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 Chapter 1  
    


  President Jack Larson shouldered the world’s burdens, and it withered him. The self-confident man — the candidate with an infectious smile and fatherly wisdom — languished. After winning the presidency, he dulled his pain with a scotch and dreamed of yesterday when he held Gloria in his arms. Without her, he needed a crutch to endure the greedy bankers, the entitled rich, the indifferent senators, and the anguished poor.  


  Air Force One possessed every accommodation one might ask or desire, even heated toilet seats, a gift from the Japanese Ambassador. At his call, the staff fought for the privilege to serve him: what more could he ask? The one thing he desired most, dreamed of every night, and longed for every day was to hold Gloria. A terrorist attack in Mobley, Kansas, took her from him, so his arms would be forever empty.  


  He peered through the amber liquid in his glass and swirled the ice. It was 9 AM, and the staff noticed. He set down the drink and rubbed his face with both hands. When he and Gloria dreamed of this moment, they never scripted this. The press compared him to President Kennedy: young, handsome, and tragic.  


  Turbulence jarred the jet and tinkled the ice in the glass. It was the first on this flight, so he noticed. He rose up to his feet and stretched. His eyes fell upon a simple manila folder labeled “The Mobley Report,” stamped top secret, eyes only. 


  The worn, curled edges, and coffee ring stains testified to its use. He read it so many times that he memorized every line and the details of every photo, yet he continually returned to it. He picked the folder and flipped it open. The last photo of Gloria at a campaign rally lay on top. He touched the image and recalled the aroma of her perfume, the softness of her caress, and the brightness of her eyes. 


  The paper report may have been old fashioned, but it was the safest way to store top-secret information. He thumbed through the photos of the charred remains, taking note of each one. The incendiary used by the attackers failed to show up on any scientific tests. The Air Force report concluded that an unknown aircraft firebombed the town and left no survivors.  


  The door opened, and Israel Kahn, head of his Secret Service detail, stood in the doorway. “The captain says that we hit a patch of rough weather. You better buckle up, just to be safe.”  


  Jack closed the folder and placed it in his top desk drawer. “I think I’ll go up to the flight deck and see what this rough weather looks like.” The president took one last swig from his drink and straightened his clothes. “How do I look?” 


  “Like a man who has nothing to prove,” Israel said. 


  Jack smirked. When Rachael appeared behind Israel, he said to her, “I’m a politician. I’m only as good as my last photo op. Get Lou. I want some shots of Captain Douglas advising me. I want the storm through the cockpit window as a backdrop.”  


  “Yes, Mr. President.” She flicked a red lock over her shoulder and sent a text to Lou, the White House photographer. “The president wants you to meet him in the cockpit.”  


  Jack put on his best smile and exited his private office. Air Force crewman snapped to attention and saluted as he passed. He returned a lazy salute and winked at Alicia, a female flight attendant. Her cheeks grew bright red, and she smoothed her skirt. With the vigor of a young man, he jogged up the spiral stairs and entered the cockpit.  


  A dazzling array of gauges, colored lights, and computer consoles surrounded him. The flight crew sat up straight and busied themselves. Another blast of turbulence shook the massive jet. He squatted down behind Captain Douglas and searched the skies. Rolling black clouds lined with brilliant silver light stretched across the sky. Flashes of lightning and rolling thunder surrounded the craft like a besieging army.  


  “You should be in your seat and strapped in,” the captain said.  


  “Even God couldn’t crash this jet,” Jack said and patted the captain on the shoulder. The declaration sounded profane and prophetic, and if he could have taken them back, he would have. As it was, his words lingered, words which historians would debate for centuries. He dismissed it as morose thinking, and smiled for the camera.  


  A flashlight illumined them when Lou took a photo. The president pointed at the clouds, and Lou took another picture. Jack said, “I’ve never seen clouds like those. It’s more like rolling darkness.”  


  Captain Douglas glanced at the copilot. “Yes, sir. We were just commenting on that. We’ve lost touch with … well … everyone. Everyone is offline. Even systems that should be failure proof are disconnected.” He glanced at Lou and then at the president. He whispered, “Jack, this is serious. I need you to get you strapped in. We’re in for a rough ride.”  


  “What’s that?” said the copilot. A moment later, an energized ball of pure white shot through the cockpit windshield and engulfed him. Frozen like a photograph, he remained hunched forward, straining against the harness, his mouth agape and eyes wide. The next moment, the copilot vanished, and the blast threw the president against the fuselage.  


  Israel leaped to the president’s side and helped him stand. “Get the doctor. Are you okay Mr. President?”  


  “Look,” Jack said and pointed at the windshield. Outside the aircraft, a ball of light exploded, and the copilot reappeared. He tumbled in a wild frenzy, white shirt and blue trousers contrasted the black sky, and he fell into the storm — screaming and thrashing. “That’s not possible.” Another blast threw the president against the fuselage.  


  “We need to get you to safety.” Israel grabbed the president’s right arm and dragged him from the cockpit. Agents surrounded the president as they ushered him down to the main deck. “Let’s get him to the capsule.”      


  The lights blinked and the power failed. Ball lightning shot through the fuselage and popped, temporarily blinding them. A terrified seagull emerged from the ball of plasma: squawked, flapped its wings, flying through the cabin, trying to escape. A beam shot through the craft and engulfed the flight attendant. Alicia arched her back, froze mid-scream, and then disappeared.  


  Captain Douglas fought to control the massive aircraft. The flight systems blinked, and the stick went dead. “Mayday, mayday, mayday, this is Air Force One. We are losing power, and all of our instruments are dead.” The compass spun in a wild dance and then the screen shattered. A point of light appeared before them. It surged and grew into a massive ball of light, a large pearl in the sky, swirling with a rainbow of light. The captain fought to change course, but the stick failed to respond. He grimaced and shouted, “We’re flying into it!”
 


    


 
 Chapter 2 
    


  Captain Douglas gritted his teeth and fought to control of Air Force One. The massive jet groaned as the brilliant ball of light drew them toward it. “Mayday, mayday, mayday, this is Air Force One. It just appeared in the sky. Huge, light, we have no flight controls, and we are flying into —” The transmission cut out, cutting him off from ground control.  


  In the belly of the aircraft, the secret service hurried the president to one of four capsules. A light burst above their heads and Alicia landed on their heads, knocking them to the flight deck. Recovering his wits, Israel scrambled to his feet and pulled the president from the tangled pile. Alicia floundered atop the men, disoriented and screaming.  


  “We’re out of time,” Israel said and grabbed the red door handle. When he yanked, the lock released and shoved the president into one of four capsules. “We need to get you strapped in.”  


  “We should contact ground control,” Jack said. “The plane might make it.” 


  The storm roared, and the aircraft shuddered. Israel shouted to be heard above the storm, “We have to act now; even a minute could be too late.” He slammed the door shut and locked it. He grabbed the red release handle and yanked it. The hatch opened, and frigid air rushed into the cabin. A moment later, the capsule dropped through the hole. The various indicator lights illuminated, and the emergency beacon activated. The president was safe. Israel rubbed his chin and searched for his next move. “We have three more capsules. Let’s fill them.” 


  A female secret service agent ushered the Secretary of the Treasury, Hedy Cloud through the belly of the aircraft. Israel grabbed her right arm and shoved her into a capsule. “We need to get you out of here,” he said as he strapped her into the seat.  


  “Wait, what’s going —“ Hedy started to say but the door slammed shut and cut her off. Israel pulled the lever and the capsule plummeted through a hole beneath it.  


  “I insist on knowing what’s happening,” Secretary of State John Burns bellowed. 


  “No time,” Israel said and slammed the hatch close. He pulled the red release lever and the capsule plummeted through a hole. When an agent ushered FBI Director Selwyn Briggs toward a capsule, Israel held the door open and said, “Get him into it.” 


  As they strapped him into the chair, Selwyn said, “I should stay and —“ Israel slammed the hatch closed and pulled the lever. After it dropped, he said, “We need to get up to the flight deck.”    


  The jet bucked and tossed Captain Douglas around in the cockpit. “HOLD ON! We’re going into that thing.” They slammed into it and everything stopped. Bathed in brilliant white light, he swam, formless and at peace, in an eternal sea. For a moment, he touched the universe, and the universe touched him.  


  The jet burst from the ball and screamed through the canyon. The captain sucked in a gasp as if bursting up from deep water. His eyes went wide, and his heart skipped a beat: a mountain appeared. He twisted the control yolk and pulled back. The wings of the giant aircraft groaned, turned, and lifted the nose.  


  When a bridge appeared to his right, Captain Douglas twisted the yolk to the left. Dwarves scrambled off the bridge and ran for either side. A single dwarf flopped down onto the bridge and covered his head. The jet rushed over him with a great roar, and he held on to keep the jet wash from blowing him to his death.  


  The rim of Flattop Mountain rushed at Captain Douglas at 632 mph (Mach. 0.92). “Come on,” he groaned and pulled back on the yolk. “Get up, you stupid machine.” The nose lifted, but multiple warning lights flashed, and warning buzzers erupted.  


  “STALL, STALL, STALL,” cried the automated system. The aircraft lifted over the rim but began to dip. Just as it cleared the mountain, Air Force One descended and swept down the opposite side of the mountain. “WIND SHEER, WIND SHEER, WIND SHEER,” it cried. 


  “We’re going in,” he shouted and slammed down the wheel control. The aircraft rushed toward the Great Salt Flats, and the engines flamed out, a moment later the fire extinguishing systems activated and snuffed out the flames. The captain dumped the fuel and braced himself for the crash. At the last second, a gust of wind lifted the wings and raised the nose of the great ship. The aircraft hit the salt hard and skidded. When the tires ripped off, the naked struts plowed through the salt bed, slowing their speed. The airship twisted sideways, groaned, and skidded to a stop.       


  “What the hell,” Captain Douglas whispered. He turned to speak to his copilot, but the empty seat reminded him of Jim Parish’s fate: the storm, the ball of light, and the screams. He rubbed his face and then released the harness. “Any landing you can walk away from is a good one.” 


  Israel grabbed the release lever to the front hatch and slammed it down. After he shoved it open, he pulled the pin on the emergency ramp and gas canisters inflated it. The yellow ramp engorged and appeared like a large yellow banana. Using his hand as a visor, he surveyed the Great Salt Flats. They stretched out before him like a vast white table, and where they ended, the Barrier Mountains began. Above the mountains, he saw two moons. He rubbed his eyes and looked again. He waved Alicia to his side and asked, “Do you see two moons?” 


  “Yeah, and what is that?” She pointed high on the horizon. A large purple planet circled by a ring loomed above them. “Where did that come from?” 


  Israel said, “It has to be some sort of atmospheric trick.” However, his eyes assured him that what he saw was accurate. “Where the hell are we?” 


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 3 
    


  (Two Days Earlier) 


  Everyone has to work, even elves, and Alex Dubois worked for “Sam’s Caravans.” Although the other elves were generous and welcomed her into their homes, she wanted her own home and future in Treetop City — that required silver. Sam paid a generous wage, and he paid a share of the profits to loyal employees. In every way she considered, it was a choice opportunity. Then why did her soul feel so heavy?  


  The trail allowed her time to think, perhaps too much. Her memory wandered back to Earth when she was both human and male. That life seemed like a dream, one that faded upon waking on Eden. She shifted in the saddle and the emptiness between her thighs reminded her of the transition, so she tried to distract herself, recalling the faces of lovers, family, and friends. However, these sepia memories filled her with melancholy, so she fixed her eyes on the trail and brushed aside the unpleasant thoughts. 


  To her left, lay the snow-capped peaks of the Barrier Mountains. They formed a straight line from north to south, having peaks so high and valleys so low that they presented an implacable barrier to travelers. Fraught with enemies, these mountains claimed the lives of most that dared to scale them. Beyond these mountains, the Merchant River provided an ample waterway, but pirates, robber barons, and high shipping cost forced merchants to seek other means of transport. To her right lay fifty miles of more salt, and when that ended, the marshlands and rivers began. As a result, most goods traveled east of the mountains and straight up the Great Salt Flats — “The Hard Way.” Set in the middle of the Flats, nourished by a single river, Refuge City served as a nexus point for all travelers. Their caravan drove north to this city, and after a rest, it would trudge north to Midway City, the central point of the Wolf’s Head Peninsula. 


  The sun never seemed so hot or the air so cold. Stripped off moisture by the Barrier Mountains, the westward winds blasted the flats and lashed those upon them, making every step come with a price. The ceaseless winds threatened to topple the wagons, making exposed flesh raw and exhausted both horses and drivers. They plodded across the salt bed, baked as hard as concrete, which made their joints ache. 


  The caravan leaned into the wind and struggled onward. Everyone kept their gaze fixed upon the island of stone, Refuge City. Those gray walls promised food, water, and rest. However, it was only a temporary respite; the trail never stopped, and neither did work. 


  The caravan weaved around islands of coral. Long dead, gray as a headstone, rough as a rasp, and without comfort, these islands dotted the flats. Alex tried to imagine an ancient sea, but it was beyond her. She navigated around these natural obstructions, cognizant their enemies might hide within them and traveled a crooked path to the outer city.  


  When they swept around a large coral island, they encountered corpses, stripped naked and stretched out. Were they criminals or victims? No one knew, and no one stopped. The Flats offered no place to bury the dead, and the moisture-less salt preserved corpses for centuries. These mummified bodies might have perished a hundred years ago or yesterday.  


  The gray walls of Refuge rose like a monolith. Built from mine tailings, the city reminded Alex of a tomb, dark, foreboding, and having high square towers. Sparse vegetation spread around the single source of water, the Desolation River. This waterway flowed into the parched wasteland, and after passing Refuge, it absorbed so much salt as to make it unusable. This river of death flowed into the wastelands and dwindled to nothing. Thus went the saying, “as hopeless as the Desolation River.” 


  This caravan transported supplies: foodstuffs, medicine, tools, mail, and such the like. It stretched over a mile behind Sam, and exhausted horses struggled to pull heavy-laden wagons. Each step the horses took drew iron-rimmed wheels through well-worn ruts and ground salt into dust, dust picked up by the wind that lashed them.  


  Sam turned his horse about and took a swig from his canteen. His keen elvan eyes spotted Alex near the rear of the caravan. She appeared no happier than when he assigned her the task: a mile of horse sweat, manure, filthy drivers, and refuse created a foul stench. However, it was the starting position for all junior team members, and she still had much to prove. He tapped his spurs and said, “Let’s go, Pilot. Refuge is still a day’s travel ahead of us.”  


  Alex tried everything to avoid the stench, but her elva nose allowed her no respite. Her only solace was that the frigid wind blew away the stench. The view was none better: horse behinds and dirty wagons. Also, the drivers were filthy and boorish. Perched atop their wagons, they relieved themselves in full view of the caravan and spit globs of brown chewing tobacco. Every time she thought she could no longer endure it, she remembered Treetop City and envisioned a home of her own.  


  As though dipped in black paint, from the neck down, a slip-suit covered her body like a mirrored black finish. Men found it erotic, leering at her shiny curves, but the suit had far more useful purposes. Their trip began in the humid forests, but the slip-suit kept her cool and comfortable. When they traversed the Great Plains, the insects tried in vain to bite her, and the rain rolled off without even getting her damp. Now the relentless wind swept past her with frictionless ease, and the sun failed to burn her skin — this she appreciated. What she did not appreciate was the way it conformed to her body like a second skin. This highlighted her womanly curves, and beneath her clothes, one could see the clear outline of a maiden’s belt: the silver, flexible, metallic thong attached to a wide belt at the hips, locked to prevent sexual assaults by men and monsters.  


  A vest corset permitted only shallow breaths, and while it circled underneath her breasts, to avoid irritation, it caused her breasts to jut out, glossy and black, catching the light and men’s eyes. It served as a harness for most of the weapons, but she only wore a knife on her right hip and a quiver, with a bow slung around it, on her back. 


  She wanted to wear a long-line coat, one that extended to her ankles, or perhaps fleece wear, thick layers to warm and to cover her body. Lyra recited the reasons against such clothing to Alex, much to her annoyance. A waistcoat might become entangle on natural obstructions, a branch, a vine, or a sharp rock, and baggy clothing provided the enemy with a lethal handgrip. As a result, she had to make due with a waist jacket.  


  A year ago, she was a human male, a resident on Earth. A lesser gate blinked and transported her to Eden, after that she transformed into an Elven female. Men enjoyed leering at her, and that made her feel strange and a little threatened. When she sensed the weight of someone’s stare, her idle mind went on alert status.  


  She turned this way and that in the saddle. The panoramic view of purple mountains to the west and the Salt Flats revealed no hint of danger. However, a nagging feeling of vulnerability whispered for her to run. When confronted with instinct, Alex did what most people do: she ignored it. 


  Life clung to this to this waypoint and refused to die. A tent city surrounded and spread outside Refuge’s walls. Red with gold stripes, blue with green, a kaleidoscope of tents dazzled the eye. Herds of sheep and goats flowed around them, shepherds taking their flocks to the river. Men and women selling goods shouted the praise of their wares; children scurried about, eager to join in the chaos, and everywhere trade abounded.  


  Lyra — Alex’s best friend, fellow elva (a female elve), and warrior — led their caravan to the outskirts of Tent City. A wagon traffic jam ensued, and tempers flared. As the horse teams trudged into camp, angry shouts erupted and a few bellowed threats. However, they soon broke free of the heavily trafficked main thoroughfare and turned right onto a lesser traveled road.  


  The closer one got to the city, the more expensive the real estate, so wishing to save money, Sam selected a campsite near the southeastern perimeter of the camp, just on the other side of the razor-wire barriers. One by one, they found their assigned plots, and by the time Alex arrived, the camp was in full swing: horses skittered about, glad to be free of their harnesses; men gathered in small clusters, discussing the trip and weather; trail mothers prepared meals, and apprentices groomed their horses.  


  When she approached a group of men, she kept her gaze fixed straight ahead, and her body tensed. They paused from their debate to watch her pass. Some of them stared at her pelvis. Her tights molded as if vacuum-sealed and displayed every nuance of her maiden’s belt. Others stared at her chest as if mesmerized, licking their lips, rubbing their weathered faces, and flashing toothless grins. However, the few that stared at her necklace bothered her the most. The silver choker included a D-ring and an oval in front, but the oval remained blank, unclaimed by a master or mistress. They imagined themselves taking possession of her, branding her choker with their crest, and attaching a leash to their property.    


  All of the men, however, noted her long knives, bow, and full quiver strapped to her back. She was a warrior woman, and a reckless grope would return a bloody stump. However, leering was socially acceptable.   


  Pain from a day in the saddle compelled her right hand to slide around to her backside and rub. Lyra crossed her arms and smirked. “A bit sore are we? I’m sure there are plenty of men who would rub it for you.”    


  “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Alex said and pouted. “I don’t know why we can’t wear something less body conforming.”  


  “Because our customers pay to look,” Hank Lutz, the trail boss, said. “We charge 30% more than any other team, and we have a waiting list. Provided they don’t touch, let them look to their heart’s content. Some pay generous tips to their favorite girl, so get out there and flirt. You can double your pay.”  


  Before Alex could reply, Sterling Cook strode past them with a sway of her hips and an impish smile on her face. The callow young man they knew transformed into a blonde goddess: golden hair, eyes that sparkled like deep blue waters, peaches and cream complexion, a beauty that beguiled, the body of a temptress, but all this combined with youthful innocence. No one knew why she did it. There were plenty of theories, but she deflected all questions regarding her transition. However, she appeared to embrace being a woman and relished men’s attention. She palmed her breasts and adjusted them. “My vest-corset pinches a little. I think I made my bosoms too large.”  


  Kaylin screwed up her face and asked, “Can’t you just alter them. You know, make them smaller?”  


  “In the first place, the magical energy I used to transform was considerable, and the ingredients for the potion were costly. While I can make small alterations, it would use up too much energy while we are on the trail. I may need it for self-defense. Second, bigger boobs beget bigger tips,” she said and slid her hands slid around her wide hips. She smiled at the men and waved, “Hello, boys.” With a vixen strut, she walked toward them and said, “How is your trip so far? Is there anything I can kiss and make it better?” The men roared with laughter and offered her a drink. 


  “She’s already earned twice as much as the rest of you.” Hank took the reins of Alex’s horse from her. “Now get over there and flirt.” When he gave Alex’s bottom a sharp smack, she scampered forward, protected her backside with her hands, and the men snickered. She spun to glare at Hank, but he already moved onto another task.   


  Sterling flicked her blonde locks, batted her long eyelashes, and smiled. She traded lewd comments with the drivers and encouraged them to leer. Her brazen boldness put her in control. After a while, she shifted the topic to home and loved ones. The men traded stories as if in group therapy, and a somber mood settled over them.  


  Alex envied Sterling’s ease and effortless grace. She shifted from man to woman as though changing clothes. Alex wanted to dismiss her transition from man to woman as unimportant, but the proverb is true: “truth resists simplicity.” The changes were profound and life altering. When she spotted Sam leading Pilot through the camp, she left the group and hurried to him. When she walked by his side, she said, “Hank said the drivers pay more because of the girls ….” 


  Sam listened with patience as he tethered Pilot to a wagon. After he had removed the saddle and blanket, he worked on the feet, picking out stones lodged in the hoof. When she paused to take a breath, Sam said, “I know it’s not what you want to hear, but Hank’s right. Men pay extra to look, and that earns higher fees. However, I hire only the best, and you are more than window dressing. I expect my girls to defend the caravan, but it doesn’t pay to fight the wind.” He released the horse’s leg and moved to the next hoof.  


  Sam’s comment deflated Alex’s ego. She expected him to rebuke Hank and establish a “no sexual harassment policy,” one with real punishments. Sam was a man of the 19th century, an American Civil War veteran, so he viewed the relationship between the sexes in a much different way. He continued grooming his horse and turned his back on her. The silence that followed fueled her disillusionment and created a rift between them. 


  Alex turned toward the setting sun as it fell across the Barrier Mountains. To the southwest, a great storm swept across the Elysian Forests, but it would never arrive. The westward winds deflected off the Barrier Mountains and drove it southeast. Thus was it ever on the Flats, endless thirst and storms without rain.  


  Sam glanced up at her while he picked at another hoof. “I can see your wheels spinning. No man knows what a woman’s thinking unless she tells him.”  


  Her arms crossed, Alex shrugged and said, “I keep forgetting this isn’t Earth. My life back in the U.S. seems like a dream, and I woke up to my true reality.”  


  “No don’t go getting all dumpish. We all have parts to play.” He stood upright, stretched his back, and joined her staring at the sun sinking into the west. His gaze grew distant as his thoughts drifted backward in time. “’All the world's a stage, and all the men and women merely players: they have their exits and their entrances, and one man in his time plays many parts ….’ I learned that as a boy. I watched my poppa go from hero to drunk.” Sam began to clean the next hoof. “We don’t choose what role we play, but we choose how we play it.”           


  Sterling threw back her head in laughter and hooked her arm through a driver’s arm. She held him close and made him feel like a king. “She’s comfortable in either role,” Alex said with a pout. “How does she do that?” 


  Sam tipped back his cavalry hat and wiped the sweat from his brow with a kerchief. “I can’t speak to it.” Alex hoped from some pearls of wisdom, but Sam returned to grooming Pilot. “You should ask her. And while I’m thinking of it, you need to arm yourself. Despite the name, Refuge is a dangerous place, both within and without. We’re in perilous country from here to Midway City. Tell Lyra that I want guards posted by day and night.”  


  Alex made her way through the camp to a private changing tent. The other girls were already in various states of undress: bathing and changing clothes. When she entered the tent, the other girls glanced at her and continued dressing. No screams, no desperate grabs for clothing, no shouts to “get out,” as one would if a man entered, they accepted Alex with a shrug and continued dressing. This wounded her male pride. I may be in a woman’s body, but I am still a man. The void between her thighs protested that conclusion: she was one of the girls, and her masculine identity was a mirage.    


  The girls helped one another don their armor: scale-mail tunic that resembled a long sleeve mini-dress, thigh-high black boots with built-in sabatons, breastplate, backplate, pauldrons, gauntlets, and greaves. Next, they donned their weapons — a panoply of lethality. “Where’s Sterling?” asked Lyra. “I hate chasing after her like she’s a school girl. She’s supposed to arm herself for battle and put on her armor.”  


  “Wizards wear armor?” asked Alex.  


  Lyra said, “Yes. Battlemages do. Well, it’s not armor we would wear, but it is armor … sort of. It kinds of reminds you of a silver and diamond mini-dress with silvery knee-high boots.”  


  “She carries a really pretty silver staff topped by a fire diamond,” Kaylin said. “And the dress comes with special silver panties: they act like a maiden’s belt. I wish we wore them.” 


  “Yes, her armor is beautiful.” Lyra rubbed her temples and squeezed her eyes shut.  “Will you please find her and get her back here?”  


  Alex grumbled and wandered the camp. It seemed they assigned her every unpleasant or demeaning job. As far as she was concerned, Sterling could go without armor. A group of men congregated near a wagon, and when she asked them about Sterling, they smirked and pointed to a tent. Their mischievous expressions gave her pause, but she had a job to do, one that she wanted to be finished. 


  A burnt red tent lay next to the wagon, providing easy access to the necessities, and it had the flaps untied, a sign that one may enter. Alex pulled open a flap, opened her mouth to speak, but instead gaped in stunned silence. The driver lay atop Sterling in the midst of lovemaking. Alex snatched the tent flap closed and scurried away from the tent.  


  The men roared with laughter as she sped past them, and Louis Gardner shouted, “If you want to join her, I’ll pay real silver.” Alex chewed on a thumbnail and ignored them. After she had circled around a tent, she stopped and debated what to do. She turned around and peered around the tent. When Ned exited, Louis entered. 


  “I can’t believe this,” she whispered and wrung her hands.  


  “Did you find Sterling?” Lyra asked, causing Alex to jump and spin. 


  “I … um … well,” she stammered and tugged at the hem of her scale-mail tunic. She screwed up her face and pointed at the tent. “She’s in there, but she’s busy.”  


  Lyra cocked her head, and after a few seconds, her face lit up with comprehension. A moment later, she glared at the tent as if it was an enemy. Fists clenched and scowling, she marched into the tent. “GET OFF HER!” Louis stumbled out of the tent, pulling up his trousers. “We are not whores,” she shouted. “Put on your clothes and get over to the equipment tent. NOW!”          


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 4  
    


  Tent City spread out for miles around Refuge. Besides the buildings belonging to the merchants, travelers stayed long enough to complete their business and then departed.  Wagons rolled entered and exited by both day and night. Heavily laden wagons drove into the streets and flowed into the center of the camp. Some of the wagons unfolded and rose up, supplemented by canvas walls and ceilings, into two-story structures. One could find anything for sale, and on the frontier, there was no law to set things right if it all went wrong.  


  Rows of tents, some new and some old, stretched out around them, and the setting sun shed its last light upon the flats. The aroma of stewpots and roasting meat made their stomachs rumbled. Weary men perked up with the girls passed them by and gave them long sideways leers. Two men started counting their coins, hoping the girls were for hire. Kaylin said, “I’m going to get a good four hours sleep tonight. I am so tired.” 


  “See that you do,” Lyra said. “We’ll spend a few weeks here than then head north for Midway City. Maybe we will get lucky and team up with another caravan on its way to Midway. There’s strength in numbers.” 


  “I’m never that lucky,” Alex said. 


  Sterling nodded and said, “Me neither.”  


  “Let’s get some sleep,” Lyra said and crawled into her tent. “It’s been a long day” Still clothed and wearing armor, the women crawled into their pup tents and passed out. They fell into a deep sleep and dreamed of stars. However, after only a few hours, a shrill screech ripped them from their slumber.  


  They scrambled out of their tents and drew their weapons. The camp was in disarray: the silhouettes of men and women rushed to defend their wagons. The twin moons and behind them a swath of stars provided ample light. When their eyes adjusted, turning the world into monochrome brilliance, they searched for the source of the danger.  


  The far-off shadows on a coral island shifted a little, and her senses struggled to identify the threat. Her right hand moved to her sword pummel, and her left hand to her shield. The passing clouds parted, and by the light of the twin moons, the shadows became crisp — and then they moved. A trick of the eye, a figment of her imagination, or was it real?  


  Alex’s armor made her feel safe, but her weapons made her feel dangerous. Lyra, however, knew the truth: Alex stood at that dangerous gap between middling competency and expert ability. Those who lingered in this figurative no man’s land often perished.  


  Alex raised her shield and drew her sword. Just beyond the barbwire barrier, a dozen shadows moved behind jagged rocks and large outcroppings. When someone moved up to her left side, she saw Lyra, bow in hand and studying the shadows. “Put your sword away,” Lyra whispered. “They’re too far away: use your bow.”  


  Alex returned her sword to its sheath and shield to her back. Bow in hand, she slotted an arrow and eased back the drawstring. “I count at least a dozen.” 
She searched for the nearest threat. Kaylin and Sterling scampered up a nearby boulder. Kaylin readied her bow, but Sterling gripped her wizard’s staff. The watchdogs growled and bristled, which caused rushing feet and hushed voices in the camp.  


  “I’m going to shoot a flare,” Sterling said. She elevated her staff and muttered a magical incantation. Energy exploded from the tip, and a ball of light rolled into the sky. It hung in the air 100 meters above the Flats like a third moon, grew white hot, and radiated a brilliant light. 


  A roar shattered the stillness; 100 daemia broke from cover and charged the razor-wire barrier. While a few cut through the barrier, the others launched volleys of arrows. The hideous visage sent a shiver through Alex, which caused her blood to surge. Her bow creaked as she drew it back. “LET FLY,” Lyra shouted. They readied their arrows and released them.       


  Lyra’s and Kaylin’s arrows arched high, silhouetted against the moons, and struck the daemia between their chest plates. The daemia stumbled across the uneven rock, flinging their weapons into the air. Their serrated teeth parted, and their eight spider eyes gazed up at the sky in death. Alex’s arrow, on the other hand, flew low in a flat arc and hit a daemia in the crotch. The daemia dropped its weapons, clutched its genitals, and hopped about, shrieking in agony.  


  When Lyra and Kaylin both looked at Alex, she blushed and slotted another arrow. Her second arrow joined the others in a high arc this time. However, it flew past the daemia she aimed at and hit the one behind it, plunging between its teeth and sinking into the back of its throat. “Damn it,” she muttered, slotted another arrow, and let it fly. This one skipped off a boulder, and as a daemia leaped over the boulder, it struck a daemia in the butt. It shrieked and flailed its arms. “I’m sorry,” she said and cringed.  


  “Don’t apologize to the monsters,” Lyra said.  


  The daemia cut through the barrier, opening the way for the assault. When a daemia commander turned to lead the daemia in a charge, Alex’s arrow struck him in the back of the head, between his horns, embedding in its thick skull. When he turned this way and that, the arrow whipped around behind his head. The other daemia uttered throaty laughs, and when her second arrow also struck him in the groin, they roared with laughter as he danced around.     


  The daemia warlock was not amused. He climbed atop a boulder and leveled his staff. “SHEILDS!” Lyra shouted, and Alex exchanged her bow for her shield. A bolt of energy leaped from the warlock’s staff, sliced through the night, and shot straight at Alex. Alex’s necklace surged with power and glowed with brilliant starlight and created a blue force field surrounded her. When the energy bolt impacted the force-field, the explosion threw Alex backward. She sailed through the air and fell into the mouth of a cave. Rolling and bouncing, she tumbled along a rock incline, and she hit the bottom in a heap.     


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 5 
    


  Blurred faces with worried expressions hovered above Alex. They spoke with distant voices and with garbled words. Her head swam, and groans escaped her. As her head cleared, Alex heard Kaylin ask, “Alex … are you okay?” When she moved, they helped her to sit upright.  


  “Can you get the lights out of my eyes?” When the girls turned their lights away, Alex opened her eyes a bit and rubbed the small of her back. “Everything hurts,” she mumbled. She raised her right knee and felt her boot slide on grit covered stone. When she took a deep breath, pain resulted, and she said, “I think I broke my butt.” Lyra and Kaylin helped Alex rise to her feet.  


  Sterling used a rope and scaled down the inclined surface. “You found her. Is she hurt?” She broke out a medical kit and flipped open a black scanner. The medical device, the product of an advanced world, scanned her for injury. “You’re just bruised.” She inserted the base of a hypospray into a hole at the bottom right of the scanner, and the scanner filled it with the prescribed medicine. “I need to see your neck.” She brushed aside Alex’s black hair and pressed the tip to her neck. After she pressed a red button, the fluid atomized and sprayed into Alex’s body. “You should feel better in a few minutes.”  


  “What happened?” asked Alex.  


  “If it wasn’t for your necklace, you’d be dead,” Kaylin said, cringed, and wrung her hands. 


  Lyra put her right hand on her hip and propped her left foot on a stone. “A daemia warlock blasted you with his staff, and then Sterling blasted him into bite-size chunks.”  


  “He didn’t have a necklace to protect him,” Kaylin said. “Bad news about your shield, it’s got a hole the size of a dinner plate, but your left arm looks okay, not sure why.” When she picked up the shield, she stared at it in disbelief: the shield repaired the hole as they watched. Kaylin tapped on it with her knuckles to make sure. “That’s weird.”  


  “What’s that?” Alex asked and pointed.  


  Across the cavern, they saw a very large nautilus shell, yet it was not a shell. The various segments folded underneath one another, allowing the curved front half to retract. They arose to their feet and crossed the uneven cavern. When Alex put her hand on a stone column, rough seashells — long ago embedded in gray silk — formed a concrete-like mixture. This same substance formed the various caverns and passageways beneath the salt flats, a labyrinth that went on for hundreds of miles. 


  Their lights focused on the strange object. A layer of white calcium coated the exterior surface, and it was large enough to fit inside of it. Alex used the butt of her knife to tap on it, and the white crust fell away, revealing oxidized aluminum. She gave it three more hard knocks, and the crust fell away. The United States Presidential Seal covered the lower front portion, and “#3” marked the top of it.  


  Alex pulled on a handle at the bottom, and the curved door arose, segments sliding under one another.  Salt water flooded out of the capsule and washed over their boots. The padded seat cushion rotted away long ago, leaving behind the curved aluminum pan beneath it, and the control systems turned to rust. The slightest touch caused the equipment to collapse into a pile of rusty mush. This must be some sort of escape capsules. How it got here, I have no idea, and it has been here a long time.” 


  “Over 20,000 years ago,” she said and gazed up at the curved gray ceiling above them, “before the mud accumulated on it.”  


  Alex used her knife to scratch away the oxide from the aluminum. “This capsule must have held someone important.” The box beneath the seat pan was empty. “It looks like he used the emergency raft to escape.”  


  “I wonder if he survived?” Kaylin asked. 


  “We need to go. The daemia could rally, and I want to get out of here.” Lyra walked toward the rope and shouted, “Come on.” Alex ran her hand over the capsule. It was a little piece of home. She hated to leave it behind, but she turned and caught up with the others.  


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 6 
    


  The camp owners mended the fences, burned the dead, and patrolled outside the barrier. After having laundered, bathed, shaved, and eaten a hot meal, the residents wandered about the camp. The tension grew with each passing hour, and the young men could no longer tolerate it. They pressed Sam to escort them into the city, but the girls had to remain on guard duty. 


  Refuge City never slept. How could it? The celebration never ended. “If you want to sleep, go home,” revelers shouted at those trying to quiet the noise. Sam and the young men strolled through the chaos. Light, drunks, and noise spilled out of taverns. Scantily clad women lounged on second-floor balconies and tempted men to come and partake.  


  “A man has to be careful of them,” Sam said. “Otherwise, he ends up shanghaied.” When the young men cocked their head and screwed up their faces, he explained. “Criminals kidnap men and sell them to mines as slaves. A few are transformed from a guy to a gal and sold as slave girls.” As if to make is the point, two prisoner wagons, filled with semi-nude slaves, rolled past them. Most of the prisoners were still unconscious. “The city fathers know all about it. They get money under the table to look the other way. Be careful; no one’s going to rescue you here.” 


  “They kidnap them?” Skye asked. The baby-faced youth was no match for the city, and he had little doubt that slavers would abduct Skye. In fact, Sam wondered if he would make it an hour, let alone the night.  


  Sam rubbed his neck. “You should wait back in the camp. This city is too rough and tumble for the likes of you.”  


  “I can take care of myself.” Skye crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes. “I’m small, but I’m quick.”  


  “Don’t worry,” Mercutio said. “We’ll take care of each other.” 


  Sam grunted and continued on his way. A quiet bar and restaurant on the north wall awaited him. After a hot meal and a couple of drinks, he would hire some companionship for the night. He departed the young men with a wave and said, “I hope your right.” 


  After climbing the stairs to the city wall, he approached a tan stucco restaurant. Potted roses clung to the black wrought iron pillars and overhead ribs, and round tables lay in an alfresco dining area. He strolled through the entryway and made his way to a terrace overlooking them all. Five place settings, five overturned shot glasses, and a bottle of whiskey lay at his usual table. He sat and righted his glass and filled his glass with whiskey.  


  Through the support ribs above him, he saw the stars twinkle in a midnight sky. Camellia sashayed over to him and placed a whiskey bottle with two glasses on the table. “You’re the only one so far. I’m sorry.”  


  “Friends absent,” he said, raising a glass, and he took a sip. She sat next to him, and they talked about old times. The alcohol had far less effect on him that made him happy. However, the tradition stretched back a hundred years, when he and his friends first arrived at Refuge. All were dead or missing, leaving Sam alone to carry on the tradition. 


  After a night of drinking, Sam stared at the four overturned shot glasses, and said, “Well boys, it looks like I’m the last one.” He retrieved a letter from a solicitor in Atlantis. Using his knife, he cut open the envelope and read the letter. “Dear Captain Ash, this is an official notification that you are the last surviving member of the tontine.” He skipped down to the bottom. “… You are hereby entitled to the full amount of the funds deposited 123 years ago with my father. The inventory of the chest it 1,321 gold coins, 3,324 silver coins, 221 diamonds of various quality, 32 rubies, 54 sapphires, 2 diamond necklaces, 4 gold bracelets, and 6 diamond tiaras. You are entitled to the whole amount and may claim it at any time, or if you desire, you may notify me by certified correspondence and have it transferred to a financial institution of your choosing.” 


  He crumpled the letter and tossed it away. He filled his glass and raised it. “Fallen but not forgotten,” he toasted. He slammed the whiskey into the back of his throat and threw away the glass, smashing it on the stucco wall. “I’d pay it all to the devil to have my friends back.”   


  The first rays of dawn broke in the east and cast long shadows across the salt flats. A flash of light and the crack of thunder came from the cloudless sky, and a small ball of light, brighter than the sun, blazed in the sky above the Barrier Mountains. It grew larger by the second until it forced him to avert his gaze, using his hand as a shield. 


  In a state of awe, he watched an aircraft emerge from the ball of light. It swept low over Nose Mountain and then dived toward the Flats. It swept out of the sky and landed on the Flats, issuing a great cloud of white salt. “I have to go.” He threw down some money and charged out of the restaurant.   


  A rescue party, led by Sam, galloped toward the stricken craft. When they neared the aircraft, Sam slowed and held up his fist for the party to stop. Men walked about the wings and held rifles, some of which pointed at them. He saw the flare of a lens and knew a riflescope pointed at them. 


  “That’s Air Force One. The President rides on it.” When Alex observed their quizzical expressions, she added, “The United States President, from Earth.”  


  Tormod, a dwarf, stroked his beard and said, “We’ve had many arrive from Earth but few in such dramatic fashion. Is he important, this president?”  


  “Very important, the United States is a superpower back on Earth.” Alex tapped her spurs and rode away. “We must see if everyone is all right.” 


  “Hold on,” Sam said. “They’re pointing weapons at us. Let’s walk our horses from here. We don’t want to charge upon armed men.” After they had dismounted, Sam commented to Alex, “Back in my day, the President had a private train, but an aircraft, that’s pretty amazing. I never would have imagined it. The folks back on Earth have come pretty far to have that kind of tech.”  


  “Have you ever flown?” asked Alex. 


  “Hmm, oh yes. I worked in space on a merchant ship, a freighter and traveled a while. I got tired of re-circulated air and manufactured food. And the spaceports, they among the most dangerous I’ve ever seen. We had to go out in groups just to keep from getting mugged, shanghaied, or murdered.”  


  Their conversation trailed off into silence. The chain ladders draped out of open aircraft doors, and men walked about on the wings. Alex saw a glint of light and stopped her horse. She said, “They have a 50-caliber rifle trained on us.” 


  “I know,” Sam said. “Just stay calm.”   


  Lyra and Kaylin, elvas, cocked their heads, and their Elven eyes beheld the man wielding the gun with curiosity. “Is it a weapon?” asked Lyra. “Is he threatening us?”  


  “Yes, it’s a weapon, and he’s warning us to stay clear,” Sam said.  


  Hank Lutz and Sterling joined the group. “What are we waiting for?” asked Hank. “Let’s go up and talk to them.”  


  “They have a weapon aimed at us,” said Kaylin. 


  “What kind of weapon works from this range?” asked Sterling. “Is it a wizard’s staff? Some staffs can fire powerful bolts for miles. Mine is far less.”   


  “No. It uses gun powder.” Sam tipped back his Seventh Calvary cowboy hat and took a swig from his canteen. “It’s suicidal on Eden. Rhunite could cause that thing to blow up at any time.”  


  “So could the jet,” said Alex. “It uses a very unstable petroleum fuel to propel it.”  


  “Petroleum?” Tormod asked. “If they emerged any other place on the planet, that craft would have exploded.” He rubbed an itch from his wide nose and said, “It looks like one of them is waving at us — an invitation?” 


  “I guess the flats are safe enough. There’s no rhunite here.” Sam mounted his horse and tapped his spurs. Pilot trotted toward the aircraft. The others followed him, more curious than afraid. Alex put on a pair of sunglasses, which the others greatly envied, and glanced up at the sun. The brilliant ball of fire burned brightly in a clear blue sky. “They are lucky the weather is fair: a strong wind could flip it.”  


  “I don’t know,” Sam said. “That thing is huge. It is a wonder that it flies, and the wings are massive. The ships I served on used anti-gravity lift.” 


  “Anti-gravity lifts don’t work in these mountains,” said Tormod. “It is another bit of fortune for them. Their ancestors must favor them.”  


  When they passed into the shadow created by the immense aircraft, they gaped at it in wonder. Some of the Presidential Staff congregated near the chain ladder and spoke in whispers. Israel Kahn emerged from the group and said, “We’re sorry to scare you. We ran into bad weather.” When he noticed their quizzical expressions, he said, “Do you speak English?” 


  “Yes. I’m Alex Dubois.” When she brushed a raven tress behind her pointed right ear, Israel rubbed his nose and suppressed his surprise. She introduced their group and then said, “We’re part of a caravan on our way to Midway City. Um … you’re not on Earth. This planet is Eden.”  


  “Say what?” asked Israel. 


  “She told you straight,” Sam said. “I am Captain Samuel Ash of the Seventh Cavalry. I came to Eden over 150 years ago. Alex is a recent addition. She arrived on Eden almost a year ago.” 


  Alex dismounted her horse and led him up to Israel. Major James Jordan, US Army Ranger, stepped pushed his way through the crowd. He scanned Alex and took note of her armor and weapons. He asked, “Are you expecting trouble?” 


  “Trouble finds me all the time,” she said. 


  Sam searched the salt flats and the surrounding mountains. “We’re not the only ones who saw you land. Those mountains are thick with daemia and haugr. By nightfall, scores of them will descend upon this place. We best not be here when they do.”  


  Sergeant Graham Dawkins, US Army Ranger, glanced at the mountains, and then he asked, “What is a daemia, and what is a haugr?”  


  “Monsters,” Alex said. “Daemia are about the same height as a man, are really strong, have rows of serrated teeth, eight spider eyes, and horns on their head. Haugr have bat faces, long claws, and move like a jaguar. Both of them eat human flesh and rape human females. Since I came to this planet, I’ve turned into an Elvan female, an elva, and those things have tried to kill me the entire time.”  


  “Is this some sort of game? Because we’re not in the mood,” Israel said and rotated his gold pinky ring. “We’re serious. Our aircraft crash-landed, and we need help. We need to find a town and contact the federal authorities.”  


  “You’re not contacting anyone,” said Tormod.  


  When Israel glared at Tormod, Alex said, “Come with me.” She walked out from underneath the aircraft wing, and Israel joined her. “When was the last time you saw two moons in a blue sky?”  


  Israel used his hand as a visor and puzzled over the double moons. “Yeah, I noticed that, but I still can’t believe it.” He rubbed his face. Then he saw the purple- ringed planet, Tothar, rise in the southern sky. When Sam removed his hat and brushed back his brown locks, they saw his pointed ears. “I suppose you’re an elve too?” 


  “Now I am,” Sam said and bit off a wad of chewing tobacco. “Tormod, do you think your kin would be interested in this aircraft? It has a heap of metal they could use. It would cost them a fortune in freight to lug it all the way up here.”  


  “Aye, they might,” Tormod replied.  


  “If you make a deal with the dwarves, they’ll protect the aircraft. You can count on that, but you have until nightfall to make it.” Sam glanced at the Lieutenant’s side arm. “You see those gray islands of rocks over yonder?”  


  “Yeah,” Israel said.  


  “Let me have one round of ammunition,” Sam said. Israel drew his sidearm and removed the clip. He gave Sam one round as requested. Sam hauled back and threw the round at the black rock. The bullet exploded in mid-air with a flash and a sharp crack. “Those black rocks will make your guns blow up or burn, and the daemia make their armor and weapons mixed with rhunite. If they get close, your guns and this craft will blow up.”  


  “I’ll go see if I can make a deal,” Tormod said and left the group. 


  Hank crossed his arms and stroked his beard. “You’ve got to get your head about you. We can’t wait here all day. If the dwarves aren’t going to defend this place, we need to make it back to the city.”  


  Israel exchanged a glance with James and then said, “I need to speak with the Chief of Staff.”  


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 7  
    


  Hank drummed his fingers; Alex admired an Air Force One official pen, and Sam napped. The bureaucratic process moves at a glacier pace, even in the face of impending doom. Alicia carried in two cups of coffee and a cup of tea. “Here we go,” she said, serving them. “I included some lemon cookies.”  


  “That’s great. Any idea when his Majesty is going to show up?” asked Hank. “This is a hell of a place to sit around and wait.”  


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “The senior staff is still in a private meeting.”  


  Hank slurped his coffee and said, “Thanks much, it’s great. Let’s go. This is a waste of time. We need to get back to the city before it gets dark. I don’t want to be strung up by my thumbs and served for dinner.”  


  Sam tipped up his cavalry hat and opened one eye. He smelled the alluring aroma of freshly brewed coffee and took a sip. “This is mighty fine, sweetheart.” Then he nibbled the cookie. “These are nice too.”  


  “Well? Are you going?” asked Hank. 


  “Yup,” Sam said. “Darling, we can’t wait anymore. We have to return to the city before nightfall, and our time is about up.” He noted Alex’s folded arms and disapproving glare. “I’m sorry, but Hank is right. I don’t intend on being caught here after dark.”  


  Tormod strode into the room, ax in hand. “That smells like coffee.” Three more dwarves, two males, and a female — Dalur, Kilo, and Ragona — entered behind him. “We have four cups and a pot.”  


  After Alicia had exited the room, Tormod said, “Dalur is Chief Miner for this region and represents the dwarven council. The collective authorized him to barter for this craft. He brought three hundred troops. It’ll be safe for tonight.”  


  “Lovely,” Hank grumbled and shook his head. He placed his elbow on the armrest and propped up his chin. “We’re never going to get out of here.”  


  In the senior staff meeting room, the Chief of Staff, Robert “Bill” Gardener, leaned back listened to his staff’s report. Captain Douglas said, “Half of our equipment — our avionics, communications, and countermeasures — is fused into a solid block of carbon, and the other half is on the verge of failure. All of our landing struts are bent or fractured, and before the wings, a circular stress fracture circles our fuselage: she is ready to snap in half. There is no way to repair any of it. Only our EMP shielding allowed us to land, and even if we had access to new equipment, we could never taxi or repair the damage to the structure. Air Force One is dead, and this is her grave.”  


  Bill took a deep breath and leaned forward. He pinched the bridge of his nose and rubbed. “Folks, there are dwarves and elves in my conference room. Another 300 dwarves have taken up defensive positions around AFO.” He leaned over and peered out the window. “And they are facing away from us and building fortifications.” He saw a young dwarf scurry up to the commander and point to the gray islands. A creature appeared for a moment at the mouth of a cave on one of the gray islands and then retreated into the shadows. 


  “What about the president?” asked Israel. “Do we know what happened to his capsule?” 


  Captain Douglas said, “We cobbled together some radio equipment, and we’ve been monitoring transponder frequencies. There is a lot of static, but the beacon would have cut through it. It looks like he made it out before we transitioned through that dimensional gateway. He’s back on Earth.” 


  “Okay then,” Bill said, rose to his feet, and strode from the room. The senior staff followed behind him. When he entered the dining room, he found all drinking hot beverages and nibbling on lemon cookies. The head dwarf was easy to distinguish. Dalur wore silver thread coat with gold embroidery. After introductions, he said, “Dalur, what is your opening bid?” 


  “1,000 coins of gold,” Talur replied. 


  Bill looked around at the fuselage and said, “This craft is filled with hard to manufacture metals, 20,000.”  


  Dalur stroked his beard, “Aye, it is, but it is also broke and stuck in the middle of the Great Salt Flats.” 


  “What about your competitors?” Bill ran his hand over the hull. “They might want such a prize. Perhaps we should contact them.”  


  “The Cutthroat Clan is true to their names. They would make you a great offer and then kill you. We offer a fair price. I could go up to … say … five thousand coins.” 


  “15,000,” Bill said. 


  “11,000,” Dalur replied. 


  Bill understood the look in Dalur’s eyes: anger, fear, greed, and a need to appear dominant. He tapped his chin with his index finger and peered out the window. Two more daemia appeared in the gray island and then withdrew. He turned and said, “12,000 coins,” and extended his right hand. Talur looked at it and perceived the custom. He grasped Jack’s hand and sealed the deal. 


  Talur released a relieved laugh and thumped his fist on the table. “You drive a hard bargain. All furnishings are included?” When Bill nodded, Talur rose to his feet and finished his coffee.  


  “You take possession at once,” Bill said. “We wish to pack our clothes and leave for the city, immediately.”  


  “Of course,” Talur said.  


  Bill said to Kristen Hobbs, the president’s personal assistant, “Get everyone packed and ready to travel. I want to be out of here within the hour.” Then he said to James, “Buy some arms from the dwarves.” He said to Talur, “You do have arms for sale? Don’t you?” 


  “Oh yes,” Talur said, “some new, some old, but all top quality.” He said to Kilo, “Fetch arms and armor for their men of war.” James and Kilo exited the room and discussed their needs.  


  “Sam, I need to speak to you in private a minute,” Bill said. The two joined Graham in the president’s office. After he had shut the door, he said, “The president’s escape capsule ejected before the event horizon of the portal, gate as you call it. Since we have received no emergency beacon from the capsule, our people concluded that the escape capsule is back on Earth. However, I’d like the team to make sure.” 


  “Well, I don’t know,” Sam said. “My caravan is leaving in a few days. We’re headed to Midway City.”  


  “What if we pay a small fee?” asked Bill.  


  “All right, But we need to get moving. The sun, she is fading fast.” Sam opened the door and said to Hank. “Assemble a small survey team for me. They’re going to ride to the mountains and make sure the Presidential Capsule isn’t hung up somewhere.” While Hank chafed at Sam ordering him about, he was happy that they were finally leaving, so he went to find some volunteers.  


  When Alex entered the room, Bill rubbed his chin with his index finger and studied her. “Someone told me that you used to be a human and a man?” She blushed and tugged on the silver hem of her scale-mail tunic, appearing much like a silver mini-dress. She cringed, chewed her lower lip, and nodded. “That’s a story I want to hear but another time. Right now, we need to go.”    


  Dwarves crawling over it, the corpse of Air Force One lay behind the Chief of Staff, and he never looked back. The gentle sway of the horse, the cool air, and the open trail, Bill felt free. The burden of the White House and national policy lay behind him. A clean slate, a new world lay before him.  


  The staff and reporters were far less philosophical. Many protested the impossibility of their new reality even as the dwarves admired their purchase, and one threatened legal action. However, the bitter wind that drove off the snow-capped mountains in the far distance, the concrete like a salt lake, and the twin moons, clouds the size of continents drove home the point: this was Eden, not Earth.  


  Israel performed a last walk-through of the aircraft. Everywhere he looked something provoked a memory. He served four presidents with honor and caught many would-be assassins. However, somewhere in the process, he grew old. He rubbed his potbelly and tried to ignore his aching joints. He strolled into the president’s office and chuckled. His retirement letter still lay in the president’s in-basket. He tore it up and tossed it into the wastebasket. 


  After Israel exited the aircraft and was on the ground, he saw Sam with a group of female warriors. “This is Alex, Lyra, Kaylin, and Sterling. They’re on the rescue team that you wanted. If he’s out there, they’ll find him and bring him to Midway City.” 


  “As I said to Sam, ‘I’m 99% certain the president is back on Earth, but I need you to make that 100% certain.’ Normally, I would go with you to search for him, but I made the mistake of getting old … and fat. And I am responsible for the safety of our people, so I can’t join you.”  


  “Perhaps I should go with them,” James said. 


  “No. The president is back on Earth, and we need you with us to provide security,” Israel said. After they had made their farewells, Israel lingered for a moment and watched them ride away. He then turned and walked toward the city. 


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 8 
    


  Lyra pointed at Nose Mountain, the name’s origin being self-evident, and said, “The aircraft appeared just a little to the north, above the right nostril. It was low, so if the capsule appeared it must be near ‘The Way of the Dead’.”  


  “A foreboding name,” Alex said and studied the mountain.  


  “Yeah, the road leads to Razûl. It means cursed in dwarven. The founders dismissed the dwarven warnings as fables and built a great city upon a dead caldera. Things went well for 400 years, even some dwarves moved there. One hundred years ago the surrounding communities lost contact and sent emissaries to see if all was well — no one returned. They sent more, and they never returned. To this day, no one has ever returned from Razûl.” Sam rubbed his chin with his index finger and gazed at the salt bed. “If the president landed there, then he is going to stay missing,” Lyra said.     


  “Are you serious about this, a cursed city?” Alex asked.  


  “I’m afraid so,” Lyra replied. 


  After they had mounted their horses, Kaylin rode up close to Alex. “What’s it like on Earth? It must be wonderful, no daemia or haugr to fight. It must be so peaceful. Where did you live?”   


  “Earth is far from peaceful. In the absence of other enemies, men fear one another. I grew up in upstate New York, and my family moved to Philly,” Alex said. “When I was laid off, I decided that I wanted some adventure, so I moved west. Well, I got it.” She shifted in the saddle. “Parts of me will never be the same.”   


  Alex said, “The wind is really strong here.” The horses leaned into the wind, and after a day of riding, weariness forced silence upon them. After a day of traveling on the Flats, it seemed as if they were in the same spot.  


  They camped for the night. However, elves require little sleep, and Sterling was an insomniac, as are most wizards. They rose after only a few hours, leaving in the middle of the night. When the first rays of dawn broke over the Barrier Mountains, it found them at the base of Nose Mountain. “We’re riding toward the right nostril,” Lyra said. 


  Alex smirked and said, “Do you have any idea how strange that sounds?” 


  Lyra chuckled. “I know. As a girl, I always imagined that it belonged to some huge statue buried below ground. I was disappointed to learn the truth.”  


  “I keep wondering if the president’s capsule is somewhere beneath our feet, and how long ago might it have arrived.” Alex shifted in the saddle and scanned the horizon. “But I bet he’s back on Earth holding a press conference.” 


  “Probably,” Sterling said. “What’s a press conference?” 


  The sunrise dispelled the chill of night, but the wind stole away the warmth. When they entered the right nostril, it transformed into a massive cave. A road traveled through and then up at a steep angle. When they passed from light to shadow, Alex shivered but not from the cold: her slip-suit kept her warm. An impending sense of doom hung over them. The proverb “No one ever returns from Razûl” consumed her. What horrors overtook the travelers? “How far are we going before we turn back?” 


  “Just to the plateau on the other side,” Lyra said. “It’s safe enough. The journey to Razûl is another ten miles between two mountains. I figured we would give it a quick look around and then leave. Once we are back on the flats, we can go north and arrive at Junction City before the caravan arrives.”  


  “I’d like to turn around now,” Kaylin said. “This place gives me the tintilas (Elvish for the shivers or trembling fear).”  


  “No. We keep riding. Don’t let your imagination run away with you.” Lyra kept her eyes fixed on the light ahead of her and pushed away dark thoughts. However, their angst returned with greater strength. Something or someone was watching them.  


  When they passed from shadow to light, leaving behind the cave, everyone felt better. Flat Mountain, like Nose Mountain before it, was well named. Its flat, featureless surface allowed one to see across its breadth. Lyra pulled back on her reins and then dismounted. “Now we can turn around,” she said as she stretched.  


  A thunderous explosion above their heads made them wince. A brilliant ball of light appeared overhead, and they shielded their eyes with their hands. It throbbed and growled as if alive and filled with rage. “What is it?” Alex shouted. 


  “It’s a dimensional gate,” Lyra shouted.    


  A capsule dropped out of the dimensional portal, and the parachute deployed. A moment later, the portal disappeared, leaving behind a cloudless blue sky. The capsule drifted with the wind and floated toward the northwestern side of Flat Top Mountain. They mounted their horses and galloped toward it. 


  The hatch slid up, and then the president exited the craft. Using his hand as a visor, Jack watched the riders gallop toward him. The sunlight glinted on their armor — all heavily armed and all female. For a few seconds, he wondered if he landed in the middle of a renaissance festival. Then he looked up and saw the twin moons. He searched his surroundings for the familiar, and finding none, he, studied the mountains. How he arrived in the mountains mystified him; Air Force One flew over the Atlantic.  


  The riders stopped and then dismounted. When Lyra strode toward him, he took a step back. “Mr. President, Israel Kahn sent us to rescue you. Are you injured?”  


  “What? Um … no,” he said examining his body. “I’m fine. Israel sent you?” 


  “Yes sir,” Lyra replied. 


  “I’m Alex Dubois. I voted for you in the last election. It’s funny how we both wound up here on Eden.” She cleared her throat and crossed her arms. “I’ve undergone a few changes since I left Earth.” 


  “We need to be away from here before nightfall and head for Refuge,” Lyra said. “You’re people are there waiting for you.” 


  Jack saw the blinking red light of his transponder beacon. “I think I should stay here. Rescue aircraft are probably on their way to this location.”  


  Lyra was about to rebuff him when Alex stepped in front of her. “Mr. President, this is Eden — it has two moons, a ringed planet as a neighbor, and monsters. If we stay here after dark, they will kill us. Now, we have to go.” She removed a letter from her saddlebags. “He told me to give this to you if we found you.”     


  Jack opened the letter and read it twice. “I wish I stayed with my law practice in New York.” He grabbed a survival pack from the capsule, and referring to his suit, he said, “I’m not exactly dressed for a ride.”  


  Lyra mounted her horse and held out her hand. “We need to ride. I want to get as much distance between Razûl and us.” The president put on the survival backpack and took her hand. She helped him mount her horse and sit behind her. She jabbed her spurs and said, “Let’s get out of here.”  


  They rode for the passage as if someone chased them. However, when they were halfway across Flat Top Mountain, a daemia army exited the dark cave. Drums beating, a forest of pikes glinting in the sunlight, swords beating on shields, the daemia army shouted obscenities and marched toward them. Lyra stared at them in confusion. Where did they come from? There was no one on the flats, and there was no place in the cave passageway to hide an army. However, the army marched toward them, ready to engage a battalion. Lyra turned her horse about and galloped up the road to Razûl. 


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 9 
    


  Jack gripped Lyra’s hips as the daemia Ta’rak riders chased them up the road to Razûl. The carnivorous reptiles stabbed fear into the hearts of the horses and caused them to gallop in a wild dash for life. He held onto her for dear life, his hands clutching the cool metal of her cuirass, his suit jacket and necktie flapping behind him. When he glanced over his shoulder, he saw the impossible. Daemia — horned monsters having eight beady eyes and gnashing teeth, clad in rusty armor and brandishing blood-stained machetes — pursued them. Their fierce visage triggered some primal instinct, but he doubted his eyes, wondering if he was having a nightmare. Only hours ago, he traveled aboard Air Force One, staff to service him, guards to protect him, and the leader of the free world. Now he fled from certain death. 


  Grass and gray sand dotted the surface of the slate pavers, the abandoned road wound around the side of a mountain. Jack made the mistake of looking over the edge. They skirted the edge of a sheer drop, and the Flume River rushed through a canyon in white foam furry. It plunged down a series of waterfalls, throwing up spray. Water washed over sections of the road and swept over the other side, plunging a hundred meters onto jagged rocks.  


  They galloped through the spray and raced for the pass. A peculiar twinge pricked Jack’s mind: something was wrong. When the Ta’raks charged through the water, their footfalls caused no splashes, and the spray flowed through both rider and mount. As they entered the tunnel, their pursuers became translucent and then faded into the shadows. However, they exited the tunnel before Jack could get Lyra’s attention.  


  Lyra pulled back on the reins and stopped her horse. She spun it around and gaped at the way behind her. Massive green doors, stained with rust, blocked their path, and rust fused the hinges into a solid mass — sealed for over a hundred years.  


  “We were tricked,” Jack said. “None of it was real.”  


  “It can’t be. They were after us,” Lyra said.  


  They dismounted, and she approached the gate. However, rust fused the hinged doors together, and the mechanism, which released the pins around the frame, failed long ago. She touched the door to make sure it was real, and orange iron oxide covered her hand. She hit it with her fist, and the solid barrier hurt her hand. “How did we ride through it?”  


  “Stand back,” Sterling said and formed a ball with her hands. A seed of energy sparked to life and grew stronger until it blazed white-hot. She released it, and the ball flew at the barrier and hit it with a powerful explosion. When the flames died away, twisted metal rimmed a hole the size of a serving platter. Their smiles and cheers came to an abrupt stop. The metal untwisted and covered the gap, sealing into a solid structure.  


  Sterling felt the metal door, and it was cold. Even the rust returned. “If you could do that again, one of us might slip through the hole. She could go get help.” 


  “No one is going to come here to help,” Kaylin said. “This place is cursed.”  


  “So Mr. President, are you enjoying your stay on Eden?” Alex asked. 


  “None of this is possible,” Jack whispered. When his hand brushed his jacket pocket, it bumped the flat, rectangular form of his phone. He retrieved it from his pocket and checked for a signal — it had three bars. It rang and played a familiar tune: “I will survive,” the ring tone set for his deceased wife, Gloria. He touched the answer icon and held it to his ear. “Hello?” 


  “Honey, I’m running late for the fundraiser … where is that place? Oh yes, Mobley, Kansas. I hope the endangered animals appreciate everything I’m doing for them.” 


  “Gloria, don’t go to the fundraiser. You’re in danger. Do you hear me? Get out of there!” he shouted.  


  “I’m sorry honey. Your voice is breaking up. I see a billboard for a Factory Outlet Mall. Randy, pull off so I can buy a new dress. Honey, I’ll meet you in Denver for the victory celebration. Honey, do you hear me?”  


  “Gloria,” he shouted. “Get out of there!” He cursed while trying to redial, but the phone lost the signal. “You can’t do this to me. Work, you piece of junk.” The phone went black and smoked.  


  “You got a call, from Earth?” asked Alex. “That’s one hell of a long distance charge.”  


  He shook the phone and thumped the glass; “I need to call her back.”  


  “I’m sorry, but it never should have worked in the first place,” she replied. 


  He covered his face with his left hand and prayed for a miracle. However, the phone remained dark and smoldered. He screamed in rage and hurled it at a boulder beside the road, smashing it into pieces. A powerful thirst for whiskey seized him, but he was lost in the wilderness without a drink in sight.  


  “I remember: you lost your wife. Was that her?” Alex asked.  


  “Yes,” he said, deflated and appearing much older. “She died in a terrorist attack three years, two months, and twenty-one days ago — my life was never the same. You never know what you’ve got until is gone, and then it’s too late.” He looked them in the eye and asked, “What is this place?”  


  “Good question,” Lyra replied. “Let’s find out.” She mounted her horse and extended her hand. Jack hesitated a moment and rubbed his face. He then took her hand and mounted the horse. As they rode, his thoughts lingered on Gloria and the emptiness within. Life, death, nothing mattered.  


  Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw Alex ride up beside them. She asked, “So, I guess the press will go crazy with this story: the President is transported to another world.” 


  “The White House seldom tells the true story.” Jack raised an eyebrow and gave Alex a sideways glance. “They’ll cover it up the same way they did to all the other disappearances. Search parties will find wreckage, and the White House will release a plausible explanation: probably that Air Force One crashed and sank into the Marianas Trench.”  


  “This has happened before?” asked Alex, her face flushed. 


  “Oh yes, many times,” Jack replied, sorrow pressing down upon him, “but don’t tell anyone. It’s a secret.”  


  “So who killed President Kennedy?” Alex asked. Jack ignored her and focused on the city. “I understand. Some secrets are better left in the dark.”  


  A wonderland spread out before them. The lost city of Razûl lay around the pinnacle at the bottom of a basin. The sleeping caldera maintained the climate of the entire valley at a comfortable temperature, and the rhunite caused crops to grow year round. The winding road passed through a cornfield, and the corn plants towered above a mounted rider, and the ears grew longer than a man’s forearm. When the corn ended, wheat began. Fields white for the harvest waved like the ocean, and in the distance, they saw green fields filled with produce. A pumpkin grew larger than a compact car; yellow squash was half the size of a man, and tomatoes were larger than basketballs.  


  Jack knew a trap when he saw one, and the beautiful valley reminded him of a Sarracenia plant. Its intoxicating aroma and beauty seduced flies into its mouth, but after it descended the long tube and tasted the narcotic nectar, the fly found it impossible to leave, killed within a beautiful prison.  


  He searched the surrounding mountains for a way of escape, but they were tall as the Alps, impassable even for the hardiest of souls. He searched for threats, but white snow rippled around gray rock hid any danger from their eyes. However, a threat grew within him; malevolence and death surrounded them. Although brilliant sunshine warmed the valley, a shadow loomed over the land, and it grew darker as they approached the city.  


  When Kaylin stopped to admire the crops, Lyra said, “We need to keep moving.” For a moment, she and Jack locked eyes and shared their unspoken fears. “We don’t stop until we reach Razûl.”  


  The shadows grew long upon the land, and the 10-meter walls loomed before them. Scars and scorch marks marred the outer walls, and all about the ground lay siege ramps: burned, broken, and rusted. Between these ruins, ripped pennants and shattered wooden shields littered the bare ground. The corpse of an old man — lying on his back, skin ashen, eyes glazed, face gnarled, lips gone, teeth exposed, mouth agape, face toward the sky, and a basket still strapped to his back — clutching splintered wooden fragments. Jack wondered: where are the city authorities? Why would they leave a corpse unburied outside the city wall?  


  Two story homes, made of fieldstones and seasoned wooden beams, lined the main street. Two barefoot children huddled beneath a blanket, their heads covered and bodies motionless. They sat in a dark doorway, away from the warmth of the sun. “Hello, is your mother home?” asked Kaylin, but the children never moved. A shiver ran through Jack, and primal instinct awakened within him.  


  When Kaylin dismounted, his senses screamed it was a mistake. He reached out and parted his lips to speak but faltered, settling back and waiting. She knows what she is doing? They’re just children. It will be fine, he thought; he hoped. Kaylin approached the children. “Don’t be afraid. I’m not going to hurt you.”  


  She reached out and lifted the hood to uncover their faces. Eyeless sockets, shriveled faces, and twisted bodies, the corpses collapsed to the ground at her feet. She jumped backward and drew her weapon.  


  “What the hell is going on here?” Jack’s heart beat in his throat, and he looked about the archway for threats. “Why is everyone dead?” 


  “I don’t know,” Lyra said. “We can’t turn back, and it’s too dangerous to stay here. We need to keep moving.” 


  As they continued their journey, Jack’s thoughts shifted to survival. How could he live amongst people that would leave dead children unburied? When they entered a circular marketplace, it appeared that some great battle took place. The corpses of slain men — throats cut, disemboweled, stabbed through the heart, and half consumed by beasts — lay all about the round, cobblestone plaza. 


  At a brothel, the doors opened to a second-floor balcony swung in the wind, slapping the doorframe, and the withered corpse of a buxom woman lounged in a recliner. Kaylin whispered, “Everyone’s dead.” As if to make her point, a dead man lay in a stable, and a flask of poison clutched in his right hand. A mother lay with a baby in her arms, face down upon the street, both withered as if long dead, the breeze moving the hem of her dress. Through the display window of a silver shop, a merchant lay face down upon a counter, his arms draped over the sides, yellowed papers scattered on the floor.  


  The street weaved through the vast city, and corpses, some very old and some new, filled every part of it. When they exited the poor neighborhood, the rank smells dissipated, and the perfume of budding fruit trees hung in the air. Clean cobblestone streets, sparkling water jetting and splashing in a fountain, scrubbed behind the ears homes, freshly painted with white shutters, the upscale district contrasted the previous district.  


  Across the way, beyond the flowerbeds and trees, a crowd of corpses lay in a heap before a stage. Men in chains lay upon the platforms, the corpse of the auctioneer a short ways away. Upon the next stage, a shriveled corpse of a slave girl, still clad in a black leather thong, hung from a pole, suspended by manacles and chains.  


  “What happened?” Jack whispered. “Everyone is dead.” The girls wanted to provide him with a rational explanation, but they had none to offer. How could an entire city die?  


  They traveled along the main thoroughfare toward the castle. Hanging above the streets and in front of the brothels, the withered corpses of scantily clad women still stood lay tall slave cages. Black satin thongs cleaved to their wrinkled hips, and sparkling silver halter-tops displayed their withered breasts. Their eyeless sockets looked upon a street crowded with corpses.  


  Wealthy mine owners lay tangled in the arms of beggars, and a slave girl, half devoured flesh in her mouth, lay atop a dead man with part of his throat ripped away. Diamonds twinkled in a jewelry case. The door to a jewelry store lay open and unattended, the guard crumpled up in the doorway, his hand still clutching a club. Bracelets, necklaces, wedding rings, and stickpins lay unattended. Their horses struggled to find footing, so they dismounted and led the animals through the tangled bodies.  


  Slate walkways weaved among grassy lawns, flowerbeds, and fruit trees. However, white as if painted, broad and straight, the road traveled through the gardens that ended at the castle doors. The castle towered above the various districts, and a great tower offered a commanding view of the entire kingdom. Implacable walls, bulwarks, and spires appeared bleached white and reflected the midday sun. Blue roofs capped the buildings, and pennants caught up in the ever-present wind flapped atop towering spires. The magical castle looked down upon the cursed city, and upon high upon its wall, a black shadow viewed them with malevolent contemplation. 


  They traveled the winding road that led to the castle. With each turn of a swayback, the arched castle gates, brass overlaid on steel and embossed with pictorials, swung open wide. Guards, clothed in red and black uniforms, lay in the gateway, long dead but still at their posts.  


  Overgrown gardens and a leaf strewed golden road lay before a mythical castle. The towering spires and tall walls made them dizzy. However, the two golden doors, large enough for a giant to pass, lay open and undefended. As they walked their horses down the straight road, Kaylin said, “There are no bodies.” As they looked about, she said, “The city is full of bodies, but the castle is empty. Weird.”  


  At the end of a rectangular hall of stone, white pillars lining the sides, a tall flight of stairs ended at a dais, and up the dais lay a golden throne. The figure seated upon the throne — clothed in royal blue, a red cape around his shoulders, and a golden crown upon his head — appeared to be thinking. Their footsteps echoed off the throne room hall, but the moment they stopped, silence, so deep and so profound shook them to the very core. The figure upon the throne never moved or made a sound, but he kept staring at the open doorway as if deciding whether to leave or stay. When they reached the foot of the stair, the macabre vision became clear. Wrapped in royal robes and clothed in royal blue silks, a corpse sat upon the throne.   


  When Jack placed his foot on the first step, a hologram video began to play. A female, translucent figure floated through the air. Her cream and white gown floated as if weightless. She floated down toward them and touched down on the steps before them. “I am the soul of this kingdom, and the king charged me with playing a message for all who venture into his realm.” 


  A second figure appeared beside her. The man could have been from any European nation: short blond hair, clean-shaven, slate blue eyes, rugged, and handsome. Likewise, his navy, double-breasted suit declared a man of Earth, a figurative cousin to Jack. Looking down at them, as if directly addressing them, the ghostly figure said, “I am King Reginald the Just, and I am grieved to address you in this fashion.” Reginald spoke with an aristocratic British accent. “But I died over 100 years ago.” 


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 10 
    


  The projection of Reginald smiled and walked down toward them. “What you see is a projection, my doppelganger. It will answer your questions as best it can.” 


  “I am Jack Britain Larson, President of the United States of America. Damage to my aircraft forced me to land within your realm, and these … um … warriors safeguarded me.” He rubbed his face and gathered his thoughts. “What happened? Why is everyone dead?” 


  Reginald’s face became sullen, and he said, “A drathva broke free from its prison tomb and killed everyone in the kingdom. It is the creature which will kill you, but not until sunset. We still have time to speak. It’s not often I have an American President visit.”  


  “You’ve had others?” Jack asked. 


  “Yes, Margret Drew. Although she became president 100 years after your administration, she arrived on Eden 223 years before you, the oddities of dimensional travel. She and I discussed your mysterious disappearance at length. Conspiracy theories abounded, and scholars wrote a whole library of books on the subject. My departure was far less noteworthy.”  


  “How so?” asked Jake. 


   “I served in the RAF during the Second World War. I was too tall to be a fighter pilot, so they made me a bomber captain,” he said with a hint of laughter. “Percy, my boyhood best friend, and co-pilot was dead; the remains of his head covered the cockpit and me, taken off by flack.” He grimaced and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Two engines were on fire, and a third engine was about to fail. I instructed my crew to bail out over Germany before we hit the channel. I was determined to make it back to England or drop my aircraft in the drink. I would not be a prisoner.”  


  “When I was over the channel, I saw foo fighters. Balls of light zipped about my craft. I was terrified.”  


  “One of the balls raced through my windscreen and engulfed me. I was formless, everywhere yet nowhere, for a few minutes, and when I emerged, I was thirty feet in the air … without an aircraft. A lake was mercifully beneath me and broke my fall. Thus I arrived in Razûl 453 years ago.”  


  “How long?” asked Jack. 


  “I know it seems impossible, but the average lifespan of a human on Eden is 700 to 900 years. When I arrived, there was little more than a sleepy village. The people were quite pleasant and willing to share. I lived as one of them for … oh … fifty years. One day I met a princess, Roselyn, a maiden of great beauty and regal title but long bereft of wealth or land. We fell in love, married, and settled down into a pleasant life. One day while I was hiking, I spotted the golden gleam in a stream. Several of us formed a partnership, and we opened a gold mine. One thing led to another, and we built this castle. The other partners moved away, or family conspirators murdered the remainder. I formed a parliament to ensure that no one person would have absolute power, and they made me king, an irony to be sure.”    


  “Did she also perish?” Jack asked.   


  Reginald’s lips parted, gaze lowered, and shoulders sagged. “Rosalyn departed for the Undying Lands over a century ago.” The king became stiff as a mannequin and his features without expression. “Killed in a surprise daemia attack,” he said and struggled to maintain his composure. “And what of you — is there a Mrs. Larson?” 


  “She died in a terrorist attack,” Jack said and rubbed his temples.  


  “I’m so sorry,” Reginald said. “I understand your pain: our wives were the light of our lives and the delight of our souls. When the city lived, we had slavery. Ghastly business, my wife labored endlessly to ban it, but parliament resisted her. The mine owners employed slaves as a cheap source of labor. What freeman would risk death by daemia or a haugr? The average life span of a slave in the mines was six months. Criminal offenders — murders, thieves, bankruptcy defaulters, and such the like — were sold to pay their debt to society.”  


  Jack said, “We really have to talk about all the dead bodies. You mentioned a curse?” Jack waited in silence because of Reginald’s pain.  


  “The curse fell upon the kingdom at sunset 100 years ago. We planned a celebration that night, and the city was alive with anticipation. The alarm first arose from the surrounding communities. Shadow demons transformed entire families into mutinous psychopaths. When they laid siege to the city, we shut the gates and fought a desperate battle to save our home. However, the darkness overwhelmed us and slaughtered my subjects. Those not killed became infected as with a virus.”  


  “The cursed were horribly disfigured and filled with an insane rage.” He closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. “I recall the nightmare in bits and pieces. The cursed people went on a murderous rampage, killing and slaughter the unaffected. When morning arrived, the cursed hid in basements or behind shuttered windows. The survivors and I gathered in the castle. We prepared our defenses and resisted the cursed. However, each night the shadow demons returned and more of us died. When the last person died, I threw open the doors. Death arrived, and I was ready to face it. I drank a vial of poison, sat on my throne, and died.” 


  Jack narrowed his eyes and asked, “And what of us?” 


  Reginald began to float away from them and shook his head. “Those unlucky enough to enter this land come to a terrible end. Some evade the shadow demons for a while, hold up in private chambers or fleeing through the streets, but in the end, they too died. I apologize for what you will go through tonight. My advice is to make your death quick as I did. You will find an ample supply of poison in the library. It’s best to make a quick end of it.”   


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 11 
    


  The opulence of gilded frescos, ribbed ceilings, great pillars, marble floors, wine color rugs, and towering windows promised great treasure hidden within the castle. However, the guardian assured them that death awaited them after sunset. If it was a lie, they could stay and become rich, but who would lie about such a verifiable threat? Also, dead bodies littered the kingdom. No, it had to be the truth, and this truth required action.   


  The women gathered on the balcony and debated their next course of action. They faced the west and viewed the sun hanging low, falling toward the western Barrier Mountains. The vivid crimson and pink hues painted the sky with beauty that contradicted the horror that awaited them.  


  Alex clung to the rough castle well despite the bitter chill: it made the experience real, not a dreamscape. Her thoughts drifted back to Earth and the stark difference between then and now. She recalled a lifetime as a man and the memories it forged, but this body, an elva body, could create life, and that made all the difference.  


  Jack strode toward them, lips tight, eyes narrow, and brow furrowed. He stripped off his necktie and unbuttoned his collar. “We have to get out of here.” 


  “And go where? The main gate is closed and protected by a magical spell,” asked Alex. “We have to stand and fight.” 


  “Everyone who did that is dead,” Lyra replied. “We have to run.” 


  When a debate broke out among them, Kaylin raised her voice and said, “We could go through the mines. They go all the way through the mountain and come out the other side. It’s our only way out.” 


  “The dwarves would have tried that,” Lyra replied. 


  “And maybe they escaped,” Alex said. “You don’t know, and it’s better than waiting here to die.” 


  “Our dead host knows more than he’s saying, but we don’t have time to find out what it is.” Jack grasped the stone railing, to make sure it was real and that this was not a nightmare. “Kaylin is right. We have to try something, and the mines are our only hope.”  


  “What are we waiting for,” Kaylin said. “Let’s gather some supplies and go.”  


  After they had collected their gear, they reassembled on the patio. The glass doors to Jack’s suite flew open, and all eyes turned to see the president. A silver steel breastplate embossed with gold detail, chainmail beneath it, leather clothes beneath the chainmail, pauldrons on his shoulders, gauntlets on his arms, greaves on his shins, heater shield strapped to his left arm, and a sword clutched in his right hand, the president strode toward them. The girls restrained their giggles, and Alex asked, “Where did you get that?”  


  “From a display out in the hallway,” he replied and put on a helmet. “I’m not running around here in a business suit while a drathva is trying to kill me, whatever a drathva is. I want to be armed and ready.” 


   A red sun hung low in the west and started to drop behind the Barrier Mountains. “Let’s go,” Lyra said. They hurried across the patio and down the steps. They sprinted across the garden and then a cobblestone street. When they reached the white rectangular stables, they found their horses in the stable. After they had saddled the horses, they galloped around the courtyard. With a clatter of hooves, they fled toward town. “Hurry, sunset is in an hour.”  


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 12  
    


  They galloped through the new city and then through old town. The sun slipped from the sky as they fled toward the back of Nose Mountain. When they reached the mine entrance, Sterling dismounted and formed a ball with her hands and then stabbed out her right hand. A powerful blast leaped from her hand and exploded against the iron gates. When the smoke and dust cleared, the entrance lay before them like an open grave.  


  They dismounted and hurried for the entrances. “I visited these mines long ago,” Kaylin said, “when I was a little girl. Cars loaded with gold ore rolled out, and supply wagons entered. Pallets of supplies filled the sides of the cave, and everywhere you looked someone was negotiating a price. The dwarves built a small town, and it was comfortable with soft beds and hot food.” 


  Jack watched the sun fall behind the mountains and said, “We better get going. Our time is almost up. Besides, we don’t have any idea what we’ll face down there.” 


  “Yes,” Lyra said, “the depths hold many secrets.”  


  “Like daemia and haugrs,” Alex said and frowned at the unpleasant memory. “Why don’t we ever find bunnies and hedgehogs hiding in spooky mines? How about soft, furry humanoids that like to hug?”  


  “Because rabbits don’t kill cities,” Lyra replied. “With luck, we will emerge on the other side. From there we can walk to the tent city and hire ponies to take us to Refuge.”     


  Thoughts of home, loved ones, joyous reunions came to mind when the shadow of the mountain fell upon them, but morose thoughts drove them away. The stench of death greeted them first and made all ill. “You know, just once I would like to go in a mine that isn’t a death trap,” Alex said. Broken carts, collapsed tents covered with dust, and broken clay vessels littered the ground — then they came upon the bodies. Mummified corpses, dried to whitleather, littered the way into the mountain.  


  “Sterling, how about some light?” Alex asked. Sterling drew a knife from behind her back and chanted the magical words. The knife blade began to glow and then a pulse of energy leaped from it. It soared in a high arc and slowly descended. The bodies of men and dwarves covered the ground. “We know what happened to the other search parties that entered the mountain.”  


  Lyra squatted next to the corpse of a young man. Several arrows jutted out of the dead man’s chest, and Lyra pulled one out. “Daemia,” she said with a snarl. “Who else could create such a foul stench?”  


  “There is something else here.” As if in a trance, Sterling ran her hand over a rough wall, and she whispered, “It’s watching us.”  


  Kaylin took the lead since she was most familiar with mines. Doors ajar, tables overturned, rotted and dried food upon the ground, broken windows, the stench of death all around, they passed through a small village. The dwarven residences grew numerous and formed a labyrinth. However, a wide, broad road marked the entry to the mine.  


  “Nose Mountain connects to the entire chain of Barrier Mountains. Hundreds of miles of shafts lay ahead of us. This may take days or weeks to find the proper path,” Kaylin said. 


  Jack took a swig from his canteen and said, “You know, I don’t think whatever is waiting for us will be that patient. It will find us.”  


  “Exactly what I’m worried about,” Alex said. She gathered up her hair behind her head and put on her helmet, and the other girls copied her. Their hands grazed their weapons, and their eyes searched for threats. However, the darkness watched them and revealed nothing.  


  Up high stairs, around twisted paths, through meager openings, they continued their trek into the heart of the mountain. The corpses of miners and slaves grew more numerous. Something oppressive, smothering, and malevolent grew more powerful with each step taken. They spoke only in whispers for fear of rousing whatever lingered in the heart of the mountain.  


  Kaylin estimated that they reached the heart of Nose Mountain and that they would begin their exit at any time. At the nexus of five tunnels, they saw light where no one expected. Blocks lay beside a set of descending stairs. Kaylin crept across a slender bridge, her swords ready for action. The light grew stronger, and the smooth walls of a rectangular passage ended at a doorway. Holding her breath, Kaylin moved to the edge of the doorframe and used one of her swords as a mirror.     


  The pale light illuminated a petrified corpse that lay atop a sacrificial altar. She paused in the entryway and searched for traps. The room, however, was a simple rectangle with few features, except for inscriptions upon the wall, a hole on the far side, and an altar. The obscure writing and pictographs of the ancients spoke of hatred and damnation, curses upon the one who freed “the nameless one,” a being so despised that uttering the name brought judgment. 


  When Kaylin directed her light across the chamber, she saw a ragged hole and blocks lying upon the floor. When she heard footsteps behind her, she turned and saw her comrades. Upon entering, the darkness stole the very breath from her and made her blood surge. They approached the altar and gazed upon the victim. 


  Strands of hair and leathery black flesh still clung to the skull, and its jaw still opened wide in a silent scream. The corpse wore a purple silk gown with elaborate gold embroidery, and handmade shoes shod its feet. “Her hands and feet are bound,” Alex said. “They murdered her.”  


  “They sacrificed her,” Lyra corrected her. “Channels carried her blood into here.” She directed her light through the hole. A room the size of a coffin, having spikes that lined the interior, lay on the other side. “Someone wanted to make sure the man inside it stayed put.”  


  “Not a man, a drathva,” Kaylin said as she read the wall, “and a greater drathva, an immortal being of infinite hate. His name is here, but I dare not speak it. In the common tongue, it translates as Mortemis.”  


  “So this is what happened to her,” Jack said. When he noted their questioning eyes, he said, “This is Reginald’s wife, Queen Roselyn. She fought for the rights of the weak and helpless, and her reward was to end up here.” He sighed and shook his head. “The king sacrificed the great love of his life and for what, a living death?”  


  Sterling raised her light and studied the script. “They mistranslated this text. This wall promises eternal life to the ones who freed Mortemis.” He directed his light to the opposite wall. “However, the other wall qualifies that promise. I suppose you could say it is the fine print. ‘Shadow demons will torture the soul of the ones who give Mortemis liberty.’”  


  “I guess literacy rates are falling in Razûl,” Lyra said. 


  “She’s wearing some sort of pendant.” Alex released the clasp of a silver necklace and raised the pendant into the light. It was made of sterling silver: a dragon coiled around a blue diamond, and its four feet gripped the gem, holding it place.  


  “I don’t think this is the time to admire her jewelry,” Jack said. 


  “It’s more than just Jewelry.” Sterling took the pendant from Alex and examined it. “There’s writing around the outside of the pendant. It says, ‘First in peace, first in war.’ With the proper incantation, the pendant will transport us away from here.” 


  “Why didn’t she use it?” Lyra asked. “It’s got to be better than having your throat cut.”  


  “I don’t know,” Sterling said.  


  “Maybe she didn’t know the proper incantation,” Kaylin said.  


  “Maybe,” Sterling said,  


  Jack said, “We need to go to Earth. I was on my way to a peace summit. When Air Force One went missing, my government might construe it as an act of war.”  


  “Let’s get out of here,” Lyra said. “The drathva that killed the people of Razûl might be on its way.” 


  Sterling grasped the pendant in the palm of her hand. “Everyone place a hand on my shoulder. I’m not sure of the exact wording, but I will do the best I can. We want to go to Earth at a time when you were president?” Jack nodded. When they laid their hands on her, she closed her eyes and chanted.  


  Brilliant blue light exploded from Sterling’s hand and engulfed them. They floated in a sea of light, out of body, out of time-space, and free from care. Time evaporated, and eternity embraced them. The pain of life and the toil of survival faded. Galaxies wheeled across a midnight sky, and ages passed with a blink of the eye.  


  Alex flew out of the light and struck a metal cabinet. Pain radiated through her right side, and the cares of life crowded into her mind. She searched for the light, longing to return, but it extinguished, leaving behind the tortured memory of lost bliss.    


  “What is this place?” asked Kaylin. 


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 13 
    


  Groans interrupted Alex’s ebbing sadness. She struggled to her feet, bracing herself on a computer equipment stack. A corridor of vibrant blue lights, more brilliant than a Christmas tree, lay in parallel rows, and few green lights blinked. Twin rows of servers extended in parallel rows before her. She touched the cables and cases to make sure it was real.   


  “Where are we?” asked Kaylin.  


  “It’s a server farm,” Alex replied. She skipped backward, turned, and then sprinted past her friends. After charging up a flight of stairs, she threw open a gray door. Past the concrete patio, the green lawn, and grove of maple trees, the sunlight reflected off windshields and metal automobiles. The roar of city traffic was music to her ears, and the brown haze above the city delighted her eyes. “I’m back. We’re on Earth.”  


  The others piled up in the doorway behind her. “Earth,” said Kaylin. “That’s impossible. My father told me Earth was lost to us long ago. No one can get there.” She squeezed past Alex and wandered onto the patio. She touched the brown, pole lamps and then a concrete planter. “What is this place?”  


  “It’s a patio.” Alex wandered out and used her hand as a visor. A gray glass and steel rose up two stories before her. “This is some sort of internet, server facility. It’s human technology. We are on Earth: no rhunite and no monsters, just one moon, and cities choked with traffic. It’s perfect.” 


  “It’s stinky,” Kaylin said and screwed up her face. Alex spun in circles and turned her face toward the sky. Kaylin failed to understand Alex’s rapture. The concrete captured the sunlight and radiated heat; the automobiles fouled the air, and a stench made her nose burn.        


  Lyra and Sterling wandered onto the patio. “We can’t be on Earth. The Great Gate disappeared from this world: we’re cut off from home.” She removed her helmet and combed her fingers through her hair. “This is a disaster.”  


  “Where on Earth are we?” asked Sterling. 


  “That sign says this is the ‘Gleason, Kansas Nexus Facility.' We must be in Gleason, Kansas. That’s in the United States: my home. I was on my way here when I was caught up and transported to Eden.” When she smelled cooking meat, she grinned. “We should eat. You have to try a hamburger and fries.”  


  “I’m not hungry,” Kaylin said, her eyes welling with tears, her right hand on her hip. “I want to go home.”  


  Alex noticed something peculiar, something she should have noticed earlier. “Sterling, you have a necklace.” The face of her choker necklace now bore the Dragon Crest. “Your necklace is sealed. So are Kaylin and Sterling’s necklaces.” 


  “What?” Sterling said, and her hands shot up to her neck. “I’m not wearing a necklace. It’s impossible.” She rushed over to the black glass outer wall and examined her reflection. “No. It can’t be. It’s not fair.” 


  “It’s going to be okay,” Alex said.  


  “No. It’s not. Breaking the magic for an unbound necklace is difficult, and one that’s sealed is impossible.” When she saw the blank look in Alex’s eyes, she said, “If I can’t remove my necklace, I can’t change back. I’m stuck like this — forever.” She sat on the edge of a concrete planter and spread her thighs. “I’m a girl.” 


  “You’ve been a girl for months.” Lyra crossed her arms and tightened her face. “Most of the men figured that out.” When Kaylin cocked her head and scratched her head, Lyra said in a quiet voice, “She was having sex with them, for money.”  


  Kaylin’s eyes lit up, and then she snarled. “How can you do that? They were so dirty and stinky.”  


  Sterling offered no reply but stared through vacant eyes. A thought spurred her to action, and she searched her person. “I can’t believe this.” 


  Kaylin stared at Alex’s necklace and said, “You’ve been sealed. When did you do that?” A black dragon, the top two sets of claws bared, wings in flight, lay in the center of the necklace’s oval. One of the bottom sets of claws clutched an olive branch in one, and the other clutched arrows. Peculiar writing, unlike any they had ever seen, circled it. “It’s ancient Elvish.” Sterling studied the elaborate script. “It reads, ‘First in war, first in peace.' It’s similar to the pendant.”  


   Alex’s hands shot up to her necklace and felt the stud beneath her chin. Her fingertip explored the embossed surface. “What the hell? How did that happen?” Vacuous expressions and shrugs came from the others.  


  “When did you pledge a guild?” Kaylin screwed up her face and tilted her head. “I thought you were unpledged like us.” 


  “Don’t panic, you can … um. I’ve got nothing,” Lyra said. “Once pledged, there is no way to break the magic that binds the necklace to the wearer. If you were to destroy it or throw it away, it would reappear right back on your neck. Go ahead and panic.”  


  “How could this happen?” Alex said, tears welling in her eyes. “It isn’t fair. You can’t just claim someone. I’m not a slave.”  


  “No. It has to be voluntary.” Lyra rubbed the back of her neck and searched the recesses of her mind. “I’m sure. You have to agree to it.”  


  “But I haven’t. It has to be a mistake.” Alex raised her chin and moved her throat toward them. “Are you sure I’m sealed?” 


  “Yes, you’re sealed,” Lyra replied.  


  “I can’t believe this,” Sterling mumbled. “It was only supposed to be temporary. I wanted the extra pay, you know … if I was a girl, so I made a potion that helped me adjust. But my supply is back at the caravan.” 


  “Oh, is that how you did it.” Alex understood Sam’s reply. “You used drugs.” 


  “Don’t judge me,” Sterling snapped. “I needed the extra pay to buy a house with a private lab. I bought the plans on my Oracle Scroll.” She covered her face with her hands. “I had sex with all those men — so disgusting. How could I do that?” Her hands began to tremble, but tears refused to flow from her glassy eyes.  


  Lyra sat down next to her and said, “It’s not that —“ 


  “Don’t. Just don’t.” Sterling jumped up and spun around. A moment later, vomit spewed from her mouth. Lyra held her forehead, and Alex stood close by. When Sterling collapsed, they helped her sit. “I need water and teramon root.”  


  “You need what?” Alex asked. Sterling pointed to a dandelion. Alex hurried to the front door and entered the lobby. A high arched ceiling of steel and glass stretched out before her, and brown tile covered the floor. The aroma of brewed coffee wafted out a café on the left side of the atrium. She jogged across the lobby and entered the shop.  


  A woman sipping her coffee looked up from her iPad. She moved her head backward and looked upon Alex with wide eyes. The barista cocked her head and asked, “Is there some kind of costume party?” 


  Only then did Alex remember her attire. She faltered a moment and then said, “Yes. My friends and I are going to a renaissance fair, but one of my friends is sick. I need a glass of hot water.”  


  “Okay,” the woman said. She filled a Styrofoam cup with steaming hot water, and after putting a lid on it, she gave her another cup of cold water. The women shook their heads and smirked as Alex rushed back to her friends. 


  When she exited the building, the other girls had already collected dandelion roots. Lyra washed them in the cold water, chopped them with her knife, and then dumped them in hot water. Alex stirred the pungent brew and handed it to Sterling.  


  Sterling clasped the cup with two trembling hands. She chanted and a faint glow appeared in the tea water. Then she drank a large gulp of the pungent brew. She wretched but managed to drink the remainder. “This is a blood tonic to remove toxins. I should feel better in a few minutes.” Her eyes went wide. “I have to use the toilet.”  


  “Inside to the right, there is a public restroom,” Alex said. Lyra and Kaylin each held an arm and helped Sterling into the building. Alex followed them into the building and into the ladies restroom. 


  Their necklaces grew hot, and they grimaced in pain. The same crest appeared on Lyra and Kaylin’s necklaces. However, all of them now had wings that began at the stud and stretched across their necklaces, the same as Alex’s choker necklace. However, Alex’s wings also included a pair of near the oval, indicating that she was highest in rank. Lyra said, “Who do they think they are? They can’t just claim us like lost luggage. I’m no slave. They have no right.”  


  “Sterling, how are you?” Alex asked, but only moans answered her. “We need to get her some medicine.”  


  “Is that an order?” Lyra put her hands on her hips, tightened her lips, and furrowed her brow. At the opposite end of the hall, sunlight shone through the tinted glass and illuminated the dark floor with oblong squares. Without saying a word, she clenched her fists and marched toward the exit.  


  “Where are you going?” Alex asked and chased after Lyra. Lyra threw open the restroom door and strode through the lobby. “We need to get Sterling to a hospital.”  


  The bathroom door opened, and Sterling exited the restroom. “All of a sudden, I feel fine. The withdrawals just stopped. It’s impossible.” She dried her face with a paper towel, and her stomach rumbled. “Where’s Lyra?” 


  “Can somebody get me down from here?” When they looked up, they saw the president lying on a steel I-beam above them, his arms and legs draped on either side. “Hell of a way to travel,” he said. When the janitor saw Jack, he rushed to get a ladder. Meanwhile, the girls chased after Lyra.   


  Their necklaces grew hot, and they grimaced in pain. The same crest appeared on Lyra and Kaylin’s necklaces. However, all of them now had wings that began at the stud and stretched across their necklaces, the same as Alex’s choker necklace. However, Alex’s wings also included a pair of near the oval, indicating that she was highest in rank. Lyra said, “Who do they think they are? They can’t just claim us like lost luggage. I’m no slave. They have no right.”  


  Alex tried to comfort her, but Lyra said, “Nothing’s okay. I am sealed, and owned. I’m nothing better than a slave. And your planet smells bad.”  


  At hearing the last part, a chuckle slipped from Alex’s mouth. She tried to repress a laugh, but it burst out of her. “It does smell bad.” She roared with laughter. “I never knew how much.” The other girls began to laugh, even Lyra. “There’s garbage everywhere; the water is filthy, and the air smells like a chemical fire.”  


  When the laughter faded, Alex put her arm around Lyra’s shoulder and rubbed. “If they expect me to command like they do in the army, they made a huge mistake. You are my family, my sisters.” 


  Sterling pouted and said, “But I want to be a boy.”  


  Alex put her right arm around Sterling’s waist and pulled her close. Kaylin joined in and leaned against them. “I don’t know what the future holds; I’m living one day at a time. I spent so much time agonizing over what I lost that I never realized what I had. Lovers come and go, but sisters are forever.”  


  “Can I be a sister with a penis?” Sterling asked with hopeful eyes.  


  “After what you did with those men, I’m going to say no,” Alex said. “I don’t think there’s any coming back from that one.”  


  Sterling pouted, and she pressed her hands together between her thighs. “What is making that pond behind us stink so badly?”  


  “It’s a storm drain.” Alex patted their knees and rose to her feet. “We need to get going. Where is the president?”  


  “Right here,” Jack said strolling up to them. “I called the White House, twice, but they hung up on me. So, I called for a rental van; they will deliver it here.” 


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 14  
    


  Have you ever heard the joke about four Valkyries and the American president in a minivan? Neither did they, but life seemed to be a joke without a punch line. After ejecting from Air Force One, escaping a ramping horde of daemia phantoms, escaping a cursed kingdom, the president needed rest, and after he had removed his armor, he slept in the back.  


  While Alex drove through Gleason, Kansas, the other girls viewed Earth in a state of awe. Large signs advertising restaurants, restaurants more than they could count, strip malls selling goods beyond number, automobiles in a perpetual race through the city streets, teenage girls talking on their phones, homes without bars or gates, aircraft soaring through sooty skies, the chemical odor of modern living, life on Earth shocked them. However, the greatest marvel by far was human innocence: business people, pedestrians, shoppers, and homeowners going about their business without a thought to the creatures that lurk in the darkness.  


  “There are so many humans,” Kaylin said. “They really need to learn to meditate.”  


  “Meditate?” Alex asked. 


  “Yes, to control your fleshly urges and achieve a spiritual state of enlightenment.” She crossed her arms and legs, a tense look on her face. “Most elves are 10,000 years old before they have children.” 


  “That explains the elves low birthrate,” Alex said. “Human males have a supercharged sex drive. Look at how many men slept with Sterling.” Alex glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the sour look on Sterling’s face. “Sorry.” 


  “I didn’t know what I was doing.” Sterling scowled and slouched. “I can’t believe I had sex with all those people. I want to take a shower.”  


  “Eyes on the road,” Lyra said to Alex. “We don’t want to crash at this speed.” 


  “We’re doing 35 miles per hour,” Alex said. The traffic around them was light and spaced three car lengths apart. “This is slow.”  


  “Slow?” Lyra tried to cinch her seatbelt tighter and braced herself as if they would crash at any second. She read a green information sign. “What is I70?” 


  “This sugar water is good,” Kaylin said, slurping fruit punch soda. “It’s all fizzy, but the food is flavorless.”  


  “That’s fast food.” Alex entered the on ramp and pressed on the accelerator. The van responded and sped to 70 mph. She merged into the rush of traffic and closed the gap with the car ahead of her. When an 18-wheel truck roared up beside them, the other girls cringed in horror.  


  Lyra turned pale and dug her fingernails into the armrest. “What’s the matter? Is someone chasing us?” They all looked behind the van to spot their pursuers.  


  “No. We’re fine. This is normal.” Alex adjusted her grip on the steering wheel and tried to relax. Even though she was born on Earth, the year she spent on Eden changed her: everything about modern life seemed artificial, especially the speed at which it moved. On Eden, she walked most places. Travel by horseback was as fast as it got.   


  As they left the city, traffic began to separate, and the distance relaxed them. Kaylin held up a single fry, which wilted and doubled over. “These things are better when hot.” She nibbled it and made a face. “It’s icky like this.”  


  “Most people don’t eat a hamburger, fries, and soda for breakfast,” Alex said.  


  “It upset my stomach. Human food is weird,” she said and nibbled the cold fry. 


  “And salty, fatty, and sugary,” Lyra said.  


  “Can we stop at the Factory Outlet Mall and shop?” Sterling asked and scooted to the edge of her seat. “Everyone stares at us, and a police officer asked me if I was a working girl. What’s a working girl?”  


  “A prostitute and yes: that is a good idea.” Alex eased toward the exit for Mobley, Kansas and slowed the van. They cruised through the off ramp and made a right turn at the traffic light and into the shopping mall. The abundance of colorful cars and trucks dazzled their eyes, and the two-story mall promised shopping wonders. She found an available space a fair walk from the entrance.  


  “Couldn’t you find a closer spot,” Kaylin said and bounced.  


  “By the time I did, we could already be in the mall; besides, let the old people park close. We can walk.” Alex turned off the van and used a switch to open the side door. The others stared in wonder as the door opened wide before them by itself.    


  The four friends gathered at the back of the van, and Alex opened the back. When she began to remove her swords, she said, “They don’t allow weapons inside the mall. Besides, shopping malls are safe.” Lyra rolled her eyes, and they removed her weapons and armor. “Mr. President, we’re going shopping. Do you want to come?” 


  “No. I’m good,” he said. 


  After they closed the hatch and walked away, Lyra said, “What will we do for money?” 


  “I have the president’s credit card.” Alex tried to slip it into her back pocket, but the card slid along the smooth material. “Right, no pockets,” she mumbled. “We need to buy purses.”  


  Kaylin cocked her head and asked, “What’s a purse?” 


  When they walked toward the entrance, Kaylin took the lead. She bounced and sang. Lyra crossed her arms and said, “I don’t see why we need clothes. What we’re wearing is fine.”  


  “We look like a girl rock band,” Alex said. “Besides, it will be fun. Oh, and if anyone asks about your ears, tell them they are glued on … the pointed tops I mean.” Lyra felt the pointed tips of her ears and puzzled.  


  When they entered the mall at the food court, glorious aromas — cinnamon, baked bread, cooked meat, pretzels, and brewed coffee — urged them to come and partake. The very next thing they noticed was everyone’s girth. A chubby girl with rosy cheeks waddled up to them, held a huge soda, and slurped it. “You’re pretty,” she said.  


  Lyra squatted before the girl and said, “You’re pretty too.” The girl’s smile wrinkled her nose and made her chubby cheeks bulge. She scurried back to her mother, who paused from eating a triple burger, and the girl jumped as she told her what Lyra said. The annoyed woman handed the girl an apple pie and resumed eating.  


  Some teenage boys gathered near the door snickered and stared at the girls. They stuffed their faces with sugary pretzels and gulped buckets of soda. The bravest of the group, Trent said, “Nice butts, good racks.”            


  “Why aren’t you boys working with your fathers?” Lyra asked. “How will you learn a trade standing around here.”  


  “My dad’s a CPA. I want to be a rock star.” Trent nodded at his friends. “We have a garage band, The Scum Suckers, but we’ve gotten a few gigs. Are you girls in a band.”  


  “Yes, we are,” Alex blurted, cutting off Lyra. “We’re on our way to Denver for a concert.” Lyra raised an eyebrow and stared at Alex. “We’re the … we’re the Valkyries.”  


  “Cool,” Trent said. When he tried to look them up on his phone, the screen went black, and it smelled like burnt hair. “Aw, come on, I just bought this.”  


  After they had walked away, Lyra said, “We’re the Valkyries?”  


  “Why not,” Alex replied. “We were great singing around the campfire.”  


  When they reached the central corridor of the mall, they found themselves on the second floor. They clung to the railing and marveled at the array of stores. “I want to go in there,” Kaylin said and pointed at an athletic shoe store. “I could use my boots resoled.” She lifted up her right foot and showed them the worn heels. 


  Alex was about to correct her when she noticed the lights fade and then brighten. A shadow moved over a domed skylight. “Huh, they must be working on the power.” One of the bulbs grew brilliant white and then burst, showering terrified shoppers with glass and sparks.  


  They walked through the mall admiring the abundance of goods. Kaylin bought a sundress with a yellow, red, and blue floral print. Lyra bought tube socks, petroleum jelly, and lip-gloss. Sterling picked out several books: engineering, manufacturing, and chemical engineering. The boy behind the counter eyed the books and then stared at her breasts. “Are you in college?” he said, and his voice cracked.  


  Sterling twitched her nose. The pimple-faced boy with braces was of no interest. About to say something rude, Alex cut her off saying, “She’s a college student and a drummer. We are just doing a bit of shopping.” The boy nodded and wrung his hands.  


  “That’s cool,” he squawked. “I play a little guitar.” 


  “How little is it?” Sterling asked, but Alex dragged her from the shop. After they had left the shop, Sterling flicked a blonde tress over her shoulder. “Why do you keep doing that, cutting us off or apologizing? I was just going to inform him that he could never win a girl like me, and he should lower his expectations.”  


  “You mean like those wagon drivers?” Lyra crossed her arms and shifted to one hip. “Some of them make him look like an Elven prince.”   


  “Um,” Alex said, “that would have shattered him. You don’t want to hurt people like that. Do you? Besides, trust me: he knows the truth.”  


  The girls broke out into a debate. What was better: a painful truth or a face-saving lie? The debate raged as they entered a large department store. At seeing the lady’s fashion department, Kaylin clapped with glee and grinned. She grabbed Sterling’s arm and dragged her toward the sundresses. Lyra examined a workout ensemble across the aisle, and Alex longed for the simplicity of the men’s department. However, Alex required clothing, so she braced herself, became ridged, reminding herself that she was female. When she picked out a white sundress, adorned with a pink rose print, Kaylin scampered over to her. “That’s adorable,” she squealed.  


  Sterling carried a gold satin blouse up to the cashier and stuck out her chest. “What size is my size? This blouse is a 12. What does that mean?”  


  The saleswoman, Dorothy, peered over her reading glasses and picked up a tape measure. “Let me measure you, sweetie.” She recorded Sterling’s measurements on a yellow post-it note and gave it to her. She led her back to the display and found the correct size. As she handed it to Sterling, Kaylin rushed between them on her way to the changing booth.  


  Her cheeks blushed bright red, Alex also asked the sales woman to take her measurements. After she was inside the booth, she tried on the dress. She turned this way and that, examining the garment. What am I doing? I’m back on Earth, and I’m wearing a dress. As if to remind her, her gaze shifted to the silver necklace around her throat, and her right hand slid around it.  


  A knock on the changing booth door interrupted her deliberations. She opened it a bit and saw Kaylin. “What do you think?” She spun around for Alex, modeling a denim skirt, a white blouse adorned with a chili pepper print, and sandals. “I’m going to wear it out.”  


  A woman strode up to the counter and hitched her purse up her shoulder. “Excuse me,” she said to Dorothy, “I need to find a gown. Do you have any off the rack? Mine was ruined.” 


  Alex cocked her head. That voice was familiar, but she could not identify the face. “Excuse me, do I know you?”  


  “Okay ladies,” Jack said, “where is my credit card?” He halted and gaped. “Gloria,” he exclaimed and froze in place. When the shock ended, he ran to her and threw his arms around her. Holding her tight, he kissed her and held her. 


  “Jack, what are you doing here? You’re supposed to be at that rally in Denver.” When she saw the tears in his eyes, she knew something important was wrong. “What is it?” 


  Mr. Durban peered above his spectacles and lowered his copy of the sales item listing. The chaos of the dress department made him smile: excitement meant profit and a fat bonus check at the end of the year. He removed his glasses and stuffed them in his shirt pocket. The years had been hard on his knees, so he wandered back toward his office.  


  When he passed by the office area, Chris labored over the sales report for the previous day and reconciled the accounting data. “I’ll have the reports for you in an hour,” she said and slurped her coffee. Mr. Durban waved and then finger combed his thinning locks over his balding head. When he gripped the doorknob to his office, he saw the double doors down the hallway swing, and a crash came from the stockroom.  


  “Hello, is everything okay?” More crashes replied. He furrowed his brow and walked down the hallway. The overhead lights buzzed and snapped off. He paused, instincts warning him to turn and leave. It was his store, and he had been in the stockroom more times than he could count. However, still another crash gave him pause. He turned around and walked back to the main office. “Chris, have mall security come. There’s something wrong in the stockroom.” 


  “Yes, Mr. D,” she said. She phoned the mall and summoned security.  


  Melvin Blum, already in the employee break room, lumbered into the office. Once upon a time, he played defensive tackle in college football, made the all-star team, but that was 150 pounds ago, and now a thick layer of blubber hung around his gut. He slurped his coffee and swallowed the last bite of a powdered donut. “Are there problems, Mr. D?” When Mr. Durban stared at the white powdered sugar on his blue shirt, Melvin brushed it off his uniform and licked a bit off his clip-on tie.  


  Mr. Durban said, “There is someone in the stockroom. I hear crashing noises. Go and check it out.”  


  For a moment, Melvin was tempted to say, “Who, me?” But he thought better of it and retrieved his club from his holster. He wished the mall approved his request to carry a gun; a club seemed a pitiful defense. A frown on his face, he waddled down the hallway and pushed open the doors with his club. Knickknacks and glassware lay shattered upon the floor, and when he tried to turn on the lights, nothing happened. “Base, this is mobile unit 2.” 


  “Who?” Charlene’s voice crackled over the radio.   


  “It’s me, Melvin. We have a potential breaking in the Best Bargains Store. I’m going in for a look.”  


  “You be careful,” she replied. “I’ll contact the sheriff’s office for help.”  


  Melvin edged into the pitch-black stockroom. The emergency lighting was broken and smoldering. He shifted his club to his left hand and pulled out his flashlight. When he entered the room, Mr. Durban followed close behind him. “Stay back,” he said and crept down the aisle. Broken glass crunched beneath his shoes. When his light illumined a mannequin, he jumped and raised his club. “I hate that,” he muttered. 


  “What do you see?” asked Mr. Durban.  


  “Nothing so far,” Melvin said. When he heard crunching behind him, he raised his club, spun around, and saw Mr. Durban. He wanted to tell him to go back, but the company made him feel better. When they made a right turn at the end of the aisle, smoldering curtains and towels lay upon the floor. “That’s weird.” He stepped over the debris and made another right turn to the stairs to the second floor. The wooden stairs creaked as he climbed. More crashes came from the upstairs.  


  When they reached the top, he shone his light through the large stockroom. Piles of merchandise lay upon the floor, most smoldering. Melvin rubbed an itch from his nose and tried to settle his quivering stomach. “Mr. D., you really need to stay back. It could be a meth-head looking for something to steal to buy a fix.”  


  A sound came from down the aisle ahead of them. He turned the light toward it and raised his club. He gaped in horror and could not breathe. The light fell upon a black, humanoid silhouette, a non-human presence. It shifted and pulsed as if moving in and out of time. A pair of glowing red eyes floated toward him, and the swirling darkness ate the light from his flashlight and the warmth from the air. Melvin’s breath turned to frost; his heart pounded, and a trickle of urine streamed down his right leg, pooling by his right foot. “RUN!”  


  Melvin fled past Mr. Durban and scrambled down the stairs. He sprinted through the stockroom and burst through the doors. His large belly leading the way, he sprinted through the office and shouted, “Get out of here!” Chris hesitated a moment and then chased after him. The shoe department girl, Patricia, dropped her jelly donut and ran after them.  


  The trio gasped and lingered on the main sales floor. Regina strutted over and said, “What are you doing? We have a business to run.” He pointed his trembling club at the office area and tried to speak, but no words came out. When Regina turned, the walls buckled and lights exploded with a brilliant flash and burst into a thousand shards. A pair of glowing red eyes moved down the hallway. Leathery diseased skin of a dead man, mottled gray appearance, open sores, black blood trickling from the corner of his eyes and mouth, jagged teeth, ripped clothes, the creature that appeared was no longer human or Mr. Durban. He transformed into a daemia. 


  “Halloween is five months away, and you are not scaring me this time.” Regina clucked and shook her head. “Mr. Durban, I can’t believe you are helping this pair play this practical joke.”  


  Mr. Durban sprinted and leaped. Regina recoiled in terror, and he slammed into her and knocked her to the ground. A scream ripped from Regina, and she struggled to push him off her. He opened his jaw unnaturally wide — the corners of cheeks ripped and all of his teeth bared — and bit her throat. Melvin hauled back his club and brought it down Mr. Durban’s head, but the daemia ignored him and shook Regina about like a ragdoll. Melvin slammed his club into Mr. Durban’s head until black blood flowed. The monstrous creature glared at him, flesh clenched between its teeth and blood smeared over his face and growled. Regina released a last raspy breath and died.  


  “Run,” Melvin shouted and ran, followed by the women. Meanwhile, in the sportswear department, Dorothy placed the rejects on hangers. At the sound of running feet, she turned and saw the others race past her. The store lights buzzed and exploded in a shower of sparks. When the creature emerged from the shadows, she screamed and ran for the exit. 


  “Did you hear that?” Lyra asked and emerged from a dressing room. Sterling stepped out of her booth, clad in her clothes and holding a pair of blue jeans and a knit top. When the lights blinked, they looked up just as they failed.  


  “What’s going on?” Kaylin asked, emerging from her booth. Her eyes grew wide, and she screamed. Lyra and Sterling turned to see the creature walking down the aisle toward the changing room. From out of the shadows, they saw a merchandise cart race toward the creature. Alex pushed it as fast as she could and slammed into its back, pinning it against a checkout counter. The stunned creature clawed at the countertop, throwing the register, pens, and other items onto the floor. Its screech, like fingernails on a chalkboard, made their skin crawl.  


  “Get out,” Alex shouted and struggled to hold the flailing monster. After the others had fled, she released it and followed them from the store. However, the power was out for the entire mall. Melvin, who appeared on the verge of tears, and the store personnel, waited in an atrium. Other creatures that were once human poured out of every shop.  


  The women kicked off their high heels, and Jack led Gloria by the hand. They sprinted past the store staff. “Run,” Lyra shouted as they fled. The group raced through the center of the mall as hundreds of creatures ran in pursuit. Burdened by her bulk, Patricia stumbled and fell, and the monsters piled on top of her; and she screamed as they clawed her flesh. Chris and Alex heard screams and stopped to help. Three daemia slammed into Chris and dragged her to the ground. Another daemia lunged at Alex, but she jumped aside, and the daemia hit a pole, head first. It was too late: the creatures ripped the women apart.  


  Alex fled the horrible scene. 


  They charged up the dead escalator and arrived in the food court. The overhead lights were broken, but exterior ambient light revealed chaos. Tables overturned, food strewed about the floor, dismembered and mutilated bodies, fires burning in several takeout restaurants, the food court was a disaster area. Several of the monsters feasted on the dead. Covered in blood and gore, the mother and the little girl looked up from a body and growled. The group raced through the gore, but a huge creature tackled Dorothy. A death cry ripped from her as the others burst through the doors.  


  They ran through the parking lot. A black cloud spread out over the mall, turning day to midnight. As they ran toward the minivan, Alex used her key fob to unlock it. The door slid open, but Melvin paused, “Where’s Dorothy?”  


  “That must have been the scream we heard,” Kaylin said. 


  Melvin ran to the back of the van but stopped. Monsters burst out of the mall like enraged ants from the ground and rushed up the aisle. “It’s too late.” He ran back and jumped into the van. He cocked his head and asked Jack, “Aren’t you running for president?”  


  After they were all inside, Alex threw the van into reverse and stomped on the gas. The tires squealed as it rocketed backward, and after throwing it in drive, she stomped the gas again. The back end fishtailed as it launched forward. The engine roaring, they sped through the parking lot. Monsters poured out from between parked cars and charged at the van. They bounced off or tumbled underneath it.  


  Alex charged at the curb and jumped it. The van fishtailed again as she made a left. Abandoned cars, doors open, content spilled, littered the road. Bodies lay all about the ground and fire spewed out the windows and roofs. The day turned to night, and firelight cast a deathly glow over the town.  


  As they raced toward the highway entrance, they saw a winged figure, a dark angel with alabaster skin, wearing burnished silver breastplate and armor, standing in the middle of the road. Standing akimbo, a look of consternation on her face, she glared at them. When the van slowed to a crawl, Alex pumped the gas, but it stalled. “Go, go, go,” she shouted, trying to start it, but the van slowed to a stop. 


  Sabrina marched up to the van and tapped on the driver’s side window. After Alex had lowered the window, Sabrina leaned over and looked at them. “What are you doing here? This is 3,000 years into your future. Time travel is dangerous. The slightest action can change the course of history. You have no place here. You already exist in this time.” 


  Alex cringed and said, “Do I know you?”  


  Sabrina collected her thoughts and then said, “I was the one who left the armor for you, Sam, and Socks in the Dragon Head Monument. Although you never saw me, I kept you from falling to your death when you fell from the Fry Pan inside Mornkul Mountain, and I moved your unconscious body into a safe underwater passage. After you and the others escape from Mornkul Mountain, I waged war on the daemia and prevented them from attacking Treetop City.”  


  Lyra leaned over and said, “You still don’t have the right to seal our necklaces. We aren’t your slaves.”  


  “Tactful as ever I see,” she replied. “I didn’t seal your necklaces. You did by traveling to the future.” Seeing their blank expressions, she said, “All necklaces are linked, but traveling to the future your necklaces updated to your future status. You sealed your necklaces — not me. Right now, I have to sterilize this city. Drive to Denver and wait for me. And Jack, it’s vital that you not encounter your former self in this time period. Do you understand?” 


  “I think so,” Jack replied and squeezed Gloria’s hand.  


  Sabrina saw once human creatures tearing apart the city. Several explosions rocked the downtown area, and the monsters dragged the unconverted humans from their cars and devoured them. “Go now. I will catch up to you later.” 


  Alex pressed the accelerator and sped down the entrance ramp to Interstate 70. When they hit the highway, the van was alone. Driving at over a hundred miles per hour, they raced away from the city. When they heard an explosion, Alex looked in the rear view mirror, and the others turned around. A black dragon soared out of the sky and strafed the city with fire. A mushroom cloud rose up from the city, engulfing everything in flames and raining fiery debris on the surrounding countryside.      


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 15 
    


  Riding in silence, arms wrapped around his belly, fingers interlaced, Melvin struggled to internalize the moment. He gazed out the window and took in the sights: gas stations, restaurants, rolling fields of golden wheat, and distant farmhouses, but they all seemed to be a mirage. The fabric of reality unraveled in his mind and the fairytales of his youth proved to be far more accurate as to the true nature of the universe than he imagined possible.  


  “So dragons are real?” Melvin asked. 


  “Yes,” Alex replied. 


  “Trolls?” 


  “Yes.” 


  “Monsters?” 


  “Yes.” 


  “Elves?” 


  “Yes.”  


  “So basically, all those crazy magical creatures are real?” 


  “Yup, most of them,” Alex replied. She saw him in the rearview mirror. “You seem upset.” 


  “No, no, I’m not upset … well, maybe a little. All of my friends and coworkers are dead, killed by those black ghost things, and a giant black dragon incinerated the mall, hell, it incinerated the entire town. I’m homeless, unemployed, and friendless; and I still owe $158,263 on my student loans, and I’m 32. All of this will be hard to fit on a resume,” he said. 


  “They’re a type of ghoul,” Kaylin said. 


  “Beg pardon?” he replied.  


  “They’re not ghosts. They are a type of ghoul. There are several different varieties, but the common thread is that they can’t hold solid form without a host,” she said.  


  “Good to know for those difficult job interview questions,” he said with a nod. He sniffed and glanced at their necklaces. “And all of you are … what?” 


  Lyra stared out the window and said matter of fact, “We’re Valkyrie.”  


  “Oh sure,” he replied and used his tongue and sucked to dislodge a bit of his breakfast from his teeth. “I always thought you girls had wings. You know, for flying over the battlefield and collecting the souls of the heroic dead.”    


  “Very funny,” Lyra said and flicked a brunette tress over her shoulder. She crossed her arms and legs, lost in memory. “I remember playing as a little elva on Eden. I imagined coming to Earth and having adventures. None of them included destroying a town and killing its residents.”  


  “I’ll have to find a new softball league,” Melvin said. “The church, the field, and the entire team are toast.” After a minute of silence, he said, “I had one payment left on my car. True, it was a minivan, but still.”  


  “Okay,” Alex said, “stop brooding. We didn’t destroy the town. Those monsters did that. We shouldn’t have stopped, but how were we to know. It’s not fair.” 


  “And you’re who?” he asked Jack. 


  “I’m the president … from the future, and this is my wife, Gloria,” Jack said, and Gloria waved.  


  Melvin smiled and waved. “Good to meet you.” When a Safeway truck passed them, he said, “Can you drop me off at the train station in Denver. I’m going to stay with my sister and her two bratty kids.”   


  “No problem,” Alex said.  


  When they arrived at Union Station, downtown Denver, it was midnight. The door slid open, and Melvin stepped out and stretched. He retrieved his phone from his pocket before he remembered it was dead. He tossed it into a nearby green trashcan. “Thanks for the ride.” 


  “What are you going to do?” asked Kaylin. 


  “Everything I own went up in flames, so I’m going to visit my sister that lives in Tucson, Arizona.” He opened his wallet and counted his cash. “Hopefully, my credit cards still work, but if not, I’ve got enough cash. It looks like I’ll need a new job. I can’t believe everyone is dead.” 


  “I’m so sorry,” she mumbled. She pressed a switch, and the door slid shut. As they cruised away from the station, she saw Melvin waving at them. Kaylin said, “A town is dead because of us. Where do we go now?”  


  Alex turned on the radio. “… Presidential candidate Jack Larson just received news that his wife, Gloria is missing and presumed dead in Mobley, Kansas. Federal investigators are still at the scene, but there is still no word from federal authorities about the cause of the destruction ….” She turned off the radio.  


  “What do we do now, President Larson?” Lyra asked.  


  “I think that winged woman was right. I have to avoid meeting myself at all costs, and Gloria is presumed dead in this timeline.” 


  Sterling sniffed and rubbed an ache from her lower back. “I never knew big boobs cause backaches. I need to put on my halter-corset. Can you get it for me, Kaylin?” Kaylin crawled to the back and retrieved the garment.  


  “We need rest, food, and a place to plan.” Alex checked the navigational map and found a Residence Hotel located in downtown Denver. “I’m exhausted.”  


  “And if those creatures show up again, then what?” asked Lyra. 


  “Then we run from monsters again,” Sterling said.  


  “Yes and put the whole city in danger,” Lyra said. 


   Alex sighed. “I suppose you have a point. It’s a clear night. We can find somewhere to set up camp.” She rechecked the nav-map and found a primitive campsite in a state park near the airport. “Big Bear Camping has showers and toilets. Good enough?” 


  Everyone grunted an affirmative reply. Lyra crossed her arms and brooded, glaring at the nighttime city. Alex was in charge; she didn’t see why she had to be the bad guy. “This isn’t my fault,” she blurted, but the others were too tired to respond. Kaylin curled up on the back seat, fast asleep, and Sterling fussed with her corset.    


  When they arrived at the campground, they placed a pair of blankets on the ground around an open campfire. They stared at the flames, each one lost in their thoughts, wondering what the new day held. However, Jack and Gloria stayed in the van for a private moment. They had three years of catching up to do. 


  When they saw headlights, Alex assumed it was the ranger coming to order them to put out the fire. However, the compact car that stopped could not belong to a park ranger: it barely made it up the rough trail. A car door slammed, and the silhouette of a man approached. “There you are. I’ve been all over the park looking for you.”  


  “Melvin?” asked Kaylin. “I thought you’d be on the train.” 


  “So did I,” he replied. “I was on the train waiting to leave the station. Then that winged lady walked up the aisle. Boy, did she get some looks from the other passengers. She walked up to me, wings and all, and just stared at me — that’s it.” The girls listened to him with rapt attention. “So I asked, ‘Can I help you?’”  


  He combed his fingers through his hair. “She said, ‘What are you doing here? You should be helping the girls. You have a mission.’” He performed a stop motion with his hands. “Excuse me. I’m unemployed and broke. My only mission is to find a job.”  


  “She said, ‘You have a job: to protect the others. I want you to report back to Alex and stay with them. They are camped outside the city.’ So I left the train and rented a car.” He hooked his thumbs in his pockets and shrugged. “Here I am. It didn’t feel like I had a choice.”  


  “That I understand. Have a seat,” Alex said, scooting over to make room. He sat down beside her with a groan from his bulk. Alex asked, “Did she say anything else?” 


  “Um … yup. She said, ‘Report to Captain Samuel Ash when you arrive on Eden.’ Any of you girls have an idea who that is?” he asked. 


  “That’s Alex’s boyfriend,” Kaylin said. 


  “He’s not my boyfriend,” she replied. “He’s just a friend.” 


  “A friend with a sexy butt,” Kaylin said and scrunched up her nose. 


  Before Alex could speak, Lyra said, “Don’t even bother denying it. You spent the entire trip trying not to look at it or him.” Alex slouched and pouted. “Everyone knows you want him.”  


  “He likes you too,” Kaylin said and rolled onto her side facing Alex. “Has he kissed you yet?” 


  “No,” Alex squealed and hunched into a ball. “I’m not interested in that sort of thing.”   


  “You can introduce us when we meet up with him. I’m going to get some sleep.” Melvin lay back and crossed his arms beneath his head. “It’s a beautiful night.”  


  When Jack and Gloria exited the car, she said, “Melvin, I saw you drive up. I thought you were going to stay with your sister.” After he had recounted an abbreviated version of his experience on the train, they all settled down by the fire and fell asleep.  


  The first rays of dawn awoke Alex, and she awoke with terrible aches throughout her body. Melvin held her like a teddy bear and snuggled into her neck. With a sudden burst of panic, she scrambled free from him and jumped up to her feet.  


  Except for two scrub oak trees, golden wheat extended off to the horizon, and the wind made it flow like waves on the seat. A single fluffy white cloud floated through an endless blue sky. Then she noticed something peculiar: smoke rose up in the eastern sky, and her Elven eyes saw flame beneath it.  


  “FIRE!” Alex shouted and jumped to her feet. Melvin and the others rubbed their eyes and looked about. “It’s a prairie fire. Get your stuff.” They scrambled to their feet and snatched up their blankets. They stuffed them into the back of the van and jumped inside it. Alex stomped the accelerator and spun the wheel, sending dirt and rocks flying.  


  Melvin turned around and said, “Wait! My rental car is back there.” When flames engulfed it, he lamented, “But I didn’t get the rental insurance.” It exploded, flipped, and landed in a twisted mess of burning metal.  


  “The fire is ahead of us,” Lyra shouted. Alex sped down the dirt road, the flames on either side of it. When they raced through the flames, the other girls recoiled in fear and screamed. The van burst out of the flames, bouncing about on the dirt road, and when they reached pavement, Alex made a right turn for the airport.  


  “Look,” Kaylin said and pointed at the sky. At first, they thought it was a flock of crows, but the ill-defined black shapes confused them. “It’s those things from the mall. Hurry!”  


  The van sped along the road toward the airport, bouncing and drifting. “Go faster; they’re gaining on us,” Lyra said. “Put on your armor.” Alex floored the accelerator, but little more speed resulted. The girls struggled in the back to put on their armor, bumps in the road sending them flying, resulting in shouts and shrieks.  


  Melvin sat with his fingers interlaced and eyes fixed on the road. When they hit another bump, Kaylin toppled over and landed in his lap. He calmly said, “We’re being attacked again. Right?” When she nodded, he said, “So then no breakfast, I guess?” She shook her head and scrambled off his lap.  


  A roar made them grimace in pain. A black dragon dive-bombed out of a cloud and flew toward the darkness. It loosed a blast of fire at the flock of darkness and scattered them. It swept up, turned, and dove again, fire spewing from its mouth. When the van entered the highway E470, they passed the other traffic as if standing still. The dark flock attacked two 18-wheel trucks, a propane truck, and a refrigerated truck, and took over the drivers. The mutated drivers roared in rage and accelerated.  


  “They’re gaining on us,” Jack said. 


  “Somebody do something,” Alex replied. 


  “What?” Sterling asked. 


  “Shoot fire at them or something,” Alex said. “They’re almost on top of us.” She opened the back hatch and wind rushed into the van. Sterling formed a ball with her hands and a brilliant glow formed between them. She shot lightning at one of the trucks. Flames engulfed the engine and licked out the sides. When she shot a blast of fire, the truck dodged, and the flames hit the propane tanker. An explosion rocked the earth and tossed twisted wreckage into the air, showering the road with metal fragments.  


  Melvin sat with his fingers interlaced in deep contemplation: he wondered how his life had come to this. “Did I tell you I was an all-star player?” he said to Kaylin. She shook her head and slotted an arrow, opened the side door, and let fly at the truck. It was useless, but it made her feel better.  


  Melvin sighed. “I was good. I could have gone pro, but I had a back injury. They fixed my back, but by then I was too old.” When they hit another bump, Kaylin flew in the air, and Melvin caught her. He looked her in the eye and said, “I would have been rich.”  


  The second truck plowed through the wreckage and charged. Sterling blasted the second truck with a bolt of lightning. A highway patrolman looked up from his paperwork and searched for the source of the explosion. A second later, the van whooshed by him shooting lightning and fire jets. His mouth hung agape, and he watched them speed away. He threw the car in drive and tore onto the highway. The second truck smashed the front end off the car and spun it around in circles. The officer faced the wrong way on the highway, the airbag deflating in his lap.  


  The van made a right and streaked onto Peňa Boulevard, bolts of lighting and fire shooting out the back. It circled around a visitor’s parking lot, the left wheels lifting off the road. Alex sped to the right, toward “Departures and Arrivals”, and when the road went right, they went left, crossing a field, dust billowing behind them. The charred truck chased after them, shooting across the open field.  


  The van crashed through the chain-link fence with the truck in hot pursuit. When they rounded a hanger, they saw Sabrina. She threw up her hands and raw, white-hot energy leapt from her palm. It struck the side of the truck and bent it half. It hurtled through the air sideways and then exploded.  


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 16  
    


  Wings tucked by her sides, arms crossed, and a scowl on her face, Sabrina glared them. The passengers emptied out of the van and shifted about like guilty children. “This is not what I had in mind by lying low.”  


  “It’s not our fault,” Alex said and crossed her arms. “We slept out in a field, but they found us anyway.” 


  “Thankfully, you stayed out of the city, or we would have a much worse problem.” Sabrina rolled her eyes and shook her head. “You have an imp cloud after you, and they never give up the hunt. Tell me how all this came about.” 


  Alex cleared her throat and said, “It all started when our caravan stopped at Refuge City. We saw a brilliant light in the sky, and Air Force One flew through it ….” 


  “I see,” Sabrina said. “Queen Roselyn used the last of her power to bind Mortemis to the pendant. That trapped Mortemis in Razûl, so she chose death to save the lives of millions of innocent people on Eden. But you ran and brought Mortemis with you, and an entire town on Earth died.”  


  She cursed in ancient Elvish and began to pace. “You are Valkyrie, bound by an eternal vow: ‘I fight when others flee. I am courageous when others panic. I rush into the darkness when all others flee. I fight until my strength fails, and then I continue to fight. Neither pain, nor suffering, nor sacrifice will divert me from completing my mission. I never give up; I never fail, and even the grave cannot hold me. I am a Valkyrie — the scourge of the darkness, the defender of the innocent, and the guardian of the light. This I vow with my life, my love, and my sacred honor.’”  


  She closed her eyes, drew in a deep breath, and paused. “The entire population of Mobley, Kansas, 20,193 souls, save one, died because of your failure. You must go back and stop drathva that commands these shadow imps. First, we need to understand how you got into this mess.” She singled out Alex with a look of accusation. “I’m going to need the pendant. It records the exact moment of your departure.” 


  After Sterling had given her the pendant, she pressed it between the palms of her hands, and when a faint blue glow ignited, she removed her top hand. “The pendant records its entire journey.” A rotating catalog of still images appeared, and she sorted through them. Sabrina studied each still image and then selected an image of President Larson standing before the image of King Reginald the Just. A three-dimensional image, small scale, played, and she contemplated the nuances of each response.    


  “We must return to Razûl,” Sabrina said, and everyone but Gloria cringed. “President Larson, we cannot have two of you here. This timeline belongs to him, your former self.”  


  “I have to attend a peace summit in three and a half years. When Air Force One disappeared, the United States may take it as an act of war. I have to stay,” Jack said. 


  “You can’t,” Sabrina replied. “If the two of you met, it could annihilate the Earth. I’m sorry. They will have to find peace without you.” She said of Gloria, “History records your death in Mobley, Kansas, and we must not alter the timeline, much depends on it.” 


  “I just want to be with Jack,” Gloria said and squeezed his hand.  


  The whirr of sirens approached them. “Our time grows short, we must go.” They gathered their armor and supplies from the back of the van. When Melvin lingered near the van, she said, “That means you too. You were also reported among the dead.” 


  “What about my rental car?” he asked. 


  “You credit card has been canceled by this point, and the rental car reported stolen. However, a blurred image of you renting it will fuel conspiracy theories for centuries to come.”  


  He looked about and said, “Great, everyone has armor but me. Are you sure that you don’t have a spare set in the back of that van?” They shook their heads, and Melvin said, “A weapon would be nice, a sharpened stick or something. I’m just saying. I’ve got nothing.”  


  Sabrina raised her right hand, closed her eyes, and chanted in a soft voice. The air around Melvin began to shimmer, like heat waves on a desert highway. Silver armor, with a black dragon crest on the breastplate, and a backpack filled with supplies appeared on Melvin. He had a heater shield strapped to his left arm and a broadsword strapped to his left hip. He drew the sword and held it before him. “Now this is what I’m talking about.” 


  “We must go.” Sabrina held the pendant in her right hand, and they placed their hands on top of hers. She closed her eyes and chanted in the magical tongue. Blue light flashed, and for a split second, they were formless, spread across space-time. They drew their next breath on Eden. 


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 17  
    


  Melvin drew in a cleansing breath and searched the darkness. His right hand brushed a rectangular object made of stone. It had grooves around the upper top edge and had something lying on it. A brilliant light illumined the chamber and caused him to shield his eyes. After they had adjusted, he saw a withered corpse upon the table and yanked his hand away from it. “Where are we?” 


  “The burial crypt is in Nose Mountain next to the kingdom of Razûl,” Kaylin said. 


  “So, I’m gonna guess not Earth,” he replied. 


  “No, not Earth,” Alex said.  


  Melvin studied the empty sarcophagus and asked, “Who built this place? Did the good guys build that to trap that shadow demon?” 


  “No,” Sabrina said, which surprised the others. “A more powerful drathva, probably Moloch, entombed Mortemis. It happens from time to time, usually when a follower fails his master. Moloch built the sacrificial altar in case he ever wanted to free Mortemis.”  


  “So Morticia was trapped here for a really long time,” Melvin said. “Is he coming back?”  


  “The pendant will compel him to return to Eden. He will try to take it, but we must defeat him.” Sabrina looked around the small tomb. “This cannot be the only chamber. Moloch would have built a temple to honor himself. It is there that he bound Mortemis, so it is there that we must bind him.”   


  “Why do I feel like there’s another side to this coin?” Melvin asked.  


  Sabrina looked him in the eye and said, “If we lose, your souls will join the damned in Razûl, and I will be bound in this tomb.”  


  Lyra put her hand on Melvin’s shoulder and said, “You won’t be there alone. We will fight for each other.” They all voiced their support.  


  “I’m excited. Let’s go kick some demon ass,” Melvin shouted. 


  As they exited the tomb, Jack spoke to Sabrina in a soft voice, “Is there some place safe where I can hide Gloria?”  


  “No. The only safe place is by your side,” Sabrina said.  


  They returned to the tunnel nexus, and Sabrina chose the widest tunnel. Water glistened off the square block walls, and terrible stench permeated the air. They crept through it, weapons ready. The soft glow of torches made the tunnel ahead of them glow as if they descended into hell.  


  They emerged from the tunnel and found themselves on a rectangular platform. A vast pentagon shaped chamber lay before them. It had a lower pit, five massive pillars, and a viewing area that looked down upon the pit. Daemia — monsters from the darkest pit of hell — filled the arena.  


  Atop pentagonal dais, a black shadow shifted and began to take shape. Wings of a bat with talons at the tips, rams horns atop its head, the hideous face of a gargoyle, a humanoid body, powerful limbs clutching obsidian “soul reapers” swords, Mortemis assumed physical form. He spread out his wings and roared. The daemia in the pit and those assembled in the viewing area cheered in response. He pointed a sword at Sabrina and said, “You will fall before me and beg for mercy, but I will show you none.”   


  Sabrina descended the stairs, throwing off her human form. Golden wings, silver armor decorated with gold symbols, clothed in a gown of the purest silk, skin of alabaster, eyes of burning sapphire, hands clutching “soul defender” swords, Sabrina radiated brilliant white light. “You are of the darkness, and to that darkness, you will return. I will cast you into the abyss, bound for eternity in unbreakable chains.” 


  “You don’t think those few, pathetic warriors can defeat my army? If I but shout at them, they will drop their weapons and flee.” Mortemis laughed and so did the daemia.  


  When a daemia crawled upon the platform, Melvin kicked it in the crotch and punched it in the face. The dazed creature fell backward and hit the granite floor with a fleshy thud. “You’re going down.” He shouted the soldier’s prayer, “Though all hell should assemble against me and my enemy cast curses upon me, I will defeat them in the name of God.”  


  Mortemis spread his wings, raised his swords, and roared in agony. “I will destroy you all, and I will use your skull as a chamber pot. Death has come for you; fall down before me and worship me.”  


  “Not a chance,” Melvin replied.     


  When Sabrina descended halfway down the stairs, she spread her wings and glowed like the sun. Mortemis and the daemia recoiled in pain. “Let it begin,” she thundered and leaped in the air. She rushed at him and brought down her swords upon him. The force knocked him backward, and he tumbled to the floor, knocking daemia aside. He scrambled to his feet and drew in seething breaths. With a scream of terror and rage, he flew back at her. They met in the air with a great crash. Flashes of light and darkness shot out from the collision of their blades.  


  Alex rushed down the stairs and leaped at the daemia. She brought down one of her swords and split a daemia’s skull. Black blood sprayed his comrades, stunning them. The daemia recovered and rush at her of one accord, but she fought like a mad woman: stabbed, slashed, dodged, and cut.  


  The others rushed down the stairs and joined her. Melvin chopped with his Claymore and cut a daemia in two. Its head flew through the air and tumbled across the floor. Lyra, Kaylin, and Alex stood with their backs to each other. The fought their way to the dais and climbed upon it.  


  Jack ushered Gloria into a rectangular alcove and stood at the entrance. Shield and sword raised, he slammed a daemia and chopped another. The creatures clawed and spit venom at him, but he chopped at them. “Take a knife from my belt,” he shouted to Gloria. When she hesitated, he shouted, “Do it now.” As he moved about, she grabbed one of his knives and held it with two hands. She began to cry and backed into the wall.  


  When one of the daemia knocked Jack aside, another appeared in the mouth of the alcove. He barred his razor sharp teeth and a proboscis shot from his mouth and stabbed at her. The knife tumbled from her hands, and she recoiled in fear. Holding out her hands, she sobbed and cringed. 


  Jack leaped at the daemia and chopped its neck. Black blood sprayed in his face and covered his armor. He stabbed and slashed in a craze of violence. “You will not take her from me again,” he screamed. When Gloria saw Jack’s agony and passion, she picked up the knife. When one tumbled toward her, she grimaced and stabbed it in the side. The creature roared in pain and turned toward her. She swept the blade through the air and clipped the daemia’s throat. Black blood gushed from the wound. It staggered toward her and then collapsed at her feet. After releasing its final breath, its crude sword tumbled from its hand.  


  Sabrina and Mortemis rained down blows upon one another. Each collision of their blades caused an explosion of darkness and light. The battle shook the mountains and caused a great storm above the mountain. They twisted and turned, each seeking the advantage. “I will have you,” Mortemis shouted, but Sabrina brought down powerful blows upon him. “Fire at her,” he directed those in the gallery.  


  “The hell you will,” Melvin said. He rushed up the stairs to the gallery and engaged all of them by himself. Fearing for their safety, the daemia fired their arrows at Melvin. Several missed but two of them struck him in the joints of his armor. He recoiled in pain and gnashed his teeth, but he kept fighting. The girls charged up the stairs and joined him, pressing the attack around the pentagon. Melvin brought down his great sword and shattered the enemy’s blades. Arrows bounced off his chest plate, but one stuck in his left thigh. He limped toward them and kept their arrows trained on him. He raised his shield and rushed at them. 


  Sterling leaped onto the podium and raised her blades. Bolts of raw energy leaped from the tips and shot across the battleground. It cut through three daemia and wounded a fourth. The archers fired at her, but they bounced off her protective energy shield. She cast spells in the ancient Elvish tongue and stung their ears. They recoiled and grimaced in agony, tormented by her words of judgment.  


  Sabrina spun around Mortemis’ left side and slashed. The drathva screamed in agony. She chopped at his left arm and cut through his elbow. Forearm and hand, still clutching the sword tumbled to the ground. He feebly tried to stab her, but she deflected the blow and thrust her blade through his chest. Face to face, he bared his teeth and hissed at her. She returned one of her blades and fire issued from her hand. The fire formed a hot molten chain, which quickly cooled into black links. As she wrapped the chain around him, Mortemis fluttered his wings trying to flee, but she held him fast. After she had bound him with chains, she cried out with a loud voice, and in the center of the dais, an orifice opened below them.  


  The mouth of hell, both flames and darkness yawned, and the gaping maw of death waited. “NO,” Mortemis cried as she hurled him into the abyss. He tumbled end over end falling through the flames and into the absolute void. When the hell mouth closed, the daemia fled. However, one of them grabbed Mortemis’ arm, still clutching the sword, and stole it away.  


  Melvin tumbled to the floor, arrows jutting from his stricken body, and he lay on his side. His red blood mixed with the daemia black blood. He drew in a raspy breath and dropped his sword. It hit the stone with a metallic clang. Alex and Lyra rushed to him, and Lyra rested his head in her lap. He coughed and said, “It was fun while it lasted.” The girls began to cry.  


  Sabrina passed through the dead daemia bodies and knelt down beside Melvin. She clenched her fist until it began to glow and then placed her open hand upon his chest. “Melvin Blum, would you care to join the Praetorian Guard?” 


  “Um … dying,” he said. 


  One at a time, she drew out an arrow and healed the injury. “I’m healing you, so you’re going to live — for a while. If you join the guardians, you forfeit your right to die.” 


  “Sure, sounds like fun,” he said and flinched with she pulled out an arrow. “Is there a membership fee or something? Because I’m broke.”  


  “No, there are no fees. However, you have to swear loyalty to the other Guardians and to me. The position comes with a generous compensation package, but you won’t get much of an opportunity to spend it. There’s a lot of work to do.” She helped him rise and removed her hand. “You’re healed.”  


  He felt his stomach and back. “I feel great.” He picked up his sword and sheathed it. He furrowed his brow and cocked his head. “I’m trying to see the downside here, but I’m not getting it.”  


  “Downside,” she said and pondered. “There will be times you wish you could die. It is an ultimate end to suffering, and it is a benefit for those in the Temporal Lands. If their suffering becomes too great, they can die and depart for the Undying Lands. You, on the other hand, will have to stay and keep fighting. You will join more than some military organization: you will join a family, and your vocation will come before all others. Take some time and think about it.”  


  “I don’t have to. I’ve been waiting my whole life for this. It’s like I’ve been stuck in the waiting room of life and now the waiting is done. Is there some sort of magical ceremony or something?” Melvin asked.  


  “Yes, there is,” she replied. 


  “Awesome, I was hoping you’d say that.” 


  She smiled and patted him on the shoulder. “Let’s get out of this place. It stinks.” As they exited, the girls asked about themselves. She said to them, “You’ve already joined the Valkyrie, the sister organization, and your necklaces are sealed. No one can remove them. However, they can be modified, and you will have to earn that rank.” She touched Alex’s necklace and removed the senior rank. She then said to Jack and Gloria, “Razûl needs a king and queen. Care to apply for the position?” 


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 18 
    


  Sam led mounted cavalry toward the castle. Alex wandered out the main door and then Jack. When she saw her friends, she waved and called for the others to join them. Sam dismounted and strode over to them. “It’s good to see you. I feared the worst. We heard a great tumult arise from Nose Mountain: screams of anguish, roars filled with rage, and a death cry. Swarms of shadow imps rose filled the sky. As suddenly as it began, it ceased.” 


  Israel said, “We saw your capsule arrive and rode to rescue you.” Major James Jordan, accompanied by his Army Rangers and the Secret Service detail, joined them. “What are your orders, Mr. President?”  


  “First, I’d like you to meet my wife, Gloria. We rescued her from Mobley before we had to destroy the town,” Jack said.  


  Mouth agape, Israel embraced her and said, “It’s wonderful to meet you.”  


  “What happened here? We saw a whole mess of corpses on our way to the castle,” Sam asked. 


  “It’s a very long story. Before I get started, I would like to introduce you to Sabrina. “She’s the one that saved us in the Dragon Monument. 


  “Sabrina gave this kingdom to us,” Jack said.  


  “It’s going to be a representative monarchy with a newly established parliament.” Sabrina shifted her wings and put her hands on her hips. “There are many others American’s spread out in Eden. I am sure that they will come here to join you.”  


  Israel put his right hand on Jack’s shoulder and said, “It has been a crazy couple of days. I would never have imagined all this.”  


  Jack put his arm around his old friend’s shoulder and said, “Let’s go plan the new republic.”  
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