. We carry on. Get drunk in Li Mei’s memory the next chance you have. Mourn her. Then, get your head back in the game. Earth has enemies. The Krekelens are moving more openly than at any time we’ve known. I think they’re going to try to incorporate Earth into their empire, or whatever the heck it is.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “If we have to,” McPherson said, “we start our own group. You’re the key to it, a bona fide Traveler. If you still can’t get over Li Mei’s death, realize she died saving your sorry ass. Carry on and save Earth in her memory.” 
 
    I cocked my head. 
 
    “She died so our world can live,” McPherson said. 
 
    “There’s a saying about that.” 
 
    “Yeah?” asked McPherson. 
 
    “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.” 
 
    “Is that from the Bible?” 
 
    “Jesus Christ said it. I guess He ought to know.” 
 
    “I guess so,” McPherson muttered. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “That’s the ticket. It’s still a great shame Li Mei died. I feel awful about it. But I’m not going to let it go to waste. If nothing else, right?” 
 
    “Exactly,” McPherson said. “Do you know what to do next?” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “Then, listen up so we both do this right.” 
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    We escaped the French resort town by wearing disguises on a tour bus. Mine as a bent old man, and the tricks McPherson taught me actually seemed to diminish my otherwise obvious size. It also made a difference that Suvorov set off explosives, destroying three buildings and starting a serious fire. The fire helped create the chaos we needed. 
 
    We had to separate and run later. I continued the bent old-man disguise, making it to Paris, where I went to an outdoor café each afternoon. On this day, I ordered coffee and a croissant. I checked my watch after the waiter left, and while I did so, a woman sat down at my tiny metal table. 
 
    It was McPherson in a yellow dress and a wide-brimmed white hat. 
 
    “Was all that necessary?” I asked. 
 
    “Hello to you too,” she said, her smile slipping. “I’m glad you made it. Are you glad I made it?” 
 
    “Of course, I’m glad. But that doesn’t answer the question.” 
 
    She searched my eyes, the smile altogether disappearing. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Blowing up the resort town,” I said. 
 
    “Yes. It was necessary. Not that we blew it up. It was just a few useless buildings. There weren’t any people in them. Even if there had been—” McPherson stopped speaking, perhaps thinking she might have said too much; and she touched her hat, maybe to bring it to my attention. 
 
    “What happened to you after the bus?” I asked, ignoring the hat. “Why did you take so long getting here?” 
 
    Any hint of amusement vanished. Had McPherson gone out of her way to dress like an old-time Southern belle? Was I supposed to notice and say something? 
 
    “Do you want to hear about more dead people?” McPherson asked flatly. 
 
    I looked away. I did not, and she knew it. Yeah. I’d been a U.S. Marine. I’d seen combat in Bhutan, nasty stuff with good guys and bad guys dying in my presence. That was different, though. We Marines had signed up for and been trained in war. Civvies on vacation and girls helping orangutans shouldn’t have to die because of me. Sure. I’ve told you my stories about the Planet of the Dead, Saddoth and Tynar. There had been plenty of dying on each world. But a French ski resort and—the sides of my jaws bulged with hardened muscle. I still felt guilty about Li Mei. With little more to do than hide these past few days, I’d thought about her too much. I’d considered a hundred times how I could have done things differently on the mountain road. 
 
    “Jake.” 
 
    I looked up at McPherson. She’d taken off the hat and laid it on the table. She’d done her hair in curls. That was different. 
 
    “I sympathize with you to a degree,” McPherson said. “But you’re no longer allowed regular human emotions like the rest of us. You have a unique gift. You need to use it and concentrate on that.” 
 
    “I’ve been using it.” 
 
    “It’s more than that. You need a—” 
 
    “Hey,” I said, interrupting. If she was needling me, it was working. “Let’s get something straight. I do what I do. That doesn’t mean you or anyone else gets to dictate to me how I feel about it.” 
 
    “But your responsibility to—” 
 
    “Hold it,” I said, interrupting again. “I used to be in the Corps. I did what they told me, and I was fine with it. It’s different this time around.” 
 
    “You’re not going to cooperate with us?” 
 
    “What do you think I’ve been doing?” 
 
    McPherson eyed me, perhaps judging my worth; perhaps it was something else. 
 
    “I’ll Travel,” I said. “But I’ll do it my way, and frankly, that’s the only way a real Traveler should do it.” 
 
    McPherson kept staring. She was actually quite beautiful in the yellow dress, white gloves and curls. I wondered if I should tell her. Maybe while I was at it I should compliment her about the hat as well. 
 
    I didn’t, though, saying instead, “What kind of person can pop onto an alien planet and survive? One who does what he feels when and how he feels it. Do you know how many aliens have already tried to tell me what to do?” 
 
    “Are you talking about Tynar?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I have a transcript from your trip there.” 
 
    “What?” I said again. 
 
    “We have another insider in Qiang’s operation. He slipped us a transcript from your lengthy and rather exhaustive interrogation regarding Tynar. I also have a list of the worlds you’ve seen while at that automated Stonehenge on the Planet of the Dead.” 
 
    I’d forgotten about the alien Stonehenge with its smooth black menhirs that had shown different types of humans and their star systems. Then, what McPherson said penetrated. 
 
    “Are you saying it was good what Qiang and her people did to me in the mountain hideaway?” 
 
    “I’m not saying that, although a more thorough mission debriefing on our part would be wise. There’s much about your trips we’ve been missing. But that’s not the point. We might as well use the information they obtained. Right now, though, we need to get you to Antarctica and off-planet. The word is both the Krekelens and Qiang’s people are hunting for you, pulling out all the stops.” 
 
    I started eating my croissant to give myself time to think. Was I ready to Travel again? I wasn’t in the same shape as last time. I’d enjoyed the adventures before, but it could get terrifying on alien worlds. Besides which… 
 
    “The teleporter obelisk in Antarctica is the first place the Krekelens and Qiang will cover in order to try to catch me,” I said. “Hell. They’ll likely both have jets in the air either to shoot down any C-130 trying to go in deep or forcing it to land.” 
 
    “Guarding deep in Antarctica is hard if not next to impossible,” McPherson said. “And no one but you and the dead Krekelens and psi-masters that followed you to it have seen the teleporting obelisk.” 
 
    “They can still guard the main approaches to the subterranean realm.” 
 
    “Would you want to wait there for a man that might come, and do it at this time of year? 
 
    McPherson had a point. It would still be icy grim on the bottom of the world. Autumn had started here, with unseasonable snow in the Alps, the reason the resort had been running. The world had been going through a cold spell lately. It was strange. Spring would have begun in Antarctica, but it would still be horrific near the South Pole, especially on the worst days. 
 
    “They’ll guard the edges of Antarctica then,” I said. 
 
    “Do you realize how big an area that is to watch?” McPherson asked. “It’s a continent, bigger than Australia. The Krekelens might try to patrol it with the aid of drones. Qiang will have a harder time doing so as she simply won’t have the people.” 
 
    “We’ll have a hard time getting an unnoticed C-130 weatherized to make the trip,” I said. “Besides, all of them can use radar easily enough to watch the skies.” 
 
    The waiter approached with her tea so we quit talking about it. McPherson thanked him and added sugar, slowing stirring her tea as he left. 
 
    The waiter and his exchange with McPherson had given me time to remember something else. I watched him reenter the café before turning back to McPherson. 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask you. Who were the small Ophidians, the aliens who left Earth in the flying saucer?” That had happened toward the end of my last mission. 
 
    McPherson’s gaze seemed to chill as she looked up to observe me. 
 
    “What did I say now?” 
 
    “How did you know about the alien tech?” she asked. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? I was there. I saw the little buggers. I flew in one of their sky-rafts.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m asking.” 
 
    I frowned. “So what are you asking?” 
 
    “How did you know we have—?” McPherson thought about it. “Flying saucer tech?” 
 
    “We do?” That was news to me. 
 
    “Don’t play dumb, Bayard. I know you’re good at it, but don’t think you’re fooling me with your act.” 
 
    “Hey, McPherson, I’ve been under sedation getting my mind squeezed for a month, it turns out. How should I know…?” 
 
    “Aha!” she cried. 
 
    I cocked my head, as I realized I’d heard something, somewhere about a prized piece of alien equipment thanks to the small Ophidians. Could I have heard that while under heavy sedation? 
 
    “We actually have working small Ophidian tech?” I asked. 
 
    “We don’t call them that, as you named the aliens on Saddoth Ophidians, the Neanderthal-devouring ones. We don’t want to get confused.” 
 
    “So what do we call the small ones then?” 
 
    “Draconians.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It was either that or Dinosauroids.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Dinosauroid is worse than Draconian. The small Ophidians didn’t strike me in the least as being related to dinosaurs.” 
 
    “According to you, they were reptilian.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Draconian is related to dragon, and back in the past—” 
 
    “Enough,” I said, cramming the rest of my croissant into my mouth. “I don’t care about entomology.” 
 
    “You must mean etymology: the study of word origins.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, whatever,” I said. “Can we stick to the point?” 
 
    McPherson sipped her sugared tea and eyed me again. “I’ve never seen you this agitated before.” 
 
    “I know. I…” I tried to hold it in, but it blurted out. “Li Mei was such a nice girl. I hate it that what I did led to her death. I threw her into the car with us. If I hadn’t, she’d probably be alive today. It’s plagued me, although I’ve begun to believe that my month of sedation screwed with my emotions.” 
 
    “I’d say so.” 
 
    I finished my coffee, knowing I needed to put the Li Mei tragedy behind me and get on with it. Still, the idea of going to another alien planet…I wasn’t sure I was ready again. Besides, despite the idea of putting the tragic death behind me, I wanted to find the two SWAT killers and deal with them for their treacherous murder. Maybe I wasn’t ready to put it all behind me yet. 
 
    “You know what they say: a good offense is the best defense.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked McPherson. 
 
    “I want the killers responsible for Li Mei’s murder.” 
 
    “Are you crazy? They’re part of a giant operation hunting for you.” 
 
    “Meaning they won’t expect our strike against them,” I said. “That’s the perfect time to strike.” 
 
    McPherson stared at me. “For a man with a troubled conscience, you sure do have a murderous bent of mind.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that. I don’t mind whacking bad guys. It’s the innocent, especially ones that help me, that mess with my mind. Do you know who those two bastards were?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Can you find out?” 
 
    “How?” asked McPherson. 
 
    I nodded slowly. “If you don’t, I have an idea.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I want to hear it.” 
 
    I began to tell her anyway, all thoughts of leaving for Antarctica forgotten in my need to clean the slate with the late Li Mei. 
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    I’d read somewhere that hunting tigers in the old days had been the real sport of the bravest aristocrats and royals in India. 
 
    The reason it took courage was that despite the use of elephants, the tigers could turn in the high grass and attack the hunters, leaping upon the howdah or the elephant’s back and killing its oppressors. 
 
    That was my idea. I was the tiger in this scenario. In particular, I wanted the two chicken SWAT men who had dived into the snow when faced with direct confrontation, and later turned their assault rifles upon us. 
 
    McPherson tried to talk me out of it, but I wouldn’t budge on this. In the end, she spoke to her people, and two days later, she was still complaining to me about what we were doing. 
 
    We sat in a small car, a gas-engine Fiat, which stood for Fix It Again, Tony. I’m not sure Fiat was still Italian owned, but it had started out that way. At least it would have more power than the hybrid we’d used on the Mountain of Death. 
 
    We waited on the side of a twisty road in a forest, a drizzle of rain wetting the blacktop. The cars passing us were using their windshield wipers around half the time. We had the radio on, which played modern French music. I was in the driver’s seat this time. McPherson had an assault rifle hidden under a jacket on her lap. 
 
    “You know this is crazy, right?” she asked for the hundredth time. 
 
    “You’re here.” 
 
    “Because I’m trying to keep you alive,” she said, exasperated. “You’re the greatest asset we have in his war. You’re attempting something foolish instead of hiding on an alien planet. Don’t you get it? The biggest manhunt we or the Krekelens ever attempted is in full swing, and it’s targeted on you.” 
 
    “Why don’t I believe that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Why don’t you? Despite everything, you’re not a moron, but you’re acting like one now.” 
 
    I glanced at McPherson. There was a tickle in my subconscious about all this. I hadn’t been able to pinpoint it yet, but it was there. Something was off, but I didn’t know what. I did know that I owed Li Mei this. McPherson had gone on the past couple of days about wasting the young woman’s selfless effort, how Li Mei had given her life so that I could continue Traveling and learning the truth. 
 
    That might have been the case. I didn’t fully believe it, though. It was also possible one of my quirks had shown up. If someone wants me to do something too badly, I inherently resist the idea. It was a bad case of stubbornness that almost automatically emerged when others pushed me too hard. 
 
    I hated others pushing me. That had been both a good and a bad Marine trait. Good when the enemy pushed me, bad when the officers did it and I resisted. 
 
    I suppose it made for a good knightly trait, though. Maybe it was thoroughly old-fashioned American trait: a Don’t-Tread-on-Me thing. 
 
    I realized that my fingertips felt itchy. We were waiting for a specific vehicle, an armored BMW. In it, Krekelen operatives were racing to a place near here. We’d allowed information to fall into their hands so they would send a team to the locale. 
 
    McPherson had asked me more than once about what would happen if they sent more backup than we anticipated. 
 
    I’d just given my head a shake each time. We’d deal with it. I’d deal with it. It was how I’d been operating for some time. 
 
    A walkie-talkie crackled. After listening to the message, McPherson stared at me. “They’re almost here.” 
 
    “One car?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    I released the steering wheel, opened the door into the drizzle and went to the trunk in the front. The damned Fiat engineers couldn’t get anything right in this funky little car. 
 
    From the trunk, I pulled out pieces of an RPG, fitting them together. Then, I went to the passenger’s side of the front, closing the hood and resting against the small vehicle, with the RPG ready. 
 
    I didn’t have long to wait. A black BMW with heavily tinted windows came around the nearest corner. The brush and trees had made it impossible for them to see us and us to see them. The drizzle gave me an added advantage. 
 
    I tracked them and I pulled the trigger. The grenade flew where I aimed, and it hit the front of their car, exploding nicely, popping a tire and causing the car to flip onto its side, screeching until it slid off the road into wet grass. 
 
    I laid the launcher on the hood of the little Fiat and headed for the BMW, drawing the .44 Magnum I’d had before. 
 
    McPherson was out of the car, the assault rifle in her hands. 
 
    A door opened on the car, it opening into space as the vehicle lay on its other side. Something small and brown flew out of it. 
 
    “Grenade!” shouted McPherson. 
 
    I hit the dirt. The grenade landed, rolled and went off, but no shrapnel struck me, although I heard pieces peppering trees. 
 
    “Grenade!” McPherson shouted again. 
 
    I looked up. This one was sailing for me. I scrambled upright, feeling as if I were moving in slow motion. I caught the grenade before it landed and flung it underhanded for the car. It sailed up into the open door as if I’d pitched a perfect strike before the grenade exploded in the vehicle. 
 
    “You’re crazy!” McPherson shouted, as she sprinted past me. 
 
    That had been ballsy on my part, but what else was I supposed to have done? 
 
    McPherson crossed the wet road and jumped up. The assault rifle was slung across her back as she hoisted herself up. She peered down into the open door and jumped back to the ground, turning toward me. 
 
    “They’re dead,” she said. 
 
    “Are they the two that killed Li Mei?” 
 
    “How am I supposed to know that? They were wearing visors then, remember? They could be anyone.” 
 
    The walkie-talkie hooked near McPherson’s throat squawked again. She listened and paled as she confronted me. “There’s a jetpack team heading for us.” 
 
    “What?” I said. “No one has workable combat jetpacks.” 
 
    “The Krekelens do.” 
 
    I looked up into the drizzle but didn’t see any high-tech enemy fliers. 
 
    “The Krekelens must have suspected this was a trap,” McPherson said. “They sacrificed these two to bait you. They must know you want Li Mei’s killers.” 
 
    “We can take these flyboys.” 
 
    “No, we can’t.” McPherson said it with such conviction that she convinced me on the spot. 
 
    “So, what do we do?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s cross-country time again.” 
 
    I cursed, holstered my Magnum and clambered up the BMW, looking in at the two dead operatives. It wasn’t pretty. Death never is. 
 
    I jumped down, and we started to run, leaving the Fiat behind. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Four hours later, we sat in a farmer’s barn, waiting for Suvorov to pick us up. It had been a harrowing four hours, and I’d puked twice due to sheer exhaustion. 
 
    “We got lucky,” McPherson said, sitting on a hay bale. 
 
    I looked up at her from where I leaned against a post, too tired to speak as I sat on my butt. 
 
    “The Krekelens seriously want you dead,” McPherson added. “Qiang wants you alive. Both of them are going to make your life miserable until they succeed. Your only hope is to slip off-planet for a time.” 
 
    I was starting to think she was right, and I thought about what she’d told me back in Paris at the outdoor café. Marshalling my remaining strength, I spoke in a tired whisper. 
 
    “So, ah, you have Draconian tech that can get me deep into Antarctica to the base?” 
 
    “Under the circumstances, I’d say it’s our only shot at getting you there.” 
 
    I nodded. Trying to find the killers had become a goat rope. Now that my mind had turned this way again, I wondered about the alien suckers I’d seen in Antarctica. 
 
    “Do we know anything about the Draconians?” I asked. “I figure they were the ones beaming early pyramids here on Earth, as flying saucers did the beaming and they flew a flying saucer into space.” 
 
    “You believe that because you saw cave art showing such a flying saucer assault?” 
 
    I nodded. I’d seen the cave art, as McPherson called it, down in subterranean Antarctica below the base camp. 
 
    “We hardly know a thing about the Draconians,” McPherson said. “In truth, you know more about them than we do because you’ve seen the cave paintings and interacted with them to the small degree you did last time.” 
 
    “You saw some Antarctican cave art before.” 
 
    McPherson leaned toward me, grabbed a forearm and gave me an earnest study. “We want to know our early history, Bayard, and I include Qiang in that. It’s critical we know our early history because it seems that many of the prehistorical players are coming back to Earth. I think that’s where the Krekelens got their jetpack tech. Your trips are teaching us a little. But we’re still ignorant about almost all of it.” 
 
    “Take away the almost and you’d have the right of it.” 
 
    “Then you’re ready to go again? We can forget about this madness?” 
 
    “I don’t know about ready.” I’d puked two times in the last four hours. I needed to get back into shape. “I do need to return to Saddoth and see how Bok and his family are doing.” 
 
    McPherson stared at me with an unreadable look. Then, she began to outline how we were going to do this. 
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    The next three weeks proved almost as intense as the gunplay and running in the French forest as we hurried from one locale to another, even to different continents. 
 
    Maybe without my interference and need for vengeance getting in the way, McPherson and Suvorov operated more smoothly. They were experts at what they did. Even though Qiang knew them well, McPherson and Suvorov must have used new stratagems, because we stayed a step ahead of the vengeful mother all the way to Antarctica. 
 
    The Krekelens didn’t have any better luck against us either. 
 
    “Their best chances were at the mountain and in that stupid forest,” McPherson said at the end of the third week. “Now that we’re here, our odds have vastly improved.” 
 
    I glanced at her. We both wore parkas with hoods and stood at the rail of an ocean-going vessel from UC Santa Barbara in California. The 320-foot Duke Harry had arrived at the coldest continent in the world to do research on plankton and sunlight. No one on the ship planned to go inland, but to work off the ice shelf getting samples and experimenting on the effects of sunlight to the plankton. 
 
    Deep in the guts of the science vessel was our Draconian tech. I hadn’t seen it yet, as it was under guard all the time by supposed UC hires. 
 
    There were roughly thirty UC people and thirty others as crew, cooks and captain. The exact number was sixty-six effectives, which included McPherson and me. Suvorov had remained behind. 
 
    The icy continent was within sight of our ship, dark water everywhere. I shivered, wondering if I really wanted to risk my life on Draconian science. 
 
    The theory about the small Draconians included long-term stasis, as in thousands of years in hibernation in Antarctica. It meant whoever had interred them down there had done so before the start of recorded human history. That meant well before the pyramids of Egypt and the ziggurats of Sumer had been built, someone had defeated and lodged the little Draconians into their stasis units and presumably dismantled the flying saucer that they had put back together and flown away several months ago. 
 
    Did any of this include the so-called people of ancient Mu? 
 
    My latest theory was that Mu was a world in the Harmony of Planets. Could Mu have really been a place on Earth, though? The idea you’d find on Wikipedia would be about a prehistoric continent in the Pacific Ocean. As a kid, I’d read fantasy stories about Thongor by Lin Carter set in the ancient continent of Lemuria, a Mu-like place in the ancient Pacific Ocean. Thongor had been hero who was a mix between Conan the Barbarian and Tarzan of the Apes. Could there have been a real continent of Mu? Could the Draconians have fought against prehistoric peoples like real-life Thongors? 
 
    I had no idea. I knew the history of Early Man as taught to me in high school was wrong at least to a degree. The wild theories as posed by Chariots of the Gods and those who’d followed author Erich von Däniken seemed more reasonable now. The UFO “nuts” were probably closer to the truth, too. 
 
    Did that mean I wanted to trust ancient Draconian tech to skim the ice in the middle of an Antarctica spring? That was a resounding no. Yet, here I was about to try. 
 
    “This still doesn’t feel real sometimes,” I told McPherson. 
 
    “Tell me about it. We’re soldiers in a hidden war that would shock ordinary people and blast many minds into gibbering panic. The Krekelens have been screwing with us since the start. I hate to think how many murderous wars they’ve begun so people kill each other off or so they retard civilization.” 
 
    “Do you think the Krekelens engineered the Black Death?” 
 
    McPherson studied me. “I wouldn’t put it past them. Are you trying so psych yourself up to do this again?” 
 
    “Maybe that’s it.” 
 
    “We should go tonight.” 
 
    “What do you call this?” I indicated the glimmer of sunlight on the distant horizon. 
 
    “We’ll go in six hours,” McPherson said. “Try to get some sleep before that.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said. “That’s going to happen.” 
 
    I went below deck to a cabin I shared with two other guys and lay in my bunk. I must have dozed off, because the next thing I knew McPherson was shaking me awake. 
 
    “It’s time,” she said. 
 
    I blinked my eyes, feeling groggy, but I got up, dressed and gathered my few belongings. 
 
    I won’t bore you with the details of getting the tiny flyer. The hires were really our guys, and they helped us cart exceptionally light metallic pieces to the deck. There, McPherson and one other assembled the pieces in an enclosed area on deck as the cold wind howled across the Duke Harry. 
 
    Once completed, the flyer looked fragile and questionable, with twin seats hanging down from the main bulk like an inverted rollercoaster. The upper part of the flyer was silvery and the metal lighter than bamboo, about the size of a cut-in-half Volkswagen Beetle. In other words, it was tiny as far as a cross-continent aerial vehicle went. 
 
    “This is crazy,” I said, indicating the machine. 
 
    “It’s alien tech,” McPherson agreed. “Normally, I wouldn’t trust it. Under our conditions, we have no choice.” 
 
    I muttered under my breath. 
 
    Soon, the three guards helped McPherson and me strap into the seats. Our people had enlarged each of them from Draconian-size, but mine still chafed when I had to squeeze in. 
 
    “If this thing can fly, we’re going to freeze our balls off,” I said. 
 
    “Quit complaining,” McPherson said. 
 
    We finished the preparations, the main part of the contraption held up by three outer prods. The colonel produced a small keypad or what looked like one, at any rate. 
 
    We each wore a parka with hood and scarves covering our faces as well as goggles and gloves. 
 
    McPherson activated the unit, tapping the keypad with her bare right hand. The upper part hummed and areas of it glowed. I didn’t like this at all, squirming in my hanging seat. 
 
    McPherson tapped it again, and the thing rose straight up with us hanging in our seats below it. 
 
    I grabbed the metal struts that attached us to the main unit. The Duke Harry was starting to get smaller down there on the dark sea. 
 
    “Here we go,” McPherson shouted at me. 
 
    I nodded. This felt like being at an amusement park and having one of the rides detach from the main machine and start flying cross-country on its own. No. I take that back. It didn’t merely feel like that. It was what we were really doing. 
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    Here was the skinny on the flight of the Draconian machine. McPherson activated an invisible shield that must have reached down from the upper part. It enshrouded us in a warm blanket of air, kept the wind from tearing at us but made it harder to talk, as we had to shout at each other to make ourselves heard. 
 
    It was like the old-time Cone of Silence. 
 
    McPherson steered or piloted the craft with her mobile keypad. And this flyer could move, which I should have expected from flying saucer tech. She used GPS gear to pinpoint our position on the white wonderland of icy death and snow. We skimmed about fifty feet from the surface, moving in excess of nine hundred miles per hour. 
 
    A half-hour in, we hit a blizzard, and that buffeted our craft. The immediate air around our seats us also turned a little colder, as some of the freezing air must have seeped through the protective force field. 
 
    McPherson took us higher and higher still until we rose out of the blizzard. That lasted all of twenty minutes. When it cleared below, we went low until we were once more skimming the surface. 
 
    After some time, my feet went numb from hanging like this for so long. 
 
    “We’re getting close,” McPherson said later. 
 
    I blinked myself awake, realizing I’d been dozing on and off. 
 
    She repeated herself. 
 
    I stirred, looking around. The stars shone brightly in the heavens and the moon, it was glorious, as it was so bright. It threw the surface into a dreamy landscape. I recognized some mountains from last time. No lasers speared us from there. No streetlights shined from down there either. 
 
    McPherson slowed our craft and slowed it even more. 
 
    “Over there,” I said, pointing. “That’s the ice pit the Draconians launched from into space.” 
 
    It looked as if hardly anything had changed since I’d left several months ago. I spied the igloo where we’d kept warm waiting for rescue. If we looked, I’m sure we could have found the dead Delta-type operatives who had skied in to slay us. 
 
    “Did you guys clean this place up when you picked me up?” 
 
    “No one must have told you,” McPherson said. “We tried to send another team up here after rescuing you. We never heard from them again.” 
 
    “The Krekelens ambushed them?” 
 
    “It’s what we suspect.” 
 
    “Do you think the Krekelens collected the stranded Americans?” 
 
    “Possibly.” 
 
    I’d known a few of them, if only for a short time. “You let Krekelens nab Americans and interrogate them?” 
 
    “Hey, Bayard, we’re not Americans.” 
 
    “You’re not?” 
 
    “Like you, I was born an American national,” McPherson said. “But that isn’t how we view ourselves. We’re fighting to save Earth, all of it. In that sense, we’re an international agency. It was a tragedy we didn’t pick up the stranded Americans. It was even more of one that the Krekelens might have kidnapped them.” 
 
    “Because of what the Krekelens could have learned from them?” 
 
    “Yes,” McPherson said simply. 
 
    I nodded. I got it. I really did. It was cold and hardhearted, but logical. Our small group of Krekelen hunters had a limited number of people and only so much money. They used American and British military at times, but that could cover only so much territory. Here at the end of the world, or the bottom of the world, those few had yeoman tasks to perform. It was hard just staying alive down here. 
 
    “Do you think there are Krekelen goons nearby?” 
 
    “Do you?” asked McPherson. 
 
    “If I ran their show, I’d have left people behind. I don’t know why we don’t.” 
 
    “Who says we haven’t?” 
 
    “Have we?” I asked, beginning to hate her hints and evasions. 
 
    “We’re using this route, aren’t we?” McPherson said. “It’s less direct to the teleporter.” 
 
    She meant we’d approached the mountains that were farther from the subterranean obelisk, the route I’d used to go underground when I’d met the Draconians. We could have gone to the original base camp, which was closer to the obelisk. I didn’t know what that had to do with having operatives here or not. 
 
    “Are you saying this could get dicey?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” McPherson began lowering the Draconian flyer. “I do have one other piece of bad news.” 
 
    Why had she waited to tell me? “This ought to be good.” 
 
    “I’m not joining you down there,” McPherson said. “You’ll have to negotiate the tunnels on your own. I think you know you’re better at doing that than anyone else, and I think your Travel genes help to guide you through the tunnels to the obelisk.” 
 
    “Or something like that,” I muttered. 
 
    The flyer now floated like a balloon into the icy pit, the ones the Draconians had made when leaving Antarctica in their flying saucer. 
 
    “You’re going to make your own choice in this,” McPherson said. “But we’re agreed that it would be a bad idea for you to go back to Saddoth right now.” 
 
    As she said that, I could feel my resolve harden. “I promised Bok I’d help him. That implied I’d return to Saddoth before he died.” 
 
    “And so you shall. But going alone to Saddoth won’t help Bok. You’ll need at least a division of Marines to help you, probably more, if you hope to free Bok and his people.” 
 
    “You don’t want me to go to Saddoth?” 
 
    “Not yet,” McPherson said. “First, we need more information about the Harmony of Planets, and we need firmer control on our end on Earth. Until we have both, there’s not much we can do for the Neanderthals on Saddoth, as we might have to take on an entire planet of Ophidians.” 
 
    I didn’t like hearing that, but she had a point. I wanted to free Bok and the others. The damned Ophidians ate humans, even if they were the Neanderthal branch of the family tree. I’d think about it. But it would be good to know what she hoped I did. 
 
    “Where do you think I should go next?” I asked. 
 
    “Qiang is most interested in Groombridge 1618. That’s a star in the northern constellation of Ursa Major. The star is near Earth at almost sixteen light-years.” 
 
    “Why should I go there?” 
 
    “I don’t know why. I just know that Qiang was most interested in it, and that was after studying what she learned interrogating you.” 
 
    “Do you think I should try to go there?” 
 
    For a moment, McPherson seemed uncomfortable and wouldn’t look at me. She overcame that fast, however, smiling and nodding. “I wouldn’t have said all this otherwise.” 
 
    Hmm. Would going to Groombridge 1618 take me to Livia’s world, the one my father had come from? 
 
    “What am I supposed to search for?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know that either, but I have an idea you’ll know once you reach there.” 
 
    “Am I looking there in order to placate Qiang then?” 
 
    “Maybe just a little,” McPherson said. “We need her, Bayard. I know you don’t like her.” 
 
    I grunted. 
 
    “But our group is already too small. Divided, we might lose to the Krekelens. On all accounts, we have to put aside our differences and work together to save our planet.” 
 
    She had a point, and for Li Mei’s sake, I was willing to give Qiang a second chance, as long as I had a gun aimed at her while doing it. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” I said, still not decided on my destination. It did seem wisest to leave Earth for a time, though. 
 
    McPherson lowered the flyer the rest of the way into the icy pit. 
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    We landed and unbuckled, stretching and staggering, giving our legs a break. The Antarctica cold quickly put a stop to that, as we no longer hid behind the invisible protective screen. I shook hands with McPherson and she gave me a small device. 
 
    “Press it when you return to Earth,” she said. “It will send me a signal, and I’ll come to pick you up if I can.” 
 
    “I’ll try to stay in the Groombridge 1618 System no longer than a month,” I said. 
 
    “Two months might be better.” 
 
    “I might not survive two.” 
 
    McPherson clapped me on a shoulder. “I have faith in you, Bayard. You’ve made it before. You’ll make it again.” 
 
    I muttered under my breath. In one way, this was muy crazy. I was near the South Pole, about to go on my own into these mazy caverns built who knew how long ago. I would cross worlds into a possible dire situation. I was fleeing the Krekelen and Qiang-sponsored hunters, hoping to hide on an alien world. 
 
    My life had taken a drastic turn when I’d first boarded a C-130 with Doctor Spencer in Santiago, Chile. But I was the knight-errant, a former Marine on the warrior’s path, Traveling to learn our true heritage in order to know enough to defeat Earth’s hidden enemies. This was better than the Marine Corps and much lonelier, it turned out. I’d wanted excitement and adventure, and I was getting it. But you know what, despite everything, I was excited to be doing this again. If I could roam the Earth and find new lands, I would have jumped at the chance. But all the lands here had been found. The idea of exploring new places had taken hold of my blood. Maybe my Traveler genes had given me the inborn desire at my birth. 
 
    I now believed that one should find his mission in life and then do it with all his heart and soul. 
 
    I hitched up a backpack, readjusted the holster on my belt and faced McPherson once again. 
 
    “Are you going back to the Duke Harry?” 
 
    “I’m going somewhere,” McPherson said. “I want to make sure I can get back to you when you press that switch.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said. “It’s on a need-to-know basis.” 
 
    She smiled. “Good luck, Bayard. Come back to us. Earth needs you.” 
 
    It almost felt as if she was going to say, “I need you.” But she didn’t. Maybe I should have told her in Paris that she looked beautiful. Maybe I should tell her now. 
 
    I forced a grin instead, nodding. Then, I turned around and headed for a tunnel entrance, trying to remember my way from when I’d been here several months ago. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I used a flashlight and walked a long time. I didn’t find any evidence of the American Army personnel holed up here months ago. They didn’t just run out of supplies. Everything about their existence was gone. I was sure I reached the main cavern. It was empty, without even stray bits of trash or castoff junk lying around. That meant someone had cleaned out the place. 
 
    According to McPherson, the Krekelens had done this. Had she told me the truth? Might she have compartmentalized that as well? 
 
    I kept trudging, leaving the icy tunnels and reaching the granite ones much lower down. It was weird that a place so vital to interstellar travel should remain empty most of the time. The grossly inhospitable environment topside ensured that. 
 
    If Groombridge 1618 didn’t work, I would return to Saddoth, crawl around and see what I could see. Or maybe I’d do it the other way around. I owed Bok and his tribe. Most of all, I owed Bok, my blood brother. Maybe I would do better with a division of Marines along. When would that happen, though? This might be one of those times where a man had to do what he had to do. 
 
    One thing was for sure down here: what a difference a day makes, or ninety days. 
 
    I rested, sitting on the granite floor and eating some rations and drinking bottled water. I was tired. I was in better shape now than when I’d first woken up in the Matterhorn, but I wasn’t yet in top condition. 
 
    I turned off the flashlight before drifting to sleep. I dreamed of creatures with glowing red eyes and those with clawed hands slashing at my face. 
 
    I awoke with a start, sweat bathing my face. I shivered with chill, and I heard a terrifying scream like a great cat in labor. 
 
    This time, I woke up for real, jerking forward in the dark. I fumbled around for my flashlight, clicking it on and shining the light everywhere. 
 
    The stone corridor was empty and as silent as the grave. Had I heard the scream, or had it been in a dream? 
 
    I drew my Colt .45, climbed to my feet and shouldered the backpack into place. Then, I started walking. After two hundred meters, I stopped, set down the automatic and flashlight, and fished out two sandwiches, some black and white cookies and water. Being in Antarctica made me ravenous. 
 
    Once done, I continued the trek. It lasted a long time as I wondered in one direction and then another. At the oddest moment possible, a hidden stone door slid open. I whirled around, seeing it and the new dark corridor. 
 
    “Thanks, pyramidion,” I said. 
 
    I had a theory that the pyramidions or red crystal capstones were AIs of sorts. They’d always mentally spoken to me each time I’d Traveled or teleported from one planet to another. They could do things, but how much they could do I didn’t know. 
 
    In the past while down here, I’d run from enemies, and the pyramidion of Antarctica had worked behind the scenes to help me. Well, it did this time, too. I just felt more aware of the process. 
 
    The air grew warmer so I opened my parka and stowed away my gloves. Later, I spied a hot red glow in the tunnel distance. Soon, I turned off the flashlight, using the glow as my guide. Then, I entered a dimly lit area with painted and chiseled rock-wall pictures. They depicted men riding floating rafts. Beams angled down from one, hitting lance-wielding mammoth riders. 
 
    I took more time to study the six- to ten-thousand-year-old cave art. Maybe it was even older than that. I had no way of knowing. 
 
    There were pyramids, sphinxes in a line, slaves dragging massive stone blocks and overseers with whips. I stopped when I came to the giant pterodactyl riders. Were there such riders in the Groombridge 1618 System? These couldn’t be pictures of a time on Earth. Even given a pterodactyl big enough to ride, the laws of gravity, muscle power and aerodynamics precluded such a thing here. 
 
    As before, as I neared the red glow, I saw science fiction wall pictures: drill-tractors using lasers to bore through ice and backpack-floating men. Maybe instead of jetpacks, the Krekelen operatives had used anti-grav packs to fly. There were bigheaded psi-masters herding people to a consuming fire. Others fought with rifles, and there was a spaceship and many stars. 
 
    I entered the main chamber with the tall obelisk, a narrow four-sided tapering monument with a pyramidion at the top, a red-glowing one. There was odd script and symbols along the obelisk’s sides. I would have loved to know what the script meant. 
 
    I approached the obelisk, bigger than the one standing in Washington D.C. 
 
    Hello, Traveler, the pyramidion said into my mind. 
 
    “Hello,” I said in a hoarse voice. 
 
    You are calm today. 
 
     “I know. It feels different.” I also felt strange speaking to a pyramidion. I reminded myself that it had to be an ancient AI, or something like an AI. 
 
    There was silence. I shuffled my feet. Then, I had an idea. “Do you know what the cave art means?” 
 
    The pyramidion did not answer. 
 
    Okay, I might as well get this done with. “I want to go to—” 
 
    I was going to say Saddoth. I had to help Bok. As a knight, I must. But at the last second, something happened in my mind. I tried like mad to say or think Saddoth. Instead, of all the damned things, I could see Qiang leaning near me, saying, “Groombridge 1618. You must go next to Groombridge 1618. It is vital to us you go there. If you try to go elsewhere—” 
 
    In that moment, I sensed myself strapped down to a movable table. I was upright, staring at a giant spinning wheel with lights flashing in an exact sequence. They’d injected drugs into me. My mind had felt like clay back then. Qiang had been molding it for a reason. 
 
    “Groombridge 1618,” she droned. “Tell the pyramidion you want to go there.” 
 
    I didn’t want to say that, though. I wanted to go to, to— “Groombridge 1618, please,” I heard myself say down here in the subterranean cavern. 
 
    I do not know this place, the pyramidion told me. 
 
    I’d always been interested in astronomy, and with Qiang’s help, or the hypnotic spell she’d used on me, I pictured the little I knew about Groombridge 1618. It was a main sequence star of spectral type K and only had sixty-seven percent of the Sun’s mass. It was fifteen point eight-eight light-years from Earth and had a planetary companion with an orbital period of one hundred and twenty-two days. 
 
    I know this world, the pyramidion said in my mind. Kaldar. But Kaldar has been broken. The Dark Brotherhood is expanding, threatening the Metropolis of Man. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, thinking about that. “There aren’t any Krekelens or psi-masters on Kaldar?” 
 
    None has gone from here to there. 
 
    “Which doesn’t answer the question,” I said. Hmm. If I didn’t go to Kaldar, which sounded like a bad idea anyway— 
 
    Once more, in my mind’s eye, I saw the spinning wheel and the flash of lights. It was a memory of when Qiang had me captive. She’d molded my mind, something I hated with desperation. 
 
    Goodbye, Jake Bayard, I wish you happy Travels. 
 
    Confusion reigned in me. I was in my memory back in the mountain, and then a red beam struck me from the pyramidion. That brought me back to reality, to the subterranean cavern in Antarctica. 
 
    “Wait a minute!” I shouted. “I’m still thinking about where to go. I want to go to Saddoth. Do you hear me, pyramidion? I want to go to Saddoth.” 
 
    By this time, it didn’t matter. The beam had struck me. The process had started. My left hand elongated and faded as I stretched toward the glowing pyramidion. The rest of my body followed my teleporting hand. I tried to shout again. It came out a garbled sound. 
 
    Meanwhile, the ancient pyramidion hidden down here in subterranean Antarctica sent me in the direction of Groombridge 1618, the planet of Kaldar, which, it had said, had been broken and was fifteen point eight-eight light-years from Earth. 
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    I groaned as I awoke, floating on red…mist. It was red mist. The mist vanished into tubes and I grunted as I landed on my back on a block of stone. I’d fallen about two inches from where I’d materialized, maybe a tad more. 
 
    I believe the pyramidion, or whatever did it, turned me into energy for the journey through space. Once at the receiving unit, the energy reformed back into matter, including the articles I’d brought along. I’d done this before on the Planet of the Dead and Saddoth, and this was my conclusion on the matter, at least so far. 
 
    With the mist gone, it was pitch-dark in here. I moved slowly and saved myself a bonk on the head by trying to sit up too fast against a low ceiling. 
 
    Sliding out of an alcove and standing, I found myself in a small dark chamber as before. I felt around until I reached an apparent block of stone. I didn’t find a handle, so I pushed. The stone slid forward as if on greased runners, although I didn’t see any when the block pushed through a short passage into daylight. 
 
    I squinted at the sunlight, holding up my hand against it, and I immediately noted a harsh chemical odor. 
 
    I staggered from a stone chamber and found myself outside on top of a huge ziggurat. The chamber was on the top center, with a ten-foot perimeter all around. A sun blazed overhead in a blue sky. There were a few drifting clouds, gloriously white and pure. That was the last environmentally pristine thing I saw upon my arrival. 
 
    I looked upon a horrific scene to match the harsh chemical smells. Old smashed structures rose from stagnant pools of multicolored water, depending on how the sunlight hit it. Some of the water looked like sludge, some shimmered with an oily rainbow sheen and some was simply a motionless brown color. Towering black ferns like weeds grew in what struck me as a metallic marshland and waste ponds. 
 
    The broken structures looked like rotted teeth in the mouth of an ancient drug addict. Some of the ruins might have been made of metal. Others were grimy concrete with rebar sticking out. 
 
    How had the ziggurat survived the destruction that had so obviously demolished the other structures? 
 
    The polluted bog radiated outward from the ziggurat in all directions. Massed artillery shelling or bombs must have devastated this place long ago, and no one had ever rebuilt it. Was that the answer? Had…whoever rebuilt the ziggurat? 
 
    Why build factories beside the ziggurat in the first place? I shrugged. I had no idea what had happened here in the past. 
 
    I didn’t spy any raised block roads as on the Planet of the Dead. The ruins didn’t seem to continue too far, although the towering black ferns did along with the mazy pools of metal water and possible quicksand. 
 
    To my surprise, I saw a few gaudy-plumaged birds in the distance. To my dismay, I thought to spy clouds of insects as well. 
 
    I wanted to gag at the stench. It was ominously persistent. With thoughts of heading back to Earth and outta here, I started for the small chamber. To my consternation, I found that the stone block had already silently resealed the entrance. Nothing I did caused it to reopen, either. 
 
    With a grimace of disgust, I examined the top of the step-pyramid. The rock flooring looked old, worn and pitted in places, possibly by acid rain or something equally unpleasant. 
 
    I took off the parka because it was hot and muggy. Perhaps the only thing sustaining me at this point was what had happened before. I felt invigorated by the stellar journey. Or possibly from transforming from energy to matter. Still, this heat and the harsh chemical stench— 
 
    “Thanks a lot, pyramidion.” 
 
    If this was any indication of the rest of Kaldar, it indeed struck me as broken. What else had the pyramidion told me? The Dark Brotherhood had risen and threatened the Metropolis of Man. 
 
    What a crappy world. 
 
    I shook my head. Complaining wasn’t going to help. I would have liked to know how the pyramidion learned these things, though. Did various pyramidions on other planets communicate with each other? That struck me as reasonable, and yet another sign that they were AIs, or possessed some kind of intelligence. 
 
    I went to and sat down on the worn stone of the top step as I examined my belongings. I had a Colt .45 with roughly two hundred rounds, a nine-inch knife, a compass, some line and fishing hooks, spare socks, hiking boots, tennis shoes, extra pants, shorts and a few shirts. There were some purification tablets for water and two canteens. 
 
    I was glad now I’d filled the canteens before making the crossing. Double-checking, I found they still had good clean water. 
 
    At this point, I felt remiss that I hadn’t brought a rifle. I shrugged. I had what I had. What should I do next, though? Given a few days, I’d run out of food. Once the purification tablets were gone… I didn’t want to think about trying to drink any of the polluted water around here. 
 
    Obviously, I couldn’t stay on the ziggurat and survive long term. The big question was this. What direction should I go? 
 
    I stood, looking around. Then, I remembered my pair of binoculars. I dug them out and reexamined the surroundings. 
 
    A way away was an open body of water with a shining quality, surrounded by reeds of a green-brown color that struck me as unhealthy. Out there in the open water, I spied an ominous V-shaped ripple. It suggested a large creature or fish. What could live in this poisonous soup? I recalled the supercrocs from Tynar. I dearly hoped this metallic marsh didn’t have anything comparable. 
 
    Note to self: don’t swim in the water. 
 
    I snorted. How did I leave the ziggurat then? There was something else to consider. If things happened as they had on other planets, I’d landed after impressive bolts of stellar lightning and crashes of thunder had preceded my arrival. That would have alerted any local people, if any would choose to live near such an inhospitable place. 
 
    Deciding the present was the best time to start, I began to work down the giant steps. They were steep and narrow, making it a challenging process, and the smells grew worse the closer I approached the tainted source. Soon enough, I reached the bottom area. I didn’t see any stone platform, just the oily water and black, sinister-looking reeds and a nearby metal ruin jutting twenty feet high. What lived inside the old building or industrial plant?  
 
    To make things worse, gnats buzzed and things like frogs croaked from locales I couldn’t spot. 
 
    I stood there, indecisive about what to do next. 
 
    What had Qiang learned about Groombridge 1618 that was so important to Earth? How could she have learned it? The only way I knew was through interrogating me. She could have theoretically spoken with Krekelens who knew about this place, but I deemed that unlikely. Could she have communicated with someone on Kaldar? That seemed even more preposterous. That meant I’d learned something about Kaldar during my previous Travels and Qiang had learned it from me. It must have been something I’d missed or overlooked. 
 
    Thinking deeply, I came up with zilch. 
 
    Well, what was next? 
 
    I studied the horrid water and tried not to breathe through my nose. I was hot and muggy, but no way would I put on shorts and go barefoot. 
 
    I hung the canteens, knife and holstered automatic from my belt. I transferred the signal unit McPherson had given me to my pockets, and on impulse, I transferred the box of shells there as well. I stuffed everything else in my backpack. 
 
    I hated this. But I put a booted foot into the water, hoping there were no acids or something equally foul. After a few feet down, I felt something hard. Quick experimentation showed me it must be an underwater stone road. 
 
    The water was warm, and it wasn’t eating the fabric of my pants. The metal smell was bad, and it had put an awful coating in my mouth, making me want to gag. I needed to endure and thus tried to forget about it. 
 
    I remembered the V ripple, though. That had been in a greater open area of water. I hoped the road didn’t lead anywhere near there. 
 
    With my hands on the straps of my secured backpack, I began to wade through the sludgy water, the water reaching mid-thighs and, at times, up to my…groin would be the politest way to say it. My gut churned as I wondered what was going to happen next. 
 
    I didn’t have long to wait, unfortunately. The underwater causeway passed eerie ruins and I noticed that the black ferns had green fungus in places and brown diseased spots in others. The causeway then veered and took me near the open body of water where I’d seen the V ripple. I waded faster, probably the wrong thing to do. 
 
    As I watched with dread, I saw the V ripple again, and it was much larger than I’d realized from viewing safely up on the ziggurat. My stomach no longer churned but tightened into a painful knot. With a sob of effort, I waded as fast as I could, which was hardly any faster at all. 
 
    I looked back, and the ripple was gaining on me. What kind of thing lived in this gross bog land? 
 
    I did the only thing that seemed reasonable, and it galled me horribly. I began unbuckling my backpack. I let the backpack splash behind me, concentrating on putting more distance between it and me. 
 
    I kept glancing back, and then the author of the V ripple revealed himself. 
 
    A massive turtle-beast that had to weigh over two tons raised a wicked-looking leathery head. It had evil beady black eyes, and they centered on me as it opened a huge maw and made my backpack disappear into it. 
 
    I shouted in horror. 
 
    Seconds later, the monster turtle—easily as big as a three-quarter-ton diesel pickup—spat out the backpack, shaking its head, and it glared at me for daring to deceive it. 
 
    I drew the .45 and squeezed off two rounds. They hit its shell: grotesque plate-like armor with pitted marks, black streaks and knob-like growths, vile barnacles perhaps. Both shots ricocheted off the shell without even chipping it. I concentrated. The next two scored direct hits on what must have been a stone-hard forehead. One bounced off, maybe leaving a dent. I couldn’t tell from here. The other caromed off like a billiard ball. I think only shots to the eye would down this aquatic mutated beast. 
 
    It roared in pain, though, and sank underwater. 
 
    I wanted to go back and retrieve my backpack, but I didn’t dare. Instead, I began wading away again on the underwater causeway, and it was a good thing I did. I looked back many times. On the sixth, and with a sense of panic, I saw the V ripple heading for me again. 
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    I saw the ripple that indicated the pickup-sized mutated turtle, the two-ton beast, and I knew I was going to die if I didn’t think of something this instant. 
 
    With intense distaste, I leapt from the underwater causeway into deeper water. Droplets struck my face and stung like a son-of-a-bitch going up my nostrils. It burned and smelled like liquid tar. As I swam, I worked hard to keep the water from splashing my eyes or entering my mouth. I wasn’t entirely successful with either, and my eyes burned and my gag reflex went into overdrive. For all that, I swam as fast as I could toward nearby black ferns towering twenty to thirty feet tall. I’d steered clear of the various ruins, unsure how they could help. I didn’t look back to see death approaching. I swam faster than I ever had. I hated every moment of it, too, but reached the ferns and pulled myself deeper into the grove. The giant plants had a tough, scratchy surface, and despite the fungus growths and diseased spots, seemed hardy enough. I chose the thickest one I could see, and I shimmed up it as fast as I could go while abrading my hands and pants. 
 
    I looked down and spied the monstrous shape of the turtle’s shell as it passed the black ferns like a swamp whale. It hit a few, shaking the ferns. I had no doubt it could snap the ferns in two with is beaked mouth, if it ever thought of it. 
 
    I panted from up in the giant fern, and gnats started biting my face. I hated Kaldar. What a worthless planet. I should have brought an RPG with me instead of a puny automatic. 
 
    A distant horn sounded then, the kind of horn a man might blow. 
 
    I turned sharply. I couldn’t see past the other ferns. Dare I shimmy higher to see if I could spot the horn blower? It didn’t look as if the skinnier part of the fern would take my weight, and I didn’t want the plant to snap and dump me underwater. 
 
    Several distant horns now blared. Were they signaling me? They must have seen the stellar lightning and heard the cracks of thunder earlier, coming to investigate. 
 
    I debated shouting for help, but the horns sounded much farther away than that, and I didn’t want to entice the beast, letting it know I was up here. 
 
    The underwater monster circled again, shaking the ferns around me, and then it headed toward the sound of the horns. 
 
    That left me with a dilemma. 
 
    I waited a minute, trying to get my mind working again. The killer turtle didn’t reappear during that time. The horns didn’t blare again. I didn’t hear any yelling or screams. 
 
    “Damn,” I said. 
 
    I would have rather stayed in the fern for hours, but I felt a sense of urgency and my skin had reddened from chemical burns, I suspect. 
 
    How did the turtle survive in this place? 
 
    I shook my head. That didn’t matter. If the monster returned, I had no doubt it could knock me out of here if it wished. Thus, I lowered myself to the foul water, and I swam and pulled myself through the grove of watery ferns.  
 
    I heard the distant horns again, a chorus of wind instruments. What did their blowing mean? 
 
    After some hard, desperate work, I reached the edge of the watery fern grove, and saw bulrushes and land beyond an open body of water. There weren’t any ruins before me, although there was a great stone pillar in the distance to my far right. That might have been the end of the underwater causeway. 
 
    The hell with this, I decided. Indecision might kill me as quickly as anything else would. I didn’t know that was true, but I hated doing nothing. I pushed off the last fern of this swamp grove and swam as smoothly as I could for land. 
 
    I worked to keep my mouth, nose and eyes from any splashes and kept looking for ripples that would indicate the giant turtle’s return. This lake seemed minutely better than what I’d been in before, with a more briny rather than metallic taste to it. 
 
    Horns blared once more. They were closer than before, now only semi-distant. I heard what sounded like a victorious shout, perhaps a high-pitched squeal. Other squeals followed, a savage and inhuman chorus. 
 
    Was it wise to introduce myself to these aliens soaked as I was like a wet rat? First, I’d have to find them. 
 
    I kept swimming and soon bumped my knees against rocks or broken concrete. I stood, staggering the rest of the way, wishing I could tear off my clothes and shower with clean water. This was like swimming in the ocean salt water, only ten times more so. I kept moving, wanting to rid myself of the chemical smell, pushing through sandpaper-like reeds and climbing until finally I stepped upon rusted soil beyond the scummy water. I wanted to weep with the joy of being out of that filth. 
 
    I crouched low in the brown reeds, morally exhausted by the aquatic ordeal. I should have stayed on Earth or in Antarctica. 
 
    “Quit complaining, Bayard,” I immediately told myself. “It could be worse.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how, but seconds later, I knew it was. 
 
    The rusted tainted land before me had clumps of the ubiquitous black ferns, sandpaper reeds and open areas of rotted-brown grass. At that point, a man burst through a bunch of rustling reeds. He wore a hat, tough leather garments and boots, and had a gun of sorts at his side as well as a flapping scabbard. He carried a spear. He looked harried and threw worried glances behind him as he headed for the great stone pillar in the distance. 
 
    Were the horn blowers chasing him? 
 
    As if to answer my question, an unseen horn blared behind him as well as savage squeals of glee. The sounds were much closer than before. 
 
    Then, from the side, closer to the stone pillar than the man, three clattering, clinking gents with rat-like faces burst forth. They were skinny, with hairless tails, like upright, bipedal rats. They had rat-like snouts, including whiskers. They each wore a conical hat with a prominent emblem pinned to it, each one different from the other. They also wore an assortment of long rags and metal squares and discs hung by wires from their scrawny throats. The metal trinkets clashed as they ran, each with sandals upon their narrow feet. I figured them to be five-foot even and much thinner than a man would be that height. 
 
    The running man spied the three rat warriors, each of whom carried a knife and a jagged length of metal. 
 
    The man skidded to a stop. 
 
    One of the three produced a slender horn that he’d been carrying around his shoulder with a rope loop. The rat-man blew the horn, sounding exactly like the ones I’d heard before. 
 
    Man against rat mutants: I knew which side I would help. 
 
    “Hey!” I shouted, jumping out of the reeds. 
 
    The man whirled toward me, bringing his spear around. Then, he must have noticed I was a man and not a monster. 
 
    He shouted at me in a foreign tongue. 
 
    A second later, I realized I understood the tongue. The pyramidion appeared to have prepped me this time for the new world, putting the language into my brain. 
 
    “I’m Jake Bayard!” I shouted in his tongue. “I came from the ziggurat in the ruins.” 
 
    “You’re a real man and not an illusion?” 
 
    “I’m as real as they get.” 
 
    The man nodded, and a grimace slid onto his square face. It was better than the desperation I’d seen moments ago. 
 
    The three rat-men remained where they were, menacing us. The horn blower now tooted a different tune in quick and rapid blasts. 
 
    Hidden horns blared back as if asking questions. They probably were. 
 
    “Surrender!” one of the rat-men shrieked at us in the language of Kaldar. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I closed the distance to the leather-clad man. 
 
    He seemed to debate with himself. Then, with a free hand, he slapped his chest. “I’m Horst the Hunter. I seek—” He shook his head. “Do you have a weapon?” 
 
    With both hands, I slapped my sheathed knife and the holstered Colt. 
 
    Horst nodded decisively. “Better to die fighting, eh? Even to vermin such as the Shrulls.” 
 
    “We’re not dead yet.” 
 
    He pointed back the way he’d come, using the spear. It had a two-foot blade on the end. “The main body approaches. We’re surely going to die.” 
 
    “You call them Shrulls?” 
 
    “Servants of the Dark Brotherhood.” 
 
    “How many are coming?” 
 
    Horst shrugged. “I doubt it’s less than fifty.” 
 
    I glanced again at the uneasy three. Beyond them was the tall stone pillar, and beyond them the metallic bog and ruins. 
 
    “I have a plan, Horst the Hunter. Are you game to try it?” 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation, he nodded tightly. 
 
    “Then, follow me,” I said, heading toward the three rat-men, the Shrulls. 
 
    “Surrender!” the one squealed. 
 
    “Eat lead,” I said, drawing the Colt and squeezing off a shot. 
 
    This time, it worked like a charm. Despite his metal trinkets, the bullet hit the skinny rat-man in the chest, knocking him down. 
 
    The other two didn’t need any more prodding. They sprinted back the way they’d come. 
 
    “What kind of thrower is that?” Horst asked. 
 
    “The best kind,” I said, holstering it. 
 
    We raced to the twisting, moaning rat-man on the ground. 
 
    Horst raised his spear to kill him. 
 
    “Wait. I have a better idea.” 
 
    Square-faced Horst looked at me. 
 
    Then, horns a-plenty blared from behind us. 
 
    I turned, and a horde of skinny rat-men raced out of the tall reeds where Horst had come a few minutes ago. They wore conical hats with emblems and metal trinkets galore and waved metal shards, knives and nets. 
 
    “What’s your plan?” Horst asked. 
 
    I glanced at him. He was obviously working hard to appear cool and collected, and doing a good job of it. I seriously liked him. 
 
    “Grab one of his arms.” I reached down and took one of the near-dead rat-man’s arms. 
 
    Horst followed my example. 
 
    “Now run for the stone pillar,” I shouted, “and take this creep along. We’re going to use him as bait.” 
 
    We ran, dragging the wounded and dying rat-man with us. 
 
    A second later, with shouts of rat-man rage, the great throng of Shrulls followed hard after us. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    -16- 
 
      
 
    My plan was simple enough, and it involved the giant killer turtle that had stolen my backpack and nearly slain me in the poisoned bog. I had an idea the turtle was somewhere around here. At least, it had taken off in this general direction. If the vast pickup-sized monster had left to hunt elsewhere…the way was clear so we could wade out to the ziggurat. 
 
    Reentering the foul water wasn’t appealing. My eyes yet smarted from it, and my skin had begun to itch. But would the rat-men follow us into it? The vile pond scum would keep them from swarming us as they followed along the underwater causeway. I doubt they’d volunteer to swim in the horrid morass. And if the rat-men did follow us all the way to the ziggurat, we could fight from its steep steps, giving us an advantage. By that time, the mutated turtle might have reappeared to attack them from behind. 
 
    “The haunted Star Tower,” Horst said. “You truly came from it?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking.” 
 
    “You’re an off-worlder then?” 
 
    I glanced at Horst. So, he knew about that. How interesting. “I am.” 
 
    “That explains your thrower.” 
 
    “Yup. It does that.” 
 
    “How will we escape the Shrulls? I do not understand.”   
 
    “Are you familiar with the giant turtles around here?” 
 
    “The Snappers?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. “That’s it.” 
 
    “Is one near?” 
 
    “It almost ate me.” 
 
    Horst frowned, and then he brightened. “Snappers hate vibrations. The horns must have agitated it.” 
 
    “There you go.” 
 
    We reached the stone pillar. It stood three times my height and was twice as wide as a regular man. From here, I spied the sinister ruins. The ziggurat was among them, although I couldn’t see it. I really didn’t want to wade back out there. 
 
    The horde of ragged, trinket-jangling Shrulls with their tall hats raced at us, those with nets spreading out before the main horde. Two rat-men held each net, their front incisors most prominent perhaps due to the way they grinned at us. 
 
    “We must kill ourselves before we let them capture us,” Horst said. “Shrulls are foul captors.” 
 
    I had no intention of doing such a thing. “You keep an eye on the horde. I’ll—” To my delight, I spied the V ripple out there. The damned monster had indeed headed this way. 
 
    I released the dead rat-man, slipping and sliding down to the water’s edge. I spied the beginning of the underwater stone causeway. Despite my growing hatred of the metal-salt bog, I jumped back in, splashing water and stomping on the underwater stone with my boots. 
 
    The V ripple sharply turned my way. 
 
    “Horst! Bring the dead Shrull.” 
 
    By a dirty brown arm, Horst dragged the corpse down the slope. 
 
    The Shrulls blasted their horns and shouted in triumphant squeals of rat-man joy. 
 
    Horst and the dead rat-man reached me. I grabbed an arm, and together, on a count of three, we heaved the dead Shrull into the water where it bobbed on the multicolored surface. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. 
 
    Feeling surrealistic and fiercely determined to survive, I drew my Colt and scrambled back up the slope. Horst followed, as he drew a heavier gun with a much bigger tube. We retreated from the stone pillar and from the approaching horde. 
 
    Horst laughed in a crazy way, aimed and pulled the trigger of his weapon. I understood what he meant by a thrower then. A rocket-propelled shell flew out of the weapon, its motor igniting in midair, speeding up as the shell wobbled toward the horde. 
 
    Many there screamed and dove out of the way. The shell exploded like a grenade before it hit the dirt, and four or five Shrulls tottered to the ground, dead or dying, with shrapnel holes in them leaking blood. 
 
    Horst holstered his weapon. “It takes too long to reload.” He drew a heavy machete and transferred the spear from a stabbing to a throwing hold. “We’ll sell our lives dearly, off-worlder.” 
 
    I glanced at the water. I didn’t see the floating corpse anymore, nor did I see the Snapper. 
 
    At the holstering of the thrower, the Shrulls had regained their courage and reformed, with the net-men in front. The rat-men sporting the tallest hats with the fanciest or shiniest emblems had skillfully moved to the rear of the formation. They squealed orders and pointed here and there as if they expected obedience. 
 
    I’m not sure how it would have gone. I had a Colt and two magazines. It would take time to reload the magazines with my box of extras. With careful shots, though, I could have likely taken down the chiefs. 
 
    It turned out my plan worked. 
 
    We retreated. The Shrull horde advanced. And the monstrous Snapper charged up out of the water, up the slope and barreled into the squealing horde as it roared with an awful sound. 
 
    Oh, man, then some real squealing began. The Snapper lived up to its name, creating bloody mayhem among the rat-men. 
 
    “We must run,” Horst told me. 
 
    I nodded, seriously liking the idea. 
 
    A few Shrulls used their jagged pieces of metal to absolutely no effect against the Snapper. The barnacled shell was impervious to everything. One smart boy threw his net over its head. That saved several from immediate death, as the net entangled the leathery head as it chewed its way free. 
 
    After that, I don’t know what happened. I followed Horst. He didn’t sprint like a crazy man, but took off at a stiff pace, and he kept that pace. 
 
    I was worried the Shrull horde might follow. I think the Snapper demoralized them too much, though, as I didn’t see any trackers giving chase. 
 
    Far too soon, I wheezed badly as my side knifed with pain. Not only could I have been in better shape, but the chemicals earlier must have hurt my lungs. Horst noticed my predicament. I could see in his face a conflict of interest. I bet this guy could run for miles. Fortunately for me, he slowed his killing pace. 
 
    Black and diseased ferns grew in clumps as we passed mounds of ancient, rotted junk and heaps of rusted metal. There were rocks, metal shards and sheets of old aluminum that made a great racket as we crossed them. In other places, pits abruptly appeared, with noxious fumes rising from them. 
 
    Twice, we both coughed explosively because we caught a whiff of those evil mists. I couldn’t stop coughing the last time, finally halting our grueling run and spitting on the ground. I hacked my throat and spat more, and vomited in the end. 
 
    I plopped onto my butt afterward, exhausted. 
 
    “We must travel while we can.” Tough Horst had remained standing, waiting for me to finish. 
 
    I unhooked one of my canteens and unscrewed the cap. 
 
    “Drink sparingly, friend. We’re a long way from clean water.” 
 
    I nodded and took a healthy swallow. I rinsed my mouth with it and planned to drink it. A taste of some of the chemicals cleaned from inside my mouth proved too much. I spat it all out. 
 
    Horst looked away. 
 
    I took a tiny sip and rinsed even more, spitting that out too. Only then did I take three healthy swallows. 
 
    Horst shifted his feet as if angry. 
 
    It was my water. But he knew the territory. I was still thirsty, but due to his antics, I screwed the cap back on. With a grunt, I climbed to my feet. 
 
    Horst started again without a word. Maybe he was disgusted with the soft off-worlder. 
 
    I followed, but my wind was nearly gone. This time, though, I determined to keel over instead of stopping first. 
 
    Horst glanced back a few times. Perhaps two miles later, he called a halt. We stopped beside towering ferns with the sun still high in the heavens. I collapsed onto the sward, sweating, panting and feeling utterly spent. 
 
    Horst crouched, and he produced a canteen, drinking three shallow swallows. It seemed he was making a point about how to do it right. Horst was a good fighter, but I was beginning to think he could be a prick, too. 
 
    “Are you a soldier?” he asked suddenly. 
 
    I was going to say Marine, but didn’t want to explain all that. “I’m a Traveler.” 
 
    He raised black eyebrows. “You’re not beholden to defend a given site then?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “On Kaldar, soldiers are forbidden to travel. They take an oath to defend a given locale. You have the traits of a soldier. But if you’re here, and if you’d been a soldier, you would have been a deserter, yes?” 
 
    I was too tired to tell him, “Screw you, dude.” Besides, it was clear I needed a guide on this world. I would be diplomatic. “You’re not a soldier?” 
 
    Horst stiffened, shaking his head. “I told you. I’m a hunter.” 
 
    “Yes, you did. And from what I’ve seen, you’re a good one.” 
 
    The compliment seemed to slide off him. “Travelers are trained to fight?” 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    “Indeed, you can.” He studied me. He had clean honest features in a wide face. He was big and looked tough. I was bigger, and in a fight, I was sure I was tougher. I couldn’t run as far, though. 
 
    “We must keep moving, as the Shrulls will undoubtedly attempt to pick up our trail again.” 
 
    I felt beat and a little sick, but said, “I’m ready when you are.” 
 
    “Good.” Horst climbed to his feet. Then, he smiled at me. “Thank you for your help, Traveler. I would have died back there otherwise.” 
 
    “I probably would have as well.” 
 
    “We must cover more ground if we hope to live.” 
 
    I stood up. “Then let’s go.” 
 
    Horst nodded, and he started. 
 
    I followed, wondering if I’d begun my death march. 
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    We trekked another ten miles. Horst didn’t call it that, but klicks, which was a different way to say kilometers, which meant we covered seven more miles, if one wanted to be pedantic about it. A kilometer was roughly seven-tenths of a mile, and my weary mind had focused on the fantastic importance of that for some time. 
 
    We didn’t say much, saving our breath for running, staggering in my case. 
 
    The land improved slightly, a bleak waste of rusty mounds with weird alien crystal growths like fungus around them, boggy ground where your boots sank and salt water oozed and brown grasses with the occasional orange flower tracking the sun’s path across the sky. We followed a beaten trail, twisting around watery bogs and passing the black ferns that faintly stirred with the breeze. Unfortunately, gnats followed us wherever we went. 
 
    We stopped twice more. Horst was uncomfortable each time, constantly looking around. He’d long ago reloaded his thrower, letting me know he only had five shells left. They were expensive, it seemed, only purchased at a shop in the bigger outposts. 
 
    At the end of the ten klicks, we reached a spring where water bubbled from some white-encrusted rocks. Horst indicated the water, kneeling by the small pool and scooping with his left hand, drinking slowly. 
 
    I copied his action, scooping a palm of spring water, and spat it out. It was bitter. 
 
    Horst frowned at me. “It sustains life. Drink up. Save your good water.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can.” 
 
    “A Traveler is delicate then?” 
 
    Diplomatic, I told myself; remember to be diplomatic? “This stuff is bitter tasting.” 
 
    Horst shrugged. “It’s life.” Perhaps noticing that his pithy words had little effect, he elaborated. “This is the Great Brown Waste of the East. We are on the fringe, true enough, where pockets of life such as this spring reside. The wise hunter uses such an advantage and survives. The delicate man distains a bitter drink, suffers thirst at precisely the wrong moment and then dies because he is too weak from dehydration.” 
 
    I squinted at Horst. That was the second time he’d implied I was delicate. I felt like rapping his skull with my knuckles and asking him to repeat it a third time. I was too fatigued and still sick from the metallic swamp waters. This bitter stuff reminded me too much of it. 
 
    Horst shrugged again, and continued to drink from the spring. 
 
    Screwing up my resolve, telling myself “When in Rome,” I began to drink it again, slurping as much as I could before gagging and nearly vomiting. 
 
    Did I hear Horst sigh? 
 
    I squinted at him, but he moved away to nearby bushes. He began removing some branches and then stones, and produced a backpack, hefting it and heading for a different area. He must have hidden the pack some time ago like a dog burying a bone for later. 
 
    Sick of the bitter spring—I’d show him delicate—I got up and followed. He climbed a small hill, ducking around boulders into a depression with a ring of stones around an old campfire. Clearly, he’d been this way before. 
 
    “We won’t light a fire,” he said. “But this is a good spot to sleep for the night.” 
 
    I nodded, sitting near him. 
 
    Horst was a big fellow, as I’d said earlier, although I was bigger. He had a thick neck, dirty blond hair under his hat and must have been in his late thirties. He wore buckskin garments and had sturdy boots that reached up past his ankles. 
 
    He opened the backpack and pulled out jerky, pemmican and hard crackers. The pemmican was made from tallow, dried berries and meat, all mixed and pressed together. He set aside a portion for me, which was just as small as his. 
 
    I ate, feeling better afterward. The pemmican was particularly tasty. I could have eaten three times as much, but Horst didn’t offer more, and I didn’t feel like asking. 
 
    He had a leather roll for himself and offered me an old blanket. I accepted. Without further ado, he rolled the leather around his shoulders and sat against a boulder. His head slouched forward as if he intended to sleep. 
 
    “Are we taking turns keeping watch?” 
 
    Horst raised his head. “We should be safe tonight. We both need sleep if we’re going to make it tomorrow, which will be a hard trek.” 
 
    What did he think today had been? 
 
    “We trust to luck then while we sleep?” I asked. 
 
    “No. To my instincts and senses.” Horst smiled faintly. “I’m a hunter. This is what I do.” 
 
    I was too tired to argue. Lying on the hard ground, I rolled myself in the blanket and closed my eyes, exhausted by the ordeal. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was far too early when Horst shoved me awake, as it was still dark. 
 
    “It’s time,” he whispered. “Don’t make any noise. We have to leave while we can.” 
 
    Despite the rest, I was groggy from fatigue and ached everywhere. This was worse than boot camp. I sat up sluggishly, wondering if the vile chemicals from yesterday had poisoned my system. 
 
    In the waning moonlight, Horst stood waiting with his backpack already shouldered and cinched. He had his spear in hand and kept staring at something intently. 
 
    I climbed to my feet and rolled up the blanket, putting it under an arm in lieu of anything else. 
 
    “Hurry,” Horst whispered. “We’re running out of time.” 
 
    I followed him out of the boulder-guarded depression. He moved softly and I tried to do likewise. 
 
    He paused at the entrance boulder. Then, he hunched his shoulders and slid along the outer boulders, keeping up higher on the hill. I followed, and it proved treacherous going in the dark. Stones and dirt kept sliding down from where I accidently kicked them with my boots. 
 
    I could feel Horst’s displeasure. I didn’t sense any rocks or dirt sliding down from his boots. He clearly knew how to do this. 
 
    Horst abruptly began to pick his way downslope. The moon had disappeared, and the sun wasn’t up yet. I blundered about, wincing every time I made too much noise. Sick of it, I drew my Colt and turned back to deal with whatever was chasing us away. 
 
    A powerful, callused grip tightened around my other wrist. I looked back at Horst’s blurred night features. 
 
    “The Dark Brotherhood,” he said in a hushed whisper. “We must retreat while we can.” 
 
    I raised the Colt suggestively. 
 
    “Your thrower is useless when your mind is in their grip. Come. We have a long way to journey. It’s imperative we remain free of the Brotherhood.” 
 
    Were the bastards psi-masters then? If so, I knew how to deal with them. But I holstered the automatic and followed Horst down the hill, slipping into darkness. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    -18- 
 
      
 
    Under the stars, I followed Horst along a path, aware that I hadn’t slept as long as I’d hoped. Kaldar must be the companion of Groombridge 1618 that orbited every one hundred and twenty-two days. I felt groggy from a lack of sleep and from yesterday’s entertainments. 
 
    Then, it occurred to me that a planet orbiting a star every one hundred and twenty-two days wouldn’t account for the short night. That would depend on how fast Kaldar rotated. I wasn’t thinking straight yet. 
 
    I must have at some point. 
 
    We stopped midmorning in the shade of clumped ferns, sitting on cool grass. 
 
    I stretched out, exhausted, as we’d trekked for hours. 
 
    The terrain had become drier, with fewer bogs and patches of soggy ground. Twice, I’d seen rusty dunes with red rocks sprinkled here and there. Those spots reminded me of pictures of Mars. 
 
    As I lay on the grass, I turned my head to Horst. 
 
    He sat peering into the distance. 
 
    I cleared my throat until he turned toward me. “From where I come from, it’s said Kaldar is broken. Do you know what that means?” 
 
    “Who says this?” 
 
    “Do you know what a pyramidion is?” 
 
    Horst shook his head. 
 
    “Think of him as a wise man.” I didn’t want to explain an AI to him. 
 
    “Broken… Perhaps your wise man means the Great Death. The legends say it happened over fifteen hundred years ago.” 
 
    I did some quick calculations. That would be around 500 A.D. on Earth. The classic date for the end of the Western Roman Empire was 476 A.D. That meant the Great Death had taken place on Kaldar when the barbarian German warlords ruled over the ruins of the Western Roman Empire. 
 
    Wait. Was that right? If Kaldar orbited Groombridge 1618 every one hundred and twenty-two days. That was about a third of an Earth year. That would mean five hundred years ago—if they counted a Kaldar year as one planetary orbit around the star. In 1492, Columbus sailed the ocean blue. 
 
    Five hundred years ago, the Europeans had just discovered and begun to exploit the New World. 
 
    “What caused the Great Death?” 
 
    Horst glanced at me. He’d turned away while I’d been calculating. His nostrils flared and after a moment, he spoke. “Atomic warheads fell throughout the world, killing everything.” 
 
    “You guys had a nuclear war?” 
 
    “Atomic. The detonations created radiated zones everywhere. There were awful mutations and much death. Only one city remained.” 
 
    “The Metropolis of Man?” 
 
    “That is its ancient name. Now, we call it Eldon, after our greatest ruler. He lived during the days when the city ruled over its greatest extent of territory. That was during the rise of the Dark Brotherhood and their beginning search for the Old Technologies in the worst ruins.” 
 
    “Places like the Great Brown Waste of the East?” 
 
    Horst nodded. 
 
    “And the Dark Brotherhood has been attacking the city of Eldon ever since?” 
 
    “The lands of Eldon. We kill those of the Dark Brotherhood we can. None of their mutated creatures has ever set foot in the city.” 
 
    “But the territory of Eldon has been shrinking since the days of Eldon the Great?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “When you first saw me, did you think I might belong to the Dark Brotherhood?” 
 
    “No. If anything, you might have been one of their creatures. But I no longer think that’s possible.” 
 
    “Are those of the Brotherhood men?” 
 
    “Evil men driven by vile purposes.” Horst must have noticed my incomprehension: why couldn’t I have been one of the Brotherhood? “None of them are big like you or as… earthy, one might say.” 
 
    Was he calling me a brute, an animal? I decided to ignore his implication. “Do many from Eldon trek through the Brown Waste like we’re doing?” 
 
    Horst shook his head. 
 
    “What were you doing near the Star Tower?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” Horst asked that with a note of testiness. 
 
    “Easy. We’re helping each other. I want to know how much I can trust you.” 
 
    A faint smile appeared on his broad face. 
 
    “You wonder the same about me, huh?” I asked. 
 
    After a half second, he nodded. “Those of the Brotherhood are cunning. They’ve suborned greedy men before. Your appearance when I was trapped by the Shrulls struck me at the time as too fortuitous.” 
 
    “Did you race toward the lightning and the thunder earlier?” 
 
    “How did you know about that?” 
 
    I snorted. “There’s your fortuitousness. You veered toward the ziggurat—excuse me, the Star Tower—because lightning and thunder announced my arrival on Kaldar. It was lucky for both of us that you headed my way and I headed yours.” 
 
    He studied me, and just before it became awkward, he asked, “Why did you come to Kaldar?” 
 
    “I’m trying to figure that out.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    I didn’t feel like telling him about Qiang and my problems on Earth. So, I decided to switch the subject. “Are there many hunters like you?” 
 
    Horst shook his head. 
 
    “How are you unique?” 
 
    Horst was silent for a time. “I’m not given to boasting.” 
 
    “Tell me anyway.” 
 
    Horst frowned, and he took his time. “I’ve…trekked deeper into enemy territory than anyone else I know. I’ve done so because…” He scowled. “It doesn’t matter why.” 
 
    I thought about that. “When you say hunter, that doesn’t mean you’re hunting game animals, does it?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “But that’s not what you mean by hunter.” 
 
    Horst shook his head. 
 
    “It means you hunt the enemy.” 
 
    Horst squinted at me. 
 
    “Or you hunt for Old Technologies to counter the Dark Brotherhood.” 
 
    His surprise at my insight seemed genuine. Then, he scowled again, and the cant of his head suggested he was thinking about using the spear on me. Maybe his distrust of me had blossomed again. 
 
    He stood. 
 
    I did, too, because I no longer trusted him. 
 
    Horst hunched his shoulders, and he began looking around. He gripped the spear with both hands, peering with greater concern. Suddenly, he closed his eyes and shook his head. Then, he looked up, and I heard him curse softly. 
 
    I looked up, too. 
 
    A flying reptile like a miniature pterodactyl soared at twice the height of the ferns. It was one-third saber-like beak and angular head with glowing yellow eyes that peered down at us with intelligence. It also had long membrane-skin wings and talons. 
 
    “A shrike,” Horst said in a tired voice. 
 
    There was a small predatory bird in North America on Earth named that. A songbird that ounce for ounce was deadlier than any other avian. This shrike looked nothing like that one. Did it have the Earth shrike’s predatory temperament perhaps? 
 
    I recalled that pterosaur was Greek for winged lizard. I’d loved reading about dinosaurs as a kid. That was a type of pterosaur up there. 
 
    “Will it attack us?” I dropped my right hand onto my holstered Colt just in case. 
 
    Horst looked up at it, and he did something strange. He shook his spear at it and shouted, “You’ll never catch us.” 
 
    The shrike opened its long bony beak and screeched worse than any crow. It sounded like mockery, sheer mockery directed at us or possibly at Horst’s words. 
 
    In a smooth motion, Horst dropped the spear and drew his thrower, aiming it skyward. 
 
    The shrike quit screeching and began to flap with a will, rapidly gaining height. 
 
    I glanced at Horst. Indecision filled his face. He cursed, and he holstered the thrower, shaking his head. “I should have fired immediately. I hesitated. I might have killed it if I’d fired fast enough.” 
 
    “What makes the shrike so important?” 
 
    Horst turned to me, and he nodded. “You truly are an off-worlder if you don’t know. The shrike finding us is bad luck.” 
 
    “You’re saying that seeing a shrike is bad luck?” 
 
    “A shrike that belongings to the one of the Dark Brotherhood seeing us is bad luck.” 
 
    I frowned. “Are shrikes intelligent then?” 
 
    Horst stared up at it. The creature circled our position, but did so from twice the height of earlier. 
 
    “A Brotherhood adept can mind-link with certain creatures, shrikes being amongst the most common. The mind-linking adept can see through the creature’s eyes or use the beast’s other senses.” 
 
    I think my jaw dropped. “You mean the adept is telepathic?” 
 
    Horst nodded. 
 
    “That thing up there is a spotter for one of the Brotherhood?” 
 
    “If the adept wishes, he can now lead Shrulls or worse to us.” 
 
    “Did we flee from adepts early this morning when we woke up?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you think that shrike belongs to one of those adepts?” 
 
    Horst cursed suddenly. “I’m a fool. That isn’t just any shrike. It surely belongs to Styr Mordel.” He eyed me as if I knew more than I’d been letting on. 
 
    “Am I supposed to know who Styr Mordel is?” I asked. 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Horst pressed his lips together as he stared up at the shrike. “I should have fired. Just the chance of killing it would have been worth losing a shell.” He sighed. “I knew we would have to travel hard today, but I didn’t really understand just how hard.” 
 
    “How do we outrun a shrike?” 
 
    Horst shook his head. “We don’t. We find a place to make a stand, or we try to reach the river and make our escape for good.” He eyed me yet again. “Can you run the rest of the day?” 
 
    I snorted. Was he crazy? 
 
    “I think Styr Mordel desires your capture.” Horst said it as if that was a dire thing indeed. 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “You’re telling me this Mordel is an adept?” 
 
    “He leads the Dark Brotherhood, and he’s wickedly clever.” It seemed Horst was going to elaborate on that, but said instead, “If Mordel desires your capture, then on all accounts you must remain free.” 
 
    A grim thought took hold. If Mordel was about to capture me, would Horst try to kill me first. I looked up at the shrike as it peered down, watching us. For a fact, the eyes watched me with obvious intelligence. It was an unsettling sensation. 
 
    Soon after that, we truly began to trek. 
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    After several miles of running, the grueling race seemed pointless. The shrike followed leisurely from the sky, drifting along like a vulture. We’d never rid ourselves of it. 
 
    I told Horst my thoughts. 
 
    “It’s not the aerial beast that matters,” Horst explained. “It’s those who follow on the ground.” 
 
    “We need to kill it.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me. I had my chance, but failed to take it.” 
 
    Despite the pointlessness of it, we continued racing along a beaten path, Horst in the lead and me staggering after him. The terrain changed little, turning somewhat drier during the afternoon with fewer ferns and more rocky hills. What bogs and pools we saw were more pronounced, with foot-long dragonflies zooming above them, crunching their insect prey with audible snaps as they devoured them. Cobalt-colored moss grew in patches, and small streams trickled into deceptive bogs. There were birds, gnats, frogs and gopher creatures, but nothing larger that I saw. None of these things drank from the poisoned pools. 
 
    I collapsed in a heap around midafternoon, panting in the shade of deep-brown ferns. These lacked funguses and seemed cleaner than those in the poisoned waters yesterday. 
 
    Horst squatted near me, sipping five times from a canteen. Then, he waited. 
 
    My legs quivered and my side ached. I rolled onto my back, sweat lathering me. 
 
    “Another five minutes and we must continue,” Horst said. 
 
    I didn’t bother looking at him or arguing. I was through running as we had been. I might walk after a half-hour rest. I sure needed a drink, though. 
 
    I struggled to a sitting position, unhooked and uncapped a canteen. Then, I began to guzzle from it. 
 
    “Slow down,” Horst said. “Save some for tomorrow.” 
 
    I ignored him as I continued to guzzle. The water tasted so damn good and was so refreshing. 
 
    “Bayard!” 
 
    I took another two swallows before lowering the canteen. I’d just about finished off the water in it. I panted as I stared at him, feeling good after such a long drink. 
 
    Whatever Horst planned to say, he didn’t, as he closed his mouth and looked away. 
 
    I screwed the cap back on. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said in a deadpan voice. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He’d risen and faced the direction of travel. Now, he turned back to me. 
 
    “I can’t run like that anymore,” I said. 
 
    “You must.” 
 
    “Horst, my friend. Look, I appreciate your help. I really do. But I can’t run like that. I’m not built for it.” 
 
    “You’re not a hunter.” By the way Horst said it, he had summed me up in his professional opinion. 
 
    “I’m a Traveler. I have different skills than you.” 
 
    “That may be, but Styr Mordel is coming.” 
 
    For an answer, I patted the Colt at my side. 
 
    “Mordel will overpower your will, and your thrower will prove useless.” 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “It won’t. Others better than Mordel have tried that on me. They all failed, and they’re all dead.” 
 
    “You’re an adept?” 
 
    “No. But I’ve learned how to stop psi-masters from speaking in my head.” 
 
    A new thoughtfulness appeared on Horst’s wide face. He craned back to look up in the sky. 
 
    I did, too. 
 
    The shrike soared high up there. 
 
    Next, Horst studied me. “Are you willing to walk?” 
 
    “Give me a few more minutes rest first.” 
 
    For an answer, Horst squatted again. He looked at me, and a faint smile appeared. “Give me your canteen.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “I’m going to give you some water.” 
 
    I blinked at the Kaldar hunter. I wanted to say no, to show him how tough I was. But I wasn’t as water-tough as he was. 
 
    I handed him my mostly empty canteen. My second one still had plenty of water. 
 
    Horst unscrewed his canteen and the one I’d given him, and he poured the rest of his canteen into mine so it was one-third full again. Once done, he handed the canteen back to me. 
 
    I couldn’t meet his gaze, although I accepted the canteen. “Thanks,” I mumbled. 
 
    “I’m a hunter of long training.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, attaching the canteen back to my belt. 
 
    “We should start walking.” 
 
    How could I tell him no now? As much as I hated it, I climbed to my feet. I still couldn’t look at him. 
 
    Horst clapped me on the back. 
 
    I looked at him. 
 
    He smiled, nodded, and said, “You’re a big one, Bayard. Let’s walk, and I’ll tell you something about the Dark Brotherhood. It might help you later when we face the adepts.” 
 
    “Sure, Horst, whatever you say.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I don’t know what changed with Horst. He set a reasonable pace. I forced myself to keep up with him. The man had given me some of his water. I still couldn’t believe it. 
 
    I looked back over my shoulder. The shrike drifted after us high in the sky. 
 
    “The Atomic War destroyed much of Kaldar,” Horst suddenly began. “That was long ago. Only one city remained—one place of culture. The rest of the planet slid back into barbarism and stone-age savagery. Radiation ruled in many locales, poisoning the land and mutating the creatures.” 
 
    “Like the Shrulls?” I asked. 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “Rats mutated into Shrulls because of the horrible radiation.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “That isn’t even close. The mutations killed ninety-nine percent of the time. The mutations weakened a thousand species so they died out. Cockroaches and dragonflies survived. The rat-men, the Shrulls, came later.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Horst cocked his head. “What don’t you understand?” 
 
    “Look. In every story I’ve read about after a nuclear holocaust, creatures mutate into monsters and gain incredible powers.” 
 
    “How do they do this?” 
 
    “The radiation from the atomic warheads does it to them over time.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. Almost all mutations are bad and weaken the host.” 
 
    “Then how did the rat-men come about?” 
 
    “From the Old Technologies, from experimentation with the forces of life. Scientists thinking themselves gods mutated and spliced at the cellular level. They created—in a manner of speaking—the new species, merging rat and human genes into the monstrosity of Shrulls. In a way, they’re not rat-men at all, but mutated humans given rat characteristics. It’s blasphemous and vile. During the centuries after the Great Death, the tribe of Shrulls already laboratory-manufactured increased in number. The scientists before the Great Death practiced other blasphemies, some of which died out and some of which flourished.” 
 
    “So, the radiation didn’t mutate them into what they are?” 
 
    “Far from it,” Horst said. “The radiation culled the weak while the stronger overcame and continued.” 
 
    “Survival of the fittest,” I said. 
 
    “Explain what you mean by that.” 
 
    I told him. 
 
    Horst thought about it and nodded shortly. “What you’re really saying is that things die.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Things die unless they’re strong enough. It doesn’t sound like much of a theory to me. I already knew that.” 
 
    I mumbled something under my breath, deciding to drop the subject. “You were going to tell me about the Dark Brotherhood.” 
 
    We walked along a path, taking a route into higher territory. The ferns dropped away so the terrain became bare rolling hills but for rocks, grasses, mosses and low bushes. 
 
    At that point, Horst began to speak about the Brotherhood. 
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    Horst began in a roundabout way. He was a hunter. That didn’t mean a big-game hunter or fur trapper. It meant he belonged to a group that sent men into dangerous places like the Great Brown Waste of the East or into the Slime Bog of Grease-Land near the Bubbling Pits of Tar. I didn’t know what those other places were, but I supposed that didn’t matter for the explanation. 
 
    Hunters such as Horst sought items or knowledge about things in the old ruins of the pre-Atomic War days. That usually meant in old populous cities or in ancient laboratories notorious for their biological experiments or in deep mineshafts storing Old Machines. 
 
    Mostly, hunters died hideously. Occasionally, some brought back trophies that either sustained or increased the likelihood of human survival on Kaldar. 
 
    “Aren’t the Dark Brotherhood human?” I asked. 
 
    Horst meant normal folk, not the freaks and adepts of the Brotherhood who sought to elevate themselves into something greater, evolving into superior beings—at least in their estimation. 
 
    The Dark Brotherhood had really begun before the Atomic War fifteen hundred or five hundred years ago, depending on which calendar one used. They’d started as biological scientists interested in life sciences. They’d helped create the Shrulls and other force-mutated creatures. 
 
    It would seem, too, that a select group had learned about prehistoric times when aliens in flying saucers had ruled as god-kings on Kaldar, and when these aliens had dabbled in genetics and produced the first psi-masters throughout the Harmony of Planets. 
 
    “What did you say?” I asked. 
 
    Horst told me to quit interrupting. He’d said psi-masters. He was sure I could hear well enough. Had I heard about psi-masters before? 
 
    I told him I had, and I asked if he’d ever heard about Krekelens. He had not. I informed him it didn’t matter, and he continued with his tale about the Dark Brotherhood. 
 
    The pre-Atomic War, life science people had worked with archeologists and made a few fascinating discoveries. There were papers and books written about the discoveries, and then a few mysterious deaths occurred. Afterward, no one publically spoke on the interesting topics again. Shortly thereafter, the Atomic War took place, and a pall of silence and darkness descended on just about everything. 
 
    In the last thirty years, a genius had risen in Horst’s group. This man had found old manuscripts, looked for others and made startling connections. Horst had gone on a desperate mission for the man and brought back a trove of old books from an ancient laboratory complex in a hideous swamp. From the books, a world of data had opened for those of Eldon and they’d learned about the Dark Brotherhood and their origins. A group from the life-science departments in various universities and laboratories had survived the Great Death, retreating into a deep cavern. From there, they’d continued their vile experiments and tradecraft, using their own children as test subjects. 
 
    Several generations later, the first adepts of the Brotherhood of Psionics were born. These people assiduously worked to strengthen their mental powers, and they began to emigrate from the depths and into the wild world of Great Death Kaldar. There, they used their psionic abilities, at times leading hidden expeditions into dangerous places for more of the Old Technologies. 
 
    The Brotherhood of Psionics viewed themselves as the next higher level of humanity. They believed themselves superior to simple men. They also began to use Shrulls, shrikes and other creatures, learning how to dominate minds and to mind-link. 
 
    They made a mistake, however, and secretly contacted Eldon the Great during the last years of his reign. They offered Eldon extended life if he would help them into various positions of government. Eldon divined their ulterior motives, and he had several of their greatest adepts captured and interrogated. All of them died under questioning, and a secret service was born among mankind to battle the Brotherhood. The secret service recognized the danger of psi-capable people believing themselves superior to normal folk and treating them as subhumans. 
 
    That had been the birth of the Hunters, and the Dark Brotherhood had become what it was today as the secret war entered a new phase. Mankind knew they had a human-looking enemy. It helped that most of the Brotherhood looked much like the next. Cloning had taken place the first few hundred years after the Atomic War, and thus most adepts looked like each other the way cousins often did in certain “close-knit” families. 
 
    Those of the Brotherhood planned to rule like gods among the rest of humanity, and they’d created a secret kingdom in the savage lands, using Shrulls and other vat-mutated creatures as their soldiers and shock troops. 
 
    During these lonely years, the Brotherhood had chipped away at the lands of Eldon, devouring more and more, creating wicked fiefdoms among surviving humans, treating them as little better than serfs and slaves to do their bidding. 
 
    At first blush, Styr Mordel simply seemed like the latest in a long line of master adepts. He was ruthless, ambitious and adroit. He also had something else: a greater power of the mind than any before him. He claimed to have a plan that would revolutionize the power of the Dark Brotherhood on Kaldar. He’d also found new invincible soldiers for the cause. All he needed was time to uncover the last piece to an ancient puzzle. 
 
    “What soldiers?” I asked. “What did Styr find?” 
 
    That was the great question according to Horst. It was something unhallowed and inhuman, and it originated from before the Great Death. 
 
    “You’re seeking to uncover it?” I guessed. 
 
    Horst didn’t deny it. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “That’s why you were in the Great Brown Waste. You sought the final link to the new Brotherhood soldier.” 
 
    Horst admitted the truth. There was something in one of the ruins that might give their genius the needed final clue. Others had found pieces to the puzzle. The new/old soldier came from Old Technology but was inhuman, vile and seemingly invincible. 
 
    “What do you think the new soldier could be?” 
 
    We’d trekked for quite some time before reaching this point in the narrative. The land had become rockier with some low mountains ahead of us. In one region, far away to the left, a blue glow radiated. I pointed it out. 
 
    “Radiation still lingers there,” Horst said. 
 
    “This…secret soldier or weapon—do you think it’s one of the reasons for the Atomic War?” 
 
    Horst halted and stared at me as his lower jaw dropped. “I’ve never considered that. Yes. I think you’re on to something.” 
 
    Before we could say more, shrikes shrieked in the sky. 
 
    We both whirled around. Five leathery pterosaurs flapped in a flock, one right after another. They folded their long membrane-skin wings and began to dive, heading straight for us as if they planned to attack. 
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    Horst moved fast and decisively. He dropped his spear and drew his thrower, going to one knee and raising the weapon, aiming it with both hands. He tracked the shrikes, waiting as they dove at us. 
 
    One of them shrieked. 
 
    Three of the shrikes peeled off, including the one that had cried out. 
 
    Horst fired. The shell popped out of the tube, and the motor ignited, propelling the shell upward at the shrikes. 
 
    Two still dove at us. Three flapped madly, trying to gain distance from us. 
 
    The shell detonated, sending hot shrapnel everywhere. The two diving shrikes lost the coherence of their tightly folded wings. They tumbled end over end, bleeding and twitching, most likely already dead. 
 
    I laughed harshly. 
 
    One of the fleeing shrikes screeched horribly, and one of its wings no longer worked right. It flew in descending circles, struggling to maintain aloft but failing. 
 
    Two of the shrikes appeared to have escaped unharmed, including the original pterosaur. 
 
    “Yes!” Horst said. “Yes. That’s better than I expected.” He holstered the thrower with pride. 
 
    I raced toward the possible landing spot of the wing-injured shrike, with a hefty throwing rock in my right hand. 
 
    It saw me, saw the rock, and screeched threats. 
 
    I laughed again, a sound many in combat would recognize as that of a bloodthirsty Marine lusting for revenge against a hated enemy. 
 
    The shrike struggled to remain airborne, but that only seemed to worsen its injury and rate of descent. Then, the shrike stared at me. 
 
    I swear, in that moment, I could feel the will of the human adept mind-linked with the creature. 
 
    Did the controlling adept now try to mind-link with me, using the shrike as a junction between us? I felt a mental stirring, and I slowed my run and cocked my head as if reconsidering my action. 
 
    The shrike landed with a thud, and it pulled the bloody injured wing inward to baby it, nudging it with its long bony beak. 
 
    I burst into a sprint even as a force of will struggled against me. The shrike saw me, and it screeched a warning cry. 
 
    Look. I’m as nice as the next guy. I like puppies and laugh with delight playing with kittens. But I was on an alien world, and these bastard pterosaurs were tools to capture or kill me, or give me into the hands of psionic superiors with delusions of godhood. I hurled the rock, and it hit the wounded shrike on the head, a killing blow. The creature flopped dead onto the hard ground. 
 
    The mental linkage quit the instant the rock hit. I hoped that gave the adept a headache or made him puke for hours. 
 
    I felt something else then. Looking up, I saw the last two shrikes staring down at us as they drifted up there. I felt hatred directed toward me. 
 
    Nodding, I raised a hand and gave them the bird finger. “There’s more where that came from! Show your faces, and I’ll stomp them into the dirt.” 
 
    “Bayard!” 
 
    I glanced at Horst. He watched me, and he shook his head emphatically. 
 
    I looked up at the shrikes. Could the adepts sense more from a non-telepath if the man raged angrily at them? 
 
    I lowered my bird finger and began trudging back to Horst. 
 
    He reloaded another shell into the thrower, ignoring the shrikes watching us. 
 
    The sun or star had begun its last journey for the horizon. In another hour, it would be dark. 
 
    Without looking at me, as he finished reloading the thrower, Horst said quietly, “We killed three of them.” 
 
    “I don’t know about we. You did it.” 
 
    “Your rock killed the one. It’s possible the adepts are injured because of that.” 
 
    “If a controlled creature dies while an adept is using psionics on it, does that hurt an adept’s mind?” 
 
    “The scant evidence we possess points to the likelihood.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Horst paused, although he still didn’t look at me. “Yes. It is good. However, we’ve also learned that anger allows them an easier hold on our emotions.” 
 
    “Not on our thoughts?” 
 
    “The anger gives them easier emotive control. We don’t know why. Greater emotive control does seem to lend them a greater ability to control our thoughts.” 
 
    I considered that. “You sure seem to know a lot about it.” 
 
    “Not me. Mentor.” 
 
    “Mentor is the name of the genius you spoke about earlier.” 
 
    Horst nodded. 
 
    Understanding struck me. “You’re his prized pupil, aren’t you?” 
 
    Horst finally looked up, and he holstered the loaded thrower. He seemed more reticent than I remembered. “I dislike boasting of any kind.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” I said. “Horst the Hunter is one of the smart boys. He’s Mentor’s fair-haired pupil.” 
 
    Horst scowled, shaking his head. 
 
    “False modesty is also a form of boasting,” I said. 
 
    Horst sighed, and he snorted. Then, he looked up at the high-drifting shrikes. Afterward, he faced me again. “They’ll leave for the night, as shrikes don’t like to fly in the dark, and the adepts will want to land them far enough away from us so we can’t find and kill them before first light.” 
 
    “We take off after they leave, running hard?” 
 
    “Are you able to?” asked Horst. 
 
    “I’m tired, and I don’t know how far I can run tonight, but I can give it a try.” 
 
    “The adepts will surely find animals tomorrow.” 
 
    “Animals like those?” I pointed up at the drifting shrikes. 
 
    “I mean riding animals.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “We must reach the river before Styr Mordel reaches us.” 
 
    “How far is the river?” 
 
    “Another two days of travel.” 
 
    I didn’t want to hear that. 
 
    Horst sat down cross-legged. A moment later, I sat on my butt near him. 
 
    “We might as well conserve our strength.” 
 
    “Might as well,” I seconded. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, the shrikes started south. They flew hard, soon becoming specks and then disappearing from view. 
 
    The sun had almost set. 
 
    We climbed to our feet, and we began to trek. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    -22- 
 
      
 
    We ran, walked, ran again and then walked until the sun appeared on the horizon. There had been two moons, and they’d given us enough light to trek at night. 
 
    The morning found me haggard, reeling on my feet. Horst looked tired, but he still seemed hale enough. I concluded that he was one tough mo-fo, Mentor’s prized pupil, the best hunter on Kaldar. It showed. It showed all right. 
 
    We stopped for breakfast, more of his provisions. After eating and drinking my fill, I hardly had any water left. Horst shook his second canteen, and it didn’t sound like he had much left either. 
 
    “How far is the river?” I asked. 
 
    He looked into the distance. We’d skirted the mountains and the blue zone of yesterday. The landscape was a tad greener than I remembered and the ferns taller. I saw several scrub trees, a cross between a normal leafy tree of North America and an evergreen. I no longer saw cobalt-colored moss, and there were scrawny rabbits about, or creatures that passed for rabbits. 
 
    “Is this still the Great Brown Waste?” I asked. 
 
    Horst looked at me, and for a moment, it seemed as if his mind wasn’t operating at full capacity. “One more day’s travel should bring us to the river. We’re leaving the Great Brown Waste, yes.” 
 
    “You mean we head straight for the river and make it near dusk?” 
 
    “That’s what one day’s travel means, yes.” 
 
    It sounded like he was on automatic, his mind not all there. “How long are we stopping here?” 
 
    It took Horst a half-beat before he said, “A half hour is a good idea.” 
 
    I promptly lay on my side, opening and throwing the old blanket over me. I closed my eyes and must have instantly gone to sleep. 
 
    The next thing I knew, Horst shoved my shoulder. I thought to hear shrike cries in the background. 
 
    I peeled an eye open, and our shade had woefully shrunken from when I’d closed my eyes. I groaned as I sat up. The sun was near noon and two damn shrikes circled our position, screeching in triumph. 
 
    Horst squatted beside me, with a dejected look on his face. 
 
    “Did you fall asleep?” I asked. 
 
    He gave a bare nod. 
 
    “Even the iron man is made of flesh, huh?” 
 
    “I failed you.” 
 
    “Bah,” I said. “You’re human.” I climbed to my feet, studying the shrikes. The way they screeched and peered down at us, they seemed positively gloating. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “We won’t make it now.” 
 
    Horst was down, but I doubted he was out. “You’re probably right. But let’s try anyway.” 
 
    After a moment, he nodded, and he hefted the backpack from where it sat on the ground, cinching it into place. 
 
    I wasn’t mad at him for falling asleep. How could I blame the guy carrying all our supplies, doing the guiding and giving me some of his water? Horst had run out of gas and hit the snooze button. It happened. 
 
    I studied the shrikes, soon shrugging. Let them have their time of gloating. We were still free men, and I planned to keep it that way. 
 
    Five minutes later, we were on the trail, with the Kaldar pterosaurs drifting above, watching our every move and mocking us with their caws. 
 
    Horst kept staring back at them. 
 
    “Forget ’em. We can’t do anything about them now. So, don’t worry about them.” 
 
    “You don’t understand.” 
 
    “I do. I’m a Traveler, but I’ve been in combat before.” 
 
    “Like a soldier?” 
 
    “We didn’t call ourselves that. We were Marines.” 
 
    “What are they?” 
 
    “The baddest-ass fighters in the universe.” 
 
    Horst stared at me. In time, his eyes widened as if in understanding. “You’re bragging.” 
 
    “Some might call it that. I call it giving the facts.” 
 
    “Marines are given to bragging?” 
 
    “To telling it like it is,” I said. 
 
    “So, you’re a soldier after all.” 
 
    “No. I was a Marine. Now, I’m a Traveler.” 
 
    “Marines are like soldiers then?” 
 
    I shrugged. “If you’re Mentor’s fair-haired boy, I doubt you really see things so cut and dried. You’re the hunter who dares to go deep. I’m guessing that calls for mental flexibility.” 
 
    Horst glanced back at the shrikes. He rubbed his chin afterward and glanced at me. “We can’t let Styr Mordel capture us.” 
 
    I didn’t need to be a telepath to read the drift of his thoughts. “You plan on committing suicide if it calls for that?” 
 
    “It’s distasteful, but I am.” 
 
    “Not me.” 
 
    That troubled Horst. “I wish I knew why Mordel desires your capture.” 
 
    “How do you know he does?” 
 
    “Five shrikes tell me.” 
 
    “That means five adepts?” 
 
    Horst nodded. 
 
    “Why couldn’t the five be after you?” 
 
    Horst shook his head. “I doubt all the adepts travel together. They likely used Far Speak to contact each other and coordinate the shrikes. There may be others ahead of us, attempting to block our path.” 
 
    I trudged in silence, thinking about that. Then, I halted. “Horst. Wait a minute.” 
 
    He looked back at me and stopped. He looked up at the shrikes and then said, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I stood there bemused. Horst had just said something that struck me wrong. He’d said five shrikes had meant five adepts. Only an adept could mind-link with a shrike. An adept was obviously a high-class telepath. The five hadn’t traveled together, but used— 
 
    “What’s Far Speak?” 
 
    Horst shrugged. “That seems obvious, doesn’t it? Those with psionic ability can talk to each other across great distances. Some can do it for much greater distances than others can—Far Speak. Mentor discovered the ability from some of their writings. We’ve tested it in our own way, and it has proven true.” 
 
    “Some farther than others,” I said. 
 
    Horst looked up at the airborne shrikes. “I suggest we keep moving while we can.” 
 
    Far Speak. If Mentor was right about it, those of the Dark Brotherhood could communicate with each other via telepathy. Psi-masters had been able to do that. Before the Atomic War here five hundred Earth years ago, life science people had stumbled upon psi-master technology and attempted to perfect it. Could this Styr Mordel, for instance, communicate farther than a few miles? In fact, had he been able to communicate fifteen point eight-eight light-years with someone on Earth? For instance, had Mordel been able to communicate with Qiang in some fashion? Had Styr Mordel convinced Qiang to send a Traveler to Kaldar? It that why she’d conditioned me to come here? 
 
    Thinking it, it sounded farfetched. Why would Mordel need a Traveler? Well…why did anyone need a Traveler? The answer was so they could Travel as well. Krekelens and psi-masters had used me in the past to Travel from Earth to another planet. Might this Styr Mordel have made a deal with Qiang? Or could he have manipulated Qiang from another planet? 
 
    My eyes narrowed. I turned and looked up at the shrikes. Styr Mordel mind-linked with one of them—at least, Horst believed that to be true. Could I test my theory in some manner? 
 
    “Horst, can a person communicate with a shrike to the controlling adept?” 
 
    “That seems obvious: at least with you to him you can.” 
 
    That’s what I thought. Thus, I cupped my hands around my mouth as if making a megaphone, and shouted up at the shrikes. “Styr Mordel, I wish to parley with you.” 
 
    Neither creature responded to that. 
 
    Why would Mordel need a Traveler? The only reason I could come up with was to leave Kaldar. If he followed me as Alvor the Sleek had followed me from Earth to Tynar last trip, Mordel could go from Kaldar to Earth, say.  
 
    “Horst, is there a looming disaster threatening Kaldar?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Is there a looming threat that could doom everyone on Kaldar?” 
 
    “None that I know of.” 
 
    I decided to play a hunch. I had no idea how it might help. I also couldn’t see how it could hurt. 
 
    Once more, I cupped my hands around mouth as if making a megaphone. “Styr Mordel, why do you wish to flee Kaldar? What do you fear here?” 
 
    This time, there was an immediate effect. A shrike began flapping, gaining height. The other continued to watch us. The flapper turned swiftly and dove at the other, striking with its talons and slashing with its scimitar-like beak. The two plummeted toward us, the stricken beast crying out and turning to fight for its remaining life. 
 
    “Horst,” I shouted, “use your thrower.” 
 
    Horst watched dumbfounded as the two pterosaurs plummeted fighting each other. The one was clearly winning. The other battled for survival and was losing. Then, Horst shouted, drew the thrower and followed the plummeting creatures. Each must have sensed the weapon, as they looked down at him. 
 
    Horst fired. 
 
    The two shrikes violently threw themselves apart from each other, flapping for height. 
 
    The shell reached near and exploded, and both flying reptiles fell dead or dying toward the ground. 
 
    I raced to each, using a rock and making sure. It was a matter of a few seconds each time. 
 
    Horst reloaded the thrower, but he kept looking at the dead shrikes. He seemed bemused, bewildered. 
 
    I returned to him, dropping the bloody rock near his booted feet. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. “Why did Mordel’s shrike attack the other?” 
 
    If Horst didn’t know, I wasn’t going to tell him. Thus, I shrugged. 
 
    “You shouted at the shrike, asking Mordel what he feared.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Horst studied me. “What does Mordel fear?” 
 
    I shrugged again. 
 
    “How did you know he feared something?” 
 
    “A lucky guess,” I said. 
 
    Horst eyed me even more closely. “It was more than that.” 
 
    “Mentor is a genius, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “In the area of survival, I’m something of a genius.” 
 
    Horst eyed me anew, and I don’t think he bought my explanation. Once more, he stared at the two dead shrikes. Then, he laughed, shaking his head. Afterward, he finished loading the thrower, holstering it. He had four shells left. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. “Mordel is going to be coming fast now.” 
 
    Horst squinted at me. He opened his mouth as if to add something. Then, instead of talking, he turned and started trekking toward the unseen and distant river. 
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    The day passed in endless drudgery putting one foot ahead of the other and with the sun beating down on us. We tried to conserve the last water, but around midafternoon, it was gone. 
 
    We’d lost time sleeping until noon, but we’d recouped some of our lost strength in compensation. 
 
    “I’m thirsty,” I now said. 
 
    Horst made a sound that could have indicated anything. 
 
    “Is there some of that bitter water around?” 
 
    “None,” he said. 
 
    “I’m sorry I doubted you about it before.” 
 
    Horst shook his head, and we continued to plod along the trail. 
 
    We saw a pool, and I lurched toward it. Horst ran after me, grabbed my garment and held me back. I whirled around to hit him. 
 
    “It will kill you to drink from it,” he said, “And it will be an agonizing death as you vomit out your guts.” 
 
    His sincerity convinced me. I think he realized words wouldn’t have done it, and that was why he’d given chase to grab me. 
 
    We left the pool of tantalizingly poisoned water and plodded over the trail, with green grass in patches. I realized I hadn’t seen a fern for a time, and there were more of the scrub trees in evidence. 
 
    “Tell me about yourself,” I mumbled. 
 
    Horst said nothing for a time. Maybe he hadn’t heard me, or maybe he’d heard the words but their meaning hadn’t penetrated his thinking. We weren’t that beat yet, but we’d been conserving water before this. We were thirsty but still not truly suffering. Still, we were tired. 
 
    “My parents died when I was twelve.” 
 
    I perked up, listening. 
 
    “My brothers and sisters died with them. So, did my grandmother and aunts, uncles and cousins.” 
 
    “All of them died the same day?” I asked. 
 
    Horst nodded. 
 
    “That’s terrible.” 
 
    He nodded again. 
 
    “How—how did they die?” 
 
    Like before, Horst fell silent, the scuffle of our boots the only sounds. 
 
    “Shrulls,” he said later. 
 
    “The rat-men?” 
 
    “Several adepts raided our village. It lay on the far side of Lake Seemon. They came by dugout canoes, long lake vessels. There were over three hundred Shrulls along with ten adepts and their servitors. They struck at night, although the watchman rang the bell. My family rose up with the other villagers, and they fought. I saw some of it. My teacher knocked a hatchet from my hand and pulled me away. I yelled, and he struck me a savage blow across the head. I feared him then, and I listened to him. We fled into the dark, and we survived. My family fought, and they all died.” 
 
    Horst shook his head. 
 
    “What happened then?” 
 
    Horst sighed, a long and sorrowful thing. “My teacher took me to Eldon. He said I had promise. There, he introduced me to Mentor. All I could think about was revenge against the Shrulls and the Brotherhood. I wanted to soak the land with their blood.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Mentor took me under his wing. He was a young man then. He said I’d survived for a reason. He said God had set aside a special task for me. If I failed in this task, I would have failed my family that died protecting me that night.” 
 
    “Whoa.” 
 
    Horst nodded. “The burden fell upon me that day. I’ve striven to live up to it ever since.” 
 
    That wasn’t what I’d meant. Old Mentor had laid quite a load on a young kid. Maybe it was what Horst had needed. I had no way of knowing. Maybe God had let Horst survive. Maybe the teacher had something to do with that as well. 
 
    “I strive.” Horst shook his head. “I will not fall today. I will not let a little lack of water stop me from reaching the river. I will fulfill my duty to my family. I remember them, Bayard. I can still hear their cries some nights in my dreams. I miss them.” 
 
    “I sympathize with you.” 
 
    Horst glanced back at me. Were his eyes moist? He looked forward quickly enough. His shoulders might have stiffened. “If you know why Styr Mordel did what he did with his shrike, you must tell me.” 
 
    “I would if I could, my friend.” Which wasn’t exactly true. I had my own debts to pay, my duty to those on Earth. 
 
    Horst glanced back at me, and this time, there was fire in his eyes. “Don’t lie to me, Bayard.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it.” 
 
    He grunted, and story-time ended abruptly as Horst fell silent. After a few minutes, he picked up the pace. 
 
    I did likewise. 
 
    We halted an hour later, stopping beside a big cactus. Horst drew his machete and hacked off purple fruit. With a smaller knife, he peeled away prickly skin. 
 
    “Here.” He gave me the first piece. 
 
    I bit into it, and water squirted into my mouth. I laughed, and I gobbled my piece fast, soon licking my fingers of juice. 
 
    “Let’s get some more,” I said. 
 
    “One can only drink so much Mot juice. You’ll sicken if you drink or eat more. Then, you’ll vomit and all that extra liquid will go to waste.” 
 
    I sighed, but I trusted Horst. And our spirits rose as our bodies revived just a little. 
 
    Once more, Horst increased the pace, and we walked quickly. Later, the sun began its descent for the horizon, and the cooler temperature helped. 
 
    Suddenly, Horst halted, raising his face and sniffing loudly. He turned to me, wreathed with smiled. “Do you smell that?” 
 
    I sniffed the air, and I did smell— “Water, that smells like dampness.” 
 
    “Yes. We’re near the river.” 
 
    I looked around. “I’m surprised Mordel hasn’t reached us yet.” 
 
    “He tried treachery and it failed him, as treachery often does.” 
 
    “You mean when his shrike attacked the other?” 
 
    Horst nodded. “The treachery has given us a window of opportunity. You spoke exactly the right words to him through his shrike. I wish you’d confide in me and tell me what you know.” 
 
    “I will—as soon as I figure it out myself.” 
 
    Horst frowned, and there was a glitter of something in his eyes. “Come then. Let’s see if we can reach the river before the first moon rises.” 
 
    I was tired, but I felt invigorated with the possibility of success. We’d almost made it to the river. 
 
    At that point, a clash of cymbals sounded from ahead although out of sight. 
 
    Horst groaned. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Shrulls. There’s a war party of Shrulls ahead. They must be Mordel’s creatures. We’ve hurried into our own ambush. All our effort and now this.” 
 
    I stood there thinking, the sound of clashing cymbals growing. With a start, I grabbed one of Horst’s arms, dragging him away from the sound. 
 
    “They’ve sprung their ambush too soon,” I said. “Let’s use that to our advantage.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You have a thrower. I have a Colt. We’ll figure a way.” 
 
    His gun hand dropped to the butt of his holstered thrower. 
 
    “You have four shells,” I said. “That may prove to be exactly enough.” 
 
    His features stiffened, and he nodded, and as we walked away, we began to plan. 
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    The sun was going down, but it was still light enough with long shadows on the ground. We left the trail and headed for higher ground where there was a stand of scrub trees and rocks. As we climbed the slope to get there, Horst hissed with consternation. 
 
    I looked where he pointed behind us. A party of Shrulls headed our way, maybe a hundred strong. They looked better dressed than the ones I’d seen near the ziggurat. These had gaudy clothes and taller conical hats with larger emblems pinned to them. The waning sunlight glittered off the metal ornaments dangling from their scrawny throats. They carried nets, spiked clubs and long knives, none of them sporting the jagged metal pieces the others had carried. These rat-men were plumper than the former, which presumably meant better fed. 
 
    “You say they’re human?” 
 
    “Were human,” Horst amended. “They’re blasphemously altered people with rat genes. Why the pre-Atomic War scientists would do such a thing, I have no idea.” 
 
    “Because they could,” I said bitterly. 
 
    “Is that reason enough for blasphemous experimentation?” 
 
    “If you’re a godless scientist unaware you and others possess a soul it is.” 
 
    Horst shook his head at mankind’s folly. 
 
    We climbed the slope, and the Shrulls clashed their cymbals, shouting and hurrying toward us. 
 
    We reached the summit, plopping down to catch our breath. As the sun bloated upon the horizon, the Shrulls reached the bottom of the slope. The cymbal players clashed with a will, and the throng of Shrulls squealed with delight, no doubt believing they’d captured their quarry. 
 
    An older Shrull in back motioned to the rest. 
 
    It did no good. The cymbal players clashed with greater zeal as they began to prance and screech a rat-man song. The others shook their spiked clubs at us. 
 
    The older Shrull spoke to others around him: hefty rat-men who drew steel batons. They waded forward, clubbing to the right and left among the dancers. It created momentary mayhem and chaos. The cymbal clashers ceased their banging as the throng turned inward. The big rat-men dutifully continued to bash heads, finally bringing a semblance of order to the hundred-strong war party. 
 
    At that point, the older Shrull in longer robes and wearing more metal ornaments and a taller conical hat with the largest emblem of all moved to the front of the throng. He raised scrawny rat-man arms, looking up at us. 
 
    “There are too many of them for us to defeat,” Horst told me. 
 
    “Don’t lose heart yet. You’re with a bonafide U.S. Marine. If there’s anyone who can get us out of this fix, it’s him.” 
 
    “You mean you?” 
 
    “Damn straight. Now quiet down so I can hear what the Old One has to say.” 
 
    The old Shrull shouted at us in his squeaky rat-man voice. 
 
    I cupped my hands. “I can’t hear you, old man. Send a herald halfway up so we can parley.” 
 
    The old Shrull must have heard and understood me, as he turned to one of his hefty boys, a baton wielder. That Shrull peered up at us. He sheathed his baton and started up the slope. He was five-even and had bigger shoulders than the others, making him seem like a tough junior-high jock on Earth. 
 
    “That’s far enough,” I said. 
 
    The herald halted halfway to us, drew a deep breath and shouted. “Surrender and you shall live. This Hetman Kincar swears by the powers of Styr Mordel.” 
 
    “We’re free men,” I shouted. “We don’t feel the necessity of surrendering to anyone.” 
 
    The herald glanced down at the watching Shrull throng and then faced us. “You will be beaten black and blue if you force us to capture you.” 
 
    I thought about what he’d said, and how the Shrulls seemingly didn’t want to harm us. There was a reason for that, and I could already guess it. 
 
    “If you harm us, Styr Mordel will be very angry with you. I know you don’t want to make Mordel angry.” 
 
    The herald shifted uneasily. “You must surrender. There is no other choice.” 
 
    Their hesitation was invigorating me, as was the knowledge that they didn’t want to harm us. Maybe we could do this. I glanced at Horst. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    “Can you fight?” 
 
    “Against one hundred Shrulls? Are you mad? 
 
    “Look. Your thrower is the perfect weapon for this. You have four shells. Make each one count, taking five or maybe ten at a pop. Kill or badly injure forty of them, and I’m sure the rest will run.” 
 
    “The Shrulls won’t give me time to load and fire all four shells.” 
 
    “I’ll give you the time,” I said. “I have a Colt, right. I’ll judiciously shoot the boldest, dropping their best. After six of them have died like that, the others will hesitate. After a few more die, none of them will dare charge straight up the slope. During that time, you fire all four shells into their mass.” 
 
    Horst appeared dubious. “Instead of capturing us, they’ll kill us in revenge.” 
 
    “Horst, old boy, them’s the breaks. I don’t feel like surrendering, as I hate being a captive. Besides, I think we can make the rat-men flee.” 
 
    “Not flee very far. And you should remember that we’re out of water.” 
 
    “It will be dark soon, and—” 
 
    “Shrulls see in the dark better than humans.” 
 
    I glared at Horst. “Are you going to make me say it? I really hope you’re not going to force me to remind you what happened to you in the past and who did it to you.” 
 
    Horst stared at me until understanding lit his eyes. He scowled, looked away, kept looking away, and sighed deeply. He turned back to me and nodded, drawing his thrower. Then, he laid the last three shells out on the ground in easy reach. 
 
    “Listen,” I shouted at the herald. “You tell Hetman Kincar that if he orders you…Shrulls up the hill, many of you are going to die. We have throwers and guns, and we’ll kill half of you before the other half reaches us.” 
 
    The herald stared at us. Finally, he turned and worked down the slope. At the bottom, he spoke to Hetman Kincar. 
 
    Soon enough, the herald worked back to his former position halfway up the slope. “We will wait until Styr Mordel arrives. Until then, you can enjoy yourselves up there. We will not attack, but you will not leave. Those are the words of Hetman Kincar.” 
 
    The herald didn’t wait for an answer, but turned and sauntered down the slope, his rat-tail lashing back and forth. 
 
    With that, the hetman shouted orders, and the hundred-strong Shrull throng sat down, apparently bedding down for the night. 
 
    I did note a few leaving the main party and circling our position. They weren’t going to attack, but as they’d said, they weren’t going to let us leave anytime soon either. 
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    I watched the rat-men for about a minute, finally turning to Horst. “Listen. I think you can slip away.” 
 
    “And leave you by yourself?” asked Horst. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. If you can get away, you can—” 
 
    “I can’t possibly get help. You’ll be alone against the Shrulls and then against Mordel.” 
 
    “You can get water. You can skulk around their camp. If you can remain free, maybe later you can help free me when they least expect it.” 
 
    Horst eyed me hard. 
 
    “We don’t have time to screw around,” I said. “You have to leave now if you’re going to have a chance of slipping away.” 
 
    “Bayard—” 
 
    “I’m not half the tracker or hunter you are. Without me holding you back, you can do it.” 
 
    “Are you trying to get rid of me?” 
 
    “No! I’m thinking ahead. You’re all I have. You’re my ace in the hole.” 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s a poker term. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Yes,” Horst said suddenly. “It is the best idea. I might be able to do it. I don’t think they want me like they do you. They might kill me if they catch me.” 
 
    “They might kill you anyway if you’re correct about this.” 
 
    Horst’s features hardened. He knew I was right. “Luck, Bayard.” He gripped my wrist with his right hand. I gripped his wrist. We slapped each other on the shoulder. 
 
    “Go with God,” I said. 
 
    Horst’s grip tightened. Then, he released me. He gathered his shells, holstered his thrower and left the backpack. Hunched forward, he hurried onto the other side of the summit. He moved in a fast lope, his empty canteens softly slapping against his side. 
 
    I sat against a twisted tree trunk. It was crazy, but I felt lonely without Horst. He’d left me the bulk of the food. I should have given him my Colt. Not that he would have necessarily used it, but that way, if he managed to free me, we’d still have use of it. 
 
    The sun sank behind the horizon. I could feel Shrull warriors watching me from hidden locations. This was an impossible situation. 
 
    When it became dark, I hid my Colt, the extra magazines and the box of shells in a hole in a tree. It wasn’t much of a hiding spot, but it was better than leaving it on my person. 
 
    I sat again against the tree trunk, and I must have fallen asleep. 
 
    The next thing I knew, someone with a higher-pitched voice called me. I opened my eyes and saw that rat-men with torches ringed my tree. They peered at me with black orbs, their whiskers twitching like rats. Was Horst correct about their origin? They didn’t strike me as human, but as real bipedal rats having gained intelligence. They were too skinny to have ever been human or descended from humans twisted by inhuman scientists. Maybe Horst had given me legends like the ancient Greeks and Romans had made up gods and goddess stories so reality made sense to them. 
 
    “He’s awake.” The herald from earlier had spoken. I recognized the beefy shoulders—for a rat-man anyway. 
 
    The ring of rat-men moved closer. Those incisors and the gleam in their watery wet black orbs gave the impression they desired to fall upon me and began gnawing in an orgy of feasting. It was a decidedly unpleasant sensation. 
 
    “Where is the other?” the herald said. 
 
    “He went for a walk.” 
 
    “Walk where?” 
 
    “Take a look at the stars, you know?” 
 
    “The stars?” 
 
    “He fled,” the Old One said, Hetman Kincar. “The human is being clever.” 
 
    I climbed to my feet. “Do you have some water? I’m thirsty.” 
 
    “You expect a drink from us?” the herald asked in amazement. 
 
    “Of course, I do. Mordel wants me in top condition, right? What if I faint or die from dehydration? You’ll be in trouble, right?” 
 
    A murmur arose from those around me. 
 
    “Silence,” Hetman Kincar said in a squeaky old voice. “You. Give me your jug.” 
 
    A rat-man stepped forward, unslinging a leathern jug from his shoulder. 
 
    Kincar took it in his old hands. They were long and lean like a rat thief with knobs in odd places. He stepped forward and handed the jug to me.  
 
    I nodded, took it, uncorked it and sniffed it. I couldn’t tell if they’d tampered with the water or done something else to it. I put the edge to my lips and I began to guzzle. I was thirsty, and the warm water was so, so good. I gasped as I pulled the jug away. I took several deep breaths. Then, I began to guzzle again. It had been too long since I’d had a drink of water. You really don’t know how much you enjoy a drink until you’re parched with thirst. 
 
    The rat-men all watched me. 
 
    Finally, I was done. I corked it and handed the empty jug to Hetman Kincar. I didn’t thank him because the bastards had captured me. When I handed it back, I made sure to tower over the little sod. He backed up some. I grinned down at him. 
 
    Kincar muttered in a rat voice, pitching the jug to its owner. 
 
    I noticed their smell. It wasn’t pleasant. They didn’t wash enough and I had a feeling they ate carrion. Rat-men had caught me. If they hadn’t feared Styr Mordel to such a degree, I would have worried. In one way, it was good knowing powerful people wanted you. In another, it was the reason for my problems. 
 
    “Are we staying here?” I asked Kincar. 
 
    “No. You’re coming to our camp.” 
 
    “I thought as much.” I picked up the backpack and slung it onto my back. 
 
    Kincar squealed an order. 
 
    Three Shrulls moved warily near me. One drew my knife from its sheath. The other two eyed me carefully before turning to Kincar and making chittering noises, possibly in their own Shrull lingo. 
 
    “Where is your thrower?” Kincar asked. 
 
    “Horst took it.” 
 
    Kincar looked as if he was going to complain. In the end, he snapped his long bony fingers. The Shrulls had captured me. I was headed to their camp. 
 
    I wondered how Horst was doing and how long it would be before I spoke to Styr Mordel in the flesh. 
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    I slept hard that night, wrapped in furs and protected by a war party of Shrulls. They clearly feared Mordel, and the master adept was coming. It made no sense to sit around and fret, but to recover as well as I could while I could so I could deal with him at full capacity. 
 
    That was perhaps the one thing I’d learned as a fighting Marine in Bhutan: get some sleep while you can. Tomorrow will take care of itself. The lesson hadn’t come easily, but I’d learned it in the Himalayan Hermit Kingdom. The bitter cold and extreme elevation sapped your strength fast. The only way to keep it was by eating like a hog and sleeping hard every second you could. 
 
    Actually, I’d learned many things in Bhutan that stood me in good stead as a Traveler to other planets. 
 
    I awoke the next morning to a bustling Shrull camp. I discovered that each warrior slept in a hole with a leather blanket covering it. The hetman was the only Shrull that had slept above ground in a regular tent. I suspect he’d done so in imitation of the Brotherhood. 
 
    The river was several miles away. A small party of Shrulls returned with sloshing leather buckets from it. They filled iron kettles hanging over fires, and soon the pots whistled. The Shrulls drank a bitter tea. 
 
    My guard—the herald of yesterday—offered me some in a clay cup. I accepted and drank slowly. The tea was hot, bitter as I’ve said and not that bad. A little cream might have gone a long way to make it more acceptable. It definitely needed sugar. 
 
    “So, what happens today?” I asked. 
 
    “Great Hetman Mordel arrives tonight or tomorrow morning,” the herald said as he tended the fire. 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    The herald shrugged. 
 
    I sipped more tea and studied the layout of the camp. We were in the center near the hetman’s tent, with concentric layers of sleep-holes beyond us. I would not easily escape from the Shrulls. 
 
    “Why does Mordel want me so badly anyway?” I asked. 
 
    Once more, the herald shrugged. 
 
    That nettled me, and I decided to return the favor. “Go ask the hetman why. I want to know.” 
 
    The herald looked up sharply. He didn’t like that. 
 
    Grinning, I raised a brawny arm, flexing it. “How many of you Shrulls do you think I can defeat at any one time?” 
 
    The herald bared his incisors and hissed, producing a sharp-looking knife. “Three slices and you would lie on the dirt bleeding to death.” 
 
    I slapped my hands together. “Like that, I could crush your paper-thin skull. Blood and brains would pour from your nostrils as you died.” 
 
    The herald glared, and then, he sheathed the knife and snickered, nodding. “I understand. You’re taunting me in order to seek an advantage. I will give you none.” 
 
    For a rat-man, he wasn’t too stupid. “Here’s what I really want to know. It’s been bothering me for a while. Do you know what it is?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Why do the Shrulls lick Mordel’s boots like dogs? Don’t you have any self-respect?” 
 
    He stared at me. 
 
    “Do you Shrulls fear Mordel? I mean, when he walks past one of you, does piss dribble down your leg?” 
 
    The herald fiddled with his teacup, maybe thinking about tossing the contents in my face. At last, he looked up, grinning in his rat way, saying, “We’re Mordel’s allies. We help him, and he helps the Shrulls. Our territory is growing because of it. One day, we’ll loot Eldon, taking all we desire from the burning city.” 
 
    I thought about that as I finished my cup. These buggers sipped tea like English lords, but they slept in holes like literal rats. The herald, at least, could keep his temper even under provocation. They lacked higher tech weapons, using knives, clubs and nets. What was their political system? Was it more than mere rat clans? 
 
    “Are the Shrulls a single kingdom under one ruler?” I asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” he said. “But one day, Hetman Kincar will rule all Shrulls. This, Mordel has promised the hetman. Then, one such as I will have many females and kits. United in strength, the Shrull Nation will overrun Kaldar.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad plan,” I said. “It’s too bad for you it will never happen. Hear me out. It will never happen because Mordel wishes to flee Kaldar. That’s why he needs me. I wonder what Mordel fears so much that he wants to run off planet.” 
 
    The herald stared at me. “Styr Mordel does not fear anything.” 
 
    “You know why Mordel wants me so badly?” 
 
    The herald shook his head. 
 
    “So I can take him from this world. I don’t know why, but I think you will after Mordel is long gone: safely away on my world.” 
 
    The herald studied me, and this time, I sensed unease in him. “You’re trying to be clever and sow dissension among us.” 
 
    “Listen. I’m a Traveler from Earth. As such, I’m known as totally honest, and this is my honest word: Mordel summoned me to Kaldar.” 
 
    The word seemed torn out of him. “Why?” 
 
    “So I could take Mordel to where it’s safe. To avoid the coming disaster.” 
 
    The herald eyed me longer before rising abruptly and hurrying to the hetman. 
 
    I waited, pouring myself another clay cup of tea. The bitter liquid stimulated my thinking and helped me wake up. I’d slept hard indeed. I was sure that I was on the correct track with Mordel. There was no other reason I could see why he would have wanted a Traveler to come to Kaldar. Maybe he wanted to go elsewhere than Earth. But if he’d mentally connected with the Krekelens, one of them would have tried to use me to come here and influence Mordel in person. At least, that had been the Krekelen way the other two times. 
 
    Soon, old boy Kincar shuffled to me with the herald in tow. Other beefy rat-men followed. They carried spiked clubs, and they watched me warily. 
 
    Hetman Kincar snapped his bony fingers. A muscled rat-man brought what looked like a small tree stump, setting it down. Another brought one to me, placing it on the ground. 
 
    “Sit,” Kincar said. 
 
    I did, keeping my back straight as I faced him. 
 
    He fluffed his garments, the metal ornaments hanging from his neck clattering as he sat. 
 
    The guards, or whatever they were, backed away until Kincar and I faced each other on our tree-stump stools, alone except for the herald from yesterday. He crouched like a primitive, which I guess he was. 
 
    “Would you like more tea?” Kincar asked. 
 
    “No thanks. I’m good.” 
 
    “Can I get you more food?” 
 
    “No. I’m full.” 
 
    “We’ve treated you well, have we not?” 
 
    “All considered, I suppose you have.” 
 
    “We have,” Kincar said. “Now, you’ve spoken to Rud and told him a strange thing.” 
 
    “He’s Rud?” I asked, pointing at the crouched herald. 
 
    “Indeed. He is a courageous brave, one of my best.” 
 
    “A brave is a Shrull soldier?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kincar said. 
 
    “You’re talking about when I told him Styr Mordel fears and wishes to flee Kaldar?” 
 
    Kincar glanced at Rud, the Shrull brave looking up. The hetman touched the emblem on his conical hat, a chiseled stone leaf surrounded by wood. The gesture had significance, but I didn’t know what. 
 
    “I’ve never known Styr Mordel to fear anything,” Kincar said, looking at me. 
 
    “He does now,” I said. 
 
    The whiskers twitched, and the hetman appeared troubled. “I’ll speak to the issue, the reason I’ve decided to see you. There have been strange whispers, rumors on the wind as we say. None has believed the odd rumors, certainly no Shrull brave. But…a few of the wise women have told of coming trouble, of a time of darkness. Old powers have risen again it is said. Such powers can be difficult to control. I wonder… Could Styr Mordel fear what he has summoned from the deep place?” 
 
    “I’m guessing the answer’s yes,” I said. 
 
    “You’re cunning and use words like weapons,” Kincar said. “We Shrulls understand such cleverness. Thus, you may be baiting me through Rud as prisoners are wont to do.” 
 
    I spread my hands, realizing I’d stumbled onto something. I might as well continue in this vein. 
 
    “Look,” I said. “I’ve learned that Mordel tricked some of my people back home. I’ve been trying to figure out why. In doing so, I’ve come to understand that Mordel desperately wants to leave Kaldar.” 
 
    “Your people,” Kincar said. “You’re from Eldon?” 
 
    “No. I’m from Earth.” 
 
    Kincar shook his head in seeming bewilderment. “You come from a city named dirt?” 
 
    “No. Earth is the name of my planet.” 
 
    Kincar glanced sharply at Rud. Rud stared at me. 
 
    “You Shrulls know what planets are, don’t you?” I asked. 
 
    “We know,” Kincar said softly. “We’ve heard some of the Brotherhood speak to each other of these things and learned that the tiny lights in the night sky are really like our sun.” 
 
    “Yup,” I said. 
 
    Kincar seemed to choose his next words with care. “Are you suggesting that the thing Mordel has sought in the deep place is an ancient evil?” 
 
    “I don’t know what Mordel has dug up in this deep place. All I know that his desire for my arrival on Kaldar is so he can flee this world with my help.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    “I’m a Traveler.” 
 
    “You can fly to these other worlds?” 
 
    “With the help of special machines, I can.” 
 
    Old Kincar eyed me closely. “You don’t know what Styr Mordel sought in the deep place?” 
 
    “I’m telling you the truth, Hetman Kincar. I don’t know. I can make a guess, though. It’s a weapon of some kind. Some weapons, however, are too powerful to use.” 
 
    “Do you mean atomic warheads?” 
 
    “You know about those, huh? Yes. The Atomic War almost destroyed Kaldar once. A second time might finish it for good.” 
 
    Kincar shook his head. “Mordel did not search for atomic warheads in the deep place.” 
 
    “No…I suppose not. From the little I know, he sought a type of soldier.” 
 
    “Aeeiii,” Rud cried softly. “It is true then. Mordel sought the mechs.” 
 
    “Silence,” Kincar hissed. 
 
    Rud crouched even lower, putting his head between his knees and covering the back of his head with his thin arms. 
 
    “What are mechs?” I asked. 
 
    Kincar stared at me with those black wet orbs of his. I thought he’d keep quiet. Then, he began to speak in a bitter voice: “The Brotherhood and those of Eldon believe that the Shrulls are mere savages. They speak about our tainted genes. It’s true that we don’t have throwers and weapons like the adepts. But we listen, and we’ve learned these many centuries. We’re gaining knowledge and even more, we’re gaining the old wisdom.” 
 
    “You’re playing the long game,” I said. “That’s smart. Now, if you don’t mind telling me: what are mechs?” 
 
    Kincar seemed to weigh me with his gaze. “We’ve learned terrible secrets: this being one of the worst. Mechs are old machines that walk like a man and use the brain of a man to function. Yet, in some fashion, the machines work or fight exactly as…programmed. The word means as told or instructed.” 
 
    “I understand the word programmed,” I said. 
 
    “Do they have mechs on your world then?” 
 
    “Not yet,” I said. 
 
    “Would Mordel fear mechs?” Kincar asked. 
 
    That was an interesting question. These old machines sounded like robotic things, but instead of normal computers, the robots apparently used biological computers, human minds, brains to function. That sounded horrifically gruesome. Did these mechs steal human brains and insert them into more mechs? 
 
    My stomach tightened. Was that what was happening? Had Mordel found old machines, turned them on and discovered too late that he’d switched on a technological menace that threatened everyone with a brain? 
 
    With a start, I was sure I’d stumbled upon the answer. Sure. Mordel had needed trustworthy soldiers. So, he’d gone into the deep places, searched for, found and started up old mechs. But the mechs were far more deadly than the Brotherhood had realized. The mechs hadn’t hit the main scene yet, but Mordel could likely see Kaldar’s future by something bad that had happened, and now he wanted to get away. 
 
    I snorted. This place seemed like just the planet for such things to happen. The scientists had screwed everyone over once already. Why not do it again, but this time with brain-grabbing mechs? 
 
    “Hetman Kincar,” I said. 
 
    The old rat-man had been watching me, waiting as I’d been thinking. 
 
    “I suggest you Shrulls are in terrible danger. That danger isn’t from the men of Eldon, but from the Brotherhood, and that’s because they’ve revived the ancient mechs. All must now band together to destroy the mechs before they become too powerful and destroy everyone else.” 
 
    Kincar shook his head. “Styr Mordel is my ally. He is a great man, the greatest on Kaldar.” 
 
    “If he’s so great, why does he want to flee the planet?” I asked. 
 
    “Words, you spew words without truth in order to scare us and get your way.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “But maybe I’m Kaldar’s last chance to avoid a hideous fate. Did you ever think of that? I know you have, because you decided to talk to me.” 
 
    Kincar looked away. “There’s nothing I can do about it.” 
 
    “Oh, but I think there is. The main solution is to figure out how to turn off the mechs and save everyone.” 
 
    Kincar regarded me. “If anyone could turn off the mechs, Mordel would have already done it.” 
 
    “Look, my dear hetman, Styr Mordel is using you Shrulls and you know it. He thinks you’re stupid savages. He thinks you’re animals just as the others of the Brotherhood believe. You know in your heart that I’m speaking the truth. Your wise women have already told you what’s coming, but you don’t want to believe it. Well, believe it, my friend. There’s a terrible doom building on Kaldar. I’m a Traveler, and the only reason Mordel needs me is to help him escape the coming doom he unwittingly unleashed and flee the planet.” 
 
    “Even if all that is true,” Kincar said, “there’s nothing we can do about it.” 
 
    “Wrong,” I said, leaning toward him. “For one thing, you can let me go. Let me slip away into the night. Don’t bloody your hands on me, because Mordel will know the truth of that. Instead, force Mordel to remain on Kaldar so he uses all his power and knowledge to defeat the mechs. It’s the only way the Shrulls will survive the coming doom.” 
 
    Kincar turned to Rud. Rud sat up straight. 
 
    The old hetman chittered to the herald. Then, Kincar rose, turned abruptly and staggered away to his tent, with Rud following him. Kincar seemed spent and weary beyond his years. Had he just ordered my death, or had he made what he considered a dreadful decision? 
 
    My evidence about all this was slender, but it fit the facts as I knew them. Mechs that used human brains—could scientists have truly developed something like that here on Kaldar in the past? 
 
    I snorted inwardly. Of course, they could have done that. Was I correct about it, though? 
 
    I felt Rud’s presence. He’d left with Kincar and had now returned. The herald peered at me as I sat on the tree-stump stool. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “If Mordel arrives today…” Rud shrugged. 
 
    “What if Mordel doesn’t come today?” 
 
    “That is a possibility.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that. Will you release me tonight if he doesn’t show today?” 
 
    Rud shrugged again. This time, it was harder to read its meaning. 
 
    Then, without another word, Rud turned and departed. 
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    The rest of the day was torture as I waited to see if Styr Mordel showed up with his people. 
 
    The Shrulls repaired their clothes and did other chores, and spent many hours arguing with each other about seemingly inconsequential things. 
 
    I remained in the center of the compound, left to my own devices. Mainly, I slept. I’d been hiking hard the past few days. I needed this. In fact, I slept most of the day and evening away. I’d have figured I’d be so wound up about seeing if Mordel arrived or not. Instead, I slumbered until someone toed my shoulder. 
 
    I raised my head from where I’d slept, saw that it was dark and then saw Rud’s rat-face in the light of the first moon. 
 
    He held a package in his hands. 
 
    The realization that it was night, and that Mordel hadn’t arrived galvanized me. Was something good taking place? I scrambled to my feet. Rud thrust the package at me. I removed a rag and saw my Colt, the magazines and box of shells on a board. Rud, or someone, had found the items in the tree where I’d hidden them. 
 
    Grinning, liking the implication of this, I took my Colt and bullets. Mordel hadn’t arrived. That was fantastic. I wondered what had kept him. I wondered how he’d been communicating with the Shrulls in the first place. I felt like a new man with my weapon again. And it proved to me once again the truth about never giving up until you were dead. I hadn’t despaired, but had tried to convince my enemies. Yes. I’d been lucky stumbling onto information that Rud and Kincar knew about mechs. But I wouldn’t have gotten lucky like this unless kept my wits and kept trying. 
 
    I would endeavor to remember this for the next time I seemed to hit a wall. 
 
    “Come,” Rud whispered, “but do not say a word and walk softly.” 
 
    I followed him as we moved out of the center and past the first ring of sleep-holes with their leather coverings. Rud laid a warm, slender hand on my forearm, silently bidding me to halt. 
 
    I did, and I saw guards farther away. They walked the perimeter as a group, watching outward. What would happen if they saw me? 
 
    After a minute passed, the guards moved behind scrub-trees and out of sight. Rud tugged my arm. We crept again, slipping past more covered sleep-holes. 
 
    After what seemed far too long of a time, Rud and I left the Shrull encampment and headed in the direction of the river. Rud moved stealthily through the night, with the stars and a half moon providing light. I followed close behind as we hurried past bushes and scrub-trees. 
 
    Had that been too easy? A sudden nagging doubt tapped the back of my head. Why had I slept so hard during the day? Was that strange in any way? How did Mordel communicate with the Shrulls? Shouldn’t he have shown up today if this was so important to him? Wasn’t letting me go like this super ballsy for Hetman Kincar, maybe too ballsy? 
 
    As I considered these things, they began to trouble me. A moment later, I snorted. I was being stupid, looking a gift horse in the mouth. Then a different thought emerged. Beware Greeks giving gifts. That was the lesson of the Trojan horse, the wooden horse the Greek warriors had left for the Trojans before sailing away. The gift had been critical toward the defeat and sacking and burning of ancient Troy. 
 
    Were Shrulls Greeks and this freedom a Trojan horse? 
 
    You’re free, Bayard. That’s the main thing. I nodded. It was the main thing. I was going to remain free, too. 
 
    My worries changed after that. Could I find Horst out here? Had the hunter remained in the vicinity or already fled upon the river? For the first time, I gave thought to the other ziggurat, the one that should be able to send me back to Earth. I realized I had no idea where on Kaldar it stood. I needed to discover that. I hoped it wasn’t in another poisoned bog land. 
 
    If I couldn’t find Horst, what was I going to do? Not be a captive of Shrulls, would be a good start. I’d have to stay out of Mordel’s hands. What had happened to delay the master adept? Horst had figured Mordel would use riding animals. Did Horst know about mechs? 
 
    Clearly, there was too much I didn’t know. I was guessing on a lot of it— 
 
    Rud halted suddenly, facing me as we stood under towering ferns in the starlight. I hadn’t seen fern-trees for a time. Did this mean I was near the river? 
 
    I eyed the five-foot-tall rat-man. He seemed intent. I realized I owed him big time. “Thanks for everything, Rud. I appreciate what you’ve done for me.” 
 
    Rud shook his rat head. “Styr Mordel will be furious with us for losing you. He’ll burn to know what happened and might go to extreme lengths to find out. If he should read my mind…” 
 
    “Don’t let him,” I said. 
 
    “If only it were so easy. I’ve thought that the smart move would be to kill you in order that Mordel have no possible way of leaving Kaldar. But it is hard for a killer to hide his emotions from an adept. Mordel would know one of us slew you, and in his rage, he might kill us all. No. This is safer for us.” The rat-man breathed heavily, adding, “The hetman has ordered me to tell you my story.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I said. “What story?” 
 
    Despite the dark, I sensed Rud’s unease and seriousness. He began to speak in an urgent voice. 
 
    “The hetman spoke about ill rumors and whispers about old machines and possible mechs in deep places. He said it that way to hide a terrible truth. I’ve seen a mech with my own eyes. They are more than a legend. I have seen one move and seen it kill a man. The mech was fashioned out of metal and it was invincible. A thrower would not hurt it. It had vast strength, greater than ten strong men, and it used a sharp hand to slash through anything.” 
 
    That was wild. “Where did you see it?” 
 
    “I was a porter for an expedition of the Brotherhood. With others, I helped carry the supplies to the deep place. It was in a rocky land with great holes, mineshafts they called them. The adepts and several others went into the deepest and darkest mine. I waited, and then I feared. I slipped away because I sensed betrayal from the adepts. Men with machine guns slew the other porters that night. Later, I saw the mech, a machine that walks like a man.” 
 
    Rud shuddered. “It took me half a year of trekking in the wilds to return home. At first, Hetman Kincar decreed I die for deserting my post with the Brotherhood. But the wise women intervened and told him I spoke the truth. At last, the hetman relented, keeping me near him. I saw the Brotherhood treachery with my own eyes. I saw a mech walk, and I saw what it could do. I knew that no one could defeat Styr Mordel now. Yet, you suggest the mechs may be treacherous as well, able to betray the great Mordel.” 
 
    “You guys suggested that.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “But this makes more sense,” I said. 
 
    “What does?” 
 
    “You helping me like this. I may be able to do more to stop the mechs than anyone else.” 
 
    “Hetman Kincar suggested to me you might be the one the wise women predicted would aid the Shrulls.” 
 
    I grinned, and then that nagging doubt troubled me again. Was all this too pat? 
 
    “The hetman is my great uncle, and he is the greatest among the Shrulls. I said we should kill you to force Mordel’s hand. But Hetman Kincar said you have a part to play in this—and Mordel would know we’d slain you, to our great sorrow.” 
 
    “That’s quite a story,” I said. “I’m glad you told me, and I’m glad you’re not trying to kill me.” 
 
    Rud looked away. Then, he regarded me again. “Your fellow human hides in the forest a klick away. If you hurry, you should be able to find him before the sun rises. We will have to hunt for you, as the hetman will have to lie to Mordel and say you slipped away at night. Use the river, Traveler, and remember that the Shrulls helped you in his hour.” 
 
    “I’ll remember.” 
 
    Rud stared at me. Then, he held out his narrow, long-fingered hand. I clasped it, and we shook hands. 
 
    After that, we departed, Rud going his way and I going mine to hunt for Horst. 
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    As I slunk away in the night, it struck me as very odd that Kincar and Rud believed they could hide their action from Mordel. If the adept were such a great telepath, wouldn’t he easily read what had happened in their minds? 
 
    I wrestled with the concept, finally deciding that I must not understand the complexities of telepathy, or perhaps the adepts of Kaldar operated on different principles than the psi-masters I’d met on Tynar and Earth. Yet, from what I’d learned, the adepts had used ideas gained from prehistoric psi-masters. 
 
    That was interesting in itself. Did those on Kaldar have a similar prehistory as we on Earth? Once again, I wondered where fabled Mu was. Had it been a prehistoric continent on Earth or was it instead a planet or world like Kaldar? 
 
    If Mu was a planet, one that had sent colonists in prehistoric times, did Kaldar and Earth and possibly Tynar and other places have a linked past? From the cave paintings I’d seen in Antarctica, that seemed like the case. That meant Earth wasn’t alone. Obviously, with Krekelen shape-changers and psi-masters hidden on Earth, we weren’t alone. My point was that we were even less alone than I’d realized—if that made any sense. 
 
    In the dark, I continued heading for the smell of water and the feel of greater dampness. Despite everything, I simply couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d erred somewhere. Events had worked out for me, and yet, there were parts to this that didn’t mesh. For instance, If Rud knew Horst was out here, and the Shrulls hadn’t hunted the man down—why had they left Horst to his devices? When I’d first met Horst, Shrulls had been hunting for him. Why wouldn’t these Shrulls finish the job? What was really going on? 
 
    As I blundered in the dark, I had a different thought. How would I ever find Horst in the blackness? Should I shout for him? 
 
    I didn’t, but kept hurrying through the night—I froze, as I heard a hiss. Drawing the Colt, trying to pierce the darkness—it was difficult with the greater black of bushes and trees around me— 
 
    “Bayard, is that you?” 
 
    A grin wreathed my face. I recognized that voice. “Horst, where are you?” 
 
    “To your left,” the hunter said. 
 
    I holstered the Colt, turning left. An indistinct shape rose from behind a scrub tree, closing with me. In moments, we shook hands. 
 
    “Horst. Am I glad to see you.” 
 
    “Likewise. I’m curious, though. How did you escape from the Shrulls? That should have been impossible.” 
 
    “We should head to your boat—you do have one, right?” 
 
    “You haven’t answered my question.” Horst sounded suspicious. 
 
    I gave him a quick rundown on what had happened; telling him how I’d talked my way free. 
 
    Horst must have thought about that, swearing a moment later. “Don’t you see? They tricked you. I’ve never known Shrulls to free prisoners. Quick, grab the back of my shirt. We’re moving fast and need to leave while we can.” 
 
    I did as bidden, and soon stumbled through the dark, holding onto the back of Horst’s shirt. Every once in a while, branches clawed at my face, making me mutter or hiss in pain. 
 
    “Quietly,” Horst told me. 
 
    I tried to comply, but I wasn’t a born woodsman like him and kept making too much racket. Then we hit heavier brush, and the scratching and branch clawing tore my skin. I started bleeding, and that made me mad. 
 
    “Slow down,” I whispered. 
 
    Horst stopped and turned, and he must have seen more in the dark than I could. “You’re bleeding. You don’t have a buckskin shirt and pants like me. I forgot. Stay low. Don’t move. I’m going to backtrack and see if anyone is following us.” 
 
    I panted in the dark, crouched low in a thorny thicket, waiting for Horst. Had the Shrulls indeed tricked me? Had they—? 
 
    I felt something odd as my nape hairs rose. Looking around—there was movement to my left. I almost called out to Horst, thinking he’d gotten lost and couldn’t find me. I craned my head that way and heard the softest crackle of pine needles. It was as if someone was deliberately trying to sneak up on me. 
 
    I drew the Colt and the weirdest thing happened: my arm began to tremble. That made no sense. Scowling—I felt a creature slinking closer, a big bad thing. My stomach knotted. I could sense a predator sneaking closer in the dark. Mordel had used a shrike before. What else could he control with a mind-link? 
 
    Then I heard breathing practically on top of me. A foul meaty odor— 
 
    I squeezed the Colt’s handle, forcing my arm to quiet its trembling. A bullet was already in the chamber. Using my thumb, I clicked off the safety. Ever so slowly, I straightened my arm, aimed the Colt and squeezed the trigger. The shock of the blast and the flash of the flame showed a great feline face, a beast akin to a lion. 
 
    I fired three more times, pumping bullets into the beast’s head. Then I was backing away, shaking with adrenaline, my Colt aimed at the dead, dying or wounded feline. 
 
    “Bayard!” 
 
    “Over here!” I forced myself to shout. 
 
    There was crashing through the underbrush. Then a light appeared from a flashlight. I didn’t know Horst owned one. The approaching person seemed smaller than I remembered Horst. I began shifting my Colt toward him. 
 
    “It’s me, Horst! Don’t shoot.” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes. It seemed as if the smaller person shimmered and became Horst sized. That was crazy. Was I delirious? 
 
    “Don’t shoot!” Horst screamed. 
 
    “Don’t shit yourself. I won’t.” 
 
    The light shined in my eyes. I used a hand to block the light from blinding me. Horst moved it, and the light shined on a dead great cat, a black panther-type beast, but built blockier like a sabertooth tiger from prehistoric times. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    Horst stared at it. 
 
    “Do you know what it is?” 
 
    Horst raised his head. He almost seemed to be in shock, or in the grip of some other powerful emotion. 
 
    “It attacked me,” I said. 
 
    Horst stared at me. I felt anger from him. He shook his head and pulled at his mouth. “It’s a scimitar cat,” he said hoarsely. “You killed it.” 
 
    “You bet I did. Before it killed me. Why? Did I do something wrong in killing it?” 
 
    Horst took too long to answer. 
 
    “The adepts controlled shrikes,” I said. “Maybe they can control bigger animals like this scimitar cat. Do you think that’s possible?” 
 
    “Yes,” Horst said. “The scimitar cat must have been watching you, mind-linked to one of the adepts. I said it before. Now, it’s obvious. The Shrulls have played you at the bidding of an adept. This is a setup.” 
 
    I hated to believe that, but the evidence was the dead great cat before us. Why would Mordel have the Shrulls let me go if they’d already captured me? It made no sense. Why would Rud have told me his story? Was it a cock-and-bull tale or was it true? 
 
    I eyed Horst. He was the same man I’d seen before near the ziggurat in the swamp, the same man I’d traveled with for days. Maybe the play of telepathy around me, the mind-link with the scimitar cat, somehow messed with my mind. 
 
    In my thoughts, I fixated on the Shrulls. They’re the ones who’d let me go. “Are Shrulls known as liars?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re rat-men.” 
 
    “That’s a yes?” 
 
    “A big yes,” Horst said. 
 
    “Why would they have bothered with all this, though?” 
 
    “I have no idea. We must flee, though, hard and fast. We need to reach my canoe and slip away while we can. If they made a mistake, we must exploit it.” 
 
    I scowled as Horst clicked off his flashlight. The Shrulls had held me captive. If I were correct about Styr Mordel wanting to escape to Earth, he would have waltzed in and taken me. The risks in letting me go for some higher benefit made no sense at all. Yet, the Shrulls had let me go. What was I missing? 
 
    Did the scimitar cat have to be an adept’s creature? What was likeliest? At this point, I had no idea. 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” I said. 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been saying. Are you ready to leave?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “Then follow me.” 
 
    In the darkness, I did just that, with the Colt in my hand to use against the next thing that was sure to confront us. 
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    Under the light of the stars, we reached the lakeshore and the hidden locale of Horst’s canoe. He removed branches and we carried the canoe into the cold lake, moonlight shimmering off the still waters. 
 
    Horst held the canoe steady as I climbed into the front. It was a regular enough canoe, with bundled supplies in the middle. The idea of riding in a canoe, floating downstream as we left the Shrulls and the approaching Mordel behind, filled me with immense satisfaction. 
 
    The canoe tipped hard to the right as Horst climbed in. Once settled, he used a short pole and pushed us farther from the reedy shore. Putting the stick away, he picked up a paddle and began stroking so we moved farther from shore. 
 
    “Are we worried about Snappers?” I asked, remembering the two-ton monster by the ziggurat. 
 
    “It’s doubtful. They prefer marshy areas.” 
 
    I looked back at Horst, seeing how he did it kneeling and paddling. I worked up to my knees, although that rocked the canoe. 
 
    “Move slowly, Bayard. You don’t want to dump us into the water. There are other things than Snappers to fear.” 
 
    My stomach knotted hearing that. I moved more gingerly, soon picking up a paddle and helping him row. 
 
    “Do you mind if I give you some suggestions on paddling?” Horst asked a minute later. 
 
    “Please, tell me.” 
 
    He did, and my paddling improved, as I ceased splashing him with water. 
 
    We paddled for an hour until dawn. The sunlight showed a much bigger lake than I’d expected, the far shore difficult to make out. There were a few ferns on our shore, but mostly the scrub-pine-type trees. We’d stayed near shore instead of heading straight out for the main body of water. The sun climbed as we continued to paddle. Horst was tireless. My shoulders began to ache, but I paddled nevertheless. The farther we could get from Shrulls and Brotherhood adepts, the better. Twice, Horst hissed a warning, pulling his paddle from the water. I did likewise, waiting. Horst watched the water then. So did I, with the Colt in hand. After a time, Horst resumed paddling and so did I, after holstering my weapon. 
 
    There were birds, but we didn’t spy any shrikes. Toward evening, which came faster than I expected, low hills appeared in the distance. I was exhausted by this time, my shoulders aching from all the paddling and all my restored strength from a day in the Shrull camp expended. 
 
    Horst began to scan the shore as we passed. It was only as the sun sank into the horizon that he chose a landing spot. We slipped between reeds, gliding to a low shore of mud and dirt. We had to wade through muck, pulling the canoe to a clump of thicker-bodied ferns, squeezing the canoe between them. 
 
    “We should be safe for the night.” 
 
    I barely nodded, too tired to speak. Soon, wrapping myself in a borrowed blanket, I fell asleep, my dreams invaded by a dread sense of doom. 
 
    In the dream, I hid in a cave, cowering as something huge searched everywhere for me. I shivered and shook, and the weight of the searching thing shriveled my courage. By degrees, though, anger stirred in me. Why was I so frightened? 
 
    I slipped to a different part of the cave, one closer to the opening and thus with light. I saw paintings on the wall. They depicted giant tigers and warriors riding mammoths. One showed a flying saucer with slanted eyes peering from it. I knew the saucer was evil but I didn’t know why. 
 
    The sense of dread grew again, and storm clouds must have covered the sun. The light from outside the cave opening began to darken. I smelled moisture, rain, I think. The dark darkened and the sense of doom— 
 
    I awoke with a start. The stars glittered, and a moon was high overhead. This moon was smaller than ours but easily as bright. 
 
    I shifted about, realizing I’d wrapped the old blanket around me too tightly. I loosened it and knew I slept near shore after paddling all day. Right, I was on Kaldar with Horst the Hunter. The Shrulls had let me go for reasons I couldn’t fathom, as I no longer trusted Rud’s story. I’d been dreaming about a cave, a searcher and a doom. 
 
    I’d feared in the dream— 
 
    I heard a stealthy sound then, an old brittle and fallen fern perhaps crackling underfoot. The second it crackled, it ceased, as if the foot making the sound stopped moving. 
 
    I opened my eyes wide and cast the entire old blanket off me. This was reality. I was Jake Bayard the Traveler, the former U.S. Marine. I wasn’t going to piss my pants like some triggered pansy. I was going to act forcefully if I needed to. First, I needed to know what was slinking around me in the dark. Was this another scimitar cat? Did each adept have one like the shrikes? 
 
    I rolled to my stomach and rose to my knees, drawing my knife. The evil feeling of dread from the dream now rolled onto me in waves. It was a sick sensation, and it made the gore rise in my throat. 
 
    This was real, and the fear was like an attack, a mental thing. 
 
    I stood while trying to keep from vomiting. The fear had become sickly intense. Under the light of the small moon, I strained to see what could have caused the noise a moment ago. 
 
    I saw it then. It was pallid and glowed faintly, adding to its eeriness under the alien moon. It was bigger than a man, moved on all fours and was obviously slimy. It had the giant shape of a mutated frog, with large eyes and a vast mouth. It opened its mouth, revealing slimy teeth with a great rolled-up tongue behind. I had no doubt the tongue could flick out, attaching to Horst or me and dragging us to those wicked teeth. 
 
    My knife struck me as useless, unless I wanted to hack at it from inside its stomach. 
 
    From where I stood, I heard Horst’s faint snores. He mumbled in his sleep, and I think he said, “No, no, please don’t.” Perhaps he was having nightmares like I’d had a few moments ago. 
 
    I pitched my knife to the side so it sailed in the air, landing on the ground. The slimy monster-frog jerked in that direction. 
 
    I went for my Colt, picking it off the ground. 
 
    The giant frog turned back to me, and I swear it lowered its head as if aiming its forehead at me instead of its mouth. 
 
    Waves of terror flowed over me. In horror, I realized the mutated frog deliberately sent the fear waves upon me. 
 
    In his sleep, Horst cried out. 
 
    Fear as I’d only sensed once in my life struck me. It had been after a searing sermon in church, the message convicting me. That night, the evilest dream I’d ever had had descended upon me. I’d felt violated, and I’d woken with a start just like now. It had felt then that a demon black as sin stood beside my bed, grinning and mocking me. I’d been petrified with terror, knowing the demon stood there. Trembling, frozen, I’d fought to move but could not. Finally, I’d cried out, “The blood of Jesus defeated you at the cross. In His holy name, I rebuke you.” In a moment, the demon vanished, and I’d breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    A similar terror now gripped me, and the mutated frog radiated that. 
 
    “Please, Jesus,” I whispered. “Help me.” 
 
    One way or another, that did it. I aligned the Colt and squeezed the trigger. The boom startled me as the automatic jerked in my hand. 
 
    A croak of sound blasted against me as well. The accompanying mental energy struck like a wall so I staggered back. Still, I fired twice more and then collapsed in a heap, barely able to breathe. This was just like the scimitar cat, only worse. 
 
    “Bayard,” a man shouted from somewhere. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    I became aware that I stared up into Horst’s square worried face. He was kneeling beside me, shaking me. I’d had my eyes open but hadn’t seen him, hadn’t seen anything, not even the stars overhead. 
 
    “Horst?” I whispered. 
 
    “We must leave.” 
 
    “What just happened?” 
 
    His grip around my shoulders tightened, and under the light of the alien moon, I saw his distrust of me. 
 
    I remembered the mutated frog then. 
 
    “Horst! There’s a creature nearby.” 
 
    “I saw it. You killed it.” 
 
    “I did? Good. What was it?” 
 
    Horst took out his flashlight, flicking it on. Then, he advanced upon the dead giant frog. 
 
    I followed him and saw that I’d shot its head. It lay stretched out grotesquely. 
 
    Horst drew his machete, and in three swings, he opened its skull and revealed a metallic object inside the gray matter, the brain. 
 
    I thought about the adepts and the mechs. Was this another creature belonging to Styr Mordel? The metal could be a control device. Maybe the scimitar cat had had a similar thing in it. Maybe it wasn’t telepathy like psi-masters, but something mechanical. Maybe the shrikes had had these installed in their brains as well. 
 
    Horst wiped the blade of his machete on the grass before sliding it back into is scabbard. “We must hurry if we hope to remain free.” Again, he gave me a searching look. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” I agreed. 
 
    Under the moon, we broke camp and packed up, using the canoe and launching back onto the lake as starlight shimmered off the waters. 
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    As we paddled, I began to wonder if I’d made a mistake. Perhaps I should have studied the mutated frog-monster. The terror radiating from the thing must have upset my mental balance. 
 
    “Horst?” 
 
    He grunted from the back of the canoe. 
 
    “Did you take the device in the frog’s brain?” 
 
    “Why would I?” 
 
    That struck me as wrong. “If nothing else, to give to Mentor so he could study it.” 
 
    “Why would Mentor want it?” 
 
    I ceased paddling and half twisted around. “That’s exactly the sort of device Mentor would want. It must have…something to do with the mechs.” 
 
    “How? Mechs use human brains. This thing had a device in its brain.” 
 
    I twisted fully around, peering at Horst. He looked like the Horst I’d known before. I frowned. The flashlight—Horst hadn’t had a flashlight earlier. Horst hadn’t been distrustful of me either. What had changed? 
 
    “We need to keep moving,” he said. 
 
    I nodded slowly. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” he asked. 
 
    I opened my mouth, and closed my mouth, facing forward. Doubt seeped into me as it had last night. And then it struck me. Maybe the terror waves from the mutated frog had done something to awaken me back to reality. The terror waves had shaken my mind. Anyway, the man sitting back there wasn’t Horst. I’d seen him as he really was last night, before he’d done something to appear Horst-like again. This man had a flashlight and he’d let the Shrulls know he was hiding in the forest by the lake. The hetman of the Shrulls had let me go. The story they’d told me— 
 
    I bent my head as if in thought. As I did so, I readied to apply the mental effort I’d once used against Psi-master Spencer when I’d discovered how to sever his telepathic link to my mind. 
 
    I heard a sound, a shout, and I groaned. I almost forgot what I’d been about to do. I concentrated again, and there was another loud shout. I frowned, and I tried to turn around. There were several loud shouts and a sense of unease and worry struck me. What was happening? Why couldn’t I concentrate anymore? And who was doing all the shouting? 
 
    “We must hurry to Eldon,” Horst said from the back of the canoe. 
 
    I shook my head. It hurt now, and it pained me to think, to attempt to reason this out. I groaned again. 
 
    “Listen,” Horst said. The canoe rocked. I heard him climbing over the bundled stuff between us. 
 
    I understood in that second that Horst wanted to touch me, to gain physical contact. The physical contact would help him in some manner. I tried to turn around to see what he was doing, but found that I couldn’t. 
 
    “No!” I shouted. 
 
    Horst kept coming—only it wasn’t Horst behind me. I knew that finally. The idea was fuzzy in my mind, though. It was fuzzy because Horst was a mind-bending bastard. It wasn’t really Horst. The man looked like Horst— 
 
    Because he made himself look like Horst in my mind. You were so damned tired last night because you did all the paddling. He’s just been pretending to paddle. He lacks real physical strength like a true outdoorsman. 
 
    “You’re Styr Mordel!” I roared. 
 
    And since I couldn’t look back, I grabbed the gunwales with my hands and began to rock the canoe side to side like crazy. 
 
    He shouted in panic. 
 
    I laughed manically and rocked the canoe so water slipped in from both sides when they dipped low. 
 
    He shouted worse, and I knew he’d lost his balance. “Help me,” he shouted, and he splashed into the dark waters of the lake. 
 
    As if I were the one falling into the nighttime lake, a sensation of cold washed over my mind. It left me numb, shocked and unable to move. I heard splashing, but the canoe didn’t rock anymore. 
 
    Fighting the cold, realizing my mind was still under a psionic mental assault, I strove to use the cut-off switch in my mind. It had been some time since I’d used it, and the mental attack had been more overt back then, not as subtle as this time. 
 
    It felt as if I was in a dark room, groping and searching, my fingers numb and thus making everything more difficult. It seemed as if my cold numb hands grasped a lever, a stiff one. I yanked it with every ounce of strength I possessed; and ever so slowly, the lever in my mind moved until it clicked. 
 
    The sensation of cold departed. I regained full use of my body. I turned, and I saw a man swimming strongly for shore. He’d divested himself of his jacket and splashed as he swam. 
 
    “Styr Mordel!” I shouted. 
 
    I felt tendrils of mental energy brush against my mind. I would not give him any access, though. I snarled, picked up the paddle and turned the canoe. Then, under the stars, I began paddling after Mordel, the sly master-adept of the Brotherhood. 
 
    I felt that I understood his strategy then. He’d made it to the Shrull camp, and he’d used his great psionic power to mold events around him. The Shrulls might have told me the truth, and Mordel had slyly fit that into his master plan. 
 
    I had a feeling that the ziggurat—the teleporter that would let me leave Kaldar—would be in the city of Eldon. Thus, Mordel pretending to be Horst would have raced to Eldon with me, and convinced me to let him go back to Earth with me. 
 
    Mordel must have come to fear openly showing himself to me. I wasn’t sure why, but I was sure he knew the reason. 
 
    “Horst,” I said to myself. What had happened to the real hunter? Had Mordel found him? 
 
    “Yes,” I told myself. How otherwise had Mordel gained access to the canoe’s whereabouts and the hunter’s buckskin garments? It was likely Horst was dead— 
 
    “Or a prisoner of the Shrulls,” I muttered. 
 
    During all this, I continued to paddle like a madman, chasing the swimmer as he neared the wooded shore. 
 
    The frog beast, it must have been there for a different reason. Mordel might have wanted to mold my mind in some way, using the frog’s power to do so. Or, if the Shrulls had the right of it, the mechs might be chasing Styr Mordel and the frog belonged to the mechs. 
 
    I shook my head, pausing in my paddling, as the bottom of the canoe scraped against rocks. 
 
    In the waning moonlight, I saw Mordel wading as fast as he could go with the water up to his knees. 
 
    Without a thought, I slid out of the canoe and waded after Mordel. I found the Colt in my hand and a painful grin stretched across my face. I was going to kill me a master adept. I was going to get revenge on his slaying poor Horst. 
 
    “Mordel!” I shouted, and I laughed like a Marine ready to commit some serious mayhem. 
 
    Mordel must have realized he couldn’t reach shore in time. He turned, and he threw his hands up into the night air. 
 
    “I surrender, I surrender,” he sobbed. 
 
    I kept wading, and I expected a trick. My weapon was aimed at his center mass. At the slightest sign of treachery or weirdness, I would fire, pumping him full of lead. 
 
    “You’re mistaken,” he said. 
 
    I stopped ten feet from him. “How am I mistaken?” 
 
    “I’m not Styr Mordel.” 
 
    “Sure you’re not. But I don’t even care about that now. What happened to Horst?” 
 
    “The Shrulls have him. They caught him and kept him apart from you.” 
 
    “Horst is alive?” 
 
    “The last I saw him he was.” 
 
    “If you’re not Mordel, who are you?” 
 
    “Thal Dillan.” 
 
    “You’re in the Dark Brotherhood?” 
 
    “That should be obvious. Can I lower my hands?” 
 
    “Sure. Any time you want me to fire, go ahead and let them down.” 
 
    Thal Dillan, if that was his real name, jerked his hands higher into the air again. 
 
    “Mordel attacked my shrike. He caused its death. I heard what you told him about his wanting to escape from Kaldar. By that, I finally knew the truth.” 
 
    “That Mordel wants to escape Kaldar?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And now you’re trying to do it in his place?” 
 
    “Yes, yes. I can’t keep my hands up much longer. I’m not a musclebound clod like you and Horst. Please don’t kill me.” 
 
    I had a dilemma with Thal Dillan. He could be using his telepathy to call others of his kind. If I went to sleep, would he be able to launch a mental assault against me? The best bet would be to gun him down in cold blood and head to Eldon on my own. I should be able to find the last city on Kaldar easily enough. 
 
    “I’m willing to make a trade for my life,” Dillan said. “It will be worth it for you, I promise.” 
 
    “How can I possibly trust you?” 
 
    “You have a strong mental block. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Answer the question,” I said. 
 
    “If we keep standing in the shallows like this, predators are going to eat us. I can sense a glizzard beginning to become interested in us. Soon, it will strike.” 
 
    Was he lying? Should I just shoot him and be done with it? 
 
    “I can help you free Horst,” Dillan said. 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “It won’t be easy. We could both die in the attempt. But if that’s what you want, we can do it.” 
 
    I had an epiphany. “Did I kill your scimitar cat last night?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    “Dillan, do you want to live or die? It’s your choice. Silence means you’re opting for death.” 
 
    “Yes! You killed my scimitar cat. It was watching you, nothing more.” 
 
    “Do you hold its death against me?” 
 
    “…Yes.” 
 
    I nodded. He’d just told me the truth. Maybe other things he said were also the truth. “Let’s give it a try then. At the first sign of treachery, though, I’m going to kill you. Do you understand?” 
 
    “We can make this work, I promise.” 
 
    “Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dillan said. 
 
    I wasn’t sure I believed him, but I did realize that he was a fount of knowledge, a high-ranking Brotherhood adept. It was time to see if we could escape any so-called glizzards swimming about the lake. 
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    We waded and then swam back toward the canoe, which had drifted a short way from us. 
 
    Then, Dillan shouted: “The glizzard is heading for you!” 
 
    I’d holstered my Colt. Now, I jerked out my knife, holding it in my left hand, which inhibited my swimming. My gut shriveled, and I felt just as I would if swimming in the ocean knowing a hammerhead shark was heading straight at me. 
 
    I couldn’t flee at this point. I could wilt and panic, or I could swim with a knife, and stab and slash for my life when the moment came. 
 
    Something big and powerful brushed up against me from underneath. I slashed down into the water. A fin might have slapped my face, but the great beast glided away even as fear spread through me. 
 
    Before I knew it, my head bumped against the canoe, and I clambered up into it faster than I would have thought possible. Maybe my Marine training came to my rescue. I didn’t panic, but grabbed a paddle, dug into the water and shot toward Dillan. 
 
    The bright moon allowed me to see a dorsal fin cutting the water, heading straight for the adept. I paddled for the glizzard. Before the beast reached Dillan, it turned away and dove, the dorsal fin disappearing from sight. 
 
    Dillan was sobbing as his white hands grasped the gunwale. “Help me, help me please.” 
 
    “Get in,” I said. 
 
    I’d taken the back seat. He could sit in front this time where I could keep my eye on him. 
 
    “It’s coming back,” I said. 
 
    He sobbed, nearly capsizing the canoe as he scrambled within. He made a pitiful image as he crouched in the canoe, weeping and wet, shivering with fright. 
 
    That stopped abruptly, and he raised his head. He looked back at me in an accusing way. “The glizzard wasn’t coming back. You made that up.” 
 
    “Got you into the canoe, didn’t it?” 
 
    “You’re a bastard.” 
 
    “Takes one to know one.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I saved your life.” 
 
    “Hey, Dillan, I just saved yours.” 
 
    “No. I wasn’t in any danger from the glizzard.” 
 
    “You were just putting on a show then, huh? That’s why you were weeping like a girl? I’m impressed then, as you convinced the heck out of me that you’re a coward at heart.” 
 
    “This here was the reason for my duplicity earlier,” Dillan said. “I sense hostility in you, especially toward those with superior abilities.” 
 
    “Oh. So, that’s why you lied every step of the way. I feel so much better now. Thanks.” 
 
    “You don’t understand yet. I engineered your escape from the Shrull camp. I ensured you received your weapon back and learn the truth about the situation on Kaldar.” 
 
    I might have set down the paddle and clapped sarcastically for him, but I didn’t think he was worth the effort. 
 
    “Kaldar is doomed,” Dillan said. 
 
    “Because of mechs?” I asked. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Where’s Styr Mordel?” 
 
    “Chasing us so he can capture you.” 
 
    “Meaning you think he reached the Shrull camp?” 
 
    “I know he has.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Dillan fell silent. 
 
    “Are you in communication with him?” 
 
    “I’m blocking him. I know the weight of his mental assaults, though.” 
 
    I thought about that. “Well, pick up a paddle. Help me row.” 
 
    “I would, but that will blister my hands. I’m worried they could become infected.” 
 
    I snorted. “Hey, lazy boy, you pick up a paddle and start rowing. A few blisters will do you good. And while you’re at it, drop the Horst disguise. I want to see what you really look like.” 
 
    A second later, Dillan shimmered in the moonlight. He became smaller, with narrow shoulders. I noticed that his head did not expand in any way. He didn’t seem to have the greater cranium of a psi-master. Was that odd? I didn’t know enough about the subject to know. 
 
    He picked up a paddle, and he proved to be clumsy at it.  
 
    “How did you teach me to paddle better when you’re so lousy yourself?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s much you don’t understand.” 
 
    “So, start explaining. We have time.” 
 
    “I think we should concentrate on traveling as fast as we can to Eldon.” 
 
    “Whoa, hold up there, Hercules. You told me you could help me free Horst. That means we have to head back to the Shrulls.” 
 
    “Further thought has led me to conclude that that would be a bad idea for the both of us.” 
 
    “Better tell it to me plainly,” I said. 
 
    “From the insistence of Mordel’s mental efforts against me, I believe he has launched a full-scale hunt to capture you. That means the Shrulls have likely taken to the water. If Horst is alive, he will be with them in their dugout canoes.” 
 
    “What do you mean if?” 
 
    “The Shrulls might have killed Horst. Surely, you understand that.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t Mordel keep him alive in order to learn more about me?” 
 
    “The possibility exists.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Let me get this straight. You want us to race to Eldon because the teleporter is there.” 
 
    “Is that what you do? You teleport from one planet to another?” 
 
    “Is there an ancient ziggurat in Eldon?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I nodded. “Are there real mechs?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Dillan said. “Rud’s tale was a true one. He was a porter and he saw a mech.” 
 
    That Dillan knew about Rud’s tale lent credence to his story about his engineering my escape. That still didn’t necessarily make him a good guy. “These mechs use human brains to function?” 
 
    “The mechs are like giant robots. Do you know what a robot is?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    “The ancients built mechs as weapons.” 
 
    “Against whom?” 
 
    “The alien invaders.” 
 
    “In ancient times here on Kaldar?” I asked. 
 
    “Before the Atomic War, anyway,” Dillan said. 
 
    “Why the need for mechs exactly? Why fashion them to use human brains for function?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    I snorted. “I’m sure you’re lying now. You’re trying to beat Mordel to the punch because you know why he fears the mechs so much. Did you know about the mechs before or after you went down into the deep place?” 
 
    “It’s complicated,” Dillan said evasively. 
 
    “Uh-huh. That just means you don’t want to answer me. That means you’re trying to hide something from me. Let’s get things in the open, shall we? That will be simpler. I’ll know the score and stop wondering if I’m doing the wrong thing in letting you live. Of course, if you don’t come clean, I’ll realize you’re trying to screw me and possibly Earth, too. Oh, and while we’re at it, how did Mordel contact Qiang on Earth?” 
 
    “You’re not the simpleton you appear to be.” 
 
    “You’re making me blush. Now, start talking, Dillan. Tell me the real situation or I’ll toss you into the lake for one last swim.” 
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    “I’ll talk,” Dillan said. “First, though, can we land onshore? I need to clean up and dry…well, dry something vital.” 
 
    “What do you have to dry?” 
 
    Dillan ceased paddling, and he twisted around to look at me. “I’d show you, but it might attack and possibly try to kill you if I did that.” 
 
    “You’re carrying an animal?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What then?” 
 
    “I’m…I’m not sure you’d understand.” 
 
    “Do you know how lame that sounds?” 
 
    “Mr. Bayard, there’s much about the Brotherhood I doubt you know. It’s esoteric and might sound farfetched to a soldier of your training and mindset.” 
 
    “I’m a Marine.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you mean by that.” 
 
    “I’m not a soldier. I’m a—I was a United States Marine.” 
 
    Dillan shook his head. 
 
    “Okay, we can land,” I said finally, seeing that it was useless to try to explain. “Do you need a fire to dry out your whatever?” 
 
    “I do,” Dillan said. 
 
    I turned the canoe and headed for shore. Soon enough, we dragged the canoe onto a sandy beach, pulling it onto grass higher up. There was driftwood about. We collected some and made a fire. Dillan had a thing like a lighter, and we soon sat around the crackling flames, each of us sitting on a flattish rock. 
 
    The real Thal Dillan looked nothing like Horst. As I said earlier, he was much smaller and narrow-shouldered. He had a hairless cranium, a sharp nose, slanted eyes and angular features. His orbs were black and his hands rather small and dainty, the fingernails painted black. He wore large metal rings, huge items really, telling me they were fashioned from iron ore. Each ring had a strange symbol on the face, one of them the arrowed sign of chaos, with many arrows pointing outward from a circle. His garments were silky but had proven tough enough, so they weren’t silk like from on Earth. Despite his small size and rather delicate nature, he didn’t seem feminine. I wouldn’t call him masculine either. There was something alien about him, about the way he moved his hands and canted his bony wrists. 
 
    “Are you human?” I blurted. 
 
    Across the flames, Dillan stared into my eyes before his gaze darted away as if guilty. 
 
    “You’re not human, are you?” A new sense of dread filled me. He was inhuman differently from the rat-men, a true alien from the stars, something desperately evil or at the least, vile. 
 
    “I’m human,” he said. 
 
    Did I believe that? I didn’t think so. A deep part of me urged me to kill him this instant. I hedged, asking, “Are you Homo sapiens?” 
 
    “I imagine that’s what you call yourselves on Earth?” 
 
    He was dodging the issue. 
 
    Dillan nodded then in that strange alien manner. “I’m the same species of human as Horst. There’s no difference.” 
 
    “Seeing you, I’m finding that hard to believe.” 
 
    “I know.” Dillan sighed, and he did so a second time. “It’s because of the Zero Stone.” He said that as if the words were pulled out of him. 
 
    “I don’t comprende.” 
 
    Dillan cocked his head at me. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said. 
 
    “Ah. I do understand that. The Zero Stone is alien, quite alien to Kaldar, Earth, too, I suppose, and any normal human.” 
 
    There was a ring of truth to that. A Zero Stone, he said. “How about you explain that, huh?” 
 
    Dillan sighed once more as he stared at the flames. “I’m not privy to all the old knowledge. Mordel knows it, but he’s held it close to his chest for…a long time.” 
 
    “How long is that?” I asked. 
 
    Dillan shook his head. 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    Dillan sighed for the umpteenth time. I was getting sick of it. “I can’t believe how quickly we came to that. Maybe I wanted you to know. Would you believe me if I said I was hundreds of years old?” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that. So, I didn’t. 
 
    “What if I said I was over a thousand years old?” 
 
    “A thousand Kaldar years or Earth years?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean by Earth years. I mean Kaldar years, of course. Is there a difference?” 
 
    That meant was he something like three hundred and thirty-three years old, having been born after the Atomic War. 
 
    I said as much. 
 
    “That’s right,” he said. “We were born after the war.” 
 
    “Did the Brotherhood cause the war?” 
 
    Again, Dillan sighed. What was the root of that? 
 
    “Like any group,” he said, “the Brotherhood has factions or sides. One group of the Brotherhood we’ve named the Others. They were influential in launching the first rockets of the Atomic War. None of the Others survived the conflict. From what I know, the mechs made sure of that. Before the Others died, however, they put the mechs to sleep. Mordel was instrumental in waking a few of them, the mechs, I mean. He convinced the rest of us we could use the mechs to continue the experiments on longevity.” 
 
    I studied Dillan. The sense I got: most of what he said seemed reasonable. But not the last part. I grinned at him. “You’re lying about the longevity.” 
 
    His head twitched as if I’d slapped him. 
 
    “If you’ve all lived a thousand years,” I said, “you don’t need some new serum for extra longevity. Either you’ve discovered a method to keep the body young—” A hideous thought struck me. “Are you vampires?” 
 
    Dillan grimaced. “You mean dead creatures that drink human blood?” 
 
    “That’s a vampire all right.” 
 
    “No. In fact, I find the question insulting. I live and breathe just like you. I—I’m the product of advanced life sciences.” 
 
    I studied the little sucker and snorted with contempt. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll give you one more chance to tell me the truth. That’s three times. After that—” I shrugged. “Then, I might as well shoot you because I know you’re a hopeless liar and will never be able to tell me the score.” 
 
    Dillan’s narrow shoulders deflated as he nodded. “I know what’s happening, why you’re having these insights. I used my Zero Stone on you earlier. It created a link between us. In some fashion, you severed the control but not the link. Thus, you seem to be able to sense when I’m…lying is the most accurate word for it.” 
 
    “There you go. I bet it feels good to bare your soul for once?” 
 
    Dillan raised a leg as he leaned back, clutching the knee with his hands. He peered up at the stars, sighed wistfully and shook his head. “The truth is far too strange for you to make sense of it. But given these circumstances, I suppose I’ll have to try. We of the Brotherhood are human, but the Zero Stones have altered us throughout the millennia. The stones are alien relics and possibly contain alien memories that have colored our thinking over time. Each of us took a stone a long time ago. We spent years learning to think into it and thereby developed our mental powers. It isn’t exactly telepathy as the psi-masters of old practiced it. The Zero Stones act as a lens for our thoughts, amplifying them and giving them weight. We can mind-link with trained creatures. We can Far Speak, and Mordel…he raided the Old Subterranean Citadel, finding an X-band. He paid a price for that, of course. He awoke the guardians of the Vault, the mechs. Now, the mechs seek us. No. That isn’t the full of it. The mechs have revived the ancient machine that constructs mechs. Given time to expand, the mechs will subdue everything on Kaldar, including the Dark Brotherhood and our Zero Stones.” 
 
    “What does any of that have to do with the Others and the Atomic War?” 
 
    “Don’t you understand? The mechs would have expanded back then. The Others made the grim choice to stop them.” 
 
    “Why nuke innocent cities when the mechs were the enemy?” 
 
    Dillan shook his head. “This might be difficult for you to understand, but the attack expanded because the mechs had gained secret control in too many places. They launched a counterstrike, escalating everything.” 
 
    “Dillan, I hope you don’t mind me saying that his last part sounds like BS. What really caused the Atomic War?” 
 
    He looked away. 
 
    “All right, if you can’t answer that, tell me this. Where did you originally find the Zero Stones?” 
 
    “They came from the first moon,” he said softly. 
 
    “Are there more of these stones on the moon?” 
 
    Dillan barely nodded. 
 
    “Did these Others attempt to launch an expedition to the moon to collect more stones?” 
 
    “Yes,” he whispered. 
 
    I squinted at him, and I believe I understood something critical. “The Others did all this or the Zero Stones controlling them did.” 
 
    Dillan sat up straight as he released his knee, and his eyes glowed with an eldritch light. “Puny mortal, you’ve presumed too much on my forbearance. I sought to do this the soft way. You have abilities we need. But these ceaseless questions from a monkey like you has nauseated me beyond my acceptance. You will submit to the plan or I will make you wish you had.” 
 
    “Uh…is this Thal Dillan speaking or the Zero Stone that controls him?” 
 
    “You know nothing.” 
 
    “Wrong. I know how to cross from one planet to another.” 
 
    “The only reason you still live,” Dillan or the Zero Stone through him said. 
 
    “What is a Zero Stone?” 
 
    “Do you comprehend the words ‘cease speaking’?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Then put it into practice.” 
 
    “Is Horst still alive?” I asked. 
 
    Dillan lurched to his feet. 
 
    I drew the Colt. 
 
    A sinister smile spread across his face, and a force of will slammed against me. 
 
    I’d been expecting that, and I’d mentally braced for it. I closed my eyes as the force hit me, but I’m sure I pulled the trigger several times. I didn’t hear any reports or feel the Colt buck against my hand. 
 
    I peeled my eyes open, though, in time to see Thal Dillan sway before the fire. A terrible look of shock filled his narrow face. He was blinking fast and then grimacing. Moving slowly, he brought his hands to the holes in his chest. He coughed, spitting blood, and then he wore a blood beard on his chin. 
 
    “You fool,” he whispered. “The stone will use you as a rider. You have no idea what you’ve done.” 
 
    I might have had an inkling. 
 
    With the Colt still smoking in my shooting hand, I watched Thal Dillan topple backward, twitching and then dying on the ground. 
 
    It was at that point the true battle began. 
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    I was vaguely aware of holstering the Colt. Then, it felt as if I oozed out of my body. I didn’t float anywhere as an astral form, it just felt like an out-of-body experience. 
 
    Did that mean I was dying? 
 
    At that point, I realized a mental or spiritual assault struck me, or had been doing so since Dillan passed away. 
 
    The campfire, the corpse, the nearby lake all disappeared from my senses. Instead, I seemed to stand in a gray land of spongy soil with a gray sky and an orange sun shining high above. A pink cloud drifted toward me. It did so in fits and starts, not all of the cloud moving at me at the same time. 
 
    “You’re sentient, aren’t you?” I said to the cloud. 
 
    My voice sounded strange in this realm. It lacked any vibrancy or echo, and had a dead quality. 
 
    The pink cloud didn’t answer. It kept tumbling toward me in fits and starts. I half-expected to see eyes appear in it. No such thing happened, though. 
 
    “What are you?” I asked. 
 
    A sense of foreboding struck me, definitely emanating from the cloud. 
 
    I crouched and clawed at the spongy soil, trying to pick up a clod to hurl it at the cloud. That didn’t work. I checked my person. I had nothing to use as a weapon. 
 
    I backed away from the approaching cloud. 
 
    A sense of delight blossomed, and fear surged through me. Did it want me to run? Fear—it would use fear against me. 
 
    I looked around. How had I gotten here? I couldn’t see any method of escape. No. I didn’t accept this. I had to reason it out—if I had the time. 
 
    The cloud jerked and drifted in sections toward me. I had the feeling that if any of the pink substance touched me, my time as a free man would be over. 
 
    Okay… Okay. The Zero Stone was alien. Thal Dillan had carried it. I don’t believe the stone liked getting wet. The Zero Stone had bequeathed him longevity, mental powers—it had allowed him to appear as Horst the Hunter. 
 
    “You’re an illusionist.” I looked around again, and I had an idea this gray land was an illusion. How had I freed myself from the illusion the first time? 
 
    Right. I knew then. I bent my head and I concentrated to break the mental link as if the Zero Stone were Psi-master Spencer. 
 
    That will not work against me. I heard the words reverberate in my mind. It hurt, and I tasted something coppery, too. 
 
    “You don’t mind if I give it a try then, do you?” I asked. 
 
    Submit, Bayard. That is the wisest option. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m a Marine, or was. We don’t do ‘wise’ all that often.” 
 
    I bent all my mental efforts to severing the linkage between us. Linkage—a mind-link, this was a mind-link between the Zero Stone and me. This is what Mordel had done with the shrike and Dillan with his scimitar cat. That cloud over there: I bet it represented the Zero Stone itself. I bet it wanted me to touch it, and that would strengthen the link between us. If that was so, and stones didn’t walk, I bet in the real world I shuffled toward it. 
 
    I laughed, and I redoubled my efforts. 
 
    This is vain, Jake Bayard. I can offer you so much. 
 
    “Thanks, but no thanks.” 
 
    You must be wise. Think of the power you can wield. 
 
    “As a slave to an alien stone? I don’t think so.” 
 
    I can do this the hard way. You will have little volition then. 
 
    I clenched my fingers, making fists, and I roared as if I was a crazy lifter trying to max out on dead lifts. I raved like a lunatic, and I had a feeling the Viking berserkers of old had felt something like this. 
 
    I severed the mental or spiritual link between the Zero Stone and me. 
 
    I staggered as the entire gray world vanished, including the blazing orange sun and the pink cloud. In its place, Kaldar flooded back upon my senses. I smelled the damp ground, saw stars twinkle overhead and heard the lap of lake water against the sandy shore. By the flickering fire, I saw the dead man and an eerie stone sitting on his chest. The stone was mainly blue with pink bands, and those bands radiated with power. The stone was smaller than his fist, about half the size of my fist. It was alien and creepy, and it was old and manufactured. I had no idea how I knew the last, but there it was. 
 
    I drew my Colt. I was two steps from the corpse. 
 
    The pink radiated more. Listen to me, Jake Bayard. We can make a deal. 
 
    The words were faint in my mind, as if calling from far away. 
 
    “How did you stones reach Kaldar’s smaller moon?” I asked. 
 
    Don’t worry about that. 
 
    “I am worrying. Answer the question, stone.” 
 
    We came long ago in what you would call a flying saucer. 
 
    I made a connection. “In a saucer flown by Draconians?” 
 
    I don’t know what you mean by that. I cannot see properly into your memories. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I don’t care enough to really want to know.” 
 
    If you would let me look— 
 
    The stone radiated pinker colors again, and the gray world attempted to sneak up on me. 
 
    “Wrong move, stone.” I concentrated. My world solidified, and I aimed the Colt at the stone. 
 
    You must not do that. Do you desire women, Jake Bayard? I can ensure you have a thousand women at your service. 
 
    I squinted, and I fired. The Colt bucked in my hand, and a bullet slammed into the corpse. 
 
    Cease, cease this at once. What do you desire? Tell me, Jake Bayard, and I will give it to you. 
 
    “Better aim,” I said, firing again. This time, I chipped stone from the greater alien artifact. 
 
    I heard a howl in my mind. It hurt, and it made me grin with delight. 
 
    I held the Colt with both hands, moved closer and fired once more. This time, the stone smashed apart into pieces, and the howling abruptly quit in my mind. 
 
    As that happened hundreds of scenes and incidents flashed before me. I saw lifetimes of memories flow past. They flickered, and a thing or creature here and there caught my eye. I saw a scimitar cat licking its paw. A Draconian threw dice onto a green board. A star exploded, spewing matter as a saucer sped away. 
 
    I groaned as more sights, sounds, smells and sensations flowed past me. I sensed unbelievably great age from the shattered stone. It was much older than Thal Dillan, older by several factors. I dimly perceived a vast chamber where a machine stamped stones, creating these things. Alien creatures that defied description appeared and then vanished from my mental sight. 
 
    The time on Kaldar was but a brief interruption in the lives of these Zero Stones, if one could call it life. It wasn’t life as we knew it, but something artificial or mechanical.  
 
    I quailed before the age of the shattered stone, and thankfully, I mentally retreated from the flowing memories spewing into the ether. 
 
    I staggered back, stepping into the fire. I shouted, hot footing it out of the fire and found myself panting in dismay. 
 
    I’d destroyed a Zero Stone. I sensed other stones searching and seeking for the location of the destroyed one. A sense of revenge quickly built up against me. 
 
    I had two routes to go with that. I could continue to quail from the alien malice and hate. Or— 
 
    “Hey, you idiot stones,” I shouted, “guess what, Jake Bayard messed one of you over. That’s right. It was me. Come and get me if you can. A human did it to one of you. And guess what, I’m going to do it to more of you, too.” 
 
    I sensed outrage—and that abruptly quit. 
 
    Huh? What did that mean? I had an idea, and used what little I knew of this stuff, shutting down any mental reception on my part. 
 
    I must have barely done that in time, because I sensed a massed assault against my mind. I hunkered low, physically and mentally, and I avoided the smashing mental attack against me. 
 
    Then it was over, gone, finished. 
 
    I thought about that. I’d killed Thal Dillan and smashed his controlling Zero Stone. I’d defeated whatever scheme he’d planned against me. So…what should I try to do next? 
 
    I nodded. I’d run out on Bok the Neanderthal back on Saddoth. I’d been forced to do so. Still, I didn’t plan on running out on Horst. Marines went back to get their own. Thus, after some rest, I would backtrack and see if I could find the Shrull war party and their possible prisoner. 
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    In the morning, I paddled back along the shore I’d passed last night. I thought about what I knew, and then I started to wonder if anything Thal Dillan had told me was one hundred percent accurate. 
 
    I mean, there’d been an Atomic War. I’d seen the evidence of it. Zero Stones obviously existed. I’d seen the metal device in the radiating terror frog-beast. I’d seen shrikes under mental control. Rud said he’d seen a mech, and Dillan had confirmed that. 
 
    Okay. I didn’t know if mechs existed, as I hadn’t seen them myself. The Dark Brotherhood existed, as I’d seen Dillan and he’d been a freaky little mutant of a man. Horst had confirmed the Brotherhood, and I believed the hunter, the real one 
 
    Had Styr Mordel really wanted to leave Kaldar and reach Earth? Dillan had surely been headed to the city of Eldon to use the teleporter with my help. Dillan had apparently tried to take Mordel’s place. That seemingly confirmed the idea they’d wanted to use me as a Traveler. 
 
    What had Dillan told me? Styr Mordel had found an X-band in the Old Subterranean Citadel. Dillan claimed Mordel had used the X-band to contact Qiang on Earth. 
 
    I thought about that for a while as I paddled. Something nagged at the back of my mind, but I couldn’t place it. It had to do with… 
 
    My eyes widened. In my dream before, I’d dreamt about a flying saucer with slanted eyes. Dillan had slanted eyes. The Draconians flew flying saucers, or at least the one I’d seen in Antarctica. The Zero Stone claimed to have reached Kaldar’s first moon inside a flying saucer. Had that saucer been piloted by Draconians? If so, had the one in Antarctica left any Zero Stones behind on Earth? 
 
    “Or on Earth’s moon,” I said aloud. 
 
    That was an intriguing idea. Had Mordel’s X-band allowed him to mind-link with Qiang across fifteen point eight-eight light-years and mold her thoughts? Or had Qiang picked up a Zero Stone on Earth or on the moon, somehow, and the two stones been able to Far Speak because the X-band had boosted Mordel’s mental link? 
 
    I shrugged. I had my ideas. I didn’t know for sure, though. 
 
    Around noon, I pulled onto shore. I hadn’t seen any shrikes, any scimitar cats or other seemingly controlled beasts. I hadn’t sensed any mental assaults upon my mind. Dillan had suggested the Shrull war party was afloat in dugout canoes. Would they have needed to construct those? I hadn’t seen anything to suggest tons of waiting dugouts, but then it had been dark when I’d left the Shrulls. 
 
    I reconsidered my plan. I was one lousy Earthman on Kaldar against a possible dugout-floating war party of rat-men. They had Brotherhood adepts along. At least, most likely they did. Those creeps or their Zero Stones could use animals as scouts. 
 
    Could I reasonably sneak up on them then? 
 
    That was beginning to seem unlikely. If Horst wasn’t dead…might Mordel have tortured him for information about me? 
 
    Poor Horst. I was beginning to believe there was nothing I could do for him, as much as I wanted to. 
 
    There was fantasy, and then there was reality. As a Traveler, I suspected I needed to operate more on reality and less on wishful fantasies. How would it help the overall situation if Mordel or the Shrulls recaptured me? I’d found a possible insight into what had happened to Qiang: that she’d found a Zero Stone, or a stone had found her. Either way, wasn’t my primary obligation to those on Earth, in particular the group of witch hunters I’d joined? 
 
    I clutched my paddle, and I squinted into the distance. 
 
    Far out there on the lake, I saw dozens of dugouts. The Shrulls were on the water all right. 
 
    I scanned the sky, and in the distance, I spied dots that might have been birds or flying reptiles. 
 
    I shook my head. In my pride as a Marine, I’d made a mistake. I was dealing with Zero-Stone controlled adepts, mind-benders. The idea I could sneak up on them out here was foolish. 
 
    “Sorry, Horst,” I said. 
 
    I plunged the paddle into the water and turned the canoe. Then, I eased toward shore, hoping that might make me harder to locate. Then, I began to paddle with a will, heading away from the Shrull water-party and whatever Brotherhood bastards were with them. 
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    This was just like old times. I paddled until I was ready to drop, exhausted as I attempted to keep ahead of my enemies. Pulling into shore and taking a break had become a thing of the past. Now, I kept moving, eating and drinking on the run, resting in the canoe. 
 
    By degrees, I pulled ahead of the distant dugout canoes. I had shrikes floating overhead again, though. They watched me, and they cawed and jeered, their eyes far too intelligent for mere animals. 
 
    Could I bargain with the adepts through the shrikes? Yeah, I suppose I could have if I’d had anything I could trade. The only thing they wanted that I knew was my Traveling ability, and I didn’t want to let them have that. 
 
    Thus, I kept paddling, and a sense of danger alerted me at the last second. I ducked, and a shrike flashed past me with its talons extended. If I hadn’t ducked— 
 
    Others dove at me. 
 
    I leaned lower in the canoe, and I drew my Colt, hiding it. Shooting flying reptiles out of the air needed a shotgun, but I couldn’t simply do nothing. I glanced back, twisted and raised the Colt. 
 
    A shrike screeched in terror. The look in its eyes—I fired at practically pointblank range, and the .45 caliber slug blasted the creature out of the air. It splashed beside me, sinking into the water. 
 
    The next one veered before it got as close. 
 
    I sat up, used two hands and fired two deliberate shots, and I hit this one as well. 
 
    I shouted with glee, watching it fall, splash and sink out of sight. 
 
    “You want some more?” I shouted. “If so, come and get it.” 
 
    The last two shrikes flapped to gain height. I studied them, but put away my automatic. 
 
    Picking up the paddle again, I continued rowing. I noticed smoke ahead of me around a great bend in the lake. What had the shrikes seen to cause them—the adepts—to attack like that? 
 
    I had my answer ten minutes later, as three steam paddleboats, like the old-time Mississippi Mark Twain kind, hove into view. It was a fantastic sight with their giant paddlewheels in back propelling the vessels in my direction. 
 
    I raised my paddle in the air, waving and shouting like a maniac. 
 
    The shrikes, I’d noticed, had begun soaring even higher. 
 
    The paddleboats were uniform in size and construction: a huge rotating paddlewheel in the back of each, as I said. There were two main decks, the lower and upper, with an enclosed structure over the upper deck and a control cabin on top of that. Oh, and there were two giant smokestacks. Men with long muskets or throwers stood on the upper deck, while regular Joes or sailors stood on the lower deck. 
 
    The paddleboats slowed as they neared me, and one of them lowered a launch. It had four oars to each side, sailors pulling them. 
 
    The men were stout like Horst. Some of them on the paddleboat wore buckskins, others woolen garments. Soldiers wore iron breastplates and had curvy iron helmets like Spanish-Main soldiers from back in the day. 
 
    I boarded the one launch, while a second one hooked a line onto my canoe to tow it in. 
 
    “Shrulls have a captive hunter,” I said. “They’ve been chasing me for days.” 
 
    The lieutenant in charge of the launch, a tough-looking man with a huge mustache, took me to the nearest paddleboat called The Pride of Eldon. He marched me up flights of stairs to the high bridge cabin where I met Captain Bardon. 
 
    Bardon was a big man, almost as tall as I am. He weighed perhaps twice as much, though, as he was a fat fellow and wore an enormous buff coat and leather boots. He had a spyglass in his left hand and a huge monocle in his left eye. 
 
    “Hello, sir,” I said. “My name is Jake Bayard, and am I glad to see you guys.” 
 
    The lieutenant told Bardon what I’d told him during the ride here. 
 
    The hugely fat captain studied me. “Why is a Shrull war party chasing you, a lone man? Where is the profit in that?” 
 
    “That isn’t as critical as their captive,” I said, “a hunter.” 
 
    “Hunter Horst?” 
 
    I nodded emphatically. “That’s right. How did you know?” 
 
    Bardon turned from me, making a motion with his spyglass hand. 
 
    A graybeard with an iron breastplate and scabbarded sword, a trim old fellow, stepped up to me. He had a pair of leather gloves in his right hand. He slapped my face with them. 
 
    Captain Bardon turned back to me. 
 
    I stared in shock at the graybeard, and the lieutenant who’d stepped beside him, perhaps in case I decided to attack my attacker. Instead, I looked at Bardon, who’d clearly ordered that. 
 
    “You do not question me,” Bardon said. “I am the flotilla commander. You’re a filthy outlander. That is plain to see. We of Eldon run this part of the lake. You’d do well to remember that.” 
 
    I nodded even though I seethed inwardly. 
 
    “Now, why were the Shrulls chasing you?” Bardon asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said mulishly. 
 
    Bardon squinted his fat face at me. “You’re lying. You would know exactly why the Shrulls chase you. Now, you shall tell me, or it will go worse for you, much worse.” 
 
    “Fine, fine. You wanna know? I slew one of the Brotherhood, an adept. He was carrying a Zero Stone.” 
 
    Bardon ceased staring as his eyes opened wide. They were deeply blue. “A braggart, I’ve picked up a river braggart. You slew an adept, you say?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Cease this lying,” Bardon thundered. “Give me the truth, you scoundrel.” 
 
    I stared at him. 
 
    “Well?” he roared. 
 
    “I just told you the truth. I slew an adept. I killed his scimitar cat before that.” 
 
    “And how did you achieve this miracle?” 
 
    I figured Captain Bardon would have his men search me soon. So, I drew my Colt and showed it to him. 
 
    Bardon scowled at the automatic. “Is that a thrower?” 
 
    “It’s a Colt .45 firearm. It uses something like gunpowder to discharge slugs with terrific force.” 
 
    “Where did you acquire this odd weapon, eh?” 
 
    “On Earth.” 
 
    Bardon scowled more. “You found it in the dirt?” 
 
    I hesitated, but then decided, what the heck. “No. I’m a Traveler from Earth, a planet almost sixteen light-years from Kaldar.” 
 
    Bardon glanced sharply at the graybeard who’d slapped me before staring at me once more. “If you’re lying…” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    Again, Bardon glanced at the graybeard. 
 
    The older man nodded. 
 
    What was going on here? The old guy was more than just a simple soldier. 
 
    “You used a spaceship to reach our planet?” Bardon asked me. 
 
    “No. I used a teleporter. The ziggurat in Eldon can send me back to Earth so I can make my report about Kaldar to those at home.” 
 
    Bardon dropped all pretenses and faced the graybeard. “Do you believe that?” 
 
    “You mean the ziggurat teleporter?” the graybeard asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The man stroked his beard, and with an odd grin, said, “Mentor told us such events once took place in the dim past.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “Horst spoke about Mentor. Is Mentor here? I’d like to talk to him.” 
 
    “Do you think the outlander is seeking to murder Mentor?” Bardon asked the graybeard. 
 
    The trim old soldier eyed me, shaking his head a moment later. 
 
    Bardon regarded me. “You’re an Earthman?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. 
 
    “Why did you come to Kaldar?” 
 
    I hesitated answering. 
 
    “The truth, Earthman,” Bardon said. “I demand the truth.” 
 
    “Well, you sure don’t act like you want the truth,” I said. “I mean having him slap my face and you shouting like a tyrant. Where’s the reasonableness in that, huh?” 
 
    Bardon grinned evilly. “You don’t approve of my methods, eh?” 
 
    This time, I kept my mouth shut. 
 
    “You’re a big fellow,” Bardon said, sizing me up with his eyes. “Do you think you could best me in a fight?” 
 
    That was too much. “I know it.” 
 
    Bardon’s bushy eyebrows rose and he glanced again at the graybeard. 
 
    “I believe him about being an Earthman,” the graybeard said. “He has shown odd idiosyncrasies and speech patterns that I cannot place from anywhere else. And he is big. I suspect he might give you a tough match, possibly even win as he suggests.” 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked. 
 
    The old trim man cleared his throat, and the small grin returned. “I’m Mentor.” 
 
    “You?” I asked. “You don’t look like a book-bound egghead.” 
 
    “What gave you such an idea?” 
 
    “The way Horst spoke about you.” 
 
    “I do read voraciously,” Mentor said. “I have also been a man of action when events call for it. I think we are coming upon such a moment soon.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about mechs?” 
 
    “I’ve heard the name,” Mentor said. “Why, what do you know about them?” 
 
    “You’re really Mentor?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “I vouch for him,” Captain Bardon said. “Mentor is also in charge of our expedition, although I run the three riverboats.” 
 
    “Then, why did you have him slap my face?” I asked. 
 
    “For this very reason,” Mentor said. “In your agitation, you likely told us more than you would have otherwise. That helped expedite matters.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I said. “Mentor, you’re really Mentor.” 
 
    This time, no one said anything. 
 
    “I think I should tell you what happened to me,” I said. “If anyone on your planet can understand all this, I bet it’s you.” 
 
    Mentor’s eyes seemed to shine with eagerness. 
 
    I told him all that had happened to me on Kaldar. 
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    As I told Mentor and Captain Bardon my tale, the three steam paddleboats continued along Lake Aether, heading toward the spotted dugout canoes. 
 
    Every so often, Captain Bardon raised and elongated the spyglass and observed the distant fleet of dugouts. 
 
    “They’re finally heading for shore,” Bardon declared. 
 
    I wondered what had taken the Shrulls so long to do so, and I told Mentor that, too. 
 
    Mentor nodded sagely. “I suspect Styr Mordel seriously desires your capture. Given your tale, you’re the only way he can save his person.” 
 
    “You believe everything I’ve discovered about the mechs then?” 
 
    “It would explain why certain of these adepts are so eager to leave Kaldar. And given what you’ve told us, such seems to be the case.” 
 
    “Why else would they want to leave?” I asked. 
 
    Mentor nodded. “That’s an excellent question, which is the correct method to making further discoveries. I’m disinclined to believing the adepts were so foolish as to simply unleash killer mechs upon our world. Under such conditions, they would die, too.” 
 
    “Maybe the adepts miscalculated. People do it all the time.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Mentor said. 
 
    “But you don’t think so?” 
 
    “Your story about the Zero Stones being the essence of the Dark Brotherhood is intriguing indeed. It lays to rest certain pieces of the puzzle I’ve never been able to equate before. Yes. I think the Zero Stones are the intelligence behind all this, as they’re alien and thus inhuman, and many of the acts done throughout the centuries have a demonic or inhuman stamp. In other words, the Zero Stones fit the evidence. However, their being in charge makes it even more unlikely that Styr Mordel miscalculated concerning these mechs.” 
 
    “Do you have a theory why Mordel and Dillan would fight each other for the privilege of going back to Earth with me?” 
 
    “Would they have gone back to Earth?” 
 
    “Where else?” I asked. 
 
    Mentor nodded once more. “That, too, is an excellent question. I take it Earth has its own Brotherhood-like enemies.” 
 
    “We do—the Krekelens, alien shape-changers.” 
 
    “Perhaps Mordel—or the Zero Stone controlling him—wished to make contact with these Krekelens. Perhaps Mordel or Dillan would have put you in Krekelen hands in order for some hidden gain.” 
 
    “I get that part. Why would they fight over it, though?” 
 
    “That is intriguing,” Mentor said. “I imagine one reason is that to take you wherever it was would have gained a great personal reward that a Zero Stone would desire for itself instead of another acquiring the prize.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “That makes sense. And it would seem to mean Zero Stones are greedy for personal gain like most humans.” 
 
    “What an interesting deduction,” Mentor said. “I believe you’re correct about that.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said. “So, do you think Zero Stones had anything to do with the construction of the ziggurats?” 
 
    “The ziggurats are from the distant past,” Mentor said. “Yet, I wonder…perhaps the Zero Stones and these Krekelens and the psi-masters of old have a connection. That was all shattered long ago, however. Now, it appears, some are attempting to re-forge the ancient links. Others are fighting against it.” 
 
    “Others like me,” I said. “Still, we on Earth would like to know what happened to create the Harmony of Planets in the first place.” 
 
    Mentor smiled. “I’d like to know that as well.” 
 
    Captain Bardon grunted. 
 
    Mentor and I turned to him. 
 
    “You boys might like that,” Bardon said. “I just want to crack rat-men skulls and hang Brotherhood adepts. We’re coming up to their landing site. What are your instructions, sir?” 
 
    Mentor glanced at me. “What are the chances that Horst is still alive?” 
 
    “If nothing else, send me to go look,” I said. 
 
    Bardon scoffed at the idea. 
 
    Mentor glanced at the huge captain before telling me, “Sending you alone is exactly what we won’t do, as that’s a terrible idea.” He faced Bardon. “How many soldiers would join us?” 
 
    “The entire company if I order it,” Bardon said. 
 
    “The Shrulls can’t be far,” Mentor said. “If you chose the younger men, and we march fast, it seems to me we should soon catch up with them.” 
 
    “The adepts have probably laid traps for such an event,” I said. 
 
    “We don’t want to accord them godlike powers and thus cripple ourselves by overestimating what they can do,” Mentor said. “Besides, we have a few surprises of our own. For two reasons, we should do this,” he told Bardon. “The first is to slay adepts, as you so dearly wish. This opportunity is a good one. The second reason is to free my best hunter. I dearly hope Horst is still alive.” 
 
    “How many soldiers will you need?” Bardon asked. 
 
    “One hundred of the youngest and fleetest of foot,” Mentor said promptly. 
 
    “That will leave a solid sixty to guard the paddleboats.” Bardon turned to me. “Are there other rat-men about who might reinforce them?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I said. 
 
    “They’ll likely try to ambush you,” Bardon told Mentor. 
 
    “They can try,” Mentor said. “I doubt they’ll succeed.” 
 
    Bardon heaved a great sigh. “We can land in twenty minutes. It will take a little longer to marshal the soldiers.” 
 
    “Speed is critical,” Mentor said. “I’ll take twenty woodsmen as well.” 
 
    Bardon nodded. “An excellent idea, Mentor. I applaud it.” 
 
    “Then let us get to work,” Mentor said. “The Shrulls will be scurrying, and the adepts seeking dark places to hide. This is a golden opportunity. We must take it with both hands and make them pay bitterly.” 
 
    I laughed with agreement. It was good to be planning a chase instead of always being the prey. Turnabout was fair play. I just hoped the rat-men didn’t kill Horst, as this was my chance to do the hunter a good deed. 
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    The paddleboats had remarkably shallow draft, meaning they didn’t need deep water to float. Bardon selected the soldiers, and soon enough, we collected our equipment and began to marshal into one group. 
 
    Long gangplanks connected the three lake vessels. We all jumped off the boat nearest shore, the water coming up to our chests. I waded with the soldiers and woodsmen, rough individuals wearing buckskins and carrying axes or hatchets. The soldiers wore iron breastplates and iron Spanish Main-style helmets. They had long-bladed swords and long-barreled throwers, with pouches filled with rocket shells. 
 
    Several of the woodsmen brought along big dogs. Once ashore and among the beached dugout canoes, the dogs sniffed the trail and set up a howl, straining at the leashes. 
 
    Under Mentor’s guidance, the company set out at a stiff pace. I counted one hundred and twenty-three men. Including me, it was one hundred and twenty-four. We soon marched under the bristly branches of scrub-pine trees. The company remained wary and alert. After three klicks, we pushed out of the forest and onto undulating grassy and stony terrain. 
 
    Several soldiers produced spyglasses and scanned the distance. 
 
    “I see them,” shouted a woodsman with a spyglass, as he pointed. 
 
    The soldiers checked, aiming their spyglasses in that direction. They saw the mass of rat-men, saying as much. One added, “I see men among the Shrulls.” 
 
    “Is Horst with them?” Mentor asked. 
 
    The soldier studied the enemy and then lowered the spyglass. “I can’t tell. It’s too far for individual recognition.” 
 
    “How long until we reach them?” Mentor asked a bushy-bearded woodsman. 
 
    Through his spyglass, the woodsman studied the enemy for a time as he chewed on a toothpick. The soldiers started to become restless. Finally, the woodsman lowered his spyglass. “I’d say sometime late this evening. Rat-men can run fast for a short time, but men have greater stamina.” 
 
    Mentor’s nostrils flared. “Then let’s get at it, double-time.” 
 
    “Exactly my suggestion,” the woodsman said. 
 
    And so began our stiff march after the hated enemy. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It proved much different for me racing after the rat-men and adepts. I was no longer alone, but part of a strong company of human soldiers. I didn’t feel hunted, but encouraged by the others. The pace wasn’t as difficult either. 
 
    One man can travel much faster than one hundred. It was the group effort to keep everyone going that made it a challenge. The actual pace, for me, at least, was easier than anything I’d done previously on Kaldar. 
 
    Shrikes paced us from above, but that had been true since the paddleboats. 
 
    As time passed, we gained on the Shrulls and probable Brotherhood adepts. The terrain grew hillier, and occasionally, we lost sight of them, but we picked them up soon enough. 
 
    Mentor sent a party of woodsman to scout ahead. I was tempted to join them, but decided against it in the end. The shrikes would be able to tell Mordel that I was alone, and where that was, too. 
 
    An hour later, one of the woodsmen staggered back to us, shouting for Mentor. His left arm was bleeding, and he looked haggard. 
 
    “Where are his companions?” I asked Mentor. 
 
    The graybeard didn’t look at me, but watched the woodsman run down a slope. Two others from our company ran out to him. 
 
    We’d just topped a rise. 
 
    Mentor ordered us to stop. The lieutenants shouted the orders to the men. 
 
    Soon, everyone sat on the ground, drinking from their canteens and eating from pouches. 
 
    The two woodsmen helped the exhausted man to where Mentor sat on a leather stool. Several soldiers stood guard around us. 
 
    “Disaster,” the bleeding woodsman said. 
 
    Mentor indicated the others perch the man on a different leather stool. 
 
    The woodsman practically collapsed onto it and panted, blood dripping down his arm. With an effort of will, he dragged his thickly bearded face upright. “Ambush—they sprung an ambush on us.” 
 
    “Tell me everything,” Mentor said. “We’re counting on you.” 
 
    “There were four of us. We ran over a rise and javelins fell like rain. The other three died immediately. I twisted aside and took a wound. Then, I turned and ran for my life.” 
 
    “Rat-men threw the javelins?” Mentor asked. 
 
    “No,” the woodsman said. “There were men, like knights of old wearing armor. They hurled the javelins with terrific velocity. It was uncanny.” 
 
    “Mechs,” I said. 
 
    Mentor turned a stern face to me. “Don’t interrupt. I want to hear what he saw, not what you think.” 
 
    “The knights gave chase,” the woodsman said, glancing at me with a frown, “and I ran faster than I ever have. I pulled ahead, but they didn’t stop for klick after klick. They must have heard you coming, though, because suddenly they ceased trailing me and turned away. Two minutes later, I saw your company.” 
 
    “These knights in armor ran all that way?” Mentor asked. 
 
    “Yes. It was unnatural. I never would have thought any man could do that wearing such heavy armor.” 
 
    “Were the knights part of the greater whole of the rat-men company?” 
 
    “No. These knights laid an ambush for us four.” 
 
    “How many of these knights did you count?” 
 
    “Three,” the woodsman said. “If there would have been four, I’m sure a javelin would have taken me the first throw. I had a few seconds warning and thus was ready to dodge.” 
 
    Mentor asked more questions, but he didn’t learn much more. Soon enough, the other woodsmen took the wounded man to the surgeon the company had brought along. 
 
    “Those weren’t knights,” I said. 
 
    “Obviously not,” Mentor said. “That sounded like mechs. It appears they cannot run as fast as a man can, especially one under great duress. But they do not tire as a man does.” 
 
    “If three mechs are out there, maybe there are more.” 
 
    Mentor frowned as he fingered his lower lip. “You’re suggesting we give up our quarry?” 
 
    “Do you want to fight mechs?” 
 
    “It depends on their number,” Mentor said. “Three—I think we can destroy three. We have more than long-range throwers, explosive grenades of my design. The grenades should be able to blow them apart.” 
 
    “Did you anticipate mechs?” 
 
    “I anticipated a new type of enemy warrior. The grenades were to be our latest surprise.” 
 
    “You need horses,” I said. “Better yet, you need motorcycles and helicopters. You’d destroy the rat-men in short order with that kind of weaponry.” 
 
    Mentor eyed me. 
 
    “What?” I said. 
 
    “Perhaps you should return to Earth and bring back specs on constructing motorcycles and helicopters. We sorely need technological superiority to defeat our foes.” 
 
    “You’d need more than specs,” I said, thinking about gasoline, lubricants and precision tools. 
 
    “Knowing what to make and then how to make it would be an excellent beginning,” Mentor said. 
 
    I looked up at the sky. “Hey, do you notice that the shrikes aren’t up there anymore?” 
 
    Mentor’s head jerked up. A second later, he jumped to his feet. He looked worried. He stroked his gray beard several times. Then, he called the lieutenants to him, and they conferenced. 
 
    At the end of it, the lieutenants shouted orders. We were heading back to the lake and the paddleboats. 
 
    Mentor informed me a few minutes later. “I believe I made an error. I had no idea how important you must be to them. I suspect the adepts used the Shrulls to draw us into a giant trap. We must escape while we can and make new plans.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” I asked. 
 
    Mentor stared into my eyes. “I think the most important thing we can do now is get you off Kaldar. I don’t know why, but I think the adepts or Zero Stones want you more than they want anything else.” 
 
    I didn’t care for his intensity, as I had a good idea what it meant. “Just promise me this: you won’t kill me.” 
 
    Mentor shook his head. “I like you, Jake Bayard. But if the adepts want you and need you more than anything, then I must make every effort to make sure they don’t acquire you.” 
 
    “Including murdering me?” 
 
    “If it comes to that,” Mentor said. 
 
    He was dead serious. That was just great. “Thanks for telling me. At least, you’re doing that much.” 
 
    He smiled and clapped me on a shoulder. “Cheer up. We’re far from the final expedient. This means I’m going to escort you all the way to Eldon and the ziggurat. I want you to reach Earth and tell them about us. I won’t give the enemy the same advantage, though. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Perfectly,” I said, angry with myself for confiding in him earlier. I vowed to never again make that mistake when Traveling to another planet—provided I made it off Kaldar. 
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    I’ll say this for Mentor: he gave it everything. After a half hour of marching, he called the lieutenants back to him and they made further plans. Soon, horns blared and the soldiers began to jog. 
 
    After that, clearly, we made better time. Now, we didn’t stop when a soldier dropped out. A woodsman went to help him instead. After the sixth soldier dropped out, the woodsmen no longer went to help. None of those who had dropped out earlier had returned yet, which was strange and demoralizing. 
 
    “Maybe we should set an ambush for our enemies,” I panted. 
 
    Mentor merely pointed at the sky. 
 
    I looked up, seeing the shrikes again. Two of them lazily soared up there, looking down at us. The adepts controlling the shrikes knew our every move. 
 
    “How far are we from the lake?” I asked. 
 
    “Conserve your breath,” Mentor said. “I will say no more.” 
 
    The old man looked beat, but he doggedly kept putting one booted foot ahead of the other. I expected him to unbuckle his iron breastplate or toss aside the big iron helm. He did neither, but wore them like a trooper. 
 
    That got me to thinking. It would seem that many fights here reached the hand-to-hand phase of a battle. Swords, pikes, clubs, knives and nets would come in handy then. So would good defensive armor and shields. The rat-men didn’t have such armor. Would Shrulls care to close with bigger, stronger and better-armored men? That struck me as unlikely. Who would close with us then? 
 
    The idea of mechs was foremost in my mind. I should have considered another angle, but didn’t see it at the moment. 
 
    In any case, the afternoon wore on, and in the distance, I spied the edge of the woods we’d left not so long ago. A stiff march through the woods would bring us to the edge of the lake and, one would think, the waiting paddleboats. If we could reach the riverboats and board them without trouble, we should be safe. 
 
    A soldier blew a horn. I imagine he was warning those on the paddleboats that we were coming. 
 
    I had my doubts anyone from the lake could hear us from there, but maybe a sharp-eared lad on the boats had heard that. 
 
    Soon, Mentor spoke to the lieutenants. They shouted orders. We slowed it down to a walk, the men panting, sweating and now drinking from their canteens. We continued onward without a stop, but walking instead of running helped men recover their breath. 
 
    Soon enough, we reached the edge of the woods, entering it. 
 
    I’d remained beside Mentor the entire time. He now took to scanning upward. After a time, as the forest thickened, I couldn’t make sense of it. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    “Trying to spy the shrikes,” Mentor said. 
 
    I took to looking, and couldn’t spot them through the dense foliage. I told Mentor as much. 
 
    “Good,” he said. 
 
    “Are we stopping?” 
 
    “They’ll expect an ambush from us now. I’m hoping the worry slows them down.” 
 
    “We’re not stopping, then?” I asked. 
 
    Mentor shook his helmeted head. 
 
    “You’re writing off Horst, you know?” 
 
    “I don’t like to say such things aloud,” Mentor said. 
 
    “That doesn’t change anything.” 
 
    “Perhaps not. Yet, I’ve wondered at times what Brotherhood adepts can hear through various forest beasts.” 
 
    “Oh.” After several steps, I added, “I recall Thal Dillan saying the adepts only used trained beasts. That would presumably mean they couldn’t grab just any animal and make it a listening post.” 
 
    “Did you believe Dillan told you the truth?” 
 
    “I thought so at the time. Now… That’s a good question.” 
 
    Once more, the soldier with the horn blasted loudly. 
 
    Were our enemies waiting for a signal? If so, the soldier might have given it prematurely. 
 
    Men began to yell and shout, stopping abruptly. 
 
    I wondered what had happened when a mental force struck me. It wasn’t nearly as powerful as what I’d undergone from Thal Dillan before. Maybe that only proved I’d become toughened to that sort of thing. 
 
    The soldiers and woodsmen around me wilted and cried out, a few swatting at invisible enemies. 
 
    Beside me, Mentor maintained his calm as he looked about. “Brotherhood adepts: they’re mentally striking the men.” 
 
    “Can we help them?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. Shout encouragement.” 
 
    I did exactly that, having leather lungs, as they say. “Hold your places, troopers. We’re the men of Kaldar. We can kick anyone’s ass if we believe it. Do you believe it?” 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    “Listen to me,” I roared. “I’m Jake Bayard, and I’m going to roast me some rat-men and make them scream and beg for mercy.” 
 
    Several soldiers turned and looked at me with horror. 
 
    That was the wrong take. I thought a moment and decided to try a different tack. “We’re soldiers of Eldon. We’re men of honor. We uphold our city in order to protect our women and children.” 
 
    “Yes,” a soldier said. 
 
    “Rise up, men of Eldon,” I shouted. “Fight to protect your women and children. Fight to keep them safe from harm.” 
 
    More soldiers lifted their eyes to me, nodding. 
 
    “Let’s stand together,” I shouted. “Men of Eldon, stand shoulder to shoulder against the foe. Brace yourself to show that you’re men of courage. Let me hear you roar, soldiers.” 
 
    A few of them shouted. 
 
    “I can’t hear you.” 
 
    A few more shouted. 
 
    “Raise your voice, soldiers. Let your wives and children know that you’re defending them.” 
 
    I finally got a real shout out of these sorry soldiers. A group of Marines would have been chanting death-songs by this point. 
 
    “Shrulls!” a woodsman shouted. “Shrulls are attacking.” 
 
    “Mentor, are you going to lead the fight?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    “Then get ready and watch your flanks. The battle is starting.” 
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    Shrulls screamed their shrill war cries as they raced through the woods at us. It was hard to count exact numbers in the play of light and shadows through the forest canopy and the intervening tree trunks. 
 
    Soldiers knelt and fired their long-barreled throwers as if they’d been old-time muskets. The rocket shells wobbled in flight, and then their motors ignited. The shells sped at the Shrulls. Some of them exploded harmlessly against tree trunks. Others reached the enemy and detonated. 
 
    New cries of pain and agony sounded. It was hard to tell how many Shrulls were down, as others continued to charge. 
 
    The forest made it difficult for volley fire, but the rocket shells did slay many of the enemy, nevertheless. 
 
    “Swords at the ready,” a lieutenant shouted. 
 
    The sound of swords hissing from their scabbards was one to thrill the blood. Soldiers bellowed, and they charged and collided with Shrulls racing through the trees at us. 
 
    The mayhem continued, and from what I could tell, the soldiers butchered the fool Shrulls. Yes, a few rat-men nets entangled men. And yes, rat-men’s spiked clubs punched through iron helms and skulls to batter brains and kill a man here and there. Often, though, a spiked club failed to penetrate the curved steel helm, saving the man wearing it. 
 
    The soldiers stood taller, were heavier and stronger, and their swords shattered Shrull knives before butchering the smaller rat-creatures. 
 
    If this was the best that the enemy could do—I spoke too soon. A different cry sounded. This came from across the battlefield from the other side. The shadows must have been thicker there, the gloom making it harder to see what came at us. 
 
    “Help, help,” men shouted. “Monsters attack. Mechs!” someone else said. “They’ve unleashed mechs upon us.” 
 
    Mentor shouted orders. So, did the lieutenants. 
 
    I assume specially trained men headed for the hot spot. They ran hard with flapping pouches at their sides, and used lighters to start a fuse attached to a heavy ball of iron. Two-handed, the grenadiers heaved the balls at enemy fighters. 
 
    Soon, loud explosions sounded and smoke billowed thickly. 
 
    “A mech is down!” a soldier cried. 
 
    “Where can I get those?” I shouted at Mentor. 
 
    He looked at me, and it seemed to take a moment for his mind to concentrate upon me and what I said. “No. You stay beside me.” 
 
    I did. I gave him respect by listening to him. Maybe that was a mistake. 
 
    The soldiers slaughtered the Shrulls. It soon became apparent that a small number of mechs were slaughtering the soldiers on the other side of the forest field. 
 
    One side compressed toward us. The other began stretching away from us as the Shrulls fell back and then began to flee. 
 
    Then I saw a mech. It was bigger than a man. And even from my location, I knew it was impossible to call it a knight. He was too square and blocky and moved too much in a robotic fashion. He lacked hands or fingers, but had two claws that snipped an arm or leg from a torso. This mech was splashed with blood, brains and gore. It had red lights for eyes, and they flashed every so often. 
 
    The clunky robot lurched toward other men. One dropped his weapons and ran sobbing away. The other drew his sword and charged. He hit with a clang. His sword broke. Bloody claws reached out and snipped off his forearm at the elbow. The soldier staggered back, stunned. The mech lurched at him, grasped his neck and pinched off his head. It was gruesome, and many soldiers saw it, crying out in horror and rage. 
 
    “We have to escape,” I told Mentor. 
 
    The old man looked at me white-faced. Horror filled his eyes. “I-I didn’t know it would be like this. I didn’t know. How could I have known?” 
 
    “Grenade,” a soldier shouted with glee. He heaved an iron ball with its burning fuse. The ball clanged off the mech’s chest and dropped to the ground. The mech lurched, putting a flat iron foot on it. The grenade exploded, lifting the iron foot, but otherwise leaving the mech unharmed. 
 
    Several grenades struck the same metal chest and head. One went off. The mech staggered back from the explosion. Its chest armor looked scorched, but wasn’t breached in any way I could see. 
 
    “The boats,” Mentor said in a hoarse voice. “Race to the boats. Kill any Shrulls in the way and get back to the boats.” 
 
    With the order—the lieutenants shouted it—the semblance of discipline evaporated. We began to run, myself included, as hysteria took hold. In retrospect, I suspect the adepts or the Zero Stones radiated defeatist thoughts at us. The sight of the murderous mechs hadn’t helped either. 
 
    I did look back, and I saw a wretched sight. One of the blocky, mechanical mechs knelt clumsily beside a dying soldier. With the bloody claw—two pinchers—it removed the iron helm. Then, the mech seemed to massage the scalp. The soldier struggled, but to no avail. The mech held the man down with its other set of claws. A small round saw appeared in a claw, and I swear I heard the sound of a buzz saw shearing skull bone. The mech detached the skull top as if it were another helmet. Then, almost delicately, the mech removed the soldier’s brain from the skull cavity. It was one of the most obscene things I’d ever witnessed. 
 
    A chest cavity opened in the mech’s chest. With the claw, it tenderly deposited the gray dripping brain there. Immediately, the area sealed up. The mech lurched to its feet, the raided corpse forgotten on the bloody ground. 
 
    With a twisted grimace of vile distaste on my face, I turned away from the sight. I ran with the others, a sword in one hand and the Colt in the other. We raced away from the battle site, mowing down Shrulls in our way. 
 
    Mentor ran beside me wild-eyed. 
 
    I think I understood what was happening. “You have to fight the compulsion,” I shouted at the old man. “The adepts or the Zero Stones are plaguing us with fear. Resist it, Mentor. Use your mind to defeat the fear.” 
 
    His head twitched several times. Then, he turned to me in wonder. “The Brotherhood is doing this to us?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Look!” he shouted, pointing. “Scimitar cats. They’re going to attack our men.” 
 
    I roared with rage, and I sprinted at the great cats with their scimitar-like fangs. One of the beasts brought a man down by leaping on his back and sinking the fangs in the back of the man’s head. 
 
    I fired my Colt, and I hit the big cat. It snarled with rage, spitting as it faced me. At point blank range, I fired two more shots. 
 
    The great cat sank to the ground. 
 
    I had three shots left, and I began to pump them one by one into the other beast. It snarled with rage and bounded away. 
 
    I thrust the sword into the ground, popped out the spent magazine and slid in the other. I saved the first one by putting it in my pocket. 
 
    “Well done,” Mentor shouted. “That’s an amazing weapon.” 
 
    “Ain’t it just,” I said dryly. “But I have only so many shells.” 
 
    “We must keep running. The men are leaving us.” 
 
    “Make sure they’re headed for the paddleboats. It’s easy to get lost in the forest running panicked like this.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, charging after the disappearing men, shouting at them. 
 
    I yanked the sword out of the ground and started running after him. A premonition slowed my feet. It would be difficult to say what caused the sensation. 
 
    I slowed, looked around and then stepped behind a gnarled tree trunk. I rested my back against it and then set the back of my head on the bark. I panted, closed my eyes and used— 
 
    Brotherhood adepts were near. I could feel them, or the Zero Stones in their possession. 
 
    Slowly, as if doing a squat, I lowered myself, with my back yet pressed against the scrub tree. I almost turned to look. A precaution stopped me. I twisted and lay on my belly. Only then, like a serpent, did I slither around the trunk and peer carefully. 
 
    I spied four blocky mechs tromping in their ungainly lumbering fashion. Each stood taller than I, and must have weighed three times as much. Behind them followed three Brotherhood adepts in smooth silk garments. Each of them could have been brother to Thal Dillan. They were small, narrow-shouldered and had smooth craniums and hawkish visages with slanted eyes. 
 
    Possibly one of them was Styr Mordel. That they were adepts meant I spied three ancient humans, each controlled by an alien Zero Stone. They glanced at each other, but none of them spoke. Perhaps they didn’t need speech among themselves. 
 
    One thing was clear. None of the adepts was afraid of the mechs. The adepts or Zero Stones controlled everything, and that included the mechs. 
 
    Did the Others in the historical past really launch atomic-tipped rockets against mechs? I didn’t see anything to support the idea. Then again, this was a momentary sketch. Yet, I felt it was a true seeing. 
 
    I think Thal Dillan had the right of it before. I’d severed the Zero Stone’s control over me. But I hadn’t severed the linkage. In some manner, I could sense the Zero Stones, possibly without them sensing me. 
 
    It gave me a feeling of mastery. 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot, Bayard,” I told myself. I had to use the advantage. Otherwise, it wasn’t worth anything. 
 
    I no longer believed that Mordel and Dillan had wanted to leave Kaldar out of fear. That had been dead wrong. They’d wanted to reach Earth for a different reason. I wanted to know that reason. 
 
    In the distance, I heard Shrulls shout for the adepts’ help. 
 
    The three here stopped. The mechs also stopped. As the mechanical men did so, they turned outward as if to guard the precious adepts. 
 
    The adepts didn’t turn in my direction, so I didn’t think they knew I was here. 
 
    I had an idea. It might be the only thing that would save me or save the soldiers racing to the paddleboats. It might be the only thing that would ensure my return to Earth. 
 
    I scrambled up and walked around the tree, with a sword in one hand and the Colt in the other. 
 
    For a second, neither mechs, adepts nor Shrulls saw me. I didn’t see any rat-men yet, either. So, we were even there. 
 
    I did a crazy thing in an attempt to save bullets. It was crazy because this was the key moment. I sprinted at the three adepts. 
 
    They must have heard me, for they turned. 
 
    I snarled laughter. 
 
    “The Earthman,” one said. 
 
    I was upon them, and I swung the sword viciously. I had some training with edged weapons. That allowed me to hack at the one neck and sever it. I decapitated the adept, most likely due to the supremely sharp sword. 
 
    “No,” the tallest said. “Let’s make a deal.” 
 
    I aimed the Colt at his head and fired, blowing it clean off. I didn’t, of course. But I’d always wanted to say that for some reason. Maybe the line came from an old movie. Actually, his head merely blew out at the back as my hollow-point bullet tore through it. 
 
    The man—most likely Styr Mordel—collapsed onto the ground. 
 
    I turned to the last adept. 
 
    “Please,” he whimpered. “Don’t kill me.” 
 
    I fired, knowing to do anything else was madness. 
 
    The mechs had turned toward me. With the last adept down, they stopped. How long would that last? Not very, I suspected. 
 
    Working fast, but calmly—I don’t know where the calm came from—I used the sword to part their garments. Each time, I found their Zero Stone. Each time, the stone radiated menace and then promises as it glowed with eldritch power. Each time, I used a single round to blast the ancient stone into smithereens, destroying it forever. 
 
    With the last stone gone, the grim feeling of desperation vanished. That proved the Zero Stones had been doing something to create the evil morale-sucking aura of the region. 
 
    More surprisingly, the mechs collapsed.  
 
    Did that mean in some fashion the Zero Stones controlled the mechs? I would have to say it did. 
 
    Biting my lower lip, nodding decisively, I started out for the lake. I had to reach the paddleboats. There were Shrulls and possibly more scimitar cats about. I was sure there were more adepts nearby, too. 
 
    The mystery of Kaldar had just become a whole lot clearer to me. The Zero Stones ran just about everything on the enemy side. Now, I had to stay alive in order to use the knowledge. 
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    I slunk through the gloomy underbrush, avoiding rat-men and unable to find any scimitar cats. Every so often, I heard a horn in the distance. I took that to mean the location of the lake and the paddleboats was that way. 
 
    Twice, I adjusted my route. 
 
    I congratulated myself on slaying Styr Mordel and the others, and incapacitating the mechs. In reality, the Zero Stones were the real foe. How long had they survived on Kaldar’s first moon, waiting for a living being to pick them up? Who’d fashioned the stones and for what reason? It would seem that flying saucers had carried the stones to the moon. Logically, mostly likely probably, the Draconians I’d seen last time had been the pilots of those spaceships. Were the Draconians the servants or the masters of the stones, though? 
 
    It struck me as I kept peering over my shoulders to ensure no one sneaked up on me, that the Draconians had used flying saucers. Perhaps one of you will say, “Well, that’s obvious, you moron.” Of course, it was obvious. The key was to decipher what it meant. 
 
    In my opinion, the critical factor was that Draconians had used spaceships to journey from one planet to another. That meant the Draconians hadn’t used the teleporters like the others in the ancient Harmony of planets. In light of that, it seemed that the Draconians, their flying saucers and Zero-Stone cargo were outsiders. They didn’t belong to the Harmony, teleporters and Travelers like me. I tended to think, therefore, that the Zero Stones or the Draconians were not originally connected with the Krekelens. 
 
    If that were true, the Draconians and Zero Stones were interlopers to our Harmony. Did I know that as fact? No. It was my theory of the moment. It made sense. Why then had Dillan and Mordel struggled against each other to be the one to go to Earth? 
 
    I shook my head. I didn’t know. Surely, I’d missed something. I needed more knowledge—one of the reasons I Traveled from one world to another. 
 
    Again, a horn blared, a strident sound. It came from my left. I cocked my head, tested the air with my nose and felt certain I should continue straight ahead. 
 
    Restarting that way, I heard the horn a second later. The strident call was more evident this time. 
 
    Was I curious about that? 
 
    I clutched the hilt of my sword. I was partly curious. I was also suspicious. It seemed as if the horn were precisely for me, to lure me in that direction, which could be the wrong direction. 
 
    I thus continued to head straight or in the direction that I’d been going. 
 
    The horn blared for a third time. I imagined that it called, “Jake Bayard, come this way.” 
 
    I laughed silently. Then, I sobered and whirled around. Behind me by five cat-lengths was a huge scimitar cat, creeping up hunting-cat-style. 
 
    How long had it been padding behind me like that? 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked. 
 
    Instead of sprinting the final distance to launch its attack, the huge scimitar cat sat on its haunches and regarded me with its intelligent eyes. 
 
    “Are you an adept’s creature?” 
 
    The big cat lifted a front paw and set it down firmly on the pine-needle sward. 
 
    “Is that yes?” I asked. 
 
    Once more, the great cat did the same thing. 
 
    “Are you speaking for the Zero Stone behind the human adept that controls you?” 
 
    Up and down went the paw, one time, signifying yes. 
 
    “Do you think I’m a fool to wait here?” 
 
    This time, the paw struck twice. I presume that meant no. 
 
    “I’m leaving,” I said. 
 
    The paw went up and down twice. 
 
    I laughed and began to walk backward, keeping my eye on the creature. 
 
    The horn sounded its strident call, to my right now, as I’d turned around. It sounded much closer than before. 
 
    I raised my Colt, aiming at the scimitar cat. 
 
    In two bounds, it was gone, crashing through the underbrush and out of sight. 
 
    I whirled around and ran. I had the awful sense of forces converging toward me. I didn’t hear anymore crashing, or horns, or other noises. Yet, I felt the evil forces moving in on me as the focus. I had to reach the lake and the paddleboats. I had to do it now or it was going to be too late. 
 
    I sobbed with effort, and it came to me in a moment at how un-Marine-like that sounded. With the realization, my rationality returned. This panic was manufactured by an evil intelligence using telepathic powers against me. 
 
    Yes. I could feel the ether around me swirl with telepathic power, with intelligence. 
 
    That made sudden sense. I’d slain four adepts and shattered four alien stones. I wanted to crack and shatter more of them. I knew how to do it— 
 
    My head snapped up higher. 
 
    In that second, it felt as if I could tap into the raw intelligence around me. The linkage Thal Dillan or his Zero Stone had made with my mind must still be operational. As I ran, I sought to pierce the invisible intelligence hovering over me. 
 
    “What do you want with me?” I shouted. 
 
    I felt a tickle in my mind, a feather touch, but I couldn’t understand it. Then, I did hear the faintest voice in my head. 
 
    I can offer you your sweetest dreams, Traveler. 
 
    I winced, and the pounding of pain was worse than ever. I knew why. This was an unadulterated Zero Stone, its alien thought beaming straight into my mind. The other times, the adepts had softened the demonic nature of the Zero Stone. Now, I had a better idea of the corrupting power of the stone. It was demonic in the truest sense. I don’t mean the Zero Stones were devils from Hell, but they were hellish in a real alien sense to humanity. Their thought processes were wicked and corrupted whatever individual attempted to use the Zero Stone as a lens for telepathic power. 
 
    That is false, quite false, the intelligence told me. I am different from you, but different is good. 
 
    “Different isn’t always good,” I said. 
 
    What you call evil is merely a different way of looking at something. 
 
    “Are you saying there’s no such thing as evil?” 
 
    In a sense, that is correct. What you call evil is merely a different outlook. 
 
    I brayed laughter. “Wrong, Zero Stone. Some actions are evil.” 
 
    That is all subjective to the person. 
 
    “Wrong again, Stone. Murdering an innocent person that did you a good deed is always evil. There is no exception.” 
 
    We are getting off track. I can offer you whatever it is you most wish. 
 
    I forced myself to open my eyes wide. I’d stopped running. I’d stopped altogether. I resumed hurrying through the forest, heading for the smell of water. 
 
    You won’t make it, you know. 
 
    “I destroyed four Zero Stones already. I’m looking forward to destroying more.” 
 
    The four adepts you bested strove against their Zero Stones. My adept is one with me. I am thus invincible. 
 
    “Dillan and Mordel wanted to reach Earth to escape their Zero Stones?” I asked in wonder. 
 
    You know so little, Traveler. Come now. Join me. I can use you to great effect. 
 
    I burst out of the woods, and I saw the empty lake before me. For a wild moment, I knew despair. Then, far to the right, I saw the paddleboats. Soldiers waded out to them. 
 
    Determined, I headed that way along the shoreline, breaking into a sprint. 
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    I ran, and leathery flapping alerted me just in time. I looked back over my shoulder. Six shrikes zeroed in on me, swooping in a dive-bomb attack. 
 
    I slowed, stopped and faced them, and I brought up the sword. They veered right and left, screeching a challenging war cry as they passed. 
 
    I nearly fired at them. With an oath, I holstered the Colt, snapping the leather cover over it for safekeeping. I scooped up a good-sized throwing rock. As I’d said before, I’d been a pitcher on Turlock High School’s baseball team in my youth. If they came at me like that again, I might knock one out of the air with my rock. 
 
    I turned back for the paddleboats and ran again, but not as wildly. I kept looking back. The shrikes rode my tail up there. I had the feeling they were getting ready for another dive-bomb attack. 
 
    A snarl from the forest revealed a trotting scimitar cat, keeping parallel pace with me. 
 
    At the same time, I felt the intelligence in the air around me. Do you understand yet, Bayard? There is nowhere you can run or hide to remain safe from me. Your only hope is to serve me. 
 
    “Never,” I said under my breath. 
 
    More snarls revealed two more scimitar cats keeping pace, making three of the sabertooth-like beasts. If they rushed me, I doubted my Colt could save me from all of them. Headshots were the only way to stop them. Was I cool enough under stress to hit each critically in the braincase? 
 
    I debated drawing the Colt and firing to gain the paddleboats’ attention. 
 
    Instead, I whirled around as the shrikes dove at me again. I set myself, faked a throw and then hurled the rock. A shrike screeched, flapped, raising its talons—the rock struck its angular head, and it tumbled toward the ground. 
 
    I slashed right and left as the remaining shrikes tore at me with their talons. I hit some. Pain exploded along my right check as blood spurted from a raking talon. I bellowed with rage, unclicked the holster flap—a blur of motion from the tree line showed the scimitar cats rushing me. 
 
    I drew the Colt amid a storm of leathery wings. Four of the shrikes flapped upward. One flopped in the water, a wing slashed. Another lay on the sand unmoving. The racing cats hissed with malevolence. 
 
    I faced them, straightened and laughed madly as I aimed the Colt. The .45 bucked in my hand as I took one deliberate shot after another. It was beautiful. A great cat crumpled and plowed into the grass, flipping as it rolled and twitched crazily. Another must have had a braincase of steel. The bullets struck there, but it kept coming. Blood flowed into its eyes so it blinked without letup. I judged the moment, and like a Spanish matador, although without a red cape, I sidestepped the feline so it rushed past me. 
 
    I dropped the Colt because the final scimitar cat followed close upon the second. Grabbing the sword two-handed, I crouched, feeling surreal, as if I could sense the beast’s moves seconds before they happened. I was in the zone. 
 
    The great cat leapt: a thing of sublime grace. The front paws stretched forward as the raking talons appeared. Those would shred me into ribbons if I let them. 
 
    Time seemed to slow down as I exploded upward and leftward, pivoting and slashing in one motion. I executed perfectly, but in this instance that wasn’t enough, as it was like slashing at a blurring piece of rubber. The sword bounced from its hide with violent force, tearing free of my numbed grasp. 
 
    I was still in the moment, the zone. The great cat realized it had missed its strike. It skidded upon its haunches, plowing through sand to create a massive furrow. Beyond it, in the water, splashed the blood-blinded cat. 
 
    I spied the fallen Colt, coolly picked it up and aimed at the beast as it turned back to me. 
 
    BOOM. BOOM. 
 
    The scimitar cat staggered to the side, staggered more and flopped onto its side, panting as it lay there in seeming confusion, its hind legs slowly moving but ineffectual. 
 
    A premonition and the sound of leather caused me to duck hard and drop the automatic. I gripped the sword hilt once more—talons raked my back, feeling as if hot brands tore from my shoulders to upper buttocks. 
 
    I stood, shocked and dazed as shrikes screeched with glee, zooming over the waters. One had bloody talons—my blood. I staggered, and my vision wavered. 
 
    It felt as if I was transported or teleported into a gray land with an orange sun. A pink cloud near the ground zigzagged toward me in fits and starts. Slanted eyes appeared in the cloud and thoughts whispered dreadfully in my mind. 
 
    Admit defeat, Bayard, and it will go well with you. 
 
    A sense of outrage struck instead. I hated the intelligence that used beasts and birds to attack me, and then sneaked up with this mental assault. I would never serve it. 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut with everything I had left. It was like pushing a boulder with my nose. Pain thudded in my frontal lobe, increased as blackness threatened. I felt the intelligence strive against me, trying to hide—I saw it, the way. I pushed against the link, pushed as unconsciousness threatened—the link between us snapped apart. 
 
    I opened my eyes as if shocked with electricity. For a moment, I could see far down the beach in the opposite direction as the paddleboats. A Brotherhood adept wore a strange metal band around his chrome of a dome. It sprouted many antennae. Yes! It was the X-band Styr Mordel had found in the deep place. 
 
    A trick took place with my eyes. The far-vision ceased, and I saw normally again. 
 
    Two scimitar cats were dead. The third swam farther into the lake as large V-ripples followed. Several shrikes were dead around me. The last ones remained sky-borne, seemingly unwilling to try another dive-bomb attack. 
 
    I was beat physically and mentally. So, why didn’t the Zero Stone didn’t finish it? 
 
    A horn blew. 
 
    I turned, and I saw three launches, sailors rowing hard. In the front of the lead launch, I spied Mentor. 
 
    The men of Eldon were coming. Good. I needed some help about now. 
 
    At the same time, a squad of rat-men with nets and spiked clubs appeared out of the tree line, although farther away than the scimitar cats had first appeared. They ran at me. 
 
    Sweat dripped from my face. Blood fell from my back. This was a race, and I had no idea who would win. Worse, at that moment, I fainted in exhaustion, falling unconscious onto the sandy beach. 
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    I awoke in considerable pain, finding myself lying on my stomach. I heard a steady chug-chug and felt motion all around me. I grew aware by degrees that I lay in a soft bed in a wooden cabin, and that I heard paddles pushing water. 
 
    It turned out that I was in the Pride of Eldon, the foremost paddleboat of Captain Bardon’s Aether Lake Flotilla. 
 
    Mentor and his men had won the race to the beach to pick me up. Since then, a flotilla surgeon had stitched the long talon slashes in my back and cheek, anointing them and other cuts with iodine. The pain came from the wounds and many strained muscles. 
 
    Fighting scimitar cats with a sword can do that to you. 
 
    We left the general area, never having found Horst. 
 
    “I’m afraid he’s dead,” Mentor told me later. 
 
    The main sequence star was setting on the horizon as we sipped brandies on the upper deck of the lead paddleboat. The flotilla wasn’t on the lake anymore, but a wide stretch of river with waving grasses on either side. 
 
    I moved slowly because of the bad slash in my back and because my muscles were still stiff and sore. 
 
    “Horst told me his life’s story,” I said. “How you helped him when he was a young orphan.” 
 
    Mentor nodded. “Horst became a tough, shrewd man. Few dared to scout where he went. I’ll miss him dearly.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Horst saved my life. I’m sorry I couldn’t return him the favor.” 
 
    I put my brandy glass on the table. I’d been doing some thinking the past two days while I’d been aboard the paddleboat. I looked at Mentor. 
 
    He no longer wore the iron breastplate or helm. Instead, he wore a white robe with a red collar. He had sparse gray hair cut quite short. I admired his fortitude and intelligence. He was a likeable man. 
 
    “To Horst,” Mentor said, raising his snifter. 
 
    “Horst,” I said, clinking glasses with Mentor and then sipping brandy. 
 
    “What’s troubling you, Bayard? You don’t seem yourself.” 
 
    I looked past the white railing on our deck and at the long waving grasses of dusk on shore. “Some of your customs are familiar to me. Is that because men devise similar ways or do we have common ancestors that did things like that?” 
 
    “Perhaps the answer is both,” Mentor said. 
 
    A sudden idea struck, and I blurted it, “Do you think we all originated from Mu?” 
 
    “It’s interesting you should say that. We have a Mu in our legends. It’s a quaint story.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Mu was a civilized island in prehistory that sank beneath the waves long ago.” 
 
    I felt a chill along my spine, and I told him Earth’s Mu legend. 
 
    “That’s interesting,” he said. “To answer your first question, no, I don’t think we’re all colonists from Mu. But it is…unusual that both Earth and Kaldar have a legend of ancient Mu.” Mentor sipped his brandy, becoming pensive. “I do think that those on Kaldar came from elsewhere. Perhaps they originated from Mu or perhaps Earth, and that’s why we have this Mu legend. It came from Earth with the colonists.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be something?” I said. 
 
    We fell silent after that. I ate salted nuts out of a dish, enjoying the ride and scenery. It was so peaceful traveling like this. All we needed was some dancing girls and Hawaiian Hula music. 
 
    The peacefulness evaporated as I reconsidered a few ideas. I looked at Mentor. He had plenty of answers. It was time to start quizzing him. 
 
    “What happened to cause your Atomic War?” I asked. 
 
    “What? Oh. Why do you ask?” 
 
    I told him what Horst and Dillan had told me concerning the topic. 
 
    “Yes. I see the reason for your curiosity. In truth, I don’t know what started the war. It was a long time ago, and most of the information from that time vanished in the atomic fires. We’ve sent exploratory teams to the ancient cities where the radiation has finally died down. Most of what we’ve found there is useless. I’ve begun to think we need to dig deeper.” 
 
    I told him about the mineshafts Brotherhood adepts had gone down and the subterranean ruins there. 
 
    “The Brotherhood has several advantages over us,” Mentor said. “One of them is superior knowledge of the past. What we have over them is numbers. I’m talking strictly about the Brotherhood, not their various allies like the Shrulls. From what I’ve learned this trip, I now believe the Brotherhood lacks women. Maybe they’re clones of an original member and they’ve lost cloning technology. Or perhaps their numbers have dwindled over time as each of the ancient humans is slain or dies from natural causes.” 
 
    “Why didn’t the Zero Stones attack sooner against Eldon then while they had greater Brotherhood numbers?” 
 
    Mentor pinched his lower lip before regarding me. “The Zero Stones strike me as inordinately cautious, and that makes perfect sense when you think about it.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. “They’re stones, for Pete’s sake. Why do they need to show caution?” 
 
    “You destroyed four of them, did you not?” 
 
    “With my weapon,” I said. 
 
    “It matters not how you did it. You destroyed four stones, and that’s the critical point. Just because they’re stones and we’re flesh and blood doesn’t mean they don’t fear destruction. And it doesn’t just need a weapon like yours to do it. Couldn’t a man with a large rock smash a Zero Stone into dust?” 
 
    “I suppose,” I said. 
 
    “That might not even be the critical point. Consider. The Zero Stones are extremely long lived. I don’t know how we can exactly call them living entities, but they appear to think of themselves that way.” 
 
    “You mean they don’t breathe, procreate or do other things like we do?” 
 
    “Except for the ability to think,” Mentor said. 
 
    “Your point?” I asked. 
 
    “The stones are long lived. Any entity that lives a long time and faces a possibility of destruction might be more cautious as time progresses. Consider. The young in any species is more reckless. These Zero Stones are ancient. Thus, presumably, they are inherently cautious. That can be a strength. Sometimes, however, it is a critical weakness.” 
 
    “Huh. I think you’re onto something.” I swirled the brandy in my snifter. “Still, in their so-called caution, a lot of them showed up by the lake.” 
 
    “Four is a lot?” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “We don’t know what a lot is for Zero Stones. My point is they showed up, just like Horst and then you showed up at the lake.” 
 
    Mentor eyed me. “I see. You think we and the Zero Stones knew you were coming to this part of Kaldar?” 
 
    I hadn’t thought of that. Now that he said it, though… “Did you?” 
 
    Mentor shifted in his chair, perhaps warring with himself as to whether to tell me or not. Honesty must have won. 
 
    “We had indications the ziggurat in the oily swamp would do something,” he said. “I’d found out about teleportation in the distant past and discovered a little about the Harmony of Planets. Armed with this knowledge, I sent Horst out to investigate the ziggurat. Clearly, Mordel or his Zero Stone had communication with your Qiang on Earth, urging you to come here.” 
 
    I stared at Mentor. 
 
    “Oh…” Mentor said. “You never told me that part of your story, did you?” 
 
    My hand dropped to my holster onto the butt of the automatic. “No. So, what gives? Do you carry a Zero Stone? Are you an enemy plant?” 
 
    Mentor stared at me silently, finally shaking his head. 
 
    I wondered about that. Was the man lying? No. I didn’t think so. 
 
    “Can you tap into the Zero Stones’ communications then?” I asked. 
 
    Mentor stared at the darkening sky for a time. He opened his mouth once, but said nothing, continuing to stare. In the end, he regarded me again. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Bayard. I don’t care to tell you how I knew about your coming. I assure you the method wasn’t nefarious. I don’t know if you’re going to believe that, though.” 
 
    “No,” I said, sitting up, glad I’d brought the Colt. “Are you a psi-master?” 
 
    “No, no,” he chuckled, “not in the least.” 
 
    “A Krekelen then?” 
 
    Mentor’s chuckling ceased as his lips thinned. 
 
    I grabbed one of his wrists. It was of normal human temperature. I released his wrist with a sense of relief. 
 
    “You’re a paranoid man, Jake Bayard.” 
 
    “If you’d been through what I have, you might be a little paranoid, too. I wish you’d tell me how you knew I was coming to Kaldar.” 
 
    Mentor glanced at his wrist and then me. “If it’s any consolation, I didn’t know it was you in particular. I simply knew… I knew it involved the swamp ziggurat. More, I won’t say.” 
 
    “We’re allies. That means we’re supposed to work together.” 
 
    “At the moment, we’re allies.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “You foresee me working against you in the future?” 
 
    Mentor shook his head. 
 
    “What then?” I asked. 
 
    “The Zero Stones are a revelation. I thank you for that. Until a few days ago, I believed the Brotherhood adepts were the key. I need time to understand what this all means.” 
 
    Mentor had dodged the question. The man had his secrets, and he wasn’t going to give them up easily. I decided to let it go for now. 
 
    “I think Mordel and Dillan wanted to rid themselves of their Zero Stones,” I said. 
 
    “How?” asked Mentor. 
 
    “By going to Earth and doing something there.” 
 
    “How interesting,” Mentor said. “What do you think that implies?” 
 
    I nodded. I’d been thinking about that for a time. “Perhaps there’s some kind of Zero-Stone Complex on Kaldar that enforces a stone’s power over its human. To truly break free, the stone-carrying human must be far from the complex, which in this case, means far from Kaldar.” 
 
    Mentor’s gaze bored into me. “That’s a clever idea. I wonder if it’s true.” 
 
    “If the remaining Zero Stones were smart,” I said, “they’d move against Eldon before you could use this new data against them.” 
 
    Mentor shook his head. “I doubt they can act against their basic nature. Perhaps the fact of their being stones mandates they’re ultra-cautious, ultra-conservative. It seems as if they need to align everything perfectly before they move.” Mentor inhaled through his nostrils as if puffing on a pipe, becoming thoughtful. “Bayard, I’m willing to make a bargain with you.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “I’d like to know more about these motorcycles and helicopters you spoke about before, and I’d like to know how to manufacture an automatic like your Colt .45.” 
 
    “And in return?” I asked. 
 
    Mentor showed his teeth in what might have been a grin. “I’ll let you go home.” 
 
    I nodded slowly as my blood pressure rose. I’d be more careful next time before telling natives that I was from Earth. Looking back over my previous adventures, I realized I’d been lucky to get home each time. It was time for me to learn some caution. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. 
 
    “You’ll do it?” Mentor asked, as he sat up. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” I said with a grin. But I realized I’d need to be careful and not tell him too much. It wasn’t for any special reason about fearing to upset the technological balance of this world or cause social upheavals because they learned something too soon. I’d be careful what I told him, feigning ignorance in many instances, so Mentor didn’t keep me back as a treasure trove of tech data. I’d give him a few titbits. If I gave him too much, though, this cunning old man might tell himself he had to keep me on Kaldar so his world would survive the Zero Stones by learning even more new things from me. Along the way, I’d drop hints about returning to Kaldar from Earth with specs regarding oil extraction and manufacturing motorcycles and helicopters. I’d work to make sure he wanted me to leave so I’d come back fast, instead of thinking this was his only chance to learn new things. 
 
    I smiled at him. This time, I needed to think through my actions. My returning home might depend on it. 
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    Three weeks later, I stood in a palace near the ziggurat in Eldon. 
 
    Eldon was a beautiful city built inside a gigantic extinct volcano. There had once been a lake in the center, and the first village had been constructed upon floating mats erected around a small isle and the ziggurat standing there. 
 
    Better engineering had drained the lake, and later the remaining swamp. In its place rose tall narrow buildings where the majority of the people of Eldon resided. They were an industrious folk, many built along stocky Horst lines. Others were smaller and dark-haired, the artisans of the city. 
 
    An old brick wall surrounded the city, adding to the defenses of the extinct volcano edges. The giant volcano and thus Eldon were much higher than its surrounding terrain. After a six-hundred-klick journey, we’d marched from the paddleboats up a long winding road to go over the volcano edge to reach Eldon. 
 
    I’d learned more about Kaldar’s history during the trip. Eldon was the last outpost of humanity on this world. It had been expanding the last fifty years, sending out colonists to various locations. A small number of people like Mentor had been instrumental in this expansion. Because of the colonization effort, a greater sense of daring had taken hold of the people of Eldon. 
 
    “I think that’s why the Zero Stones reacted,” Mentor said. “Everything until then had been going their way. They might not have shown themselves if we hadn’t sent out colonies and exploratory teams into some really dangerous and thus interesting places.” 
 
    “Do you think Mordel used an X-band to contact Qiang on Earth?” 
 
    “Oh, yes indeed,” Mentor said. 
 
    “Because you heard the exchange with secret technology you discovered?” I asked. 
 
    “Please, Bayard, I can’t tell you how. I’ve explained the reasons for that. Despite that, I urge you to be extremely wary concerning this Qiang when you return to Earth. She or the Zero Stone controlling her will be very dangerous to you.” 
 
    I eyed Mentor. 
 
    We sat upstairs in the palace on a terrace overlooking the grounds. The ziggurat was in the distance in the center of the city, an ancient step pyramid. Someone had constructed it ages ago in the exact center of the extinct volcano. 
 
    I’d healed from my wounds, or enough to want to go home. I’d been careful about what I’d told Mentor concerning new technology. Even so, I’d started to sense his reluctance about his letting me go. I’d tried to set a departure date. He kept delaying it, saying he wanted to know a few more things. 
 
    He could easily make me a prisoner in Kaldar. Realizing that, I wondered if my cunning would avail me anything in the end. At least I wasn’t in leg irons. Yet, in that moment, I became sure that if I wanted to get home, I’d have to reach the ziggurat on my own. Mentor would never willingly let me go. 
 
    Getting to the ziggurat could prove difficult, as a wall surrounded it. The ancient structure was a regarded as a national historic site. 
 
    Did Mentor begin to sense my unease? 
 
    “You know,” he said, standing. “There’s something I’d like to show you. It’s in the other room.” 
 
    I smiled, standing with him, and I wondered if I should jump the old man and make a break for the ziggurat, trying to bluff my way past the guards. 
 
    I decided to wait. 
 
    We went into the adjoining room, using the outside hall to get there. This room had glass cases with mementos inside. Most of the mementos looked old, fragile and useless. 
 
    “We dug these up from an ancient underground city. Come over here.” Mentor stopped before a gold-colored baton, a beautiful object adorned with silver wire and possessing several buttons. “Have you ever seen one of these?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “We call it a baan, a forceblade, and believe it came from elsewhere, from a highly technologically advanced society.” 
 
    “What did you call it?” I asked. 
 
    Mentor slid open the case and gingerly picked it up. Impulsively, he thrust the baton or baan at me. 
 
    I took it. The thing was almost the length of my forearm, and it was heavier than it looked. 
 
    “Press the top button,” Mentor said, “but be sure to keep the front orifice aimed away from you, and from me, too, for that matter.” 
 
    I examined the baan, finding that it indeed had a sunken orifice in the very front. Deeper within was a tiny, embedded crystal. Gingerly, using my thumb, I pressed the nearest button. Immediately, the baan hummed. I looked at Mentor. 
 
    “Hold it before you like this,” he said, pantomiming the action. 
 
    A second later, a thin bar of red neon-colored energy sizzled upward from the end. The bar of red light was the width of Mentor’s little finger and extended about two feet. It didn’t fire or launch like a torpedo, but remained softly sizzling like a sword of electricity or some other energy. 
 
    “There you are,” Mentor said. “It’s a baan, a forceblade or energyblade, if you will. Our experiments show it can cut through anything.” 
 
    “Impressive,” I said, making cutting and thrusting motions with it. 
 
    Mentor laughed. “You like it, but you’d better shut it down. It’s not a toy, but a deadly weapon, especially under the right circumstances.” 
 
    I pressed the same button. Seconds later, the bar of neon-like energy sank back into the baton-sized handle, and the humming ceased. 
 
    “What do you think?” Mentor asked. 
 
    “It’s interesting. You say it can cut through anything?” 
 
    “Oh yes. Here’s the thing. I’ll trade it to you for your Colt and remaining shells.” 
 
    My head jerked up. “You’re serious?” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    “But this is an ancient relic of power.” 
 
    “One that we dare not dismantle and examine, which means it’s a one-off. Your weapon, on the other hand, is a prototype we could use. You’ve told us how to fashion six-shooters. And the technicians understand how to fashion bullets. It would be better if we had an actual gun and bullets to study. We could dismantle your weapon to help us figure out how to make more.” 
 
    He had a point. The thing was, I didn’t think he’d ever let the forceblade off Kaldar. I think his subconscious was trying to be honest and tell me he’d never let me go. 
 
    “Here,” I said, handing the inert baan back to him. 
 
    “No. You keep it. But give me the Colt and shells in return.” 
 
    I smiled, raised the ancient forceblade and laughed. It was best to lull him, cause him to think I bought his BS. 
 
    “Yes. That’s a great trade, especially for me. I’ll do it.” 
 
    “It’s a great trade for us as well,” Mentor said. “I’ll have the technicians polish up the baan and then give it to you a week from now.” 
 
    That didn’t sound good. “Can I carry it for a day first?” I said with enthusiasm. “I’d like to practice with it some and see if I have any questions for you on its use.” 
 
    Mentor eyed me. Then, he smiled widely. “Yes. Of course. That’s a splendid idea.” 
 
    This confirmed it for me. Unless I could leave Kaldar soon, I’d likely never get this close to the ziggurat again. 
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    I traded the Colt and shells for the ancient forceblade. That night, as I lay in bed, I wondered if Mentor had done that in order to disarm me. It would be an easy matter for a few troopers to stand back with throwers and threaten me. I couldn’t very well charge them with the baan. It was a hand-to-hand weapon. 
 
    Besides, if I did manage to get back to Earth, to Antarctica, I would now have a lesser weapon. 
 
    As I lay in bed, I examined the beautifully forged or constructed forceblade. It might prove a better weapon than a Colt against a mech. The Colt could do nothing against a robot soldier, but the baan— 
 
    How long would the neon bar stay energized? How did one recharge such a weapon? Perhaps Mentor had snookered me. Perhaps this was a piece of ancient junk that would die any second. 
 
    I threw the bedcover back, stood in my underwear and walked onto the terrace. The main-sequence star had set, and none of the moons had appeared yet. I was five stories up, the ziggurat a good mile from here, even though it was quite visible in the middle of the city. 
 
    I squinted at the prehistoric monument. Was I willing to remain a prisoner on Kaldar, a technical advisor, for the rest of my life? Did I know Mentor wouldn’t let me go? It was a gut feeling, I admit, but I trusted it. 
 
    If that was true…it was time to make a run for it. 
 
    I moved to the edge of the terrace, studying it and the brickwork wall below. Wouldn’t Mentor expect me to try to scale down the ornate designs adorning the side of the palace? Yes, I expect he would. 
 
    I became thoughtful. I’d studied tactics in the Marines. Surprise was a force-multiplier. Thus, I needed to do something Mentor wouldn’t expect. 
 
    He might realize I’d try to escape tonight. Why had he left me the baan then? The old graybeard was playing a subtle game against me. He wanted me to help Kaldar, but of my own free will if he could achieve that. 
 
    I returned into my room and put on my clothes and boots. I checked and found the little signaler McPherson had given me. I lacked a parka, as it had vanished in the Snapper’s maw the first hour I’d arrived on Kaldar. 
 
    I owed my people. Qiang most likely had found a Zero Stone. The enemy still had the X-band and could thus presumably communicate with her, warn her about me. 
 
    I put on the heaviest jacket I possessed, with leather gloves in the pockets and a hat on my head. These were all of Kaldar make. Picking up the baan, hefting it, I wondered about the best way to try this. 
 
    Mentor would expect an attempt. Soldiers must guard the obvious routes to the ziggurat. What was one way none of them expected? 
 
    I scowled until I looked up at the ceiling. Oh yeah, that might be the only way. 
 
    As quickly as possible, I slid my bed into the middle of the room as quietly as I could. Standing on it, switching on the exotic baan, I reached up and used the neon-colored energy bar to cut a hole in the ceiling. The forceblade effortlessly cut through the wood and plaster. In moments, the cut hole fell as I jumped away from it. The piece fell onto the bed as I’d anticipated, making almost no noise. 
 
    I switched off the baan and with a grunt lifted a dresser, huffing as I put it on the middle of the bed. I climbed both gingerly, balancing myself and jumped, my hands latching onto the edge of the ceiling opening. With a growl and a heave of effort, repeatedly kicking my feet, I worked up through the hole and clambered into the next-story room. 
 
    It was empty and dark. I crept through it until I reached the door to the hall. Creaking open the door, I peered into an equally dark hall. 
 
    Was I in luck? Was it deserted? 
 
    I opened the door and slipped into the hall, tiptoeing to the opposite side as my terraced bedroom. I found a window, forced it open and climbed onto the outside ledge. 
 
    I was six stories up, making it a long drop down. No guards moved down there that I could see. At least, I heard no shouts for me to stop. 
 
    Swallowing, bending my knees slowly, I began the laborious attempt of climbing down the palace wall. It wasn’t that hard given the ornate siding, but a slip and fall would mean serious injury or death. I took my time, making sure as I placed my foot onto something new or released what I held. In no time, I was sweating. Fortunately, the ornate artwork was everywhere upon the wall. It was like scaling a mountain with many crevices and handholds. 
 
    Despite everything, I expected someone to yell at any time. One stray guard could ruin my attempt. It didn’t happen, however, and a half hour later, I jumped down onto a brickwork plaza. I’d made it, and no one had challenged me. They must be watching my terraced bedroom-side and that hallway. 
 
    Wiping sweat from my face, trying to get my breathing under control, I knew it was time to leave the palace grounds. I headed for the wall, using shrubbery and trees, remaining in shadows or the dark. I found a lonely spot, and once more used the forceblade to cut open a hole, a small one. 
 
    The forceblade had made too much light for my comfort. I waited after switching it off, but didn’t hear anyone yell or the sound of running. Finally, I squeezed through the hole and slid down a slope into an alleyway. I’d escaped my room, building and the palace grounds. Now, could I reach the ziggurat? 
 
    I laughed sourly. There was no going back at this point. It was balls to the firewall as I attempted to Travel back to Earth. 
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    In a situation like this, either a man made it or he didn’t. That sounds obvious, but making the attempt gave me a gut-ache because I didn’t know which it would be. I moved stealthily through the nighttime streets, doing my best to stay away from any night watchmen or curious people. 
 
    It occurred to me then that I’d always used an obelisk to Travel. The ziggurat was the landing pad, so to speak. Had I just made a ghastly error? If there wasn’t any chance the ziggurat could work as a teleporter for me, Mentor would make sure I was never near the real deal. 
 
    After a moment, I shrugged. What was done was done. Thus, I continued onward, making it soon enough to the outer ziggurat wall, the brick wall protecting the ziggurat. 
 
    I used the same tactic as previously, finding a deserted location, turning on the forceblade and cutting out a hole. This was a nifty weapon, so far able to cut through anything. 
 
    I slipped into the brick-lined courtyard and found it bright with lamplight. I spied guards near the ziggurat stairs leading up to the small main landing on top. 
 
    With another shrug, I headed for the ziggurat. I didn’t move like a charging bull. I sauntered in order to keep it friendly. I didn’t want the guards— 
 
    “You!” a guard shouted. “Who are you?” 
 
    I cupped my hands for shouting and yelled, “I’m Mentor’s aide.” 
 
    “What?” a guard shouted. 
 
    “Mentor’s aide! I have a message for you.” 
 
    The two guards glanced at each other. They picked up halberds afterward, eyeing me suspiciously as I approached. Each wore an iron breastplate and helm. I didn’t want to have to kill these two. But if they were going to keep me from Earth—potentially keep me from Earth— 
 
    I took a deep breath, finding my feet moving faster than I liked. I thought about it, and realized I was tense. I likely looked tense, too, and I’m sure I towered over these two. 
 
    I closed rapidly. Then, the two guards seemed to look past me. 
 
    I glanced back over my shoulder. A squad of halberd-armed men marched toward me from the main gate. 
 
    I shook my head. “I didn’t want to do it this way.” Taking out the baan, I kept my thumb over the switch. 
 
    “Why are you here?” the bigger guard asked me. 
 
    I pressed the switch, and the sizzling, neon-red bar of energy extended from the baan. “Sorry, boys, I’m going home, and you’re in the way.” 
 
    One of the guards paled at the sight of the forceblade. They both brought their halberds into play: long pole weapons with combination axe blades and spears on the end. 
 
    I shouted and charged. 
 
    I heard shouting from behind as the squad broke into a sprint after me. 
 
    There was no bargaining at this point. I charged the two and swung the forceblade, searing off an axe head and then a guard’s gloved hand. Damnit! I hadn’t wanted to do that. It was bad form. I used a shoulder, smashing against the remaining guard, hurling the much smaller man against the steps. 
 
    I charged past him and took the steep steps three at a time. With a click of my thumb, I turned off the forceblade. Then I ran up those stairs faster yet, soon breathing like a bellows and my legs feeling weak from the intense effort. I didn’t bother looking down just yet. Either they chased me— 
 
    I looked back, and the squad climbed the steep stairs. I wished Mentor had let me go. This was bad, as I never wanted to return to Kaldar now. 
 
    I climbed, and I had no incentive to stop, but quite the opposite. 
 
    “Is there a pyramidion in there?” I wheezed. 
 
    I hear you, a voice said in my head. I am inside the upper chamber, although I am not a pyramidion. 
 
    “I’m a Traveler.” 
 
    There was silence. Then, Yes, I believe you are. Your name is Jake Bayard. 
 
    “I want to go to Earth. Will you send me?” 
 
    “Bayard!” a man shouted from below. 
 
    I looked down, far down now, and saw old Mentor waving for me to come back. 
 
    I will send you. Are you ready? 
 
    “Yes,” I told the thing in the ziggurat, even as I looked down at Mentor. 
 
    The graybeard urged me with arm waves to come back down. 
 
    I did not. Instead, a beam struck me, and seconds later, I faded and elongated, on my way back home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    What seemed like seconds later, I reformed in a small chamber. As the red substance disappeared, I found myself in a pitch-dark place. As I had on other occasions, I soon exited the chamber, finding myself on black as night platform. This felt like subterranean Antarctica, on the top of an underground ziggurat. 
 
    I exhaled with relief. I’d done it. I’d escaped from Kaldar, from my confinement in Eldon, and returned to Earth. For a moment, I stood there in the dark, grateful to have returned home. I’d have some challenges soon, but this was my world, my territory. I was back. 
 
    I dropped to my stomach and began to feel around, finding the steep stairs and heading down as I done the previous times I’d returned. 
 
    Soon, it would be time to signal McPherson and have her pick me up. 
 
    I thought about the guard’s severed hand. No. I worked hard to push that from my thoughts. It was time to concentrate on the new task. I had a job, and it yet involved a possible Zero Stone. 
 
    I exhaled again. 
 
    I was in Antarctica, and now, I was going to have to deal with Qiang, the woman whose daughter had been killed in my presence, maybe because of my bad decision to throw young Mei into the hybrid car. 
 
    I shook my head. Talk about sudden transitions. I’d been on an alien world, on Kaldar. Now, I was home on Earth, in subterranean Antarctica. I would have to adjust accordingly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    -46- 
 
      
 
    Soon enough, I reasoned out the logical course of action, and took out and switched on the baan. The neon-red energy bar gave me illumination in this subterranean realm of tunnels. 
 
    I didn’t keep it on long. As I’d wondered earlier, I had no idea how long the baan would continue to function. Instead, I switched it on periodically and looked around. 
 
    There wasn’t much new to report. I was in deep tunnels bored long ago in Antarctica. I wondered who’d made them. I wondered about ancient Mu, psi-masters, mammoth riders, saucer fliers and the Krekelen shape-shifters on Earth. Maybe it was time to buy another copy of Chariots of the Gods and reread it. 
 
    As a kid, I’d devoured a bunch of those kinds of authors’ books and a few comics on the same topic. The ideas had been interesting to think about, but as I’d aged, I’d put away so-called childish things. Even 2001 with its black monolith had imagined alien influences on Earth. It had all turned out to be true, including psionics, which I’d read was supposed to be a pseudoscience. 
 
    I could only wish that were so. 
 
    Walking the cold tunnels of subterranean Antarctica gave me time to mediate on the latest journey. What did Kaldar, the events there and the people and new things mean to my greater fund of knowledge about all this? 
 
    Krekelens and a few psi-masters had moved in the background of Earth’s history, and prehistory, too, of course. There had indeed been a few flying saucers with Draconian pilots. Now, we could add these Zero Stones to the mix. One at least had reached Earth or its moon. Many had reached one of Kaldar’s moons. I could also add the Shrulls to the continually growing list that included the giant hominid Shajoks as well as Ophidians and a nation of herd Neanderthals. 
 
    How did that all play out on Planet Earth? Were the Zero Stones and saucer-flying Draconians outsiders to the rest? Did that mean Krekelens and psi-masters were insiders? That hadn’t seemed to be the case before. Maybe there were more than just two sides. Maybe there were three or four sides and realigning alliances throughout the centuries and millennia. 
 
    The Zero Stones didn’t use the intergalactic teleporters, the obelisks and ziggurats. That was the main thing here. They’d used flying saucers to cross the void, and they’d caused the only atomic war I’d found so far on any planet. 
 
    I nodded, feeling that was critical to understanding the Zero Stones. In all the other worlds, no one had fought a nuclear or atomic war. 
 
    Well, one could argue that America had fought an atomic war, dropping two atomic bombs on Japan in 1945. 
 
    I was talking about a great atomic exchange that devastated a planet. The Zero Stones seemed to have been behind the Atomic War on Kaldar. That war had hurled the humans there back into barbarism. A small select company of Zero-Stone users had remained intact, though, the Dark Brotherhood. 
 
    What would McPherson and the others in our group decipher from all that? 
 
    I had no idea. I continued to trudge through the tunnels, finding passage upward until I reached the ice tunnels. 
 
    I’d put on the Kaldar leather gloves and tied the jacket closed. It lacked a zipper. I put one foot ahead of the other and started to really feel the cold. 
 
    In my haste to leave Kaldar, I’d forgotten to pack food. I wouldn’t need water, as I could melt snow in my mouth. I suppose I could last several weeks without food, probably less in this bitter environment. 
 
    I sighed, and I continued to trudge. 
 
    Eventually, I reached the old station in the ice, the abandoned place where I’d met the military people last time. There was nothing here from that time. I went farther yet, shivering now from the intense cold. 
 
    In the open pit where I could see stars in the heavens, I dared to take out the signal device and press the switch. I waited, shivering even worse, and did it again. 
 
    Afterward, I retreated and then started to stagger faster. It was too cold here and my garments too slight. Without the leather jacket and gloves, and woolen hat, I’d have had no chance, though. 
 
    I hoped I wouldn’t simply prolong the agony this way. 
 
    I retreated farther than was probably good for me. I was burning up too many calories moving around so much. I couldn’t afford to freeze, though. I had to stay warm enough, and walking helped. 
 
    I’d give McPherson twenty-four hours. I doubted she could be here any faster than that. 
 
    But what if my signal device failed? What if it malfunctioned after being teleported twice? 
 
    I shook my head later. Malfunctions hadn’t happened to anything else I’d carried during teleportation. I was worrying needlessly. 
 
    I sat in the cold dark of a granite tunnel, waiting. Mentor had screwed me up with his delaying. By doing that, he’d also ensured I’d never return to Kaldar. If he was going to intern me, he should have gone for it whole hog from the start. 
 
    There was a lesson there. Don’t use half measures. Maybe he’d been trying to be nice. Yet, his ultimate goal hadn’t been nice to me. 
 
    I feel asleep thinking about that, and I must have dreamed… 
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    I awoke confused, sitting up in the dark and shivering. What was wrong with me? Why couldn’t I see? Then it struck me. I was home on Earth. I’d made the transition. 
 
    Groping in the dark, my gloved hands fell upon the baan. I took off a glove and felt it and the indentation where the little-finger width bar of energy extended. 
 
    Only then did I switch it on. 
 
    The neon-red forceblade extended two feet. It gave off harsh red illumination. I stood and moved back and forth. 
 
    I couldn’t find anything to have caused my disorientation. 
 
    Switching the forceblade off, I moved along the tunnel toward the icy part. I rubbed my arms. My stomach rumbled and I knew thirst. 
 
    My nape hairs stood on end. I sensed something nearby. Becoming motionless, I listened, straining to hear… 
 
    I heard a stealthy leathery step. Then, I heard deep breathing. Something was in the tunnel with me. I tried to pinpoint it, and when I thought I had, I stood poised as I switched on the baan. 
 
    The forceblade elongated, and I didn’t see a thing. I squinted in the harsh red light, and I sprinted, thinking to surprise—I tripped over something—it felt like a big foot—and went flying. The baan left my hands and skidded across the floor. 
 
    Something chuckled nastily. 
 
    Terror struck me. What was this? Hands gripped my arm. I flailed madly and struck hard, hitting something where nothing was. With a howl, I kicked free and crawled on my hands and knees, reaching the baan, picking it up. I stood, whirled around and maybe my eyes showed craziness. 
 
    There was a click, and a giant hairy hominid appeared before me. It was a towering, suited Shajok that I’d found last time on Tynar in the Canopus System. He wore leather moccasins and a strange belt with a switch in the center of a big round unit. In his other hand, he held one of the huge Shajok six-shooters. 
 
    “Where did you come from?” I said. 
 
    He cocked his apish head, and spoke. 
 
    It took me a second. I recalled his language from the time I’d been there. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m Jake Bayard the Traveler. Who in the Hell are you?” 
 
    “Ah. Jake Bayard. Yes. It is good I’ve found you…” 
 
    Before my eyes, he dissipated, disappearing. 
 
    I gaped in wonder. Was I asleep or awake? This felt like a dream. But why would I dream about a Shajok from Tynar? 
 
    Jake Bayard, a voice called. 
 
    I turned to see who it was, but there wasn’t anyone. 
 
    I panted with my baan ready. Was I going mad? Was I still actually on Kaldar? Did the Zero Stones hold me captive and employ mental tricks against my mind? 
 
    “Zero Stones,” I said, with insight. 
 
    I concentrated, and as I’d done before, I severed the telepathic link. 
 
    Abruptly, the voiced calling me ceased. And I realized this was a dream. Someone, a Zero Stone from Kaldar possibly, with the Brotherhood adept using an X-band, had reached across fifteen point eight-eight light-years to communicate with me. He’d done it while I slept. 
 
    “Wake up, Bayard,” I shouted at myself. 
 
    Groggily, my eyes opened. I lay in a dark granite tunnel in Antarctica, and I’d just had a psionic-invaded nightmare. The Zero Stone or the adept had used an image of a Shajok. This was not good. If the thing could attack me from Kaldar any time it wanted, I would have to go back there to slay the adept, smash the Zero Stone and destroy the X-band. 
 
    No, no, that would not be good at all. I had to find some other way to protect myself while on Earth. 
 
    I sat down, and checked the time. Five hours had passed. It would still be quite some time before McPherson showed up. 
 
    Did I know it was an X-band-using adept from Kaldar? No. I presumed that, as it seemed like a logical deduction. But why or how had the adept or Zero Stone learned about Tynar Shajoks? 
 
    “That’s the giveaway,” I whispered to myself. 
 
    A little more pondering had me nodding. This felt like the time on the Planet of the Dead when I’d dealt with the Krekelens and Psi-master Spencer. 
 
    Did that mean my enemy was in the tunnels with me and not sixteen light-years away on Kaldar? Could I have brought a Brotherhood adept across with me? Had one been waiting in Eldon for me to make the crossing and then followed close behind as Alvor the Sleek had once done in Antarctica? 
 
    I frowned. If that were true that would seem to invalidate everything Mentor and Horst had told me. No. I doubted a Brotherhood adept had crossed to Earth following me. 
 
    What then? 
 
    I climbed to my feet. It was time to start searching the tunnels while I still had some strength left. Maybe the military people from last time had left food behind, or something behind I could use. 
 
    Gripping my inert baan, I began to head up the passageway. If there was an enemy down here with me, I wanted to find and destroy him or them as soon as I could. 
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    The icy cold was harder to bear than the stomach-cramping hunger. I went up and melted snow in my mouth. That took longer than I liked, and I was a shivering wreck by the time I staggered down to the less-freezing tunnels. 
 
    I slept again, and if I dreamed, I didn’t recall anything about them. 
 
    I had a feeling that I was seriously slowing down. I was tired, hungry and cold, always cold. When I wasn’t sleeping, I kept moving. I stayed warmer that way. 
 
    Thirty-one hours after landing back in subterranean Antarctica, I had my first piece of good luck. I found a cache of iron-hard protein bars, along with a heavy blanket. Both proved godsends. 
 
    I broke the first bar into pieces with my knife. Then, I popped each piece one at a time into my mouth, warming it enough to chew and swallow. I ate three bars before telling myself I needed to ration the food. 
 
    My full stomach put me to sleep. The blanket wrapped around me made a world of difference. I slept like one dead, long and hard, and without any of the damned dreams. 
 
    When I woke up, I had an idea I knew what had caused the first nightmare, the Zero Stone invasion. My random movements had likely saved me from a second encounter, along with the severing of mental or psionic linkage. 
 
    How long did such severance last? Clearly, not forever, as over time, psi-able people were able to reach my mind again. 
 
    Anyway, now that I was thinking clearer once more, I wondered if McPherson would be able to reach here near the South Pole. If not, I might be on my own again. In fact, if I was right about this, our witch-hunting group might depend solely upon me. If Qiang had gone off the reservation and joined the Zero Stones, she might have incapacitated the others of our group. That might mean Earth was open to Krekelen and psi-master manipulation, without a counterforce weighing against them. 
 
    Was I inflating my worth? That was always possible. In any case, I moved about with greater caution and with more stealth. I also stopped often to listen carefully. 
 
    Fifty-two hours after reaching Antarctica, with only four protein bars left, I knew McPherson had been delayed. She would have tried to reach here by now. That likely meant she’d been unable to make the journey. 
 
    I did not name names in my mind, as that might open it to my hidden enemy. Instead, I went deeper into the tunnel complex. I no longer switched on the baan, as I didn’t want to give myself away. 
 
    Seventy-three hours after landing back on Earth, when I sneaked up for a long drink of snow-water, I heard the scape of a boot on stone, and it came from ahead of me. 
 
    I had the blanket wrapped around my shoulders and didn’t want to release it. It was cold up here near the ice tunnels, and I was sick of being cold. Still, I folded the blanket and put it under my left arm. I clutched the inert baan in my right gloved hand. A click of a switch would turn it on. 
 
    As stealthily as I could, I tiptoed toward the sound. I heard it again, and then I heard a man grumble. I couldn’t hear what he said, but I heard the sound of his voice. 
 
    My breath caught in my throat. It was eerie hearing voices down here in the stygian tunnels. 
 
    “He’s supposed to be close,” someone said ahead. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, and I increased my pace. I heard the clack of someone charging a machine gun. 
 
    That caused my gut to clench. What was the best way to approach this? 
 
    “Did you hear that?” a man said from ahead. 
 
    I froze. 
 
    “Hey, there’s something on the locator,” one of them said. 
 
    “Let me see,” the other said softly. 
 
    I dropped the blanket and moved fast. 
 
    “It’s coming at us,” an unseen man said. “Do you think it’s Bayard?” 
 
    “Bayard,” a man shouted. “We have you covered.” 
 
    I was certain they wanted to capture me, and that might be my edge, as I only wanted to kill them. I pressed my thumb against the switch, and I broke into a sprint. If I hit a wall before the blade gave me light, I’d be dashed onto the floor and possibly knocked unconscious. I needed to hit them fast, though. Instead of that—my being knocked out—the two-foot energy blade appeared as if by magic. 
 
    In the sudden illumination, I saw two men in combat armor holding assault rifles. I recognized them as the bastards who’d set up a roadblock from Qiang’s mountain. One of them had shot and slain Mei, Qiang’s daughter. 
 
    “He’s here,” one of them said in a shoulder comm. 
 
    “Stop,” the other shrieked as he raised the assault rifle. 
 
    Then, I was upon them, slashing left and right. The sizzling forceblade worked perfectly, slicing and dicing the gunmen, cutting them into bloody pieces. Neither fired his assault rifle, as he’d become chunks of gory flesh. It was messy and brutal, and then it was over, the killers slain at last in the tunnels of subterranean Antarctica. 
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    I clicked off the forceblade and stashed the baan in a deep pocket of my Kaldar jacket. I had one of their flashlights and used it to study their equipment. 
 
    “What’s happening? Come in, Team One. Report.” 
 
    I’d pried an earpiece from one of them, putting it into my left ear. I had the shoulder-comm equipment attached to my leather jacket. 
 
    These two hadn’t struck me as Qiang’s people, but Krekelen-trained thugs. The implication seemed clear. I’d dealt with a psi-master earlier, not a Brotherhood adept or Zero Stone invading my dream. It was good to remember that there were more than two sides to all this. 
 
    I collected rations, water bottles, assault rifles and some pistols. Not a bad haul for a quick killing-spree. The more interesting device was a flat screen, the locator, I was thinking. 
 
    I would’ve grabbed their jackets and combat armor, but they were useless, chopped up by my nifty Kaldar forceblade. One of the helmets was another matter. The helmet had a lamp on front. I could definitely use that. 
 
    “Team One, come in,” the man said through the earpiece. 
 
    I wanted to answer and boast. Instead, I decided to use this to hunt them. 
 
    If I were to guess, the Krekelens had put a squad down here to seize me on my return. The psi-master, if no one else, must have sensed it when I’d reappeared on the home ziggurat. 
 
    They might have been wiser to use the psi-master to locate me in the tunnels instead of playing it fancy in my dreams. Then again, these were a maze of tunnels, and the secret doors often didn’t work for them. 
 
    The hidden stone doors were Traveler friendly, which meant me. 
 
    At that point, my newfound locator blipped. 
 
    I stared at the slate. It blipped again, showing, I’m guessing, a group heading this way. They were coming fast, too. 
 
    I thought about that and Krekelen methods. The psi-master could check team-members, right? If he couldn’t touch my mind anymore, he could touch theirs. In this instance, he should be able to tell the leader that Team One was dead, or not responding, in any case. 
 
    I set the locator on the floor. Then, I examined my weaponry. I bet the assault rifles, and pistols, too, had Krekelen tracking devices in them. 
 
    That got me thinking. 
 
    I set the pistols and the assault rifles along the tunnel. Then, with a hand on a tunnel wall because it was dark again without the flashlight, I moved upward in the passage toward them. 
 
    The abandoned locator had shown that my foes moved down to me. If they used tracking tech as I suspected they did, they’d see the locator, flashlight and weapons remaining stationary as if I were setting up an ambush against them. 
 
    Would they be so easily fooled by that? 
 
    I doubted it. I could hope, and maybe even plan for it. But to just leave it at that— 
 
    I halted, waiting, breathing hard. I unscrewed a cap and drained one of the water bottles. I might have eaten a protein bar, but the process took too much time, and I could hear people coming toward me. They weren’t loud, but they hadn’t slowed enough to be quiet, either. 
 
    On the assumption they might have advanced trackers or locators that could spot me anyway, I lay flat on the floor, with the inert baan in my right hand. I’d taken off the gloves and stuffed them in my jacket pockets. 
 
    Grinning like an idiot, I waited. Sure, I should have been terrified. But I’d committed mayhem a few moments ago. I’d finally gotten some payback against Mei’s killers. That felt good. Now, I was about to ambush more of them, maybe even a Krekelen or two and a psi-master puppet. I hated the alien bastards and human sell-outs. My fighting fury had ignited, and it was still hot and ready. 
 
    They slowed down, and I could hear them whispering. One of them spoke with raw authority, the Krekelen boss I was guessing. 
 
    My stomach tightened, and I wanted to giggle like crazy. The kill fury was building. I gripped the inert baan with maniac strength. 
 
    “Sir,” someone said. “I’m picking up a strange reading.” 
 
    It sounded as if they were around a corner. It was interesting they kept their lights low, almost off so I hadn’t spotted them through that. 
 
    “What kind of reading?” the leader asked. 
 
    “Could Bayard know we’re coming, sir?” 
 
    “He’s a crafty foe,” the leader said. 
 
    A laugh escaped my throat. 
 
    “Did you hear that, sir?” 
 
    I didn’t know what anyone said after that because I slithered along the floor, hoping to get just a little closer. It seemed they’d stopped, though. Then the tension in me became too much. With a thumb, I clicked the baan’s button, and I roared as the forceblade appeared. 
 
    I rounded the corner, and they were waiting for me, opening up with hissing dart guns of all things. Some of the darts struck me, two bouncing from the Kaldar-made leather jacket. Another hit my left thigh, while a different dart stuck in the side of my neck. That hurt like crazy, but it was only a needle, this dart. With my free hand, I yanked it out. 
 
    They should have used bullets. Not doing so was a mistake on their part. 
 
    I slammed among them, slashing with the wonder-weapon forceblade. The bar of neon-red energy burned through combat armor and parkas with equal ease. Some screamed. Others hollered. A Krekelen hissed with rage, stabbing with a knife. 
 
    I was laughing, having lost it to battle fury like a Viking berserker of old. That went against my knightly ideals. But these were Krekelens and their human sell-outs. I had deep grudges against them, and this was payback, baby. 
 
    In the middle of the mad melee, dizziness struck me. I bellowed, gritted my teeth and did a spin move, slashing open a bastard that tried to sneak up on me from behind. 
 
    His severed head thudded from his body. The torso remained upright a second, blood jetting from the neck. It was gross. It was glorious. Then, the body collapsed and did a dead chicken dance, squirming mindlessly on the floor. 
 
    I staggered back. The dizziness was bad. Everything was spinning before me. What was wrong with me? 
 
    The darts—they must have been tranquilizer darts. They’d been trying to capture me. Sure, that made perfect sense. 
 
    I had enough left—sense, that is—to click off the forceblade. I didn’t remember anything after that. 
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    I awoke groggy and disoriented and with a terrible dry cottonmouth. Sometimes, it felt as if I did that most of my life: wake up tired. My jaw felt frozen and my limbs refused to do my bidding. I lay on a cold stone floor in the dark. It took time before I remembered what had caused this. The Krekelen and his thugs had used trank darts against me. 
 
    I waited and endured. 
 
    One good thing about Antarctica was a lack of bugs down here. There were no flies, gnats or other bothersome insects crawling over me. 
 
    By degrees, like after getting a shot to have a tooth filled at the dentist where your mouth feels weird and you drool a lot, my face and limbs started to return to normal. 
 
    It was a horrid feeling, knowing there were corpses nearby and perhaps an alien, and I couldn’t do anything about it. 
 
    Finally, I found the baan and switched it on, using the harsh red illumination to find a flashlight. I clicked off the baan and the flashlight on and swept the area. 
 
    There weren’t dead men so much as gory chunks of forceblade-hacked flesh littering the blood-crusty floor. There was another area of what might have been goo. I knew it was the Krekelen, and that even the goo would evaporate soon enough, leaving nothing. 
 
    There was a reason why humanity as a whole still didn’t know about the reptilian-like shape-changers. Sure, some people wrote about shape-changers among us, but nobody took them seriously. That was too bad, because the reality was all too true. 
 
    I raided the dead, so to speak, and I made my slow way up to the icy corridors. This time, I had a parka and proper gloves. I’d found it in a pack. I had food. I had assault weapons, pistols, water, ammo; you name it. 
 
    I went to the open pit, and I camped there for two days. On the start of the third, in the dark, I saw the craziest thing. 
 
    It looked like an inverted rollercoaster. The upper part was silvery metal, and I knew it was lighter than bamboo. The entire flying machine was the size of a cut-in-half Volkswagen Beetle. In one of the hanging seats a person dangled, who I hoped would be a parka-clad woman named McPherson. 
 
    I fired off a few rounds to let her know I was down here. 
 
    The Draconian flyer came down, landing near me in the pit on tripods. 
 
    I waited as the pilot unstrapped and staggered to me. She wore goggles, unwinding a scarf from around her face. 
 
    It was McPherson. 
 
    I laughed, rushed forward and hugged her. “Glad you made it.” 
 
    “You too, you oaf,” McPherson said as if she could hardly breathe. “Why didn’t you signal me?” 
 
    I released her and grinned like an idiot. It was good to see Colonel McPherson in the flesh. 
 
    Then her words penetrated. “What do you mean? I signaled you several times. You didn’t see that?” 
 
    McPherson shook her head. “I never received one.” 
 
    “Okay… I killed a Krekelen and his crew in the tunnels. Do you suppose they knew about the signaler and blocked it?” 
 
    “How would they have learned?” 
 
    “Look, McPherson, Qiang is likely compromised. She has a Zero Stone—” 
 
    “A what?” McPherson asked, interrupting me. 
 
    “It will take too long to explain out here in the cold. We should leave the South Pole while we can.” 
 
    McPherson studied me. Then, she looked up at the stars. “If someone blocked the signal—” 
 
    “Why are you here then?” I blurted. 
 
    McPherson studied me again. 
 
    That seemed wrong, and my suspicions blossomed. I lunged, grabbed a hand and tore off a glove. I felt her wrist. It was of ordinary heat, not hot like a Krekelen’s would be. 
 
    “You’re super tense,” McPherson said. 
 
    “Why are you here if you didn’t come because of my signal?” 
 
    “I had a feeling the signaler was compromised. For the past three weeks, I’ve made the trip once a week.” 
 
    “From the…” I grew suspicious again. “What’s the name of the ship?” 
 
    “The Duke Harry, of course.” 
 
    “It’s staying off the Antarctica coast?” 
 
    “Bayard, what’s going on? You suspect something.” 
 
    “We should leave now.” 
 
    McPherson shook her head. “You should tell me enough to lull my suspicions about you. Your suspicions are making me suspicious.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You’re acting weird and you’re suspecting me of all people. I need to know why.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “Let’s go into the one of the tunnels, out of the weather.” 
 
    For the next hour and a half in an icy tunnel, I gave her a rundown of my time in Kaldar. McPherson listened intently. She muttered a time or two and shook her head more than once. 
 
    “How do you survive these missions?” she asked toward the end. 
 
    “I have a knack,” I said. 
 
    “I suppose that could be true. Yes. It’s time to leave. And some of what you’ve said about the Zero Stone makes sense. I’m talking about Qiang and some of the things she’s done since you left. A so-called Zero Stone could explain it.” 
 
    “Do you think she worked with the Krekelens to capture me?” 
 
    “No,” McPherson said. “I think you had it right before. The Krekelens sent a squad here to wait for you. It was our luck that you’re even more dangerous than they realized. They might not make the same mistake next time.” 
 
    I nodded. “It’s time we did this more systematically. We should install our own team down here.” 
 
    “That’s for much later. Right now—it’s time to fly to the Duke Harry. The baan—I doubt anyone built it on Kaldar. It sounds like ancient technology from Mu.” 
 
    “Mu again, huh?” I walked with her toward the open pit where the parked flyer waited. 
 
    “What do you mean?” McPherson asked. 
 
    “I’ll tell you later. Let’s get back to the Duke Harry and start seeing about Qiang. If she has a Zero Stone…” 
 
    “Right,” McPherson said. “It’s time to reunite our group. Qiang has been a loose cannon for too long. Listening to your tale it has become more obvious to me. She’s done things—well, it doesn’t matter this moment. Let’s get to the flyer and light on out.” 
 
    In retrospect, it should have been obvious to me. But as you’ve probably guessed, Qiang’s people were waiting for us at the grounded Draconian flyer. 
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    The icy tunnel muffled any giveaway noises and the moon shined brightly into the giant pit. I could see the grounded flyer, and the two of us walked out of the tunnel. 
 
    I must have felt something, as my nape hairs stirred. I spun around— 
 
    Three hard cases in parka gear and wearing face shields aimed assault rifles at my midsection. There were others on McPherson’s side of the outer tunnel exit. 
 
    “Jake Bayard,” a man said. 
 
    I said nothing, just waited, and I realized I recognized his voice. He was Art, one of the witch-hunting’s group toughest hombres. What was Art doing here pointing a weapon at me? 
 
    “Are you Jake Bayard?” Art asked. 
 
    “No,” I said, surprised he acted as if he didn’t know me. 
 
    “It’s Bayard,” McPherson said. “Can’t you tell by his size?” 
 
    I glanced at McPherson. She had a gun in a gloved hand and aimed it at me. 
 
    “What’s this?” I said. “You’re a traitor like Art?” 
 
    “We’re reuniting the group,” McPherson said simply. “These aren’t Qiang’s people, but ours. You used Art’s name, so you already know that.” 
 
    “That’s enough jawing,” Art said, shoving me with the barrel of his assault rifle. “Start walking, Bayard.” 
 
    “Where to?” I asked. 
 
    “Start with away from the tunnel,” he said. 
 
    I glanced at McPherson. She took several steps away from me, still aiming her pistol at my gut. 
 
    “You realize this is black-hearted treachery, right?” I asked her. 
 
    “No tricks, Bayard,” McPherson said. “Just do as you’re told. Ever since you joined us, the group has splintered and become weaker. That’s bad. It’s time we stopped that.” 
 
    “You’re going to shoot me?” I asked. 
 
    “Hey,” Art said. “What did I say? No more jawing. Now start walking. Qiang wants to speak to you.” 
 
    I nodded. That was better than having them shoot me in the back and leave my body in the snow. Unless Art was lying. I couldn’t believe this was happening. What had caused McPherson and Art to turn? 
 
    As I crunched through the snow, heading to the flyer, I thought about that. McPherson had seemed normal enough until this moment, but was that really true? 
 
    I said over my shoulder, “Hey, McPherson. Did Qiang’s people capture you and mold your thinking over time?” 
 
    “I’m gonna butt-stroke you if you don’t shut up,” Art said. “I know you think you’re tough, but I’ve been itching for a time like this to show you otherwise.” 
 
    I continued walking, keeping my yap shut. I never knew Art had a grudge against me. Since when had he wanted to fight it out with me? That was weird. 
 
    Someone spoke into a walkie-talkie. In moments, I heard heavy helicopter blades. I stopped. The others stopped behind me. I looked up. A big Chinook double-bladed helicopter maneuvered over the pit, the sound deafening. A side hatch slid open up there and a man-sized basket attached to a metal line started to lower. Soon enough, the big wire basket hit the ground near me. 
 
    “Climb in, Bayard,” Art shouted. 
 
    I headed for the basket, wondering if this was their game. They pretended to double-cross me and thus allowed me to see Qiang with weapons on my person. 
 
    “Wait,” McPherson shouted. “He’s armed. We have to disarm him.” 
 
    “Stop,” Art said. 
 
    I did, scratching the theory from my mental list. 
 
    Art aimed the assault rifle at me. Two others handed a third their assault rifles and cautiously approached. I raised my arms and let them take the pistols and baan. They found the knife and removed it as well.  
 
    The two stepped back, giving Art the thumbs-up signal. 
 
    “Go ahead,” shouted Art. 
 
    I climbed into the basket and the winch began to wind. I rose, swinging, headed up to the Chinook. 
 
    McPherson had switched sides, or Qiang had given her the hypnotic treatment, or the Zero Stone had adjusted McPherson’s thinking for her. 
 
    My face stiffened with outrage. I was sick of these mind manipulators with their telepathic powers. Just leave us regular folk the heck alone already. 
 
    The winch continued to turn and I neared the hatch. 
 
    Tough guys waited in the Chinook, several aiming heavy pistols at me. They drew in the basket and one of them helped me out. Two motioned with their guns for me to sit in a reserved seat. I did. 
 
    “Buckle up,” one shouted. 
 
    The hatch slid shut and the Chinook banked hard left. Presumably, I was off to see the wizard: Qiang as a host for Earth’s Zero Stone. 
 
    I did some deep thinking during the ride. The tough guys kept watch of me, their guns ready. I ignored them the best I could. 
 
    Soon, we landed. One of them opened the hatch and several of us jumped out onto snow and trudged to a—you guessed it, a waiting C-130 Hercules, this one with skids instead of wheels. Lights on the plane provided us with illumination. 
 
    “You’re going up alone,” a thug said. 
 
    I didn’t nod or answer, but started up the airstair. I noticed that the C-130’s engines hummed. 
 
    A man with a taser opened the upper hatch. Warmth flooded out at me. He stepped back. 
 
    I might have disarmed him. Three others behind him watched me. They had heavy pistols aimed at my gut. I reconsidered the option and grinned to show how reasonable I was. 
 
    Staying as far from me as possible, they indicated I head toward an inner door. I passed them and the door opened on its own accord. 
 
    “Come in,” a familiar voice ordered. 
 
    I ducked my head passing through the hatch and entered a large chamber with a conference table in the center. Qiang sat at the far end. Two bullyboys flanked her, each with a gun aimed at me. 
 
    Qiang was Chinese, with a round face and black hair cut in a 1920’s bob. She must have been in her mid-fifties and stood around five-five when she stood. As I said, she was sitting at the end of the long table. Qiang wasn’t slender or fat. I had the sense that she worked out and would have liked to lose ten pounds. She had keen black eyes and a slit for a mouth. She didn’t look like a hag, but she wasn’t beautiful either, not even close. She wore an open parka. I saw no evidence of a Zero Stone. She did exude confidence and authority, and allowed herself the faintest of mocking smiles as I moved to the other end of the table. 
 
    “Surprised to see me?” Qiang asked. 
 
    “That’s funny,” I said. “I was going to ask you the same thing.” 
 
    The faint smile vanished as Qiang became all business. “Sit down.” 
 
    I pulled out the end chair and sat. 
 
    The door had automatically closed behind me. The two thugs flanking Qiang could have been zombies. They didn’t even blink, just stood there with their heavy pistols unwaveringly aimed at me. 
 
    “What did you do to them?” I asked. 
 
    Qiang showed her teeth in a shark’s grin. The teeth were pearl white, might have been caps and razor-sharp the better to gnaw my flesh. 
 
    “Tell me, Bayard, where’s my daughter, huh?” 
 
    I put my hands on the table. This was a delicate moment, maybe my last. “If it’s any consolation to you, I slew Mei’s killers in the tunnels below. I still want to hunt down the Krekelen that gave the order for the roadblock on the French mountain.” 
 
    Death glittered in Qiang’s eyes, and she sneered, saying, “Don’t tell me you’re passing the buck for Mei’s dying?” 
 
    I hated this pussyfooting, but didn’t want to say something cheesy like, “You can’t handle the truth.” So, I said, “Should I cower before you?” 
 
    “That would be a good start, yes.” 
 
    “I see. You don’t think coming after us in your chopper at the French resort had anything to do with Mei’s dying. I didn’t know it was you, by the way. I thought the people in the chopper were going to kill Mei. That was why I tossed her into the car, to save her life.” 
 
    “Liar,” Qiang said tightly, softly. 
 
    “Hey! Maybe you shouldn’t have slipped me a roofie after I came home with information about Tynar. Why did Mei help me escape? Have you ever thought of that? Maybe she was ashamed of your double-dealing.” 
 
    Qiang raised her right hand, showing me a tiny space between her thumb and index finger. “You’re that far from dying, Bayard.” 
 
    I scoffed. “That’s a meaningless threat. You’re gonna do what you’re gonna do—or what the Zero Stone lets you do, anyway.” 
 
    Qiang shot to her feet with anger reddening her cheeks. “You never were any good. I knew that from the beginning.” 
 
    I frowned as I gauged her reaction. What was wrong with it? It hit me then. There were two things. One, Qiang always kept cool. Two, she’d ignored the reference to the Zero Stone. I leaned back in my chair, considering that and her. 
 
    “Why did you want me to go to Kaldar?” I asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You took me into a room in the French mountain, remember? It had a large colored spinning wheel. You hypnotized me with it. That was why I went to Kaldar instead of Saddoth. You programmed me to go to Kaldar. I want to know what you hoped to achieve by that.” 
 
    Qiang frowned, and she sat down. 
 
    That also struck me as wrong. What was going on here? A possibility struck. “Don’t you remember programming me?” 
 
    “Shut up,” Qiang said, as she massaged her forehead. 
 
    “It’s like that, huh? The Zero Stone controls you but you’re not aware of it. I wonder how long it has run you. Heck, now I’m beginning to wonder about your age. Are you old like the Brotherhood adepts on Kaldar?” 
 
    Qiang lowered her hand as she stared at me. “What’s wrong with you, Bayard? Why are you spouting gibberish all of a sudden? Speak so I can understand you.” 
 
    I cocked my head. “Do you mean my words are meaningless sounds or what I’m saying makes no sense to you?” 
 
    “Speak English,” Qiang said sternly. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    She banged the table with a fist. “I know you can speak English. I demand you do so and quit playing this stupid game.” 
 
    I switched topics. “I’m sorry Mei died. I’m truly sorry.” 
 
    Qiang’s features stiffened. “I hold you responsible for her death.” 
 
    Hmm, so Qiang understood that. I said fast, “The Zero Stone slew Mei.” 
 
    “What? You say a stone killed Mei. That makes no sense. Your actions led to her death.” 
 
    “Not true,” I said. “An alien Zero Stone that has molded your thoughts without your awareness brought about Mei’s passing.” 
 
    “What did I just say? No more gibberish. Why are you back to that nonsense?” 
 
    I glanced at the two thugs with their guns. They hadn’t moved the entire time I’d been here, not even to blink their eyelids. 
 
    “Zero Stone,” I said, as I stared at Qiang. “What do you want from me? Obviously, you control the woman. You also control her unmoving thugs. I went to Kaldar for you and discovered other Zero Stones. Now, I’d like to know what you want.” 
 
    Qiang had stiffened and become motionless. At the same time, I felt a mental tickle against my thoughts. 
 
    That tickle turned into direct telepathic communication. You spoke to other—the Zero Stone used a strange undiscernible word that I took to mean its word for its kind. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I spoke to several other Zero Stones on Kaldar.” 
 
    I cannot read your thoughts well. You have a mind shield of sorts. You must work to lower the shield so I can understand you better. 
 
    “No,” I said. “I’m not going to do that. If I lower my mind shield, you’ll enslave me like you have these fools.” 
 
    I will have Qiang kill you if you do not do as I command. 
 
    I snorted. “There’re worse things than death. One of them is being a slave, particularly a mind slave to a freakish alien device like you.” 
 
    You must obey me. 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “Well. Sure. Since you put it like that. Try it now.” 
 
    There is no difference. I still cannot read your inner thoughts. 
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    Are you truly trying to drop your mind shield? 
 
    “Yes,” I lied. “Maybe because you’re controlling all these people it’s making it harder for you to read my thoughts.” 
 
    Yes, my strict control of them has left me less than enough strength to…to read your inner thoughts. Thus, I demand your full cooperation. 
 
    I took a deep breath. I’d just said that in order to learn if the Zero Stone was mind controlling these people and if that made things more difficult for it. Clearly, it was time to gamble on my part. I wondered if turning the guards into such a zombie state took time, and if reviving them took the same amount of time. 
 
    As I readied myself, I said, “Maybe it will help you if I make my mind blank.” 
 
    Try it, Bayard. I wish to know— 
 
    I didn’t merely stand; I lurched to my feet and charged along the side of the table at the two thugs and Qiang. This was animal instinct time versus a mind-screwing alien device. I concentrated on running as hard as I could. 
 
    I felt waves of something slam against my mind. That made me glad, as the Zero Stone was obviously trying to directly stop me instead of reviving its mind-slaves. I’d faced such mental attacks before, and resisted. 
 
    Perhaps the Zero Stone realized its error. One of the thugs grunted. 
 
    It was too late, though. I reached him, and I tore the pistol from his grip and used the handle to clout him hard across the face, knocking him down and out. The other guard looked up. I fired a burst into his chest and he crumpled to the floor. Then, I grabbed Qiang by the shoulder fabric and hurled her onto the floor in the other direction. I recalled the times I’d searched adepts for their Zero Stones. I ripped open her blouse and dug for the stone. My fingers brushed something warm. I yanked that from its concealment. 
 
    Let me go, you monster, the Zero Stone raged against my mind. You are a freak. No human can resist me. Where have you found the mental strength to do so? 
 
    I dropped the Zero Stone onto the floor so it thudded and rolled a short way. 
 
    That’s better. 
 
    And I emptied the pistol’s magazine against the Zero Stone, shattering the ancient alien device, obliterating its identity, power and existence. 
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    The inner door burst open as several thugs piled into the chamber, aiming assault rifles at me. 
 
    Carefully, I set the smoking pistol on the conference table. I backed away with my hands raised and stood against a bulkhead. 
 
    The leader, a bearded Pakistani, squinted at me, his trigger finger tightening. 
 
    “Aliens,” I said. “It was aliens.” 
 
    He stared harder at me as confusion overcame his murder-lust. “What?” he said thickly. 
 
    “An alien attacked Qiang,” I said. “I saved her.” 
 
    “He shot Abdul,” a rifleman said. 
 
    “Abdul was going to kill Qiang,” I said. 
 
    Qiang took that moment to groan from on the floor. She rubbed her forehead and looked pale and disoriented, not yet alert enough to realize her blouse was torn and revealing. 
 
    “I just saved your life,” I told her. 
 
    Qiang frowned, noticed me and stood upright. She noticed the blouse and closed the open area. She turned, spying the dead Abdul. 
 
    “Bayard claims Abdul was attempting to kill you,” the bearded Pakistani said. 
 
    “That’s absurd,” Qiang said. 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” I said. “Look at the floor. What do you see?” 
 
    Everyone looked at the floor where I pointed. 
 
    “There are bullet holes,” the Pakistani said. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “What else?” 
 
    “That looks like stone fragments,” Qiang said. 
 
    “That was the alien device,” I said. 
 
    “What device?” Qiang asked. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. 
 
    Qiang’s head jerked up as she stared at me. 
 
    “Do you remember yet?” I asked softly. 
 
    Instead of answering, Qiang rubbed her forehead yet again. Abruptly, it seemed as if her knees couldn’t hold her anymore. She staggered and crashed back into her chair, slumping, groaning and then burying her face in her hands. 
 
    “Boss?” asked the Pakistani. 
 
    “Leave her a second,” I said. “She’s experienced heavy trauma. She needs a moment to collect herself.” 
 
    The man did as I suggested. 
 
    Qiang raised her head. Her gaze seemed unfocused. “Leave me,” she said quietly. 
 
    “All of us?” the Pakistani asked. 
 
    Qiang blinked several times and shook her head. “Bayard stays. I need to speak to him.” 
 
    “Do you want one of us to stand guard?” the Pakistani asked. 
 
    “No,” Qiang said. “Leave. I need to speak to Bayard alone.” 
 
    The Pakistani motioned. The others headed for the hatch. It seemed the Pakistani was going to tell me something. Then, he followed the others, taking the shaken guard I’d knocked unconscious, and shut the door behind him. 
 
    Qiang regarded me. 
 
    I sat at the side of the conference table. 
 
    “I…I don’t remember much of what happened,” Qiang said. 
 
    “Do you recall the Zero Stone?” 
 
    “I-I heard voices. Yes, I remember a stone. I found it…” 
 
    I waited for Qiang to remember. 
 
    “I found it…in a U.S. government chamber in D.C. A dead man, we found a dead CIA agent in the chamber. That happened four years ago. It was all very odd. I heard a voice…” Qiang stared at me. “I removed what you call a Zero Stone from the dead agent.” 
 
    “Where did the CIA agent get the stone?” 
 
    Qiang rubbed her forehead. “I’m remembering—the Zero Stone blocked many memories. It’s been doing that for years, four years.” 
 
    “Do you remember conditioning me in the French mountain?” 
 
    “Some of it,” Qiang said. “The Zero Stone wanted you to go to Kaldar, it wanted it badly.” 
 
    “Do you remember communicating with another stone, one from Kaldar?” 
 
    “Vaguely,” Qiang said. “What happened to me? Do you have any idea?” 
 
    “I think so,” I said. 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “First, do you know where the CIA agent found the stone?” 
 
    Qiang scowled before looking up sharply. “Yes! He took it from a secret cache of lunar rocks. Bayard, there’s more of these Zero Stones on the moon. They’re alien artifacts.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised there are more,” I said. 
 
    Qiang shook her head. “I don’t know which Apollo mission found the rocks, but one of the teams returned to Earth with a single Zero Stone.” 
 
    “You finding this Zero Stone didn’t have anything to do with the Draconians that left Antarctica in a flying saucer a few months ago?” 
 
    “No. I’ve had the stone for four years.” Qiang’s eyes widened. “It whispered to me before the Draconians appeared, but it didn’t control me. After the Draconians left Earth, the stone grew more powerful. It fully awoke and took over my psyche.” 
 
    “That’s interesting. Why did your Zero Stone want me to go to Kaldar?” 
 
    Qiang frowned severely until she nodded. “It needed help. It wanted others. It was stymied because no nation on Earth had any plans to return to the moon. It thought about going to Kaldar, but Earth has the greater industrial base. We’re also in charge on Earth while the Brotherhood seeks dominance on Kaldar but isn’t in charge yet. Bayard, what’s the Brotherhood?” 
 
    “It’s the Dark Brotherhood,” I said. “It’s composed of adepts with ancient Zero Stones. I believe the stones engineered an Atomic War on Kaldar. Maybe they believe they miscalculated with that and want to start over on Earth.” 
 
    “Aren’t there any Krekelens or psi-masters on Kaldar?” Qiang asked. 
 
    “Not to my knowledge,” I said. 
 
    “How do the Zero Stones play into the Harmony of Planets, the Krekelens and all the rest?” 
 
    That was the question all right. “We have another mystery with the Zero Stones,” I said. “As far as I can tell, the Zero Stones and Draconians worked together in the prehistoric past. Neither used the teleporters but the flying saucers to go from one planet to another. I’ve come to believe they’re a third side to all this.” 
 
    “Third?” asked Qiang. 
 
    “We Earthlings or humans, the Krekelens and now the combination of Zero Stones and Draconians make three sides.” 
 
    “What are the Zero Stones?” 
 
    I nodded. That was another critical question. “I believe they’re intelligent rocks: an alien life form or a constructed artificial intelligence.” 
 
    “And their purpose is what?” asked Qiang. 
 
    “They can grant their bearer longer life, it seems. What they’re designed to do…” I shook my head. “Maybe they’re disruptive devices meant to destabilize a society.” 
 
    “You’re think they’re a weapon?” asked Qiang. 
 
    “That’s just a guess.” 
 
    “If you don’t know, your journey to Kaldar was a waste of time.” 
 
    “Not at all,” I said. “We learned several things. We’re free of the Zero Stone on Earth and know that more wait on the moon. We learned more about the Harmony of Planets. We discovered another alien player, even if it’s only intelligent devices created for yet unknown reasons. And we’ve learned about another planet with humans.” 
 
    “Do you think the Draconians manufactured the stones?” 
 
    I snorted. “We’re like a person walking in a dark house, discovering how it operates and who lives in it. We’ve broken the hold of an alien device in our special group. That’s important, as divided we fall and united we stand and fight for Earth’s defense.” 
 
    Qiang stared at me. “The stone affected McPherson and others.” 
 
    “I already know that. I’m hoping with the stone’s destruction that its hold on their minds dissipates.” 
 
    “Should you go back to Kaldar to destroy the Dark Brotherhood and their Zero Stones?” 
 
    I thought about the manner in which I’d left Eldon. “Not right away,” I said dryly. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Qiang, I’m terribly sorry about what happened to your daughter Mei. Her death haunts me. I feel awful about it.” 
 
    Qiang’s lips compressed tightly. 
 
    “Will…will you forgive me?” I asked. 
 
    Qiang swallowed audibly as she stared at me, and nodded. “I forgive you. The Zero Stone—it’s to blame, and what it caused me to do.” 
 
    “I agree with that,” I said. 
 
    Qiang stared at her open hands before looking at me again. “I feel so hopeless. What’s it all mean?” 
 
    I thought a little before replying. “We’re gathering puzzle pieces and slowly putting them together. A piece looks odd and unrelated when viewed by itself. Only as it becomes part of the larger puzzle does it finally make sense. We found new pieces, and it cost us. It doesn’t look as if the Zero Stones played a part in Earth history, but they certainly did in Kaldar’s history.” 
 
    “What about our prehistory?” 
 
    “You mean Mu?” I asked. 
 
    “I mean Earth and the Harmony of Planets, which would include Mu, I’m sure.” 
 
    I thought longer, and I grinned painfully. 
 
    “What?” Qiang asked. 
 
    “It means I have to keep Traveling,” I said. “Maybe it means I have to go back to Kaldar. First, we need to learn how to send others with me. I don’t want to go back to Kaldar alone. We also need to learn how to send others with me so a team, at least, can scout out Saddoth. I need to help the Neanderthals there. We can’t let the Ophidians keep eating people, even if the people are a different group of humanity.” 
 
    Qiang took a deep breath, letting it out all at once. “I’m sorry for drugging you and taking you captive in the mountain.” 
 
    “No problem,” I said. “It was the Zero Stone doing it through you.” 
 
    “I…I appreciate what you did here. I’m backing you all the way now.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” I said. “You know, we need to change the parameters of my send-offs and returns.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Let’s get McPherson, Art and the others. We need to see if the mental manipulations have worn off or if we have more work to do yet.” 
 
    “Yes,” Qiang said. “You’re right. Let’s get to it.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    -Epilogue- 
 
      
 
    McPherson, Art and the others acted as if they’d been drunk for a week or more and had the Mother of All Hangovers. I wondered later how Qiang had come out of the mental fog so much faster than they had. My conclusion was that she must be mentally tougher than the others were. Had that happened because of her slavery to the Zero Stone and her becoming telepathically more powerful because of it? Or was there a different factor at work? 
 
    I never really learned the answer to that. 
 
    It took over a month to contact all the other members of the organization. It was so secret an organization that we didn’t even have an official name for it. That was why I’d been calling them “the group” or “the witch hunters.” 
 
    We left the South Pole base camp and general region. That was due to the American military and that Qiang had operated under cover of a Presidential mission. It was also due to Krekelen machinations. Whatever the Zero Stone had attempted, it did so as the weakest of the three sides. 
 
    It was clear that we would have to seriously search and study the entire subterranean tunnel complex in Antarctica. We needed to decipher the wall paintings and learn more about the teleporting obelisk and intelligent pyramidion that ran it. 
 
    We couldn’t work openly, but secretly as the group had done for millennia. We could add another interesting item to our small list of tech gizmos: the baan. 
 
    I’d learned this time just how dangerous Traveling really was. That hadn’t sapped my appetite for more, but I did think it was past time for us to do this more intelligently or logically. 
 
    In truth, we needed to reach my father’s people, and I needed a partner in these Travels. 
 
    Like so much of life, our search for knowledge increased our questions more than gave us the answers we sought. We knew a little more, sure, but there was so much waiting to be discovered. First, we needed to refine our methods, and that was exactly what we started to do the next month as we planned my next journey to another planet in the ancient Harmony. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    From the Author: Thanks Reader! I hope you’ve enjoyed THE ZERO STONE. If you liked the book and would like to see the story continue, please put up some stars and a review. 
 
      
 
    -VH 
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