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 Introduction: 
    


  Tarina opened the ancient volume and crossed her legs. The elva, a female Elven, placed an Oracle Scroll in her lap and turned the virtual pages to the start of their tale, a story thousands of years ago, long before the modern age with its vast cities and powerful empires. The Elven teens sat upon cushions and waited for the story to begin. Although elves are timeless, the firelight made her appear ancient and cast long shade across the room. “That which I am about to tell you is our story. You’ll find, as you age, that stories, like the lives of whom we speak, vary with the one who tells it.” 


  Indeed, the proverb is true: “There is nothing more miserable than a dwarf without gold.” Sabrack trudged through the marketplace on his way to work at the Environmental Services Department, Central Air Circulation Division. When a drop of rain fell upon him, he cursed under his breath and buttoned up his jacket. Gray, brooding skies threatened to rain on him and the bitter winds to lash him. Alas and alack for the dwarf above ground, far from the warm embrace of the earth.  


  Vendors pushed somber, broken, gray carts around the marketplace selling second-rate goods: stale bread, moldy cheese, and watered down ale. As he passed by a cart, an emaciated young dwarf shadowed a rich dwarf traveling back from some profitable venture. From his fine remnant and a healthy layer of fat, he lived in some posh mansion deep in the bowels of Mornkul Mountain, unlike the festering poor consigned to exterior dwellings. The young dwarf picked up speed, slashed the drawstring, and snatched the coin purse.  


  The fat dwarve gave chase, but the youngster tossed the coin purse to an old dwarve, seated in a dim alley, smoking a pipe. The old dwarf hid the purse under the bucket upon which he sat, and the young dwarve led the victim on a merry chase through the city. Sabrack witnessed the same drama every day, and it grieved him. He wanted an end to poverty, an end to open skies, and an end to the hunger that gnawed at him.  


  The path to the city took him past the pauper cemetery. Even in death the poor suffered shame, buried outside the mountain like refuse. Those on the trek with him did so in silence. Each one contemplated how they might succeed: marry a wealthy woman, perform great deeds, or perhaps win the lottery — money was, after all, the answer for everything. After 153 years, such delusions provided little comfort and no coin.   


  The path led him past a featureless headstone: Grumbak, 1293-1330. The Morkul Mining Company birthed the mine 1293 years before Grumbak was born, and a short 37 years later, it saw him die a fool’s death: killed performing maintenance in airshaft 7. It was no way for a dwarf to die.  


  Sleet lashed Sabrack when he paused at his best friend’s grave. A heavy sigh preceded a short prayer. The field had plenty of space left for him. He made a vow by the gold of the goddess Bernadette that he would die a rich dwarf so that he could purchase a glorious mansion in the eternal lands. Such vows require action. He decided to save his earnings and enroll in the school of mines, learn a trade and join a wildcat mining venture. Even if he died at the hands of a daemia, it would be better than Grumbak’s death.  


  His footsteps fell a little bit lighter that day. His long trek through the great city took him through many markets and past the great financial counting houses. When he arrived at his favorite sausage stand, he hailed Aviel, the fair maiden that he loved from afar. “How are you this fine morrow? Is your purse overflowing with coin?” 


  Her typical response included complaints about business and ungrateful customers. However, today she smiled. “I am betrothed.” She smiled and danced a little. “A wealthy merchant saw me and wants me for his wife. He has a home in the heart of the city and a prosperous business. All of his brothers are fatter than pigs. Isn’t it wonderful?” 


  “Congratulations,” he mumbled and stared at the ground. “You are blessed … but are you sure you love him? Merchants promise much but deliver little.” 


  “Love,” she said with a snort. “Love never filled my purse with coin. He’s rich. I will learn to love him. Besides, every night my bread is loneliness and my cup despair. But no longer. I will have nice fat babies and eat until I can no longer walk.” She handed him a sausage wrapped in a gafilla leaf. “You take this for free. I am selling my cart today.” 


  He bit a mouthful of sausage, but it filled his mouth like dirt and sat in his stomach like lead. He stared at the meat treat and then slammed it into a trashcan. He growled at the passersby on the street and cursed at a boy who cut him off. 


  When Sabrack arrived at work, Circulator Number 9, he trudged into the locker room and donned his guard uniform. Trudgeon in one hand, key ring clipped to his belt, and lantern in the other hand, he began his rounds. However, a large meeting blocked his path, and it was not good. Dwarves grumbled and raised fists toward the speaker. Mr. Damol, Chief Supervisor for all city services, stood at a podium and said, “… Hear me, hear me, you will all be given a generous severance package. A full month’s pay for doing nothing —“ 


  “Sure we are. We’re going away to die,” Ragrion shouted. 


  “I have younglings to feed and a skinny wife,” shouted another.  


  “We should go on strike,” yelled a woman. 


  “Idiot,” Ragrion snarled. “They’re firing us.” 


  “No one is being fired. You may apply for a job with Drathir Consulting. They are looking for dwarves to operate the machinery and maintain the pumps. You would work for them,” Damol said. 


  “For half the pay!” Ragrion shouted. “I have to live outside the city I’m so poor, exposed to the weather and dangerous skies. What will we do but die? You have condemned us. Why? You give yourselves fat raises and save nothing. That’s our pay you’re stealing ….”  


  Sabrack trudged to the break room and flopped onto a stool. He tossed aside his equipment. The far door opened, and Mandol entered. There was something about the dwarf, the way he smelled, like an open grave, that made Sabrack nervous. Yet he offered Sabrack a great deal of coin, a year’s wages, for his keys and unfettered access. Five other unsavory dwarfs skulked in with Mandol and sat at the table with Sabrack.  


  “Well, have you considered my offer?” Mandol tossed a bag of gold onto the table and slid it over to Sabrack. “It’s good for today only.”  


  Outside the room, Damol still tried to calm the angry crowd. Aviel was betrothed to another, and his job was lost. It was time he thought of himself: to hell with everyone. He slid the keys across the table and took the sack of gold. Mandol grinned and picked up the keys. “You’ve made a fine deal.”  


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


  “That’s our concern,” Mandol snapped. “You’ve been paid to look the other way.”  


  Sabrack grunted and carried his coin to a far corner. When he opened the purse, the silver and gold coins titillated his eyes, caused his mouth to water, and made his heart beat fast. He ran his fingers through them and savored the clinking. When he looked up, he saw Mandol and his dark friends sharing a drink from a black jug. It was too early to drink ale. Was it a celebratory toast? If so, for what?”  


  They slammed down shot glasses filled with black liquid and wiped their lips. On their way out the door, they tossed the jug into a trashcan. Sabrack stashed the coins in his pockets and rose to leave. When he neared the door, he paused and picked the jug out of the trash. He sniffed it and snarled. It smelled like tar. He took a drink to make sure that his nose did not deceive him. The liquid tasted like oil, but since other grumbling dwarves entered, he swallowed it. “Foul thing,” he said and tossed away the jug. “Who would drink that?” 


  A wonderful thought occurred to him. He might be able to win Aviel. He had coin enough to impress her now. He sped through the facility and made his way to the subway. As he waited for the shuttle car to arrive in a large brass, pneumatic tube, he hummed a happy tune and danced a little. The other dwarves resented his happiness at such an early hour.  


  When the car arrived, he and the other travelers piled into the car. A mother tried to comfort her crying baby, and a warrior moved away from her, sitting near the door. The doors sealed and the bells chimed. A powerful torrent of air rushed, and the shuttle launched from the station and pressed them into their seats. However, a moment later, the rush of air stopped and so did the car. The main lights above their heads blinked and then emergency lights activated.  


  “Stay calm,” said the driver. “It looks like the main air pumping station is having troubles. Stay seated. We’ll be underway in a minute when the reserve air handler activates.” The driver opened the main door, and white powder blasted into the car. Everyone but Sabrack collapsed. He cautiously rose to his feet and made his way down the aisle. When he grasped a dwarve’s shoulder, the dwarve rolled out of his chair and collapsed onto the floor — dead. No one breathed. All of them were dead.  


  He rushed to the open door, but the terrible white powder kept blowing into the car. Fearing it, he ran to the driver’s compartment and opened the emergency hatch. He jumped out of the car and jogged through the dark tube. When he arrived at the next station, he climbed onto the platform and entered the city. 


  He was about to call out for help, but he paused. Everyone in the streets, in the shops, and at cafés were dead. “Help!” he shouted and ran through the streets of corpses. “Someone help me.”  


  When he arrived at Aviel’s cart, he knelt down and rolled her over. Blood trickled from the corner of her eyes, her nostrils, and the corners of her mouth. Her empty eyes, filled with death, stared at the high cavern above them. He held her tight, rocked, and sobbed.  


  When he could cry no more, he lay her down upon the cold stone ground. He rose up, left her lifeless corpse, and trudged through the dead city. Silence replaced the din of city traffic and the cry of the merchant. He trudged through the city, now a tomb, and then he exited through the frying pan, before the great mouth. Would-be rescuers rushed into the city, but when they inhaled the white dust, they collapsed and died.  


  “Don’t come in,” he shouted. “The city is poisoned.”  


  The poor dwarves huddled near the mouth of the cave. Avnar, a friend, said, “We have to go inside. An army is approaching the outer city. It’s not safe out here.”  


  “If you go into the city, you will die. I alone survived.” He recalled Mandol’s black brew and felt the weight of the coins in his pockets. In that moment, he knew the truth. Mandol and his dark friends murdered the city. “Gather those who remain and fill your packs with food. We must flee to the mountains.”  


  They rushed into the outer city and gathered supplies. A long caravan of dwarves headed east, deep into the heart of the Clarion Mountains. When they looked back, columns of smoke arose from the burning outer city, and the people wept. However, Sabrack had no tears to cry. Everyone called him a hero, but their words stung him like hornets. He hushed them and led them to start a new life, to build a new home, far from the city of death, the lost city of Glanim. 


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 1 
    


  Alex Dubois struggled to understand both her new female Elven body, an elva, and her new world, Eden. Both perplexed her, and neither was possible. Every time she drew in a breath, the sensations seemed foreign, as though she was an alien suddenly thrust into human form. Beneath her armor, her mind focused on the rise of her breasts but then shifted to the junction of her thighs, the focus of her weight as she rode, and the phantom ache of her missing male genitalia. Moving around her hip to her backside, her right hand glided over her glossy black slip-suit — a liner beneath her armor, a second skin that molded to the subtleties of her body, a thermal protector, and a source of embarrassment — and her mind explored her new heart-shaped contours. She tried to comprehend them, to reconcile them to a former body image, but it was an impossible task. Just a few months ago, she played for the other team — stood to pee, leered at women, and counted herself as a man — and she never imagined herself otherwise. However, Eden changes everyone, and her manhood transformed into womanhood, forever altering her destiny.  


  Months of isolation built her psychological pressure to the breaking point. Ready to burst, she prattled about everything, no detail too small and no point too banal. “I was terrified. A brilliant light engulfed me and brought me to Eden ….” As one topic merged into another, the words gushed from her mouth as though dumped from a pitcher. Captain Sam Ash, formerly of the US Seventh Calvary, listened with one pointed, elvan ear, but the other listened for danger. Doing what most men do to appease women, he nodded and agreed. 


  The perils of the Dragon Monument and the labyrinth lay behind them. Even Socks, their Dire Wolf companion, was glad to be away from it. They rode for Treetop City and good times. Alex looked forward to civilization and Sam to a well-deserved rest. He promised to show her a good time and all the points of interest. Even among elves, she was a rare beauty with that certain special something that captivated him, well worth the time investment to build their relationship.  


  The Serpent River gleamed like black glass, and it reflected the strata of the rust color of the Snake Canyon walls. Alex allowed her horse to lag behind Sam, and she moved her right hand around to her backside. She lifted the back of her fitted, silver-metal mini-dress, the female version of chainmail, and tried to massage the sore flesh beneath a metal thong, a Maiden’s Belt. The devices included a narrow cable that cleaved between her cheeks and connected to a triangular metal shield, pressed against her sex, preventing access to it. Whenever she thought of removing it, she imagined a daemia or haugr raping her, and the discomfort seemed a small price to pay.       


  Snake Canyon ended at nameless ruins: broken columns, scattered blocks, shattered pots, and detritus. The rubble of a dead civilization reminded Alex of the ruins of Ancient Greece and the stillness of a graveyard. Black scorches lingered upon the fragments of the outer walls, and bleach bones lay scattered about them, boney hands still clutching rusted weapons. The dead lay together in an assorted jumble, a testament to the sudden violence and absolute destruction.  


  Socks scampered through the ruins, caught a rabbit, and lounged atop a rock, his version of fast food. Alex paused to take a drink from her canteen and wondered what tale the stones might tell. She imagined the lives of the residents: births, anniversaries, funerals, the tasks of daily living, the stuff of life. However, no one remembered their names or even the name of their city.  


  As the ruins fell behind them, Sam broke into a chorus of “The Yellow Rose of Texas.” His baritone voice soothed Alex’s frayed nerves and assured that her loneliness had ended. When they happened upon calm lake waters, surrounded by lush vegetation, Alex longed to stop, but Sam pushed ahead. The forest concealed many dangers, and by the time night fell, he wanted to be indoors, enjoying a soft bed, satiated by a hot meal, a glass of ambrosia on the nightstand, and a good book in his hands. 


  The trail weaved through rolling hills and wandered around the colossal mountains. The grass, the trees, the feeling of life calmed Alex’s nerves, like an accidental meeting of two old friends: the living earth filled her heart with joy. She closed her eyes and savored the warm sunshine on her face.  


  “You seem relaxed,” Sam said, riding his horse up to her right side.  


  “I am now. The more distance between the ruins and us the better. They set me on edge. I couldn’t breathe. It was like the rocks screamed in agony, replaying the death of the city.” Alex swallowed a gulp of tepid water from her canteen and wished for an ice cube. “Do you know where this trail ends?” 


  “It goes all the way to Maywyn, but we’ll leave it long before that.” The rocky road circled around a grove of apple trees, and they happened upon a strange sight. The trail ended at a four-lane highway. “This section of highway just showed up about 50 years ago, but it could be 60. I lose track sometimes.”  


  The clip-clop of horse hooves on the highway comforted Alex. She was glad for the even surface and the familiar surroundings, even if it was a different world. The highway followed the path of the May River, a vast body of slow moving water, and on the opposite shore, the Deepwood Forest skirted the river like a green curtain. The trees soared to skyscraper heights, and everything beneath them struggled for light; those unlucky enough to live at the bottom languished in perpetual twilight, thick with decay and insects.  


  Sam tipped his cavalry hat and said, “Imagine it: you traveled this highway a thousand times, and one day, you’re on your way to work, your thoughts consumed by chores that need doing, and you shift to another world. It staggers the mind.” 


  “That’s how I got here, so I know it all too well. What did they do?” asked Alex. 


  “They founded Treetop City.” Sam removed his hat and wiped the sweat from his brow. “I say that like it was nothing. They paid for it in lives, but they won the right to survive. Most of the founders are still alive. Humans live 700 to 900 years on Eden, if they aren’t killed by accident, injury, or illness.” 


  “Nice to hear, but my impression is that a great many things are trying to kill you.” She saw a flock of birds coming from the east. They skirted around the forest and followed the river east. A great eagle descended like a fighter jet, grabbed some creature from off a branch, and flew toward the mountains. It dropped the creature, and it plummeted like a skydiver without a parachute, disappearing behind the peak of a nearby hill.    


  “That was a giant sloth,” Sam said. “The eagles feed on them now and again, but they leave men alone. We have a non-aggression treaty.” 


  “With birds?” 


  “Strange as it may seem, yes. Great Eagles are intelligent, but their language is difficult for men to speak, so we speak our respective native tongues.” Sam lapsed into silence, as a distant memory resurfaced. When his eyes became glassy, he dried them with a handkerchief and sighed. “I lost a good friend … my best friend to a drake: it’s a type of dragon, which there are many. It snatched him up, soared high, and dropped him. I watched him fall to his death. I never felt so helpless in all my life. We never found the body.”  


  The road took a sharp left turn, and a bridge spanned the river as if made for it. However, from the concrete and steel construction, it was of Earth design. Since its arrival, both men and dwarves augmented its structure with stone from a local quarry. This gave it a strange, mishmash appearance, but it appeared solid, much stronger than the original design.     


  As they neared the bridge, Alex's eyes brightened, and she asked, “So are you going to show me around the city?”  


  “I sure am, and I plan to —,” he said, but the thunder of hooves stole Sam’s smile. He caressed his sword’s grip. Socks froze for a second and then scrambled onto a rock. Sam considered drawing one of his swords, but it seemed premature.  


  The thunder of hooves drew near, and they saw human riders galloping at pell-mell. Sam pulled on his horse’s reins. After he had removed his hat, he put on his helmet and tightened the chinstrap. Alex cringed and stood in her stirrups. “Do you think they’re dangerous? They look angry.” 


  For a few seconds, the shiny curve of Alex’s leather wrapped ass and the shiny silver maiden’s belt that cleaved between them mesmerized Sam, but breaking the trances, he said, “They’re galloping at full speed with their weapons drawn, eyes wide for battle. That makes them dangerous.” Sam drew his sword and tightened his grip on the reins. “Get behind me.” 


  His stomach churned, and he scowled, ready for battle. He hoped he was wrong, but it seemed that too soon danger once again found them. After Alex tightened her chinstrap, she too drew one of her swords.  


  The highway safety railing left little maneuvering room. Unlike Sam, Alex favored a swift but dignified retreat. Socks lingered at the edge of the road, waiting for the battle to commence.  


  The riders charged: elbows and knees flying, coats flapping, terror in their eyes. They swept past Sam and Alex. “RUN!” shouted the leader, Hank Lutz. They dug in their spurs and raced after the men. They turned left onto the bridge, and when they were midway across, Sam saw daemia riding Ta’raks: reptile-like creatures, swift as jaguars, claws like a lion, and sharp teeth. There were hundreds of mounted riders: spears, swords, and bows at the ready. 


  Alex and the others charged across the river. Hooves thundered and kicked up clods of soil. They sped through the forest, racing along the serpentine trail. Guards at a checkpoint – established to collect taxes – strolled out from their shack and moved onto the roadway. “Daemia riders, RUN,” shouted Hank. The guards grabbed their weapons, mounted their steeds, and sped away.  


  When the trail straightened, Alex made the mistake of looking over her shoulder. The daemia riders closed the gap and drew near enough for a bow shot. They screamed and shouted obscenities in their native language. Raw terror caused a primal rush within Alex. She jabbed her heels into the horse’s flanks and rose up from the saddle. She raced through the other riders, screaming “Go!” The horses moved as one, sensing the collective terror, and fled from the pursuing danger.  


  The trail divided into a “Y”, and they raced to the left. Men and woman paused from their tasks, standing amid pallets filled with goods: crates of wine, nuts, gourd oil, and other food stores. “Daemia,” shouted Hank. They pulled back on their reins and rode into a rectangular barn. Hank leaped from his horse and sprinted to the barn door. Men and women scrambled into the barn; he glanced out to see if everyone was inside the barn. A little girl sat on the ground and cried. She held her dolly and searched for her mother. Hank sprinted from the barn and snatched up the girl. When he ran back into the barn, he threw the girl into Alex’s arms. He shouted, “Hold on,” and threw a lever. Since there were so many predators on the ground, the barns moved like elevators, rising to the housing level in the trees. 


  Gravity pulled on them, making their weight double. The ground rushed away, and a blur of green sped past the open doors. The horses skittered about and whinnied as the barn rocketed into the canopy. Hank struggled to close the brake, and Sam joined him. Using all their might, teeth gritted, muscle straining, they pushed on the lever and slowed the barn. The outer world slowed, branches as large as a city bus passed by the open doorway, and then it rose up through a platform – a community spread across the upper branches.    


  “Hank, what the hell is going on?” Russell Rodgers strode into the barn. “The whole community is on alert. The militia is arming for war.” 


  “Daemia riders are at our roots — again. There had to be at least a hundred of them,” Hank said. “They chased us for twenty miles.” 


  “Are they the same ones?” asked.  


  “Yeah, they are.” Hank wiped the sheen of sweat and grime from his face with a rag. “They are ugly and armed to kill.” 


  Russell said, “There must be fewer of them this time.”   


  “I wouldn’t bet my silver on that,” said Sam. He moved around his horse and handed the reins to Alex. “There are a whole lot of them, and they are armed for war, all wearing plate armor and armed with serious blades.”  


  “Sam, when did you get back? We were starting to worry about you,” said Russell. 


  “You can thank Alex Dubois for my rescue. I was stuck in the Dragon Head Monument, but she and Socks set me free … not that the dwarves were so happy to see us,” Sam said, and Socks moved around him and danced, greeting the residents with joy.  


  “It’s good to see you,” Russell said. The wolf danced for joy and raced about the barn, glad for the reunion. When he tried to pet Socks, the wolf perked his ears, backed away, and sniffed the air. Russell chuckled. “I was picking juniper berries for the ambrosia wine. Wolves are allergic to it, makes them sneeze.” When a group of children rushed to Socks and began to pet him, Socks decided that playtime was in order and pranced around with the children. 


  “You can have a grand reunion later,” Hank said. “The daemia are coming up the tree.”  


  “I can’t believe this. I thought we were done with all this,” Russell said. “This is the fifth time in 9 months.”  


  A slender teenage girl scrambled into the barn and said, “Russell, Marcus signaled ground control. An entire daemia army is on its way.”   


 
 
Chapter 2  
    


  Trolls pounded an angry beat upon flesh drums and thundered, “WAR!” They followed the river south and marched before the army, shaking the ground. Trog urged his Ta’rak to climb up a small precipice. His army flowed like a river of death that flowed from the mountains. Treetop City was busy with their fight and would have no time to help the Elves. Maywyn stood alone.  


  His scout, Gor, galloped his Ta’rak past the army. Trog watched Gor circle around the escarpment and drove his Ta’rak up the inclined slope. Trog turned his stead toward Gor and raised his chin. “Master Scout, report your findings,” he commanded.  


  “Sir, they detected our approach, and the city is on high alert. My troops control the ground,” he said.  


  “Control the ground? The ground is worthless. They live in the trees, apes that they are.” Trog saw his captain, Krall, charge up the slope. “Battle Master, report.”  


  “My troops are hungry for battle, but the Drake Rider’s failed us. The great eagles delayed them, and the human Air Corps flew east and warned Maywyn. The city is mobilizing for war. We lost the advantage of surprise.”   


  “Surprise? Can such a great army move in the shadows. Your words lack wisdom.” Trog threw his left hand toward a rising column of acrid smoke. “They receive no assistance from men south of the mountains or from the dwarves. We take Maywyn this time, and their cities will burn. Their dead will fill our larders, and we will feast on their flesh. All goes according to plan.” 


   _____ 


  Alex stood in the middle of Treetop City and gaped. Bells clanged, and the citizens fled in panic, but she remained motionless, mesmerized by the Elven inspired city. It spread out and around and rose up to dizzying heights. Circular homes at staggered levels sat atop massive branches, and razor thin bridges spanned the gap between them. Great white towers passing through leaves and jutting into clear blue skies, expansive plazas surrounded by quaint shops, sweeping architectural lines as much art as structure, a kaleidoscope of birds winging in grand array, the city possessed a beauty that made her eyes well with tears. Treetop City inspired her soul, and she knew that this was home. 


  “Get your head out of the clouds,” Sam shouted. “I’m going to join the defenders. We’re mounting a defense of the city. Reports say a large force is attacking the city. The air corps is evacuating as many as they can.”  


  A red, football shaped balloon descended from the sky and cruised toward a spire. A drake rider banked and dove. It spat red acid, and the balloon burst into flames. A crew leaped off the burning airship, tiny figures tumbling into the forest. The flaming debris crashed into the city, and Treetop City shuddered.  


  Alex said, “I want to fight.”   


  Sam jogged backward and said, “Come on then,” with a wave. She chased after him. They approached Russell and Hank, both human: Russell being the elder with thinning red hair, stubble upon his chin, and world-weary eyes; Hank had shaggy brown hair, a trimmed beard, and eyes so fierce that Alex’s steps faltered when his gaze fell upon her. The pair spoke in whispers and looked about the city.  


  As Sam approached them, he opened his mouth to speak, but before the words left his mouth, the ironwood tree that supported them shook. Salvos of blue rhunite ballistas impacted the tree and burned with wild blue flames. The ironwood tree refused to bend, break, or burn; and the flames soon extinguished. “Alexis, take up archery position on that branch.”  


  Russell rubbed the stubble on his chin and scratched an itch from his nose. “We are all battle fatigued,” he shouted. Salvos exploded, and warriors shouted as the fought the enemy off their branches. “They’re easy pickings on the lower branches.” 


  Sam furrowed his brow and narrowed his eyes. “They can’t have so many troops that they can afford to throw them away. It makes no sense to fight up the tree.” 


  “It’s the same damn ones!” He pointed down at a daemia clad in a blood red coat, clearly visible against the steel gray tree. “I’ve killed that one three times.” He slotted an arrow, took aim, and let it fly. The arrow streaked through the air and struck the daemia in the back. The creature grimaced in pain, bent backward, and exploded into a black cloud, blowing away in the wind, its clothes and weapon falling to the ground. “Four times,” he said. “I’m beginning to feel like we are old friends. Maybe one time I should let him reach the top just so I can see what he wants.” He finger-combed his thinning locks and mumbled a curse. 


  “Have you ever questioned any of them?” asked Alex. “Coming back from the dead must be weird.” 


   “Yeah,” Hank mumbled and shook his head. “Russell and I questioned a few of them. They’ve got no idea. Their commander ordered them to attack, so they attacked. Daemia don’t ask questions when it comes to killing.” He began to pace and rub the back of his neck. “I can’t believe this. It makes no sense. What are we supposed to do? This is our home but —“ 


  The sound of a dirigible’s prop caused Russell lifted his face to the open skies and listen. “We’ve lost so many friends and comrades. We can’t keep up this pace. If this doesn’t stop soon, we’ll have to abandon Treetop City and go south to Atlantis.” 


  “Even the elves are beginning to whine,” Hank said. “They have to deal with the brunt of the attack. The attack on Treetop is just a diversion to keep us busy.” 


  “It’s like watching the same damn movie over and over and over again.” With an upraised chin, Russell gazed at the wonder that was Treetop City. “I love this place, but I can’t take much more.” When his gaze lowered to Sam, he asked, “I’m worried about Big Ed. He should have arrived a month ago.” 


  Sam’s jaw tightened; he lowered his gaze and shook his head. “Big Ed and the others … they’re dead. Alex found them and buried the bodies. They were having some sort of celebration when the daemia attacked. No one survived.”  


  Russell bowed his head and lingered in silence. “We’ll grieve their passing. He was a good man.” Another rhunite projectile shook the tree, and blue flames erupted behind them. “You say that you were inside the Dragon’s Head Monument?” 


  “Yup barely made it out,” Sam said. 


  “I need you to go back and contact the dwarves. The daemia keep coming out of the Mornkul Mountain, and the dwarves control it. We need their help to track down whatever the hell keeps bringing the daemia back to life.” He put his right hand on Sam’s left shoulder. “We really need this. Can we count on you to help us?”  


  “Sure you can, but … um.” Sam cast a sideways glance at Alex. “Alex has already been through an ordeal.”  


  “Don’t even think about it,” Alex said. “If you’re going, so am I. Besides, who’s going to get you out of all those traps?”  


  Sam grinned and said, “Yes, ma’am.” Alex pouted, and darksome thoughts vexed her. She crossed her arms and glared at the deck. However, every sensation of her body — the rise of her breasts upon inhaling, the new shape of her body, and the female armor that protected her — insisted that his description was accurate.  


  “I’m going too,” said Hank. “The real battle is out there.” 


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 3   
    


  The battle for Treetop City lasted two weeks and the battle for Maywyn a month. They concluded as the four previous battles with victory, but there was no victory parade, no feast in the great hall, no celebration of any kind. A vague weariness and general malaise permeated both cities, and the citizenry grumbled. A few families used the break in combat to sell their homes and purchase passage on a ship going south. 


  Alex sat up in bed with a yawn and stretched, a duvet piled upon her lap. Through the crosshatch window, she saw a bluebird on a branch, and it placed a twig in its nest but raised voices scared it away. A heated discussion that involved Sam, Russell, and a few others, took place outside her bedroom door. Even this interruption soothed her soul, a welcome salve after months of loneliness. Before the nightmare of her isolation, she would have described herself as a loner, but the torment taught her that she needed other people.  


  The aroma of cooked bacon and brewed coffee compelled her to arise and partake. Clad in borrowed flannel pajamas, she inserted her feet into a pair of slippers and shuffled into the bathroom. She yawned and lifted up the lid and toilet seat. Her still drowsy mind lowered her pajama bottoms and panties, but her right hand found nothing, or it is more accurate to say that it did not find what she expected. This jolted her and snapped her brain to alert status.  


  Hips thrust out, and breast pressed down by her right hand, her eyes examined her new gender. She considered finding a doctor; the city had a full medical staff. However, every time she approached the medical clinic, her throat went dry and breathing quickened. She made it into the lobby once, but she fled a minute later.  


  Muscles soothed and skin damp from a hot shower, she returned to her bedroom and her donated wardrobe. She crossed the bedroom and on her way to the dresser. She grasped a wooden knob and slid open the top drawer. A kaleidoscope assortment of colored panties, neatly folded and placed in rows, lay before her. She snarled and crossed her arms. Boxer shorts and a sweat suit would have pleased her male ego, but they were not among her options. After several minutes of agonizing, cursing fate, and pouting about having breasts, she picked out a crimson satin bra — a combination pushup bra and a sports bra, having wide shoulder straps that gave a halter-top appeal — and a matching thong.  


  She stepped into the thong and whisked it up her legs. Her upper lip curled as the string slipped into the crevice between her cheeks. Likewise, she fussed with the bra and fought to connect the back strap. She threw it onto the bed and brooded. “Stupid thing,” she grumbled and threw it onto the bed. She considered going without, but jiggly breasts and male eyes drew far too much male attention. Approaching the problem a different way, she turned it around backward, clipped the strap, turned it around again, and put it on that way.  


  As she crossed her room, her mind examined the smooth cups that cradled a pair of soft, creamy globes: how strange it was to wear a bra. She paused and looked around the room to make certain she was alone as if a guilty child delving in her mother’s wardrobe. Chin pressed to her chest, the creamy swells and the vivid blue satin cups vexed her eyes, and she palmed them to make sure they were real. Upon inhaling, she sensed them rise and the flex of her bra strap.  


  She sprayed a mist of perfume and walked through it, the thing to do if one’s a woman. The sweet aroma made her feel prettier somehow, and that seemed to be important to her new body. The phantom aches, the dull throb of her missing male appendages, intruded. Her left hand moved to the junction of her thighs, and through the satin, her sensitive labia felt fingers touch them. Taking a deep breath, she forced the cacophony of sensations from her consciousness and resumed dressing for the day.  


  Comprised from clothes at the back of women’s closets, the eclectic array of garments offered some unique choices. She picked out a pair of stretch leather tights, shiny like liquid with a deep black finish, and a matching crop-top vest with a sweetheart neckline. The glossy black tights included a crimson side strip. The side panel traversed the outer length of her legs, and decorated silver embroidery adorned it. Likewise, the jacket included a crimson side panel that had silver embroidery, but the bolero lapels covered her sides, and that was it.   


  She stepped into the tights and hopped around, cursing while she tried to pull them up her legs. With a red face, she walked to the bed with the tights around her ankles. She sat on the side of the bed and gathered up the right leg between her thumb and index finger. A little bit at the time, she worked the tights up her legs, but they ended at her hips. They molded to her body in the most obscene fashion, leaving little to the imagination, sculpting to her ass cheeks, and a heart-shaped contour across them, and as to the front, it stretched across the smooth arc of her crotch.  


  She wrapped the crop-top around her chest and cinched the straps through the silver buckles. The patent leather demi-cups contrasted the crimson satin bra cups, which in turn complemented the crimson side panels. She felt very fortunate that it all matched, which seemed important; why — she had no idea.  


  When a gentle knock came from her bedroom door, she opened a bit and peered out into the hallway. A beautiful blonde elva lingered in the hallway. “Hello, my name is Lyra Reylin.” She brushed a blonde lock behind her pointed right ear. “I thought you might like some company.”  


  “Oh … um … sure.” Alex stood aside and held open the door. “That would be fine. I was almost finished. But I guess another opinion would be good.”  


  She swept by wearing a dark floor-length lilac, gauze coat, and a light lilac satin gown. “I donated the outfit you’re wearing. I wanted to be a warrior like you, but my father refused. He said, ‘You are not meant to be a warrior.’” She glared at the floor and crossed her arms. “He’s wrong. I can fight.”  


  Alex closed the door and said, “But could you kill?” She wrung her hands and moved to her dresser. “I’ve killed daemia, but that’s easy. Those things are so disgusting.”  


  “And scary,” Lyra said, sitting on the side of the bed. She stared at her toes and became lost in thought. “I’ve lost good friends to them. Most days I wish they were back with me.”  


  Alex cringed and turned away, asking, “What do you think?”  


  “You forgot the jacket.” Lyra jumped up and rushed into the closet. She returned with a bolero jacket. Like the tights, the black kid-leather garment included side panels. Alex examined the jacket and then slid it up her arms. She tugged on the lapels and scrunched up her nose. “I don’t think I like having a bare stomach.” 


  “You need to wear a belly button ring.” Lyra rushed over and picked out a sapphire ring. “This won’t hurt at all. It comes with healing magic.” Alex pressed her chin to her chest and watched as Lyra positioned the ring. When she released it, a sharp stick made Alex jump, but the pain disappeared seconds later. “Hmm, your ears aren’t pierced, strange. We should do them to; let’s find the matching earrings.”  


  Alex leaned toward the mirror and brushed aside her wavy black locks. A blue gem sparkled on her right earlobe. “Huh, it feels fine, as though they had always been pierced.” She glanced at Lyra in the mirror. “So what else do you have that’s pierced?” Lyra blushed and wandered away. Only then did Alex realize how salacious the question sounded. “So you wanted to be a warrior?” 


  “Yes, but … it was not meant to be.” Lyra picked up a dangly crystal earring and held it up to the morning light. “I’m engaged to be married.” Her fingers grazed her choker necklace and touched the blank oval at the front. It bore the crest of her house, and then her attention moved to her left ring finger, which would one day wear her husband’s ring. “My wedding ring will bear my husband’s crest.” She grimaced as if in pain and twisted her head. “He’s a good elvan. I’m lucky to have him,” she said with a strained voice.  


  Alex tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. There was more to Lyra’s words than Alex perceived. “Is it like a human wedding ring?” 


  “I have never seen a human wedding. What is it like?” asked Lyra and relaxed.  


  “When humans marry, they stand before a minister and put gold wedding rings on each other’s fingers.” Alex rubbed her nose and averted her gaze. “I was married, but my wife left me to become an actress in Hollywood.”  


  “You were married to a girl?” asked Lyra with girlish curiosity. 


  “Um … yes.” Alex crossed her arms and tightened her lips. “I used to be a man, a human that is.” Her cheeks reddened, and she mumbled, “Then I became an elva.” She looked over her shoulder and inspected her reflection. Her sweetheart shape of her leather wrapped bottom, the tight swell of her breasts, and the hourglass figure belonged to a girl. “All of the guys keep looking at me. It’s weird.”  


  Lyra giggled and then bit her lip. She sashayed to Alex, hands clasped behind her back. “We have legends of that sort of thing, but I never thought it would be real. What does it feel like to have a penis? Is it like your arm?” 


  “What? No. It … well, it’s unique. It’s like your tongue.” Alex shook her head and rolled her eyes. “I don’t know. It’s hard to describe.” 


  She stared at Alex’s crotch and asked, “But you don’t have one now?”  


  Alex jutted out her hips a bit and observed the smooth arc between her thighs and the stress creases in the leather fabric that pointed toward at her crotch. “No. I don’t have one of those anymore.” She whispered, “I have the other thing.” 


  “Other thing? You mean a vagina?” asked Lyra and wrinkled her nose with a smile. 


  “Yes,” Alex lamented. She flopped down onto the corner of the bed, put her elbows on her knees, and rested her chin on her fisted. “I know what the men have in mind, and it disturbs me.” 


  “You mean sex?” asked Lyra with a giggle and scrunched her nose. She sat down beside her and clasped her hands between her thighs. “I’ve never been with an elvan.”  


  “Yes, I mean sex.” She snarled and crossed her arms. “I am so not interested in that. I think I’m gay, you know, a lesbian.” 


  “Breakfast, girls,” said Mrs. Marion Rodgers, a human female. Streaks of gray mixed with her dark locks and a kindly smile that wrinkled the corners of her eyes, the mature woman leaned into the room. It was their home in which they stayed. “Come get it while it’s hot.” Lyra had many questions, but she knew to wait. She rose to her feet and looked to see what Alex would do.  


  Alex twitched her nose and rose to her feet. She kicked out her right foot and picked at the elastic material that sculpted to her backside. “These are kind of tight,” she said, her face contorted.  


  “They’re meant to be,” Lyra said. “It allows a warrior to have freedom of movement — to fight. You can jump and kick a daemia.” She winced and clenched her fists. A moment later, however, she appeared fine. “My wedding will be everything I hoped for ….” 


  Talk of weddings and flower arrangements caused Alex’s mind to wander. Once upon a time, she took up Karate in college. The first day the instructor made them punch each other in the face. If one cannot do that, then further training is pointless. Alex survived that day and eventually earned a third-degree brown belt. However, the class ended when the teacher fled the country: the IRS issued an arrest warrant for tax evasion. Alex wanted to continue, but the other students dissolved away.  


  Hallways of wood and round windows, with a view of the forest and city, created a warm ambiance. Alex navigated the circular home and its maze-like floor plan, she was glad that Lyra knew the way to the dining room. The home, like most of those high in the tree, had circular and flowing shapes. This created a smaller footprint to the wind, allowing the occasional high winds to flow past with ease. The dining room lay in the center of the home with the great room beside it. A wall of windows allowed the morning light to illuminate the living area. “It’s like living in a bird house,” Alex said.  


  “I’ve said the very same thing many a time.” Russell put his arm around his wife’s waist and held her tight. His blue eyes radiated kindness, and his smile wrinkled his freckled face. When he removed a faded baseball cap to scratch his head, one could see a few locks on his otherwise bald head. Although strangers, they made Alex feel at home, and she wished they would live forever. However, their weathered faces and age-spotted hands made it clear that little time remained for this loving pair. 


  “Everyone take a seat. I’ll go get the food,” Marion said.  


  “I’ll help,” Lyra said and glanced at Alex.  


  Alex struggled with what to do: should she sit and wait for service or help serve? The question caused her to hesitate. She suspected that some vague, female unwritten rule was at play. “I should help?” asked Alex and screwed up her face.  


  “Okay,” Lyra said with a smile and a nod. Alex made the right choice. The pair entered through a swinging door. Lyra asked, “How can we help?” 


  “Those trays need to go on the table,” she said. One tray held pancakes and assorted pieces of toast, and the second held scrambled eggs, breakfast meats, and hash-brown potatoes. When they entered the dining room, Alex noted that all the men sat around the table, ready and expectant of service. She set her tray in the center of the table and noticed something peculiar. The men’s eyes shifted from the trays of food to her breasts, never making eye contact. When she left the table, she sensed eyes lingering on her bottom, so she hurried into the kitchen.  


  “Oh Alex, this is my neighbor, Ava. She’s an elva like you,” Marion said. Alex discerned that from Ava’s pointed ears and her Elven beauty. When Alex extended her hand in greeting, Ava stared at it and furrowed her brow. “Alex wants to shake your hand. It’s a human greeting.”  


  “Oh, I see,” Ava clasped Alex’s hands and held onto it. “It’s good to meet you.” Ava then led Alex by the hand to a circular table. She sat and Alex sat next to her, still holding hands. “I like this custom. Human traditions usually seem so strange.” Alex wondered when Ava would let go and wiggled her arm a little.  


  Marion smirked. “That’s enough hand shaking. You’re going to need both of them to eat.” She placed 4 bowls of fresh fruit and 4 cups of coffee before them.  Alex furrowed her brow and looked toward the kitchen door. Marion sat and placed a napkin in her lap. She cradled a cup of coffee in her hand and blew away a wisp of steam. “So Alex, you explored the Dragon’s Head. What was that like?” 


  Alex sipped her coffee. “It was filled with undead guardians, monsters, and angry dwarves. Just when I thought we were safe, they stripped me naked and threw me into a sewer dungeon. I almost died of hypothermia, but other than that it was great.” 


  Lyra coughed and patted her chest. “They stripped you naked and threw you into a dungeon? You must have been terrified.” 


  “I don’t know. It reminds me of a ‘no-tell motel’ just outside of Houston. Only there I got bit all night long by bedbugs. I hate them.” When she observed the horrified expression on their faces, she said, “It was awful. I thought I was going to die.” 


  “How did you escape?” asked Ava.  


  “We told them that we were on a pilgrimage to honor one of their ancestors and gave them a gift. They showed us to the door and slammed it behind us. Say, do you know where my wolf, Socks, is?”   


  “Russell told me that he went out with a group of hunters. Wolves have no use for human cities or customs.” Marion sniffed and said, “And they are terrible house guests. Still, I am always glad to see him, but he’s a free spirit.”  


  Alex munched on a bit of melon and let her left hand go idle. When a hand clasped it, she chewed slowly and glanced over at Ava. They were holding hands again. Ava asked, “So Alex, when is your wedding? Who are you inviting?” 


  “My what?” asked Alex, her mouth half-filled with food.  


  “All elva are wear a necklace as a part of the clan’s Ascension ceremony. My brother, Elyon, graduated from the temple as a priest. When I turned 19-years-old, he performed my ‘Right of Inclusion,’ which gave me all rights as an adult member of the clan. We were all so proud that he could perform your ceremony. Have you picked out a necklace? Most elva’s necklaces are silver with a few embellishments. Do you have any noble blood? If you do, you can wear a gold choker necklace, and if you are a high noble, you get to wear platinum.” 


  “We’re getting ahead of ourselves,” Marion said. “Alex has to register first, and then she can wear her clan’s crest on her necklace.” 


  “What do you mean, wear my clan’s necklace?” asked Alex. 


  The girls wrinkled their noses and giggled. Lyra asked, “You have no idea of what clan you are from or their necklace? I thought everyone knew that.”  


  “Every elva dreams of the day she will be join the women of her clan. My friend, Varie spent a full year planning the Ascension Ceremony and the reception party ….”  


  As Ava droned on, Alex’s gaze shifted from Lyra’s choker necklace to Ava’s necklace. “Excuse me, but those markings, what do they mean?” 


  Ava’s right hand glided around her necklace. “Other than our clan crest, some are wards to protect us; others are symbols of status, our rank, but most are a mystery. They simply appear at some pivotal moment. Warriors have different magic icons. The same is true of a priest, an artisan, or a builder. Our necklaces bind and adapt to us, and we adapt to them.” 


  “Wait,” said Alex, “you adapt to them?” 


  “Our parents hold the signet ring which controls our necklace. That power is transferred to our spouse’s wedding ring when we marry.” She smiled and released Alex’s hand. “I know that sounds awful, but it’s really not that bad. They take care of us — protect us. There are many dangers in the world.”  


  It sounded like a script that Ava read so many times that she actually believed it. “These chokers, do all elvas wear them? Are they going to force one on me?” 


  “We’re not barbarians,” Lyra said. “Most elvas dream of wearing a necklace. It means you’re loved, and one day, when we marry, we join two clans together.” She frowned and gripped the edge of the table. “It’s an honor, not a punishment. I’m thrilled,” she said with a grimace as if in pain. 


  “But there are some deviants who have the necklace forced on them,” Ava said 


  Lyra’s right hand wrapped around her necklace and a pained expression appeared on her face. “Sociopaths, who are a danger to themselves and others,” she said and crushed her napkin. “They need structure so that they fit into our community.” Lyra grimaced and turned her head. “It’s for the best,” she said with a shrill voice. As if in agony, she rose to her feet and fled from the room.  


  Marion whispered, “Lyra’s parents wanted her to behave in a proper fashion, so they made some adjustments to her necklace.” 


  “She used to be so active: running through the woods, hunting, fishing, and fighting daemia.” Ava’s right hand moved to her necklace, and her fingers felt the embossed symbols. “I can’t imagine what she’s going through, having her parents do that to her. My parents pledged their support to me.”  


  “That’s not right,” Alex said. “They can’t just change her like that.” 


  Marion crossed her arms and legs. “It’s just the way things are. It’s probably for the best. She always got into some dangerous situation or another. They just want to protect her.”  


  “There’s a difference between protecting someone and trying to change who they are.” Alex turned around in her chair and stared at the door. “Should we go and see if she’s okay?” 


  “She’ll be fine. She has moments like these,” Marion said. 


  “They’re getting worse. She has episodes all the time now. Elle thinks Lyra is going insane. They might have to hospitalize her and erase her memories.” Ava wrung her napkin and cringed. “She would forget all of us.” 


  “Lyra just needs some time to adjust,” Marion said.  


  The door burst open, and Russell strode into the room. “That was a fantastic breakfast.” He rubbed Marion’s shoulders and studied their faces. “What’s the matter with all of you?” 


  “Lyra had an episode,” Marion said. 


  “Oh, that. I talked to her father, Elas. It’s not right what they are doing to the girl. It is one thing to want your daughter safe, but it is another to screw her head on backward while doing it. We had a heated conversation. He told me that it was none of my business. I told him, ‘The mental health of children is everyone’s concern.’ He stormed away from me.”  


  Saria, one of Lyra’s sister, burst into the room. “It’s Lyra. She’s standing on the edge. I think she’s going to jump.” They leaped up from the table and rushed from the room. As they exited the house, they saw Lyra outside the safety ropes. She stood upon the edge of the platform and looked down at the towering heights below her.  


  “Please, come back to us,” Aenwyn, Lyra’s mother, pled, tears in her eyes. “You can be whatever you want. I promise. We just wanted you to be safe and happy.”  


  Her husband, Elas, charged around the building. He took stock of the situation, and a surge of fear shot through his core. “Baby, come back to us. I promise; I give my word of honor, you may be whatever you wish.”  


  “No,” Lyra mumbled. She stared at the shadowy abyss beneath her. Oblivion called her: it urged her to release her grip and forget the trouble of life, to sleep in the sod and heedless of all pain. Lyra leaned forward. 


  “STOP!” he shouted and reached out with his right hand. “Have I ever lied to you?” The elva shook her head. “Then believe me now. Things will be different. I’ll be different. Give us another chance. Daughter, I’m begging you.” Elas crept toward her and held out his right hand. “Come back to me, sweetheart.” With a trembling hand, she reached back for her father. He snatched her to him and held her. His face buried in her neck, he sobbed and clung to her. Aenwyn and Saria joined them at the platform’s edge.  


  Russell rubbed his face and took a deep breath. “Well, that was a hell of a thing.” They helped Lyra back over the safety rope railing and ushered her toward their house. “Let’s all go back inside the house.” Everyone shuffled inside the home and spoke in hushed conversations.  


  “Those necklaces should be banned,” Alex said and crossed her arms. 


  “You’ve got the wrong impression.” Russell led them into the great room. “They’ve saved an awful lot of lives.” 


  “If they are so great, then why don’t men wear them?” 


  The question took Russell by surprise, but he soon recovered. “Eden is full of nightmares. Men are stronger and better able to deal with them. Women need protection.” 


  Marion sat near the window and said, “Now Russell, don’t exaggerate.” 


  “I’m not. A ghost army attacks us every month or so. Daemia and haugr are a constant threat, and the dark powers are always trying to cast spells on us. I wish I was still on Earth and ignorant of all this.” 


  “What was your job back on Earth?” asked Alex as she sat. 


  “I analyzed actuarial tables for an insurance company. It was a good job, a bit boring, but it paid well. The most exciting thing I ever did was visit junkyards and appraised automobile safety stats.” He shook his head and sat next to his wife, putting his arm around her. He lapsed into silence and submerged deep into thought. “It’s crazy what people can do to each other.”  


  Sam entered the room, cleaning grease from his hands with an old rag. “I was working on lift number two when I heard about the excitement. How is Lyra?” 


  “She’s fine, no thanks to her parents,” Russell said. “They’re going to remove the spell they put on her. She will be her wild-child self again in no time.”  


  Hank entered and stood behind Sam. When he saw Alex, his eyes locked on her chest, and he kept staring. When Sam noticed, he furrowed his brow and elbowed Hank. Hank took the hint and said, “You sure look nice today.”         


  Russell rubbed his index finger beneath his nose and drew in a deep breath. “I’m having second thoughts about your mission. We’ve already sent out three teams, and we have no results to show for it. I was on the first team that conducted a general search of the foothills, and the next two teams made it as far as Mornkul Mountain. All of them turned back at Glanim. Damn, dwarves. They refused to let them enter the mountain.” 


  “We might be able to use our new contacts,” Sam said. 


  “Your new friends seemed happy to have you gone, and all diplomatic missions have come to nothing. It’s pointless.” He shook his head, sighed, and looked out the window. “We need to evacuate the city.”  


  “We should do both,” Sam said. “Make your plans to evacuate, and let us try one last time to reason with the dwarves. I have some ideas that I would like to try. The worst is that we fail the same as the others. There is little to lose and much to gain.”  


  “I suppose you’re right. You might be able to get through to those stubborn sons-a-bitches,” Russell said. 


  His wife elbowed him. “Now Russell, you’re better than that. I hate to hear you curse.”  


  “I suppose.” 


  “No supposing about it,” she said and watched a 5-year-old and a 7-year-old wander through the room. “We should evacuate the little ones to Venture Harbor.” 


  “I hate to do it, but we have no choice there’s no telling what might come next. We have to be careful, though, every vice known to man is in that city. Just keep them away from the waterfront, up in the banking district. It’s safe and respectable there.” He patted her knee and said, “We should get you packed.” 


  “I’m not going. I’m staying here with you,” Marion said. 


  “I need to know the children are safe, and no one is going to do a better job at it than you.”   


  She paused and sighed, “Okay.”  


  “You should go with them,” Sam said to Alex. “There’s no telling what we might run into at the Dragon’s Head.” 


  Alex crossed her arms and legs. “We already talked about this. I’m going. I’ve suffered in isolation and grieved by death. I just found civilization, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let someone destroy it. Besides, you’re going on a diplomatic mission, and the dwarves like me better than you.”   


  Sam laughed and nodded. “Yes, they surely do. If we get into the thick of it, I want you to run for cover. Do we have an accord?”  


  Her male ego wanted to shake her fist in his face and say, “Hell no.” She imagined herself victorious on the field of battle, standing high atop a pile of dead daemia. However, real combat was a horrible experience and best avoided if one can. Furthermore, the bravest and most skill warrior can die in battle. “Fine, if there is a battle, I’ll stay in the rear.” So I can use my bow and shoot at them from a safe distance, she thought.  


  “Good enough,” Sam said with a nod. “I need a couple of days to prepare. I want to send out some messengers to warn them that we are coming. It gives them and me time to ponder the matter.”  


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 4  
    


  Alex wandered Treetop City in a state of awe. Brilliant sunlight beamed through leaf covered branches. Work crews gathered up debris and stuffed them into burlap sacks. Others chatted over mugs of coffee and prepared for a day of harvesting. The ambrosia fruit waited for them, and the vintners readied the presses. Mothers and children scurried over arched bridges, purchasing the food for the day’s main meal. Teenage girls stared at the boys and giggled. The boys spoke in whispers, wondering what made the girls giggle.  


  Her right hand glided over the wrought iron railing, and her footfalls met the sturdy wooden bridge. She could walk all day and never see the same sight twice. The city had an apt name for it spread through the tops of the trees. Everywhere she looked, she saw beauty amidst the leaves. In the past, she would have feared the great heights on either side of the bridge, but now she felt like a cat in a tree, safe and at rest.  


  The weight of someone’s stare intruded into her revelry. When she glanced over her shoulder, she spotted Hank in the midst of a crowd at the market. He stared at her as if mesmerized. She twitched her nose and sensed the strain in her chest. When she was a man, she often gawked at women, but now, she struggled to remember why.  


  Alex quickened her pace, dodging shoppers gathered around market stands. A few elderly women paused to watch her pass but then returned to their chores. Elvas were common in Treetop City, but she was a special gem even among the beautiful.  The women wondered, why doesn’t she wear a necklace? She must be of age. 


  Everyone who passed her focused on her neck and puzzled. Every elva she saw wore a choker necklace and seemed unfazed by it — as though the circular metal band belonged there, a part of their anatomy. When she ducked into a jewelry store, she knew that she made a mistake. Choker necklaces filled many of the glass cases.  


  “Hello to you, young elva,” said Herman. “You’ve arrived.” 


  “I have,” Alex replied.  


  “My goodness, yes,” he said. He tapped the side of his bulbous nose with his index finger and rubbed his ponderous belly. “From the look of you, you’re an elva of action. Fierce. You live by the code of courage, honor, and duty. When is the festivity planned?” 


  “What festivity,” she asked, cocked her head, and narrowed her eyes. 


  “The Ascension Ceremony, of course,” he said with a chuckle. “I know. You’ve planned this for years, and you need Henry to find you the perfect necklace. Don’t worry. I won’t fail you.” He put his hands on his hips and surveyed his merchandise. “Ah, here we go.”  


  He circled around a display case and slid open a door. He placed a silver choker necklace onto a black velvet pad. “Now this model has a blank center oval for your clan’s crest and unique wings that stretch around the wearer’s neck. My suppler says that it is the mark of a true warrior woman, a Valkyrie. As top embellishments, a woman of action, such as yourself, will want the markings revealed by great deeds ….”  


  Alex wanted to break free from the discussion, but when she looked through the window, she saw Hank. His right hand kept returning to his knife handle and caressed it. He searched the crowd, and she knew for whom he searched. She rubbed an itch from her nose and then wrung her hands.  


  “… This model, unlike those of common elvas, includes a discreet D-ring, a symbol of your devotion to your master or mistress. A tab secures it to the left side of the oval, and when release, your master may attach a leash to it.” He draped the collar across her hands. “You see how light it is, so slim that the eye can barely behold it when turned sideways. It melds to your skin with perfection and connects to the nervous system without even so much as a pinch.”  


  “It has a D-ring. What? Is someone supposed to lead me around by a leash, like a dog?” She crossed her arms and glared at it with disdain. 


  “It is the law for female warriors; it’s merely symbolic of your service. Now if you plan to marry for love and start a family, I can show you many fine wedding rings and typical necklaces, which lack a D-ring. Have your father and fiancé stop by, and I can show the best assortment in Treetop City. Every collar comes with a matching signet ring.”  


  “Necklaces for warrior women don’t have a matching signet ring?” asked Alex. 


  Herman took a deep breath and gazed up at the ceiling. “Well, in that case, there are many necklaces and one ring. When you pledge to a master or mistress, their crest, not your clanks crest, marks your collar with their seal their ownership.”  


  “Excuse me,” she said. “They will own me, like a slave?” 


  “Hmm … no, nothing like that. Warriors pledge their life to their master or mistress. It’s not in any way like being a slave.” He tapped his chin with his index finger and pondered. “You don’t know much about things, do you?”  


  “No. It’s all new and very strange. I just arrived in Treetop City,” she replied.  


  “Ah, I see. You’re from some small isolated town.” He took the collar from her and said, “Let’s just try it on for size.” Through the crosshatch window, she saw Hank outside the shop. She cringed and rubbed her cold, sweaty hands on her leather tights. He asked a woman a question: it had to be about her. When the metal circled her neck, she only halfway realized it. “Perfect, no adjustment is required. When will your pledging ceremony take place? I bet your master will be the lord of the House of Celedon.”  


  “What? No. I am not pledged to any house, and I don’t have a celebration planned.” Herman rubbed his belly. “I see. You’re a simple Elva with simple tastes. I find that refreshing. You can wear it to go. The Elven Council pays all the fees. You can have your master’s crest embossed later.”  


  Another man joined Hank, and they both searched for her. She wondered if she misunderstood the situation. “Here we go,” said Herman. She saw a flash of blue from a crystal and leaned backward. When the ring touched the necklace, she hissed and squeezed her eyes shut. A fiery glow shot down her spine and up into her skull. Her entire body tingled and a golden fog muddled her thoughts. When she opened her eyes, she staggered and held onto the rough wooden wall for support.  


  “What did you do to me?” gasped Alex.  


  “The dizziness and the sensitivity will pass,” Herman said. “Ah, I envy you: young and destined for adventure. That necklace is bound to you now. It will protect you from most spells and disease. While other people are sick, you will feel well and whole.” He clasped his hands and focused on her crotch. “Now, how would you like to see some of our chastity piercings? Many masters and mistresses insist upon it.”  


  She glanced at her pelvis and said with a shrill voice, “No! I don’t want … well … you know what, locked up.”  


  “Ah, I see. Would you like to look at our leashes? I have some beautiful models. The one I’m thinking of has a sturdy leather grip with a silver link chain. It’s most becoming: beautiful but fierce, as any warrior woman deserves.” Herman strolled over to a display wall near him.  


  Alex saw Sam. When he spoke with Hank, the stranger withdrew. Then Sam pointed at the ship window and walked toward the door. She sucked in a gasp and grabbed at the necklace. “How do you get this thing off,” she muttered. Her fingers circled the band but could not work the clasp. She danced about and searched for a place to hide. 


  “Here we go,” Herman said and clipped the lead to Alex’s choker. “You see. It offers very delicate control.” He held the leash with two fingers and led her around the shop. Something compelled her to follow him and submit to him. When she tried to grab the leash, her hand burnt like fire. “You see. It’s finely tuned and effortless, like a man leading you in a waltz.”  


  The door opened with a clang of a doorbell. Hank and Sam entered. Alex’s lips moved, but no sound escaped. She pressed her arms to her side and stood straight and rigid. “Oh my god,” she exclaimed.  


  Sam said, “Oh, I see you changed your mind about getting a necklace. You look nice. It’s simple but becoming. I approve.” 


  “You must be her master,” Herman said and handed him the leash. “She is a rare gem. You are a very lucky elvan. She declined chastity adornment, but perhaps you are of a different mind. I could show you several attractive accessories.”  


  “Ooohhh,” she said and tried to grab the leash again. She stamped her right foot and clenched her fists. “I am not a dog.”   


  “I’ll bill council for the necklace and the leash,” Henry said. “Shall I pair it your signet ring. It’s free.”  


  “No thank you,” he said.  


  “Get this leash off me!” After he let go of the leash, she strode from the shop and stood in the center of the plaza. When Hank and Sam exited the shop, she stamped her right foot and clenched her fists. “Son of a bitch!” she exclaimed. She fought to remove the leash and tugged at it. “Damn it, damn it, damn it.”  


  “Here, let me,” Sam said in a soft voice. He tilted his head and examined the leash, drawing close to her. “It comes off real easy like.” When she felt his hot breath on her skin, her legs became weak, and for a moment, she was lost in his eyes. “Here we go.” He unclipped the leash and shoved it in his pocket. Then he released the necklace’s mechanism and let it slid off her neck. He handed it to her and said, “It’s bound to you now, but you don’t have to wear it. However, you do have to keep it on your person.”  


  “Oh yeah,” she said and hurled it away from her and watched it fall. A second later, it reappeared on her neck. She tried this two more times, cursing with each throw, and in the end, she crossed her arms and pouted. “I hate this.” 


  Sam knew when to avoid a topic with a woman, and he said, “We have a meeting with the rest of our group this afternoon.” 


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 5  
    


  Alex sat near the far window wall, lingered in silence, and brooded. Her right hand slid around her necklace, seeking in vain a means of release the magic that bound it to her. Discovering none, she brooded, slipped her pinky finger through the D-ring, and tugged. The tingle at neck assured her that the choker bonded to her flesh. Random tingles flared in up patches over the surface of her body, and electric surges shot down her spine.  


  “… Let’s get started by introducing ourselves. I’m Captain Samuel Ash of the Seventh Calvary.” He turned toward the next person and waited.  


  “Oh, it’s my turn. I’m Hank Grafton. I came here as a boy when our car and the highway switched to this world.” He held his hands toward the next person. “Your turn.”  


  “Tormod,” the dwarf said. He crossed his arms, leaned back, and puffed his pipe. “I’m a Master Miner, and battle tested.” 


  “Tormod has agreed to guide us to Mornkul Mountain and the city of the dead, Glanim,” Sam said. Tormod nodded and blew a plume of smoke.  


  “I’m Lyra, and I’m coming.” She glared at them with crossed arms and a scowl. Her necklace was different: her clan’s crest was gone, and it now had wings, the same as Alex’s necklace. The blank oval marked her as an unattached warrior, a freelance agent. Two of the embellishments, symbols of her accomplishments, included black scrollwork. Alex had no idea what they meant, but they gave a clear impression of her prowess as a warrior.   


  Kaylin, also an elva, sat next to Lyra. She looked upon the others with dewy eyes, as pleading for them to like her. “I’m Kaylin. I can help,” she said, on the verge of tears.  


  “Alex Dubois,” she hissed, and with narrow eyes, she dared anyone to comment on her necklace. The men leaned back and furrowed their brows. Her aggression baffled them.  


  “Stirling,” said a callow young man. The name summed up his being, but he felt the need to justify his presence. “I scored highest in my class at archery and survival training. Also, I am a level-one sorcerer. I can start campfires with a snap of my fingers, and my trainers certified in wilderness survival. I can live off leaves and berries.” He laughed. “One time, a recruit wandered into a patch of poison oak and dropped his trousers. He squatted down to take a —“     


  “Thanks,” Sam said, cutting off the young man. “Save that story for a more appropriate time.” He glanced at Alex, to indicate that there were ladies present. Alex’s snarl defused into a pout, and her arms slipped down to the armrests, lying limp.  


  “I don’t do laundry,” Alex stated.  


  “Good to know,” Sam said.  


  “But are you a good cook?” asked Hank. Tormod drew the pipe stem from his lips and waited to hear the response. All dwarves share a love of malt beer and rich foods, often giving them gout.  


  “I can cook, I guess. I took a few gourmet cooking classes,” she mumbled.  


  “Wonderful,” Hank said with a grin. “We’ll eat fine on this trip.”     


   “Do you have any medical training,” asked Tormod. “We could use a medic.”  


  “I was trained as a field medic in the army. I volunteered for rescues with our local fire brigade.” Alex though the conversation had gone askew. “I can fight, too.” 


  “It’s settled,” Tormod said. “Alex will be our expedition mother.”  


  “But —“ stammered Alex. 


  “Thanks, Alex. It’s always comforting knowing a hot meal and well provision camp awaits you,” Sam said. Alex slouched and sulked. She imagined herself a hero, not a nursemaid. “Let’s take a look at the topographical map of the territory. Our objective is Mornkul Mountain ….”  


  Alex crossed her legs, which was distracting, considering the phantom aches of her missing male appendages, and she tried to focus on the briefing. She tugged on the lapel of her bolero jacket, but it provided little covering. Sam discussed the proposed trail, possible dangers, and their ultimate goal, Mornkul Mountain. However, Alex’s breasts proved a great distraction. If one developed breasts over years and had a decade’s worth of experience, then such sensations fade to the back of one’s mind, but a few months ago, she was a man. Now a cacophony of strange sensations barged into her consciousness: Hank on top of her, ripping at her clothes. She snarled and pushed away the unpleasant daydream.  


  Oh good, she sarcastically thought, Hank is staring at my boobs. She wanted to scream, “Cut it out!” However, she brooded in silence and avoided eye contact. When he did catch her eyes, the exchange was too powerful and left her feeling naked. Once again, she imagined making love and then pregnancy: life could grow inside her. How strange. Her right hand pressed her abdomen and wondered what that would be like — to create life.  


  “… So that’s the plan,” Sam said. “Are there any questions or comments?” 


   Alex saw Russell slip into the room and sit on Hanks left. She raised her hand. “I have one. Why bother?” She read the confusion on Sam’s face. “Other search parties have covered this same ground and found nothing. We need to enter Glanim and search the dead city inside Mornkul Mountain. If that’s not possible, we should evacuate with everyone else.” A rumble of conversations broke out between participants and spectators.  


  “The Dwarven Council will not permit the desecration of our sacred ground,” Tormod said. 


  “Your sacred ground has already been desecrated. We want to find out who is responsible and stop them. Our party could go up the city limits of Glanim, and then a dwarven party could search the city. We would wait for you to return, but someone has to go,” Alex said. 


  “Aye,” Tormod said and cleaned his pipe, “that would be acceptable, but it is, or it was a very large city. It will take some time, weeks to perform a thorough search,” Tormod said. 


  “We don’t mind. We’ll wait.” She raised an eyebrow and waited. Tormod cleared his throat and nodded. 


  “Finally, some progress,” Russell said. When the meeting concluded, Tormod lingered in silence. The Dwarven Council would resist the idea of search parties in Glanim, even if they were dwarves, yet he could not assail her logic. Dark thoughts gathered in his mind. If someone defiled the sacred city, they then had a very long time to do it, and the ancient city offered considerable resources.  


  “… We appreciate your assistance,” Russell said. 


  “Hmm, oh yes. It is my pleasure. The matter requires resolution. I must leave ahead of you and intercede with the council. It will take some persuading.” He rose to his feet and packed away his pipe. “I will leave now.” 


  “But we had a celebration planned in your honor,” Russell said. 


  “Which would you rather, to celebrate tonight or to search the dead city?”  


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 6  
    


  The musicians played a lively beat, and dancers spun in wild circles. Men lounged near vats of ale; women chatted about the men, and teens flirted at the edge of the assembly. Sounds of life filled Treetop City that night, but it was bittersweet melody: one of revelry, love, and loss. They might never return; if they did return, what would they find?  


  The music slowed, and a melody sweet and sentimental played. A flute joined the piano, and the music made everyone introspective. Alex stared at the wooden deck and thought about Socks. Where was he, was he okay? Then she saw a pair of men’s boots step into her field of view. When she looked up, she saw Sam. He held out his hand, and with a crooked smile, he asked, “May I have this dance.” Kaylin shoved Alex, and she stumbled into his arms. 


  When his hand touched her side, a shiver surged through her. He took her right hand to his left and stepped forward. She stepped backward, and the swept around the floor. They glided and moved with an easy grace. The music picked up tempo. Sam spun her and led her around the dance floor. A strange feeling of safety and warmth spread over her. His arms drove away all her fears and made her wish this dance would never end. When she looked up, their eyes met. They spun in each other’s arms and moved around the other dancers. For a moment, she melted into him. 


  Too soon the song ended, and he escorted her back to the place he found her. Hank barged past Sam. “My turn,” he said and grabbed Alex’s arm. His breath stunk of whiskey. He yanked her into his arms and pressed their bodies together. It was the first time she felt a man’s harness against her. When she tried to pull away, he yanked her back and pressed against the small of her back.  


  He dragged her around the dance floor: laughing at the twin moons and howling. His breath stunk of whiskey, and he reeked of sweat. She tried to end the dance because her male psyche. However, his right hand slid down the small of her back and over the swell of her backside, glided over the slick, black leather, and squeezed. When his fingers pressed into her crevice, she twisted in his arms, so he lifted her up to her tiptoes. As she tried to push him away, squirming to break free, his hand moved between her thighs and lifted. Her feet danced in the air while his hand groped her.  


  She squirmed and tried to break free, but he was strong and excited, his hardness pressed against her thigh. He swung her around the dance floor like a ragdoll and laughed at the horrified spectators. The women covered their mouths, but the men scowled, clenched their fists, and furrowed their brows. Alex punched him and tried to knee him in the groin, but he laughed at her feeble attempts and blocked her knee with his thigh. “Let me … mmww.” In a moment of shock and horror, Hank smothered her objections with a whiskey kiss.   


  “This dance is over.” Sam yanked Hank’s arms off Alex, causing her to tumble to the floor. Hank threw a wild swing, and Sam responded in kind. He drew back his fist, and with an expression of raw hate, drove it into Hank’s face. A women screamed, and the crowd gasped.  


  Hank spat blood and spun in descending circles. He hit the ironwood floor and rolled onto his back. Blood gushing from his nose and soaking into the hair, he wallowed in a drunken stupor. “Hell of a dance,” Hank mumbled and passed out.  


  Alex lingered on the floor for a few seconds: dizzy, nauseous, her thoughts vacuous. Sam took a step toward her, his right hand extended, but she scrambled to her feet and stepped backward. She fled the dance floor, running hard and fast, as only an elva can. Off in the distance behind her, she heard Sam call her name. She ignored him and sprinted through the city, only vague lanterns to light her path. The tangled path carried her across the trees until she ran out of boardwalk. Lingering for a long while, she looked out upon the moon over the treetops, and then she gazed at the dark abyss.  


  Shame and humiliation welled up within her like vomit. Her male psyche snarled and turned its back toward her, offended by her existence. She danced with men, an offense it would not forgive, and then a man kissed her. She could still taste his kiss on her lips. I’m straight, she thought, but her male mind snubbed her and harrumphed. Hot tears streamed down her cheeks and sobs caused her to convulse. Her entire body quaked, and for a moment, she longed for the relief of the abyss, to jump, to end her suffering.  


  “Alex,” called Lyra, “where are you?” Lyra and Kaylin were soon upon her, for they too were elvas. “There you are. Are you okay?”  


  “No,” she said and wiped her tears with a trembling hand, but she only managed to smear them. “He grabbed my … you know. Shit, I can’t even say the word.” She screamed at the void, “I HAVE A VAGINA!”  


  “Big deal, I have a penis,” a boy said, hidden somewhere out in the darkness, perched on a branch. 


  “Vaginas are better than penises,” a girl replied. “Everyone knows that. Who wants a dumb old penis anyway?” While the adults danced, the children scampered through the trees like squirrels, too excited to sleep. A laugh exploded from Alex’s lips, and the others joined her.  


  “It is not better,” the boy countered. “What did he do to her?” 


  “He touched her hoo-ha,” said another girl.  


  The boy replied, “That’s gross. Why would he want to touch that? Grown-ups are weird.” 


  “You kids get to bed. You’re leaving early in the morning,” Russell shouted. He and Marion emerged from the darkness and crossed a wooden bridge. “There you are. We’ve been looking for you. It looks like the children found her first. They seem to know more than the adults.” He touched her shoulder and asked, “Are you okay?”      


  “I’ll recover,” Alex said.  


  Russell glared at the darkness. “Now you kids get to bed.” The children giggled, and the branches rustled. The children scampered across the branches, mere silhouettes against the moonlit sky, eager to make it home before their parents.  


  “You’ll have to forgive them. It’s a small community, and news travels fast.” When Alex nodded, he sighed. “Good. Why don’t you get some rest? We need you fresh in the morning.”  


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 7   
    


  The expedition gathered in the barn, and the first rays of dawn broke over the trees. Although Sam carried a shield and pair of swords strapped to his back, he wore a tan duster, denim clothes, boots, and his cavalry hat. Sam tugged at the saddle’s cinch and tested his rig. “Pilot, we got another long journey ahead of us. Are you feeling up to it?” The horse neighed and tossed its head. “Good boy. Has anyone seen Alex?” 


  “There she is,” said Lyra and pointed.  


  When Sam turned, he grinned and repressed a laugh. Alex wore her full armor and all her weapons. She kept her gaze fixed straight ahead and refused to acknowledge anyone. The morning light reflected on her silver armor and made it gleam. Her silver, metallic mini-dress cleaved to her curves and slid up her slick slip-suit. This exposed glossy black material that cleaved to her like a second skin and the silver T-back of her maiden’s belt. Hank smirked, and after a wince, his hand moved to sooth his bruised flesh. “You do that for me, sweetheart?” She snarled and gave him the finger. He laughed again and then groaned in pain. “Did you have to hit me so hard?”  


  “You’re just lucky you stayed down, or the beating would have been much worse.” Sam tilted back his cavalry hat and rubbed his chin with his index finger. He asked Alex, “Are you sure that you still want to come on this trip?” 


  “Yes,” she snapped. “If Hank touches me again, he is going to draw back a bloody stump.”   


  “Oh baby,” Hank said. 


  “Try me,” Alex said and drew a few inches of her blades.  


  “We’ve got two more additions to our group.” Sam nodded toward two men on horseback. “The brown one is Rafael Montoya, and the tall drink of water is Louis Orvis.” Both were humans and not from Treetop City. Alex narrowed her eyes and studied these strangers. There was something off about them — an indefinable quality of darkness — that made her anxious. She looked to Sam to see if he sensed the same thing, but he hurried about with preparations.  


  She grabbed Sam’s arm and whispered, “I don’t like those two. There’s something wrong about them. I don’t trust them.” 


  He glanced over his shoulder and surveyed the two men. “I hear you. Back in the Civil War, we had a couple of recruits joined our unit that turned out to be copperheads. Blew up our ammo dump and poisoned our drinking water. We lost a dozen, good men.” 


  “Did you ever catch them?” 


  “Nah,” Sam said, “leastwise not alive. We found them tangled up amongst the dead at Chancellorsville. One of them still clung to a blade stabbed in a Union Captain’s chest.” 


  “Why bring them?”  


  “This way I can keep an eye on them.” Sam pointed at the chuck wagon. “You’ll be riding that rig. Just keep your head down and leave them to me.” Alex frowned and slouched. Sam shouted, “Mount up, and let’s ride.” He mounted his horse and tapped his spurs. Pilot, his horse, trotted out of the barn. 


  Alex climbed onto the chuck wagon. Her armor, weapons, and shield belonged to a warrior, not a cook. She felt silly, but there was no choice. She picked up the reins and released the handbrake. “GIDDYUP,” she shouted. The team of four horses leaned into the harness, and the wagon began to roll.  


  The steel-rimmed wagon wheels rumbled over the rough wooden floorboards. When she approached the barn door, golden sunlight drove way the morning chill. The gravel crunched and snapped beneath the steel-rimmed wheels. The team of horses walked at a steady pace, too slow for Alex’s liking. The trees rose up around her like skyscrapers, and the forest canopy created a permanent twilight for those on the ground. The founders salted the trail to keep the undergrowth from blocking it.  


  The perpetual twilight stifled the forest floor, made it thick with rot, and created high humidity. Every so often, she heard a bird call, and the drone of cicadas continued both day and night. When a fox emerged from the undergrowth, he searched the road, scampered across, and returned to cover. Alex searched for Socks, and she thought to call him, but there was no telling how far away he might be. 


  The riders raced ahead and soon they disappeared around the trunk of a giant ironwood tree. Once again, she was alone, the way she spent most of her days on Eden. She understood that they needed to scout ahead, and she knew that the wagon crept along the trail, but she wished for some company just the same.  


  She settled against the backrest and tried to get comfortable, but the meager padding the bench resisted her attempts, determined to spank her with every pothole. The maiden’s belt was both embarrassing and distracting. However, the thought of a monster raping her kept her from removing it. She spread her legs a bit and sensed the void between them. Only a short time ago, she had a penis and gave no thought to rape.  


  The trail swept around a tree trunk, and then she saw it: the bridge, a vestige of her home, a product of Earth. For a few moments, she imagined herself back on Earth, and she turned the wagon right. The parallel yellow lines, the guardrail, the asphalt, and an old soda bottle, the label bleached white by the sun, made her long for home. She imagined a small town ahead of her, the kind common across the U.S. It would have a rundown motel, business on Main Street, and a single traffic light. She imagined eating a meal at a diner and visiting at the courthouse. Men would ask her when she arrived and why she visited. However, too soon, the road and her fantasy ended.  


  The rough dirt road tossed the wagon like a boat on the sea. There was no change of losing her way: horse manure marked the trail. When she scratched an itch from her nose, she sensed the presence of the choker necklace. Her right hand traced the metal ring around her neck and felt the front post. She flipped the D-ring into the latch and hid it.  


  No one is going lead me around like a dog. I’ll fight first. They had no right to put it on me.  


  Her index finger circled the smooth face of the oval. What would it be like to bear the crest of some great house? How did that happen? She pushed the deliberations out of her mind. Someday she would find a wizard willing to break that magic that bound it to her.  


  When she arrived at the river, she made a right turned and entered Snake Canyon. She grew weary of following the horse manure trail, but it was better than a dotted line. The red and orange striated colored the walls to her right and the black waters to her left also kept her traveling in the right direction. When a fish leaped out of the water, a tentacle exploded from the water and grabbed it. Both returned to the water with a great splash. No swimming on this trip, she thought. 


  After an hour of riding, a curious sight appeared on the opposite side of the river. Three humanoid creatures — gray leather skin, large black eyes, amphibious, webbed hands, and feet with claws — crawled onto a large angular rock. The water flowed off their leathery skin as the scaled the boulder. They lay down upon the warm rock and closed their eyes. Sam told her of Gorgons and that they had little interaction with land-based creatures.  


  One of the Gorgons nudged his compatriots, and the trio watched Alex pass by on the opposite shore. They yelled something in their gurgling language. She imagined knowing what it said would only upset her. She chose to wave and smile. The Gorgons puzzled for a few seconds and then replied with deep, throaty laughs. She hurried the horses on their way, eager to leave the rude Gorgons behind her. 


  By the time the chuck wagon climbed out of the Snake Canyon, a red sun sunk in the west. Blazing crimson and orange highlights painted the edges of black storm clouds. Lighting flashed and raked the trackless plains in the east. The Clarion Mountains sang like a cathedral pipe organ, and Great Eagles cruised through darkening skies.  


  The horse manure now had company, goat pellets. The trail moved toward the dead city of Glanim. She knew the exterior city from her earlier travels. The ruins lay before the Dragon Head Monument. There was no way she would reenter it, and as to the interior city of Mornkul Mountain, she debated how far she should enter it.  


  “They could have waited for me,” she grumbled. When the wagon hit another pothole, the bench slapped her bottom as punishment. Her backside was so sore that she shifted from cheek to cheek. However, it found no respite from the rough trail. She hiked up her silver mini-dress and rubbed her bottom. Her right hand glided over the glossy black slip-suit. The black synthetic leather worked well for motorcycle riding, allowing air and water to pass with minimal resistance, and it cleaved to the user as if a second skin. However, it included no padding, which she greatly desired.      


  The shadows grew long as she passed through the ruins. Fragments of walls and toppled roofs grew high around her. Eyeless windows and empty doorways gaped at her in their silent vigil. Detritus littered the ground, and a broken, burnt cart lay tilted upon its broken axel. A rat — big as a cat — scrambled over toppled blocks, along a wall, and then darted into a crevice. As the crimson light fell upon the city, the burnt walls appeared ablaze, and the strong northern wind blasted through the ruins, still carrying the screams of the long dead. 


  The horses seemed to know the way, even when she was lost. They passed through the dead city, eager have it behind them, and the plodded toward the Dragon Head Monument. Halfway through the graveyard, the horse made a sharp right turn toward the mine entrance. She was about to pull on the reins when her nose informed her that the manure trail lay ahead of her.  


  Alex retrieved her facemask from her backpack. It fit over her face and into the helmets eyeholes and cheek guards like a jigsaw puzzle piece. When the last snap clicked, the lenses activated. The world lit up in green hues of shadow and light. When she tapped the side of the lens, the way Sam showed her, it shifted to black and white. The lenses could also reproduce synthetic colors, but they were untrustworthy, so she avoided them.       


  The monochrome world reminded her of a video, as though she watched it on a security monitor, unreal and foreign. After riding up a long and steep ramp, she crested the ridge and saw a great cave entrance. Its mouth arched up high and wide enough to accommodate a 10-story building. For such a small people, they have huge doors, she thought.  


  As she entered, Runes and pictograms covered the walls. They told stories, but she had no time to decipher them. The others had to be at the base camp and hungry for a hot meal. She slapped the reins and hurried the team of horses. 


  The base camp was on a bare rock plateau, known as the Frying Pan. Steam jetted from cracks heated the cavern. Summer or winter, the Frying Pan maintained a balmy atmosphere. “Whoa,” she said and pulled back on the reins. She dismounted and stretched. Her bottom ached as spanked for ten hours. After a few stiff paces, she surveyed her surroundings. The poop trail stopped, but the base camp was empty. Where did they go? 


  The horses began to dance and neighed. “Okay, I’ll get you unhitched and settled for the night. You earned your feed today.” She intended to search for the others, so she grabbed her pack off the wagon and set it aside. The second she unhitched the horses from the rig, they tossed their heads and kicked. Alex tumbled backward as a hoof whooshed past her head. “HEY,” she shouted. The four horses raced for the exit.  


  Something deep within her whispered, “If you have any sense, you should follow them.” Like most people, she ignored the warning. She strapped her weapons to her back, the handles on either side of her neck, and she put on the backpack and shield over top of it.  


  After an adjustment to the shoulder straps, she examined the Frying Pan. There was something about the water, although monochrome, it appeared strange. When she rubbed it between her fingers, it felt slippery. As she walked, she came upon strange lumps on the ground. The corpses of three dwarves and several goats lay before her, as though fleeing from someone or something.  


  An arrow whistled past her head and bounced off the rocks. Two more flew at her, but she leaped aside, rolled, and stood to her feet. Screams surrounded her, the kind that made her skin crawl. She started to run for the exit, but she spotted daemia: horned, spider-eyed, shark-toothed, muscular bound, armor-clad monsters. They brandished crude machetes, battleaxes, and spears. She turned and ran. 


  Arrows flew at her. A few hit her shield strapped to her back. The others hit the rock and sent sparks flying. She sprinted from them, her feet flying across the flat rock. “Oh god, oh god, oh god,” she chanted. Screams echoed off the cavern walls, and war drums thundered. She raced up to the edge of the Frying Pan and came to a sudden stop. A deep abyss lay before her. She waved her arms, nearly toppling over the edge. When another arrow struck her shield, she plummeted into the darkness. 


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 8  
    


  (Earlier that day) 


  Sam leaned upon the rough log railing, his right foot propped upon on the lower rail, a steaming mug of coffee cradled between his hands. He watched the sunrise and reviewed his preparations. The red sun broke through the trees and cast its rays across the forest. Russell walked up beside him and drew in a deep breath. “You know the old saying,” Russell said. “Red skies at morning, sailors take warning. Red skies at night, sailor’s delight.”  


  Sam chuckled. “Fortunately, we aren’t sailors, but I did go to sea once. I didn’t like it: everywhere you looked, nothing but water, for months on end. It wasn’t even fresh water; salt water is good for nothing but drowning.”  


  “I always liked the sea,” Russell said, his eyes fixed on the glowing red ball in the east. “You could see the enemy coming from miles away.” He looked around at the trees and said, “Unlike here.” They lapsed into silence, and a while later he said, “Whatever is doing all this knows you’re coming. It’s a trap.”  


  “Yup, that’s the way I see it.” Sam sipped his coffee and scratched an itch. “Whatever sent that shadow army is up there waiting, watching.” 


  “You don’t have to go.” Russell crossed his left arm and rubbed his chin with his right hand. “The elves and the dwarves can deal with it. Venture Harbor is big enough for all of us.”  


  Sam shook his head and drew in a deep breath. “Elves, I’ve never seen a less curious group of people. They stay in their beautiful lands surrounded by high walls and never consider the outside world. Kingdoms rise and fall, but they remain, timeless, implacable. They spend centuries at a time without thinking about the outside world. I’m sure they’re hoping it will all go away.”  


  “Probably,” Russell said. “Still, there’s no need for you to … well … throw away your life.” The door opened, and Marion moved to his side and hugged him. “Come with us to Venture Harbor. Forget about all this.”  


  “Can’t do it,” he said nodded toward Mornkul Mountain. “My destiny, she’s a calling. I have to go or spend the rest of my days regretting it.”  


  “Okay,” Russell said and bowed his head. “Two more men arrived last night, strangers. They want to join your expedition.” 


  After saying his farewells to them, Sam made his way to the barn and readied his horse, Pilot. When two strangers entered the barn, the horse tossed his head and shifted about. He patted the horse’s neck and said, “I know. They spook me too.”   


  “I am Rafael Montoya, and this is my mining partner Orvis. We have a claim on Mount Shasta in the Clarion Mountains.” He crossed his arms and turned away. “We’ve had four attacks on our mine, and we aim to know the reason why.” 


  “Welcome to the expedition.” Sam paused as the others entered the barn. “Get your gear from Hank. We ride within the hour.” As they strolled past him, he eyed Rafael’s Toledo sword. A patina covered the handle, and he recently rewrapped the leather grip. A peculiar smell lingered in the air around them: the smell of old clothes stored in the attic mixed with a stench of a musty room. A yellow unhealthiness made them appear jaundice. The horses Hank provided to them shifted about, eager to stay clear of their new riders.  


  Lyra approached him and whispered, “Those two give me the creeps. I’m fighting the urge to draw my swords and attack them. Who are they?” 


  “Miners according to them,” Sam said, “but they are grave robbers. Dwarves bury their dead with treasure, a lot of it, and it’s free for the taking. However, armies of dead daemia are bad for business. If the dwarves catch them looting Glanim, we are all in trouble. Keep a sharp eye on them.” When she started to leave, he grabbed her arm and said, “Have Alex ride the chuck wagon. I don’t want her getting near that pair.”  


  Lyra nodded.  


  When Alex entered, she brought the sunshine with her and brightened Sam’s eyes. She appeared apprehensive like a child on the first day of school. When he assigned her the chuck wagon, he read the disappointment in her eyes, but it would keep her well away from the action.  


  They mounted their horses and exited the barn. Children paused from playing and women from feeding the livestock. The men that gathered ambrosia cheered them and waved their hats. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the chuck wagon exit the barn. Even with the double team of horses, the heavy wooden wagon posed a great load. He kept the pace brisk, ensuring that she would fall behind them.   


  Their horses trotted along the trail, glad to be out of the barn. The perpetual twilight of the forest floor appeared somber this morning, and a heavy shroud of mist hung upon the road. A great owl landed on a branch: its large eyes resembled polished black stones, empty holes, as if death came to watch.   


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 9  
    


  Sam used his hand as a visor to shield his eyes from the mid-morning sun. His horse, Pilot, stood atop a dome shaped rock, which afforded him a view of the surrounding area. It was the meeting spot, just past River Gorge and before Glanim.  


  “Where the hell are they?” Hank wiped the sweat from his brow with a red handkerchief. “I’m going to melt in this sun.”  


  “Tormod must have had trouble convincing the … wait. There they are,” Sam said and pointed. Five mountain goats, white as new snow, climbed across a sheer gray wall. Sam’s elvan eyes allowed him to spot the riders. It astounded him: the sheer rock walls had mere handholds, yet the goats descended as if on level ground. He patted Pilot and said, “Don’t worry, boy. We won’t be going up that way.” The horse neighed and tossed his head.  


  The clatter of hooves on rock came from Sam’s right. Hank walked his horse up beside Sam and shifted in the saddle. “Dwarves,” he said with a shake of his head. “The show is for our benefit. They want us to fear them, but it just makes them appear weak.”  


  The dwarves built roads for commerce, hauling cargo and shipping ore; otherwise, their goats traversed the mountains with ease. Sam knew this from his dealing with the dwarves and thought nothing of it. However, Hank’s conclusion revealed much about the man. He saw everyone as predator or prey. Why would he volunteer for such an expedition? 


  Hank cupped his hand around his mouth and called out, “The tunnel rats are here. Somebody break out a cheese log.” Rafael and Luis snickered, but the others appeared cringed and shook their heads. He yelled to the dwarves, “If you fall, land on your heads. That way there won’t be any damage.” 


  “You need to shut the hell up,” Sam said. When Hank glared at him, he added, “If you don’t like that, you and those other two can vamoose.” He returned Hank’s glare with one of his own. “Are we gonna have a problem here?” 


  “No problem,” Hank said and turned his horse around. He rode down the dome shaped rock and returned to Rafael and Luis. They spoke in whispers and stayed well away from the others. Sam kept watch on them out of the corner of his eye and regretted not heeding Alex’s advice. 


  “Tormod, it’s good to see you. What news is there from the High Council?” called out Sam. “Can you enter Glanim?” 


  Tormod rode his goat up the rock and pulled back on the reins. “I brought two priests with me: Devear and Gak. Their three assistants ride with them: Forfat, Klag, and Grom.” A mischievous grin slipped through his stony expression. “I shamed the council by reminding them of the hero of Glanim, Sabrack. He sacrificed everything to build a new life for our people, and if he were still alive, he would sacrifice everything to keep the dead city safe. They’ve approved all of us to inspect the ruins. They wish to put all doubt to rest.” 


  “That’s excellent news,” Sam said.  


  Holding up his palms, Tormod said, “Now please understand. You are to touch nothing. These ruins are sacred to my people. Any desecration will result in severe punishment.” Sam looked at Hank and frowned. Noting Sam’s discomfort, Tormod asked, “Who are those two?” 


  “Luis and Rafael,” Sam replied. “They are recent additions to our expedition. I don’t trust them a bit.” Tormod stroked his beard. Sam paused and pondered his next words, considering Tormod’s good news and the trust forged between them. However, he had to tell him, even if the mission failed. “I suspect that they might be grave robbers.”       


  “Grave robbers,” Tormod said and glared at them.  


  “I have no solid evidence. It’s just my suspicion: they have the smell of death about them as if they’ve been lurking around the ruins. I thought to kick them out of the expedition, but then they would only follow us. Besides, they may have friends. I’m sure that someone has been following us ever since we left Treetop City.”  


  “I’ll speak with Devear and Gak.” Tormod rode back and spoke with the two priests. The priest’s armor was made of sturdy dwarven steel but fire diamonds, which provided magical power, adorned their runes and sacred symbols. Also, they carried magical staffs, one with a fire diamond and the other with a blue fire diamond. When Tormod returned, he said, “They wish to catch these desecrators in the act and seize their co-conspirators. We will proceed.”  


  Sam rode back to the others and said, “All is set. We are going into Glanim with them.” Hank and his friends smirked.  


  “Are we going to wait for Alex?” asked Kaylin. 


  “No. She can catch up with us. I’m eager to get to get through the exterior city and arrive at the entrance to the Frying Pan. There has been seismic activity in that region, and I want to make sure it’s clear before the wagon arrives.”  


  “If it’s blocked how will we enter the mountain?” asked Lyra. 


  Sam pointed at Mornkul Mountain. “There is a high entrance, well above the airshafts and rivers inside the mountain. Some of the rivers travel all the way to the Merchant River. Let’s get this expedition moving.” He waved his hand and tapped his spurs.   


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 10 
    


  Sam paused at the Entrance to Glanim and turned his horse around. He searched for some trace of Alex, but the birds still rested in their nests upon the rubble of the outer city. It would be dusk before Alex arrived. He rubbed his chin, wondering whether to reverse course and search for her.  


  Lyra rode to his side. “She’ll be fine. The trail is well marked, and there are no threats behind us. I wish the same were true for the trail ahead of us.”  


  “I suppose so.” Sam turned Pilot around and tapped his spurs. “Let’s catch up with the others.”  


  The pair galloped through the immense cave entrance. When they neared the others, Hank traded barbs with the dwarves. Sam’s face grew red, and the veins in his neck swelled. “I thought we settled this,” he said to Hank. “We are the dwarve’s guests, and we should treat them with respect, doubly so considering this hallowed ground.” 


  “Don’t trouble yourself,” said Tormod. “That one has the manners of a nashon vesrul.” He rode ahead with his chin raised and eyes narrow.” 


  “What the hell is a nashon vesrul?” asked Hank. 


  “It translates to a parasite called a blood worm,” Sam said and smirked. “They linger in the shallows of the lakes inside the mountain, and they latch on when you’re bathing.”  


  “One bit me once,” said Kaylin. “They’re quite painful, but you can just pull them off. You have to let them engorge on blood and then fall off; otherwise, the head can detach and fester in the wound.”  


  “Too much information,” Hank said. “If I ever get bit in the ass by a blood worm, I’ll call you.”  


  Kaylin pouted as Hank trotted his horse away. “Don’t let him get to you,” Sam said and caressed his knife handle. “I don’t know what burr got under his saddle, but I think we are going to regret it.”  


  When they entered the Frying Pan, thermal vents hissed and jetted steam. It lay upon them like a warm, wet blanket, and it seemed more as if they drank the air rather than breathing it. Far away, magma flows cast red light around them, and stalactites and stalagmites made it appear as though the traveled into a gaping maw, ready to devour them. A sense of dread came upon Sam, one that he tried to ignore, yet it grew stronger by the second. 


  Sam pulled back on the reins. Pilot shifted about beneath him and tossed his head. “I feel it too, boy.” Sam called out, “Tormod, I think we should wait for Alex outside the cavern.”  


  An arrow flew past Sam’s neck. The far shadows boiled and writhed. Shrill cries and powerful roars erupted and echoed. “DAEMIA!” Sam shouted and spun Pilot around, but the daemia already amassed at the exit. “Head for cover!” He spun Pilot around and jabbed his spurs. The powerful animal surged forward and drove deep into the Frying Pan. Arrows bounced off the rocks around them. The horses sped ahead of the goats, racing away from the threat.  


  A pained cry arose from Forfat. The dwarf fell off his goat and tumbled across the rock. Gak stopped his goat to help, but when he turned, an arrow struck him in the neck, just above his breastplate. He clutched his neck and blood gushed through his fingers. Klag turned in the saddle as he rode and looked back in horror. An arrow struck him in the eye, and he collapsed. The dwarf fell and tumbled on the ground, mortally wounded.  


  Pilot galloped in a terrified sprint, his body moving like a great engine. Sam rode atop the charging beast, praying that God would save them. When they neared the edge of a cliff, he pulled back on the reins, and Pilot skidded to a stop, a pace from the edge. The enemy howled in rage, leaped over rocks, and chased after them.  


  “The emergency escape tunnel,” shouted Tormod and turned his goat to the right. The group followed him and sped across the vast expanse. A shaft, no bigger than an access tunnel, appeared at the base of a sheer black wall. In the center, a pinpoint of light directed them to salvation.  


  Tormod entered the tunnel with ease, being a dwarf on a goat. Sam’s eyes grew wide at the low ceiling, and he dropped to Pilot’s side. He clung to the side of the charging animal as it galloped through the narrow tunnel. Pointed rocks scraped and smacked his back, sparks flying off his shield. The howls of their pursuers echoed through the tunnel as they exited the Frying Pan.  


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 11    
    


  In Treetop City, Marion placed her hand on her forehead and looked about the living room. Bundles of clothes, treasured memories, and supplies filled the room. Children, teens, and mothers raced about the vast tree house. “I can’t find my dolly,” Jessica whined. “We can’t leave without it.”  


  She petted her great granddaughter’s silky locks and kissed her head. “Now baby, where was the last place you had it? Try to think. Did you have it in your room?” 


  “No. I had it up in my secret playroom in the attic.” The girl scampered away and charged up the stairs. Three of her granddaughters raced down the stairs. 


  Cassie asked, “Which airship are we taking?”  


  “Number three and five,” she said. “Now hurry. They will be here any minute.” The girls sped past Russell as he entered the great room. “This is chaos. I don’t see why we had to leave on such short notice.” 


  “I want you safe,” Russell said. “If Sam’s expedition finds anything, we may have to act fast, and if not … we won’t be coming back.” When shock filled Marion’s eyes, he caressed her shoulder. “I know, but it is for the best. We can move to the plateau or to Atlantis. The lives of my family are important above all else.”  


  She slouched and nodded. As she patted his hand, she said, “I know. But this is our home. We built it over fifty years ago with our own hands. Buddy died building the roof. I hate to lose it.”  


  “Me too, but it can’t be avoided.” Russell scanned the assembled gear. “I need my maps. Where are they?”  


  “Look up in your study,” she said. “I think I saw your briefcase up there yesterday.”    


  “Oh, right,” he said and strode up the stairway across the room.  


  After Russell had exited the room, Marion took two steps and came to a halt. Her eyes lit up. “Russell, wait. You took them to Barn Three,” she shouted, but there was no reply. She snorted and tried to repress her irritation. She had enough to take care of without trying to organize him. He was already across their mansion-like home, so she decided it was easier to retrieve it herself.  


  After she had exited their home, she saw Barn Three far across the plaza. It surprised her a bit since most of the barns were on the forest floor. Patrols searched the woods, hunting for daemia assassination teams, around the clock necessity since the troubles began. Gathering up the hem of her ankle-length skirt, she strode across the plaza. Arms filled with supplies, men and women rushed past her. Some merchants boarded up their windows and shut up their shops. A dog spun around, yapping at the chaos, unsure what had everyone so excited.  


  When she entered the barn, she saw the open briefcase and maps lying on a workbench and walked over to grab it. A compass, various grease pencils, and rulers lay near the map. Red arrows pointed at weak sectors in the city’s defenses. Someone scrawled “Attack here”, “kill guards”, and “set stores ablaze” on it. Several sheets of paper documented defender strength and a possible attack plan to take the city.  


  A wolf howl drew her attention to the far corner of the barn. She carried the maps across the tack room. Scratches, clatter, and snarls came from a close door. The rough wooden door took a battering. Whatever was behind it wanted out of it. Through a crack in the door, where a fragment of wood broke away, she saw a dire wolf. “Socks?” she said. When she unlocked the door, the elated wolf looked up at her with joyous eyes.  


  “I’m sorry you saw that,” Russell said. Still standing in the doorway, she saw him staring at the maps in her hands. Then she saw him clutching a curved knife, the kind used for killing and skinning. The eyes of this man were those of a stranger, a dark and malevolent being. He walked toward her and raised the knife.  


  The barn door exploded out from her hand. Socks charged into battle and rushed at Russell. Teeth bared, he launched into the air. Russell took a step back and raised his arms in self-defense. Sock’s maw slammed into Russell’s neck, and teeth gnashed his flesh.  


  “SOCKS!” screamed Marion. The wolf ripped away half of Russell’s throat. Russell grabbed his neck and fell to the floor. He exploded into a black cloud, leaving behind empty clothes and boots. Marion rushed across the barn and picked up the empty clothes. “Russell?” she whispered. When she looked up, she saw people leap aside as Socks raced through the city.  


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 12  
    


  Alex screamed as she fell into the abyss. She toppled end over end, falling and falling. By sheer luck, she plunged into a subterranean river and made a huge splash. The weight of her armor and pack dragged her underneath the frigid waters. A few arrows slashed around her and sank past her.  


  The icy water stung her like a million needles. When her eyes opened, pain recoiled through her body. She grimaced and fought off the urge to vomit. When her hand bumped something, she grabbed it and crawled on top of a pair of logs, strapped together by crude rope.  


  Her right hand slipped off the log and plunged into the ice-cold water. At first, she feared that she was blind. A black void loomed above her, but then she saw a few glowing specs. The specs grew into a thick matt on the ceiling and illuminated her surroundings with a ghostly glow. She saw jagged rocks and sheer cliff walls. Water flowed off high cliffs and plunged into the river with a great roar. Darkness enveloped the way behind her, but the lenses outlined the faint shape of a cave before her, and it grew larger by the second. 


  When she tried to crawl onto the logs, her leg muscles screamed in agony. Everything hurt. She forced herself onto the logs and straddled them, her arms and legs dangling in the frigid water. Her slip-suit, however, provided enough insulation to protect her from the worst of the deadly cold. Her mind wanted to swim to the side of the tunnel, but her body refused to obey.  


  She collapsed onto the logs, waiting for oblivion to take her. Soon she would plunge into the waters. After cupping the mask tight to her face, she cinched down the straps, creating an air pocket. When she exhaled, the mouth cups interior absorbed, scrubbed away the carbon, and returned breathable oxygen. A few second later, she passed out.  


  Gentle rocking urged Alex to awaken. For a moment, she imagined that she was asleep in a comfortable bed, soft and warm, but when she moved her right arm, it moved through liquid. The log raft was gone, and she floated in the river, submerged under icy water. Flailing and tumbling, she fought to escape her watery grave. She screamed and clawed at the water. However, when her quick breaths returned fresh air, she regained her rational mind. She would neither drown nor freeze. 


  The Starlight Lenses searched the waters for something solid, but in every direction she looked, expansive nothingness surrounded her. The vast, water depths engulfed her and carried her along in a powerful current. She hit something and tumbled over it. When she looked back, she saw the curved prow of a boat. The vessel had snapped in the middle, and the back half was gone. She saw several other wrecks lying on the muddy river bottom, a ghost fleet of ships.  


  One reminded her of a pirate ship, lines rigged to tall masts, a broad-chested maiden at the prow. Shredded and rotting sails billowed in the current, as though driven by powerful winds. Skeletons, strapped to it, still rode the vessel. A moment later, the ghost ship vanished. 


  Which end was up? Her weightless body defied gravity and baffled her senses. When a ship’s mast emerged from the darkness, she swam to it and grabbed it. Her legs whipped around and stretched out behind her. She tried to cling to the mast, but black slime caused her grip to slip. At the last second, she grabbed a rope, and the turbulent water pushed her down toward the deck. She hit it with a meaty thud and grunted. She skidded along the slick wooden deck, her hands grabbing for anything. When her fingers felt a rope, she grabbed it, and her body jerked to a sudden halt. Then the rotted rope snapped, and she rushed backward and hit a wooden wall. 


  The swift current crushed her against the wooden wall. She struggled to dislodge herself from it, but she was pinned. Her groan penetrated the water, and the wall gave way behind her. The force of her impact on the wall dislodged the ship, and they floated together, fellow travelers in the icy depths. 


  She floated along the wall, groping for anything. The ship spun in a half circle. Her lenses detailed the outline of a wall meeting the deck at a right angle. Then she saw a door and a railing above it. She kicked and swam up to the rail. 


  A scream ripped through the water. A skeleton, still bound to the ship’s wheel, piloted the ghost ship. It flew apart, as though hit by a bomb, leaving behind only the bound, bony forearms. She swam to the wheel and grabbed it, assuming command from the dead captain. Her head broke the water’s surface, and she saw a cavern. The ship’s mast was high above her, once again in open air. 


  The ship slammed into something, and she hurtled backward, hitting the deck with a splash. The water poured through the railings as the ship rose as if lifted by a giant hand. She struggled to her feet, slipping on the muddy silt. A high wall of stone lay to her left, and she heard a mechanical clang as a water wheel lifted the ship. The current powering a hoist lifted the ship from the water and then the vessel slipped into a lock, a clever bit of engineering. When the gate opened, the ship floated into a circular harbor.  


  The mechanism guided the ship to an empty bay at the docks. Wooden stairs lowered and landed on the ship with a thump. The dock locked the ship into place and as if moved by a ghost, a boom swung over of the ship and a hoist lowered. Alex rose up to her feet, but each step came with considerable difficult. The slick mud caused her boots to slip and slide. She fell several times, but she eventually made it to the railing and used it to steady herself.  


  Water poured out of the ship and rejoined the black river. She clutched the railing and made her way to the stairs. She slipped on them, but the railing kept her upright. When she made it to the top and turned around, she saw the ghost ship in port, and “better late than never” popped into her mind.  
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  Alex counted twenty berths in the harbor. Seventeen were empty, but three held rotted vessels: no longer identifiable as ships, tilted masts, caved in hulls. It testified to the vast stretch of time since the attack. One ship, however, was in dry dock. The lock held the waters at bay, and blocks supported the ship. She climbed up the stairs, but a powerful wind shoved her backward. It rushed through the upper cavern and jetted through the tunnel. “Clever,” she said. The current carried the ships into the harbor, and after offloaded, they sailed out of it.  


  Wooden crates still littered the dock and debris covered the floor. Plates with food, turned to dust, lay on tables at an alfresco café. When she looked up, she saw residential and commercial offices rise up five stories and disappear into solid stone. Once upon a time, it must have been a busy port and wealthy by the look of it.  


  She pushed open a heavy wooden door and entered a warehouse. Dwarf skeletons still clad in their armor, hands clutched on their weapons, lay about the room. Whatever killed them did so fast and left no marks – poison gas topped her list of suspects, but a biological agent was also possible. This concern, in addition to the poor lighting, persuaded her to leave her re-breather mask in place. 


  She stepped over the bodies and approached some crates. One crate had the nails and lid removed, which exposed the contents. Amongst the straw, she saw a glint of metal, and when she pushed aside the lid, she saw swords and picked up one. It was large enough for a man.  


  She tossed the sword back into the crate and wandered through the warehouse. Armor, slip-suits, shields, weapons, boots, and backpacks waited for warriors that would never come to claim them. One could equip a battalion with the abandoned merchandise, but the dead were beyond the use of such things. 


  Alex exited the store and examined another that contained fine dining wear. Scroll gold and elaborate decoration adorned the dinnerware. She could fill a dozen homes with the inventory from the shops. It seemed a shame to leave so many valuable goods behind, but she understood all too well the penalty for desecrating dwarve’s tombs. When she met Sam, a fallen statue trapped him in the Dragon Head Monument. After she had rescued him, undead guardians attacked them, and dwarves arrested them. After a night in a sewer dungeon, the dwarves spared her on a technicality.   


  When she left the shop, she happened upon the derelict ship in dry dock. With a renewed sense of mission, Alex hurried down the gangplank and crossed the ship. Since it was out of the water, the wood remained solid – the ship could sail, in theory at least, but she had no experience sailing a ship of any size.   


  At the far end or the port, she saw more tunnels, connection tubes, and railways than she could count. Stairs, cranes, and elevators rose up high, disappearing out of sight in the engulfing darkness. It seemed an impossible and frightening task to search them. As she stood gaping at the vast network, her desire to leave urged her to return to the ship. But a whispering voice, one can’t quite make out, compelled her to remain.  


  She climbed up a flight of metal stairs. The sound of her footfalls on the metal grate unnerved her. It seemed so loud; she was sure anything hiding in the darkness would hear her, and when she reached the top landing, she saw wide-set blue eyes, glaring at her from the darkness. 


  The blood rushed through her arteries, and her entire body tingled with energy. Heavy breaths and the glaring eyes reached out to her from the darkness. She readied herself to run, to leap over the railing, to land on the hard stone, and to sprint for the ship. The creature moved out from the shadows.  


  “Socks?” she asked and removed her mask.  


  He danced and yapped in celebration. She tousled his thick fur and then threw her arms around him. He pressed into her, and he would have hugged Alex if he had arms. “Where did you come from? How did you get in here?” 
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  Sam’s horse charged through the tunnel in a mad dash for safety. Rocks struck his armor and shield, throwing off sparks. His arms and legs cramped from the awkward position. A pinpoint of light grew larger by the second, and when it grew to the size of a dinner plate, it stung his eyes. When he shot out of the tunnel, he sat up straight in the saddle. “Whoa, Pilot,” he said and pulled on the reins. The horse stopped just short of a cliff, and a few rocks fell over the edge, plunging into the depths below. 


  He spun the horse around and rode back to the others. Devear and Tormod struck two vertical columns with their warhammers. Bits of rocks fractured and sprayed them. Howls and screams trumpeted through the emergency tunnel. The daemia rode hard, weapons bared. Devear’s column cracked and then fractured. Tormod brought down a massive blow, and his column broke. A rectangular stone dropped, hit with a thunderous boom, and crushed the columns, spraying them with shards. 


  For a few seconds, they remained motionless and listened. The sounds of blows on rock grew faint and then ceased. Sam removed his hat and wiped his brow with a kerchief. “That was too close for comfort.”  


  “What about Alex?” asked Kaylin.  


  A sudden shiver surged through Sam. He searched for a path to the dead exterior city at the bottom of the cliff. A dirt road weaved its way through gray stone and snow rippled hills. It weaved between lesser peaks and ended at the edge of the forest. Where the forest ended, the Merchant River met the Home River, forming a right angle. The way back to Glanim was too long to be of use.  


  He dismounted and moved to the edge of the cliff, and the driving wind tried to yank his hat from his head, flapping his clothes, stealing his warmth. His sharp elvan eyes made out the gray and black chuck wagon passing through the rubble. Cupping his right hand around his mouth, he shouted, “ALEX, TURN AROUND, GO BACK!” However, the wind stole away his warning. “DAMN IT, STOP!” The wagon continued around an angular formation of rock and cut her off from sight.  


  He turned to the others and said, “We have to get back to her.” They looked at the ground, and their faces reflected their grief. He rubbed the back of his neck and glanced at the stone plug. “Can you open that a bit, just enough for me to wiggle through?” 


  “The stone weighs two tons. Even with help and the proper tools, it would take a day to raise it. And there are a thousand daemia between her and us.” Tormod sat upon a rock and twirled his beard around his index finger. “The only way back into the mountain is above us.”  


  Sam gazed up at the road. It wound through rocky hills and skirted along sheer walls. No horse could navigate it. “How long would it take?”  


  “A day if the weather holds,” said Devear. “Two if it doesn’t.”  


  “Our mountain goats could make it in half that time,” Tormod said, “but they would never carry the weight of a man.”  


  “Kaylin and Sterling, you take the horses and ride back to Treetop City. Devear and Tormod will ride ahead and scope out the trail. The rest of us will climb up to the high entrance. We still have a city to search and Alex ... well … she will escape.” It was a thin thread of hope but one to which he clung. 


  When Rafael and Luis dismounted, Sam thought about sending them back to the city. However, he needed every sword. If they ran into trouble, even two grave-robbers would help.  


  The dwarve’s goats sped up the mountain. Sam kept an eye on them as they raced up the winding road. A long, zigzagged hike lay ahead of them, but the goats were already a third of the way there. He tried jogging, but the thin air stole his energy. Each footfall came with a measured, deliberate pace. Hank brought up the rear and called out, “We need to rest. Alive or dead, it’s all over now. Wearing us out won’t help.” Sam ignored him and kept climbing. 


  Spread along a half mile of crude trails, the expedition slid on gravel and climbed over jagged outcroppings, struggling to keep up with Sam. Hank whined and cajoled, but Sam paid him little heed. He kept climbing, his eyes fixed on the upper entrance and his spirit pained at the thought of Alex trapped in that nightmare.  


  It was well into the night when he rounded the last swayback. The clear skies made the stars appear like brilliant laser points. They cast enough light for his Elven eyes to see two goats. They grazed on the meager vegetation near the entrance, but there was no sign of the dwarves. A foul stench — a mixture of excrement and rotting flesh — wafted out of the mine entrance. It made his empty stomach churn with nausea. After removing his cavalry hat, he donned his helmet and mask.  


  The Star Light vision illuminated the rough entrance. Twisted, rusty metal marked what had once been the hinges to the great door, and runes and pictograms bore the scars where the enemy tried to chisel them. When he glanced back at the others, they had already donned their protective gear. Sam signaled caution with his hands and drew his swords.   


  He entered the mine well ahead of the others. Piles of filth lined the walls and rats feasted upon rotting corpses: men, dwarves, and elves. Lethal gashes and stabs marked the cause of each one’s death. He stopped and examined a man’s corpse. Despite the hollow eyes, rotted flesh, and exposed teeth, Sam’s mind drifted to home and hearth; loving eyes searched in vain for a happy homecoming, arms that would never again embrace their loved one. A Saint Christopher’s Medallion hung from the neck. A broken arrow jutted from the ribcage, and when he pulled it out, he saw a daemia arrowhead.  


  “Damn it, Tormod. Where the hell did you two go?” When he heard footfalls behind him, he turned and saw Hank. Sam signaled “Daemia”, and Hank nodded. He then signaled for them to exit. After they had exited the cave, he removed his mask and the foul stench once again assaulted his nostrils.  


  He spat and snarled. “There have to be a hundred bodies inside the entrance. They must be hijacking convoys crossing the Clarion Mountains.” 


  “Daemia eat the dead,” Lyra said.  


  “Those bodies were tainted by some sort of energy. It made them glow and made my skin crawl.” He rubbed the back of his neck and gazed at the distant lights of Treetop City and Maywyn. “There’s no sign of Tormod or Devear.”  


  “They were crazy to enter in the first place,” Lyra said. “We should turn back and report to Russell our findings.”  


  Sam searched the mouth of the cave and pondered in silence. “That city has to be full of daemia. I care about Alex, but our deaths won’t bring her back. We turn back and warn the others.”  


  “I’m afraid I can’t let you do that,” Hank said and drew his sword. Rafael and Luis had their bows drawn and arrows slotted. Sam’s hand moved toward his weapon. A hundred daemia emerged from their hiding places and pointed their crossbows at them.  


  “What kind of man sides with daemia?” asked Sam. 


  Hank smirked and said, “You’ll find out soon enough. Now drop your weapons.” When Sam hesitated, Hank moved the tip of his sword to Lyra’s throat. “One cut and she will bleed out.”  


  “Better than the fate you have planned for us.” Sam drew his sword, but a rock hit him in the back of his helmet and bounced off. The force drove him to his knees, and when he looked up, he saw the pummel of Hanks sword rushing at him, and then blackness took hold of him.  


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 15  
    


  It would not have surprised Alex if Socks answered her questions, but he turned and sprinted into the dark tunnel. When Alex hesitated, he returned with an excited look in his eyes. He wanted Alex to follow him. Alex stepped into the tunnel and inspected its diameter: it was big enough for a subway car with room to spare. Yet she saw no railroad tracks or another other means of stabilizing a car.  


  Her elvan eyes adjusted to the dark, and the world turned black and white. Socks ran on head, pausing on occasion to make sure that she followed. The tunnel climbed at a steep slope and twisted in a serpentine fashion. They passed through six connecting tunnels. It didn’t take long for Alex to become disoriented.  


  “Where are you leading me?”  


  Alex envied Sock’s nose. He navigated the tunnels as if reading a map. She was unsure of their final destination, but his urgency reassured her that it was vital. The meager light that illuminated the tunnel began to fade, so she put on her mask, and the world blazed with shades of green light.  


  She jumped backward and grabbed her weapon. A very large object appeared in her path. It was so dark that she almost walked into it. Taking a few more steps backward, she studied its bullet shape, its windows, and its runners. It was some sort of subway car, but it had four sets of four wheels, equal space across the diameter of the car, that allowed it to traverse the tunnels without the need of a rail system.  


  A layer of grime covered the outside of the car, and whatever propelled it had long since gone dead. After returning her blades to their sheaths, she moved toward it, looking for a way around it. She wondered, how did Socks get by it?  


  Socks extended his head from an open hatch, and he looked at Alex as if to say, “This way.” The oval hatch was small but large enough to accommodate a dwarf. She scampered up and through the opening. Dead bodies lay strewed about the interior, undisturbed since they fell, and many of these mummies still occupied seats, eyes closed as if asleep. Bent over and repulsed by the corpses, she made her way through the car. Every so often, she stepped on a foot or a hand and heard the crunch of bones.  


  The car was the length of a city bus, and the hatch on the opposite end lay open. Someone escaped the sudden death that took the city. Alex followed Socks out the back and jumped down to the tunnel floor, wondering how long ago the survivor escaped and wondering if her body would join the many others.  


  When Socks began to run, Alex chased after him. Sounds echoed through the tunnels, and they grew louder by the second. She retrieved one of her knives, feeling safer as she clutched it. She sprinted toward the sound, ready for anything.  


  She ran toward the sound, her senses alert. The drumming of her heart was noticeably absent since Elves don’t have hearts, yet tension gripped her body: diffused, prepared, ready to kill. Even Socks slowed and lowered, approaching with caution. 


  When they rounded a bend, they happened upon a subway station. Like its counterpart on Earth, white tile covered the floors and walls. Pillars, all in a row, lined the platform and benches allowed weary travelers a chance to sit. Like the rest of the mountain city, corpses still waited for a car that would never arrive.  


  Alex climbed onto the platform, and Socks hopped up beside her. She crept across it; the sounds of chaos ahead of her grew louder with each footstep. Alex returned her knife to its sheath and drew her swords. She weaved around pillars and benches, her eyes fixed on a glowing orange spot on the far wall. Masonry and soil lay in a heap before a ragged hole.  


  She risked removing her mask and was immediately sorry. The stench reminded her of sewerage, rotting garbage, and oil set ablaze. This combined with the putrid reek of urine, vomit, and a chemical sting tormented her. It was a smell that would be forever seared in her mind, a foretaste of the horror to follow. 


  Her boots slid on a pile of debris, but her eyes were fixed on the hole. Her swords passed through the fissure first, ready to kill any nightmare that lay on the other side. When she stepped through the hole, her right boot squished in excrement, and it sank down through the filth as though it was mud. Her stomach lurched, and she wretched. Twisting her head from side to side, she sought to escape the stench. It was too late to put on her mask: that would mean sheathing her swords.  


  Her feet squishing in ankle deep filth, she crept through a rocky tunnel. Gashes and long claw marks crisscrossed the walls. Whatever made the tunnel had claws sharp enough to gouge rock. Such a creature could shred her armor in a matter of seconds. Her steps faltered, and she considered retreat. However, Socks bounded from rock to rock, as though crossing a stream. He waited at the mouth of the tunnel, urging her onward.  


  She crept up a sharp ridge and peered over the side. A vast cavern contained a city complex, built by the long dead dwarves. Many fires burned on flat-top roofs, and by their light, she saw daemia, too many to count. They moved around the city like ants. They shoveled coal into blazing furnaces, and vast cauldrons poured out molten metal. Showers of sparks launched into the air as they poured the molten metal. Others beat out armor or sharpened swords: crude meat cleavers, machetes with a rough finish, but having a sharp edge, ready to kill.  


  Through the ventilating black smoke, movement on the cavern ceiling caught her eyes. She saw black specks that appeared like an army of fleas on the back of a dog. They had to be haugr: humanoid, bat faced, violent, rapists, and deadly. A shiver ran through her as she recalled Hank’s sexual assault. She was an elva and highly prized by such creatures. They would do anything to capture her.  


  She grew sick as she contemplated the punishment they would inflict on her, and the urge to run grew stronger by the second. She turned to leave, but when she saw human faces in the middle of the city, she stopped. Crouching at the edge, she saw an elvan. His face was filthy and grim, but her Elven eyes made out his feature with clarity — Sam. 


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 16  
    


  Chains upon his wrists and ankles, Sam stumbled through the streets. At every turn, daemia snarled and gnashed at them as they passed. Some bared their serrated teeth and hissed. Their foul breath made Sam turn away in disgust. When they passed an open butcher’s shop, he saw human limbs hanging from meat hooks, the wooden floor crimson with blood. A daemia brought down his cleaver with a chop, severing the knee, dividing the upper from the lower leg. When his eight spider eyes beheld Sam, he said something in his vulgar tongue, held up a chunk of flesh and uttered a throaty laugh.   


  Crimson Dwarves, having crimson birthmarks on their faces, the enemy of all other dwarves, filled a tavern. Their laughter and voices spilled into the street. Mugs of blood ale in hand, they gathered around hearths and boasted about their killing prowess. A normal dwarf female, a prisoner, scurried about the room and filled their mugs, terrified that they would kill her. One of the dwarves grabbed her breast and squeezed as if to milk her. When she pulled away, he back-hand slapped her, and she spun to the floor, landing with a clatter of dishes.  


  The prisoners stumbled through the streets. The smoke choked them and the dust parched their throats. They turned this way and that, paraded through the streets — a trophy. Hank raised his fist and cried out in daemia, to which the other cheered. This puzzled Sam: daemia considered men food and human females breeding stock. Why would Hank join them, and why would the daemia accept him?  


  When Hank caught Sam staring, he punched Sam in the face. The force caused Sam to stumble and then catch himself on the corner of a wall. A trickle of blood flowed from the corner of his mouth and hatred radiated from his eyes. “I will kill you,” Sam said.  


  “After we’re finished using you, I’m personally going to cut you into steaks and use your skull for a chamber pot.” Hank shoved Sam forward and then grabbed Lyra’s bottom. When she pulled away, he roared with laughter. “I just wish Alex lived, so I could finish what I started.”  


  A waterfall thundered in the darkness, and a tidal pool washed up on a shore. Great pipes ran over the city, turned at a right angle, and plunged into the pool. Gorgons emerged from the frigid black waters and waded to shore, their nets filled with albino fish. Hank paused to join the inspection. A gorgon opened his net and grabbed a fish as large as a Cod. He tossed it to a daemia. The fish flopped about as daemia bit off its head. He chewed it, blood flowing from the creases of his mouth, and swallowed. 


  The daemia commander shouted an order and two foot-soldiers carried over a strong box. The commander flipped the lid open and scooped out gold coins. He poured them into the gorgon’s hand. The Gorgon then waved to the others, and they hauled their nets to the beach. The chief gorgon placed the coins into a pouch and returned to the waters to catch more fish.     


  The prisoners coffle shuffled toward an adobe structure nestled in right angle cliff face. Guards drew open heavy iron doors at their approach. After they had passed through the doors, a terrible stench — human excrement, urine, putrid rot, and body odor — made them wretch. Sam covered his face, but there was no escaping it. The daemia guards chuckled at their discomfort and shoved them forward with their truncheons. Rusty hinges groaned as another set of heavy iron doors opened before them. A chorus of moans, wails, and jeers created a din in a cavern.  


  Rectangular, two stories high, with walkways around the perimeter, hundreds of cells lined the walls. Their footsteps created a noisy clang on the see through the iron flooring. A guard opened a small, dwarf size door and waited. “Get in,” Hank said and shoved them into the cell. “We’ll be back later for lunch,” Hank said, and the guards chuckled.  


  Their clothes soiled black, grimy men and women lined the walls. They sat in the corner in listless apathy. Each one wore a strange bronze vest with a rectangular, radiant blue gem set in the middle. A pair of heavy blue eyes looked up at him. “Sam, is that you?”  


  Sam squatted and cocked his head. Despite the tangled beard and layers of mud, he recognized Russell. “How the hell did you get here? I left you back at Treetop City.”  


  “Not me,” he gasped. “Imposter, they use our life force to survive.” A wet, unhealthy cough shook his body, and he spat phlegm. “They know everything we know.”  


  Everything made sense to Sam. The ghost army was a diversion. The chaos allowed them to abduct and replace key citizens. This allowed them to undermine all societies.  


  Long tangled hair and beard, a listless man raised his head and asked, “Do I know you?” 


  “Hank?” asked Sam. 


  “I’ve been dreaming about you, a real nightmare. I keep trying to wake up, but I can’t” He toppled over and collapsed onto the muddy floor. The stench of human filth drove Sam away from them.  


  “They’re all like that,” Tormod said. “They captured us the moment we entered the mountain.” He nodded toward the prisoners. “As soon as they fit us with a leaching vest, we’ll be like those poor bastards.” 


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 17 
    


  Alex saw the members of her expedition. More than a dozen prisoners shuttled around the city, performing menial tasks. Their wrists and ankles had shackles upon them, which caused them to hobble; but they were alive. She doubted that the daemia took prisoners for humanitarian reasons: they tortured the prisoners for information and then ate them.  


  Her first instinct was to leave and find help, to sail the ship out and return with a rescue party. After all, what could she do alone? Yet she knew the truth. If she did manage to escape, Treetop City would never approve a rescue mission. The daemia might execute the prisoners at any time. No. If there a rescue happened, she would have to do it. But how? 


  Alex studied the outcropping above her head and the cavern exit. Another drop of water splashed on her face. Socks cocked his head and perked his ears. Alex heard him panting and sensed his quizzical gaze. “Stay here,” she said to him. He seemed to understand and lay down behind the rock.  


  Trying to stay shielded behind the rocks along the ledge, she climbed up the wall. The rocks were slippery and rough: more than one time her feet slipped off, sending a shower of pebbles down to the cavern floor. As the climber motto goes, her “… entire world was reduced to three feet.” She focused on the next handhold, ignoring the growing heights beneath her.  


  Alex was afraid of heights, a shameful thing for an elva to admit, but since she hadn’t been one very long, she was okay with it. Her apprehension grew as she scaled the wall. When she came to an outcropping, she summoned her courage and grabbed a ledge. Her feet dangling, she pulled with all her might. Between her armor, weapons, backpack, and other gear, she struggled to climb up to the ledge. Fear flashed through her when she imagined herself falling to her death. She banished it from her mind and replaced it with thoughts of victory and life. When she got up to her elbows onto the ledge, she swung up her left leg and caught the lip with her knee. Using her lower body strength, she hauled herself onto the ledge. 


  Lying on her backpack, gasping, she recovered her wits. A huge concrete pipe hung overhead. It emerged from the far wall and disappeared into the other. Several cast iron pipes, each big enough for a compact car, connected to it and traveled down at a 45-degree angle. The entire assembly glistened, and a trickle of water flowed down the angled pipes.  


  A big tongue licked her face. She scrambled away and grabbed her knife. Then she saw Sock’s furry head. “How did you get up here?” It was then that she saw the access tunnel and the stairs. She was glad that wolves can’t laugh. 


  She stood upright and brushed off the grime that covered her. Socks sat down and stared at her. Humans must be very confusing to wolves. There was a perfectly good stairway, and she chose to climb up the wall. At that moment, she agreed with the wolves: humanoids are comical.   


  She reached up and felt the wet exterior of the concrete pipe. Cold water flowed down her hand. “It must connect to the underground rivers and lakes.” She climbed up a few rocks and touched the cast iron pipe. Rusty water flowed over her hand, and the pipe seemed brittle. A millennia’s worth of electrolysis ate away the pipe until only a thin shell remained.  


  Leaning over the edge, she traced the pipe’s path down to the blast furnace. The water served some cooling function, probably used for the tempering process. Taking her hatchet in hand, she tapped the pipe. A jet of water squirted her in the face. Startled by the cold water, she blocked it with her left hand and then wiped her face. Parched, she swallowed a gulp: it was cool and refreshing. Socks began lapping up the water. She put away her axe and grabbed her canteen. After filling it, she gulped down some more, and then she removed her helmet and washed her head. As she wrung out the water from her soaking locks, an idea occurred to her.  


  She grabbed her axe once and swung at the pipe. A powerful blast of water jetted from the hole. It washed down the wall and flowed toward the blast furnace. She hacked it several more times, and the pipe snapped in half. This jarred the other pipes and caused them to fracture. Seconds later, six geysers burst from the broken pipes. The river rushed down the wall and flooded the furnace. A tremendous explosion threw her to the ground. Flame, steam, and smoke burst into the air, filled the cavern, and sent the daemia scrambling.  


  “Come on Socks, we have to hurry!” 


  “Let’s go,” she said and sprinted down the access tunnel. It revolved around and around in a spiral, and it emptied out onto the cavern floor, at the outskirts of the city. Daemia, haugr, and crimson dwarves scattered in all directs. Many of them fled the cavern and the fire. When a door flew open, she swung out of instinct. Her hatchet chopped the neck of a daemia, nearly taking off its head. Black blood squirted through its fingers and hit her in the face. She chopped again and knocked it to the ground. When its head rolled away, she paused, gasping, stunned by the finality of her actions.  


  The ground shook beneath her feet. Another explosion of flame and hot metal rocketed into the air, spraying molten metal. She ran through a narrow alley, as flames shot up from the other end. Daemia rushed on the street at the end of the alley, trying to shield themselves from showering debris. A building across the alley collapsed, crushing the daemia, sending up a plume of dust. 


  She scrambled over the piles of debris, and Socks ran right behind her. They navigated the twists and turns of the city, heading for the prisoners. Fleeing daemia and haugr never noticed them. They ran for the exit in a state of panic. Then she saw the source of their terror. Molten metal flowed out from the foundry like lava and blocked Socks’ path. 


  When Alex arrived at the prison, she kicked the door and bounced off it, landing on her bottom. Then she noticed the handle and the open locks, and she opened the door. When she entered a daemia guard raised its weapon to strike, but a beam collapsed and crushed it. She leaped over it and into the main cell block. “Sam, are you in here.” 


  “Back here,” he shouted. “We’re in the last cell, second floor, on the left.”  


  Alex retrieved the keys from the second guard. She sprinted down the walkway, and when she arrived at the cell, she saw Sam and the others chained to the far wall. She tried one key after another and groaned, “Come on.” At last, she inserted the correct key and twisted. The lock clicked, and she yanked the door open. 


  The stench stunned her, making her head turn away. She wretched and forced herself to enter the cell. “What out!” shouted Sam. She turned just in time to see a black fist rush at her face. The blow spun her and made the world turn black. She hit the wall and collapsed to the ground. 


  Hank drew his knife. “Stand up, bitch. I want to look you in the eyes as I kill you.” He grabbed her by the neck and lifted her off the floor. She brought up her knee and struck him in the groin. He grimaced and bent over. When she hit him in the nose with the palm of her hand, blood gushed from his nostrils. 


  Eyes wide with crazed hatred, he said, “You shouldn’t have done that, bitch. I was going to give you a quick death. I’m going to cut you at each joint and take you apart while you scream. You pathetic little —“ 


  “Shut up and fight,” Alex said and drew her knife.  


  Sam pulled on the chains that bound his wrists and ankles, but they were made of steel. “You stay away from her. I’m going to kill you. I’ll kill you.” He flailed in rage and tried to rip the chains from the wall. 


  Hank and Alex circled one another, crouched, knives in hand. Hank lunged, and Alex leaped aside. She sliced his cheek with her blade. A flash of light came from the real Hank’s cheek. Through matted hair, tangled beard, and layered grim, she saw silver blue eyes, the same eyes as the man who attacked her. The fake Hank’s wound closed and healed in seconds, a line of blood all that remained.  


  “You have to kill him,” Sam said. “It has to be a mortal wound.”  


  The fake Hank chuckled. “Look at her. She’s a scared little girl. I’m going to enjoy this.” He lunged at her again, and she leaped aside, but his blade scraped over her breastplate. She kicked him in the backside and sent him stumbling into the wall. “BITCH!” he shouted in blind rage.  


  When he rushed at her again, he grabbed her arm and swung her into a wall. The impact stunned her, and he leaped onto her. His left hand choked her, his right hand poised to plunge his blade. She kicked with her right foot, and the keys slid across the room. Out of the corner of eyes, Hank saw Sam pick up the keys, and he turned to stop him. Alex snarled and plunged her blade into Hank’s back. He grimaced, arched his back, and staggered her away from her. He turned and pulled out the blade. “You’re going to pay for that.”  


  Sam fumbled with the keys. Four locks bound the manacles to his wrists and ankles. Alex drew her swords and so did Hank. “You want to play. Come on, let’s dance,” Hank said. Sam lay next to the real Hank. He saw the special barrel key on the key chain and the matching lock on the real Hank’s vest. When he inserted the key and turned, the precision dwarven vest released. Alex’s swords met Hank’s swords, and the metal sang with each impact. “Do you see it? Do you see me killing you?” shouted Hank. 


  “Do you see me killing you?” asked Sam. Hank turned and saw Sam grasp the vest, and he reached out with his right hand. Sam ripped the vest off the real Hank and threw it across the room. The fake Hank staggered and dropped his swords. Alex snarled and chopped her blade, striking him in the neck. Hank exploded into a cloud of black smoke.  


  Alex rushed to Sam and embraced him. “It’s good to see you too,” she said. Thoughts of affection, of desire, barged into her consciousness. For a moment, the past and the future melted away, and what remained was the yearning in her heart. The intensity caused a shock to her system, and she withdrew and wiped an unexpected tear from her eye. 


  Quiet sobs arose from the withered husk that of a man. Sam and Alex knelt by his side. Through a matted beard and hair, layers of grime, yellow skin, and melancholy eyes, they beheld the real Hank Lutz. Hot tears trickled from the corners of his eyes and cut a track through layers of grime. “I killed my brother,” he wailed. Sam and Alex shared a stunned moment. “They killed so many people. Kill me, just let me die.”  


  Russell grabbed Hank’s right arm with his left hand. “You be strong. The daemia killed your brother, not you. You’ve got to live long enough to give them some payback. You owe it to your brother. You hear me?” 


  “I hear you,” Hank said and passed out.  


  An enraged roar echoed through the cell door. A daemia guard stood in the doorway, a blade raised for battle. Socks rushed at the guard, chomped his thigh, and ripped his legs out from underneath him. The daemia screamed in agony and hit the deck with a bang. Sam grabbed a sword from the floor and brought it down in a chop. His blade plunged into the daemia’s neck, and black blood gushed from the severed artery.  


  “I’m glad to see you,” Lyra said as Alex released her bonds. “I need to borrow this.” She grabbed one of Alex’s swords and charged into battle. Sam and Lyra battled the guards as Alex released the others. 


  When Alex joined Sam at the door, she said, “Where did Lyra go?”  


  “To release the others,” Sam said. “There must be at least seventy or more prisoners. They have doppelganger spies in Maywyn, Treetop City, and amongst the dwarf attendants. How the hell did you get up here?” 


  “I fell off a cliff and got lost,” Alex replied. “Socks led me to you.”  


  Lyra emerged from the smoke with such suddenness that it startled Alex. A group of people followed her. “I managed to free all of our prisoners, but I can barely see. How do we get out?” 


  “Follow me,” Alex said and exited the prison. Flaming piles of debris turned the city into Hades. She reversed her path, but she became turned around. Just when panic began to overwhelm her, Socks took the lead. He sniffed the ground and charged down a street to their left. When they arrived at the narrow alley and saw a headless daemia, she recognized their location.   


  “Your handiwork?” asked Sam with a chuckle. 


  “He surprised me,” she said. “That’s a bad thing to do when I have a hatchet in my hand.” 


  “Words to live by,” Sam said.  


  They skirted along the edge of the city until they arrived at the earthen ramp. After a short climb, she led them through the passageway and onto the subway platform. As she coughed and hacked, she realized too late that she had a mask.  


  Humans, dwarves, and elves hurried out through the passage. The count was much more than 75 and growing larger by the second. “We need to get off the ramp and into the tunnels.” She jumped down and led them to the dead subway car. 


  Socks understood they were trying to escape. He led them back through the twisted maze of tunnels and passages. She became disoriented and worried. Then they arrived at the entrance tube. Recognizing their location, she charged down the stairs and ran back toward the port.  


  “I have a ship ready to launch.” She pointed at the warehouse. “Weapons and armor are in there. Get everyone equipped before we leave.” 


  “Yes ma’am,” he said with a grin. “Alright, you heard the lady. Let’s get some weapons.” 


  Alex was stunned. For a few minutes, she forgot her change of gender. Yet a single word, “lady,” defined her new reality and sent her emotionally tumbling. Lyra asked, “Where is the ship?” Alex pointed to the dry dock, and Lyra asked, “Are you okay?” 


  “Yeah, I just … I’ll tell you later.” They both turned and ran for the ship. The dwarves began flooding the dry dock and releasing the lines. She scampered down the gangplank and made her way to the wheel. She wanted to get out of this place and never return.   


  She thought she knew how to sail a ship: it all looked so easy on TV. I gripped the wheel and felt the wooden pegs in her hand. She turned it this way and that, feeling a little silly as if she was playing pirate. She gazed up at the masts. There were two of them and many sails lashed to them. There were more lines than she imagined, and everyone hurried about. They seemed to know what they were doing.  


  Sam ran down the gangplank, his footsteps thumping on the wooden board. He dumped an armful of armor and weapons on the deck. “Arm yourselves,” he shouted. He charged over the main deck, dodging crewman. He leaped up the stairs and hurried to her side. “It looks like we are almost ready to go, captain.” 


  “Yes, well,” she said and cleared my throat. “Have you ever sailed?” 


  “I served on a merchant ship before the war,” he replied. “I sailed all the way up and down the Eastern Seaboard. We even crossed the Pond a few times and visited England, went to Paris, France too.”  


  “Good, you take the helm. Get us ready to sail. I’m going to the tower to release the gate.” She took off before he could reply. As she scampered off the ship, Alex heard him bellowing orders to the crew.  


  The port authority tower was five stories high and curved forward with the main tower jutting out of the port. Alex ran to the side of the building and charged up a set of wooden stairs. Round and round she ran, feeling a sense of excitement. She was ready to get out of this place. When she reached the top and opened the door, a dead dwarf tumbled onto the floor at her feet, and she yelped a real girly yelp. Her face grew hot, a crimson blush spread across it. She hoped no one heard her, but then she looked down at the ship. Everyone was stared at her. She waved and shouted, “I’m fine.” Sam waved back and grinned.  


  A sign at the dry dock stated, “The Dry Dock is controlled by the Port Authority. Please obtain proper clearance and schedule a time to have the gates released.” She took this to mean that one had to flick a switch or something. In her mind, it would be a single red lever. She would throw it and rush back to the ship. 


  The control room was very large and had three great window-walls that overlooked the port. There were 12 stations, 24 chairs, a command chair, and wall instruments. The quantity and variety of dials, switches, and levers staggered her. To make matters worse, the labels were written in dwarven. The Christmas tree of lights blinked all around her, each demanded attention.  


  She rubbed an itch from her nose and strolled around the tower. Everything seemed so urgent. She pushed a red button, and nothing happened. Moving to another control panel, I flipped a T-lever, and nothing happened. This was going to be a problem.  


  A dwarf sprinted into the room, making her jump and yelp. He ran over to a panel three stations away from her, turned a dial, and threw a T-lever. “That should do it,” he said. “Let’s get out of here.”  


  “Um … okay,” she said.  


  Dwarves are fast. She barely kept up with him as they rushed down the stairs. By the time they arrived, the water gates had begun to open, and the crew released the lines. He ran to the edge of the dock and leaped; the dwarf landed as if he just leaped over a curb. When Alex ran and jumped, the ship lurched away from the dock. Her right foot barely caught the edge, and she tumbled forward into a pair of powerful arms. Sam lifted her to her feet. “Hope you didn’t mind the help,” Sam said with his smooth, East Texas accent.  


  “That’s okay,” she said. When his hands lingered on her shoulders, heat rushed over her, and her feet tingled; and her stomach fluttered. She bowed her head and averted her gazed. “We better get out of here.”  


  “I agree,” he said and turned. “Steer us out of this place. I want to see the light of day again.” The helmsman turned them into the current, which pushed them backward, but when the sails lowered, the wind slapped them forward; and she heard a deep thump. The ship lurched, and we began sailing toward the exit tunnel.  


  A flaming arrow hit the deck, and then another. Everyone ran for cover, wondering what new terror befell them. To her horror, a ship exited the tunnel behind them and entered the harbor. The enraged daemia crew screamed at us and rained down flaming arrows like shooting stars. Most fell short and sizzled when they hit the water, but a few hit us. The crew scrambled about in noisy chaos. Some grabbed buckets and doused the burning arrows; others launched arrows in reply, but the wind was at our backs, causing the arrows to fall short. The dwarves wanted us to stop and fight.  


  “We don’t know how many ships are coming,” Sam bellowed. “Trim the sails and cast off ballast. Why are we running so low in the water?”  


  She cringed and looked away from him. “I never offloaded the ship.” She braced herself for his angry reply. 


  “Throw the cargo overboard,” Sam ordered. “I don’t care if it’s sacks of gold.”  


  Alex grabbed her bow and slotted an arrow. After releasing it, she watched it sail through the air and hit a daemia in the foot, nailing it to the floor. The creature cried out in pain and danced in circles. For some reason, she wanted to apologize.  


  The black yawning mouth of the exit tunnel grew larger by the second. Three more ships joined the first and chased them into the darkness. Flaming arrows streaked through the darkness, arched high in the air, and hit the ship; but soon they began to bounce off the constricting tunnel. The waters grew rough, tossing the ship about. Men, dwarves, and elves held on for dear life as Sam plowed through eddy currents and over white water waves. The bow rose up and slammed back down again, throwing her off her feet. When she stood upright, an arrow barely missed her. Her eyes hungered for the exit, but all they saw was the dim glow of the phosphorescent stone above them. The enemy ships were catching up to them.  


  Dread overcame Alex: Daemia whirled grappling hooks above their heads. When they released them, they shot across the gap, and three prong hooks latched onto our rigging and masts. “Prepare to repel boarders,” Sam shouted. “Kill’em in the air.”  


  They launched desperate arrows at them, but many missed the mark. The daemia swung across the gap. Men jabbed at them with pikes, knocking a few loose; the daemia shrieked as they hit the water like cannon balls. They plunged beneath the waters, never to rise. She understood why daemia hated the water: they can’t swim, and they don’t float.  


  The daemia began cutting their sails and lines. Alex scrambled up a line attached to the mast and ran across the main yard. The daemia raised his blade to her and blocked the sweep of Alex’s sword. It stabbed; Alex blocked and chopped; it dodged; Alex retreated; he advanced and lunged; Alex parried. She spun around him with a deftness that surprised her, and she swept her blade to the back of his neck. Black blood sprayed from the neck wound. He grabbed his neck, fell from the yardarm, and hit the water with a splash, disappearing from sight.  


  Another daemia swung across the gap from the topsail yard and took his place. He growled at her, baring his blade. He held the gleaming blade before Alex, displaying it, trying to terrify her. Rage dispelled all fear within Alex. When he rush toward her, she leaped for a rope and kicked him. He tumbled off the main yard and screamed as he hit the water.  


  The daemia ship was alongside them, and boarding planks grabbed their ship. The daemia rushed over the planks and flooded their ship. Furious combat raged all over the deck. Blades flashed, shields deflected, and maces broke bone – men, elves, and dwarves waged a furious battle against the monsters.  


  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw something flying toward them. A daemia swung across on a rope from the foremast yardarm, his feet toward Alex. His boots struck her and knocked her from the main yard. As she hurtled backward, tumbling from the mainmast, she twisted and grabbed a rope. Her body jerked and flew about. When she swung back toward the daemia, he was ready for her, blade bared, ready to strike. An arrow streaked up and hit him in the gut. The daemia doubled over and plunged from the mast. Lyra waved and returned to fighting. 


  A daemia archer took up position on the boom of the foremast and slotted an arrow. Alex leaped off the yardarm and grabbed a rope. Her legs swept up, and she swung toward the foremast. The archer turned and saw Alex at the last second. Shadows of what happened to her a few seconds ago flashed in her mind. A fraction of a second later, her boots hit the daemia in the backside. He spun and slashed with a sword as he fell. The blade struck her chest plate and deflected off it.  


  She watched in macabre fascination: he fell, hit the deck, and the combatants scattered. Upon impact, his head exploded like a ripe melon, black blood and white brains splattering the ship. The fighting paused for a second around his corpse and then resumed, combatants slipping and sliding in his blood and brains. For a moment, she imagined herself on the deck, head crushed, and she wondered what it was like to die.  


  The thought fled her brain when she saw a huge, whitewater wave before them – a wave as big as the ship! The river flowed against them and over a large obstruction, and they were heading right for it. When she glanced to her right, she saw calmer water, but Sam steered into the huge breaker. Now she understood why so many ships sank, and why the crew tied themselves to the ship. 


  She had seconds to react. She leaped, grabbed a rope, and slid down to the deck. She dodged around those still fighting and leaped over the fallen bodies. Sam glanced at Alex as she scrambled up the stairs to the quarterdeck. “Hang on, we’re about to go in,” Sam shouted, holding the wheel tight.  


  She snatched up her backpack and put on her mask. As if in slow motion, she saw the bow plow into a wall of white water. The impact threw her backward, and she tumbled in the air. The ship and everyone on it were underwater. She was back to the point where she entered the river, a sheer rock wall to their left. 


  It was then that they passed through a fork in the river. Water rushing down a steep slope and then split into two, the left river flowed toward the port, and the right to an unknown destination. Sam steered straight for this darksome river.  


  For a moment, everything was still, suspended in time and in water. Sam, Lyra, Socks, and the others held their breath. They plunged down a corkscrew river. Round and round they spun. The wind and current drove them ever faster. The cleats of the enemy ship ripped away from the deck, and it smashed into the sidewall, spun and broke in half on a pointed rock.   


  They clung to the ship for dear life. At the end of the corkscrew, they saw a waterfall, and when the plunged into it, blue water made time seem to stop. When time resumed, they exploded from the wave, and the force threw Alex back into the railing. Pinned against the railing, she saw the ship explode from the water and rocket into the air. The boarding planks snapped, and the cleats ripped away, carrying chunks of their ship with them. They hit the water and plowed into it, and blue waves crashed on the deck, washing away the dead.  


  Socks moved to her side and then shook, spraying her with water. “Too late,” she said, “I’m already soaked.” He shook again just to make sure the job was thorough.  


  They sailed around a curve, and brilliant light stung her eyes. Her hand as a visor, she tried to adjust to the daylight. When they passed through the mouth of the cave, she saw trees that climbed up a steep bank and rolling hills. When she turned, she saw a white capped mountain looming above them. Somehow, they made it to the Merchant River. 


  Sam steered right on the Home River and sailed across Picnic Lake. Alex sat on a soaking wet bench and removed her helmet. They sailed for Venture Harbor, and scores of people waved at them from the docks. The rest of the crew assembled, waving to spectators on the shore. They escaped. It all seemed so surreal, but the port city made it clear that they were free.  


  Alex was tired of adventure. All she wanted was to go home, sit on her sofa, eat a bag of potato chips, and watch television. Sam sat down beside her and took a leather pouch from his pocket. He drew a pipe from it and some tobacco. After lighting a wax protected match, he puffed away and stared into the distance in silence.  


  “How do you carry those matches with all the rhunite around? Don’t they just light in your pocket?” she asked.  


  “Sometimes,” he chuckled. “I smell something and then see smoke coming from my pocket. It keeps life interesting.”  


  The conversation lapsed, and silence overtook them. After staring at the widening lake for a while, she said, “Could you please explain the vests to me, and how did they make fake people? It’s not possible.”  


  Hank trudged over to them, most of the grime washed off him. He rubbed his face and drew in a deep breath. “I owe you an apology. That vest locked me in a nightmare, and you were in it. Well … I was a complete jerk toward you.” His shoulders sagged, and his body seemed older than his years. He covered his face and mumbled, “How can I ever face this?” 


  “It’s okay,” Alex replied. “It was that other you … the fake Hank.” 


  “I suppose,” he mumbled. He leaned over the railing, the sparkling water before him. “I always imagined myself a hero, saving the day. I was just some wretch that needed saving. That thing killed my brother and used me to do it.”  


  Alex was about to speak when Sam put his hand on her arm. He shook his head from side to side. He held her hand and led her toward the main deck. “Leave him be,” Sam said. “He needs time to think.”  


  Sam retook the helm and sailed the ship across the lake. They joined the other survivors at the railing and waved to the cheering crowd on shore, which seemed to grow larger by the second. A pair of defense ships, lean and narrow, slicing through the water, drew alongside them.  


  As they sailed port, horns trumpeted; fire hoses jetted, and people cheered. Sam steered their ship into port and deckhands threw lines to those on the dock. After a slight lurch of the ship, they arrived at Venture Harbor. Sam put his arm around Alex’s shoulders and walked up the gangway with her. “I own a home here. You can stay with me. After we get cleaned up, we go to a swank restaurant. We can have some supper and gamble a little.”    


  “That sounds like fun.” Alex paused and turned back toward the ship. Curious spectators milled about the ghost ship, just arrived from its thousand-year journey. Then her gaze shifted up to the white-capped Clarion Mountains. There were so many adventures, so many dangers, and so many rewards. Someday she would return, but not this day. She turned and continued walking with Sam along the cobbled streets and wooden houses. She looked up at him and asked, “After we get some rest, what would you like to do next?”   The End 


    


    


 
 Free Preview of Episode 3 
    


  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!” 
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