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Chapter 1
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean tried not to smile as he walked from the drone terminal to the slidewalks. His team presentation had gone exceptionally well. He’d successfully proven his code, and his supervisor had selected his project to present to management next week. The resulting feeling of accomplishment made everything seem brighter. The air was cleaner than normal, and beautiful blue skies with nary a cloud reflected his mood as he stepped onto the slidewalk entrance track to the faster inner tracks. 
 
    He nodded and greeted fellow slidewalkers with what were evidently overly exuberant hi’s and hello’s as they, in turn, looked away, trying their best to ignore him. If his next demonstration went well—and he was sure it would—he was probably looking at a promotion and a serious bump in pay in the very near future. Probably enough of a bump to move himself and his daughter into a safer neighborhood—maybe even into one of the upscale corporate housing complexes. 
 
    He was so lost in his daydreams that he barely noticed the accompanying surge of acceleration as he stepped onto each successively faster track until he was walking along the traffic ribbon at a relative speed of more than fifty miles per hour. Having made his way to the fast tracks, he walked leisurely for the few minutes it took him to make it to the northwest quadrant suburb exchange. Wind whipping through his hair, he smiled to himself.  
 
    The warning sign ahead let him know he had two minutes to navigate his way back to the outer slidewalk. He stepped from the 50mph track to the 45mph, weight shifting expertly as he adjusted to the slightly slower speed, still moving across to the 40, the 35, the 30, and so on until he reached solid concrete at the entrance to the northwest exchange. 
 
    His comm chimed as he walked briskly toward the northwest slides and he turned his wrist to see the smiling picture of his daughter on his wrist comp. He smiled. “Accept call.” 
 
    As soon as he heard the line click he spoke. “Hi kiddo. Guess what happ—?” 
 
    “Daddy?” The sobbing voice robbed him of his words, and he stopped where he stood, suddenly oblivious to the foot traffic that bustled around him. 
 
    “Caroline? What’s wrong, baby?” 
 
    It took her several tries before she could get the words out around her sobs. “I’m hurt, daddy. They hurt me bad.” 
 
    Heart suddenly pounding in his chest, Sean swallowed, trying to get the words out. His earlier elation evaporated with her words. “Who hurt you? What—? What did they do?” He realized he was shouting but didn’t care. 
 
    “Da—” There was a click and Caroline’s picture faded to black as the line went dead. 
 
    “Caroline! Caroline!” People around him stopped and stared as he shouted into his wrist comp. Sean ignored them as he tapped the icon for the computer AI. 
 
    “Waiting,” the comp announced. 
 
    “Call police!” 
 
    “Calling.” 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    The police were already outside his apartment building when he arrived ten minutes later. Breathless from running, Sean tapped his comp so it displayed his holo-ID for the investigator posted outside. “I’m Sean Barrow,” he panted. “I made the call. Is my daughter all right?” 
 
    The man looked at the holo and tapped his helmet. Sean knew his visor was looking at the security information encoded into the holo and comparing it to information in various databases. “I’m sorry, Mr. Barrow. I don’t know what’s going on inside. You can go on in and I’ll let the investigator in charge know you’re on your way up.” 
 
    Sean rushed inside without another word. If the cop at the door couldn’t help him, he needed to find someone who could. He caught his breath in the lift pad as it took him to his floor, where he was greeted by another investigator. She was a woman of slight build, but her demeanor left no doubt that she was all business. “Mr. Barrow?” 
 
    “Yes. Is my daughter all right?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but before I can discuss any details, I need to see your ID.” 
 
    Once more he flicked his holo on. She examined it briefly and looked back at him. 
 
    Before she could say anything more, Sean interrupted her. “Now, how is my daughter?” 
 
    The woman hesitated. “I’m sorry, but I need you to answer a few questions.” 
 
    “Investigator,” he looked at the badge on her body armor, “Medeiros?” 
 
    She nodded. “Candace Medeiros.” 
 
    “Look, I sent recordings of the call she made when I called you guys. I don’t have anything else I can offer. Now I need to see my daughter!” 
 
    Just then, another voice called out from inside his apartment. “Is that the medical examiner?” A man poked his head out from inside as he spoke. “We need to…” His voice trailed off as he saw Sean. “Oh shit.” He ducked back inside. 
 
    Sean suddenly heard the pounding of his heart in his ears. Medical examiner.  
 
    Medeiros cursed. “Mr. Barrow, I’m sorry, but I can’t let you in there just yet. We’re still investigating, and we can’t let you contaminate the scene.” 
 
    “Medical examiner?” Sean repeated the phrase. They were the only words that held any meaning for the moment. Waiting for a medical examiner meant… He reached out to steady himself on the wall, but he misjudged the distance and staggered. He swallowed convulsively as his throat swelled and his sinuses filled. 
 
    Inspector Medeiros helped steady him. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Barrow. Once the medical examiner gets here and fin—” 
 
    But Sean was no longer listening. “Caroline.” It was a whisper, but it echoed in his ears with the rushing of his pulse as his groping hands found the wall. Leaning heavily against it, he slid down to sit on the floor and began crying. All his dreams, all his hopes… 
 
    And Sean’s world came crashing in on him, burying him in memory. 
 
      
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    Not again. Please, please, please… I can’t go through this again. The words kept spinning about in his head, making it impossible to think straight. Present and past became muddled as he recalled these same feelings from when his wife had disappeared twelve years before. Their apartment had been trashed, and there were obvious signs of a struggle, but whoever had broken in left no prints or DNA evidence whatsoever. To be sure, there were other signs that something had happened. There was the broken coffee table and dishes, and the blood stains and spatters on the walls and carpet, but the only DNA had been Connie’s. 
 
    The police had been sympathetic back then, as well. But his wife had been the seventh such missing person case in his neighborhood in a year’s time. They called the mystery abductor “Mr. Clean” for the lack of evidence he left. 
 
    And when he was no longer a mystery, they called him the “Mr. Clean Killer.” 
 
    Mr. Clean eventually slipped up when victim number ten’s dog bit him as he attacked the woman. The dog’s teeth had punctured the protective suit he wore and he’d become enraged at the animal, killing it with a chair. But the damage was done. DNA retrieved from the dog’s mouth led the police to the killer, and the man confessed to a total of sixteen abductions and murders. 
 
    In exchange for leniency, he showed how he had created a hermetically sealed suit of synthi-skin under his clothes, complete with gloves and a rebreather. The man was a chemist and had easily gained access to everything he had needed to create the clean suit. Eventually, he led them to a burial site outside of the city, showing where he’d buried each body. 
 
    Since he had confessed, there was no trial. There was a single day when Sean had been asked to testify about Connie’s disappearance and that was all he’d heard about it until a week later when he’d received a synopsis from the police.  
 
    By that time, his wife had been gone seven months, and the initial shock of losing her had resolved itself into a twisting ache in his soul. He had learned to live with it, but he knew that if he let it, the pain would destroy him, eating him up from the inside. So he had pushed it down deep within, and elected to spend his time and energy on the more positive goal of raising and protecting Caroline. 
 
    He’d taken that role seriously and had become much more safety conscious. Part of that entailed the installation of a security system in their new apartment, and in his shock, Sean hadn’t remembered to tell the police about it. The system wasn’t top of the line, but it was the best he’d been able to afford. It included sonic and visual stunners, gas, and an auto-dial connection to the nearest security station, all activated with the press of a button. But Caroline hadn’t had a chance to hit that button. None of it had done her any good. 
 
    The system also had several motion-activated, high-resolution video cams, though it wasn’t until later that night, after the police had put him up in a local hotel, that Sean remembered them. He opened his wrist comp and accessed the cloud storage where his security feed stored for forty-eight hours. He copied the footage to his wrist unit, sent a copy to Inspector Medeiros, and braced himself before watching the feed. 
 
    There was no sound. He hadn’t been able to afford the upgrade. But video was horrific enough. He watched as four young men in hooded beach shirts shoved their way into the apartment, striking Caroline across the face. He watched as they did unspeakable things to her, leaving her lying naked on the kitchen counter while they rampaged through the house. 
 
    He saw her regain consciousness… activate her wrist comp. 
 
    That was when she called me. 
 
    He saw her mouth move and recalled her voice as she sobbed into the comm. 
 
    “Daddy?” 
 
    “Caroline? What’s wrong, baby?” 
 
    Video Caroline moved her mouth silently. He saw her mouth move as she tried to talk. His memory provided the words when she managed to get out more. “I’m hurt, daddy. They hurt me bad.” 
 
    One of the boys must have heard her speaking. On the recording, Sean saw him run into the room. Sean recalled shouting into his own comm. “Who hurt you? What happened? What did they do?” 
 
    “Da—” 
 
    The video showed the boy grab her arm and smash it down on the false granite counter. 
 
    That was when her call got cut off. 
 
    The kid slammed her arm into the stone counter over and over, until pieces of the wrist comp scattered across the smooth surface… all while his daughter screamed in silent agony. 
 
    When the boy stopped, her forearm had an unnatural bend in it, as if she had an extra joint between elbow and wrist. The kid fished around in a drawer and grabbed a knife, waved it in front of Caroline’s face. Sean could see him shouting something at her, and her head shook back and forth as she cried. And while there was no sound, it was easy enough to see her mouth as she repeatedly screamed the word “no” at him. 
 
    The other boys came into the room and there was some sort of discussion while Caroline sobbed on the counter, eyes clenched tightly against the physical and emotional torture she endured. But they snapped open as the knife plunged into her chest, and her mouth opened in another scream. 
 
    Four boys. 
 
    Four plunges of the blade. 
 
    The cameras caught it all. Every torturous detail, and Sean forced himself to watch each second. Unable to sleep, he watched the video again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    He watched several times that first night, memorizing the faces of the street thugs who had raped and tortured his baby before killing her. 
 
    The video was clear, crisp, and damning. It allowed the inspectors to easily identify and apprehend the killers, and Sean watched as they were brought in, comparing the faces in his memory to those of the monsters who exited the police cruisers. 
 
    He continued to watch the video every day for the next five months as the case wound its way through the court system, stoking the fire of his anger in a way he hadn’t allowed himself to do when his wife died. This time there was no distraction, no reason to disassociate himself from the pain. That reason had died with his daughter, and he looked forward to seeing the resolution of this case. He wanted these delinquents to suffer the way his daughter had suffered. 
 
    It should have been an open and shut case. 
 
    It should have been. 
 
    But politics and nepotism intervened. One of the boys was the nephew of a high-level politician, and the video evidence was suddenly found to be “suspicious.” Defense counselors trotted out expert witnesses who testified that the digital coding of the file appeared to have been tampered with. They brought out some of Sean’s co-workers who unwittingly damned his case by proclaiming him to be the best programmer in their division. 
 
    By the time the closing arguments were given, the Defense had cast enough doubt on the viability of the evidence that there was no way the jury was going to convict. 
 
    Sean left before the verdict was announced. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    
Chapter 2
  
 
      
 
    More than two years later, Sean pawed drunkenly at the hooded figure walking out of the bar. “Hey friend, you got any spare cred? Even a few coins’ll help.” 
 
    The young man shoved him back. “Jet before I get whizzed, you fuggin keg head. Nothing here for you. Not unless you wanna top off your night with a helping of pain.” 
 
    Sean held his hand up. “No pain.” He backed away into the darkened alley beside the bar, stumbling and falling as he did. Several coins and a wrist comp fell out of his pocket when he hit the ground, and he hurried to gather them up. 
 
    “Hey, what’s that?” The voice was right behind him. 
 
    “Nothing. Just my stuff. Not gonna bother you any more, friend.” 
 
    “No bother. Just let me help—” 
 
    Sean grabbed the wrist unit and bolted down the alley before the other could finish his words. Pounding footsteps told him his pursuer was close on his heels. He drew to a halt where the alley came to a dead end.  
 
    The voice was only a few feet behind as the other man sneered. “Nowhere to run, old man. So how about you give me that comp and…” 
 
    His words trailed off as Sean straightened up, shedding the helpless drunkard persona as he turned to face his pursuer. His eyes narrowed briefly when Sean drew the rebreather out of his hood and settled it over his face. Hands already covered with his synthi-skin gloves, Sean drew his blade. He’d trained faithfully for more than two years, working forms and sparring, both empty handed and with weapons. Until this week though, he’d never used any of his new skills in actual combat. 
 
    Tonight was the fourth and last time he planned on using them. The skirmish was brief, and the thug dropped, twitching in the filthy slime that coated the back alley into which Sean had lured him. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m here to see Inspector Medeiros.” 
 
    “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    “No, sir. But I think she’ll want to see me.” 
 
    “Uh huh…” The man never even looked up as he tapped keys. “Sorry sir, but Inspector Medeiros is busy. If you’ll leave your credentials, I’ll see to it that—” 
 
    “Please tell her I’m here to confess to the Mr. Clean copycat murders.” 
 
    The man sighed and tapped more keys. A sheet of paper spat out of a slot on the counter. “Please fill out the confession form and sit over there with the others.” 
 
    “Others?” 
 
    The man finally looked up from his console and pointed to a table where three other men sat clutching similar sheets. Sean shook his head. “I don’t think that will be necessary.” He pushed a small box across the counter, opening the lid and turning it so the bored desk clerk could see the contents. The clerk’s eyes widened as he realized what he was looking at. “You’ll find that these fingers match the four victims,” Sean continued. “I took one from each and froze it to keep the evidence as fresh as I could.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    



Chapter 3
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean’s trial wound its way through the political bureaucracy much quicker than the trial of his daughter’s killers had. He had no interest in prolonging the inevitable, so he fired the public defender the state had sent to argue his case, instead electing to represent himself. Then, during the two days that his trial had taken, he had done nothing other than truthfully answer the prosecutor’s questions. 
 
    “Yes, I killed them. No, it was not in self-defense. Yes, it was pre-meditated. I planned it for quite some time…” 
 
    When the arbiter finally reviewed the record, he appeared to be confused at first. “Mr. Barrow, in light of the fact that you’ve waived your right to counsel, confessed to the murder of four individuals, and refuse to allow competency evaluation, this court has very little leeway in how we can rule on this case.” He looked up from his notes to peer directly into Sean’s eyes. Sean was surprised to see something like compassion in the man’s expression. 
 
    “However, I am aware of the extenuating circumstances of this case. And while you have asked for no special consideration in the matter, I have nevertheless decided that a little leeway is not the same as none.” 
 
    Sean kept his face expressionless, though he had to admit to being curious at the arbiter’s words. Sean had known when he started down this path that it was going to end with his death. He’d long ago made his peace with the idea that he would likely soon be rejoined with his wife and daughter. But the arbiter’s statement seemed to indicate that he knew that the four men Sean had killed were themselves killers, and that they had murdered Caroline. This, despite the fact that Sean had never mentioned it. And he was certain that the prosecuting counselor wouldn’t have mentioned it, as it would have undermined his case against Sean. 
 
    The arbiter straightened up and looked to the court audience. “It is the finding of this court that Sean Barrow is guilty of four counts of murder in the first degree… that he did plan with forethought and malicious intent to track, trap, and kill these four individuals, and carried out these murders with methodical and cold-blooded efficiency.” He turned and addressed Sean directly. “You turned yourself in, confessed, and made no excuses. Nor have you shown any remorse over the crimes you committed.” 
 
    Sean sat impassively, waiting for the man to get to the point. 
 
    “All in all, this has been one of the shortest, yet most intriguing cases that has ever come before my bench. I admit to being curious.” He held up a small binder where Sean could see it. “And when an anonymous folder showed up on my bench with your name on it, I was sorely tempted to break my vow of indifferent justice and read the material contained within.” 
 
    The man laid the folder down, an expression of regret on his face. “But that would have been illegal and would have jeopardized the sanctity of the case.” 
 
    He looked at the prosecuting counsel, “I don’t know if that was some sort of ploy on counsel’s part,” he looked past counsel, into the gallery, “or a misguided attempt from some well-intentioned third party. But I will not allow the court to be influenced by outside evidence.” 
 
    He looked directly at Sean again. “Mr. Barrow, what you did was unquestionably illegal, and in the eyes of the law is unforgivable. Available sentences for such a crime are limited to mind-wipe, death, or temporal banishment through the Pangaea portal. As such, I sentence the defendant, Sean Barrow, to permanent banishment in accordance with the Temporal Banishment Accord of 2120.” He motioned two armed guards forward. “Officers of the court will escort the prisoner to solitary confinement for the night. Tomorrow morning, he is to be moved to Pangaea Transfer, where the court’s sentence will be carried out without delay.” The arbiter banged his gavel. “This court is adjourned.” 
 
    There was a rumble in the courtroom as observers realized what had just occurred. The counsel for the prosecution stood. “Your Honor! This is highly unusual! The Temporal Banishment Accord is typically reserved—” 
 
    “Is Counsel attempting to lecture the court on the law?” 
 
    The prosecutor stopped. “No, Your Honor. I was simply—” 
 
    “Is Counsel trying to tell me that my ruling is illegal?” 
 
    “Of course not, Your Honor. It’s just that—” 
 
    “Well then, if the ruling is legal, it stands. If you feel there is some technicality that should be addressed, please do so properly and file an appeal.” 
 
    Sean missed any further discussion as the courtroom doors closed behind him and the guards escorted him to the lift pads. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    The sound of the cell door sliding open awakened Sean. He had no idea what time it was, since they had long ago taken his wrist comp, and there was no display screen in his cell. All he knew was that he felt groggy, as he did when he sometimes awoke in the wee hours of the morning. 
 
    He swung his feet off his cot, standing up as the inspector walked in. Drawing back in surprise, he cocked his head to the side in confusion. “I have to admit, I never expected to see you here.” 
 
    Medeiros shrugged. “And no one else would expect me to come see you, either.” 
 
    “And when they review the video logs?” 
 
    She smiled. “It seems the feeds in this section are undergoing an unexpected networking malfunction.” 
 
    Sean nodded. “And you’re here because…?” 
 
    “I wanted you to know a couple of things.” She waved him back to his cot, and after a moment’s hesitation, he sat. Medeiros leaned back against the wall. She regarded him a second before speaking again. “Mr. Barrow, why did you come to me with your confession?” 
 
    “Because you’re the one who fought hardest to bring those thugs to justice when my daughter was killed. You’re also the only person besides me who seemed to give a damn when they got away with it.” He spread his hands. “And it’s not like I know all that many inspectors.” 
 
    She smiled. “No, I suppose not.” 
 
    They watched one another in silence for several seconds before Sean broke. “You sent the case file to the arbiter, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But you were a witness for the prosecution.” 
 
    “Yes, I was. I’m an officer of the law. It’s my duty to provide testimony to the court whenever requested.” 
 
    “But why send the file to the arbiter then?” 
 
    “Because you refused counsel. If you had retained a defense counselor, I could have sent the information to them and let them use the file to your best advantage. Since you didn’t, I had to send it to the arbiter and hope he would read it.” 
 
    “But he didn’t.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t you believe that for a minute. He read it.” Medeiros laughed. “He’ll deny it until the day he dies, but he read it. Otherwise, you’d be looking at a mind-wipe tomorrow, rather than banishment. Although, I’m not sure we’ve really done you any favors.” 
 
    They lapsed into another awkward silence. 
 
    “So what else did you want to tell me?” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “Yes. You said there were a couple of things you wanted me to know.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She pulled a capsule out of her pocket and tossed it to Sean. “The arbiter and I are giving you a little gift, if you decide you want it. It’s going to hurt, in more ways than one.” 
 
    He looked at the small capsule. “What is it?” 
 
    “Information. Answers. Purpose.” 
 
    “Riddles?” 
 
    She shook her head. “You know about the Pangaea Project?” 
 
    “Sure. Of course I do. Fixed time portal back to pre-history.” 
 
    “And a dumping ground for some of the worst criminals, criminally insane, and political dissidents to grace the world courts.” 
 
    “And as of tomorrow, my home.” 
 
    “Yes.” She looked genuinely sorry. “I figured you would be better served with that, rather than killed or wiped.” 
 
    “I was ready to accept death. I’ve got no reason left to live.” 
 
    “Yes, you do.” She pointed to the capsule in his hand. “And that’s it. You see, every once in a while, someone like you comes along… someone who’s less interested in what’s legal or illegal, and more interested in what’s right or wrong. Some of us watch for such people, and when an opportunity presents itself, we help.” 
 
    “So… what? You’re going to break me out of here? Send me someplace where I can live out my days hiding from everyone?” 
 
    “No. I’m sorry, but your sentence has to be carried out. There’s no way for us to stop that. But I’m offering you a purpose once you get to Pangaea.” She pointed again at the capsule. “Swallow that. It’s designed to show on scans as organic matter, but it’ll stay in your system for up to three days, or until you pass it.” 
 
    “Pass it? How?” 
 
    “The same way your body passes everything else you swallow.” 
 
    “Oh.” He looked at it speculatively. “And what, exactly, is it?” 
 
    “Names, pictures, knowledge, and information about various contacts and criminals you may encounter at End Point. You will need to pass the capsule, recover it, and open it in boiling water. The hot water will activate the fabric the information is written on, and the contents will expand to a useable size.” 
 
    Sean simply stared for a moment. “You want me to recover it? As in, dig it out of my—” 
 
    “Yes. And it’s imperative that you do so before the three days is up. The lining of the capsule is only designed to last that long before it dissolves on its own.” 
 
    “And that would be bad, I assume?” 
 
    “Very. If the fabric were to expand while inside your body, it would clog your intestines. I understand that can lead to peritonitis, tissue death and perforations in the intestine, and sepsis.” 
 
    Sean raised an eyebrow. “And this is supposed to make me want to take it? I have to say, your sales pitch needs some work, Inspector.” 
 
    “I just want you to understand the risks. If you decide to swallow this, and you don’t get it out of your system in time, there likely isn’t any hospital or medical facility on the other side that will be able to save you from all the complications of an intestinal blockage, and you will die a very painful death.” 
 
    Sean thought about that and shuddered. 
 
    “Then what makes you think I would want to risk that for a list of names and pictures? You expect me to be some kind of cop on the other side?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Not necessarily. Let’s just say we want to help you connect with others like yourself, and give you a better chance of survival. And if you happen to right some wrongs that slipped through the system, then that wouldn’t break any of our hearts, either. But you have to realize, we’ll never know whether you do it or not. Once you go through the portal, we’ll never know for sure what happens to you.” 
 
    He thought about it, then shook his head. “I’m sorry, Inspector. I don’t think I’m interested.” 
 
    “Yes, you are. Trust me.” 
 
    There was something in the way she said it that caught Sean’s curiosity. “You seem awfully sure of yourself.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “Because one of the names in that packet is someone you’re familiar with.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The man who killed your wife. The media called him Mr. Clean. Since you were involved with the actual trial, you know him by his real name.” 
 
    “Metcalf?” 
 
    Medeiros nodded. “Jaime Metcalf.” 
 
    She was right. Sean was suddenly very interested. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    The morning brought Sean three events that very few people ever experienced in their lifetimes. First was the humiliating and invasive strip search he was subjected to before breakfast. He understood now why Medeiros had given him the capsule. Nothing else would have gotten through that embarrassment. 
 
    But he had swallowed the capsule last night, as Medeiros had instructed. And while the search involved poking into various orifices at either end of his digestive tract, they at least did him the courtesy of leaving him the contents of his stomach. He’d read the briefing, though. He knew they weren’t taking any chances of anyone smuggling anything in that might stand a chance of surviving from the latter Triassic period into modern times. 
 
    After that was the second “once in a lifetime” event. It was the one he was actually looking forward to. He was going to experience one of the newest modes of transportation. Telepads were a relatively new technology, and were still too costly for all but the larger cities. But if you were able to get to one, they made at least one leg of your journey practically instantaneous. They would teleport a body from one pad to any other in the blink of an eye. 
 
    It was something that only government officials or the very wealthy were usually able to afford. Well, them and criminals who had been convicted of a capital offense and sentenced to banishment in Pangaea. 
 
    Sean didn’t know what to expect. It was exciting. It was a bit frightening. 
 
    And ultimately, it ended up being quite anticlimactic. His guards led him to the telepad, shackles on his hands and feet, instructed him to stand still, and pressed a button. At first, he thought there had been a malfunction of some kind. He’d felt absolutely nothing. 
 
    But the guards were suddenly different. And the morning sun, which had been blindingly bright in his eyes just a few seconds ago, now warmed his shoulders from behind. The new guards stepped forward and checked his shackles, and Sean turned to see the deep orange of a setting sun behind him as they did so. 
 
    Apparently satisfied that he wasn’t about to break loose, the guards tugged him off the platform. 
 
    “Watch your step.” Sean turned back to look before him as he stumbled slightly over a small lip at the edge of the telepad. The guards led him into a room where a man in a white lab coat took Sean’s hand and squeezed his finger while Sean looked past him through a glass panel. The next room housed all sorts of monitors and indicators, as well as a large metal platform raised about five feet off the ground. 
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    The man sounded bored as he answered. “The platform is actually a trap door over the portal. The actual portal is about three feet below it.” Sean felt a sharp prick as the lab tech pierced his finger tip with a small lancet and squeezed a drop of blood into a pipette. When the tiny glass cylinder was about half full, he inserted it into a handheld scanner. 
 
    A low beep, and the man looked at his scanner, then up at Sean. “DNA registry indicates that you are Sean Barrow. Do you confirm?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You have been convicted of a capital offense and sentenced to permanent exile to End Point Pangaea. We are here to carry out your sentence. I can record any last words if you so desire.” 
 
    “No thanks. Let’s just get on with it.” 
 
    The man nodded, then motioned for the guards to take him away. They took Sean by the arms and walked him into the adjoining room where one of them released his arm and drew a pistol while the other removed his shackles. 
 
    The technician’s voice sounded through the sound system. “Please step onto the platform.” 
 
    And that was the beginning of the third, exceptional experience. Sean climbed the short staircase and stepped onto a transparent floor. It was slippery, like stepping onto frozen water, and he slid a few inches as he stepped onto it. He looked down and saw the portal. He’d read about it but never expected to see it. It brought to mind a rip in reality—a shimmering pool of energy that was both beautiful and terrifying. It was accompanied by a low hum that he felt as much as heard. 
 
    “I’m about to begin the process. Please stand perfectly still.” 
 
    The two halves of the platform beneath his feet began to vibrate. He blinked, looked down at glowing, shifting light beneath him. He tried to focus on it, but everything seemed to blur, and the hum rose in volume, quickly reaching a painful level. Sean covered his ears with his hands, but even that didn’t help. The noise was like an agonizing thing that rose through his feet and shook his very bones. He squeezed his eyes tightly closed, but within seconds was convinced they were about to rupture. Then the floor opened up beneath him. 
 
    Sean screamed, then the pain faded as he lost consciousness. 
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Chapter 4
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A sharp kick to the ribs awoke him. “On your feet, pretty boy!” 
 
    He wheezed in pain, eyes opening to bright sunlight filtering through odd trees. “Wha—?” 
 
    Another kick brought him fully awake. “Come on. You got about three seconds before things get unpleasant.” 
 
    And this is supposed to be pleasant? But he kept the thought to himself. 
 
    A different voice called out. “That’s enough, Peter.” 
 
    But Peter evidently didn’t care. He drew his leg back again. Sean watched as the leg came at him, but he was ready this time. Catching the foot, he pulled it past him, forcing the person attached to fall clumsily to one knee. Sean’s follow-up punch to the groin produced a satisfying screech of agony, and Sean rolled to his feet, crouched and ready to fight. He froze at the sound of laughter from behind him. 
 
    Turning slowly, he found four more men and a woman watching him, all of them pointing bows or spears in his general direction. They wore a mixture of light green cloth and what appeared to be rawhide pants and loose vests. The largest of them had three parallel scars running across his bare chest. He smiled as he pointed his spear at Sean with one hand. “You speak English?” 
 
    “Yes.” Sean sighed as he raised his hands. He turned sideways where he could keep an eye on the new speaker, as well as his currently incapacitated attacker. He jutted his chin back at the man writhing on the ground clutching his genitals. “I suppose he’s with you?” 
 
    The man frowned. “I’m afraid so.” He called past Sean. “Just stay down, Peter.” 
 
    But Peter had no intention of staying down. He struggled to his knees and drew a wicked-looking knife. It was a dull, reddish-brown color except for the edge, which shone with a bright polish. 
 
    Sean backed away as the man got to his feet. 
 
    “Put the knife down!” Scar Chest yelled. “I won’t tell you again, Peter.” 
 
    Peter snarled and lunged toward Sean, as Scar Chest drew his arm back and launched his spear. 
 
    Sean dove to the ground even as his brain registered the trajectory of the projectile. As he hit the dirt, he already knew the spear wasn’t aimed at him. A meaty thud was followed by a scream and the man behind him fell to the ground, thrashing as the life left him. Heart pounding, Sean rolled over and watched as Scar Chest stepped past him and kicked the knife out of Peter’s reach. 
 
    “You stupid son of a bitch.” He sighed and shook his head. Placing a foot on the twitching man’s shoulder, Scar Chest pulled his spear from Peter’s torso, then wiped the tip on the dead man’s vest. 
 
    Wide-eyed, Sean looked from the dead man, to the spear, to Scar Chest. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Scar Chest said. “Peter just came through a month ago. He’s been a real tool the whole time, and you’re the third person he’s gone after. He was warned.” 
 
    Sean swallowed. 
 
    Scar Chest called back to the others. “You guys load Peter onto one of the haulers.” 
 
    Two of the men handed their weapons over to the others and walked past Sean. One of them was big enough that he looked like he could have easily carried the body on his own, but the two of them grabbed him by hands and feet and walked back through the trees. 
 
    Scar Chest spoke again, pulling Sean’s attention from the macabre spectacle. “Lucky for you, this means we got an extra cameloh now. Looks like you get to ride back to town, instead of riding in a cargo wagon. Unless you got someplace else you need to be, that is.” He looked up through the forest canopy at the sun. “Of course, nightfall’s about four hours away, and you probably don’t want to be outside after sunset.” 
 
    The immediate danger seemed to have passed, but things had moved so quickly. Sean tried to relax, but his jumbled thoughts flitted from one event to another, making it difficult to focus on anything, much less answer questions so wrapped in non-sequiturs that he had a hard time deciding what to say. From his perspective, it had only been a few minutes since he was standing on a platform, two-hundred-million years away. Then there was a sensory overload of light, sound, and agony. Now he was in another world, and it seemed his mind had not quite caught up yet. 
 
    “Yeah. All right… I’m… I’m all right.” Trying to make some sort of coherent sentence, he grasped at the first question his flailing mind latched onto. “Cameloh?” 
 
    The man chuckled. “You’ll see, assuming you decide to come with us, of course.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Already told you. Back to town. You coming?” 
 
    Where? Who are you people? What town? And what the hell is a cameloh? 
 
    But his mouth seemed to have better sense. 
 
    “Ah… I don’t know. I mean, I just got here.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “What? How?” 
 
    The man pointed his spear at Sean, and he noted the barbed metallic spearhead was still smeared with blood. “Still wearing your prison cloth.” 
 
    Sean looked down at his neon orange jump suit. 
 
    “You’ll want to get rid of that as soon as you can.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “’Cause it marks you as a noob, and noobs get tested. Mostly tested to death. But more importantly, the carnies can see bright colors real well.” 
 
    “Carnies?” 
 
    The man laughed again. “You’ll find out. For now, you should probably come with us.” 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” Sean eyed the men and their weapons. 
 
    “Course you do. We came here to offer you shelter. Nothing says you have to accept. We just happened to be in the area when you came through. But if you’d rather stay out here alone, no problem.” He pointed to the pool of blood on the ground. “I’d recommend you put some distance between yourself and the blood though. Predators are gonna catch wind of it soon enough.” 
 
    Sean got the message. “You know, I think coming with you would probably be a really good idea.” 
 
    “Thought you’d see it my way.” The man smiled broadly. “Come on. Let’s get back to town.” 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    Scar Chest and his crew had brought Sean through the forest a short distance to where several other men and women sat astride some of the strangest looking creatures he had ever imagined. They looked vaguely like smaller versions of the giant herbivores in some of the entertainment vids he’d watched as a kid. There were various sizes, but most were about ten to twelve feet tall at the shoulder. The smaller ones were roughly the height of a horse, though the long necks and tails made them easily twice as long. However, the thing that threw him was the brown, gray, yellow, and green pinfeathers that covered them in oddly random patterns. Their mouths sported hard, leathery beaks, and the things looked like the insane lovechild of a roadrunner and long-legged, long-necked lizard. Except for their size, anyway. The saddles on their backs indicated that they were supposed to be ridden. 
 
    “Camelohs.” 
 
    “They don’t look like any camels I ever saw.” 
 
    Scar Chest shook his head. “Not camels. Camel-ohs. There’s some longer name for them… Cameloh-tee… something. If you’re really worried about it, ask Doc when we get to town. Whatever you call them, they’re a lot better than walking.” 
 
    Sean watched as the others stepped up into the saddles, and he clumsily followed suit. He grabbed the reins, noting with some interest just how long they were, and as the ride progressed he found just how sensitive the animals were to the slightest tug against their lengthy necks. The first time he tried to negotiate around a turn in the path, the others laughed as his steed nearly threw him. 
 
    “Careful, noob. Doesn’t take much of a tug on those long necks to spook a cameloh. And they can move a lot faster than you would think.” 
 
    Sean was a lot more conservative with his actions after that. As much as he didn’t like being called a noob, there was no getting away from the fact that there were simply too many things about this new world that he didn’t know. He began looking around, making mental notes on his new home. It was hotter than he was used to, by far. And there was something about the ground. 
 
    It took him a minute to realize that the green on the ground wasn’t grass like he was used to. It appeared to be some kind of moss. The trees looked similar to pines, and the underbrush all looked like huge ferns or short palm trees. 
 
    And there were birds everywhere. He heard chirping, whistling, and other odd sounds as the little birds darted here and there across the ground. He looked into the trees to see what other wildlife he might see and was surprised to find the limbs mostly bare of birds. Yet they were all over the ground, skittering from plant to plant. 
 
     It wasn’t until he saw one of the little creatures pounce on another one that he understood. The little victim shrieked in pain and fear as the larger one ripped into it with razor-sharp teeth. These weren’t birds at all. He looked again at the feathered hide of his mount and then remembered reading that the old view of the reptilian, scaly-skinned dinosaur from the entertainment vids had pretty much been disproven over the last hundred years or so. Paleontologists had finally unearthed enough fossil evidence of feathered dinosaurs to convince them that it was the norm, rather than the exception. 
 
    Sean watched as one more of the little lizard-bird things chased another one, and he shuddered. He studied his mount with new eyes. 
 
    I’m riding a dinosaur! 
 
    He’d known it intellectually, but the reality of the situation cemented itself in his brain. 
 
    A damned dinosaur with feathers! 
 
    
***
  
 
    The line rode as a caravan through the wilderness, and as Sean got used to the saddle, he found the ride to be surprisingly smooth. The camelohs (Sean mentally made a note to find out their real name, because that just sounded way too strange) had a slow, steady gait, but each step took up more ground than a horse’s. It made for a deceptively smooth ride that ate up the ground relatively quickly. 
 
    He tried to engage the others in some kind of conversation as they rode, but other than the occasional whispered comment between themselves, none of them seemed inclined to speak. After a while, he gave up, losing himself in his own thoughts as he followed men he didn’t know, to a place he knew even less. The only things he did know were that he would never see home again, and sometime within the next three days, he was going to have to dig through his own crap to see if his purpose for accepting Medeiros’s capsule was worthwhile. 
 
    “What the hell did I get myself into?” Sean muttered to himself. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s something, ain’t it?” 
 
    “What?” At Scar Chest’s words Sean looked up from his private musings, and his jaw dropped. 
 
    They were just coming out of the tree line and entering a large clearing. Smaller plants grew here similar to grass, though not quite like any grass he’d ever seen. The sun was behind them, getting lower in the sky, and it illuminated the clearing ahead. Whether the clearing was natural or manmade was impossible to tell, but in the middle of it stood a wall. No ordinary wall… this was several times taller than a man’s height. Higher still were the many towers that were scattered along the periphery. He wasn’t sure what he had expected, but a full-blown wooden castle surrounded by a trench full of wooden spikes, giant walls, and a freaking drawbridge wasn’t it. 
 
    As they approached, Scar Chest shouted out, “Trading run coming in!” 
 
    “Who’s there?” came from the closest tower. 
 
    “Paxton Frombaugh, bringing in a caravan on business for Doc. Now lower the damn gate before I kick somebody’s ass. It’s been a long freaking day and I’m not in any mood for your bullshit.” 
 
    Looking up at the tower, Sean saw the man look back down at someone on the other side of the wall. He heard faint words and within seconds, a section of the wall began to lower, settling into place across the trench. 
 
    Scar Chest. No, Paxton. Paxton led the way inside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    


Chapter 5
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Inside the gates, people bustled about. Some worked over large barrels of steaming liquids. Others stood behind counters, serving food, drink, or advertising a variety of services, from day labor to prostitution. The whole place reminded Sean of a crazy movie mash-up of an old western and a medieval knight’s tale. 
 
    A much larger version of his feathered cameloh pulled a huge wagon full of sand past them on the street, and Sean mentally added the old twenty-first century Jurassic movies to the mash-up. He caught the stares of several people and recalled Paxton’s words about his prison jumpsuit marking him as a new arrival. 
 
    Going to need to see about getting new clothes as soon as possible, he thought. 
 
    He didn’t have to endure the stares for too long though, as Paxton pulled them up in front of a large, but otherwise nondescript shack. 
 
    “This is us,” he said to Sean as they all began to dismount. 
 
    Sean followed their lead, careful not to tug on the reins as he slid out of the saddle. Paxton waved Sean through the front door, following close on his heels as they walked in. 
 
    “Doc,” the man’s shout caused Sean to jump. “Got a new arrival.” 
 
    A gruff voice sounded from behind a loose curtain ahead. “Bring him back to the kitchen. I’m having dinner.” 
 
    “Through there, to the right.” 
 
    Sean parted the curtain, and turned through the doorway to the right to find a large, older man who, despite his apparent age, sported more muscle than a man named Doc should be allowed. Subconsciously, he’d expected a little man with heavy spectacles and a lab coat, but this guy was a walking advertisement for steroid use. He grunted around a bite of meat when he saw them, swallowed quickly, and wiped his hand on his pants before sticking it out to Sean. 
 
    “David Blankenship, but as you can see, folks call me Doc. Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    Sean took the hand, noting with some alarm that his hand almost disappeared in the other man’s massive paw. “Sean Barrow.” 
 
    “Hello, Sean. Can I offer you something to eat? Drink?” He waved at the table. 
 
    Sean looked at the pile of meat and vegetables and his stomach growled. 
 
    Doc laughed and handed him a thin slab of wood. “Have a plate.” He tossed another one to Paxton. “I don’t need to ask if you’re hungry.” 
 
    Paxton patted his belly. “You know me so well, boss.” 
 
    Doc tossed him a wooden cup, as well. “Get the good stuff, would you?” 
 
    Paxton put the cup on the table beside his wooden plate and left Sean sitting at the table with Doc. 
 
    Sean watched Doc as the man rolled a slice of rare meat into a small tube and bit into it. He followed suit, and his stomach growled even louder as the tasty juices ran down his throat. 
 
    Doc laughed aloud at the sound. "Yeah, everyone comes through hungry." 
 
    Sean ducked his head. "They don't let you eat before coming through the portal." 
 
    "I know. I never understood the logic there. They can't be worried that someone's crap is going to change history. If that was really a concern, they sure as hell wouldn't be sending people through in the first place. Personally, I think it's just sadism." 
 
    He shoved another bite into his mouth before asking, “So Sean, what do you think of our little town?” 
 
    “Ah, surprised? I mean, I don’t know what I expected. But a giant wooden fortress in the middle of a prehistoric forest sure as hell wasn’t it.” 
 
    Doc smiled. “No, it usually isn’t. You’ll find there are a lot of things here that you probably didn’t expect. We’ve got industry, trade, a working economy… maybe not all the luxuries of home, but we’re not exactly reduced to living in caves, either.” 
 
    At that point, Paxton returned with an unmarked brown bottle. “The good stuff.” 
 
    For some reason, the bottle threw Sean. “Glass?” 
 
    Doc chuckled. “Glass we have in plenty. We have lots of sand, and several folks who know how to blow glass. Didn’t you notice all the windows when you rode into town?” 
 
    Thinking back, Sean did recall seeing windows in all the shops. “Guess I just didn’t think about it.” 
 
    “Here.” Doc got up and opened a cupboard door to reveal several hand-made drinking glasses. “Most folks have some.” 
 
    Sean raised the wooden cup full of a strong smelling drink that Paxton had handed him. “Then why wood?” 
 
    “Cheaper.” He closed the cupboard and returned to the table. “And we get lots of earthquakes. Wood doesn’t break as easily.” 
 
    Furrowing his brows, Sean asked the obvious. “If earthquakes are a problem, and glass is more expensive, then why all the windows?” 
 
    “Flat glass is simple. We’ve got a little factory and any moron can pour the sand mixture into the forms. But blowing round cylinders, like bottles and glasses, that’s more of an art than a science.” 
 
    He raised his cup. “But for now, bottoms up.” 
 
    He took a drink and smacked his lips. Sean looked at the pale purple liquid in his cup and sniffed. It had an astringent odor that caused him to draw his nose back and blink. He looked up to find the other two watching him. Doc laughed. 
 
    “No normal booze here. Fruits and grains haven’t evolved yet.” He looked into his own cup. “But there are some roots and tubers that make a hell of a strong mash.” 
 
    Sean took a tentative sip and found the drink tasted like a mixture of dirt and sweet potatoes. It was almost sickly sweet, and his face must have shown what he thought of it, because Doc and Paxton both laughed yet again. 
 
    “Yep. Tastes pretty bad. But it sure does the trick.” Doc looked at the brew in his cup, contemplating. “Man will always find a way to get something, if he wants it bad enough.” 
 
    Paxton cleared his throat. “Ah, boss? We lost Peter.” 
 
    “He’s the new guy, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Yeah. Didn’t work out. He was trying to lay a beatdown on Sean here. Wouldn’t let up when I told him to.” 
 
    “Didn’t you tell me he’d been picking fights?” 
 
    “Yeah. This was his third one.” 
 
    “And he’d been warned?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Doc sighed. “Well then, there’s no help for it.” 
 
    They all took another swig of the bitter brew and Doc put his cup down. This seemed to be a signal to Paxton, as the joviality immediately left his face. He and Doc were all business as Doc spoke. “All right, Sean. I know you’re new here, and you haven’t had time to get the lay of the land yet, so I won’t ask you a bunch of questions you probably can’t answer.” 
 
    Sean nodded. “Thanks.” 
 
    Doc waved it off. “Think of this as your orientation to life in Pangaea. There are a few things you need to know right away.” He held up a finger. “This town is mine. We call it Denver, because the mountains reminded my late wife of the Rockies.” 
 
    He held up a second finger. “Everyone here speaks English, to one degree or another. There are other towns scattered around, and most of them are English-oriented, as well. But there are others where they speak Chinese, Arabic, Spanish, and a few others. Everything is divided up by language. Nobody gives a damn about skin color, sexual preference, or anything else. All that matters is whether or not you can talk to your neighbors.” 
 
    Sean remembered Paxton asking him if he spoke English. It had seemed a bit out of place at the time, but now it made more sense. 
 
    A third finger went up. “Whatever happened that got you here, whatever you did, it’s in the past… or the future, depending on your point of reference. Whatever time-traveling mind games you want to play with yourself, Denver is a clean slate. No one here will ask you what you did, and it’s very seldom that anyone will volunteer the information. It’s considered bad manners to bring it up. We’re all just trying to build a better place for ourselves. We’re not angels, but if we’re going to survive, we have to learn to cooperate. Got it?” 
 
    “I do.” Secretly, Sean was relieved. While he didn’t regret killing his daughter’s murderers, neither was it something he felt like bragging about. 
 
    Doc dropped his fingers and leaned back in his chair. “Now,” he spread his hands, “that’s assuming you want to stay, of course. Nobody’s holding you prisoner.” 
 
    Sean took a deep breath, thinking for a moment. “Doc—or do you prefer Mr. Blankenship?” 
 
    “Doc is fine.” He smiled. 
 
    “All right then. I don’t want to offend anyone here, but I have to ask. We’re all here because we committed a capital offense. We’re all violent criminals. But you say everyone is just putting that behind them? To build a town?” 
 
    “First, not everyone here is really a criminal. It was thirty-four years ago that the Pangaea Project opened a stable portal, relative to the origin time. It took them a few years to realize what they had and work out the Accord, but you have to realize that thirty years is plenty of time for people to have started their own families. There are folks here who’ve never known the world you and I came from. I have four kids of my own. 
 
    “Plus there are political dissidents who were framed in order to get them shipped here. I would argue that they shouldn’t be classified as criminals at all. Not that I get any say in the matter. The point remains though—you just can’t assume that everyone here is a criminal.” 
 
    Sean nodded. He hadn’t thought about people here starting their own families. “Okay. Point taken.” 
 
    “Good. But I also want you to understand that the people here, in my town, are required to cooperate. It’s the price of admission. You don’t want to play my game, fine. Go play somewhere else. Like I said, there are plenty of other towns. And there’s always the rovers. But if you don’t think you can stick to the rules, you’d better leave. Otherwise you end up like Peter.” 
 
    Sean’s ears perked up at something he’d said. “Rovers?” 
 
    “Seriously?” Doc shook his head. “That’s all you got out of what I just told you?” He shrugged. “Fine. Rovers are folks that want to keep up their old ways—the ones that got them sent here to begin with. Some of them get a kick out of the violence of it all. Others are just wired wrong… don’t want to cooperate or build anything, just want to keep killing. So they keep getting kicked out of the towns. They wander from one place to another, never really settling down.” 
 
    “Sociopaths.” 
 
    “Potato, potahto. We just call them rovers.” 
 
    Paxton chuckled. “They don’t usually last very long on their own.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Boy, there are things out there that will eat you in two bites. And that’s if you’re lucky. Some of the smaller ones hunt in packs. They cripple you, take their time picking at you until you can’t fight back. And when you’re too weak to do anything about it, they eat you alive. It ain’t pretty.” 
 
    Sean swallowed, remembering the shrill screams of a little bird-like creature being eaten alive. No, it didn’t sound pretty at all. 
 
    Doc put a hand on Paxton’s arm. “But some of them band together and form tribes. We call them rovers.” 
 
    He looked at Sean. “That’s enough for now. Since Peter is no longer with us, you can stay at his place. Tomorrow, Paxton here will show you around. Get you some better clothes, and then bring you back here. There are still things we should discuss.” 
 
    He stood before Sean could say anything else, and the dismissal was obvious. 
 
    “Come on, noob. Let’s get you settled in.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    


Chapter 6
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Clothes weren’t a big problem as it turned out that Peter was just a little bigger than Sean. Close enough that his clothes fit, anyway. The boots in the closet were too small, but he still had his prison shoes. When Paxton rapped on the door next morning, Sean surprised him with the new ensemble. 
 
    “Well, I guess that saves us one trip.” 
 
    Sean raised a foot. “I could still use some better shoes.” 
 
    “Yeah. Good idea.” 
 
    He led Sean through what seemed to be unusually wide streets. But when one of the oversized camelohs rumbled past, hauling its giant wagon behind it, he found himself, along with Paxton and several other pedestrians, forced into a crowded mass of humanity as they tried to get out of the great beast’s way. It only lasted a minute, though, and everyone dispersed again once the cameloh was past them. 
 
    “Why are those camelohs so big?” 
 
    Paxton looked at him like he was crazy. “Because they’re freaking dinosaurs, maybe?” 
 
    “No, I mean the ones we rode on yesterday were about half that size.” 
 
    “Oh, that. The ones we ride are babies.” 
 
    “Babies?” Sean’s tone must have shown his incredulity. 
 
    “Well, not babies, exactly. Guess it would be better to just say they’re not full grown.” He jutted his chin at the bigger one that had just passed them. “That’s full grown.” 
 
    Sean looked at the behemoth walking away. He’d always heard the phrase about the ground shaking as a giant walked by, but he’d never expected to experience it. 
 
    “In here.” Paxton grabbed his arm and pulled him into a shop. He barely had time to read the “Claudia Ann Boots” sign above the door. The place smelled of sweet oils and leather, and there was a steady tapping from a room in back. Sean blinked a few times as his eyes adjusted to being out of the bright morning sunlight. 
 
    Paxton shouted at the back, “Claudia!” 
 
    “Just a second!” came the answering shout. The tapping stopped and footsteps announced the proprietor’s approach. A thin woman smiled as she rounded the corner. “Pax! How are you?” 
 
    “Doin’ okay. You?” 
 
    “Can’t complain.” 
 
    “Bullshit. You complain all the time.” 
 
    The two of them chuckled together for a second before Paxton wave a hand at Sean. “This is Sean. Just arrived yesterday.” 
 
    “And you need some boots?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    She pointed to a pair of chairs. “Have a seat.” 
 
    Within minutes, she had measured his feet and brought a pair of boots from the back. “These might be a little loose for now, but they’ll do the job until I can get yours made.” 
 
    “Made? You’re going to make me a custom pair?” 
 
    “Well, it ain’t like I can order your size from the regional warehouse, is it?” 
 
    “No, I guess not.” He hadn’t thought of that. This new way of living was going to take some getting used to. 
 
    “Give me three days and come back. I should have your boots ready by then.” 
 
    Three days. That reminded Sean of the capsule in his gut that still hadn’t passed. And the fact that it hadn’t reminded him that he hadn’t eaten anything other than a couple of slices of meat since yesterday morning. Or rather since the morning of a day that wouldn’t happen for more than two hundred million years. Sean shook his head at the idea of his past being in the far future. Confusing didn’t begin to describe the paradox. 
 
    Sean looked from Claudia to Paxton. “Um, how do I pay?” 
 
    Paxton tugged him to his feet. “That’s what we need to find out next.” He turned to Claudia. “We’re going to see Doc, find out where Sean here is gonna fit in. I’ll get back to you later with specifics.” 
 
    The woman stood and stuck her hand out to Sean. “Sounds good. We’ll work out the details when you come back.” 
 
    Sean shook the hand and Paxton led him back into the street. “Now let’s go meet with Doc.” 
 
    He remembered Doc had said they still needed to discuss some things, and wondered what that was going to entail. Based on the conversation Claudia and Paxton had just had, he assumed it had to do with finding him a job, and that had him worried. Sean had been an applications programmer, but that didn’t seem a likely employment option here. 
 
    Doc’s words had been clear though: “If you can follow those rules, get along with folks here, and can contribute to making the town better in some way, you can stay.” 
 
    What if he had nothing to offer? 
 
    “You okay?” Paxton had evidently noticed Sean’s worried look. 
 
    “Yeah. Just worried about how I’m going to pay for the boots. Or anything else.” 
 
    Paxton waved it off. “That’s between you and Doc. Depends on your skill set and what we need for the town.” 
 
    The town was larger than he would have expected. He supposed it had to be, to accommodate the cameloh-sized streets. And some of the building were also larger than he would have thought. But they had extra-large doors. Large enough to accommodate the huge draft beasts and their oversized cargo wagons. 
 
    But soon enough, he and his guide stood at Doc’s door once more. Paxton opened the door without knocking. “Doc! I got the noob!” 
 
    Sean frowned. He really didn’t like that. 
 
    “Come on back.” 
 
    Once more, Paxton led him to the back of the shop-slash-house. This time they found Doc working in an office, shuffling through what looked like parchment paper and scribbling with a quilled ink pen. He stood as Sean and Paxton entered. 
 
    “Hello, Sean. I see Paxton got you fitted out.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “He already had the clothes,” Paxton chimed in. “We put him in Peter’s house, and he found Peter’s clothes. I figured, Peter ain’t gonna need ’em anymore.” 
 
    Doc sighed. “I suppose not.” He waved Sean to a chair. “Paxton, if you don’t mind?” 
 
    “No problem, Doc. I’ll go check on the next caravan.” 
 
    Paxton left the room, leaving Sean and Doc looking at one another. Sean cleared his throat. “So you said there were still things we needed to talk about? I assume one of them is how I’m going to pay my way in town.” 
 
    Doc smiled. “Right to it, eh?” 
 
    “Well, it occurred to me when we went to get boots that there had to be some kind of system.” 
 
    “There is.” He opened a drawer in his desk and drew something out. He tossed it to Sean. “Coin of the realm,” Doc said. He folded his hands and laid them on top of his desk. 
 
    Sean looked at it. A bronze round, with an impression of a stylized sun surrounding the number one. The artwork on it was incredibly detailed. He looked up at Doc. “How the hell do you make these?” 
 
    Doc chuckled proudly. “Nice, isn’t it? Each coin is identical… five grams of precision-stamped bronze.” 
 
    “But nobody’s allowed to bring anything through that could—” 
 
    “Yes, I know. ‘No convict shall be allowed through the Portal with any item other than a Tyvek jumpsuit and biodegradable shoes.’ But remember, the portal existed before they started using it as a dumping ground for criminals. The first people through were scientists.” 
 
    Sean sat back, absorbing the implications. He vaguely remembered the news vids from when he was a kid. The announcement when the probes confirmed the existence of a portal into Late Triassic Pangaea. The first team that went through. The second rescue team, and the realization afterwards that there was no way for living tissue to survive the trip back. “They brought equipment with them.” Then he grinned. “And you found it!” 
 
    “Not quite.” Doc shook his head. “See, I didn’t have to find it. I was with it when it came through. I’m the only surviving member of that first scientific expedition.” 
 
    Sean was stunned. “That’s why they call you Doc?” 
 
    Doc nodded. “I was twenty-seven years old when I came through as an assistant to the more senior paleontologists. I worked for Sun Explorations and the ink on my own doctorate was barely dry. But I was the son-in-law to one of the project leads, and so I got bumped to the front of the line. A dozen of us came through, and I’m all that’s left.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “The first we knew that something was wrong was when Dr. Burton got sick. It wasn’t anything major, just a bit of a stomach flu. But Dr. Jarene didn’t want to take any chances so she told him to hit the platform and rest up back home. We watched him mount the platform and hit his beacon. The temporal field formed…” Doc’s voice trailed off for a second. His eyes took on a haunted look as he recalled. But he shook it off after only a few seconds. “We saw him age, wither, and finally turn into dust right before our eyes.” 
 
    Doc’s wry smile told Sean that he had long ago come to terms with all that had happened, though it was far from a fond memory. “Dr. Jarene was screaming into the comms asking what had happened, and the people on the other end were screaming back, because all they received back on their platform was Burton’s return beacon and some metal bits of his clothing. Everyone was still thinking in terms of a malfunction at that point. But they couldn’t find anything wrong on their end.” 
 
    Doc chuckled. “And since there wasn’t anything wrong on their end, they just knew there was a fault on ours. So in their infinite wisdom, they sent another team through. It was a diagnostics team filled with people who knew enough about the portal and the platforms that they should have been able to damn near rebuild every bit of equipment from scratch.” 
 
    “But they couldn’t.” Sean didn’t recall too much about it. He had been too young to take interest in the news reports at that time, and it was only spoken of in general terms as he got older. 
 
    “No, they couldn’t. Because there was nothing wrong. The problem was in trying to send living tissue through a portal that spanned more than two-hundred million years. Holo signals, metals, even some ceramics, sure. But living tissue just wasn’t designed to survive traversing such a vast time.” 
 
    Sean furrowed his brows. “But we survived the same amount of time getting here.” 
 
    “Yes!” Doc slapped his palm on the desk loud enough to startle Sean. “Good catch. And it sounds completely logical, doesn’t it? 
 
    “Unfortunately, it took them a while to work out the math. Moving back in time doesn’t have the same effect as moving forward.” He exhaled loudly, looking down as he remembered. “Eventually, we got back some sympathetic crap message that promised they would continue to work on the problem and advising us that we should refrain from doing anything that might lead to any kind of temporal paradox.” 
 
    Doc fell silent, staring at something in the wood grain of his desk. 
 
    “What happened to everyone else?” Sean asked. 
 
    Doc shrugged. “Different things for different people.” His laugh was without humor. “In case you haven’t figured it out yet, there’s an awful lot that can go wrong here. Some people refused to believe they couldn’t go back and activated their return beacons anyway. The rest of us hung on for a few years. We dug in for the long haul. Started building walls to keep ourselves safe. Held out, all the while hoping that people back home were working on a way to get us back.” 
 
    He fell silent again, staring into nothing for a moment, obviously thinking back before continuing. “Then they started sending criminals through. That one really caught us by surprise. We lost a few people to murderers.” 
 
    “But the worst thing about it wasn’t the people we lost. It was the understanding that the Pangaea Project had given up on us. If they were sending criminals through, then they obviously weren’t working on bringing us back anymore. To add insult to injury, about a year after they began using us as a legal banishment point, they blew up the stabilization platform. And that was a tough pill to swallow, let me tell you. But it turns out that you don’t actually need the platform unless you want to control where someone comes through. Remember how you showed up in the forest?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “You were lucky. You could have come through anywhere in about a fifty-mile radius. It just so happened that Paxton was within a few miles of where you showed up.” 
 
    “Within a few miles? Then how did he find me? From what I saw, it’s a pretty big forest.” 
 
    “It is.” Doc opened the drawer again and pulled out a hardened leather pouch. He opened it, and slid out a small wood and glass device. “But a temporal portal causes an instant atmospheric disruption. Seems to be a sudden influx of matter, followed by a momentary vacuum as the portal shifts, and it sounds like a clap of thunder. It also causes a magnetic anomaly that takes a few hours to dissipate.” He held up the device in his hand. “And a simple compass will point you toward the anomaly.” 
 
    Sean thought about what Doc had told him. “So you hear the thunder and use the compass to home in on it.” 
 
    “That’s all there is to it.” He put the compass back in its pouch and put it back in the drawer. “Most of us adjusted. And the years passed. Some of the older specialists were in their sixties when they came through. This place doesn’t treat old men and women well. Believe me, I know. I’m over sixty years old, probably one of the oldest men alive in Pangaea. And I’m beginning to feel like it.” 
 
    Sean chuckled politely. 
 
    “Like I said, old age took some, carnies took others.” 
 
    “Carnies? Paxton said something about them.” 
 
    “Just a short term we use for carnivores. There are a lot of different kinds, and not many people know all of them. So we just call them carnies. Basically, if it has sharp teeth and will eat you, it’s a carnie.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “So we fortified our shelters to where the carnies and the convicts couldn’t get to us. Then some of the cons began trading with us. Eventually, we formed a society, and as societies tend to do, we spread.” He leaned back, spreading his hands expansively. “Now we have Denver. Down river is Old Trent, and to the north is Newton. There are other, smaller towns, but those are the three largest.” 
 
    Sean slid the coin back across the desk to the older man. “And this?” 
 
    “Society needs an economy to function smoothly.” 
 
    “But how did you make them?” 
 
    “Bronze is pretty easy. Mostly copper and tin. We have a copper mine nearby. We trade with Old Trent for the tin, and Newton for the zinc.” He ran his fingers around the edge of the coin in his hand. “I pulled the stainless steel logos off of some of the broken lab equipment and we use them as stamps to imprint the coins.” 
 
    Sean nodded, sliding the coin back across the desk. “What about me? How do I fit in?” 
 
    “Well now, that’s the question, isn’t it? How do you fit in? What did you do before you got sent back?” 
 
    “Applications programmer.” 
 
    Doc shook his head. “Not much call for that in a world without computers.” He motioned for Sean to stand. “Let’s have a good look at you.” 
 
    Sean stood up as Doc walked around the desk. The older man felt Sean’s biceps, poked him in the abs, and seemed to be checking Sean’s overall physique as he continued to question him. “What were your hobbies and interests? Any skill that might come in handy here? We can always use laborers, but if you have some special skill, that could work, too.” 
 
    Sean thought. Since his daughter’s death, he’d given up any social life. No hobbies or secondary skills… 
 
    Wait a minute. Of course he had skills that could come in handy here! 
 
    “I can fight. I’m especially good with blades.” 
 
    Doc raised an eyebrow. “You? An applications tech?” 
 
    Sean didn’t blame him. Self-defense was a dying art in the twenty-second century. Most people spent their free time online. Gaming, socializing, making or watching entertainment vids… those were normal pastimes for the average adult. It was rare to find someone with any kind of actual physical skillset. 
 
    This is it. No going back from this. He took a deep breath. 
 
    “Yeah, well… I’m also a serial killer.” 
 
    Doc froze at those words. He looked at Sean through narrowed eyes. After a few seconds, he walked back to his side of the desk and sat down. 
 
    “Sit.” His words weren’t invitation this time. There was no doubt that he was giving Sean an order. 
 
    Sean sat, watching as Doc simply stared angrily at him, waiting for the man to speak. Finally, he took a deep breath and, obviously choosing his words carefully, he began. “I told you before that we all leave our past lives behind us when we take up residence here in Denver. The fact that you’re here tells me that it’s either a capital offense, or you’re a political refugee. But we make it a point to never ask what a person did to get them sent back here. I made that clear, didn’t I?” 
 
    “You did. But I think it’s necessary that you know this for the purposes of our discussion.” 
 
    “You thought it necessary to tell me that you not only took another person’s life, but that you did it more than once? And you think this is supposed to make me want to keep you here in Denver?” 
 
    Sean swallowed. “Doc, you’re the only person I’ve told about this. But I want to apply for a job here, and I want you to know why I think I’m qualified.” 
 
    Doc sat back, but his expression had gone from borderline angry, to intrigued. 
 
    “You want to apply for a job? What job?” 
 
    “I want to be on your security team, or whatever you call your peacekeepers.” 
 
    “You want to join the Guard?” Doc raised an eyebrow. “Okay, you have my attention. Explain to me why I should hire an admitted serial killer as a member of the Guard.” 
 
    “I told you I can fight. I didn’t tell you why I learned. Or how I used the skills, once I learned them.” And Sean spent the next several minutes explaining to Doc what had happened to his daughter, and what he’d done when the system failed him. How he’d found someone who still taught the old styles of self-defense, specifically empty handed and bladed weapons. 
 
    “And you found the men who killed her?” 
 
    Sean hesitated only a second before answering honestly. “All four of them.” He looked at Doc. “They literally got away with murder, so I took the law into my own hands. What I did was justice. Even the lead investigator tried to help my case.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She sent the judge information about the killers that influenced his verdict. He could have just mind-wiped me, or given me the death penalty. Instead, he sent me here.” 
 
    Suddenly, Doc seemed very interested in what Sean had to say. “A homicide investigator and a judge conspired to send you here?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I suppose they thought like I did. That what I had done wasn’t really a crime. It was correcting a crime when the law had failed.” 
 
    Doc pursed his lips in thought for a few seconds. “You know, there are stories. Stories that say that some individuals get sent here unjustly. And that when that happens, sometimes they’re helped by those in law enforcement who recognize the injustice. They give these individuals special information—lists, names, pictures… information that will help them find others like themselves, as well as heinous criminals who have managed to slip through the cracks of the law. The stories say that the people who are given this information often track down specific criminals and take matters into their own hands.” 
 
    Sean swallowed as Doc continued. 
 
    “The stories also say that these people are given information that will help them to survive in Pangaea. Information that tells how to identify certain ores, and formulae to make certain alloys.” He looked at Sean. “You wouldn’t be one of those individuals, would you?” 
 
    Sean didn’t know how to answer. In truth, he didn’t know what all was in the information that Medeiros had given him. He’d only arrived yesterday evening, and was only just beginning to feel the urge to pass the small amount of food he’d eaten. 
 
    But this conversation was making that urge considerably more prevalent. “Doc, I just got here. Paxton and his crew found me while I was passed out on the ground, and they didn’t find anything on me.” 
 
    “True, but information comes in many forms. And like I said last night, man will always find a way to get what he wants, if he wants it badly enough.” He looked at Sean for another moment, then took a deep breath. “All right. I suppose if I were one of these people and I had just arrived here, I wouldn’t know who to trust either. So for now, I’ll give you a chance to get to know us here. Specifically, a chance to know me. And if at some point in the future, you decide you have something you want me to know…” He shrugged. “You know where to find me.” 
 
    Still unwilling to give anything away, Sean played dumb. “Yeah, Doc. Not sure what I would have to tell you, but thanks.” 
 
    “Now, about that job,” Doc said. “We don’t have any police force per se. Considering most of our immigrants’ past experience with law enforcement, it wouldn’t exactly be a popular position to take on.” 
 
    Sean actually hadn’t considered that. 
 
    “But our trading parties do have to travel with a complement of Guards to keep safe from carnies and rovers. You already met some of them.” 
 
    “Paxton?” 
 
    Doc nodded. “There are others, but Pax leads our top team. And it just so happens that he recently lost a man. Want the job?” 
 
    Sean recalled the way Paxton had “lost” a man. It made him a bit nervous, but he had no intentions of starting fights like Peter evidently had. “Yes, sir. I think I’d like that very much.” 
 
    Doc stuck his hand out. “Welcome aboard. You start at minimum wage for the first month, until we know more about what you can do. You also get a piece of the team bonus for whatever cargo your team safely escorts in. Paxton is team lead, so he decides what your split will be.” 
 
    He opened a drawer and pulled out a small leather bag that he tossed to Sean. “First week’s wages.” 
 
    Sean caught it, feeling the unnatural heft in his hand. “How’d you know what I was going to do?” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    He lifted the pouch. “Then how’d you know how much to have in the bag?” 
 
    “Everybody starts at minimum. Doesn’t matter what job. Until you prove yourself, you’re worth minimum.” 
 
    Sean tucked the pouch into a pocket. “Fair enough. But I’ll be renegotiating later.” 
 
    “I’ve no doubt.” Doc grinned. “You think you can find your way back to your house?” 
 
    “So it’s my house now?” 
 
    “Nobody else is using it.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m pretty sure I can find my way back.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll have Pax meet you there around noon. He’ll get you geared up and ready to go. Next caravan leaves tomorrow morning.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    


Chapter 7
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean found his way home easily enough. He stopped only once, buying some kind of fried potato thing with meat in the center to quell the rumbling in his stomach. He sat in the kitchen area of his new home, eating the first meal in this new world that he’d purchased with his own earnings. The meat was greasy, but the not-quite-potato thing kept his fingers clean as he munched. There were wooden goblets in a cabinet, and a large barrel of water beside a makeshift sink. He dunked a goblet into the barrel and sat at his table, enjoying the meal. 
 
    Soon enough, that rumbling in his stomach was replaced by a gurgle lower in his intestines, letting him know it was approaching time for the most unpleasant task he could think of. He had found the chamber pot when he’d first gotten up and used it to relieve his bladder. This, however, was going to be a much less pleasant experience. He looked at what passed for a bathroom, and realized he was going to have to squat over the pot. 
 
    Then he saw that the pot still had urine in it from when he’d used it earlier. He thought about what he was about to have to do. 
 
    No need making this any worse that it has to be. 
 
    So he picked up the chamber pot, thinking to empty it, and realized he had no idea where to take it. He hadn’t seen any place in the streets out front, so he walked to the back of his new home. Sure enough, there was another door in back. And opening that door revealed a small, but private, walled in area with an old-style outhouse like he’d seen in entertainment vids. 
 
    The thing was dark and smelled disgusting. It was pretty bare bones, hardly more than a little thatched roof, four walls, and a platform seat over a very deep pit. The only decoration was a dirty limerick someone had carved into the inside of the door, and some leaves someone had stacked. How bored do you have to be to stack leaves while you take a dump? But at least it gave Sean a place to empty the chamber pot. 
 
    He poured the urine out of the pot, and the pressure in his gut began to get more insistent. It was accompanied by a bout of painful intestinal cramping. 
 
    Oh, God! What the hell was in those meat rolls? 
 
    He started to sit on the outhouse seat before remembering that the whole reason for this mad dash was that he still needed to retrieve the capsule. And that particular task would be considerably easier if he did his business in the little bucket, rather than the deep hole of the outhouse. Then he realized he was going to need clean water and soap to wash with after said retrieval. 
 
    And by now, his body was in dire need of release. 
 
    He hurried inside, scooped a bowl of water from the kitchen water barrel, grabbed the bar of soap, and walked back outside as quickly as someone with their butt cheeks tightly clenched could walk. Another bout of cramps, and he knew he wasn’t going to make it to what little privacy the outhouse might offer. With shaking hands, he dropped the bucket, sat the bowl of water down, and managed to get his pants to his ankles to squat over the bucket before ruining his wardrobe. Barely before, but still. 
 
    Squatting there, over a bucket in the middle of his tiny back yard, almost in tears from the relief, he emptied his bowels to the accompaniment of what would have been embarrassingly loud gas if he hadn’t been in such pain that he really couldn’t care less. And after several minutes, during which he felt sure that his innards were bound and determined to explode out of him by way of the nearest orifice, he eventually managed to take a shuddering breath and realized there was finally nothing left for his body to expel. 
 
    Oh thank you, God! I survived! 
 
    That was when he suddenly realized what the leaves in the outhouse were for. 
 
    Eventually, he managed to duck walk to the outhouse and cleaned himself up before going back to the bucket of filth. He braced himself, and using only his left hand, and with considerable gagging, he finally found the capsule and tossed it into the bowl of water. Then he grabbed the bar of soap and began vigorously scrubbing his hand. 
 
    He must have scrubbed for ten solid minutes, and when he finally gave up, he remained convinced it would never again be clean. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    As promised, the capsule eventually expanded with boiling water, unrolling into twenty, six-by-six-inch bits of a cloth-like material. On both front and back, row after row of text and pictures appeared for a total of forty pages. The type was so small he couldn’t read it, and he scrambled through the house, looking for some kind of magnifying glass. All he could find was a bottle of the barely palatable booze he’d sampled at Doc’s house. 
 
    He held it up to the window so he could see through the liquid and waved his hand behind it. As he’d hoped, there was a slight magnification effect due to the curvature of the bottle. He ran out to the back yard and emptied the contents of the bottle onto the ground and ran back inside. 
 
    Rolling the bottle slowly over the small pages, he was barely able to read a few lines. The pictures were easier to see, and he skimmed through, looking for the one face he knew by heart. 
 
    He found it on the fifth page. There wasn’t much there that he didn’t already know.  
 
    Name, date of birth, modus operandi, a list of his victims… Sean’s heart skipped when he saw his wife’s name listed as victim number seven. The grief was less intense now, fifteen years after her death. In fact, he was surprised to feel the beginning of a smile at her memory. As he looked at the rest of the information, it occurred to him that he really hadn’t needed the capsule after all. Not for this. He already knew more than enough to find Metcalf. 
 
    He looked through the rest of the information. Three pages showed other pictures of people who, like him, had come through with similar capsules. He made careful note of their faces, determined to memorize them as he had his daughter’s killers. And there were the pages Doc had talked about. The treasure Sean hadn’t even known would be there. Making and curing ceramics. Making a foot powered lathe for machining metals. Various formulae for mixing ores to smelt those metals. Primitive electronics based on simple copper wire, and how to make the wire… Doc was right to covet this. In the world of Pangaea, this was material worth killing for. 
 
    So what was he going to do with it? Some of the knowledge contained on them was personal to him. Some of it would be of benefit to the town. He needed to study it in detail and decide what to do with it soon. 
 
    Sean was lying on his bed, still studying the pages, when a knock sounded at the door. He hadn’t been aware of the passage of time, but since it was Paxton’s voice, he figured it must be noon. “Hey noob! You here?” 
 
    He shoved the information packet into a drawer until he figured out what he was going to do with it. “Yeah. I’m here. Come on in.” 
 
    He met Paxton in the front room. “Doc tells me you’re taking Peter’s place on the team. Says you told him you can handle a blade?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s go.” He turned back to the door. 
 
    “Wait. Where are we going?” 
 
    “The arenas. You got a lot to learn before tomorrow.” 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    The arenas were a series of gigantic, open-air theaters, complete with benches where spectators watched the shows within. Paxton took him from one to the next, muttering to himself and leaving Sean with tantalizing views of the activities going on within. 
 
    In the first one, a man rode on the back of a nightmarish beast that looked like it could tear him in two, while a crowd cheered him on. Paxton cursed and moved on to the next doorway, where two men mounted on camelohs fired arrows at targets as they raced across the ring. That caught Sean’s attention, but Paxton pulled him along before he could ask any questions. In the third, Paxton grunted with apparent satisfaction, and he pulled Sean into the arena. 
 
    In the ring, Sean recognized the kid from Paxton’s team who had helped carry Peter’s body. He was pretty sure he’d heard Paxton had call him Smiley, and the kid lived up to his name right then. He grinned fiercely as he rode the back of a cameloh toward a charging, twenty-foot-long nightmare of slashing talons and razor-sharp teeth that looked like a long-legged crocodile on steroids. Smiley thrust a long spear into the hide of the creature, guiding his mount just out of the way of the crocodyloid’s gnashing teeth as he did. 
 
    Spinning his cameloh out of the way, he rode for the edge of the arena, where Sean saw several more spears sticking upright from the ground. Smiley snatched up another spear and charged again. The crocodyloid reared up as it saw him coming and lunged forward. 
 
    “Damn that kid!” Paxton said. “He never listens.” 
 
    “So this isn’t part of regular training?” Sean was relieved at the thought. 
 
    “Hell no. Taking on a hell lizard by yourself is crazy. He’s just going for extra coin.” He pointed to the crowd, where Sean saw several people exchanging money and watching to see whether or not the kid would get himself killed. 
 
    They shouted, many of them rising to their feet, and Sean looked back to Smiley’s battle to find that he had just landed another spear in the side of the hell lizard. But this time, as he wheeled his cameloh around, the thing sprang forward and snapped its jaw. 
 
    Smiley almost got clear, but the massive jaws caught the long tail of his mount. The cameloh shrieked, whipping about in a frenzy, and threw its rider. The crowd, shouting only seconds before, went absolutely wild, screaming, and stomping their feet in anticipation of blood. But Smiley barely slowed as he hit the ground, rolling to his feet and running as fast as he could for the line of spears. While the hell lizard was distracted by the thrashing cameloh, he grabbed a pair of spears and turned back to the monster. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Paxton yelled, but his voice was lost among the screams of the audience, and he shoved his way to the front of the seats. Sean followed and the two of them could only watch as Smiley waved his spears and shouted to get the lizard’s attention. 
 
    The crowd was going wild at this insane show of courage, while Paxton yelled for the younger man to “get the hell out of the arena.” But Smiley had no intention of getting out. Instead, he waved his spears and screamed at the beast. The crocodile nightmare spotted him and dropped the cameloh carcass, trying to decide whether or not the little creature was worth his time. 
 
    Smiley screamed his challenge again, and the creature roared in response. As soon as that gigantic maw opened, Smiley launched a spear, burying it deep in the monster’s upper palate. The hell lizard reared back, pawing at the sudden pain in its head. And as it reared, Smiley lunged in with his second spear, jabbing and withdrawing it from the soft underbelly of the massive creature, barely dancing out of reach of the swiping claws. The thing thrashed and rolled, intent on the pain in its skull and belly, and when it began to slow, Smiley jumped in again with his spear, piercing the yellow belly again. 
 
    The thing swiped at him again, considerably slower now, and Smiley ran up to stand several feet in front of that huge skull. And when he was sure of his target, he drove the spear deep into the right eye of the hell lizard. 
 
    The crowd went wild with a mixture of cheers and boos. Beside Sean, Paxton’s cursing was as loud as any other shout. Shouting in triumph, Smiley looked at the audience and raised his spear in triumph. Then he saw Paxton and he suddenly looked like a child who’d been caught misbehaving. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right. You get your ass over here, boy!” 
 
    There was no way he could have heard Paxton’s words over the shouts of the fans, but he headed over nonetheless. 
 
    He was suitably contrite when he spoke to the man. “Sorry, boss. I really needed the money!” 
 
    “If you didn’t waste it at the damn casino, you wouldn’t have to risk your damn neck like this. What the hell am I going to do when you get yourself killed? I’m too busy to have to keep training replacements for you bastards! You know we’re heading out on another run tomorrow?” 
 
    “Tomorrow? But we’re a man short! We can’t…” He looked at Sean in comprehension. “Him?” 
 
    “Yes, him. I’m supposed to gear him up and make sure he can handle himself before morning. And I need the rest of you guys to do it.” 
 
    Smiley hung his head in apparent shame. “Sorry, boss. I didn’t know we were going out again this soon.” 
 
    “Well, we are. Now where are the rest of the children?” 
 
    Smiley hesitated. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They’re at Jason’s.” 
 
    “The casino? Damn it to hell! That’s what keeps getting you idiots into these messes!” 
 
    “Sorry, boss,” the kid repeated. “Not like there’s a lot else to do.” 
 
    “There’s all sorts of things to do! You just gotta open your…” Paxton cut himself off. He took a deep breath, obviously working to calm himself. “All right, kid. I’m not your daddy, and I got no right to treat you like this.” He glared a moment more before relenting. “Go get your earnings.” 
 
    Smiley nodded and started to leave. 
 
    “You’re going to need them to buy a new cameloh,” Paxton shouted at him. 
 
    “Can’t I just use Peter’s?” 
 
    “Nope.” Again, Paxton pointed to Sean. 
 
    Smiley’s shoulders fell and he turned in defeat. 
 
    “Meet us in arena ten in half an hour!” 
 
    Smiley waved acknowledgement without looking back. 
 
    Paxton slapped Sean on the chest. “Come on. Let’s go find the rest of the kids.” 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    Paxton was obviously fuming as he led Sean several blocks away to a brightly painted building. As they approached, Sean heard shouts and laughter coming from inside. 
 
    “Jason Elliot runs the casino. And as you heard from my youngest idiot, the boys like to spend their downtime here.” 
 
    He opened the door, and the noise that had seemed loud before suddenly became deafening. Paxton signaled for him to follow and the two of them wound their way through the crowd toward a back table. Paxton shouldered his way through the wall of people surrounding the table dragging Sean with him. 
 
    The woman Sean had noticed on the ride into town was about to toss a pair of dice onto the table when Paxton grabbed her arm. “Put it down, Paula. We got business.” 
 
    Before Sean could blink, the woman had a knife arcing for Paxton’s throat. But the big man must have been expecting it, because he caught it in his other hand, inches before it cut him. 
 
    “Damn it, Paula! I said we got business!” 
 
    She blanched as she recognized Paxton and immediately pulled her knife hand back. “Oops. Sorry, boss. Thought you were someone else.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, I’m not. We got another run in the morning and I need the rest of you to help me get this noob,” he jerked a thumb at Sean, “ready to ride with us. So get your act together and meet me in arena ten right away. Got it?” 
 
    She looked at Sean with a look that told him what she thought of that, but she nodded at Paxton. “Got it. Just let me play a few more rounds.” 
 
    Paxton shook his head. “Now.” 
 
    She sighed. “All right.” 
 
    “Where are Ken and Iyson?” 
 
    “Chuck-a-luck table. I’ll wait here for you.” 
 
    Paxton grabbed her by the arm. “No, I don’t think so. Why don’t you lead the way?” 
 
    A few minutes later, Paxton had them all back on the street, heading back to the arenas.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    


Chapter 8

  
 
      
 
      
 
    “We have another run tomorrow morning.” Paxton said it without preamble and Sean wondered why they all groaned. He had already told them this in order to get them here. 
 
    “And we’re breaking in a new team member.” More groans as they all looked at him. 
 
    The biggest man in the group, Ken, complained loudest. “Come on, Pax. It’s bad enough that we’re not getting any downtime to speak of. But I think we’d be better off going out a man short than having to babysit a noob.” He looked down at Sean. “No offense, noob.” 
 
    Sean started to let it go, then figured this might be the time to work his way into the team. “Okay, that’s enough of this noob stuff.” He looked at Paxton and gave him a subtle shake of the head, hoping he would let him play this through. “What’s your name? Ken, right? Well, I think I’ve been pretty understanding so far, taking this crap from you guys. But enough’s enough. Got it?” 
 
    Ken stepped forward, and Sean realized the man was almost a head taller, and solid muscle. “Big words from a noob who barely knows how to ride. How the hell do you think you’re gonna survive in the wild for a week-long trek? Gonna call for one of us to save your ass when it all hits the fan?” 
 
    “You? Not unless it involves being attacked by a bunch of wild dice in a cage. I mean seriously, what the hell kind of game is chuck-a-luck, anyway? Looks like something a grade-schooler would invent.” 
 
    Ken shoved him back. “Big words, little man. Got anything in you to back ’em up?” 
 
    Sean spun in place slowly, indicating where they were. “Isn’t that what this place is for?” 
 
    Ken nodded. Then he actually smiled and looked at Paxton. “Boss?” 
 
    Paxton raised an eyebrow at Sean, who nodded back. “Okay boys. How you want to do it?” 
 
    “Bare hands,” Ken said. “We’ll see what’s left of him after that.” 
 
    Paxton waved the others back. “All right. Empty hands. Go until there’s a submission or a knockout. Go!” 
 
    Sean blinked. He hadn’t expected it to start quite that quickly. But Ken had. He jumped forward, ducking down as he did, and grabbed for Sean’s legs. He moved quicker than a man his size should be able to move, too, and easily lifted Sean over his head. 
 
    Sean realized that if the man slammed him down from this height, his bout was likely to be over before it began. So as Ken dropped him, Sean reached out, grabbed a handful of the other man’s vest, and pulled himself into the man’s body, spinning his own body as he did so. The change in weight and momentum caused Ken to fold over Sean’s spinning form, and as Sean planted a foot, he pulled Ken on over, landing heavily atop the bigger man. 
 
    Ken let out a loud “oof!” as Sean’s full weight drove the breath from his lungs. 
 
    Sean rolled away, coming up on his feet as if nothing had happened. “Come on, Ken. When are you gonna start?” 
 
    Ken lumbered back to his feet, charging once more. Sean was prepared this time. He stepped aside, spun back to catch Ken’s collar, yanked back, and kicked the back of his knee. Ken’s leg collapsed and he fell clumsily. Sean jumped on the man’s back, locked his arm around the giant’s neck and twisted his forearm into the nerve cluster beside his carotid. Ken reached up to grab his arm, but Sean was already locked in. Within seconds, the big man was out cold. 
 
    Sean lowered him gently to the ground and looked up to see the others watching approvingly. 
 
    Paxton smiled a bit. “Doc said you knew how to fight. Any good with a blade?” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    Sean spent the next few minutes sparring with Paula. They used wooden blades that still hurt but at least didn’t kill anyone. She beat him three out of five times, but when they finished, she nodded to Paxton. “He’s good.” 
 
    “Not good enough to beat you.” Sean was embarrassed. After all his bragging about his skill with knives, she had bested him easily. 
 
    “No big deal. Neither are any of these schlubs. You got enough licks in to show us you can handle yourself.” 
 
    Then Paxton took over. He tossed Sean a round, wooden shield and strapped one on his own arm. “Know how to use one of these?” 
 
    “No. But I don’t think I really nee—” 
 
    “If you’re in the Guard, you really need.” 
 
    “But I really don’t think—” 
 
    “Paula,” Paxton called out. “Get your bow.” 
 
    She grabbed a bow from the line of weapons hanging on the wall, braced it against her boot, and quickly strung it. 
 
    “Got it boss.” 
 
    “Shoot me.” 
 
    The woman didn’t hesitate. She raised the bow and let fly an arrow. Paxton whipped his shield up, and the arrow thunked into it, inches from his face. He looked at Sean. “That’s why you need a shield. Now, do you have yours strapped in place?” 
 
    Sean checked the padded straps that held the heavy thing to his arm. He wrapped his fingers around the grip and shrugged. “I think so.” 
 
    “Paula!” 
 
    Sean looked from Paxton to the woman who suddenly had her bow aimed at him. He yanked his shield up just in time to feel the impact of the arrow on it. 
 
    “Holy shit! You could have…” He looked at Paxton. “She… You told her to shoot at me?” 
 
    The rest of the team was laughing as he felt his heart trying to hammer its way out of his chest. 
 
    “She could have killed me!” 
 
    “Relax, noob. Paula’s the best shot we have. Probably the best anywhere.” 
 
    “And that’s supposed to make me feel better? I damn near pissed myself!” 
 
    That started a new round of laughter. 
 
    “She hit exactly where she meant to hit. Look at your shield.” 
 
    Sean looked. In the center of his shield was a raised white circle about three inches in diameter. And in the center of that dot, in the exact center, an arrow sprouted. He swallowed and took a deep breath to calm himself. Paxton watched, nodding with approval when Sean straightened up, once more in control of himself. “Okay, point made. What’s next?” 
 
    Smiley was next. He tested Sean out on riding, showing him how to saddle, clean, and ride his mount. He taught him how to call them to eat. 
 
    “It’s a whistle pattern we teach them. Really simple… two short whistles followed by one long. These guys are very food motivated, so they all learn it pretty quick.” 
 
    There was another pattern that would tell them to back up, and yet another that made them rear onto their hind legs. It took a few hours before the youngster pronounced him fit enough to ride with the team. 
 
    “He’s not very good, but I think he’ll survive the trip.” 
 
    Paxton grunted at the verdict and waved Smiley away. “Thanks. Now, go find yourself another mount for morning. The rest of you can either stay and help, or go rest up for the trip. I’m gonna go over the road hazards with Sean here.” 
 
    Sean was a little surprised to hear his name rather than “noob” and hoped it was a sign that he’d passed some sort of test. He was further surprised when Smiley was the only one to leave the group. The others gathered around Paxton, waiting to take their lead from him. 
 
    He nodded approvingly at his team. “Let’s go grab some food where we can talk.” 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    He led them to a building around the corner and they took seats at a large table against the back wall. Paxton signaled a woman from across the room, pointing to their table. “Platter and a bucket for my team,” he shouted. Her nod was the only response, but it seemed to satisfy him. He turned to Sean. “First, formal introductions. Sean… what’s your last name?” 
 
    “Barrow.” 
 
    “Sean Barrow. You already know me, or at least my first name. I’m Paxton Frombaugh, but everyone calls me Pax or boss. Doesn’t make me any difference.” He pointed. “The lady there who kicked your ass with knives is Paula Shamulus. Muscles there is Ken Macken, and the quiet Viking in the corner is Iyson Bondy.” He pronounced it as Ice-son, and the blond-haired, heavily bearded man waved a casual salute at Sean. Viking was the right descriptor, too. He had the look, and as if that wasn’t enough, he also sported a pair of long-handled battle axes slung across his back. 
 
    Paxton continued. “This is your team. This is your family. Whether you know it or not, you trust them with your life every time you go on the road.” He pursed his lips, as if trying to figure something out. “Do you really know what it is we do, Sean?” 
 
    “Honestly, no. From what I’ve heard, you ride shotgun for caravans?” 
 
    Paula choked out a cough, while Ken guffawed. 
 
    But Paxton just shrugged. “That’s basically it. But riding shotgun entails a lot more than you would expect. We have to protect the traders and the cargo from any hazard the road might throw at us. Tomorrow’s run is a four-day ride to Old Trent.” 
 
    The others groaned when he said this. 
 
    “And as you can see, it’s not a popular ride.” 
 
    “Not popular, my ass. It’s freaking terrifying.” Paula spat the words, and Sean began to worry. This was the woman who bested him with the knife just a few minutes before. If the ride worried her, he was obviously not worried enough. 
 
    “What’s terrifying about it?” 
 
    Ken chimed in. “It’s four days downstream along a river full of some of the meanest-tempered lizards you’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “You saw one of them today,” Paxton told him. 
 
    “The hell lizard?” 
 
    “You saw one?” Ken seemed surprised. 
 
    A wave of frustration passed over Paxton’s face. “Why do you think Smiley’s out buying himself a new cameloh?” 
 
    “Oh crap! Did he actually go into the ring with one? He was talking about it, but I never thought he’d be crazy enough to really do it.” 
 
    “Well, he did. Damn near got himself killed, too.” 
 
    “But he beat it?” 
 
    Paxton glared at Ken’s enthusiasm. “Barely. Now, can we get back to the topic at hand?” He turned back to Sean. “Hell lizards are the biggest threats, size-wise anyway. But they aren’t the only ones. There’s also packs of seelohs.” He turned to Iyson. “What are they again? See-lo… see-lo…” 
 
    “Coelophysis,” the Viking said. 
 
    “Those,” Paxton agreed. “They’re nasty little buggers about the size of a wolf. They hunt in packs at night and just love to find some idiotic trader who thinks he can just pop out into the bushes for a second to take a piss. Next thing you know, there’s screaming, there’s blood, and we’re missing a trader. Worst of all—” 
 
    He was interrupted by a pretty young woman who brought a huge platter of meat and cooked greens. Another brought a big bucket full of a sloshing liquid and five wooden goblets. 
 
    As soon as they were served, Paxton continued. “Worst of all, I end up losing my beauty sleep.” 
 
    “Yeah, and as you can see,” Paula chimed in, “he needs all the beauty sleep he can get.” They all laughed at Paxton’s expense as Paula reached for a plate and began piling food on it. Iyson dipped a goblet into the bucket and took a deep swig of whatever brew it contained. Everyone took the hint and there was a lull in the conversation as they dug in. 
 
    Sean was beginning to notice a theme in the meals he’d seen so far in this new world. Meat. There was a lot of it. This meal was the first he’d seen with anything other than meat or the potato things, and boiled greens were hardly an earth-shattering addition. 
 
    “So we have to watch for hell lizards and coelo-whatevers. What else?” 
 
    Ken spoke around a mouth full of food. “S’also our job to try to keep the traders from doing anything to get themselves killed, an’ to get the cargo from here to there…” 
 
    Paula continued with, “…and the return cargo from there to here.” 
 
    Iyson finished. “Preferably without anyone dying along the way.” 
 
    Paxton grunted assent but otherwise seemed more intent on his meal than talking. 
 
    The discussion died there for several minutes until Iyson pushed his plate away with a contented sigh. He asked Sean, “You geared up yet?” 
 
    Sean pushed his own plate away. He shook his head, but before he could speak, Paxton jumped in. “He has Peter’s cameloh and the clothes on his back.” 
 
    He looked at the others and cleared his throat, before standing. He untied a small leather pouch from his belt, opened it, and pulled out a finely crafted compass to show it to Sean. “When we accept a new member into our ranks, his teammates will each loan him an item as a sign of their acceptance.” He slid the compass back inside and laid it on the table before Sean. “So this is yours for now. I expect this back at the end of our journey.” 
 
    Sean started to make a joke, but stopped when Ken stood. He reached behind them to where he had leaned his spear against the wall. Holding it out to Sean, he repeated the odd phrase. “I expect this back at the end of our journey.” 
 
    There was a solemn cadence to his words, and Paula stood next. She handed him a sheathed knife. “I expect this back at the end of our journey.” 
 
    And finally Iyson stood. He pulled one of his trademark battle axes from where it was slung across his back and laid it on the table before Sean. “I expect this back at the end of our journey.” 
 
    Sean was dumbfounded. It was obvious that this was some kind of ceremony, so he stood and nodded. “Thank you. I’ll take care of these.” He scrambled, trying to think of something ceremonial. “And I’ll return them all at the end of our journey.” 
 
    Paxton extended his hand. “Welcome to the team, noob.” 
 
    Sean shook it. “Thanks… boss.” 
 
    Paxton grinned, then gestured at Ken. “Ken, if I’m not mistaken, Sean has his first week’s advance on him. Take him to Christy’s and make sure she treats him right.” 
 
    Ken clapped his hands together. “You got it, boss.” 
 
    Christy’s? Sean started to protest. “Hey, I appreciate it, but I don’t need anything like that.” 
 
    Ken laughed out loud, drawing the attention of some of the other patrons in the diner. “Come on, man. I promise you, you’re going to change your mind when you see what she has to offer.” 
 
    And no amount of protesting could stop the enthusiastic Ken from dragging Sean out of the room. Sean clutched his various gifts to his chest, trying to keep up with the giant of a man. 
 
    Ken stopped when he saw Sean’s predicament. “Here, let me give you a hand.” He grabbed the spear and axe. “Now, strap the knife and compass to your belt.” 
 
    He kept walking the entire time, and Sean awkwardly tried to do as Ken instructed. “Okay, I got it.” 
 
    “Good.” Without pausing, Ken handed him the axe. “Strap this over your shoulder.” 
 
    Sean took it by the attached strap and slung it across his back. “Good enough?” 
 
    Ken passed an appraising look over him. “Yep. You’re starting to look like one of the team, now.” He handed Sean his spear. 
 
    “Thanks, Ken. Listen, about this Christy—” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s the best—worth every sun you spend. And you’ll want your first to be the best you can afford.” 
 
    “But that’s just it. I don’t really want to spend my money on…” 
 
    Ken looked at him quizzically. “Well, you can’t expect to go on the road with nothing more than what we gave you.” 
 
    The apparent non-sequitur took Sean aback, and he was still trying to make sense of it when Ken led him up some wooden steps to a building with a sign out front. 
 
    “Journeyman’s” was the name of the establishment. Owned by Christy Allen, according to the sign. That was all he was able to tell before Ken dragged him through the front door. Looking around him, Sean finally realized what was going on. The store was filled with all sorts of travel goods—packs, jerked meat, clothing… 
 
    But what really caught his attention was the back wall. All sorts of brownish-yellow metal weapons hung from various hooks. And while bronze wasn’t magnetic, the dozen or so swords in the middle nevertheless drew him to them. They were shorter than he had trained with, and wider. But there was a simple elegance to their leaf-pattern design and he couldn’t help but run his fingers over the blades. 
 
    “So you’re a sword guy, eh?” Ken jutted his chin at the weapons. “You any good?” 
 
    “Trained for a while with them back…” He caught himself before he said “home.” This was home, now. “Back in the future,” he finished. “And yeah, I was pretty good.” 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    Ken turned at the voice behind them. “Hey, Christy!” 
 
    “Hello, Ken.” The woman sounded considerably less enthusiastic than Sean’s big companion. “What can I do for you folks?” 
 
    Ken slapped Sean on the back, once again nearly staggering the man. “New member of the team needs some gear before we head out tomorrow.” 
 
    Ignoring Ken, the woman stepped past him and extended a hand to Sean. “I’m Christy Allen. You looking for a sword?” 
 
    Sean shook the hand. “Sean Barrow. And yes, if I can afford it.” 
 
    Ken jumped back in, and Sean began to suspect that the man had more than just a professional interest in the Journeyman’s proprietor. “He just arrived yesterday. Got his first week advance.” 
 
    Christy nodded. “So you just came through the portal. All right. Which one strikes your fancy?” 
 
    “Can I try them out?” 
 
    “I’d think you were crazy if you didn’t.” 
 
    He pulled each one down from the wall, holding them out, testing the weight and balance of each one until he had narrowed it down to two. “I can’t decide.” 
 
    Christy took both and laid them on the counter. “We’ll come back to them. What about saddle packs?” 
 
    The next half hour was spent with Christy leading him around the shop, gathering various items up and piling various items on the counter for him to go through. 
 
    “Clothes?” she asked him. 
 
    “I think I’m all right on clothes for now.” 
 
    “He’ll need a Guardsman’s belt,” Ken chimed in. 
 
    She nodded, looked at Sean’s waist appraisingly, and walked around to a shelf with an assortment of bronze-studded lengths of wide leather belts. She pulled one and handed it to Sean. 
 
    “Okay, then. Anything else you can think of?” 
 
    “Do you have any paper and something to write with?” 
 
    Another nod and she led him to another shelf. “Not twenty-second century quality, but you’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll figure it out.” 
 
    She led him back to the counter and started to bundle up his gear, including both of the swords. 
 
    “Wait a minute. Both swords? I don’t think I can afford all this. I mean, just how much is it?” 
 
    “Call it seventy-five suns. You can pay me fifty now, and the rest next month.” 
 
    Sean blinked. “But you don’t even know if I have the fifty.” 
 
    “You just got your first week’s advance. That’s a hundred suns. It’s standard. The swords run about twenty-five each, so that’s fifty for both. Another twenty-five for everything else comes to seventy-five.”  
 
    “Then why do you only want fifty?” 
 
    “Because what you have is an advance. You haven’t earned it out yet. For the rest of the month, you’ll be getting seventy-five a week to even you out. Next month you’ll be back up to full pay. That means for the next few weeks, your money’s going to be tight. I don’t believe in taking a future customer’s last dime. I’d rather you come back and buy from me again later on.” She held out a hand. “So fifty now, and the remaining twenty-five next month.” 
 
    Sean hadn’t realized what the advance meant, and the sudden understanding that he had to stretch his money for the next month made him wonder what impact that might have on this new life. He pulled out the pouch and counted out the coins to Christy. 
 
    She thanked him, then jerked a thumb at Ken. “Muscles here says you have a gig tomorrow, so good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Ken helped him gather up his gear, stuffing most of it unceremoniously into Sean’s new packs. Christy waved as they left. 
 
    The bigger man helped Sean carry his new equipment, slinging the heavier of the two saddle packs over his shoulder, while Sean worked at arranging the lighter one in such a manner that it didn’t smash Iyson’s axe into his back. 
 
    After watching him for several seconds Ken shook his head. “Here.” He pulled the pack unceremoniously off Sean’s back, grabbed the axe, and strapped it to the outside of the pack with some of the many leather straps hanging off of it. Sean now saw that the dozens of straps were designed to hold such equipment and felt like an imbecile for not noticing before. 
 
    “This way,” Ken continued, “you can sling the whole thing onto your back, but you can still reach the axe if you need to, and use the spear as a walking stick to help keep your balance. When you get home, you’ll want to rearrange everything the way you’re most comfortable. Just remember, the packs will be slung over the back of your cameloh, so you need to decide what goes in them and what you want strapped onto you.” 
 
    Sean shifted a bit, settling the weight before nodding. “Thanks. That’s pretty comfortable.” 
 
    “Good. Because tomorrow you have to carry both packs back to the arena.” 
 
    Sean groaned. 
 
    “Don’t worry too much about it. Connect the straps of one pack to the straps of the other and wear ’em like a sandwich board. You should have the weight distributed evenly anyway, so they ride properly on your cameloh. Right?” 
 
    “Yeah. I guess.” 
 
    “So once the weight is even, wear them front and back. The weight of one will counterbalance the other and you’ll be able to carry a lot more than you would think.” 
 
    “If you say so.” Sean was dubious. 
 
    He needn’t have been. When Ken left him at home, it took very little time to get his packs arranged and strapped as Ken had described. It was a little bit of a struggle to slip them over his head, but once they were on, he was pleasantly surprised at how easily he could move with them. 
 
    He walked around the house a bit, adjusting only once before deciding the bags were good enough to use for the short time it would take to walk to the arena. Then he set them by the door and went to the bedroom to spend the rest of the evening studying the material Medeiros had sent in the capsule. Using the paper and charcoal stick he’d gotten, he began copying notes and drawings from the part he had decided to share with Doc first. 
 
    It was late when he finally finished. Rolling up the pages, he looked for a good hiding place for them. His eyes finally settled on the bamboo frame of his bed. Lifting the mattress, he quickly confirmed that the bamboo was hollow, and easily held the pages. 
 
    Seconds later, he had his treasure safely hidden. Exhausted for the time being, he turned off his lantern to catch what sleep he could before morning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    


Chapter 9
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean felt incredibly conspicuous as he walked down the wide streets of Denver, packs strapped to his body, swords and axe prominently displayed. But no one paid him any attention as he made his way toward the arena in the pre-dawn hours. Along the way, he stopped by Doc’s home and slid the papers he had drafted under the man’s door. 
 
    He’d intended to do so anonymously, but before he made it off the man’s porch, the door opened, and Doc stood there shuffling through the pages. 
 
    Sean stood frozen, unsure if he should stay or go. He’d just decided to move on as if nothing had happened, when Doc grunted and looked up. He looked at Sean. “Got a few minutes?” 
 
    “I’m supposed to meet the rest of the team at the arena.” 
 
    “They’ll wait. This won’t take but a minute.” He turned, going back inside without giving Sean a chance to argue. 
 
    Once inside, Sean shrugged off the packs and laid them on the floor near the door. He leaned his spear against the wall and followed Doc back into the kitchen where he’d first met the man. Doc was sitting in the same chair, and he waved Sean to have a seat opposite him. 
 
    “Based on what I’ve seen on those pages, I’d say my question about those stories has been answered.” 
 
    Sean held his silence for the moment. 
 
    Doc, watching his face, simply sighed. “Still not saying anything, huh? Well, how about I talk for a minute, and you just listen?” He steepled his hands before him, looking intently at Sean. “I told you there were stories about people coming through with special knowledge. They’re sort of an urban legend these days.” Reaching down, he picked up the half dozen pages that Sean had left him. “You’ve proven to me that the stories are true. What’s more, you’ve proven to me that the information you have is incredibly valuable. And that leaves me in a bit of a quandary.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Ah! He speaks after all.” Doc smiled. “Look, this isn’t going to work… this whole keeping quiet thing. You already trust me to a certain extent, or you wouldn’t have left these pages for me in the first place, right?” 
 
    Sean reluctantly nodded. 
 
    “So let’s have a short discussion before you have to leave. As a matter of fact, let’s discuss that point first, shall we?” 
 
    Sean blinked at the shift in conversation. “What? Sorry, you lost me.” 
 
    “Let’s talk about the fact that you’ve just handed me plans for making a manual lathe that requires nothing more than some gears and muscle power. And that this lathe will allow us to begin making precision machined parts that will help us move beyond the crude, hand-cast and hammered bronze projects that are currently the epitome of our technological ability.” He leaned forward. “And would I be safe in assuming that you have more little surprises like this?” 
 
    Reluctantly, Sean nodded. 
 
    “So, you’ve been here less than three days, and have singlehandedly moved our town forward from a crude craftsman technology to precision machining with just a few pages. You have more knowledge that may be even more valuable, right?” 
 
    Again, he nodded. 
 
    “And now you’re about to leave town on a pretty damned dangerous trip that could get you killed?” Doc shook his head. “It would be completely irresponsible of me to let you do that!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Think about it, Sean. My responsibility is to more than just you. I’m trying to keep us alive here. And you might be the most valuable asset toward that goal that I’ve ever had in my hands. How can I let you go on a trip that you might never return from?” 
 
    “Wait a minute. How can you let me go? So you’re planning on holding me prisoner? I don’t think so.” Sean was getting angry at the idea. “You can’t just throw me in a cell or something and make me crank out information for you. Hell, I couldn’t do that even if I wanted to!” 
 
    “So just how does it work?” Doc was leaning forward, smiling, and Sean clammed up. 
 
    “Doc, you told me that you wanted me to trust you. Yet the minute I start to do that, you threaten to lock me in a tower. I gotta say, your campaign technique could use some work.” 
 
    Across the table from him, Doc sighed. “You’re right. And in your shoes, I would feel the same way. But what would you do if you were in my shoes?” 
 
    Sean calmed himself, the way his self-defense instructor had taught him. Control the breathing. Control the emotion. Control the situation. He tried exactly what Doc said, looking at the situation as if he were responsible for keeping the town safe. But he knew something that Doc didn’t. 
 
    “Doc, I have a compromise for you. You want me to trust you? Then you have to trust me, too.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “You have any paper?” 
 
    Doc opened a drawer and eagerly handed him several sheets and a charcoal stick, no doubt thinking that Sean was going to impart more of the treasured knowledge. “Hand me that candle?” Sean asked. 
 
    Doc furrowed his brow at that, but he did as Sean asked. 
 
    Sean scribbled a short note on the page, then folded it and sealed the edge with wax from the candle. When the wax was still soft, he pressed his thumb into the wax seal and pulled it back. As he had hoped, his thumbprint was clear in the wax. 
 
    He held the note toward Doc. “These are instructions on how to find the information I brought with me. I’m going to ask you to leave this sealed until our trip is done. If I don’t make it back, then you still get the info. If I do, then I want you to give me this note back, and I’ll start working with you on getting Denver out of the Bronze Age and into the Iron Age. Beyond that, even.” 
 
    Doc reached for the note, but Sean pulled it back. “Do we have a deal? This means we trust each other. Not just me trusting you, but you trusting me, as well.” 
 
    Doc pulled his hand back. “And when you get back, you’ll actively work with me to move us forward? No more cloak and dagger?” 
 
    Sean hesitated only a second before adding his own stipulation. “I will. With the understanding that I’m not a prisoner. There are still other things I’m going to want to do.” 
 
    Doc nodded. “The names.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The other part of the story. You were given a list of names, weren’t you? Some people you’re supposed to hunt down?” 
 
    Sean hesitated before admitting it. “Yes. I suppose you’ll find out anyway, so yes. In the interest of complete disclosure, I have a list of people. Some are people who may be able to help us. Others… well, there are others I need to see, too.” He stuck the folded page out again. “So do we have a deal?” 
 
    Doc took the page. “We do. I’ll put this away until your team gets back. Or three weeks, whichever comes first.” 
 
    “Three weeks? Why?” 
 
    “If everything goes well, you should all be back in less than two weeks. But it is a dangerous trip, and it’s possible that your entire team could be wiped out. If no one makes it back in three weeks, I’m going to have to assume the worst.” 
 
    Sean stuck out his hand. “Fair enough.” 
 
    They shook, and he gathered his gear. “I need to get to the arena. I’m supposed to be there by sunup, and I don’t want to start the new job with the boss pissed at me.” 
 
    “I’ll walk with you. I was going that way anyway. I was getting ready to head out when someone slipped some papers under my door.” Doc held up the pages in question. “You don’t think I always spend my mornings standing in front of the door, do you?” 
 
    “I’d wondered about that.” 
 
    Together, they walked south down Main Street. 
 
    “Doc, you said you had good glass blowers, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Think you can get someone to make some kind of magnifying system while I’m gone? It’ll make things a lot easier.” 
 
    Doc nodded eagerly. “I’m sure we can come up with something. I’ll have it ready when you get back.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    They walked into the arena complex. Unlike the day before, it was eerily silent in the early morning. The only sounds Sean heard were the guttering flames in the lanterns, the occasional snort or chirp of some caged animal, and the faint voices coming from arena ten. Sean walked in and saw the rest of the team waiting. 
 
    “About time, noob!” Paxton yelled. “Not a good way to start your… oh, hey Doc.” 
 
    “Morning everyone,” Doc said. “Paxton, I need to speak to you before you leave. Privately.” 
 
    “Sure, boss.” 
 
    Doc gave Sean a light push. “Go get your gear strapped on your cameloh. I’ll see you when you get back.” 
 
    Sean nodded, walking to the only unencumbered beast in the arena. 
 
    “What’s that all about?” Ken asked quietly as he helped Sean strap his packs to the back of the saddle. 
 
    “I’m not sure. He said he was on his way here and wanted to walk with me.” But he was afraid he did know.  
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    Paxton avoided Sean’s eye when he got back from his talk with Doc, making Sean think he was probably right about the topic of their discussion. Damn it, Doc. He would have to find a way to have his own talk with Paxton. 
 
    To be fair, once he led the team to the front gates to meet the trading caravan, Paxton was kept pretty busy. He had a quick conversation with the head of the traders before riding back to give out assignments. “All right, children. I’m on point. Ken and Iyson take rear. Paula, you keep an eye on the noob on the right flank, and Smiley takes left. If anyone sees anything out of the ordinary, sing out.” 
 
    He wheeled his cameloh hard enough that it reared. “Everybody take your positions. We’re leaving now.” 
 
    And they were. The caravan leader let loose a piercing whistle and the adult camelohs, nearly twice the size of Sean’s mount, let out the strangest trilling noise as they began trundling through the front gate and across the drawbridge. 
 
    “Come on, Sean. Follow me and you’ll be fine.” Paula drew her mount to the right, and they fell into place. 
 
    Once they reached the tree line, Sean was captivated once again by the strange wildlife he saw. The width of the trail through the trees made it obvious that the great beasts of the caravan had been this way many times. But from his position to the side of the main line, Sean could see that the trees themselves were occupied by all sorts of large insects. Some were brightly colored, others relatively plain. The two things that made them stand out to him were the facts that there were so many of them, and that they were so large when compared to the bugs he was used to. 
 
    “Keep your eyes on the ground,” Paula admonished him. “The stuff that’ll kill you isn’t in the trees.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “No worries. Most people have a similar reaction, first time they come into the forest out here. It’s all new and awe inspiring and stuff. Right up until something runs up and tries to chomp on you.” She raised an eyebrow at him. “Then there’s screaming and crying and blood.” She chuckled at Sean’s expression. “You get used to the blood. But all that screaming gets damned annoying, you know?” 
 
    “Ha, ha.” But he wasn’t sure she was really joking. She was certainly dressed as if she was ready for anything. He hadn’t really paid attention to what she wore the day before, but he examined her in more detail now. She had her short hair tied back tight in a severe ponytail. He’d noticed the greenish cloth that everyone seemed to wear, but her pants were a dark leather, as were her boots and vest. Her belt sported wicked bronze studs just like the one he had purchased at Journeyman’s. He recalled Paxton had worn one as well. 
 
    The thing that really caught his attention, though, was all the sheathed metal. Looking her over, Sean counted more than a dozen knives strapped to her body. They were strapped over and under both forearms, outside each bicep, four sheathed hilt-down over her breasts, one over each thigh, and outside each calf. There were two more poking out of her boots, and a couple of longer blades, something between a knife and a sword, crossed on her back. And that wasn’t counting the two spears strapped within quick reach on her cameloh, or the small axe and bow strapped to her saddle bags. 
 
    Not everyone was as heavily armed as Paula. Ken and Smiley both seemed content with only a bow, a pair of knives, a pair of spears, and a pair of axes. Iyson seemed to take his reputation as a Viking seriously, and carried bronze axes of all shapes and sizes. Of all of them, only Paxton carried less than half a dozen weapons. He carried his bow, two spears and a single belt knife, and as far as Sean could see, that was it. But only one of his spears was strapped to his mount. The other never left his hand as he led the caravan through the forest. His reins were draped loosely in his left hand, but he seemed to be guiding his mount using nothing but his knees. 
 
    Sean watched dozens of the tiny, feathered dinosaurs chasing each other on the ground. He found it ironic that there were so many feathers, yet hardly anything other than insects that actually flew. Over the next few hours he gradually realized that he heard the sound of water running over rock. 
 
    “Is that a river I hear?” he asked Paula. 
 
    She nodded. “It’s on the other side of the caravan just a bit through the underbrush. You can’t see anything past Mr. Chirps here.” She affectionately reached out and patted her hand on the down-covered flank of the huge cameloh beside her. 
 
    “Mr. Chirps?” 
 
    As if in answer, the dinosaur made a noise like an elephant trying to bark like a dog and Paula laughed. “That answer your question?” 
 
    “I guess it does.” 
 
    “Does yours have a name?” 
 
    She leaned forward and patted the neck of her mount. “This little girl is Cricket. I named her after a dog I had back home.” 
 
    She jerked a thumb to her left. “Smiley’s is named Dammit.” 
 
    “Are you serious? I just thought the kid like cussing.” 
 
    She laughed. “Nope. He told us about it before you got in this morning. The previous owner told him the thing has been stubborn since he was hatched. But our boy likes a challenge.” 
 
    As if on cue, Smiley’s voice cut through the morning. “Come on, Dammit. Let’s go, boy.” 
 
    Sean and Paula chuckled together. The thought of naming the camelohs hadn’t occurred to him, but once considered, it only made sense. They might not be pets, but he knew plenty of people back home who had named their flitters and bikes. Naming camelohs seemed to make more sense than that. 
 
    “Should I name mine?” 
 
    Paula looked at him, her amusement clear as she answered enigmatically, “He already has a name.” 
 
    Before he could ask more, a call filtered back down the line, and the caravan pulled to a stop. 
 
    “Come on,” Paula told him, and kicked the sides of her own mount, riding to the front of the line. When they reached the head of the caravan, Smiley had beaten them up front. Several yards ahead, he and Paxton waved spears and were yelling and poking at a huge hell lizard that snapped at them. It seemed confused as to which target it should attack. Even more so as Paula and Sean approached. Sean recalled the one Smiley had killed in the arena. Up close like this, the thing seemed so much larger. Worse, it stank like rotting fish. 
 
    Paula pulled a spear from under her leg, turned her cameloh to join Smiley and Paxton, and began shouting and jabbing along with them. Sean pulled his spear from where it was nestled under his right thigh and tried to coax his mount forward. But while Smiley had pronounced him fit enough to ride the beast on the trail, Sean couldn’t seem to convince the skittish beast to get any closer to the monstrosity ahead of them. 
 
    Before he could figure it out, Ken and Iyson rode past him, screaming at the tops of their lungs and waving their spears. This was evidently too much for the cranky hell lizard, and with a snarl and a hiss like a leaking steam engine, it turned and rumbled back off toward the river. An excited Smiley yelled and kicked his mount to follow until Paxton called him back. 
 
    “That’s enough, Smiley. Let it go.” 
 
    Smiley stopped, looking after the giant crocodyloid padding away. He appeared to be debating whether or not to follow the thing before it escaped into the water. 
 
    “Don’t make me fine you, kid,” Paxton said. 
 
    “All right, all right!” 
 
    Paxton turned to the rest of them. “Everyone back in place.” 
 
    He waved to the caravan master, Tomas, and gave three piercing whistles. Tomas waved back and called back down the line. By the time Sean and Paula made it back to their assigned spots, the line was beginning to move once more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    


Chapter 10
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They had left the forest canopy behind half an hour earlier, and the sun beat down on them like a palpable force. He understood why they tried to ride through the forest as much as possible, but it didn’t seem to be an option for this part of the journey. The forest had given way to underbrush, which had quickly turned to a kind of grassy groundcover that cropped up through the rocky terrain as the ground began to rise. The banks holding the river on their left grew steeper and before he realized it, they were riding along the edge of a small chasm. He could still hear the sound of the river from within, but it wasn’t long before he could no longer tell how far below the edge the water was. 
 
    Wiping the sweat from his eyes, Sean felt the first pangs of thirst, which in turn reminded him that they hadn’t yet had lunch. “We stopping to eat soon?” 
 
    Paula shook her head. “No stopping until we’re ready to make camp for the night. You eat in the saddle.” She reached back without looking and unstrapped a pocket on one of her bags, reached in, and pulled out a length of dried meat. Still scanning the trail, she unstrapped another pocket and pulled out a water skin. 
 
    This impressed Sean, who nearly fell out of his saddle when he tried to follow suit. But he couldn’t remember which pocket he’d put his food in and hadn’t thought to fill his water skin anyway. After a bit of contorting, he finally found his jerky and took a piece out. He bit into it, chewing it a long time before he was able to swallow. He looked at the rest of the piece in his hand and suddenly wasn’t as hungry as he had been. Between the heat, the dryness of the jerky, and the lack of drinking water, it didn’t seem nearly as appetizing as it had a few minutes ago. 
 
    “Forgot your water, didn’t you?” Paula said. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She sighed and tossed him her water skin. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “That means you’ll be bumming water from the rest of us for a couple of days.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s all right. But tonight, you’re going to learn how to make charcoal.” 
 
    He was learning not to be too surprised at sudden shifts in topic, so he simply nodded. “Okay. And why am I doing this?” 
 
    “Because tomorrow night I’m going to show you how to use that charcoal to filter river water. If you’re going to be outside the gates, you need to learn how to stay alive.” 
 
    Sean felt like a child being admonished by a teacher. “Got it. Thanks.” He took another swig of her water, stoppered the skin, and tossed it back to her. 
 
    She barely looked up as she caught the skin and went back to watching. Sean looked as well, though he thought the sightseeing was considerably better back in the forest. Back there, he had seen dozens of the small feathered dinosaurs, and even more of the huge insects. Now, there was nothing but brown rocks, brown dirt, and waist-high, dry grass… also brown. And of course, there was always the burning sun. The only break from the monotony was that the rocks seemed to have been intentionally piled to either side of the trail, and their size increased as the trek progressed. 
 
    Soon they were making their way between boulders nearly as tall as Mr. Chirps. The sweat had long since soaked through the greenish cloth of the shirt beneath his vest and he was about to ask Paula for some more water. Before he could, he heard a loud twanging, metallic pop, followed by a thrum of something he couldn’t quite place. It sounded like a giant piano that intermittently played nothing but random bass strings. No one around him seemed worried though, so he craned his head, looking up the line to try and see what was holding them up. Ahead of them, the canyon turned sharply to the south, blocking their progress. 
 
    But the caravan still moved forward, albeit much slower, and as they shuffled past huge boulders ahead Sean soon saw the reason. Before them, a huge wooden bridge spanned a narrow section of the canyon just before the bend. Enormous beams made from great tree trunks, as wide as he was tall, angled out across the emptiness. These pillars supported massive cables of wound bronze which in turn held up the bridge itself. Sean’s jaw nearly dropped at the realization that this giant structure, easily more than two hundred feet across, had been built by hand using only the materials of a Bronze Age civilization. 
 
    “What’s wrong, noob? Never seen a bridge before?” Paula’s smile took the sting out of her comment. 
 
    “Not one made of wood… not this big.” 
 
    “I guess not. Far as I know, this is the only one in the whole world. From what I hear, it took them more than two years to build it. Well, I should say it took them more than two years to build one that actually stayed. They say the first two collapsed before they really got them finished. Wasn’t until someone who’d been an engineer back in the future came through the portal that they found out how to support it properly.” 
 
    They’d been slowly inching forward with the rest of the caravan and it was their turn to cross. Sean and Paula followed the much larger Mr. Chirps. Sean started to move onto the wooden structure, but Paula stopped him. “Hold off a bit. It’s a hell of a bridge and all, but we try not to put too much weight on it all at once. Rule of thumb is you wait until the person ahead of you is at least halfway across before you get on. Smaller mounts like ours can go side by side. But haulers go one at a time.” 
 
    “Haulers?” 
 
    She indicated Mr. Chirps. “The full-grown camelohs are called haulers, for obvious reasons.” 
 
    Sean only grunted and waited beside her. 
 
    “All right, noob. Let’s go.” 
 
    Sean saw that the hauler ahead of them was at the halfway point and Paula kicked her heels into the side of her own mount. Sean followed. There was room for both of them side by side, but not much more. 
 
    He looked over the side, down to the river below. About fifty feet below them, the river seemed to slow before the sudden bend downstream. Movement caught his eye and he looked down at a huge creature like the one Smiley had killed in the arena. “Holy shit.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He realized that she couldn’t see the thing from her side of the bridge. “There’s a huge hell lizard down there.” 
 
    “Aw man. What a waste.” 
 
    Her comment caught him off guard. “What? Why a waste?” 
 
    “Because just around that bend, the river turns into a waterfall. And just past that are rapids that no one in their right mind would ever try to ride. A big hell lizard can fetch a good price in the arena. But it sounds like this one is as good as dead.” 
 
    The bridge swayed suddenly, and Sean jumped. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “Just another hauler getting on behind us.” 
 
    Sean spun in his saddle, seeing the giant beast step onto the bridge. There were more thrumming pops as the bronze cables stretched. He swallowed nervously. “And you’re sure this thing will hold?” 
 
    “They tell me it’s held for more than ten years. I figure it should last a few more.” 
 
    “So what’s the lifespan on something like this?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Who knows?” 
 
    “And that doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    “Nope. It’ll last until it doesn’t. But for now,” she guided her mount off the end of the bridge, and Sean realized they had finished their crossing, “it doesn’t really matter. I made it across again, and at the end of the day that’s all that’s important, right?” 
 
    Her attitude seemed a little shortsighted to him, but it wasn’t like he had anything but worries to offer. He could see where the brown straw groundcover gave way to more forest, just a few hundred yards ahead and to the left. A long strip of the grassland pierced the forest which abruptly sprang up to form a wall all around them. He welcomed the sight, knowing the trees represented cool shade and shelter from the merciless sun. Just the sight of them put him in a better mood. 
 
    He pulled up beside her again. “So now what?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, I’m riding a damned dinosaur. I just crossed a giant bridge made of tree trunks, bronze cable, and as far as I can tell, the wishes and hopes of whoever built it.” 
 
    She laughed at that comment. 
 
    “So what new wonder will I see next?” 
 
    “Unless you count the various watering spots or campsites we’re going to see as wonders, I’m afraid that’s about it for the day. Of course, there’s always tomorrow.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    



Chapter 11
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The trail wound back downhill and intersected a river again shortly after they crossed the bridge, and as Sean hoped, the going was considerably cooler for the rest of the afternoon. The sun was noticeably dimmer when the caravan master, Tomas, signaled a halt. 
 
    Paxton rode up to gather the Guard. “Okay children, we’re here. Let’s get settled.” 
 
    Sean looked around. “Here” was a clearing that had plainly been used as a stopping point many times before. There were stacks of firewood and huge pens for corralling the camelohs already in place. But the most conspicuous structure was a tall pole, about thirty feet high, with two railed platforms on top. The lowest platform was about fifteen feet above the ground, while the higher one was about ten feet above that. The pole ran through both platforms, and was secured to nearby trees by half a dozen ropes at its top. 
 
    Everyone immediately dismounted and set to the business of getting the encampment set up. Their movements were smooth and practiced, and immediately reminded Sean that he hadn’t the faintest idea of what he needed to do. He looked around and saw his teammates stripping the saddles from their mounts. Luckily, that was something he remembered. Smiley had shown him during his whirlwind training session yesterday, so he hurried to follow everyone else’s lead. 
 
    As soon as he was done, Paula called, “Sean! Come give me a hand.” 
 
    He started to walk to where she was working to hang lines between trees, but she stopped him. “Not without your spear, damn it! Keep that with you anytime you’re on the ground. Especially on this run.” 
 
    He remembered the hell lizard and hurried back. Returning to her, spear in hand, he helped her setting up long alarm ropes with streamers and bells on them all around the camp. Some were strung around the camp perimeter, others around the pen for the camelohs. He watched the others setting up lean-to shelters and hanging hammocks high up in the trees—very high. 
 
    It was fascinating to watch as several of them climbed up to a point even with the upper platform on the pole, while one man climbed the pole itself. Once in position, they stopped and began tossing lines to one another and stringing the hammocks. 
 
    “No tents?” 
 
    Paula shook her head. “You don’t want to be on the ground if a pack of seelohs come calling.” 
 
    He looked at how high the hammocks were being hung. “I thought Paxton said they were the size of a wolf.” 
 
    Paula nodded. “Roughly. But they have long necks, hollow bones, and very sharp teeth. And they can jump.” 
 
    Sean gulped. 
 
    His anxiety must have shown on his face, and she laughed. “Don’t worry. If they show up, we sit up all nice and comfy in the trees and take pot shots at them with our bows. Our main worry is to keep them off the camelohs.” 
 
    “And what if I’m not a very good shot with a bow?” 
 
    “Then let the rest of us shoot and you save your arrows. Now, go get your axe and help me gather wood.” 
 
    Sean pointed at the stacks already leaning against various trees. “Why not just use what’s there?” 
 
    “We will, but we need to replace it so it has time to dry before the next caravan comes through. Especially since the next caravan will likely be us coming back.” 
 
    By the time the campfires were going, the sun was noticeably dimmer, and the mood among the traders was tense. Paxton trotted past them, calling to Paula as he moved, “You and noob get first watch. Get him ready.” 
 
    And he ran past before either of them could say anything. Sean looked at Paula. “He always that short on a trip?” 
 
    “No.” She seemed to be confused. “And he hardly ever takes point, either. Wonder what Doc said to him this morning?” 
 
    “Yeah, I wonder,” Sean muttered to himself. “I’ll be right back.” He ran after Paxton. 
 
    “Hey, boss!” 
 
    “No time, noob. Things to do.” 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    “No, we don’t. You need to get back to Paula and let her teach you how to stay alive.” 
 
    “Is that what Doc Blankenship told you about me?” 
 
    Paxton stopped and dropped his head. Sean saw the man’s shoulders raise and lower with his sigh before he turned. 
 
    “What did he tell you? Keep me safe?” 
 
    Paxton looked around to see if anyone else could hear them, then stepped closer to Sean so he could lower his voice. 
 
    “Yes,” Paxton hissed. “He told me to keep you safe.” He waved his free hand around, indicating the forest around them. “But how the hell am I supposed to do that out here?” 
 
    Sean stepped to within a few feet, where they could speak in quiet tones. “You can’t,” he said. 
 
    “You’re damn right I can’t! Hell, noob, you don’t even know enough to be properly frightened out here. Before tonight, I bet you didn’t even know you can’t just pitch a tent and start a fire at night.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. But nothing that Doc told you makes our situation any different than it was anyway. You had already agreed to take me on. Hadn’t you? And you, and the rest of the team, were already going to be teaching me how to stay alive out here, right? So how does whatever he said make any difference?” 
 
    “Because now I know, damn it!” The man’s frustration was evident as he spoke. Sean hated that Paxton had been put in this situation and wanted to make him see that it really made no difference. 
 
    “Know what?” Paula had come up behind Sean, moving with a quiet grace that was impressive and frightening at the same time. 
 
    Sean and Paxton looked at each other. 
 
    “Your call, boss,” Sean told him. 
 
    Paxton looked up at the fading light, then around the camp. He came to a quick decision. “Go get the rest of the team,” he told Paula. 
 
    She trotted off without hesitation. 
 
    Sean looked at him. “What are you going to tell them?” 
 
    “The truth. If I’m going to be risking everyone’s lives over yours, they at least deserve to know why.” 
 
    “I have a better idea. How about you not risk anyone’s life over mine to begin with?” 
 
    Paxton shook his head. “Nope. What you’re carrying around in that head is more valuable than any one of us. More valuable than all of us put together.” 
 
    “What? I don’t have anything in my head.” 
 
    “But Doc said—” 
 
    “That I had important information?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Did he say I had it memorized?” 
 
    “Well, no.” 
 
    “Good. Because I don’t.” 
 
    “So you aren’t an info courier?” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “It’s sort of an urban legend here. People who are sent back with special knowledge. We call them info couriers.” 
 
    “Oh. Doc didn't tell me what you called them. And yes, I guess I am. But that doesn’t mean I have it all memorized.” 
 
    The rest of the team trotted up. They looked from Sean to Paxton, worried. 
 
    “What’s going on, boss?” Smiley asked around a length what appeared to be a root sticking out of his mouth. 
 
    Paxton pointed at Sean. “He’s an info courier.” 
 
    The others stared at Sean. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing out here?” Ken asked him. “You do realize you can get killed, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. And the quicker I learn how to not get killed, the better off I’ll be.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s a hell of a lot safer inside the gates than out here.” 
 
    “Look, I’m just a regular guy. Nothing special.” He looked at Paxton. “And I don’t have any special information memorized. It’s all written down.” 
 
    Paxton blinked. “What?” 
 
    “It’s written on some pages I brought through the portal with me. Don’t ask me how, but I was able to smuggle them through. I gave Doc a sample of them this morning. The rest are hidden, but I left him a note so he can find them if I don’t make it back. So ease off on the pressure, would you? If something eats me, the information is safe.” 
 
    The rest of the team looked from him to Paxton, who Sean thought did look a bit relieved. 
 
    “Of course, I’d still prefer to stay alive.” 
 
    Everyone chuckled at that. 
 
    Paxton seemed genuinely relieved. “All right. We’ll still try to keep you alive, but I feel a lot better knowing all our futures don’t depend on it.” 
 
    “Good. So does this mean you’ll quit avoiding me, and run things like you would normally? If this run is as dangerous as you guys have been telling me, it probably isn’t the best time to change your routine. Is it?” 
 
    Paxton nodded. “True enough.” He pointed to Smiley. “You’re back on point tomorrow. You and I take last watch.” 
 
    Smiley grinned. 
 
    “Ken and Iyson, you take first watch.” 
 
    Paxton pointed to Sean and Paula. “And you’re on middle shift.” 
 
    Paula cursed. 
 
    “What?” Sean asked. 
 
    “Interrupted sleep makes for a crappy day tomorrow.” 
 
    Sean groaned as the others chuckled. 
 
    “And no one mentions this to the traders. It stays inside the team. Got it?” 
 
    Everyone agreed, and a much more relaxed Paxton handed out the rest of the assignments. Once everyone had settled in for the evening, Paula took Sean to where she had a small pile of wood gathered. “This is some of the softest wood I could find. You need to chop it into small pieces, about two inches long. It’s best if you keep them as close to the same size as possible.” She handed him a small copper box with a slit in the top. She took the lid off. “Fill this with as much of the wood as you can get in it and seal it back up. Then put it in one of the fires. Tomorrow morning, you get it out of the fire and it should have enough charcoal in it for you to make a filter tomorrow.” 
 
    Sean did as instructed. It only took a few minutes, and as soon as he was finished she helped him move it deep into the flames of one of the larger fires. 
 
    “What now?” he asked. 
 
    “Now we try to get a few hours of shuteye before our watch comes up.” 
 
    Getting up to the hammocks wasn’t too difficult, thanks to the rope ladders hanging from the central pole. He saw others hanging from various branches. Paxton pointed him to a hammock strung near the platform in the middle. “We take the ones closest to the crow’s nest. That way we don’t have to climb over people for our shifts. Take that one, sling your packs on the support ropes above the hammock. Ken or Iyson will wake you when it’s your shift, so I suggest you try to get some sleep before then. I don’t need you falling asleep in the saddle tomorrow.” 
 
    Sean watched people hauling their gear up with ropes and moving across the hammock support lines, while holding onto other lines strung above them, balancing until they could safely lay in their beds. He climbed one of the ladders near the hammock Paxton had pointed out to him and imitated everyone else, getting his gear and himself up to his bed without breaking his neck. 
 
    Paxton climbed into the hammock to his right, rolled over and closed his eyes. Within seconds, he appeared to be asleep. He heard someone climbing into the hammock to his left, and turned to find Smiley settling in. 
 
    “Hey Smiley.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    Sean pointed over his shoulder back at Paxton. “He just settled in about a minute ago. Does he really go to sleep that quickly?” 
 
    “Yep. You learn to grab sleep where you can, when you can.” 
 
    “But that quick? I mean, he was seriously just awake about a minute ago. How can he do that?” 
 
    “Like this.” The young man laid back and closed his eyes, just as Paxton had done. Within seconds his chest rose and fell evenly, and Sean was left alone to try to get to sleep however he might. 
 
    The novelty of the unique sleeping arrangements kept his mind engaged even when he really wanted to sleep. He kept peeking over the edge of the hammock to look down at the platform where Ken and Iyson sat watching the campground. Focusing on the knowledge that his shift was coming up, he tried to make himself sleep, but every time he closed his eyes, a strange chuffing would sound from near the river, or a trill from the woods nearby. Once, just as he was beginning to drift off, he heard a loud braaap nearby and he sat up, knife in hand, ready to defend himself against whatever was in the trees with him. But the smell of methane told him that it was just Smiley in the hammock beside him, with a bad case of gas. 
 
    Great. No way I’m going to get any sleep tonight. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    He didn’t remember closing his eyes, but he came to with Ken tapping his foot with the butt of his spear. “Your watch, noob.” 
 
    Sean blinked, about to tell Ken he wasn’t as funny as he thought, when he realized it was now fully dark. “Okay. Give me a second.” 
 
    He grabbed his weapons and made his way across the line from the hammock to the top platform where Ken was waiting. The burly man clapped Sean on the back. “Everything’s quiet. See you in the morning,” he said, as he stepped onto the support line and rope-walked to his own hammock. 
 
    Sean climbed down to the lower platform where Paula was already seated. 
 
    “Sleep well?” she asked. 
 
    “Not really. Between the noises down by the river and Smiley farting beside me, I didn’t think I was ever going to get any rest.” 
 
    Paula chuckled. “It’s the sweet roots he chews all the time. You learn pretty quick not to sleep near that kid when you can help it.” 
 
    Just then, they heard another loud brrraaaaappp, followed by Ken moaning, “Damn it, Smiley!” 
 
    Paula and Sean laughed quietly. After a while, it occurred to Sean that he had no idea how he was supposed to know when their watch was over. 
 
    “Just listen for the bell,” Paula explained. 
 
    She showed him the little device on the platform beside her. It was a wooden cylinder above a small cup mounted on a weighted lever. Sand poured from the cylinder into the cup. Once the cup reached sufficient weight, it would fall and ring a tiny bell. It was simple and effective. 
 
    So he sat and watched the fires below them. A loud hissing followed by a rumbling roar caused him to sit straight up. It sounded like an old internal combustion engine gargling acid deep inside a well. Paula stood beside him looking toward the river. 
 
    “What was that?” Sean was proud that he managed to keep his voice steady. 
 
    “Pretty sure it’s a Postosuchus.” 
 
    “It’s supposed to what?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Wow. Never heard that one before.” 
 
    “What? No! That’s not what—” 
 
    When Paula realized he hadn’t been joking she snickered. “Sorry. It’s an old joke here, and I just assumed… never mind. Postosuchus is the proper name for a hell lizard.” 
 
    “So that was a hell lizard? That close?” He scanned the darkness nervously. 
 
    “Don’t sweat it. He’s still a ways off. Probably won’t even come this way.” 
 
    “Then why do you have your bow ready?” 
 
    “Better safe than sorry.” 
 
    He peered into the darkness, not entirely sure what he was looking for, or what he should do if he saw it. “Should we wake the others?” 
 
    “Not unless we actually see it. They go up and down the river all the time, and the fires should discourage him from coming closer.” Sean looked down at the fires scattered all around the camp below. They suddenly looked wholly inadequate. 
 
    When the sound repeated itself a few minutes later, it was farther downriver, and Paula relaxed. 
 
    “Is that it? What if there’s more of them?” 
 
    Paula shook her head. “They’re pretty solitary. Only time you see two of them together is if they’re mating. And let me tell you, that’s a terrifying sight to behold.” 
 
    They shared a laugh at that and passed the rest of their watch with Paula telling him about the various creatures they were most likely to encounter on the road. When the bell chimed, he climbed up to get Smiley, while she left to wake Paxton. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
Chapter 12
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Breaking camp was pretty much the same as setting up, but in reverse. Hammocks came down, mounts were saddled, fires were put out, and Sean gathered up Paula’s copper can from its resting place in the glowing embers of the fire. Once it was cool enough, he wiped the soot off and opened it up to find that it was full of charred wood, just as she had told him it would be. 
 
    “I’ll take that for now.” Paula startled him, speaking from just behind him. He was beginning to notice that the woman seemed to have an uncanny ability to move more quietly than a person ought to be able to, and he wondered how long she had been a scout. 
 
    She snapped her fingers. “Come on, hand it over.” 
 
    He did. “What do we do with it?” 
 
    “Nothing, for now. I’ll show you tonight.” 
 
    She stuffed the can in one of her saddlebags. “All right. Time to hit the road.” 
 
    Once they were moving again, Paula began pointing out whatever flora and fauna they passed. Soon enough, she began to quiz him on it. She pointed to a little horned lizard, little being a relative term in this prehistoric world. It was roughly a foot long and scurried about on little two inch legs. “What’s that one?” 
 
    He tried to recall what she’d called it. “Hippo-nathus?” 
 
    “Hypsognathus. Is it harmful?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Very good.” She pointed to another and repeated the process. By the time they were munching on their lunches, he’d learned to identify much of the native wildlife. Most of it, while exotic from his perspective, was nevertheless harmless. But there were some, like the huge scorpion-like arachnid she pointed out to him, that could leave him screaming in pain for the few minutes he would live beyond its sting. 
 
    They were coming up on a small clearing just ahead, roughly thirty yards across, when she pointed out a small group of heavily spiked and armored creatures she called cowmadillos. The creatures were moving leisurely through the trees to their right, and he was about to ask her a question when a shrill whistle drew everyone’s attention. It sounded from deep in the forest on the other side of the clearing, and both Paula and Paxton immediately stood up in their stirrups, trying to see through the trees. Two more whistles sounded and Paxton cursed. “Rovers.” He yelled out so everyone could hear. “Round up, defensive positions!” He pointed to Tomas. “You’re gonna be safer staying in the trees.” 
 
    “Agreed.” The caravan master began shouting at his people to draw the lead animals out of the clearing and back behind the tree line. 
 
    Paxton nodded in approval, then shouted at Sean and Paula, “Stay here,” before riding into the glade to meet Smiley as the young rider sped back to the caravan. Despite his instructions, Paula edged her mount to the very edge of the tree line. She pulled her short bow, braced it on the saddle in front of her, and bent it far enough to string. 
 
    Sean followed, pulling up beside her. He started to pull his spear, thought better of it, and drew his swords instead. Better to have something he was more familiar with. 
 
    “You any good with those?” Paula asked him. 
 
    “Better than with the short blades.” 
 
    “Good.” Seconds later, she held the bow in her left hand, arrow nocked. Her right moved from one knife to another, briefly loosening them in their sheaths. 
 
    “Anything I should be doing?” Sean was nervous but determined not to show it. 
 
    Ken and Iyson rode up to them as he spoke. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ken said with a growl. “Get ready for a fight.” 
 
    Behind them, the traders rounded their larger camelohs into a circle. The maneuver reminded Sean of the old Wild West vids he’d watched as a kid. What he found interesting was that once they had them in position, they blindfolded the beasts. He looked over to where Smiley and Paxton exchanged words. Paxton shook his head and the two of them rode back to the rest of the team. 
 
    “Big group,” he said, as they pulled up to the others. “About fifteen or so.” 
 
    “Looking to attack?” Paula asked. 
 
    “Don’t know yet. Might be a good idea to get you and that bow of yours in the trees, though.” 
 
    “You got it.” She hopped down from her cameloh, tossing the reins to Ken. While he led her mount to a trader, she swung her quiver and bow over a shoulder and ran to the right edge of the clearing before unclasping her belt. She slung the studded length of leather around a tree, turning the studs to the inside, and using them as a climbing aid, shimmied up the tree in less than a minute. Seconds later, she was hidden among the branches within easy bowshot of where Sean and the rest of the team sat. She waved her readiness through a slight gap, then ducked back down. 
 
    Paxton waved back. 
 
    “Now what?” Sean asked. 
 
    Paxton didn’t even look at him as he answered, instead watching the men and women riding into sight as they wove through the trees across the clearing. “Now you sit there and try to look tough while I do the talking.” 
 
    The rovers stopped at the tree line on the opposite side of the clearing and two of their number rode forward. Paxton turned to Iyson. “You’re with me.” 
 
    Iyson only nodded, and the two of them rode toward the rovers. 
 
    Ken got back from handing off Paula’s cameloh, riding up beside Sean. “I miss anything?” 
 
    Sean shook his head. “Not yet.” 
 
    “Boss leave any instructions?” 
 
    “He told me to try to look tough.” 
 
    Ken looked at Sean. “So let’s see your mean face.” 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    “Your mean face. You know, like you’re pissed.” 
 
    Sean blinked. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s see it.” 
 
    Sean thought about it, then furrowed his brows and squinted his eyes slightly, trying to look intimidating. 
 
    Ken chuckled. “Never mind. Forget it.” 
 
    “What? What was wrong with that?” 
 
    “You just look constipated. You’re better off just watching and trying to look normal.” 
 
    Of course, at that point Sean was so self-conscious of his facial expression that he almost missed when Paxton spoke. Meeting as they were in the middle of the clearing, it was easy enough to hear their conversation. 
 
    “Do we have trouble here?” 
 
    The rover cocked his head, as if puzzled. “Why would you think that? Your lack of trust is more than a little insulting, Mr.—?” 
 
    “Frombaugh,” Sean heard him answer. “Paxton Frombaugh.” 
 
    “Paxton. From the Latin, peaceful town, isn’t it?” 
 
    Paxton simply sat there. 
 
    “Well, for a man named for peace, you don’t seem to be a very friendly person.” He turned to his companion. “He seem very friendly to you?” 
 
    The other man shook his head. 
 
    “Well Peaceful, I’ll still take it as a pleasure to meet you. I’m Stephen Graham.” He jerked a thumb at his companion. “This is John, my second.” 
 
    He sat, as if waiting for Paxton to reply. When the reply didn’t come, Graham shook his head. “No. Not very friendly at all.” He looked past Paxton and Iyson to where Smiley, Sean, and Ken sat mounted, side by side, and his gaze fell directly on Sean, “I gotta say, Peaceful, your men don’t look too friendly either. Hell, one of them has a pair of nasty looking swords drawn, like he’s just looking for a fight.” 
 
    He stared at Sean, suddenly shouting at him. “You looking for a fight, boyo?” 
 
    Sean didn’t know what to do. He didn’t dare answer, but he felt instinctively that he couldn’t look away before the other man did, either. So he simply stared for the next few seconds before Paxton spoke again. 
 
    “All right. You’ve had some fun. Now, why don’t you ride on past before things get out of hand?” 
 
    The man smiled. “Just like that? Not even going to offer us something to eat or drink? You really are trying to insult us, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Not insulting. Just trying to get on with our trip.” 
 
    Once more, Graham looked past Paxton. “Your camelotias look loaded down.” 
 
    A tiny voice in the back of Sean’s head crowed in triumph. Camelotias. That was the proper name for the camelohs. Sean shoved that voice back down. This wasn’t the time. 
 
    Graham looked back at Paxton. “Why don’t we take them off your hands?” 
 
    “Not going to happen.” 
 
    The rover looked back over his shoulder. “You do realize you’re pretty badly outnumbered, don’t you?” 
 
    Paxton shook his head. “Not by as much as you think. Especially when you count the archers I put in the trees.” 
 
    Graham looked around, up into the trees. “I don’t see any archers.” 
 
    “That’s kinda the point, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I guess it would be. But now it comes down to whether I believe you or not, doesn’t it? Even more, it’s whether or not my people believe you.” 
 
    “What they think shouldn’t matter. You’re supposed to be the leader. So lead.” From behind, Sean couldn’t see Paxton’s expression, but he saw the man lean forward menacingly as he finished. “Just make sure you lead somewhere far away from here.” 
 
    Graham frowned. “Sorry Peaceful, but it’s not quite that simple. See, first there’s the fact that you keep insulting me.” He leaned back in the saddle. “Now, nice guy that I am, I could overlook that myself. But as you already pointed out, I’m the leader of these good folks. And you don’t stay leader by taking insults and not dealing out consequences. People start to think you’re getting weak.” 
 
    Paxton shrugged. “Not if you’re a strong enough leader.” 
 
    The man nodded. “True enough. You can sometimes show your strength through magnanimous behavior. And if it was just the personal insults, I might be inclined to do just that. But you also challenge me. Threaten me. Claim that you have people in the trees ready to shoot me? And I don’t even know if it’s true.” 
 
    He waved a hand back at his people. “They’re never going to let me live it down if I walk away without knowing.” 
 
    Paxton reached into his vest and pulled something out. He whistled and tossed it into the air. Sean had just enough time to identify the flying object as a water skin before an arrow pierced it in mid-flight. The leaking skin fell to the ground between them. 
 
    Graham’s eyebrows went up and he clapped his hands. “Nice shot!” 
 
    “That should satisfy the question as to whether or not I’m bluffing about the archers. Every one of my people is expert, and I’d pit any one of them against any two of yours. I’d say that evens the odds up quite a bit, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Graham frowned. “It does indeed. But it also presents us with a way out of this predicament, too.” He smiled and pointed. “I choose him.” 
 
    Sean swallowed. The rover was pointing directly at him. 
 
    But Paxton didn’t sound the least bit ruffled. “First of all, nobody said you get to choose anyone. Second,” and he paused, as if unsure of what to say, “choose him for what?” 
 
    “You said I could choose. You said you would pit any one of your people against any two of mine.” Once more, he pointed at Sean. “So I pick him. The man with two swords.” 
 
    Sean’s heart quickened as he realized what was happening. 
 
    The rover turned in his saddle and pointed back into the crowd behind him. “Hurley… Lucas… get up here!” 
 
    Two muscled men wearing leather two sizes too small for their bulging frames rode forward. “You boys think you can take Mr. Two Swords over there?” 
 
    The curly headed one laughed. “Hell, boss. Give Lucas a break.” 
 
    Sean made a mental note. Hurley was curly. That meant Lucas was the one with the shaved head. 
 
    “No need him breaking a sweat when I can handle this by myself.” Hurley blew Sean a kiss. “Come on, sweetness. Let’s you and me dance.” 
 
    All the rovers laughed with him. 
 
    “Not going to happen,” Paxton objected. 
 
    Graham leaned in. “Yes, it is. It’s either this, or me and my people are going to roll over you like lava on a downhill slope.” 
 
    Sean sheathed his swords and tossed his reins to Ken. Ken looked at him, wide-eyed. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    Sean was silent as he slid out of his saddle and walked to where Paxton still argued. Paxton fell silent when he saw Sean. Sean looked up at him, saw his expression go from confusion to anger. Before he could say anything, Sean spoke up. 
 
    “I got this.” And it was true. This was the skill he had bragged on in order to get Doc to let him onto Paxton’s team. It was time to prove that it wasn’t just bluster. 
 
    He looked up at Graham. “When I beat your men, you all agree to ride on?” 
 
    Graham roared with laughter. “When you beat them? When?” He slapped his knee and the rest of the rovers howled. He stopped with apparent difficulty, wiping tears from his eyes. “Yes, Mr. Two Swords. If you beat my men, we’ll go about our merry. No harm, no foul.” He looked back up at Paxton. “And if my men beat yours, we get to pick one of the draft animals from your caravan. Payback for all the insults you been throwing.” 
 
    Paxton seemed to think for a second. “Give me a minute to talk to my man.” 
 
    Graham shrugged. “Only fair you should get to say goodbye.” Once again, the rovers laughed. 
 
    Paxton tossed his reins to Iyson and slid out of the saddle to stand beside Sean. “Walk with me.” 
 
    When they were a short distance away, he asked quietly, “You that sure of yourself? You can take two on at once? This isn’t some kind of playground fight. These men are going to kill you if they get the chance.” 
 
    Sean took a deep breath. “Yeah. I got that. But you tested me already. Remember how I beat Ken?” 
 
    Paxton nodded. 
 
    “And you remember how I fought with the knives against Paula?” 
 
    “I remember she beat you three times out of five.” 
 
    “And I beat her twice. She told me afterwards that none of the rest of you had ever managed even once.” 
 
    “So what?” 
 
    “Well, whether or not you think that’s good, trust me when I tell you this. I’m much better with a sword.” 
 
    Paxton looked him in the eyes, apparently trying to judge whether or not Sean was exaggerating. He relented after only a second. “All right. Then let’s do this.” 
 
    Paxton turned back to the rovers. “We have a deal!” 
 
    There was a roar as the rovers cheered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 




Chapter 13
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hurley and Lucas each had an easy thirty pounds on Sean, and neither of them appeared to have an ounce of fat. That didn’t worry Sean as much as their choice of weapons. Each of them carried what appeared to be a favorite weapon here in prehistoric Pangaea, the long spear. But unlike the javelin-style spears that Paxton’s team carried, theirs brandished wicked-looking barbed heads. If they knew what they were doing, they would be able to use those barbs to catch one of his swords and either yank him off balance or twist the blade from his grasp. At the very least, they could conceivably keep Sean at a distance, poking at him until they eventually found a hole in his defenses. He couldn’t afford to let either happen. 
 
    No, the best thing would be to make this as short and decisive a fight as he could. He went over his training. Disadvantages could be turned into winning strategies if he stayed calm.  
 
    Control the breathing. Control the emotion. Control the situation. 
 
    He took a deep, cleansing breath. He looked at his opponents. Yeah, he thought. Keep it short and sweet. He stepped forward, spinning the swords to get a last-minute reminder of their feel. Lucas and Hurley moved apart, one going to his left, the other to his right, as he had anticipated. He knew they hoped to catch him in the middle, where they would expect that he would only be able to see one at a time. 
 
    But Sean didn’t need to actually see them. Not really. All he needed to see was movement. He calmed his mind, standing sideways to them as they reached the points from which he knew they would attack. One last breath, watching with his peripheral vision, he waited for the telltale movement that would tell him which one would attack first. 
 
    It was Hurley who lunged. As soon as Sean saw the flicker of motion from his right, he stepped toward the man, raising his right blade up in a sweeping motion that would intersect with the shaft of the man’s spear just behind the barbed head. He could only hope he hit where he intended, because he knew that Lucas would be lunging from behind. 
 
    Sean spun, catching his blade on the back of Hurley’s spearhead, guiding it past him as he turned his back on the curly headed man and spun to face Lucas. He slammed his left sword up to deflect Lucas’s strike. 
 
    The bald man had been too confident. He had committed himself to the strike too much to easily bring the point of his spear back online. As soon as Sean saw he was off balance, he slapped Lucas’s point away and concentrated again on Hurley. Right sword still locked behind Hurley’s barbed spear tip, Sean yanked it forward to pull the big rover off balance. As Hurley stumbled forward, Sean reversed direction with his right hand. He angled that sword so that the trailing edge skimmed along the wooden shaft, while the leading edge rode just above it as he sliced back toward Hurley. 
 
    Hurley only realized what was happening when the front two fingers of his lead hand landed on the ground at his feet. He screamed as he lost control of his spear. Sean leapt completely away from Lucas, out of range of his off-center spear, and towards the screaming Hurley. Before Hurley could react, Sean drove the point of his blade into the man’s throat. He spun away, leaving Hurley leaking his life onto the ground as he fell, a thrashing obstacle between Sean and Lucas. 
 
    Lucas should have backed away, reassessed the situation… rethought his attack. Instead, he roared and charged, leaping over his still-twitching companion, slashing and thrusting over and over at Sean. Sean sidestepped and parried, knowing the man’s berserker attacks couldn’t last long. It was only a matter of time before he had to think again. And when that happened, Sean would be able to go back on the offense. 
 
    But for the next several seconds, he was forced to fight defensively. An unthinkingly angry opponent was too unpredictable. And if he couldn’t tell what the man would do, he couldn’t plan his own attack. 
 
    He saw as the anger begin to fade and awareness return. Now he could work on Lucas. He began moving the tip of his right blade slowly in a figure eight pattern, hoping the man would fixate on it. He turned his body a bit to the side, hiding his left hand from the rover’s sight for the second it took him to invert his grip, holding it like a huge icepick as he waited for Lucas to lunge. As soon as he saw it coming, Sean batted the spear to the side again, spun counter-clockwise, closer to his opponent, and plunged his inverted sword completely through his attacker’s thigh. 
 
    Lucas roared in anger, and Sean’s instant thought was to note the contrast between Hurley, who had screamed and panicked at the loss of two fingers, and this man, whose reaction to having a sword shoved all the way through his leg wasn’t fear or pain, but rather rage. 
 
    Sean didn’t bother trying to pull the blade back out—it was in too deep. Instead, he continued his spin to a point behind the staggering rover, planted his feet and grabbed his remaining sword with both hands. As Lucas struggled to shift his weight off his injured leg, Sean slashed with all his might. 
 
    Lucas fell silent as Sean separated his head from his lungs. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    The angry hissing and booing of the rovers brought Sean back to reality as he stood over the bodies. He took two steps and grasped the hilt of the sword still stuck in Lucas’s leg. He braced the leg with his foot and slid the sword out. He knelt and wiped the blood off on the dead man’s vest before walking with a confidence he didn’t really feel to stand before the leader of the rovers. 
 
    “We had a deal, right?” 
 
    Graham looked at Sean with a mixture of anger and awe. He flicked his eyes from Sean to Paxton, who had ridden up beside him, leading Sean’s cameloh by the reins. But he looked back down at Sean again when he spoke. 
 
    “They never touched you, did they?” 
 
    “No.” Sean casually sheathed one sword but made a point of keeping the right one bared. “Now, are you going to honor the deal or not?” 
 
    Graham turned in his saddle, drawing courage from his tribe of outlaws. “Two Swords here thinks to bully us down.” 
 
    The group jeered as Graham shook his head. He leaned down in his saddle and his expression turned from amused to serious in a blink. “Now listen here, boyo. You might be slicker than grease with those stickers, but I still have the numbers here. So don’t think that just because you have a way with a blade means you got the win here. Situation ain’t really changed all that much.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Paxton said as he tossed Sean’s reins down to him. “Situation hasn’t changed at all. But for some reason, you still don’t seem to recognize the situation for what it really is.” 
 
    Sean sheathed his remaining sword and scrambled up into the saddle. Meanwhile, Paxton waved his hand at Sean. “Sean here is the newest member of my team. You get what that means?” He raised his voice to make sure everyone could hear. “It means my least experienced man just took out two of yours. Did it without taking a scratch. Barely even broke a sweat.” He pointed to where Ken, Smiley, and Iyson still sat astride their camelohs in front of the fortified caravan. “These men have been with me for years. Every one of them has more experience in their little pinkies than Sean does.” 
 
    He looked back to the tribe’s leader. “No, the situation hasn’t changed. I’ve still got men that can easily take on several of yours. I’ve still got experienced archers watching you from the trees. Only thing that’s changed is that you’ve got two men less now than you did a few minutes ago.” 
 
    Paxton edged his mount up to where he was knee to knee with Graham. He leaned over and spoke quietly. “And all I have to do is whistle and point, and you’re lying in a bloody pool on the ground.” 
 
    He leaned back in the saddle, once more speaking loud enough for all the rovers to hear. “We had a deal. Are you going to honor it, or do things get bloody now?” 
 
    The rovers muttered among themselves until Graham raised his voice. “We honor our word.” He signaled and his former companion rode up. “Get the gear off Hurley and Lucas.” 
 
    “No,” Paxton overruled him. “My man claims first pick. He won it fair.” 
 
    Graham snarled and jerked his head at them in affirmation, and all eyes turned back to Sean. He looked to Paxton, who nodded and turned his mount back toward the small clearing where the bodies lay. Paxton dismounted, indicating to Sean that he should do the same. When the two of them stood side by side over Hurley’s corpse, the two of them knelt. “What’s going on here?” Sean asked quietly. 
 
    “It’s the rover way. You get first pick of their gear. Anything you see that you want, you take it. It’s customary to take the weapons and money.” 
 
    “What? I’m robbing the dead?” 
 
    “Do they look like they’re gonna need any of it? Better yet, would you rather the rovers keep it to use against us later?” 
 
    Sean sighed. “I guess not.” He picked through the man’s vest, coming up with a small leather bag that clinked when he touched it. He grabbed it, a belt knife, and the spear. He then gave Lucas’s corpse the same treatment, getting another money pouch, a small bronze razor, a knife, and of course, the spear. When he was done, he had more than he could easily carry. 
 
    “Here, give me those.” Paxton took Lucas’s belt and slipped the sheathed knives on it before using it to bind the two spears together. He handed the bundle to Sean. “Now get back there with the rest of the children while I finish up with the rovers.” 
 
    Sean didn’t bother trying to mount his cameloh while his hands were full. Instead, he simply led the beast by the reins back across the clearing to his companions. 
 
    Smiley was grinning from ear to ear. “That was some slick work out there. Didn’t know you knew how to use a sword like that.” 
 
    “Stow it for now, kid,” Ken told him. “We’re not out of the woods until those rovers are on their way.” 
 
    Ken looked from Smiley to Sean. He smiled. “But that was pretty damned impressive.” 
 
    Even the normally impassive Iyson gave Sean a smile and a mock salute. 
 
    “Can you hold this?” Sean handed the spear bundle to Ken so he could climb back up into his saddle. When he was settled, he looked over to find all three of the other men watching him. “What?” 
 
    Ken shook his head. “You’re seriously going to just sit there like nothing unusual just happened?” 
 
    “Ken, I haven’t even been here a week yet. Everything that happens here is more unusual than I ever expected to see in my life.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    They watched Paxton talking with Graham on the other side of the clearing, while four rovers picked Lucas and Hurley’s bodies clean of the trappings Sean had left. When they finished, there was nothing but two naked bodies left. 
 
    “They’re just going to leave the bodies?” Sean asked. 
 
    “Yes, and be thankful of it.” 
 
    Ken’s reply surprised him. “Thankful? Why?” 
 
    “The only rover tribes that take the bodies are cannibals. Everybody else leaves ’em for the carnies.” 
 
    Sean shuddered at that, and Paxton left his conversation and rode back to them. “They shouldn’t bother us anymore. At least, not today.” 
 
    He looked at Sean. “That was a nice piece of work there. It got us out of what could have been a really bad situation.” 
 
    Sean nodded. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You ever do it again and I’ll beat the hell out of you.” 
 
    They all chuckled at that, Sean included. 
 
    Paxton looked back over his shoulder as the last of the rovers passed. “Smiley, give them a couple of minutes, then follow them. Don’t let them see you, but shadow them for a mile or two. If they try to double back, or stop once they’re out of sight, come back and let me know right away.” 
 
    “You got it, boss.” 
 
    “If you’re not back in an hour, I’ll take it to mean they strung you up.” 
 
    Smiley shook his head. “They gotta catch me first.” 
 
    Paxton turned to the others. “All right. Ken, go talk to Tomas. Tell him they need to stay put for a while longer.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “And don’t panic him. Make sure he knows it’s just a precaution. Tell him to take an hour or so for a real lunch while we confirm the rovers are gone.” 
 
    “Okay.” Ken rode back to the circled caravan. 
 
    “Ice Man, find a hidey hole behind us to keep watch. Just in case some of them get past Smiley.” 
 
    Seconds later, Sean was the only one left with Paxton. “And what about me?” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “What? You don’t feel like you’ve done enough already?” He pointed to the tree line. “Go get Paula out of her tree. Between her bow and your swords, I think the two of you have earned yourselves a nice, relaxed lunch.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    



Chapter 14
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The rest of the day passed uneventfully, if perhaps a little quickly. Tomas met with Paxton for a bit, and he came back to pass the word to the rest of the team. “Since we lost so much time with the rovers this morning, we’re changing our plans. Instead of the midway campsite, we’re going to one of the alternates. It’s closer, so it guarantees we’ll make it to shelter before sundown.” 
 
    Paula tapped Sean on the shoulder. “Looks like you saved us some ride time today.” 
 
    “That may be,” Paxton said, “but it means a harder ride tomorrow. Tomas is determined to make up the time come sunup. Evidently this is an important shipment.” 
 
    Paula remained optimistic, though. “As long as we get a good night’s sleep, I don’t mind a hard ride afterward.” 
 
     It was a few hours before sundown that they reached the camp site. Sean was struck by a sense of déjà vu when he saw the camp and realized that the design was almost exactly the same as the one where they had stopped the night before. The stacks of firewood, the corrals for the camelohs, and that most easily identified feature, the crow’s nest tower in the center, all served to drive home the fact that these camps were standardized to make the trade routes as safe as possible. 
 
    This time, he needed no prompting to know what to do and quickly corralled his mount and helped Paula in setting up the perimeter alarms and gathering firewood. Since there was extra time before sunset, Paula pulled him aside as soon as he had finished his tasks. 
 
    “We need to make you a water filter.” She led him to a patch of tall, bamboo-like plants. She examined them closely, before finally pointing one out to him. It was about four inches in diameter, and rose about thirty feet above them. 
 
    “What are these?” 
 
    “Giant horsetail,” she said. “Cut this one down. I’ll be back before you’re finished.” 
 
    “But…” Sean began, but Paula ignored him, and walked back to where everyone else was milling about, putting their campsite together for the night. With a resigned sigh, Sean unslung his axe and began chopping. 
 
    The plant wasn’t particularly hard. In fact, it seemed to Sean that it was actually pretty soft—not that he had much experience as a lumberjack. Nevertheless, it was difficult to cut, because it grew as part of a cluster. Each tree was only a few feet from its neighbor, and he couldn’t get a good swing with his axe without hitting several of its neighbors. He ended up having to use short, powerful chops that jarred his arms and made his shoulders burn. 
 
    His tiny chops were making slow but steady progress, but he was quickly growing irritated with the burning in his shoulders and the sweat dripping into his eyes. Still, he was determined that he wouldn’t give in to his growing frustration, and tried to lose himself in the monotony of the task. He evidently did well enough at that part of his task, because the hand on his shoulder startled him. He jumped, raising his axe in a defensive stance. 
 
    “Holy crap, Iyson. Don’t sneak up on a person like that.” 
 
    The bearded man just raised an eyebrow. “Shouldn’t have been able to sneak up on you.” 
 
    Sean took a deep, calming breath and nodded. “Yeah. Point taken. You need something?” 
 
    “Nope.” The man stepped forward and unslung his own axe. “But you do.” 
 
    He tapped the blade against the section Sean had been hacking at. “This one, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I can—” 
 
    He lifted the axe high above his head, not trying to make the horizontal chops that Sean had spent several minutes fighting. He sliced down at a steep, nearly vertical angle, chopping cleanly through the horsetail in a single cut. Sean stood, mouth agape as the tree slid off its angled stump, hit the ground, and began to drop. 
 
    Iyson calmly grabbed Sean by the arm and pulled him out of the falling tree’s path. Then, without a word, he slung his axe back in its sling and walked away. 
 
    Paula returned a few minutes later. “Wow. You figured that one out quicker than I expected.” 
 
    Sean just shrugged, unwilling to admit that Iyson had been the one to fell the tree. 
 
    Paula pulled out a knife and etched a line just below one of the segmented lines that circumscribed the diameter of the plant. “Cut here. And make sure you don’t cut into the node wall or it’s all wasted.” 
 
    Sean hesitated. “What’s the node wall?” 
 
    “Think of this as bamboo. You know how bamboo is made up of hollow sections?” 
 
    “I guess.” Truthfully, he hadn’t really thought about it before. He knew it was hollow, but that was about it. 
 
    Paula must have seen his hesitation. “See how the tree has a ring around its circumference every foot or so?” 
 
    “Yes.” This time he could say it with confidence. Anyone could see them. 
 
    “Each one of them is a thin, solid segment divider. You want to cut below this one because we need that divider to still be intact for your filter. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it.” He placed the axe carefully, raised it and chopped cleanly through the trunk about half an inch below the ring. 
 
    “Good, now cut just below the next one, too.” 
 
    When he had done so, Paula picked up the section he had cut from the rest of the tree. It was about a foot long, four inches in diameter, and hollow except for the woody segment at the bottom—the node wall that she had described to him. Paula examined it closely before tossing it to him. “Good. This will do.” She started back to the campsite. “Come on.” 
 
    Sean followed her. “So this is going to be a water filter?” 
 
    “Part of it.” 
 
    He recalled the charcoal. “We fill the bamboo with—” 
 
    “Horsetail. True bamboo won’t exist for a several million years yet.” 
 
    Sean sighed. “Horsetail, then. We fill it with charcoal?” 
 
    “Sort of.” They arrived back at the main camp and she led him to a fallen tree. Taking a seat, she patted the log beside her, inviting him to sit. She opened the leather bag she had slung over one shoulder. Digging for a second, she pulled out the copper can from the night before. “Here it is.” The can rattled slightly with its charred contents when she handed it to him.  
 
    “What do I do with this?” he asked. 
 
    She next pulled out a dirty, short plank and a fist-sized stone. “Start crushing.” She chuckled at his groan, and Sean spent the next half hour with dirty black hands, crushing the charcoal he’d learned to make the night before into as close to a powder as he could get. While he was doing that, she pulled one of her knives and began using the tip to carefully put a few small holes in the bottom of the tube he’d cut. When he was finished crushing the charcoal, she handed him a wad of cloth. 
 
    “Wipe your hands on this.” 
 
    When he had removed as much of the black powder from his hands as he was going to be able to without water, she took the rag and unwadded it. As she did, he realized it was his spare shirt. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “What’s more important, a clean shirt or drinking water?” 
 
    He sighed. “All right. I can always clean—” 
 
    The thought was aborted as she ripped the shirt in half. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    Chuckling evilly, she stuffed one half into one end of the horsetail tube and handed it to him. “Now, fill the rest of the tube with the charcoal.” 
 
    “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” 
 
    “A little. But I bet you don’t forget to fill your water skins in the future.” 
 
    She took the tube from him when he’d finished packing the pulverized charcoal into it and stuffed the other half of the shirt in the tube behind it. When she finished, she handed it back to him. Sean looked it over. 
 
    “So now what?” 
 
    “Now we go get you some water.” She looked around and saw Iyson walking nearby. “Ice Man! You got a few minutes?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “We’re going to the river. You mind backing us up?” 
 
    Quiet as usual, he nodded and unslung his axes as they walked through the brush toward the sound of running water. 
 
    When they reached the river, Sean glanced nervously upstream and down, recalling the sound of the hell lizard from the night before. “You sure we’re safe?” 
 
    “Never,” Paula said with a chuckle. “That’s why you don’t come here by yourself.” 
 
    “Understood. Now what?” 
 
    She reached into her bag once more, this time pulling out some sort of flexible pinkish sack. 
 
    “What in the world is that?” Sean asked. 
 
    “Plateosaur bladder.” She looked up and down the river, much as Sean had, then knelt and dipped the bladder into the water. When it was full, she handed it to him and he was surprised at the heft of the thing. 
 
    “Let’s get back to camp,” she said and headed back without a glance, as Sean struggled with the filter in one hand, and the bulky bag of water in the other. 
 
    “Be careful not to let anything puncture the bladder,” she called over her shoulder. “I don’t have too many of them.” 
 
    As they approached the campsite, Iyson veered toward one of the wood piles and grabbed some kindling before rejoining Sean and Paula. When Paula stopped at the same log they had sat on earlier, Sean stood for a minute looking around, wondering what to do. Then Iyson laid the kindling on the log and, with a smooth, practiced motion, drew one of his axes and chopped them into identical lengths. 
 
    Paula and Iyson obviously knew what they were doing, for as soon as Iyson had chopped the branches, Paula picked them up, and arranged them in a tripod, draping another bladder between them. 
 
    “All right, Sean. Without spilling it, I want you to drape the full bladder over your shoulder with the opening near your ear.” 
 
    When he had managed that, she pointed to the filter in his other hand. “Hold the filter with your left hand over the empty bladder on the tripod. Lean forward to pour water from the bladder over your shoulder through the filter.” She pointed to the filter in his hand. “Water goes through that end, comes out the other into the bladder below. Pour it through as many times as needed until the water comes out clear. And just because it’s clear doesn’t mean it’s clean enough to drink. You still need to boil it for at least five minutes. Longer if you’re smart. Otherwise, you could end up with a stomach bug your body was never designed to handle. Remember, other than us, the most evolved mammal on the planet is about two feet long and eats bugs.” 
 
     “Got it.”  
 
    It took him until nearly sunset, but eventually he had all the water filtered, boiled, cooled back down, and had filled both of his water skins. The bladder held more than his skins could carry, so he had about half a pot of boiled water. He didn’t want to pour it out, so he hunted around the campsite for Paula. He found her sitting on a leather skin surrounded by several of her knives. She held a long sharpening stone and was whetting the edges of her blades. 
 
    “I have some extra water. You need some?” 
 
    Paula looked up when he spoke. “No thanks. I filled mine from the big pot.” She pointed to the center of camp, where several people were gathered around one of the huge cook pots. 
 
    Dumbfounded, Sean watched as the person at the front of the line dipped an empty water skin into the pot, bringing it out dripping wet and slapping a stopper on the mouth. “There’s a communal pot?” He turned to Paula. “Why did you have me go through all of that—chopping the tree, making the filter, gathering the water?” 
 
    “So you’ll know how to do it if you ever have to. Boss said we need to teach you how to stay alive out here.” She waved her hand at the heavy bladder of water he was carrying. “That’s what I’m doing.” 
 
    With a shake of his head, Sean walked to the communal pot and poured the remainder of his water into it. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    Paxton had given the two of them their choice of watch shifts this time, and Paula had chosen first watch. So as everyone else settled down for the night, she and Sean took their post in the crow’s nest. 
 
    Sean held the filter in his hand, turning it over and over in his hands, examining it closely, memorizing every detail of it. 
 
    “You’re not mad at me are you?” Paula asked. 
 
    “Hmm? Why would I be mad?” 
 
    She grinned. “For ripping up your shirt.” 
 
    “Of course not.” He tried to remember everything about the horsetail tree she had made him cut down, how Iyson had chopped through it so efficiently, how the segments served as natural cylinders for things like this filter. It was such a tiny thing, and it could mean the difference between life and death out here. It made him wonder how many other things he didn’t know… other bits of knowledge without which he would simply become a meal for another creature. He looked up, seeing that Paula was watching him closely. He raised the filter in acknowledgement. “Thanks, by the way.” 
 
    Seeing that he wasn’t upset, she finally smiled. “No problem. Now, keep your eyes and ears open for a while. I’m tired of watching for both of us while you play with your tube.” 
 
    Sean snorted at the double entendre, but laid the filter down on the platform and stood watch. He listened to the choking engine sound of another hell lizard in the dark and kept watch to the edge of the light cast by the dozen campfires scattered about below them. Movement near one of the cameloh pens caught his attention, and Sean watched for a moment until he was able to make Ken’s shape out of the shadows. He watched as the big man held out a large bundle of vegetation to one of the large haulers. He stroked the big leathery beak and spoke softly to the creature for a few minutes. 
 
    “That’s Ole Bess.” Paula’s voice startled him. “She’s the oldest of all the haulers. Ken’s always said she doesn’t get the respect she deserves.” She chuckled. “I’ve seen that man punch through a wooden door to get at someone who pissed him off. But he’s always had a soft spot for the camelohs, especially Ole Bess.” 
 
    They watched Ken finish cooing to the big beast and head back to the crow’s nest. 
 
    “Don’t say anything about it,” Paula told him. “It makes him self-conscious.” Sean looked away as Ken climbed the ladder and opened the hatch onto the lower platform of the crow’s nest. 
 
    “Hey Ken,” he said, as if noticing the other man for the first time. 
 
    “I was just taking a look at the alarms around the pens.” 
 
    “They look all right?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m gonna get some shuteye now. See you in the morning.” 
 
    “See you.” 
 
    Sean and Paula watched as Ken climbed up to the next level and maneuvered onto one of the hammocks. They shared a secret smile and went back to their watch. As he listened to the sounds of this prehistoric forest, Sean thought about the contrast of such gentle actions in such a big man and it made him like Ken even more.  
 
    His mind wandered and eventually the timer ran out of sand and the bell chimed. He and Paula traded shifts with Smiley and Paxton, and he settled into his hammock, thankful that Paula had gotten them six uninterrupted hours of sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 






Chapter 15
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His daughter screamed, and Sean ran to where she lay, pinned to the kitchen counter by a large butcher knife through her chest. 
 
    “Daddy?” 
 
    “I’m here, baby.” 
 
    “They killed me, daddy.” 
 
    Sean felt someone behind him, and spun to see one of the gang bangers running at him. He raised his sword and cut the kid’s fingers off, watching as he screamed. 
 
    It was the screaming that woke him. 
 
    “Wake up!” Paxton shouted. “Get your asses down here and give us a hand!” 
 
    His yells were accompanied by the inhuman, high-pitched shrieks that had intruded into Sean’s nightmare. They came from the ground below, and Sean peeked over the side of his hammock to see a horrifying sight. 
 
    One of the traders thrashed about on the ground below, as three dog-sized creatures with mouths full of razor-sharp teeth lunged and nipped at him. One dashed in, biting his leg, and the man screamed anew, swinging a stick at it. As he did, another of the creatures darted in from behind, biting down on his shoulder. All the while, more of the little monsters darted through the camp. He saw several of them dash into the cameloh pen, causing the draft animals to mill about, calling and stomping in panic. 
 
    At the same time, the sound of bells rang all around them. Perimeter alarms, Sean realized as he grabbed his bundled weapons and got to his knees in his hammock. He grabbed the upper support line and tightroped the two steps to the upper platform of the crow’s nest. He dropped through the central hole to the lower platform to find Paxton and Smiley sighting and firing arrows at the darting bodies, while the rest of the team rapidly strung their own bows. The thing that Sean noticed immediately though, was that no one seemed to be shooting at the creatures attacking the screaming trader. 
 
    “Why aren’t you helping him?” he shouted. 
 
    “We can’t hit the demons without hitting him. He’s gonna have to hold them off until we can get down to him.” 
 
    Another scream from below punctuated the man’s predicament. 
 
    “He won’t last that long!” 
 
    Paxton fired another arrow below, drew another and nocked it. “So what are you going to do? Go down there and fight them hand to hand?” 
 
    Sean gritted his teeth, grabbed his swords, and raised the trap door in the platform. Before anyone could notice and tell him not to do it, he dropped through and closed the door behind him. 
 
    Fifteen feet below his feet, chaos reigned. Paxton had called them demons and the word fit. Only two or three feet tall, the feathered and striped lizard-bird things had huge eyes that reflected the light of the campfires with an eeriness that briefly made him wonder if he was actually awake or if this was just another part of his nightmare. There were more than a dozen of the things, darting about on two legs with uncanny speed, running between the bleeding man on the ground and the trapped camelohs in the pen. Sean was halfway down the ladder before he heard Ken yelling at him. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    But Sean didn’t have a chance to answer, as one of the creatures spotted him and changed directions with wicked speed. No time to finish climbing down the ladder, Sean jumped the last eight feet and swung his sword at the thing as it leapt at him. Blood sprayed from its neck as the body continued running past, sans head. He was surprised at how easily the blade cleaved through the neck, but was thankful for the fact. 
 
    He ran toward the trader, removing the head from another of the things as it attacked the crying man before it knew he was on them. The trader kicked at another one, and it clamped down on his leg, shaking its head from side to side until it ripped a bite of flesh free. The man’s screams reached a new level as the thing darted away, swallowing its prize as it ran. The third demon retreated from the trader when it saw Sean advance. He turned quickly, trying to keep track of the scurrying creatures as they zipped to and fro. Trying to look everywhere at once, he stepped over to the trader. With the immediate attacks stopped, the man’s screams had faded to groans of agony. 
 
    Sean glanced down at him, wincing at the amount of damage he had taken. He bled profusely from several deep bites, the one on his calf by far the worst. 
 
    “Listen to me. Can you hear me?” 
 
    The trader nodded, gritting his teeth to try and hold back his groans. 
 
    “You need to get your belt and tie off that leg. It looks like it’s the worst.” Sean looked up to see that he had drawn the attention of more of the creatures. “And I’m not going to have time to do it for you.” Four of them stopped running about and tracked him with their freakish gaze. Sean stepped away from the trader, wanting to draw their attention away from the wounded man. He got his first clear look at the things as they watched him and was shocked at the sight. As if their reflective eyes weren’t strange enough, the front of their mouths had teeth protruding forward, as if they had so many little bony daggers in them that the mouth was simply unable to hold them all, even when closed. As he moved a few more feet away from the wounded trader, he saw their gazes follow him, then go back to the trader, as if trying to decide on a target. They stepped toward the trader, evidently deciding he was the easier prey. 
 
    “Over here, you buck-toothed sons of bitches!” Sean stepped toward them, and as they snapped their attention back to him, one of them stumbled, suddenly pierced by an arrow through its chest. The other three jumped aside as it fell to the ground, screeching its bird-like call of pain. They ran at Sean. 
 
    Another one fell to an arrow from above before they reached him, but the next two jumped at him as a team. One leapt high at his face, the other whipped its snake-like neck low, driving its ripping mouth toward his legs. 
 
    Sean jumped, swinging his swords high and low. The uppermost monster ran on past, one more creature unaware that its head was no longer attached to its body. The lower one screeched as his left blade sliced a long gouge along its neck, but failed to sever it. He kicked down, pinning the thing beneath his weight, and felt bones snap beneath his feet. Still, it whipped its neck around to snap those vicious teeth at his leg. Sean jumped away and drove his blade through its heaving chest. He quickly twisted and withdrew it, looking around for more of the things. Four more lay dying on the ground, multiple arrows in their bodies as they died. 
 
    Most of them were gone from the clearing, but the panicked grunts and snorts of the camelohs still filled the night. Sean turned, looking for signs of movement, but the only carnies he saw were fleeing into the trees. Above him, the trap door slammed open and Smiley dropped through, Paxton right behind him. 
 
    The two of them scanned the area, bows drawn before Paxton yelled up at the others. “Clear!” 
 
    Paula, Ken, and Iyson scrambled down. Several traders followed them down, rushing over toward their injured comrade. Paxton stalked angrily over to Sean, and before Sean could say anything, Paxton shot a right cross into his chin that landed him on his ass. 
 
    “What in the nine hells did you think you were doing?” the man shouted. “You trying to get yourself killed?” 
 
    Sean looked up at the two Paxtons towering above him. “Had t—” He winced at the sudden pain in his jaw and flexed it to quickly test his range of motion. When he was convinced it wasn’t broken, he tried again. “Had to help the trader.” 
 
    “By getting yourself killed along with him?” 
 
    Sean climbed back to his feet, swaying just a bit as he bent over to pick his swords up from where he’d dropped them when his boss clocked him. “I’m not dead. Is he dead?” He wasn’t quite sure which Paxton to focus on, since they both swam around in his vision, so he simply sheathed his swords and closed his eyes. 
 
    “No, he’s not dead. But you should have stayed on the platform and held them back with your bow.” 
 
    When Sean opened his eyes again, his double vision began to resolve itself, the two Paxtons starting to overlap as he struggled to focus. “You said we couldn’t do that without hitting him, too. Besides,” he bent over as another wave of dizziness hit him, resting his hands on his knees. “I don’t know how to shoot a bow.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Never shot one in my life.” 
 
    Paxton turned to Paula. “Did you know that?” 
 
    “No!” she said. “I mean, he said he wasn’t any good with it, but after seeing him take out Ken and how he fought with knives… And then this morning with the swords… I guess I just figured he knew what he was doing when it came to defending himself.” 
 
    “I do.” Sean nodded and immediately regretted it. He grimaced as he continued. “When it comes to blades, I’m good. I’m damn good. I just never had a need to learn to shoot a bow.” 
 
    He pointed back to where several other traders were helping the man on the ground. “But I wasn’t going to let him die. So I did what I do know how to do.” 
 
    Paxton snarled, then turned to the rest of the team. “Smiley, check the camelohs. The rest of you check the perimeter.” 
 
    “No need for that.” 
 
    The voice was familiar, and Sean tried desperately to blink the swimming shapes into resolution. When he finally managed it, he almost wished he hadn’t. Stephen Graham, the leader of the rover band, stepped into the light of the campfires. Behind him, two more rovers struggled with long poles that held a monster strapped between them. This was no little buck-toothed, dog sized, creature. 
 
    No. While this thing stood on its hind legs, like the demons did, that was where the resemblance ended. In its natural stance, it leaned forward, and its head was almost at eye level with its handlers. But the thing was angry at being leashed between the poles as it was, so it kept rearing back, making it a good four or five feet taller than they were. It sported red and green hair-like proto-feathers, of the sort that Sean was getting used to seeing, and if measured snout to tail, Sean estimated it must have been at least fifteen feet long. But what really caught Sean’s eye were the two bright-red ridges that stood up over the thing’s eyes. 
 
    He blinked again, desperately hoping the thing was the result of his woozy vision. But no, his vision was back to normal. As if to confirm the fact, the thing pulled its head back, and Sean saw its neck compress as it let loose with a strange, bass whooom that sounded like a cross between a cow’s moo and the hoot of an owl. 
 
    “This is bad,” he heard Smiley say. “Very, very bad.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    

Chapter 16
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All around them, other rovers entered the clearing, and Sean saw at least two more of the restrained creatures held between pairs of poles. 
 
    Smiley groaned aloud at the sight of the others. “Really, really bad.” 
 
    Paula whipped her bow up, ignoring the dinosaur, instead aiming straight at the smiling leader of the rover tribe. A split second after her, Ken, Iyson, and Smiley had their bows trained on other rovers all around them. Sean drew his swords once more. 
 
    “Just say the word, boss,” Paula said. 
 
    “Don’t think you want to do that, missy. You shoot me,” the rover waved his free hand around, reiterating the fact that they were now surrounded, “and I do believe the shock of my passing might startle my friends into dropping their straps.” 
 
    Sean watched as Paxton looked around, assessing the situation before he finally raised his hands. “Stand down,” he called out. Paula and the others slowly lowered their weapons. 
 
    Paxton turned back to Graham. “You ran the demons through here.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    Graham chuckled. “Daemonosaurs… demons. Clever. Sorta bothers me, though, that folks can’t take the time to learn the proper names for their neighbors.” He turned, waving a hand at the creature behind him. “Like this fine fella here. He’s called Lophostropheus. I bet you didn’t have any idea, did you? You probably give him some stupid nickname and figured that’s good enough, don’t you? But names are important. “ 
 
    “Coming from someone who calls me Peaceful, and my man here Two Swords, that means almost nothing.” 
 
    Graham shrugged. “I can see how you would think so. And yes, we herded the daemonosaurs through your camp. Only wanted to shake loose your camelotias, but scaring that stupid trader out of his hammock? Well, that was just a bonus. And getting you all down here on the ground?” He laughed aloud. “Perfect.” 
 
    Sean felt a sinking feeling when he realized that he was the reason they were in this predicament. If he hadn’t come down, then everyone else would still be safely well above the ground. He glanced up, seeing that most of the traders were still up there. Looking around, he saw that, counting Paxton and the others, there were only about a dozen people on the ground. That meant about the same number overhead. 
 
    Graham followed his gaze, looking up toward the hammocks. “Hmmm…” He put up a hand as if to shield his eyes from a bright light, even though there were still a few hours until sunrise. “Oh yeah!” He turned to his second, the same man who had been with him at their talk before Sean’s fight against Hurley and Lucas. “John, look out for those expert archers of theirs.” He ducked as if cowering. “You see any archers, John?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    He stood a bit taller, shouting out at the rest of the rovers. “Any of the rest of you see any archers up there?” 
 
    There were chuckles, head shakes, and a few shouts of no, but Graham was already moving closer to Paxton before they were done. “Funny thing, Peaceful.” He got up close, invading Paxton’s personal space, daring him to do something about it. “We watched you for a while, and you know what? We didn’t see any bunch of archers up there. All I saw was your boys there. And of course, Two Swords jumping into the fight on the ground.” He stepped back, nodding at Sean. “Hell of a show, by the way.” 
 
    Pointing at Paula, he continued, “Only new face I see is the pretty lady there.” 
 
    “What makes you think they aren’t up there in their hammocks right now,” Paxton said, “just waiting on me to give the signal?” 
 
    Graham shook his head. “Like I said, we watched you for a while. There’s no group of expert archers. But I’ll admit, it was a good bluff.” He turned to Paula. “And that shot with the water skin? That was damn fine shooting.” He brought his fingers up in an imaginary tip of an imaginary hat. “Don’t suppose I can talk you into joining up with us?” 
 
    Paula’s lip curled in a snarl. “Why don’t you suck my—” 
 
    “Paula!” Paxton stopped her. “No need making a bad situation worse.” 
 
    Graham laughed. “Best listen to your boss, Paula. My tolerance for insults is wearing thin. Though I’ll admit, I do like me a pretty girl with some fight in her. Maybe I should take you with me anyway.” 
 
    “You’ve had your fun,” Paxton said. “Now, what are you after?” 
 
    “Only what’s owed me,” Graham said. “Compensation for the loss of my men, and for the insults earlier today, and now from pretty Paula threatening me.” 
 
    Paxton shook his head. “Insults and threats have been flying from both sides. And the way I recall it, it was you who sent your men to their end, not us.” 
 
    “No!” Graham pointed to Sean. “You can’t deny that it was your man there took mine by surprise.” 
 
    “If, by that, you mean that he killed them before they could kill him, then yes. But it was you that tried to trick us into a losing situation. Just because my man is better than you counted on doesn’t lay the fault at our feet. You forced the fight, you picked the men, and you sent them to fight. Their deaths are on you.” 
 
    Graham growled and practically ran the few steps back into Paxton’s face, his sudden movement causing the beast behind him to struggle against his handlers. Sean tightened his grip on his swords, remembering how easy the heads of the demons came loose from their necks. He doubted this larger creature would fall as easily. He waited to see what Paxton would do. 
 
    Paxton raised his hands. “All right, no need for things to get all messy. What is it you think is owed you?” 
 
    Graham smiled, stepping back again. “There you go! I knew you were a reasonable man.” He turned to John again. “Didn’t I tell you I thought he was a reasonable man?” 
 
    John simply stared. 
 
    “When we met yesterday, I was willing to settle for one animal and its load. But now you’ve caused us all manner of trouble. Made us hightail to our camp to get reinforcements. Cost us our shipment of Daemonosaurs. Made me risk our stock for the games.” He waved a hand at the straining creature behind him. “No, you folks have been all kinds of trouble. That means the cost has gone up considerably.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Well, let’s see.” He started muttering where Sean could barely hear. “Two hours travel, three hours catching up to you, time and labor for the animals, loss of stock…” He started holding up fingers, as if counting a tab. “Times twice the distance… carry the three… minus entertainment…” He nodded to himself, lowering his hands. “Yep. That comes to… all of ’em.” 
 
    “You can’t do that!” Tomas shouted. 
 
    Graham signaled to the two rovers behind him, and they swung their poles to shift their beast toward the caravan boss. The thing whoomped again, following it with a snarl of long teeth as it came closer to fresh meat. “I think my pet here would disagree with you.” 
 
    He flicked his fingers again, and the handlers shoved the pole out a few feet more. The rovers laughed as Tomas stumbled back. 
 
    Graham signaled again and they pulled the thing back. He turned to his tribe. “Load ’em up!” 
 
    Sean shuffled closer to Paxton and the others. He watched as any rovers who weren’t holding creatures on poles ran to begin slinging gear onto all the camelohs in the pen. After several minutes, they began leading the animals out of the enclosure. 
 
    “Boss!” Ken sounded nervous, which didn’t do anything to calm Sean’s nerves. The big man jutted his chin. “They’re not just taking the draft animals.” 
 
    Graham evidently heard him, for the man turned back to them and grinned savagely. “Well, we can’t have you coming after us, can we?” 
 
    A woman on a cameloh rode up to him, leading another of the animals by the reins. Graham took the reins she offered and climbed up into his saddle. He reached back into his saddlebag and withdrew a ceramic jar. 
 
    “And that reminds me,” he said, “you have about thirty seconds to get back up in your hammocks before things get unpleasant down here again.” 
 
    Paula whipped up her bow again and Graham held out the jar. “Shoot me, and I drop it now. Wait, and you at least get some of your people up the ladder.” 
 
    Paxton was suddenly all business as he turned to Tomas. “Get your people into the canopy now!” To Sean and the rest of the team, “Protect the traders!” 
 
    Sean wasn’t entirely sure what was going on, but he suspected that the contents of that jar was going to somehow unleash hell on them. He drew his swords again and ran to assist two other men who were attempting to get the original, wounded trader onto his feet. 
 
    “Let me go.” The man was shoving them away. “I’m not going to make it back up there and you know it.” 
 
    “Ken!” Sean yelled. Ken ran to him. “Carry him up!” 
 
    He pointed to the two traders holding the man up. “Get up there ahead of Ken and help him get this man into the hammocks.” 
 
    “There’s not any time!” The wounded man was sobbing. 
 
    Sean punched him, much like Paxton had done to him earlier, and while the man didn’t pass out, he did quit arguing as Ken slung him over his shoulder. The big man ran toward the gathering crowd at the base of the ladder, shoving the other two traders ahead of him. Paxton and the rest of the team were gathering themselves in a loose defensive posture around the traders, obviously planning to give them as much time to get up the ladder as was going to be possible. Sean ran back to take his place with them. 
 
    With the panicked shouting of the traders behind them, Sean barely heard Paxton’s instructions to Paula. “As soon as it looks like he’s about to throw that thing, shoot his cameloh. Maybe we can throw off his aim.” 
 
    “You don’t want me to shoot him?” 
 
    “If he drops it near himself, he won’t let his people release the lopho-whatevers.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “But Paula?” 
 
    “Yeah, boss?” 
 
    “If he manages to toss it this way, do me a favor and end that son of a bitch.” 
 
    Paula nodded. “Consider it done.” 
 
    Sean leaned closer to Paxton. “What’s in the jar?” 
 
    “Can’t be sure, but I’m guessing it’s chum.” 
 
    “Like you use for sharks?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And he’s planning to break it, then turn those things loose on us?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Sean swallowed. “And I guess the effect of chum on them is the same as it is on sharks?” 
 
    Paxton actually looked at him this time. “Yep.” 
 
    Sean gripped his blades tighter, working to control his hammering heart. Control the breathing. Control the emotion. Control the situation.  
 
    But he hadn’t felt so out of control since he’d lost his daughter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    

Chapter 17
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean was watching Graham’s face intently, and he saw the malicious snarl when the rover shouted, “Time’s up!” and raised his arm. Before he could toss the jar though, Paula whipped up her bow and sent an arrow directly into his mount’s cheek. It bellowed its pain, raising up on its hind legs. She sent a second shaft into its neck, and the thing whipped its head around with enough force to yank the reins out of the single left hand Graham was using to hold the beast steady, while the right held fast to the ceramic jar. The man frantically pulled the jar back into his chest, cradling it close while his mount whipped him around. 
 
    While Graham struggled to regain control, Paula turned her attention to the creature held by the animal handlers. Her first arrow pierced him in the chest, but evidently missed any vital organs. It whipped its head around in pain, nearly jerking his handlers off their feet as it struggled to get free. The handlers pulled against the beast, cursing as it pulled them around, struggling to maintain a dangerous situation that was quickly spiraling out of their control. 
 
    Paula cursed, nocked another arrow, and Sean understood. If she could kill the creature before Graham regained control of his mount, they could concentrate on the rovers. 
 
    Sean ran forward. “I got this. Get the ones farther away!” 
 
    Paxton must have come to the same conclusion. He was shouting to Smiley and Iyson to put as many arrows in the things as they could. 
 
    Blades drawn, Sean shouted to draw his target’s attention. Pain crazed, the thing latched eyes on Sean and screeched its own challenge in return. It yanked and jerked frantically at the leather straps that held it at the end of the long poles, and Sean hoped the handlers would continue fighting against it for a few seconds longer. As long as they held it still, he had a good chance of being able to kill it. 
 
    As he closed within the last few yards, he glanced from the creature to the man closest to him, struggling to hold the beast in place. He saw understanding in the man’s eyes as he brought his blade back for as forceful a strike at the thing’s neck as he could manage. At the last second, the handler let loose the strap, but the second handler was still fighting to hold his side. He screamed as the creature felt itself released on its left, and turned on the handler on its right. Freed from one restraint, it whipped its head to the right, and clamped down on the rover’s arm. 
 
    There was a scream and a pop, and the man fell thrashing on the ground, while the creature tilted back its head, the handler’s bloody arm clenched in its toothy maw. Sean leapt in from the side, slashing at the side of that neck with all the strength he could muster. His sword sank deep, nearly halfway through the neck, but he was unable to withdraw it from its meaty sheath. 
 
    He jumped back as the thing narrowed its neck as it had done when making its cry earlier, but this time there was no noise. Instead, a mist of blood sprayed from the huge gash in its neck. 
 
    Sean jumped farther back, fearing that the thing was going to turn on him. But the wound was too great, and it staggered away from him. It turned nearly full circle, and Sean realized it was unable to turn its head with the neck as damaged as it was. 
 
    It fell to the ground, landing on top of the screaming rover, and both handler and beast finally went silent. Sean turned his attention to the remaining handler, but the man was mounting his cameloh, clearly intent on getting away from the area. 
 
    All in all, it felt almost anticlimactic. Between the thing being restrained, distracted by its handler, and raising its head to present the perfect target, Sean couldn’t have asked for a better set of circumstances. He ran to the beast and tugged his sword out of its neck before turning to the screams behind him. 
 
    There were two more of the things rampaging through the camp. One of them had nearly a dozen arrows sunk deeply into its chest, and it seemed to be moving slower than its companion as Paxton and Paula held it at bay while Tomas and a young woman climbed the ladder to the crow’s nest behind them. But Paula was evidently out of arrows, for she held nothing but a pair of wicked looking knives. Paxton held his axe, and the two of them seemed to be holding the weakened creature back while the last of the traders ascended the ladder. As he watched, a spear flew from above, piercing the creature through the back. The thing staggered, raising its head in an attempt to find this new threat from above, and as it did so, Paxton jumped in with his axe, chopping deeply into the thing’s neck. It jerked, snapping its teeth back down, but Paxton had already yanked the axe back out and jumped back. 
 
    Sean looked up to the crow’s nest to see Ken raising another spear. 
 
    They’ve got this one under control. He looked to the other side of the mast and saw that Iyson and Smiley were having more trouble. He ran to try and help them, just as the lopho-whatsis turned and whipped its tail at the two men. Smiley jumped, and the tail barely caught him. He tumbled, rolled, and came up with his spear once more defending him. 
 
    Iyson wasn’t quite as agile as his younger companion. The tail caught him squarely across the shin, and he went down with a cry of pain. The lopho turned on him even as both Sean and Smiley rushed it, but they weren’t going to be able to stop it in time. Half laying on the ground, Iyson rolled and swung one-handed with his axe. The heavy bronze head of the axe bit deep into the beast’s skull, and Sean knew it was a mortal wound. But the monster didn’t know it. It jerked back, pulling the axe out of Iyson’s hand. Then mighty jaws clamped down and Iyson screamed. 
 
    Smiley ran forward, driving his spear deep into the thing’s side, even as Sean drove both blades into its haunch, hoping to impair its movement. Still, it didn’t go down. It staggered now, but its flashing teeth were still as fast and dangerous as ever, and it kept the two men from getting close again. 
 
    Then a shout from above drew Sean’s attention and his jaw dropped as he saw the big bulk of Ken dropping from above, spear held point down as he drove it with the weight of his body before him. The creature also heard him, and turned its head up to meet the man. 
 
    Ken’s only reaction was to shift the point of his spear slightly, and he drove it into the thing’s open mouth. Sean blinked as the spearhead came out of the back of the creature’s neck, beneath the skull. 
 
    It all happened so fast, and Sean’s only thought was that Ken was going to die. But he was faster than Sean expected, and he managed to yank his hands away from the snapping jaws even as razor-sharp teeth closed on the shaft of the spear. He kicked away and hit the ground hard, rolling out of range as the creature thrashed at this new pain. Seconds later, it turned and stumbled, all the while snapping ineffectively at the wooden shaft sticking out of its mouth. And with each jerk of its head, the hole in the back of its neck grew wider, until it suddenly shuddered and dropped dead as if someone had disconnected its power supply. 
 
    Paxton was with them, taking it all in and shouting orders. “Someone check Iyson. Paula, get every arrow out of these things that you can. If Graham comes back, we need to be ready.” 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    Iyson’s right hand was a mess, but it looked like he would keep it. Well, most of it. His little finger and the last knuckle of the one next to it were somewhere down the lopho’s gullet. Luckily, one of Tomas’ traders had a medical kit in his gear, as well as the training to use it. It wasn’t much—a bunch of bandages, brass needles, suture, some plants—but it was better than nothing. 
 
    “Hey, I’m Pike.” He unrolled some of the bandages as he spoke. 
 
    “Iyson,” the bearded man said through gritted teeth. “I’d offer to shake your hand, but I think I’d probably puke on you if I did.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think we want that. How about I take a look?” He took Iyson’s mangled hand causing the man to yelp in pain as he worked the remaining fingers, evidently checking for mobility. 
 
    “Take it easy, Pike! I thought you were supposed to be helping me.” 
 
    “How painful is it?” Pike continued to manipulate the hand.  
 
    Iyson grabbed one of his axes in his left hand and growled, “How about you stick your hand out here and I’ll show you.” 
 
    Ken chuckled and plopped down on the ground beside his friend. “Don’t mind him. He gets squeamish at the sight of blood. Especially when it’s his.” The others laughed with him, trying to take Iyson’s mind off the pain. Sean and the rest of the team gathered around, watching as the trader opened his kit and began cleaning and bandaging Iyson’s hand. As he worked, they all poked at their wounded friend, trying to distract him with small talk and jokes. 
 
    Of all people, it was Paula who dropped into the realm of the risqué with the insinuation that it was a good thing he was talented enough to handle his axe with either hand. While they were all chuckling at her double entendre, Tomas called Paxton over for a quick—and from the looks of it—rather heated discussion. They all looked at each other when Paxton’s voice raised in anger at one point, but they averted their gazes when he looked over to see if anyone had noticed. 
 
    When they finished, he came back fuming. Looking at Iyson’s bandaged hand, he took a deep breath and frowned. Looking at the trader who had just finished taking care of Iyson, he asked, “How bad?” 
 
    The man pursed his lips. “Not great. He’s healthy and didn’t really lose much blood. But he’s going to be in a lot of pain for a while. And of course, we need to watch for infection.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine, boss.” 
 
    “I know,” Paxton said, “but you’re not going to be drawing a bow or swinging an axe with that hand for a while, are you?” 
 
    Sean could see that Iyson wanted to argue but kept his mouth shut. 
 
    Paxton nodded. “That’s what I thought.” He took a deep breath. “So we have a few things to figure out.” Holding up a finger to forestall any questions, he continued. “Tomas has just informed me that it’s imperative that we get the cargo back and get it to Old Trent. Evidently, we were escorting two hundred and fifty thousand suns in coin. It’s to pay for a special mineral shipment we’re supposed to bring back. Some kind of secret project Doc’s got in mind. And since we can’t take the traders with us, and we can’t exactly leave them unprotected in the middle of the damn forest, we’re going to have to split our team.” 
 
    They all looked at one another as the words sank in. “So we’re going after the rovers?” Sean asked. 
 
    “Some of us.” Paxton pointed at Iyson. “Iyson’s staying with the traders.” 
 
    Iyson cursed. 
 
    “No help for it, son. You’re not up for what’s probably coming.” He turned to the others. “And I need at least one other person to stay with him to help take care of things.” He pointed, “Smiley, you’re the best tracker I have. I’m going to need you with me. The rest of you can decide among yourselves who stays with Iyson.” 
 
    “No need to talk it out, boss.” Ken said. He patted his leg. “You’re going to be on foot, and I twisted my ankle when I jumped on that damned lopho. I’m no good to you in a foot race.” 
 
    “Shit!” Paxton had clearly been counting on having Ken’s strength with him. “How bad is it?” 
 
    Ken unlaced his right boot and showed them the discolored and swollen ankle. 
 
    Pike knelt down, feeling around as Ken winced. After a few seconds he delivered his verdict. “It’s not too bad. A few day’s rest and he’ll be fine. But he’s not going to be able to go with you.” 
 
    Paxton rubbed his hand across his face. “Well, that settles it then. Pike, go tell Tomas I need to talk to him.” 
 
    Pike nodded, gathering up his kit and trotting off to find his boss, while Paxton spoke to his team. “Ken, Iyson, you’re going to stay with the traders as a token protection detail. It shouldn’t be too tough, since you’re not going anywhere. Draft some traders to help you keep watch, and I’ll make sure Tomas keeps Pike on duty taking care of you. Stay up in the canopy, and you should all be fine.” 
 
    “What if the rovers come back?” 
 
    Paxton indicated the rest of the team. “It’s our job to make sure that doesn’t happen. The only way back to you is going to be through us. So if you see them, chances are pretty good that we’re dead.” 
 
    He turned to Sean and the others. “Strip your gear down to bare essentials. Weapons, food, water, anything else you can think of that might come in handy but won’t slow you down. We leave in ten minutes.” 
 
    Paula and Smiley scrambled up to their hammocks. Sean followed, thankful for the full water skins he now had, thanks to Paula. Once in his hammock, Sean unceremoniously dumped the contents of his packs. He unstrapped the packs from each other and put what he was taking into one, before stuffing everything else into the other. He debated whether or not to bring his bow, but decided it would simply be dead weight for him. He also made a mental note to get someone to train him in how to use it when this was over… assuming he survived. 
 
    Crossing the lines over to Ken’s hammock, he dropped the bow, arrows, and the two spears he’d gotten from the rovers. 
 
    Paula and Paxton were already on the ground when he got back down, and Paula immediately began checking his pack, adjusting his straps so that it rode more snugly on his back, shaking it and repacking a container she heard shaking inside. 
 
    “We’re going to be moving fast, sometimes running. You don’t want anything rattling to give you away.” She shook his pack again and gave it a satisfied slap. “That’s better.” 
 
    Paxton walked over. “He ready?” he asked Paula. 
 
    “Gear’s stowed well enough.” 
 
    “Where’s your bow?” Paxton asked Sean. 
 
    “I’m leaving it for Ken. Doesn’t make sense to drag it along if I can’t use it anyway.” 
 
    Pax nodded once, then called into the trees. “Smiley, get your ass down here!” 
 
    “On my way, boss!” 
 
    He was on the ground a short time later. Paula gave him the same inspection she’d given Sean, which made him feel better. At least they weren’t singling him out as the noob. 
 
    When she nodded to Paxton, he spoke. “The rovers have about a half-hour head start, and they’re mounted. We’re not going to catch them as long as they’re moving. But that son of a bitch said they went back to their camp to get the demons and lophos. Chances are good that’s where they’re heading now. So that’s where we go.” 
 
    “Boss?” Smiley asked. “If they have a camp where they keep carnies for the games, that implies there’s a lot more of them than they had here tonight.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “You have a plan for that?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    There was an awkward pause as the two of them looked at each other. Finally, Smiley shrugged. 
 
    “Okay, then. Sounds like fun.” 
 
    “You have enough light to track, yet?” 
 
    Sean looked at the dull pink of daybreak on the horizon. “It’ll be slow at first, but we already know what direction they went. We can pick up the pace as the sun rises.” 
 
    “Then let’s head out.” 
 
    Sean turned to Ken. “My bow’s on your hammock. Couple of extra spears, too.” 
 
    Ken nodded. “I’ll take care of them.” 
 
    Paxton called from the trees. “Come on, noob!” 
 
    Ken laughed. “Better get going.” 
 
    Sean set off at a trot, adjusting to the weight of the pack on his back. He caught up easily, watching as Smiley scanned the ground. For the moment, they moved at a brisk walk, and even Sean could see where the rovers had led the camelohs through the brush. And as the morning progressed, the light got better, as did their pace. 
 
    


 
   
  
 






Chapter 18
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few hours in, they stopped for a much needed rest. Their pace wasn’t too fast, but it was steady, and it had taxed them all. They all sat, drinking, catching their breath, when Sean asked something that had been on his mind for a while. 
 
    “Boss? What are these games that Graham mentioned?” 
 
    “You saw the arenas. It’s what passes for entertainment these days.” 
 
    “So it’s like gladiatorial games?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And the rovers sell carnies for the arenas?” 
 
    “Anyone who wants to can do it. But it’s usually rovers. It’s about the only way for them to make any coin out here. Well, except for the killing and thieving, that is.” 
 
    Everyone smiled a bit at that, but they were all too tired to do much more. A few minutes of rest, a few swallows of water, and they were back on the trail. It was a brutal trek, and Sean had a hard time keeping up. He was used to the more sedentary lifestyle of an applications programmer. But his intense martial arts training over the last two years had helped quite a bit, and while he might not be the hulking mass of muscle that either Paxton or Ken was, he wasn’t about to fall over and puke, either. 
 
    They would jog a couple of miles, then walk a quarter mile or so. They stopped any time Smiley lost the trail and needed to find it again, or when one of them had to stop for a call of nature, and much of the time was more like a fast walk than a run. Still, they were all nearing exhaustion when Smiley signaled for a stop. 
 
    “Thank God,” Paula muttered, which made Sean feel better. He put his palms on his knees, panting. 
 
    “I’ll… second… that. Don’t think… I’ve felt… my legs… for at least… an hour.” 
 
    Even Paxton seemed worn out. Only Smiley looked relatively unfazed by the march as he walked back to them. 
 
    “We’re close,” he said. 
 
    “How can you tell?” Sean asked. 
 
    “I can smell campfires.” 
 
    Sean swallowed. 
 
    “So, I don’t guess you expect us to walk in, load up our camelohs, and walk out,” Paula asked Paxton. “I think they might object a little.” 
 
    Paxton was silent, looking lost in thought. It took a minute for Sean to realize that the big man had no idea what to do. 
 
    He shook his head. “We’ll have to get a good look at things.” 
 
    Paula looked at Sean, and he could see the unease in her eyes. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    After a short, but much-needed rest, Paxton showed Sean why all their belts had the bronze studs on them, instructing him on how to use his as a climbing aid, as he’d seen Paula do the day before. Once he had it figured out, they made their way to the outskirts of the rover camp. “Smiley,” Paxton whispered, “you circle around to the north side of the camp. Paula, take the east. I’ll take the west.” Paxton tapped the large tree beside him. “Sean, you think you can get up this one?” 
 
    “No problem, boss.” He hid his pack in some bushes. 
 
    Paxton handed Sean a length of cord. “Use this to tie your spear across your back while you’re climbing.” He looked at the rest of the team. “Anyone have anything to say?” 
 
    “We getting overtime pay for this?” Smiley quipped. 
 
    “How about I just buy you a pitcher of mash when we get back?” 
 
    “Good enough.” 
 
    “Watch for anything we can use against them. Meet back here just before sundown.” 
 
    Paxton, Smiley, and Paula faded into the brush as Sean slung his belt around the trunk and began his climb. He was a little shaky, but managed to make it to a supporting branch and spent the remainder of the afternoon spying on the rovers from the safety of the trees. The day progressed and Sean watched to find any strategic chink in their armor. It was hard to tell for sure, since they kept going in and out of various hovels in the encampment, but he was pretty sure he saw a few more than twenty people. Since he hadn’t yet seen Graham, that meant there were more. 
 
    The encampment consisted of several semi-permanent wooden structures, too rickety to call houses, but more solid than simple tents or lean-tos. For the most part, they had four walls and thatched roofs, though the quality of the building materials was nothing like what he had seen in Denver. There were also a dozen or so holding pens, some occupied with carnies of one sort or another, some empty. Sean figured the empty ones had once held the lophos and daemonosaurs the nomads had turned loose on the caravan. He made note of where the various structures were, committing the locations to memory. 
 
    There was laughter and joking as the rovers joked about. They were out of earshot, but they seemed to be in great spirits, no doubt celebrating their successful theft of the caravan. About an hour before sunset, someone rolled out a barrel and stood it on end. Within minutes, they had opened the top, and were passing wooden goblets of liquid refreshment around. 
 
    “Yeah, party it up,” Sean muttered, ignoring them as he continued watching for Graham. 
 
    As the sun began to set, Sean dropped his spear and climbed down. He waited in the underbrush until the others returned. Paula was first, followed shortly by Paxton. Darkness was nearly on them when Smiley showed up. Paxton motioned for them to follow and he led them back out of sight and hearing range from the camp. When they were far enough away, he lit a small torch. “Okay, we’ve had time to see the place. Anyone have any ideas?” 
 
    “The camelohs are all penned together in the middle of the camp.” Smiley said. “If we can sneak in to get them, maybe we can stampede them through—” 
 
    “Not a chance,” Paula said. “First, there’s the matter of actually getting into the middle of their camp. Then there’s the fact that we would have to find a way to load all the gear back on them without anyone noticing. Did you see how many people they have in there?” 
 
    Paxton nodded. “I counted nearly thirty.” 
 
    “So we have to go after Graham,” Sean said. 
 
    “What?” Paula snorted. “You’re crazy.” 
 
    But Paxton simply nodded. 
 
    “Boss,” Smiley said. “You’re not actually considering that, are you?” 
 
    “You already pointed out that we can’t get in, load the camelohs and ride out without being seen. And I think we can all agree that the four of us can’t fight thirty rovers. As far as I can see, the only thing left for us to try is to find some way to force them to let us in and back out again. And the only way I can see to do that is to force Graham at the edge of a blade.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Paxton shook his head. “No buts, Smiley. We don’t have any options.” He looked at the rest of the team, his expression showing them that he didn’t like the situation any more than they did. But he was determined to see things through. “All right?” 
 
    One by one, they nodded agreement. 
 
    “So who saw where Graham is holed up?” 
 
    “I did.” Paula drew a knife and began sketching a rough circle in the dirt. “Looks like he put his place,” she drew an X on the east side of the circle, “on the opposite side from the carnie pens.” 
 
    “Probably doesn’t want the noise to interrupt his beauty sleep,” Smiley joked. 
 
    “More like he wants to be as far away from the smell as he can get,” Paxton said. “I was right behind those pens, and these rovers aren’t doing a great job of keeping them clean.” 
 
    “Luckily, he’s pretty close to the tree line,” Paula continued. “We should be able to get in pretty easily.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s the easy part.” Sean pulled his own knife and drew another X, this one in the center of the larger circle that represented the encampment. “After we get Graham, we still have to get from there,” he stuck his blade in the first X and dragged a line in the dirt from it to the X in the center, “to the camelohs, here. Besides that, we don’t even know where the cargo is.” 
 
    “I do.” Smiley stuck his spear into the ground right beside the X Sean had drawn. “I saw that big black-haired guy that Graham called his second—” 
 
    “John,” Paxton said. 
 
    “Whatever. I saw him go into the building just to the north of the pens. When he opened the door, I saw the caravan packs stacked up inside.” 
 
    “Okay,” Paula said. “So we know where the camelohs are, we know where the gear is, and we know where Graham sleeps. All we need now is a way to convince him to make the rovers help us.” 
 
    “Leave that one to me,” Paxton growled. “I have a few ideas.” 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    Paula led the team through the darkness of the nighttime forest. While the raucous laughter and faint firelight from the rover camp made it easy enough to stay oriented on their target, Sean found himself more than once stumbling over hidden obstacles as they hurried through the growth. Minutes later, Paula signaled for them to stop. They gathered around her and she pointed to one of the buildings at the outer edge. “That’s Graham’s.” 
 
    Sean looked at the silhouette of a shack, larger than most of the others, but still smaller than his house back in Denver. The glow of campfires and torches gave little detail, but it didn’t appear that there was a door on the back of the structure. As close as they were, the sounds of a full-blown party made it difficult to speak without raising their voices. 
 
    Paxton waved them into a huddle. 
 
    “Any way to get in through the back?” he asked Paula. 
 
    “No. Not even a window. All I know is that filthy bastard went in there about an hour before I left to go back to our meeting point.” 
 
    Paxton chewed his lower lip, appearing to think it over. After a moment, he tapped Smiley on the shoulder. “Kid, you think you can get a look inside to make sure he’s in there?” 
 
    “Easier done than said.” The young man moved through the shadows silently, approaching Graham’s shack and walking casually around the side. The increased light from the fires in the middle of the camp illuminated him increasingly as he neared the front of the shack and rounded the corner to casually walk around the front. Seconds later, he walked around the opposite corner, back into the shadows, and met the rest of them in the tree line. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Sean exclaimed. “You have balls the size of grapefruits!” 
 
    Smiley looked at him somewhat quizzically. “Is that a good thing?” 
 
    Paxton shook his head at Sean. “He was born in Denver. Kid’s never seen a grapefruit.” 
 
    “Oh. Then, yeah. It just means you’re really brave.” 
 
    Smiley shrugged. “Nah. I just walked past like I belonged there. No one paid any attention.” He looked from Sean to Paxton. “He’s in there, boss. And he’s got company.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Just one.” The kid grinned. “And it sounds like she’s very appreciative of the attention he’s giving her.” 
 
    Paxton raised an eyebrow. “So he’s a bit distracted, is he?” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    Paxton looked at the rest of them. “Sounds like a good time to go in.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, and checked their weapons. Then Smiley led them in. And though they kept their eyes averted, it seemed to be an unnecessary precaution. The rovers all appeared too involved in drinking and celebrating to give them a second glance. They paused just outside the leather flap that served as a door for Graham’s hut. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    

Chapter 19
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Smiley was right. The enthusiastic moans and calls for a deity that wouldn’t be worshipped for more than two hundred million years told them that Graham was very distracted at the moment. Paxton put a finger to his lips and drew his knife. Sean and the others followed suit, and the four of them slipped inside without a word. 
 
    Sean’s eyebrows raised at the sight before them. A pallet of leather and cloth dominated the center of the hut. On that pallet, a naked woman straddled Graham, leaning over him as her moans increased in volume. 
 
    “Yes, baby! Oh God, yes! I’m almost there…” 
 
    But before she could get there, Paxton snatched a clay pot off the dirt floor and smashed it into the back of her head. Her moans stopped, and she fell forward, unconscious. 
 
    Graham appeared unsure about what had happened, as his face was buried in his lover’s breasts. “Baby?” 
 
    Paxton knelt, gave the woman a shove, and as she slid to the floor beside Graham, he put his knife against the rover’s throat. “Baby is out for the moment,” Paxton told him quietly. “Keep quiet or you’ll be out for good. Got it?” 
 
    Graham nodded slowly, eyes flicking from Paxton to Sean and the others. He watched as Smiley knelt beside the unconscious woman and began tying her up with strips of leather he cut out of the bedding. He cut another wad of leather and stuffed it in her mouth. 
 
    “Hey,” Paxton snapped his fingers in front of Graham. “Pay attention to me.” 
 
    Graham’s eyes flicked back nervously. 
 
    “That’s better. Now, before we get everyone else involved, I need to tell you what’s about to happen. We’re here to take back everything you stole from us this morning. If you cross me on this, I’ll slit your throat and find someone else who’ll be more cooperative. Understand?” 
 
    Graham seemed to be recovering from the shock, and his expression went from fearful to conniving. “You don’t really think we’re going to let you—” 
 
    Paxton moved his blade from the man’s throat, to his now exposed groin. “Once again, you don’t seem to understand the situation.” 
 
    Graham swallowed as Paxton continued. “This isn’t a negotiation. I’m done trying to reason with you. That went out the window when you turned those carnies loose on our camp. At this point, I really don’t care whether you live or die.” He brought his mouth closer to the naked man’s ear. “But I’m kinda leaning toward hoping you die.” Casually bringing the knife back up to the man’s throat, he continued. “Like I said, we’re getting back everything that you and your people took from us. If you’re extremely cooperative, you’ll get to live through this. So, what’s it going to be?” 
 
    There was a second’s pause before the man answered. “You think I might get dressed? My people are more likely to take me seriously if I don’t try ordering them around with my tallywacker swinging in the breeze.” 
 
    “Now, that’s the kind of cooperation I’m talking about.” Paxton backed up and let Graham get to his feet. “Of course, if you have a mind to try something stupid, I’ll kill you like we killed those lopho-whatsises you sicced on us.” 
 
    Graham pulled on leather pants. “Lophostropheus,” he said. 
 
    “Still don’t care,” Paxton replied pleasantly. “At this point, they’re nothing but food for my people.” 
 
    Graham shook his head. “I do seem to keep underestimating you, Peaceful.” He picked up his vest and began slipping it on. 
 
    “You do, indeed.” Paxton grabbed Graham by the collar while his arms were still entangled in his vest. He yanked him backwards and kicked his legs out from under him. Graham landed on his back and Paxton dropped on top of him, knees pinning the rover’s arms to the ground. With his knife once more against the man’s throat, Paxton asked the rest of his team, “Everybody ready to announce ourselves to the camp?” 
 
    Smiley stood. “Ready, boss.” 
 
    Paula pulled an arrow from her quiver and nocked it. “Ready.” 
 
    Paxton looked at Sean. “How about it?” 
 
    Sean swallowed nervously, then drew his swords. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Paxton looked down at the man beneath him. “How about you, Graham? Are you ready?” 
 
    The man breathed heavily. “I will be once you get your ass off of me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Just one more thing before we go out there. I need to make sure you understand how serious I am when I say I want everything you took from us.” And before Graham realized what he was doing, Paxton stabbed his knife into the man’s right palm, pinning it to the ground. 
 
    Graham screamed as Paxton held a hand out to Smiley. “Axe.” 
 
    Smiley handed it to him without hesitation. 
 
    “Sean, Paula, watch the door. Someone’s bound to notice the screaming.” 
 
    Sean walked to the door, throwing the flap open. All around the camp, people were coming out of their shacks, looking around to find the source of the screaming. “You’ve definitely got their attention.” He dropped the flap and looked back just in time to see Paxton bring the axe down. 
 
    Graham’s screams reached a crescendo, and Paxton handed the axe back to Smiley. “I told you I was getting everything you took.” He reached down and picked up something from the ground. It took Sean a second to recognize the finger for what it was. 
 
    Paxton pulled his knife out of Graham’s hand and got back to his feet. “Your carnie cost one of my men the better part of two fingers. I’ll consider that part of your debt paid.” 
 
    Shouts were becoming audible from outside, as more rovers homed in on where the screaming had come from. Paxton grabbed Graham by the vest and pulled him back to his feet. “Now, that was to let you know just how serious I was when I told you that I don’t care whether you live through this or not. But you have just three seconds to get your act together before I shove you through that door. It’s up to you to decide whether your people see a sniveling, crying, shit of a man, or the big strong leader you said you were.” 
 
    Graham’s crying turned to a quiet whimper as he tried to gather himself. 
 
    “One,” Paxton said. 
 
    Graham pulled his mangled hand in to his chest, blood flowing freely down his forearm. 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    He took a deep, shuddering breath and stood fully upright. There was hatred in his eyes, but he knew at that point just how serious Paxton was. He raised his left hand and wiped his eyes and nose. “All right.” 
 
    Paxton waved his hand toward the door flap. “Lead the way. Let’s see if you’re really in control of these people.” He turned to Paula. “Put an arrow in anyone that even looks like they’re going to cause trouble.” 
 
    “You got it,” she said, and raised the flap. 
 
    Once more, Paxton leaned into Graham. “How’s that for peaceful?” 
 
    Holding the wounded man by the collar, he shoved him through the door flap, all the while holding his knife at Graham’s throat. Sean and the others followed, fanning out to provide what little protection they could against the approaching mob. Several of the rovers had already homed in on the screams and were quickly approaching. As soon as they saw the situation, they started muttering angrily. Weapons came out, and one man with a spear ran forward. He made it three steps before Paula pierced his chest with an arrow. She had a second arrow nocked before the man even realized he was dead. 
 
    The crowd went absolutely still. Paxton leaned into his prisoner’s ear. “You’re up. You know what we want.” With that, he shoved Graham forward. 
 
    Graham took a deep, shaking breath and drew himself up. “John! Where are you?” 
 
    One man holding a torch moved forward out of the darkness. Sean recognized the black-haired man that Graham had introduced as his second in command, as he shouldered his way through the crowd. The man planted his spear in the ground and stood before Graham silently. 
 
    “Put the caravan back together. Load the gear back on their mounts and get them ready for our visitors to ride back out.” 
 
    John hesitated, looking from Graham, to Paxton and the rest of the team. Looking back at Graham, his eyes narrowed at the blood running down the man’s arm. “Boss—” he began. 
 
    “Do it now!” Graham shouted. His bellow was enough to start the rovers moving, and Sean watched as they milled toward the cameloh pen in the middle of the camp. Several of the men and women began to drag the gear out of the shed beside the pen, and within fifteen minutes, they all had the camelohs saddled again. 
 
    John had returned, looking warily at Paxton. “It’s done.” 
 
    Graham turned slowly in Paxton’s grasp. “Satisfied?” 
 
    “Getting close.” He turned to Smiley. “Check the mounts. Sean, watch his back. We’re right behind you.” 
 
    Smiley went up to the nearest rover holding a torch. “Mind if I borrow that?” Without waiting for an answer, he yanked the torch out of the man’s hands. The rover growled and leaned forward. 
 
    “Nope.” Sean whipped his sword to rest its point in front of the rover’s Adam’s apple. “Let’s not forget our manners here. As a matter of fact,” he handed the first torch to Smiley and grabbed a second one from another rover, “I think we’re going to need a few more of these.” 
 
    The man snarled, but stepped back, and together, Sean and the others made their way through the hostile faces of the rover mob, alert for threats as they moved. Once in the cameloh pen, Paxton dragged Graham over to the wooden rails while Smiley began checking the saddles and cargo on the pack animals. Sean followed him as Paxton had told him, though he wasn’t really sure what he was supposed to do if anything happened. There was no way the four of them were going to be able to defeat the entire tribe if they decided to actually attack. But he did as he was told, watching over Smiley as he adjusted a couple of the saddles and packs. After a few minutes, Smiley yelled out, “All good here, boss!” 
 
    Paxton prodded Graham, pushing him toward one of the smaller camelohs. Sean thought it was Ken’s mount, Spike. “All aboard.” 
 
    Graham immediately protested. “That wasn’t part of the deal!” 
 
    “Deal? We never made any sort of deal. Except for the one that says I’ll kill you if you give me too much trouble. Are you giving me trouble?” 
 
    Graham hesitated. “What guarantee do I have that you won’t kill me anyway?” 
 
    “None,” Paxton acknowledged. “But I can guarantee that I’ll kill you where you stand if you don’t get up on that damn cameloh right damn now.” He shoved, and the fight went out of the rover. Without another word, he climbed into the saddle. Paxton stepped up on the stirrup beside him long enough to tie the man’s hands to the saddle horn before taking his reins away from him and lashing them to the saddle of his own cameloh. 
 
    “Paula,” Paxton called to the woman who had just settled into her own saddle. “Cover him.” 
 
    “Got it, boss.” She drew her bow, aiming at Graham as Paxton climbed into the saddle the rovers had put on his own cameloh, Gypsy. 
 
    “Smiley,” Paxton said, after he had settled. “Lead us out.” 
 
    Sean glanced over to see the kid run over and practically leap into the saddle, barely taking time to put a foot in the stirrup before he was settled behind the reins. 
 
    “Sean,” Paxton said.  
 
    Sean jerked his head around, startled out of his wary watch over the crowd. 
 
    “You coming with us, or would you rather stay behind with your new friends?” 
 
    On the other side of the rail fence, a quieter voice called to him. “Stay for a while, Two Swords.” 
 
    Sean whipped his head back to see who was speaking. Graham’s second, John, grinned toothily. “Let’s entertain each other for a bit.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Sean said. “Maybe another time.” He saw the familiar green- and yellow-streaked pattern of his cameloh and trotted over to it, sheathing his swords as he ran. He stepped into the stirrup, noting as he did so that the saddle wasn’t his, and immediately deciding that under the circumstances, he really couldn’t care less. He tugged the reins to follow the rest of his team as they made their way through the crowd. Moving slowly and carefully, Smiley led the procession through the campsite, and as the caravan moved to the outskirts, Sean dropped back a bit. He looked back to see that the crowd was following, and he smiled to himself. He drew one of his swords again, kicked his cameloh into a slow trot, and swung at the bindings on each of the carnie cages as he rode past them. He kicked his cameloh into a faster pace, as the red-combed lophosaurs within pushed against the swinging doors. 
 
    The crowd scattered, shouting in panic as the carnivores burst out. Sean kicked his mount and quickly caught up to the rest of the team. Paula was smiling when he caught up. 
 
    “Sounds like some of their carnies got loose.” 
 
    Sean shrugged. “Yeah. They should really be more careful with those cages.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

Chapter 20
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They rode for three hours, pushing the camelohs through the darkening forest at as fast a pace as they dared. Finally, Paxton called for a halt. “We should be able to rest for a few minutes. Between Sean turning loose their pets, and our taking their camelohs, I don’t think we’re in any danger of anyone catching up.” 
 
    It had been a nerve-wracking ride. The two torches they had didn’t cast nearly enough light to make rapid progress. 
 
    “And Sean,” Paxton called to him. “That was good thinking on the carnies.” 
 
    “Thanks. I just figured it might be a good idea to leave them a distraction, in case they thought about chasing after us.” 
 
    Paxton nodded, then called forward. “Paula, see if you can find some more torches. There’s bound to be more in some of the packs.” 
 
    Sean saw Paula start climbing on some of the heavy haulers, reaching into packs. It wasn’t too long before she found what she was looking for. “Got ’em!” 
 
    She tossed one to Smiley, who easily caught it in one hand, while still holding the lit torch in the other. She tossed one to Sean, who nearly dropped it in the darkness. Only the light of the moon gave him the slightest hint of where it was, and he clumsily snatched it out of the air. 
 
    She finally climbed down, holding a pair of torches herself. She walked up to Smiley and held one of them over for him to light from his own torch. Once it was going, she walked back to Sean to light his. 
 
    Once they all had their own light, Paxton rode back to where Graham sat, still tied to the saddle of his mount. After a moment, he pulled his knife and cut the man loose. “Start walking.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Paxton pointed with his knife back in the direction from which they had come. “Your camp is back that way. Start walking.” 
 
    The rover looked back through the darkness. As if on cue, the steam boiler call of a hell lizard sounded nearby. Graham shook his head and turned back to Paxton. “You’re not serious.” 
 
    “I promise you, I am.” 
 
    Graham looked back again, then settled into his saddle and shook his head. “No. I’m not heading out into the night. If you want to kill me, just kill me. But I’m not going to turn myself into carnie food voluntarily.” 
 
    Paxton’s smile was vicious. “I was hoping you’d say that.” He pulled his spear from its place beneath his leg. 
 
    “Wait!” Despite his bravado, Graham scrambled out of the saddle, wincing a bit when he jostled his bloody hand. 
 
    “Thought you’d see it that way.” He pointed once more into the forest. 
 
    “But I can’t even see what direction I’m going.” 
 
    Paxton seemed to consider for a moment. “Paula, give him a torch.” 
 
    Without a word, she tossed him the burning brand she held. 
 
    Graham tried to catch it in his uninjured hand, but fumbled it. He snatched it up off the ground as if terrified that it would go out. 
 
    “You’re gonna have to get better with that left hand, Graham.” Paxton called to the rest of the group, “Let’s move.” 
 
    “I thought we were going to rest for a bit.” Smiley’s voice had a hint of a whine to it. 
 
    “I changed my mind.” He shook his head at Graham and sniffed loudly. “This place smells too bad.” 
 
    Smiley chuckled and led the way. 
 
    Sean watched as the rover looked at each of their faces. He assumed the man was looking for some hint of mercy. If that was the case, Sean was determined that he wouldn’t get it from him. He turned away, riding after the other members of his team. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    It was difficult for just the four of them to herd the entire caravan of camelohs, large and small, and keep them moving in the right direction. Everything would go just fine for several minutes, with them all cooperating and moving the way Sean and the others wanted. Then something would distract one of the big beasts and it would stop or turn another direction. And invariably, some of the others would follow the stray. To Sean, it seemed they hardly made much better time than when they had chased after the rovers, and they had been on foot then. 
 
    It seemed they had been traveling for days, and Sean had to restrain himself, as he constantly wanted to ask “are we there yet?” The thought made him chuckle to himself… until he remembered how Caroline used to ask the same thing. 
 
    “Something funny?” Paxton asked, even as his smile was fading. 
 
    “No.” Sean took a deep breath and concentrated on not thinking about his daughter. “Just wondering how much longer until we get back.” 
 
    “And that’s funny?” 
 
    “No. Sorry. Guess I’m just a little tired.” 
 
    Paxton looked at him a moment before shaking his head. “Should be there any time now.” 
 
    In reality, the sun had been up for a few hours when they finally made it back to their camp. Tomas led a small group of the traders to meet them. Several of the traders ran forward to take control of the larger draft beasts, while Tomas walked to where Paxton and the others dismounted. 
 
    “You did it!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “You don’t have to sound so surprised.” 
 
    “Sorry. Did they give you any trouble?” 
 
    Sean snorted, but Paxton just shook his head as he answered the man. “Did you think they were just going to hand everything over with an apology? Of course they gave us trouble.” 
 
    Sean wondered how he kept calm. He knew the big man was angry, but he managed to keep it out of his voice as he shouted. “Ice Man!” 
 
    “Behind you, boss.” Iyson’s voice called from the trees. 
 
    Sean turned and saw him walking out of the tree line. His wounded hand was bound tightly to his chest, but his left held one of his axes by the handle, swinging it easily as he strode toward them. 
 
    “And Ken?” 
 
    “Up top,” Ken called from above. Sean followed Paxton’s gaze to find the big man peeking over the edge of the crow’s nest, bow in his left hand, arrow in his right, as he leaned against the central post to keep his weight off his wrapped ankle. 
 
    “Gather your gear. We leave as soon as everyone’s loaded.” 
 
    Tomas grabbed Paxton’s shoulder. “They chasing you?” 
 
    Paxton shrugged. “I don’t have any way of knowing that. But if I’d just been humiliated for the third time, had every cameloh I owned taken from me, and had someone release half the carnies I’d collected for the games, I’d probably be making the best time I could to catch whoever did it to me.” 
 
    “But if you took their camelohs—” 
 
    “We made it to their camp from here on foot. Stands to reason that they can make the same trip. They won’t be too close behind us, since we rode through the night. Anyone on foot would be crazy to try that. But the longer we wait here, the closer they’ll get.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Sean interrupted. “Boss, is there another route between Denver and Old Trent?” 
 
    Paxton shook his head. “Good point.” 
 
    Tomas looked bemused by the question. “What? There’s not another way. We know where they’ll be coming from. At least the general direction.” 
 
    “That much is true,” Paxton answered. “And we still have to come back through here on the way back.” 
 
    Tomas finally got it. “Oh crap.” 
 
    “Uh huh. The faster we get to Old Trent and back, the less chance the rovers have to reorganize a resistance to meet us on the way back through here.” 
 
    The caravan lead turned and started shouting frantic orders to his men. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    They made it to Old Trent by late afternoon. It wasn’t as big as Denver. Sean noticed that while the walls weren’t quite the height of Denver’s, they were still about twenty feet tall. And there were plenty of guards, all well armed and alert. He wondered just how secure the place really was. It primarily seemed to be a mining town, with acrid smoke and steam from various smelting fires drifting through the rambling streets. But Tomas led the caravan unerringly through the maze. Sean watched as he called for a few of the men to take the trader who’d been injured by the Daemonosaurs down a side street. “Get him to the medic. I’ll be by to settle up with them after we’re done at the warehouse.” 
 
    Paxton called to Ken and Iyson. “Go with them. Get yourselves looked at and wait there until I come by.” 
 
    “What for?” Iyson grumbled. “Not like they’ll be growing me any new fingers.” 
 
    “So they can check the stitches and bandages… make sure there’s no infection. Or would you rather lose the whole hand?” 
 
    Iyson quit arguing at that, and he and Ken followed the traders. 
 
    The rest of them herded the caravan through the streets, eventually stopping before a large warehouse in the middle of the town. Like the warehouse Sean had seen in Denver, this building had gigantic doors, large enough to easily allow three of their largest camelohs to enter side by side. A heavyset man with a graying beard came out of the darkened interior. He looked up and down the line of camelohs, finally settling his gaze on Tomas. “You’re late.” 
 
    As Sean watched, everyone began to dismount. He hurried to follow suit, taking a few seconds to stretch his legs as he listened to the conversation. 
 
    Tomas climbed down from his saddle. “We had some trouble with rovers.” 
 
    Graybeard scowled at Tomas’s words. “Rottin’ bastards. It’s getting so we can’t go twenty klicks without running into trouble with them. Everyone come out all right?” 
 
    “Nobody died, but not for lack of trying. They turned a bunch of carnies loose on us. We have a few men at your healer right now.” 
 
    “How bad?” 
 
    “One of my men got chewed on pretty good. One of the Guard detail lost some fingers. Pretty sure they’ll all live, though. The rest is just scrapes and bruises.” 
 
    “Damn. Sorry to hear it.” 
 
    Graybeard turned to Paxton as he approached. “How ya doin’, Pax?” 
 
    Paxton stepped forward and clasped the other man’s hand. “I’ve been better, Mike. Me and my team ain’t slept in nearly two days. Iyson’s lost a couple of fingers, and Ken’s screwed up his ankle. All in all, it’s been a pretty shitty couple of days.” 
 
    “Well then, we’ll get your cargo unloaded and let you all get settled at Maggie’s.” He turned and shouted back into the building. “Ronal! Grab anyone that ain’t running a pit and get them here to take possession of the delivery.” 
 
    He turned to Tomas. “Which ones are the coin on?” 
 
    Tomas patted the flank of the cameloh he’d been riding. “This one,” he pointed to four others, “and those four. Ten bags, twenty-five thousand suns in each one.” 
 
    Graybeard—or Mike, as Paxton had called him—jutted his chin at the other animals. “Anything good in the others?” 
 
    Paula startled Sean as she sat her saddlebags down on the ground beside him. 
 
    “Eavesdropping?” she asked him with a knowing smirk. 
 
    “I didn’t know it was a private conversation.” Nevertheless, his cheeks flushed slightly, as if he’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t have. 
 
    Smiley walked up, also carrying his saddlebags. “You’re not planning to leave your gear on Butt Head, are you?” 
 
    Sean stopped and stared. “Butt Head?” 
 
    Paula giggled. “I told you he already had a name.” 
 
    Smiley shook his head. “You mean you’ve been riding him for the last four days and you don’t even know his name?” 
 
    “I guess we were never formally introduced. Who the hell names their ride Butt Head?” 
 
    “Peter. Of course I don’t guess he’d object if you want to change the name, him being dead and all.” 
 
    Sean didn’t get a chance to respond, as Paxton walked toward them. He called over his shoulder to Tomas and Mike. “I’m going to take my team and get settled in for the night. Tomas, can you have your guys stable our mounts?” 
 
    “Sure. We’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    Sean scrambled to strip his saddlebags off of Butt Head’s haunches as Mike waved a lazy hand. 
 
    Paxton turned back to Sean and the others. “How about we go get some rooms?” 
 
    Smiley picked his bags back up with a bone-weary groan. “Sounds like a plan, Boss.” 
 
    Sean followed the others, as they led the twisting way through the streets. It was obvious they were familiar with the town as they wound through a convoluted path that Sean didn’t even try to memorize. He was simply too tired. 
 
    He hadn’t realized exactly how tired until they got to the inn. It was a small affair, a dozen rooms and a dining area. Behind the main building were four side-by-side outhouses that reminded him of an outdoor concert back home. 
 
    Paxton guided them to three rooms on the second floor. He rapped on one door as he walked past. “Paula.” He tapped a second door, “Smiley and Sean.” Then he pointed to a door directly across the hall. “This is me.” 
 
    “We don’t all get our own rooms?” Sean asked. 
 
    “Normally we get four rooms. Paula gets one because she’s the only woman. I get one because I’m your boss.” Paxton tapped Sean on the chest. “The rest of you get to double up, because there aren’t enough rooms for us and the traders to all get our own. And since Ken and Iyson will be spending the night with the medic, Tomas asked for their room so a couple of his men can bunk two to a room, instead of three, like most of them are doing.” 
 
    Sean nodded, and with a sigh, he turned to follow Smiley into their room. Since his roommate had already fallen wearily onto the bed farthest from the door, he dropped his gear onto the floor beside the closer bed and closed his eyes. 
 
    He was just beginning to drift off when a loud braaaap trumpeted from his roommate. “Oh my god, Smiley!” 
 
    Sean rushed to open the window as the stench wafted through their room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    


Chapter 21
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean awoke to the sounds of muffled shouting, and briefly wondered which of his memories were real and which were dreams. He was pretty sure the whistling dinosaurs weren’t based in reality, but aside from the sound of shouting, he found himself unable to recall anything else from before he had opened his eyes. 
 
    The shouting had died down, but he could still hear enough of the voices on the other side of his wall to know that his boss was pretty upset about something. Another voice hissed at him, telling him to keep his voice down. 
 
    “I’ll keep my voice down when you explain why you need another damn day.” 
 
    Sean sat up in his bed and laid his ear on the wooden wall between the rooms. He recognized the other voice and realized that Tomas was in Paxton’s room. 
 
    “No help for it, Pax. Our return shipment requires delicate handling, and Doc Blankenship will skin me if we don’t get it back.” 
 
    “Delicate handling? We’ve never had to worry about anything like this before. What the hell is this mystery cargo?” 
 
    “I can’t say.” 
 
    “The hell you can’t! It’s my job to handle the safety of this caravan. That means I need to be able to plan around any contingency. If this is going to affect my plans, I need to know why.” 
 
    “Then you’ll have to take it up with Doc. He’s the one who put me under strict orders.” 
 
    “Before he knew about the troubles we ran into. You gotta be able to adapt, Tomas.” 
 
    “So do you!” Tomas seemed to have forgotten his own advice as his voice rose to match Paxton’s volume. 
 
    But his shout seemed to have calmed the other man down, too, and for the next few minutes the conversation dropped too low for Sean to overhear. 
 
    Moments later, he heard Paxton’s door open, and footsteps that went past their door, down the hallway, and down the stairs. Paxton’s door slammed shut. 
 
    It took a while, but Sean finally managed to find the whistling dinosaurs again. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Paxton passed word to the rest of the team that they had the day off. 
 
    “It’ll give Ken and Iyson an extra day to heal. Besides, you never know when you’ll get more down time, so take it and be grateful.” 
 
    He was gruff about it, and Sean knew from the snippets of eavesdropped conversation that the man wasn’t very happy about it. But Sean was aching and exhausted after the run through the forest, so he gratefully went back to his bed, sleeping until after mid-day. The rest of the day was equally exciting, with the most eventful thing on his agenda being a meal of the standard meat and potatoes, as he’d come to think of the ever-present bland tubers. Of course, after the last few days of nothing but jerky and water, the hot meal in the dining hall was a real treat. 
 
    The day after, Sean woke feeling more rested than he expected. The smell of eggs and bacon wafting up from the ground floor drew Sean to the dining hall like a moth to a flame. The room was filled, mostly with traders from the caravan, but there were others, people Sean could only assume were locals. He spotted Paxton sitting at a table with Ken and Iyson, and drew a chair up beside them.  
 
    “I see everyone else had the same idea,” he said. He watched for a second as Iyson carefully, if a tad clumsily stabbed a bit of egg using his left hand. It was obvious that he wasn’t left handed, but he didn’t seem to be in danger of going hungry, either. 
 
    “You’re doing pretty good with that left hand,” he said, trying to draw the taciturn man into some sort of conversation. 
 
    Iyson just scowled, obviously perturbed with what little clumsiness he had, and Sean decided not to press the matter. 
 
    He turned to Ken. “How’s the ankle?” 
 
    “Healing. It’ll be good as new in another day or two,” he said around a bite of eggs. 
 
    Sean blinked as his brain caught up to what his eyes were telling him. Bacon and eggs? It had suddenly occurred to him that there wouldn’t be any chickens for a few hundred million years. And the unmistakable smell of bacon confused him even more. 
 
    “What in the world are you eating?” 
 
    “Eggs and bacon. Why?” 
 
    “But… eggs? How?” 
 
    Ken’s eyes furrowed for a second before comprehension dawned. “I keep forgetting, you’ve only been here a few days. You’re thinking no chickens means no eggs, aren’t you? But even back home, chickens weren’t the only thing that laid eggs, right?” He paused long enough to shovel another fork full of egg into his mouth. Then, speaking as he chewed the yellow fluff, he continued. “Remember all the little dinos in the forest? They lay eggs. And when you get down to it, an egg is an egg is an egg.” 
 
    “I guess so. What about the bacon?” 
 
    Ken started to answer, but Paxton interrupted. “Just eat your breakfast, Ken. I don’t think the whole room needs to see you talking with your mouth full.” 
 
    Ken grinned, a tiny bit of egg dropping from his mouth and making Paxton’s point. The burly man shrugged and scooped another bite as Paxton took over the conversation. 
 
    “It’s not really bacon. Not the way you think of it. But again, there are plenty of animals here that fill similar roles in the food chain. Some of them have fatty meats that can be salted, smoked, and cured a lot like bacon.” He picked up a greasy strip and held it out for Sean to examine. “It probably doesn’t taste quite the same, but I’ve been away from home so long, I wouldn’t know the difference anymore.” 
 
    Sean sniffed the strip of meat and he had to admit, it did smell quite a bit like the heavenly breakfast meat he remembered. He handed it back to Paxton as a man in a light-colored leather apron tied over his rather large belly entered the room through a swinging wooden door. The familiar noise of clattering dishes and the wafting scent of cooking food told Sean it was the kitchen. Seeing Sean sitting at the table, he smiled and came over to him. 
 
    “Breakfast?” 
 
    “Please,” Sean said, pointing at his teammates’ plates. “I’ll have what they’re having.” 
 
    The man nodded and started to turn back to the kitchen. 
 
    “Make it two!” Paula’s voice came from behind Sean. 
 
    “Three!” Smiley called out. 
 
    The man smiled at them as they pulled out chairs and squeezed up to the table. 
 
    “I’m starved,” Smiley proclaimed. 
 
    “When are you not hungry?” Paula joked. 
 
    “That’s true,” he said, reaching for a piece of bacon off of Ken’s plate. 
 
    “Touch it and you’ll be pulling back a stump, boy.” 
 
    Iyson dropped his fork onto his plate with a clatter that silenced Ken and Smiley’s banter, and the table went silent. Paula reached across the table and slugged Ken on the shoulder. 
 
    “What? What did I do?” 
 
    Iyson pushed his chair back and stood. “Gonna go get my gear.” 
 
    “Ice Man!” Paula called. But he never looked back. 
 
    When he’d walked out the front door, Paula hit Ken again. 
 
    “Ow!” 
 
    “Really?” she said. “Pull back a stump? How insensitive can you get?” 
 
    “Damn it! It’s the same thing I’ve told him a thousand times before.” 
 
    “But not since Iyson lost part of his hand.” 
 
    Ken sighed. “Think I should go after him?” 
 
    “No,” Paxton said. “Give him some time. It’s not like we can ignore what happened. He’ll get over it.” 
 
    “How do you get over losing part of a hand?” Smiley said. 
 
    “He lost two damned fingers,” Paxton said, with a touch of anger. “Right now, he’s hurt and he’s pissed off. But I’ll bet you a month’s wages that once the hand heals, he’ll still be better in a fight than you are.” 
 
    Smiley reached across the table and pulled Iyson’s plate to him. Without another word, he began eating the last of the bacon and eggs Iyson had left behind. Paula slapped her open palm against the back of the young man’s head. 
 
    “Ow! What the hell? It’s not like he’s going to eat it.” 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    By the time they had all eaten, gathered their gear, and gotten to the stables, Iyson was already there, and was struggling to get his saddle positioned properly on his cameloh. Ken walked up to him. 
 
    “Hey, I wasn’t thinking when I said—” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Gonna have to get over it. My problem, not yours.” 
 
    “So, are we still good?” 
 
    Iyson looked up at him as if contemplating. “If you’ll help me get this thing cinched on. I can’t get a good grip on it.” 
 
    Sean smiled as he watched Ken hurry to help his friend. He lifted his own saddle from the rail and threw it over the back of Butt Head. “Damn it, Smiley.” 
 
    “What?” Smiley said from the next stall. 
 
    “Now that you told me his name, I can’t help but think of him as Butt Head.” 
 
    Smiley chuckled. “Everybody’s gotta have a name. It’s not my fault your predecessor was a dick.” With a slight grunt, the young man stepped into the saddle. “Meet you guys at the warehouse.” 
 
    Sean hurried to finish up. He heard Paula mount up as he tightened the straps on his saddle bags. “All right, Butt Head, let’s get going.” He backed his cameloh out of the stall, and rushed to mount him. He had a quick moment of panic as it occurred to him that he had no idea where the warehouse was. He had been so tired yesterday that the trip from the warehouse to the stables was something of a blur. But he caught a glimpse of Paula in the street to his right as he exited, and he hurried Butt Head to catch up to her. 
 
    He and Paula arrived at the warehouse together, just seconds behind Paxton and Smiley. Ken and Iyson followed a few minutes later. Paxton circled his cameloh around to face them. 
 
    “Tomas and his crew are just about loaded up. He says the load is lighter than the suns they hauled here, so we’re going to make up some time by pushing the caravan a little harder and stopping at alternate campsites farther down the trail. It’ll get us through the run faster, and we’ll have the added advantage of not being in the normal stopping points, in case the rovers are looking to find us there.” 
 
    “Won’t that just get us to the rovers faster?” Smiley asked. 
 
    “Yes. And we’ll have to keep sharp eyes open for them. So Sean, no more babysitting. You’ve shown us you can handle yourself in a fight. Now I want you to help keep us out of one.” 
 
    “You got it, Boss.” 
 
    “I’ll take point.” He turned to the youngest of the team. “And Smiley, I want you to ride on ahead a bit and scout the tree line outside town. Once you clear the trail for a few miles, just pull up and wait for us. We’ll catch up shortly.” 
 
    “Can do.” Smiley wheeled around and rode off down the street. 
 
    Paxton continued his instructions. “Every time we catch up to the kid I’ll send him scouting ahead again. That should keep us from getting ambushed. Ken, you take right flank. Sean, take left. Paula, you and Ice Man take the rear. Everyone keeps their eyes open, and we don’t end up surprised.” 
 
    They all nodded at their instructions, and Sean suddenly realized just how serious the situation was. It had been serious before, but everything had happened so quickly that he hadn’t had time to really think about things. It was all just a matter of reacting to everything as it occurred. Now they were moving forward, anticipating trouble. For some reason, that made him more nervous. 
 
    Paxton wheeled back around and rode over to where Tomas and Mike were talking. Sean watched as they exchanged a few words and shook hands. Paxton leaned over in his saddle, shaking Mike’s hand, and turned back to his team. “Positions!” he yelled. 
 
    Sean moved to the left side of the caravan, roughly halfway down the line, and Paxton rode up front to take a point position beside Smiley. Turning in his saddle, he looked over the caravan. Sean saw Tomas signal that they were ready, and Paxton yelled once more. “Let’s go!” 
 
    With a few snorts, the large haulers the traders rode began to lumber forward. Sean and the rest of the security team were forced to ride uncomfortably close in the streets. He remembered thinking that they were so wide, initially. Now that he was riding the outside of a three beast wide caravan, he realized they weren’t nearly wide enough. He had to lean away from several awnings over storefronts as they rode past, and each time he did, he caught a foul, rotten egg stench from the cargo bags strapped to the back of the cameloh beside him. 
 
    The front of the line was almost to the gates when the camelohs beside Sean stopped moving. There was shouting from ahead, and he looked across the rump of the big beast to his right. He saw Ken was raised up in his saddle trying to see what was holding them up. 
 
    “Ken!” Sean yelled to get his attention. 
 
    The big man looked over. 
 
    “Is this normal?” 
 
    “Not really, no.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Hell if I know.” 
 
    Sean debated leaving his position, and after a second’s thought he figured the caravan was safe enough since they were still inside the town. He spurred Butt Head forward to find Paxton and Smiley talking urgently with Tomas. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    Smiley looked up. “Rovers are just inside the tree line.” 
 
    “How’d they get this far so fast? We rode hard, and we had camelohs. They’re on foot.” 
 
    The kid shrugged. “Not these guys. They’re mounted, so maybe it’s not Graham. All I know is there’s a whole mess of them out there.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    Smiley shook his head. “I didn’t exactly stay long enough to get an accurate count. But at a guess, I’d say there’s hundreds of them.” 
 
    Shouts from atop the wall sounded. “Rovers coming in!” 
 
    Horns sounded from atop the wall, startling Sean. Townspeople began to scramble about. Some ran into buildings, others rushed to close the massive gates, working to get them barred before the attackers could get in. 
 
    Tomas shouted orders to his traders. “Get the line back into the stables. Clear the streets!” 
 
    “What are the horns for?” Sean asked. 
 
    “Town alarm.” Smiley dropped out of his saddle. “Lets the guards at the other gates know to button up the wall.” He pulled his bow and a spear from the saddle before flagging down a passing trader. 
 
    “Put Dammit in a stall for me, would you?” He handed his reins up to the man. 
 
    The trader nodded. 
 
    “Wait!” Sean grabbed his own spear and dropped to the ground, as well. He handed his reins up as well. “Same here.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Sean and Smiley ran to catch up to Paxton. Paula and Iyson were already there, and Ken was right behind. 
 
    “Where do we go, boss?” Paula asked. 
 
    “Not sure. Let’s see where they nee—” 
 
    “Peaceful! You in there?” The shout from the other side of the gate. 
 
    Ken groaned. “Seriously?” 
 
    Smiley looked at Sean. “Guess it was him after all.”  
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    Paxton turned and walked to the gate, his team taking up positions around him as they walked. Some of Old Trent’s guardsmen were huddled together for a hurried conversation. 
 
    “How the hell should I know?” one of them was saying. 
 
    “If you’re trying to figure out who Peaceful is,” Paxton interrupted, “it’s me.” 
 
    An older man who appeared to be the leader of their guard unit looked up. “You’re Peaceful?” 
 
    “No, but it’s what the asshole out there calls me. Where can I get up the wall to talk to him?” 
 
    The man pointed to a narrow staircase to the left of the gates. 
 
    “Thanks.” Paxton and the rest of the team walked away. 
 
    “Wait a second!” the old man protested. “What the hell did you do to piss these guys off?” 
 
    “Hurt his damn pride.” 
 
    “And he followed you here over that?” 
 
    “Apparently so.” Paxton mounted the stairs, Sean and the others close behind him. 
 
    When they got to the top, Sean saw Graham and several others sitting on new mounts in the clearing outside the wall. 
 
    “I see you made it back in one piece,” Paxton shouted. 
 
    “Peaceful? Is that you up there?” Graham raised a bandaged hand to shield his eyes against the rising sun, looking up the wall where Paxton’s team had joined the dozens of archers already stationed there. His ever-present second, John, was with him, holding a white flag. 
 
    “It’s me,” Paxton said. “Looks like you brought some friends with you.” 
 
    “Indeed I did!” Graham spread his hands, indicating his entourage. “Just a few friends I gathered together on short notice. There are more coming.” 
 
    “And you brought them all together so you could apologize, right?” 
 
    “Apologize? No,” Graham laughed. “Definitely not to apologize.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t suppose you came all this way to thank me for not killing you, did you?” 
 
    “I’ve come to settle scores.” 
 
    “Oh, for shit’s sake!” Paxton actually laughed. “Are you still whining about thinking I’ve insulted you? Get over yourself!” 
 
    Graham raised his bandaged hand. “You cut off my finger!” His humor was completely gone. 
 
    Paxton turned to Iyson. “Raise your hand, Ice Man.” 
 
    Iyson did as instructed. 
 
    Paxton pointed. “And you cost my man two of his. So cut the crap and tell me what this is really all about.” 
 
    “Compensation.” 
 
    “Bullshit. You didn’t manage to get every rover in Pangaea behind you just because I cut off your girlfriend’s favorite play toy.” 
 
    Several of the townspeople chuckled. 
 
    “No. I just had to agree to give them a cut of the cargo you were carrying. I didn’t get a chance to count it all, but it looked to me like you had quite a bit of coin in those saddle bags.” 
 
    Paxton cursed under his breath, then looked at Smiley beside him. Speaking loudly enough for them to hear below, he asked, “You have any idea what he’s talking about?” 
 
    “No idea, boss.” 
 
    He looked at the others down the wall. “Any of the rest of you know?” 
 
    They all shook their heads. 
 
    Pax looked back down at Graham. “Sorry, Stumpy. Not sure what you mean. I can check with the traders and see if some of them had some spare change if you’re in a bind. How much do you need? Maybe we can pass a hat around.” 
 
    “You think you’re clever, don’t you? Well think on this. I have twenty tribes gathered out here… nearly five hundred rovers.” 
 
    “And we’re behind twenty foot walls, manned by archers and surrounded by plenty of clear space. You really think we’re worried? There’s no way you’re getting in here.” 
 
    “Getting in? Who said anything about getting in? We’re just going to sit out here for a few days. Waiting.” Graham looked around at the other faces on the wall. “But when you folks inside start getting hungry and thirsty, you need to remember that I want that man and his team,” he pointed at Paxton with his good hand, “and the cargo they brought in. Until that happens, nobody else gets in or out.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    



Chapter 22
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean sat in the diner with Ken, Paula, and Iyson. Smiley and Paxton had been in a meeting with Tomas and some of the leaders of the town for several hours. Within the gates of Old Trent everyone was quite suddenly, and conspicuously, armed to the teeth. 
 
    “How do you think he got so many rovers together so quick?” Ken asked. 
 
    “Come on, Ken, are you seriously asking me? Until a week ago, I had never even heard of rovers.” 
 
    “More been comin’ all mornin’,” a man at the bar behind Sean interjected himself into their conversation. “Seems sometin’ got them all up in arms.” The man’s bitter tone came through his odd accent clearly enough. “Don’ suppose you folks know anytin’ about that, do ya?” 
 
    Sean eyed the man carefully, checking for weapons and wondering just how drunk he was as he pushed himself to his feet. He swayed only slightly as his body fought for balance away from the support of the bar, and Sean noted the casual hand that drifted to the man’s belt knife. 
 
    Ken barely looked up as the man approached. “Don’t go borrowing trouble, friend. We’re trapped in here, same as you.” 
 
    “Yah,” another man, just as inebriated, navigated his way across the floor to stand beside his companion. “But you de ones what got us trapped, ain’cha?” 
 
    Sean scanned him, as he had the first man, noting that he also wore a blade on his hip. 
 
    “Wat’cha lookin’ at, nully?” 
 
    Sean looked at Ken. “Nully?” 
 
    Ken sighed. “Means he don’t think you count for nothing. You’re a null.” 
 
    “Ah, got it.” Sean filed the term away for future reference as the man stepped closer, overtly pushing into Sean’s personal space as he placed a casual hand on his knife. 
 
    “Yah, nully. You count for nuttin’. Come in ta town draggin’ you damn rovers behind. How ‘bout you—” 
 
    Sean interrupted. “How about I buy you and your friend another round?” He dug into his pouch and pulled out a couple of suns. “Have some of the good stuff.” 
 
    The man stared for a second, obviously weighing the pros and cons of the dilemma before him. After a second’s thought, he slapped Sean’s hand away. 
 
    “You t’ink ta buy you way outta de ass poundin’ wit’ drinks?” 
 
    “Ass pounding? Seriously? Are we really going to do the whole bar fight scene now?” 
 
    “No,” Ken said without looking up from his drink. “We’re not.” 
 
    The first man looked down at him, sneering as he said, “What make you t’ink you has a choice, boyo?” 
 
    Ken sighed, then pushed away from their table. 
 
    The two drunks cackled at one another. The second man slapped his buddy on the shoulder. “Oh, lookie, lookie… boyo gettin’ serious now. T’ink we should…” His voice faded, as did his laughter. He swallowed as Ken stood, and the two were suddenly looking up at the hulking mass of muscle that towered over them. They stepped back. 
 
    “I said there won’t be any fight,” he told them. “Now, my friend here has very generously offered to buy you both a round of drinks.” 
 
    The men nodded. “Yeah, we just joshin’. Be happy ta take him up on—” 
 
    “No,” Ken said. “That offer’s expired. Now I’m making a different offer. I’m going to let you both leave here without getting hurt.” 
 
    Iyson, who was obviously not trying to be very subtle, unslung his axe from his shoulder and tossed it on the table. The heavy chunk of bronze made a loud clatter, and he stood. 
 
    “Screw that, Ken. Let’s have some fun.” 
 
    But Ken put a hand on his shoulder. “Now hang on Ice Man. You know what the boss said. We get fined if we kill anyone else this week.” 
 
    Iyson hesitated. He twisted his neck to the right, then left, the cracking audible in the suddenly quiet room. He looked at Ken. “How much is the fine again? It might be worth it.” 
 
    The two drunks looked at each other, as if debating whether or not to take them seriously. Sean watched their grips on their knives flex as they tried to decide whether or not to draw. He was close enough that he felt certain he’d be able to stop the first man, if he should make the wrong choice, and he was confident that Ken would have no problem with the other. The question was whether or not he would do so without seriously injuring anyone. 
 
    “Now, my offer expires at the count of three.” Ken paused a short second. “One.” 
 
    Sean watched, sighing with relief as he saw their hands relax. They made the right choice, edging around the table and toward the door. 
 
    As they left, Ken and Iyson looked at each other and laughed. It occurred to Sean that it was the first time he had seen the bearded Viking smile since he’d lost his fingers. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Paxton’s voice came from behind Sean, who turned to see that he and Smiley had both entered as the two drunks left. Their leader looked none too happy. 
 
    Ken signaled for the shop keeper. “Another bucket.” 
 
    The man behind the bar nodded and stepped into the back. 
 
    Paxton and Smiley sat at the table with the others. “Just some disgruntled locals,” Paula told him. “From the look on your face, I take it your talk with the mayor didn’t come up with a magical way out of this predicament.” 
 
    “Actually, it did.” 
 
    “Then why do you look so bothered?” 
 
    Paxton just shook his head. “Not the time or place for this talk.” He looked around the room, indicating all the other patrons of the dining hall. 
 
    Smiley’s expression was a polar opposite to Paxton’s. Where their boss was withdrawn and concerned, the youngest member of their team looked like he was about to burst with excitement. He struggled to keep his voice low. “Come on, Pax. Tell ’em. It’s not like word won’t get out eventually, anyway. This isn’t the kind of thing you can keep secret for too long.” 
 
    “That’s enough, kid.” Paxton’s voice had an edge to it, warning Smiley as the waiter approached the table with the bucket Ken had requested. After he left, Paxton told the others, “No more discussion on this until we’re in private, all right?” 
 
    Everyone nodded and they ordered a meal. Discussion during the rest of the evening was restrained, and they all hurried to finish, in a rush to get to their rooms where they could talk more openly. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    Once behind closed doors, Smiley was practically bouncing off the walls. “Guys! They’re making some kind of powder that… you put some in a vase or something and light it on fire and throw it and it… well, I don’t really understand how, but they said just a little bit could kill a lot—” 
 
    Sean interrupted, realizing what he was describing. “Gunpowder?” He looked at Smiley, then understood why the kid was having such a hard time explaining. Smiley had been born in Pangaea. He’d never heard of chemical reactions or explosions. Sean looked at Paxton who simply nodded. 
 
    Everyone tried to speak at once before Paxton silenced them with a shout. “Hold it down!” He lowered his voice. “This still isn’t something that everyone knows about—” 
 
    “But you can bet your ass they will tomorrow,” Smiley grinned enthusiastically. He looked at Paxton’s grim expression. “I don’t get it, boss. Why aren’t you happy about this?” 
 
    “Because he knows this might start an arms race,” Paula said. 
 
    “What?” Smiley was confused by the phrase. 
 
    Sean ignored the question, addressing Paxton. “No one else has it?” 
 
    “Doc’s been working with the mayor here, Agmund, for a few years now. They’ve been trying to figure out how to make one of the ingredients. Agmund’s guy figured it out first. We’re carrying a load of it back.” 
 
    “What?” Ken almost yelled, remembering as he opened his mouth to keep it quiet. “We were hauling gunpowder?” 
 
    Paxton nodded. 
 
    “Did you know that?” 
 
    “No. And I plan to have a serious conversation about that with both Doc and Tomas. But the fact is that the cargo bags on most of those camelohs are full of kegs of gunpowder.” 
 
    Everyone started to grumble. 
 
    “Guys, what’s the problem?” Smiley seemed genuinely confused. 
 
    “Do you really want to haul those saddlebags on and off the heavy haulers, banging them around, not knowing that the slightest mistake… the slightest spill, could kill everyone in the camp?” 
 
    “It could?” For the first time, he looked concerned. “How?” 
 
    “Say a keg breaks inside a pouch. The pouch gets a hole in it,” Ken said. “You take it off the cameloh at night, move it from the animal, to pile it with the rest of the gear for the night. And on the way, maybe you go past one of the campfires. You’re trailing a little stream of powder, it catches fire, follows the trail to the bag… boom!” 
 
    “Boom?” Smiley said. “Like a drum?” 
 
    “Boom like an explosion,” Iyson hissed. 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t get it. What’s boom?” 
 
    “Boom is the sound of all of us dying when the gunpowder explodes.” 
 
    Smiley was beginning to act frustrated. “Explodes? I don’t understand.” 
 
    Sean finally got it. “He was born here. He doesn’t know what an explosion is.” 
 
    “He’ll find out soon enough,” Paxton said. “Since we’re the ones that have to get out of here, and we’re the ones that get to haul the gunpowder, we’ve been invited to a special meeting tomorrow. Mayor Agmund is calling his lead craftsmen to meet with us to try and figure out a way through the rovers. We’re supposed to be there an hour after dawn.” 
 
    “And until then?” Paula asked. 
 
    “Until then, we try to figure out how to use the gunpowder to get ourselves through the line of rovers and back to Denver. The more prepared we are for the discussion tomorrow, the faster we can get back on the road.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    

Chapter 23
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There were more than thirty people sitting around the huge table. Sean only recognized eight of the faces—the six members of his team, Tomas, and his second, Rufus. All the others were evidently Old Trent’s finest craftsmen and politicians. 
 
    None of them were shouting, but so many people having so many muttered conversations in the small room made it difficult to hear over the background noise. A man at the end of the table banged a glass ball down to catch everyone’s attention. 
 
    “All right, all right. We know the situation. We’re holed up behind the gates. Latest estimate puts the surrounding rovers at nearly five hundred. Not enough for them to get through our defenses, but anyone going outside risks a serious ass-whooping.” 
 
    There were a few chuckles, but most appeared too worried to react to the joke. 
 
    “So it’s our job to figure out how to use our new secret weapon to push the rovers back and let the caravan from Denver punch through them.” He looked around the room. “Now, if any of you thought about it last night, you know that just because we have gunpowder doesn’t mean we have guns.” He looked at Tomas. “Is it safe to assume you understand that, as well?” 
 
    Paxton spoke up, instead of Tomas. “We do.” 
 
    “And have you discussed possible ways for you to get your caravan through the rovers?” 
 
    Paxton cleared his throat. “My team and I talked about it at some length last night. We came up with an idea, but we don’t really know how to implement it.” 
 
    Mayor Agmund waved his hand, inviting Paxton to continue. 
 
     “Okay, we have gunpowder. But as you pointed out, we don’t have any guns or cannons, or any way of making them. The only other use we could come up with was grenades.” 
 
    Agmund sighed, looking somewhat disappointed. “We came to the same conclusion. I was hoping maybe you had come up with something better.” 
 
    He unrolled a large piece of parchment on the desk. Sean peered across the desk to see a few drawings and notes on the sheet, as the mayor continued. “We came up with primitive rockets made of horsetail bamboo, bronze cannons… hell, even wooden cannons. But with the time and material constraints we have, the only thing that makes much sense is grenades. The theory is easy. Hell, if you spend ten seconds thinking about it, most people can figure that much out. You put it in a tight container, mix it with some scraps or shards for shrapnel, and set a fuse to it. The powder expands so fast that it explodes its container, and boom.” 
 
    “But what kind of container? You can’t just put it in a drinking glass and stick a fuse in it.” 
 
    Everyone was quiet as they thought. After a moment, a clean-shaven man at the end of the table cleared his throat. The mayor looked at him. “Torvan, you have something to say?” 
 
    Torvan shrunk back in his seat as everyone looked his way. 
 
    “Come on, man. If you have an idea, let’s hear it.” 
 
    He looked for a moment as if he regretted having drawn attention to himself, but took a deep breath. “Bronze cylinders,” he finally said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We cast containers in bronze with tiny holes for the fuses. Fill ’em with gunpowder, plug ’em with a fuse, light ’em, and throw ’em.” 
 
    People began talking to each other excitedly. Another man shouted for attention. 
 
    “How you gonna keep the hole small enough for a fuse, but big enough to get gunpowder into the grenade?” 
 
    The mayor turned to Torvan. “Can you melt a plug into the hole after the grenade is filled?” 
 
    Torvan hesitated. “What’s the temperature that gunpowder explodes at?” 
 
    A man sitting across from him leaned forward and spoke up. “Around 825 to 850 degrees, call it 800 to be safe.” 
 
    Sean looked at the man who had spoken. He swallowed, then leaned back to blend into the rest of the faces on his side of the table. Heart pounding, he tried to concentrate on the rest of the conversation as Torvan shook his head. “In order for bronze to even get close to being malleable it has to be nearly twice that temperature. We would explode them before we get them sealed.” 
 
    Sean leaned close to Paxton. “Boss?” he whispered. “Who’s that guy?” 
 
    “Torvan? He’s their lead bronze smith.” 
 
    “No, the other guy.” He couldn’t be sure, not with the beard and bald head. 
 
    “I don’t know his name,” Paxton said. “They just call him the Chemist. He’s the one that figured out how to make the potassium nitrate.” 
 
    The Chemist. It had to be. The conversation continued around them, but Sean lost the thread of it. His mind was stuck on the face of the chemist. Take off the beard, add a mop of dirty brown hair… it was him. It had to be. 
 
    “Boss, I need to go.” 
 
    Paxton looked at him. “What?” 
 
    “I have to go.” He stood before anyone could say anything more, and quickly turned around. He was outside before anyone could stop him, wandering the street aimlessly, mind refusing to focus on anything for more than a few seconds. Except one thing. No matter how hard he tried, his mind kept coming back to the sight of the man in the defendant’s seat when he testified. The man who had confessed to killing his wife and fifteen other women. 
 
    He was sure of it. Old Trent’s chemist was none other than Jaime Metcalf. Sean had finally found Mr. Clean. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
     He went over the memory again and again. It was the only time he’d come face to face with his wife’s killer, but the man’s features had been etched in his memory even before he had seen the tiny picture on his information sheet from the capsule. He had aged, to be sure. His face had acquired a leathery look, full of wrinkles. He’d grown a beard and his head was completely bald. Relative to the time they had both come from, nearly fifteen years had passed… fifteen years of living in the rough environment of Pangaea. 
 
    But despite the changes in the man’s face, Sean was sure. The question now was what was he going to do about it? If this was truly the man who had discovered a reliable process for making gunpowder, it was unlikely the mayor of Old Trent would let Sean simply walk in and kill him. The simple fact that they called him the Chemist indicated a certain level of importance to the town. There would likely be political ramifications that could jeopardize the relationship between Denver and Old Trent. Sean could conceivably precipitate a war between the settlements if he killed the man. 
 
    The whole reason he had accepted banishment to Pangaea was so he would have the chance to exact justice on his wife’s murderer, just as he had on those who had killed his daughter. And now, the chance had been handed to him, wrapped in a pretty bow. His stomach churned with the dilemma. No matter how he tried, he couldn’t think of a way that he would be able to kill the man without putting everyone in Old Trent in danger. 
 
    He didn’t know how long he’d been walking when he felt a hand on his shoulder. “Sean?” 
 
    Sean blinked, tracking from the bandaged hand, up the arm, and finding Iyson looking at him quizzically. 
 
    “Yeah. What’s up?” 
 
    “Um, that’s what I was about to ask you. Boss sent us to look for you after the meeting. Said you acted like something happened.” 
 
    Sean simply looked at him, until Iyson looked uncomfortable. “So did it?” he asked. 
 
    Confused, Sean furrowed his brows. “Did what?” 
 
    “Did something happen?” 
 
    Sean gazed around, noting that the sun was directly overhead. How long had he been wandering? 
 
    “Come on, man. Let’s get you back to your room.” 
 
    Sean nodded and let Iyson lead him back down the street. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    Paxton and Ken were waiting in the room when he and Iyson got there. Ken looked a little concerned, but Paxton just looked pissed off. 
 
    “What the hell got into you, walking out of the meeting like that? You have something more important that figuring out how we’re supposed to get home?” 
 
    Sean swallowed. “Sorry boss.” 
 
    Everyone waited for him to say more, but he had nothing more he could offer. 
 
    “That’s it? Sorry? What the hell!” 
 
    Ken’s eyes narrowed. “This has something to do with that info-courier stuff, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Sean looked at the floor, and Paxton froze. “Does it?” 
 
    “Yes and no.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch! I knew we shouldn’t have brought you with us.” Paxton threw his hands up and began pacing. “As soon as Doc told me what you were, I knew it was a mistake!” 
 
    Sean sat on the bed, still silent. 
 
    “You’re too damned important to be running around, getting into fights and chased by rovers.” 
 
    “I already told you, I left the information with Doc. And in case you don’t remember, I helped get us out of the fight with the rovers. So don’t start that shit with me, all right? This is different. It’s personal!” Sean found himself standing again, fists clenched, chest heaving. 
 
    Paxton simply raised an eyebrow. “Personal, huh?” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Sean nodded. “Sorry, boss. But yeah, it’s about as personal as it gets.” 
 
    The four of them were silent for several seconds. Finally, Paxton sat next to him. “Okay. I won’t pretend we’re all buddy, buddy here. We’ve only known each other a week. But you’re part of my team, and we tend to take that pretty seriously. So how about we start over? Tell me what’s going on, and let’s see if we can work it out together.” 
 
    “I don’t think you want in on this one, Pax. It’s pretty twisted.” 
 
    “So let’s start with that. No judgements. However twisted you think it is, we won’t judge you.” 
 
    Sean snorted. “Not that kind of twisted.” 
 
    Paxton exhaled loudly. “Thank God! I don’t think I could handle finding out you have a thing for dinosaur sex.” 
 
    They all chuckled, and the tension in the room lifted somewhat. 
 
    “All right,” Sean said. “You know their chemist? He’s the man who killed my wife.” 
 
    There was a pause, then Ken said, “I thought it was your daughter that got killed.” 
 
    “She did. My wife was murdered twelve years before that.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Iyson exclaimed. “Talk about your crappy luck.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So he’s one of the names on your list?” 
 
    “His name is the only one on the list that matters to me. He’s the whole reason I came here.” 
 
     They were silent for several seconds. Finally, Paxton put a hand on Sean’s shoulder. “Look Sean, none of us knows what you went through… what you’re going through. But you do understand that you can’t kill this guy, don’t you? Not right now.” 
 
    Sean sighed. “Yeah. I was thinking about that while I was walking. We need him to help us—plus there are political considerations.” 
 
    Paxton looked relieved. “Good. I was afraid you were going to—” 
 
    “Start a war?” 
 
    “Who’s starting a war?” Paula said as she entered the room. 
 
    “No one.” 
 
    Paxton gave Sean a look, as if asking privately if he was truly all right. Sean just shrugged. Apparently content with that, he turned his attention to Paula. “Did you work it out with the smith?” 
 
    “Yeah. Looks like we’re going to be here a few more days, but I think we have a working design.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “He’s going right to work on the prototypes. If everything goes the way he expects, we can start testing in the morning. Assuming the tests go well, another day or two should get us back on the road.” 
 
    “And fighting our way through the rovers,” Ken muttered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    


Chapter 24
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A crowd gathered in the street outside the smithy. What is the old man’s name again? Torvan! Yeah, that’s it. The old man looked tired but proud as he handed Paula the strangest looking arrow Sean had ever seen. It looked like an arrow had been shoved through the center of a small bronze cylinder. The cylinder was a few inches behind the arrow head, and had a small fuse sticking out from it. 
 
    “These first prototypes are filled with sand. I’ve calculated the weight to be the same as if it were filled with gunpowder. For these first tests, we just want to see if you can fire them accurately.” 
 
    Paula nodded and hefted the first arrow, testing its weight in her hand. “Where’s my target?” 
 
    Torvan waved at two men who carried a rolled-up bundle between them. “How far out do you want them?” 
 
    “Let’s start at about a hundred feet.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Remember, this is a longer and heavier arrow than you’re used to.” 
 
    Paula looked at the men holding the bundle. “How big is this target?” 
 
    They unrolled a large swath of scaly leather attached to a pair of long poles. When they stepped away from one another, it was roughly ten feet by ten feet, and had a black circle about the size of a person’s head in the center. 
 
    “See what I mean?” Torvan asked. “That’s not that big a target for a hundred feet.” 
 
    “What, the circle? Who says I have to hit the circle? All I have to do is hit near it. The grenade should take care of anything in the vicinity, right?” She waved the men back. “Give me a hundred feet.” 
 
    They looked at Torvan and he waved them back. The two walked down the middle of the street, carefully pacing off the requested distance. When they reached it, each man grabbed one of the poles, stretched the skin between them, and then stood with most of their bodies behind the leather target. 
 
    Paula hefted the arrow once more, and Torvan stepped closer. “Are you sure you don’t—” 
 
    Paxton laid a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Let the lady concentrate. Do you let people tell you how to work your bronze?” 
 
    The old man sighed and stepped away from Paula. Sean watched her nock the arrow and lift the bow. She lowered and raised it twice more, as if feeling the difference in the weight before finally drawing the arrow back. 
 
    Before Sean realized what she was doing, Paula let the arrow fly. For a second, Sean thought the projectile was going to miss. Based on what little he had seen, it seemed to be going too high. But it hit the leather a few inches above the circle, and as the leather absorbed its velocity, it dropped harmlessly to the ground. Sean heard people in the crowd begin to mutter excitedly. 
 
    Paula held her hand out for another arrow, and Torvan quickly stepped forward. Sean saw that the old man held a bundle of five more, but even as he counted, he watched a young girl snatch up the arrow Paula had shot and begin running it back toward them, keeping to the side of the street, well out of the line of fire. Paula’s next shot hit the circle almost dead center. 
 
    “Move back another twenty paces,” Paula called to the two men holding the target, and they hastened to their new position. 
 
    She drew and let the next arrow fly. Once more, she hit a few inches above the circle. She turned to Torvan. “How far is it from the gates to the tree line?” 
 
    “I… I have no idea.” 
 
    She turned to Smiley. “Smiley?” 
 
    He thought for a second. “I’d guess from the front gate straight out is about a hundred yards.” 
 
    “Torvan, I want you to send people up the street to about that distance to mark it. We’ll keep moving the target back until we get that far.” 
 
    It took nearly half an hour, moving the target back a few feet at a time, but eventually Paula was confident that she had the feel for the arrows at that distance. She wasn’t able to hit the circle, but she could hit within a few feet each time. She turned to Paxton. “We can do this. I suggest everyone do just like I did. Start at a distance they’re comfortable with, and move back to find the maximum distance they’re comfortable with. Set a hundred yards as the max limit, since it’s the longest distance we’re likely to have to shoot.” 
 
    Paxton turned to Ken. “All right, you’re up next. Dial it in.” 
 
    While Ken waved the target back up closer to get used to the arrows, Paxton pulled Paula and Torvan off to the side. Sean, not being able to use the bow anyway, sidled up to listen to their conversation. 
 
    “So,” Paxton began, “we know we can shoot the arrows well enough. Now we need to know what the blast range is.” 
 
    Torvan nodded. “I worked last night with Master Jaime.” 
 
    Sean’s heart skipped a beat at the mention of Mr. Clean’s true name. Paxton looked at him, watching for some sign that he was going to lose control. But Sean simply nodded to him, letting him know he was all right. 
 
    In the meantime, Torvan continued, unaware that a silent conversation was going on behind his back. “He’s waiting for us to let him know whether or not the arrow design will work before he begins working on the details of weaponizing them.” He held up one of the arrows Paula had been shooting. “Let me start my apprentices and journeymen working on production. Then we can all take a few of the prototypes to Master Jaime to start the next steps.” 
 
    “Sure,” Paxton said. “We’ll wait here until you're ready.” 
 
    When the glassblower was out of earshot, Paxton turned to Sean. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be around their chemist.” 
 
    “No need to worry, boss. I’m not going to do anything.” 
 
    Paxton pursed his lips, considering for a second. “All right. But if you so much as look at this guy wrong, I’ll hit you over the head with the closest heavy object and drag you back to your room. Then I’ll have Ken tie you up and sit on you until we’re ready to leave. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it.” Sean grinned at the visual. “But you do remember that I beat Ken in the arena, don’t you?” 
 
    Paxton didn’t miss a beat. “Then I’ll have Paula help him.” 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    Old Trent’s chemist, Jaime Metcalf, eagerly took the five arrows from Torvan’s hands. 
 
    “They worked?” he asked. 
 
    “They worked beautifully.”  
 
    “Good! Then this will be relatively easy. I proceeded with the assumption that they were good, and worked out the all the measurements ahead of time.” He led them to a workbench where he had several glass jars full of a black powder. 
 
    Paxton picked one up. “So this is it?” 
 
    Metcalf gingerly took the jar from his hands. “That is a mixture of gunpowder and broken glass.” 
 
    “Broken glass?” Sean said. 
 
    Before anyone else could answer, Paula chimed in. “Shrapnel. Gunpowder alone doesn’t really do that much damage. It’s basically an accelerant for your projectiles. The broken glass is our projectile.” 
 
    The chemist smiled at her. “Very good! Did you have a weapons background before you came here?” 
 
    Paula gave him a deadpan stare that made the man blanch. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. Forgive my manners.” He placed the jar back on the workbench. Then, placing the arrow in a wooden clamp, he carefully twisted the shaft. To Sean’s surprise, the back section of the shaft came out of the bronze cylinder while the front few inches, the part with the arrowhead, remained affixed to the front. 
 
    He spoke as he continued to work. “It took us a few hours to figure out a design that would allow us to attach an arrow in such a way that it would still remain somewhat aerodynamic, yet maintain enough structural integrity to hold pressure and force an explosion. If you don’t do it right, the burning gunpowder just blows the arrow out of the cylinder, and instead of an explosion you get a roman candle.” He poured the sand out of the cylinder, and put a funnel into the hole. He reached for the jar he had taken from Paxton. “We have no way of machining threads, like we would back home, so we couldn’t screw in a plug.” He carefully poured some of the gunpowder and glass mixture onto a small scale. When the scale balanced, he poured the mixture into the funnel, tapping it to make sure it all went into the cylinder. “And we couldn’t weld a bronze plug without the heat setting off the gunpowder. Master Torvan come up with the idea of using the arrow shaft itself as the plug, and sealing it with molten tin.” 
 
    “Molten tin?” Sean said. “That sounds incredibly dangerous.” 
 
    “We use forms of liquid tin to make our plate glass, so I already knew it had a very low melting point. As long as we don’t let it get much above its melting point, it’s,” Torvan waggled his hand back and forth in a see-saw motion, “relatively safe.” 
 
    “Relatively?” Even Paxton seemed appalled. 
 
    “It’s actually quite safe,” Metcalf chimed in. “I’ve worked out a way to melt the tin above the arrows so that it barely hits its melting temperature before we use it. There is a difference of a few hundred degrees between that melting temperature and the flashpoint of the gunpowder.” 
 
    He carried the two pieces of the arrow to another vice near an open forge. He slid the shaft through a fixture that everyone could see was created to keep the shaft and the cylinder lined up straight. He plugged the shaft back into the hole, making sure the fuse was held up against the shaft in the fixture. Sean and Paula exchanged a nervous glance. 
 
    “Aren’t you taking a chance, working with that stuff so close to an open fire?” 
 
    “It’s necessary in order to keep the bronze hot enough to melt the tin.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Metcalf just shook his head. “You’ll see. Just let me work for now.” He pulled a pair of heavy leather gloves and a thin rod of silvery metal out of a bin. The balding man pointed to Sean, a puzzled look on his face. “Do I know you?” 
 
    Sean’s heart trip-hammered in his chest. He swallowed. “I doubt it. It’s my first time in Old Trent.” 
 
    The other man’s brow furrowed in thought. After a second, he shrugged. “All right. Would you please pump the bellows for a moment?” 
 
    Sean walked over to the handle indicated and began to pump it. Immediately, the glow of the fire increased. While he worked the bellows, Metcalf slid the gloves on his hands, then turned to the forge and pulled out a long bronze rod from the embers. The rod had a ceramic handle on one end, but Sean knew it was still likely to be incredibly hot. Metcalf moved the rod to the hottest part of the forge, watching as the bellows heated it even more. After a moment, he withdrew the rod and Sean could see that it literally glowed with the heat. 
 
    “Perfect!” The man held the rod in his right hand, then picked up the thinner rod from the bin in his left. “This will melt the tin directly around the arrow, and seal it in place.” 
 
    He touched the tin to the glowing bronze, and it immediately melted, dripping into the recession around the arrow shaft. 
 
    As soon as they saw what he was doing, Paxton and Paula scrambled back. “Holy hell!” Paula shouted. “You could warn us before you start doing something that dangerous!” 
 
    Metcalf never even looked up. “I already told you, it’s perfectly safe as long as I’m careful.” He moved the bronze and tin away from one another. “There. See? All done.” He laid the length of tin on the workbench before turning and placing the bronze rod back into the forge. Taking a much smaller bronze rod, he tapped the tin around the shaft of the arrow. “And the tin has already solidified.” He took off the gloves and began removing the levers that held the arrow in place. He handed the finished product to Paula. “And there is the first of many.” 
 
    She turned it over and over in her hands, finally settling on the fuse. “How long do I have after I light the fuse?” 
 
    “That depends on how much fuse you use. I’ve managed to come up with a pretty standard burn on it. It’s roughly an inch per second. I would suggest you cut various lengths so you can have four-second arrows, five-second arrows, and so on. You can then choose according to your situation.” 
 
    Paula only grunted. 
 
    “How soon can we have more?” Paxton asked. 
 
    “My part of the process is negligible, compared to Torvan’s. I can fill them almost as fast as he can get them to me.” 
 
    They looked at the smith, who stammered for a moment. “Oh, ah… I have all of my apprentices making the sand castings for them now, and half a dozen of my best journeymen checking them. As soon as the molds are ready, we’ll begin casting. I’ve set them up to make ten cylinders in each frame, and there are ten frames being made. It will take several hours to make the molds, but once that’s done we should be able to pour the bronze relatively quickly.” 
 
    “How quickly?” 
 
    “Well, we have to allow several hours for the castings to cool, then—” 
 
    “Will we have them by tomorrow morning?” Paxton was clearly beginning to get impatient. 
 
    “Assuming everything goes as planned, then yes.” 
 
    “How many?” Paula asked. 
 
    “Maybe a few hundred?” 
 
    Paula nodded. “That should be more than enough.” 
 
    Mayor Agmund cleared his throat. “I hate to throw a wet blanket on the celebration here, but you aren’t getting all of them. Once you leave, we still need to be able to defend our walls.” 
 
    Paula’s smile faded. 
 
    Paxton asked, “How many do we get? And bear in mind that once we leave here, we won’t be able to make more. You will. And we still have a four-day trip ahead of us, through what appears to be some pretty pissed off rovers.” 
 
    “And when you leave, they’re going to be even more pissed off. Who do you think they’re going to take their anger out on?” 
 
    In the end, Paxton and Agmund agreed to split the arrows evenly. 
 
    “Assuming we really do get a hundred of them,” Paxton said, “that should be enough to get us home.” 
 
    Both he, and the mayor looked pointedly at the smith. Torvan sighed. “So now the pressure’s all on me, I suppose?” Muttering to himself, the man turned and hurried out of the workshop. Sean supposed he was heading back to his own shop to see what he could do to hurry his people along. 
 
    The rest of them followed him out, leaving Metcalf to work on filling and priming the remaining cylinders. 
 
    “So I guess the next step is testing them,” Paxton said. 
 
    Paula interrupted the mayor’s nod. “Maybe we shouldn’t, boss.” 
 
    They all stopped in the middle of the street. “What?” Paxton sounded almost incredulous. “Aren’t you the one that wanted to know what the blast radius was?” 
 
    “That was before I thought about it. When was the last time you heard an explosion, boss?” 
 
    Sean saw what she was getting at immediately. Evidently Paxton did, too. He puffed his cheeks out as he exhaled. “I guess it would give away what we’re working on, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “And lose us the element of surprise.” 
 
    Paxton turned to Mayor Agmund. “How well do you trust your chemist?” 
 
    “With my life. But I’ve known him for more than ten years.” 
 
    The statement startled Sean. He hadn’t thought in terms of Mr. Clean having begun a new life since he’d been exiled. But the mayor’s words forced him to realize that the man had done just that. It had been nearly fifteen years since the man’s killing spree had caused him to be sentenced to temporal exile. How much had he changed in that time? 
 
    Sean’s musing was interrupted as the discussion continued. 
 
    “The real question,” the mayor said, “is how well do you trust him? After all, you’re the ones who don’t know him.” 
 
    Paxton threw a significant look at Sean, but the mayor missed it. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    A knock on the door woke Sean. He blinked as the knock sounded again. Turning up the lantern, he looked across the room to see Smiley staring at him, puzzled. Sean shrugged, and grabbed a knife before walking to the door. As the knock sounded a third time, he yanked the door open to see the startled face of Jaime Metcalf standing in the hallway. 
 
    Sean took a calming breath. “Can I help you?” 
 
    The chemist swallowed, and for the first time since Sean had seen the man, he appeared nervous. “I remembered,” he said. “I know where I’ve seen you before.” 
 
    Sean said nothing, glaring at the man. Now that the secret was no longer a secret, there was no need to hide his hatred. 
 
    Metcalf took a deep breath, released it, and looked away for a second, as if he had trouble looking Sean in the eye. “And from the look on your face, I see you know it, too.” 
 
    Still not trusting himself to speak, Sean simply nodded. 
 
    Metcalf looked at him, then looked down at the knife in Sean’s hand. After a slight pause he asked, “Could I come in? We have things we should—” 
 
    “No,” Sean snapped. “We have nothing to say to one another.” 
 
    Metcalf looked at the floor. “I understand. I can’t say that I blame you. I just wanted you to know that I’m not the same man—” 
 
    “Leave.” Sean’s fist tightened on the hilt of his knife. “Now.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I just wanted—” 
 
    “I don’t care what you wanted. You need to leave right now.” He leaned forward. “It’s taking every bit of restraint right now, just to keep from wrapping my hands around your neck.” Sean could tell his voice was distorted a bit, and realized he was speaking through clenched teeth. “Leave right now, or we’re both going to regret it.” 
 
    With a slight nod and a swallow, the chemist of Old Trent turned and walked away. 
 
    Sean watched him, wanting with every cell in his being to jump him from behind… to shove his blade into the stooped back, then roll him over and watch the life leave his eyes. 
 
    Instead, he took a deep, calming breath. 
 
    Control the breathing. Control the emotion. Control the situation. 
 
    Then another. 
 
    And another. Control had never been so hard to achieve. But finally, after several seconds—seconds that felt like an eternity—he was able to relax his fists and turn to face his roommate once again. 
 
    Smiley watched from where he sat on his bed. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. Go back to sleep.” He closed the door behind him and tried to follow his own advice, but it was a long time before he finally slept. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    

Chapter 25
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Their assignments were different the next morning as they prepared for the gates to open. As their best archers, Paula and Smiley took point. Ken and Paxton took the right and left flanks, respectively. And since neither of them were going to be any good with a bow, Iyson and Sean brought up the rear. Sean felt awkward with his shield strapped to his left arm, but Paxton had insisted on it. 
 
    “Just because you can’t use a bow worth a damn doesn’t mean the rovers can’t. Keep your eyes peeled for incoming arrows and use the shield.” 
 
    There were other changes as they adapted to the new conditions that exploding arrows introduced. Torvan had given them small brass lanterns with open tops. The lanterns were easily strapped to their saddles so they could more easily light the fuses on the arrows. And Tomas had tied a loose lead rope to all of the larger camelohs in the caravan, and put the oldest animal in front. There had been some discussion about the sound of the grenades possibly spooking the animals. “So we’ll put Ole Bess out front. She’s the oldest, biggest, and best trained. Tie the others behind her and we should be able to keep them in line.” 
 
    Of course, that didn’t help the security team. It was going to be up to each of them to maintain tight rein over their smaller, faster mounts. Sean was nervous about that fact, but all he could do was hope that his days on the road getting here had gotten him familiar enough with the beast that he would be able to control Butt Head if he got spooked. 
 
    Sean had to smile to himself as he recalled the creature’s name, and he leaned over to stroke the feathered neck. His smile faded as he saw Metcalf approach Paxton at his position on the left flank. They exchanged a few words, and Metcalf glanced nervously back at Sean before the man handed something to Paxton. Paxton nodded and shoved it into his vest before he also looked back at Sean. Seeing that Sean was closely watching the exchange, Paxton said something to the chemist and jerked his head toward the people gathered to see the caravan off. 
 
    Metcalf nodded and melted into the crowd. 
 
    A piercing whistle sounded, and dozens of archers ran up ramps and ladders to take positions on the wall. At the same time, men opened the gates. Another whistle, and the archers lit fuses and launched several of the arrow mounted grenades toward the tree line. Sean looked at Iyson beside him. 
 
    “Guess we’re about to find out if these things work.” 
 
    But Iyson was back to being his usual quiet self. Seconds later, several explosions sounded from the trees. A massive cheer arose from the crowd and Butt Head shifted nervously at the sound. Sean patted the beast again on his big neck to keep him calm. 
 
    “Good boy. Good boy.” 
 
    Paxton yelled to the caravan, “Let’s go!” And the long line of beasts began to move forward. At the back of the line, Sean and Iyson waited, watching as the archers on the wall drew standard arrows. Sean peeked around the line moving forward, trying to see what was going on outside the gate. It looked like the initial barrage of grenade arrows had spooked some of the rovers from the trees. The second volley of arrows were cutting them down as they appeared. So far, the fight looked to be pretty one-sided. 
 
    As the caravan finally made it through the gates, Sean and Iyson exchanged a glance. Iyson waved him forward, and together they followed the line away from the relative safety of Old Trent. As they cleared the gates, Iyson shouted at Sean. “Move farther to the side and be ready if we get any rovers charging in.” 
 
    “Aren’t we supposed to be watching our rear?” 
 
    “Use your damned head, noob. Only thing behind us right now is Old Trent. Go where you’re needed. We won’t need to worry about anyone behind us until we hit the trees.” 
 
    Embarrassed for not thinking it through, Sean pulled Butt Head to the left. He kept an eye on the action as arrows flew overhead from the walls behind them, into the ragged line of rovers charging from the tree line. As he watched, nearly half of the rovers fell, either the camelohs or the rovers themselves pierced through. But there were plenty who kept charging. 
 
    A small cluster of four riders veered toward the center of the line. Fearing that they would overwhelm Paxton, Sean drew his sword and goaded Butt Head forward in an attempt to get to his teammate before they did. But Paxton nocked one of the explosive arrows, drew back, and passed the fuse over the small lantern mounted to his saddle. The arrow flew, hit one of the rovers’ mounts, and exploded in a gory fountain of blood and meat. 
 
    Blood and screams carried through the air as the cameloh, its rider, and two of the other rovers tumbled to the ground. Butt Head tried to jerk his head aside, but Sean managed to keep him under control. The remaining rover was less successful, as his mount reared onto its hind legs and bolted, despite the rider’s angry shouts. Sean slowed his pace again, falling back into the position Iyson had indicated they should hold. 
 
    He heard another explosion as someone on the other side of the caravan loosed another of the exploding arrows. Seconds later, they entered the tree line, punching through the scattered line of rovers as they struggled to cope with the sudden turn of events. Any time a group of them seemed to be regaining enough composure to mount an attack, someone fired another grenade into their midst. 
 
    Not a single cameloh or trader was successfully attacked. The caravan burst through the rovers without even slowing down, and before the rovers could regain control, the traders were past them and fading into the distance down the road. 
 
    Sean and Iyson fell back to the normal positions for a rear guard, but it was soon evident that their tactics had been successful. Not a rover was seen following as they left Old Trent behind. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    They pushed the camelohs hard for the first hour or so, but eventually they had to slow or risk the creatures dropping from exhaustion. Paxton dropped back to speak to Sean and Iyson. 
 
    “Anyone following?” 
 
    Sean noticed that Paxton addressed the question to the more experienced Iyson, so didn’t bother answering. 
 
    “Nothing I’ve seen. What about you, Sean?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Paxton nodded. “Good. Now that we’re past the main group, I want you two to take the flank positions. Me and Ken will hold the rear.” 
 
    Sean knew it was still because of his lack of skill with the bow, so he couldn’t argue the point. Until he learned at least a basic proficiency, he was going to be useless at this type of fighting. 
 
    They staggered their pace for several more hours, pushing hard for an hour, then slowing for an hour. Several hours before sunset, they reached the first of the pre-stocked campsites. Tomas pulled the caravan to a halt and called for Paxton. When he arrived, Tomas pointed to the sun high in the sky over the canopy. “Still got plenty of time before sunset. I figure we can either put in here for the night, take our time setting up extra precautions against whoever might follow, or we can keep going to a secondary campsite and shorten the overall trip home. What do you think?” 
 
    Paxton nodded ahead. “I was hoping you’d be up for more miles. It’ll be harder on everyone, but we could shorten the trip home by a full day if we can keep up the pace.” 
 
    “If we can keep it up,” Tomas agreed. “But the more miles we put between us and the rovers tonight, the longer it will take for them to catch us tomorrow.” He turned to the rest of his men. “Five minutes, then we move on. If you need to get a drink or take a piss, now’s the time. We’re pushing ahead to the White Rock campsite after this.” 
 
    There were groans as several of the traders dismounted for the short break. Sean hopped down to stretch his legs, spear in hand as Paula had taught him. After a short break in the nearby bushes, he joined the others and they got the line moving once more. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    They kept up a brisk pace, much faster than they had held on the trip from Denver to Old Trent, and Sean had worried that they would exhaust the camelohs. But the big beasts seemed to be capable enough. Just as the sun was beginning to set, they reached another of the easily distinguished campsites, complete with stacks of firewood and the crow’s nest in the middle. 
 
    They had no sooner pulled into the clearing than Paxton was shouting orders. “Ken and Sean, I want you two to make sure the cameloh pen is reinforced. I don’t want them to be able to break out if they get spooked. I don’t care whether it’s carnies or explosions, we can’t afford to lose them to anything, got it?” 
 
    “Got it boss,” Ken yelled. 
 
    Sean grabbed his spear again and trotted over to the pen with Ken. They immediately set to climbing up and down the tall walls, checking the lashings that held the massive logs in place. Sean shoved and tugged, noting that none of the huge trunks budged in the slightest. Ken was waiting for him on the ground when Sean finished. 
 
    “You find any bad spots?” Ken asked. 
 
    “No. At least nothing I can move. Of course, I’m not a panicked, four-thousand-pound dinosaur either.” 
 
    Ken grinned. “Yeah. Kinda makes you wonder how we’re supposed to know what we’re looking for, doesn’t it? Here, switch with me. You double check my side, I’ll check yours.” 
 
    They swapped sides and Sean went through the same procedure. It was fully dark by the time he finished, and fires were springing up around the clearing. The traders were beginning to lead their beasts into the corral. Tomas was the first in. “Is the pen all right?” 
 
    “Far as we can tell,” Ken said. 
 
    “Good.” Tomas wearily led his beast inside and began stripping the riding tack off of it. He was obviously tired, and seeing the weariness in his face brought Sean’s own fatigue to his attention. Other traders came in behind him and they began readying the giant feathered beasts for a night that Sean felt sure would be entirely too short. 
 
    Together, he and Ken found Paxton. “Pen looks fine, boss. Tomas and the traders are corralling the camelohs for the night right now.” 
 
    “Good.” Their boss pulled a coin out of his pocket. “Heads or tails?” 
 
    “What?” Sean asked, even as Ken called “Heads.” 
 
    Paxton tossed the coin and caught it. Uncovering it on his arm, he peered at it in the dim light of the nearest campfire. “Heads it is. Ken, your choice… first or second shift?” 
 
    “First.” 
 
    “Crap,” Sean groaned. 
 
    Paxton chuckled. “Looks like we’re going to get to know each other a little better.” 
 
    “What, you’re on second shift?” 
 
    “I am. So I suggest you try and get some shuteye now. Ken, wake me when you and Smiley finish your shift.” 
 
    “Wait,” Ken stammered. “Smiley? Wait a second, boss. He was eating those damned sweet roots all day. He’ll be farting all night!” 
 
    Paxton laughed outright. “Guess you’ll learn to find out who you’re partnered with before you call your slot next time, eh?” He slapped Sean on the back. “Come on. Let’s get some rest.” 
 
    “Hey, Sean? You want to trade? You know second shift makes the next day hell in the saddle.” 
 
    Sean smiled and shook his head. “Ken, I just spent the last few nights cooped up in a hotel room with the kid. I can’t tell you how much I’m looking forward to the fresh air tonight.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    


Chapter 26
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean awoke to the butt of Paxton’s spear tapping him on his shoulder. 
 
    “Time for your watch.” 
 
    He groaned. “But I don’t want to go to school, Mom.” 
 
    “Good. You’re too stupid and school doesn’t want you, anyway.” 
 
    “That’s hurtful, you know?” 
 
    “So take it up with Human Resources. Now, get your ass out of the hammock. It’s time for our shift in the crow’s nest.” 
 
    “Fine. But just so you know, I’m filing a grievance with the hurt feelings department when we get back.” 
 
    “You do, and next time I’ll use the other end of the spear.” 
 
    Sean chuckled softly. “All right. You win.” He sat up and reached for the support rope above him. A short minute later he joined Paxton in the crow’s nest. The two of them sat in silence for a while before Paxton reached into his vest. 
 
    “Your friend gave this to me before we left Old Trent.” He pulled out two folded sheets of parchment and Sean remembered seeing Metcalf hand something to Paxton as they waited for the gates to open. His lips tightened and he turned away. 
 
    “Part of it’s for you, and part of it’s for me. Well, really I suppose it’s for Doc Blankenship. Guess he did it like that so I wouldn’t let you throw it into the nearest fire.” 
 
    Sean nodded. “Makes sense.” He turned back to look at his watch companion. “Because I have to admit, that’s the first thing that went through my mind just now.” 
 
    “Well, you should know I’ve already read it, and I can’t let you do that.” He held the pages up and smiled sadly. “I have to admit, the bastard’s pretty clever. On the front of each page, he’s written down the exact instructions for making the potassium nitrate for gunpowder. On the back is a note to you.” 
 
    “So I can’t get rid of the note to me without destroying the instructions.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And you read it?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Both sides?” 
 
    Paxton nodded. “You should read it.” He held the pages out toward Sean. 
 
    Sean hesitated, then reached forward with a sigh. 
 
    Paxton pulled the pages back. “You’re not going to tear them up or anything, are you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He handed them to Sean. 
 
      
 
    I don’t remember your name, nor do I recall the names of the women I killed. It’s a terrible thing to admit, but it’s true. However, I do recall seeing your face as you testified at my trial. I saw the pain I had caused you, and the hatred you felt for me. I can only guess at the path your life must have taken afterwards and wonder at what turn brought you to Pangaea. Whatever happened, I know I likely had some hand in your being here. Please know that I regret that. 
 
    I did many cruel things during that part of my life, things I regret now more than I can ever say. But I won’t insult you by offering an apology. We both know that there is nothing I can ever say that would entice you to accept it. Nor shall I ask for your forgiveness, as I know I am unworthy of it. Nevertheless, I do want you to know that I was ill. I don’t expect this to matter to you all that much. What I did was still unforgivable, and I know it. 
 
    I don’t know whether it is something in the environment here, or if the process of temporal transfer did something to me. Perhaps it was simply the realization of the finality of this sentence. Whatever the reason, once I had lived here for a short while, I was a different person. And after whatever transformation I went through had taken over, I spent every waking moment trying to atone for the lives I took, working… using my knowledge and education to improve the lives of the people of Old Trent. 
 
    After a while, I began to feel better about my lot. I began to feel that what I was doing here mattered. That it made a difference, and perhaps, in some small way, made up for the horrible wrongs I did in that old life. 
 
    But as soon as I realized who you were, I knew how wrong that was. I can never make up for what I did. Never. It has only been a feeble attempt to make myself feel better, to help me forget what a monster I once was. 
 
    So I offer this small token in an attempt to help your adopted people in Denver, as I have tried to help mine. It has occurred to me, as it likely either has or soon will occur to you, that this token I offer could be seen as another selfish act—another attempt to assuage my own guilty conscience. And in the harsh light of day, I must admit that, at least in part, it may be. I don’t honestly know. Still, it seems the right thing to do. 
 
    And since such a small token is completely inadequate against such a debt as the one I owe you, I will offer up another. If you ever need anything that you think I can provide you or yours, you need only ask. Anytime, anything. There will be no debate, no argument, no question. Ask for me, and I will do my utmost to fulfill your need. Not just once, but as often as you want it. I place this penance on myself. I am your willing servant. You only need to send me word, using the horrible name they gave the monster I used to be. I have told no one here what that name is, so I will know it comes from you. 
 
    Until I hear from you, all I can do is hope that you have read these words—my poor attempt to explain my actions in that other life. And while my words can never replace what I took from you, I still hope that they bring you some small measure of peace. 
 
    —Jaime Metcalf 
 
      
 
    Sean mechanically folded the pages and handed them back to Paxton. His emotions were a confusing whirlpool—fury at the audacity of the man’s clear attempt to manipulate any sort of forgiveness, aching sorrow at the intense reminder of the loved ones he had lost, resolve that he wouldn’t be swayed by the murderer’s words. 
 
    But aren’t you a murderer, too? The voice in his head prodded at his conscience. Aren’t you? And as much as he might want to deny it, he couldn’t. 
 
    After several minutes of silence, Sean cleared his throat. “What did you think?” 
 
    “A man that smart saying he’ll basically do anything you want, for as long as you want? I think that’s something that might come in handy.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean, and you know it. What about the rest of it?” 
 
    Paxton sighed as he stuffed the folded pages back into his vest. “Hell, Sean. I don’t know. Never met the man before this trip, and I sure as hell don’t have the history with him that you do. It’s not my place.” 
 
    “Well, that’s completely unhelpful.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “You won’t tell anyone else about this, will you?” 
 
    “Like I said, it’s not my place. Except for Doc. I kinda have to give him the instructions, you know? But no one other than him.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    A deep bass gurgling sounded from the forest in the direction of the river. 
 
    “Hell lizard, right?” Sean welcomed the distraction. 
 
    “Yep.” Paxton raised an eyebrow. “Are you actually learning to be less helpless out here?” 
 
    “Paula was teaching me to identify some of the local wildlife.” 
 
    The gurgle sounded once more, a bit farther away. 
 
    “Do you think the rovers are still chasing us?” 
 
    “You mean right this minute? Depends on who’s leading them. You’d have to be crazy to lead a big group through the forest at night.” 
 
    “Graham did it.” 
 
    “I rest my case.” 
 
    Sean chuckled. After a moment he got serious again. "I guess we should have expected all this. I mean, after the dose of humiliation we handed him, we probably should have expected him to gather the troops, so to speak.” 
 
    “Not really.” Paxton rubbed the back of his neck. “No, I’ve never seen a group that big before. Usually, rovers can’t keep their shit together well enough to organize like that. End up fighting amongst themselves, breaking apart, forming smaller tribes. Never seen more than about twenty or thirty in one group. As a matter of fact, Graham’s camp was the biggest one I ever saw.” 
 
    “So we really pissed him off.” 
 
    “Yeah. But it’s more than that. Before now, no one’s had the… I guess you’d say the charisma to hold that many rovers together. If he can keep them organized, he can strangle out trade routes… starve us out in the towns.” 
 
    Sean thought about that for several minutes before coming back to his original question. “Does that mean you think they might show up tonight?” 
 
    “Hell if I know. For now, we don’t need to worry any more than we normally would. If that whole band is still following, we’ll hear them before they get close enough to overwhelm us. And if they send a smaller group, they won’t be able to do much damage.” 
 
    “They did last time.” 
 
    Paxton looked pointedly at Sean. “Last time, they caught us on the ground because someone disobeyed orders and climbed down.” He sighed. “And then I followed you, and exposed the rest of us.” 
 
    Sean swallowed. He’d forgotten that their defeat that night had been his fault. Iyson’s fingers, Ken’s ankle, the crazy trek through the forest to confront Graham at his camp… it had all been because he had jumped down to save that trader. At the time, it had seemed like the right thing to do. But so much bad had happened as a consequence. 
 
    “It won’t happen again, boss.” 
 
    Paxton just nodded. “Well, at least this time we have gunpowder. Even in a worst case scenario, we should be able to fight them back.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    Sean awoke to Paula poking him. “Time to roll.” 
 
    He peered through weary eyelids at the faint pink in the eastern sky. He heard several people milling about in their hammocks, as well as on the ground below. There was an unspoken urgency to the quickness with which everyone prepped the camelohs and loaded their gear. They were all anxious to get moving again. Sean hastened to join them, determined that he wasn’t going to be the cause of any delay. 
 
    They were moving again before the sun had fully risen, and the pace was just as grueling as it had been the day before. Tomas and Paxton seemed determined to shave a day off their normal four-day run. 
 
    By midday, his thighs were nearly raw again from the ride. He wondered briefly why they chafed now, yet hadn’t on the trip out. But thinking back on it, he’d had several respites from the ride—the fight with Lucas and Hurley and the long lunch afterward, then the marathon run through the forest to catch the rovers, and the final ride to Old Trent had been rather leisurely. This was the first time they had really pushed their mounts at a fast pace for an extended amount of time, and it was killing his thighs and ass. 
 
    But he wouldn’t let it stop him. Tomas assured them that if they could keep up the pace, the following evening would find them back in their own beds. That would be worth it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    


Chapter 27
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was shortly before sunset that their plans were ruined. Sean, still on the left flank position, breathed a sigh of relief when the caravan abruptly slowed its pace. His relief was short lived, though, as he heard the call go out for Tomas to come to the front of the line. Sean swung his mount out wide to better see what was going on, and saw a small group gathered up front. Paxton had been riding point with Ken, and he dismounted to talk with the others. They seemed to be inspecting the rear leg of the lead cameloh. Sean recalled Tomas saying back in Old Trent that Ole Bess was the oldest of the camelohs, not to mention the fact that she was the most trained. 
 
    There was a short argument before Tomas flung his hands up, gesticulating at Ole Bess’s rider. He turned around and called to several other traders who dismounted and ran forward. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Paula’s voice from behind startled him. 
 
    “I’m not sure. But it’s got Tomas in a mood.” 
 
    They watched for a moment. Finally, Paxton caught Tomas’s attention and pulled him aside. They spoke quietly before Tomas nodded and turned back to his people. Paxton headed back toward Sean and Paula. 
 
    “What’s the problem, boss?” Paula asked. 
 
    “Ole Bess is limping. Looks like the pace has gotten to her. Tomas and his people are going to have to decide whether we slow the pace to what she can still do, or split her cargo up among the rest of the haulers and keep going as fast as possible.” 
 
    “And just leave Ole Bess behind?” Ken objected. “We can’t do that!” 
 
    It wasn’t like Sean had developed a real bond to any of the camelohs, but the idea of leaving a wounded animal to fend for herself didn’t sit right with him, either. 
 
    “If you want to stay behind and babysit, I’m sure Tomas would be grateful. Otherwise, we need to set up a watch perimeter while they shift the load off her and onto the others.” 
 
    They lost nearly an hour. Once they got moving again, Sean saw that Ole Bess was pacing the line, trying her best to keep up. And for a while, she did. He suspected the fact that she no longer carried a load made it quite a bit easier. But the old girl eventually came to a limping halt, and he could have sworn he saw betrayal in her eyes as they left her behind. 
 
    Their pace was still a bit slower due to the increased load on the other haulers. Sean wasn’t sure whether to be glad, because his thighs and butt weren’t being bounced quite as badly, or concerned that the trip was now going to take longer. Either way, the trip still promised to be a literal pain in his ass. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    They made it through the second night without incident. Ironically enough, that made Sean even more nervous. It didn’t seem like they should have been able to keep so far ahead of the rovers. Their head start hadn’t been that great. And though they pushed farther in the evening than they usually would and started back on the road before dawn, he still thought they should have seen some sign of pursuit. 
 
    Paxton must have thought the same thing. A few hours into the third day’s ride, Sean saw him drop back from his point position. He passed Sean without a word and went back to speak to Smiley at the rear. A short talk later, Smiley nodded and peeled off from the caravan, moving back into the forest behind them. 
 
    Sean fell back to speak to Paxton. “Are you as worried about the rovers following us as I am?” 
 
    “Yeah. I honestly expected to have had to at least fight off some of them by now. I don’t know if they’re just moving slower than I expected, or if they’re holding back for some reason. Hopefully, Smiley will see something to explain it.” 
 
    It took less than an hour for Smiley to return. He trotted his mount past Butt Head without pause, only slowing when he pulled up beside Paxton. They spoke as they rode, but were too far away for Sean to hear what they were saying. After a short conversation, Smiley pulled back to speak with Sean. 
 
    “Boss wanted me to pass the word about what I saw. Rovers are tailing us about a mile back. Don’t seem to be in much of a hurry, either.” 
 
    “They’re not trying to catch up?” 
 
    “Nope. Looks like they’re pretty content to just stay on our tails. It’s like they’re waiting for something.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Smiley shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.” He peeled off to the right. “If you figure it out though, you should let the boss know before we all end up dead. Gotta go tell the others.” 
 
    Sean waved absently, looking ahead to where Tomas rode on the huge lead hauler. Paxton rode beside him, looking up as he told the caravan master what Smiley had found. Neither of them seemed too happy, but neither altered their course or speed, either. 
 
    At mid-morning they came across one of the little streams and Tomas called a halt to water and feed the animals. Paxton broke the security team up into two groups. First group took care of their animals, while the second kept watch. After a few minutes, the groups switched. Sean was watering Butt Head when he heard Paxton curse. He looked up in time to see his boss run through the stream toward Tomas, cursing with every step. 
 
    Paula walked over to Sean. “What happened?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Boss started cussing, then ran up to talk to Tomas again.” 
 
    They watched as the conversation between the two became more animated before it abruptly ended. Paxton ran back, calling for Smiley. The kid rode up, received his instructions, and took off at a rapid clip. But this time he rode ahead of the caravan and as Sean watched, he rode deeper into the trees off the main trail. 
 
    “Wonder what that was all about.” Sean said. 
 
    He looked at Paula who seemed lost in thought. Suddenly she looked up. “Oh shit. The bridge!” 
 
    Sean caught on immediately. “How far away are we?” 
 
    “This is one of our regular watering spots. It’s usually about an hour and a half past the bridge. At the pace we’ve been keeping, maybe a bit over an hour.” 
 
    “And if they wait until we’re bunched up waiting to cross, we’ve got the canyon at our backs and they can overrun us.” 
 
    Paula nodded. “Or if some of them managed to sneak past us in the night, they could already have a group ready to ambush us when we get there… catch us between two groups. Worse yet, they might have managed to take the whole bridge down.” 
 
    Sean looked in the direction Smiley had gone. “So the kid’s gone to see what’s ahead of us.” 
 
    “Looks like it. Let’s hope he doesn’t run into anything he can’t handle.” 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    Tomas had called for a slower pace, no doubt waiting to hear word from Smiley, and Sean was happy for the chance to ease the chafing on his thighs. He had little doubt that he was going to be absolutely miserable for the next couple of days, but if it put him behind the safety of Denver’s walls, he would gladly grit his teeth and push through it. 
 
    Half an hour along the trail, Smiley came riding back. He met with Tomas and Paxton for a few minutes while the others waited. Sean looked down at his shadow on the ground. The sun was still behind him, which meant there were still a few hours before noon. From what he recalled of the journey outbound, the bridge was about five or six hours from Denver at a leisurely pace. So if they managed to get across the bridge within an hour or two of midday, they still stood a decent chance of making it to Denver before nightfall. 
 
    That bridge was going to be the determining factor in this run. He looked up to where Smiley conveyed the news that would determine whether or not they were going to make it home tonight, or fight for their lives. He didn’t have long to wait. 
 
    Tomas called for a slower pace, while Paxton and Smiley rode back to let the rest of the team know what was going on. Once they were all gathered, Paxton started talking. “All right, you already noticed that we’re slowing the pace. Hopefully, the rovers will just think we’re giving the haulers a bit of a break.” 
 
    “And are we?” Ken asked. 
 
    “Yeah, for all the good it’s gonna do us. Only the haulers get a break. We don’t get any rest for quite a while yet. There’s a small group of rovers ahead of us… about twenty or thirty just across the bridge. Looks like they’re set up to keep us from crossing.” 
 
    “That’s not enough to really stop us, is it?” Sean asked. 
 
    “All it’ll take is killing one of the haulers while it’s on the bridge and we’re blocked.” 
 
    Sean hadn’t considered that. “How would they do that? I mean, those things are freaking huge. A bunch of guys with bows and arrows can’t really kill one, can they?” 
 
    “Maybe… maybe not. But remember, they don’t necessarily have to kill it. Just cripple it enough to where it’s stopped in the middle of the bridge. Imagine all of them shooting at the front legs.” 
 
    Sean did, and the resulting image wasn’t pleasant. 
 
    “So what’s the plan, boss?” Ken asked again. 
 
    Paxton hesitated. “You guys aren’t going to like it, but it’s the only chance we have.” 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    Sean looked out from the tree line across the clearing to the far side of the bridge. They all stayed hidden for the moment, as Paula gauged the distance and wind. 
 
    “What do you think?” Paxton asked. 
 
    “Wind is with us. It’s blowing out of the north, right into their faces.” Her face took on a determined look. “I can do it.” 
 
    “Ken?” 
 
    Ken hesitated before answering. “Yeah. I’m not the shot Paula is, but I should be able to do it.” 
 
    “You sure? We don’t get a do over on this.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He sounded surer the second time. “I can do it.” 
 
    “Good. Everyone ready?” 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    “Once they fire, we’ll only have a few minutes to clear that bridge. After that, the caravan is going to be coming at us fast. We need to have the path cleared before they get here.” 
 
    Paxton looked at Sean. “I know you don’t like using the shield, but you’re going to need it for this. Especially when the rest of the rovers get within range of their bows.” 
 
    Sean lifted the hated contraption strapped to his left arm. “Already set, boss.” 
 
    “Good.” He looked at the rest of them. “We ready?” 
 
    Sean drew a sword in his right hand, holding the reins in his shield hand. 
 
    Paxton and Smiley held spears and shields, reminding Sean of vids he had seen about ancient medieval knights. Iyson held his shield awkwardly in his right hand, gripping an axe in his left. Sean worried about the man’s ability to fight and guide his cameloh with his injured right hand. Then he noticed that Iyson had looped his reins loosely around the saddle horn, and was guiding his mount with his heels and knees. 
 
    Sean added that to the list of skills he needed to learn when this was all over. Assuming he lived, of course. 
 
    “You going to be all right with that right hand?” Sean asked. 
 
    The man lifted his shield arm as if getting used to the unfamiliar weight. “Guess we’re about to find out.” 
 
    “Watch for groupings.” Paxton spoke to Paula and Ken, bringing Sean’s attention back to him. “If they do what we expect, you should end up with an easy target.” 
 
    “And if they don’t?” Paula asked. 
 
    Paxton took a deep breath, considering her question. “Just do the best you can.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    


Chapter 28
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Paxton kicked his cameloh in the sides and roared. Smiley, Iyson, and Sean followed him in a mad rush out of the trees and into the clearing toward the bridge. The rovers at the far end spotted them immediately, and Sean could see them wildly gesticulating, gathering together as they readied to meet the apparently suicidal charge. 
 
    But they still hadn’t wrapped their minds around the changes that Masters Torvan and Metcalf had wrought upon Pangaea. As Sean and the others approached the bridge, the rovers gathered to block the team’s charge at their end of the bridge. Sean saw a puff of black smoke, the flash of an explosion, and several of the rovers fell. A fraction of a second later, the sound of the explosion reached his ears, even as a second arrow found its way into the midst of the group. 
 
    Paxton and Smiley led the way, screaming as they lowered their spears as if they were lances. Sean and Iyson followed right behind them. They hit the wooden bridge at a full run. Another arrow exploded in the middle of the group at the end of the bridge, a second one hitting dangerously close to the bridge itself. Sean briefly recalled Paula’s warning. 
 
    It’s a hell of a bridge and all, but we try not to put too much weight on it all at once. Rule of thumb is you wait until the person ahead of you is at least halfway across before you get on. 
 
    But there was no time to hesitate. He just hoped it held. 
 
    And before he knew it, they were across. The rovers had been decimated, more than half their number lay dead or dying on the ground. The rest were struggling to reorganize themselves into some sort of fighting unit. But there were only ten or so, and they scrambled to face the team’s charge. Paxton launched his first spear, and Sean was reminded of the first time he had seen the man with three parallel scars across his chest pin Sean’s attacker to the earth. The result here was nearly identical. 
 
    A rover rode toward Sean, screaming as he wielded his sword, and Sean found out that fighting with a sword on the ground was very different from fighting on the back of an animal seven feet above the ground. He blocked the strike with his shield, forgetting for the moment that he still held the reins in that hand. He accidentally jerked the reins, Butt Head reared, and Sean grabbed at his saddle horn, struggling to keep from falling to the ground. But the new vantage suddenly put him a couple of feet above the man. Sean slashed down, catching him just above the collarbone and unleashed a sudden gush of arterial spray. 
 
    Butt Head dropped back to all fours and Sean looked around for another opponent. He saw a man rushing Iyson, who was already fighting with another. 
 
    “Hey!” Sean yelled, as he shifted his sword to his left hand, drew one of his knives and threw it at the man. The knife struck the moving target, hitting the man pommel first in the back. The rover reined his cameloh around, looking for the incompetent knife thrower, and spotted Sean drawing his second knife. The man snarled savagely and screamed his challenge, only to find that Sean’s incompetence with moving targets didn’t hold true with those who sat still. The next knife flew true and the blade sheathed itself deep in his belly. The rover fell to the ground even as Sean looked around for another enemy. Iyson had already dispatched his opponent, though he held his left hand over a nasty-looking gash on his right bicep. Sean dismounted and retrieved his knives as Smiley calmly pulled a spear out of the body of one of the rovers. 
 
    “Good job,” Paxton called to them. “Now get back across the bridge. That caravan is going to be hightailing it across the clearing at any minute and we need to be ready to cover them.” 
 
    The ride back seemed quicker to Sean. Funny how not being shot at will do that. They met Paula and Ken back at the tree line. 
 
    “Damn good shooting,” Paxton told them. “You almost didn’t leave us anything to do.” 
 
    “I could have lived with that,” Iyson grumbled. “Anyone have something I can tie around this arm?” 
 
    Smiley reached back into one of his saddlebags and pulled out a pouch. He rode over to where he could reach Iyson and tied some of the common greenish-yellow bamboo cloth over the wound. Looking over his handiwork, he nodded. “That should do it for now.” 
 
    “You need to sit this one out?” Paxton asked. 
 
    “No. I’m all right, boss.” 
 
    Paxton paused before deciding. “Okay. But I want you going across with the first group. You and Paula set up to cover us on the other side once we start moving the traders across.” He turned to Paula. “Don’t shoot unless you’re absolutely sure of your target. I don’t want us killing any of our own. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Ken, can you handle the next phase?” 
 
    “Compared to the shots we just had to make, this should be easy.” He handed the reins of his cameloh to Paula. “Take care of Spike for me, would you?” 
 
    “We’ll be waiting for you on the other side.” 
 
    The big man slapped Spike on the shoulder, then ran out to his position at the edge of the clearing. 
 
    They could hear the shouts and whistles of the approaching caravan. Paxton turned to Smiley and Sean. “Everyone know what to do?” 
 
    Sean hesitated. “Boss, you know I’m no good with the bow. Maybe—” 
 
    “Look, I don’t have time to argue. With as many rovers as Smiley said there were, you really won’t be able to miss. Just fire into the middle of them.” 
 
    Sean took a deep breath. “Okay. Sorry, boss.” He watched as Paxton and Smiley pulled their bows, holding them with their shield arms. Sean watched them and awkwardly imitated their technique. 
 
    “Ken, make sure of your targets. Tomas will be royally pissed if you accidentally kill him.” Looking once more at Sean and Smiley, he took a deep breath. “Okay, children, let’s go hunt rovers.” 
 
    They rode out fast, meeting the caravan just after they entered the clearing. Iyson and Paula fell in at the front, turning to guide the traders back to the bridge. Paxton, Smiley, and Sean rode past, toward the back of the caravan. They stopped a few hundred yards away from the trees. Each of them drew an arrow. 
 
    Sean took a deep breath to calm his nerves as the rovers entered the clearing in pursuit of the caravan. Paxton was right. There was a screaming horde rushing at them. It was a seething mass of shouting bodies. Paxton and Smiley passed the fuses on their arrows over their lanterns. Sean watched the angle at which they lifted their bows and how far back they drew the strings. He tried to imitate what they did. He nocked the arrow, lit it, drew it back, and realizing that the wind that had worked for them when Paula and Ken fired across the bridge was now working against him, second-guessed his angle. He raised it a bit more. 
 
    “Fire damn it!” Paxton shouted. “Fire! Fire! Fire!” 
 
    Sean let the arrow fly, watching as it arced through the air… grimacing as it detonated in the air a good fifty feet in front of the rushing rovers. 
 
    “The damned thing has a fuse,” Paxton yelled. “If you don’t want it to kill us, don’t sit there admiring the pretty once you light it!” 
 
    He lit a second arrow and let it fly. Smiley did the same. 
 
    More nervous now than ever, Sean fumbled his second arrow, nearly dropping it. When he got it nocked, Paxton called out, “Fall back!” 
 
    Sean, arrow already nocked, looked up at the rushing wall of screaming men. They were about a hundred yards out. Just enough time to fire. He lit, drew, and fired in so smooth a motion that he was momentarily stunned at his own movements. Damn, it almost looks like I know what I’m doing. 
 
    The arrow flew true and landed in the middle of the rovers just as it exploded. The mayhem was extraordinary as charging camelohs and their riders screamed and died. With a ripple effect, several others near the explosion jostled into others, creating a momentary patch of chaos as they struggled to recover. Sean grinned stupidly and looked over at Paxton, only to find that Paxton and Smiley were already riding back toward the bridge as quickly as their mounts would carry them. He kicked Butt Head into high gear, racing to catch up. Movement just ahead of them caught his eye as something struck the ground, and he realized that the rovers were firing back. And while they didn’t have the advantage of exploding arrows, all it took was one in his back to end his days. “Come on, Butt Head!” Sean kicked his heels into feathered flanks, urging the beast to go faster. 
 
    The back of the caravan was just fifty yards ahead of them when Paxton lifted his arm. At that signal Ken, who was waiting in the scrub just ahead of them, jumped to his feet, drew, and fired into a patch of small tree-ferns just ahead of the rovers. The explosion this time was huge, much larger than one of the arrows would account for. It had taken some convincing for Tomas to let go of the two barrels of gunpowder, but the results were definitely worth it. Dozens of riders fell, and the momentum of the line faltered. 
 
    Ken fired into another patch of foliage and another huge explosion shook the ground. The rovers stopped their charge, reeling from the shock. Paxton and Smiley whirled and drew again, once more firing into the halted mass of pursuers. Sean drew. He was slower, clumsier… but as Paxton had said, with that many of the enemy bunched together, there was really no way to miss. 
 
    There was shouting from the rovers, someone in authority, and though he couldn’t clearly hear what was said, or see the speaker, Sean thought he recognized the voice as Graham’s. Almost as one, the remaining rovers wheeled and rode into the line of trees where Sean and the others had hidden when planning their earlier attack. 
 
    Paxton turned to the caravan bunched up behind them. “Tomas, get your asses moving! We’re still in range of their bows!” 
 
    “This isn’t something you can rush,” the caravan master shouted back. “The damn bridge is only so wide!” 
 
    Paxton shook his head, then lowered an arm to Ken, who was running through the clearing toward them. “Come on, big guy!” 
 
    Ken moved his bow to his left hand, and with his right, he grasped the offered arm and scrambled onto the back of Paxton’s cameloh behind his boss. 
 
    They all raced back several yards toward the bridge, stopping just a few yards shy of the bottlenecked haulers. As they did, Sean craned his neck, looking across the bridge. Just over half of them had made it to the other side. Before he could worry too much about their progress, Paxton’s shout of “Shields up!” made him spin Butt Head about and raise his shield, his aching arm protesting in agony. But he forgot all about how tired his arm was when he felt a resounding thump on the shield. Another arrow stuck in the ground beside him. 
 
    There were odd, bass squawks from behind and he turned to find the rearmost hauler had half a dozen arrows protruding from his flank. The beast was swinging his massive head around, trying to bite at the arrows, despite his handler’s yanking on the reins. It turned in place, bumping into another hauler as it trumpeted in pain. The rest began their own frightened calls, shuffling about nervously, as the traders struggled to keep them under control. 
 
    Facing front again, Sean peeked over the top of his shield and saw that the volley was over. 
 
    “All right children,” Paxton yelled over the sound of the panicking camelohs behind them. “Give ’em another round!” He had already fired another of the exploding arrows into the trees, and was nocking a second. Smiley fired right after him. Even Ken managed to reach around Paxton from behind, lit a fuse, and fired an arrow. As usual, Sean was the clumsy last. 
 
    He drew another, even as Smiley and Paxton fired again. Sean had just lit his fuse when Paxton again yelled, “Shields up!” 
 
    For a split second, he didn’t know what to do, but Paxton’s earlier admonition ran through his head. Don’t sit there admiring the pretty! He ignored the flight of arrows coming at them and loosed his own, then quickly yanked his shield in front of him just as the volley reached them. Butt Head jerked, sounding his own call of pain, and though Sean couldn’t see where, he knew his mount had been hit. 
 
    Explosions just inside the tree line seemed to mess with the rovers’ next volley, and only a few arrows flew toward the caravan. 
 
    “Once they come out of the trees, get ready to start using your shorter fuses,” Paxton yelled. “The closer they get, the shorter the fuse we’re going to need.” Sean watched him uncover the pouches that held his five-second and four-second arrows. 
 
    Sean looked down at the bags strapped beside his right thigh, making sure he knew which pouches held which arrows. 
 
    “Come on, Tomas!” Paxton yelled again. “Get your damned haulers across the bridge!” 
 
    Sean ignored the panicked sounds of the wounded and frightened camelohs behind him, instead watching as the rovers emerged from the trees just over a hundred yards away. It looked like Graham had said or done something to galvanize them, for they charged this time with reckless abandon. Worse, they spread out as soon as they left the tree line, making it impossible to take out as many at the same time as they had been doing. 
 
    “Looks like they got smart, boss,” Smiley shouted. Paxton only grunted. 
 
    Sean whipped his head back again and saw that they still had half a dozen haulers to get across. The rovers would easily overrun them before more than one more made it. “Start using your five-second fuses!” Paxton shouted. Sean turned back to see Paxton calmly draw an arrow from his five-second pouch. Sean followed suit. 
 
    Smiley shook his head as he nocked his own. “Guess this is why we get paid the big bucks, isn’t it, boss?” 
 
    “Believe me kid,” Pax loosed another arrow, “it ain’t near enough for this shit.” 
 
    “You think you got it bad?” Sean loosed an arrow of his own and drew another. “I’m still making minimum!” He fired and looked at Smiley who laughed. 
 
    Smiley absently drew again. “Sucks to be you then, don’t it?” He fired once more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    


Chapter 29
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean looked back one last time as he drew another arrow. There were two haulers rushing across the bridge, and four more still waiting. “We’re not going to make it,” he said out loud. He fired again, noting with satisfaction that, while his shot missed the actual target, the explosion in the air in front of him still caused the rover’s mount to scream and rear, throwing the man to the ground where he was trampled beneath the mounts of his fellows. Sean drew again, noting that the rovers were getting close enough that this would likely be the last shot before they had to engage with spears and blades. He drew a final arrow and was about to light the fuse when the sight of something behind the rovers caused him to hesitate. 
 
    “Uhhh, boss?” 
 
    “I see her. Fire into the ground in front of the rovers. As many and as quick as you can.” 
 
    He fired about fifty yards out, drew, lit, and fired again. Smiley launched three, and even Ken managed to fire a couple. Sean managed to shoot the one in his hand, then dropped his second one before he could light it. The rovers slowed their charge as the explosions sent up clouds of dirt and smoke in front of them, and Butt Head jumped at the nearness of the explosions, bleating in fear.  
 
    But his call was drowned out by the angry, trumpeting, battle cry of the old dame of the caravan as Ole Bess smashed into the rover’s line from behind. Reacting to the cries of her herd mates, she attacked with tooth and claw. And while she didn’t have the rending teeth of a carnivore, Ole Bess did have teeth. She also had nearly twice the size of the rovers’ mounts and claws designed for digging. She made a wonderful mess of their charge. Screaming her rage, the mighty beast clawed at riders before her and thrashed her mighty tail at others as she rampaged her way through them 
 
    “Switch to standard arrows!” Paxton shouted. “Try not to hit Ole Bess.” 
 
    They did as he said, and while Sean didn’t hit any of the rovers, he did manage to hit a couple of their camelohs, adding to their panic as Ole Bess trampled another rover and bowled over several more. Sean drew and fired as quickly as he could, but he really didn’t think he was doing much damage. 
 
    The rovers, distracted from their attack on the caravan, concentrated their energy on trying to bring down the behemoth that trampled through them and Ole Bess began to look like a pin cushion within minutes. Still, she barely slowed her furious onslaught. Sean saw her rear up and slash with front claws at those in front of her, while her tail knocked dozens more from their saddles with bone-crushing power. The power in the old girl was an awesome thing to behold. 
 
    Her attack bought them the time they needed, and within a few minutes Tomas shouted to them from behind. “That’s it. Last one is going now. Time for you guys to get across!” 
 
    Sean looked back, and sure enough, Tomas was on the last hauler, guiding it onto the bridge. He watched until it was halfway across. “He’s at the halfway mark, boss.” 
 
    “You and Smiley go.” 
 
    “We all went together last time.” 
 
    “Not with a hauler in front of us. Now go!” 
 
    Sean looked at Smiley, who looked back at him. An unspoken agreement passed between them, and they each calmly drew their next arrows, firing into the distracted rovers again. 
 
    “I told you two to go.” 
 
    “We go when you go,” Sean said. Without batting an eye, he turned his attention back to the chaos ahead. 
 
    Ole Bess was beginning to slow, blood starting to soak through her proto-feathers, matting them to her in a sticky mess. But while she was slowing, her fury remained unabated. She slammed her mighty head and neck side to side like a battering ram, trampling the men she knocked from their saddles. She thrashed her tail through another swath of men with similar effect. Sean watched in awe as the giant beast decimated any rover within reach. 
 
    Paula shouted to them from the other side of the bridge, and Sean looked back. She waved to them to get across, and he could see that Tomas was just starting to lead Mr. Chirps off the bridge. 
 
    “The bridge is clear, boss!” 
 
    Paxton nodded. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Wait a second, boss.” From where he sat behind Paxton, Ken placed his hands to his mouth and whistled the call for feeding time. “Come on, Ole Bess! Come and get it!” 
 
    She knocked more rovers out of their saddles, casually trampling them to a pulp as she turned to the familiar call. She began to move toward them, and the sight hurt Sean’s heart. The old girl was limping badly and bleeding worse. He didn’t see how she was still moving. But she plodded toward the bridge, calling in pain for her herd. 
 
    Across the bridge, the haulers from the caravan answered, a chorus of calls encouraging her to join them. She began to pick up speed. 
 
    “All right, let’s get our asses across before she tries to get on the bridge at the same time.” Paxton turned to Smiley and Sean. “Go. I’m right behind you.” 
 
    Sean looked at the ancient hauler rumbling toward them and muttered, “Come on, Butt Head.” He spun his mount around, and side by side, he and Smiley charged across the bridge. 
 
    The rovers, finally released from Ole Bess’s onslaught, realized that their prey was getting away, and launched another volley of arrows. Sean didn’t even know until they started hitting the bridge around him. He absently swung his left arm with the shield over his head and upper back, desperately hoping it would be enough to stop any arrow from doing major damage. Butt Head screamed and jumped, suddenly leaping forward. Sean could only imagine that the poor boy had been hit again. 
 
    But they reached the end of the bridge, much to the cheering of the traders. Sean turned to see Ole Bess was beginning to stumble but still lumbered toward the bridge. 
 
    “Come on, girl!” 
 
    All around him, people were shouting encouragement to her, willing her to get to them… to safety. She was almost to the bridge, when several rovers kicked their camelohs past her, onto the bridge ahead of her. They realized their mistake too late, as Smiley and Paula shot the riders out of their saddles before they were halfway across. 
 
    Paxton yelled orders. “Cover this bridge! No one gets across.” 
 
    “Should we bring it down?” Paula asked. 
 
    “Not unless we have to. Doc will have our hides if we do.” 
 
    Sean dismounted and grabbed his bow. He still wasn’t comfortable with it, but he felt he was getting a little better. He started to run back to the threshold of the bridge, but saw that Paula was already covering from the right side, and Smiley had jumped out of the saddle and in a smooth motion, knelt and nocked an arrow as he covered the left. 
 
    Sean turned to check with Paxton for instructions when he saw the arrow in Ken’s back. “Ken?” he yelled. “Boss, Ken’s hit!” He tossed his bow down and ran to try and catch Ken as the big man began to slide from where he rode behind Paxton. 
 
    Ken was much too large for Sean to be able to completely catch him, but he managed to slow his fall, even as several traders and Iyson ran up to help lower him as gently as possible. The arrow in his back forced them to lay the big man on his side and he groaned as they did. Sean knelt and wiped the blood trickling from the corner of his mouth. Ken smiled weakly at him. “Shoulda used my shield, huh?” 
 
    Sean smiled back. “Guess so.” 
 
    “Ole Bess coming?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sean told him. “She’s coming.” 
 
    Ken nodded. “She’s a… good girl.” 
 
    Paxton shoved his way through the crowd gathered around Ken. “Hey big guy. What’s the big idea, laying down on the job?” 
 
    “Sorry boss. Think I’m gonna…” He stopped and gulped as more blood bubbled from his lips. “Gonna have to take… some time… off.” With that, his eyes rolled back and his head went limp. 
 
    Paxton checked for a pulse. “He’s still alive.” He looked around. “Tomas! Get some of your men to get him out of range. See what you can do for him while we hold the bridge.” 
 
    Tomas called to some of the other traders and they carefully lifted Ken, trying not to jostle the shaft buried in his back. Sean’s attention was jerked back to the bridge when Paxton shouted, “All right, keep this bridge clear of rovers. Only thing I want to see on it is Ole Bess.” 
 
    And the old girl was plodding her way onto the bridge, but her gait had slowed. She was about a fourth of the way across when she stumbled, falling forward. 
 
    “Come on, Bess,” Paula shouted. “Come on, girl!” 
 
    “There you go, Bess!” Smiley’s shout joined Paula’s, and soon they were all shouting encouragement at the old beast. The whole time, rovers were firing arrows at them from the other side of the bridge. Paula and Smiley calmly shot any rover who presented a target, barely paying them any attention as they continued to encourage Ole Bess. 
 
    Bess struggled back to her feet, plodding deliberately onward for another twenty feet before falling again. Again they encouraged her to get back up. She made it over halfway across with her next try. On her next, she was within thirty feet from their side. But that was it. When she tried to get up again, her back legs refused to cooperate. 
 
    “Come on girl,” Paula coaxed. “You can do it.” 
 
    Ole Bess wailed at her, mournfully, and though she struggled, she didn’t have it in her to get back up. 
 
    Paula’s voice trailed off. She looked at Paxton who sighed. 
 
    “All right,” he told her. “Do it.” 
 
    Slowly, Paula wiped the tears from her eyes and drew back an arrow. She sighted carefully, ignoring the few arrows that still flew over from the other side. Exhaling slowly, she released. 
 
    Sean swallowed as he saw the shaft buried nearly halfway in Ole Bess’s eye, and he could have sworn he heard her last breath as her wailing finally stopped. 
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    Ken didn’t live much longer than Ole Bess did. The arrow had done more damage than they could take care of on the road, and he died without ever regaining consciousness. 
 
    Paxton cursed, torn between wanting to do something for his friend, and the responsibility of protecting the caravan. Finally, he stood and faced Tomas. “Take him back to Denver.” 
 
    “You aren’t coming?” 
 
    Paxton shook his head. “We have to hold the bridge… cover your retreat.” 
 
    Tomas waved a hand at the massive hulk of Ole Bess’s carcass. “Nothing’s getting around her for a while.” 
 
    “If we leave, they can climb over. They can cut her up and toss her over the side in a few hours.” He shook his head. “It’s better if we hold them here. Have Doc send more people when you get back.” 
 
    Tomas nodded. “Should be able to get backup out here before midnight. Ordinarily it would be sooner, but some of the haulers are moving kind of slow after all we just went through. Think you can hold out that long?” 
 
    “Hard part was getting here. But from this side, we have the advantage. Now we can sit back and pick them off one at a time if they try to get across. Just tell Doc to hurry.” 
 
    “Will do. You guys hang in there until the cavalry gets here, all right?” 
 
    “That’s the idea.” Paxton turned to Iyson. “Go with them.” 
 
    “No boss. I can still fight.” 
 
    “I know you can. But not with a bow. And we still need someone to go with the caravan to make sure there aren’t more rovers already on this side of the river.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No buts. Besides, I need you to make sure everything is ready with Ken when we get back.” 
 
    Iyson looked like he still wanted to argue, but he stopped, shoulders slumped in defeat. “All right. I’ll have it all ready. But as good as I am, you do realize I won’t be able to protect the whole damn caravan by myself, don’t you?” He raised his bandaged right hand. “I mean, maybe before this. But now…” 
 
    Paxton smiled sadly. “Yeah, I know.” He turned to Tomas. “You’ll need to arm your traders as best you can. Camp axes, knives, whatever else you have that can be used as a weapon. Listen to what Iyson tells you. If he says you send ten men into the jaws of death, you do it. If he says you run, then you run like a hell lizard is on your ass. Got it?” 
 
    Tomas nodded. 
 
    “Good. Now get the hell out of here. The sooner you leave, the sooner Doc can send reinforcements.” 
 
    Tomas gripped his shoulder, then turned. The caravan left shortly after, leaving Paxton and the others to cover them. Sean looked up at the sun. “Still got quite a ways until sunset. What do you have in mind, boss?” 
 
    Paxton glanced up as if to confirm the time. After a second, he walked around to the other side of one of the boulders that bordered the trail onto the bridge. “Nothing fancy,” he said. When he rounded the huge stone, he sat and sighed. “We take shifts watching and resting. If we see anyone try to cross the bridge, we kill them.” He leaned back and closed his eyes. “You and Paula get first shift. Wake me and Smiley after sunset.” 
 
    Sean watched in disbelief as his boss’s breathing evened out, and within minutes the man appeared to be sound asleep. He looked at Smiley. “How does he do that?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Go to sleep at the drop of a hat. Two minutes ago we were talking, now he’s out. How can anyone get to sleep that quick?” 
 
    Smiley settled back behind another boulder. “No idea.” He closed his eyes. “I’ll go ask him.” 
 
    Sean watched as he too drifted off to sleep. 
 
    “Yeah, I never could do that either,” Paula told him. “But you might as well find someplace comfortable to watch from.” She picked up Smiley’s shield and walked to the side of the right bridge support pillar. Raising the shield, she stabbed it into the ground several times until she had made a groove. Leaning the shield against the pillar, she placed its bottom in the groove and knelt behind it. She was protected on the side by the pillar, and the front by her shield, and was just tall enough to be able to comfortably watch over the top from a sitting position. 
 
    Sean did his best to imitate her. It took a couple of tries, but he managed to create a reasonable facsimile of Paula’s makeshift shelter. He watched across the bridge and along the ledge on the other side of the chasm as rovers darted from point to point. On occasion one of them would decide to take a shot at him, but ducking behind his shield made those moments little more than a waste of time and arrows. Likewise, Sean didn’t bother trying to hit any of the moving targets across the river. Lobbing the exploding arrows in the general vicinity of a group of rovers was much different than trying to precisely hit a moving target at more than sixty yards. 
 
    Paula, on the other hand, couldn’t seem to help herself. And while she wasn’t perfect, she still managed to drop three of them before they learned to stay out of sight. 
 
    “Not bad,” he complimented her. 
 
    “I could do better if we didn’t have this damned headwind.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it sure did help you when you were shooting from the trees to here.” 
 
    She nodded. “That it did.” 
 
    “You think it’ll help them?” 
 
    “Sure, but they don’t have explosives. When they start shooting, it’ll just be regular arrows.” 
 
    “Oh, just regular arrows, huh?” Sean laughed and the two of them settled in to see what the rovers would do next. 
 
    The respite gave Sean’s mind time to wander over the events of the last few hours, eventually coming round to the loss of Ken. “Paula?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Tell me about Ken.” 
 
    There was a long pause. “Like what?” 
 
    “I only got to know him for a week. I mean, I liked him. I know he was strong. He was always joking.” Sean thought back through the little he knew about the man. “He seemed to like gambling.” 
 
    Paula chuckled at that. 
 
    “And he was a likable enough guy. But I didn’t really get a chance to know him.” 
 
    She peeked over the top of her shield again, looking for some sort of target. Sighing with disappointment, she dropped back down. After a moment she began to speak. “He was like us. I mean, he was sent through the portal like we were. Not born here like Smiley and a lot of the younger ones. Doc always says that it’s fifty-fifty as to whether people who come through the portal are going to be halfway decent, or meaner than a hell lizard. Ken was one of the best of us.” 
 
    She paused, and when Sean looked across at her, the woman appeared to be lost in thought. But she blinked and cleared her throat. “Guess he was like most of us, those of us from the future. Never talked about what he did that got him sent here. But I think I might have caught a glimpse of it one time.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    She leaned against the pillar, eyes open, staring into space. “There was another man came through a few years back. He turned out to be one of the mean ones.” She shifted to look over at Sean. “You noticed there’s not as many women as men here, haven’t you?” 
 
    That took Sean by surprise. He hadn’t really thought about it. “There’s you.” 
 
    “Thanks for noticing.” She grinned. “But think back. Any time you walk through town, or a crowd, how many women have you seen? Other than young girls, I mean.” 
 
    He did as she said, thinking back. He’d seen Paula, of course. And the bootmaker. What was her name? Claudia Something? And there was the owner of the gear shop, Journeyman’s. Sean remembered her name was Christy, and Ken had liked her. But none of the traders in the caravan were women. Nor had he seen many other grown women, other than a couple of waitresses in either Denver or Old Trent. Now that he thought about it, he’d only seen three or four women even in the rover camp. 
 
    Paula chuckled. “You mean you really hadn’t noticed? Most men through the portal, that’s one of the first things they realize. Not as many women sent through as men. Guess men are more violent.” 
 
    “Guess so,” Sean said absently, mulling over this tidbit of information. 
 
    Paula continued her story. “Anyway, Ken had taken a shine to this one woman. I think her name was Nerine or something like that. She was an exotic dancer, worked in the back rooms at Jason’s casino. This guy, the mean one, decided he wanted Nerine for himself. Tried to pull her off the stage right there in front of everyone.” Paula shrugged. “That didn’t go over so well with everyone else, so they tossed him out. There might have been a few punches and kicks thrown in when they tossed him. It happens. Everyone thought that was the end of it.” 
 
    “I assume it wasn’t?” 
 
    “Nope. Next morning, Nerine didn’t show up for work. They sent someone to her home and found her dead on her kitchen table.” 
 
    The image of his daughter flashed into Sean’s mind. 
 
    “She’d been raped and stabbed to death. Mean guy was still passed out in her bed, covered with her blood.” Paula’s mouth pressed into a thin line at the memory. 
 
    After a moment, Sean pressed. “What happened?” 
 
    “Word got out pretty quick about it. They had the guy tied up at the casino. Seemed nobody could decide what to do with him. Ken just marched in, slung him over his shoulder, and carried him over to the arena. He tossed him into one of the rings, still tied up. Then he opened the pens to half a dozen demons. They ate the guy, one bite at a time.” 
 
    They fell silent for a moment before Sean spoke. “Good.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean I’m glad to know he did that. It makes me feel a little closer to him.” 
 
    Paula looked across with a furrowed brow. “I’m almost afraid to ask, but why?” 
 
    “Because doing something like that is the reason I’m here.” 
 
    Her brows shot up. “No shit?” 
 
    Sean told her about his daughter and what he had done to the men who had killed her. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I can understand that,” Paula finally said. “And it sure explains the way you handle those swords.” She paused. “So you learned how to fight—how to kill—for your daughter?” 
 
    “No. I was too late for her.” Sean looked away. “I did it so those men could never do the same thing to anyone else’s daughter.”  
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    Sean’s conversation with Paula had gone a completely different direction than he had anticipated, and the two of them were silent for some time. She went back to taking pot shots at the few rovers foolish enough to reveal themselves, while his thoughts turned into bitter reflections, wondering at how good men could do such evil things. I always thought of myself as a good man, but am I really? Was Ken? Or are we just willing to do what needs to be done despite what the law says? If that doesn’t make us evil, at the very least, it makes us incredibly arrogant. 
 
    But he wasn’t allowed to wallow in his self-pity for long. It was less than an hour since the caravan had left them when a familiar voice sounded from the other side of the ravine. “Peaceful? Are you over there, Peaceful?” 
 
    Sean looked over to Paula and saw her peering over her shield, looking for a shot at Graham on the other side. She cursed and looked at him. “I can’t see him. What about you?” 
 
    Sean raised up to his knees and looked over the top of his shield. After a moment he dropped back down and shook his head as well. “Nothing.” He looked back at the shadows where Smiley and Paxton slept behind the rocks. “Should we wake him?” 
 
    From the shadows, Paxton cursed. “No need.” He groaned and sat up. “I’m awake.” 
 
    “Did you hear?” 
 
    Paxton stretched, twisting his back first to the right, then left, and Sean winced at the sound of the older man’s back cracking like popcorn. 
 
    “Ahh! That’s better.” He walked toward the bridge. “And yes, I heard.” 
 
    “Is Peaceful over there?” Graham shouted again. “Who’s in charge over there?” 
 
    “Yes,” Paxton shouted back. “I’m here, you sniveling little bastard! What the hell do you want?” 
 
    “Oh good! I was afraid you might have been hurt in that little bit of sport today. Good to know you’re—” 
 
    “Shut the hell up, you son of a bitch. What do you want?” 
 
    “Still not very polite, are you?” 
 
    “Kiss my ass. That answer your question?” 
 
    There was a pause. “I suppose so.” 
 
    “So for the third time, what do you want?” 
 
    “To offer you a chance to get out of this alive.” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware I was at much risk of being dead, what with us being on this side of the bridge, and you being on that one.” 
 
    “I saw your caravan leave you earlier. I know there’s just a handful of you left over there. And I’ve got more than enough people left on my side to overrun you.” 
 
    “Blah, blah, blah! You sure like to hear the sound of your own voice, don’t you? We both know that you can’t get across the bridge without us picking you off before you make it over here.” 
 
    “Afraid I have to disagree with you there. We still have the numbers. I’ll grant you, we’ll take more losses than I’d like, but we have the numbers to overrun you.” 
 
    “Okay, so we agree to disagree on that point. What’s your offer?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your offer! You said you were going to offer us a chance to get out of this alive. So what do you have to offer?” 
 
    There was another pause. “Just that. You and your men stand aside while we ride after your caravan, and we let you live.” 
 
    Paxton walked over to stand behind the cover of the pillar Paula knelt beside. “Not much of an offer,” he yelled. 
 
    “Do you have a counter proposal?” 
 
    Paxton remained silent. After a moment, Graham shouted across again. 
 
    “You still there, Peaceful?” 
 
    “I am. We’re just talking it over.” 
 
    Sean raised an eyebrow at that. “We are?” 
 
    Paxton shrugged. “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt us.” 
 
    “Not really sure that’s how the saying goes, but you’re the boss.” 
 
    “Yes, I am. Now shut up and keep your eyes open. They’ll probably start trying to sneak people onto the bridge any minute now.” 
 
    Sean rose to his knees to watch over the shield. Smiley dropped to the ground beside him. 
 
    “Nice of you to join us,” Paxton quipped. 
 
    “Well, who can sleep with all the shouting?” He dropped the saddlebags he was carrying and Sean saw they were filled with the exploding arrows. 
 
    “Damn, Smiley. How many of those did you bring?” 
 
    “As many as I could carry from our bags.” He jabbed a handful of regular arrows into the ground within easy reach as he strung his bow again. He nocked his first one and waited, watching with Sean. 
 
    Paxton nodded approvingly, then casually walked back to the camelohs. After a moment he walked back carrying more saddlebags stuffed with explosives, and his own bow. He stood behind the pillar where Paula knelt and strung his own bow. 
 
    Graham shouted across at them again. “I see you moving around, but I don’t hear any answer.” 
 
    To no one in particular, Paxton asked, “I don’t suppose any of you can get a bead on that son of a bitch?” 
 
    “No,” Paula answered. “Sean and I looked when he first started flapping his gums.” 
 
    “Yeah. I suppose that would have been too easy.” He sighed. “Smiley, bring some torches over.” 
 
    The young man ran back to where the camelohs were tied behind the boulders. 
 
    “Peaceful! I’m afraid you’re running out of time.” 
 
    Still, Paxton remained silent. Sean looked up at him. “You not going to stall anymore?” 
 
    “No point. I’m not planning to make a deal, and he’s not planning to ride away. Fight’s coming. Might as well spend our time getting ready for it.” 
 
    “You have a plan?” 
 
    Smiley trotted back with a pair of lit torches and stuck them in the ground near each of the bridge supports. 
 
    “Of course I have a plan. Same as I said earlier. When they try to come across—” 
 
    Smiley finished for him, “We kill ’em all.” 
 
    Paxton nodded. “For now, we use regular arrows. I want to keep damage to the bridge to a minimum. I’m afraid the explosives might blow some of the support cables.” 
 
    Graham didn’t try calling across to them again. Nor was there any sudden rush of an overwhelming force. For nearly an hour, nothing happened at all. Then Sean noticed several men on the other side of the river running toward the bridge. “I have movement. Looks like a bunch of them getting ready to rush.” 
 
    “More over here,” Paula said. 
 
    “Are they on foot or mounted?” 
 
    “The ones I saw were on foot,” Sean said. 
 
    “Same here.” 
 
    “Oh well. I was hoping they would try to ride up as close as the back of Ole Bess at least. If we could have taken down their camelohs, it would have made even more of an obstacle course for them. Guess Graham’s smarter than I gave him credit for.” 
 
    “Want me to run out and climb on top of Ole Bess?” Smiley asked eagerly. “I can stay low enough that they’d never be able to hit me from the bridge.” 
 
    “But the ones on the bank would have an easy angle on you. No, you stay back here. When they start coming across, we unload on them. Between the explosions and Ole Bess’s rampage, there can’t be that many of them left.” 
 
    “I don’t know, boss,” Paula said. “Sure looks like a lot of them from here. What about your side, Sean?” 
 
    Sean saw more movement on his side, as well. “I can’t tell how many, but there’s a lot.” 
 
    Shouting from across the bridge announced the charge. 
 
    “Here they come.” Paula jumped to her feet and fired into the first men setting foot on the bridge. Sean and Smiley stepped out to do the same. Sean didn’t bother trying to hit a specific target, but simply fired into the mass of running men. They were bunched together six abreast. It was like shooting at them had been with the exploding arrows earlier. But this time, his shot only hit one person. 
 
    “Lucky they don’t use shields,” Paula said, drawing and firing faster than any of them. 
 
    Smiley stepped around the pillar, drew and fired while Sean knelt and nocked another arrow. The first row fell as bowmen suddenly stepped up to the bank to either side of the bridge. Paxton yelled, “Cover!” and they all ducked behind shields or pillars. 
 
    “Why don’t they?” Sean asked. 
 
    “Why don’t they what?” Smiley looked confused. 
 
    “Use shields. Come on, man. Keep up.” 
 
    A hail of arrows fell all around them, one coming dangerously close to Sean’s right foot. He jerked the foot closer to him behind his shelter. 
 
    “Sorry,” Smiley said. “I’m a little preoccupied, what with trying not to get dead and all.” 
 
    As the arrows stopped, he whipped around the pillar and launched another arrow at the crowd on the bridge. “I really don’t know. Never asked ’em.” 
 
    “They say anyone that uses a shield isn’t man enough to be a rover,” Paxton answered. He poked around the pillar and fired again. As he ducked back he continued as if it were a casual conversation. “Personally, I think they just don’t want to take the time to learn to use one properly.” 
 
    “Boss, we can’t keep them back with their archers pinning us down. Hell, between the ones on the bridge, and the ones on the bank, we don’t have enough arrows.” 
 
    Paula laughed. “We have more than enough arrows, kid. Those assholes are supplying them faster than we can use them.” She reached out and plucked one from the ground near her to illustrate her point. 
 
    Smiley looked at the arrows sticking out of nearly every surface around them. “Hadn’t thought of that.” He drew, stepped around the pillar, and fired again before ducking back. 
 
    Paxton fired again and quickly ducked back. “Cover!” 
 
    They all ducked again, and Sean made sure to keep his feet tucked in close. As arrows rained around them, Paxton cursed again. “This isn’t working. There’s too many of them on the banks. As long as they keep us pinned down, we can’t keep them from getting across.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what I just said?” Smiley peeked around the pillar and ducked back quickly as an arrow whizzed past. 
 
    “New plan,” Paxton said. “Sean and Paula, you use explosives on their archers. Smiley, you and me will keep peppering the guys on the bridge.” 
 
    Sean grabbed one of the grenade arrows and nocked it. He passed it over the torch, drew, and fired. To his dismay, nothing happened. 
 
    “What the—?” The explosion interrupted his exclamation. 
 
    Smiley chuckled as he fired. “Use the wrong size fuse?” 
 
    Sean groaned. This time he paid attention to the length of fuse he pulled, drawing a four-second length. He nocked, lit, drew, and fired in a relatively practiced motion. This time the timing was perfect. The explosion blew a hole of screaming men and flying body parts in the line of archers. 
 
    On the other side, he heard explosion after explosion, as Paula decimated the men opposite her. Sean drew and fired, determined to make a better showing for himself. Within a few minutes, they had driven the archers back from the edge. 
 
    “Okay,” Paxton said, “there may be more of them than I thought.” 
 
    “Think about it,” Paula said. “We estimated more than five hundred when we made our run from Old Trent. How many do you really think we’ve killed? Even if it’s half of them, that’s still more than two hundred of them over there. Probably closer to three.” 
 
    “Well hell. Why do you have to go and get all reasonable?” 
 
    “Sorry, boss. It’s a shortcoming. Now, you want the bad news?” 
 
    “That’s not the bad news?” 
 
    “I wish.” 
 
    Paxton let out a heavy sigh. “All right. What is it?” 
 
    “We don’t have nearly enough of these explosives to keep going like this.” 
 
    Startled at her words, Sean looked at the stack of arrows behind him. It seemed like a lot, but when he actually counted them he saw just over thirty. Paula’s stack was even smaller. 
 
    “Between what we used getting out of Old Trent, and what we used earlier today, we’ve used about half of what we had.” 
 
    “Then we’re doing all right,” Smiley said. “Half of them, half of our arrows. Works out about right, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “First of all, we’re just guessing that they’re down to half. Personally, I doubt it. Second, even if they are down to half, we can’t claim the credit. Ole Bess did most of the damage when she trampled through them from behind. And between the headwind we’re fighting, and the fact that they’re spreading out more, we’re taking out fewer of them with each shot.” She held up one of the arrows in question. “With what we have here, I figure we can fight them back maybe a couple more times before we’re out.” 
 
    Paxton leaned back against the pillar and closed his eyes wearily. Eyes still closed, he said what had finally occurred to Sean. “And then they can pin us down and overrun us, can’t they?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” For the first time, Sean saw something like fear in her eyes. 
 
    Sean looked over his shield again at the growing mass of rovers as they prepared for another charge. The evening breeze blew his hair back, and he dropped back behind his shelter. He grinned. “Smiley, you have any more bandages?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    

Chapter 32
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean used his knife to pry the tin plug out of one of the bronze cylinders while Smiley tore a bandage into strips. “Remember what the Chemist said back in Old Trent about why they had to plug the arrows so tight?” 
 
    “Not really,” Paxton watched Sean work. 
 
    “He said that if you don’t get a solid plug on the cylinders, the force of the gunpowder will blow the arrow out of the cylinder, and you get a roman candle.” Sean carefully pulled the shaft of the arrow out of the back of the cylinder. 
 
    “Give me a strip of that cloth now.” 
 
    Smiley handed it to him. Sean used the shaft of the arrow to jam a good portion of the cloth through the hole in the cylinder before shoving the shaft and fuse back in place. When he was finished, some of the bandage still stuck out of the cylinder, but the shaft stayed in place. He handed it across to Paula. “You think you can still shoot that?” 
 
    Holding the arrow by the bronze cylinder, she tentatively tried to wriggle the shaft. She frowned when it moved back and forth. “Not with any accuracy. It’s liable to wobble around when I fire it.” 
 
    “If you don’t worry about accuracy, what can you do with it, distance-wise?” 
 
    “I don’t follow.” 
 
    “You think you can shoot it behind them?” 
 
    “Probably, but I don’t know why—” 
 
    “I do!” Paxton sounded excited. “Smiley, hand me a couple of those six-second arrows.” 
 
    Smiley handed them over. “Boss, I’m with Paula. What good are they if they don’t explode?” 
 
    “They start fires, boy. And the wind is blowing this way.” 
 
    Within a few minutes they were all working on converting grenades to roman candles. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    “Here they come, boss.” Smiley ducked back behind the pillar as lines of archers ran out along the bank once more. 
 
    “Everybody ready?” Paxton asked. 
 
    They all nodded. Sean’s part was the same as before. He had his stack of five-second arrows laid out beside him, and as soon as he saw the archers begin to line up, he began firing. The idea was to scatter them before they could organize properly. 
 
    On her side, Paula was doing the same, but every second or third shot, she launched one of the improvised roman candles out beyond the rover horde. Hopefully, they would all just think she had overshot, and would remain so concentrated on their attack that they wouldn’t think to pay any attention behind them. 
 
    Meanwhile, it fell to Paxton and Smiley to hold off the rush of men charging across the bridge itself. Theirs was the most difficult task. It was impossible for two men to hold back what appeared to be more than fifty. Even more so once they passed the halfway point and were able to hide somewhat behind the bulk of Ole Bess’s body. 
 
    “How’s it looking?” Paxton shouted to Paula. 
 
    “I’ve got eight fires going behind them and the wind is whipping them up pretty good.” She fired again. “Another few minutes, and they won’t have any way out.” 
 
    “Good, because we’re about to have some of them climbing over Ole Bess. There’s too many for us to stop.” 
 
    Sean fired his last four-second arrow and drew his swords. He looked at Ole Bess on the bridge as the first rover climbed over her body. “Keep the farther ones back,” he said as he ran past Smiley. “Once they make it over here, I’ll take care of them.” 
 
    No one had any chance to argue as he ran the thirty feet to Ole Bess. The lead rover yelled in triumph as he leapt off her body, thrusting his spear at Sean. Sean easily parried and sliced through the man’s lead hand before stabbing him through the throat. Two more rovers climbed over to find Sean waiting for them, and they barely lasted any longer than their predecessor.  
 
    Sean noticed the first hint of smoke in the air as five more came over the top, pausing when they saw Sean waiting for them, with three of their fallen comrades at his feet. He looked them over carefully. Four brandished spears, just as the others had. But the fifth carried a large, double-headed bronze axe. 
 
    “Boss?” Sean yelled. “I know I said I had them, but maybe—” 
 
    One of them drew back his arm to throw his spear. Sean didn’t hesitate. While the man’s arm was still drawing back, he threw his right sword underhanded with all his might. He didn’t expect it to stick, but it distracted the rover enough that Sean was able to easily dodge the poorly thrown weapon. 
 
    “Duck,” Paxton yelled from behind, and Sean dropped and rolled forward. 
 
    When he came back to his feet, the man with the axe was still falling forward with an arrow in his throat, and Sean was inside the reach of the next two men’s spears. He grabbed at the shaft on his right as he slashed to his left. The man on his left fell to his knees, trying desperately to keep his insides from running down his outside. 
 
    His companion yanked back on the shaft of the spear Sean held, and Sean shoved at the same time, throwing the man off balance. As the rover staggered, Sean slid forward and kicked him over the side of the bridge. The man’s screams faded as Sean turned back to the last two men, one of whom now held the sword Sean had thrown at him. He looked off balance with the weapon, and Sean saw immediately that the rover didn’t know what he was doing with the blade. 
 
    “What’s the matter? Never studied your Agrippa?” 
 
    The man looked puzzled for the second that it took Sean to parry the blade aside and skewer him. He took his blade back from the dying man. Nobody appreciates the classics anymore. 
 
    He looked at the remaining rover. “Come on, asshole. I’m getting tired. Maybe you’ll get lucky.” 
 
    But the remaining rover only jabbed warily at him, keeping him at bay. Sean realized why when three more men appeared, clambering over the top of Ole Bess. 
 
    Oh crap! 
 
    Before they could properly enter the fight, Sean rushed at the man trying to hold him back. The rover thrust his spear forward, but Sean parried it to the side, slipped forward, and slashed across the man’s eyes. The man screamed until Sean followed through with his other sword, leaving his head hanging grotesquely to one side, barely attached to his body. 
 
    Sean dropped his sword, reached down to pick up the man’s spear, and launched it with all his might at the lead man climbing down Ole Bess. The man fell to the side, screaming, as Sean picked his sword back up. 
 
    Smoke was wafting in thick clouds now, as the remaining two rovers came over the top of Bess, and Sean thought he heard more shouting from the rover side of the chasm. He didn’t have time to worry about it as his next two opponents ran down as one, perhaps hoping to overwhelm or confuse him. In either case, it didn’t work. Sean simply parried the spear on his right into the path of the man on his left. He lunged, stabbed, and shoved the dying man into his companion as he jumped past them both. And while the first man began to scream with the realization that he was dying, Sean stabbed the second man in the back. The two of them fell together, twitching, as Sean spun to look for more opponents. 
 
    Seeing no more coming over Ole Bess, he stepped back and called over his shoulder. “Any more?” 
 
    “Not right now. The bridge is cleared, but that’s about to change.” 
 
    Sean trotted back to the others. “They figured out they have a problem?” 
 
    “In a big way.” 
 
    Back behind the cover of the pillars, Smiley patted Sean on the shoulder. “Remind me to never, ever, ever piss you off when you’re anywhere near those damn swords.” 
 
    Sean was too tired to do more than smile. He turned to look at the destruction on the other side. As they had hoped, the brisk breeze from the north whipped the fires back into the rovers, and they quickly found themselves trapped against the chasm. 
 
    “Here we go,” Paxton said. “I almost feel sorry for them.” 
 
    The fires forced the rovers into a screaming mass near the head of the bridge. That was when Paxton yelled at his team. “Four-second arrows! Aim at the ones just going onto the bridge. We want to plug the entrance.” 
 
    They all passed fuses over torches and fired into the panicking mass at the end of the bridge. The first explosions tore through the rovers as they stepped onto the bridge, once more sending wounded and dying men flying. As quickly as they could, the four drew and fired again and again, until they had killed so many of the rovers that the bodies blocked the way across for the others. The screams caused Sean’s skin to prickle up in goosebumps as the fires swept over the last of them. 
 
    They saw a few of the rovers who escaped the fires at the last second, riding their panicked mounts through the flames back to the tree line. But it was only a small handful. A few more escaped by jumping off the embankment into the river below. But even if they survived the fall to the river fifty feet below, they would still have to live through the rapids downstream, and Paula assured him that wasn’t likely. 
 
    In the end, Paula had been wrong about one thing, though. There were just enough of the explosives to do the job, after all. 
 
    
*** 
 
      
 
    They saved their relief almost half of the ride from Denver to the bridge when they met them on the way back. It was pitch dark, but the line of riders bearing torches lit up the trail as they rode furiously in their attempt to help Paxton and his team. When they pulled up to where Paxton and the others waited, the leader’s grim expression turned to worry. He was a big man, and reminded Sean of Ken. The similarity brought a tightness to his chest. 
 
    “Pax.” The man nodded. 
 
    “Adam,” Paxton replied. “I guess you guys are our relief?” 
 
    “Well, we thought we were.” He looked at all of them. “But from the looks of things, you folks seem to have everything under control.” 
 
    “For the most part,” Paxton agreed. “Bridge needs to be cleared though. And it’s going to take a bit of work to do it.” 
 
    Adam sighed. “Tomas told us about Ole Bess. Damn shame.” 
 
    “Yeah. Well, just make sure whoever you send has a strong stomach.” 
 
    “Got more bodies, eh?” 
 
    “A few.” Paxton kicked Gypsy into motion and led the rest of his weary team on toward Denver, leaving Adam to pass out orders to his men. Sean heard him as they passed, sending some on to clear the bridge and ordering others to escort Paxton’s team back home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    

Chapter 33
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean struggled under the weight of his burden. No, he thought. Not a burden. An honor. It was one he hoped his companions would readily accept on his behalf, when his day finally came. Of course, I’ll be a lot easier to carry than you are, Ken. The thought actually made him smile wistfully. But he braced himself with the spear in his right hand, using it as a walking stick while he carried the weight over his left shoulder. 
 
    Paxton, Smiley, Iyson, Paula, and Doc himself helped him as they all shouldered the litter on which the big man’s body laid. It wouldn’t have been so bad if it had only been for a few feet, but they had already carried the heavy pallet nearly half a mile just to get out of the town walls. Now that he could see the pyre ahead of them, its very nearness seemed to make the weight on his shoulders even heavier. 
 
    But they made it, and set the litter down on the wooden platform. To the side of the pyre, six torches were stuck in the bare dirt. He absently noted that all around them, the usual brush had been cleared down to the rocky dirt, and that tiny detail brought home just exactly what was about to happen. They cleared the area so they wouldn’t cause a wildfire like the one that had killed all the rovers. Sean followed the rest of his teammates to stand in front of the torches. Doc stepped forward and pulled out two coins. 
 
    “To represent your final payment.” He laid a coin over each eye. “For a job well done, old friend.” 
 
    He stepped back, and Sean noted that the town leader seemed completely unashamed of the tears in his eyes as he picked up one of the torches. 
 
    Paxton stepped forward. He took his spear and held it up. 
 
    “We have sort of a ritual in the Guard. When we join, the members of our team all give us an item that they think we’re likely to need. But there’s an understanding that it’s only a loan. The words are ‘I expect this back at the end of our journey.’” 
 
    Sean recalled the ritual from what seemed like a lifetime ago. 
 
    “With Ken,” Paxton continued, “it was always a spear.” Paxton laid the spear on the litter beside Ken before turning to face those few who had come to see Ken off. 
 
    “Those of us who have committed our lives to the Guard know that ours is a hard life, full of risk… full of danger… and all too often, it ends with a violent death.” He laid a hand on the pallet beside the covered body. Like Doc Blankenship, Paxton let his tears fall freely. 
 
    “This isn’t the first brother I’ve had fall beside me, and he likely won’t be the last,” he sniffed, “but he’s definitely one of the finest. And the arrow that took him…” 
 
    He shook his head and looked down. “It should be me lying here, brother. Not you.” After a short pause, he let his hand fall. “But I can’t change that now.” A final sigh and he recited words in a cadence Sean had heard once before. “Our journey together is ended. Farewell, brother.” He took a deep breath and stepped back to pick up one of the torches. 
 
    Iyson stepped forward, laying another spear on the litter. “You saved my life, brother.” He held up his bandaged right hand as if contemplating his last words, then winked at the others. “Well, most of it, anyway. That’s the way of things in the Guard… we watch each other’s backs.” He swallowed, silent for a few seconds, as if struggling to find the words. Finally, he simply shook his head. “What the hell. Take a break, old friend. You’ve earned it.” Tapping his fist on the pallet beside Ken’s body, Iyson took a deep breath before uttering his farewell. “Our journey together is ended.” 
 
    One by one, they all stepped forward to lay a spear beside Ken, and to say a few words. When it was Sean’s time, he returned the spear that Ken had handed him only days before. “I guess I didn’t get to know you nearly well enough.” He looked at the litter with the big man, and the stack of spears. He chuckled. “But I can tell you had a thing for spears, didn’t you?” 
 
    The others laughed with him. 
 
    “In the short time we had together, I did learn a few other things about you. I learned that you liked to gamble, although I still don’t know what the hell chuck-a-luck is.” 
 
    There was more laughter. 
 
    “You had more muscle than any person has a right to have. But I figure it took a body like that to hold a heart like yours. You were loyal to your friends. Loyal to the point that you wouldn’t hesitate to jump into the jaws of a damned dinosaur to save someone you cared about.” 
 
    Iyson nodded at that memory. 
 
    “And I learned that you and I are enough alike, that I feel hope…” His cracking voice interrupted him, and Sean had to swallow away the lump in his throat before he could finish. “Hope that I can learn to be half the man you were.” He paused before saying his final words. “But our journey together has ended… for now. So long, my friend.” 
 
    He turned to join the others, picked up his torch. Doc signaled them all, and they stepped forward to light the pyre. The brush caught easily enough, and the platform was soon burning so fiercely that everyone had to step back. 
 
    Sean looked around the clearing at the people gathered for Ken’s funeral. He was disappointed at the small turnout, but when he mentioned it to Paxton, the other man just shook his head. 
 
    “Outside of us, Ken didn’t really have many friends. This life doesn’t lend itself to casual acquaintances. His life was us, the traders, and a few shopkeepers.” 
 
    He nodded to where Christy Allen stood to one side. Sean remembered that Ken had acted like he’d had a bit of a thing for her. Evidently she had known it after all. 
 
    Iyson leaned in. “And the casino.” 
 
    They shared a smile and turned back toward the gates. The six of them walked in silence for a moment until Doc looked past Paxton. “Sean? You and I still need to talk.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “No. How about tomorrow morning?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    From his right, Paula called out, “For now, let’s go hoist a few for Ken.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    

Chapter 34
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean awoke the next morning to the sound of someone knocking on his door. He groaned as he got out of bed. His head swam, his eyelids were caked with sleep, and it seemed every muscle in his body ached. The knocking sounded again as he wrapped himself in a sheet and shuffled out of the bedroom toward the front of the house. “Hold on a minute. I’m coming.” 
 
    He rubbed the sand out of his eyes and squinted against the morning light as he opened the door. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” Paxton said as he pushed his way through the door. 
 
    “Hey!” He stepped back as Doc Blankenship came through behind him. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Told you we needed to talk,” Doc said. “You need a few minutes?” 
 
    “What?” Sean was still a bit hung over from Ken’s wake and was having trouble following the conversation. 
 
    “To get dressed?” 
 
    “Oh.” Sean was suddenly conscious of the fact that he had nothing but a sheet between him and embarrassment. 
 
    “Yeah, give me a minute.” He clutched the sheet tighter and walked back to his bedroom. He called through the bamboo slatted door, “So I guess you’re here to talk about our agreement.” It saddened him. He had only been part of the Guard for a few weeks, but he already loved the comradery. But he had made a deal with Doc and was determined to stick with it. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” Doc replied. 
 
    Sean slipped his pants on and grabbed a shirt from his wardrobe. “And it takes both of you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Doc said. “At least in this case.” 
 
    Sean groaned again as he raised his arms to slip his shirt on. His back and arms felt like he’d been thoroughly beaten… especially his shield arm. He doubted he would ever get used to hauling that thing around. Between the fighting, using the shield, and carrying Ken, he ached all over. 
 
    Finally dressed, he went back into the front room where his guests waited. “Okay.” He sat in a chair. “What’s up?” 
 
    “We wanted to see if you still want to work as a Guardsman.” Paxton said. “You did a good job and I figured—” 
 
    Sean held up a hand. “I’d like to, boss… um, Paxton… but I made a deal with Doc here. One run and done.” He looked at Doc. “Unless you’re here about that?” 
 
    Doc smiled. “Smart man.” He pulled a pouch out of his vest and tossed it to Sean. It landed with the heavy clunk of bronze suns. “But first, here’s your bonus from the run.” 
 
    Sean picked it up, hefting its weight. He cocked an eyebrow at Doc. “This feels a lot heavier than the first bag you gave me.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    Sean peeked inside, blinked, and pulled one of the coins out. It was a bit larger than his first coins, and where the first bag had been full of one-sun denominations, this one held ten-sun coins. Not only that, but there appeared to be more of them... a lot more. 
 
    “Um, I’m new here and all, so I’m not sure.” He cleared his throat. “But this seems like a lot of money to me. Is it?” 
 
    Paxton laughed at him. “You’re probably the richest minimum wage earner in Denver.” 
 
    Sean looked back at Doc. “So what does this mean, as far as our agreement?” 
 
    “It’s up to you. My only stipulation is that if you decide to work with Paxton and his team, you let me copy the pages you brought with you. I think you’ve been here long enough to know just how important they really are.” 
 
    “Yeah. I get that.” 
 
    “And I understand that you found the man that killed your wife. More importantly, you found him, and you didn’t kill him.” 
 
    Sean looked down. 
 
    “Now that you know where he is, do you think you will?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not? No one would blame you. The man killed your wife.” 
 
    Sean shrugged. “At first, it was because we needed him. He was the one who knew how to make the gunpowder.” 
 
    Doc Blankenship pulled a piece of parchment out of his vest. Sean recognized the instructions and note from Metcalf. “But it looks like that’s no longer the case. Assuming, of course, that this is accurate.” He looked at the pages and shook his head. “All this time we’ve been looking for lakebed or cave deposits of potassium nitrate, and this guy makes it from dinosaur shit?” He chuckled. “Who would have thought of that?” 
 
    He looked back up at Sean. “Now he’s not the only source of potassium nitrate. Are you still thinking you’re going to kill the man?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Doc smiled. “Of course you aren’t. And you want to know why? It’s because you aren’t a killer.” 
 
    “Sorry Doc, but we both know that’s not true. After all, if I wasn’t, I wouldn’t be here, would I?” 
 
    “Okay, I guess that’s true.” He was silent for a few seconds. “So then, why aren’t you going after Metcalf?” 
 
    Sean spread his hands, trying to express his feeling. “I’m just so tired of it… the hate. There’s always going to be a part of me that wants to wrap my hands around his neck and just squeeze. But… I guess it just doesn’t feel right. Not anymore.” 
 
    “Why not? I mean, the son of a bitch killed your wife, didn’t he? Killed her in cold blood. You honestly think he’s changed that much?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe.” He thought back to the way the man had looked at him that night in the hall outside his room at the inn in Old Trent, and the words on the note he had written for Sean. They didn’t seem like the words of a cold-blooded murderer. “Maybe he has. Maybe he regrets what he did. Maybe he really was sick, like he said. Or maybe he hasn’t really changed at all, and he’s just playing mind games with me. I don’t know. But I’m so damn tired of thinking about it. I’m tired of carrying it around with me.” 
 
    As he said the words, he realized just how true they were. The emotional weight was like a physical thing… not just the weight of constantly thinking about finding his wife’s killer and bringing him to justice, but the knowledge of what he had already done to those who had killed his daughter. 
 
    “I can’t say I’m sorry for what I did, because I’m not.” He looked up at Doc with a kind of clarity that he hadn’t felt in years. “But I’m done with it now.” 
 
    “And if Metcalf were to walk through that door right now?” 
 
    Sean shook his head. “I’m not going to lie. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forgive him. And I’m sure as hell not about to invite him into my house. But I’m finished with the whole vendetta thing. I don’t think he’s the same person anymore.” 
 
    Everyone was quiet for a bit, and Sean realized he had tears running down his cheeks. Doc leaned over and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “For what it’s worth, neither are you.” 
 
    Sean wiped his cheeks self-consciously and stood. “Give me a minute.” 
 
    “Sure,” Doc said, and Sean walked back into his bedroom. After a moment, he returned to the front room and handed Doc the roll of cloth pages he’d hidden in the hollow bamboo tube of his bedframe. 
 
    Doc smiled, though he didn’t reach out. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Doc took the roll. “Thanks.” 
 
    Sean looked at Paxton. “And if the offer still stands, I think I’d like to stay with the Guard.” 
 
    Paxton cleared his throat and for the first time since he had walked in, the team’s leader looked unsure. Sean suddenly felt nervous. Why was he hesitating? 
 
    “Something wrong? You offered me the slot not five minutes ago.” 
 
    “True. But that was before your big moment here. And while I can appreciate your change of heart, we both know that working in the Guard is dangerous… that you’ll probably have to kill again. Now that you’ve had your kumbaya moment, can you still do what you need to?” 
 
    Before Sean could answer, Doc chimed in. “He can do it.” 
 
    “All due respect, Doc, but how do you know?” 
 
    “Because I know why he’s here. Why he got sent back.” 
 
    Paxton just looked puzzled. 
 
    “I won’t go into detail. It’s not my story to tell.” Doc turned from Paxton to Sean, who nodded in thanks. “But I’ll tell you that his story is a lot like Ken’s. He can kill if it means protecting someone. I think that’s what he’s still trying to figure out.” He looked at Sean again. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sean asked. 
 
    “What if we find out Graham is still alive? Are you planning to hunt him down?” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “But I don’t know what that shows.” 
 
    “If you’re guarding a caravan again and he attacks, can you kill him then?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “That’s what I mean.” 
 
    Paxton seemed to mull it over. Finally, he reached his hand across the table, extending it toward Sean. “Yeah. If you still want it, the slot’s yours.” 
 
    Doc suddenly stood and clapped his hands. “All right. Now that everything’s decided,” he pulled Metcalf’s instructions out of his vest again and grinned, “I’ve got work to do. If this is accurate, we should be able to replicate his results in a couple of days. And that gives us one hell of a boost in the technology department. Depending on what’s on your pages, we could be climbing out of the Bronze Age in a matter of months, rather than decades. I’ve already got our smiths working on making castings for gun barrels as we speak. We can cast them rough, and use the plans you gave me for the lathe to finish them out. At the very least, I expect we’ll have shotguns and cannons in a matter of weeks. Anything more precise than that may take a little longer, but it’s definitely a step in the right direction.” 
 
    Paxton still looked a little unsure, but he stood, too. “And I’ll see you tomorrow at arena ten for more training. Your archery and shield work still sucks. Paula will help you with the archery. I’ll work with you on the shield.” He finally smiled, looking a bit more relaxed as he clapped Sean on the shoulder. “Welcome to the Guard, Sean.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    


Chapter 35

  
 
      
 
      
 
    Sean watched as Paxton rode back from the front of the line. He pulled Gypsy up beside Sean to give the team their last-minute instructions. “Okay children, we’ve got six days of deep forest between us and Newton. That means it’s at least two weeks before we get to sleep in our own beds again. So keep your eyes open, and watch each other’s backs. We leave in five.” He pointed at Iyson. “Ice Man, you take the noob and hold the left flank. Smiley, you’re on point.” 
 
    “Yes!” Smiley grinned and clenched a fist. 
 
    “Like he’d put you anywhere else.” Paula said. 
 
    “Paula.” 
 
    “Yeah, boss?” 
 
    “Right flank.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “I’ll pull up the rear.” 
 
    Sean cleared his throat. “Boss?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    Paxton grunted. “Where do you think? I want you and that newfangled toy up front with Smiley.” 
 
    “You got it, boss.” He swung the new shotgun around in front of him and checked the load for what seemed like the hundredth time. There was a single round in the firing chamber, and each of the cylinders beneath it showed as completely full. Twenty-five rounds in the newest bit of firepower in all of Pangaea. Doc had gifted him with the first prototype, and it had performed amazingly well in tests. It was heavy as hell, since they had no plastics and everything had to be made of bronze or brass. But it functioned well, and Sean no longer had to worry so much about learning to use a bow. 
 
    “Come on, noob,” Iyson called to his charge, and Sean swung his head automatically in his direction. But the Viking only winked at him knowingly as the newest member of the team struggled to bring his cameloh around. Iyson rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Come on, Victor! You do know how to ride, don’t you? Get it together!” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Victor was a new arrival… young, big and burly. But he had the demeanor of a school boy. Still, Doc and Paxton had decided he was better than nothing, and the team needed another strong body. 
 
    It still sounded strange to Sean though, to hear someone else in the group addressed as “noob.” 
 
    He pulled alongside Smiley, and together they rode casually up the line. “Think he’ll be all right?” 
 
    “Victor?” He shrugged. “Can’t be any greener than you were, can he?” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Smiley laughed as Paxton rode up beside them. “If it’s not too much trouble, children, do you mind if we get this caravan moving? We can’t go anywhere without our point leading the way.” 
 
    Smiley and Sean wiped the smiles off their faces. “Sorry boss,” they said in unison. They kicked their mounts to spur them ahead, and as they rode through the gate, Sean asked, “So compared to the last run, this one should be easy, right?” 
 
    Smiley groaned. “Why in the world did you have to go and say that?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You never jinx a run like that!” 
 
    “Jinx? I’m supposed to believe you’re superstitious? After all the chances I’ve seen you take?” 
 
    “Hey! I never take any chance I’m not sure I can handle. But tempting fate over something you have no control over? That’s just crazy.” 
 
    “Never take a chance? I saw you ride into the arena by yourself against a hell lizard! You’re going to tell me that wasn’t taking a chance? 
 
    Still arguing, they rode ahead, leading the line of heavy haulers through the gates of Denver. 
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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Great Deep 
 
    They swam together, the four of them, as they usually did, females in front side by side, males in back. The water was warm and pleasant here, and it spoke to them, welcoming them home. 
 
    This island was The Beginning Place, the one from which they had come, and the one to which they must always return. This was the first return for the four of them, though. It had been many years since they had broken free from their shells, dug their way upward through sand, and emerged into the open air. Many years since they had heeded the call of the Great Deep and headed for the water. Creatures of the air swooped down to attack them, hoping to gain an easy meal, only to discover these little ones already had teeth and knew how to use them. 
 
    Many little ones were born that day, and once they had swum out far enough, they separated and joined their individual Matriarchs and Sires, and followed them out into the Great Deep. 
 
    During their long journey back to The Beginning Place, Whiteback and Nub’s two brothers had left their pod in search of egglayers. Before long, One-Eye and Brokejaw had approached, males from a different pod, seeking their own egglayers. Neither was a prime candidate for breeding, but there weren’t many of their kind remaining these days, and the females couldn’t afford to be choosy. So One-Eye and Brokejaw joined their pod, and they all continued on to The Beginning Place, the males and females mating along the way. Now they were here, or nearly so, their instincts telling them to follow the water until they reached land. Then they would feed to replenish their strength after their long journey, and the females would nest and lay eggs when they were ready. 
 
    Large black rocks surrounded the island, rising from the ocean floor and tapering to points in the air. The four maneuvered through the rocks, and once past, they found the water becoming shallower as they neared land. Nub and Whiteback came across the hard thing first – Nub actually bumping her snout into it – and they stopped to examine the strange object. One-Eye and Brokejaw stopped as well, all of them using their flippers to keep themselves in position. They’d followed a strong current here from farther out in the ocean, and they could feel the current continuing on past the hard thing. It didn’t make sense. If they couldn’t swim past the hard thing, how could the water get through? They needed to swim on, following the current. Their instincts demanded it, and they could no more choose to ignore those instincts than the sun could decide not to rise each morning. 
 
    Nub and Whiteback applied themselves to the problem of the barrier while the males looked on. Their species was sexually dimorphic, the females larger and stronger than the males. So One-Eye and Brokejaw kept their distance as Whiteback and Nub backed up and swam full speed toward the barrier. The “hard thing” was a fifty-foot-wide underwater fence made of PVC pipe, and when the sisters smashed into it, they found it wasn’t very hard after all. A section of the fence collapsed as easily as if it had been made from twigs, and the females swam on through, the males following. Their instincts told them they had only two things to do now. Keep moving – 
 
    – and feed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    Las Dagas, 74 miles off the coast of Nicaragua 
 
    “This is as close to paradise as you can get in this world.” 
 
    Arden glanced sideways at her wife, but she said nothing. Kris sighed with absolute contentment and squeezed Arden’s hand tighter. 
 
    It wasn’t that Arden disagreed with Kris, at least not with her general sentiment. The island was beautiful. Palm trees lining the streets. Bright blue sky with only a few scattered white clouds for aesthetic effect. The temperature in the low eighties, humidity a bit high, but the constant ocean breezes – with their mild saltwater tang – kept it from feeling too hot outside. The sun here seemed larger and brighter than at home in Chicago, but Arden didn’t know if that was an effect of the island being so close to the equator or simply her imagination. 
 
    Arden had never been much of a sun-worshipper. Redheads like her tended to have delicate pale skin which burned way too easily in the sun. Kris, being black, didn’t have the same sensitivity to direct sunlight, and she didn’t have to slather on nearly an entire bottle of sunscreen on the slim hope that it might prevent her from getting burnt. But that wasn’t the main reason Arden didn’t share her wife’s enthusiasm for the resort. On the surface, Elysium was amazing. Everything – hotels, bars, restaurants, clubs, even the streets and sidewalks – was new, built in the last couple years, and it was so clean she wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that late at night crews scoured the island, removing every bit of litter and speck of dirt they found. Most impressive of all were the artificial canals that crisscrossed Las Dagas, making it possible for you to travel throughout the entire island by boat if you wished. 
 
    But the place was too perfect. Elysium – as its website said – had been created to be the ultimate vacation destination for everyone – singles, couples, and families. Las Dagas had been uninhabited before construction on the resort began, and because everything had been built from the ground up, it was too planned, too controlled. All surface and no substance. Imperfections and idiosyncrasies were what gave a place character, but as far as she was concerned, Elysium had neither. 
 
    But Kris had had her mind set on spending their honeymoon here, and Arden hadn’t wanted to disappoint her, so she’d agreed. But now that they were here, Arden was finding it increasingly difficult to plaster a smile on her face and pretend she loved Elysium as much as Kris. But she was determined to do her best. Honeymooning here was Kris’ dream, and Arden didn’t want to spoil the experience for her. Besides, a happy Kris was more enthusiastic and energetic in bed, and Arden was definitely enjoying that aspect of this trip. 
 
    It was mid-afternoon, and they were walking down the sidewalk hand in hand, heading for Elysium’s Grand Mall – a name which sounded to Arden like a seizure – which lay at the center of the resort to get visitors to spend even more money that they didn’t have. Other people were out walking, all dressed in T-shirts, polo shirts, shorts, sundresses, sneakers or sandals. Occasionally, someone went by on a scooter, bicycle, or one of the electric carts people used to get around Las Dagas instead of cars. Arden felt a little self-conscious holding Kris’ hand in public. Even in Chicago, people would sometimes give them disapproving looks if they demonstrated any kind of physical affection in public, and it was worse whenever they visited a small town. But no one paid any special attention to them here, which Arden appreciated. 
 
    At least this place is solidly located in the 21st century, she thought. 
 
    They soon came to a canal crossing. The canals on Las Dagas measured exactly fifty feet across and ran to a depth of precisely twenty feet – just as they’d been designed. The bridge across the canal rose up in a slight curve – something Arden assumed was supposed to make it seem a bit quaint – and there were gleaming steel guardrails on either side for safety. Steps led down from the street to the canal on both banks, and at the top of the steps, a white metal sign with raised red letters warned passersby that fishing or diving from the bridge was Not Permitted. 
 
    Kris tugged Arden toward the stairs. 
 
    “Let’s go! I want to see the canal close up.” 
 
    Arden wanted to say, What for? We’ve hit the beach every day we’ve been here, and it’s the same water that’s in the ocean. But she smiled and nodded, and Kris led her down the stairs, pulling her by the hand. When they reached the bottom, Arden thought she might find some trash hidden beneath the bridge which the sanitation crews had overlooked, but the grass on the banks was neatly trimmed and as tidy as everywhere else on the island. 
 
    They walked to the canal’s bank and looked out at the water. It was a rich, deep blue and looked clean, but boats regularly traveled the canal, and Arden wondered what sort of trash people tossed out as they passed. There could be a layer of debris lining the bottom, and no one would ever know. Arden hoped Kris wouldn’t suggest going into the water. The last thing they needed to do was wade out into the water and for one of them to step on a broken beer bottle. Then again, as OCD about cleanliness as resort management was, she wouldn’t have been surprised if they employed teams of divers to clean out the canals. 
 
    There was another red-lettered sign here, this one on a metal post near the bank, proclaiming that swimming in the canals was not allowed. Kris nodded to the sign. 
 
    “There’s a reason for that,” she said. “All kinds of sea life swim through the canals. Even sharks.” 
 
    Arden gave her a skeptical look. “Bullshit.” 
 
    Kris laughed. “Just kidding. They have fences installed where the canals open onto the oceans. Nothing larger than a trout can get in.” 
 
    She reached into her purse, brought out something, and held her hand out palm up to reveal six small stones. 
 
    “Where did you get those?” Arden asked. 
 
    “I found them near the hotel when I was jogging this morning. If you hadn’t been lazy and slept in, you could’ve got some for yourself.” 
 
    “I slept in because someone wore me out last night.” 
 
    Kris gave her a mock frown. “It better have been me.” 
 
    “Pretty sure it was. Then again, the lights were off.” 
 
    Kris flashed her the middle finger and Arden grinned. 
 
    “So … what are those rocks for?” Arden asked. 
 
    Kris looked at her as if she’d sprouted a second head. “For skipping. I know you grew up in the city, but you must’ve skipped rocks when you went to the lake when you were a kid.” 
 
    “Nope. My mom and dad took me to the beach lots of times when I was growing up, but skipping stones is something I’ve only seen in movies and TV shows.” 
 
    “Then it’s high time you learned.” 
 
    Kris selected three of the rocks and handed them to Arden. 
 
    “I picked the best ones for you.” 
 
    Arden wasn’t sure what exactly made one rock better than any other when it came to skipping, but she accepted the rocks Kris gave her with a smile. 
 
    Kris had been raised in small-town Indiana, where she’d done all kinds of outdoorsy stuff. Of course she knew how to skip stones, and given her competitive streak, she was probably the best in her town at it. 
 
    “All right,” Arden said, “but you go first and show me how it’s done.” Part of her felt this was a silly waste of time, but another part of her liked how playful and spontaneous Kris could be, and how she could bring out that side in her – even if she sometimes had to drag it out kicking and screaming. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll show you how it’s done, all right.” 
 
    Kris put her purse on the ground. She then chose a rock, gripped it between her thumb and first two fingers of her right hand, then transferred the other two rocks to her left hand. She leaned to the side, pulled her arm back, and flicked the rock toward the water. The rock spun as it flew, and when it hit the water’s surface, it skipped five times, making it two-thirds of the way to the other side. 
 
    “Impressive,” Arden said. 
 
    She did her best to emulate Kris’ technique, but when she threw her rock, it sailed through the air, arced toward the water, and went in with a loud plunk! 
 
    Arden turned to Kris. 
 
    “No comment from you.” 
 
    Kris put on an innocent expression. “I wouldn’t dream of saying anything about how lousy that throw was.” 
 
    Arden smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    “But if I were going to say something, it would be –” 
 
    Water exploded in front of them as a large shape surged out of the canal toward Kris. Whatever it was, it was huge, its elongated mouth filled with teeth. 
 
    The creature turned sideways as it came – allowing Arden to see that it had lost an eye somehow. The thing attacked so swiftly that Kris didn’t have time to do more than open her mouth – To scream? Arden wondered – and then the creature’s jaws clamped shut around Kris’ torso, and a gout of dark blood shot from her mouth. 
 
    Arden couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. It was as if a primal instinct that she hadn’t known she possessed kicked in, rendering her unable to move. Whatever you do, don’t draw attention to yourself, it seemed to say. So instead of running to help Kris or simply releasing a scream of horror, Arden stood silent and motionless. 
 
    The monster’s momentum carried it partway onto the bank, and it slammed onto the ground. The impact caused a number of Kris’ bones to break, and a sudden wave of nausea hit Arden, along with a rush of vertigo. Her vision grayed out, and for a moment she thought she might lose consciousness. But her body’s survival instinct was too strong. Adrenaline flooded her system, clearing her vision and wiping away the vertigo. It only intensified the nausea, though. 
 
    At first, she thought the creature was some kind of crocodile or alligator, but it wasn’t shaped right to be either. Its snout was too long, too narrow, and its hide was smoother. But the biggest difference was that the thing possessed flippers instead of legs. The creature was big, maybe twenty feet long, its upper body colored a greenish-gray, its lower a pale white. Green-gray stripes ran along its sides, making it seem like a reptilian version of a tiger. It’s a sea monster, Arden thought, and although she knew the idea was ridiculous, that such things didn’t exist, she could find no other name for the monstrous beast that was killing her wife. 
 
    The creature didn’t drag Kris into the canal right away. Instead, it laid there, half in and half out of the water, and chewed on her. Arden had thought Kris died instantly when the monster’s jaws closed around her midsection, but as the thing ground her wife’s body between its teeth, Kris’ arms and legs flailed wildly – one leg flopping bonelessly – and she finally managed a scream. It quickly degenerated into a gurgling sound as she coughed up more blood. The sight of her wife writhing in agony as some kind of giant lizard attempted to devour her broke Arden’s paralysis. Survival instinct be damned. The woman she loved needed her. 
 
    Arden stood only a few feet away from Kris and the monster, and she quickly reached her wife. She grabbed hold of Kris’ wrists and pulled, attempting to free her from the creature’s jaws. If Arden’s mind had been clear, if she hadn’t been overwhelmed with panic and terror, she would’ve recognized how futile this action was. But what else could she do? So she pulled as hard as she could and did her best to ignore Kris’ gurgling screams. 
 
    As she played her ineffectual game of tug of war with the creature, she found herself looking into its one eye. She had watched a documentary about sharks on the Discovery Channel once, and she remembered how a shark attack survivor had described the predator’s eyes as black and empty, without any sign of awareness. It was like looking into the ultimate nothing, the man had said. But while this monster’s eye was black, it was far from empty. There was no intelligence there, at least none that Arden recognized, but there was an animalistic cunning. She knew the creature was aware of her looking at it, aware that she was attempting to steal its prey. The monster bit down harder, causing more of Kris’ blood to splash onto its already gore-slicked snout. This time, Kris’ scream came through clearly, a high-pitched shriek of pure agony. 
 
    Arden heard other screams then, more distant, and she looked toward the bridge and saw people gathered there, watching the nightmarish scene taking place below them. Several of them had their phones out and were recording the grisly action. 
 
    Goddamned social media vultures. 
 
    Kris’ head fell back and she looked at Arden upside down. Their gazes met and Kris’ eyes seemed to plead with Arden to let her go, to stop fighting and save herself. But that only made Arden all the more determined to save her. 
 
    The monster’s flippers slapped the bank then, and it wriggled its body back and forth as it attempted to return to the water with its prize. 
 
    “No!” Arden shouted. Tears came then, streaming from her eyes and running hot down her cheeks. “You can’t have her, you fucker!” 
 
    She heard another splash and through tear-blurred vision saw a second dark shape coming toward her, its top and bottom jaws misaligned. She thought, There’s more than one. 
 
    And then those deformed jaws closed on her flesh, and all she knew was pain and screaming and blood. She lost her grip on Kris’ wrists as she was pulled into the water by the second creature. Her last thoughts were of Kris. Her smile. Her voice. Her kiss. And then darkness rushed in to claim her and she was gone. 
 
      
 
    Teeth Of The Sea is available from Amazon here! 
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