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DedicationThere is really only one appropriate dedication for a book that includes the line, “What do you mean, ‘we,’ Ranger?"
And so, this book is dedicated to Tonto, the faithful companion who never actually uttered that line ... but probably wanted to.
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Chapter One"One Name Is Enough For Anybody"She wasn't wearing much: just a short, lace-trimmed leather skirt and bustier. The outfit exposed a lot of nicely tanned leg and midriff, and called even more attention to what little it covered. She was taller than the other girls serving drinks in Syb's Tavern, as tall as most of the men, and her serving tray often grazed the low ceiling as she wiped off tables, handed out beers and collected empty glasses. Long, dark brown hair swirled around her head as she slipped gracefully through the dense Saturday-night crowd, more dancing than walking.
At the other end of the pub, Scrornuck Saughblade sipped a pint of Heavy Duty Night Time Porter and watched the wench glide into the back room with a tray full of empties. Aside from the beer, she was the only bright spot in this otherwise dismal joint. Syb's was a place where the ceiling creaked ominously every time somebody in the upstairs brothel shifted position, a place where the lights were dim, not to create a romantic mood, but because the gas lamps had never been cleaned. He found the serving wench far more entertaining than the third-rate singer on the tiny stage, and when she stepped back into the bar carrying a tray of fresh drinks, he felt an almost irresistible urge to meet her.
So, it appeared, did the gentleman sitting at a table near the stage, a man far too well-dressed to be drinking in a dive like Syb's. He grabbed her wrist, nearly spilling her drink tray as he pulled her close and whispered something in her ear. It wasn't the right thing, for she jerked her arm away and smacked him, sending his drink flying and almost knocking him from his chair. For a moment, he rubbed his bright-red cheek as the server angrily pointed to the door. Then he sat up straight and snapped his fingers. Immediately, seven big thugs jumped up from an adjoining table and lunged for the serving girl. A large man in a ruffled Elizabethan shirt and tights threw a punch that sailed harmlessly through the space where she had been. She tripped him with a casual flick of her foot, sending him face-first into a chair. Another came at her from behind, only to have a sudden backward jab of her elbow knock out several of his teeth.
Scrornuck jumped to his feet, clenching and unclenching his fists, surprised and angry that not a soul in the place was moving to the girl's defense. He glanced briefly at his traveling companion Jape Phelps, who looked up from his longneck lager and nodded slightly. Taking the nod as a sign of approval, Scrornuck headed for the fight, elbowing his way between tables and knocking over more than a few drinks. He watched the serving girl with increasing admiration as she ducked and swerved, always staying just one move ahead of her opponents.
Shoving one last table and two drunken spectators aside, Scrornuck waded into the fray. One of the thugs pointed at his kilt and sneered, “Hey, cutie, what's under the dress?” The others joined in with a chorus of wolf-whistles.
"Your girlfriend's lipstick,” Scrornuck replied, decking the man with a single punch. Then he spun around and bloodied another's nose with a hard backhand.
Punches and kicks flew, along with beer mugs and random pieces of furniture, and in short order he found himself standing back-to-back with the girl, facing the last four of the gang. “I don't remember asking for help,” she called, easily ducking a punch and sending her opponent reeling with a knee to the belly.
"Where I come from, you wouldn't have to.” Scrornuck flattened another thug with a hard right to the jaw. “Besides, I wanted to meet you."
"You like to pick up women in bar fights?” She dodged to her left and shoulder-blocked another assailant into a post with enough force to shake dust off the ceiling beams and set the lanterns swinging.
"Sometimes.” Scrornuck pitched the final member of the gang over the top of the bar. As the crowd roared its approval, he dusted himself off and held out his hand. “Name's Scrornuck. Scrornuck Saugh—"
The girl ducked. An instant later a small dagger flew through the space where she'd been and bounced harmlessly off the red fabric armor protecting Scrornuck's chest. Another instant later, the well-dressed gentleman who'd started the melee cowered against the wall as a brilliant sword-point danced about his Adam's apple. “Wanna play, Pretty Boy?” Scrornuck asked, his voice just above a whisper. The man shook his head, unable to take his eyes off the short, glassy blade whose edges sparkled with a golden light. Scrornuck shifted his fingers slightly, and the sword seemed to shorten by an inch as it pulled back from Pretty Boy's throat. “I think you and your playmates should be going,” he said, tipping his head slightly in the direction of the exit. Pretty Boy nodded nervously, and slowly stooped to retrieve his dagger. Scrornuck's hands spun, and the sparkling-glass blade jumped downward, breaking the dagger in half with a sudden clink-thunk. He smiled and said, “You won't be needing that."
As Pretty Boy hustled his still-groggy gang out the door, Scrornuck slipped what now looked like a short hunting-knife into a sheath on his broad leather belt. He again held out his hand to the serving girl. “As I was saying, my name's Scrornuck, Scrornuck Saughblade."
"Scrornuck? Saughblade? Who needs more than one name?” With a shrug, she took his hand and gave him a firm handshake. “Pleased to meet you, Scrornuck Saughblade. I'm called Nalia. It's the only name I have."
"Pleased to meet you, Nalia.” He smiled his best smile, a sort of lopsided grin. “Care for a frosty one?"
"The boss said I could get fired for accepting drinks from the customers,” she said, glancing around at the wrecked furniture. Then, with a short sigh, she pulled the wipe rag from her belt and threw it in the general direction of the bar. “What the hell, this job's history. You buying?"
"I don't have a penny to my name,” Scrornuck said as he led Nalia to his table. “But my friend does."
"My name's Phelps, James Peter Phelps,” Scrornuck's companion said, standing and offering his hand to their new acquaintance. “People call me Jape."
"Three names? And then you go by a fourth?” Nalia laughed out loud as she shook his hand and took a seat. “Seems to me one name is enough for anybody."
"The history of my family is in these names,” Jape said. “James, my grandfather; Peter, the rich uncle who left us comfortably well off; Phelps, the family name; and ‘Jape’ from the initials J.P., because I never really liked James or Peter."
"So it's like the name of this joint,” she said, pointing to the sign behind the bar. "Stuff Your Belly For A Small Copper Coin, or ‘SYBFASCC,’ or just ‘Syb's’ for short."
He nodded. “So you see, my name makes perfect sense."
She accepted a glass of Middleweight Pale Ale from a passing server and laughed. “Actually, I think you're nuts. But as long as you're buying the beer, I'll pretend it makes sense!"
"It makes sense where I come from. Of course, we're not from around here."
"No shit, Sherlock!” she said. Jape arched one eyebrow, as if asking where that remark came from. Nalia, meanwhile, turned and pointed at Scrornuck. “You're just the tallest guy I've ever seen. What are you, six-four?"
"Six-six, actually."
"Uh-huh.” She gave him a detailed inspection, from the bandanna holding his long red hair out of his eyes to the elaborate boots beneath his kilt. “And look how you're dressed,” she continued. “No, you're not from around here.” She then took a closer look at Jape and chuckled. “Of course, you almost make up for it. You look about as dull as dishwater."
Jape glanced at himself, as if noticing his outfit of tan pants, gray shirt and short gray cape for the first time. Then he shrugged a bland shrug and took a sip from his longneck lager. “I like looking dull,” he said cheerfully. “Almost nobody notices me."
Scrornuck pointed to several uniformed men moving toward their table. “Almost doesn't count."
"Crap.” Nalia clenched her fists. “By Spafu's wing, they're not going to haul me off to jail without a fight."
Scrornuck took an unhurried swallow. “Seems like a lot of them for a bar fight. Who did we beat up, anyway?"
"His name is Leondo,” Nalia said with a sigh. “Says he's a high-ranking Mayoral Guard."
"Big shot cop? So that's why everybody sat on their thumbs."
"They don't want to spend the night in jail. His pals are off-duty Guards, and they're not happy about getting beat up.” She gulped her beer, trying to get it finished before the trouble resumed. “You should have stayed out of this."
Scrornuck slid his chair back. “We should have kicked their asses harder. They need a lesson."
Jape placed a hand on Scrornuck's shoulder. “Patience, Mister Saughblade.” He turned to Nalia. “What did you do to deserve his attention?"
She shrugged. “He made a pass at me last night. Probably mistook me for one of the hookers that hang around here. I threw him out and told him not to come back.” She took another big gulp, leaving her glass about a third full. “The jerk just had to come back, didn't he?” She polished off her beer in two big swallows. “Two weeks I've had this job, just got to know who the big tippers are, and now...” She set her glass down. “Crap. Son-of-a-bitch throws a knife, could have hurt somebody, and I'm the one who'll be going to jail."
Rather casually, Jape got to his feet. “I, for one, don't feel like spending the night behind bars. I believe it's time we made an exit."
Nalia shot a wicked glare at the approaching Guards as she stood. Scrornuck's hand moved toward the sheath hanging from his belt, but Jape's soft voice restrained him. “I think a non-violent approach is in order.” He took a small disc from a pocket of his nondescript gray cape and pitched it toward the Guards. Midway through its flight the disc burst, throwing silver coins in all directions. Now, a shower of silver coins is not an everyday occurrence in a place that offers to stuff your belly for a copper, and in seconds the Guards found themselves in the middle of a small mob as people scrambled for the money. Even Nalia took a step toward the coins until Scrornuck gently but firmly pointed her in the other direction.
The three reached the back of the barroom. There was no door. “I think we're in trouble,” Nalia said.
Jape was unconcerned. “I told you we'd have to make an exit. Mister Saughblade, if you please..."
"My pleasure.” Scrornuck pulled his sword, or more precisely, a two-handed grip attached to a few inches of gray iron, from the sheath on his belt. He squeezed it just so, savoring the warmth and slight vibration that came through the red leather. A four-foot blade appeared from nowhere, its center clear as glass and its serrated edges shimmering a pale gold. He shifted his fingers ever so slightly, and the sword's edges blurred as if in motion. Taking a deep breath, he planted his feet and touched the blade to the wall. In a shower of sparks, he made three thin, straight cuts through the wood and masonry. He put the weapon away and gave the wall a hard shove with his foot, opening a neat, rectangular exit. “Shall we?” he said, gallantly taking Nalia's hand.
They trotted for several minutes through the dark, crowded streets, until they were sure they'd lost the Guards, and then settled in at another bar.
"Nothing like a brisk jog to work up a thirst,” Jape said, lifting his longneck.
"A brisk jog and a little home improvement,” Scrornuck said, slouching in his chair and taking a long drink from his pint. “The place needed a back door."
"I'm sure they'll thank you for it someday."
"Hope so. Maybe they'll thank you for that big tip, too."
"Perhaps.” Jape turned to Nalia. “Penny for your thoughts?"
"I'm wondering why your friend's wearing a dress."
"It's called a kilt,” Scrornuck said firmly.
"It's named after what Mister Saughblade did to the last man who called it a dress,” Jape added, drumming a little rim-shot on the table.
"That's not true,” Scrornuck protested. “I don't think I even broke his jaw."
Nalia inspected Scrornuck as if trying to decide whether to believe Jape's remark. “Uh-huh,” she said at last. “Kilt, dress, whatever. Why?"
Scrornuck shrugged. “Where I come from, it's what men wear."
"What do your women wear, then?"
"Skirts, of course."
Nalia's eyes skipped back and forth between his knee-length, deeply-pleated, brown-spatters-on-scarlet kilt and her short, tight, lace-trimmed leather skirt. “I don't see any—"
Jape chuckled. “Only they know the difference."
"I guess.” She polished off her bottle of Saturday Night Lightweight Ale. “Well, whatever that thing's called, I was thinking about how your friend here has a pretty nice butt under it."
"Huh?” Scrornuck jerked upright, nearly spitting beer foam in Jape's face.
"It was hard to miss.” She held her empty bottle like a sword grip and stood with her feet almost a yard apart. “I mean, you stood like this, and then you shook it—” She swung her hips back and forth. “What was I supposed to do, close my eyes?"
Scrornuck's face was almost as red as his hair as he struggled to decide whether to take her remark as an insult, a compliment, or a proposition.
After another round and some small talk, Jape handed Nalia a small slip of paper. “We might be able to help you find a job better than waiting on tables and fending off randy guardians of the populace. This is the location of a restaurant. The officer at the city gate said it's rather nice. We have a business proposition we'd like to discuss with you in the morning, say about eight?"
"What kind of business?"
"Nothing illegal, and nothing you'd be ashamed to tell your mother about. I'd say more, but I think we all need some sleep. Will you be there?"
Nalia studied the paper. “Guest Quarter?” Her fingers played with a little bronze medallion hanging from her neck. “Will they let me in?"
Jape handed her two large silver coins. “If there are any problems, give the guard one of these."
"A silver piece as a tip?” she mumbled. “And the other one?"
"An advance. There'll be more if we can work together."
"We'll work together.” She stared greedily at the coins. “Anything I should bring?"
"Comfortable walking shoes, and a change of clothes."
They headed into the street, Nalia turning left and Jape and Scrornuck right. “See you tomorrow,” she said, jingling the silver pieces in her hand.
Jape nodded politely. “See you in the morning."
As they walked away, Scrornuck called over his shoulder, “By the way—I think yours is pretty nice, too!” He heard Nalia's laughter as she turned the corner and disappeared.
After he and Jape had walked a few blocks through the narrow, winding streets, Scrornuck's curiosity got the best of him. “No shit, Sherlock?" he asked.
"Hmm?” Jape said.
"I saw you jump when she said that."
"I didn't expect to hear it,” Jape said. “It's a bit out of character for a medieval serving wench, wouldn't you say?"
"I guess."
Jape stroked his chin thoughtfully. “I suspect some early Cast members picked it up from construction workers,” he mused. “Since UniFlag pulled the plug on this project before opening day, they never got around to scrubbing the anachronisms."
"Uh-huh.” Scrornuck didn't fully understand Jape's explanation, but he grasped enough to see that Nalia's comment was no big deal. In fact, he rather liked the phrase. No shit, Sherlock, he thought. That just might be a keeper.
They turned a corner. “So what's with the job offer?"
"Did you notice anything about the way she handled those guys?"
Scrornuck replayed the brawl in his mind. “Yeah—she seemed to know what they were going to do..."
"—before they did it. The instruments say she's got the talent."
"Cool.” They walked a bit further before another question entered Scrornuck's mind. “Think she's got a guy?"
Jape stopped. “Mister Saughblade, do I detect romantic interest?"
"Just curious."
"Well, watch yourself.” Jape resumed his stroll. “I know you—curious becomes concerned, concerned becomes worried, next thing you know you've got a passionate crush going."
Scrornuck shook his head. “She's the kind that breaks hearts, starts fights, gets people knifed..."
"Just your type,” Jape said with a grin. “Remember what I've told you about getting involved with locals. We'll be out of here soon enough."
Scrornuck sighed. “I remember. But still, do you think she's got a guy?"
"We'll find out in the morning—assuming she shows up, of course."
"Yeah. I'm kind of surprised you let her get away."
"Things aren't urgent yet.” Jape held up his left hand. His fingers were encrusted with silver and gold rings, each bearing jewels which seemed to sparkle or glow with their own light. The most prominent ring sported a deep, reassuring green jewel.
Scrornuck nodded. “Be nice if it stays that way. We could use a little vacation.” As he spoke, his eye was drawn to a flare of yellow light in the sky, and he looked up to see a dragon silhouetted against the crescent moon. It blew another ball of yellow flame, slowly turned to the south and glided into the distance. “Just what we need,” he muttered, instinctively resting a hand on his sword-grip.
"Pretty, aren't they?” With a slight smile, Jape watched the dragon disappear. “UniFlag really did pull out all the stops on this project."
They turned the corner under a sign that read STAGING STREET: TO TEMPLE SQUARE AND GUEST QUARTER, strolled a single block down the broad avenue and found themselves in the city center, an open plaza two full blocks on a side. A line of thirty-foot-tall concrete towers, which marched across the Cast Quarter and continued along the road to the west of the city, came to its end at the exact center of the Square. Workers had propped wooden ladders against the last two towers and were busily rigging a banner between them.
"Hey, look at that—the corporate mascot!” Jape pointed to the shops lining the east and west sides of the Square, their windows filled with merchandise bearing the image of Spafu the Friendly Dragon. “Remember the first time I showed you one of his cartoons?"
Scrornuck grinned—at the time, animated cartoons had been a whole new experience. “Yeah, I laughed my ass off. I still do.” He stopped to examine a knife that was prominently displayed in a shop's window. “Woo-hoo, that one's a beauty!” The knife sported a grip of fine black leather and silver, and a highly-polished, ten-inch blade engraved with detailed images of Spafu.
"Looking for a souvenir already?” Jape asked.
Scrornuck nodded. This knife would make a fine addition to his collection of weaponry. “We'll have to come back when the shops are open."
"I suppose you're expecting me to pay for this?"
"You've got the expense account."
Jape sighed and moved on to the next store window, one filled with shirts and hats. “Would you look at that,” he said in a whisper that turned to a half-whistle.
"What?” Scrornuck saw nothing remarkable about the merchandise.
"It's all new!” Jape said. “According to the records, this project was shut down a hundred years ago.” He quickly looked in several more shop windows. “Furniture, shoes, clothing, every bit of it brand new! Where are they getting it?"
"Same place they get the toilet paper, I suppose.” Scrornuck had already discovered that Taupeaquaah was well-stocked with this most consumable of consumer goods.
"Support systems are still operating?” Jape's voice carried a tone of respect bordering on awe. “UniFlag really did build this place to last."
Scrornuck turned to look at the Square's south side, dominated by Taupeaquaah's cartoonishly Gothic City Hall. He stroked his beard as he stared at the building's tall, white spire. Something seemed wrong about it.
"Forced perspective,” Jape said, “The upper floors are only a few feet high, so the building looks taller than it really is. Nothing in this place is quite what it seems.” There was a touch of wonder in his voice as he gazed into the clear, star-filled sky. “Still, the weather's nice, food's great, and there's all this room. I could get to like living here."
"Yeah, I could get used to a place like this.” Scrornuck turned slowly to take in the whole of the Square—and stopped abruptly as he faced the north side. “Bloody hell..."
A white marble staircase nearly twenty feet high stretched from one side of the Square to the other, rising on either side of a semicircular porch to form the base of a grand, classical-Greek building. White colonnades thirty feet high made up the walls and front of the structure, and from its gently peaked roof a great stone dragon sprang out over the Square as if frozen in mid-leap. The dragon's outstretched wings sheltered the steps, and its leering head hung some forty feet above the stones of the Square. Thin wisps of smoke drifted from its nostrils.
As Scrornuck and Jape watched, the workers unfurled their banner:
SUMMER FORTNIGHT OF SACRIFICE BEGINS SUNDAY MORNING AT THE TEMPLE OF SPAFU!COME ONE, COME ALL!PRESENT YOUR OFFERINGS OF CLOTHING, FOOTWEAR AND FURNITURE TO THE FRIENDLY DRAGON!"Would you look at that!” Jape whispered.
Scrornuck stared in disbelief. “Offerings?"
Jape shrugged. “Spafu was UniFlag's mascot. I'd expect the Cast to show some respect for the corporate symbols."
"Respect, nothing! Spafu belongs in a cartoon, not a bloody temple!"
"Keep it down,” Jape said, seeing some heads turning their way. “We don't want to start a holy war."
"Why not?"
"Because we have work to do, Mister Saughblade.” Jape's voice carried a crisp tone of authority.
"Yeah, right,” Scrornuck grunted angrily as he turned his back to the Temple. In an uneasy silence they crossed the Square, paid a small bribe to the guard and walked a few more blocks down the broad avenues of the Guest Quarter to find an inn where they could grab a few hours’ sleep.
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Chapter Two"Not Much There To Read""Table for three,” Jape said cheerfully, as he and Scrornuck arrived at the rooftop pub to meet Nalia. The headwaiter snapped his fingers, and the gaily attired staff hurried off to prepare a table.
Scrornuck leaned against the stone railing, taking in the view. A few puffy clouds punctuated the blue midsummer sky, and the morning sun lit the Guest Quarter and Temple Square in glorious gold. Beyond the Square, the smaller buildings and twisting streets of the Cast Quarter extended to the great white wall marking the edge of the city, and beyond the wall a yellow road wound across gently rolling plains to the horizon. In the distance, a few dragons rode the morning updrafts.
Only one thing was missing. “Wonder where they put the rides,” he said.
"Rides?"
"Roller coasters, whirl-a-hurl, you know."
"Beats me.” Jape pointed to the line of concrete towers alongside the yellow road. “Some other town, probably. I suspect those towers were supposed to support a monorail."
"We'll have to go looking when we get done. You know how I love roller coasters."
"Don't get your hopes too high. The rides might not have been installed yet—and even if they were, it's not likely they'd still be working."
"I'll make ‘em work,” Scrornuck said confidently.
With a discreet cough, the headwaiter interrupted their conversation. “Your table is ready.” He paused for a second, his eyes darting between Scrornuck's kilt and beard, before adding, “Sirs. This way, please.” As he led the procession to the table, Scrornuck could feel the headwaiter's eyes inspecting him, moving from the knee-high, fringed leather boots to the short, sleeveless jacket with its red-fabric armor and shoulder guards, to the waist-length mop of red hair, always returning to the red-with-brown-splotches kilt.
They arrived at the table, and as Scrornuck and Jape took their seats, the headwaiter's curiosity finally got the best of him. “Sir,” he asked, staring at Scrornuck, “excuse my boldness, but are you wearing a skirt?"
"It's a kilt. Where I come from, all the men wear them."
"I see. If I may ask, what do your women wear?"
"Skirts, of course."
"Of course.” The headwaiter shook his head and walked away, muttering.
Scrornuck and Jape looked at each other for a few seconds, and ear-to-ear grins slowly filled their faces. “Well,” Jape said at last, “at least he didn't ask what's underneath it."
"Yeah, he's still got some manners.” Scrornuck pointed to the fourth chair at their table-for-three—an elaborately decorated throne, topped by the leering image of Spafu the Friendly Dragon. “What do you suppose that's about?"
Jape shrugged. “We saw last night that the corporate mascot is a big deal here.” A moment later the server arrived, and Scrornuck turned his attention to more important matters, ordering a Strong Morning Ale and a glass of red wine.
After ordering a cup of the restaurant's strongest tea, Jape pulled a rolled-up sheet of black material from a pocket of his cape and spread it on the tabletop. “Softscroll, activate,” he whispered, and within a few seconds the featureless surface came alive, displaying windows filled with words and pictures. He looked at one of the windows and sighed contentedly. Scrornuck knew that sigh, and busied himself with the morning newspaper while Jape read the message from his family.
After a few minutes, Jape leaned back in his chair with a satisfied smile. “Things are going well back home. That's a nice way to start the week.” He pushed the scroll aside. “Anything interesting in the paper?"
"Spafu strips. They're pretty old, but they're still funny.” He flipped through the pages. “And this: Disappearances continue. Six missing persons reported in the last week. Almost fifty people, mostly Squatters and transients, have vanished in the last four months. What's a Squatter?"
"Some kind of homeless person, I imagine."
"Mayoral Guards report finding no signs of foul play or other clues."
Jape shrugged. “There may not be any clues. Maybe they just wandered away."
"Could be.” Scrornuck turned to the police reports. "Small disturbance at bar in the Cast Quarter. Gaudily attired stranger launches unprovoked attack on distinguished local citizens—unprovoked, my ass—Mayoral Guards dismiss rumors of magical weapons. Looks like we got noticed."
"Couldn't be helped."
The server arrived with drinks and a basket of rolls. Scrornuck set the paper aside, opened the studded leather sporran that hung from his belt, and pulled out a small book bound in well-worn, deep red leather. In contrast to its plain cover, the pages of the book were a work of art, their Latin and Gaelic text surrounded by elaborate illumination. He read a few passages in a voice just above a whisper, then reverently broke a roll in half, bit off a fair-sized chunk, and washed it down with the wine. A few more whispered passages completed the ritual. “Wish I could find a real church,” he said.
"You could try that temple we saw last night,” Jape suggested.
"Yeah, right.” Scrornuck watched Jape's fingers dance over the softscroll, making displays appear and disappear. “Find anything interesting?"
Jape shook his head. “Catalog says next to nothing about the Grand Taupeaquaah Project. To think that UniFlag spent a hundred and forty billion Eunos on this place..."
"A lot?” Scrornuck had little knowledge of billions and even less of what a Euno was worth.
"Hell of a lot—and no records of where it went?” Jape scanned the scroll further. “Now this is interesting: seems UniFlag got into big trouble over something called ‘technolepathy.’ The records don't say what it was; they just talk about fines and lawsuits.” He tapped a few more buttons. “What's this? It turns up in Abe Matthews's final report on STC2108. Technolepathy device imploded, stream crossing uneventful. That's all?” He sighed. “Funny thing about Abe: he'd talk your ear off in person, but when it came time to write a report, he never said more than he absolutely had to."
"Just like these UniFlag folks. Maybe they just weren't into paperwork."
"For a project this expensive? No wonder they went out of business!” He tapped a few more buttons. “The documents are in an obsolete format. They could assign a crypto group to crack them, but it would be a Code One job.” He thought for a moment, and then pressed a button labeled Decline. “Probably not worth it just to satisfy our curiosity.” He sipped his tea and frowned. “Weak. Oh, well. Let's see if the search agents found anything interesting. Support systems for the City of Taupeaquaah fully on-line at abandonment." He glanced around the restaurant. “I think we already know that.” He sighed contentedly. “It's about time we got an assignment with clean beds and decent beer."
"Yeah,” Scrornuck said, “I'm up to here with warlords and giant spiders."
"Really?” Jape said with mock surprise. “I thought you loved a good adventure."
"Caught me.” Scrornuck grinned and took a swig of his beer. “Still, I'd appreciate some women in these adventures."
"Well, here's your chance.” Jape pointed to the restaurant's entrance, where Nalia stood, looking about uncertainly. “She says she likes your butt."
Blushing slightly but also grinning, Scrornuck went to meet Nalia. She wore short brown pants, a sleeveless blue shirt that exposed a good deal of her flat, tanned midriff, and a very light jacket worn as a cape, its sleeves loosely tied around her neck. The outfit covered more than her serving wench uniform had, but he still found the view most pleasant. She'd added a sword to her ensemble, a medium-length, slightly curved blade similar to the ones he'd seen many Taupeaquaahns wearing, and over one shoulder she carried a day-pack big enough to hold a few days’ clothing. “Sorry to be late,” she said. “The Fortnight of Sacrifice begins today, and there's a huge crowd around the Temple."
"They're really going to spend two weeks burning up furniture and shoes?"
"Sure.” The tone of her voice made Scrornuck think he somehow should have known that. “You must be from really far away."
"You could say that.” He pointed. “I see you still have your shoes."
A slight tinge of guilt crossed her face as she glanced at her feet, clad in sturdy sandals with hiking-boot soles. “I haven't left a sacrifice in nine months.” The guilty look departed quickly. “I can't leave much on what I get paid, and these are the only decent walking shoes I have. The Dragon will have to wait."
* * * *Scrornuck leaned back in his chair and watched Jape twirl a breadstick between his fingers as Nalia finished the last of her breakfast. They'd made small talk as they ate, but Scrornuck could see that Jape was itching to discuss business. Fine, he thought, let them. His eyes drooped halfway shut as he settled back to let his meal digest.
"So,” she asked as she put her fork down, “what's your proposition?"
"We're not from around here,” Jape said. “We don't know the area very well. We've heard about an old building to the southwest that may have something we're interested in—"
"Treasure?"
"Let's just say we're very interested in what's there, and we're willing to pay for a guide."
"Well, I don't know how much I can help you. I've never been very far from town."
"That may not matter. Instinct tells me you're the right person to accompany us, and I've learned to trust my instincts. Besides, I believe you have a special talent that will be extremely valuable."
"I have a special talent? What is it?"
Jape's voice was dead serious as he said, “I believe you can read minds."
"Yeah, right.” She sighed. “And just when I thought I'd found a real job."
Snap! The breadstick crumbled in Jape's fingers. Scrornuck opened his left eye a bit more.
She pushed her chair back from the table, shaking her head in frustration. “Mind reading! Of all the ridiculous...” She dropped her napkin on the table. “Thank you for breakfast,” she said formally, “and good day, sir!"
Jape stared as Nalia walked briskly away. Scrornuck hurried toward the door to intercept her.
"And what do you want?” she demanded.
"To buy you a drink."
"What for?” She raised one eyebrow warily.
"Because I want to. I'm new in town, I enjoyed having a beer with you last night, and I hoped you'd enjoy having one with me.” He smiled his best smile, hoping she'd find it appealing, and gazed at her face. A part of his mind tried to figure out her ancestry. Her brown eyes, high cheekbones, and the subtle red tint in her tan suggested Native American, while her long legs and the hint of a wave in her brown hair pointed at Scandinavia. Another part of his mind said, who cares? He'd already fallen for her—for the way her hair swung as she spoke, for her melodious voice, and most of all for the way she'd stood up to both that gang of thugs in the bar and Jape.
"No tricks?"
"Trust me.” He smiled again. “We're the good guys."
"Everybody says that,” she muttered. “What the hell, a drink is a drink. Let's go."
They sat at the bar, Scrornuck taking a stool with a view of Jape's table. He ordered a Heavy Red Lager, while Nalia opted for a Pale Sunrise White wine. “I notice you're still keeping an eye on your friend,” she said as she sipped.
"That's my job. I'm his Protector."
"What's he need protection from?"
"Maybe nothing, maybe a lot. We'll find out, probably before we want to."
"Maybe he needs protection from his own crazy ideas. Really, that rot about me being able to read minds—” She gazed into his bright green eyes and squinted, her forehead wrinkled with concentration. “I haven't the slightest idea what you're thinking."
"Maybe I wasn't thinking anything."
"Yeah, right. You act as though you believe this nonsense."
He shrugged. “Never read anybody's mind, and nobody's ever read mine.” He smiled again and tapped the top of his head. “Not much there to read, I'm afraid. But I don't have to believe in mind reading to do my job—I just have to keep my sword handy and my eyes open. Jape's offering you a business deal: we're going to visit something that's important to him, he wants you to come along and he's willing to pay. If he's right, and you can read minds, you've discovered a talent you didn't know you had."
"And if he's wrong?"
"You come home with a pocket full of money."
"How much money?"
"Whatever you ask."
"I could ask a lot."
He lifted the pint that he'd purchased for two of the smallest copper coins. “Judging by the price of beer, I'd ask for three gold pieces a day."
"Three gold pieces?” Her jaw practically bounced off the bar. “I don't make that much in..."
"Three gold pieces a day, plus expenses,” he repeated firmly. “At the very least."
"Three gold pieces a day.” She looked at Scrornuck, looked across the pub at Jape, listened to the silver pieces rattling in her purse, and quickly downed the remainder of her wine. “I think I can pretend to believe him."
* * * *"So, what do you want me to do?” Nalia asked as she returned to her seat. Scrornuck, hearing the negotiations resume, settled back to continue his after-breakfast nap.
"For now, be our local guide on a three-day trip.” Jape pointed to the softscroll, which displayed a map showing little more than the city and the forest. “I'm told there's an abandoned building called the Executive Palace down this way. Heard of it?"
"Nope. But you hardly need a guide if you know where you're going."
"There's something else, something with a talent similar to yours. My intuition says it's important to bring you and that something together."
She shook her head as if trying to clear it out. “Do you have any idea what this ‘something’ is?"
"None at all."
"So we could all get eaten by a dragon or something.” Despite the morning's pleasant warmth, she shivered.
Scrornuck opened one eye. “You're afraid of dragons? I thought this town worships the big lizard."
"That's disrespectful,” she snapped. “Almost blasphemous. There are people in this town who'd throw you in jail for a remark like that.” She shot Scrornuck a look that suggested he must be the dumbest man on earth. “Everybody knows Spafu is the only friendly dragon! The others would just as soon eat you alive."
"Mister Saughblade doesn't know that,” Jape said smoothly, “which is why we need you as a guide. We'd like to stay out of trouble as much as we can.” He looked pointedly at Scrornuck. “Isn't that right?"
Scrornuck grunted noncommittally.
"As for unfriendly dragons,” Jape continued, “that's why I travel with a Protector. He can take care of anything we might encounter."
Nalia looked dubiously at Scrornuck lounging in his chair, half-asleep, with at least two beers in his belly. “I'm not sure he can take care of much."
Jape lobbed a breadstick in Nalia's direction. There was a blur of movement, and suddenly Scrornuck was standing, holding a large knife upon which the breadstick was neatly skewered. “Mister Saughblade is full of surprises,” Jape said. “Do we have a deal?"
"Probably,” she said. “I don't believe for one second that I can read minds. But I can pretend I do—if the price is right."
"I'll offer five silver pieces a day."
She glanced at Scrornuck, who surreptitiously held up three fingers. Taking a deep breath, she said, “Three gold pieces a day, in advance, plus you provide all food and lodging. Deal?"
Jape looked at Nalia, then at Scrornuck, and again at Nalia. Then, with a slight sigh, he reached into his purse. “You drive a hard bargain."
"I get good advice."
"That you do,” Jape said, handing Nalia her nine gold pieces. He left a moderately generous tip, and the three headed for the door.
* * * *"The whole world's here!” Scrornuck exclaimed as he stepped through the Guest Gate. The crowd filling Temple Square seemed to have come from everywhere—he saw people in long, loose desert robes, Elizabethan-style tights and ruffled shirts, crisp, modern military uniforms, buckskin and beads, and more. The people themselves were as varied as their dress—while most appeared to be Native American, the crowd included at least a few people from every land on Earth.
Trumpets blared, and a row of young men and women carrying tall poles topped by silver treble clefs and images of Spafu stepped smartly into the Square. Marching bands followed, and behind them came gaily attired dancers, flag-wavers, tumblers, and teams of people singing merrily as they pulled elaborate floats. The floats’ ornately costumed passengers threw strings of beads, coins and other baubles to the spectators, and children ran about, weaving and ducking between the adults as they fought mock battles over the trinkets. One child stopped and stared up at Scrornuck with unabashed curiosity for several seconds before giving a shy half-wave and disappearing into the crowd.
A large copper coin sailed over Scrornuck's head, and he instinctively leaped to catch it. “Three free drinks!” he boasted, slipping the coin into his sporran. Nalia won the battle to catch a gaudy string of beads, and with a laugh she placed them around Scrornuck's neck.
The parade's final and most spectacular float was festooned with images of the Friendly Dragon. Its sole passenger was a short, rather pudgy man, resplendent in garish red robes and a turban topped with a golden likeness of Spafu. Scrornuck nudged Nalia. “Who's that?"
"You don't know? That's Rosaiah, the High Priest!” She looked at him as if he'd just asked the world's dumbest question.
The float stopped before the balcony of City Hall, where the Mayor of Taupeaquaah swayed unsteadily. Two Guards supported him: on his right, her arm firmly linked with his, a crisply white-uniformed woman with short blonde hair, and on his left, a bored-looking young man whom Scrornuck instantly recognized. “Hey, isn't that your special friend up there?"
"Yeah,” Nalia said. “I guess he wasn't lying when he said he's a big shot."
As the float resumed its movement, the Mayor disappeared behind the balcony's rail, apparently being sick. Scrornuck chuckled. “Looks like he had too much fun last night."
"The Saturday night before the Sacrifice is a big blowout for the whole town,” she said. “The Mayor's expected to show leadership."
The High Priest's float came to a graceful halt before the Temple. A horde of muscular young men wearing little more than loincloths quickly extended a gangplank and stood at attention as the Priest sashayed down to the building's grand, curving porch. “Where'd they find these guys?” Scrornuck asked, feeling a little envious.
"There's a big Pageant,” Nalia said, keeping her eyes on the men. “We pick the best-looking guys in town to be Acolytes. I once dated a guy who got picked—he spent eight hours a day working out, and a couple days before the Pageant he waxed off all his body hair.” She licked her lips. “What a hunk of meat."
"Um.” Scrornuck now felt more than a little envious. “Do they have women Acolytes too?"
She nodded. “Spring and fall."
"And do the women dress like that?"
"Of course.” Her look made Scrornuck feel like he was setting the world record for stupid questions. “Why else would we pick the girls with the biggest..."
"We get the idea.” Jape said.
Scrornuck grinned. “We need to come back in the fall."
The parade disbanded, the floats heading into the short street as the performers mingled with the crowds. Trumpets sounded, and everyone turned to face the Temple as flames and smoke suddenly belched from the mouth and nostrils of the great dragon statue. “Bloody hell,” Scrornuck muttered, noticing for the first time the mountains of sacrificial merchandise beneath the dragon's outstretched wings.
Rosaiah walked grandly to the High Altar at the Temple's gate, where he reverently removed his sandals and set them atop the altar. A moment later, flames roared forth, consuming them.
The crowd went wild as the Sacrifice got underway. In seconds the many altars around the Square were ablaze. The Acolytes, soaked in sweat and streaked with soot and ashes, carried armloads of clothing, furniture and footwear to the fires, while the faithful threw more and more offerings onto the piles.
Jape shook his head in amazement as he stared at the spectacle. Scrornuck was less impressed. “Let's get out of here,” he muttered, striding purposefully toward the Cast Quarter.
"You!" the High Priest roared as they passed beneath the dragon's flaming mouth. Rosaiah stretched out his arm and pointed at Scrornuck's boots—knee-high dark leather, trimmed with fringe and encrusted with silvery bits that seemed to move as he walked. “That is the finest footwear ever seen in Taupeaquaah! An offering worthy of the High Altar!"
"Not bloody likely,” Scrornuck muttered. He pointedly turned his back on the Priest and kept walking.
"Did you not hear?” Rosaiah demanded. “I grant you the honor of making your sacrifice on the High Altar!"
With the crowd blocking their path, the three had no choice but to face the Priest. Jape attempted to intercede. “We are guests in Taupeaquaah,” he said, stressing the word guest. “We aren't familiar with your traditions."
"And the mighty Dragon has brought you here to learn! Now come up and make your offering!"
"Forget it, turban-boy!” Scrornuck shouted. “Your pet lizard can buy his own shoes!"
Rosaiah staggered back as if punched in the belly. “Blasphemer!” he bellowed.
"Idolater?” Scrornuck suggested.
"You cannot keep from the Dragon what is rightfully his!"
The crowd closed in around Scrornuck, Jape and Nalia, and more than a few Mayoral Guards moved in their direction. Almost unconsciously, Scrornuck pulled the sword-grip from his belt and gave it a firm squeeze. The sparkling, glass-like blade appeared, nearly five feet long and pointed directly at the Priest. “You want my boots? Well, come and get ‘em!"
Scrornuck and Rosaiah stared, unblinking, into each other's eyes for several tense seconds. Finally, the priest turned away, sneering, “Go! You are not yet worthy to offer your gift to the Friendly Dragon! But know this: you will suffer for your arrogance. You will be humbled. You will find out what it means to offend the great Spafu. And before this Fortnight of Sacrifice is out, you will return to this altar and present your offering!"
"In your dreams, Rosey,” Scrornuck shouted as he led the group away. “In your dreams!"
"Mister Saughblade,” Jape said, as they left the Square and entered the narrow, twisting streets of the Cast Quarter, “can't you go even twenty-four hours without picking a fight?"
Scrornuck shrugged. “He started it."
"You didn't have to pull a weapon,” Nalia said. “Nobody was going to hurt you."
"Could've fooled me,” Scrornuck said.
"See this?” She pointed to the blue paper tag dangling from a buckle on his jacket. Jape wore a similar tag, clipped to his cape. “We don't harm guests."
"I thought it was a lift ticket.” Scrornuck inspected the tag, which bore the word “GUEST” and a number. “So, if I'd been wearing this last night, those guys wouldn't have thrown a punch at me?"
She rolled her eyes skyward. "They were Mayoral Guards. Even off-duty, they're allowed to strike a guest.” Her tone implied this should explain everything. It didn't, but he suspected that asking more questions wouldn't, either.
* * * *Although Taupeaquaah stood on a flat plain, the streets of the Cast Quarter constantly rose and fell, providing a fine place from which to watch the duel that had suddenly erupted on a street corner. A man and a woman, neither much over seventeen, stood in the center of the intersection, swords raised, as a crowd gathered. With great formality, the woman removed a ring from her left hand, dropped it on the pavement and stepped on it.
Jape leaned against a lamppost to watch. “What's going on?"
"Broken engagement,” Nalia said. “She had his ring on her left hand, and he's still wearing her Residence Pass around his neck..."
"What's a Residence Pass?"
Rolling her eyes in a way that suggested she was earning those three gold pieces, she held up the small bronze token hanging from a chain around her neck. “Here's mine—it's the key to my apartment in the Cast Quarter. My parents bought it for me when I finished school. He gave her the ring when they got engaged, she gave him her Pass as a symbol of the life they'd share. Now that they're breaking up she wants it back, and he doesn't want to return it."
The duel began with a series of thrusts and parries that struck Scrornuck as rather ceremonial. “They're not exactly out for blood, are they?” he said. “She could have taken his head off if she wanted to."
"That'd be uncivilized!” Nalia said indignantly. “They're just settling a disagreement."
The woman spun around and put a foot in the man's stomach. As he staggered back she grazed his cheek with the tip of her sword, just enough to draw blood. Then, the matter apparently settled, both lowered their weapons and bowed. He handed her the Residence Pass, picked up the flattened ring, and walked away while the onlookers applauded.
Scrornuck scratched his head and stared. “That's it?"
"She drew blood, she got her Pass back, the engagement is over."
First blood ends the duel? Scrornuck thought, and exploded in laughter. “I'm gonna love this place!"
* * * *Nalia giggled and Jape did his best to ignore Scrornuck as he sang:
Here we come a-waddling, all through the grocery store,
Up and down the aisles, load the shopping cart with more!
Pretzels, munchies, chips and beer,
Will give you a giant rear,
And you'll be on a starvation diet all next year!
Lay off the beer if you don't want a giant rear!
They were, in fact, pushing a small cart through the aisles of the If We Don't Have It, You Don't Need It Convenience Emporium, loading it up with such necessities as a skin of wine, a six-pack each of light lager and Batatat's Stout, generous hunks of meat, cheese and bread, and various snacks. When it seemed the cart would hold no more, Jape paid from his seemingly inexhaustible purse, and they wheeled their load into the street.
Nalia stopped at a small nook in the outer wall of the store and inserted her Residence Pass into a slot. Two gold pieces and a few silver coins dropped into her waiting hand.
She noticed Jape watching her with a curious expression. “It's payday,” she said. “Everybody with a Pass gets this allowance once a week. You can live on it, but if you want to enjoy much of life you still need a job."
"This is your allowance for a full week?” Jape inspected her handful of money. “And I'm paying you three gold pieces a day?"
She nodded. “I got some good advice."
Jape glanced pointedly at Scrornuck, who looked back with an innocent expression. “I guess you did."
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Chapter Three"Ixnay On The Ood-Blay"They pushed their shopping cart through the West Gate, out of the City and into a spacious plaza paved in multicolored granite. A few Cast members moved about, trimming the bushes and picking up bits of dried leaves and litter. Just off the center of the plaza, a Guard in formal dress uniform stood at attention, next to a pedestal supporting a large, ornate horn.
"Looks like he's waiting for something,” Jape said as they passed the Guard. “Sunrise? Noon?"
Nalia again flashed Jape a look that suggested she was working hard for her three gold pieces. “He's waiting for the Guests to arrive."
"Then blow your horn, Gabriel, we're here!” Scrornuck said, wagging his little “GUEST” tag at the Guard.
Nalia sighed. “The horn announces the Coming of the True Guests. He's not going to sound it for you."
Scrornuck wondered what a True Guest was, but Nalia's tone of voice—and an elbow in the ribs from Jape—convinced him to shut up.
They walked on to the Sunset Stone, a three-story lump of pinkish-gray rock that was the largest of the Standing Stones surrounding the plaza. While Jape and Nalia waited in the plaza, Scrornuck pushed the cart behind the Stone, made sure nobody was watching, and blew a small whistle that made an altogether unpleasant sound. The surface of the rock became milky and translucent, and with a feeling not unlike slipping into water he stepped inside.
The Stone's interior was a storeroom, filled with leftovers from Taupeaquaah's construction. Scrornuck stuffed the contents of the shopping cart into a large, metal-framed backpack that already contained their camping gear. From time to time he glanced up from his task to check on Jape and Nalia, whom he could see fuzzily through the one-way translucent wall of the Stone. Nalia watched with interest as Jape took some kind of measurement, holding his hands outstretched as if attempting to feel the sky, slowly turning, watching the flickering jewels in his rings.
As he lifted the heavy pack, feeling its straps settle comfortably onto the shoulder-guards of his jacket, Scrornuck remembered one final necessity. In the corner of a big duffel bag, in its own sealed compartment, he found a small plastic sack labeled in Portuguese. He sniffed cautiously. It smelled like crap. Still good, he thought, stuffing it into his backpack.
He stepped through the wall of the Stone and walked around to join Jape and Nalia. “Think we need to return this?” he asked, pointing to the now-empty cart.
"Nah, you're guests,” Nalia said, giving the cart a shove into the plaza. Before it rolled thirty feet, one of the roving Cast members intercepted the cart and quickly wheeled it toward the City gate.
"Now that's service,” Jape said.
Inspired by the yellow brick pavement, Scrornuck hummed tunes from The Wizard of Oz as the three started down the road. He looked forward to the long journey on foot—for one thing, it would give him plenty of time to get to know Nalia better.
About an hour out, he heard a loud whistle. Jape and Nalia had stopped about twenty yards back to take another measurement. While he waited for them to catch up, he played with a pebble he found alongside the road, tossing it from one hand to the other, over his head, bouncing it off his pack, his foot, his shoulder, his elbow. “Think fast!” he shouted, tossing the pebble in Nalia's direction.
"Huh? What? Ow!” She didn't duck in time, and the pebble struck her shoulder.
Oh, shit! he thought. “You okay?"
"I'm fine. I guess I'm just a little slow."
"You were pretty quick last night,” Jape said. “I watched; you were ducking before the other guys threw their punches."
"Yeah, you think I can read their minds. Let's not go there."
"They never landed a punch on you. How do you explain that?"
"Lots of ways.” She counted on her fingers. “I read their body language. I've been in a lot of fights. These guys were pretty predictable. Their boss had the hots for me, so they weren't trying to hurt me. Want some more?"
"No,” Jape said. “But I wonder—why did the idea of mind reading pop into your head so quickly? I didn't bring it up; you did."
"You suggested it just a couple hours ago."
"And just now I was thinking really, really hard, Nalia can read minds."
She turned away. “This is ridiculous!"
Jape stared into her eyes. “Before you dismiss me as a total fool, do you feel anything in your left hand?"
Nalia paused, thought, and said, very, very slowly, “It feels cold. Real cold, and a little wet.” She stopped and shook her head. “This is going to sound ridiculous, but it feels like I'm holding a piece of ice."
"Like this one?” He pulled his left hand from the pocket of his cape and showed her a small piece of ice. “I've been concentrating on how cold it is."
She shook her head, hard, as if trying to dislodge something. “There's got to be a logical explanation."
"I'm just a dumb sword-swinger,” Scrornuck said, “but isn't the simplest explanation the best one?"
"And the simplest explanation,” Jape said, “is that you're a mind reader."
She thought for a moment. “Let's pretend I believe you. Then how did you figure out I can read minds? You weren't playing ice-cube games with the other women in the bar last night."
He held up his left hand and pointed to a ring with a small blue gem that flickered with its own light. “This instrument says you're a mind reader. Not very strong, but enough to detect.” He held up a different ring, the one with a purple jewel that glowed very faintly. “My instruments detect something else out there—a mind reader of sorts, but a different kind. Intuition tells me there's something important about two different kinds of mind readers."
"I don't know if I like this,” she said nervously. “You don't know what might happen when we find this other mind reader."
"No, I don't,” Jape said. “But since you're just pretending to believe me, you shouldn't have anything to fear.” He smiled. “Right?"
* * * *A few colorful dragons circled overhead as the perfect morning gave way to a perfect afternoon and the three travelers reached a place where the road from Taupeaquaah met other paths from the South and West. A line of thirty-foot-tall concrete towers paralleled each road, and some enterprising soul had strung a triangular canopy of meshed rope between three of them. In the shade beneath the canopy stood a roadhouse and beer garden whose sign announced:
PUB AT YE GRANDE JUNCTIONBEER—MEALS—BEER—SNACKS—BEERSPOTLESS RESTROOMSThey chose a table in the beer garden. Like their breakfast table, it sported three comfortable chairs and one ornate throne decorated with images of Spafu the Friendly Dragon. Scrornuck was curious about this, but lost interest when the serving wench arrived with the first round. He read from the label on his big draught of Batatat's Stout: "Black As Tar And Twice As Thick. Let's see if it lives up to its name.” He removed a big gold ring from his left ear and dropped it into the beer. “Even pure gold can't shine through a really strong stout.” He peered into the glass and saw no sign of the earring. “Looks like this is the good stuff."
"Used motor oil with a head on it,” Jape retorted. “And how are you going to get your earring out of that sludge?"
"That's the fun part.” Scrornuck drained the pint and signaled for a replacement.
"Can I have a look at that?” Nalia asked as Scrornuck set the earring on a napkin to dry.
"Sure,” he said, sliding the napkin across the table. The earring was almost an inch and a half across, in the form of three intertwined, intricately detailed serpents. It was also seriously beat-up: off-round, bent in a couple places, flattened as if by a hammer blow in another, discolored as if by extreme heat. She picked with her fingernail at some hard, black crud in a deep crevice. “You know, there are artists in town who could melt this thing down and remake it as good as—"
Before she could speak the word “new,” Scrornuck plucked the earring from her hand and returned it to his ear. “I like it this way,” he said firmly.
Nalia shrugged and sipped her glass of Gentle Afternoon Red wine slowly. After a moment's contemplation, she set down the glass and said, “I've been wondering about this since last night—you guys have some pretty strange names. Do they mean anything?"
"I told you about mine last night,” Jape began.
"But that's just the cover story,” Scrornuck interrupted. “Truth is, his name's an old word for a joke."
"A joke?"
Jape sighed. “I'm afraid so. I've heard it so many times I've memorized it: Jape: a joke, a gag, a bit of mischief. See ‘shtick'."
"Fits you like a glove.” Scrornuck cupped a hand over his mouth and stage-whispered to Nalia, “It's also an old slang term for sex."
As she giggled, Jape pulled out his softscroll and with mock anger said, “Watch it, big guy—I'm going to show her what your name means!"
"What?” Scrornuck said. “I'm named for a great hero! Why, I could tell you stories..."
"And no doubt you will,” Jape interrupted. “But first, let's see what the archives say about your name.” Using a small stylus, he printed the word “SCRORNUCK” in a box on the scroll's surface and tapped a button.
Within seconds the scroll chimed softly. Nalia read the response and giggled. “It says you're a bug! Scrornuck: a large, stinging insect found in tropical regions. There's a picture, too.” He looked over her shoulder and saw a large insect that was at once beautiful and vaguely disturbing, sporting brightly colored, butterfly-like wings, long barbs on its legs, and a big, sharp stinger.
"Well, I've been called worse..."
The scroll chimed again. “Hey, there's more!” Nalia said. "Scrornuck: the name given to an insane, unstoppable warrior found in an obscure legend in many time streams." She paused. “Time streams?"
"Just a fancy phrase for different places,” Jape said.
"Oh.” She read further: "The legend describes a warrior, sometimes possessing a magic weapon, who would appear on the eve of a particularly epic battle. He was said to be capable of defeating an army single-handed, and could not be killed by a mere mortal. In combat, the ‘Scrornuck’ is said to be indifferent to his own injuries and fights with superhuman speed and strength. In some variations of the legend, he undergoes physical changes, developing distorted features, and growing horns, claws, spikes and other bodily protrusions. Ugh.” Nalia shuddered slightly as she looked at the picture that accompanied the description: a grotesque, half-human creature clutching an enormous, bloody axe. “Boy, I'd hate to meet one of these in a dark alley.” She looked at the picture, and then at Scrornuck, and then again at the picture. “You don't look much like that."
Scrornuck laughed. “No, I don't. I got the name from my great-grandfather."
"He was one of them?"
He shrugged. “I never met him. Maybe he was, or maybe he was named after somebody who was. Or maybe the whole thing's just a legend. My people have all kinds of stories, from the days when spirits lived in the trees, demons stalked the night, and great warriors went into battle against them. Good tales, full of truth, even if they didn't always happen."
Conversation suddenly ceased as the serving wench arrived and set an opulent platter of appetizers and sandwiches at the center of the table. “What a spread!” Scrornuck said. “What's a proper blessing for a feast like this?"
"How about, ‘Good Lord, I'm hungry, let's eat'?” Jape suggested.
"Sounds good to me.” Scrornuck raised one hand and intoned, "Bone Domine, esurio, comedemus!"
"What's that mean?” Nalia asked.
"What Jape said—it just sounds churchier in Latin.” He reached for the biggest sandwich.
"Latin?"
"It's what people speak on the far side of the world,” Jape said. “Mister Saughblade knows quite a number of languages; he's got a gift for picking them up quickly."
"Matter of fact,” Scrornuck said, “my gift for tongues is what got me into my first big adventure. Want to hear a story?"
"Sure,” she said, reaching for an appetizer. “At the Temple they tell the same ones over and over until I'm moving my lips along with the priest. I'd love to hear something new!"
"Keep it short,” Jape said. “We still have a ways to go."
"One beer, no more,” Scrornuck promised. He closed his eyes and began the tale. “I was at that age where every farm boy gets the urge to pick up a sword and go off to become a hero, and I was no different. I dreamed of slaying dragons and rescuing fair maidens and vanquishing the other clans in battle—heck, anything looked better than spending the rest of my life digging vegetables out of the mud. And one fine day, in that time of the year when the chill of winter finally looks like it's going to let go, a day when the fog lifted and the sun came out and made everything look bright and new, a stranger came to town."
The stranger who stood at the middle of a small crowd in the square was shorter by several inches than most of the men of Scrornuck's village. His hair and beard were long and silvery gray, and he wore a long, gray robe with a hood that left his face in shadow. He waited patiently, hands folded, and on his fingers he wore rings of many colors.
From time to time the stranger spoke, in a guttural, terse language unknown to the villagers, and that was the reason for the Elder's summons. While the churchmen still argued whether Scrornuck's ability to pick up new tongues was a divine Gift or a demonic Curse, all agreed it was useful.
Scrornuck stared at the stranger. The stranger stared back, his eyes a deep, deep blue, like the summer sky or the bottomless springs over the hills to the west. The stranger's words were not entirely gibberish—Scrornuck had heard something resembling this tongue before, and while his Gift was not as magical as some in the village believed, he was a very fast learner of new languages. The stranger's speech seemed to combine a little of the tongue spoken by the islanders to the east with the guttural language of the tribes on the continent and the formal language of the high churchmen. Yet it was different, as though these parts had been stirred together and allowed to ferment for a long time.
"This will take a while,” he said, gesturing to the stranger that they should retire to the ale-house for conversation and beverages—at the Elder's expense, of course.
By the time Scrornuck and the stranger truly understood each other, the moon was up and the crowd outside the ale-house was getting impatient. Listing slightly under the influence of several draughts each, they walked into the street, where the stranger spoke and Scrornuck translated.
"In my land I am known as a Sword-master,” the stranger said. “Observe.” He drew from his belt a long, slender, gently curving silver blade. A murmur passed through the crowd; the villagers’ heavy, straight iron blades looked crude and cumbersome beside this weapon. “A demonstration.” The stranger swung the blade casually, cutting through a wooden stake the thickness of a man's leg. The crowd gasped and took a step back.
"Watch and learn.” The stranger swung the beautiful sword over his head, in front and behind him, spinning, whirling, coming so close to the tip of Scrornuck's nose that he could feel the wind of its passing. As he whirled and swung, the stranger spoke, giving names to the moves he made: “Eviscerator. Kidney pie.” One that swung within a hair's breadth of Scrornuck's groin: “Soprano.” After a minute or so he brought the weapon to a stop an inch from Scrornuck's nose and bowed slightly. Scrornuck bowed in return, happy he wasn't a soprano for real.
The stranger sheathed his sword. “I have been told your village is under attack."
Scrornuck nodded as he translated. In the last month there had been three raids by barbarians from the east. “Have you come to protect us?” he asked.
The stranger shook his head. “It is better that you protect yourselves, for I will be with you only a short time. Tell your leader to select the four who are most skilled with the sword, and I will teach them."
At this, Scrornuck's heart sank, for he knew that he would not be included. For a moment he was tempted to mistranslate in a way that would allow him to study under the Master, but honesty compelled him to deliver the message unaltered. As soon as he had spoken, two men and two women stepped forward.
The stranger inspected his four pupils. “These are the most skillful? Good. Tell them to return here at sunrise tomorrow, with their weapons. As for you, Mister Saughblade, I assume you will stay on to translate?"
Scrornuck nodded enthusiastically. Of course he'd be the interpreter, if that gave him the chance to learn about swordplay.
"Then I will see you all in the morning.” To Scrornuck he added, “And bring your sword—I may need a bad example.” With that, he turned and walked briskly around the corner of the ale-house. Scrornuck hurried to follow, but when he rounded the corner the stranger was nowhere to be seen.
* * * *"No!” Scrornuck's father roared, throwing his son against the wall of the family's sod-and-fieldstone cottage. “You will spend tomorrow in the fields, where you belong!"
"But I'm just going to use my Gift..."
"And then what? You spend time with a Sword-Master, next thing you know you'll be off in a strange land, getting yourself killed. Listen to me; we are farmers and timber-cutters, not warriors!"
Scrornuck wiped a bit of blood from his nose. “Then why did you give me a warrior's name?"
"You know why.” The old man's voice fell to a sad whisper. “It belonged to my grandfather. I had barely learned to speak when he rode off to battle. He promised he would return, but only his sword came back. I will not lose my son that same way!"
Scrornuck thought about spending the rest of his life digging in the mud of the south fields, about the stranger's piercing blue eyes, about the raiders, who came more and more often, and he felt something calling. “I am going,” he said at last.
"You would disobey me?” Moving quickly, his father blocked the doorway. “Do you think you can?"
Scrornuck, realizing that the time had come, lowered his head and charged. His father caught him, threw him to one side, tackled him, and the match was on.
They fought through the night. Scrornuck was younger and stronger, his father more crafty and experienced, and when the first light of morning streaked the sky outside the cottage, the two men were on the dirt floor, covered in mud and blood, still wrestling, neither able to claim victory, neither willing to concede defeat.
"Will I have to kill you to make you obey?” Scrornuck's father grunted, wrapping his hands around his son's throat.
Scrornuck shoved a knee into his father's chest. “Will I have to kill you to make you let me go?"
"Would you do that?"
Scrornuck went limp. “No, I would not."
"Neither would I.” The old man released his grip and got slowly to his feet. “Clean yourself up. I will be back."
While Scrornuck dipped some water from the cistern and scrubbed off the worst of the fight's grime, his father disappeared into the dark, windowless storage room. A few minutes later he returned, carrying a dusty leather scabbard. He handed it to Scrornuck and said, “Know that I disapprove—but if you must do this, I will not let you leave without my blessing."
With something approaching reverence, Scrornuck fastened the scabbard to his belt and unsheathed the heavy iron sword. Its blade was almost three feet long, dirty and a little rusty, but still sharp.
"This belonged to my grandfather,” the old man said. “Your namesake. May your fortunes be better than his.” Fatherly concern crept into his voice. “Just promise me this, my son—if you must get yourself killed, make sure you do it for a good reason."
Scrornuck gave his father an enormous bear hug, and then ran all the way to the training session. To his disappointment, the Master was unimpressed with the family sword, calling it a piece of rusty junk. More disappointing, once he'd translated the morning's instructions, Scrornuck was banished to a spot near the stables, to do his training with a wooden stick and a collection of small children from the village. The Master had bribed the children, who needed no translator when sweets were involved, and they stood in a circle around Scrornuck, throwing stones and sticks as he, blindfolded, attempted to bat them down.
After three days of this, during which he had been bruised, cut and knocked down repeatedly, Scrornuck had had enough. As the children laughed and the Master's other students snickered, he tore off the blindfold and angrily demanded to know just what this had to do with sword fighting.
The Master stared at him with those piercing blue eyes. “Do you desire to replace me?” he asked softly. Scrornuck gulped and shook his head slowly. “Then I suggest that as long as I am the teacher and you are the student, you will do as I instruct. Do you trust me, Mister Saughblade?"
Scrornuck gulped again and nodded silently.
"Then let us get back to work.” With a sigh, Scrornuck put the blindfold back on and reached for the stick. As he did so, the Master jerked his feet from beneath him, sending him sprawling face-first into a fresh cow-pie.
"Eww,” Nalia said, making a face. “My dueling teacher would never do something like that."
"Maybe your teacher had a better student,” Jape suggested with a small grin.
"It's not my fault you could never teach me math..."
"Hey, you two,” Nalia interrupted. “I want to hear the rest of this story!"
"Good idea,” Scrornuck said. “The Master had been training us for a week. Then the Easterners raided our village and carried off a dozen people as slaves..."
"Your people kept slaves?” Nalia asked. “That's barbaric!"
"We didn't,” Scrornuck said. “Slavery is un-Christian. But these raiders from the east were slave-takers, and the Elder decided it was time to do something about them. The Master gathered his students, a few others who were good fighters, and me, and we set off in pursuit. We followed the raiders into their territory and set up camp that night, planning to attack them in the morning."
"Is something troubling you, Mister Saughblade?” the Master asked. He sat on a stone near the fire, seemingly undisturbed by the damp and cold of the night.
"No.” Scrornuck pulled the upper part of his plaid, already wrapped about his shoulders, over his head to form a sort of hood. He wished he were warmer.
The Master stirred the fire with a stick, sending sparks spiraling into the fog. “It is my business to notice when something distracts my students from the task at hand.” He looked Scrornuck in the eye. “Are you troubled that you are alone when others are not?"
Reluctantly, Scrornuck nodded. The other ten men and women of the village's small force had already paired off into couples and bedded down just beyond the light of the fire, leaving Scrornuck by himself. From time to time he heard sounds—snoring, grunts, the occasional giggle—and felt envy for those who were neither cold nor alone.
"It is difficult to be alone.” The Master's voice suggested he had spent many lonely nights himself. “But sometimes the best gifts are saved for such people.” Slowly, almost reverently, he held out the beautiful silver sword. “A hero needs something more than a piece of rusty junk. It is time for us to trade."
Astonished, Scrornuck hurriedly pulled the old iron sword from his belt, nearly dropping it as he handed it to the Master. He jumped to his feet and danced around the fire, waving the magnificent silver weapon over his head.
The Master looked on, a thin smile on his lips.
* * * *The morning dawned overcast and dreary. As the fog blew away, Scrornuck saw that many members of the eastern clan had arrived during the night, and the village's little army was now outnumbered at least three-to-one. Worse, the enemy had blocked the way back to the village. Scrornuck and his friends were surrounded.
As the sky brightened to a drab, lifeless gray, the raiders closed in from all sides, advancing slowly but purposefully. They were a fearsome sight—like Scrornuck's distant ancestors, they were naked but for a string around the neck, their bodies painted in grotesque red-and-blue designs.
"We're going to wind up as slaves,” one man said.
"If we're lucky,” another replied.
A third drew her sword, a determined look in her eyes. “They may take us, but they'll know they've been in a fight."
Scrornuck stared at the advancing enemy, wishing he'd spent more time practicing with a real sword instead of that stick, wishing he'd listened to his father's advice, wishing he were anywhere but here.
"Nervous, Mister Saughblade?” the Master asked softly.
Scrornuck nodded.
"You wanted to be a hero, did you not?” Smiling, the Master folded his hands together and let the sleeves of his robe slide down over them. “I believe your time has come."
Scrornuck drew the silver sword. Despite the thick clouds, the blade sparkled as if it had found its own private sunbeam. The warriors of Scrornuck's village stared, amazed that the Master had chosen the “bad example” to wield his magnificent weapon.
The Easterners paused as well, but only for a moment. Then the attack began, the barbarians screaming, jumping, slashing with their weapons as the defenders stood in a circle with the Master at its center. The villagers fought hard and well, taking down several of the raiders for each of them that fell. But the Easterners had too many men and fought with a suicidal zeal. Along with the woman next to him, Scrornuck was forced to take another step back, a little closer to the Master. One or two more steps, they'd be too close together to fight, and then it would be over, captured and sold into a life of slavery, if they weren't simply butchered like cattle.
"Stand close.” He heard the Master's voice from behind him and wondered what good that command would do now. Still, he obeyed and dropped back another step, to a point where he could do little to fight off the attackers as they swarmed forward.
A click. Not a clank of sword on sword, just a soft click, followed by a humming, like bees on a summer day. Instinctively, Scrornuck turned. The Master stood as before, his hands still clasped together inside the sleeves of his robe, looking for all the world as if nothing were the least bit wrong.
And as Scrornuck watched in horror, the barbarians attacked from behind the Master. Two of them hoisted a comrade by the feet and tossed him over the line of villagers. The raider shrieked a hideous banshee wail as he flew through the air, his axe heading for the Master's neck.
Scrornuck felt himself moving, not of his own will, leaping higher than he'd ever leaped before. His right hand shoved the Master down and out of harm's way. He felt nothing as the enemy's weapon opened a bloody gash in his right arm. His left hand raised the silvery sword, and its point, seemingly of its own volition, pierced the raider's heart in a spray of blood.
Gripping the sword with both hands, Scrornuck landed in the middle of the attackers. A howling, deeper and more primitive than the wails of the enemy, rose from his throat as he launched into a wild attack...
"You—you killed them?” Nalia, visibly pale, held a hand over her mouth.
"Yeah, I ripped ‘em up, down and sideways—” Scrornuck stopped suddenly as Jape kicked him under the table.
"Ixnay on the ood-blay,” Jape whispered, giving Scrornuck's ankle another kick for emphasis. He turned to Nalia. “Let's just say that he whipped the bad guys and went home a hero. Right, Mister Saughblade?"
"Uh, yeah, right.” Scrornuck wondered why Jape wanted him to skip the best part. “I fought like I'd never fought before, and in a few minutes I'd pretty much sent the other guys running for the hills.” Those that still had legs, he thought. “Then I heard the Master..."
"Well, Mister Saughblade, it appears we've won. How does it feel to be a hero?"
"Hero? Me?” Scrornuck stared at the dead and fleeing raiders. He had done that?
The next morning, the Master inspected his little army. “I believe you have passed the audition,” he said. “My work here is done."
"You're leaving?” Scrornuck, like the others, was still hung-over from the victory celebration.
The Master nodded. “There is nothing more I can teach you. Use your new skills wisely."
Scrornuck sighed, and then slowly held out the beautiful silver sword. “I suppose you'll want this back."
"No, this sword has chosen you, at least for the moment. Use it wisely, also.” With that, the Master turned, walked quickly around the end of the stable, and was gone. Scrornuck pursued him, but just as before, the Master was nowhere to be seen.
He returned slowly. His head throbbed but his heart leaped for joy as he felt the wonderful silver sword in his hand.
"And that was my first big battle,” Scrornuck concluded, polishing off his beer.
Nalia applauded softly but enthusiastically. “Great story! Do you have any more?"
"Not now,” Jape said sternly. “We need to be on our way."
As Jape paid the bill, leaving a modest tip, Scrornuck and Nalia strolled over to the beer garden's fence. There they watched several young men and women practicing archery at a small target range. “They're good,” he said, watching one arrow after another find its mark, a red heart in a silhouette of an attacking dragon.
"They're okay.” A note of pride crept into Nalia's voice. “I'm better—I took second place in my age-group when I was fourteen."
"Congratulations!” he said. “You know, your people could raise one heck of an army."
"An army?” she said, indignation filling her voice. “You mean shoot at people? You could hurt somebody doing that! Archery is just for fun!"
Just for fun? he thought. Another arrow thunked dead center into its target. Still, if what she'd said was true, there were no battles in Taupeaquaah, and no need for armies. What a great place.
Jape sauntered up and watched the archers for a few seconds. “They're good,” he said. “I bet they'd make a pretty fair army..."
Scrornuck raised a finger to his lips. “I wouldn't go there."
They left the pub and continued to the west. After they'd walked for about an hour, the pavement abruptly ran out. Neat stacks of yellow bricks sat on wooden pallets alongside the dirt path, protected by plastic cones whose orange color had faded little in the last century. “End of the Road,” Nalia said reverently.
Scrornuck idly lifted a brick from the stack. Turning it over in his hand, he looked to the west. More stacks of yellow bricks stood at the foot of the next concrete tower, and the one after that. He dropped the brick and picked up an orange cone, holding it to his mouth as if it were a megaphone. “Attention, shoppers! Special on yellow pavers in Aisle Six!"
Nalia gasped, her face went white and she stared into the sky as though she expected something heavy to fall from it.
"Mister Saughblade,” Jape said, in a voice that allowed no argument, “put those back where you found them. Now!"
Scrornuck set the cone down, being careful to place it exactly on the little depression in the dust where he'd found it. Then, seeing that he still hadn't escaped Jape's icy stare, he picked up the brick he'd dropped and carefully set it back on the stack. “Just a brick,” he muttered. “It's not like they're sacred or something..."
"Yes, they are!" Nalia's words practically exploded, and Scrornuck took a half-step backward in surprise. “Don't you know anything?"
"We're not from around here,” Jape said. “As far as we know, a pile of bricks is a pile of bricks. Please tell us what we're missing."
She released an exasperated sigh. “All right. But if you don't know this, what the hell do you know? The End of the Road is where construction stopped when Spafu's Helpers left. The Priests tell us that someday they'll return and finish the Road, and until then we're to leave things exactly as they were. So, yes, it's a sacred place, and you've disturbed it—for all I know, you've just cursed all of us."
"Well,” Jape said cheerfully, “we didn't get struck down by lightning, so I suspect we've escaped the wrath of Spafu this time. We'll be more careful, won't we, Mister Saughblade?"
Scrornuck nodded, muttering under his breath that the lizard couldn't curse his own butt.
They continued west, Scrornuck making a point of giving the piles of bricks a wide berth. The grasslands through which the road ran narrowed to a strip barely a hundred feet wide, separating the dense forests to the south from a parched white desert to the north. In the distance, a huge cloud of brown dust swirled and boiled, rising hundreds of feet above the desert. “I've been watching that for the better part of an hour,” Jape said. “What is it?"
"We call it the Perpetual Storm,” Nalia said. “It never gets any bigger or smaller, it never moves, and the stories say it's been there since the world was made. Some say Spafu cursed the land and made it a desert. Nobody knows for sure, because the sacred scrolls don't mention it."
"Maybe they were building a beach and forgot the lake.” Scrornuck set down his pack and pointed to an outcrop of white stone some fifty feet high. “C'mon, let's get a better look."
Nalia stopped at the edge of the grass. “I don't want to get any closer. I've heard stories about people who go into the desert. They never come back. Maybe they're attacked by unfriendly dragons.” She shuddered slightly. “Maybe something out there eats them."
"Or maybe they just get lost,” Jape said. “No need to invent monsters when confusion and dehydration will explain things. Still, Mister Saughblade..."
"On my way!” Scrornuck opened the pack and retrieved a short black tube with a clear jewel on each end. He trotted across the sand and scrambled up the crumbling side of the rock. Reaching the top, he put one end of the spotter-scope to his eye and turned to examine the Storm. “See anything?"
Jape, watching the spotter-scope's view on the softscroll, shook his head. Even in the magnified view, the swirling clouds of dust looked like little more than swirling clouds of dust. “Might as well come on down."
As Scrornuck started to lower the scope, he glimpsed a speck of light moving along the northern horizon. “Hey, Jape, have a look at this!"
Jape watched the speck flicker along among the dunes for a few seconds before it faded away. He looked at Nalia. “Are you sure nobody lives out there?"
She nodded. “Positive. Nobody lives there, nobody goes there, nobody ever came back."
Scrornuck swept the horizon with the scope, but while a few specks and sparkles appeared in the heat haze, there was no longer any sign of a moving light. “Whatever it was, it's gone."
"Probably an illusion,” Jape said, as Scrornuck scampered down from the rock to join the group. “You know how the desert plays tricks."
An hour or so later, they encountered a trail that led south into the forest. Jape again waved his hands in the air and studied the jewels in his rings. He sat on a comfortable tussock of grass and pulled out the softscroll, which became a rigid tablet resting on his knees. The map was now more detailed, showing every bend in the Western Road, along with a half-dozen purple spots, each with a straight line passing through it. He planted a finger on the point where the lines converged, south of their present location. “That's our destination,” he said, “so this must be our turnoff."
The forest trail was neither brick nor dirt but smooth, short grass that was perfect for walking. “Look at this,” Jape said, pointing to the trail's edge. “The grass grows on the path, there's this row of yellow flowers, then the forest begins. No trees on the path, no grass under the trees. How'd they do it?” He waved his hands over the grass and flowers, watching the flickering jewels of his rings. “There. I'll try to figure it out tonight.” He smiled, anticipating an interesting puzzle.
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Chapter Four"Just a Fancy Name for Magic""This looks like a good place to spend the night,” Scrornuck said, pointing to a pleasant clearing about a hundred feet from the path. It was just big enough for sunlight to reach the forest floor, creating an oasis of soft green grass. A small stream flowed through the clearing, and a spring bubbled from a rocky place on the stream's bank.
Jape consulted his map. “We're only an hour or two away. We can get there before dark."
Scrornuck shook his head and strode toward the clearing in a way that left Jape and Nalia little choice but to follow. “We stay here tonight. We'll have plenty of time to get there and back before dark tomorrow.” He looked at Jape with a mixture of affection and mild annoyance. “Somebody's got to keep you out of trouble."
"I'm a Ranger,” Jape said. “Getting in trouble is my job."
"And getting you out of it is mine. I don't need you getting eaten by wolves ‘cause you were in a hurry."
"What kind of job gets you in trouble all the time?” Nalia asked.
"Saving the world.” Jape spoke in a most matter-of-fact manner.
She looked up at the beautiful sky, blue turning to indigo with just a few puffy clouds for variety. “Hardly looks like the world needs saving."
"You'd be surprised."
"Yeah, right. And just what do you save the world from?"
"Mistakes,” Jape said. “Mistakes that will cause pain and suffering and death and destruction.” A touch of bitterness crept into his voice. “Stupid, arrogant mistakes that people made when they played with forces they didn't understand."
"You're serious, aren't you?” she said, a bit of fear creeping into her voice.
"Deadly serious."
She shivered slightly. “Is the place we're visiting one of these ‘mistakes'?"
"We won't know until we get there,” he replied. “I hope it is, because we can't fix the mistake until we find it."
"And we'll worry about that tomorrow,” Scrornuck said firmly. “For now, let's have some dinner and a good night's sleep.” He pulled a silvery device with a plunger handle from the pack and went over to the spring. “Might as well get some water going."
Jape dipped a finger in the spring and let a drop of water fall on one of his rings. “Don't bother; it's safe."
"What's all that about?” Nalia asked.
"Some of the places we go, the water's not safe to drink. It can be bad for the digestion, shall we say..."
"Gives you the screaming squirts,” Scrornuck clarified.
"Thank you, Mister Saughblade. Anyway, this device purifies the water so it's drinkable, no matter how nasty it was."
Scrornuck put the device away. “If you really want to be safe, you can just stick with beer. Want one?"
"Umm, no thanks,” she said. “I don't think I can drink anything right now.” Her face reddened slightly. “I sort of have the opposite problem."
"Oops,” Scrornuck said, embarrassed. “I forgot you can't just use the side of the trail.” He grabbed the folding shovel that was strapped to the outside of the pack, picked a spot among the bushes that offered some degree of privacy, and quickly dug the necessary pit. “There you go—all the comforts of home!"
"I'm supposed to go—there?"
"It could be worse,” Jape said. “Could be raining, could be snowing..."
"And we have this stuff,” Scrornuck said, placing a roll of toilet paper on a stick. “It works a lot better than leaves!"
Nalia rocked back and forth as a debate went on between her dignity and her bladder. Eventually her bladder won. “All right,” she said, “but no peeking!"
While Nalia answered nature's call, Scrornuck rummaged around in the pack and came up with a pair of cloth rolls. Each contained a teepee-style tent just large enough to accommodate one person. He set them up at opposite sides of the clearing, about thirty feet from each other.
By the time the tents were up, Nalia had finished her business. “Why so far apart?” she asked.
"You'll see.” He tossed a sleeping bag into each tent. “This one's yours,” he said, and Nalia obediently tossed her small pack inside.
She looked at the other tent dubiously. “How are both of you going to fit inside one of these?"
"I don't sleep in a tent.” He spread a beat-up red plaid blanket on the grass about midway between the tents. “Couldn't keep a proper eye on things if I did.” He pointed at Jape, who gazed into his many rings, already lost in thought. “When this guy gets into heavy thinking, he wouldn't notice a dragon carrying him away. Somebody's got to protect him."
"Protect him from what? If he's really saving the world, who'd want to stop him?"
"You'd be surprised how often the world doesn't want to be saved,” Jape said. “We risk life and limb to straighten things out, and the next thing you know some warlord's coming after us with blood in his eye."
"And a big knife in his hand,” Scrornuck added. “You'd think they'd be more grateful, but they never are. Jape gets in trouble, and I get him out of it. Almost got myself killed a few times."
"Killed?" Her face had gone white.
"It's a rough business. Sometimes we go to some pretty bad places. People get hurt, people die..."
"Well, the world looks pretty safe tonight,” Jape said, putting an end to the discussion. He glanced at the green jewel of the big ring on his left hand. “Yes, quite safe. Anyone for a fire?"
"There's no wood on the ground,” Nalia said, scanning the lower limbs of the trees. “There!” She pointed at a big, dry, dead branch about thirty feet up, and in a smooth, fluid movement swung herself into the tree and started climbing.
Scrornuck watched for a moment, quite pleased by her graceful climb. Then, positioning himself directly beneath the branch, he wiggled his toes just so, feeling a warm pressure as the tops of his boots unrolled and wrapped themselves around his knees and thighs. He bent his knees and jumped, soaring into the air and alighting on a branch just below the dead one a moment before Nalia reached it.
"What the—” she said. “How'd you get up here?"
He grinned, and helped her the rest of the way onto the branch. “It's the shoes.” He pointed to the array of tubes, rods, cylinders and patches of shiny blue-black material woven through the brown leather and fringe of his boots. “They give me an assist. I can jump almost fifty feet straight up if I'm careful."
"And if you're not careful?"
"I, uh, hurt myself,” he said sheepishly. “Broke my leg a couple times.” He pulled out the sword-grip, squeezed it gently and called forth five feet of faintly glowing blade that sliced through the dead tree branch like it was butter, cutting off everything from kindling to chunks of log that would burn all night. “Want to come down with me?” he asked. “The boots absorb the shock when I come down, too."
"Okay,” Nalia said. “But try not to break another leg!"
Scrornuck scooped her up. “I never try to break anything,” he said. “But landings can be a bit touchy. Every jump is kind of a leap of faith. Now close your eyes and count to three."
She counted. “One—"
He stepped off the branch, and for a moment he savored the rush of wind and the feeling of weightlessness. As the ground came up to meet them, he gripped her more tightly, bent his knees just a bit, and forced his legs to relax and let the boots do the work. The landing was perfect: his toes touched the ground first, followed by his heels, and then his knees bent until he came to rest in a near-squatting position. The boots sang as they soaked up the force of the landing, making a sound rather like somebody sliding a finger down the string of an electric guitar. As he stood up straight, the tops of the boots gently released his upper legs and rolled back down below his knees.
"I thought I was supposed to count to three,” Nalia protested as he gently set her down. “I never even got to two!"
"Well, I said it was a leap of faith."
* * * *Scrornuck had opened his share of beers—bottles, cans, barrels, kegs, buckets—but he'd never opened a beer container as perfect as a bottle of Batatat's Extra Black Taupeaquaahn Stout. It was the shape of a classic pint glass, topped with a large white cap that was neither a twist-off nor a pull-tab—instead, when he flipped the cap's little raised spot with his thumb, it leaped from the bottle, did a graceful somersault and disappeared into a fine white dust that drifted away on the breeze. With the cap gone, the bottle's contents, as tar-black as the name implied, suddenly frothed and foamed with a hissing and sizzling sound, churning to within a fraction of an inch of the bottle's top, never quite foaming over. As the beer frothed, it became cold, reaching the perfect temperature of forty-two degrees as it separated into body and head, the black liquid streaming downward as the tan foam rose, until after about half a minute he held a perfect pint. It was a wonderful show, and the beer itself was as good as anything he remembered from his last visit to Dublin. Maybe, he thought as he stretched out on his plaid blanket and sipped, it really doesn't get any better than this. He gazed up into a sky that was almost as black as the beer, trying to count the stars as he watched the dragons swooping and circling high overhead.
Dinner had been most satisfying, making him loosen his belt a notch. Jape retired to his tent immediately after dinner, but the softscroll's dim glow made it clear he was still awake. Nalia sat comfortably on a spare log, sipping from the wineskin and watching the fire burn down. Scrornuck found himself taking a real liking to her. Not only was she easy on the eye, but he liked her attitude, even if she did make him feel like something of a fool now and then. Yeah, he thought, I could get to like this place, and I could get to like her. Wouldn't be hard at all.
He took another sip and sighed a contented sigh. “Sky's beautiful tonight."
"It's Sunday,” she said, as if that explained everything. It didn't, but he was too taken by the view to ask further questions. He looked up at the stars and moon shining in the clear black sky, and suddenly burst into a long, loud song.
"What was that?" she asked as he finished.
He realized that he'd shifted from the Common Tongue spoken by Jape and the Taupeaquaahns into the ancient language of his home land. “Sorry. I know so many languages that sometimes I forget which one I'm using. This was a sword song, something a warrior would sing. It just says things like I've got a really nice sword, I really like my sword, and so on."
"Sounded better when I didn't know what it meant."
"A lot of songs are like that."
"Still, it seems right for you—that's some sword you have."
"Yeah, Ol’ Red is something else.” He idly pulled the sword-grip from its sheath and gave it a gentle squeeze, making four feet of wickedly-curved blade appear. The sword was a liquid thing, at once transparent and luminous, its edges shimmering and sparkling in shades of gold, silver and blue, its point a brilliant white. It changed shape as he shifted his fingers, becoming long, then short, then broad, then skinny, then straight, then curved.
Nalia stared. “How the hell does it do that?"
He shrugged. “Jape's got an explanation. He says the blade's a bazillion little things he calls ‘long chain mono-molecular polymer microfibers,’ and when I squeeze the grip it makes ‘energy fields’ that tell the blade what shape to be. That's why it glows like that. See the colors?"
She let herself get within about six inches, close enough to hear the weapon's faint humming and see ripples and waves of light flashing through the blade. “Mono-whatchamacallits? Energy fields? Sounds like magic to me."
Scrornuck nodded. “Jape uses all these words, but in the end I think they're just a fancy name for magic.” The blade disappeared as he slipped the weapon back into its sheath.
"Where'd you ever find a sword like that?"
"Well, that's a bit of a story."
"A bit of a story, huh?” She made a show of consulting a non-existent appointment book. “Go ahead, I'm free for the evening."
"Okay, let me see: it was a month or so after our little army had defeated the clan from the east. I'd cleaned up the neighborhood with the Master's silver sword, rescued a lot of the people who had been carried off as slaves, and by the time I got done, the Easterners wouldn't come within five miles of our village."
"So you were the local hero?"
"Local hero, and local pain-in-the-ass.” He took a sip of beer. “Nobody was willing to tangle with me, so I bullied the guys and bedded the girls and made a real nuisance of myself. I needed a little comeuppance. And I got it—boy, did I get it!"
Scrornuck strode down the dirt street of the village to the Elder's palace, more than a little irritated at having been summoned from the Equinox festival almost as soon as it began. The Elder had hardly finished performing the ancient ritual with the white mare—to everyone's amusement, she was uncooperative as ever—and Scrornuck was barely halfway through his first pint, when the summons arrived. Another stranger had appeared at the palace, and Scrornuck was needed to translate his speech, kill him, or both. He resolved to dispatch his task quickly and get back to the festival to eat, drink, sing, dance and choose which of the village's young ladies would keep him warm this night.
The Elder, limping slightly after the horse had kicked him, took his ceremonial throne as Scrornuck arrived. Before the throne stood the stranger, babbling in an incomprehensible tongue. He was taller even than Scrornuck, perhaps as much as seven feet, and dressed in the clothing of a Knight. Metal armor graced his shoulders and chest, chain-mail protected his arms and legs, and a great green cape swung gently in the slight breeze.
Scrornuck listened to the stranger attentively, and realized he'd heard this language before—the babbling almost immediately formed into words, phrases, and sentences. He found his anger building. This strange Knight was venting the foulest of insults, one after the other, insulting the village, insulting its people, their ancestry, their strength, their intelligence, their morals, their virility.
"That is enough!” Scrornuck bellowed in the Knight's tongue, placing his hand firmly on his sword-grip. “One more foul word and I swear, I'll cut you down where you stand!"
The Knight turned to face Scrornuck, seeming more to float than to move on legs and feet. For a moment he stared, with deep brown eyes that seemed to look at Scrornuck the way one might inspect something found under a rock. “Do you think you can?” he asked, disdain dripping from his words. He pulled an armored glove from his hand and let it drop at Scrornuck's feet. “I propose a challenge. I will bow, and you may attempt to chop my head off right here."
Scrornuck began to draw his weapon, eager to take the stranger up on his offer, but the Knight held up his hand. “There is a condition: should I live, I shall get in return one swing of the sword at your neck. Do we have a deal?"
"I swing first,” Scrornuck said. He knew the legends about strange visitors and beheading games, and had no intention of getting caught in a sucker-bet.
The Knight nodded and knelt. “Do we have a deal?"
Scrornuck nodded agreement, drew his sword and removed the Knight's head with a single swing.
"Yuck! You chopped his head off?” Despite the cheery firelight, Nalia's face looked more than a bit green.
"Yeah. The Elder was really pissed about the mess."
"But you killed him, just like that?"
"Well, not exactly."
Scrornuck's blood ran cold as the headless Knight stood, gracefully glided a few steps, picked up his head and set it back in place on his shoulders. Within a few seconds the blood had stopped flowing, within a few more seconds the eyes opened, and a few seconds after that the Knight spoke. “I believe it's my turn.” A sudden shock released Scrornuck's grip on his sword, and the weapon seemed to leap into the Knight's hand. “You will have no further need for this. Now kneel, Mister Saughblade."
Taking a deep breath, hoping that those around him did not sense his fear, Scrornuck did as the Knight ordered. He recalled his father's words: “If you must get yourself killed, make sure you have a good reason.” He'd sure failed in that.
The Knight whirled the sword over his head in a move that looked strangely familiar. “Trust me; you won't feel a thing. I'm very good at this. I will give you a few seconds to make peace with your deities."
Scrornuck searched his memory for a good prayer, found one that was more or less acceptable, and spoke it quickly, in a cracking voice. A strangely calm corner of his mind wondered just what it would feel like to have his head cut off. Prayer finished, he waited for the answer.
And he waited, and waited, and waited some more.
Finally, the Knight's voice boomed across the throne room. “Arise, Mister Saughblade. You are a rash young man who needs to learn some lessons. I grant you a reprieve.” Grateful beyond words, Scrornuck got to his feet. The Knight stared down at him. “In six months, you and I shall return to this room, on the afternoon of the fall equinox. If, on that day, you have discovered the answer to the Great Riddle of Life, I shall spare you; if not, I shall collect on our bargain.” He gazed straight into Scrornuck's eyes as he said it again: “Understand this: you will be here, in this place, six months from today, and you shall give me your answer.” It was not a request, or even a command; it was a simple statement of fact.
Scrornuck stood dumbly as the Knight gracefully left the hall. Then, suddenly, he realized that he had not the slightest idea what the Great Riddle of Life might be—or perhaps he had too many ideas, too many riddles. Which one did the Knight have in mind? He ran from the hall in hot pursuit, but by the time he reached the street, the Knight was nowhere to be seen. He ran up one dirt street, down another, seeing no sign of the visitor, and eventually found himself in the square, wondering what to do now.
"Looking for something, Mister Saughblade?” The Master stood in a shadowy doorway, holding out the old iron sword that had belonged to Scrornuck's grandfather.
A great wave of shame washed over Scrornuck. He had let the Master down so badly, even losing his wonderful silver sword. He stared at the ground, almost wishing the Knight hadn't given him a six-month reprieve.
"Look at me, Mister Saughblade.” The Master didn't raise his voice, but Scrornuck nonetheless found himself staring into those bottomless blue eyes. “A hero setting off on a Sacred Quest needs something better than a rusty piece of junk, does he not?” He held up the old sword. “Yes, you need something much better, for you have a long road to travel.” Setting down the iron weapon, he reached into his cloak and pulled out what looked like the handle to a magnificent sword—a red leather grip with a shining gold, jewel-encrusted guard. But there was no blade to this sword, only a gray iron stub that looked like it might have been broken off.
Scrornuck took the sword-handle. It felt warm, soft yet firm, almost alive. When he gave it a tentative squeeze, it seemed to push back. “Grip it carefully,” the Master said. “Feel what it's saying to you. Close your eyes and squeeze it the way it wants to be squeezed.” Having no idea what to expect, Scrornuck complied. He felt the grip conform itself to his fingers, felt more warmth and a slight vibration, rather like a purring kitten.
"Now look."
Scrornuck opened his eyes and saw that an enormous blade had sprung from the sword-handle, at once transparent, glowing like fire and throbbing like something alive. “Demon weapon!” he hissed, dropping the sword and diving to the dirt in terror.
The Master patiently picked up the sword-handle. “Get up, Mister Saughblade."
Scrornuck crawled from his hiding place beneath a wagon and got back to his feet. “What—what is that thing?"
The Master again handed Scrornuck the weapon. “A sword. Neither demonic or angelic; simply as good or evil as the one who commands it."
Scrornuck felt the grip in his hands, warm, throbbing, almost alive. Again he squeezed it just so, letting its gentle pressure guide his fingers, and again the immense blade sprang forth, ripples of dark and light and color coursing across it. Tentatively, then with more confidence, he swung the weapon around, over his head, down by his feet. Compared to this weightless blade, even the gorgeous silver sword had been heavy and awkward. “It's beautiful."
"It's much more than beautiful,” the Master said. “It is the last of its kind, the most powerful sword ever made, and it has chosen you to be its master."
"Chosen me?"
The Master nodded. “It works for the man it chooses, and no other.” Suddenly, without warning, he grabbed the old iron sword and swung it in Scrornuck's direction. Without thinking, Scrornuck moved his fingers. The magical blade curved and twisted, effortlessly slicing the iron sword in half. The longer piece fell to the ground with a soft clank as the Master smiled. “I told you it is powerful."
Scrornuck stared. A sword that could cut through iron as if it were butter?
"If you treat it well, it will show you some of the other things it can do.” The Master smiled a thin smile as he let the other half of the iron sword fall from his hand. “Well, Mister Saughblade, I believe you are now properly equipped for your quest. Goodbye. Use your new sword wisely.” With that he turned, walked up a short way and disappeared around the corner of the stable.
Scrornuck stood for a moment, admiring the patterns of light that rippled across the enormous blade, then gently relaxed his grip and watched it vanish. He took a few steps in pursuit, but as he expected, when he reached the corner there was no sign of the Master.
"It only works for you?” Nalia asked.
Scrornuck handed her the sword-grip. “Try it."
She concentrated, squeezed carefully, closed her eyes, moved her fingers, and after a minute's struggle caused a few inches of something dull and limp to dangle from the sword's iron stub-blade. “I give up,” she said.
"You did as well as Jape,” Scrornuck said. “And he spent a few hours trying. Like the Master said, Ol’ Red only works for me.” He sat up and reached for another beer. “Now it's your turn. You must know some good yarns."
"I'm afraid not.” He could hear the disappointment in her voice. “There are a few exciting stories from the old days, when Spafu was making the world, but since then it's been pretty dull. The sun comes up, the sun goes down, we practice, we hold our festivals and celebrations, we wait...” She sighed, low and long. “I don't want to go killing people or chopping heads off, but I wish I could do something exciting."
"Wasn't last night pretty exciting?"
"That was just a bar fight."
"Seven against one."
"I was pretty good, wasn't I?” She smiled. “But that bar fight wasn't about anything—it was just some snot who didn't understand the word ‘no.’ There are a dozen fights like that every Saturday night. You and Jape talk about mind reading and saving the world..."
"I thought you were just pretending to believe us."
"Maybe I'd like to believe you. I'd like to believe that I'm doing something more important than fighting off a jerk like Leondo. I'd like to have a real adventure."
"Be careful what you wish for. Sometimes these so-called adventures just plain suck. They start out all full of excitement and glory, and then they turn real nasty.” He snapped his fingers, and she jumped a little. “Just like that. More than once I've wished my life was a little less of an adventure."
"Well, I'd still like to have a big adventure."
He pulled at his beard thoughtfully. “Keep your eyes open, then. Who knows what we'll find in the morning?"
* * * *Sometime during Scrornuck's story, the light went out in Jape's tent, and soon the forest was disturbed by a steady buzz-saw snoring. “I see why you put the tents so far apart,” Nalia said with a laugh. “How long have you had to sleep with that racket?"
"Three years, more or less."
"Three years.” She looked at the sky thoughtfully. “What are you going to do when you're done?"
"Done?"
She nodded. “Seems to me that someday the world will be saved from all those ‘mistakes’ and Jape won't need protecting any more. Then what?"
"I guess he'll go home. He's got a wife and kids that he hasn't seen in years."
"And you?"
"Never thought about it.” He stretched, yawned, took another swallow of that excellent black beer and wondered just what he would do if he weren't a Protector. “Maybe find a nice place to settle down, someplace with nice weather, good beer, good songs, pleasant company. But I suspect that's a long time away. In the meantime, my home's right here—I have my sword, and I have someone to protect. What more home do I need?"
"I'd feel weird if I didn't have a real home.” She yawned. “I think I'll call it a night."
"Want some music to help you drift off?"
"Sure."
He opened a small, battered leather case and assembled a simple bagpipe: a cloth-covered bag, blowpipe, chanter pipe and a single stock containing two small drones. When he slipped the blowpipe into his mouth and started to play, the instrument made an awful shriek, loud enough to interrupt Jape's snoring.
Nalia covered her ears. “It sounds like you're pulling a cat's tail!"
"Sorry,” Scrornuck said, “dry reeds. I haven't been playing lately.” He spent a few minutes sucking on the reeds and adjusting the instrument until it produced a soft, mellow tone. Closing his eyes, he played a slow, wandering melody, one that was haunting and a touch melancholy, but most of all relaxing. Jape's snoring resumed its even rhythm, and Nalia slowly rocked in time to the song.
"Boy, that worked,” she said, slowly getting up. “I'm really sleepy now."
He escorted her to her tent, and after she was settled in for the night he returned to his blanket to play his pipes a little more and contemplate Nalia's question. What will you do when Jape's done saving the world? He'd always assumed that as Jape's Protector he'd meet a heroic, if gruesome, end: eaten by some monster, executed by some warlord, killed in a noble battle. Life after Jape was a new idea, one he'd have to think about.
But not tonight. He drained the last swig from his beer, set the bottle on the ground and watched. The empty turned from clear to white, collapsed into a small heap of powder, and drifted away on the gentle breeze. He'd probably never understand how these Batatat's bottles worked—how did the bottle know he'd finished the beer?—but he loved them just the same. Living in Taupeaquaah means never having to ditch the empties, he thought happily. Duels that end with first blood instead of first killed, rules against harming the guests, and the beer ain't half bad, either. Yeah, I'm getting to like this place. With one more glance at the sky, just in case those dragons far overhead turned out to be something other than ornaments, he dropped into a light sleep.
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Chapter Five"After A While, You Get Used To It""Yagghh!” Nalia gasped, sticking her head out of her tent and sniffing the air, “what is that?"
"Shhh.” Scrornuck removed the bubbling pot from the fire and decanted its foul-smelling brown contents into a cup. “Watch this.” He set the cup in front of Jape's tent.
Jape's snoring broke into a snort, then a sniff, and the tent door opened slightly. Two trembling hands appeared and pulled the cup inside. From the tent's interior came sounds of slurping, followed by a delighted cry, “Where did you get this?” Jape's head appeared in the tent door, and he clutched the cup like a starving man who'd just been handed a steak. “Coffee-coffee-coffee-coffee-coffee!"
Scrornuck topped off the cup, and Jape disappeared into his tent again. “What the...” Nalia asked.
"Finest Brazilian roast coffee. It's hard to find, but I like to surprise him now and then."
"He drinks that stuff?” She winced at the thought. “It smells like..."
"Crap. Looks, smells and tastes like it, as far as I'm concerned. But he likes it. Says it's a really potent wake-up juice.” As if to demonstrate, Jape emerged from his tent, dressed and ready to face the day. Scrornuck held up the pot and looked at Nalia. “Try some?"
"I think I'll stick with tea.” She wrinkled her nose. “That stuff's giving me a headache."
So Scrornuck made Nalia some tea, and then threw a heap of breakfast sausages into the frying-pan. She sighed contentedly as she took a deep whiff of the spicy aroma. “Now that's what morning is supposed to smell like."
Over a hearty breakfast and a second cup of coffee, Jape explained the puzzle of the forest trail. “I think I've figured it out. The trees release into the soil something that's poisonous to the grass on the path, and the grass releases a substance that's poisonous to the trees. So the trees don't grow where there's grass—"
"—and the grass won't grow where there are trees,” Nalia finished.
Jape nodded. “Exactly. And on the border, where the two secretions mix, you find the little yellow flower, which needs both of those poisons to survive."
"Still sounds like magic to me,” Scrornuck said.
"Just technology.” Jape sipped his coffee, looking very satisfied with himself. “Some very clever people made this place."
"You mean Spafu's Helpers?” she asked.
"Whatever.” Jape drained his coffee and held out the cup. “Mister Saughblade, do we have any more?"
"A bit.” Scrornuck picked up the pot and stretched to reach Jape's cup without getting up.
"What's this?” Nalia said, pulling back the torn-off sleeve of his stained red shirt to expose a flaming-snake tattoo. “I didn't know you were a Snaker."
"A what?"
"A Snaker, a follower of the Great Feathered Serpent? I dated a Snaker once, and he had a tattoo a lot like this.” Curious, she pulled the shirt back further, following the tattoo onto his shoulder. “Not this big, though. How far does it go?"
"Far enough,” he said, gently removing her hand. “But it's just a tattoo, sort of a souvenir of a past life. I'm no snake worshiper.” He got to his feet in a way that he hoped would signal the end to the discussion. “Let's get going, we've got a big day ahead."
They spent the next several minutes cleaning up and loading their gear into the backpack. Then he let the boots lift him into the treetops, where he hung the pack between some branches, safe from hungry animals and prying eyes.
When he returned to earth, he found Nalia holding his armored jacket, turning it over in her hands and stroking the fabric curiously. “Like it?” he asked.
"Yeah.” The sleeveless jacket was made of gray fabric trimmed in black leather, stained and patched in many places, laced up the sides and closed by a row of buckles in the front. Soft, flexible armor made of a bright-red fabric covered the chest and shoulders. She squeezed a shoulder-guard. “It's so light! What is this stuff?"
"Ballistics fabric,” Jape said. “High-shear-strength polymer, self-rigidizing viscoelastic energy-damping foam..."
"Magic stuff, he's trying to say,” Scrornuck said. “Here, let me show you.” He slipped his forearm through the jacket's armhole. “Take your sword and give it a whack.” Nalia tapped the shoulder-guard gently with the flat of her sword, leaving no mark on the fabric. “No,” he said. “Give it a real whack."
She swung harder, edge-first, and practically dropped her sword as it bounced off the jacket, again leaving no mark. “Ouch! It's hard as a rock!"
"Told you it's magic—the stuff's soft until it gets hit and then it gets tough as iron."
On impulse, she slipped the jacket on. It was tight, so tight she couldn't get it closed. “Ugh, a bit small.” She took a close look at Scrornuck and grinned. “You really are pretty skinny,” she said with a laugh. “If I'd been looking more closely Saturday night, I might have tried to rescue you!"
"Yeah,” Scrornuck said sullenly. She'd touched a sore spot. While he did heroic things, he knew he didn't look much like a hero—too tall, too slim, not much of a chin. Far too many people dismissed him as nothing more than a skinny boy, and now it seemed Nalia was doing the same...
Jape's voice interrupted the self-pity party. “C'mon, Mister Saughblade, you shouldn't be so touchy. Most people would be happy to be as slender as you.” He patted his own small-but-present belly. “I know I would."
"I'm sorry,” Nalia said, gently taking his hand. “I didn't mean to insult you."
"It's okay.” Scrornuck's voice carried little conviction. “I know I'm not a big hunk..."
"So what?” she said. “Muscles aren't everything. Hell, the Acolyte I dated was dumb as a post. All he could talk about was how much he lifted and how many reps he did. I was bored stiff by our second date. You're fun to be around, you know stories and songs, and you kicked ass on those guys the other night. So what if you're skinny? You're still a major hunk to me!” She stood on tiptoes and gave him a little kiss. It was just a polite, innocent peck on the cheek—but it was enough to make him break out in an ear-to-ear grin.
"Careful,” Jape said. “I think somebody likes you."
"You got a problem with that?” With a big smile on his face, Scrornuck put on his jacket and set off down the trail, whistling happily.
* * * *"So this is the ‘Executive Palace'?” Scrornuck said. “They ought to call it the ‘Executive Dump'!” The building they'd reached after a few hours of pleasant walking through the forest was an incomplete, crumbling ruin. Three of its four wings had no roof, merely bare, moss-draped rafters. Bas-reliefs of foam plastic faux stone clung weakly to the decaying walls, held in place as much by the vines that covered the building as by fasteners. Chunks of the cheap material lay on the grass, some awaiting installation, others already fallen from the walls. The windows of the building's one completed section were broken, much of the roof had caved in and a few small trees grew through holes in the imitation thatch. The fake-stone of the windowless first floor, intended to suggest a most impressive castle, looked more like dissolving papier-mâché after the century of neglect.
Scrornuck kept one hand on his sword-grip as the three circled the building, though he saw no danger beyond Jape's tripping over his own feet as he tried to walk and watch his rings at the same time. “There's something in there all right,” Jape said, pointing to a ring on his left hand, whose purple jewel flickered faintly. “That's it."
"Sure that's not me?” Nalia asked.
"I thought you didn't believe you're a mind reader."
"You're paying me to pretend I believe, remember?"
"Ah.” Jape pointed to another ring, whose blue jewel flickered more brightly than the purple one. “This is you,” he said. He pointed again to the purple ring. “And this is whatever's inside. It may not be a person, or even alive—all I know for sure is that it gives off some of the same energies a mind reader does, along with some different energies. What it is, we won't know until we find it."
"You make it sound dangerous,” she said, shivering a little despite the late-morning warmth.
Scrornuck shrugged. “What's the worst that can happen?"
"A mind-eating monster could suck our brains out?"
"He'd starve to death on mine."
"Which means you should go first,” Jape concluded.
Scrornuck strode to the door and shouted, “Anybody in there?” A few startled birds took off through holes in the roof. “I guess we won't be interrupting anybody.” He pulled the big iron ring on the center of the door, and the rotted wood disintegrated in a shower of splinters and dust. “Honey, I'm home!” he shouted, stepping inside.
They spent the next two hours exploring the weed-choked ruins of the upper floors, dodging spiders, snakes, and rotted boards that crumbled underfoot. Finding nothing, they next headed into the dark, wet basement.
"We should have started down here in the catacombs,” Scrornuck said. “That's where the good stuff always is.” He ducked to miss a low-hanging beam. “Hey, how about some light? I almost brained myself there!"
Jape raised his right hand and a ball of white light formed between his fingertips, illuminating their surroundings. He looked again at the purple ring on his left hand. “This is interesting—we seem to be circling the source of the reading. There must be a courtyard of some sort at the center of this place. It's strange we didn't find a single door or window in any of the walls facing it."
Scrornuck wiggled his toes and felt the boots squeeze his legs gently. “If we don't find anything down here, I'll get up on the roof and have a look."
"Oops!” Nalia slipped and almost fell, catching herself with one hand and slouching against the wall. “Yuck!” she said, holding up a hand covered with mud from the passage's floor. “This gunk's disgusting!” She looked at her feet. “And it feels gross between my toes, too!"
"Hadn't noticed,” Scrornuck said, a little smugly. “My boots are waterproof.” He dipped a finger into the muck and took a careful sniff. “A good little vintage. Water, dirt, worms, bugs, and just a hint of bat guano."
"Thanks for sharing.” Jape said, holding his nose.
Scrornuck pointed. “I think we're almost to the end of it.” The floor sloped upward, becoming dry and almost clean. He stopped and knelt to examine a spot of dried mud, a footprint. “Somebody's been here."
"Recently?” Jape asked.
"Month or two, maybe."
They turned a corner and found themselves facing a metal door secured by a combination lock with four buttons and a knob. Scrornuck pushed the buttons in a random order and gave the knob a twist. As he expected, the door didn't open. He tried a different random combination, with the same result. After a few more tries, he put his shoulder against the door and pushed.
Click. He stopped pushing. A hiss, at first almost too faint to hear but quickly getting louder, came from several small holes in the wall. “Shit!” he shouted. "Down!" With his right hand, he shoved Jape and Nalia roughly to the floor. Jape's light went out. Phut! Something small bounced off Scrornuck's boot. Holding Ol’ Red business-end-down, he raised his left hand almost to the ceiling. Phut! A second object bounced off the shoulder-guard of his jacket. He got his right hand on the sword-grip and squeezed a command. The blade shot out, reaching almost to the floor, a wide, flat paddle blocking the holes in the wall. Phut-phut-phut-phut-phut-phut! The grip quivered in his hand and waves of light shot up and down the shimmering blade as more of the small objects shot from the holes and bounced off.
The shooting stopped, though the holes in the wall continued to hiss softly. Scrornuck cautiously reshaped the sword into a glowing needle and thrust it into the middle hole. There was a sudden pop, then a loud, high-pitched whistle that quickly dropped in both volume and pitch, then silence. “Think I turned it off,” he said. “Jape, you want to hit the lights?"
"I don't know,” Jape said. “Do you want Nalia to get to know you a whole lot better?"
"Huh?” Scrornuck looked down, and in the faint flickering of Ol’ Red's blade he saw what Jape meant. He was standing above Jape and Nalia, one leg on either side of them as they lay on the floor. If Jape started the light now, she was going to get something of a show. “Oops.” He took a quick step back.
"What was that?” Nalia asked, accepting a hand from Scrornuck as she got to her feet and Jape started his light.
"Looks like a security system,” Jape said. “Triggers when somebody who doesn't know the combination tries to open the door.” He held up one of the objects that had shot from the holes in the wall. “Some kind of tranquilizer dart, I think. Knocks an intruder out for a nice long nap.” He waved his other hand over the dart and watched his rings flicker. “A real long nap; the stuff's gone bad, turned to poison.” He dropped the dart to the floor and carefully nudged it up against the wall with his shoe. “Mister Saughblade, would you open the door?"
"With pleasure.” Scrornuck formed Ol’ Red's blade into a thin shim that fit between the door and its frame. There was a brief shower of sparks, and the door swung smoothly open, the bolt of its lock cleanly cut.
They stepped into an outdoor courtyard, overgrown with weeds and tall grass. Night had fallen, or so it seemed. Funny, Scrornuck thought, we didn't spend that much time wandering around. As he emerged fully into the courtyard, he had a more immediate concern: What the heck is that thing? At the center of the courtyard, atop a waist-high stone platform about ten feet on a side, sat a ball of flickering purple light about two feet across.
"Would you look at that,” Jape said softly, taking a step forward and holding up his hands.
Scrornuck held him back. “Let's not get too close till we know what this thing is."
Jape slowly approached the platform, watching his rings flicker. “I think it's harmless."
"Tell that to those guys.” Scrornuck pointed to two sets of bleached bones that lay a foot from the violet ball. He gently picked up one of the skulls and gazed into its empty eye-sockets.
"Is that a real skull?” Nalia asked. “I've only seen paper ones in the Spooky Day Parade."
"The genuine article.” Scrornuck casually tossed the skull to Nalia and stared curiously into the ball of light. The thing's deep purple color made it hard to focus his eyes. From time to time a brighter light flickered like a blue-white spark in the globe's center, illuminating a few slow-moving flakes of something black.
"Here, you can have it back,” Nalia said, tossing the skull in Scrornuck's direction. He looked up a moment too late, and the skull bounced off his hand and shattered on the stone platform. A spark at the ball's center illuminated something black, the shape of a small fish. The black apparition turned, as if looking at the shattered fragments of the skull.
"Mighty delicate,” Scrornuck muttered, reaching for a piece of the broken skull. Zzzzap! A blue-white spark that looked like lightning, or fire, or maybe some combination of the two, leaped from the ball's surface and played across his hand. He yelped in pain and jumped back. “Ow! I thought this thing was harmless!"
Jape looked up from his rings. “Not entirely, it would appear. Are you all right?"
"Yeah, it just surprised me.” Scrornuck inspected his hand. There were no blisters or burns, but it still hurt like the dickens.
Jape walked around the ball again, staring at his rings. “It's a little telepathic, but it's not like Nalia. I wonder if it's..."
"Shhh!” Scrornuck heard the soft noise of people approaching. Reaching for his sword, he took two steps toward the door—and the world went silent. Jape's “uh-oh” was cut off in the middle, the noise in the passage ceased, and even the background sounds of birds and insects died away. It was as though time itself had stopped for everyone but Scrornuck. Then, barely audible over his own heartbeat, he heard a sizzling sound, like an electric discharge. Slowly and warily, he turned around.
"What the...” he muttered. Nalia stood motionless, her palms pressed flat against the ball of light. Blue-violet tongues of something that looked like fire or lightning played up and down her arms, reaching almost to the elbow. Apparently suffering no discomfort, she gazed unblinking into the light, her eyes almost luminous as they reflected the purple glow.
Jape, meanwhile, stared blindly into the distance. Scrornuck waved a hand in front of his face, but there was no response. He shook Jape by the shoulders and finally slapped him. Still nothing. Although Scrornuck didn't understand the precise meaning of Jape's rings, he could see they were flashing a lot more brightly than they had been. Nuts, he thought, maybe Nalia was right about mind-eating monsters. The light-ball looked a little bigger and brighter, and the fluid inside appeared to be moving a bit more vigorously. He had no idea what all these things meant, but he didn't like what he saw.
Crap, he thought, this is gonna hurt. Still, he saw no alternative. Standing behind Nalia, he took a deep breath and yanked her hands away from the ball. The violet fire shot up and down his arms, burning off hair and jolting the muscles like some kind of electric shock. Hanging on to her hands, he staggered back a step. With a loud snap the ball released its grip, the lightning vanished, and the violet surface again became smooth. Both Nalia and Jape sagged, and Scrornuck had to wrap an arm around each to keep them from collapsing.
Sounds of activity returned—the insects first, and then the noises from behind the door. Whoever was out there had resumed their approach. Scrornuck quickly dragged Jape and Nalia to what he hoped was an inconspicuous corner of the courtyard, hacking a small hiding-place in the tall brambles. Maybe, just maybe, they wouldn't be noticed.
"Wha—” Jape mumbled as he regained consciousness. “Do you have to move that fast?” Scrornuck held a finger to his lips and pointed to the door.
Ten soldiers marched into the courtyard. They wore shiny black armor, including ornate helmets that concealed the upper part of their faces, and breastplates bearing the image of Spafu the Friendly Dragon.
"The Orb of McGinn,” the leader of the soldiers said, holding a pendant bearing a small purple jewel close to the violet ball. The jewel sparkled slightly. “As the Dragon breathes, it is coming back to life."
Orb of McGinn? Jape mouthed the words silently. Nalia, still groggy, shrugged.
Two soldiers set a large basket on the platform and opened its lid. “Go figure,” one complained, “first they tell us to guard this thing, don't move it, don't touch it, don't let anybody near it, and now..."
"That's enough!” their leader snapped. “We've got our orders—and by Spafu's tail, you'll answer to me if you damage it! Understood?"
"Yes, Captain!” The basket-carriers saluted and went to work. No sparks or fire jumped from the ball as they loaded it into the basket and closed the lid. Scrornuck looked at his scorched hands and thought, life just ain't fair. As the basket-carriers departed, the courtyard seemed to brighten and the sky became a clear blue.
"Now, as for you three...” The Captain turned and stared directly at Jape, Nalia and Scrornuck. “Consider yourselves prisoners of Lord Draggott. Surrender and come peacefully, please."
Jape led the three out of their hiding place. “That's a very kind offer. Maybe we could join Mister Draggott for dinner some time?"
The Captain spoke patiently, in the manner of a cop trying to talk a robber out of a bank. “You're outnumbered and we control the only exit. Surrender and we won't hurt you."
"Of course you won't.” Jape wagged the “GUEST” tag clipped to his cape.
Two of the soldiers drew their swords.
"Did you really think that'd work?” Scrornuck whispered.
"It was worth a try."
"This is your last chance to come peacefully,” the Captain said.
Jape shook his head. Nalia reached for her sword.
"Have it your way.” The remaining soldiers unsheathed their weapons. Three stayed by the Captain, blocking the way out, three turned to face Scrornuck, and the remaining two advanced on Jape and Nalia.
Scrornuck shot Jape a questioning look. “Nothing up my sleeve today,” Jape said. “They're all yours."
"You guys sure you want a fight?” Scrornuck raised Ol’ Red and let about four feet of the blade spring forth. The attackers blinked and paused for a moment, but continued their advance. One soldier raised the inevitable taunt, calling, “Hey, cutie, what's under the dress?"
Scrornuck sighed. Not again. “Man-eating tigers,” he said, slowly raising one leg, as if to give them a peek. “Wanna look?” He suddenly spun about and swung Ol’ Red, shifting his grip slightly so the sword's blade jumped out to leave neat little cuts on the soldiers’ cheeks, just below their helmets. “I win!” he shouted as the three dropped back. With a broad smile, he raised his sword and bowed graciously as he'd seen the duelists in Taupeaquaah do. What a great place, he thought.
As Scrornuck bowed, the soldiers rushed forward, thrusting their weapons. Ah, shit, he thought, I knew this was too good to be true. Ol’ Red leaped out to deflect two of the blades, but the third got through, finding the gap between his belt and the bottom of his armor. He felt a sudden pain followed by the sticky warmth of blood as the sword grazed his right side. Ol’ Red's blade flickered and disappeared as he whirled to his left to escape the attack. For a moment he stood motionless, growling a deep animal sound that was equal parts pain and anger. The wound, though minor, hurt.
The soldiers charged. It was a mistake—no, a big mistake, a very big mistake. The attacker on Scrornuck's left, the one who'd opened the cut in his side, had just enough time to make a noise that was less a scream than a surprised whut? as Ol’ Red's blade shot out to its maximum length, edges glowing a coppery red, and skewered him through the heart. The man in the middle accomplished little beyond bouncing his blade harmlessly off Scrornuck's shoulder-guard before uttering a muffled huh? as the fibersword opened him from sternum to bellybutton. The third was more fortunate: Scrornuck slammed Ol’ Red's guard down on the man's hands, knocking the sword from his grasp and leaving him disarmed but still among the living.
The whole battle, if it deserved to be called such, had taken about ten seconds.
Scrornuck stole a glance at Nalia and Jape. She clearly had the upper hand—the soldiers had yet to land any kind of a blow on her, while she had inflicted minor cuts on both of them. Jape stood safely out of harm's way behind her. This ain't fair, Scrornuck thought. She's the Cast, I'm the Guest, and who do they come after?
He looked again at the soldier to his right, who made no effort to retrieve his sword. Not wanting to kill an unarmed man, he tossed the soldier at the pair attacking Nalia. The three went down in a heap, and stayed down as the tip of Nalia's blade danced around them. She glanced at Scrornuck and chuckled. “Still trying to pick up women in fights?"
He shrugged. “If it works, it works."
Two more soldiers charged Scrornuck. Instead of taking them on directly, he jumped, up and forward, doing a flip in the air and landing directly behind their leader. An instant later, he raised Ol’ Red's blade to the Captain's throat and made an offer of his own: “This is your last chance to go peacefully."
The soldiers had seen enough. They ran like scared rabbits, past Scrornuck and their leader, out of the courtyard, down the passageway and were gone.
Scrornuck put his sword away but kept one hand firmly clamped about his prisoner's neck. “Maybe you'd like to tell us a little bit more about Lord Draggott and why he wants us?"
"Aggh—ack—auggh,” the Captain gurgled in response.
"It's hard to talk when you're being strangled,” Jape said.
"Oh.” Scrornuck loosened his grip a little.
"Two of my best men...” their captive sputtered, squirming to get a good look at Scrornuck's face. “What kind of demon are you?"
"The kind that'll rip your lungs out if I don't like your answers.” He brought Ol’ Red's blade a little closer to his prisoner's throat.
Jape stared into the Captain's eyes. “Tell us about Lord Draggott.” His voice was soft, almost soothing. “Who is he? What's he look like?"
"He is our master,” came the defiant reply. “He wears black—black hood, black cape, black robes, black mask..."
"Of course,” Scrornuck spat, “they always wear black."
"It is the will of Spafu that we defend our sacred way of life,” the Captain said. “Lord Draggott has told us that invaders would come to defile the Temple and overturn the sacred order. We must not let that happen..."
"Who is he to say such things?” Nalia demanded. “A prophet?"
"Lord Draggott is more than a mere prophet. He is the true—"
Scrornuck heard a crunch from above. He spun about, dragging his captive with him, and saw atop the wall a soldier with a dagger in his hand. As Scrornuck shoved Jape, Nalia and the Captain to the ground, the soldier threw his weapon. Scrornuck spun to his right and ducked, and the dagger bounced off his jacket. Then, as the boots sang their song, he leaped upward, landing on the rotted fake-stone at the top of the wall. The soldier reached into his belt for another dagger, Scrornuck threw a punch, and the century-old plastic-and-stucco collapsed under them.
Both men fell. One knew how to land. Scrornuck twisted in the air, getting the boots underneath him to soak up most of the shock of impact. He dropped and rolled and knew he'd be sore tomorrow, but he'd done much better than the knife-thrower, who lay unmoving on the grass, his neck at an impossible angle.
The Captain saw an opportunity and bolted for the passageway. "Shit!" Scrornuck muttered as the sound of footsteps faded away, “bitch got away.” He spent a moment listening for noises in the passage and scanning the roof for any more attacks from above. Seeing and hearing nothing out of the ordinary, he relaxed a little and helped Jape and Nalia to their feet. “I think they're gone—for now, anyway."
Taking the little red prayer book from his sporran, he knelt beside the dead and recited the Prayer of Intercession for Fallen Enemies, following it with a moment of respectful silence.
"Did you really have to whack those guys?” Jape whispered as Scrornuck put the prayer book away. “They don't harm guests here, remember?"
"That's what I thought, too.” Scrornuck took Jape's hand and held it against the warm, sticky wound in his side.
"Hmm.” Jape wiped his fingers on a patch of Scrornuck's kilt—there were so many bloodstains on the garment that one more would hardly be noticed—and reached into a pocket of his cape. “Do you need the first-aid stuff?"
"It's minor. I'll take care of it tonight."
Jape nodded, and with one toe he rolled over the body of the soldier who'd fallen from the roof. “Let's see if we can learn something about who they were.” Still working with his toe, he prodded the helmet off the dead man. “Would you look at that: our friend Pretty Boy."
"Son-of-a-bitch likes to throw knives,” Scrornuck said.
Jape rolled the body back over and looked at Nalia, who'd been staring wide-eyed and white-faced at the three dead soldiers. “Are you all right?"
She continued staring at the bodies. “He killed them."
Jape shrugged. “He protected us; that's what he does. After a while you get used to it."
"Taupeaquaahns don't kill each other."
Scrornuck pointed to the dagger still in Leondo's hand. “This guy was trying."
"Let's see if there's anything left on that altar,” Jape said, pointing to the platform where the violet ball had been. Scrornuck winced at the term. In his dictionary an altar was a place of worship, and he already had a strong feeling that whatever this thing was, it wasn't the least bit divine.
In addition to the aged bones, they found several dried-out, rotted slats of wood on the platform, directly beneath where the violet ball had been. “Bottom of a shipping crate?” Scrornuck suggested.
"Must have included a lot of packing peanuts,” Jape said. The ball had been at most two feet across, but this crate was easily twice that.
Gently and carefully, Scrornuck lifted the planks. “Aha—a tag."
Jape bent over to read the faded writing. "Shipment for P. McGinn. Destination: Courtyard A, Personal Residence (Executive Palace). Origin: Office B36, Alpine Lake Winter Sports Complex."
"They have ski slopes here?"
"Sounds like they were working on them. Contents: Personal Effects. Crate 8 of 17. Ship date September 7, 2133C.E." Jape stroked his chin thoughtfully. “That's less than a week before UniFlag abandoned the project."
"What is all this stuff?” Nalia asked, taking her eyes off the bodies and joining Jape and Scrornuck.
"Clues,” Scrornuck said. “We've got a mystery on our hands."
"Several mysteries.” Jape counted them off on the fingers of his left hand. “What was that ball? Who is Lord Draggott and why does he want it? Who's this McGinn character? And what's any of this got to do with saving the world from—” He stopped, staring at the ring on the finger he'd just raised. The green jewel, so bright it seemed to glow, had a decidedly yellowish tinge. “Uh-oh, time to get to work.” He spread his softscroll atop the platform. “First step to solving any mystery is research. Let's see what's in the archives.” Tapping the buttons quickly, he entered a series of requests for information relating to McGinn, Draggott, Orb, Alpine Lake and Winter Sports Complex.
All three watched the scroll, waiting expectantly for an answer. Scrornuck whistled, Jape tapped his foot, Nalia looked uneasily back toward the bodies, which were beginning to attract flies. Finally the scroll made a soft beep. Jape sighed, rolled up the scroll and slipped it into a pocket of his cape. “It'll take them a day or two to find the records. Let's go; we won't learn anything else here."
They backtracked through the dingy corridors, Scrornuck taking the lead and carefully exploring each stretch of passageway before allowing Jape and Nalia to follow. He met no opposition. It appeared the soldiers had fled.
"I wonder about this Captain,” Jape said. “Is this a military organization? What were they doing here?"
"I heard them say they were supposed to capture you and me,” Nalia said.
"When did you hear that?"
"Just before they rushed us."
"What about me?” Scrornuck asked. “Did they say anything?"
"Just to dispose of you quickly."
"Boy, that's getting old,” he said with mock indignation. “It's always ‘capture the short guy, don't hurt the girl, and oh yeah, kill the big guy.’ I'm always the afterthought. Just once I'd like to be the one they want."
"Be careful what you wish for,” Jape warned. “You might get it."
They walked a bit further, still encountering no sign of opposition. “That Orb thing is going to be trouble, you know,” Scrornuck predicted. “I can feel it."
Jape chuckled. “You're just cranky because it doesn't like you."
"Why me, anyway?” Scrornuck looked at Nalia. “You can stick your arms in it up to the elbow without so much as a tingle."
"What?” she said. “I never touched it."
"I didn't see her...” Jape said.
"You were staring at her like a cow in a trance!"
"I was? When?"
"In the courtyard, just before those soldiers showed up.” Scrornuck frowned. “Come to think of it, a lot of strange stuff happened then. The birds weren't chirping, and I didn't hear the soldiers making noise in the corridor. It was dead silent, almost like time had stopped until I pulled her out."
"I don't remember any of that,” Jape said.
"Me neither,” Nalia added.
"Well, I know what I saw!” Scrornuck kicked at the debris on the floor, spattering the walls ahead with mud. “Know what I felt, too.” He looked at his hands again, certain he'd remember for the rest of his life just how much touching that thing had hurt.
In short order they emerged from the basement and entered the Palace's sunlit entry hall. “Still no sign of the troops,” Jape said. “I told you they'd be high-tailing it for home.” Kicking mud from their shoes, they strode through the remains of the door into the late-afternoon sunshine. “It is sure a beautiful day..."
Scrunch-scrunch. Scrornuck spun about and saw three archers balanced atop the second floor facade. He practically threw Jape and Nalia away from the building as the soldiers loosed their arrows, striking both of his shoulders and the center of his chest. His armored jacket stopped the arrows, but they still hit with the force of hard punches.
As the archers reached for fresh arrows, Scrornuck drew his sword. With two great swings he cut through the support beams on either side of the doorway. The facade came down, leaving the soldiers lying dazed in a pile of rotted wood and plastic foam. “Now,” he said, “I've got some questions for you."
There was a sudden crack. The soldiers could do little more than scream as a twenty-foot section of the roof caved in on them. When the dust settled, one arm and one leg, motionless, were all that protruded from the rubble.
"Shit,” Scrornuck muttered. He turned to Jape and Nalia, and found himself watching one side of a conversation. She stared into the Ranger's eyes, and he spoke, seemingly in response to questions only he could hear. “After a while you get used to it.” A few seconds of silence. “They're not playing by the rules.” A few more seconds, in which Nalia's eyes flicked to the pile of debris for an instant. “Trust me; you'll never be in a safer place than you are right now."
It's one of those days, Scrornuck thought. He took out his prayer book, knelt before the pile of debris and for the second time today whispered his prayer. After the “amen,” he remained kneeling for a while, working through the day's math. He wasn't very good at multiplication, terrible at division and hopeless around fractions, but he was pretty good at counting—and by his count there were at least three soldiers left. With a soft sigh, he bookmarked the prayer. He had a feeling he'd be needing this page again.
* * * *The three moved briskly along the trail as the afternoon sun set and a gloomy twilight filled the forest. They'd be arriving at their camp well after dark.
"Good news, bad news,” Jape said philosophically. “We found the Orb, that other telepathic thing, but Lord Draggott's soldiers took it.” He held up his left hand and gazed into the purple ring. “We found it once, we can find it again.” He stopped. “That's odd.” He held his hand higher, twisted it in different ways. “That's very odd.” He waved his hands around and turned in a slow circle. “No matter which way I turn it, the reading's exactly the same.” He lowered his hands. “It's as though the field were all around us.” He looked suspiciously at Nalia and examined his blue ring. It brightened when facing her and dimmed as he moved his hand away. “This one still works.” But the purple ring remained unchanged, a dull glow that was possibly a little brighter than it had been in the morning. “Well, if the instrument won't tell us where it is, we'll have to find it some other way."
A little further into the woods, Scrornuck slowed down and finally stopped.
"Come along, Mister Saughblade,” Jape called cheerfully, “duty calls!"
"In a minute,” Scrornuck said. “Nature's calling, and I think she's calling louder.” He stepped off the trail. “Duty can wait.” He turned away from Jape and Nalia, lifted his kilt, threw back his head and sang:
I can pee again! Lucky, lucky me, I can pee again!
I can pee again! Lucky, lucky me, I can pee again!
After all these long hard miles
I know my bladder surely smiles
'Cause I can pee again! Lucky, lucky me, I can pee again!
"That's pretty tacky,” Nalia said.
"Yeah,” Scrornuck admitted, “the rhymes are really lame."
"That's not what I meant. Couldn't you at least go behind a tree to do that?"
"Why?"
"So half the world doesn't see you!"
"I'm facing the other way."
"I know what you're doing!"
"You'd know what I was doing if I went behind a tree."
"It's just what people do!"
"Well, how was I supposed to know?"
"Everybody knows..."
"If you're expecting Mister Saughblade to know the rules of ‘civilized’ behavior,” Jape interrupted, “I'm afraid you've got a disappointment coming."
Nalia laughed, for the first time since they'd left the Palace. “He probably doesn't know which fork to use for the appetizer, either."
Scrornuck stood for a moment, smoothing the aprons of his kilt, before slowly turning to face Jape and Nalia. His expression was deadly serious. “Jape,” he whispered, “you and Nalia stay here. Make some noise."
Jape nodded silently, and then stepped off the trail himself. A few seconds later the sound of splashing water again filled the air. As Nalia stood by, exasperated, Scrornuck stepped away from the trail and crept forward, straining his hearing to the limit. He'd been hearing sounds that didn't come from birds or insects, and he knew that these woods, where the trees met overhead and formed a sort of tunnel over the trail, would be the perfect place for an ambush. There—he heard a rustling sound, ahead and to the right, followed by a soft metallic clink.
He moved slowly forward, staying several feet from the trail, and he heard the sound again. This time he could locate it, about fifty feet down the trail and overhead.
As Jape and Nalia continued rather loudly debating the etiquette of outdoor potty stops, Scrornuck cautiously and silently advanced. He heard breathing, rushed and nervous, in the trees directly above. There were two people up there, maybe three. He took out his sword and wiggled his toes just so.
"Howdy, boys,” he called as he landed on a branch between three black-clad soldiers. “Waiting for someone?” He squeezed Ol’ Red's grip with his left hand, and a few feet of the fiber-blade appeared, edges glowing just enough for him to make out their eyes and the blades of their swords.
After a moment's panic, the three soldiers attacked. Scrornuck fought gently, wanting to take at least one of them alive for questioning. He found this difficult in the darkness, as the soldiers’ black uniforms combined with the weak moonlight to make them nearly invisible. After about a minute, he had received a couple of minor wounds and found himself backed up against the trunk of the tree. Reluctantly, he abandoned his plans. Ol’ Red's blade flashed, there were a few muffled noises of the kind people make while drawing a pre-scream breath, and three bodies fell to the ground.
Scrornuck dropped to the trail, and yet again took out his prayer book, opening it to the marked page. Jape slowly circled the bodies, probing them with his toes. Nalia, pale and holding a hand over her mouth, stared at Jape. He shrugged and said, simply, “After a while—"
"—you get used to it,” she finished softly. “I don't think I want to."
Scrornuck said his “amen” and put the prayer book away. “Let's see who these guys were,” Jape said, holding up one hand to kindle a small ball of light. Scrornuck gently removed the helmet from a corpse. In the pale light of Jape's lamp, he recognized the man as a member of the gang that had attacked Nalia in the bar. “Another of our special friends."
The helmet had cracked down the middle when the soldier hit the ground. “Not very sturdy,” Scrornuck said, pulling on either side of the helmet and easily splitting it in half. He removed the breastplate from the least bloody corpse, and tore it in half with little effort.
"Recognize this?” Jape asked, handing Nalia the clean half of the breastplate.
She ran her finger along the shiny black surface, tracing the outline of Spafu's wing. “I can't recall seeing anybody wear armor like this. Hardly anybody wears armor at all, really, just kids who are learning to duel, and they wear heavy stuff made of metal. This is different. It's so smooth..."
"I think it's injection-molded polystyrene."
"Poly-what? Is that some kind of magic?"
"Some people say it's a ‘magical’ material..."
"Cheap plastic,” Scrornuck said derisively.
"But the ‘magic’ part refers to its being inexpensive and easy to mold,” Jape finished. “Hmm...” He looked more closely at the image of Spafu molded into the armor. “Some kind of charm, maybe a defense against magical weapons?"
"Didn't do him much good,” Scrornuck said.
"The Mayoral Guards have dress uniforms with this image on them,” she said thoughtfully, “but it's not armor, it's just sewn into the cloth, and they only wear them on really special occasions."
"Well, for now it's one more mystery,” Jape said. “Maybe it'll make sense later."
With a deep sigh, Scrornuck started down the trail, Jape and Nalia hurrying to keep up.
"Something bothering you?” Jape asked softly.
"Those guys never stood a chance."
"Against you, who does?” Jape patted Scrornuck's shoulder. “You were just doing your job."
"I thought this was a peaceful place."
"So did I. It appears that some people around here don't like us."
"Just once, I'd like to go someplace where everybody does."
"That makes two of us,” Jape said.
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Chapter Six"Tell Me a Story"Nalia paced around the campfire. “I've lived nineteen years in this town, I've gotten in my share of duels and fights, but I've never even heard of anybody killing anybody—until you got here!” She pointed her finger squarely at Scrornuck. “Now there's bodies falling from the trees, people shooting arrows at us...” She stopped, quivering with anger. “By Spafu's tail, I should turn you in the second we get back to town!” She jabbed her finger at him again. “You said you were the good guy, you said I could trust you. Hah!” With that, she stalked off toward her tent.
Scrornuck slowly stopped chewing on his leather-like hunk of preserved survival rations. Nalia's outburst surprised him, for she hadn't said much of anything since the ambush in the forest. But he saw her point: in her experience, people followed a code that strictly limited violence, and he'd shattered that code into a million pieces. True, he'd done it in their defense, but nonetheless he'd killed eight people today.
"Nalia, you're right,” Jape said in a soft voice. “I owe you an explanation.” She stopped, and slowly turned to face the fire. “There is much I haven't told you,” he continued, “because I feared you wouldn't believe me. You were rather skeptical about the mind reading."
"I still am,” she said. But she took a few steps toward him.
"I'm afraid this will make mind reading sound positively ordinary."
"Great, just great.” She came to the fire and stood silently for a moment before sitting down with an exasperated sigh. “Oh, hell, go ahead and tell me. I don't have anywhere to go tonight. But I don't promise to believe you."
"Very well,” Jape said. “You already know Mister Saughblade and I aren't from Taupeaquaah."
"No shit?” Her voice dripped with sarcasm. “I hadn't noticed."
"Well, we're not from Khansous, either.” He took a deep breath. “In fact, we're not from this world at all."
"What?” Nalia's eyebrows went up, way up.
"I know this sounds strange, but there are over two thousand different worlds. I'm from one, Mister Saughblade is from another, and yours is another still."
"Aw, crap!” Nalia stood. “Mind reading, other worlds—what a load of bull!” She stood up and stared down at Jape. “Tell you what: if there are really two thousand worlds, prove it! Take me to another one, right now!"
Jape glanced at a gadget that looked a lot like an oversized pocket watch hanging from his belt. “Sorry, but I can't do that from here, at least not right now."
"I knew it! Bullshit, bullshit, and more bullshit!” she said, storming off toward her tent. “Let me tell you something, Mister Ranger,” she called over her shoulder. “There's exactly one world, and it's this one, right here under our feet!” She stomped her foot hard for emphasis, raising a small cloud of dust. “And you can tell your bodyguard we have rules against killing people!"
Jape watched helplessly as Nalia crawled into her tent and yanked the flap shut. Slowly, he raised his left hand and looked at the jewel in the largest ring. It now glowed more yellow than green. “Less than twelve days,” he said, and wearily trudged to his own tent.
With a sigh, Scrornuck picked up his blanket, took some supplies from the pack, and walked over to the stream. Wrapped in the old plaid, he leaned against a tree and dangled his bare feet in the cool water as he worked. Cleaning the kilt was easy: he simply swished it in the stream and hung it from a tree branch to dry. Most of the blood washed out, and what didn't blended in with the brown-splotches-on-red pattern. The wound in his side required only a good washing in the clear spring water, followed by some antiseptic goo and a bandage from the first-aid kit. Thanks to the magical stuff in the goo, it would heal in four or five days. The shirt, however, was hopeless. The rip was much too big to fix, and even a long soak in the stream wasn't removing the blood. Sheeyit, he thought, this was one of my favorites.
A couple of fat fish nibbled at his feet. He wished he'd seen them before breaking out the leathery survival crap. Well, there's always breakfast.
After scrubbing the last of the dried blood from his side, he slipped into an open-collared Jacobite shirt that was long enough to prevent public indecency if he didn't bend over too far, gathered up his gear and strolled back to the fire. With a sigh, he tossed his ruined shirt onto the coals. It sizzled, steamed, and eventually consented to burn.
The light in Jape's tent went out, and a minute later a steady buzz-saw snoring filled the air. Far away, a lone coyote howled, seemingly in response. With one last thought about Jape and Nalia, Scrornuck curled up in his plaid blanket and fell into a light, observant sleep.
In the wee hours he arose to answer the call of nature, and also found that his kilt had dried. As he fastened the garment around his waist, he heard a noise from Nalia's tent. She quietly slipped out, looked around, and started walking in the general direction of the trail that led toward Taupeaquaah. Stifling a sigh, he slipped on his boots and followed.
Within minutes she'd lost sight of the campfire and was traveling in a random path. He stayed out of sight, letting her wander until she appeared to be on the verge of panic. Then, without a sound, he stepped from the darkness into a pool of moonlight directly in front of her. “Going somewhere?” he asked, suppressing a smile as she nearly jumped out of her skin.
She wrapped her arms around him, buried her face in his chest and cried, “I just want to go home, and now I'm lost. I was afraid I'd just wander in circles until something ate me...” As if on cue, a wolf howled in the distance. “I'm scared."
"I won't let the wolves eat you."
She looked up with wide, wet eyes and gulped. “I think you scare me more! You killed those guys like it was nothing."
"I didn't want to. They were trying to kill us."
"Taupeaquaahns don't kill people,” she insisted, but her voice lacked conviction.
"Nobody told these guys."
"I know,” she sobbed. “I don't want to believe this mind-reading stuff, but I could tell they were out to kill you.” She clung to him as the wolf howled again. “And that creepy Captain is out there someplace..."
"Not to mention the mysterious Lord Draggott."
"I don't even want to think about him."
He patted her back gently. “Well, maybe we should get back to camp."
"I guess. I just want to go home. I have a nice little apartment, two rooms with a door that locks and a nice warm bed. I just want to wake up tomorrow morning and find this was all a dream. Even my old job at Syb's looks good now."
He looked carefully into her wide, fearful eyes and spoke in his most serious voice. “Listen to me. Even if you don't believe anything else Jape or I say about mind reading or other worlds, believe this: I promised to bring you back safely. I keep my promises."
She wiped her eyes. “I think I can believe that. I might not even have to pretend."
Nalia's random walk hadn't taken her far from the camp, and soon they were close enough to hear Jape's snoring. A moment later the fire and the tents came into view.
"I still won't be able to sleep,” she said as Scrornuck tossed a fresh log on the fire. “My head's all full of scary stuff."
"Think this would help?” He produced the almost-empty wineskin.
She shook her head.
"Some music, perhaps?” She nodded, so he assembled his pipes—taking special care to wet the reeds—and played a soft, rambling melody.
After a while she looked up from the fire. “Scrornuck?"
"At your service."
"Tell me a story. I need something to help get my mind off..."
He put a finger to his lips. “If you're trying to get your mind off something, you shouldn't be talking about it.” He tugged on the end of his beard as if trying to bring it to a sharper point. “A story, let me think...” He knew plenty of tales, but most concerned bloody battles and hideous monsters, and weren't likely to relax this nervous young woman. What she needs, he thought, fiddling with the oddly-shaped stone hanging from a string around his neck, is something just a little silly. The Tail of the Virgin Queen would be an obvious choice, but it didn't translate well to the common tongue—most of the really naughty puns went away. Besides, the Tail was a song, and needed a guitar for accompaniment.
"What's that thing?” she asked, interrupting his contemplation.
"This? It's a rock.” He undid the string and handed her the pebble. It was a rather common stone, shiny and a bit oddly shaped, looking from one angle rather like a duck's bill. The ordinary leather string passed through what appeared to be a natural hole.
"Just a rock?” She rubbed the stone between her fingers. “Then why do you wear it?"
"It's special—it's a dragon-slayer."
"What do you do, throw it hard enough to knock the dragon out of the sky?"
"Not exactly...” He stopped short and thought. “You know, the tale of this rock may be just what you're looking for. Want to hear it?"
She smiled slightly. “It's not too bloody, is it?"
"Not bloody at all,” he assured her. “Once upon a time, not that long ago, there lived a tall, red-haired young man who was on a Quest to find the answer to the Great Riddle of Life..."
Scrornuck trudged down the muddy road into the mist-shrouded mountains by the sea. He'd departed his village in a mixture of excitement over the coming journey, sadness at leaving his friends and family behind, and deep regret over having destroyed his grandfather's sword. Though no words were spoken, Scrornuck saw the tears in his father's eyes when he brought the blade home in pieces. Despite his hurt, the old man had directed Scrornuck to the mountains, to a Great Sage who was said to know the answers to all questions. The journey took many days, concluding with a long, treacherous and exhausting climb to a small, dark cave behind a waterfall.
Cold, wet and bruised from several nearly-disastrous falls, Scrornuck hauled himself into the cave and heard a voice speaking from the darkness, inviting him to warm up by a small fire. He did this, and in time the Sage appeared, wearing a long green robe that brushed the ground and moving in a way that seemed more floating than walking. The Sage offered Scrornuck a skin of wine and listened as his guest told the story of the Knight, and his quest to answer the Great Riddle of Life.
Time passed, and the Sage said nothing. Lulled by the warmth of the fire, the silence, the darkness and perhaps the wine, Scrornuck dozed off, only to jump back to attention when the Sage at last uttered five words:
"To do is to be."
Having spoken, the Sage disappeared into the darkness. Scrornuck struggled to follow, but his legs were stiff from sitting. By the time he got to his feet, the Sage was nowhere to be seen, and after a brief, fruitless search, Scrornuck gave up and left the cave.
He was amazed to see sunlit mountains in place of the low hills and fog-shrouded coast—it appeared he had entered the cave by one entrance and come out by another. His body told him it was late afternoon, but the sun and shadows said it was mid-morning.
In the sun-drenched valley below the mountain, Scrornuck found a small village whose people knew nothing of the Great Riddle, but did know of another village that was under attack by a most unfriendly Dragon. The monster had besieged the village, gobbling up the bean fields, killing the men, and carrying the young maidens off to its lair. The local king had sent his bravest knights to slay the monster, but they had simply become snacks for the great beast.
"To do is to be,” the Sage had said. Scrornuck took the message to mean that he should do great deeds with whatever time he had left. And so, he set off to slay the Dragon, hoping that if he were successful he might find a carbuncle...
"Whose uncle?” Nalia interrupted.
"A carbuncle. It's like a purple ruby full of golden veils. They form in the brains of Dragons, especially big, powerful old ones. Legend says that if you find one, you'll have wealth, good fortune and wisdom. I figured I could use those—especially the wisdom to help me figure out the Great Riddle—so I headed toward the Dragon's lair."
Scrornuck wandered through the sunlit meadow at the top of the mountain pass, admiring the blue sky, the green grass and the flowers. While he watched the scenery, the Dragon watched him and thought about how an afternoon snack would really hit the spot. As Scrornuck stood oblivious, the monster swooped down the mountainside, mouth open, teeth and claws gleaming...
"And then you drew your magic sword and slit the Dragon wide open,” Nalia said. “Ta-daa!"
"Don't anticipate,” he warned. “In fact, I never had time to reach for Ol’ Red..."
Scrornuck spotted a fascinating pebble on the path—a shiny rock with a natural hole, a chip of stone that looked from his vantage point oddly like a duck's beak. He went down on one knee to get a better look, and his hand closed on the interesting stone.
Something hit him in the back, sending him flying. He felt a blast of wind, smelled an awful stink, and heard a terrifying roar. For a moment the Dragon, its talon caught on a buckle of his backpack, dragged him down the trail. Then the strap tore off and Scrornuck skidded to a stop in the dirt. He saw the Dragon gliding away, looking over its shoulder as if it, too, wondered what had just happened. An instant later, still looking back at him, the Dragon flew straight into a stand of trees and burst its gas-bladder. The steel backpack buckle clanked against a rock, there was a spark—and the monster vanished in a great ball of orange flame and greasy black smoke. Dragon parts rained from the sky, and as the smoke drifted away Scrornuck was surrounded by a crowd of young maidens making their escape from the beast's lair.
He searched the field for the Dragon's head, but by the time he spotted it, resting against the remains of a flattened tree, the ladies had hoisted him to their shoulders and were carrying their rescuer down the hill to their village, where they spent the next few days expressing their gratitude.
"I'll bet they were grateful,” Nalia said, raising one eyebrow. “Did you ever find your carbuncle?"
"I'm afraid not. Carbuncles start to dissolve as soon as the dragon's slain. By the time the villagers were done thanking me, it was too late."
Scrornuck found nothing but maggots and slime in the Dragon's skull, and with a sigh, he headed back to the cave where he'd met the Great Sage.
The Sage listened to his story, and after a long, long pause, said simply:
"Sometimes, to be is to do."
Scrornuck was hardly surprised when the Sage again vanished into the darkness. He left the cave, and with the sun shining overhead and the green mountains all around, he inspected his new pebble and contemplated what the Sage had told him: To do is to be, to be is to do.
"And so,” Scrornuck concluded, “to the moral of my adventure.” The joke was positively prehistoric, but he couldn't resist: in his best lounge-singer voice he crooned, "Do-be-do-be-do, do-do-be-do-be—"
She slapped him playfully. “Not exactly the answer to the Great Riddle of Life."
"No, but there's a message—sometimes you have to do something, take action, be the hero. And sometimes you just have to show up and be yourself. The hard part is knowing which."
"Uh-huh.” She yawned, and handed him the stone. “I think I'm ready to get some sleep now. Thanks for the story.” She held his hand for a moment, and then gave him a little peck on the cheek. “And thanks for bringing me back."
"It was my pleasure,” he said as he escorted her to the tent and made sure she was comfortable. “Sleep well. And oh, yeah, be sure to take a stick along if you get up to pee tonight. I saw some snakes around the privy, and I'd hate to have to suck poison out of your butt."
"You would, huh?"
He nodded. “Snake poison tastes worse than coffee."
* * * *Scrornuck grinned as Nalia stuck her head out of her tent and carefully sniffed the morning air. “It's safe,” he called, “no coffee today."
"I smell something good! What is it?"
"Breakfast!” He lifted the pan in which he was frying three beautiful pieces of fish, and deftly slid them onto three plates. “Enjoy!"
She tasted a corner of her fish, and followed the taste with big bite. “Mmm, it's good!"
Scrornuck tossed a stone in the direction of Jape's tent. “Wake up, old man, breakfast's getting cold!"
Jape straggled out, muttering something about a place so uncivilized that you can't even get coffee in the morning. He took his plate and sniffed. “Real food. Smells good. You, on the other hand, stink like a wet dog, Mister Saughblade."
"Yeah, I got soaked last night."
Nalia ran her fingers through Scrornuck's damp, matted hair. “Don't you know it always rains on Monday nights?"
"Well, Nalia,” Jape said between bites, “you sound a bit more cheerful this morning. Did you sleep well?"
"I was pretty nervous,” she said sheepishly. “I needed Scrornuck to tell me a bedtime story."
"You had a rough day. Did it help?"
She nodded. “I slept like a stone."
"Mister Saughblade's a good storyteller."
"Telling stories isn't all that hard,” Scrornuck said. “I bet Nalia knows some fine tales."
"Indeed,” Jape said. “The other day you said something about Spafu's Helpers and the beginning of the world. Do you have a story about that?"
She nailed Jape with a look that made Scrornuck wince. “You don't know? I may not be the most devout Spafuist—I mean, my offerings are still pretty small and I even dated a Snaker once—but at least I was awake when they taught how Spafu made the world!"
"I know a number of creation stories,” Jape replied calmly. “But as I said, we're not from around here, and I'd like to hear yours."
"Okay.” She a deep breath, closed her eyes and recited:
The Book of Spafu, Chapter Two:
What Spafu did in the beginning is beyond human understanding. If a man were to understand it he would go mad.
But the Friendly Dragon made something that at once was and was not, and in the blink of an eye and a flash of fire, the world was made
With all its grass, and trees, and animals
And its people.
And Spafu saw that it was good.
And he looked upon the people, and said “you are my children, my special treasure, and I shall provide you with all you need."
So the Dragon gathered his people by the River, and summoned from his dwelling place the Helpers—a little more than men, a little less than Spafu himself—and they built the City.
They built the walls, and the buildings,
And the great Square, and the Temple.
And it was good.
And behold, the Helpers returned whence they came,
But Spafu stayed with his people.
And the Dragon said, “This world is too big and beautiful not to be shared."
And he divided the City and said, “You, my children, shall be the Cast, and you shall live in the Quarter designated for you. To this other Quarter, of broad streets and spacious rooms, I shall invite Guests.
"And you, my Cast, shall serve the Guests, taking care of their every need, providing them with food and gifts, singing songs and performing shows for them. And I shall provide for you."
And so it was: the Cast, the Dragon's special treasure, came to live in their Quarter, receiving the Gifts of Spafu, learning songs and plays, preparing the other Quarter for the arrival of the Guests.
Nalia said no more for several seconds, and Scrornuck finally asked, “Then what?"
"Yes, the story seems a bit unfinished,” Jape said. “What happens after the Guest Quarter's made ready?"
"We wait for the Guests to come,” Nalia said. “I mean the True Guests, not people like you who just walked into town. We let Cast members and visitors stay in the Guest Quarter if they've got the money, because it helps us practice serving. But the priests say that the True Guests are from the same place as Spafu and his Helpers, and one day they'll just appear out of nowhere between the Standing Stones. The Guard who's keeping watch will sound the Horn, and the whole City will turn out to greet them."
"Have any True Guests ever come?” Jape asked.
She sighed. “Not yet. I don't talk about this in public, especially around the Temple, but it's been a hundred years already—sometimes I wonder if they're ever going to come."
"Well,” Scrornuck said, “As long as we're waiting, anybody for seconds on breakfast?"
"Sure,” Nalia replied, “this stuff's great. How come we didn't have it last night?"
"Didn't know it was there.” He grabbed the frying-pan and started toward the creek.
"Where are you going?"
"To catch a couple more fish."
"Huh?"
"You've never been fishing?"
She shook her head.
"Come with me.” He handed her the frying pan and led her to the creek. Placing one foot on a log and the other on a rock, he straddled a calm pool where several fat, colorful fish swam lazily. He extended Ol’ Red's blade a couple feet and took careful aim. A sudden squeeze of the grip shot the blade into the water, and when he swung it up a big fish wriggled on the sword's tip. “Ain't she a beauty? Big enough for all three of us, and some left over!"
"That's what we ate?” She suddenly looked a little green. “With all those scales?” The fish flopped, its head pointing toward her. “It's looking at me!"
"Not for long! Hold that pan steady.” His fingers danced on Ol’ Red's grip, subtly signaling his intent. It vibrated, almost purred in response. “Gin-su!" he shouted, suddenly flipping the fish into the air. The sword went to work, its blade twisting, splitting, separating scales, bones and gut from meat, and within seconds three perfect fillets dropped into the pan, filling it. A fourth piece was skewered on the sword-blade, and he seasoned it with a little shaker of spice mixture that he carried in his sporran. “Anyone for sushi?” She shook her head. He shrugged and popped the tasty morsel into his mouth. “You don't know what you're missing."
It took Scrornuck only a few minutes to fry the fish up in butter and a little of his spice mixture. “Nothing like a fresh breakfast,” he said, passing out plates.
"We're eating the insides of a dead fish,” Nalia said, holding a bit on her fork and examining it closely. “I never knew you could do that."
"Isn't it convenient?” Scrornuck said. “Fish, birds, cattle, deer, wolves: it's a world of food, everywhere you look!"
"I always got my food at the store."
"Didn't you ever wonder how the store gets the food?” Jape asked.
"It's a Gift of Spafu,” she said. “Just like everything else."
* * * *Well fed, the party hit the trail, and soon were out of the forest and under the perfect blue sky. It felt good to be in the open again—even the Compact Desert and the Perpetual Storm seemed somehow familiar and reassuring. Scrornuck entertained Nalia with small talk, silly songs, and stories that were carefully chosen to avoid mentioning his more frightening talents.
A little after noon, they reached the pleasant little pub at the junction of the Southern Road. “Just in time,” Scrornuck said, rubbing his belly. “I was afraid we'd have to break out the survival rations."
"Ugh,” Nalia said. “I'd run all the way to Taupeaquaah before I'd eat that stuff again."
They were shown to a pleasant table for four under the sun-canopy. After setting down the pack, Scrornuck removed his jacket and started to hang it over the back of the ornate, unused throne. With a startled expression, the headwaiter intercepted him and gently but firmly insisted that he hang the jacket from the back of his own chair. “Whatever,” he said, and turned his attention to the menu.
"Well, now what?” Nalia asked Jape. “We're almost back to town, and your friend here has killed eight Mayoral Guards. I don't want to turn you in, but we have laws around here..."
Scrornuck casually slipped his hand under the table and gripped his sword. With a slight thrumming sound, the blade jumped out and stuck six inches through the table-top. “Think there's a jail in town that could hold us?"
"Put that away,” Jape said, a touch of irritation in his voice. “She deserves a better answer.” He turned his chair to face Nalia's. “I was telling you the truth last night."
"Mind reading and thousands of other worlds?” she said. “I'd have to be drunk to believe that!” As if on cue, the serving wench arrived with appetizers and drinks—a draught for Scrornuck, a longneck for Jape, and a glass of wine for Nalia. She sighed and took a small sip. “I've got a feeling it's going to take more than one."
"Maybe it'll make more sense if I start at the beginning.” Jape sipped his light lager and stroked his chin thoughtfully. “About a hundred and fifty years ago, my people learned how to bring new worlds into existence. For now, don't worry about how they did it. They made a lot of new worlds, including this one."
"We're taught that Spafu made the world."
"This world was made by the UniFlag Group. Spafu was—” Jape paused, searching for the right word. “Spafu was associated with them."
"And you came from the same place?” She gazed at him with something approaching reverence. “Are you one of Spafu's Helpers?"
"Umm, no. I come from the same world, but I don't pretend to be anything more than a human being."
"And if anybody ever tried to worship you,” Scrornuck warned, “I'd bust a stone tablet over their head. And yours."
"Oh.” Nalia shook her head and took a somewhat larger sip of wine.
"All in all,” Jape said, “my people made over two thousand worlds. Many were made so that people could live in what they saw as golden ages of history: ancient Greece, the days of King Arthur, the post-war American empire...” He stopped, noticing her blank expression. “This isn't making any sense, is it?"
She shook her head. “The only history I know is the last hundred years, since Spafu created the world. I've never heard of these other things."
"Well, it's not important. UniFlag developed Taupeaquaah as a themeworld, a place of entertainment and recreation, pleasant weather and wide-open spaces, a place to get away from the crowds of my world. The DisWarner company built its Safari World as the African savanna. The place had herds of animals roaming the plains, elephants the size of a house. And there were others, places of incredible beauty...” He suddenly straightened and folded his hands on the table-top. “But my people made mistakes.” He took a deep breath. “Big mistakes. Mistakes that destroyed whole worlds."
"Whole worlds?” Nalia asked nervously.
"Earthquakes, storms, volcanoes, plagues, the ground splitting open.” Jape leaned across the table until his face was just a few inches from hers. “Yes, whole worlds destroyed. Deaths in numbers too huge to count."
"You're serious about this.” Her hands trembled as she lifted her glass and took a large swallow.
"I've seen what happens,” he said. “We call it a stream crossing, and one's going to happen here in eleven days and a few hours.” He held out his left hand. “Look at this,” he said, pointing to a ring whose large jewel was a bright yellow with just a hint of green. “When we arrived, this ring was green. That means everything's all right: the worst you'll get when the streams cross is a little snow in midsummer or frogs falling from the sky. Now it's this yellow color. That means storms, fires—and at least some people will die."
Nalia stared at the ring, and then looked about at the beautiful blue sky and the pleasant meadow surrounding the pub. “Storms and fires..."
"And death. And it's getting worse—in just four days the ring's gone from green to yellow. By the time of the crossing, it could be orange or red, and that means thousands and thousands of people killed. And if, heaven forbid, it gets all the way to black, every living thing in this world will be obliterated.” He shuddered at the thought.
"Every living thing?” Nalia's face had gone ashen, and her hands shook so badly that she spilled as much as she drank.
Scrornuck put an arm around her. She was shivering all over. “It's not going to happen,” he said firmly. “We're here now, and we're going to fix it, right, Jape?"
"That's the Rangers’ mission,” Jape said. “We locate and fix the paradoxes before they can turn a stream crossing deadly.” A note of pride crept into his voice. “We've succeeded just about every time."
Nalia relaxed for a moment, but then tensed again. “What's this got to do with me?"
Jape pointed to a ring whose jewel flickered blue. “This one measures mind reading.” He pointed the finger at Nalia. “You're the strongest mind reader in this world, whether you believe it or not, and you're getting stronger.” He then lifted a finger bearing a ring that glowed a faint lavender. “And this is something else, probably connected with that thing we found at the Executive Palace. Somehow, you and the Orb, whatever it is, are involved in reconciling the crossing, and we've got eleven days to solve the puzzle."
"So what are you going to do?"
"Learn more about your abilities. Find the Orb, figure out what it is and how it works. And then, whatever's necessary to make this ring green again."
Nalia looked at Jape warily. “Does that mean you'd kill me?"
"No.” Jape pointed at Scrornuck. “He would."
"Well,” she said, “at least you're honest."
Jape shrugged. “I don't want to see anyone die. And there are usually alternatives to killing people. But I can't make any promises.” He reached for his purse. “I suppose this is as good a time as any to ask. Our agreement ends when we return to Taupeaquaah tonight. I'm prepared to extend it through the stream crossing, a week from Saturday. Are you interested?"
"I don't know,” she said. “You talk about mind reading and two thousand worlds, but you can't show me any proof and you can't promise you won't have me killed. Doesn't sound all that great. A part of me just wants to go home and forget I ever met you."
"You may not be safe there,” Scrornuck said. “The guys who attacked us were Guards."
She thought about this. “Yeah, I suppose I'm not safe anywhere. Great, just great."
"You're safe with me,” Scrornuck said. “I said I'd protect you, and I meant it."
She flicked a thumb in Jape's direction. “Yeah, I'm safe until this guy tells you to kill me."
"Umm...” In his three years as Jape's Protector, Scrornuck had only once been ordered to carry out an execution, but he doubted Nalia would find this fact reassuring.
"Right now,” Jape said, “I think the Captain is a greater danger to you than we are."
"This sucks,” she said glumly. “Well, how much are you offering?"
"Same as before, three gold pieces a day plus food, drink and lodging."
"Well, that could pay for a nice little vacation, if I live to collect.” She shook Jape's hand. “What the hell, if I'm going to die I might as well have money in my pocket. You've got a deal."
"Welcome to the Rangers,” Jape said formally.
"Yeah,” she said, without much enthusiasm. “I wish I believed this stuff.” She jingled the gold pieces Jape had already given her. “Oh, well, for three gold pieces a day I can still pretend to believe."
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Chapter Seven"Is That a Sword In Your Pocket,Or Are You Just Happy to See Me?"
Scrornuck dozed in a plush chair by the door, his fingers an inch from his sword. He perceived in a dream-like way that Wednesday morning had come. The sun shone outside, a pleasant breeze stirred the air, and something in the distance made a soft splashing sound. Jape sat at the table nearby, busily tapping on his softscroll, while Nalia still slept. All was well and he could sleep a little longer.
The three had arrived in Taupeaquaah late Tuesday night, as the fireworks lit up the city's spires in brilliant colors and sent thunder rolling across the plains. Weary from their journey, they'd checked into a luxurious three-room suite in the Guest Quarter and settled in for the night, Jape and Nalia in the two bedrooms, Scrornuck guarding the door.
A smile crossed his face as he dreamed about their run-in with the High Priest. Rosaiah had again harassed Scrornuck to offer up his boots, and he'd replied with a gracious bow and a series of formal gestures. It had taken the Priest a full minute to realize that the gestures all carried the same message: from the upswept arm to the two-fingered flick to the classic middle-digit bird, Scrornuck had been signaling an enthusiastic “up yours!"
A vibration, a slight change in the background sound, brought him to a more alert state. Nalia was moving—yawning, stretching, getting up and dressing, and he let his eye open just in time to see her enter the living room and greet Jape. “Look at him,” she said, pointing to Scrornuck's chair. “He's curled up like a big dog.” She got down on one knee and whispered in his ear, “Wake up, Fido, it's morning!"
"Arf!" Scrornuck barked, as loud as he could. Nalia, startled, tumbled over backward. With a laugh, he jumped to his feet and extended a hand to help her up. “Morning! Sleep well?"
"Uh, yeah.” She took his hand and stood. “Never slept better in my life. And you?"
"Just fine.” He walked her to the suite's balcony, and pointed to the resort's beautiful outdoor pool. “After all that walking, we need to visit the hot tub."
"Plenty of time for that,” Jape said. “First I want to see if we got replies to any of our queries.” He waited, read, and sighed.
Scrornuck knew what that sigh meant. “Problems? Or do you just need your coffee?"
"Both. Search agents found records that mention the name McGinn, but they're in nonstandard encodings. Well, they're worth a crypto team.” He stabbed a button marked Accept. “And I could use the coffee."
Nalia followed as Scrornuck headed for the suite's tiny kitchen. “What's he talking about?” she asked. “I know the Captain called that purple ball the Orb of McGinn, but the stuff about search agents and crypto teams lost me."
Scrornuck placed a cup of water into a small chamber in the kitchen's wall and pushed a button. “The softscroll can talk to people in Jape's world, so he's got them looking for old records that mention McGinn.” He removed the cup of boiling water from the microwave and stirred in some dark brown powder from a small bag, grinning slightly as Nalia wrinkled her nose and backed away from the stench. “They found some records, but nobody can read them."
"I thought you could read anything,” Nalia said as they returned to the living room. She carefully stood upwind of the coffee cup.
"Not this—can't even see ‘em until the Ranger Control people do some magic.” He set the cup down next to the scroll. “Here you go. Finding anything else?"
Jape accepted the coffee gratefully. “A lot of hits on the name Draggott.” He took a swig of the coffee, examined the scroll and sighed again. “Now that's a disappointment—"
"Sorry,” Scrornuck said, “all we have today is instant."
"Huh? Oh, the coffee's fine; I'm talking about what we found. Nothing on Draggott as such, just a few near-matches. Dragons, no. Lord Braggart, a mythical character thought to be derived from Baron Munchausen, don't think so. Raggott, the name given to a gerbil in a late-twentieth-century urban legend...” He read silently for a moment. “Ugh."
"Cruelty to animals?"
"More like cruelty to all concerned, including the reader.” He turned the scroll so Scrornuck and Nalia could read it.
Scrornuck stuck out his tongue. “That's disgusting!"
"I didn't know intestinal gas could explode,” Nalia said thoughtfully.
Scrornuck's belly rumbled ominously.
"Explosive gases?” Jape asked.
"Just hunger. Let's go get some breakfast!"
They moved to a restaurant on the inn's third floor, a place featuring a spectacular view and a plentiful buffet. Between bites, Scrornuck scanned the Morning Taupeaquaahn for the latest news. “This is weird,” he said. "Eight off-duty Mayoral Guards, including First Leftenant Leondo, were killed and eaten by unfriendly dragons Monday night, while camping in the forest southwest of the City. Those venturing outside the City are reminded to stay close to roads and established Trading Posts, and to avoid being in the woods after dark. Camping trip? Unfriendly dragons? Looks like somebody wants to keep this quiet."
"Our special friend, Draggott?” Jape mused. “If so, he's got influence in the city government."
"Maybe they're just trying to maintain calm,” Nalia suggested. “Taupeaquaah's a peaceful town—at least it was until you got here. If people hear that somebody's killing Guards eight at a time, there'd be panic."
"Perhaps,” Jape said. “Or maybe the story is a cover, to keep the Guards who aren't in cahoots with the Captain from asking questions."
"Shhh!” Scrornuck pointed discreetly—a woman in a Guard's uniform had just entered the restaurant. She glanced indifferently at Jape, Scrornuck and Nalia, pulled a donut from the buffet, and left.
"Well, it appears the Guards aren't looking for us,” Jape said. “At least, not officially.” He held up his ring, whose jewel now glowed yellow with a distinct touch of orange. “Meantime, there's a world to be saved—let's get to work!"
* * * *Eager as they all were to find out about the mysterious Lord Draggott and the equally mysterious Orb, there was little they could actually do until evening. Nalia's former employer was the gossip center of Taupeaquaah—if any of the townspeople knew about Draggott, they'd be drinking at Syb's—but the place was deserted during the day. Scrornuck decided they should spend their free time in the resort's magnificent pool, so they headed to Temple Square in search of a swimwear shop.
Almost as soon as they entered the Square, they were surrounded by a half-dozen children, who giggled, stared and pointed. Suddenly the boldest of the children darted forward and attempted to lift the edge of Scrornuck's kilt. Scrornuck slapped the boy's hand away and glared sternly into his twinkling brown eyes. The boy smiled innocently and fled, still giggling, with his friends.
"Somebody always wants to know,” Jape said.
Scrornuck's stern look dissolved into a smile. “Yeah, the kids are just honest about it!"
They strolled along the row of shops lining the Square, and in time came to the display window where the long knife engraved with images of Spafu had been on sale. It was empty. “Looks like somebody bought your souvenir,” Jape said.
Scrornuck shrugged. “No big deal. I'll find something else."
A few doors down, they reached the swimwear shop. Nalia quickly pulled several suits from the rack and ducked into a fitting room, while Scrornuck engaged in the usual exchange with the proprietor about his “skirt.” About the time the businessman walked away, shaking his head in confusion, Nalia returned. Scrornuck's jaw dropped and he stared shamelessly—if Nalia had been easy to look at in her serving wench uniform, she was an absolute knockout in this light blue two-piece swimsuit.
Jape gently closed Scrornuck's mouth. “It's not polite to drool."
Their shopping mission accomplished, they continued their lazy circuit of the Square, pausing from time to time to look into interesting shop windows. As they crossed Staging Street, they had to jump out of the way as a cart whizzed by, pulled by five Cast members and loaded with footwear and furniture, on its way to the Temple altar. Jape whistled softly. “They've been doing this since Sunday?"
"This is just the beginning,” Nalia said. “By the end of the Fortnight, the piles will be twice as high."
"They burn up this much stuff four times a year?"
She nodded. “The Dragon is generous. Rosaiah prays, Spafu provides."
"But what's the point of burning up your furniture?” Scrornuck asked.
She sighed. “You don't know why we do the Sacrifices—do you know anything at all?"
Jape shrugged. “We're not Spafuists."
"Yeah. Okay, here's what they taught us in Temple School: first, since all things come from the Friendly Dragon, offering sacrifices assures they'll keep coming—if we don't sacrifice enough, the stores will have too much unsold merchandise, Spafu will become unhappy, and he'll stop making new stuff."
"If they don't sustain demand,” Jape muttered softly, “there'll be a depression?"
"What?"
"Nothing, just thinking out loud. What was the other reason?"
Grabbing his arm, she led him a few doors down and pointed to a T-shirt on display in a shop window. “See what it says?"
"He who dies with the most toys wins," Jape read. "Book of Spafu, Chapter 14, verse 28."
Nalia nodded. “Everything you sacrifice in this life will be waiting for you in the next. The more you offer, the more you'll have."
"Isn't one pair of shoes enough—even in the afterlife?” Scrornuck asked. One pair was certainly enough for him. “Do you think they'll wear out?” He paused to consider the implications of his question. “If they do, then someday they'll all be worn out and you'll go around the rest of forever barefoot. Or you'll have to steal somebody else's shoes..."
She held a finger to her lips. “I asked that question in school, and I got in a lot of trouble. They sent me to the High Priest. He told me to stop questioning the Sacred Scrolls and made me say the Prayer of the Dragon's Tail a hundred times. Then he sent me to bed without supper."
"An eternity of walking barefoot and stealing shoes?” Scrornuck said. “Sounds like hell to me."
"Hell?” she asked.
"The nasty afterlife, the one for people who did bad things?"
She looked puzzled. “Everybody goes to the same afterlife."
"Really? No judgment, no reward, no punishment?"
"Sure, there's reward—the more stuff you sacrifice, the more you'll have."
"Bloody hell,” he muttered.
"If you don't have a heaven or hell,” Jape said, “what do you mean when you say ‘to hell with this’ or ‘what the hell is that'?"
"What do they mean?” she replied. “It's just a figure of speech. It doesn't have anything to do with religion. Does it mean something different for you?"
"We say the same things, but the words have a religious meaning, too."
She shrugged. “Maybe you should ask a Priest."
"Oh, yeah,” Scrornuck said. “I bet he'd be real helpful."
* * * *"Is that a sword in your pocket,” Nalia asked with a giggle, “or are you just happy to see me?"
Scrornuck looked down. Ol’ Red, stashed in a hidden pocket of his surfer jams, was indeed creating a rather suggestive bulge. Blushing slightly, he quickly rearranged things.
Jape stood on the pool's edge. “Last one in is a rotten egg!"
"Here I come!” Scrornuck said, pulling off his shirt.
Nalia gasped. “An unauthorized dragon!” She pointed at the tattoo that covered most of Scrornuck's chest: a fire-spitting dragon, ridden by a skeletal warrior. Flames trailed from the dragon's wings, over his shoulders and across his back, and merged into the flaming-snake tattoo on his right arm.
"A what?” Jape asked.
"This—this isn't proper!” Nalia stammered.
"Why not?"
She pulled her eyes from the tattoo and seemed to regain her composure. “Maybe you guys really are from another world,” she said, nailing Jape and Scrornuck with that how-dumb-can-you-be look. “Everybody knows Spafu is the only Dragon worthy of art—and the art has to be blessed by the Priests and the proper fees paid to the Temple."
"Trademark protection and royalty payments?” Jape mumbled. “Amazing."
"What?” Nalia and Scrornuck both asked together.
"Just thinking out loud again,” Jape replied. “Well, it appears we have a problem."
"No, the lizard-boys have a problem,” Scrornuck said angrily. “We don't.” He clenched his fists. “I'm going for a swim—and I'm not wearing a shirt in the pool!"
"You'll do what you have to do, Mister Saughblade,” Jape said icily. “Nalia, how serious is this?"
Her eyes went back and forth between Jape, the few people around the pool, and the tattoo. Finally she said, “This is a resort, you're guests—even if you're not True Guests—and the rules say guests are to be respected. I think you're okay here. Anywhere else, especially near the Temple, you'd better keep it covered."
Jape thumped the tattoo. “We've lived with worse. Right, Mister Saughblade?"
Scrornuck nodded. “We've been places where the swimsuits are a couple bottle-caps and a string up the butt, and I get arrested for having a tattoo. Go figure."
She was staring again. “They say those things hurt a lot."
"I wasn't exactly there when they did it."
"I asked a tattoo artist that question,” Jape said, “and she said, ‘After an hour or two my wrist gets a little sore, but no, they don't hurt me much.'” He drummed a little rim shot on a nearby table.
Picking up on the gag, Scrornuck strummed an air-guitar and sang:
Got a lady tattoo artist, I think she must be insane—
I pay the regular price but she always gives me extra pain!
My dentist is a woman, when I got a tooth to fill,
She don't believe in Novocain, but she sure do love to drill!
I got the blues, I got the blues, I got the blues.
These nasty women leave me sore.
They hurt me and take my money,
But I keep on comin’ back for more.
As he started the second verse, the one about the pain of writing checks to an ex-wife, Nalia shoved him into the pool. “Critics!” he sputtered as he surfaced.
She jumped in and started swimming toward the far end of the pool. “Race you!"
"You're on!"
She was waiting when he surfaced. “Beat you!"
"Yeah, but I swam it under water,” he gasped. He stood and flipped his head back, throwing droplets in a graceful arc. For an instant, he stood beneath a rainbow. Then, with a soggy splat, the hair slapped against his back, knocking him forward a half step.
They climbed out and sat on the pool's edge, dangling their feet in the water. Nalia grabbed a handful of his hair and started squeezing it dry. “Ugh, this stuff weighs a ton!"
"Yeah.” He sat for over a minute, letting her squeeze the water from his hair, before he got up the nerve to ask, “Nalia, do you like me?"
She released his hair. “That's a hard question. If I hadn't met you, I'd still be waiting on tables and getting into fights with jerks like Leondo. But you scare me. I'm not used to people being killed around me, and I don't think I want to get used to it.” She looked into his big green eyes. “And this stream crossing thing Jape talks about is a week from Saturday. Even if I'm just pretending to believe, I know he takes it seriously. Saturday comes and goes, life goes on, he'll say ‘Ta-daa! We saved the world,’ and you'll be gone."
"Yeah,” Scrornuck said glumly.
She grinned mischievously. “But what the hell—yeah, I like you. I guess I'll just miss you when you're gone.” She reached beneath his hair and pinched. “And you've still got a nice butt."
Scrornuck looked at her for a second. Then, screaming “Woo-hoo!” at the top of his lungs, he leaped into the air, did a somersault, and came down in a belly-flop that splashed water on people twenty feet away. The landing stung like hell, but he was too happy to notice.
* * * *"Even the Cast Quarter joints require shirts and shoes,” Jape warned. He sat at the suite's table, fully dressed and carefully making sure that each hair was in its place.
Scrornuck, meanwhile, slouched on the sofa next to Nalia, wearing only his kilt and a smile. “I've got just the thing,” he said, pulling a wad of cloth from his bag of personal stuff. Nalia giggled and Jape frowned as Scrornuck displayed what could loosely be termed a shirt. Originally black, it was now dull gray, decorated with a faded skull-and-crossbones and the single word “REQUIRED.” Sleeves, collar, and a fair amount of the shirt's body had long ago been torn off, and what remained was more holes than fabric. “You said I have to keep the dragon covered when we're not at the pool,” he said, slipping it on. “This covers the dragon."
"That's about all it covers,” Jape said. “Nalia?"
She chuckled. “Well, technically it's a shirt. And he's a guest. They might let him get away with it."
Jape sighed. “Whatever."
"Hey, what's this?” Nalia pointed to the floor, where a small card made of white parchment had fallen when Scrornuck pulled the shirt from his bag. She picked up the card and stared at it for a moment. “I can't read this."
"Wow, I still have one of these?” Scrornuck muttered as he took the card. “It's been a while...” He translated:
"HAVE SWORD—WILL TRAVELGeneral Freelance HeroicsDragons Slain, Damsels Relieved of DistressVillains Vanquished, Monsters RelocatedDevil-Spawn Returned to SenderReasonable Rates (Plus Expenses)Scrornuck Saughblade—Ezekiel's Pub"Nalia chuckled. “A dragon-slayer needs a business card?"
"How else does a freelance hero find work? Hey, Jape, do we have time for a story?"
"A short one. Try not to make us late for dinner."
"When have I ever been late for a meal?” Scrornuck pulled a big, spiky brush from his bag and began the long process of untangling his hair. “Okay, this guy walks into a bar..."
Scrornuck washed out a beer mug and thought about what he'd do when his shift ended. Maybe he'd wander around to the customers’ side of the bar and try to exchange some piping for drinks. Perhaps he'd go down the street to that other tavern, where a young lady had taken a fancy to him the previous night. He knew he should search for the answer to the Great Riddle of Life, but his encounter with the Knight was starting to seem like little more than a dream.
A Stranger arrived, average in height and ordinary in appearance, and ordered a light lager in a longneck bottle. It took Scrornuck a moment to realize that while he understood the language spoken by his customer, it was not the local tongue, nor was it the language of his own land. As he washed out another mug, he wondered where he might have heard the Stranger's speech.
About halfway through his beer, the Stranger produced one of the small slips of parchment that Scrornuck had been tacking up around town. “A man who can read this says it's your card. Are you available for a Dangerous Mission?"
"If the price is right."
The Stranger produced several large gold coins—enough that Scrornuck briefly wondered how they fit inside his small purse—and dropped them on the bar. “A retainer, with more to come when the mission is complete. Deal?"
Scrornuck stared at the “retainer.” It was more than he made in a month tending bar—and more was promised? He extended his hand. “You've just found your hero."
About two hours before sunset they headed east, following a narrow trail that rose from the golden prairie into wooded hills. Scrornuck carried a hefty pack containing a little food and the Stranger's rather large collection of gear. As they walked, the Stranger explained that they were to rescue a beautiful woman, held prisoner in a mountaintop tower by a terrible monster. Scrornuck was a sucker for beautiful women in distress, and the more he heard, the faster he walked, at times making it hard for the Stranger to keep up.
They camped a little after sundown, sharing a modest dinner and some wine before retiring. The Stranger slipped into a warm sleeping bag, while Scrornuck removed his kilt and wrapped himself up in its comfortable plaid. The sky was clear and the stars seemed close enough to touch as he dozed off, thinking of the beautiful woman they were going to rescue.
He awoke strangely disoriented. The sun shone through the trees, but it was in entirely the wrong place. His eyes told him it was mid-morning, yet his body insisted it was the middle of the night. Despite the blue sky and bright sun, a chill wind blew wisps of cold fog through the camp. Strangest of all, he was certain he could hear the sound of waves breaking on a beach, though he knew they were many miles from the nearest ocean. Holding his long linen nightshirt against the wind, he walked slowly toward the source of the sound.
A hundred feet from camp, he found himself atop a high cliff, staring down at a cold, blue-green sea that stretched to the horizon. What had happened to the prairie and forest through which he and the Stranger had traveled? He shook his head once, twice, three times—but the scene remained unchanged. Finally, he shrugged and headed back.
As he approached the camp, he heard voices, the Stranger's and two others’ that he didn't recognize. “This is as close as we could get?” one asked.
"It's a good day and a half to the mountain,” the other added.
"Best we can do,” the Stranger said. “Ranger Deanne seems to be safe for now, so we have time."
"But will It stay around?"
"We'll just have to wait and see.” The Stranger spun about suddenly, a broad smile on his face. “Ah, Mister Saughblade, I see you're back! Allow me to make introductions—Mister Wallace, Mister Stuart, I'd like to introduce you to Mister Saughblade, our new freelance hero.” The other two men smiled cordially and got up to shake Scrornuck's hand. “Mister Saughblade has a reputation as a great swordsman. Would you like a demonstration?"
Wallace and Stuart nodded, so Scrornuck somewhat nervously drew Ol’ Red and extended the great blade. Grasping the weapon's slightly warm, purring grip made him feel more comfortable and confident. He took a step back, away from the others, and whipped the sword through a series of formal moves, slicing low-hanging limbs off trees, curving the blade back over his head, splitting it into multiple blades. Wallace and Stuart applauded politely, though they looked less than impressed.
After breakfast, Wallace and Stuart engaged in a lengthy conversation with the Stranger while Scrornuck shoved the gear into his backpack and performed the folding, pleating and belting needed to turn his plaid blanket into a proper kilt. He felt a bit left out, but gave the matter little thought, focusing his attention on the gold coins in his sporran and the chance to rescue a beautiful woman.
A short walk brought them out of the woods, and Scrornuck saw in the east a range of mountains, taller than any he'd seen, deep purple, capped with white. The Stranger pointed to the tallest mountain, a near-perfect cone with a thin plume of smoke drifting from its summit. “Our destination."
They climbed into a wagon drawn by two horses, and as the Stranger drove, the two other warriors told Scrornuck a bit about what they would encounter atop the mountain. “The thing that's up there—folks say it can't be killed.” Wallace suppressed a slight shudder. “You wound the thing, it just heals instantly, like nothing happened."
"Don't forget the blood,” Stuart said. “If even a drop of it gets into you, it's just a matter of time—a few weeks, a month at the outside. Then you die—or you'll wish you had."
Wallace shrugged. “I think that's just a rumor. After all, nobody's actually survived a fight with this thing!"
"Well, I'm taking no chances.” Stuart held up a white coverall. “Full hazmat suit, complete with helmet and respirator.” Scrornuck wasn't sure what a “hazmat suit” was, but he got the general idea that the coverall was supposed to provide protection from the monster's blood. “And to kill it, explosive projectiles.” Stuart pulled a large black weapon from beneath his seat, raised it to his shoulder and pulled the trigger. Scrornuck jumped as the weapon roared, flame leaped from its tip, and a tree they had just passed exploded into splinters. “I'm gonna blow the damned thing apart from a distance."
Wallace shook his head. “That won't kill it.” He produced a device that looked like a smaller version of Stuart's weapon. Hoses connected the weapon to a pair of metal cylinders on a backpack harness. He took pulled the trigger, and a stream of fire shot from the weapon, incinerating another tree alongside the road. “Let the thing try to heal—nothing living can survive this heat."
Scrornuck watched the burning tree disappear and wondered—compared to the weapons Stuart and Wallace had brought, what could his sword do?
They camped near the snowline, building a big fire that did little to relieve the cold and damp. Wallace produced some excellent liquor, Stuart got out a guitar, Scrornuck assembled his bagpipes, and the three freelance heroes took turns singing songs of their homelands until well into the wee hours.
Scrornuck slept badly, kept awake by strange noises. Something rumbled on the mountaintop, and the clouds reflected a dull red glow. The wolves howled, and at one point the mountainside echoed with a ghastly shriek that made the hairs on his neck stand up.
Come morning, Scrornuck made breakfast. As he cleaned up, he overheard the whispered conversation between the Stranger and the other two warriors. “Is It still there?” Wallace asked.
The Stranger nodded.
"How's Ranger Deanne holding out?"
"As well as can be expected. A little hungry, but so far It hasn't found a way to get to her. She'll be happy to see us."
"What's with the highlander?” Stuart whispered, glancing surreptitiously in Scrornuck's direction. “Bait?"
The Stranger smiled a thin smile. “You may be surprised."
The party reached its destination around midday. The tower that stood at the center of the small, snow-covered meadow was something less than the great castles described by travelers—only two stories high, plain, made of drab gray stone. Scrapes and claw-marks covered its lower story and its stout oak door. Something big and powerful had tried very hard to get in.
A woman peered from a small second-story window, the “Ranger Deanne” that Wallace and Stuart had mentioned. She was not what he expected—at least twice his age, rather ordinary-looking, and in his opinion she could stand to lose a few pounds. Moreover, she hardly looked like she needed rescuing—when they arrived she shouted a cheery “hello” to the Stranger, and casually strolled out to join them.
As the Stranger and the woman chatted, Scrornuck wondered where the “monster” might be. Were they all going to get into the wagon, return down the mountain and collect their pay? Apparently not, for the two warriors started preparing for battle, Stuart getting into his white coverall and Wallace strapping on his fire-shooting device.
The horses picked up the scent first, sniffing the air and stamping their feet as if they wanted to get far away from there as quickly as possible. A moment later, Scrornuck got a whiff, nearly gagging on the reek of partially-digested meat, rot, swamp gas and bad liquor.
And then, with a roar, the monster appeared atop a cliff at the edge of the meadow. The beast was at least ten feet long, lizard-like in shape. Its head was easily three feet long, its jaws packed with rows of sharp teeth. Muscles writhed like snakes beneath the heavily scarred skin of its arms and legs. Horns and spikes grew from its head, shoulders, elbows and knees, from its huge, clawed hands. It bellowed again as it leaped down from the cliff and stomped toward the tower.
Wallace attacked first, spraying the creature with flaming jelly. The beast disappeared into a ball of orange fire, and Scrornuck raised his hand to shield his eyes from the surge of heat. As the fireball turned into a dark black cloud and floated into the sky, Wallace advanced. The creature writhed, screamed—and jumped, twenty feet up and thirty feet forward, coming down mere inches from Wallace. Then it was the warrior's turn to scream. The beast enfolded him in its enormous arms, studded with sharp spikes and still covered with flaming jelly, bringing its fangs just inches from his face. As the others watched helplessly, the monster squeezed, digging its razor-sharp claws into the fuel tanks strapped to Wallace's back. The tanks burst and the fuel ignited, covering both the monster and Wallace in flame. The doomed fighter screamed louder, and then, almost mercifully, the monster took his head off in a single bite.
Ranger Deanne turned away, retching violently as the monster dismembered the dead soldier, ripping the tanks from his back and chewing on arms and legs. Then, with blood, fragments of flesh, and flame still clinging to its face, it turned to its tormentors.
Stuart, encased head-to-toe in his “hazmat” suit, stepped forward, firing his weapon. The explosive charges blew chunks off the monster, making it scream in pain. But the gun was inaccurate, and more than half the shots thudded into the cliff. As his supply of ammunition ran low, Stuart moved in closer, close enough that bits of the creature's blood spattered his suit after each shot. “Looks like it's working,” the Stranger said, in a tone that left Scrornuck with the impression that he was surprised.
Stuart fired his last few shots into the monster's throat, and the series of explosions blew the creature's head clean off. Propelled by the explosions, the head tumbled end-over-end through the air and landed in the snow about twenty feet away.
A fountain of blood sprayed from the monster's severed neck, painting the snow a brilliant red and covering Stuart's protective suit, including his helmet's clear faceplate. Momentarily blinded, knowing the monster was practically on top of him, he dropped his weapon and rubbed frantically at his faceplate to restore his vision. At the same time, the monster's body, seemingly able to function without a head, staggered about blindly. Scrornuck found the scene vaguely comic.
It did not stay that way. Within a few seconds, Stuart and the monster blundered into one another. The beast lifted the warrior, shredding his hazmat suit with those awful claws. It raised him over the stump of its neck, spraying him with still more blood, and with a weary shrug, it impaled the man on the spikes growing from its back. As Stuart writhed and shrieked, the creature resumed its methodical search, its hands groping through the snow.
The monster found its head, and in a scene that Scrornuck found disturbingly reminiscent of the Knight's trick, simply set it back in place. The bleeding stopped, the skin knit together, and the creature's eyes opened. Keeping its angry red gaze fixed on Scrornuck, the beast reached behind its head and tore Stuart to pieces, throwing arms this way, legs that way, and finally pitching the head at Scrornuck's feet, as if it were some bloody challenge.
A deep, primitive cry rose in Scrornuck's throat as he drew his sword and charged this abomination, consumed by a desire to chop the beast into as many pieces as he could. Forgetting any concerns about the creature's blood, he took off its head with a single stroke. When the beast reached down for its head, Scrornuck chopped off its arms, and then its legs, and then he methodically hacked its body into smaller and smaller chunks, not stopping until the monstrosity had been reduced to pieces no larger than a man's fist, all of them still alive, wriggling as if trying to put themselves back together.
"Good work, Mister Saughblade,” the Stranger said. “It appears you've subdued the creature."
"It's not dead."
"No, but it'll take a while to put itself back together, and that's quite good enough for our purposes. Now here's what I want you to do."
As the Stranger calmed the horses, Scrornuck loaded the pieces of the monster, and the few remaining bits of Wallace and Stuart, into the wagon. Then, he opened Wallace's spare cylinder of flammable jelly, spread it on the bloody ground where the battle had taken place, and set it ablaze. He whispered a prayer for the fallen warriors, and climbed into the back of the wagon.
They made their way up the mountain slowly, reaching the summit shortly before sunset. The wagon rattled and bounced around an outcrop of rock, and Scrornuck found himself staring into a vision of hell. Smoke, steam, the stench of sulfur and withering heat filled the air. Far below, a crater glowed with orange fire.
When the horses would go no further, the Stranger stopped the wagon and chocked its wheels, leaving it facing away from the pit. As he unhitched the horses and led them away, he pointed to a narrow spine of rock that extended out over the fire. “Can you push the wagon off that? It's important that it go all the way into the fire."
Scrornuck nodded and got to work. There was a path of sorts, and it was mostly downhill, but it still took the better part of an hour and a half to move boulders out of the way and fill holes and ruts. Sweat ran from his forehead as he worked, stinging his eyes and blurring his vision.
At last everything was ready. He kicked away the stones chocking the wagon's wheels and wrapped his arms around its steering tongue as it started to roll backwards down the path. The wagon quickly gained speed, and he fought to keep it on the path, dragging his heels in the dirt, struggling with the tongue as it wagged side-to-side like the tail of an over-enthusiastic dog. More than once, he found himself clinging to the tongue for dear life as it swung him out over the fiery crater, only to slap him against the rocks an instant later.
At the end of the path, an instant before the wagon plunged over the cliff, Scrornuck released the tongue and sprawled face-first in the gravel at the very edge of the abyss. He watched the wagon tumble in the air, spilling its contents as it fell, smoking, then bursting into flame, finally disappearing into the fires in the heart of the mountain.
"Ugh,” Nalia said. Prompted by Jape's less-than-subtle gestures, Scrornuck had not told all the gruesome details. Nevertheless, she looked a bit green. “You burned the thing up?"
"Yep. It was the only way to get rid of it."
She giggled, not a giggle of amusement but the nervous giggle of one who was trying hard not to gag. “This is silly, but all I can think about is how bad it must have smelled."
"Actually, it smelled pretty good.” He sniffed the air, detecting the sweet aroma of steaks on the grill. “Kind of like supper time!" He hurried to the balcony and saw that the second-floor restaurant overlooking the pool was starting a cookout. “All right!” he cried, pulling on his boots. “I was getting hungry again!"
Jape pointed to Scrornuck's ratty shirt. “You're really going to wear that rag in public?"
"I'm following the rules."
Jape sighed. “All right—but I'm not skipping dinner if they don't let you in."
"I'll bring you a doggie bag, Fido,” Nalia said, planting a little kiss on Scrornuck's cheek.
Scrornuck was somewhat surprised when nobody in the restaurant seemed to notice his ragged shirt, let alone complain about it. A passing Guard inspected him for about two seconds while he was loading his plate at the salad bar, but then continued on his rounds without comment. In a way, he found the lack of harassment disappointing. Nevertheless, he returned to the suite to put on something more acceptable—and his armored jacket, just in case—before they set off for the Cast Quarter.
It seemed a quiet evening. Other than having to shoo away a few curious children who again tried to get a peek beneath Scrornuck's kilt, they crossed Temple Square without incident. A minor acolyte pointed, and a few pilgrims whispered to each other about the heretic who wouldn't sacrifice his splendid boots, but nobody said anything to Scrornuck's face.
"Where's the High Priest tonight?” Jape asked, glancing back at the unoccupied Temple porch.
"It's seven o'clock,” Nalia said. “I imagine he's praying for the Gifts of Spafu."
"What gifts are those?"
Nalia shot him another one of those looks. “Everything we need. Everything's a gift of the Dragon."
When they reached Syb's Tavern, they found the hole Scrornuck had cut in the back wall now sported a fine wooden door, and customers were coming and going as though it had been there forever. “No hard feelings, I guess,” Jape said.
After sniffing and tasting the first round of drinks, “just in case they're poisoned,” Scrornuck found a dim corner from which he could keep his eye on the table where Nalia and Jape met with a succession of unsavory-looking locals. A wide-brimmed hat kept his face in shadow as he nursed a pint of beer and thought, why does the mating dance always take so much longer than the actual coupling? Each interaction ended with the exchange of a silver or gold piece for a slip of paper or some whispered words—why did the preliminaries take so long?
What's this? The latest local didn't look all that unsavory—in fact, he looked positively respectable. Dabbing at his nose with a handkerchief, fashionably but conservatively attired in new clothing, and wearing jewelry that conveyed a message of wealth without pretense, he looked like he belonged in the Guest part of town. What's he doing in a place where I'm comfortable?
The stranger whispered something in Jape's ear that seemed to spark some serious excitement. He took a seat and unrolled a document on the tabletop. Scrornuck kept waiting for money to change hands, but Jape's purse never came out, not even when it was time to pay for drinks. Strange, and to Scrornuck, a bit suspicious. Eventually the stranger got up, slowly, as if his legs were stiff from sitting so long, shook hands with both Jape and Nalia, and left.
Jape signaled it was time for Scrornuck to join him. “I think we've found a great source,” he said.
"Who was that last guy?” Scrornuck asked.
"He calls himself Tremmlowe. Of course, who knows what his real name is? What matters is, he has information and connections that can get him more."
"I don't trust him,” Scrornuck said. “The guy's too well-dressed to be a regular in a dive like this. And he gave you some papers, but you didn't pay him. Doesn't that make you suspicious?"
"It was a sample, to show the quality of his contacts,” Jape said. “If the document checks out, we'll make a deal on some better stuff tomorrow night."
"Well, be careful—I remember what happened the last time you found a guy who seemed to know everything and didn't want a penny in return."
Jape laughed. “You mean deAvalo? Everything he told us was accurate. The spiders weren't poisonous."
"Yeah.” Scrornuck stuck a finger in Jape's face. “But your buddy forgot to mention they were twelve feet across!"
"Minor detail. Besides, you were having the time of your life!"
"Tied up in webs, knee-deep in spider guts, with six more of those things trying to make lunch out of us?” Scrornuck grinned. “Yeah, it was fun, wasn't it?"
"See, I told you. Now shut up and drink your beer—and that's an order!"
Scrornuck saluted. “Yes, sir!” He polished off his pint in a single gulp. “Speaking of orders, I hope you ordered more."
Jape indeed ordered many more, and by the time they left the bar, Scrornuck's smile was more lopsided than usual.
"I'm amazed you're standing,” Nalia said. “How many did you have?"
"An even half-dozen, I think.” Scrornuck caught his toe on a cobblestone and spun about to stay upright.
"And they're not affecting you in the least,” Jape said. “Now straighten up—we're coming to the Square and I don't want you getting into another argument with Rosaiah."
"Why not? I could crush that pompous ass in the jaws of logic and reason..."
Nalia giggled. “I don't think you could reason through a ‘knock-knock’ joke."
"Try me, madam. Make it a really filthy one, please."
"That's enough,” Jape said sternly. “Low profile, got that?"
"Aw, you're taking away all my fun..."
"Mister Saughblade, you will keep out of trouble, understand?"
"Yes, Ranger,” Scrornuck said meekly.
As it turned out, there was a major rumble going on at the foot of the Temple steps and everyone was too busy to worry about Scrornuck. Nalia started explaining before Jape could ask. “The Servants of Spafu and the Snakers are at it again. See the guy with the picture of Spafu on the back of his jacket? That's Ferinianne, the leader of the Servants. He tried to pick me up a couple times, but I blew him off—the Servants are just too damn obsessive about offerings. As for the Snakers, they believe Spafu is the most recent incarnation of the feathered serpent Quetzo—Quetzo-Cocktail or something like that. I only dated the Snaker guy for a couple weeks. He was just too weird. Anyway, it seems they're always fighting, and nobody but them is sure why."
"So much for the joy of sects,” Jape said. Giving the brawl a wide berth, the three crossed the Square and headed into the Guest Quarter.
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Chapter Eight"My Wish Is Going To Come True"In the resort's courtyard, Scrornuck fought a pitched battle with an invisible enemy. He leaped over chairs, rolled beneath tables, danced along the decorative walls, swung from the trees that grew around the pool, all the time swinging Ol’ Red furiously. The sword changed shape—one moment a long and slender dart, the next a broad meat-axe, a moment after that a flickering, fluid thing that looked more like a flame than a blade. From time to time he connected with something that sent bright red debris flying. Jape sat quietly in the midst of the battle, sipping his coffee and reading the messages on his softscroll.
"Hey, what's going on?” Nalia shouted from the balcony, entertained but mystified by the show.
Scrornuck stopped to look up, and got smacked right between the eyes by something that splattered like a rotten tomato. He shot Jape an accusing look. “Hey, pause that thing!"
Jape tapped the scroll. “Sorry, I had it on automatic."
"What's going on?” Nalia asked again.
"Just some practice.” Scrornuck wiped the red gunk from his face with a pool towel.
"Practice at what?"
"Spotting threats, blocking attacks—just another day on the job,” Jape said. “We set up launchers all over the pool area. The scroll fires these practice rounds and he knocks them down."
"Or they hit him, like that red thing?"
"That was just a lucky shot. Hey, Jape, how many do we have left?"
"About fifty. Why?"
"I'm feeling real loose today. What say you throw the whole schmear all at once?"
"You think you can handle them all?"
"I think so. Besides, if I miss we'll just get some red stuff on us. C'mon, push the button!"
With a sigh, Jape tapped the softscroll. “If you miss, you're doing the laundry!"
"That's what room service is for!” Scrornuck said, as all the launchers fired at once. He jumped atop the table, shoved Jape down with his foot, and swung Ol’ Red wildly. The sword's blade whipped about, curving, stretching, snapping back, slicing through one flying object after another. The “whole schmear” lasted fifteen seconds, during which it looked more like he was dancing at the center of a lightning storm than swinging a sword.
The firing ended, and Scrornuck stood atop the table, panting. Jape sat up and said, “I think it's over; you can stop posing now."
Funt! A launcher fired behind Scrornuck. He whirled about, raised Ol’ Red, and delicately caught the flying object in midair. He bounced it around with his sword as if playing hackey-sack, and held it out in front of Jape's face. “You skunked me with a delayed last shot once, you won't do it again!"
"Want to bet on that?"
Funt! Another launcher fired, again from behind. Scrornuck whipped the sword around, throwing the object he'd just caught at the one streaking toward him. The two met in midair with a satisfying splat, flinging red stuff around the pool deck. “Yeah, I'll take that bet. You're buying the beer tonight."
Jape sighed. “What else is new? I've got the expense account."
"So let's use it.” Scrornuck rubbed his rumbling stomach. “Last one to the restaurant buys breakfast!"
Scrornuck made sure that Jape was last to the restaurant. By now he hardly noticed the fourth chair at their table for three, an ornate throne festooned with images of Spafu the Friendly Dragon. What he did notice, between bites of his vast meal, was that there had been more disappearances. “Paper says another Squatter went missing last night. Doesn't it bother anyone that people are disappearing?"
Nalia shrugged. “Why should it? The article doesn't mention foul play. Maybe he left town, or just snuck in past the Guards. Squatters aren't the most law-abiding people, you know..."
"Actually, we don't know,” Jape said. “Just what is a Squatter?"
She briefly held up the token that hung from her neck. “If you don't have a Residence Pass, you have to live with somebody who does, or live on the street. Or you break into an empty apartment and live there till the Guards kick you out. That's Squatting. So you see, it doesn't mean much when a Squatter drops out of sight—maybe he just moved in with somebody who has a Pass."
"That's not news!” Scrornuck complained. “News is when people get eaten by dragons, or kidnapped, or something like that. ‘Boy meets girl, boy moves into girl's apartment’ isn't news!"
"Mister Saughblade,” Jape said, “remember where we are. The news is just another part of the show."
"Harrumph.” Somewhat irritated, Scrornuck turned to the funny pages, which were at least honestly about entertainment. “Hey,” he said, “they've got a bridge column!"
"You play that game?” Nalia asked. “I could never figure it out."
"I can't, either,” Scrornuck said. “I just like reading the column. It's like translating technical stuff. I recognize the words, they fit into sentences, but I have no idea what they're talking about. Here's one: Overcall the no-trump and ruff partner in dummy's suit, you should get at least three tricks. That sounds like something a cross-dressing hooker would do!"
Jape pushed his empty plate aside and unrolled the softscroll. “Well, let's see what's new today,” he said, bringing up the morning's messages. “Would you look at that—control codes for a weathersat."
"A what?” Nalia asked.
"It's a kind of eye-in-the-sky camera that tells us what the weather will be."
"Why don't they just look at the calendar? If it's Monday, it rains at four in the morning, if it's Thursday, it rains at two..."
"The weather's not this well-behaved everywhere,” Jape said. “Some places have warm sunshine at breakfast and snow for lunch.” He returned his attention to the scroll. “What's next—something about the Alpine Lake Winter Sports Complex? Looks like they decided to move it two miles to the east.” The document contained a vague map with hand-drawn corrections. “Doesn't say much, but it gives an idea where the place is.” He called up the map he'd been building since their arrival and added a vaguely round splotch entitled “Alpine Lake."
"As for the other queries—nothing yet on our friend McGinn. The crypto team's making progress, but between archaic formats and deliberate encryption, it's harder than expected. Current estimate for translation is no earlier than Sunday afternoon. Better than nothing, but it makes us more dependent on Mister Tremmlowe."
"I don't trust that guy,” Scrornuck said. “He's too upper-class for Syb's."
"What choice do we have?” Jape held up his ring. The jewel had turned from yellow with a trace of orange to just plain orange. “The crossing's barely nine days away, the pressure's building, and we don't even know what the Orb is, let alone where to find it. We need information and we need it now, so we deal with Tremmlowe. We'll just have to be careful."
"You mean I'll have to be careful for the both of us."
"Same thing."
* * * *"I saw that,” Scrornuck said, as Nalia turned to get a better look at the well-muscled young man crossing the pool deck.
"You're not jealous, are you?” Nalia said, shifting her lounge chair to look at Scrornuck. “I said you've got a nice tush.” She yawned. “Never thought I'd say this in the Guest Quarter, but I'm bored out of my skull."
"Sorry,” Jape said, “we just have to wait till tonight. Life's not always as exciting as one of Mister Saughblade's stories."
"Now there's an idea,” she said. “You could tell us another story."
"I suppose it'll take your mind off Mister Hunk,” Scrornuck said. “Might as well pick it up where I left off.” He signaled for a fresh beer. “I helped the Stranger rescue the fair damsel and dispose of the terrible beast—"
"Did you get paid?” Nalia interrupted. She stuck a hand out in Jape's direction. “Speaking of which, today's three gold pieces, please."
Jape sighed and reached for his purse as Scrornuck continued, “Yeah, I got paid, but not quite the way I expected—"
Life is good, Scrornuck thought as the big black motorcycle carried him north out of Roswell. Good, but sure full of surprises. Like the pay he'd received for disposing of the monster—not gold, not silver, just a big wad of green paper that he'd at first been reluctant to accept. But, as the Stranger had assured him, the green paper spent very well indeed.
The sweaty blue jeans that clung to his legs were a less pleasant surprise. While the Stranger said the men of this land didn't wear kilts, Scrornuck felt it was high time they started. As far as he was concerned, pants were works of the devil.
But having to wear pants was a small price to pay for being in a land that had motorcycles. Scrornuck took to the jet-black Knucklehead sport-model like a duck to water, roaring around mountain curves, scraping exhaust pipes and undercarriage. The cycle was like a magical horse that ran like the wind and never tired, despite being fed only the foul liquid called gasoline. The days of early summer were one delight after another as he wandered from the cool and misty coast through the mountains and high desert, riding by day, camping by night, occasionally meeting up with others who were enjoying the American southwest of 1949 by motorcycle.
After dining on perfect enchiladas and cold beer, he pointed the bike north. His kilt, faded from the strong chemicals the Stranger had used to scrub the monster's blood from both the plaid and its owner, was rolled up and tied to the bike's handlebars. On this perfect night he looked forward to finding a quiet spot, wrapping up in the warm wool blanket, and sleeping under the stars.
Then, at the intersection of the state highway and a dirt track leading into the desert, he saw the Hitchhiker. An ordinary-looking man, medium height with shaggy gray-blond hair, wearing a gray leather jacket, he stood by the side of the road with his thumb out. Scrornuck was puzzled—there was no sign of a broken-down vehicle, and the Hitchhiker carried no bags or gear.
Still, he couldn't just leave somebody out here. Traffic was virtually nonexistent after dark and this guy didn't look prepared to spend the night in the desert. Scrornuck dropped the bike down a couple gears and coasted to a stop.
"Going my way?” the man in gray asked.
"North, if that's what you mean.” Scrornuck looked into the Hitchhiker's eyes. They were strangely compelling, yellowish, almost cat-like. “Need a lift?"
Wordlessly, the Hitchhiker got on. Scrornuck gunned the motor and quickly accelerated to a comfortable seventy miles an hour.
"Look at that.” The Hitchhiker pointed a finger at the sky, where a ring of blue lights raced past, quickly disappearing in the north. “Little green men?"
Scrornuck shrugged. People in Roswell talked endlessly about lights in the sky, saying they were secret military experiments, or the work of an enemy preparing to invade, or even ships from another world. Scrornuck avoided such people, unless they were buying the beer.
He returned his attention to the road. The last of the twilight faded to night as they crested a small hill. Signs warned of sharp curves as the road wound its way across a dry valley. Scrornuck could see little by the bike's weak headlight, but kept the speed up, enjoying the way the bike leaned in the curves.
Striking sparks from the Knucklehead's muffler, they rounded a sharp, blind right-hander, and for an instant Scrornuck froze. Dead ahead, blocking the road, stood a huge metal disc, easily a hundred feet across and half that in height, squatting on three spindly legs. The top of the disc reminded him of a warrior's shield, a graceful curve with a taller dome rising from its center. Its surface was in places corrugated, in other places smooth, here bristling with spikes and tubes that looked like weapons, there marked by round holes full of black soot. Nestled into sockets around the central dome were several silvery, egg-shaped objects that themselves bristled with spikes and tubes, almost miniatures of the larger disc. Wisps of steam drifted from the disc's underside, and strands of something that Scrornuck couldn't help thinking of as toilet paper dangled beneath it, almost touching the pavement.
After a moment's shock, he slammed on the brakes, downshifting to let the engine assist the bike's weak drums. He looked for an escape route, but the shoulder dropped off sharply into a deep ditch. The best he could do was avoid the legs, hit the toilet-paper stuff and hope.
The bike came to a halt, tangled in the strands dangling beneath the disc. As Scrornuck struggled to free himself, more strands wrapped around his arms and legs. Suddenly they tightened, dragging him off the motorcycle and into an opening in the bottom of the disc. With a very final-sounding clank, a metal hatch closed behind him.
He found himself in a small space, lit by dim red lights. The strands lifted him further and tied him tightly to a sort of a metal and fabric bed which then rotated slowly, until he was facing straight up. He squirmed, trying unsuccessfully to get free of the straps. As his eyes adjusted to the dim red light in the small chamber, he saw pipes, tubes, wires, and other devices that he couldn't recognize covering the walls.
And in the darkness directly above, he saw an array of needles, probes and other disturbingly sharp devices, all aimed right at him. He squirmed, but the straps held him tightly in place. He wished he had Ol’ Red, but the mighty weapon was out of reach, stashed in one of the bike's saddlebags.
"Captain Shemp!” Scrornuck heard the Hitchhiker's voice, coming from behind the metal wall a few inches from his head. “Let's get out of here."
A second voice, raspy and sarcastic in tone, replied. “I've been ready for the last half-hour.” The metal bed beneath Scrornuck vibrated and a dull rumble arose from the darkness, rising in seconds to a deep roar. “Countdown?"
"Keep it short."
"Two, one, liftoff.” The vibration became a shaking, and Scrornuck was pressed down as if he'd suddenly become much heavier. “Short enough?"
"It was fine. Now ready our guest—"
"In a minute—if you don't mind, I've got to steer this heap.” The roaring got louder, the metal bed shook until Scrornuck felt vaguely sick, and the array of needles and probes swayed ominously. There was a sudden lurch, the shuddering dropped to a faint vibration, and the roar diminished to a distant rumble. “There! We made it past Max Q, and the damned thing held together.” The voice of Shemp carried pride, relief and a certain amount of surprise. “Now, Ranger, what are we doing with our guest?"
"Schuffmann Merge process. I want to shoot for a full extraction."
"In theory, a full extraction's not possible."
"In theory, this tub can't fly—but you just got us through Max Q. Now let's get to work..."
"What for? I can drive this thing—"
"Captain Shemp, you scored forty-two on Weapons Proficiency.” The Hitchhiker sounded vaguely irritated.
"Forty-three."
"Whatever. We need a real fighter."
"He'll be a basket case after Schuffmann."
"He's tougher than you think."
"He's a biker, so I'm sure his ass is tough. What about his mind? How the hell is he going to learn..."
"He has the brain structure for VR.” The Hitchhiker's flat statement silenced his sarcastic counterpart. “Now let's get on with it."
"Yes, sir.” The array of needles slowly approached Scrornuck. He squirmed harder, struggling to escape...
"Aw, crap!” The needles stopped, inches from Scrornuck's face.
"Is there a problem?"
"By any chance, do you know what a ‘Guideline Two Resolver Error’ is, Ranger?"
"No."
"Neither do I, but it's not letting me proceed."
"Force it. Give it a full override on my authority."
"If you say so...” The needles and probes jerked closer. Scrornuck desperately tried to shrink into the metal bed. The first point touched his cheek, drawing a drop of blood—
"Dammit!” The machinery stopped again, and Captain Shemp's voice sounded pained. “Whatever a ‘Guideline Two Error’ is, it hurts!"
"Override the error!"
"What do you think I'm trying to do?” The needles twitched once more...
"Oh, hell—” Captain Shemp's voice dropped in pitch and faded away, replaced by a flat, mechanical voice: “RESOLVER ERROR, GUIDELINE TWO. SYSTEM SHUTDOWN IN THREE SECONDS. TWO. ONE."
The Hitchhiker shouted desperately, “Cancel shut—"
"SYSTEM SHUTDOWN.” The room went dark, the rumbling ceased, and Scrornuck's stomach insisted he was falling.
"Initiate restart,” the Hitchhiker said, softly and deliberately. “Custom configuration."
"RESTARTING. SPECIFY UNITS TO INITIALIZE."
"Ship control. Guidance. Thrust management. Navigation. Weapons management. Accessory power.” An instant later the red light came back on and Scrornuck heard hisses, bangs, and a dull rumbling as his weight returned. The Hitchhiker's voice sounded more confident as he continued his commands. “Subject merge custom configuration."
"CUSTOM CONFIGURATION ACKNOWLEDGED."
"Procedure: Schuffmann process surgical merge."
"SELECTION CONFIRMED."
"Configure inhibits."
"SELECT ACTIVE INHIBITS."
A long silence followed. Finally, the Hitchhiker said, “Resolver Guideline Two, full inhibit."
"WARNING! FULL INHIBIT OF GUIDELINE TWO MAY LEAD TO—"
"Understood. Execute merge."
There was a long pause.
"COMMAND ACCEPTED,” the flat mechanical voice said. The needles and probes paused for a second, as if trying to decide just what to do next. Scrornuck felt a slight pinprick in his backside, and then, for a time, he felt nothing.
After a period of black, dreamless sleep, he awoke, screaming...
"Come on, Mister Saughblade,” a reassuring voice said, “snap out of it!” He felt a hand on his shoulder, opened his eyes and saw Jape and Nalia standing over him with concerned looks on their faces. He realized his hands were wrapped so tightly around the arms of his chair that the metal was bending. “It's all right,” Jape said, peeling Scrornuck's hand from the chair. “It's over; you're safe."
Scrornuck's heart raced and his breath came in a series of shallow gasps. “It's—it's just..."
Jape patted Scrornuck's hand reassuringly. “It's over, Mister Saughblade, it's over."
Scrornuck's voice faded to a thin squeak. “It's just—it's just that it hurt so much..."
"Don't talk about it,” Jape said.
"What's over?” Nalia asked.
"The—"
"Not now, Mister Saughblade.” Jape's voice carried a combination of tenderness and authority. He turned away and whispered, more to himself than to Scrornuck, “Maybe not ever."
* * * *"Don't get too comfortable,” Jape warned as Scrornuck settled into a lounge chair. “We have work to do.” He walked around the deserted pool area, placing the reloaded practice-round launchers in secluded spots behind potted plants, in some of the small trees, atop pieces of ornamental stonework.
"Work, schmork, it's time to catch some rays!” A couple stiff drinks and an excellent lunch had put Scrornuck's unpleasant memories to rest and left him looking forward to a siesta. He pulled off his shirt and shouted, “Go ahead, Mister Sun, burn me!"
"Burn you?” Nalia asked. “How could the sun do that?"
"You know, lobster red skin, blisters, peeling?"
"I've never seen the sun do that to anybody."
"Really?” Jape said, setting a launcher in place. “Nobody gets sunburn here?"
"Nope, you just get a little browner."
Curious, Jape held up his hand and watched as his rings flashed a complex message. “Would you look at that! They modified the ozone layer—it filters out the rays that cause sunburn and skin cancer and leaves only those that promote a nice tan."
"I love this place!” Scrornuck cried. “Even the sun's friendly!” He burrowed his shoulders into the chair, almost perfectly content. An instant later, when the server arrived with a cold beer, there was no “almost” about it.
"No lying down on the job, Mister Saughblade.” Jape set the last of the launchers in place. “I told you there's work to be done."
"I am working.” Scrornuck took a cool drink of his beer. “I'm working on my tan."
"I mean real work."
"Oh, all right.” Scrornuck sat up. “Duty calls, I guess."
"Jape's turn to practice?” Nalia asked.
"Not bloody likely. He doesn't even own a sword."
"That's strange—everybody in this town learns to handle a sword by the time they're twelve."
"Not me,” Jape said firmly. “Mister Saughblade handles the swords around here.” He tapped the softscroll. “Actually, it's your turn, Nalia. I want to see how quick you are. Mister Saughblade, would you make a little space?"
Scrornuck moved tables and chairs to create an open area about fifteen feet across, positioned Nalia in the middle of the space, and gave her a little kiss on the cheek. “For good luck,” he said.
Jape took a seat at a table safely out of harm's way and whispered a command to the scroll. The practice-round launchers hummed softly. “Ready?"
Nalia raised her sword and nodded. Jape tapped the scroll and the launchers began firing. She knocked down most of the targets, though she missed some and got splattered with red paint several times.
The series of shots ended, and Jape stared intently at the scroll. “Uh-huh, there's our baseline. Now it's time to get to work. Ready to try again?"
Nalia nodded, Jape tapped the scroll, and the launchers fired. She did much better the second time, knocking down nearly all the targets. It seemed to Scrornuck that she didn't move any faster—she just always seemed to be facing the right way when a shot was fired. “Did you make it easier?” she asked, as the series ended. “I think I was connecting more."
"You hit 89 percent this time. First time you only hit 75 percent."
"What was different?"
"The first time, the scroll fired the launchers directly. The second time, I had it generate the sequence of shots and show me which one to fire. Then I fired each one manually, so I knew which direction the next shot would come from."
She pondered this. “And because you knew, you think I knew? I was reading your mind?"
Jape nodded. “Exactly. It's what you were doing in the bar when we first saw you in action."
"Sure I'm not just getting better because I'm practicing?"
"What are you practicing? You already know how to swing a sword. Let's try it again, but with a bit more challenge. Mister Saughblade, may we have a bandanna?"
Scrornuck untied a red bandanna from his left boot. “What for?"
"If you would blindfold Nalia, please."
She stared at Jape as if he'd gone nuts. “I won't be able to hit anything if I can't see!"
"Or perhaps you won't be distracted."
With little enthusiasm, she let Scrornuck tie the bandanna over her eyes. “If I get all covered with that red gunk..."
"Room service is very good at doing laundry."
She did better, much better, scoring 94 percent on the third round and 97 on the fourth. She whooped triumphantly as she pulled the blindfold off and grabbed a long drink from Scrornuck's beer. “This is fun! Let's do it again!"
"Let's see just how good you can be,” Jape said. “Mister Saughblade, your fingers are quicker than mine; would you take the controls?"
"Sure thing.” Scrornuck's skill with guitar, piano and pipes, not to mention Ol’ Red, had given him extremely swift fingers. This was going to be fun. “Ready, Nalia?” She slid the bandanna back over her eyes and nodded.
"Here we go!” The buttons on the scroll flickered. Scrornuck's fingers danced over them, moving through grips and throws and taorluaths and doublings as if he were playing the pipes—and Nalia swung wildly, missing one shot after another, finally collapsing in a red-splattered heap and dejectedly pulling the paint-soaked bandanna from her eyes. “I couldn't feel anything."
"Mister Saughblade,” Jape said, “You were following the scroll, weren't you?” Scrornuck nodded, feeling both unfairly accused and guilty. He'd done exactly as Jape had instructed, yet he'd soaked Nalia with red paint.
Jape pressed a few buttons on the softscroll as Nalia got to her feet and wrung some of the red paint from her bandanna. “Let's try it again—and Mister Saughblade, make sure you're paying attention."
Scrornuck paid attention, concentrating on every flash of the scroll's lights, every press of the buttons, but the results were even worse. Nalia swung aimlessly, slashing the potted plants, running into furniture, tripping and falling over a lounge chair. When the exercise finally ended, she was covered with sticky red glop. “Shit,” she muttered, flinging the bandanna in Scrornuck's general direction. “Mind reading, my ass!"
The three returned to the suite, where Nalia headed straight for the shower. Jape sat at the table, studying the softscroll, trying to make sense of what had happened. Scrornuck retrieved his pipes from the backpack and sat cross-legged on the broad stone railing of the balcony, playing a melancholy tune.
She emerged a half-hour later, still probing her ears for bits of red dye, and flopped onto the couch, still muttering about how mind reading was a load of bullshit.
"I'm sorry you got so dirty,” Jape said. “I don't know what went wrong in that last exercise, but please believe me. The tests show you've got mind-reading talent."
"Yeah, right."
Jape continued patiently. “Mind reading ability comes in many forms, and many levels of development. Right now, you can read feelings and simple thoughts—in particular, you can tell what people are planning to do before they do it."
"Some people.” She shot a pointed look at Scrornuck.
"You have talent, but you're weak on control."
"Weak, nothing—I can't control it at all."
"Well, control comes with practice."
"And getting splattered with paint?"
"Not necessarily.” Jape tapped the softscroll and something that looked like a board game appeared. “I have other tests that aren't so messy."
With a sigh, she got up from the couch and took a seat across the table from Jape. “I wish this made sense."
"And I wish I had a beer,” Scrornuck said, slipping on his ratty “REQUIRED” shirt. “Difference is, my wish is going to come true. I'm going to the bar. Want anything?” Nalia opted for a Friendly Afternoon Wine, Jape for his usual longneck lager. Scrornuck saluted, swung his legs over the railing and nonchalantly dropped to the courtyard.
After getting drinks—and receiving a stern lecture from the head custodian about playing paintball on the pool deck—he returned in a like manner, letting the boots lift him to the third-floor balcony. He found Nalia and Jape hunched over the table, carrying on an intense conversation in voices just above a whisper. After watching in silence for the better part of a minute, he cleared his throat and said, “Hi, guys. Am I interrupting anything?"
Nalia practically jumped out of her chair as he put the drinks down.
"Uh, no,” Jape said, “we were just talking about our plans for tonight."
Scrornuck held up his beer. “I hope they involve plenty of this stuff."
"Probably. We're going to continue from last night, same place, same time. Nalia has a few more contacts we want to explore, and—” he finished quickly “—we're going to try to get some more information from Mister Tremmlowe."
Scrornuck frowned. “I tell you, that guy's a snake in the grass."
"How's he different from any other information dealer?"
"I just have this feeling that he's up to something, okay?"
"I didn't know you were a mind reader."
Scrornuck shrugged. “Hey, I'm just the bodyguard. I think he's trouble. If I'm wrong, I'm wrong.” He sipped his beer. “And if I'm right, I'll find a way to get us out of it alive."
"You always do,” Jape said, “you always do."
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Chapter Nine"Invite Your Bodyguard to Join Us""Something wrong, Mister Saughblade?” Jape asked, a moment after Nalia left the dinner table to use the ladies’ room. “Those look like pretty tasty enchiladas, and you've just been picking at them."
"Yeah,” Scrornuck sighed. “I'm stuck on that story I began this morning. It keeps coming back into my head, and when I get to the part with the needles—” He put down his fork and pushed his plate aside. “I wish I could get all the way to the end of it."
"Well, we need you fully present this evening,” Jape said. “Let's deal with this, now.” He cleared the center of the table. “Take my hands.” Scrornuck reached across the table and gripped Jape's hands firmly. He stared into the Ranger's eyes, deep blue and seeming to go on forever. “Listen carefully, Mister Saughblade,” Jape said in a soft, reassuring voice. “I am with you, and no matter what happens I will not let you go. Understand?” Scrornuck nodded. “Good. Then close your eyes, hold on tight—and remember."
After a period of black, dreamless sleep, Scrornuck awoke, screaming. Every nerve in his body was aflame with agony, and when he opened his eyes he saw hundreds, maybe thousands, of fine wires had burrowed under his skin—each, it seemed, carrying its own cargo of pain. Beneath his own wail, he heard a voice reciting meaningless numbers: “Gain plus fifty. Phasing minus fourteen. Damping up three."
Scrornuck had always told himself that if he had to meet some grisly end, he would do so with the silent courage displayed by the heroes and martyrs of legend. Here, in the red-lit belly of this terrible machine, he learned the truth—he screamed until his throat was raw, and then he screamed some more.
"Alpha down four,” the voice babbled on. “Theta plus six."
Scrornuck begged and prayed for someone, anyone, to come and rescue him, but nobody came. Finally, he closed his eyes and prayed for death to put an end to the pain.
And his prayers received an unexpected answer.
"Sync achieved.” The voice sounded relieved.
All sensation ceased. No pain, no sound, no vision, nothing. For a moment, Scrornuck wondered if he were dead.
Into the nothing came something that was not quite a sound, but a voice that he perceived without hearing.
Mister Saughblade?
Yes, Scrornuck replied. Who are you?
Name, rank and serial number? The voice carried an air of mild amusement. I am Earth Orbit Interceptor 3G06, speaking through a Shempington V3.261 personality interface. You can call me Captain Shemp.
What is this place?
The Ranger will explain that later, should we survive. Can you function?
Scrornuck wasn't sure exactly what Captain Shemp meant—he felt nothing, saw nothing, heard nothing but the voice.
Can you fight? the voice clarified.
With what? Scrornuck thought in reply. I don't have any arms or legs, you bastard—
Captain Shemp cut him off. Yes, you can fight. Again, Scrornuck detected a touch of amusement in the voice. Good. Now, if you'll excuse me, we both have work to do. Good luck, Mister Saughblade.
"Hey, what's going on?” Nalia asked as she returned. “It looks like you two are getting ready to rub noses or something."
"I'm helping Mister Saughblade get past some difficult memories,” Jape replied. “Did it work?"
Scrornuck listened to his body. His breathing was slow and steady, his heart wasn't racing, his grip on Jape's hands was relaxed. He recalled the most awful moments inside the silver disc, and they came back as something that happened once-upon-a-time, something that had been horrible but was now over and would never trouble him again. “I think it did,” he said, his small smile turning to a broad grin. “Hey, Nalia—you want to hear the end of that story I started this morning?"
"I don't know,” she said. “It sounded pretty gross..."
"Nah, we're past the gross part.” He reached for his dinner and his beer. “Now it's time for the fun!"
Scrornuck opened his eyes and found himself sitting atop his motorcycle in the middle of a gray desert: gray sand beneath his wheels, gray sky above, gray-brown mountains in the distance, and a storm of gray dust brewing dead ahead. He blinked, looked around, blinked again, shook his head, but the scene didn't change.
In the bike's rear-view mirror, he saw a small oasis of trees and greenery, the only color in this drab land. The Hitchhiker stood on the edge of the oasis, holding a shield as if preparing to defend the spot from something.
But from what? Scrornuck strained to see. The dust storm approached. The dust suddenly parted, and from it roared a fleet of forty sleek, fast-moving and definitely hostile yellow motorcycles. He gunned his motor and rode out to meet them, not sure how to do battle from a bike but determined to protect that little green oasis. The bike's handlebars felt soft and warm, rather like the grip of his sword. He gave them a tentative squeeze and found they controlled guns, small rockets and flame-shooting weapons. He was not going into battle unarmed.
He met the first attacker head-on, firing his weapons, dodging flame and lightning-bolts from his enemy. His bike cornered surprisingly well in the sand and dust of the desert, breaking loose its back wheel and sliding as he dodged the enemy's shots. He came around from the far side of the attacker, fired another blast, and the other bike went up in a ball of flame.
Spinning around in a cloud of dust, he got behind another of the enemy and fired a missile up his tailpipe—but as he swerved to avoid the explosion, he ran head-on into a third enemy motorcycle. Flames surrounded him for an instant, and then he was back where he'd started, sitting on his bike, a few feet from the Hitchhiker. The man in gray held up three fingers—three down, many more to go.
Scrornuck roared back into battle, shooting, dodging, sliding, leading the other bikes in circles and shooting them from behind, taking out five of the attackers before a lucky shot blew his own bike from under him. Again he found himself on a new bike, next to the Hitchhiker, who smiled encouragement.
So the battle continued. Scrornuck destroyed eight of the enemy before his third bike was rammed from the side, he wiped out seven with his fourth bike and another six with his fifth, and his sixth bike was destroyed in a head-on collision that obliterated five of the enemy at once. When he dropped bike number seven into gear, again to a cheerful wave from the Hitchhiker, the once-great swarm of attackers was down to fewer than a dozen.
As he roared forward, two of the enemy bikes swooped in from his left and right, attempting to get around him. Scrornuck swerved and fired on one, blowing it to pieces with his second shot, but the other managed to get off two shots at the Hitchhiker before Scrornuck shot a missile up its tailpipe. The Hitchhiker raised his shield and deflected the first shot, but the second hit the shield dead-center, knocking it from his hands and sending him sprawling.
Suddenly the desert was gone, replaced by the hellish room inside the silver disc. Pain returned, searing through every nerve in his body. He was surrounded by blood, steam, and broken, twisted pieces of metal, broken needles, torn wires. Through the steam and jumbled debris he saw a jagged hole in the metal wall, and outside a black sky full of stars and streaks of red and green light.
He heard the voice of the Hitchhiker, angry and afraid. “Captain Shemp! What the hell just happened?"
"The dips got lucky. We took a hit in G compartment."
"Can you recover?"
"If you'll let me get to work.” Shemp sounded unafraid, just irritated. “Dammit—full extraction's impossible to begin with, and now you want me to do it under combat conditions—"
Scrornuck felt a sensation that he would never be able to properly describe. He would later try to explain it as the feeling of being torn away from everything. It lasted less than a second, and then he again found himself in nothingness—no pain, no light, no sound, no sense of anything. Then he suddenly perceived a flood of words, spoken and written in a thousand tongues, just out of earshot, just beyond his vision. As quickly as they came, they were gone. What was that, he wondered.
Your Gift, a voice in his head said, to replace what's been taken. It'll be there when you need it.
The nothingness lasted only an instant, and then he was back on the bike, with more of the enemy bearing down on him. With a shrug, he rejoined the battle, fighting even harder than before, shooting more accurately, cornering more quickly, and feeling like he and his bike were a single being. In short order he destroyed the last of the enemy motorcycles and rode back, smiling, to the oasis.
The Hitchhiker pointed at the swirling cloud of dust, and Scrornuck saw that the battle wasn't over. A huge machine emerged from the dust, a machine so immense that he had trouble believing anything that big could move that fast. It was three or four stories high, steered by a single wheel in what looked like an enormous motorcycle fork, pushed forward by more wheels than he could count. As it approached, he saw its decks swarming with warriors, all clad in rubber outfits that reminded him of Stuart's hazmat suit.
The Hitchhiker tossed him the dented shield, and Scrornuck roared out to do battle. He pulled up next to the machine, locked his throttle, stood very carefully on the seat—and jumped.
His bike, pilotless, wobbled and swerved, finally being crushed under the machine's immense wheels. Scrornuck dangled for a moment from the machine's undercarriage, and then hoisted himself onto its lower deck. In an instant the rubber-clad warriors were upon him. He pulled out Ol’ Red and hacked apart the first to get within range.
"Yuck!” Nalia said. “You said you were past the gross part!"
"Maybe,” Jape suggested, “you should tell her what the soldiers were."
"Oh, yeah,” Scrornuck said. “They weren't people, they were robots."
"Machines in the form of people...” Jape prepared to begin a long explanation.
"Oh,” she said, “like the mechanical sparring partners I had when I learned how to duel."
"You've got those here?” Jape asked.
She nodded. “It's too dangerous to learn dueling with a live partner—you might poke his eye out or something. Until we get the hang of it, we practice with machines that look like people. They're not very good partners; once you get at all good, they're real easy to beat."
"These were tougher,” Scrornuck said, “a lot tougher."
The mechanical warriors were strong, they fought hard, and there seemed to be no end to them. Scrornuck hacked his way through the robot army until the decks ran red and slippery with hydraulic fluid. He used the Hitchhiker's shield to shove them, four and five at a time, over the deck's edge to be crushed beneath the machine's wheels. Still, for every one he killed, two more appeared. As the oasis grew closer and closer ahead, he desperately searched for a way to get to the drivers inside the machine. He found none—even Ol’ Red couldn't cut through the craft's hull.
Something drew his eye to the machine's madly spinning front wheel. Hanging onto suspension parts, his feet trying to slide out from under him, he made his way down to the wheel. Very carefully and slowly, he extended Ol’ Red's blade several feet—and thrust it into the wheel's spokes.
The wheel disintegrated, the machine's front end collapsed, and Scrornuck went flying. He hit the ground, felt bones breaking, and looked up just in time to see the war-machine towering over him, about to run him over like a bug.
Yet again he found himself on his motorcycle, with the Hitchhiker standing nearby. He gunned the motor and prepared to head out for another attack, but the Hitchhiker placed a hand on his shoulder, signaling him to wait. Brilliant light flashed around the war-machine's front wheel, and its nose suddenly fell, plowing deep into the ground. Its rear lifted, as if trying to overtake the front, and then the whole machine disappeared into a cloud of dust.
Scrornuck held his breath. A moment later the back of the machine, wheels spinning insanely, rose above the dust-cloud. Just as the machine looked ready to cartwheel, it disintegrated in a ball of yellow-orange fire, so bright that Scrornuck had to shield his eyes. The glare faded, the dust settled, and all that remained of the war-machine was a crater in the ground littered with smoldering debris.
"This calls for a celebration!” The Hitchhiker produced two bottles of beer and handed one to Scrornuck. They stood for a few minutes, sipping and watching the remains of the huge war-machine burn. The Hitchhiker pointed to the smoking crater and said, “Congratulations, Mister Saughblade, you've done it!"
"Done what?” Scrornuck felt good about having won the battle, but had no idea whom he'd defeated, or why they'd attacked.
"Let me show you.” The Hitchhiker snapped his fingers, and suddenly Scrornuck found himself alone in darkness. Beneath his feet was the disc that had picked him from the desert highway. Its outside was dented, torn and battered as if it had been in a terrible battle. All but one of the little eggs nestled into its topside were gone, leaving in their place only dark holes surrounded by soot. Above him, the thin crescent moon hung in the jet-black sky, and in the space between he saw uncountable bits and pieces of twisted, scorched machinery and things that looked like fragments of rubber-clad bodies. In the distance, a big piece of wreckage tumbled slowly, sparking as if a fire burned inside it.
He felt strangely weightless and disembodied, and when he tried to look at his own hand he saw nothing. What was he? Beneath the disc he saw a vast expanse of deep, summer-sky blue with streaks and swirls of dazzling white. His viewpoint suddenly changed—the disc rushed away and vanished in the distance, and the expanse of blue shrank to a small globe half in light, half in darkness. He recognized it from paintings he'd seen in books—this globe was the earth.
And it was under attack. An immense devil-machine, many times larger than the disc and bristling with weapons, emerged from the blackness beyond the moon. Preceded by a swarm of smaller machines, it passed him and sailed toward the earth.
He felt himself shooting past the machine, back to the blue of the world, down through the clouds on the boundary of darkness and light, to a little desert valley where a silver disc straddled a highway. A small puddle of yellow light, the headlight of his motorcycle, disappeared under the disc. Seconds later, in a cloud of smoke and blue flame, the disc rose into the sky.
Scrornuck followed the disc into the dark sky, to a great battle. The swarm of smaller war-machines advanced, and a single machine, one of the eggs nestled in the disc's upper surface, moved out to meet them. The egg, though outnumbered, fought bravely, swooping, twisting, spinning, and destroying two of the attackers before running into a third in a brilliant explosion.
So the battle went: one by one, the eggs launched themselves into the swarm of smaller machines, each destroying several before being blown up itself, until the smaller war-machines were gone and only one of the eggs remained. Then the disc and the enormous devil-machine met. Bolts of lightning, balls of fire, flashes of white light shot between them, rocking both machines, sending scraps of metal spinning into the darkness. A flash of light, intricately patterned like the pulsating energies of his sword, crackled from the surface of the disc and entered the nose of the approaching war-machine. For several seconds lightning flicked about within the craft, and then the evil ship shook, twisted, buckled, and split wide open in a blinding explosion.
"Do you now understand?” Hearing the voice of the Hitchhiker, Scrornuck found himself standing next to the short gray man, in a small room whose metal walls were covered with pipes, wires, and incomprehensible instruments. “This ship is a weapon,” the Hitchhiker said. “It is more than capable of destroying the enemy. But it needs a great warrior to guide it. For that mission it selected you.” He produced two more beers, and handed one to Scrornuck. “It appears to have chosen well."
"And that's a good place to stop,” Jape said, bringing Scrornuck back to the present. “We have places to go and people to see. We can't sit here listening to stories all night.” He signaled the server to bring their check.
Scrornuck nodded—but while he stopped talking, the last part of the story played itself out in his memory:
The Hitchhiker frowned as if he had some bad news to deliver. After a lengthy silence he spoke. “There is one more thing I must show you, Mister Saughblade."
Scrornuck found himself again floating in the blackness, the disc hanging beneath him, turning slowly. “The ship is a weapon,” he heard the Hitchhiker say, “but to be used properly, the ship and the warrior must become one. You must become part of the ship, the ship must become part of you. It is unpleasant. I am sorry we had to do what we did."
Scrornuck hovered over a hole in the top of the disc. The silvery metal was scorched, twisted, ripped open as if by some great explosion. Inside the hole, on the twisted remains of the metal couch, surrounded by pipes, wires, tubes and other devices, were chunks of meat and entrails that had once fit together to form him. The arms and legs were in pieces, thrown up against the walls of the chamber. The head, crusted with frozen blood, dangled from a mess of wires and tubes, one eye hanging from its socket. And from one ear, barely attached to the head, dangled a twisted, bent piece of gold: what remained of his earring.
* * * *"I still wonder where the rides are,” Scrornuck said, as they strolled down the broad avenues of the Guest Quarter.
"What rides?” Nalia asked.
"Roller coasters, whirl-a-hurls, tilt-a-pukes—rides that spin you around until you launch your cookies all over the guy in the next seat."
"There's nothing like that in town.” She chewed her lip thoughtfully. “But there are stories that when the True Guests come, they'll ride the Dragon's tail, and if we serve them well enough, we'll get to do it, too."
"Did they say where this Dragon's tail was?"
She again skewered him with that well, duh! look. “On the Dragon's butt, obviously."
As they entered Temple Square, a breeze blew up and thin, wispy clouds appeared in the sky.
"Rain coming?” Jape watched the clouds thicken and spiral together, forming a disk centered far above City Hall.
Nalia also watched the clouds. “Not this early. It's show time!"
A brilliant beam of white light shot up from City Hall's spire, lighting the underside of the clouds as dragons converged from many directions. A band struck up a brassy number with a pounding beat. The light split into beams of many colors, drawing pictures on the clouds and dancing with the dragons. Clouds swirled, lights flashed and spun, dragons swooped and flamed, until the sky over the Square was a pulsating, whirling storm of light.
"Makes me want to dance!” Scrornuck called. As if to accommodate his request, the band shifted to a familiar beat and played a familiar set of chords. He stood stock-still, a grin forming and steadily widening on his face. Jape, too, stood motionless for a moment, his mouth half-open in a combination of amusement and astonishment. Then Scrornuck joined the dance, in perfect step with the townspeople. Nalia stared for a moment, and then slid in next to him. They moved up, back, left, right, bump here, swing there, raising their arms for the refrain, singing at the top of their lungs, "Why Emm Sea Aaayyy!"
After three more verses, the light show reached its climax. The multicolored beams came together, forming a single white shaft that pierced the cloud deck and made the whole sky glow. As the music reached its finale, the clouds were drawn into the center of the beam and blasted upward into space as the dragons turned and flew off toward the horizon. In seconds all was quiet and the sky was again clear, studded with stars and a bright, halfway-to-full moon.
"How the heck did you know this dance?” Nalia demanded.
"Mister Saughblade is a fan of disco music,” Jape said. “Can't understand why."
Scrornuck shrugged. “It's the beat—you either love it or you hate it."
"And I don't love it,” Jape said. “I'm not quite as bad as those guys in my world who exploded a bomb in a sports stadium to protest, but I'm close."
"A bomb?” Nalia said. “That's terrible!"
"I'll say,” Scrornuck said. “The home team had to forfeit the game."
"Hello, friend!” Rosaiah called from the Temple porch as they passed by. “Have you come to make your offering?"
"Offer this—oof!” Scrornuck shut up as Jape elbowed him in the ribs.
"You must present your gift eventually,” the Priest declared. “Those boots are far too magnificent for a mere mortal."
"You don't know the half of it, Rosey-palm!” Scrornuck wiggled his toes, the boots did their magic, and he jumped a good twenty feet straight up. Rosaiah's jaw dropped, and the crowd gasped. At the top of his leap, Scrornuck stuck his thumbs in his ears, wiggled his fingers, and blew a loud, wet Bronx cheer. “These boots are too good for your stuffed toy,” he called as he landed. “They're mine and they'll stay mine!” The Priest stared, his mouth moving silently, as if he expected a lightning bolt to strike the blasphemers.
No lightning bolts fell, and the three walked calmly into the Cast Quarter. Scrornuck couldn't resist thumbing his nose at Rosaiah one last time.
"What's your problem, anyway?” Nalia said irritably, glancing at Scrornuck's boots. “You don't have some kind of footwear fetish, do you?"
They arrived at Syb's and found the bar had entertainment—a mediocre singer, playing an out-of-tune piano and whining about the sad life of a sensitive, poetic songwriter. “If you're not having fun, get your ass off the stage!” Scrornuck muttered as he found an unobtrusive corner seat with a good view of Jape and Nalia's table. Pulling his floppy hat down over his ears, he leaned back and paid as much attention as he could to his beer. It was going to be a long night.
Tremmlowe arrived during the second set and handed Jape a sheaf of papers. The Ranger went through the papers, smiling and making notes to himself, not noticing as the information broker pulled his chair very close to Nalia's and began flirting openly. To Scrornuck's dismay, she seemed to enjoy the attention, laughing at his jokes, letting him hold her hand and buy her drinks.
The singer launched into a particularly whiny number about his love life. At least he's got one, Scrornuck thought, ordering another beer to cool his simmering anger.
After nearly an hour, the business was done and Tremmlowe got up to leave. Jape rose to shake his hand. About time, Scrornuck thought angrily.
"Tomorrow night?” Tremmlowe asked.
"Same time, same place,” Jape said.
Tremmlowe turned to Nalia, and with a gallant flourish he bowed and kissed her hand. “Then we shall count the minutes until we are back together.” She smiled and gazed up into his eyes.
Scrornuck started to lunge forward, but forced himself to stop and pretend he was simply waking up from a brief nap.
Tremmlowe pointed at Scrornuck. “Tomorrow, invite your bodyguard to join us. We will make sure he is properly watered and entertained.” Smiling an oily smile, he turned and walked out.
After consuming two more rounds in an uncomfortable silence, the three left the bar. Only Jape looked happy. Nalia stared at her feet, while Scrornuck staggered under the weight of a dozen heavy black beers. He looked at her, thought about his miserable evening and sighed softly. Well, at least I didn't punch the little slimeball when he did that kiss-her-hand crap.
"Uh-oh,” Nalia said, “we stayed out a little too late.” As she spoke, the rain began, a few drops that within seconds became a downpour.
Scrornuck pulled out the brim of his floppy hat until it shielded most of his shoulders from the deluge, and smiled a smug smile. “Waterproof."
Jape searched the pockets of his cape for an umbrella. “Don't bother,” Nalia said, counting softly to herself, “it'll be over right about—now."
Sure enough, the rain stopped, leaving them on a sparkling clean street. Scrornuck folded up the brim of his hat, Jape ran his fingers through his hair, trying to squeeze out some of the moisture, and Nalia simply waited for the next breeze.
Though it was well after midnight, Temple Square was bustling. Flames poured from the Dragon's mouth, illuminating the Square with a flickering yellow light as the faithful clustered around the altars, feeding the sacrificial fires.
As the three passed the Temple porch, a dozen young men and women suddenly blocked their path. Scrornuck recognized them as the Servants of Spafu, one of the gangs that had been brawling here the night before.
"Hey, you!” Their leader pointed at Scrornuck. “Aren't you that heretic who refuses to offer his fancy boots to the Friendly Dragon?"
"I think you should step aside,” Jape suggested softly.
The Servants didn't budge. “He's blasphemed in the presence of the Priest,” one said. “Does he think his feet are more worthy than Spafu?"
"It's time he learned a little respect!” the leader said.
"Ferinianne!” Nalia stuck a finger in the leader's face. “You know it's against the rules to harm a guest!"
"Don't worry about that,” Scrornuck said angrily. He handed Nalia his jacket, which bore the Guest tag. “Now I'm just like you."
Jape addressed the gang's leader in a soft but firm voice. “I really wouldn't pick a fight with him tonight."
A big, muscular thug laughed sarcastically. “Him? I'll bust the runt in half with one punch!"
"You shouldn't talk like that,” Jape warned. “You'll make him mad."
"Oh, I'm so afraid!” Ferinianne jabbed Scrornuck's chest with his finger.
Scrornuck clenched his fists a few times and muttered, very softly, “I'm gonna enjoy this."
"Mister Saughblade—” Scrornuck froze, knowing that if the Ranger ordered him to walk away with his tail between his legs, he would. Smiling, Jape said, “Have fun."
The dozen Servants of Spafu quickly formed into a circle around Scrornuck. “Say goodbye to those fancy boots,” Ferinianne sneered. “They'll be up on the altar in a second."
"Think so?” Scrornuck folded his hands behind his back as he faced the leader, standing steadily, as if the dozen beers hadn't affected him in the least. Slowly, he raised his left foot, watching the way the Servants’ eyes followed it. “Take a close look—are you sure your lizard wants these?"
He smiled as he heard Nalia whisper to Jape, “Is this really fair? There's what, twelve of them? Against one of him? And he's been drinking all night to boot."
"No, it's not fair,” Jape replied. “But these punks deserve a lesson."
As Ferinianne stared at the boot, Scrornuck said in a soft, conspiratorial voice, “You want to see some real blasphemy, guys?” He tore off his ratty shirt and spun around to make sure all the Servants got a good look at his unauthorized dragon.
The gang screamed with rage at the sight of the sacrilegious tattoo, and as one they charged. Scrornuck spun, jumped and kicked, sending one Servant after another sprawling on the pavement. He kept his hands folded neatly behind him, feeling a desire to beat the snot out of these guys using only the boots that their lizard so desired. Obeying Jape's command to have fun, he cracked heads, bloodied noses, knocked out teeth and generally did unto the Servants of Spafu what he wished he could do unto Tremmlowe. After a few minutes, most of the gang lay in a heap on the pavement, and Scrornuck stood over them with a broad grin on his face. It had been positively therapeutic.
"Put this on, Mister Saughblade—now!” Jape hissed, tossing Scrornuck his jacket. “We don't need more trouble!"
"They started it,” Scrornuck said, as he slipped into the jacket.
"Behind you!” Nalia called. Scrornuck whirled and saw Ferinianne approaching, one hand held to his bloody nose, the other brandishing a long knife decorated with images of the Friendly Dragon. Son-of-a-bitch has my souvenir, he thought, as he raised his leg and kicked, sending the Servant sprawling on the pavement. Several members of the gang picked themselves up, drew their swords and edged closer. Scrornuck cracked his knuckles in anticipation. He might have to use his hands, after all.
"That's enough!” the voice of the High Priest boomed across the Square. “Is this any way to treat a guest in our fair city?"
"We were just trying to teach him a little respect,” Ferinianne gurgled as he got to his feet and stuffed the elaborate knife into his belt.
"And when were you appointed to do the mighty Dragon's work for him?"
"We were just going to get those fancy boots,” another Servant said.
"By force?” Rosaiah bellowed. “Have you not read the sacred books? Have you not heard that Spafu himself laid down the Rule that guests are not to be harmed? It is not up to you to determine when this stranger will make his offering!"
"Yesterday you said he would be humbled—"
"And humbled he shall be! But Spafu shall do the humbling, not you! Now go, get to your homes and gather your sacrifices, for you have defamed the Dragon's name in front of visitors.” Ferinianne flashed a hate-filled glare at Scrornuck as he and his gang scuttled off toward the Cast Quarter. Rosaiah bowed graciously to Scrornuck. “My apologies for the behavior of some of my flock. Now go in peace, but know this—you will present your offering before the Fortnight of Sacrifice is out!"
"In your dreams, lizard-boy,” Scrornuck muttered as they left the Square.
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Chapter Ten"I Got a Full, Full Bladder and an Empty Heart"Jape hurried through the twisting streets of the Cast Quarter, a spring in his step and a smile on his face as he anticipated the information he'd get from Tremmlowe this Friday evening. Nalia followed, alternately smiling and frowning as if unsure whether she really wanted to be here. Scrornuck brought up the rear, dragging his feet like a man on the way to his own execution. The children of Temple Square, who had been making a game of trying to peek under his kilt, took one look his angry scowl and decided to keep their distance.
Scrornuck had reason to scowl. He'd spent his morning by the pool, trying to burn off his hangover and his frustration by swinging Ol’ Red at an endless stream of heavy-duty practice rounds. As he grimly swatted down one target after another, muttering a mantra of Draggott, Captain, Tremmlowe, Nalia appeared on the balcony. For a second their eyes met. Then she turned away, and a round nailed him between the eyes with the force of a small firecracker, leaving a smear of soot and blood on his forehead and a nasty ringing in his ears.
Then Jape, saying that the meeting with Tremmlowe was going to be a special occasion, had insisted that everyone dress up. About the only “formal” thing Scrornuck had was the big piece of red tartan that spent most of its time being used as a blanket. Washing, drying, folding and pleating the big piece of wool into a traditional great-kilt had taken most of the afternoon—he was more than a little out of practice after nearly three years of simply slipping into his everyday utility-style kilts, with their permanent pleats and fasteners. Still, when he saw his reflection in a shop window, he had to admit he cut a dashing figure. The kilt swung nicely as he walked, and the swatch of plaid that wrapped over his shoulder, secured by a big, dragon-headed brooch to his short-sleeved black leather shirt, made him look less skinny, almost muscular. Of course, his armored jacket didn't fit over this outfit, but Jape was quite certain they were in for a safe evening. Somehow the assurance didn't make Scrornuck feel any better.
Syb's was packed when the three arrived, and for a minute it looked like they'd be unable to find a seat. But Tremmlowe had already staked his claim to a table up front by the tiny stage. “Best seats in the house,” Jape said as he sat, placing Nalia between himself and Tremmlowe.
Scrornuck remained standing, studying Tremmlowe carefully. Though his clothing was snappy and fashionable, the man himself looked bland and unassuming. If Tremmlowe and Jape were to stand side by side, it would be hard to determine who was less visible. Maybe Tremmlowe, for his eyes lacked the intensity of Jape's—they were a dull, lifeless brown, and the left one appeared to have a film over it. On the other hand, Tremmlowe had the irritating habit of constantly dabbing his runny nose with a handkerchief.
On Tremmlowe's right, a dark-haired woman sat bolt upright, wearing a gray outfit that looked almost like a military uniform. She stared at Scrornuck as if inspecting a roach she'd found on the floor. One of Tremmlowe's bodyguards, he thought—and felt his instincts sounding an alarm when the words Tremmlowe and bodyguard came together in a single thought.
Rounding out the table were two giggly women whom Scrornuck immediately nicknamed Blondie and Blue Eyes. They had apparently been brought along to keep him busy, for the only remaining seat was between them. Reluctantly, he sat and prepared himself for what he expected would be An Evening in Hell With A Wine List.
Or more correctly, Hell With A Whine List. The evening's “entertainment” was again the self-pitying singer at the out-of-tune piano, wallowing even deeper in misery than he had the previous night. Scrornuck took what comfort he could in repeated pints of Batatat's Stout, but the beer did little more than give his kidneys a workout.
I got a full, full bladder and an empty heart, he thought as he made his way to the men's room. Sounds like a song that guy would sing. The thought gave him his first smile of the evening, and a back corner of his mind started putting words together.
When Scrornuck returned, he found Tremmlowe and Nalia flirting openly. He made little remarks in her ear and stroked her hand, she laughed at his double-entendres and let him pick out her drinks, and both sat closer together as the night wore on. Scrornuck shot an accusing glance at Jape, but received no response.
The two giggly women did their best to strike up a conversation. “Ooh,” Blondie said, noticing the tip of the tattoo peeking out of Scrornuck's shirt sleeve, “what's this?” She pushed up his sleeve to get a better look. He gently pushed it back down, she pushed it up, and he pushed it down again.
"I wanna see!” She lifted the sleeve a third time.
"Fine.” He yanked up the sleeve to give her a good look.
"Ooh,” she said, staring at the flaming snake.
He casually undid her top shirt button. “You show me yours, I'll show you mine."
She glanced for an instant at Tremmlowe, and then returned her attention to the tattoo. “How far up does that thing go, anyway?"
Scrornuck loosened the leather lacing that closed his shirt-collar and pulled it open a little. “Have a look."
"Oooh.” She reached to loosen the lacing further.
He grabbed her wrist gently but firmly. “From here on, it's tit-for-tat."
Jape rolled his eyes, Blondie and Blue Eyes giggled, and Nalia stared at her drink as if trying to ignore the whole business. Then Tremmlowe whispered something to the woman in gray, who nodded and stood. Scrornuck immediately leaped to his feet, and the two bodyguards glared at each other for a tense moment.
"Is something wrong?” Tremmlowe asked, his voice dripping innocence. “We merely recalled that an important paper is missing and needs to be fetched.” He gestured, and the bodyguard pivoted on one heel and departed.
"Do you think that's wise?” Jape asked.
"We promised you complete information, and intend to deliver. Besides, are we not among friends here?” He put an arm around Nalia's shoulder and whispered something in her ear.
That was too much for Scrornuck. He threw the table aside as though it were cardboard, sending drinks flying as he advanced on Tremmlowe, fists raised. “I've had enough of you..."
Jape jumped up, barring Scrornuck's way with an outstretched arm. Scrornuck, who could have easily tossed Jape aside or broken his arm like a matchstick, stopped in his tracks. “Outside, Mister Saughblade,” Jape said in an icy voice. “Now!"
Scrornuck lowered his fists and walked slowly to the door. His shoulders drooped, his feet dragged, and if he had had a tail it would have been tucked firmly between his legs.
He waited for Jape in the dark alley behind Syb's, arms crossed, one foot on the pavement, the other flat against the wall in a position of defiance he'd once seen in a biker flick. Should have punched out Tremmlowe last night, he thought.
"Explain yourself, Mister Saughblade,” Jape said as he stepped into the alley. His voice was soft and controlled. “Just what were you doing in there?"
"What was I doing?” Scrornuck's reply was anything but soft. “What were you doing—what are you doing now? You've left Nalia alone with that slimeball..."
"Mister Saughblade! Have you forgotten that Tremmlowe has information we need?” He sighed. “What have I told you about getting involved with locals? Romantic entanglements get in the way of our work."
Scrornuck rose to his full height and stared down at Jape. “That's easy for you to say! You've got a life, you've got a family, you've got a home to go back to when the job's done. What have I got to look forward to? Getting killed in the line of duty? And if I live, are you going to send me back to my village to dig in the mud for the rest of my life?” He again slouched against the wall. “I finally meet somebody who can give me a reason to keep living once the mission is over—and you screw it up! Give me one good reason I shouldn't go back in there and break that little shit's face.” Clenching his fists, he took a step toward the door.
"Look at me, Mister Saughblade.” Jape's tone was cold, authoritative, and left no room for questions. Against his will, Scrornuck slowly turned and lowered his gaze until he stared straight into the deep, intense blue pools of Jape's eyes. “Once upon a time you made a promise. Do you remember what you said?"
Scrornuck couldn't speak, only gulp and nod. He'd never forget.
Ghostly wisps of fog swirled about the ruins of the ancient castle, lit by the full moon and fires flickering atop the walls. Five men and four women of the Rangers stood in a circle, holding candles. At the center of the circle, facing Jape, Scrornuck knelt and accepted his vows.
"Will you go where I go, no matter how far, no matter how strange, no matter how dangerous?” Jape asked solemnly.
"I will,” Scrornuck replied.
"Will you defend me against all threats, all enemies, no matter how powerful, no matter how outnumbered we are, without regard for your own safety?"
"I will."
"Will you accept pain, suffering and death for the sake of the Mission?"
"I will."
"And do you pledge your life to the Mission, until all the worlds are saved?"
Scrornuck didn't really understand this last bit, despite Jape's efforts to explain about multiple worlds, but he understood the nature of his commitment. “I will,” he replied.
Jape drew a small dagger and expertly punctured the tip of Scrornuck's index finger. A single drop of blood oozed out. An instant later, Jape punctured his own finger and pressed it firmly against Scrornuck's. “Then it is done,” he intoned, staring at Scrornuck with those bottomless blue eyes. “We are bound together, Ranger and Protector, joined until the Mission is complete, or until death. So be it."
"Ranger and Protector,” chanted the Rangers gathered around them. “So be it."
"Now rise,” Jape said. As Scrornuck got to his feet, he felt, more than he ever had in his life, that he was exactly where he was supposed to be.
"Do you intend to keep your promise?” Jape's soft voice brought Scrornuck back to the present.
Scrornuck felt dizzy. He couldn't stop staring into Jape's bottomless blue eyes. He felt the rough bricks of the wall against his back as he slid down, down to the pavement. I will, he had said, over and over. It still sounded so noble—why did it have to hurt so much?
"I thought I could depend on you.” Jape's soft voice filled with a deep sadness that made Scrornuck hurt far worse than shouts of rage ever could.
Scrornuck closed his eyes, unable to stand Jape's gaze any longer.
"We are here to save the world. Will you throw that away because you have a crush on a woman?"
Scrornuck forced the name out. “Nalia..."
"Is paid in gold to hang around with us,” Jape said. “Or have you forgotten?"
Keeping his eyes closed, Scrornuck shook his head slowly. She's just in it for the money. His thoughts returned to his promises. Pain, suffering and death, he'd agreed to accept for the sake of the mission. Until all the worlds are saved.
"Maybe you'll find true love someday,” Jape said. “But if you and I don't keep our promises, there won't be any ‘someday.’ Look.” He held out his hand. “Look, Mister Saughblade!” Scrornuck opened his eyes, and his heart sank as he saw the ring, glowing a bloody scarlet. “We have eight days before this world, and everyone in it—including Nalia—is dead. I'm grasping at any straw I can find, and as slimy as he is, Tremmlowe is the only straw we've got. Do you want me to throw that away?"
Scrornuck closed his eyes again as the accusations hit him like a series of kicks in the stomach. You failed. You called yourself a warrior and swore your life to a noble cause—but when it really mattered, you ignored your promise and thought only of yourself. You'd sacrifice the world to satisfy your own desires. You worthless liar. How can anyone ever trust you? Go back where you belong and dig vegetables out of the mud.
"If you really want to get out of your promise, go ahead.” Jape's voice was so soft that Scrornuck could barely hear him. “Chase Nalia if that's what you want. But you'd better plan on a short happily-ever-after, because in eight days it's all over—and without your help, I can't stop it."
Scrornuck slumped to the ground in total submission, back against the wall, arms wrapped around his legs with his head bowed and eyes closed, breathing in long, rasping sobs.
Jape squatted, getting face-to-face with Scrornuck, and whispered, “I'm going to ask you again—do you intend to keep your promise?"
Scrornuck's body shuddered in time with his sobs, but he said nothing and kept staring at the ground.
"Mister Saughblade, look at me!"
Scrornuck jerked his head up. Tears streamed down his face as he looked into Jape's eyes.
"Do you intend to keep your promise?"
"Yes.” Scrornuck formed the word slowly, moving his lips before finding breath.
Jape stood up, said “Good,” and started to walk away. After a few steps he stopped, turned, and walked slowly back. He went down on one knee, put a hand on Scrornuck's shoulder, and said in a soft—and warm—voice, “I'm sorry I had to do that.” He stood, took Scrornuck's hand and gave it a hard pull. “C'mon, get up, let's get going."
Scrornuck got up, accepted Jape's handkerchief, dried his eyes and blew his nose.
"Maybe we've both been working too hard lately,” Jape said. “Maybe we've been trying too hard to force things to happen. Maybe we're missing something important because we're looking too hard. Maybe we just need to let things take care of themselves for one night."
Scrornuck blew his nose again. “How?"
"Tremmlowe's provided the documents he promised. There's nothing we can do with them tonight. I think we should take a night off for rest and recreation.” He swept his arm before the doorway. “Let's have a good time now and worry about things in the morning."
Scrornuck blew his nose a third time and nodded.
"Yes, just for tonight, let's eat, drink and be merry.” Jape looked at Scrornuck with a sly expression. “You know, those two chickaderos have been giving you the eye all night. Give them half a chance, and you could have a pretty entertaining evening."
"Uh, yeah.” Maybe it was the beer talking, but Scrornuck found himself warming to the idea. After all, Nalia hadn't really said anything to indicate she had a serious interest in him, other than as a way to get those three gold pieces a day. And he could offer her little beyond a quick fling before he and Jape left town. Maybe the Ranger was right—maybe it was time to let go and have a little fun.
Jape shook Scrornuck's hand with mock seriousness. “So that's tonight's plan, Mister Saughblade. Eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow we save the world!"
"For tomorrow we save the world!” Scrornuck blew his nose one last time, then held out Jape's dripping handkerchief. “You want this back?"
There was no evidence of the near-brawl when Scrornuck and Jape returned. The table was upright and topped by a fresh round. Nalia sat at Tremmlowe's side, smiling as he whispered in her ear. Meanwhile, two ladies who were no doubt very, very good at entertaining a man waited for Scrornuck, and somebody else was picking up the tab. Take me, I'm yours, he thought, putting an arm around Blue Eyes and kissing her full on the lips in the way that he'd longed to kiss Nalia. After an instant's surprise, she responded in kind, and a moment later he felt Blondie's hand sliding up under his kilt. This was going to be an entertaining evening indeed.
"Excuse me!” Jape spoke in a stern voice, but when Scrornuck looked up he saw the Ranger was grinning. “Do I have to get you three a room?"
"Maybe.” Scrornuck stole a quick glance at Nalia, who quickly looked away. “Probably."
"But not yet,” Tremmlowe said, as serving wenches brought several bottles of champagne. “It is time to celebrate!” He popped the cork on the first bottle, poured a round, and clinked his glass against Jape's. “To our successful relationship!” He then raised his glass to Scrornuck. “You seem to be well-versed in the ways of drink, Mister Saughblade. Tell us, how would you describe our Taupeaquaahn bubbly?"
Scrornuck took a mouthful—and nearly spat it out. How would he describe this swill? Carbonated industrial solvent, fermented in tank cars? For use as motor fuel only? Trying to kill the champagne's taste, he grabbed a handful of bright-orange snacks from a bowl in the center of the table, only to find they tasted like cellulose-foam packing peanuts dusted with artificially flavored plasticized process cheese substance.
"Ah,” Tremmlowe said, dabbing his nose again. “You have discovered this tavern's specialty.” He took a handful of the snacks and consumed them delicately, one at a time. “You may have wondered what brings us to a—forgive the blunt language, but no other word fits—dive like Syb's.” He tossed down another piece. “These are the finest snacks in the land, and no other place has them."
Jape struggled to suppress his laughter as Scrornuck struggled to suppress his gag reflex. “Interesting,” he said, tasting a single morsel. “What do you think, Mister Saughblade—Premium Coach?"
Scrornuck shook his head and cleared his palate with a big slug of beer. “More like Standby Steerage Class."
The whiny singer finished his set, and Tremmlowe stood, slowly and wearily. “Your attention please,” he said, raising a hand full of large gold coins. In an instant, the room went silent. “We wish to make an offer.” He stacked the coins neatly on the table and opened a dusty leather case. “This is called a Setron. According to legend, it makes the most beautiful music.” He held up a device that looked more like a sheathed samurai sword than an instrument: about three feet long including its two-handed leather grip, gently curved, about an inch thick by three inches wide. An elaborate Japanese dragon design in gold leaf graced one side of the instrument's flat-black body, while glassy, translucent frets adorned the other. A strap connected the root of the grip to the end of the instrument, as if it were to be slung over one's shoulder. “Alas,” he said, “we are not particularly musical. And so, we offer these gold pieces to any man who can play it."
Almost involuntarily, Scrornuck rose and wrapped his right hand about the part that looked like a sword-grip. “I'll give it a try."
"The Setron is a musical instrument, not a liquor bottle,” Tremmlowe said, maintaining his hold on the device's body. “You would have little use for it."
Scrornuck ignored the insult, fascinated by the way the instrument's grip felt slightly warm, almost alive, like Ol’ Red. Closing his eyes, he squeezed it the way it wanted to be squeezed. Hearing a collective murmur, he opened his eyes and saw the raised designs on its fretboard glowing in shades of red, yellow and green. Tremmlowe, a look of shock on his face, let go. Scrornuck threw the strap over his shoulder, took a deep breath and let his left hand roam over the sparkling lights of the fretboard. For the next minute, a rich, multi-layered harmony of strings, horns, bells, and voices filled the air.
Scrornuck gazed at the instrument, feeling like he already knew how to make it produce any sound he wanted. One way to find out. He thought about acoustic guitars, gave the grip a gentle squeeze, and ran his fingers along the frets. The sound of a guitar strumming filled the room.
"Do you think you can play an actual tune?” Jape asked. “Perhaps one of those lilting Irish ballads?"
Scrornuck nodded and confidently stepped onto the bar's tiny stage, still running his fingers over the fretboard. The instrument's feel was nearly irresistible. “Lilting Irish ballad, you said.” Guided by the soft throbbing of the Setron's grip, he made a few adjustments. There, he thought, doing something that he somehow knew would make the machine play loud, very loud, that ought to be lilting enough. “One, two, three,” he shouted, stomping his foot on the stage, “nine, ten, forty-six, hike!"
His left hand danced over the fretboard, selecting a string of lead-guitar power chords, while his right hand gently told the grip how he wanted bass and percussion to follow. Drinks quivered on tables, chips and nuts skittered to the floor, and a few patrons ducked for cover beneath their tables.
The song was a standard party-till-you-puke number with a few suggestive lines, the kind of thing a tenth-rate rock band would use to start a set. But it worked—the crowd got up, clapped and danced. Seeing Blondie and Blue Eyes giggling at one of the risqué lines, he held the instrument in a suggestive position and ran his hand up and down its length in a manner that was blatantly obscene. The move made lousy music, but it sent the crowd into a frenzy of hooting and cheering. He ended the song with a quick repeat of the chorus, and flopped back down in his seat, setting the instrument on the table before him.
"Lilting Irish ballad?” Jape asked.
"Irish side of Detroit, I think,” Scrornuck said, reaching for his beer.
Tremmlowe pushed the stack of gold coins in Scrornuck's direction. “Very impressive,” he said, reaching for the Setron.
Scrornuck snatched the instrument off the table an instant before Tremmlowe's fingers touched it. “Tell you what,” he said, sliding the coins back. “You can't play this thing, so why don't I just take it off your hands?” He gave the grip a gentle squeeze, and felt it purr in response. “I think it likes me."
"The Setron is not for sale!” Tremmlowe shouted, jumping to his feet. “Especially not to a worthless drunkard like you!” He threw his glass to the floor, shattering it. “Do not make us take it from you!"
"Do you think you could?” Scrornuck asked softly.
Tremmlowe's face quivered with rage, and for a moment he was unable to speak. He slammed his fist on the table, sending the cheesy snacks jumping from their bowl.
"Gentlemen,” Jape said, gesturing for calm. “I'm sure we just have a misunderstanding here. I don't think Mister Saughblade is trying to steal this instrument. He'd just like to play a few more songs. Isn't that right?"
Reluctantly, Scrornuck nodded. He wanted to play a lot more music, a lifetime's worth—but Jape's proposal would keep the Setron in his hands for the time being.
With some effort, Tremmlowe brought his quivering face under control and smiled his oily smile. “By all means,” he said, “we would love to hear a few more songs.” Scrornuck smiled back, though he suspected Tremmlowe would really prefer to hear the screams of a certain redhead being drawn and quartered.
The regular singer was returning from his break. Giving quick kisses to Blondie and Blue Eyes, Scrornuck grabbed the Setron and jumped up to meet him. The two performers whispered quietly for a few minutes, and Scrornuck scribbled some lyrics on a slip of paper borrowed from a serving wench. The singer nodded and took his place behind the piano as Scrornuck turned to face the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he announced, “it is with great pleasure that Syb's announces the World Premiere of a future Number-One-On-The-Charts Hit!” He turned to the singer and whispered, “Remember—I sing the first line, you sing the second, we do the third together and whatever you do, don't whine!” Taking a deep breath, he squeezed the Setron's grip, ripped out a few bring-it-up-to-speed opening chords and began the number he'd composed earlier in the evening:
Sittin’ on a bar stool
Feelin’ like a damn fool
Baby went and left me again.
Order up another beer
Wonder what I'm doin’ here
Starin’ out the window, and then
I see her comin’ up the steps
And that's the hardest part
'Cause I got a full, full bladder
And an empty heart.
He let the piano player carry the tune as they sang the second verse:
I say it's a cryin’ shame
'Cause I know I'm the one to blame
My foolish words were hurtin’ us so.
She says she wants to make it better
Says we oughta stay together
"Honey, I don't wanna let you go"
Then she puts her arms around me
And the lovin's ‘bout to start
But I got a full, full bladder
And an empty heart
He pranced about the stage, hair flying as he wound in some serious electric-guitar wailing and signaled the piano-player to sing lead on the bridge section:
And I know that those last five beers
Were just a big mistake.
'Cause I'm losin’ my chance to get my baby back
With every piss I gotta take.
And we both wanna get it all back together
We're ready for some sweet romance.
But how do we bring back that lovin’ feeling
When I'm about to wet my pants?
To his delight, Scrornuck found the squeeze that made the Setron wail like a raunchy sax through a short solo. Meanwhile, the piano-player hammered his keyboard as if trying to pound the instrument back into tune. Then, together, they delivered the final chorus:
So did we have a chance at love
Or were we doomed right from the start?
By a full, full bladder
And an empty heart.
By the time the song ended with another short solo and a repeat of the final verse, the people in the bar were singing along, stomping their feet and clapping. Scrornuck leaned over the piano and whispered, “I think you're a hit. Keep up the good work, and remember, don't whine!"
As he returned to the table, he felt an odd tingling in his right hand, as if the instrument were trying to tell him something. Wondering just what sounds might come forth, he squeezed the grip just so and stroked his fingers over the Setron's fretboard one more time. Though a few of its frets flashed, the instrument made no sound. He shrugged, took his seat and reached for his beer.
"You know, that bridge doesn't work,” Jape said. “You don't wear pants."
"No shit, Sherlock!"
Jape rolled his eyes in mock dismay. “Now you'll be saying that every time I turn around!"
"With variations!” Scrornuck chugged about half his beer, which finally seemed to be working. “No crap, Cromwell! No feces, Ferdinand!"
"Keep that up and it's going to be no beer, Bubba,” Jape said, sliding Scrornuck's pint away.
"No ... kidding?” Scrornuck slid his beer back and clutched it possessively. “Yeah, the bridge sucked. But it was easier to rhyme. Besides, the other guy sang it, and he had pants on."
The evening went on. The singer remembered not to whine, the beer kept flowing, Nalia quietly held hands with Tremmlowe, and Scrornuck enjoyed the attention of the two chickaderos.
Sometime during the singer's fourth set, a barmaid placed yet another pint before Scrornuck and handed Jape a key. “Hey, Mister Saughblade!” Jape called.
"Huh?” Scrornuck pulled his nose out of Blondie's ample cleavage. “What?"
Jape drained his longneck and held up the key. “How ‘bout you three take yourselves somewhere more comfortable."
"I'm pretty comfortable here!"
"Well, I'm not!” Jape tossed the key. “Scram before I start selling tickets!"
Blondie caught the key and dropped it into her bosom. “If you want it, tiger, you have to chase it!” She and Blue Eyes each grabbed an unopened bottle of that nasty champagne and headed for the stairs.
"Rowrrrr!" Scrornuck got up and headed after them.
Tremmlowe stood up, coughing and wheezing, and proclaimed, “A toast!” He lifted his glass. “To young lust!"
"To young lust!” the patrons shouted back. Scrornuck glanced over his shoulder and saw Jape raising the newly delivered pint of Batatat's. Well, he thought, the guy's finally showing some taste in beer.
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Chapter Eleven"Tarts Aren't On the Menu"Jape was right, Scrornuck decided. A night of rest and recreation was exactly what he needed. Music, drinks, and the chickaderos had delivered the recreation. Now, dozing in the upstairs bedroom, his arms around the two ladies, he was ready for a well-deserved rest.
A movement roused him from pleasant dreaming to partial wakefulness as Blondie and Blue Eyes quietly got out of the bed, dressed and departed. On their way to the next customer, no doubt. Then again, they'd left the door ajar. Maybe they were planning to come back, with another bottle of that nasty-but-strong champagne and some new tricks. In your dreams, he thought, as he rolled over and prepared to go back to sleep.
A floorboard squeaked in the hall, and seconds later the door quietly swung open. Scrornuck opened one eye, and quickly realized this wasn't going to be a night of rest after all—unless Blondie and Blue Eyes had grown about four inches and taken to wearing all-black outfits, he was getting a visit from a pair of assassins.
He let his left arm drop over the edge of the bed, searching the floor for Ol’ Red. The two intruders cautiously approached the bedside. One drew a long, flexible blade, while the other produced some kind of strangling-cord. Scrornuck waited until the two assassins were practically on top of him. Then, with a shout of anger at those who would kill a man in his sleep, he brought his knee straight up into the swordsman's cojones, taking that man out of the fray for a few seconds. The other assassin shoved a knee into Scrornuck's chest, got the strangling-cord around his neck and started to pull.
Scrornuck wedged his right hand under the strangler's cord. His left, searching desperately under the bed, closed around Ol’ Red's grip. He brought the weapon up to the strangler's belly, and the assassin had just enough time to utter a choked wurgh? before the blade went through him, erupting from his back in a spray of blood and bone chips. As the strangler's body slid over the edge of the bed, Scrornuck saw in his face no fear, no pain, just an overwhelming sense of surprise.
The strangler's cord was fastened with some sort of one-way knot that Scrornuck couldn't untie. Since it wasn't tight enough to choke him, he could worry about it later. Right now, the remaining assassin was back on his feet. As Scrornuck kicked off the blankets and jumped out of bed, the swordsman darted forward and jabbed him in the left side. It was just a tiny nick, but it burned ferociously. Bloody hell, he thought, the thing's poisoned!
A warm numbness spread through Scrornuck's left side and arm, and in seconds he could no longer squeeze Ol’ Red precisely enough to slice off the assassin's blade. His mind was wandering as well, thinking about how he really hated going into combat butt-naked. Though his ancestors had terrorized the Romans by charging into battle without a stitch of clothing, he found the random flapping of his various parts and pieces to be distracting.
The assassin clobbered him in the face with a broken chair leg. The blow hurt, but it focused his attention. Time to finish this. Ignoring the flapping body parts, he deflected the intruder's next jab and brought Ol’ Red down in a swing that nearly split the man in two. As he and the eviscerated assassin collapsed onto the bed, one final thought crept into his mind: the housekeeper's going to kill me when she sees this.
For a long time, Scrornuck dreamed a dream in which one man after another tried to kill him, with swords, ropes, clubs and every weapon imaginable.
He awoke to find something heavy and sticky resting on his chest. With a great effort, he shoved the mutilated body of the second assassin aside, wondering why the bad dreams so often continued after he woke up. The good dreams never did. His left side felt heavy and tingly, a hangover from the poison. And a hangover from the champagne, he thought, clutching his throbbing head as he sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed.
He spotted a chamber-pot in a far corner, and with an almost super-human effort, he staggered across the room and knelt before the porcelain shrine. There, he upchucked what felt like a gallon of good beer and lousy champagne, along with a few artificial-cheese-flavor snacks that still retained their orange color.
After rinsing his mouth with a carafe of water he found on the nightstand, he felt human enough to turn up the gas lamp and examine himself in the room's small mirror. You look like ten miles of bad road, he thought. There was an ugly gash in his cheek, and half-dried blood in his hair, in his beard, everywhere. Finding a small basin of water and a towel, he wiped off the worst of the blood. Then he turned his attention to his clothing. The black leather shirt was ruined—on the floor underneath two very bloody corpses—but his plaid, belt and sporran, carefully hung across the back of a chair, had escaped with only a few small spatters of blood. Lacking the ambition to fold and pleat a proper kilt, he simply wrapped the plaid around his waist and secured it with his belt.
Something hard and sharp-edged irritated his neck, and he unconsciously reached up to pull it off. Making a soft zipping noise, it tightened around his neck. He gasped as he remembered what it was—the strangler's cord. Struggling to breathe, he extended a sliver of Ol’ Red's blade and carefully cut the garrote. As he caught his breath, he examined the device—an oversize plastic zip-tie, the kind used for securing bundles of electric cables. Where'd the son-of-a-bitch find one of these, he wondered. Thinking Jape might find it interesting, he dropped the cable-tie into his sporran. Then he slipped on his boots, offered a quick prayer for the dead and set about investigating the two would-be killers.
He found a Residence Pass, similar but not identical to Nalia's, on a chain around the dead swordsman's neck, and dropped it into his sporran. Another clue, he thought. The strangler turned out to be one of the Servants of Spafu who'd attacked him the previous night. In a sheath on the man's belt Scrornuck found the long, curved knife that Ferinianne had pulled. My souvenir.
A sudden stab of pain in his left side made him drop the knife. It struck the floor with a clunk that made his head throb, and he realized this was the first sound he'd heard since waking up. Where's all the noise, he wondered—Taupeaquaah should never be this quiet. Rubbing his sore side with one hand and his aching head with the other, he limped to the window. A few people sat in the street below, a few more leaned against buildings, but nobody moved or spoke. “Oh, no,” he muttered, remembering the last time everyone else had been frozen like this.
When he opened the door, another black-clad figure tumbled into the room, still breathing, eyes wide open, and completely unresponsive—the third assassin, Tremmlowe's bodyguard. Resting a hand on Ol’ Red's grip, he pondered what to do with her—while she'd clearly been a part of the plot, in her current state she posed no threat. Executing somebody in her condition offended his sense of justice, so for the time being, he simply shoved her inert form into the room and locked the door.
Holding his sore side, he limped down the stairs to the bar. Jape sat alone at the table, behind a mug of Batatat's Stout, staring vacantly into space. Sheeyit, Scrornuck thought. The one night I don't watch over this guy, and look what happens. He waved a hand in front of the Ranger's eyes, shouted in his ears, shook his hands, and even gave him an open-handed slap across the face, but Jape remained in his trance. Noticing an odd, nasty aroma, he sniffed Jape's beer—and almost upchucked a second time. Stuff turns to absolute shit when it gets warm, he thought, shoving the mug far, far away.
A few other customers sat at stools or leaned against walls, in the same kind of trance as Jape. Nalia and Tremmlowe, however, were nowhere to be found. “Knew I should have broken that little shit's face,” Scrornuck muttered, as he headed back to search the upstairs. He used Ol’ Red to pick the rather simple lock on the room across the hall from his. To his momentary surprise, he found a frozen threesome of Blondie, Blue Eyes and a man he recognized from Sunday's parade as the Mayor of Taupeaquaah. Tremmlowe, it appeared, had hired the best hookers in town for his little plot. Scrornuck felt vaguely honored.
Justice shall be done, he thought as he retrieved the third assassin and stripped her naked. Grinning and thinking about how there were punishments worse than execution, he installed her in the middle of the threesome and tied his distinctive red bandanna around her neck as a calling card.
He worked his way down the dimly lit hall, picking one lock after another. Place even looks like a whorehouse, he thought, looking at the garish pink-and-red curtains covering the walls. In the rooms he found people sleeping off a night of overindulgence, high-stakes card games stalled in mid-deal, and ladies of the evening frozen in the middle of their business. He wondered just how much of the City was playing this game of living statues.
In the last room on the left he found Tremmlowe, fully clothed and sitting in a chair with the same vacant expression worn by everyone else. Then he saw Nalia.
"Shit, shit, shit, shit, shee-yit!" he said. She knelt on the floor next to a big black basket, her hands gripping its top edge as she stared vacantly into space. Tongues of violet-white energy slithered out of the basket and licked up her arms, reaching most of the way to her shoulders; the same stuff he'd seen a week earlier in the courtyard of the ruined Palace, but brighter, louder, and more electric.
He edged closer and looked into the basket. The purple ball had doubled in size and seemed to be growing before his eyes as its crackling tendrils engulfed more of Nalia's arms and shoulders. The white light at the ball's center flickered brightly, and the fluid within churned vigorously. For a moment he glimpsed something that looked like a good-sized fish in the violet murk. The fish paused as if looking back at him, flicked its tail and vanished.
I'd rather be knee-deep in rattlesnakes, he thought, planting his feet on either side of Nalia's and holding his hands a few inches from her wrists. Electricity crackled from the tongues of violet light, making the hairs on his arms tingle.
Muttering “no pain, no gain,” he grabbed Nalia's arms. He instantly forgot the soreness in his side as violet-white fire shot up his arms and chased about his shoulders, filling the air with sparks and smoke, sending his muscles into tremors and spasms. He struggled to pull her away, but his body refused to cooperate, and it seemed as though the glowing ball was trying to drag him closer.
More by luck than by plan, his legs gave way and he tumbled backward, dragging Nalia with him. Tongues of energy flashed from every opening in the basket as he rolled and kicked to get away. Thing hates me, he thought. As if agreeing, the fire nipped at his toe. He yelped, and scrambled a few feet further away.
Not wanting to leave Nalia in the same room with the ball of light, he carried her downstairs and carefully propped her up in a corner by the piano. She dozed peacefully, and he expected that she, like Jape and everyone else in the area, would be out for a while. Meanwhile, he had business to attend to.
Giving the basket and its sizzling contents a wide berth, he searched Tremmlowe's room and found the Setron stashed inside the nightstand. Screw the gold pieces, he thought as he slung it over his shoulder. This thing's mine. In a pocket of Tremmlowe's coat, he found a small pouch full of white pills. This he added to the collection of clues in his sporran. Then, having finished his search, he gave Tremmlowe a hard punch in the belly. It made him feel much better. “What happened?” Tremmlowe mumbled as he slowly opened his eyes.
"A little shit tried something really dumb,” Scrornuck said, “and now the little shit's going to pay.” He grabbed Tremmlowe by the collar, hustled him out the door and shoved him down the stairs, enjoying the grunts and groans as the little shit tumbled and bounced into the alley. Scrornuck followed, muttering “it's payback time” as he shoved Tremmlowe up against the wall and held Ol’ Red's blade to his throat.
Jape stumbled into the alley, holding his head in the throes of a world-class hangover. “What the..."
"Say the word, Jape!” Scrornuck said. “Say the word and this creep's history!"
Jape rubbed his eyes. “What the hell are you talking about?"
Scrornuck pulled his sword back a little. “Yeah, I guess you passed out and missed it. This shit sent three people to kill me. I got strangled and stabbed and poisoned, and then he grabbed Nalia..."
"I swear, I never touched her!” Tremmlowe croaked. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth.
"Shut up, slimeball!” Scrornuck gave Tremmlowe a hard elbow in the ribs, knocking him to the ground. “C'mon, Jape, say the word!"
"And what will you do?"
"I'll take him apart,” Scrornuck said, “starting with the most painful bits.” He let Ol’ Red's luminous tip dance around Tremmlowe's crotch. “And ending with the vital ones.” He lifted the blade to graze his captive's throat.
"No.” Jape shook his head, and immediately regretted it. “Let him go. There's been too much killing lately."
"Oh, no,” Scrornuck said. “Not this guy, not after what he tried to do to us."
Jape massaged his temples as if trying to chase his headache away. “Let him go, Mister Saughblade. That's an order."
"Fine.” Reluctantly, Scrornuck put his sword away. “Get out of my sight, you little shit,” he growled, pitching Tremmlowe toward the street, straight into a pile of fresh garbage. “If I had my way, you'd be dead—and I promise, the next time I see your face, you won't live to see sundown!” As he watched Tremmlowe struggle to his feet and scurry away, Scrornuck sat down on an overturned trash basket and muttered, “Sheeyit."
"What's bothering you, Mister Saughblade?” Jape asked.
Scrornuck stared at the ground. “Me. I knew all along the guy was a slimeball. I promised to protect you and Nalia, and even if you thought he was safe, I should've remembered.” He looked up at Jape. “We're going to regret letting him go."
Jape shrugged. “Well, what's done is done. Let's go check on Nalia. She was still asleep when I heard the commotion out here..."
"Did somebody mention my name?” She strolled through the doorway, looking comfortable and well-rested. “What happened to you two? Too much fun last night?"
"Come inside and I'll tell you all about it,” Scrornuck said.
They returned to their table, which the staff, awake again, had already cleared. Scrornuck slumped into a chair and began to tell his tale of the attempted assassination.
"What?” Nalia interrupted. “Two people came into your room and tried to kill you? Right here in the middle of Taupeaquaah?"
Scrornuck nodded. “They weren't very good at it, obviously. And then I found you in the scumbag's room with that ball of purple light..."
"What?” It was Jape's turn to interrupt. “The Orb was in Tremmlowe's room?"
"Yeah.” Scrornuck looked at Nalia. “Don't you remember?"
She shrugged. “All I remember is, I was sitting here at this table, and I guess I fell asleep. The next thing I knew, you two were outside bickering."
Scrornuck looked at Jape. The Ranger shrugged. “I must have nodded off. When I woke up you were out in the alley beating up on our host."
"Shee-ee-yit!” Scrornuck said, holding up a handful of his smoke-stinking hair. “How do you think this happened?"
"I don't know,” Jape said reasonably. “Let's go have a look."
They headed upstairs and found the door to Tremmlowe's room had already been locked. “The housekeepers are quick,” Scrornuck said, setting Ol’ Red's blade to a toothpick size and picking the lock. Seeing Nalia's surprised look, he added, “I've had a lot of practice tonight."
Tremmlowe's room was neat and in order, and there was no sign of the Orb or any basket. “You were right here,” Scrornuck said, kneeling. He looked at Nalia. “You had your arms in it up to the shoulders.” He flipped backward. “And this is where we landed when I finally got it to let go.” He stared at her with a pleading look. “Don't you believe me?"
"I believe you'd never intentionally lie to me,” Jape said. “So you must have seen something.” He helped Scrornuck to his feet. “But if the basket and the Orb were here, where did they go? Tremmlowe was in no shape to move them."
Scrornuck collapsed into the chair. “It was here."
Jape patted his shoulder. “You had a hard night."
"What about the assassins? Was I just seeing things?"
"Let's find out."
Scrornuck didn't bother picking the lock on his room. He simply kicked the door hard enough to tear the lock from its mounts. Somehow this relieved a little of his frustration. “Hold your breath,” he warned. “The smell is going to be pretty bad."
"What smell?” Nalia asked. The room smelled like a room. The windows were open and a gentle breeze stirred the curtains. No blood, no bodies, no broken furniture, no puke in the chamber-pot. The place looked and smelled like a perfectly ordinary upstairs room at a brothel. Nalia kicked at a heap of blankets and pillows on the floor. “Are these the bodies you left behind?"
Having found nothing upstairs, they returned to the table. “I have the mother of all hangovers,” Jape moaned, holding his head. “I need coffee."
Scrornuck produced a silvery pouch labeled COFFEE, INSTANT, SELF-HEATING. “At least I can still protect you from caffeine withdrawal.” He kneaded the pouch for a few seconds, and it quickly became hot.
Jape tore a corner off the pouch and sucked down its contents greedily. “Mister Saughblade, you are a sight for sore eyes.” As the coffee started working, he corrected himself. “I mean, the sight of you makes my eyes sore. You look like somebody dragged you through hell.” He opened his eyes further. “It's getting to be morning, the kitchen's about to open, I'll order a nice, big breakfast, and you go clean yourself up."
"Just a little snack for me, okay?” Scrornuck said, unsure about whether he could keep anything down right now.
"Continental breakfast, then,” Jape said. “Now get going. Wash that blood off and find a shirt, or at least cover up that tattoo. You'll feel better, and trust me, so will we."
"Last time I was in that room...” Scrornuck muttered as he limped toward the stairs. “If I'm not back in five minutes, send a search party."
Nobody bothered Scrornuck as he washed, dried and clothed himself, finishing up by folding and pleating the big plaid blanket into a proper traditional kilt. A search of the room turned up no sign of his shirt, blood-soaked or otherwise, or the dragon-headed brooch that had belonged to his grandfather. With a sigh, he threw the top parts of the kilt over his shoulders and tied the fabric together to more-or-less cover his tattoo.
He returned to the barroom, still sore and reeking of smoke but feeling good enough to think he might be able to eat something. To his surprise, Jape and Nalia were deep in conversation with the two chickaderos. He paused for a moment, listening.
"And what do you want?” Nalia demanded, scowling.
"Meeoow,” Blue Eyes sniffed, then turned to Jape and said, “Where's that shit friend of yours, the one that stiffed us last night?"
"Mister Saughblade?"
"Not the big guy. I'm looking for that little shit who took off and didn't pay us."
"Although,” Blondie giggled, “the big guy stiffed us, too."
"Put a sock in it,” Blue Eyes ordered. “See what I have to put up with? Anyway, that little friend of yours—"
"Tremmlowe?"
"Yeah, Tremmlowe. He hired us to entertain the big guy and he never paid up."
"I don't think you'll be seeing him again,” Nalia said icily.
"Great, just great.” Blondie rolled her eyes. “A working girl never gets a break."
"Wait a second,” Jape cut in, “let's get back to Tremmlowe. He offered you money to entertain Mister Saughblade?"
"Yeah, four silver pieces."
"I'd have done it for three,” Blondie said. “In advance."
"You'd have done it for nothing, if I'd given you half a chance,” Blue Eyes retorted. “That's why I run this business."
"If you're so good, how come we didn't get paid?"
Jape pulled out five silver pieces. “Tell you what,” he said, “I'll give you these if you can tell me exactly what Tremmlowe wanted you to do."
"There's not much to tell. He just pointed to your friend and said he'd give us four silver pieces to keep him entertained."
"Wait,” Blondie said suddenly. “What about the door?"
"Oh, yeah. He made a point of that. Once your friend was asleep, we were supposed to get out quietly and leave the door partway open."
"Did he say why?” Jape asked.
"Nope. We just figured he had some other fun planned for later.” Blue Eyes stared at the coins. “That's all we know. Can we get paid now?"
"Hi, guys!” Scrornuck arrived at the table as Jape handed Blue Eyes her fee.
Blondie shoved a chair in between herself and Blue Eyes. “Have a seat, tiger!"
He accepted the chair. Blondie reached for his hand—and suddenly froze. Across the table, Nalia glowered at the two chickaderos, staring so intently that her eyes seemed to glow in the dim light of the gas lamps. The girls sat bolt upright, an expression approaching terror on their faces. Scrornuck looked about and saw that Jape was also sitting at attention, eyes wide open. Oh, no, he thought, half-expecting to see sparks around Nalia's fingertips, not again.
The girls nodded, as if responding to a voice he couldn't hear. Taking great pains to avoid making contact with Scrornuck, they backed slowly out the door. Jape relaxed, and as the serving wench arrived with breakfast, Nalia flashed a smug smile. “Sorry,” she said, “but tarts aren't on the menu this morning."
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Chapter Twelve"You Are a Stiff-Necked Pupil""Doesn't he ever sleep?” Scrornuck groused as he limped across Temple Square in Saturday morning's bright sunshine.
High Priest Rosaiah, the object of Scrornuck's muttering, smiled down from the Temple porch in a benign, almost fatherly, manner. “I see the Dragon is starting to humble you. Are you yet ready?"
"Ready to shove that stuffed toy up your—oof!" Scrornuck felt Jape's elbow in his sore side, and shut up.
Rosaiah sighed. “You are a stiff-necked pupil indeed. I fear you will suffer greatly before Spafu finishes your lessons.” He returned to his scrolls. “We will be waiting."
"Go stroke your lizard, Rosey,” Scrornuck muttered. “That guy really frosts my—hey!" He jumped back a step, dodging a small cart that two men were pushing across the Square at a flat-out sprint. A moment later, a swarm of carts and runners burst forth from the narrow street beneath the west side of the Temple platform. They carried all manner of goods—cloth, unfinished sections of timber, sacks of flour, cases of toilet paper, baskets of fruits and vegetables, whole sides of beef. The rush went on for several minutes, and then, as quickly as it had started, it was over. “What the hell was that?” he demanded.
"The Gifts of Spafu, on their way to the shops,” Nalia said. “Every night Rosaiah stands in the special place and prays, and every morning the doors at the foot of the Temple open up and the Gifts are there, everything we need for the day."
"Where's it come from?” Jape asked.
"The Dragon makes it, of course.” For the first time in a few days, she flashed him that look that almost shouted, well, duh!
"Bullshit,” Scrornuck muttered. “That lizard can't..."
"Oh?” Nalia said. “Would you care to tell me where the Gifts come from, then?"
"Um...” Where did the stuff come from? They'd seen no farms or factories near the city, or on their journey to the Executive Palace. He found he had no answer, and thinking about the question was making his head start throbbing again. “Ah, screw it,” he mumbled, and they walked in silence to the Guest Gate.
The silence continued after they returned to the resort. Nalia, the only one of the three who seemed healthy and rested, went down to the pool. Scrornuck headed for the shower, while Jape sat in the suite's kitchen and guzzled coffee. Once the Ranger was fully awake and Scrornuck no longer stank of smoke, the pair headed down to the pool, stopping along the way to pick up a fruit beverage touted as good for hangovers. Seeing Nalia methodically swimming laps, Scrornuck sighed and gently lowered himself into the hot tub to soak his aching muscles. Jape sat at a nearby table and perused the documents he'd gotten from Tremmlowe.
"A six-pack says they're all useless,” Scrornuck said as Jape discarded another paper.
"I buy all the beer anyway. What kind of bet is that?"
"The kind you deserve.” Scrornuck sipped his drink and made a face. It was sweet, very sweet. “Son-of-a-bitch tried to kill me, and you let him go."
Jape shrugged. “We looked in your room. No blood, no bodies, no sign of a fight."
"You don't believe me about Nalia and the Orb, either."
"No sign of it in the room, and she doesn't remember anything..."
"She didn't remember touching it the last time, either."
"Nor did I."
"Shit! You think I'm making up stories?"
Jape sighed. “Mister Saughblade, you were obviously in something more than a bar fight. But we found no Orb, no dead assassins—only you, half-naked, looking like you'd been through hell, raving about Tremmlowe trying to kill you."
"Just telling you what happened.” Scrornuck chugged about half the fruit drink, and struggled to keep the syrupy beverage down. “You know I'd never lie to you."
Jape set down his paper and stared straight ahead. “Yes, I know that.” He glanced at the pool. “Would you ask Nalia to join us?"
"Better ask her yourself,” Scrornuck said dejectedly. “She probably won't even talk to me after I chased those bimbos last night—"
"You were drunk, you thought she'd dumped you for Tremmlowe. I think she'll forgive you.” Jape sighed deeply. “Mister Saughblade, there's something I need to tell you. Have a seat, please.” He shuffled his papers nervously while Scrornuck climbed out of the hot tub and took the chair across from him. “Tremmlowe looked like our only source of information, and he was interested in Nalia.” He took a deep breath. “I paid her an extra gold piece a day to flirt with him."
Scrornuck's chair clattered against the pool deck as he jumped to his feet, staring in disbelief. “You paid her to flirt with that little shit? That is the lowest ... I've taken all the crap that a hundred worlds can throw at me, I've been shot, stabbed, burned, flogged, and left for dead in a trash dumpster...” He felt himself fighting back tears. “We were supposed to be in this together. I never thought you'd lie to me."
"I didn't lie; I just didn't tell you everything."
"Cut the lawyer crap!"
Jape's voice dropped to a whisper. “I'm not proud of what I did..."
"You shouldn't be!"
"What would you have me do?"
"You could have told me."
"Would you have let her go through with it?"
"Let her make kissy-face with the slimebag? Hell, no!"
"See?” Jape said. “You've got a teenage crush on her. I kind of hoped it'd cool down if you saw her taking an interest in somebody else."
"My love life is none of your damn business!” Scrornuck's voice rose to a roar, loud enough to turn heads around the pool area. Even Nalia stopped her lap-swimming and stood up to see what was going on.
"I was just trying to help,” Jape said. “You know what happens when you get involved with local women. And in another week we'll be out of here—"
"What do you mean, ‘we,’ Ranger?"
Jape's jaw dropped. “You made a promise,” he said slowly.
Scrornuck cut him off. “So did you!"
Jape was silent for a long time. Then he turned and looked Scrornuck in the eye. “Mister Saughblade..."
Scrornuck turned away. He wasn't going to let those hypnotic blue eyes work on him this time.
"I was wrong.” Jape's words hung in the air for what seemed like forever. “When I paid Nalia to flirt with Tremmlowe, I was using both of you. And you're right—your love life is your business, not mine. I shouldn't have tried to break up your relationship.” He took another deep breath. “I didn't keep my part of our bargain—and now I find I can't hold you to your part.” In a weary voice he said, “I release you from your promise."
Scrornuck's jaw dropped. “You'd do that?"
"I don't want to,” Jape said. “But it's the only honorable thing.” There was another long silence. “I still need your help to finish this assignment. Can I count on you for that?"
"Yes."
"And after?"
"We'll see."
"Good enough,” Jape said. He sounded old, tired, beaten. “Well, Mister Saughblade, let's get to work. There's a world to be saved—but first, I think you need to make up with your girlfriend."
Scrornuck swam the length of the pool under water, surfacing directly in Nalia's path. Standing up in the waist-deep water, he flipped his mop of wet hair over his back, making a cheerful rainbow.
"Hi,” she said, tentatively.
"Hi,” he said, just as tentatively. Several seconds passed in silence. Then they both spoke at once.
"Scrornuck, there's something we have to..."
"Uh, Nalia, I have to..."
They both stopped. Finally, after another long silence, he spoke, not daring to make eye contact. “I'm really sorry about what I did last night."
"You should be,” she said curtly. More time passed in silence, and then she suddenly sighed, a long sigh of frustration and anger. “I don't even know who I'm mad at. I'm mad at you, I'm mad at Jape, I'm mad at myself for going along with him...” She suddenly put both her hands in the middle of Scrornuck's chest and shoved him over. When he surfaced, sputtering, he saw her looking at him thoughtfully—and smiling. “Oh, hell,” she said, taking hold of his chin and forcing him to look into her deep brown eyes, “we were all such dumbasses. Maybe we should just forget last night ever happened."
"Can you do that?"
"Probably not. But I can pretend. Hell, if I could pretend to be interested in Tremmlowe, I can pretend anything."
"I'm still really sorry about what I did.” He hadn't been pretending with the two chickaderos, not one bit.
"Let's not talk about that,” she said. “I don't like it, but it's none of my business—unless you're saying you want to be my boyfriend. Do you?"
"Umm...” Of course I do, he thought, but there are so many things in the way, like saving the world. “I don't want to hurt you, but, uh, I like you a lot, and I'd like to think you still like me, even after all the dumb things I did. Yeah, I do, if you want me to."
"Of course I do, silly!” Nalia threw her arms around him and planted a big kiss on the tip of his nose. He responded in kind, longing to kiss her the way he'd kissed the chickaderos, but suspecting the time wasn't yet right. She pushed him over again, and this time he pulled her down with him. Laughing, they swam back slowly. Together.
"Everything patched up between you two?” Jape asked, as Scrornuck and Nalia toweled off and dropped into a comfortable chair for two.
"Getting there,” Scrornuck said.
"Good.” Jape looked nervously at Nalia. “What about between us?"
"I've decided to pretend last night didn't happen,” she said. “At least the parts that involved me getting friendly with Tremmlowe. When he held my hand, I wished I was wearing a rubber glove.” She looked Jape in the eye and smiled a sly smile. “And I've also decided to believe you're giving me five gold pieces a day, retroactive to last Saturday night, because I'm such a great guide."
Scrornuck grinned, impressed by Nalia's chutzpah and amused by Jape's stunned reaction; for a moment the Ranger simply stared, his mouth hanging open. Then he collected himself, reached for his purse, and said, “Of course. Five gold pieces a day, from the beginning. Of course."
* * * *"If nobody minds,” Scrornuck said, taking out his prayer book, “I'd like to offer a proper blessing before our dinner arrives."
After spending several hours in the suite, where Scrornuck napped while Jape and Nalia performed mind-reading experiments, they'd returned to Syb's Tavern in search of clues and a meal.
"As long as you don't stand on the table and shout it,” Jape said, pointing to a Mayoral Guard who quietly strolled through the tavern, gave them a suspicious look, and left. “We're being watched."
Scrornuck chose a short but meaningful passage, and recited it softly—in Gaelic, just to be on the safe side. “Hey, what's this?” he said as he went to put the book back in his sporran. He dumped the sporran's contents onto the table. “Sheeyit, I forgot all about this stuff!” He pointed to the cable-tie. “First guy tried to strangle me with this.” Next, the Residence Pass. “Found this on the guy with the poisoned sword.” Last, a pouch full of small white pills. “And our friend Slimeball had these."
Jape immediately picked up one of the pills. “Tremmlowe had drugs? That's a whole new can of worms. Let's see if we can find out what it is and what it does.” He touched the pill to one of his rings, and a moment later the softscroll made a quiet chime and displayed a small message. “Looks like we'll have to wait.” He took a napkin and carefully cleaned the ring's jewel. “In the meantime, let's see what residues we can find. Nalia, would you please put a little spit on this ring?"
"Spit?"
"A blood test would be better,” Jape said, “but we're in public."
With a shrug, she touched her tongue to the jewel. A moment later, the scroll beeped softly and Jape carefully cleaned the ring. “Your turn, Mister Saughblade.” Scrornuck deposited some spit, probably more than Jape really wanted. After the scroll beeped a second time, Jape repeated the ritual with his own saliva. “Would you look at that!” he said, reading the results.
"It found something in me, right?” Scrornuck said. “I told you I got stuck with a poisoned sword."
"A Class III neurotoxin,” Jape said. “The sedative-gone-bad that we found on those darts at the Executive Palace, which suggests your alleged assassins are connected with the soldiers we met there. Nasty: two drops are enough to kill."
"Good thing he only got one chance,” Scrornuck said.
Jape nodded. “Annoying as you can be, I'd miss you. What's next? Looks like I got a sedative, an alkaloid that knocks you out for a while, mixes well with alcohol, but leaves you with a hell of a hangover. I can vouch for the last part."
"Mixes with alcohol,” Scrornuck mused, and suddenly pieces of the puzzle started clicking together. “Wait here.” He got up and ducked into the bar's kitchen. As the dishwasher watched, amused, he found a used beer mug, about half-full of Batatat's Stout, warm and sticky with a congealed brown head. “Perfect,” he whispered.
"Ugh,” Jape said when Scrornuck returned, “that stuff's nasty enough when it's fresh! What gives?"
"Last night I found you here, with a half-empty mug of Batatat's. Your taste in beer sucks, so it couldn't have been yours."
Jape nodded. “Tremmlowe proposed a toast when the girls took you upstairs. My glass was empty, so I took yours. It smelled bad and tasted worse."
"And this from a guy who drinks coffee? Yeah, it was nasty—when I sniffed it later on, I almost puked again. I thought it was just warm and stale, but...” Scrornuck cautiously sniffed the dirty mug. It smelled like beer, warm and stale, but beer nonetheless, with no hint of the foul odor he'd detected in Jape's half-finished pint. “Take a whiff."
In the even-more-cautious manner of a chemistry student, Jape waved his hand over the top of the mug, fanning its scent toward his nose. “Still smells like sludge, but I see what you mean—this one doesn't have the chemical stink."
"So there's the plot,” Scrornuck said. “They slip me a Mickey, the girls take me upstairs, and once I'm out, the assassins kill me quietly.” He shoved the stale beer aside. “Shit! I should have seen it coming!” He sighed. “What did I do to deserve such attention?"
"What didn't you do?” Jape said. “You've kept the Servants from the sacrifice they want, and you beat the crap out of them when they tried to take it from you."
"They'd kill me just to get my boots?"
"No, they wouldn't,” Nalia objected. “Rosaiah said the sacrifice had to be voluntary, and nobody would disobey the High Priest. If he doesn't approve your offering, it doesn't count."
Jape again stared at the little white pill. “I suspect the ultimate reason for the plot has something to do with this stuff. Nalia, the instrument found traces of this drug in your saliva, so it appears Tremmlowe slipped you one of these. I wonder where he got it. I haven't seen any drugstores in Taupeaquaah."
"Medicines are a Gift of Spafu,” she said, “so there's an apothecary at the Temple. But only the Temple Healers are allowed to use it."
"What about the Guards?” Scrornuck asked.
"Probably not officially, but I imagine the Healers would get it for them if they asked."
"Uh-huh,” Jape said, turning the pill over in his hand.
"Let me see that a second,” Nalia said. Jape handed her the pill, and she inspected it closely. “Four years ago, when I was learning to handle a sword, I got a cut on my arm. It was bad enough to need stitches.” She pointed to a barely detectable scar on her right arm. “They gave me a pill that looked like this, and next thing I knew, the cut was all sewn up. I never felt a thing."
"An anesthetic? Interesting.” Jape consulted the softscroll, but no new messages had arrived. “I guess we'll just have to wait to learn the details. Meanwhile, what about these other things?” He turned his attention to the cable-tie. “Looks like something you'd find on a construction site.” He zipped the plastic strap through the catch. “But Taupeaquaah's been finished for a century..."
"Guards carry these things,” Nalia said. “I saw a big bar fight a couple months ago, and the Guards tied people's hands together with these before they marched them off to jail."
"And Tremmlowe's lackey figured out they made good strangle-cords,” Scrornuck said. “Son of a bitch—"
"Was he a Guard?” Jape asked.
Scrornuck shook his head. “Don't think so—he looked like one of those lizard-lovers I beat up the other night. And he was carrying my souvenir knife—"
"The other guy was a Guard,” Nalia interrupted, holding up the Residence Pass. “And not just any Guard. This Pass is for the Mayor's Personal Guard Barracks. That's about as high-ranking as you can get—they report to the Captain of the Guard herself."
"Captain of the Guard?” Scrornuck said. “That's interesting; the soldiers we met at the Executive palace called their leader ‘Captain'."
"Wasn't their Captain a man?"
"With the armor and the mask, I couldn't tell."
"You did remark about the ‘bitch’ getting away,” Jape said. “Maybe you felt something."
"Maybe. Wish we'd gotten a look under that mask."
"So do I,” Jape said. “So, we have one high-ranking Guard and one Servant. What about the third assassin?"
"Tremmlowe's bodyguard,” Scrornuck replied, and again something made the hairs on his neck stand up when he said those two words together. “Tremmlowe's bodyguard,” he muttered. “Tremmlowe's bodyguard?” He jumped up and practically shouted. “Tremmlowe's bodyguard! Of course!"
"Shhh! Mister Saughblade!” Jape whispered urgently. “We're in a public place!"
Scrornuck looked around and saw several patrons staring. “Sorry."
"Now,” Jape said softly, “What about Tremmlowe's bodyguard?"
"He had one! Who else in Taupeaquaah has a bodyguard?"
Nalia thought. “Well, there's Jape, and there's Tremmlowe, and—"
"And that's all. A week ago you didn't even know what a bodyguard was. But the slimeball had one. And he recognized right from the start that Jape had one, too."
Jape nodded. “It seems there's more to Mister Tremmlowe than meets the eye. He's got a bodyguard in a town where most people don't even know what the word means, he can hire assassins from the highest ranks of the Mayoral Guards, and he can get his hands on poison and drugs. Speaking of which...” He checked the softscroll again, and again found no new information. “Damn! I wonder what he was using that stuff for."
"We can wonder while we're eating,” Scrornuck said as a serving wench arrived with an immense platter. “Dinner's here!"
They were well into the desserts when a soft beep from the scroll announced the answer to their query. Jape summarized the message. “It's called Versenex (trademark): hypnotic-sedative, used for minor procedures like stitching up wounds or setting bones. It puts you in a trance—for an hour or two you don't feel most kinds of pain, you're quiet and obedient to anyone who gives you an order, and when it wears off you feel great and don't remember anything."
"So that's why I don't remember touching the Orb?” Nalia asked.
"Tremmlowe gave you Versenex and you don't remember last night,” Jape said. “By itself, that doesn't prove anything. But I now believe you interacted with the Orb. The evidence was right in front of our noses. This morning, when the two ladies showed up, you launched a thought that everybody in the place heard. Remember?"
"Yeah—I told the blonde to get her empty little head out of here while it was still attached. She yanked her hand back so fast I thought she was going to tear a tendon."
Jape gazed intently into Nalia's eyes. “Do you think you could have done that yesterday?"
"Uh, maybe. I mean, I was really angry at them. Maybe that made the thought stronger."
"I don't think so. No matter how mad you were, you didn't have the ability two days ago.” Jape pointed to the blue ring, whose jewel had flickered dimly on Thursday. It now glowed a cool, steady blue. “The instrument says you've gotten stronger. So do the tests we did today."
"And you think the Orb did that?"
Jape nodded. “A week ago you could dodge punches before they were thrown. We took you to the Executive Palace, where Mister Saughblade says you touched the Orb. This week you could pick up specific thoughts from me. This morning you launched a thought that stopped Blondie cold in her tracks, right after Mister Saughblade says you touched the Orb again. If that's the case, the Orb somehow amplifies your talent."
"But why don't I remember touching it?"
"I told you,” Scrornuck said. “Everybody goes into a trance when you touch that thing. They just sit and stare like time was stopped."
"Everybody but you,” she said. “Why? What makes you so special?"
Scrornuck shrugged. “Beats me. Jape?"
Jape also shrugged. “I have no explanation. But given the physical evidence, I'm going to accept your story at face value: something strange happens when you interact with the Orb, Nalia, and it affects everybody except you, Mister Saughblade. In time, we'll find out why. Right now, we've got another puzzle."
"Yeah,” Nalia said. “How did Tremmlowe get his hands on the Orb, and why did he want me to touch it?"
Jape nodded. “That's the mystery. I suspect Tremmlowe's just an employee. As for why Lord Draggott wants you to interact with the Orb...” He stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Perhaps he knows it makes you a stronger telepath, and for some reason he wants that. Or maybe the Orb gets stronger when it interacts with you—this instrument indicates some strengthening.” He pointed to the purple ring, which glowed a little brighter. “Wish I could find the thing..."
"It was upstairs just last night,” Scrornuck said. “I still can't figure out how it disappeared.” With a frustrated sigh, he leaned back in his chair and stared at the tavern's ceiling. The rough planks squeaked as somebody upstairs moved, and for an instant light shone through the crack between two of them. The crack? He jumped up and walked to the foot of the stairs, then back as if walking the upstairs hall, turned left, took two more steps and looked up. “Eureka!"
"Well, look at that.” Jape looked at the thick brown gunk oozing from the crack between two boards, and handed Scrornuck a spoon. “Want to get a sample?"
"You bet your sweet ass.” Scrornuck scraped up a little of the gunk, aware that people were again staring, and waited impatiently as Jape touched it to his analyzer ring.
"Blood,” Jape said. “Human, sixteen hours old—that would make it about two in the morning. Somebody bled a lot to make a mess this big.” He tucked the softscroll into his cape and held one hand directly beneath the stain. “Got the position. All right, let's see what's up there."
They found clean floors in both of the rooms they searched. “Odd,” Jape said, staring alternately at the softscroll and the garish curtains that lined the upstairs hallway. “The locator says the bloodstain is directly behind this wall..."
"Maybe it's time for the direct approach.” Scrornuck shoved the curtain aside, planning to cut a hole through the flimsy wood—and found another door hidden behind the curtain. “Sheeyit! We fell for a trick that simple?"
Though there were no signs of bodies, a huge brown stain covered much of the room's floor. On the nightstand sat the dragon-head brooch that had secured Scrornuck's plaid to his shirt. He dropped it into his sporran, happy to have it back.
"One piece of evidence,” Jape said. “Let's see if we can find another.” They found another hidden room behind the curtains at the end of the hall. There was no basket and no sign of the Orb, but the floor was scorched and a faint aroma of smoke hung in the air. “Time to ask if the employees saw anything,” Jape said.
Scrornuck clenched a fist. “I'll be happy to help them remember."
Several of Jape's silver pieces and a little of Scrornuck's gentle persuasion helped the employees recall that a large contingent of Mayoral Guards had arrived about mid-morning, sealed off the upstairs for a while, then left, equipped for a long journey. They carried several large objects, one of which sizzled ominously.
"So the Orb is gone,” Jape said, as they returned to the table. “But where?” He tapped the softscroll distractedly, staring at the map he'd been working on since they arrived. “Tremmlowe works for Draggott. Guards took the Orb. Long journey...” His voice faded away as he gazed at the map.
"What's he doing?” Nalia whispered.
"Thinking. He's got a puzzle, and he'll be in his own world till he solves it.” Scrornuck signaled the serving wench. “No telling how long he'll take. We might as well have a drink."
Jape took just long enough for Scrornuck to put away a pint and a half of Batatat's. “Here,” he said suddenly, to nobody in particular, as his index finger dropped onto the ragged mark labeled Alpine Lake.
"Okay. When do we leave?” After three years spent following Jape's hunches and deductions, Scrornuck needed no explanation. If Jape said the Orb was at Alpine Lake, it wouldn't dare be anywhere else.
Nalia was more skeptical. “That looks a two-day walk, to a place nobody's ever heard of. How do you know there's anything there?"
"Logic,” Jape said. “Logic and a process of elimination. The name McGinn is associated with the Orb—probably a UniFlag bigwig who used the Executive Palace as a private get-away. When we found the Orb there, Lord Draggott's soldiers were taking it away. Where?"
Scrornuck pointed at the ceiling. “Here, eventually."
"Uh-huh. But this can't be its permanent home. Between the Captain, Tremmlowe, and the Guards who work for him, Draggott must have a pretty sophisticated organization. He has to have a headquarters somewhere. It can't be here in Taupeaquaah, because somebody we talked with over the last few nights would have recognized his name."
"Besides,” Scrornuck said, “if he had a headquarters in town, he wouldn't be stashing the thing in a whorehouse."
Jape nodded. “He'd find someplace more secure. We explored the Executive Palace pretty thoroughly—no sign of a headquarters, and the place was falling apart. So Draggott's headquarters isn't here, and it isn't at the Palace, so what's left?"
"Someplace else we haven't heard of?” Nalia said. “After all, we didn't know there was an Alpine Lake until a few days ago."
"True—but there's more.” Jape's tone bordered on smug. “Remember that crate we found at the Palace? It was used for shipping the Orb, and the label said it came from an office at the Alpine Lake Winter Sports Complex.” He smiled like a cat full of fresh canaries. “Here's what I'm thinking: Draggott's an innovator, an out of the box thinker, and he got the idea of setting up a crime syndicate. For this, he needed a headquarters outside Taupeaquaah, which he found when he stumbled onto the winter sports complex. Now, trust me on this: I worked for years in an office, and they're full of documents. I bet the offices at Alpine Lake are knee-deep in papers. So, Draggott found some papers that mentioned the Orb, he got curious and sent his soldiers to fetch it. They arrived just in time to run into us."
"Their bad luck,” Scrornuck said.
Jape nodded. “A few of his people escaped with the Orb, and they brought back a story about strange things happening when this woman touches it. So he had Tremmlowe set up an experiment, and when the experiment went sour he decided to get the Orb safely back to his headquarters. It's on its way to Alpine Lake as we speak."
Nalia frowned. “We could be walking into all kinds of trouble."
"Trouble is my middle name,” Scrornuck said confidently. “Besides, a winter sports place should be all kinds of fun. When do we leave?"
Jape stifled a yawn. “First thing in the morning.” He stood up and tucked the softscroll into his cape. “C'mon, let's get going. We've got planning to do."
"We can plan later.” Scrornuck signaled the server. “I think we've got some celebrating to do first."
Nalia pulled her chair close and put an arm around his waist. “I think we've got a little something else to do."
Jape sighed and returned to his seat. “Seems I'm outnumbered. Let's try not to spend all night here, okay?"
They stayed till nearly midnight, enjoying a few rounds, an energetic set by the formerly whiny singer, and a lot of patching things up. Scrornuck and Nalia talked, joked, flirted, and kissed often, in a “best friends” kind of way. Jape made jokes about Nalia's raise in pay, and Scrornuck got the feeling that Friday night's fiasco could be safely laid to rest. When they finally set off for the Guest Quarter, all three were in good spirits and just a little tipsy. In other words, it had been a splendid evening.
Until they reached Temple Square. Nalia said Saturday night was usually the quietest time of the Fortnight of Sacrifice, as the rowdier Taupeaquaahns were out partying in the Cast Quarter. Nevertheless, somebody said or did something. Perhaps the drinks had loosened Scrornuck's tongue. Perhaps an over-zealous Servant of Spafu, eager to avenge Ferinianne's broken nose, ignored the High Priest's orders to leave the irreverent Guest alone. Perhaps the Snakers had been too eager to work Scrornuck into their peculiar message about the Great Winged Serpent Quetzo-Cocktail. Perhaps, as Jape would say later, it was simply bad luck and worse timing.
In any case, somebody said the wrong thing, or stepped on the wrong toes, and in seconds a brawl covered half the Square. The more pragmatic Taupeaquaahns scurried off to the safety of the side streets, Rosaiah screamed from the Temple porch, the acolytes struggled to keep people from being knocked onto the flaming altars, and the Guards waded into the fray to separate the combatants. Eventually, Scrornuck whipped out Ol’ Red, and the sight of a glassy, ten-foot blade rippling with energy brought the fights to a screeching halt. “And now,” he roared to nobody in particular, “you'll—"
"Go in peace!” The voice of Rosaiah, speaking with an authority that surprised even Scrornuck, boomed across the Square. A Guard started to protest, but the Priest overruled him. “This is a Temple matter!"
Rosaiah then pointed a finger at Scrornuck. “You may go, but hear my words: from this moment you are cut off from the people of Spafu, until you come of your own free will and make your sacrifice. Now depart!"
Before Scrornuck could respond Jape jabbed him hard in the ribs. “You will keep quiet, Mister Saughblade!” The voice left no room for debate. Scrornuck followed meekly, saying nothing until they were safely in the Guest Quarter.
"Cut off from the people of Spafu,” Jape mused as they walked down the quiet street to their inn, “I wonder what that means."
"Maybe,” Scrornuck said hopefully, “it means the pompous ass will leave me alone."
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Chapter Thirteen"I Can't Read Minds, You Know!""What a miserable hour to get up,” Scrornuck grumbled. He balanced carefully on the balcony railing, a coil of thin, strong rope over his shoulder.
"We need to do this while it's still dark,” Jape replied.
"Well, here goes.” Scrornuck curled his toes just so, letting the boots lift him to the inn's roof. After taking a moment to appreciate the view of moonlit rooftops and the hint of light on the eastern horizon, he lowered the rope and hauled Jape up.
"Let's go,” Jape said, “we've only got a few minutes."
Scrornuck lay down on the roof and carefully squeezed Ol’ Red's grip. The sword's fibers formed a translucent, faintly glowing dish fifteen feet across. He shifted his fingers, and a few fibers slithered across the roof to connect with Jape's softscroll. “You really think this will work?"
"We have the codes; might as well try,” Jape said, staring intently at the softscroll. “Aim for the second star on the right, down a bit, hair to the left, there!"
"Got it!” Scrornuck felt a subtle change in the texture of Ol’ Red's grip which lasted only a second. “Just lost it."
Jape nodded. “It's tumbling. This may take a while. Let me know if you get tired."
"You'll hear me snoring."
After several minutes, Jape announced, “I have a lock. Three percent power, no fuel—it'll be tricky.” His brow furrowed with concentration, he tapped the scroll furiously. “Command sent, shooting picture—now! One, two, three, dump data. You can relax now, Mister Saughblade.” Scrornuck released his grip, and the ghostly dish vanished as he got to his feet.
"Hi, guys!” Nalia's head appeared above the top of the wall. “I saw this rope by the window and thought I'd see where it went. Whatcha doing?"
"Getting proof that we're on the right track,” Jape said. “It was tricky, but we got a picture from the weathersat.” As Scrornuck and Nalia gathered round, he pointed to a series of gray blotches on the softscroll. “The forest, the desert, the grasslands. This bright spot is Taupeaquaah. And down here—” He pointed to a faint-but-clear point of blue-violet light in the lower left of the picture. “This is the Orb, right where I expected."
"Alpine Lake?” Nalia asked.
Jape nodded and tapped more buttons, causing his makeshift map to overlay the satellite photo. The purple spot was dead centered in the fuzzy blob marking the winter sports complex. “The chase is on,” he said. “I had a hunch Draggott would march his soldiers through the night—which means they should just be arriving.” He slid the scroll into a pocket of his cape. “I love it when things fall together."
They shinnied down the rope and spent a few minutes in the suite getting cleaned up before heading to the restaurant. It being Sunday, Scrornuck put on a real shirt with sleeves instead of the “REQUIRED” rag. “Best seats in the house, Jeeves!” he called to the headwaiter as they entered.
To their surprise, the waiter turned his back and walked away. “I guess we have to find our own table.” Scrornuck selected one with a nice view of the dark city and seated Jape and Nalia. They waited for the server to come. And waited. And waited some more. And still more after that, but nobody approached.
"I'm getting a bad feeling about this,” Jape said softly, getting up to approach the headwaiter. After a few moments of animated conversation, he returned and announced, “Well, we now know what it means to be ‘cut off from the people of Spafu.’ You have been shunned, Mister Saughblade—the Spafuists have been forbidden to acknowledge your existence or speak with you."
"Good! I'm sick of listening to them."
"Speaking includes commerce. They won't serve you, and they won't serve us since we're with you. We might as well be going."
Scrornuck kicked the chair away as he got up. “I am just about ready to..."
"Leave quietly,” Jape finished, pointing to a Guard who was looking with interest at Scrornuck. “We're in enough trouble already."
* * * *"It's still a miserable hour to be up,” Scrornuck grumbled as they walked toward Temple Square. “Especially with a ten-mile hike to breakfast!"
"At least we'll get past the Temple without you and Rosaiah having another squabble,” Jape said.
"Uh-oh,” Nalia mumbled.
They stepped through the Guest Gate. “Huh—oh, shee-yit!" Scrornuck said. The Square was packed with people, even more than the previous Sunday. Heaps of furniture and clothing stood by the altars, and all the priests stood at attention beneath the Dragon statue's outstretched wings.
"Sunrise service,” she said. “Everybody presents their special offerings when the sun touches the tip of Spafu's nose. Then they spend the rest of the day partying."
Seconds later, the first sunbeam struck the Dragon's nose, and with a great cheer the faithful rushed to begin their sacrifices.
Jape sighed. “Well, since they're shunning us, we should be able to sneak across without being noticed."
Scrornuck felt a faint vibration at his back—the Setron, which he'd tied to the small pack that contained their clothing for the trip. Curious, he placed his hand on the grip and let the instrument speak to him. Slowly, an ear-to-ear grin spread across his face. “Can you carry this until we're on the Cast side?” he asked, handing Nalia the pack.
She shrugged. “Sure."
"Do I want to know what you've got in mind?” Jape asked.
"I doubt it.” Scrornuck opened a small compartment at the base of the fretboard and took out the tiny wireless microphone that he somehow knew would be there. Then he slung the instrument over his shoulder like a big, two-handed broadsword. “If it's a war Rosey wants, it's a war he'll get!"
"I could order you to come quietly."
"You could, but are you sure I'd obey?” Scrornuck clipped the mike to his collar.
Jape sighed. “Just don't get yourself sacrificed."
"This is Taupeaquaah—they'd never burn up a guest."
"I hope you're right."
Scrornuck waited in the shadows near the Gate until Jape and Nalia crossed the Square. Then he strode boldly through the crowd until he stood before the High Priest, almost directly beneath the Dragon statue's head. Sticking two fingers in his mouth, he gave a loud whistle. “Hey, Rosey!"
The High Priest gazed down benevolently. “Ah, my stiff-necked pupil! Has the mighty Spafu opened your heart at last?"
"What's my heart got to do with it? I thought the lizard wanted my feet."
"Your heart must be willing. And the Scroll of Wisdom tells us the fastest way is through your stomach.” As if to signal its agreement, Scrornuck's belly released an ominous rumble.
"I think,” Scrornuck said, glancing about to make sure every eye was on him, “if your lizard wants my boots, he's just gonna have to tell me himself!” He curled his toes and jumped, soaring to the height of the Temple roof. At the peak of his leap he threw a leg over the Dragon's neck and straddled the statue. It swayed gently under him, and he realized it must be made of a material far flimsier than stone, probably plastic over a metal framework. All the better, he thought as he pulled out Ol’ Red and stuck the blade deep into the Dragon's left ear. He gave the Setron's grip a gentle squeeze with his other hand, and his voice, lowered to a deep growl and amplified by the instrument, boomed across the Square. Worshipers fell to their knees as the Friendly Dragon appeared to speak. “Ooh, ah, that feels so good! How come I had to wait a century for somebody to clean out my ears?"
Flames and smoke from the Dragon's mouth swirled around Scrornuck as he withdrew the sword. A big chunk of whitish-yellow plastic foam was skewered on its end. “You know, Rosey,” he shouted down in his own voice, “you ought to take better care of your god—look at this waxy yellow buildup!” A flick of the blade launched the plastic lump onto the High Altar, where it burst into flames, filling the Temple porch with thick, foul-smelling smoke.
Scrornuck's boots sang their song as he dropped from the Dragon's neck and landed halfway up the Temple steps, his back to Rosaiah and the priests. “Hey, lizard-breath!” he called over his shoulder, “I've got a message for you!” He bent over, lifted the back of his kilt, and mooned the assembled clergy on the Temple porch. Hearing a few laughs from the spectators and many screams of “blasphemy!” from the priests, he sprinted down the steps, across the Square and into the Cast Quarter.
He rejoined Jape and Nalia outside the If We Don't Have It, You Don't Need It Convenience Emporium, which was no more willing to serve them than the restaurant had been. Worse, the little nook outside the store refused to give Nalia her weekly allowance when she inserted her Residence Pass. She held a hand out to Jape, palm up. “Our deal says you cover my expenses.” He sighed and reached into his purse as they headed for the West Gate.
They passed through the Gate and entered the grand plaza outside. To Scrornuck's surprise, several shanties made of scrap lumber stood against the white city wall, homes to a few dozen shabbily dressed beggars. “Now there's a sorry sight,” he said.
"Careful, Mister Saughblade,” Jape said. “Don't forget where we are. The beggars might be just another part of the show."
"Squatters and vagrants,” Nalia said disdainfully. “The Guards crack down on them during the Sacrifice, because they've been known to steal offerings."
"Aw, shit,” Scrornuck said. “This town can afford to throw brand-new clothes on the fire, but these guys walk around in rags? How long since they've eaten, anyway?"
"A few days, I imagine,” she said. “What's it matter?"
"It matters.” The famines of his homeland had left Scrornuck with a soft spot for the hungry and displaced. “Jape,” he said, holding out a hand. Saying nothing, Jape gave him a handful of silver coins. Scrornuck gave each beggar a coin, receiving a gracious bow in return. By the time he handed out the last coin, he wore a broad smile.
His smile didn't last long. As the Squatters tried to enter the city, the two Guards promptly confiscated their money and turned them away. “Shit,” Scrornuck muttered. He strode angrily to the gate and stood nose-to-nose with the Guards. “You have something that isn't yours,” he said firmly.
"It's ours now—urgh!” one said, stopping abruptly as Scrornuck grabbed him by the wrist and squeezed, hard. Against his will, the Guard's hand turned palm-up and opened, exposing the silver coins. Jape swept the coins back into his purse. The second Guard required no persuasion; as soon as Scrornuck looked him in the eye, he quickly poured his portion of the money into Jape's purse as well.
As Scrornuck detained the Guards, Jape distributed the money to the Squatters. They thanked their two benefactors, made insulting gestures to the Guards, and hurried into the city for a meal.
"Don't,” one of the Guards said as the first Squatter passed by, “he's the one who's been sh—"
Scrornuck's hand moved in an instant to the Guard's throat. “Loose lips sink ships,” he whispered. The Guard took the hint and was silent as the last of the Squatters hurried through the Gate.
Shaking a little dust from his feet, Scrornuck released the Guards and the three continued, unmolested, across the plaza. Rumbling belly or no, he was happy to be leaving.
"Squatters and vagrants,” Jape muttered under his breath. “Maybe UniFlag didn't think of everything after all."
They made a quick stop at the Sunset Stone, Scrornuck and Jape slipping into the hidden storeroom while Nalia waited in the plaza. Seeing no need for two instruments, Scrornuck stashed his bagpipes in the storage pack and loaded the traveling pack with tents, sleeping bags, coffee, and an extra package of preserved survival rations, just in case their shunning reached beyond the city limits of Taupeaquaah.
"Why can't she come in here with us?” he asked, looking through the Stone's translucent wall at Nalia, who paced impatiently. “There's plenty of room for three."
"I don't want her to see how much weaponry we're packing,” Jape replied, opening a box of armaments. “She's nervous enough, and I don't want her to decide she's safer taking her chances in town.” He pulled off his cape and wrapped a network of tubes and wires around his right sleeve. “I'm edgy enough myself. We don't know exactly who we're up against, and we don't know how many Guards are working for Tremmlowe and Draggott."
"We could take some really serious stuff,” Scrornuck said, lifting a shoulder-fired energy cannon.
"Too heavy,” Jape said, fastening a second network of tubes around his left arm. “We need to move quickly. Look how the situation's deteriorating.” He held up his ring. The jewel shone a deep red.
"Uh-huh.” Scrornuck glanced up as he closed the pack, and saw Nalia climbing the outside of the stone, finding tiny hand- and foot-holds. “We'd better get going,” he said. “She's getting antsy."
"Yeah, let's go.” Jape slipped his arms through the sleeves of his outer cape, hiding the weaponry. He reached for the little whistle that would allow them to pass through the Stone's wall.
"Wait a second.” Scrornuck put a hand on Jape's shoulder. “I want to try something.” He gripped the Setron, feeling its gentle vibration as he adjusted it to produce exactly the right note, the one that turned the Stone's surface milky and translucent.
"Impressive,” Jape said, as they quickly stepped through the wall of the Stone. “You've sure learned quickly."
"I guess it just likes me."
* * * *Scrornuck marched up the road in a stiff, formal, military manner and sang:
It's a long way to Tipperary, for a good five-cent seegar!
It's a long way to Tipperary—do we have to go that far?
It's a long way to Tipperary, marching there from here,
It's a long, long way to Tipperary, can we stop for a beer?
"That's a good question,” Jape said, pointing ahead. A brisk morning's walk had brought them to the top of a small rise on the yellow brick road, from which they could see the little pub at the junction of the Southern and Western roads. “Let's find out."
They appeared to be in luck. The pub staff quickly showed them to a pleasant table beneath the sun-canopy. Scrornuck pointed to the ornate, empty throne at the head of the table. “I've been staring at these things for a week now. What's the point of them?"
"That's Spafu's Throne,” Nalia replied, no longer bothering to comment on her guests’ ignorance of tradition. “It means we welcome Spafu to join us."
"Does he do that?"
"He hasn't moved in a hundred years,” she said, stifling a well, duh! look. “I don't think he's going to join us for lunch today."
Scrornuck pulled the throne back from the table. “In that case I think I deserve the comfy chair a lot more than some absentee lizard."
"Wait—” Nalia and Jape said together.
It was too late. Scrornuck flopped into the throne—and it promptly collapsed into a pile of wood chips and paper scraps. “Ooh, that hurts,” he said as he slowly got back to his feet. He picked up a piece and crumbled it between his fingers. “Stupid thing's made of paper and balsa-wood!"
Three waiters arrived to clean up the mess. “And what,” demanded the group's leader, “were you doing trying to sit in Spafu's Throne?"
Jape quickly placed himself between Scrornuck and the waiter. “It was an accident. My associate isn't from around here, and he's not familiar with Taupeaquaahn customs."
"That's rather obvious.” The waiter began sweeping up the debris—and suddenly stopped, drew himself to his full height and looked very carefully at Scrornuck. “Out, out, out!” he ordered, pushing all three toward the exit. “You'll not be served here!"
Jape opened his purse and pulled out several gold pieces. “We're willing to pay for any damage..."
The waiter pushed more insistently. “Out, out, out!" He made a point of addressing his remarks to Jape and Nalia. “We've been told about the red-haired blasphemer, and he'll not be served here! Out, all three of you, now!"
Scrornuck stopped dead and glowered at the waiter. “I am sick and tired of this."
"Mister Saughblade, we are leaving.” Jape gave Scrornuck a not-too-gentle push.
Scrornuck looked at the waiter, at Jape, and back at the waiter. With a sigh of resignation and one last glance at a server carrying a tray loaded with food and drink, he left the pub.
Following Jape's maps and intuition, the three headed south on a grassy trail. About a half-mile along, where a curve in the road took them behind one of the concrete towers, Jape stopped.
"Gotta go already?” Nalia asked.
"I'm getting hungry."
Scrornuck's stomach rumbled. “Aren't we all!"
"Time to do something about it.” Jape took out a small, black leather case. “I'm going to get us some lunch."
"How?” she objected. “They know what you look like."
"Not for long.” Jape turned away for a moment, and when he turned back his eyes had changed from brilliant blue to dirty gray. Next, he poured some liquid from a small vial onto his hands and ran them through his hair, quickly changing it from blonde to a rather ordinary brunette. Finally, he turned his cape inside-out, changing it from a nondescript gray to a drab brown. “Master of disguise,” he said.
"I'm going with you,” Scrornuck said.
"If they see me with you, they won't let me buy anything."
"I can't let you go by yourself."
Jape surrendered with a shrug. “Keep your distance, stay out of sight.” He set off for the pub, striding down the middle of the road. Scrornuck followed at a distance, keeping low, scurrying from one bush to the next, sometimes crawling through the tall grass.
As Jape boldly entered the pub, Scrornuck watched warily from atop one of the concrete towers supporting the sunshade. A few minutes later, the Ranger emerged, carrying a large bag. Just when Scrornuck thought the shopping expedition had been a success, he heard a sudden shout from within the store, and three large men rushed out. Jape put his head down and ran as fast as his legs would carry him.
"Look out below!” The three men paused as Scrornuck jumped to his feet and waved Ol’ Red over his head, the blade at its most spectacular length. He brought the sword down in a great arc, chopping through the ropes that held the sun-canopy. Screaming “yee-haaahh!” at the top of his lungs, he leaped from the tower and rode the sunshade as it swung downward into the beer garden. Jape hit the dirt as Scrornuck missed him by inches and slammed feet-first into the three pursuers.
The canopy collapsed into the beer garden, knocking over tables, scattering food and drink, entangling the patrons in the heavy netting. That should keep them busy for a while, Scrornuck thought with some satisfaction. He helped Jape to his feet, and the two started trotting away from the pub. “Master of disguise?” he needled.
"Contact fell out.” Jape's left eye was again that piercing blue color. He looked over his shoulder at the pandemonium in the beer garden. “We don't want to be here when they get themselves untangled.” With a quick nod, Scrornuck picked Jape up piggyback and headed down the road at a quick trot.
In a few minutes they'd reached the concrete tower where Nalia waited for them. “Success!” Jape said, holding up the bag. He'd gotten away with a small ham, a good-sized hunk of cheese and a loaf of bread. Even better, under a pile of ice cubes were two four-packs of beer, one each of Jape's light lager and Scrornuck's stout.
As Scrornuck shoved the groceries into his pack, Jape popped out the remaining brown contact lens, wiped the brown dye from his hair with a towel, and turned his cape back to a nondescript gray. “Let's get out of here before they decide to chase us."
They set off at a brisk pace, keeping a watch for any sign of pursuit. From time to time, when the road topped small hills, Scrornuck took the spotter-scope and looked back from atop one of the ubiquitous concrete towers. He saw nobody, and after an hour and the better part of five miles they stopped on a grassy hillside overlooking the road, beneath a few shade trees. Scrornuck spread out his plaid on the grass and pulled out the food and drink.
The ground at their picnic site was covered in thick, carpet-like grass that demanded bare feet, and Scrornuck quickly surrendered to the temptation. Reaching down behind his knee, he pulled on a little tab. With a soft hiss, his boots loosened and slipped off easily. He wiggled his toes and trotted around, enjoying the feel of the grass. “This is what feet were made for!"
Jape flashed a sly grin. “So you want to run around in the grass, do you?” He got out a golden disc about a foot in diameter. “Hey, Rover! Fetch!"
"Yahoo!” Scrornuck threw off his jacket and sprinted across the soft turf. When he was about fifty feet away, he spun around and trotted backward. “Throw that sucker!"
Jape threw the disc. It sailed toward Scrornuck, bobbing and swerving. He jumped and ran, trying to catch it.
"Another training exercise?” Nalia asked.
"Nah, this is just fun.” Jape opened the food bag and began to assemble a sandwich.
Scrornuck jumped. Even without the boots, he lifted himself a good three feet off the ground, hair flying, arms over his head, shirt coming untucked from his belt and showing off about half his stomach as he stretched to reach the disc. He tossed it back to Jape, who threw it his way again. This time it spiraled around as he chased after it, finally diving to snare it just before it dropped to the ground.
Nalia chuckled as she made a sandwich and opened a long-neck. “You remind me of a dog chasing a stick!” Scrornuck laughed, and tossed the disc back to Jape.
"I sometimes think he was a golden retriever in a past life,” Jape said, throwing the disc again. It soared up and over Scrornuck, flying in a graceful loop and coming up behind him. He jumped, spun about in the air, and with a shout of triumph he reached down and snared the disc as it passed between his knees.
After several minutes, Jape put the disc back into the pack, and Scrornuck returned, his shirt soaked with sweat and a huge grin on his face. “Woo, that's fun!"
"And it gave us a chance to have our lunch before you devoured it all,” Jape said.
"You know,” Scrornuck said, assembling a huge sandwich, “I think it's even nicer here than it was at that beer garden."
"At least you're already sitting on the ground."
"Don't remind me. A chair made of paper and balsa wood? What was that about?"
Nalia sighed. “Spafu's Throne isn't for sitting on. It's to be sacrificed, the last thing put on the altars on the final Sunday of the Fortnight."
"And I'm supposed to know that?"
"Everybody knows about Spafu's Throne."
"Everybody but me. I can't read minds, you know!"
She pointed at Jape. “Neither can he, but he didn't sit in Spafu's Throne."
"Hey, that's right,” Scrornuck said. He looked accusingly at Jape. “How come you knew and I didn't?"
"I just knew.” Jape chewed slowly as his eyes took on that far-away look they did when he struggled with a puzzle. He said nothing more as Scrornuck enjoyed a cold beer. “Think I've got it,” he said, suddenly returning to the world. “Mister Saughblade, you've never known all the little unwritten rules of civilized behavior, have you?"
"Like ‘go behind a tree to drain your kidneys'?” Nalia suggested.
"One lousy time,” Scrornuck grumbled.
"More than one time,” Jape said. “I've always assumed you're just a little rough around the edges, but perhaps there's more to it.” He held the blue ring close to Nalia's face and slowly twisted the jewel in its mount. It brightened to a steady glow, and then slowly dimmed to an almost imperceptible flicker. He next held the ring in front of his own face. The jewel flickered, brightened and finally turned altogether dark as he repeated the adjustment. Finally, he held the ring in front of Scrornuck's face. The jewel remained completely dark, no matter how Jape twisted it. “Uh-huh,” he said, “that would appear to be that."
"What?"
"You said you're not a mind reader—you didn't know how right you were. While there are very few good mind readers like Nalia, nearly all human beings have a little bit of mind-reading ability. That's how we know the unwritten rules like ‘don't sit in Spafu's chair,’ or ‘go behind a tree to do your business.’ But you, Mister Saughblade—” He held the ring in front of Scrornuck's face again. The jewel remained dark. “Nothing. Nothing at all.” He reached in the pack and tossed Scrornuck an ice cube. “Put it behind your back. Now, Nalia, which hand is it in?"
"Uh, the right. No, wait, the left. No, it's not there, either.” She shook her head. “I can't feel a thing."
"There's a wall around your mind, Mister Saughblade,” Jape said. “Your thoughts can't get out and nobody else's can get in."
"So that's why I got all splattered in that training exercise!” Nalia exclaimed. “I couldn't read his mind, so I couldn't tell where the shots were coming from!"
Jape nodded. “I think that's what happened."
"And here I thought you just drank too many of those ghastly black beers,” she said.
"Hey, they're not ghastly.” Scrornuck held up his bottle of Batatat's. “They've got character, not like that wimpy stuff you two are drinking."
"I like a light lager,” Jape insisted.
"Go ahead and like it,” Scrornuck said, “but remember, there's a reason they put a picture of a dog on the bottle."
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Chapter Fourteen"I Can Even Do Fractions!""This is the place,” Jape said, bringing the party to a halt on a grassy hillside an hour or so after lunch. “Nalia, I've been paying you to pretend you believe there are other worlds.” He placed one hand on the watch-like device hanging from his belt. “It's time to stop pretending."
Scrornuck gently but firmly pulled the three close together as Jape thumbed a small switch. The air around them shimmered, as if dancing in summer heat, and seemed to fold in on itself.
And the world changed. The green hillside under a perfect blue sky was gone, replaced by a lifeless, muddy slope beneath a steel-gray sky streaked with pink, blue, yellow, and purple clouds. To the east, where the Rio Taupeaquaah had wound its way through the lowlands, a vast lake shimmered with an oily iridescence. Between the hillside and the lake, a huge paved road ran arrow-straight to the horizon in both directions. And on that road, a continuous stream of wheeled metal boxes roared by, belching clouds of blue smoke that burned Scrornuck's throat and made his eyes water. “No smoking section, please!” he croaked.
"Welcome to time stream STC937!” Jape's words were barely audible over the din. “The year is 2021, the place is twenty miles south of Topekuh, along Highway I-335. Do you believe me now?"
Nalia coughed and wiped her eyes. “All right, I believe you! Can we go home before we choke to death?"
Jape twisted the dial on the watch-like device, the air shimmered again, and the world changed back. They again stood on the beautiful green hillside, sucking in great gasps of the clean Khansous air.
"That's what the other worlds are like?” She bent over to let go of another long, raspy cough. “I think I'll stick with mine, thank you!"
Jape wiped some brown sludge from his nose. “Sorry it was so nasty, but it's the only world we could reach from here—and it's important that you believe there are other worlds."
"Well, I do,” she said, straightening up. “But I still expect to get paid!"
They continued along the trail, with Scrornuck in the lead. After about ten minutes, Nalia's curiosity got the better of her. “Okay, there really are other worlds. How'd they get there?"
"You don't want to know,” Scrornuck said. “It's all full of math."
"I know math,” she said proudly. “I can even do fractions!"
"I learned how to do fractions when I was four,” Jape said. “Then I spent twenty years learning the math I'd need to understand how to travel between worlds.” He took a stick and scratched a complex equation, full of integral signs, exponents and Greek letters, into the dirt. “This is one of the simpler parts."
She stared, recognizing only a few symbols. Scrornuck put a hand on her shoulder. “I warned you: if you try to understand this stuff, you'll just end up with a headache."
"I guess,” she said glumly.
"But I can answer your question without the math,” Jape said. “Suppose you could travel to the past—say, this day, one year ago, or ten years ago, or a hundred."
"Sounds like magic to me."
"Magic, math, what's the difference?” Scrornuck said. “You just have to believe it works."
"Well, I guess I can pretend for now."
"Good enough,” Jape said. “Now suppose you took a trip into the past, and on that trip you killed your grandfather. What would happen?"
"I'd go to jail for the rest of my life, that's what,” she said firmly.
"Well, I suppose you would. But consider this: if you killed your grandfather before he got married, then you'd never have been born. And if you were never born, then you couldn't have gone back into the past and killed him, so he would still be alive. But if he's alive, then you'd have been born, and when you went into the past and killed him..."
"Ooh.” She rubbed her eyes. “This is giving me a headache."
"It gives Mother Nature a headache, too,” Jape said. “And she gets rid of this headache by creating a new world. We call it splitting the time stream. The world in which you were born doesn't change; your grandfather lived to a ripe old age and eventually you were born, because these things have already happened. But because you did kill him, a second time stream—a whole new world—splits off at the moment of his death, and its story picks up at the instant your grandfather died. That world is free to develop in its own way, and may have a much different future."
She closed her eyes and was lost in silent thought for the better part of a minute. “The sacred scrolls say that Spafu somehow created something that ‘was and was not’ at the same time, and that made the world,” she said slowly. “Are you telling me the Dragon is a murderer?"
"The only way to split a time stream is to cause the death of a direct ancestor. Nothing else makes a strong enough paradox. This world wasn't made by accident, and so..."
"That's—that's evil!"
"That's what my people thought when they first discovered that time streams could be split,” Jape said. “But as it turns out, nobody's really killed when a new world is made."
"Huh?” She rubbed her forehead. “You just said..."
"I know, you have to kill a direct ancestor. But no actual murder occurs when a time stream is split. This is how the ethicists and scholars explain it: the new stream comes into existence after you killed your grandfather. No murder took place there, since he was never alive in that stream. Meanwhile, nothing changed in the original time stream, so no murder took place there, either. If no murder took place in either fork of the time stream, then regardless of how it looks, nobody was actually killed."
"Ouch,” she said, “this is making my head spin."
Scrornuck handed her the last longneck. “My advice is that you drink this and don't think about it for a while."
She took the beer, but not the suggestion. “Do all the Rangers have to learn this stuff?"
Jape shook his head. “I was doing research in the math and physics of time streams when the Ranger Project got started. The other twelve came from the military and the police; they knew how to use the equipment but not why it worked. The brass insisted on at least one who understood the theory, just in case we lost contact, and I volunteered.” A look of slightly wounded pride crossed his face. “Some thought I was too ‘bookish’ to do the job; a few were betting I'd get myself killed in the first week. I guess that's why they assigned me a Protector."
* * * *"Havin’ a snack?” Nalia asked, as Scrornuck dipped a chunk of bread into his glass of wine.
He mumbled a few more words and reverently ate the bread, wondering how he could possibly explain the ritual to a Spafuist. “This is more than a snack, it's a banquet."
She shook her head as she looked at the small glass of wine and the scrap of bread he'd ordered as an appetizer. “Looks like a snack to me.” The waiter arrived, carrying several plates heaped high with food. “Now that's what I call a banquet!"
Indeed it was. This small store with the rather curious name of “Camp Seven Trading Post” seemed unaware of Scrornuck's shunning, and was happy to sell them all the food they wanted.
"That little snack is a most important ritual to Mister Saughblade,” Jape said. “You have to keep in mind that he has different religious traditions."
"Well, his traditions are going to mean big trouble when we get back. That little stunt at the Temple..."
"It was just harmless fun,” Scrornuck protested.
"Fun, maybe,” she said. “Harmless, my a—my eye. It was blasphemous and tasteless, and there are people in the city, powerful people, who won't take it sitting down. At the very least, we're looking at a hefty fine, probably a hundred gold pieces.” She took a sip of wine and pointed a finger at Jape. “Remember, our deal says you cover all my expenses—that includes the fines."
Jape shrugged. “Easy come, easy go."
"It could be more than a fine. The Mayor and the officers of the Guards were watching, and the Guards were so pissed they almost let the Mayor fall over. We may end up doing some jail time."
"Jail time?” Scrornuck said indignantly. “Over a stinkin’ stuffed lizard?"
She put down her fork and sighed, the long, deep, exasperated sigh of somebody who's Finally Had Enough. “What the hell is your problem? You don't want to sacrifice your boots? Fine! Rosaiah himself said nobody's going to make you. All you have to do is keep quiet and walk away, but you flip him rude gestures, you call him obscene names, you flash your butt at him in public—what's the matter with you?"
"I'm sick of the bullshit,” he said. “Spafu's no god; he's just a character out of a stupid comic strip! Jape, show her!"
"Oh, no,” Jape said. “My dad taught me to stay out of holy wars."
"Fine, I'll do it.” Scrornuck grabbed the softscroll and stylus from Jape. He was no expert, but had learned enough to scrawl “SPAFU COMIC” in the search box. A moment later, the response showed up. “Aha! Here it is: Spafu the Friendly Dragon. Comic strip, created by artist Justin Jacob Schultz in 2092 C.E. After a successful run as a comic and animated cartoon, Spafu became corporate mascot for the UniFlag Entertainment Group. Late in his life, Schultz sued UniFlag in an attempt to recover the rights to the character, but died before the case could be decided. See? Spafu's just a cartoon! Here's the guy who drew him.” He turned the scroll to face Nalia. It displayed the picture of a rather unassuming man, forty-ish, balding, posing with a half-finished Spafu comic.
She looked at the picture and shrugged. “So what? Lots of artists draw Spafu. They just have to follow the rules and pay their fees to the Temple."
"That's not the same thing...” Scrornuck stopped, wondering how to make his point.
"Ahem,” Jape interrupted. “I'd love to watch you two debate theology all day, but there's a world to be saved.” He pointed to his blood-red ring. “Let's get moving.” He retrieved the softscroll and summoned up the map, overlaid with the weathersat image. “It appears the Orb is slightly south of due west from here.” He stood, and handed Scrornuck a few gold pieces. “Mister Saughblade, please get some provisions. Nalia, let's see what the locals know about trails."
The Trading Post, though small and poorly stocked compared to the stores in Taupeaquaah, had enough to make Scrornuck quite happy as he planned the next few days’ meals. After loading the backpack's food and drink compartments to capacity, he tossed the gold pieces onto the shop's counter and sauntered outside, leaving the astonished shop-keeper a tip that would become the stuff of legend.
He found Jape and Nalia poring over the map and discussing what they'd learned. “There's a trail going west,” Jape said. “It goes at least as far as a good swimming-hole a few miles out, but nobody seems to know what's past that.” He rolled up the scroll and pointed. “This way."
Nalia fidgeted uneasily. “Guy over there told me Spafu put a curse on the trail. Cast members are forbidden beyond the first several miles."
"Bah!” Scrornuck threw the pack over his shoulder and started up the trail at a brisk pace. “The lizard couldn't curse his own butt."
Cursed or not, the trail was in good condition and they made rapid progress, passing through a pleasant forest into open grasslands. There, beneath a small stand of sycamore trees, they set up camp and enjoyed a good dinner. Another shitty day in paradise, Scrornuck thought, as he opened a Batatat's and watched another perfect sunset.
Jape was not as content. “That's strange,” he said, pointing to the flat-topped mountain silhouetted against the red and purple clouds. “My map shows a lake out there."
"Maybe the mountain's further away than you think,” Scrornuck suggested. “The air is mighty clear here."
"Maybe,” Jape said, tapping a few buttons on the softscroll. “Hey, look at that!” he said, suddenly excited. “Talk about clear—we can get a channel tonight! Gather round; I want you to meet the family!” He hurried to get out the spotter-scope. Seeing Nalia's puzzled expression, he quickly explained as he furiously manipulated controls. “Once or twice a year the time streams are quiet enough that I can actually speak with people back home instead of sending messages—hello, Betty!"
The scroll displayed the face of a rather ordinary, middle-aged woman, smiling and a little surprised. “Why, hello, Jim!” she said. Nalia raised her eyebrows—yet another name for Jape?
"Betty, meet Nalia.” Jape turned the scope on her. “She's from Taupeaquaah, and she's working with us."
"Pleased to meet you—Nalia? That's an interesting name."
Nalia waved politely. “Good to meet you, too."
"Are you taking good care of my husband, Scrornuck?” Betty asked.
Scrornuck grinned into the scope. “Always, Mrs. Phelps, always."
"Where's Robert?” Jape asked.
"Orchestra rehearsal. They've got a concert in two weeks."
"I wish I could be there. I'd like to see him play before he graduates."
"Someday, Jim, someday."
The picture began to tear up. “I think we're losing the channel,” Jape said. “I miss you, Betty."
"I miss you too, Jim."
And then the scroll displayed only multicolored snow. Jape sighed as he put the spotter-scope back in its case. “It's not much, but I'll take it.” Scrornuck smiled, knowing the Ranger would spend many future nights replaying and savoring this moment of real conversation with his wife.
As darkness fell, Nalia retired to her tent, leaving Jape and Scrornuck by the fire. They sat in silence for a while, watching it burn down to coals. Then Jape said, “I know I promised to stay out of your love life...” He paused and stirred the fire, as if debating whether to continue. “But let me offer a bit of advice: you're not scoring any points with Nalia when you insult her religion."
"Yeah, I know.” Scrornuck kicked the dirt in frustration. “But Spafuism drives me nuts. It's like something the shopkeepers made up to boost their business. You'd have to be crazy to believe it!"
Jape shrugged. “And you believe in a deity who's everywhere but can't be seen. She might say the same thing about you.” He yawned, and slowly got to his feet. “I'm calling it a night, and I suggest you do the same. We've got a long day ahead of us.” He headed for his tent, and within a few minutes settled down to a steady snoring.
Not yet ready for sleep, Scrornuck began an experiment, planting Ol’ Red's grip in the dirt a few feet away from his plaid and playing soft music on the Setron. He let the instrument guide him until he found just the right notes—and suddenly, there it was: the sword's blade suddenly appeared, and danced in response to the music, dissolving into hundreds of multicolored threads that twisted and flickered like flames.
Hearing the music, Nalia quietly left her tent and joined him. “Nice campfire you've got there,” she said.
"Pretty, isn't it? I noticed how the Setron's grip feels just like Ol’ Red's, and I wondered if they'd talk to each other."
"Looks like it worked,” she said, watching the sword's swirling, separating, undulating dance. She half-shivered. “Chilly out tonight."
"I'm afraid my little ‘fire’ doesn't throw much heat. Want me to warm up the real one?"
She shook her head. “I'll be going back to bed soon.” She leaned against him and snuggled close.
Deciding this was a better way to keep warm, he set down the Setron and wrapped an arm around her. “So what's on your mind?"
"Not much,” she sighed, “I'm just not ready for sleep yet. What's on your mind?"
"Not much. I'm just thinking about how I'm getting to feel at home here."
"Even though a dozen people have tried to kill you?"
He half-shrugged. “I'd find that anywhere—it goes with the job. This place is so beautiful: the stars, the grass, the trees, this whole world...” He paused, unsure whether to continue. “You,” he concluded, sighing contentedly. A dragon passed through the thin, silvery clouds near the moon and spat a ball of orange flame. For the first time, he found the sight pleasant. The dragons belonged here. “You know,” he said, “I wouldn't mind spending the rest of my life here."
She said nothing for a moment. Then she rolled on top of him, resting on his chest and staring into his face so that all he could see was her deep brown eyes. And then she kissed him. Not a polite little peck, not the just-friends smooches they'd been exchanging: this time she delivered a passionate lip-lock, the kind of kiss that belonged in the back seat of a ‘57 Buick, the kind that left him gasping for air but not wanting to come up for a breath. When she finally let him inhale, his heart was racing and all he could say was “Woo-hoo!"
And then, with a long, slow sigh, she rolled off him and looked back up at the stars.
"Something wrong?” he asked nervously.
"Yeah,” she said. “Whatever happens at Alpine Lake, come Saturday your business here is finished, and you and Jape will be leaving. And here I am falling for you...” Her voice was somewhere between a laugh and a sob. “Do I have great timing, or what?"
Scrornuck, having no idea what to say, wrapped his arms around her and held on tight. He could feel her body quivering. “Maybe things will work out.” The words seemed hopelessly inadequate.
"I don't see how,” she said, and a tear rolled down her cheek. “Oh, I'll miss you so much..."
Scrornuck felt something vibrating gently against his left leg—the grip of the Setron, lying where he'd left it. He reached out with his foot and flipped the instrument into the air, deftly catching its fretboard in his left hand. Keeping his arm around Nalia, he wrapped his right hand around the grip and played a soft, romantic ballad, humming wordlessly along with the tune. He let the instrument suggest the sounds, and it gave him something rather like a kazoo combined with a slightly off-key flute. Nalia seemed to like it, especially in the bridge portion, when the machine guided his fingers so that the sound split into several voices that swirled around her before joining together for the sweet final chorus. As the last notes faded, she was relaxed, comfortable and ready for a good night's sleep. Wordlessly, she got up and headed for her tent. But before she did she gave him one last kiss, a kiss that forced him to spend the next several minutes thinking very hard about cold showers.
* * * *"No!” Nalia's voice roused Scrornuck from his light slumber. In a heartbeat he was on his feet, and in another heartbeat he was crouched at the door to her tent, sword held at the ready.
"Nalia, I'm here—what's wrong?” He saw no dangerous animals, no bandits, nothing threatening her at all.
The tent flap opened, and in the moonlight he saw tears in her eyes and a look of intense fear fading away on her face. “It's okay,” she gasped, “it's okay.” She struggled to bring her breathing under control. “I just had a nightmare."
He put the sword away and sat cross-legged on the grass. “Want to tell me about it?"
She caught her breath and nodded. “I've had it before. It's always the same: I'm about nine years old, living with my family in a tent a lot like this one. I'm out in the meadow playing with some of my friends when some big silver birds pass overhead. They're making a sort of humming noise, not like anything I've ever heard, and something like smoke is coming out—but instead of floating up into the sky it's falling down around us. It smells sweet, like flowers. And then, a little later, I'm in the middle of our village and suddenly, all at once, people just burst into flames and burn up.” She covered her eyes at the thought. “They fall, and they roll, but their arms and legs start smoking and sizzling and...” Her voice cracked and she buried her face in his chest.
He wrapped his arms around her reassuringly. “It's okay now, you're awake."
She took a deep breath. “It's just so horrible—my parents, my grandparents and uncles, the really small children—when it's over, there's nothing left of them but little piles of ashes."
"And nothing happens to you?"
"Nothing, not to me. But my older brother's burning up like the grownups, and the shrieking from the babies...” she stopped, took a deep breath, wiped her eyes again. “And when it's over, I'm standing there in the village with these piles of smoking ashes around me, all alone—and then I wake up.” She looked up into his eyes. “I've had it so many times, and it's always the same. I'm starting to think it must mean something."
"Maybe it just means I put too much pepper on the steaks."
"Maybe.” She slowly relaxed and yawned. “Anyway, I'm sorry I woke you up."
"That's what I'm here for, to protect you."
"Thanks.” She half-smiled. “I'm not sure what that sword can do to protect me from bad dreams, though."
"Let me show you!” He jumped to his feet and extended Ol’ Red's blade to a preposterous length. Waving it like a madman, he danced around the tent, jumping clean over it a couple times, screaming, “Begone, evil dreams! Away with you, demons of nightmare! Taste the wrath of my sword, things that go bump in the night!” After a minute or so he bowed graciously and knelt before the tent. “Milady, I can assure you that all nightmares in the vicinity have been slain, and you may sleep peacefully."
She smiled, took his hand and held it for a moment. He gave her a polite little goodnight kiss, and within a few minutes she was fast asleep.
Scrornuck, on the other hand, found himself unable to doze off. His mind was filled with questions about the future. What would he do when this mission was finished? Nalia had fallen for him, he'd fallen just as much for her, and he'd like nothing better than to settle down in this lovely world with the first woman who'd ever loved him back. And he could, because Jape had released him from his promise.
The question, he realized, was whether he could release himself.
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap20]
Chapter Fifteen"If You're Dancing, I'm Asking"Scrornuck floated in nothingness, a disembodied spirit between the blue world below and the black sky above. He'd slept since the battle over Roswell, the most perfect sleep he'd ever experienced. Now he wondered if he was awake, dreaming, or perhaps dead and on his way to heaven—assuming, of course, that heaven was his destination.
Though the Hitchhiker had disappeared, Scrornuck was not alone. His new companion sported short brown hair and a small goatee beard inside the fishbowl-like glass helmet that topped his puffy blue coveralls. Scrornuck quickly came to think of him as the Blue Man.
An ungainly assemblage of cylinders, spheres, and blue-black panels appeared in the distance and slowly drew closer. Bits of wrinkled gold foil clung to its streaked and flaking white paint, and as it slowly rotated, a faded insignia came into view: a red flag, with five gold stars and a crescent design in one corner.
Scrornuck and the Blue Man drifted toward a small sphere at one end of the machine. A fat blue finger pressed a button, and a hatch opened slowly. They floated inside, the door closed, and after a minute Scrornuck's companion removed his helmet and sniffed the air cautiously. They explored the interior of the craft, eventually finding a small, brightly lit chamber whose walls were filled with controls and screens covered with unfamiliar symbols.
"Which one of these buttons gets this thing moving?” The Blue Man's voice carried a tone of urgency, and a glance out the window showed Scrornuck why—another craft approached, smaller and sleeker, spitting little puffs of steam from orifices in its sides as it moved into position to dock. The Blue Man was a pirate, trying to commandeer this ship before its owners returned.
Scrornuck focused his attention on the signs and screens, doubting he could do much; his Gift helped him to pick up spoken language quickly, but even so it took hours, not seconds, and he'd had little luck with written languages. To his amazement, he found he understood the complex symbols, each of which represented a complete word or even a phrase, as if he'd been reading them all his life. Which one would get this vessel moving? There it was—that rectangular yellow button. Guided by Scrornuck's thought, the Blue Man pressed the button, and a moment later a dull rumbling surrounded them. The approaching ship veered off, and a singsong voice wailed from a loudspeaker...
"Coffee, coffee, I need coffee!"
Scrornuck opened his eyes and saw Jape fumbling around the entrance to his tent, searching for caffeine. “In a minute, boss!” he called, jumping to his feet to get the coffee brewing. Jape retreated to his tent, muttering.
As the coffee warmed and the sun rose, Scrornuck trimmed his beard—with his sword. Ol’ Red's blade formed a six-inch razor, which he rather casually pressed against his neck, scraping off errant hairs and shaping the beard to create the illusion of a heroic chin.
"Isn't that a bit dangerous?” Nalia asked, watching nervously as he flicked the blade across his Adam's apple.
Saying nothing, he extended the blade a bit further and dragged it across his neck as if trying to slit his own throat. She gasped involuntarily, but the blade never so much as scratched him. “Ol’ Red's my friend,” he said, drumming his fingers along the edge of the blade. The faintly glowing fibers jumped and wiggled to avoid cutting him. “He'd never hurt me.” He looked at her, and then at the fibersword, and then back at her. “I wonder..."
She took a nervous step back. “Don't you even think—"
Too late; he swung the sword in a great arc that should have taken her head clean off. She felt only the slightest touch, as if an insect had walked across her throat.
Scrornuck grinned. “I think he likes you."
She slugged him.
* * * *"Mmm, that's good,” Jape murmured, sipping his coffee.
"It's mud,” Scrornuck said. “Now this is good!” With a flourish, he produced three steaming plates of perfect huevos rancheros. “The store didn't have the really strong chilies, so the salsa's a little bland. But I think you'll like it."
Nalia dug in. “Mmm, this is great!"
Jape watched her eat. “I hear you had a nightmare."
She nodded. “I've had it every now and then since I was a kid, but it was really bad last night."
"A recurring nightmare? Sometimes they have meaning. Can you tell me about it?"
"I guess.” She described her vision of silvery birds releasing a sweet-smelling mist, and the people around her suddenly bursting into flames and disappearing.
Jape listened carefully to her story, and then shrugged. “I don't see any immediate meaning."
"Speaking of dreams,” Scrornuck piped up, “I had an interesting one this morning, just before I woke up."
Nalia looked up from her breakfast. “Really? I didn't figure you slept deeply enough to dream."
"You can dream with one eye open."
"Good students can dream with both eyes wide open,” Jape said. “I got through grad school that way. What were you dreaming about?"
"It wasn't exactly a dream—more like a memory. Something that happened a few years ago."
"Did it involve a trip to the moon?"
"Yeah. How'd you know?"
"You've been telling Nalia your life story ever since we got here. It makes sense you'd be dreaming about the next part."
"I suppose; but I still have a feeling it's trying to tell me something."
"Then let's hear it,” Jape said, draining his cup. “But first, can you give me a refill?"
The ungainly space vessel disappeared into the blackness behind Scrornuck as he glided silently over a dead gray landscape of low mountains and plains peppered with round craters. While he still had no sensation of a body, he knew he was somehow part of a small, spidery machine, an awkward contrivance of tubes and cylinders, some shining in the brilliant sun, others dirty and dark. He turned slowly, seeking some sign of color, but saw only an unending panorama of gray beneath the black sky.
The landscape slid by more quickly as the machine descended, and suddenly color appeared: a dome of violet-white light, miles across, completely filling a small crater. Small lightning bolts jumped silently into the sky from a surface that churned as if alive. A flat-topped peak protruded from the very top of the dome, as if skewering it.
Scrornuck perceived sound and vibration, as blue-and-white flame erupted below him. The machine slowed, made a graceful circle around the dome and landed in a cloud of dust, between two small peaks on the crater's rim.
A great bolt of lightning snaked through the cracks of the crater rim and struck the machine. He heard a sound like thunder and saw flying shards of metal as the machine disintegrated around him. Then he saw nothing but violet light, followed by darkness.
He came to and got up slowly, taking a deep breath, feeling like the wind had been knocked out of him. Breath? Yes—he again had a body, with arms, and legs, and lungs. He was clad in his familiar kilt, and Ol’ Red, the wonderful sword, hung from his belt. Taking another deep breath, he shouted, “Hello!” at the top of his lungs. There was no answer, but it felt good to make noise.
Where was he? Inside the dome, it appeared. He stood on a featureless plain of drab gray dust, under a sky of uniform lavender-gray punctuated by occasional bolts of silent lightning and thin, ragged, gray clouds. A few tiny bits of black, rather like dirty snowflakes, blew by on the wind.
Bewildered, he sat upon a small boulder to contemplate. His body, he knew, lay in tatters within the silver disc. Therefore, this must be the afterlife. The drab landscape bore little resemblance to the Heaven described by the churchmen. Nor did it match their descriptions of Hell: where were the demons, the fire and brimstone, the eternal torment? He heard no screams of agony, merely the faintest distant moaning, as if a vast choir were expressing mild discomfort. If this was indeed the Inferno, it seemed something of a light-lager version.
Seeing no point in sitting any longer, he headed toward the source of the moaning. It was a long, dull walk—if anything the dome was larger on the inside than it had looked from above. As he walked, he encountered a few people, wandering without any discernible destination or hope. They spoke a strange, singsong tongue, and to his surprise he found himself understanding as if he already knew the language. Something, it seemed, had turned his modest talent into a truly wondrous Gift.
Though the people were tight-lipped, their few words confirmed that the dome was a place of punishment. But as Scrornuck probed further, their “crimes” sounded more like what his faith defined as virtues: opposing slavery, refusing to worship an emperor who declared himself divine, resisting that emperor's decision to make war on a neighboring people.
After a timeless time spent wandering through the endless nothing, he began to wonder if in fact he'd found the most subtle torment of all—no demons, no fires, no tortures, just unrelenting boredom. He decided to act, and set his eye on the central mountain. He'd seen that the peak stuck through the dome, and according to Dante it should provide the way out. If not, perhaps he would meet the judge who had sent him here, and demand the opportunity to plead his case. With a whistle on his lips and a spring in his step, he set off.
After another timeless time spent walking across the gray desert, he reached the foot of the mountain and found a trail leading up. He had company on the long climb—not the inhabitants of this watered-down Hades, for while he had invited many, none were willing to accompany him—but rather, some knee-high creatures that looked vaguely like a cross between an insect and a scorpion. They skittered about, waving their claws, gnashing their teeth, following but not interfering with his journey.
He'd climbed about halfway to the peak when a flash of blue-white light, the first real color he'd seen, appeared in the sky. It seemed to be outside the dome, for it descended slowly and vanished on top of the mountain. Wondering if this might be his judge, he picked up his pace, rapidly leaving the insect-like creatures behind.
Soon he reached the place where the mountain passed through the lavender sky. The trail appeared to continue beyond the dome's boundary, but when he tried to climb he found the “sky” was a tough, elastic membrane that blocked his path. He retreated a few steps to contemplate how best to continue.
The sky quivered and rippled, and a foot, clad in a bright-blue boot, stuck through. A moment later the rest of the Blue Man followed, and Scrornuck rushed to greet his friend.
Before he could speak, he heard from behind a purposeful clicking, clacking, grinding noise—the sound of uncountable claws and teeth sharpening and preparing to attack. He turned and saw the mob of insect-like creatures scuttling up the mountainside. They were after the Blue Man, and Scrornuck somehow knew that if they made even a single rip or tear in that blue suit, his friend would be dead.
The Blue Man retreated, moving awkwardly up the trail, and quickly found himself trapped against the unyielding purple-gray sky. He pushed hard, but the elastic membrane simply stretched and pushed back. As the bug-like creatures closed in, Scrornuck drew his sword and charged. He hacked the insects apart by the dozens, but there seemed to be an infinite supply of them. The bugs climbed up his legs, biting and snipping off little chunks of skin and flesh and leaving behind not wounds but small, bloodless holes. Perhaps he wasn't made of flesh and blood, after all.
As the bugs pressed their attack, Scrornuck was forced to back up, until he was only a few feet from the Blue Man. The creatures climbed up his arms, snipping bits and pieces of his fingers, and he knew he'd soon lose his ability to control the sword with his grip. He shook the insects off, only to have more climb up, onto his shoulders, onto his face, snipping away at his eyes and nose. Roaring in anger, desperation and rage, he raised his arms high over his head and rammed Ol’ Red's grip hard against the inside of the dome. As the bugs swarmed over him one more time, he shifted his fingers just so. The glowing blade surged forth, hammering the underside of the dome. The membrane stretched tight, Scrornuck's elbows and knees buckled as he fought to push back, and with a sudden tearing sound, the dome gave way.
The wind shrieked as gray mist blew through the rip and into the blackness beyond. As he felt the dome tear further, he shifted his grip, shaping the sword's blade into a tube, forcing the wound in the dome further apart, making it big enough for his companion to make his escape.
The dome suddenly ripped wide open, and the howling wind launched Scrornuck into the black sky. The bugs abandoned their attack and dropped away, some frothing and bursting as though something were boiling within them. A storm of violet-white flame and lightning surrounded the mountaintop as the surface of the dome peeled back and huge pieces of the membrane flew into the darkness. At the center of the gale, surrounded by flying chunks of the dome and clouds of swirling mist, a spidery machine rose from the top of the mountain on a column of pale blue flame. Scrornuck felt himself being drawn toward the machine, and realized he was again without a physical body, not breathing, unable to feel hands or feet.
For a time he slept. When he awoke, he was with the Blue Man, in the vessel they'd stolen earlier, the gray landscape receding rapidly behind them. “Nick of time,” the Blue Man observed, looking down at his hands and smiling. He wore a number of rings, one of them an emerald, a jewel so beautifully green that it almost seemed to glow.
"So that's my dream, or my memory,” Scrornuck concluded. “I can't help thinking there's a reason I'm remembering it now. But I can't figure out what it is."
Nalia chewed the last of her huevos slowly, as if chewing on the story as well. “You know, the big purple dome in your story sounds an awful lot like the Orb. You don't suppose..."
"This dome was miles across,” Jape protested. “The Orb we saw at McGinn's was just a little ball."
"It was bigger on Friday night,” Scrornuck said. “Maybe it's still a baby."
* * * *By midday the three had followed the trail about a third of the way up the mountain's northern slope, and found themselves at the head of a narrow sandstone canyon. Bright-green ferns hung from the ravine's sheer walls, and the brook had carved three round pools, each about ten feet across, separated by small, cheerfully burbling waterfalls.
Scrornuck stuck a finger into the cool, gently swirling water of the upper pool. “Mother nature's own whirlpool bath!” he said. “Who's ready for a dip?” Jape and Nalia nodded, and in short order the three were soaking contentedly, enjoying a tasty picnic lunch and sipping ice-cold beers.
"Eek!” Nalia jumped as a little blue fish nipped at her toe. “What's that?"
Scrornuck winked at Jape. “Khansous piranha, maybe?"
Jape stared into the water and deadpanned, “They're the worst kind—I've heard a school of them can strip a man to his bones in minutes."
As Nalia shrieked and tried to scramble out of the pool, Scrornuck burst out laughing. “Relax,” he gasped, “that's just a harmless little bluegill."
"There's no such thing as piranha?"
"Not within five thousand miles of here,” Jape said. He and Scrornuck were still grinning and chuckling when she shoved their heads under the water.
A little later, between bites and sips of the delicious lunch, Nalia raised a question. “In the story you told this morning, it took days to get to the moon. I thought you could just press the little button on that gizmo of yours."
Jape frowned. “I wish I could, but the Traveler can't actually move me an inch."
"It took us to another world yesterday."
"More than a world,” Jape said. “A time stream is another complete universe, with its own sun, moon and stars. The Traveler takes us from one time stream to another, but always to exactly the same place, same time, same day of the year.” He took a sip from his longneck. “In theory, the equations describe free movement in time, in space, and between time streams. In practice, we've only been able to solve two special cases: moving into the past of your own time stream, and jumping from the absolute present moment of one time stream to the absolute present moment of another while staying in the same place. When we went to that other world yesterday, we were still a few miles south of the Junction, on the afternoon of July 24. The year may be different—125 here, 2021 in that other world—but it's always the same place, the same time, the same day of the year. In all the other cases, we can't figure out what the math means."
"I can,” Scrornuck said. “It means we have to walk."
Jape nodded. “Sometimes we have to walk, and sometimes we can't go anywhere.” He consulted the device. “Right now, it can solve the equations for twenty-seven other time streams. There are more than two thousand others that just don't add up. And of those twenty-seven, only three are at the correct elevation. In the others, the ground level is anywhere from thirty to a hundred feet below where we are now—if we went to those worlds, we'd appear in thin air and fall. Not much fun unless you're into high-diving."
"Speaking of which, I see a good jumping cliff up there.” Scrornuck hoisted himself from the pool and started climbing the canyon wall.
"Wait for me!” Nalia called, scurrying up behind him.
"If you hurt yourself,” Jape warned, “I'm going to patch you up with the stuff that really hurts!"
"You mean there's a kind that doesn't?"
In a few minutes they reached the top and surveyed the canyon. The deep part of the middle pool, about thirty feet below, was at most eight feet across. Hitting it safely would take careful aim. “Now don't be scared...” he began.
She laughed. “Scared? My friends and I used to jump from the high cliff south of town—there was a hole about six feet across and twelve feet deep, and if you missed it you'd land in about six inches of water. Compared to that, this is easy."
He wrapped an arm around her waist. “Okay, then. Here we go!” They jumped, hitting the deep spot perfectly, with a whump that echoed up and down the valley. Laughing, they climbed the waterfall to join Jape in the upper pool.
"Well,” Jape said sternly, “it looks like I have two crazy people to deal with."
After lunch, they continued up the mountain, reaching a sunlit hillside punctuated by magnificent evergreens and tall columns of rock. “Let me get this straight,” Nalia said, “you think somebody built this mountain?"
Jape nodded. “I know the geology of Khansous, and there's no way a mountain should be here. This was constructed."
Scrornuck looked up toward the flat summit. “They must have used some really big earthmovers. Boy, would I like to get my hands on one of those!"
"You didn't get into enough trouble with the giant Japanese robots?"
The trail ended abruptly, at a fence with a locked gate. A sign, its paint faded but still clear, read:
ALPINE LAKE PROJECT BOUNDARYAUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY BEYOND THIS POINTUNIFLAG DEVELOPMENT GROUP, INC.Small type on the bottom of the sign listed the contractors and sub-contractors authorized to use this gate.
"Alpine Lake,” Jape said approvingly. “Looks like we're on the right path."
"Yep.” Scrornuck unslung the pack and prepared to lift it over the gate.
"Wait!” Nalia grabbed his arm. “We can't go there! It's cursed, like the guy said!” She pointed to a corner of the sign, where faded red letters warned, NO CAST ACCESS. Next to the warning was a UniFlag logo, featuring a large image of Spafu.
"Of all the...” Scrornuck began angrily.
Jape put a finger to his lips. “She has a point, Mister Saughblade. We are guests, and we should follow the rules.” He handed Nalia a small laminated card. “I think this gives us permission to continue."
She studied the card, turned it over and studied the other side. Then she nodded, handed the card back, and hopped gracefully over the gate. Scrornuck and Jape followed. “What the heck was that?” Scrornuck whispered as he picked up the pack. Jape handed him the card. One side was covered with fine print, while the other bore three words in large red letters: ALL ACCESS PASS. “This is a backstage pass from the Bruised Boogie Orchestra's farewell tour!” Scrornuck said.
Jape shrugged. “An All Access Pass is an All Access Pass."
A little further along, they came to a field of brilliant yellow flowers. “These are beautiful,” Nalia said, “and look—there's a big fruit under each one!"
Scrornuck sniffed a flower. “Smells like fish.” He broke open a fruit and sampled its soft white flesh. It tasted a bit like shrimp, a bit like crab, a bit like fish. “Vegetable sushi, anybody?” he said, offering Nalia a piece.
She made a face. “It tastes like raw fish insides? No, thanks."
"You don't know what you're missing.” He sprinkled a bit of his spice mixture on the fruit and ate a bigger piece. “Good stuff."
A shadow passed over them as a dragon, its wings bright red and easily thirty feet tip-to-tip, swooped toward the field. Skimming inches above the flowers, it extended a rear claw and in a single, fluid motion flipped a fruit into its mouth. With a regal flap of its wings, the dragon climbed, turned, and flew off to the north.
"Well, look at that,” Jape said, making a note on his scroll. “A field of dragon food!"
"Dragons eat fruit?” Nalia asked. “I thought they ate..."
"People?” Jape said. “That's just a myth. That dragon could never lift a person, let alone carry him off and eat him. You could practically see through its wings, and I'll bet the bones are so thin you could break them with your bare hands. The dragons are harmless, just a part of the scenery."
She looked at Scrornuck accusingly. “You said..."
He shrugged. “The villagers told me the dragon carried off their maidens."
"They might have been exaggerating,” Jape said. “You didn't actually see it pick anyone up, did you?"
Scrornuck shook his head. He'd barely seen the dragon, just felt the wind and smelled the stink—the stink? “C'mon, let's get out of here!” he said, hustling Jape and Nalia away from the flower field.
"What's the rush?” she demanded.
"You'll find out if the wind shifts. Last time I met up with a dragon, the thing stank like the outhouse at a chili cook-off!"
They left the field of dragon fruit and began working their way up a ridge of dark red stone that ran from the plains below to the mountain's flat top. “Phew,” Nalia said, wiping sweat from her brow. “It's getting hot out here."
"Not for long,” Scrornuck said as he reached the crest of the ridge. A second ridge, several hundred feet away, paralleled the one on which they stood. In between lay a shallow valley filled with smooth white snow.
"Winter sports area, indeed,” Jape said, gazing into the valley. “Look up there.” He pointed to the top of the slope, where powdery snow swirled around a complex of boxy gray buildings. “They must run refrigerated air down this valley. A ski slope that's open in summer? Talk about thinking big!"
Scrornuck set down the pack and pulled out his plaid blanket. “It'll be cold down there,” he said, draping it over Nalia's shoulders like a simple robe. “You'll want this."
"We're going to cross the snow?” Her voice carried equal parts of nervousness and anticipation.
He pointed to a small notch in the far ridge, a fair distance up the mountain. “I think that's the path to the top."
With Scrornuck in the lead, they slowly made their way down the ridge and into the valley. By the time they reached the snowfield, the air was cold enough for their breath to form puffy clouds as they spoke. “Do you get much snow in Taupeaquaah?” Jape asked.
"Just a little for the winter solstice festival. It's always gone in a day or two.” She packed a snowball and playfully tossed it at Scrornuck.
He ducked, made a snowball of his own and fired it on a path that grazed Nalia's hair, leaving a few wet flakes behind, before spattering on Jape's hood. “Hey,” Jape protested, “that stuff's cold!"
"No whining! I know you've got the heat on."
"You're just jealous your kilt isn't heated."
"How do you know it's not?"
When they were a bit more than halfway across the snowfield, Scrornuck heard a soft, distant click, followed by a hum that grew steadily louder. “It's snow-making time!” Clouds of white sprayed from hidden openings along the ridges, and feathery flakes soon filled the air. The artificial blizzard lasted five minutes, depositing half an inch of powder on the slope before the machines shut down and all was again silent.
Jape shook the snow from his cape. “You're sure nobody in Taupeaquaah knows about this place?"
Nalia looked wistfully at the snowfield. “Most of us never leave town. We've sure missed a lot."
"You'll have to tell people when you get home."
"When I get home.” She frowned for a moment, then put an arm around Scrornuck and smiled. “Yeah, I'll have some great stories, won't I?"
They climbed through the notch in the far ridge, back into the warmth of a late-summer Khansous afternoon, and continued up the mountain. Shortly before sunset they found themselves just shy of the summit, their path blocked by a sheer, eighty-foot cliff. After inspecting the precipice for a minute or so, Scrornuck sighed. “No handholds, no footholds, no ledges to jump to,” he said, pulling pitons, rope and a hammer from the pack. “We'll have to climb this thing the old-fashioned way."
"What do you mean, no handholds?” Nalia said. She took off her shoes, threw the coil of rope over her shoulder, and started climbing. Scrornuck stared in frank admiration as she scampered up the rock face, her fingers and toes finding tiny cracks and nubs. After a few minutes she disappeared into a dark crevice about halfway up the cliff. About the time Scrornuck was starting to worry that she'd gotten stuck, he heard a triumphant whoop from the top of the cliff, and the end of the rope slapped him on the back. Nalia stood atop the cliff, on a small overhang directly above. “Rope's tied off,” she shouted. “Come on up!"
After tying its end to the backpack frame, he climbed the rope to join Nalia atop the cliff. She greeted him with an enthusiastic kiss. He called down to Jape, “Elevator's ready,” and the Ranger climbed onto the backpack, straddling the frame and holding the rope.
"Going up!” Scrornuck shouted, and together he and Nalia started hauling Jape and the pack up the cliff. “Where'd you learn to climb like that?” he asked.
"I've always been a climber,” she said. “Trees, walls, the high cliff down by the river—my parents said that from the day I was born I climbed everything in their apartment. Once, on a dare, I climbed the City wall."
"Really?” Scrornuck thought about the wall; as far as he could remember, it was smooth, featureless white stone. “Wow."
Once Jape was safely atop the cliff, the three took a moment to enjoy the view. The dark green hills of the forest rolled one after another into the distance. Further away, the dunes of the Compact Desert shimmered red and purple in the early-evening heat, and the brown dust clouds of the Perpetual Storm swirled angrily against the red sky.
Nalia pointed to the far north. “Look, I can see home.” On the horizon, the peaks of Taupeaquaah's towers sparkled red and orange in the light of the setting sun.
After a short rest, they continued up the gentle slope, moving slowly through the twilight beneath the trees. From time to time Scrornuck saw flashes of orange light in the sky, dragons flaming as they circled the mountain.
Jape got out the softscroll, called up his map, and pointed to a green dot. “We're here, which means the Orb's somewhere over that way.” He pointed into the woods ahead. “Of course, with the whole mountaintop being flat, there's a lot of ground to search."
"A shitload of ground to search,” Scrornuck said, striding forward. In minutes he came to the top of a small rise, where the trees came to an abrupt end. “Woo-hoo!” he exclaimed. “It's not flat after all!"
"What?” Jape broke into a trot to catch up.
"Hold it!” Scrornuck stuck out his arm. “Bit of a drop here!” A few feet past the trees the ground fell away—the mountaintop was in fact a crater, well over a mile across and surrounded by sheer cliffs nearly a thousand feet high. In the distance he saw dragons riding the updrafts above the cliffs and descending over the rim to feed.
Jape stared into the crater and whistled softly. “Alpine Lake, they called it. They weren't kidding.” The bottom of the huge pit was filled with calm, dark water. “And there's what we came for!” He pointed enthusiastically to a small, conical island near the lake's center. A tower, barely visible in the gloom, stood at the island's high point, and atop the tower, a violet-white light flickered.
Scrornuck took out the spotter-scope. “Great,” he said, without much enthusiasm. “Every time we run into that thing, you two go into a trance and I get burned up.” He extended a telescoping pole from the scope and stuck it into the soft ground, forming a simple stand for the instrument. “And a bunch of bad guys try to kill me."
"No satisfying some people.” Jape unrolled his softscroll.
"Yeah.” Scrornuck pointed the scope at the light. “See anything?"
"Not a lot.” Jape pushed buttons, rapid-fire, trying to make the most of what little light remained. A series of images danced across the scroll: ghostly green, cool blue, rainbow colors. All were grainy and showed little detail. “The IR image shows it isn't hot, but we already knew that. Other than that, it's just too dark to make out any detail.” He rolled up the scroll. “Might as well leave the scope here. We'll look again in the morning. Mister Saughblade, what's for dinner?"
Scrornuck made camp in a level clearing a safe distance from the cliff, a place with good sight lines just in case they had unwelcome guests during the night. While Nalia entered her tent to put on some warmer clothes, he wandered back to the cliff, where he found Jape, turning in slow circles with his hands raised. “Finding something interesting?” he asked.
"Maybe, just maybe,” Jape said. “Watch the purple ring.” He turned in a slow circle as Scrornuck followed, trying to keep his eyes on the ring. “See how it brightens and dims?” They made a second slow circle, and as far as Scrornuck could tell, the purple ring remained the same brightness no matter which way it faced. They made a third circle, and he finally saw what Jape was talking about—the ring's flicker brightened a tiny, almost imperceptible amount as they turned. “It's not much,” the Ranger said, “but it's a reading..."
"Hey, guys, you dancing?” Nalia called as she strolled over from the camp.
"You asking?” Scrornuck shouted back.
"If you're dancing, I'm asking."
"Well, I think you'd make a better partner than the one I have!” Scrornuck trotted back to meet her and linked arms with her for a quick do-si-do that turned into a long, pleasant embrace.
Jape walked back more slowly, making notes in his scroll, and nearly tripped over a stone.
"What's that,” Nalia asked, “a new dance step?"
"Just distracted,” Jape said. “I've been plotting a small variation in the Orb's reading.” He laid the scroll on a fallen log as Scrornuck and Nalia looked over his shoulder. A slender hourglass shape, one side purple and the other white, lay over his map. He pointed to the focal point, where the halves met. “This is us.” His finger then moved to the north-northwest, into the purple. “In this direction the signal is just a little stronger."
Nalia studied the map. “The only thing up there's the dust storm."
Jape moved his finger to the south-southeast, into the white half of the shape. “And the signal's weakest in the direction of that tower."
"Isn't it supposed to be the other way around?” Nalia asked.
Jape nodded. “That's what I'd expect. But the instrument's been acting strange ever since we left the palace. I'm guessing it's a phase-inversion effect—the ring's showing the exact opposite of what's really out there, which means the strongest signal is in the direction of the tower. And there's no denying the Orb's out there. With any luck, we'll make sense of things tomorrow."
* * * *Dinner was delicious—steaks cooked over the fire and washed down with some excellent wine—but soon afterward, Scrornuck found himself suffering a nasty case of indigestion.
"Eat too much?” Jape asked, watching Scrornuck rub his swollen belly.
"Not sure I...” Scrornuck's words disappeared into an enormous belch, one that filled his mouth with a foul taste of fish and cheap liquor. “Excuse me!” His words were swallowed by another discharge of fishy stomach-gas. “What the...” His belly rumbled ominously, and a moment later a massive blast of flatulence split the air.
"Did you have to do that?” Jape demanded, half-laughing. “My eyes are watering!"
"Sorry...” Scrornuck struggled to get up, barely made it to a sitting position before the biggest belch yet blasted forth, straight into the campfire, creating a ball of orange flame.
"What do you think you are, a dragon?” Jape opened the medical kit and handed Scrornuck a white pill. “Get away from the fire—downwind—and take this!"
Holding his bloated stomach, Scrornuck staggered about thirty feet from the campfire and swallowed the pill. A moment later the medication went to work, emulsifying and releasing the gases in his digestive system, and after about two of the most unpleasant minutes of his life, the pressure in his belly subsided and he cautiously returned to the fire. “What the heck was that?” he asked. “I feel like a popped balloon!"
"Might have been that dragon fruit you ate this afternoon,” Jape said. “I'm pretty sure that dragons flame by igniting intestinal gases, and that would mean they need a lot of gas."
"Well, those berries'll do the job.” Scrornuck rubbed his sore stomach. “Is that why they tasted like fish?"
Jape shook his head. “That dragon we saw this afternoon looked an awful lot like an ancient flying reptile that lived on fish, crabs and such. The fruit probably smells like fish so the dragons will want to eat them."
Scrornuck released one last small belch, carefully aiming it away from the fire. “The dragons can have them."
Jape nodded. “I think that's a good idea.” He reached into the pack and found a longneck beer. “Well, if you're feeling better, how about a little after-dinner music?"
Scrornuck grabbed the Setron. “Sure, why not? Anything in particular?"
"Something classical or artsy, perhaps. Let's see what you can do with that toy."
"Something artsy...” Scrornuck squeezed the Setron's grip tentatively. It throbbed against his fingers, inviting him to try something challenging. “Okay,” he whispered, “let's try this thing—” He took a deep breath and played a long, single electric guitar note that turned into an initial theme. A slight change to his grip brought in bass and rhythm, following his lead.
He found himself in a dialog with the instrument, both commanding it and receiving suggestions for new themes and variations in the subtle vibrations of the grip. The Setron responded enthusiastically, changing its voice, adding layers of backing, stirring in more complex rhythms, making abrupt transitions from soft-and-contemplative to fast-and-loud. He decided the piece needed words, and let the vibration of the grip suggest nonsense lyrics—phrases and half-sentences, tossed together in meaningless but attractive disarray. I'm singing the bridge column, he thought—yet it somehow sounded right.
As he played, massaging the grip with his right hand and furiously working the fretboard with his left, he danced, spinning, kicking, leaping into the air on the high notes. Finally, the piece reached its climax, and he dropped to one knee, bowing his head as he sang a soft coda.
Nalia stood and clapped enthusiastically. “That was great!"
"Thanks,” he said, sitting next to her and wiping the sweat from his forehead.
"What's it about, anyway?” she asked.
"It's about—well, it's...” He realized had no answer.
"It's about six minutes and forty-two seconds,” Jape said. “Beyond that, what's it matter? In a hundred years we might know if it's a great artistic statement or just another dead raccoon rotting by the roadside."
"How can you play so many instruments at once?” she asked. “You don't have that many fingers."
"It seems to follow me. I taught it some of the harmonies and backup instruments, and it followed my lead. Heck, the thing's probably smart enough to play itself."
"Think so?” Jape asked.
"Let's find out.” Scrornuck flicked his fingers across the fretboard and played the first few notes of a cheerful dance number. Then he gave the grip a squeeze that he hoped meant you know this song, and set the instrument down. It kept playing all by itself. “You dancing?” he asked.
"You asking?” she replied, holding out her hands.
He pulled her to her feet. “I'm asking!"
The song was a fast number that had them skipping around the campfire, occasionally having to hop over Jape. “Hey, watch it!” he protested as Scrornuck soared overhead, “I don't need to know what's under that skirt!"
"Boy, you'll show everybody but me,” Nalia said with mock indignation.
"You just have to be in the right place.” Scrornuck laughed, picking her up and spinning her around in time to the music, setting her down gently just as the song ended.
"Woo, that was fun,” she said.
"This next one should be better.” He put his arms around her as the Setron began a soft, slow number.
"Yeah,” she said, “this is a lot better.” He held her close and they moved slowly in time to the music. I could do this all night, he thought.
Jape got up as the song ended. “Well, I'm calling it a night. Nalia, Mister Saughblade, try to get some sleep tonight. Remember there's a world to be saved."
After Jape retired, Scrornuck and Nalia made themselves comfortable on the plaid blanket, enjoying each other's warmth and the soft rustling of the wind through the trees.
"Scrornuck,” she said at last, “that song you were singing—what you said at the end, did you mean it?"
"Huh?” He searched his memory, trying to recall the words he'd made up on the fly. How did that song end, anyway, he thought. Oh yeah, something about how I'm going to love you forever...
"Did you mean it?” she asked again.
"It's a song,” he replied carefully. “A lot of songs are about love.” He stopped, wondering whether his words had been a convenient way to end the song, or something more meaningful. “Umm, I, uh..."
She cut off his babbling with another world-class kiss. When they came up for air, she seemed to have forgotten the question. “Mmm,” she said, resting her head on his chest, “you make a good pillow."
"Thanks.” The thought crossed his mind that being a pillow wasn't a bad occupation.
After a while, Nalia dozed off and slept peacefully. Scrornuck smiled and dropped into his usual light sleep, one eye partially open, and asked himself: Did I mean it?
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Chapter Sixteen"What Part of 'Die, Die, Die!' Don't You Understand?"Shortly before sunrise, Scrornuck awoke to the call of nature. Gently and carefully, he lifted Nalia's head from his chest, wadding up some of the plaid to form a pillow. She murmured softly in her sleep as he slipped into his boots and silently padded to the cliff to do his business.
A gentle breeze wafted over the crater-rim, setting his hair to swaying. Another perfect morning, he thought as he took in the view. A patch of grayish-pink in the east announced that the sun would be rising soon, but in the crater, all was darkness, aside from the flickering violet-white light on the island.
Another flicker of light caught his eye, and for a moment he thought he saw something moving on the lake, near the island. He blinked, and it was gone. A quick scan with the spotter-scope revealed nothing. Probably just that light reflecting off a wave.
Knowing Jape would want to get an early start, he decided to get breakfast going. At the very bottom of the backpack, he found a small package, tightly wrapped in brown paper and still nicely cold. It contained a dozen fresh eggs, a wedge of cheese and a chunk of ham that he'd kept hidden since purchasing it at the trading post. Omelets today, he thought, allowing a smug grin to cross his face. They'll be expecting that survival crap.
As he unwrapped the package and placed a little kindling on the remains of the campfire, he got the tiniest whiff of a strange and unpleasant odor. He sniffed more deeply and raised a wet finger, detecting a slight breeze blowing from inside the crater. The breeze became a strong wind, carrying with it the revolting stench of the outhouse at a chili cook-off, spiked with the sickly-sweet aroma of a cheap distillery. Seconds later, a dragon, a big one—no, an enormous one—soared over the cliff, grazing the tree-tops and heading straight toward him, claws extended, open mouth showing a huge row of teeth. With an unearthly shriek, the monster spat a stream of fire straight at him.
"Crap!” he shouted, diving to escape the flames. So much for Jape's reassuring words about delicate ornamental dragons: this thing could carry the three of them away with ease. Shouting a few curses in his native tongue, he drew Ol’ Red and prepared to do battle with the monster.
The noise awoke both Nalia and Jape, who crawled from their tents just in time to watch helplessly as the dragon sank its claws into the shoulder-guards of Scrornuck's jacket and lifted him into the air. Within a minute the beast was hundreds of feet above the crater rim and climbing steadily.
"Carry me away like some fair maiden,” Scrornuck muttered, “we'll see about that, colon-breath!” Forming Ol’ Red's blade into a narrow shaft, he plunged it into the thick wing muscle of the dragon's chest. The beast shook and screeched as the flexible blade worked its way into its flesh and split into a thousand tiny hooks that wrapped around bones and tendons. “Oh, no, you don't,” he shouted as the dragon released its grip and tried to drop him, “you wanted me, you got me!"
The beast stopped climbing and began spiraling down. Blood, a lot of it, ran over Scrornuck's hands and down his arms; he'd severed one of the dragon's arteries. Good, he thought, that'll weaken it and it'll have to land. Another part of his mind was less optimistic. Yeah, it'll fall out of the sky like a brick.
The dragon kicked and scratched at him, tearing at the hem of his kilt and opening bloody gashes in his arms and legs. “Two can play this game, buster,” Scrornuck muttered, swinging around to deliver some kicks of his own. The first hit only air, but the second struck the beast's ribcage with a satisfying crack, and the dragon descended more rapidly.
As the wounded dragon came in low over the trees, Scrornuck shifted his grip on Ol’ Red and yanked hard on the animal's wing muscle. The creature instinctively pulled back into something resembling a landing flare. At that moment Scrornuck shifted his grip again, releasing the fibersword's hold on the dragon. He hit the ground hard, the boosters in his boots absorbing the impact with a loud, angry sound, and rolled some distance, bouncing off rocks and trees before he stopped. It's a good landing if you can walk away from it, he thought, as he got slowly to his feet. He was going to hurt, a lot, later on.
Trailing a steady stream of blood, barely able to stay aloft, the dragon swooped down for another attack. “What part of 'die, die, DIE!' don't you understand?” Scrornuck cried, as he launched himself at the beast. This time, he got Ol’ Red right into the dragon's breadbasket, slicing its torso open end-to-end, spilling its guts—and bursting its gas-bladder. The monster exploded in a foul-smelling fireball. Blinded by smoke, Scrornuck fell, bouncing off tree limbs and tumbling end-over-end. The last thing he heard was a sickening crack from his left leg as he hit the ground.
"Mister Saughblade!” Jape's voice brought Scrornuck back to reality. Reality hurt. He let out a loud groan as he tried to push himself up to a sitting position, and saw that his leg was bent at an angle not found in nature. Moaning softly, he collapsed.
Jape and Nalia arrived a moment later. She went white and turned away at the sight of Scrornuck, battered, scorched and drenched in blood. “It's not as bad as it looks,” he said, trying to sound reassuring. “Most of the blood's from the other guy."
The Ranger was all business. “Did it to yourself again, I see. Good thing I brought one of these.” He calmly removed a small packet from a pocket of his cape.
"What's that?” Nalia asked.
"Internal bone splint. Mister Saughblade has a habit of breaking things, so we never travel without one.” He grabbed Scrornuck's foot. “This is going to hurt. Sorry."
Scrornuck clamped his jaws together and struggled not to cry out as Jape pulled the leg straight. Tears filled his eyes, but only a small whimper escaped his lips.
Jape opened the packet and took out a fabric cuff lined with tiny metal clips and wires. Pushing Scrornuck's kilt up a little, he carefully wrapped the internal splint around the break and hooked his finger through a small ring on the cuff. “Ready?"
"No.” Scrornuck clenched his fists and hung on.
Jape pulled the ring. Hundreds of fibers burrowed into Scrornuck's leg, pulling metal wires and clips after them, encircling the bone ends, drawing them together, building a support structure around them. Despite his best effort Scrornuck howled, drawing a reply from a distant wolf. After a minute that seemed a lot longer, the splint finished its work. “Well, how is it?” Jape asked.
With some help, Scrornuck got to his feet and gently put a little weight on the leg. “I think it's okay.” He took a few cautious steps, followed by a few more confident steps. “Now where the hell's my sword..."
A few minutes’ search located Ol’ Red, not far from where the dragon's head lay, mostly upright and leaning against a fallen tree. “Stop looking at me,” Scrornuck muttered, as he gently closed the dragon's huge green eye. “This one's good and fresh,” he said, extending the sword's blade. “I'm finally going to get my carbuncle."
"How many times do I have to tell you, carbuncles are mythical,” Jape began, and then paused thoughtfully. “Still, in this case, it might be worth a look."
With one grand stroke, Scrornuck sliced off the top of the dragon's skull, exposing a mass of bloody gray tissue that steamed in the cool morning air. He removed his jacket, pulled his hair back into a long ponytail, and plunged his hands into the dragon's skull. Blood and tissue and unrecognizable black-and-gray stuff floated to the surface and dribbled down the dragon's face as he groped around, pulling blood vessels, running his fingers along the inside of the skull, searching for something hard and sharp-edged. Soon he had both arms buried in the dragon's head well up above the elbows, methodically stirring through the bloody tissue, still finding nothing. The sticky, slimy gore soaked the front of his shirt and burned fiendishly when it got into the cuts on his arms.
Frustrated at finding nothing, he plunged his right arm into the dragon's head, up above the shoulder this time, until his face was barely an inch above the foul-smelling glop—and his fingers closed on something solid. He wriggled and pulled. It resisted. “C'mon,” he muttered, feeling his fingers slip, “come on, you dirty bitch!” Something snapped inside the dragon's skull and his arm jerked up, launching a shower of blood and tissue that sent Jape and Nalia ducking.
"Ta-daa!” he said, displaying a blood-covered device with several strings attached to it. “Finally got one!” He found a clean corner of his shirt and wiped the object clean, revealing a translucent purple crystal whose insides sparkled with a network of golden veils.
Jape waved his rings close to the crystal and watched them flash their code. “Hmm. It identifies itself as a ContRobotics Corporation Series 36C Dynamic Biomanager, whatever that is."
"It's just another gadget?” Scrornuck let the crystal fall into Jape's hand. “Crap."
Jape examined the device and dropped it into a pocket of his cape. “Still, it's information.” He made a note on his softscroll. “We'll see what it tells us.” Putting the scroll back in his cape, he climbed over a fallen tree to look at the remains of the dragon's torso. “I want a tissue sample.” He held two fingers about an inch apart. “About this big, from the wing muscle. Let's see what makes this thing so strong."
Scrornuck formed Ol’ Red's blade into a sharp-edged tube and jammed it into the dragon's chest. “How's this?” He held up an inch-long plug of gritty tissue.
Jape handed him a small plastic tube. “Perfect. Put it in here for now. I'll take a look at it later.” Scrornuck did this, and Jape stashed the sample in a pocket of his cape.
"Yuck, this stuff's disgusting,” Scrornuck said, picking at the bloody mess clinging to his arms. With a little help from Nalia, taking great pains to keep his hair out of the muck, he delicately peeled off his shirt and scrubbed his arms. It stung, it made a mess of the shirt, and when he was done a fair amount of the smelly glop still clung to him. With a sigh, he slipped his jacket on, and the three headed for camp.
When they arrived, they found the dragon's attack had done serious damage: the spotter-scope was destroyed, its lens shattered, the image-array scratched and burned, circuitry in pieces strewn from camp to cliff. “Well, that's junk,” Jape said, kicking a broken piece over the edge.
"So's our breakfast,” Scrornuck said. The ham and cheese had fallen into the fire and were now little more than pleasant-smelling lumps of carbon, while the eggs were scattered and broken. “So much for omelets,” he sighed, pulling a plastic bag of survival rations from the pack. “I guess we have to eat this crap, after all.” He broke off several pieces of the tough, brown jerky and passed them around.
"This stuff's gross,” Nalia said, half-heartedly chewing.
"Enh,” Scrornuck said. “At least it doesn't wriggle on the way down.” He picked up the water-skin. It was nearly empty, so he took only a small sip, just enough to soften the mystery meat a little, and passed it on to Nalia.
They spent the next several minutes miserably chewing the stringy, tasteless sludge, trying to soften it up enough to swallow it. Scrornuck passed around his container of spice blend. It didn't help much.
With a bob of her head and an audible gulp, Nalia forced down the last of her drab breakfast. She pointed to the gouges that the dragon had made in Scrornuck's arms and legs. “You still need to do something about that."
"Just scratches. They'll heal in a few days."
"Don't play tough-guy,” Jape said, getting up to fetch the medical kit.
"I don't need..."
"Mister Saughblade, that's an order! Now lift that skirt and let's take care of this.” He took out a tube of antiseptic goo. “Nalia, could you squirt a bit of this into the wounds?"
Scrornuck jumped and yelped as she did. “Hey! That stuff hurts!"
"Not as much as an infection.” Jape pulled the edges of the wound together and secured them with clear tape.
Scrornuck picked at the dried dragon-gore stuck to his arms. “This stuff itches."
"Well, the sooner we get down to the lake, the sooner you can wash it off."
"Yeah, and maybe catch some fish for a proper breakfast,” Nalia said hopefully.
* * * *"No fishing,” Scrornuck said, standing on the stony beach and gazing across the blue-white expanse of ice. They'd spent three hours following a narrow, crumbling trail down the sheer cliff, several times coming close to falling. At the bottom of the trail, they found that Alpine Lake was frozen, a skating rink a mile across.
"Well, we know why they call this place a winter sports area,” Jape said.
"Yeah.” Scrornuck took a running start and slid gracefully across the ice, as though he had skates on. “Wow, it's perfect. How do they—” His feet slid out from under him and he fell. The tape tore off a wound in his leg, and he left a bright-red trail of blood across the blue-white ice as he slid to a stop. “How do they keep it so slick?"
"I think those machines do it,” Jape said, pointing to some dark specks moving methodically back and forth in the distance. “They look like ice polishers."
Nalia walked gingerly onto the ice, testing her traction. “It's not going to be easy to walk all the way to the island on this stuff,” she said. She picked up a couple handfuls of sand from the shore. Sprinkling them in her path, she walked out to join Scrornuck.
"I don't think we can carry enough sand to make a path to the island,” Jape said. “And if we tried, I suspect those machines would just sweep it up."
"Should've brought skates,” Scrornuck said.
"Well, we didn't,” Jape said, sitting on a boulder. “Let me think about it.” He closed his eyes, concentrating on the puzzle.
Scrornuck scratched at the dried crud on his leg. “While you're thinking, I'm going to clean off this crap. Where there's ice, there's water!” Ol’ Red's blade sparkled, chips of ice flew, and the frozen lake beneath their feet quivered as the fibersword opened a hole about two feet across.
Nalia looked at the drab, greenish-black liquid that filled the hole. “Doesn't look all that inviting."
"It's just dark down there.” Tossing boots, belt, sword, sporran and jacket aside, Scrornuck stripped down to his kilt, took a deep breath and jumped in, making a strangely dead splash. The water felt oddly slippery, and as a little leaked past his lips he tasted something sickly-sweet. He saw a blurry circle of greenish light above him, and then his eyes began to burn horribly. As he squeezed them shut, he realized this stuff wasn't water at all. It was some kind of cooling fluid that circulated below the ice. Crap, he thought, kicking and stretching his arms, I'm gonna be even grosser when I get out.
As his hands groped for the edge of the hole, he felt something wrap around his ankle, trying to pull him back down. He struggled to the surface, managing to shout, “Something's got me!” before it pulled him under again.
He opened his eyes, and got a glimpse of tentacles, four or five of them, covered with silvery scales. One had wrapped around his right ankle and drew him steadily toward a round, dark mouth surrounded by bright lights. As the stinging fluid forced him to close his eyes, his left foot hit the edge of the mouth. It felt cold, hard and slippery, more like metal than anything living. His right hand gripped something hard and slippery, and he braced himself against the pull of the tentacle.
Running out of air, seeing colored spots before his tightly shut eyes, he fought the urge to breathe as desperately as he fought the lake monster. A second tentacle wrapped around his right wrist, yanking it from its tenuous hold, and he was pulled into darkness. His ears popped painfully as a sudden, deafening blast of cold air forced the fluid away. He took a cautious breath and opened his eyes to find he was not in the stomach of a monster, but inside a transparent plastic bubble surrounded by machinery. Through the cloudy green liquid of the lake he could see the hole he'd made, framing the blurred faces of Jape and Nalia. He wondered if they could see him.
He pounded on the hard plastic of the bubble, struggling to escape. The machine's tentacles methodically deposited new ice around the edges of the hole until it was closed. Then the machine turned and began moving in what seemed like a purposeful manner. Scrornuck couldn't tell for sure where the machine was headed, but he suspected it was taking him to the island.
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Chapter Seventeen"The Instrument of His Justice"After a long, cold journey beneath the ice, the machine passed through a dark tunnel, surfaced in a small, sunlit lagoon, and docked against a concrete pier. The plastic bubble opened and Scrornuck climbed out. Shivering badly and dripping sticky green refrigerant, he hauled himself up a short ladder, out of the cold fog that clung to the lagoon's surface, and sprawled on the pier, letting the sun warm him.
He simply lay there, not entirely awake, until the worst of his chill had passed. Then he rolled onto his back and saw a bright-red light flashing, directly overhead, atop a tall metal antenna tower. Funny, he thought, why didn't we see that last night? He got to his feet and made his way down the pier to a small brick building whose flat roof bristled with antennas and camera mounts. The door protested, but with some effort it opened, revealing a dark office about thirty feet square. Panels in the ceiling lit up as he stepped inside. The lights illuminated a small desk, a few swivel chairs, and two small couches whose cushions were still wrapped in plastic. A moment later, video screens covering one wall flickered to life, displaying surveillance-camera views of the crater.
Jape's not kidding, he thought, these guys built stuff to last. This gave him an idea, and after a brief search, he found a small, windowless bathroom. He tried the sink's spigot. It resisted. He tried a little harder, and with a loud creak the handle turned. Air hissed from the faucet for several seconds, followed by a splash of rusty brown mud, then glorious, clear water. He drank his fill, stripped off his filthy kilt and happily rinsed away the dragon-gore, refrigerant and blood.
He was midway through rinsing the crud from his kilt when he heard voices and the sound of feet outside—many feet. Bad, he thought, quickly wrapping the kilt around his waist. Not wanting to be trapped in the bathroom, he hurried back into the main office, searching for something he might use as a weapon. Finding a coat rack that would make a serviceable club, he retreated onto the pier and waited.
The wait was short. Within a minute the door swing open and a dozen soldiers marched onto the pier. All had their swords drawn, and most were wearing the plastic armor he'd seen at the Executive Palace. Worse.
The group's leader wore no helmet, and Scrornuck recognized her as the woman who'd stood next to the Mayor at the parade that kicked off the Fortnight of Sacrifice. She wasn't just a Mayoral Guard—she was the Captain of all the Guards. And while she'd been a brunette rather than a blonde Friday night at Syb's, he quickly identified her as Tremmlowe's bodyguard, the third member of the assassination team. Much worse.
"Praise be to the Friendly Dragon!” she intoned. “He has led us directly to the blasphemer!” She pointed to the light atop the antenna tower, and then to the big dragon tattoo on Scrornuck's chest. “And behold the obscenity this fiend flaunts in the sight of the mighty Spafu!” The soldiers murmured in angry agreement. She made a small gesture, and they advanced, three abreast, swords drawn.
Scrornuck swung his makeshift club, tripping one of his attackers and knocking the other two into the slimy green pond. “I should have killed you Friday night,” he snarled. “But you looked so cute with that red bandanna around your neck and your tongue up the Mayor's..."
"Enough!” she bellowed. “In the name of Spafu, be silent!"
"I am up to here with that stuffed lizard!” He forced the next trio of soldiers back with a sudden thrust of the coat-rack.
"Watch your tongue, abomination! I know what you are—the priests have warned us to be vigilant for Dizzer-demons like you!” Her back straightened and pride crept into her voice. “I am the sixth Captain of the Mayoral Guards, and by the bones of my father before me and my grandmother before him, I will protect our fair city and our sacred way of life!"
"Save the speech for somebody who can vote!” Scrornuck slipped the hook of the coat-rack between one soldier's legs and sent him sprawling.
"Enjoy the sarcasm while you can. You're trapped, and when we've captured you, we have plans. Do you recognize this?” She held up the long, curved knife decorated with images of the Friendly Dragon. For an instant the sun reflected off the blade, straight into his eyes. In that instant the two soldiers that he'd knocked into the lagoon crawled up the edge of the pier and grabbed his legs. All three went down in a squirming pile, and in seconds the rest of the soldiers were upon him.
The Servants of Spafu repaid Scrornuck for Thursday night, beating the crap out of him before dragging him into the office and using big plastic cable-ties to secure his wrists and ankles to a swivel chair. His stomach hurt, his left eye was swollen half-shut, blood trickled from his nose, and the wounds the dragon had left in his legs itched fiendishly.
The Captain examined Scrornuck as if inspecting something she'd found under a rock. “Would you like to know what I'm going to do with you, demon?"
"You're going to bring me a cup of hot cocoa?” Scrornuck said hopefully. The office's thermostat was set for skaters, not a man wearing only a soaking-wet kilt, and he was again on the verge of shivering.
"Disrespectful to the end,” she said. “Well, you'll be quite warm soon enough.” She paced nervously, speaking as much to herself as to her prisoner. “After you beat up the Servants, I wondered why the great Spafu did not punish you. And after that exhibition in the Square, I wondered why he did not simply strike you down with a lightning bolt.” She came closer, fondling the ornate knife. “In time, I realized that the Dragon has granted me the honor of being the instrument of his justice. Let me tell you what I'm going to do with you, Dizzer. The Servants are right: we have become cheap and lazy in our offerings. Spafu deserves a real sacrifice, and I'm going to give it to him."
"Sorry,” Scrornuck said smugly, “I didn't bring my boots."
"We shall find them,” she said, “but I have something greater in mind. I'm going to take you back to the Temple, and there I'll skin you alive and offer that—that thing on your chest from the High Altar."
Involuntarily, he flinched. “I thought Taupeaquaahns don't harm guests."
"You're no Guest, Dizzer. I doubt you're even human. Lord Draggott warned me that you and your master would be coming, false ‘guests’ intent on overthrowing everything we hold sacred..."
"Draggott, Draggott, Draggott,” Scrornuck spat irritably. “Who the hell is this Draggott, anyway?"
She struck him in the face, hard. “He is my leader, the one who appeared among the Standing Stones and brought warning of the coming dangers. He taught us to go beyond the first-blood-drawn rule, to kill those who threaten our holy Temple and our sacred way of life..."
"He taught you to kill?"
"Yes, he gave us that gift. He taught us who we really are, and whom we are to serve.” Her voice dropped to a reverent near-whisper. “He is the True Guest."
Time passed. The Captain and her soldiers studied the video screens, looking for some sign of the precious boots, but the displays showed only dark cliffs towering above the vast expanse of blue-white ice, with no movement beyond the steady back-and-forth of the ice-grooming machines.
More time passed. The Captain lost her battle to keep from taking the Friendly Dragon's name in vain as her search continued to find nothing. Scrornuck lost his battle to keep from shivering. The two soldiers guarding him lost their battle with boredom and shifted about distractedly.
What's that? He noticed something decidedly out of the ordinary on one of the screens. The ice-grooming machines made their steady rounds, back and forth, back and forth—except for one, which pursued a straight, purposeful path from the far rim directly toward the island. For the next several minutes he watched the screen out of the corner of his eye. The machine continued on its course, and soon he saw it had passengers: Jape and Nalia, hanging on to its backside and gliding along behind it.
"What's that?” a soldier murmured, finally noticing the errant machine.
"What's what?” the Captain said, irritated. “Did you find the boots?"
"No, but I think you should see this."
Scrornuck decided it was time for a distraction. While he was tightly secured to the chair by the two big cable-ties, he'd found he could move his feet enough to make the chair swivel and even roll a bit on its casters. Howling a loud battle-cry, he spun the chair around, slapping its back against one of the guards. The guard yelped, and several other guards jumped to grab Scrornuck's arms and legs.
Hands on hips, the screens forgotten, the Captain stalked over to confront her prisoner. “So, you think you can get away?"
"Prisoner's first duty,” Scrornuck said. Carefully keeping his gaze on her, he sneaked a glance at the monitor. Jape and Nalia were getting closer, maybe fifty feet from shore.
The Captain pulled the long, curved knife from her belt and ran a finger along the blade as she thought aloud. “As the Dragon flames, I don't trust this Dizzer. I don't trust it at all.” Reaching her decision, she stared straight into his eyes and smiled a most unfriendly smile. “It's not worth the risk to keep you alive, demon. The mighty Spafu is going to receive his sacrifice—right here, right now."
One of the soldiers objected. “The Exalted Rosaiah has said that sacrifices may only be offered at the Temple..."
"That pompous fool wouldn't know a real sacrifice if it bit his overstuffed behind!” She waved her arm toward two men that Scrornuck recognized as Servants of Spafu. “You two! Gather wood and build an altar!"
"Yes, Captain!” They saluted and hurried outside.
"Now, demon,” she said softly, “you are going to learn what it means to show disrespect to the mighty Dragon."
"Why don't you stuff that toy lizard up your—” She smacked him hard across the face before he could complete his suggestion, but the remark served its purpose. All eyes were on Scrornuck and the Captain, and not on the video screen that showed Jape and Nalia running the machine aground and scrambling up the beach. Hurry up, guys, he thought, this is gonna get real ugly soon.
"Hold him tightly,” the Captain said to the guards pinning Scrornuck to the chair. Slowly, tentatively, she rested the knife's point just above the dragon's left wingtip. Scrornuck winced as she pressed, making a small cut. He risked a quick glance at the screen, and saw Jape and Nalia finally leaving the camera's view. C'mon, he thought, get yourselves up here!
The Captain twisted the knife, trying to get it properly under Scrornuck's skin. She succeeded in enlarging the cut and spilling some blood, but the tattoo remained resolutely attached. “Admit it, bitch,” he hissed through clenched teeth, “you don't know what you're doing, do you?"
"Shut up!” Sweat trickled down her forehead as she twisted the knife another way, making the cut bigger and bloodier.
At last he heard, at the very edge of his perception, feet crunching on gravel, followed by a few soft words and a sudden thud, as if somebody had just been cold-cocked outside the door. A moment later, he heard the door rattle softly as if someone were trying to open it.
"Fire!" The word, spoken firmly outside the building, was loud enough to make a few soldiers turn their heads. Then, with a boom that popped Scrornuck's ears and shattered video screens all around the room, the door blew in. Nalia stepped through the cloud of smoke, sword drawn.
The Captain's jaw dropped, for strapped to Nalia's small day-pack were Scrornuck's boots. “Seize her!” she bellowed. “She has the offering!” As the soldiers quickly drew their weapons and formed a ragged semicircle around Nalia, the Captain shoved the ceremonial knife into a sheath on her belt and said softly, “I'll deal with you later, demon."
Scrornuck thrashed and squirmed, but the cable-ties held his wrists and ankles securely to the chair. He could only watch as Nalia engaged the soldiers, keeping her back to the wall as she moved away from the door. Where the hell is Jape, he wondered, angry that the Ranger would send Nalia to face the Captain's dozen soldiers by herself.
And yet, she was more than holding her own, inflicting little wounds almost at will, always being somewhere else when the soldiers attempted to strike. Her opponents fought as if in a fog, getting in each other's way, grunting and cursing. Scrornuck grunted and cursed along with them as he struggled with his bonds.
"Stop squirming, Mister Saughblade!” a calm voice whispered from behind him. He looked over his shoulder and saw Jape, kneeling behind the chair and using a small multi-purpose tool to cut the cable-ties holding Scrornuck's wrists.
"What the—how'd you get in here?"
"Everybody's watching Nalia,” Jape said softly. “Even you, obviously. I just walked in.” He snipped the bonds securing Scrornuck's ankles.
One of the soldiers finally got through Nalia's defenses, giving her a very small cut on the arm. “Where's Ol’ Red?” Scrornuck said angrily. Jape handed him the weapon. Scrornuck drew himself to full height and shouted, “Hey, bitch!" Startled, the Captain turned—and her face went white as the fibersword slashed through a guard, spraying her with blood. “I'm coming for you!” he yelled, striding forward as she backpedaled and blew a shrill whistle to signal retreat. The troops crowded toward the door. “Oh, no, you don't!” he roared, hacking apart two soldiers who made the mistake of pointing their swords in his direction. “You're not getting away this—oww!" He felt a stab of pain in his heel. “Sheeyit!” he howled, leaning on a console and pulling an inch-long shard of glass from his bare foot.
Suddenly Nalia screamed. One of the Captain's soldiers, in too much of a hurry to escape the battle, had impaled himself on her sword. Eyes suddenly glazed, she released the sword and the man collapsed to the floor, the blade still through his chest. Oh crap, Scrornuck thought, realizing she'd never even hurt anybody in a duel, she's gonna lose it.
Sensing Nalia's sudden paralysis, the Captain took a step toward her, reaching for the precious boots. Ignoring the pain in his foot, Scrornuck charged, Ol’ Red's blade crackling and snapping. She quickly changed her mind and sprinted out of the building. He pursued her as far as the door, and watched as she followed the last of her soldiers up the hill and disappeared into the woods.
Nalia suddenly wailed, “I killed him!” She burst into tears, crying, “Not me! Not me..."
Pssshht! She stiffened momentarily, and then relaxed. For a moment her eyes closed and she almost seemed to smile. “I had to do something,” Jape said, slipping the injector back into his cape. “We don't have time for her to come unglued now."
"No, I guess not.” Scrornuck took Nalia's arm and gently walked her out of the building. “What'd you give her?"
"Just a little something to take the edge off her emotions,” Jape said, taking her other arm. “She should be fine in a minute or so.” Indeed, by the time Scrornuck and Jape had walked her to a big, flat rock and helped her to sit, Nalia was coming around. She blinked a couple times, and if she remembered killing the soldier, she didn't mention it.
"How'd we get out here?” she said, looking around. Then, with a somewhat satisfied smile, she added, “They ran like scared rabbits, didn't they?"
With the crisis over, Scrornuck's shivering returned. He sprawled on the flat rock, trying to absorb heat from the dark stone and the sunshine. “Don't get too comfortable,” Jape advised. “Some snake cult's likely to come along and make a sacrifice of you."
"Not funny.” Scrornuck related the Captain's plans for him.
"That's uncivilized!” Nalia shuddered at the idea. “We don't throw people into the fire!"
"Not yet,” Jape said. “But it appears a few are thinking about it."
Scrornuck pressed his back against the rock. “At least I'd be warm."
Jape pulled a silvery pouch from Nalia's pack and kneaded it between his fingers. Soon it was pleasantly warm, then seriously hot. He gestured to Nalia, and they slowly approached Scrornuck, one on either side, Jape keeping the pouch behind his back. He nodded, and suddenly he and Nalia both sat on Scrornuck's arms, pinning him to the rock. Jape tore the corner off the pouch, and Scrornuck got a whiff of its contents. “No!” he shouted, “Not that! I don't do drugs!"
Nalia held her nose as Jape forced the contents of the coffee packet into Scrornuck's mouth, and then they both struggled to hold his mouth shut. “C'mon, just swallow it!” Jape shouted. “It'll warm you up!"
Scrornuck grunted and squirmed with disgust. He hated coffee, but outnumbered and weakened, he was unable to spit it out. Jape held Scrornuck's mouth shut and stroked his throat as though he were forcing medicine into a dog. “The sooner you swallow it, the sooner you can wash the taste out of your mouth!"
"Mmrrgghhh!” Scrornuck protested, but in the end there was little he could do besides swallow the vile stuff. As soon as he did, Jape and Nalia both rolled off the rock, laughing.
"Feeling any warmer?” Jape asked.
Scrornuck responded with a torrent of invective, most of it about the role of dogs, snakes and disease-ridden prostitutes in Jape's ancestry. He was actually feeling quite a bit warmer, but there was no way he was going to admit it.
"If you'd stop cussing for a moment..."
Scrornuck spat in Jape's general direction. “If you ever try something like that on me again..."
"It was for your own good,” Jape said. “Anyway, now that you're back among the living, let's patch you up."
"It's only a nick,” Scrornuck insisted.
"Yeah, right.” Jape examined the ragged wound on Scrornuck's chest. “This thing's a mess."
"Yeah, I don't think she—ouch!—knew what she was doing."
Jape slapped some clear tape over the wound. “It was probably the first time she'd ever tried to skin anything.” He finished the first-aid by pulling the piece of glass from Scrornuck's foot and squirting a little antiseptic into the puncture. “I don't think people go hunting here."
Scrornuck unstrapped his boots from Nalia's pack and slipped them on. His foot still hurt, but he could walk. “Where's my jacket?” he asked, rummaging around inside the pack.
"No room,” Nalia said. “We brought what would fit, and it wouldn't squeeze down enough."
"Yeah,” Scrornuck said aloud, and then muttered under his breath, “shit.” He knew the jacket was far too bulky for her small pack, but he really wanted some armor for his next meeting with the Captain.
"I brought this, though,” Jape said, holding out the Setron. Seeing Scrornuck's puzzled look, he explained, “You seemed really possessive about it, so I didn't want to leave it behind."
Scrornuck took the Setron and gently ran his hands over the fretboard. He had no idea what good a musical instrument would be in a battle with the Captain, but he somehow felt good having it. Then he slung it over his shoulder and went back to searching the pack, coming up with his belt, his sporran and a rolled-up T-shirt. “Hmm,” he said, unrolling the shirt. “I don't think the Captain's going to like this."
Nalia giggled as she saw the design. “Dragon sex positions?"
"It seemed cute when I bought it.” He stuffed the shirt into the pack. “Something tells me I'd better not wear this right now."
She smiled naughtily. “So, which one's your favorite?"
He smiled back, just as naughtily. “All of ‘em."
"All right, you two,” Jape said. “We've got work to do. Let's see what clues we can find."
Nalia turned a little pale. “Do we have to go in there?"
"I'm afraid so. I want to see if the Captain left anything interesting behind. You don't have to look if you don't want to.” He stopped and looked closely into Nalia's eyes. “It's not the blood and guts bothering you, is it?"
She shook her head. “I killed that man,” she said softly.
"He was trying to kill us."
She shook her head, as if trying to shake something out of it. “We don't kill people."
"The Captain does,” Scrornuck said. “She said Lord Draggott taught her and the army to kill. She called it a gift."
"Some gift.” Jape turned to Nalia. “I'm not going to lie to you. I can't promise you won't have to kill somebody else before this is over."
"I know. I just don't think I'll ever get used to it."
"Probably not,” Scrornuck said. “I never have.” Nalia gave him a puzzled look but said nothing.
They stepped into the security office. It was a mess: chairs overturned, screens shattered, broken glass and blood everywhere. Nalia delicately pulled her sword from the body of the man she'd killed, and took a nervous look at the man's face. “He's an off-duty Guard."
"Wouldn't be surprised if they all are,” Jape said, exploring the area around the display screens.
Something shiny fell from the dead man's pocket: a fresh, new gold piece. Nalia quickly picked it up and slipped it into her pocket. Scrornuck watched but said nothing as she then went around the room, surreptitiously taking a shiny new gold piece from each of the victims. He had no problem with this. As far as he was concerned, the dead had no use for money.
"Hel-lo ... “ Jape pushed aside a severed arm and stooped to pick up a thin box, perhaps six by nine inches and less than an inch thick. Most of its surface was a viewing screen, with a series of buttons around the edge. He tapped a few of the buttons, and words appeared on the screen. “Ah—a ContRobotics RC53 Field Remote."
"What's that?” Scrornuck asked.
"It's what we've been looking for.” Tapping buttons on the box, he headed for the door. “Let's get out of here."
"About time,” Nalia said. “I'm starting to feel sick."
The three left the office as the first swarm of flies headed in. “Ah, here we are,” Jape said, sitting on a rock and staring at the device's screen. “The log.” Scrornuck and Nalia looked over his shoulder as more words appeared—a series of times and events, ending with 0635: CONTACT LOST. Jape pushed several more buttons, and the words were replaced by an image of the lake at sunrise, from a viewpoint hundreds of feet in the air. The image shook and shifted, and suddenly they saw in the foreground a glimpse of Scrornuck, hanging from his sword and kicking furiously. The image shook and rolled as Scrornuck dropped from view and trees whizzed by below. Suddenly Scrornuck reappeared, the image was filled with flame as he burst the dragon's gas generator, and the screen went blank.
Jape set the device on the rock. “So UniFlag had remote-controlled dragons,” he said. “And the mysterious Lord Draggott found a controller. Interesting.” He raised an eyebrow toward Scrornuck. “That's a lot of technology. Mister Saughblade, it seems somebody really doesn't like you."
"No shit. The bitch had that bloody machine drag me under the ice..."
Jape shook his head. “I don't think that was the Captain's doing. The machine came to repair the hole you made, found you in the water, and rescued you, just as it would rescue a Guest who'd fallen through the ice."
"Some ‘rescue.’ How'd she know it'd drop me here? For that matter, how'd you know?"
Jape pointed to the red light, still flashing atop the tower behind the building. “We both followed the light. It started flashing about five minutes after you got sucked under, and it was so bright, I figured it had to be a signal.” He pointed up the hill, where a violet light flickered just above the treetops. “And speaking of lights, there's our destination. Let's get going."
"But the Captain...” Nalia began nervously.
"—is probably up there, along with her soldiers, and maybe even her boss,” Scrornuck finished. “Big deal. We've kicked their butts every time we've met them. I'm more worried about that ball. Every time we run into it I get burned to a crisp."
"Don't be a party pooper,” Jape scolded.
"Yeah, right. I don't see your ass getting burned up."
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Chapter Eighteen"Something Up My Sleeve""Honey, I'm home,” Scrornuck whispered, as he cautiously approached the dark stone tower that stood in a clearing at the island's highest point. The tower rose nearly a hundred feet, its width tapering from forty feet at the base to half that near the top, where it flared into a round deck easily seventy-five feet across. Eight gracefully curved ribs, each capped with a gargoyle of Spafu, supported the deck and its conical roof of tinted glass. Reflecting from the underside of that glass roof, almost washed out by the sun, was a flickering violet-white light.
He glanced back at Jape and Nalia, hidden in the woods outside the clearing. Before entering, he'd carefully circled the tower, looking for signs of soldiers behind its windows or on its upper platform, and seen nothing—the Captain and her soldiers were either gone, or hidden inside.
Taking a deep breath, he stepped into the tower's deserted lobby. A wide spiral staircase, also seemingly deserted, made two complete revolutions before disappearing into the ceiling. Sculptures hung in the center of the spiral, occasionally producing a musical tinkling as they moved in the gentle breeze.
He cautiously circled the center of the tower, peering up at the stairs, looking for any signs of hidden opponents. Seeing neither people nor shadows cast by light coming in the tower's windows, he returned to the door and signaled that the coast was clear.
Jape and Nalia hurried across the clearing and entered the tower. He looked nervously at the stairs rising into the dark, and turned to Nalia. “Can you sense anything up there? Maybe the Orb, or the Captain planning an ambush?"
She furrowed her brow in concentration for several seconds. “Not really. I feel a little sense of anticipation and nervousness, but that's probably me.” She shrugged. “I don't really know what I'm supposed to feel."
"Hmm.” Jape looked again at the stairs. “Mister Saughblade, what do you think?"
"They could be up there. But look:” Scrornuck pointed at the stairs. “One way in and out. If the bad guys are up there, we're fine, we can get out ahead of them. But if they're waiting outside and come up behind us, we could be in for a fight."
Jape thought for a moment. “Well, you've handled worse. Let's go."
Nalia hung her backpack from the railing at the base of the stairs, while Scrornuck stooped to read from a faded sign: "Observation tower—please keep to right. For the protection of our guests, please follow these safety rules." He skimmed the rest of the sign, which enumerated in fine print all the various rules and regulations of the tower. “Wouldn't it be simpler to just say No Fun Allowed?"
"Wouldn't satisfy the lawyers,” Jape said.
They started up the stairs, Scrornuck in the lead. He stopped to look out each window they passed, seeing no signs of activity in the woods or the clearing. Maybe the Captain hadn't set up an ambush, after all. He climbed faster, soon taking the steps three and four at a time.
Tired and cold as he was, it was inevitable that he would slip. “Shit,” he muttered, and slammed his fist into the wall, punching through a thin layer of stucco and exposing white plastic foam behind it. “What the..."
Jape examined the hole. “Fake stone. I wonder if they were in a hurry to finish this place."
Nalia poked at the stuff with her finger, crumbling the soft foam. “I'm glad Taupeaquaah isn't made of this stuff."
Jape picked at a bit of the plastic. “If Taupeaquaah were made of this stuff, there wouldn't be anything left of the place after a hundred years. Of course, that's the lodging section. I can see it being built better than this place.” He broke off a piece of the stucco and found it was almost an inch thick. “The stuff's not that flimsy.” He glanced at Scrornuck. “You're going to have a sore hand tomorrow."
They approached the top, where the staircase disappeared into the ceiling. “Wait here,” Scrornuck instructed. “If the Captain is waiting for us, I don't need to trip over you two.” He reached the top in three strides, and cautiously stuck his head above the stone railing. Seeing no opponents, he stepped onto the deck. The staircase emerged about ten feet from the deck's rim, which was guarded by a waist-high stone railing. An airy, conical roof made of tinted glass atop an intricate metal lattice rested on eight broad, square pillars standing several feet from the railing. The dark stone and glass framed a panorama of frozen lake and towering black cliffs that made him stare in wonder.
Pulling his eye from the view, he scanned the platform for signs of danger. He saw nothing; nobody hiding beneath the low stone benches, or in the latticework overhead. His eye followed the slender metal beams from the roof's edge, no more than ten feet above the floor, to its peak, a good thirty feet up. From the very peak of the conical roof hung a stout metal chain, which supported the purple light...
"Hey!” Jape called from below. “Is it safe or isn't it?"
"Yeah, it's safe."
"You don't sound very excited."
"I'm not."
Puzzled, Jape hurried to the top of the stairs. There he got a good look at the source of the purple light. “I see,” he said. “That's disappointing."
"Sure is,” Scrornuck said. “Makes me feel like I'm in a cheap motel.” The violet light was nothing more than a decorative knot of glass tubing, filled with glowing gas and accented with flickering blue-violet bulbs. “Some Orb."
Nalia gazed at the coils. “Looks pretty cool to me.” The lamps flashed as she spoke. “Look, it can hear us!"
"Really? Testing, one, two, three! Sound check! Check! Check! Check!” Various segments of tubing flickered in time with Scrornuck's shouts.
"Must have a voice-recognizer,” Jape mused. “Nice touch.” He turned his back to the lamp and took a step toward the stairway. “Well, it's going to be a long trip back to Taupeaquaah. We might as well get started."
"Yeah,” Scrornuck said dejectedly. “All this way for a light bulb.” As much as he despised the Orb and dreaded being shocked and burned yet again, he was disappointed. He'd been awakened far too early, wounded and burned by the dragon, frozen beneath the ice of the lake, beaten and almost skinned by the Captain and her guards, and on top of everything else he'd been forced to drink coffee—and now that they'd reached their goal, it was just a stupid light. All that work for nothing, he fumed.
Slowly and softly at first, then faster and louder, he cursed the people who had built this place, calling them the offspring of prostitutes, barnyard animals and assorted vermin. His voice rose as he cursed the people who'd hung this light bulb, elaborating in great detail on the specific, and physically impossible, acts their parents must have committed to bring them into the world. As he raged on, the lamp flickered in time with his tirade, growing brighter and brighter as his voice grew louder.
Having exhausted the potential of the common tongue but not his anger and frustration, he cursed this world, the people who built it, the Captain and the still-unseen Lord Draggott up, down and sideways using every language he knew, from French to German to Russian to Swahili, finishing with a strangely melodious string of Gaelic obscenities directed at the UniFlag Entertainment Group.
"A bit frustrated, are we?” Jape called.
Scrornuck responded with a string of epithets, this time in the common language, describing in explicit detail just what Raggott the gerbil and Spafu the Friendly Dragon must have done with an army of disease-ridden foreign prostitutes to create this misbegotten world.
"Good thing you're not talking like that in Taupeaquaah,” Jape said.
"Yeah,” Nalia added, “Rosaiah and the Captain would string you up."
The Captain? Scrornuck thought suddenly. “Hey, Jape,” he asked in a tentative voice, “if this thing's just a big light bulb, what were the Captain and her two-bit army doing here?"
Jape thought for a second. “Beats me."
"Let's get out of here.” Scrornuck turned toward the stairs, suddenly very unhappy to be on the top of a tower.
"Now!"
For an instant the three looked at each other, as if to ask Who said that?
"It's a trap!” Jape shouted as twenty archers, hidden on the safety ledge behind the stone railings, stood up and raised their bows.
"No shit, Sherlock!” Scrornuck yelled, drawing his sword and advancing as Jape and Nalia retreated to the top of the stairs. A moment later, thirty more soldiers stormed over the railing, some armed with swords and others with pikes topped by the treble-clef insignia they'd seen in the parades, sharpened to a nasty edge. The Captain climbed atop the railing, gestured for her soldiers to hold their positions, and looked down at Scrornuck with an expression that said, I've got you now, sucker.
Scrornuck spat in her direction. “I knew I should have killed you when I had the chance."
"I feel the same way,” she answered dryly. “And now that I have that chance, I'm going to take it. You've cost me some good soldiers, you've interfered with my lord's plans, you've embarrassed me personally, and most of all you've blasphemed repeatedly. I'm going to enjoy watching you die, demon, and I'm going to enjoy offering those fancy boots and that obscenity on your chest on Spafu's altar."
"Kill me, skin me—shee-yit!” He stepped closer. “I am so sick of you, bitch!"
"And I of you, Dizzer-demon.” A touch of smugness crept into her voice. “But now, we have you where we want you. Once we realized you were coming here, we knew you'd be drawn to the light, just like a moth to a flame."
Jape and Nalia poked their heads above the stair's railing. “So the Orb isn't here?” Jape asked.
The Captain turned, as if noticing him for the first time. “No, outsider, the Orb of McGinn is safe and sound, with my master at Darklord Castle."
"Darklord Castle? Where's that?"
"I'll be happy to take you there—just as soon as I've disposed of your demon."
Scrornuck snarled with rage as Ol’ Red condensed into a ten-foot lance aimed right between the Captain's eyes. “I have a better idea,” he said. “How about I stick your head up on a pole, to warn the next fool who puts her trust in plastic armor and a stuffed lizard..."
"Enough! How dare you profane the name of the Great Dragon?” She trembled, struggling to control her anger. “Ever since you arrived, you have tried to undermine all we hold dear in my city. Time and again you have publicly defiled the mighty Spafu and his sacred Temple..."
"Stuff that stupid toy! I've had enough of that pompous ass of a priest, and I've had way, way, way too much of that lizard!"
"You heard his blasphemy!” she shouted to her soldiers. “He deserves to die!” Led by the Servants of Spafu among them, the troops raised their weapons and shouted agreement.
"You think you can take me?” Scrornuck roared. "Well, come and get me, bitch!"
The Captain raised an arm. On her signal, the archers loosed their arrows. In a wild, spinning dance, hair flying, Ol’ Red's blade crackling, dividing, twisting, curling about like some demonic combination of lightning and fire, Scrornuck knocked the arrows away, sending some clattering to the floor, others bouncing off the ceiling. At the same moment the foot soldiers charged, only to retreat as Scrornuck almost casually cut down the first swordsman to get within ten feet.
Grinning wickedly, he picked up an arrow that had fallen at his feet. Flipping it over in his left hand, he locked eyes with an archer. “Don't you know you shouldn't play with these things? Somebody could get hurt!" As he spoke the last word, he flung the arrow like a throwing-knife. It caught the archer square in the right eye, penetrating a good three inches. The man screamed, raised his hands to his face, screamed, stumbled back and fell over the stone guardrail. His screams faded, finally ending with a sudden thud.
For a moment the soldiers stared in disbelief at this demon who'd batted away their arrows and killed two of them in the first few seconds of battle. Then the archers again let fly, and once more Scrornuck batted away their arrows with a mocking laugh. The soldiers charged, but again fell back as Ol’ Red neatly snipped the ends off two pikes, inches from their owners’ hands.
Still laughing, Scrornuck leaped into the metal lattice supporting the roof. “What's the matter?” he called as the foot-soldiers milled about beneath him, looking for a way to attack. “Didn't your stuffed lizard teach you to fly?"
He scampered through the latticework, occasionally batting away an arrow, until he was at the very peak of the roof, next to the chain that supported the great violet lamp. With a flick of Ol’ Red's blade, he cut the chain and the power cable, creating a shower of sparks. The immense lamp crashed to the floor, crushing four of the attackers and sending the others diving to escape the flying glass.
With the soldiers in disarray, Scrornuck clambered through the truss work, looking below for the Captain. He smiled grimly as he spotted her, standing close to a roof-support pillar. "Here I come, bitch!" he cried, sliding down the support beam and dropping to the floor about fifteen feet from her. The soldiers stood frozen in fear as the red-haired madman advanced on their leader. Grinning an evil, toothy grin, he extended Ol’ Red's blade to its greatest length and strode forward, his eyes locked almost hypnotically with the Captain's.
A single swordsman, braver than the others, broke from the motionless army, darted in and landed a blow on Scrornuck's left side. It was only a minor cut, but it hurt. He bellowed with rage, and a moment later the fibersword's blade whipped around and amputated the soldier's sword arm. The man grasped his bloody stump and staggered in shock toward his commander. Scrornuck suddenly yelled, "Make a wish, bitch!" The blade flashed out and up, ripping the swordsman in half, right up the middle.
Gasping, trying not to vomit, the Captain stared at the bloody mess lying at her feet. “You still think you're gonna skin me?” Scrornuck taunted. “Maybe I'll skin you instead!” He flashed a wicked grin. “Would you rather be a jacket or a kilt?"
Pain shot through Scrornuck's left leg as a soldier slashed at him from behind. An instant later, Ol’ Red's blade leaped out and beheaded the attacker. Sheeyit, Scrornuck thought, spinning about and seeing soldiers on all sides, what was I thinking? In his eagerness to reach the Captain, he'd let himself get surrounded. A quick glance at the roof, barely a dozen feet above, told him there'd be no jumping away this time.
The soldiers, seeing it was possible to harm the demon, gave a ragged cheer and moved in closer, brandishing their weapons. The Captain urged them on, shouting, “Great offerings have been made in your name! Any who fall slaying the Dizzer will find riches in the next life!” So, Scrornuck thought, they've got rewards waiting in the afterlife? Fine, I'll send ‘em there!
A volley of arrows came in from his right. He batted them away, but as he did, a sword found its mark in his left arm. Whirling about, he hacked the swordsman apart, but not before his arm had received a long, bloody slash. His left hand suddenly felt cold and tingly. He stood for a moment, his right hand wrapped around the injured forearm, glaring angrily at the attacking soldiers.
The troops fell back slightly, staying out of Ol’ Red's range and trying to wear Scrornuck down with pikes and arrows. He batted them away like annoying insects, but in time started slowing down, as the wild energy of his initial rage wore off and the day's abuse caught up with him. Both hands felt cold and stiff, and his left hand felt heavy and weak, barely able to signal his intentions to Ol’ Red's grip. The great sword seemed strangely slow and unresponsive, almost like an iron blade. He started taking wounds from the pike-carriers as he spun and danced, struggling to fight a battle on all sides at once.
You might not get out of this one, he thought, as he cut down another attacker, but also received another wound in his side. The thought wasn't particularly disturbing—he hadn't expected to survive as long as he had in this job, and at least he'd made sure Jape and Nalia had time to get away. He glanced at the stairway, confident that he'd see they were gone.
They weren't. Jape and Nalia still stood at the top of the stairs, watching the battle as though it were some kind of entertainment. “Get out of here!” he bellowed, “I can't hold them much longer!"
The archers launched yet another volley, and a swordsman ducked beneath the flying arrows and charged. Scrornuck felt a sudden, searing pain as the attacker left a deep gash in his right thigh. He whipped about, Ol’ Red's blade crackling as it sliced the man in half, but as he kicked the body back at the attacking soldiers he felt something give in his wounded leg. He staggered, struggling to remain on his feet as the archers again let fly. Ol’ Red's blade flicked wildly, batting the arrows away, but as he swung to his right he felt the tip of a pike rip open his right arm, just below the shoulder. He spun about on his left leg, letting the wounded right drag along, and brought his sword down to dispatch this latest attacker. Ol’ Red's blade tore through the plastic armor as if it were paper, but for an instant his grip weakened and the great blade flickered.
Scrornuck twisted and ducked as another swordsman moved in, swinging for his neck. Ol’ Red flicked upward, deflecting the attack, but he staggered under the impact as the flat side of the iron sword slammed against his right shoulder. He spun the other way, and in an instant he ripped this latest attacker open from neck to hip. But in that instant Scrornuck saw another sword slashing toward him. Instinctively he sucked in his stomach and backpedaled. As the sword's tip grazed the skin of his belly, the fibersword's blade shot out and impaled the soldier—but a heartbeat later Scrornuck felt a pain in the back of his left leg as a spear stabbed him, just above the top of his boot.
The wounded leg gave way, and Scrornuck went down on one knee, catching himself with his left hand. He no longer had enough feeling in his right to control Ol’ Red, and the sword's blade flickered away. The soldiers surged forward.
A pike-carrier moved in from behind, jabbing his weapon at Scrornuck's back. Still on one knee, Scrornuck whirled about to face this attacker and raised Ol’ Red, struggling to make that tired hand do something. For a frozen instant the soldier stared into the black hole that was the sword's business end. A moment later white light exploded in his face.
Blood, bone chips and bits of brain tissue showered over the soldiers as Ol’ Red's blade pulverized the soldier's head. Scrornuck staggered back to his feet, roaring "I'm not dead yet!" He glared defiantly at the Captain, his sword twisting and crackling like some kind of living thing. She smiled, her hand resting lightly on the knife she'd soon use to skin this demon. "God damn you, bitch!" he howled. "I'll see you in hell!"
For an instant he stopped. What did I say, he thought, overcome with shame. For while he could make a sailor blush in thirty different languages, his father had taught him never, never to blaspheme. He despised himself for losing control of his tongue, and he burned with hatred toward the Captain for bringing him to this. With a wail of rage, he staggered forward to attack, only to fall back as an arrow slammed into his left thigh. Gritting his teeth, he pulled the shaft from his leg. It was only a target-practice arrow, not barbed or hooked, so it came out easily. He held it in his hand, staring, as a second struck his right shoulder. Oh, well, he thought, everybody dies eventually. He slowly reached up to remove this arrow, hardly noticing that Ol’ Red's blade had again flickered away to nothing. For a moment he paused, resigned to his fate, simply trying to decide which of the soldiers he would take to the grave with him. Then he raised his sword for one last attack...
"Mister Saughblade, watch it with that thing,” a familiar, calm voice said.
"What the...” Scrornuck spun to his left and saw Jape standing next to him, calmly inspecting the carnage. Nalia stood to his right, her expression queasy but determined, holding a bow and several arrows she'd taken from one of the archers.
I've lost it now, Scrornuck thought, I'm seeing things. He blinked and shook his head as he tried to make these apparitions disappear. They wouldn't. Cautiously, he reached out with one bloody hand to touch Jape's shoulder. It was real, solid. “Jape?"
"In person."
"What the hell are you doing here?” Scrornuck hissed, angry that Jape and Nalia weren't getting themselves to safety before he died. “Get out while you still can!"
"What, and leave you behind?” Jape asked, his voice still absurdly calm. “What kind of friend do you think I am?"
"A dead one, if you stay here! What part of 'we're all gonna die!' don't you understand?"
"I don't think Nalia and I are in any danger,” Jape said, and Scrornuck suddenly realized that the soldiers had ceased their attack. “Not yet, anyway. It's you they want, Mister Saughblade.” He pointed toward the Captain, who stroked the edge of her skinning-knife as she directed her troops into position for their next attack. “What did I tell you about getting involved with local women?"
"Huh?” Scrornuck stopped, thought, and realized that this whole battle had indeed been nothing more than a grudge between him and the Captain. Another great wave of shame passed through him as he realized he'd abandoned his duty to settle a personal score. Tears crept into his eyes, his legs started to tremble, and for a second he had to lean on Nalia to remain standing. “I'm sorry—"
"Perhaps I should just let you two kill each other,” Jape mused. “But Nalia seems to have taken a liking to you...” He touched a small button on his sleeve, and Scrornuck heard a faint humming sound.
"Take them!” the Captain cried. “Capture the outsider and the traitor, slay the Dizzer!” The soldiers moved to carry out the order, and the ring of swords and pikes tightened.
One of the archers raised his bow. In a flash, Nalia released an arrow that struck the man squarely in the wrist. “Second in my age-group,” she said proudly.
A fierce, primitive roar burst from Scrornuck's throat as he staggered in a circle around Jape and Nalia, swinging his weapon with his last bit of energy, pushing the attackers back and hacking apart three who'd gotten too close. Limping badly, his grip on Ol’ Red unsteady, he stumbled back and leaned on Jape's shoulder. “I hope you've got a plan,” he whispered.
"As a matter of fact, I have something up my sleeve this time.” Jape stood a bit taller and cupped his hands together. Fed by beams from his rings, a ball of white light began to form in his hands. The soldiers dropped back a step. “Just a minute..."
"I don't think we have that long."
"Let's see if an incantation will scare them back a bit.” Jape raised his hands and waved the glowing ball at the soldiers as he chanted, as mystically as he could:
Eye of bat, wing of toad,
Paint your body blue with woad,
Why not do it in the road?
Unimpressed, the soldiers closed in. "Skip to the loo my darling," Scrornuck whispered grimly.
"Thirty seconds,” Jape said.
Scrornuck felt something vibrating against his back. The Setron wanted attention? Tentatively, he placed a hand on the instrument's grip and let it talk to him. He smiled weakly as he understood. “I think you've got the right idea,” he told Jape. “We just need to do it a little louder.” He struggled with his numb fingers, letting the machine guide him to the right opening chord. “A little louder, and maybe in Japanese!” With that, he sang his own “incantation,” a random collection of Japanese curses and insults, shrieked and bellowed with no particular tune. The Setron accompanied him with howls, whistles and deep rumbles that shook the floor. The soldiers hesitated, seemingly disoriented. More than a few doubled over and puked on their boots like drunkards in the alley behind Syb's. Even the Captain made a dash for the railing, desperately trying to keep from tossing her cookies in front of her troops. Scrornuck's own stomach churned, and he wondered how Jape and Nalia were doing as he played the awful music.
"Now,” Jape whispered, pulling Nalia close as Scrornuck crashed to the floor next to her. Blinding white light erupted around them, the floor shook and an earsplitting roar filled the air. Scrornuck saw nothing but the silhouette of Jape and Nalia, safely contained with him in a protective bubble at the heart of the inferno. After several seconds, which seemed much, much longer, the roaring died down. The light slowly faded to yellow, then orange, then red, and finally disappeared entirely.
The sun shone in the deep blue sky of late afternoon, and Scrornuck realized the tower's roof and most of the stone railing surrounding the observation platform had been blown away. Only small sections remained near the stumps of the support pillars. The floor was scorched black beyond an eight-foot circle centered on Jape. Aside from a few incinerated pieces of flesh slammed against the sections of railing that still stood, nothing remained of the fifty-odd attackers.
Nalia stared in disbelief. “What the hell was that?"
"I call it a Dragonsneeze,” Jape said. “A bigger version of the weapon I used on the security-shack door."
"Crude, ugly...” Scrornuck said, struggling to a semi-kneeling position before collapsing in a tangle of bloody arms and legs. “No style at all."
"Stylish or not, it saved your ass, Mister Saughblade."
"It killed everybody?” Nalia asked, staring at a charred lump that had been a soldier just a few minutes ago.
"I'm afraid so.” Jape's voice was detached, all business. “I'd hoped I wouldn't have to use it, but..."
She held her hand over her mouth. “I think I'm gonna be sick."
Jape waited patiently while Nalia upchucked. When she finished, he said, “I warned you that this is a tough business.” He held out his blood-red ring. “This is what matters—if it's not green by Saturday afternoon, your world dies. We need to find the Orb, and soon."
Nalia spat a couple times. “The Captain offered to take you to it."
"And I wish I could have taken her up on that offer. But she insisted on killing Mister Saughblade first. That's a price I wasn't willing to pay."
"Glad to hear that,” Scrornuck said, again attempting to stand. This time he made it to his knees, but then his hand slipped in a puddle of blood that was mostly his own and he again went sprawling. “Ow! Why me?"
"Good question.” Jape stroked his chin thoughtfully. “This was a costly operation: fifty-some soldiers and a remote-controlled dragon. The Captain said it was a trap for you. What makes you such an important target?"
"Maybe she was mad about where I put her tongue on Friday night.” Scrornuck tried to smile at the memory. Smiling hurt.
Jape shook his head. “No doubt she hated you, but I don't think she had the resources to raise an army like this. Nalia, back at the security office, what did you find in the dead soldiers’ pockets?"
"Each one of them had a gold piece.” She blushed. “I didn't think you saw me."
"So, this cost at least fifty gold pieces. Do you think the Captain had access to that kind of money?"
"Probably not, unless the Mayor was in on the plot."
"I think it's more likely that the mysterious Lord Draggott produced those gold pieces. But why?” He thought for a second, then shrugged. “I guess we'll find out. For the moment we've got a more important question: Mister Saughblade, can you get up?"
"I'll need some help.” Jape and Nalia grabbed his arms and pulled hard. Slowly, painfully, Scrornuck made it to his feet and took a few tentative steps to see what kind of shape his legs were in.
"How do you feel?” Jape asked.
"Rubbery.” He could walk, but he weaved and winced on each step. “I'll need help getting down the stairs. Where's the first-aid stuff, anyway?"
"It's in my pack,” Nalia said, “down at the bottom of the stairs."
"Crap. I wish you'd brought it."
"Now I'm worried,” Jape said. “I don't think you've ever asked for first aid."
Scrornuck limped toward the stairs. “I thought this place was supposed to be an amusement park,” he said glumly. “I'm not having any fun at all."
* * * *"Just chew me out, will you?” Scrornuck said, as he slowly and carefully lowered himself to the floor of the tower's lobby. The descent had been long and painful, his physical discomfort made worse by his sense of having failed.
"Chew you out for what?” Jape asked innocently.
"For what I did up there. I could have picked those guys off one at a time, and then we could have made the Captain take us to Draggott on our terms. But I lost my temper, made it personal, got so obsessed with the bitch that I forgot why we're here.” His voice dropped and he stared at his feet. “I let you down. Just give me a good ass-chewing and get it over with, will you?"
Jape shrugged. “I'm disappointed—I've come to expect better from you. But it's over, I'm sure you'll learn from the experience, and you've chewed yourself out better than I ever could. Let's consider the matter closed.” Nalia arrived with the medical kit, and he took a closer look at Scrornuck's injuries. “In the meantime, Mister Saughblade, you've done a fine job of messing yourself up."
"Just a flesh wound,” Scrornuck said weakly.
"Flesh wound, my ass,” Nalia said. “You look terrible."
"You should see the other guys.” He modestly adjusted the folds of his kilt.
"Here, swallow this,” Jape said, opening a plastic pouch of red jelly. “It'll help replace the blood you lost."
"Yuck, this crap tastes worse than coffee.” Nonetheless, Scrornuck swallowed the vile goo.
"So what made you decide to sing to the soldiers?” Jape asked, uncorking a big tube of antiseptic.
"It was—ouch! That stuff hurts!—the Setron's idea. It tickled me and said I should sing."
Nalia made a face. “The tune just about turned my stomach."
"Those sour notes were its idea, too."
"Interesting.” Jape reached for the roll of wound-closing tape. He paused for a moment, looking at the roll and then at Scrornuck. “I don't know if we've got enough tape to stick you back together. We may have to use stitches."
"I don't think we have any thread."
"Then we'll use shoelaces."
With Scrornuck's wounds somewhat treated, they continued down the hill toward the beach. Jape and Nalia supported Scrornuck as he stumbled and staggered, one step at a time. Darkness came quickly as the sun sank below the crater rim. Jape produced a ball of light between his fingers, and they continued even more slowly.
"The Captain called you a Dizzer,” Nalia said. “Are you?"
"Beats me. What's a Dizzer?"
"Somebody who's come from outside, to loot our Temple and steal our worship. The priests say the Dizzers are trying to destroy our Temple so they can build their own false Temple in a false Taupeaquaah, where they'll worship a big rat.” She shuddered momentarily. "Please tell me you're not one of them."
Scrornuck shook his head. “No, I'm no Dizzer. You have my word on that. I'm just here to save the world.” Of course, he thought to himself, if saving the world means knocking down that stinkin’ lizard's temple, I wouldn't mind one bit.
They had made it most of the way down to the security shack when Scrornuck saw eyes reflecting Jape's light. They moved forward slowly, and soon the light illuminated two wolves, standing over the slightly crisped and more than slightly eaten body of one of the Captain's soldiers. Scrornuck gazed into the wolves’ eyes. They stared back with the calm assurance of the predator. Carefully, he reached for Ol’ Red.
"You're in no condition to handle them,” Jape said.
"Nobody else around.” Scrornuck let go of Nalia's shoulder, took two steps forward, and crumpled to the ground. “This sucks."
Seeing him on the ground, one of the wolves took a step in his direction—and was suddenly flung backward, releasing one brief cry as an arrow pierced its heart, killing it instantly. The other turned and ran. Scrornuck saw Nalia holding her bow, another arrow ready. “Animals are made of meat,” she said. “Are wolves any good for food?"
"Good enough,” he said, hacking off one of the animal's haunches. “We'll have to slice it real thin or it'll be tough, but it'll be better than nothing.” His belly rumbled, as if in agreement.
They made camp outside the security shack, building a fire from the wood the Captain had intended to use to sacrifice Scrornuck. Nalia braved the stench and threat of scavengers to fetch water and several plastic-wrapped cushions from the building, while Scrornuck prepared the wolf-meat yakiniku style, sliced very thin and cooked on a hot rock in the fire. A little of the spice mixture he carried in his sporran seemed to tenderize the meat a bit, and all in all it tasted much better than he'd expected.
"Well, Mister Saughblade,” Jape said as he finished his meal, “time for us to catch some sleep. Nalia, you'll be keeping watch."
"Hey,” Scrornuck protested, “I'm the Protector here..."
"And you've been scorched, frozen, and wounded,” Jape interrupted. “You can hardly walk. Right now, you need rest—and if you can't go to sleep on your own, I've got things in the medical kit. Do I need to get them out?"
"No.” Scrornuck placed a couple cushions in a row and tried to find a comfortable position. “What a shit day,” he muttered as he closed his eyes and tried to doze off.
He couldn't, of course. For one thing, the weather was miserable. He longed for last night's camp, up in the dry, warm breeze atop the crater rim. Down here on the island, it was cold, damp and foggy. The moon, very close to full, was little more than a diffuse white splotch in the fog, and he tried without success to make out the silhouettes of the dragons he knew were somewhere overhead. After a while it felt like the world had shrunken to little more than the pool of light around the fire, surrounded by endless gray fog. It reminded him of the dank nights in his home land, where the men would huddle around the fire, fearing what might be in the darkness.
Sometime later—it was impossible to say just when, as time itself seemed to stop in the fog—lightning flashed in the murk, and the rumble of thunder filled the crater. A breeze blew up from nowhere, lifting the fog so that it now looked like the underside of a cloud layer spinning slowly around the island. He stared into the clouds, enchanted by the show as the lightning became more intense, with brilliant bolts and pale, flickering sheets in shades of yellow, orange and purple. The winds picked up further, roiling and churning the underside of the clouds.
The nearly continuous rumble of thunder awakened Jape just in time for the rain to start, a few sprinkles that within seconds became a downpour. He and Nalia grabbed what gear they could and took shelter beneath the security shack's overhanging roof. Scrornuck struggled to his knees, collapsed with a grunt, and decided he didn't feel like trying to run. He lay back on his makeshift bed and let the cold rain wash over him. Perhaps it would remove a little more of the day's filth.
The downpour lasted only a few minutes. Then the rain stopped and the clouds lifted, revealing a beautiful, star-filled sky with a gorgeous ring around the moon. Jape and Nalia returned to the fire, while Scrornuck dug the dirty towel from the day-pack and dried himself.
"What the hell was that?" Jape said as he shook the water from his cushion.
"You slept through most of it.” Scrornuck described the spinning-clouds-and-lightning show.
"Back home, it rains late on Monday and Thursday nights,” Nalia said. “It helps keep the streets clean."
"Hmm.” Jape thought for the better part of a minute before proposing an explanation: “I'll bet they're resurfacing the ice. They warm things up, create a short rain, and voilà! there's a smooth new surface for tomorrow's skaters."
"Clever.” Scrornuck shifted on his cushion, searching for a position that hurt a little less. “Ow,” he muttered, not finding one. “This sucks."
"Nonsense, Mister Saughblade—this is high adventure. Isn't that what you wished for when you left your little village?"
"You know something?” Scrornuck hauled himself to a half-seated position. “Adventures suck."
Jape nodded. “Tell me about it. When I was a kid, I thought my life was so dull, and I wished I could have great adventures and save the world. Now that I've spent years having adventures and saving worlds, I'd give anything for a quiet night at home with my family.” He sighed a long, weary sigh. “You're right. Adventures suck."
"Hah!” Nalia stirred the fire, sending sparks spiraling upward. “You've been having adventures so long that you've forgotten just how dull everyday life is. It won't be long before you're done here, and I'll be back to my everyday life, waiting on tables in some bar and wishing I had a chance to have big adventures and save the world."
Scrornuck found himself smiling, just a little. “Yeah, I'll heal, and then there'll just be stories of a grand battle."
"Not for me,” Jape said flatly. “When I started in this business, that was the way I felt. But now it's just a job to be done, and the sooner it's over, the better.” He pulled the hood of his cape up over his head and rolled over.
Scrornuck and Nalia stared at Jape, then at each other. “Well,” she said with a shrug, “I still think adventures are a good thing. We don't have enough of them here."
"I don't think he really meant what he said."
"I know he didn't."
"You read his mind?"
"I'm trying not to, but he leaks. I'm picking up thoughts all the time."
"So you finally admit you've got the talent,” Jape mumbled, rolling back over to join the conversation.
"Yeah,” she said, “I guess I don't have to pretend to believe any more."
"I think you were doing more than reading minds in the security office,” he said. “You had those soldiers hypnotized."
She nodded. “I was trying to mislead them, and keep them from looking at you."
"I wish you'd done that on the tower,” Scrornuck said, wincing as he shifted position.
"I tried,” she said, “but it didn't work.” She sighed. “That's the trouble with this talent—when it works, it's scary, and when it doesn't work, it's just frustrating."
"You're still a beginner,” Jape said. “You'll get better with practice.” He rolled over, and in seconds was snoring loudly.
Nalia leaned over Scrornuck and looked deep into his eyes. “I still can't read your mind, though."
"If Jape's right, nobody can,” he said. “Anyway, there's nothing much there to read. I'm too tired to think."
"Then I should give you something to think about.” She wrapped her arms around him and planted a kiss that made him forget all about his aches and pains. And he found that he could indeed think, his thoughts were about her, and they were very pleasant thoughts indeed.
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Chapter Nineteen"What If I'm Not the Good Guy?""Amen.” Kneeling on the floor of the security shack as the first rays of sun came through the door, Scrornuck finished his prayers for the soldiers he'd dispatched. The stench didn't bother him, nor did the buzzing of the flies—he'd shoveled out stables, and this wasn't much worse. What did bother him was the realization that he couldn't stand up. When he tried, something tore in his thigh and fresh blood trickled past the tape holding his wounds closed. There was nothing nearby to hold onto, and it was beginning to look like he'd have to crawl out, over and perhaps through the remains of the Captain's soldiers. With a long sigh, he slipped the prayer book into his sporran and started crawling toward the door.
"Scrornuck?” Nalia stood in the doorway, holding her nose. “What the hell are you doing?” she demanded, sticking her head out the door for a breath of fresh air. “This place stinks to high heaven!"
"I came in here to say a few prayers.” He again tried and failed to get to his feet. “I think I'm stuck."
Despite the stench, she grinned. “So you need to be rescued, my major hunk?” He nodded sheepishly. She ducked out the door for one more breath of air, and then hurried inside to help him get to his feet and out of the building—far out of the building. She looked at his taped and bloody legs. “How bad are they?"
"Not too bad,” he insisted. “I think I'll be okay as long as I don't fall again.” Moving slowly and a little unsteadily, sometimes hanging onto Nalia's arm for support, he walked with her down the stony beach.
"You were praying?” she asked. “For what?"
"Forgiveness for those dead guys. I don't want them to be condemned for what they tried to do to us yesterday."
"Why not? They were trying to kill you!"
"And I was trying to kill them.” He scratched his chin, trying to work a bit of something out of his beard. “I succeeded. I think I could use a little forgiving myself.” They reached the shore of the lake, and with her help he sat on a boulder. “Somebody once told me that when you set out to slay dragons, it's important not to become one yourself."
She made a small show of examining his face and arms. “I don't see any horns or scales,” she said. “I think you're safe."
He smiled, but his mood remained serious. “You know what I mean. I got so mad at the Captain yesterday that I started thinking like her. I almost got myself killed, almost got you captured, blew our chance to get to Draggott, and in the end fifty people died."
"Well, they were the bad guys,” she said. “She was trying to skin you alive!” She pulled back the collar of the dragon-sex-position T-shirt, exposing the ragged wound where the Captain had tried to remove Scrornuck's tattoo. “Remember?"
He gently removed her hand and stared across the frozen lake, where the morning sun brought the cliffs into sharp relief. “That doesn't give me the right to act like her,” he said. “I'm a Protector, not a murderer.” He closed his eyes and saw an archer he'd killed, screaming and spinning and falling to his death with an arrow sticking from his eye-socket. “Those guys didn't deserve to die like that. They were just working stiffs, making do on a Guard's pay, when the Captain offered them a few gold pieces for a bit of moonlighting. She probably made it sound like an easy job, for the good of the city, and those gold pieces could buy some better furniture, or maybe a weekend in the Guest Quarter. And then—” He pulled Ol’ Red from his belt and the blade leaped out, wickedly curved, humming hungrily. “Then they run into this.” He stared into the glassy blade, watching the subtle patterns of light dance as the energy fields shifted.
"Jape killed a lot of them, with that dragon-thing of his,” she protested. “It didn't seem to bother him at all."
Scrornuck let the blade disappear. “Jape sees the big picture. He's got those rings and he can understand stream crossings and big numbers. I just know that yesterday we killed a bunch of guys who were only trying to make a buck.” He turned the sword over and examined it from different angles. “You see why I need to be forgiven? What if I've become like the Captain? What if I'm not the good guy?"
"What?” She stared in disbelief. “Of course you're the good guy!"
"Am I?” He blinked as something made his eye water. “If I'm saving the world, why am I always killing people?” He spoke less to Nalia than to somebody he couldn't see, somebody far more important. “At least thirty since we arrived here. Three hundred and sixty since I started. I can see every single one of them, and I keep asking myself, did I really have to kill this one?" A tear rolled down his cheek, making a hard right turn at a small scar, the souvenir of an earlier battle. “How many more in this world? How many more worlds after this one? How many more do I have to kill?"
A few more tears fell from his eyes. “I tell myself there must be a better way. I resolve with all my heart to find it—and the next thing I know I'm surrounded by bodies.” His voice fell to a whisper. “Some day, somehow, I'm going to slip, or drop my sword, and it will be over. That's how it's going to end; that's the only way it can.” He lost the battle to hold back the tears. “Forgive me, please forgive me! Oh, Lord, I am so tired of killing!” He buried his face in his hands and wept, shuddered and howled like a wounded animal, as a three-year parade of slaughter passed before his tightly closed eyes. Was any of it justified?
In time he stopped shaking, began to breathe more slowly and steadily, wiped his eyes, and in a voice far too old and weary to be coming from that skinny young face he said, “Well, let's get going. There's a world to save.” The words seemed like a mantra, or perhaps a prayer. There's a world to save. He stood unsteadily and gazed at the frozen lake. It was still a brilliant blue-white, the cliffs of the crater still stood majestically in the distance, and the sun still shone down from a perfect blue sky. There's a world to save. A good world, a beautiful world, a world well worth saving. He blinked at the sight, as if waking from a bad dream, and smiled. There's a world to save. “Come on,” he said, taking her hand and feeling like he wanted to run. “Let's wake up Jape!” He sniffled loudly. “I hope he's got a handkerchief."
* * * *"I heard you singing,” Jape said as Scrornuck and Nalia returned. “At least, I think you were singing. Or else some animal was in great pain."
"Singing's as good a word as any, I suppose.” Scrornuck sniffed a slice of cooked wolf-meat he found on the flat-topped stone they'd used as their dinner table. It still smelled okay, so he skewered several pieces on his sword and started warming them up over the remains of the campfire.
Jape spread out the softscroll. “Well, let's see what's new. This is good: they've begun to decode the McGinn files."
"Anything important?” Scrornuck took a slice from his shish-kabob and handed another to Nalia.
Jape scanned the report. “Hmm—seems the guy worked under two names. They found the employment record for a guy named ‘B.P. McGinn,’ and suspect his full name was Brian Paul. There's a whole bunch of stuff under the name ‘Brian McGinn,’ then a couple years’ worth of silence, then ‘Paul McGinn’ turns up. I wonder if he got into trouble and started going by his middle name."
"You guys have too many names,” Nalia said.
"Sometimes we need all the names we can get.” Jape scrolled to the next page and raised his eyebrows. “O-ho, look at that: the last thing associated with the name Brian McGinn was a ride simulator project called technolepathy."
Scrornuck stopped chewing. “I remember that word."
Jape nodded. “We found that record last Sunday. Looks like technolepathy cost UniFlag some big money. Well, that might explain the sudden name change.” He quickly tapped some buttons. “Crypto Team Code One with a platinum chaser; we should know in a day or two.” He pushed the final button. “Let's see, what else is there?” He methodically worked his way through screen after screen. “Wish I had some coffee. Shame we only brought the one package."
Scrornuck spat. “You should have saved it for yourself."
"I'll survive.” Jape's eyes suddenly brightened. “Look at this: Records indicate McGinn did not return to the Home time stream when the Grand Taupeaquaah project was abandoned, and UniFlag executives declined to launch a search for him. Wow, he must have really pissed somebody off!"
"What do they mean, ‘the Grand Taupeaquaah project was abandoned'?” Nalia asked.
Jape went silent, for quite a long time, and Scrornuck got a strong feeling the Ranger had said more than he intended to. Finally, with a sigh, he spoke. “I've already told you how my people brought thousands of worlds into existence.” She nodded. “Some, including this one, were themeworlds, created to provide recreation and entertainment for Guests from my world. The first was DisWarner's Safari World, where people could visit the wide-open spaces of ancient Africa. It was a huge success, and soon a dozen companies, including UniFlag, were building worlds that were even more spectacular and luxurious.
"Then disaster struck: the streams of time crossed for the first time. Nobody saw it coming, and there were no Rangers to defuse the paradoxes. Safari World was utterly destroyed. A quarter million people died in the blink of an eye.” He shuddered ever so slightly.
"That's awful,” Nalia said, “But what's it got to do with Taupeaquaah?"
"When two hundred thousand Guests died in the Safari World stream crossing, it was the end of the themeworld business. Nobody wanted to take the risk of visiting or working in a world that could be destroyed overnight. Within two weeks, the operating themeworlds were evacuated and shut down. Construction crews in the unfinished worlds—including this one—simply packed up and left."
"Spafu's Helpers,” she said thoughtfully. “The scrolls say they'll be coming back, and the Guests will come with them. A thousand at a time, in the plaza around the Horn.” A small tear formed in her eye as she made the connection. “They're not coming, are they?"
Jape shook his head. “I'm afraid not. UniFlag's big Traveler, the one that was supposed to bring Guests from my world to yours, was dismantled many years ago. All that's left on the spot is a little park with a historic marker."
"No Guests, ever.” The tear ran down her cheek. “And they didn't even tell us."
Scrornuck put an arm around her and gently wiped the tear from her eye. “At least we came."
She smiled slightly. “Yeah. At least you came.” She laughed, a bitter laugh, but a laugh nonetheless. “I guess I'm lucky—I got to meet the only real Guests we'll ever have."
Scrornuck decided it was time to change the subject. “What else was in the message?"
"Something about McGinn's residences—the two we knew about, and also something called the Darklord Castle Ride Complex."
"The Captain said the Orb was at a place called Darklord Castle,” Nalia said.
Jape nodded and scanned the remainder of the file. “There's no reference to where it is. Nalia, do your people have any stories about castles?"
"None that I've heard."
Jape stabbed several buttons and sighed. “We'll put the crypto teams on this, but I hate waiting."
"We should be able to find it,” Scrornuck said. “You can't just hide a castle."
"No, you can't hide something that big...” Jape stopped, his bottomless blue eyes staring to the northwest as though peering right through the mountain. Suddenly he stabbed at the softscroll's buttons, calling up the map. “Unless you've got something really big to hide it behind!” He stuck his finger down with finality. “It's there. It's got to be."
Nalia looked at the map. “The Perpetual Storm?"
Jape nodded. “You said that storm's been there since the beginning of time. Natural storms don't last that long—it's got to be artificial. And UniFlag wouldn't build an artificial dust storm unless it was part of a big attraction.” He pointed to the hourglass shape that indicated the purple ring's measurements. “Look at this. I thought it was a phasing problem, because it points away from the light in the tower. But really, it was pointing right at the dust storm.” He smiled, the satisfied smile of one who'd just cracked a hard problem. “That's where the Orb is."
Scrornuck's train of thought was on a different track. “Darklord Castle Ride Complex?"
"Don't get your hopes up,” Jape warned. “The rides might not have been installed, and even if they were, they probably won't work after all this time.” His voice trailed off. “Rides?” He called up an earlier report. “Technolepathy was a ride simulator? By McGinn's time everybody knew they didn't work..."
Scrornuck was perplexed. He knew and loved amusement-park rides, but ... “A ride simulator? What the heck is that?"
"Have a seat,” Jape said, patting a flat-topped stone. “I'll show you.” He formed the softscroll into a rigid semicircle and placed it in front of Scrornuck's face. “Now watch closely and hang on tight."
The scroll lit up, showing a panorama of sky, ground, and rapid movement, as if Scrornuck were flying. He quickly discovered that by leaning forward, back and to the sides he could guide his virtual airplane through turns, rolls and loops. With a whoop of delight, he “flew” through faster, tighter aerobatics, until he finally lost his balance, fell off the stone and sent the scroll skittering across the gravel. “Wow!” he cried, “I want to do it again!"
"I don't get it,” Nalia said. She had been kneeling behind Scrornuck, looking over his shoulder with an increasingly puzzled expression. “It was just a picture."
"What do you mean, just a picture? It was real!"
"To you,” Jape said. “But not to Nalia, or to me; we just see it as a picture on a screen. A couple hundred years ago, simulators were a big thing in my world. People used them for everything from training to games to virtual tourism. But over the next few generations, people lost the ability to see simulations as real. By the time McGinn worked at UniFlag, ride simulators had been a dead issue for twenty years. It's odd that he was working on one.” He glanced at his watch and stuck the scroll into his cape. “We should be on our way."
They marched down to the beach, where Jape looked carefully into the distance and pointed to a barely visible boulder on the far side of the ice. “Our gear is by that rock.” He scanned the lake's surface until he spotted an ice-grooming machine a few hundred feet away. “Mister Saughblade, can you mess up the ice a bit?"
Kicking some pebbles and sand ahead for traction, Scrornuck carefully walked about twenty feet from shore and hacked a few random holes in the ice.
"That's enough!” Jape called. “Our ride's coming!” Scrornuck followed Jape's pointing arm and saw that the ice-grooming machine was moving purposefully toward him. Jape led Nalia onto the lake and the two danced in circles around the machine, baiting their prey like a pair of bullfighters. The little wheeled box veered and spun, trying to keep away from them, but eventually Nalia got squarely in its path and jammed her short sword into the ice, blocking the machine's movement. As it sat, wheels spinning helplessly, Jape pressed his softscroll against its backside. The scroll stuck in place, and the machine became docile and cooperative.
"Saddle up,” Jape called, patting the top of the little box.
Scrornuck plopped himself on top of the machine, being careful to sweep his kilt underneath him before sitting. Even insulated by the kilt, the machine's metal case was freezing. “I hope this thing moves fast,” he said.
"Fast enough,” Jape said. He and Nalia took hold of the machine and linked arms. “Softscroll, full speed ahead!” he commanded, and the three set off for the far shore at a sedate three miles an hour.
Ten minutes later, they were there. “Hello, old friend,” Scrornuck said, pulling his armored jacket from the pack and slipping into it. He wrapped his arms around himself, feeling the tape pulling on his wounds, and gave the jacket a big hug. “I am never going anywhere without you again!"
Jape looked up at the crater wall. “We're not going anywhere, period, until we find another way out of here. You're in no shape to climb this trail."
"Sure I am,” Scrornuck protested—and promptly tripped over a small rock, falling painfully onto the sand. “Well, maybe not."
As Jape scanned the cliffs for an alternative way up, Scrornuck found the cooler. There were three beers left. Feeling a thirst that the water taps on the island hadn't satisfied, he opened one and sucked it down in a few big gulps.
"Let's have a look at this leg,” Nalia said as he opened the second beer. He winced as she yanked off a strip of tape and squirted a fresh load of antiseptic goo into his wounds.
Jape returned just as Scrornuck opened the third pint. “Isn't it a little early to be hitting the bottle, Mister Saughblade?"
His thirst finally abating, Scrornuck watched the beer's head settle. “The way things have been going, it's never too early."
Jape shrugged. “Well, finish that and let's get going. There must be a lake-level exit; there's no way they'd bring Guests down a trail as treacherous as the one we took. We just have to find it."
Scrornuck hopped briskly to his feet, almost as if he was uninjured.
"Feeling better?” Jape said.
"Good as new, almost.” He hoisted the pack with one hand and plopped it into his lap as he took his seat atop the ice-grooming machine.
"Now that's some beer,” Jape said.
* * * *Pulled by the ice-grooming machine, they went around the island to the lake's far shore. There, they found an enormous statue of Spafu carved from the cliff face. “So we're going in the lizard's mouth,” Scrornuck said as they climbed the steps that led to the Dragon's head. “Does that mean we'll come out his ass?"
"I hope not,” Jape said. “I don't want to pass through his entire digestive system.” The steps led them between a pair of fangs the height of a man and into the shadows beyond. Just past the thing that dangled from the roof of the Dragon's mouth, they came to a temporary wall. Jape read the notices stapled to the plywood. “Minimum wage rules, overtime pay, vacation, sexual harassment policy.” He touched one of the papers. It crumbled to dust.
A door hung open, about eight feet square, with fragments of wood around its broken latch. As they stepped through into darkness, Jape held out his hand and a ball of light appeared.
"All right!" Scrornuck gazed with unconcealed excitement at the neatly parked line of immense yellow earthmovers. “This is our ticket out of here!” He climbed awkwardly into the cockpit of the biggest machine.
Jape was less excited. “This thing's a hundred years old—what makes you think it'll run?"
"UniFlag built stuff to last, remember?” Scrornuck reached under the driver's seat, finding a small toolbox and the remains of a T-shirt bearing a construction company's logo and the words Alpine Lake Winter Sports Complex—On Time, Under Budget. “C'mon, let's see if it'll start!"
Half an hour later, it still hadn't. Scrornuck crouched in the small space next to the earthmover's power plant, twisting yet another length of wire onto the starter. He'd scavenged the wire from one of the other machines and hooked together a dozen energy-storage cells from his boots to create a battery. In theory, the earthmover ought to start, but so far it hadn't even cranked. “Try it now!” he yelled.
Jape, sitting at the controls, pushed the black button again. “Nothing. Are you sure you can get this thing started?"
"Just a matter of time,” Scrornuck said, reversing two of the cells and re-twisting a wire.
"We've got power!” Jape called, as the gauges on the instrument panel suddenly lit up.
"One second.” Scrornuck made one more adjustment to his makeshift battery. “Hit it!"
Jape stabbed the button. The engine groaned as it cranked over for the first time in a century. Dust fell from nooks and crannies and a few sparks jumped between wires. Scrornuck felt the energy cells in his hand grow warm, then hot, almost too hot to hold. “Come on,” he whispered, “don't make me walk...” The starter's groan rose in pitch, becoming a hum and then almost a whine. “Fire in the hole!” He pulled on the throttle linkage, and with a sudden roar and a cloud of smoke from its exhaust stack the ancient turbine came to life. After a minute of ominous shaking and a few frightening blasts of flame from the air intakes, the engine settled down to a smooth rumble. “All right! I knew she'd run!” He eased his way forward and elbowed Jape out of the driver's seat. “I get to drive!"
"Do you know how to operate one of these?"
"I'll learn!” Scrornuck flipped switches on the control panel until the earthmover's headlights flooded the tunnel with light. He mashed the clutch and yanked the shift lever, and after a few seconds of awful graunching noises the aged transmission went into gear.
"Yee-haw!” he shouted as the machine lurched forward, seemingly with a destination of its own in mind. Jape and Nalia held on for dear life as Scrornuck struggled with a steering wheel that kept trying to pull itself out of his hands. After several seconds, a hydraulic pump made an ugly groan, settled down to a smooth whine, and the power steering consented to work.
At the earthmover's top speed of twenty miles an hour, it took about three minutes to get through the tunnel. The far end was blocked by another wooden wall, with an open door that was ludicrously small compared to the machine. “Are you planning to stop?” Jape shouted, struggling to be heard over the roar of the engine.
"Haven't figured that out yet!” They ducked behind the dashboard, and in a cloud of dust and splinters the earthmover crashed through the wall into daylight. As he fought to keep the machine on the path, knocking a chunk from a monorail-support tower, Scrornuck looked over his shoulder and called, “Well, did we?"
"Did we what?” Nalia shouted back.
"Did we come out the lizard's ass?"
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap25]
Chapter Twenty"Pray for My World""Look at all this stuff,” Scrornuck said, eyeing the well-stocked shelves of the Camp Five Trading Post. They'd followed the line of concrete towers down around the mountain, at one point crashing the earthmover through another locked gate, and reached this small store just in time for dinner. “Where does it all come from?"
"I told you,” Nalia said. “These things are the Gifts of Spafu."
"And I told you,” Scrornuck said, “the lizard's just—aha!" Something more important than theology caught his eye. “They've got a shower!” He pointed to a stall in a corner of the store. “And a laundry!” He undid the first buckle of his jacket. “Jape, I need..."
Jape sniffed and held his nose. “Do you ever.” He reached into his purse, coming up with a handful of copper coins.
Scrornuck limped outside to the earthmover, returning with the dirty laundry and a change of clothing. He started the washer and ducked into the shower booth, where he quickly undressed and tossed his filthy kilt, shirt and jacket over the partition. “Throw these in the machine, too,” he said, “and if you need me, call."
Jape laughed. “I can see it now: you come running out of there butt-naked..."
"Just stay where I can hear you.” Scrornuck shoved a copper piece into the shower's coin slot. The hot water quickly relaxed the sore knots in his back and legs as it sent the grime of the last few days down the drain. He carefully peeled back the tape over a cut in his leg. The wound felt gritty, as if dust had blown into it. He scrubbed harder, ignoring the stinging as the shower sprayed directly into the cut, but no matter what he did he still felt some sort of grit. Giving up with this wound, he tried another, finding the same thing. After more examination, he found that while his wounds were free of infection and appeared to be healing rapidly, they all contained some sort of grit that wouldn't wash out.
He dried off and wrung the better part of the water from his hair before slipping on his last clean shirt and setting about the task of pleating and donning the great plaid, a task that took several minutes in the tiny stall.
"Well,” Jape said as Scrornuck stepped out, “at least you smell better."
"Like a wet dog?"
"Like my wet dog.” Nalia said, planting a pretty serious kiss.
Jape rolled his eyes and opened his mouth to complain, but an electronic ping cut him off. “What the...” He glanced at the Traveler hanging from his belt. A yellow light flashed as it made another, more insistent ping. “Would you look at that,” he said softly. “A time-displacer's operating somewhere close by. Something—or somebody—has just arrived from another world."
"I thought you Rangers were the only ones who did that,” Nalia said.
"We're supposed to be the only ones doing it.” Jape studied the display and pointed to the back of the store. “This way."
They hurried to the back of the store, where a burly, round-faced man stood in front of a door that led to the store room. “And where are you going?” he demanded, pointing to the sign that read Employees Only.
Jape quickly reached into his purse. “Two gold pieces says we're temporary employees."
The shopkeeper did a double-take and said, “You're hired.” He watched as Jape followed the Traveler's readings through the dingy back room, past boxes of merchandise, sacks of flour, and a small-scale beer-brewing machine. In time they came to a large, stainless-steel cabinet bearing the UniFlag logo, complete with its image of Spafu.
"Wow.” Jape walked around the side of the cabinet and pointed to small, shiny plaque that identified it as a General Temporatics Model D952 Fixed-Field Temporal Displacer. “I said UniFlag thought big, but this...” He turned to the shopkeeper. “Would you be so kind as to explain to my friends what this does?"
The shopkeeper scratched his head at the odd request. “Well,” he said, “every morning I tell the Dragon what I'll be needing.” He pointed to a grill on the side of the cabinet. “And in the evening, when the light goes on, I open the door, and the Gifts have arrived.” Since the light was on, he opened the door, exposing several large chunks of refrigerated meat, along with fruits, sacks of flour, and a couple cases of those magical beer bottles, ready to be filled by the brewing machine.
"The Gifts of Spafu.” Nalia's voice mixed reverence and surprise. “I thought they only arrived at the Temple."
The shopkeeper laughed and pointed at Scrornuck. “That's why we can serve this guy. We know all about what he did in Taupeaquaah, but we're not dependent on Rosaiah for our supplies. We'll serve anybody we please!"
Scrornuck stared at the cabinet. “I'm lost."
"It's the supply system, Mister Saughblade,” Jape said, resting a hand on the cabinet. “UniFlag didn't want their Guests to see farms, factories, trucks running up and down the roads, anything that would dilute the magic. They must have built a whole second world to supply this one. And then they set up these little Travelers to bring stuff in. Magnificent, just magnificent..."
"If that box goes to another world,” Nalia said, “I want to see it. C'mon, let's go."
Jape shook his head. “These are cargo models. They aren't designed to carry anything living."
"That's convenient,” she retorted. “You keep trying to tell me these things aren't the gift of a god at all..."
"What's this?” the shopkeeper demanded. “Somebody's speaking blasphemy at the Gift Altar?"
"Uh, no,” Jape said quickly. “Wouldn't dream of it.” He started back toward the public part of the store. “Thanks for showing us. Now let's get some dinner. I'm hungry."
"You and me both!” Scrornuck agreed.
They enjoyed a fish dinner with wine at a picnic table next to the earthmover. After dinner, Scrornuck laid his boots on the table and carefully set a dozen new energy cells in a neat row next to them. “Gotta be careful,” he said, noticing Nalia's interest. “These things store a lot of power.” He pointed to a black, scorched area on one boot. “Once I put one in backwards. It shorted out and caught fire.” He pointed to a rough burn-scar about the size of a gold piece on his right leg. “Lucky for me it was almost empty. If it had had a full charge it would have blown my leg off."
He carefully aligned the new cells, checking their polarity once, twice, three times before slipping them into pockets on the boots. The last cell in place, he slipped the boots on, stood and wiggled his toes. The boots responded by unrolling up around his knees to grip his lower thighs. He did a small test jump, onto the fender of the earthmover. “Long as I'm up here,” he muttered, and climbed back to the engine compartment. His makeshift battery looked pretty sad: several of the cells were bulging and pitted, the result of overloads and arcing. Still, when he touched two wires together he got a fat spark. There was enough juice to start the machine at least one more time.
He dropped from the fender and made a perfect landing next to Nalia. “Good as new,” he said. “All they need now is a little sun."
"Sun?"
"These things are magic,” he said, pointing to the blue-black squares that covered much of the boots. “They capture the sunlight, and the cells hold onto it until I want to make a jump. But these are new cells, and they're pretty empty. A few hours of sunshine and they'll be all ready to go."
* * * *As the red and purple of sunset faded to black, the proprietors of the little store and the few travelers who'd be camping this night gathered for small talk by the parked earthmover. Eventually the conversation turned to the situation in Taupeaquaah. “No doubt about it,” one remarked, “things are getting strange. Some folks say it's the end of the world."
Jape's ears perked up. “What's happening?"
"Well, first the Perpetual Storm up and ended. Just like that, it was gone. The dust settled in less than an hour, and you'd never believe what was at the middle of it.” He leaned a little closer and whispered, “My throat's getting a little dry.” Scrornuck shoved a beer into the traveler's hand, and he continued. “The dust settles, and there's this big black castle! It's got a tower in the middle, almost as high as City Hall. And when the sun went down last night, there was this weird purple light around the top of the tower.” Scrornuck nodded as Jape's lips formed the word “Orb."
"Then there were the kidnappings. It was bad enough when the Squatters were disappearing, but last night raiders went through the city and kidnapped close to a hundred people."
"These raiders,” Jape asked, “what were they wearing?"
"All black armor—including black helmets that covered their faces. Some people said the armor had an image of the Friendly Dragon pressed into it, and now the priests can't decide if we should fight them or accept them as the second coming of Spafu's Helpers. The Guards can't do squat against them. Rumor says the Guard Captain was kidnapped—nobody's seen her for days. The Mayor's telling everybody to keep calm—not that they're listening—and this morning he announced he's raising an army. He wants at least a thousand men, says they'll attack the castle Friday morning. I don't know about you, but I'm getting away from town for a while..."
Whatever more he might have said was lost in the roar of the earthmover's engine. With a loud graunch of gears, the machine lurched forward, made a hard turn and headed north.
The traveler stared as the machine disappeared into the darkness. “Damn, the least you could have done was bought me another drink."
* * * *Illuminated by the nearly full moon and the flickering campfire, the earthmover looked like a mythical beast sleeping on the hillside, waiting for the morning sun to awaken it. Scrornuck knew better—he'd driven the thing too hard and burned up its transmission. Tomorrow was going to be a long, tough walk.
And tonight was going to be a long, tough night. Despite Scrornuck's best efforts to keep him away from the beer, Jape was getting righteously shitfaced, sinking into a soggy blue funk. Worse, his depression was spreading to Nalia as she sat by the fire listening to him mumble.
Scrornuck sat on a log, directly opposite Jape, looking through the flames at his partner's glum expression. He let his fingers rest on the Setron's grip, and as he watched Jape finish another beer, he felt the instrument suggesting a song. “I think we need some music,” he said.
Jape opened another longneck. “Trying to improve my attitude?"
"Couldn't hurt.” Scrornuck played the soft, lilting Irish ballad that Jape had asked for the previous Friday night. Maybe it was the beer, or the song, or perhaps that tiny twang buried in the harmony. Whatever, by the time he finished, Jape looked like he just might make it through the night.
Scrornuck put the instrument down and looked into the Ranger's deep blue eyes. “I think you have something you want to tell us."
Jape stared into the fire. “I'm not sure you'll want to hear it."
"All the more reason to tell us. Now, repeat after me: once upon a time..."
"Once upon a time.” Jape ran his hand through his hair, struggling to find words. “Once upon a time—three years, three months and three days, ago, it was. I got an urgent message ordering me to Time Stream STC274, to back up Abe Matthews.” He paused, half-smiling, a sort of wistful, nostalgic grin.
"Abe Matthews,” Scrornuck said. “Was he the guy who filed those six word reports?"
Jape nodded. “Abe was never one for paperwork. But he was a legend among the Rangers, a brilliant improviser, at home in impossible situations. When they summoned me to assist him, I felt a little honored. At the same time I was scared—if he needed help, the situation had to be bad.” He paused for some beer, a normal-sized drink rather than a huge gulp, Scrornuck noted.
"The situation was beyond bad. The people of this world were slaves, serving a dictator who called himself ‘Dolph the Eighth.’ Soldiers walked the streets, watching everything and everybody, and rumor had it Dolph could make his elite guards, the Storm Troopers, do his bidding just by thinking about it. There were three days left before the stream crossing, and my ring was already a bright red.
"Abe had a plan: he was going to overthrow Dolph, bring down his government and set the people free, and he assured me that would turn the ring green again."
"I thought you said stream crossings involved volcanoes, earthquakes and stuff like that,” Nalia protested. “How can overthrowing a government prevent them?"
"I haven't really explained stream crossings, have I?” Jape paused for a moment to think. “Let me see,” he said, bringing his hands together and slowly moving them apart. “All the time streams wander around in a space that has no name. At first, right after they split, they tend to move further apart, but in time the strange attraction draws them back together, and when they meet—” He clapped his hands together noisily. “That's the crossing: for an instant the two are again one. If there's an irresolvable paradox, something that's got to be this way in one world and that way in the other, then bad things happen.” He stopped to take a small sip of his beer.
"The paradoxes aren't what you'd expect,” Jape continued, setting down the bottle. “Big things often don't cause any problem. For example, the City of Taupeaquaah doesn't exist in my world—at least not on a summer afternoon in the ninth century—but nothing in my world's history depends on it not being there. When the streams cross, the buffalo will see something strange, but they'll forget in a few seconds."
"But the Orb...” she began, pointing at Jape's ring.
He glanced at the angry red jewel and nodded. “For whatever reason—and I suppose we'll find out when we get to Darklord Castle—the Orb can't exist in the ninth century in my world, not even for an instant.
"Anyway, back to Dolph—about two hundred years ago, my world went through a terrible war that lasted six years and killed millions. Dolph's ancestors were from the side that lost the war. A century later, some of their descendents and followers split off a new time stream, brought in advanced weapons, won the war and went on to conquer their world. Of course, this didn't change the history of my world—Dolph's side had lost the war. So, when the present of Dolph's world crossed the past of mine, two opposite things would have to be true at once."
"Ow.” Nalia rubbed her temples. “This gives me more of a headache than the grandfather thing."
"It does the same for Mother Nature, and she responds with earthquakes, fires, floods, storms, plagues. That's why we have to resolve these paradoxes before the streams cross. This, Abe believed, meant bringing down Dolph's government.” He paused to take a very small sip of his beer. “Abe had worked himself into a position of trust with access to Dolph, but he was under suspicion from the Storm Troopers. I was more flexible, so Abe blackmailed a minor official and got me assigned to taste Dolph's food."
"Taste his food?” Nalia asked. “Why? Did he have special tastes?"
"To make sure it wasn't poisoned. Dolph had taken power by slitting his uncle's throat, and there were plenty of rivals looking for a way to kill him and take his place, so he needed a taster."
"Nasty,” she said, shuddering slightly.
Jape nodded. “Nasty world. Anyway, a power shift in the palace put Abe under house arrest. I'm not a good improviser, Abe wasn't able to give me instructions, so I got in touch with Ranger Control. They suggested I slip Dolph a drug that would make him passive and obedient. It was...” He paused to look it up on the softscroll. “Yes, the same stuff Tremmlowe used on you. Not surprising; it's a good, reliable medication for this purpose. The plan was to sneak it into Dolph's food, and once he was suggestible Abe and I would maneuver him into dissolving his government."
This struck Scrornuck as an awfully round-about approach. “This guy was evil—why didn't you just poison his dinner and get it over with?"
Jape shook his head. “The experts at Control thought killing him would be a bad idea; he'd just be followed by another Supreme Leader. To resolve the paradox, we had to bring down the institution, not just the man."
Scrornuck nodded. “I guess that's why you're the Ranger. I'd have just whacked the guy."
"You have your own talents, Mister Saughblade.” Jape lifted his beer, looked across the mouth of the bottle at Scrornuck, and then set it down as if thinking better of having another drink. “I hopped to another world to get the pills, took the antidote, slipped the drug into Dolph's breakfast and waited for it to do its job.
"It didn't work the way we expected. Instead of becoming obedient and passive, he became more aggressive. At noon the next day, less than an hour before the streams would cross, he had us both brought to his command bunker for an interrogation.
"He seemed to already know what we were up to, and after screaming at us for a while, he stood us against the wall and said, ‘Never mind the firing squad—I'm going to execute you right here.’ Then he took this huge gun from one of the Storm Troopers and pointed it at me. I checked my timepiece—it was barely two minutes before the crossing. There was nothing more we could do. I shouted to Abe that it was time to bail, found a world I could reach, and just as Dolph squeezed the trigger I got out of there. Just in time, too.” He pulled back his sleeve and pointed to a small, perfectly healed scar just above his left wrist. “First bullet winged me."
Nalia looked at the scar. “Wow, that was close."
Jape nodded. “Too close. The only world I could reach was that smoky hell-hole. I just about coughed myself to death, walking twenty miles before I could jump to a safe world. I hopped through a half-dozen others before I got to one that could treat this wound properly.
"Three days later I tried to see what had happened. There wasn't a single time stream with a stable surface connection to 274. I ended up dropping from a flying machine up in the air of a safe world, did the jump to 274 in mid-air, and saw what I could while I was falling. Almost got myself killed—there were terrible storms there, and I was being blown all over the sky. Then I jumped back to the safe world and opened my parachute just in time to make a landing. I was only on 274 for a couple minutes, but I saw enough to know Abe was dead. The world was tearing itself apart from the inside, with earthquakes, storms, fires, volcanoes. Nothing could live there."
"Except for your friend, it sounds like they deserved it,” Nalia said. “Killing each other left and right just to see who could be the big boss? An army of slaves? What a rotten world."
"Maybe, but there were a lot of innocent people in that world, people who had been enslaved by Dolph and his followers. They didn't deserve their fate. And, sad to say, the story's not over."
He picked up his beer, and this time took a long drink. “Seventeen years ago something happened. We call it the Great Vanishing.” His voice dropped to a near-whisper. “I remember it like it was yesterday. Millions simply disappeared: people who had gone to sleep with a loved one woke up to an empty bed, parents found their children gone, as if they'd never been born, children who'd gone to sleep with two parents woke up orphans.
"At first, people thought it was a plague, or some kind of attack. Some even thought it was the ‘rapture’ predicted by their religion. In time, we discovered the truth: the first major stream crossing, the Safari World disaster, had sent a disturbance rattling up through my world's past. It took a century to reach our present, and when it did, twenty-one million people either disappeared or died. I lost a brother and two cousins. That's why I volunteered for the Rangers—I wanted to make sure nothing like that ever happened again. And on Dolph's world, I failed. The timequake from 274's stream crossing will hit my world around four in the morning."
"Do you have any idea how bad it'll be?” Nalia asked.
Jape shook his head. “Some people don't think anything will happen at all. Right after we Rangers set out, my people put up a barrier in the space with no name, so that it's no longer possible to travel back in time from my world. The idea was to keep people from going into the past and splitting off new time streams. According to theory, if no new time streams get created, eventually the space with no name will settle down and there won't be any more crossings.” He sighed. “Of course, nobody can predict just when that'll be. It could be tomorrow, a year from now, or it might not come for centuries.” He drained his beer and belched. “Excuse me. Anyway, some people think this barrier will keep the timequake from reaching my world's present. I think they're dreaming. The stream crossing was bad, and I expect the timequake to be bad, too—maybe so bad that my world won't survive."
"It has to survive,” Scrornuck said. “We've worked too hard for it to all go up in smoke now."
Jape sighed and opened another beer. “I wish things worked that way, but too often they don't. It could be that everything the Rangers have done was for nothing, because of this one mistake.” He attempted to chug his beer. It landed in his belly with a sickening splash, filling his stomach with gas, and he practically gagged it back up again.
"Time to get some sleep.” Scrornuck took the half-empty bottle from Jape's hand. “If you stay up, you'll just drink yourself into being sick. I'll keep watch."
Jape nodded, looking a little green. “You take such good care of me, Mister Saughblade.” He got up, a bit unsteadily, and Scrornuck quickly rose and took his arm. About halfway to the tent, Jape stopped. “Can I ask you to do one more thing for me?"
"You name it."
"Pray for my world. It's going to need all the help it can get."
* * * *"Poor guy,” Nalia said, as Jape cried out yet again as he relived the destruction of STC274 in his dreams. “He's really taking this hard. I'm trying not to listen to his thoughts, but it's hard not to feel his guilt."
Scrornuck looked up from the Setron and nodded. “I think it's tougher for him than it is for me."
"Oh?"
"It wasn't hard for me to leave my home and become his Protector. Life was short and hard in my world. I was young and didn't have much of a family or many friends. Jape left his family and a comfortable life to become a Ranger. For seventeen years he's been risking his life to clean up the mess his ancestors made."
"Seventeen years? But you're only..."
"Twenty-two, I know. But I've only been with him for three years. I'm not his first Protector."
"What happened to the others?"
Scrornuck shrugged. “We've never talked about it. They died, I guess. It's a dangerous business.” He sniffed Jape's half-finished beer and poured it out. It smelled of sour stomach. “You know, he can't go home until he's finished his mission. That barrier they put up, it means that once he goes back to his world he can never leave it again. So he's missed seventeen years of his family. The son who was a baby when he started this job is about ready to get married and move away. And who knows how long this'll go on? He might live to a ripe old age and still never get to go home."
"He must really love his world."
"His world, yours too, and the others. He loves them all.” Scrornuck returned his attention to the Setron, closing his eyes, squeezing its grip gently, feeling the messages it returned as it taught him yet another trick. Nalia watched him intently, and after a while he felt like he was under a microscope. “Waiting for something?"
"Jape asked you to pray for his world. I want to see how you do it."
"I thought you're a Spafuist."
"I am. I'm just curious. I've told you all about the Dragon, but you haven't told me anything about your religion."
"It's a long story."
"We've got all night."
"All right.” He tugged at his beard and looked up at the fat, silvery moon as he pulled the story together. “Once upon a time, not long after the world began, there were two naked people in a garden..."
The moon had crossed a fair chunk of the sky by the time Scrornuck finished his story, saying, “and we all live happily forever after."
Nalia sat in silence for the better part of a minute. “That,” she said at last, “is the craziest thing I've ever heard!"
"Isn't it?” He nodded cheerfully. “That's how I know it's true."
"So you're crazy, too."
"Could be. Anyway, you wanted to see a prayer. Here goes.” He stood up, squeezed the Setron's grip, and played a loud, raucous song. He couldn't come close to hitting the high notes, and as he finished, he saw Nalia doubled up with laughter. “Was I that bad?"
"You're no soprano."
"No kidding. This song was originally performed by a woman. She hit the high notes a lot better than I do."
"A woman? Play it again, then. Let me try to hit those high notes."
"You can learn a song just by hearing it once?"
"Sure. Can't you?"
Scrornuck shrugged and played. Sure enough, Nalia remembered the words, remembered the music, and perfectly hit the high notes that he couldn't. He happily sang the deeper harmonies and played more elaborate solos. When the song ended, they both found themselves with big, broad grins on their faces.
"Woo, that was fun!” Nalia did a little pirouette before sitting on her sleeping bag. “Your religion is crazy. But the songs are sure fun!"
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Chapter Twenty-One"The Snake's Been Here All Along""Sixty-one million.” Jape rubbed his aching head with one hand, clutched his coffee cup with the other, and tried to balance the softscroll in his lap as he read. “Sixty million direct disappearances, plus another million who died when bridges and buildings disappeared around them."
Scrornuck fetched the coffee-pot. Jape was going to need it. “What about your family?"
"They're fine, thank heaven. But sixty-one million...” After a moment of silent mourning, he drained his cup and allowed Scrornuck to refill it. “Well, it could have been worse. My world's banged up, but it's still there, so we still have work to do. Let's check the other messages.” He tapped some more buttons. “Aha, what's this—records of an extremely confidential UniFlag board meeting including one Brian Paul McGinn. Matches history, time stream creation, worship of corporate trademarks. Caution: contents of this record may be unsettling. What the hell does that mean? Well, let's find out. Mister Saughblade, would you set up the show?"
Scrornuck took the softscroll. At the touch of a button it became a rigid, flat screen, which he leaned against a log. “We need some popcorn,” he said, sitting down next to Nalia.
"Scroll, play," Jape commanded, and a caption appeared on a black background: EXECUTIVE CONFERENCE ROOM A, JANUARY 14, 2125 C.E. The scene shifted to a large, sunlit room dominated by a long, polished oak table. Only four of the many high-backed leather chairs around the table were occupied. A middle-aged, slightly balding man sat across from a somewhat nervous-looking woman holding a sheaf of papers. Labels on the screen identified them as B. PAUL McGINN, GRAND TAUPEAQUAAH PROJECT ARCHITECT and GEORGETTE CLINTON, DIVISION 451 SOFTWARE LEAD.
Jape leaned forward slightly. “So we finally get to see what the mysterious Mister McGinn looked like."
"Not much,” Nalia said dismissively.
"Don't judge him by his looks. These corporate guys are sharks."
"Who's the old guy?” Scrornuck pointed to a frail-looking black man seated at the head of the table.
As if answering his question, another label appeared: CORNELL JACKSON III, UNIFLAG CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER. “Must be a really important meeting,” Jape said. A final label appeared under the fourth participant, a short-haired man wearing a goatee and a snappy business suit: FRANZ J. NIEDEMEYER, LEGAL AND ETHICS DIVISION. “The legal advisor? This gets more and more interesting..."
"Looks like they pulled an all-nighter,” Scrornuck said. The CEO needed a shave, the woman's hair was snarled as though she'd spent the night winding her fingers through it, and McGinn's suit was rumpled, his tie loose. Only the lawyer looked like someone who hadn't spent the night wrestling with major problems.
"Let's get down to business,” Jackson began abruptly. “What the hell happened yesterday?"
After an awkward silence, McGinn spoke in a weary voice. “We had a technical problem with the groundbreaking."
"A technical problem?" The CEO's voice was surprisingly strong for such a frail-looking man. “That's what you call this?” The scene abruptly shifted to a surveillance-camera view of a small village, a cluster of conical tents around a fire. People of various ages, dressed in beaded and fringed leather, went about their business. A digital timer counted down in one corner of the picture. When it reached zero, the image froze and returned to the conference room. “This is when you pushed the button, correct?"
McGinn nodded nervously. “Ten in the morning, exactly. I issued a command to the pyroviruses, to activate at ten a.m. plus fifteen seconds.” He looked pointedly at Georgette, who seemed to be melting into her chair. “They were supposed to activate synchronously at that time."
"Let's see what actually happened,” Jackson said. The scene returned to the village, and the timer now counted up—five seconds, ten seconds, thirty seconds, a minute. Nothing visible happened.
Pyrovirus? Scrornuck puzzled over the strange word. Pyro—fire. And virus—"Oh, shit!"
When the timer read two minutes, one of the villagers screamed. His left arm smoked, then his sleeve burst into flames, seemingly heated from within—the man's own body appeared to be on fire. As he rolled on the ground, struggling to extinguish the blaze, another villager shrieked and collapsed, his legs blistering and smoking as though something burned inside them. Nalia's jaw dropped. Her mouth moved, unable to form words, as she watched her recurring nightmare come to hideous life.
"Softscroll, halt!" Jape shouted. The scroll went black. Trembling, sweating, he turned to face Nalia. She stared into his eyes, a cold, unblinking, angry stare. Her eyes seemed to glow with a purplish-white light. Jape's hands shook uncontrollably. He dropped his coffee-cup. It landed with a dull thud. “Help me,” he croaked.
Scrornuck put a hand on Nalia's shoulder and shook her, hard. She ignored him. “Let him go, Nalia,” he said. She ignored this, too. Against his will, instinct guided his hand to Ol’ Red. Let him go, Nalia, he thought. Please, let him go! The sword's blade leaped out, short and deadly. “Let him go!” he shouted, and still Nalia kept her eyes unblinkingly fixed on Jape's. The edge of the sword's blade squirmed as it touched Nalia's throat, and a tiny trickle of blood appeared. “Nalia, let him go,” he screamed, knowing what must happen next. "Please!"
She blinked, and the spell shattered. Jape collapsed. Nalia looked up at Scrornuck, her brown eyes wide with terror. His sword fell to the dirt with a soft thunk, and he wrapped his arms around Jape, trying to control the Ranger's shivering. Nalia slowly backed away, turned and ran.
Scrornuck draped his plaid over Jape's shoulders and poured a fresh cup of coffee. Jape took it greedily, spilling much as he attempted to drink with trembling hands. By the time he'd emptied the cup, he could speak again. “I think you just saved my life. She's stronger—she could have ripped my mind apart.” He turned his hand over and looked at his rings. The blue one now glowed steadily. “She's the one,” he said, his voice ragged. “You've got to bring her back."
"After what she almost did?” Scrornuck refilled the cup.
Jape promptly drained it. “We have to take that risk."
"I'm here.” Nalia stood ten feet away—just out of Ol’ Red's range, Scrornuck realized. Tears streaked her face, and there was a dribble of drying blood on her throat. “I didn't have anywhere else to go."
"You heard what I said about you?” Jape asked.
She nodded and spoke in a dull voice. “I have a great power, and I can't control it. I didn't want to hurt you, but when you stopped the scroll, I had to know...” She paused, her lips trembling. “I wasn't dreaming, was I?"
"I think your dreams are a memory, passed down from your ancestors."
She sat on the log and stared at the blank scroll. “Why did those people burn up?"
"McGinn used the word ‘pyrovirus,'” Scrornuck said. “I think it's a made-up word for an infection that makes a lot of heat."
Jape took a deep breath. “And it appears Mister McGinn deliberately infected these people.” He looked at Nalia's nervous eyes. “We have to watch the rest of this. Do you think you can?"
"I need to know."
"Then let's do it. Scroll, resume!"
The gruesome scene continued for another seven minutes, the villagers falling to the ground, screaming in pain as parts of their bodies steamed, smoked, and burned. The few survivors, all children, wandered around in shock, staring at the charred lumps that had been their parents and siblings.
The view returned to the conference room. Jackson's icy stare seemed to nail McGinn to his seat. “You said this would be quick, clean, painless. What the hell went wrong?"
"Georgette,” McGinn said softly, “could you explain the nature of the problem?"
During the gruesome show, the software manager had slid down in her seat until she nearly disappeared behind her stack of papers. She straightened up slightly as she spoke. “It was, uh, a timing glitch. The pyrovirus software was designed to activate in perfect synchronization. To prevent loss of synch due to transmission delays over a thousand-mile range, the activation process was a forward-referenced command rather than an instantaneous order—the viruses were commanded to activate at a specific time, and their internal clocks were synchronized to the picosecond.” She seemed to draw confidence from the jargon. “To meet Mister McGinn's needs, we made changes to the underlying platform software—here."
An elaborate chart filled the screen, lines and nodes linked in an impossibly complex pattern. Most were white, a few blood-red. “The changes introduced a memory-leak problem; after about seventy-six hours of waiting for an activation command, the software would experience a buffer overrun, here." A red circle appeared around a knot in the graph. “This was a new error-handling leg, and it failed to reclaim all the lost memory. As a result, the buffer overrun recurred after another six hours, then one hour, then seventeen minutes, and so on.” Another chart appeared, a line with spikes that grew increasingly close together. “By the end, some viruses encountered buffer overruns every four minutes. Each overrun introduced several seconds of delay into clock-servicing.” Yet another chart appeared, this one showing a red wedge labeled SYNC ERROR that steadily widened from left to right. “As a result, viruses that had been deployed for five days had up to nine minutes of clock error, randomly distributed."
McGinn's face replaced the chart. “Take away the buzzwords and it boils down to this,” he said. “Instead of firing at the same instant as they were supposed to, the pyroviruses ignited over a nine-minute period."
Jackson focused his cold gaze on Georgette. “Why wasn't this found in testing?"
She shifted uneasily in her chair and inspected her papers. “The plan called for activation within forty-eight hours of deployment. Therefore, our standard test runs were seventy-two hours—a fifty percent margin. In practice, some of the viruses were deployed five full days before they were activated."
"And why was that?"
It was McGinn's turn to squirm. “Weather problems—we were releasing the viruses from low-flying aircraft, and a persistent front kept raising severe storms."
Georgette jumped on the chance to drop the blame on somebody else. “Five days instead of two—you went far beyond the shelf-life you'd asked us to guarantee..."
"I didn't expect your software to forget what time it was!"
"We told you that your requirements meant platform changes, and we asked for a six-week slip. You insisted on using the pre-release version to hold to your schedule—"
"Enough!” Jackson silenced the two. “We're not here to assign blame—in the end it's my responsibility, anyway.” He paused in thought. “Perhaps this is a sign. I am half-inclined to abandon the Grand Taupeaquaah project, have this world sealed up and let it be forgotten..."
McGinn bristled at the suggestion. “That's not an option. Shareholders would demand to know why we abandoned a major development immediately after the groundbreaking, especially given the amount invested in the supply world."
"Yes, yes, you're right. There would be an investigation. And it would be a public relations nightmare if these recordings got out."
For the first time, the lawyer spoke. “It could be far worse than that. Depending on one's interpretation of the law, this company may be guilty of murder."
McGinn and Georgette stiffened. Jackson simply sighed. “I was concerned about that possibility when we first approved the mass-termination groundbreaking plan."
Niedemeyer shook his head emphatically. “Mister McGinn's plan was legally and ethically sound. It is well established that terminations involved in a grandfather paradox are not legally or ethically murders, as the ancestor being terminated continues to live in the past of our time stream and never exists in the newly created one. As I explained at our previous meeting, as long as the terminations are simultaneous and instantaneous, a mass termination is legally and ethically equivalent to a single termination. Further, the plan eliminated the ethically questionable need for UniFlag to forcibly relocate the aboriginal population.
"The problem is strictly in the timing—the two million terminations occurred across a period of nine minutes. We believe that the actual groundbreaking took place around the two-minute mark, when the first of Mister McGinn's direct ancestors died. At that point, at least a million aboriginals came into existence in the new stream, only to die—rather unpleasantly, I fear—over the next five minutes.” He folded his hands neatly. “There is a good chance that a jury would find this to be murder."
Jackson let his face drop into his hands. “We're not just murderers. We're mass murderers, on a scale the world hasn't seen in centuries.” After a moment, he straightened up, again all business. “Understand this, everybody—we are dealing with the survival of the company, and very possibly our own freedom. We must keep this incident quiet. Paul, how many employees witnessed the groundbreaking?"
"Fewer than fifty."
"That's manageable. Turn their names over to Security, and keep them incommunicado until it has been made clear to them that they are to keep quiet."
"Done."
"Miss Clinton, I want an immediate end to all pyrovirus work. Destroy all records, particularly those involving this incident."
"I've already had them triple-encrypted..."
"I want them destroyed. This development never happened, do I make myself clear? Give Security the names of those who participated. I know how people get when projects are cancelled by executive order, and I don't want any pyrovirus developer reunions."
"Yes, sir."
"Good. Miss Clinton, you may go.” Relieved, she scooped up her papers and quickly left the room. “As for you, Paul, get back to the site, get things cleaned up, dispose of the evidence.” He looked at the ceiling, seemingly trying to see the sky beyond. “We have the blood of a million people on our hands."
"Perhaps,” McGinn retorted, “but we also have our new world, on schedule and within budget.” His voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “And as it turns out, we have a unique opportunity."
Jackson frowned. “The last opportunity you presented is the cause of this meeting."
If the comment disturbed McGinn, he did not show it. “The pyrovirus did not kill everyone. Approximately fifteen thousand children between the ages of eight and thirteen survived unharmed."
"I noticed that,” Niedemeyer said, “and I am concerned that we are legally responsible for them—especially their mental health. Yesterday's events must have been traumatic."
"And that provides our opportunity.” McGinn gestured as he spoke, as if words alone could not convey his enthusiasm. “I spent much of the night in consultation with the Anthrapps department."
"Anthrapps?” Jackson asked.
"Anthropological applications,” McGinn said, and his smile made it clear that he had enjoyed one-upping the boss. “The children need memory-replacement therapy to suppress the trauma, and help in re-establishing a self-sufficient society. UniFlag must assume the role of their parents. This is an opportunity—we can train them as the Cast members of the Grand Taupeaquaah themeworld, and train them far beyond what anyone in the business has done before.” He paused for effect. “Rather than performing their roles as Cast, they will be living them. Let me offer a simple example: everybody knows that the Cast members are just acting when they get into fights, when they duel—but what if they did it for real?"
Jackson's eyes went wide in disbelief. “You want them to kill each other in the streets?"
"Not at all—that would be bad for business. But suppose we established a culture in which differences were settled by dueling, and the duels stopped well short of serious injury—say, at the first drop of blood drawn? The Anthrapps department can do this, and it will give Taupeaquaahn society an authenticity found in no other themeworld. They'll duel—harmlessly—in the streets, because it's how they settle their differences. They'll serve the Guests because it's their purpose in life. And they'll respect the corporate symbols out of true reverence.” McGinn pointed to a framed Spafu cartoon on the wall. “They'll need a religion—a deity to worship, purpose and meaning for their lives. I propose that we give them a faith that fits our needs—one rooted in our corporate values, filled with exotic and entertaining rituals, free of inconvenient dogma like ‘money is the root of all evil.’”
Jackson gasped. “You want them to worship Spafu? He's a mascot, a cartoon!"
"And to the Cast of Grand Taupeaquaah, he will be a god."
"Employees worshiping the corporate symbols?” Jackson folded his hands in a manner that looked almost prayerful. “In a way, it's every executive's dream.” He unfolded his hands. “Franz, is this legal?"
Niedemeyer thought silently for what seemed like an eternity before nodding. “Yes, it's legal. The surviving aboriginals are not of legal age, so we can establish the corporation as their legal guardian. That will make memory-replacement therapy legal. We will provide for their physical and emotional needs, give them a proper education, all according to the law. By the time they are old enough to refuse to work for us, they'll know no other way. In that respect, it's rather elegant. However, I see a potential issue around workforce diversity, given that the population is entirely Native North American. Do you have a plan for dealing with that?"
"Diversity,” McGinn said slowly, and for an instant his expression of supreme self-confidence wavered. Then his expression suddenly brightened. “Yes, I have a plan. The absolute present of the Grand Taupeaquaah stream is currently in the eighth century. All around the world there are wars, natural disasters and other tragedies, no doubt leaving many young people orphaned. We shall simply rescue some of these unfortunates and bring them to Taupeaquaah to join the Cast."
"That will work,” the lawyer said, after a minute's consideration. “Fully legal, and it furthers UniFlag's image as a humanitarian company."
"A humanitarian company,” Jackson repeated, though there was little enthusiasm in his voice. “Good. Are there any other issues we need to consider?"
The attorney riffled through his papers. “I see a possible problem with the ‘Church of Spafu’ concept,” he said. “In the unlikely event we lose the Schultz suit—"
"This possibility is already covered,” McGinn said with a smirk. “Although, Franz, I am quite certain that with your department in charge of the defense, we will be victorious."
"Thank you for the vote of confidence.” Niedemeyer turned toward the CEO. “Then I see no legal or ethical problems with Mister McGinn's plan."
Jackson leaned back in his chair, looking like the meeting had aged him ten years. “Thank you, Franz. You may go now. I'm sure you have much to do.” As the lawyer picked up his papers and departed, the CEO turned to face McGinn. “I have a bad feeling, Paul. Something tells me I'm going to regret this decision someday."
McGinn leaned over the table, his face just inches from Jackson's. “This is our chance, Cornell, our big chance to get UniFlag back on top. Remember those days, when we owned the entertainment market? The biggest showplexes, the number-one park—and then the Dizzers came along with that damned Safari themeworld—"
"Must you use that term? DisWarner is simply a competitor."
"No. Not just a competitor.” McGinn stood, towering above Jackson, pointing his finger straight into the chairman's face. “You know your problem, Cornell? You're not hungry anymore. You've made it to the top, and you've become soft. Well, I'm still hungry. Business is war, and the Dizzers are the enemy. They damn near ran us out of business with their palm trees and striped horses. If I hadn't pulled the Olympus Experience project together in record time, this company would be history and we'd both be selling hotdogs for the rat."
Jackson sighed. “I'm well aware of that, and it's why I stood by you when the technolepathy project blew up. You're too valuable to lose over an unfortunate accident. But you've got to be careful, Paul, you've got to be careful. This pyrovirus thing could have landed us all in jail..."
"—and instead it's going to make Grand Taupeaquaah the most sensational themeworld ever!” McGinn's nervous energy drove him to pace the room. “Now, if you'll excuse me, I have work to do.” Jackson waved his hand wearily, and McGinn departed, a triumphant look on his face.
Jackson sat in silence for nearly a minute. Then he whispered, “Paul, there's such a thing as being too hungry.” With that remark, the recording ended.
Nalia stared hard at Jape, and for a moment Scrornuck again thought he saw a purplish-white light in her eyes. Just as his hand started moving toward Ol’ Red, she turned away and stared at the ground. “So that's our whole purpose?” she said. “To put on a show for the amusement of these people?"
Jape stared at the softscroll for a long time before speaking. “I'm sorry, Nalia. I knew this world had been created as a place of entertainment, but I never knew just how far they'd gone..."
"And our Temple?” she interrupted. “Our rituals, the sacrifices, all just another amusement?” A tear rolled down her cheek and fell into the dust. “A hundred years we've waited for the Guests to come, serving them was our whole purpose, and we were just—just a show!"
"I'm sorry..."
"And they killed a million people, burned them up alive. Cold-blooded murderers..."
"It was over a hundred years ago,” Scrornuck said. “It's all right now."
"No, it's not!" Nalia threw her purse at Jape's feet. “It's not, it's not, it's not!" Scrornuck held her, trying to calm her down. She pounded her fists on his chest and screamed, “Nothing's all right! How could they do that? Murderers!” Tears streamed down her face as she turned to vent her anger on Jape. “Sixty-one million of your people disappeared? Your world's going to be destroyed? Good! You deserve it!” With that she turned and ran up the hill. Scrornuck stared at Jape and wondered, what now?
* * * *"Room for another up there?” Scrornuck asked.
Nalia, sitting on the fender of the dead earthmover, nodded silently. Scrornuck hopped up next to her and watched the breeze ripple through the grass. It's almost too beautiful, he thought, as the gentle breezes mussed his hair and the sun warmed his face. After a long silence, he sighed. “I guess the romance is over."
She said nothing for a long time, and then let out a long, sad sigh of her own. “I don't know. This isn't your fault. But how could they have done that?"
He shrugged. “They were greedy, they were arrogant, they found a way to get what they thought they wanted."
She shivered with rage. “All this time, I haven't been dreaming—I've been remembering. Those people dropped that pyro-whatzis from their flying machines, and innocent people burned up. It was murder, plain and simple. Didn't they know that?"
"They knew. In their minds, they made excuses, but in their hearts they knew it was wrong. That's why they sealed the records."
"And they made us worship a cartoon for their amusement. That hurts.” She folded her arms in her lap and leaned forward. “I feel so empty, right in here. Spafu is the only god I ever knew. I suppose I should feel better knowing the truth, but I just feel betrayed and empty. And then they didn't even have the decency to tell us when they ran away."
Gently, he put an arm around her waist. He could feel her drawing ragged breaths, just this side of sobbing. “I had such a good life,” she said, “until you two came along. Now I've got nothing to believe in and people are dying all around."
"Do you really think we brought this?"
"Before you came, this world was like the garden in that story you told me. Before the snake came. I feel like you two brought evil into our world."
"Jape and I didn't teach those soldiers how to kill. We didn't give Tremmlowe those drugs and poisons. And we sure didn't give the Captain that idea about skinning me alive."
"I guess.” She stared at the ground.
"Nalia,” he said softly, “we didn't bring evil into this world. It was already here. This world was born in the murder of a million people.” He gently lifted her chin and made her look into his eyes. “The snake's been here all along."
She sighed softly. “I was happy before you came. Now I'm furious at Jape's world, and I'd give anything to get five minutes with that son-of-a-bitch McGinn..."
"So would I, but he's been dead for a hundred years. Whatever judgment he deserved, he's already faced. Meanwhile, in a few more days, the streams will cross. And if Jape's ring is still red, his world and yours die. You live together, or you die together."
"Yeah.” She bit her lip and gazed across the field, watching Jape as he sat outside his tent and sipped coffee. “I think I'd rather we all live."
They said nothing for another few minutes, watching a few puffy white clouds drift by. Finally Nalia broke the silence. “I'm afraid. I could have killed Jape. I wasn't in control of it—I just saw something in his thoughts, and I wanted it and I wasn't going to let him stop me. What would I have done if you hadn't been there? What am I going to do when we're back in the city, with thousands of other minds around me?” She turned and looked him in the eye, desperation in her voice. “Make me a promise. Tell me you won't leave me alone with this power, not until I know I won't hurt anybody. I know you'll be leaving soon, but please, promise you won't leave me alone with this.” A tear trickled down her cheek. “I need a Protector, too."
Crap, he thought, I don't know squat about mind reading. He wanted desperately to promise he'd be there for her, forever if she needed him, but it would take a huge leap of faith to believe he could protect her from something he couldn't even perceive.
"I promise,” he said, taking that leap. “I don't know how I'll do it, but I will. Somehow."
* * * *"Perhaps we're only getting what we deserve,” Jape said sadly, as Scrornuck and Nalia returned to the campfire. “This isn't the only world with a bloody history. My ancestors killed a lot of people building these places. McGinn was the only one who tried to just burn them up, but I've found stories of forced relocation, starvation and disease being used to get the native people out of the developers’ way.” He sighed. “Now we're losing millions of our own people in the timequakes. Maybe it's justice.” He turned wearily to face Nalia. “Can you stand to be around me?"
She refused to look directly at him. “It's not going to be easy. Your people did a terrible thing to my people. But Scrornuck tells me that if we don't save your world, we can't save mine, and I don't want that. I guess we have to work together, somehow."
Jape stared at his feet. “I need your help, for the sake of your world, if not for mine. I'll try to stay out of your way."
"We need to do better than that.” Scrornuck stretched out his hands to Jape and Nalia. “The people who made this world are dead,” he said. “The people they killed to make this world are dead, and the dead can't forgive the dead.” Gently but insistently, he pulled them to their feet, so that they were facing each other. “But the living can forgive the living.” He looked at Nalia. “I ask you: on behalf of the people of your world, can you forgive Jape's people for what they did here?"
A tear rolled down her cheek. “I'll try."
He turned to Jape. “And I ask you: speaking for the people of your world, can you acknowledge your ancestors’ guilt, and accept this world's forgiveness?"
Jape thought for a long time before answering. “Yes."
Scrornuck slowly placed Nalia's hand in Jape's. “So be it. Let these worlds be at peace.” He released Jape's hand and turned to Nalia. “Feeling any better now?"
There was a bit of surprise in her voice as she answered. “Yeah."
He turned to Jape. “And you?"
The Ranger nodded, shook off his hood, and surveyed the beautiful morning. “I feel like somebody just lifted a huge load off my shoulders."
"Good.” Scrornuck reached into the pack and came up with three beers. “A toast, then. To forgiving!"
Jape looked at the longneck lager for a few seconds, and then turned away. “Um, none for me right now, thanks."
Scrornuck shrugged, and he and Nalia lifted their bottles. “To forgiving!"
"To forgiving,” Jape said, toasting with the last of his coffee. “Now let's get to work. There's a world to be saved!"
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Chapter Twenty-Two"Dead Presidents Can Be So Persuasive""Hitchhike?” Nalia asked.
Scrornuck closed up the pack. “Yep, stick out our thumb and pick up a ride."
Jape looked up from the Traveler. “We need to catch up with Taupeaquaah's army pronto. Lucky for us, the Southern Road is pretty close to major highways in a lot of other worlds, so we should be able to catch a faster ride. Ah, this looks good: Current year 2006—they'll have vehicles. We're right next to Kansas Route 99, and the world has lots of stable connections. Ready?"
"Let's hit it!” Scrornuck threw the pack over his shoulder, Jape flipped the switch and Khansous shimmered out of existence around them.
"Welcome to Kansas,” Jape said, “home of sunshine, sunflowers, and lots and lots of wheat."
Nalia sniffed a chest-high, golden plant. “This is wheat? I've only seen flour in sacks at the store—uh—ahh—” She began sneezing uncontrollably, one nasal explosion after another. “What's—achoo!—going—achoo!—on?"
Scrornuck pulled her away from the plant, “That's not wheat—it's good old Yellow Kansasian Sneezeweed."
"And it seems you're allergic to it.” Jape tossed her his handkerchief. “I have the remedy right here.” He held a small injector to her arm. She jumped, more from surprise than discomfort, as the injector hissed. “There,” he said, “give it a minute and you should be just fine."
"Yeah, I'm starting to feel better already.” She blew her nose and held out the soggy handkerchief. “You want this back?"
A short, sneeze-free stroll through knee-high wheat brought them to the road. To the north, it stretched off to the horizon, black and straight. To the south, it disappeared over a very slight hill. Seeing no traffic in either direction, Scrornuck pulled off his jacket and sat on the backpack to wait.
The sun rose higher in the sky, and the temperature rose with it. Scrornuck and Nalia donned their sun-hats, while Jape pulled the hood of his cape over his head and turned the cooling unit to maximum. “Maybe this wasn't such a good idea,” he said. “We've been here what, twenty minutes?"
"Want to walk?” Scrornuck suggested.
"Too hot for that. Let's give it another half hour. If we don't get a ride by then, we'll go back to Nalia's world—the walking's easier there."
Scrornuck grabbed a beer, pulled off his shirt and boots, and stretched out to catch some rays. “Ain't summertime great?"
"I wish I could do that,” Nalia said.
"What, have a beer? There's still a few left."
She wiped the sweat from her forehead. “I wish I could take off some of these hot clothes."
"Go ahead. It won't bother me at all."
"Yeah, right. And where am I supposed to change without doing a public strip show?” As well as being flat as a board, the land was utterly devoid of any cover, not even a tree.
"What's the big deal? You said the woman Acolytes go topless."
"That's different—it's an observance at the Temple. Respectable women just don't get naked in public!"
"We'll look the other way,” Jape said gallantly.
"Speak for yourself,” Scrornuck said, earning a light tap upside the head from Nalia's foot. “Hey, just kidding!"
"Well, okay.” She looked in her pack and found the server's uniform she'd worn when working at Syb's. “No peeking, now!” She changed quickly, and stretched out on the grass next to Scrornuck. “Is the beer still cold?” she asked. He said nothing, but gently set the bottle down on her stomach. It was plenty cold, and she squealed and jumped when it touched her. “All right,” she growled in mock anger, “you're going to pay for that,” and grabbed for the bottle with both hands. For the next few minutes they wrestled and giggled, each trying to touch the other with the cold bottle, until they decided that wrestling and kissing were more fun than beer.
Jape frowned briefly. Then, with a sigh, he turned back to watch the road.
* * * *"Hey Jape, look at this!” Scrornuck pointed to his leg, where one strip of wound-repair tape after another was curling up and falling off. “Talk about a strong batch of goo!” The ragged gashes from the dragon attack and the deep cuts from the battles on the island had completely healed, leaving only neat, pink scars. “Think they've changed the formula?” He knew the medical kit made the stuff on demand, according to a formula transmitted from Jape's world, and the recipe was occasionally improved.
"Could be.” Jape tapped a command into the softscroll. “There's no mention of any update, though."
"Something's coming!” Scrornuck felt a vibration in the ground and hurriedly pulled on his boots. A moment later, a familiar rumble filled the air, and a quick jump confirmed his suspicions—a line of single headlights approached from the south. “Bikers!” Throwing the Setron over his shoulder, he strode into the middle of the highway as a dozen black-and-chrome motorcycles roared into view. The bikers came to a stop some thirty feet away, not sure what to make of the tall, long-haired guy in the bloodstained red skirt. The standoff lasted half a minute, before the leader of the pack, a tall, wide man in jeans and a black jacket, eased his bike forward.
"Who the hell are you?” he shouted over the rumble of his engine.
"Name's Saughblade, Scrornuck Saughblade."
The biker took a good, long look at Scrornuck before shutting off his engine and getting off his bike. “They call me Big Wolf."
"My friends and I need a lift.” Scrornuck gestured at Jape and Nalia.
Jape pulled several pieces of green paper from his purse. “We're prepared to make it worth your while."
Shaking his head slightly, Big Wolf turned to negotiate with the man who held the money. The remainder of the group took this as their signal to idle forward and park in a neat, tight formation.
As Jape and the big biker negotiated, Scrornuck wandered around to make small talk with the others and get a good look at their rides. Big Wolf's bike was a work of art in black paint, sparkling chrome and studded leather, but it was no show-bike—the bugs and road grime made that clear.
"What's with the dress?” one of the bikers demanded. Before Scrornuck could answer, another replied, “Don't you know nothing? It's not a dress, it's a kilt! Hey, man, where's your bagpipes?"
Scrornuck grinned at the request, for in a way he could satisfy it. “Electric!” he shouted, pulling the Setron from behind his back and ripping out a couple quick tunes. The biker, apparently of Scottish descent, flashed a thumbs-up.
"Hey, stop torturing those cats for a minute,” Jape shouted, “I can't hear myself think!"
"Loud pipes save lives! You guys made a deal yet?"
"Yep! Let's get going!"
Scrornuck closed up the pack, while Nalia put her sandals back on. “So, you're as persuasive as usual?” he asked Jape softly.
"Nalia helped—I had her stand close to the guy and concentrate on wanting to help us. Don't know if it worked, but there's always the old standby.” He held up a few fifty-dollar bills. “Dead presidents are so persuasive."
* * * *With plenty of help from the dead presidents, Jape persuaded one of the bikers to let Scrornuck ride his bike and carry Nalia on the back. The next twenty minutes were pure heaven. Scrornuck swooped the long, low machine from one side of the lane to another, glancing in the mirror and smiling as Nalia first stiffened from fear, then clung more tightly to his waist and grinned.
Far too soon, the procession reached a crossroad, and Big Wolf led them into the gravel parking lot outside a run-down wooden building. A sign above the door read:
JUNCTION PUBBEER—BURGERS—BEER—SANDWICHES—BEER—SNACKS—BEER—GAS—BEERCLEAN RESTROOMS—AIR CONDITIONEDWhile Jape was in a hurry, he acknowledged the need for solid food, so they went inside for lunch. Scrornuck thought the bar's stoutest offering, an amber brew, seemed to lack any real kick. Still, it was wet, cold and tasty, and he washed down his burger with more than a few of them.
"Y'know,” Big Wolf said, hoisting his glass, “when I saw you in the middle of the road, I wasn't going to stop. Then I saw those leg braces and figured you had to be crazy..."
"Leg braces?” Scrornuck asked.
"Those things.” Big Wolf pointed at the boots. “Figured you wouldn't be able to get out of my way if I didn't stop. I'm surprised you can walk with your legs messed up that bad—"
Scrornuck's laugh cut him off. “There's nothing wrong with my legs,” he said. “These boots just make ‘em better!” He eyed the bar's ceiling, a peaked roof about twenty-five feet high supported by a framework of rough-hewn logs. “Let me show you something—can I see your knife for a second?"
With a puzzled look, Big Wolf handed over a richly engraved blade with a pearl handle. Scrornuck flung the knife upward, sticking it into the highest part of the ceiling. “Think any of your guys could shinny up there and get it?"
"Hey, Monkey-man!” Big Wolf called, “Get moving!” A tall, gangly biker climbed atop the table and jumped. Grabbing the lowest part of the roof supports, he pulled himself up and started working his way toward the knife.
"Twenty bucks says I'll get there first,” Scrornuck said.
"You? You're on!"
When Monkey-man was just a few feet shy of his objective, Scrornuck stood, and gently triggered the boots. He sailed upward, his hand closing on the knife seconds before the biker reached it. Big Wolf struggled without success to hide his surprise as Scrornuck handed him the knife and he handed Scrornuck a twenty. “Where the hell did you find those things?"
"A pleasant little tourist trap called Kurzitskogorsk-Seven,” Scrornuck replied, waving the twenty at the barmaid. “It's a bit of a story, but since you just bought the next round, I guess there's time."
Scrornuck awoke slowly, from a sleep that felt like it had gone on for days and still hadn't been enough. His head was full of dreams—swooping dragons, monsters that couldn't be killed, battles fought on motorcycles in the sky, a journey across a light-lager version of Hell. He recalled the nasty little spidery creatures that had chewed him up beneath the strange purple dome and shuddered—how much of him was left? Nervously, he tried to wiggle his fingers and toes. With a sigh of relief he found he still had hands, and feet.
And a bladder—he suddenly realized he had to pee like the proverbial racehorse. He opened his eyes and saw he was in a bed, lying on his back and looking up at a naked fluorescent lamp. How'd I get here, he wondered.
Answering nature's call, he sat up—and promptly yelped, as an intravenous tube jerked itself out of his right arm. He muttered an obscenity and pressed the fingers of his left hand down on the wound. His hands felt different, and the arm looked thinner than it should. He swung his legs over the edge of the bed and stood unsteadily. Again, something felt wrong—the floor, and his bare feet, seemed further away than they had any right to be.
He made his way to the bathroom feeling lightheaded, as if none of his body parts worked quite the way they were supposed to. After finishing his business, he glanced in the mirror, stared, blinked, shook his head. The man he saw in the mirror was just wrong: skinny, scrawny, gangly, arms and legs, skin and bones. His head was totally hairless—no beard, the scalp shaved and marked with hundreds of tiny burns. He searched for something, anything, in this stranger that looked familiar, and finally settled on the bright-green eyes. Yes, these he recognized as his own.
He stuck out his tongue and shook his head. So did the scrawny, bald young man in the mirror. The hospital gown fell open, revealing bright colors. He stared, removed the gown completely and stared much more. One hell of a night, he thought: starved half to death, somebody stole my hair—and where did that come from? A tattoo of a dragon, wings spread, spitting fire, ridden by a skeletal warrior, covered his scrawny chest. Flames trailed off its wings, and as he turned he saw that they continued across his back to form a flaming snake on his right arm. The gown fell from his hands as he stared, struggling without success to recall visiting a tattoo parlor. His head spinning, he staggered out of the bathroom, crawled into the bed and fell into a deep sleep.
Voices. He awoke to the sound of voices, speaking yet another strange tongue. Warily, he opened his eyes, and saw a doctor conversing with a man in a formal military uniform at the foot of the bed. He listened carefully, expecting it would take hours to pick up his language—but by the time the military man noticed Scrornuck's open eyes, he understood the language perfectly. It seemed his Gift for tongues was finally living up to its reputation.
"Take these,” the officer said curtly, throwing a bundle of clothing into Scrornuck's lap. “Get dressed.” Scrornuck looked at the clothing, a drab brown uniform similar to, but plainer than, the officer's. Sheeyit, he thought, pants again?
After Scrornuck dressed, the officer led him down a dimly lit hallway, into a large, high-ceilinged room. Rings of seats, many occupied by people in white medical coats or military uniforms, surrounded a central floor thirty feet across. The officer brought Scrornuck to the center of this floor, where he faced a soldier, dressed in a uniform like his. The soldier's eyes darted back and forth nervously. The officer quickly departed, appearing a moment later in the closest row of seats.
"Fight!” The officer's voice boomed from a hidden speaker. Scrornuck looked around, searching for its source. “Fight!” the voice repeated, louder, and this time the other soldier jumped forward to attack.
Scrornuck had no idea why he was being attacked, why the voice kept urging him to fight, why he had somehow lost a lot of weight and gained a huge tattoo, or where he was—but he knew he wasn't just going to stand there. He jumped aside, grabbed the soldier from behind, threw him against the far wall. To his delight, he discovered that he was as strong as he'd ever been, and if anything quicker than before.
The fight was over almost as soon as it started. The soldier was strong but slow, and Scrornuck easily bounced him off the walls a few times before grabbing him in a headlock and shoving him to the floor. The audience murmured appreciatively, and several heads nodded.
"Kill him,” the commander ordered.
"Why?” Scrornuck asked.
"Kill!” The voice was louder and more insistent. “Kill!"
"No!” Scrornuck got to his feet, planting a foot in his opponent's chest to keep him on the floor, and folded his arms defiantly. The murmuring from the audience picked up a nervous edge.
"Kill!” The officer screamed, no longer needing a microphone.
"No,” Scrornuck replied calmly, flipping the officer a rude gesture. The audience erupted into nervous, excited discussion. A moment later, a doctor nervously approached, accompanied by two white-coated orderlies. “Everything is all right,” the doctor said, in a voice that led Scrornuck to believe he was speaking mostly to himself. He edged closer, offering his hand as a gesture of friendship. Scrornuck took it, and an instant later he felt the cold pinprick of a needle in his forearm. A few seconds later he felt nothing at all.
* * * *"Mister Saughblade,” a soft voice whispered, “are you in there?"
Scrornuck opened one eye, slowly. A short, rather ordinary-looking man in a white doctor's coat looked back at him. He spoke in a tongue different from that of the soldiers, one that Scrornuck had heard some other place, some other time.
"Wha—?” Scrornuck started to say, but the Doctor placed a finger over his lips, signaling silence. Scrornuck contented himself with nodding.
"Good.” The Doctor locked the door, stood on a chair and placed a black cap over the security camera's lens. Then he picked up a chart and walked around the bed to inspect his patient. “One hundred ninety-eight centimeters, sixty-eight kilograms. You're a hand taller and a stone lighter—not a perfect fit, but not bad.” Noticing Scrornuck running his fingers across the huge dragon tattoo, he added, “Yes, and you got that. Well, dead men can't be picky—we had to work with what was available. Sit up, please."
Scrornuck complied, and felt his scalp become warm and tingly as the Doctor massaged a greasy salve into it. “Sorry they had to shave you,” the Doctor said, “but the Reverse Schuffmann process doesn't like hair.” Scrornuck instinctively reached up and felt a coarse, greasy stubble. “This stuff works quickly,” the Doctor said reassuringly. “In a month or so you'll have your old mop again."
He then produced a wad of bright red cloth. “Here, put this on. I think you'll like it better than that silly gown.” Scrornuck slowly unfolded the cloth. It was a kilt—one whose pleats were already sewn in, one he could wrap around his waist in seconds. What a great idea, he thought, as he secured several snaps and fastened the belt.
"You shouldn't be running around barefoot, either.” The Doctor handed him a pair of tall, dark-brown leather boots encrusted with silvery mechanisms. “I expect you'll find out what the gadgets do.” Scrornuck slipped into the boots and walked around the room, enjoying the way they moved with him.
The Doctor reached into his black bag one more time, coming up with a gray iron sword-handle. “Do you remember this?” he asked. Scrornuck nodded. “Good,” the Doctor said, placing the weapon in Scrornuck's hands. “Let's see if it recognizes you.” Scrornuck took a deep breath and gave the red leather grip a tentative squeeze. The glassy, almost transparent, blade jumped out, its point a luminous white, its edges sparkling like golden fire. He circled the room, flicking the blade back and forth, finally carving his name in the wall.
"You've been sleeping the better part of a week,” the Doctor said, opening the door. “I hope you're ready to work.” Glancing at the many colorful rings on his fingers, he set off down the hall.
"Where are we?” Scrornuck asked. His voice sounded different, deeper than he remembered.
"Kurzitskogorsk-Seven,” the Doctor replied. “A secret military lab, dedicated to producing the perfect soldier. They're growing super-warriors in vats, and filling their heads with machine minds.” After inspecting the rings on his fingers, the Doctor made a right turn. “You're supposed to be the prototype.” His voice turned angry and bitter. “Bastards. They captured my agent, burned his mind away with drugs and electricity, and stuffed one of their obedient artificial-soldier minds into its place.” He chuckled, but Scrornuck detected no humor in the sound. “Or so they thought. I got there first, and it was so easy to switch files.” He tapped Scrornuck's head. “They don't know it's you in there, Mister Saughblade."
As the Doctor looked at his rings and made another turn, Scrornuck tried to make sense of what he'd just heard. The barflies in Roswell had spun tales of secret labs, but super warriors? Machine minds? Waking up in somebody else's body? He shook his head and gave up.
"Ah,” the Doctor said as they arrived at a locked office door, “here we are. Can you open this?"
Scrornuck extended Ol’ Red's blade a bit and let it slide into the lock. Caressing the grip, feeling it purr and pulsate, he let the sword's fibers locate and delicately move the tumblers. Seconds later, the lock clicked and the door opened, revealing an undistinguished office.
"Can you make sense of this?” the Doctor asked, pointing to a screen, on which writing glowed a soft green. Scrornuck stared, blinked—and again his Gift worked almost instantly. He didn't understand everything the words meant, but he could read them and speak them in the Doctor's tongue.
"Look for something like ‘destruct’ or ‘sterilize,'” the Doctor instructed, pressing buttons that made different words appear on the screen.
A noise from outside interrupted their work, a guard working his way down the hall. Scrornuck padded silently to the door, and when the guard entered, he quickly grabbed the man, covered his mouth, and knocked him unconscious.
The screen displayed more messages, until Scrornuck suddenly said, “There.” He pointed and carefully translated the message.
"That's it.” The Doctor pressed a final button. “Fifteen minutes should be plenty. Let's get out of here.” They moved carefully into the hall, locking the door behind them. “Goodbye, Kurzitskogorsk-Seven,” he whispered, “and good riddance."
Scrornuck followed the Doctor through a maze of drab, gray hallways lit by dim, bare light bulbs. They descended stairs, found themselves at a dead end, backtracked, turned here, turned there, and were soon lost. The Doctor, increasingly agitated, consulted the big watch hanging from his belt. “We've got six minutes to get out of here."
"Then what?” Scrornuck asked.
"The whole place blows sky-high.” They came to an intersection, paused for a moment, and made a right turn. “I gave the command to activate the emergency site-sterilization system."
They reached another corner. The Doctor chose a left turn as he continued speaking, more to himself than to Scrornuck. “Dangerous stuff they're doing here, end-of-the-world stuff, they've got no business playing with toys like that.” He pushed open the double doors at the end of the hall. “Well, let's see if this is the way out..."
"Oh, shit,” Scrornuck muttered as the doors shut behind them and locked with an ominous click—they were back in the arena. The rings of seats surrounding them were packed with doctors in white coats and military officers in dress uniforms, sitting shoulder-to-shoulder in every available seat. In the third row, in a special box decorated with flags and insignia, sat a man in a particularly gaudy uniform, covered with ribbons and surrounded by attendants.
"The Supreme Commissar,” the Doctor said. “Just our luck."
"This is what you made me travel all night to see?” the Commissar demanded of the officer sitting next to him, the one who'd been in command the last time Scrornuck had stood in this arena. “A skinny boy in a dress?"
"No, Commissar,” the officer stammered. “This is an earlier experiment.” He shifted uneasily, then his face suddenly brightened and he issued a curt command to another officer. “But as long as they are here, let the demonstration continue.” He pointed to a door on the far side of the arena. “Your Excellency, I give you the Perfect Soldier!"
"What's he saying?” the Doctor whispered, and Scrornuck realized that the Commissar and the officer had been conversing in a different tongue. He began to translate, but as he started speaking a door on the far side of the room opened and six soldiers entered, each close to seven feet tall and massively muscular. “Never mind,” the Doctor said.
Scrornuck strode forward to confront the six enormous soldiers. As he tried to stare them down, he found himself wiggling his toes nervously. As if in response, the folded-over tops of his boots unrolled, wrapping around his legs until they extended several inches above the knee.
There was no time to wonder what the boots might be doing—the six monstrous soldiers came at him all at once. He was surrounded, and there was nowhere to go but up. Without thinking, he tightened his legs and jumped.
The boots made a sound like an oddly-fuzzed guitar note, and he sailed high into the air—above his attackers, above the seats surrounding the arena, to the roof, a good thirty feet above the floor. Not exactly sure how he'd gotten up here, he grabbed a steel truss and dangled by one arm, taking some satisfaction from the Supreme Commissar's expression of slack-jawed amazement.
The soldiers turned to attack the Doctor. Scrornuck dropped to the floor, the boots making the same strange noise as he landed. He drew Ol’ Red and fought like a demon, tearing the warriors, running them through, ripping them open, until in a matter of seconds they were all either dead or soon to be that way. With a half-smile he turned to face the Supreme Commissar, and raised the front of his kilt in an extremely rude gesture.
"Nice work, Mister Saughblade,” the Doctor whispered.
Scrornuck heard the sound of boots on the floor outside. “We're still in trouble."
The Doctor looked thoughtfully at Scrornuck's boots. “Do you think you could handle a thirty-foot drop?"
Scrornuck looked at the ceiling, about thirty feet above, and nodded. “It's worth a try."
"Pick me up,” the Doctor whispered. As Scrornuck complied, he said, “get ready to fall—now!"
The air around them shimmered. Then the arena seemed to twist around itself and was gone. For an instant they hung comically in bitterly cold darkness. Scrornuck suppressed his momentary panic as they fell, struggling to keep his feet beneath him. They landed in a few feet of snow, unhurt as the boots soaked up the impact.
"This way,” the Doctor said as Scrornuck set him down, “I want to see something.” He set off toward the woods, staring at the device that hung from his belt. Scrornuck wondered if it was an ornate compass, or perhaps a pocket-watch. They walked nearly a quarter-mile through the deep snow, Scrornuck hugging his arms to his bare chest, trying to stay warm. Suddenly, the Doctor stopped. “Here we are. Let's see how things worked out.” The air shimmered around them, seemed to turn inside-out.
A four-story building, easily a city block on a side, burned before them, smoke and flame coming from every window. A series of small explosions blew chunks out of the roof, releasing balls of orange fire into the sky. “Uh-huh.” The Doctor looked at a ring on his left hand, one that sported a small emerald, a jewel so bright green that it seemed to glow. “Mission accomplished, Seamus Harrington,” he whispered. “Rest in peace.” Another explosion shook the building, and the walls caved in. Sparks swirled into the sky, flames leaped up briefly, then settled down into a fire that looked like it could burn for days. “Well, Mister Saughblade,” he said, his voice again all business, “it looks like our work here is done."
Scrornuck nodded, not really sure what had just happened, but strangely content that he'd been able to help the Doctor accomplish his mission. With a small smile, he wiggled his toes in those wonderful new boots.
"And that's how I got ‘em,” Scrornuck said, finishing both the story and his beer.
Big Wolf stared for a moment, obviously bewildered by the story. Then he grinned, slapped Scrornuck on the back and laughed. “And they call me a bullshit artist!"
* * * *"I don't think we're in Kansas anymore!” Scrornuck yelled over the moan of the wind. He stood in knee-deep snow, under a dark gray sky streaked with darker gray clouds. A dreary gray disc, no brighter than a full moon on a cloudy night, provided the only light. Blowing snow stung his arms and legs, and Nalia shivered as she huddled against him, trying to keep warm in her skimpy outfit.
"The streams must have shifted!” Jape pulled his hood up over his head, set its heater to maximum, and went to work with the Traveler, trying to figure out just where they were. A stomach-turning moment earlier, they'd been standing along the highway, bidding farewell to the bikers. Then Jape activated the Traveler—and something had gone wrong. Scrornuck felt seasick, there was a foul taste in his mouth, and instead of the pleasant summer warmth of Nalia's world, they'd landed in this snowstorm.
"I'm freezing!” Nalia said. Her teeth were starting to chatter. Scrornuck took his plaid from the pack, draped it over both their shoulders, and held her close. He felt her shivering stop as she gave him a little kiss and said, “Mmm, that's better.” For a moment, he considered telling her what sharing a blanket in this manner implied in the traditions of his people, but thought better of it.
Jape pointed more or less to the east. “We need to go about a half mile that way."
They moved slowly, through snow that at times drifted waist-high. “What is this place?” Nalia demanded. “What happened to summer?"
"This is summer,” Jape said. “This world had a war, with weapons that could destroy whole cities in an instant.” He pointed at the dim gray disc in the sky. “The smoke from the war blocks the sun. So it's cold, and nothing much lives here—all the people died a century ago."
The ground shook and lightning flashed across the sky. Scrornuck wrapped his arms around Jape and Nalia, struggling to stay upright as the ground convulsed. The quake lasted two very long minutes, ending with a lurch that flung the three to the ground.
"What the...” Nalia said.
"Mrrgphquaakkk!” Scrornuck, at the bottom of the pile, tried to speak through a face-full of snow.
Jape got to his feet and consulted the Traveler. “The connection between this world and Nalia's is fading,” he said urgently. “The equations are becoming unsolvable. We've got maybe five minutes.” He pointed slightly to the north of east. “This way."
Scrornuck surged forward, kicking the snow out of the way and clearing something of a path for Jape and Nalia to follow. He moved easily, but saw in seconds that Jape and Nalia couldn't approach his pace. “Hang on!” he yelled, and picked them both up. He tucked one under each arm and ran for all he was worth, taking long, leaping strides. Jape and Nalia clung to him, holding onto his jacket, to his backpack, to each other, as he bounded across the frozen landscape.
"We're here!” Jape called. They had covered the half-mile in under four minutes, moving so quickly that Scrornuck wondered if he'd found a way to make the boots help him run as well as jump.
"Are we in time?"
"Just barely. Another half minute, and we'd be stuck.” Jape furiously pressed the buttons on the Traveler. “Stand close—it's going to be rough!"
The air around them shimmered and danced wildly, and when it seemed to turn itself inside out, it tried to take their stomachs along for the ride. As they arrived in the middle of the Western Road, surrounded by a small circle of rapidly-melting snow, all three fought to keep their lunch down.
Scrornuck succeeded, barely. Jape was less successful, spitting something foul-smelling and reaching for the water bottle hanging from Scrornuck's pack. Nalia gagged, bent over and hurled her lunch, along with some of last night's dinner. “Sorry about the ride,” Jape said, handing Nalia the water, “but I think it's better than staying on that world."
She gargled, spat, and looked around at the green grass, blue sky, and familiar yellow bricks of the Western Road. “There's no place like home,” she said.
A moment later she winced as if in pain, and raised her hands to half-cover her ears. “Where's all that racket coming from?"
"What racket?” Scrornuck heard nothing above the sounds of wind and insects.
"Voices,” she said, “hundreds of them, like Temple Square on a Saturday night. They're nervous, excited, a little drunk—I can't make sense of it."
Jape checked his rings. The blue one had gotten brighter. “Can you keep going?"
"I think so. For now.” She put her head down and walked slowly, as if facing a stiff wind. “I hope it doesn't get worse."
A few minutes later they reached the top of a small rise and saw ahead of them the source of Nalia's discomfort: a huge crowd milled about the little pub at the road junction. They carried swords, pikes, axes, bows and a few heavier weapons. Nalia squinted, trying to make sense of the throng. “I see some Mayoral Guards."
Jape nodded. “Looks like they're trying to organize this mob into an army."
Scrornuck spat on the roadside. “Those guys couldn't organize their own..."
"Assets?” Jape finished. “Perhaps not, but they've certainly raised some manpower. Looks like the Mayor got his thousand, and then some."
Nalia went off on her own, visiting the store by herself in search of provisions. Jape and Scrornuck explored the mob, searching for information. They found little, as most people turned away when Scrornuck approached. Eventually, Jape got the attention of a Guard who refused to acknowledge Scrornuck's existence, but confirmed to the Ranger that this was indeed the Grand Army of Taupeaquaah, twelve hundred of the City's finest and bravest, under orders from the Mayor to bring the raiders and their leader, one Lord Draggott, back to the City to face justice. As a guest, Jape was welcome to tag along—as long as he stayed out of the way. Since the Taupeaquaahns didn't acknowledge his existence, Scrornuck figured he was free to do whatever he pleased.
Of course, he'd have done that, anyway.
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Chapter Twenty-Three"Don't Bullshit a Serving Girl"The Army set off two hours before sunset, following the line of concrete towers as it curved away from the Western Road and headed into the Compact Desert. Because of Scrornuck's shunning and Nalia's sensitivity to the Army's babble of thought, the three followed the main formation at a distance.
The desert crossing was a miserable six miles—up and down one collapsing dune after another, their feet sinking into the sand, often taking two steps back for each step forward. The wind, while much reduced from the gales of the Perpetual Storm, still blew grit into their eyes and sandpapered their skin.
After three hours, with the sun down and the moon rising, they encountered a chain-link fence half-buried in the sand. A skeleton, polished clean by wind and sand, clung to the fence, next to a small yellow and black sign. Just enough paint remained on the sign for Scrornuck to make out the words:
DARKLORD CASTLE CONSTRUCTION ZONEAUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLYHARD HATS AND EYE PROTECTION REQUIRED BEYOND THIS POINTUNIFLAG DEVELOPMENT GROUP, INC.He rubbed his eyes, trying to dislodge the sand. “Eye protection required. Now they tell us."
The moon rose higher, throwing a pale gray light on the desert as they came to a small concrete blister topped by a metal grate. Jape kindled his light and peered through the grating. At the bottom of the dark shaft stood the unmoving blades of an immense fan. “This must be what powered the dust storm."
Scrornuck heard a soft click, followed by a humming that quickly grew in pitch and volume. A soft breeze blew from the grating. “Hey, it's starting again."
Puffs of dust rose from the desert on either side of them, several hundred feet away, as other blowers started up. The Army, already well inside the ring of blisters, came to a sudden halt. Some soldiers panicked and struggled to retreat. “Somebody wants to trap them inside the storm,” Jape shouted over the increasing whoosh of the wind. “Can you make a hole in this grate?"
Scrornuck climbed onto the grating, dropping to his knees and hanging on with his right hand as the wind intensified. As the first grains of dust came flying up in his face, he drew Ol’ Red and slashed a foot-wide hole through the grating. He had barely put the sword away when the wind increased again, carrying a load of stinging, blinding sand and dust. “Give me your hand!” He clung to the grating, his legs flying up behind him like a flag in the gritty blast. Jape, lying on his belly next to the vent, extended his right arm into the gale, holding a ball of white light that was barely visible through the dust. Scrornuck guided Jape's hand to the hole, pushing hard against the wind, and squeezed. “Now!"
"Fire!” There was a flash in the hole, followed by a muffled boom far below. Scrornuck let go of the grating and was thrown a good ten feet by the wind. The ground shook, and with a terrible graunch the blower stopped. The wind died down and the dust settled. Knocking dust from his kilt, Scrornuck returned to the blister and peered into the hole. Blue-white electric arcs flickered for a few seconds, silhouetting the mangled remains of the blower. Then there was only darkness.
"Look at that—they're all connected.” Jape pointed to the north, where the other clouds of dust were settling. “We must have blown the main fuse."
They picked up their pace, catching up with the Army just as it made the crest of the final dune. There, along with the Taupeaquaahns, they stood and stared. Darklord Castle sat at the bottom of a vast bowl, over a mile wide, ringed by sand dunes well over two hundred feet high. The castle itself was black, eight-sided, a quarter-mile across. Three-story-high walls, topped with battlements, rose from the crystal-clear moat. At the eight corners stood towers a hundred feet tall, topped by conical roofs adorned with flagpoles. Two more rings of towers, each taller than the last and linked by an array of elevated walks and flying buttresses, stood within the walls. A tapering tower, easily three hundred feet high, rose at the castle's center, and on the very top of that tower flickered a familiar violet-white light.
"Would you look at that—” Jape whispered. The Orb had to be a good twenty feet across. “Is that the same one?"
"It is,” Nalia said, softly and slowly. “I know it is."
"I told you it was a baby,” Scrornuck said. “And now it's growing up."
* * * *They made camp on a dune overlooking both the Castle and the Army's encampment, close enough to keep an eye on both, but far enough from the latter that Nalia could be comfortable. There, they had a modest dinner of meat, cheese and bread that she'd been able to purchase before the store at the junction ran out of everything, washed down with a few beers left over from the previous day.
After dinner, Scrornuck hung his jacket on a stick he'd shoved into the ground a short walk downwind of camp. “You'll want to stand upwind,” he told Nalia, as he took a small aerosol can from his sporran. “This stuff stinks to high heaven.” He took a deep breath and sprayed a heavy coat of clear, strong-smelling liquid onto the jacket's armor.
"What the heck is that?” she asked. “It's making me dizzy!"
"Stiffener. I washed the jacket yesterday, so I need to spray it with this stuff. The armor's tough, but the spray makes it tougher.” He flashed a small grin. “Makes a good hair spray, too."
"Do I smell a story coming?” she asked.
"I can't smell anything,” Jape grumbled.
"If you think it's bad out here,” Scrornuck said to Nalia, putting the can away, “imagine how it stank in a small leather shop..."
Scrornuck opened the door to the leather shop, and the chemical stench nearly knocked him back into the street. This wasn't the pleasant smell of recently finished jackets and boots—this was an industrial-solvent stink that curled his nose hairs. “Come on in!” Cleo the leather-worker called. “You'll get used to the smell—and your jacket's done!” Scrornuck took a deep breath of outside air and ducked into the shop.
He'd visited any number of leather shops as he knocked about the continent on his rattletrap motorcycle, and none had anything that came close to fitting a man as tall and slender as he. But Cleo took a liking to the kilted redhead, and after downing a few too many beers, she agreed to make a jacket just for him.
One look was all he needed to fall love with Cleo's masterpiece. It was more a vest than a jacket, made of gray fabric and black leather, generously trimmed with fringe and sporting chest pads and shoulder guards of a bright-red fabric. He slipped it on. The fit was almost perfect. A little tightening of the laces up the sides made it completely perfect. The pads and shoulder guards were soft and flexible, the leather sections were supple, and it moved easily with him—and with the padding in the shoulders, it even made him look a little less scrawny.
"Check this out.” Cleo reached for the billy-club she kept under the counter, and brought it down hard on his shoulder. He winced, expecting it to hurt, but felt nothing; the soft, flexible shoulder guard had instantly stiffened and stopped the blow. She rubbed her elbow as she put the club away. “Ain't that stuff great? Some kind of special military padding—they'd probably kill us if they knew we have it."
He chuckled as he peeled several large bills from his bankroll. The jacket was expensive, but the Doctor, whom he'd helped with the destruction of Kurzitskogorsk-Seven, had left him with a substantial wad of the local currency.
"Here, take this with you, too.” She shoved a small aerosol can across the counter. “Spray the pads once or twice a year. It'll keep them good and strong.” She looked at the can, and at the coppery-red hair that hung down past his shoulders. “Spray your hair with this stuff, and you probably wouldn't need a helmet."
Scrornuck spent the next month with a group of bikers, riding and bar-hopping across the continent, crossing the seas to an island where they spent a week partying and watching races. Then, on the advice of his new friends, he rode another ferryboat to a lush green land where the sun somehow seemed to be, at last, in the right part of the sky, a place where the rain fell gently and left rainbows behind, where the morning fog lifted by the time breakfast was done. It felt like home, if that word had meaning for him anymore. On this, the last day of summer, he relaxed in a pub, enjoying what he thought just might be the best beer he'd ever tasted.
"Nice jacket,” the ordinary-looking man on the next stool remarked.
"Thanks."
"Care to go for a ride, Mister Saughblade?” The stranger looked at Scrornuck with eyes that were a luminous brown, almost reddish, as if a fire smoldered behind them.
Scrornuck's head jerked upright. “You know my name?"
"I know many things about you.” The stranger held up a shiny pebble. A string passed through a hole in the stone, apparently a natural one, and from one angle the rock looked rather like a duck's bill. “Among other things, I know where you found this stone—and where you lost it."
Scrornuck stared at the rock. “How do you..."
"As I said, I know many things about you. Right now, I know you have an appointment. Shall we be going?” He tossed some money on the bar and started toward the door. Scrornuck drained his beer and followed.
Once the old motorcycle consented to start, the stranger climbed on the back and they headed into the countryside. “Left here,” he directed, sending them down a country lane. “Now bear right,” and they headed up through a gap in the hills. “Left at the fork, right here."
From time to time, the air around them shimmered like a summer heat-haze, though it was almost fall. Each time, the motor backfired noisily, and it seemed the road surface changed—concrete one moment, asphalt the next, then brick, gravel, planks, and finally a dirt path, barely wide enough for the bike's tires.
The dirt road ended at a small sod house. “This is as far as we can go on wheels,” the stranger announced. Two horses were tied up near the house, and after throwing the bike's saddlebags over one of the animals, the two mounted up and continued along the narrow, rough trail, traveling through rolling green countryside that struck Scrornuck as more and more familiar. Finally, with the late-afternoon sun giving the land a golden-green tinge, they crested a small hill and saw the collection of sod-and-fieldstone cottages that Scrornuck had once called home.
"What day is it?” Something nagged at the corner of Scrornuck's mind, something he'd forgotten.
"The autumnal equinox, of course. I suppose everybody's at the festival—if I read the sun correctly, it's just about time for the Elder to perform the ceremony with the horse..."
"And just what ceremony was that?” Nalia asked.
Jape grinned. “Yes, Mister Saughblade, would you like to describe it?"
"Um—” Scrornuck began.
Nalia suddenly doubled over, laughing. “I'm sorry, Jape,” she gasped. “I'm trying not to read your mind, but it just leaked out...” She doubled over again. “He did that with the horse? And you think the Spafuist rituals are silly?"
"It's an ancient custom,” Scrornuck said. “It really doesn't have any place in the Christian world. The Elder hated it, and I don't think the horse enjoyed it much, either.” He grinned. “It sure was funny to watch, though."
"Do you know why you've been brought back here?” the stranger asked.
Scrornuck nodded. The equinox, exactly six months after he'd foolishly accepted the Knight's dare and cut off the foul-mouthed warrior's head.
"Do you have an answer yet?"
Scrornuck shook his head.
"Well, you have what, an hour? Perhaps it will come to you.” The stranger strolled down a narrow passage between two buildings and was gone. Scrornuck sighed and started walking down toward the old south bog. It was doubtful he'd have any great revelation in next hour, and there was one visit he knew he had to make.
"Scrornuck?” the old man said, as he opened the door and beheld his son for the first time in six months. “You've changed..."
"Much has happened.” Scrornuck stepped into the old house. Aside from the sword he'd so carelessly slashed in two, hanging over the fireplace, the house looked as it had when he set out on his quest. He sat, accepted a drink, and told the story of his adventures with the dragon, the creature that couldn't die, and the invasion from beyond the moon. He described how he'd fought his way out of Light Lager Hades and eventually been reborn in this slender new body. He spoke of the friends he'd made along the way, and described such wonders as motorcycles, the spaceship that had taken him to the moon, his magical boots and the flexible but tough armor of his jacket.
"Well!” His father shook his head in wonder. “It sounds like you've had enough adventure for a lifetime!"
"That could be.” Scrornuck told of the final stranger, who'd brought him back to keep his appointment with the Knight.
The old man frowned. “I warned you that swordplay would get you in trouble. And what a lovely irony—you have armor that could stop any weapon, and a blade that can cut steel, and you can't use them."
Scrornuck nodded glumly. “That's the bargain. He gets one swing."
"One swing he gets.” Scrornuck's father gazed at the broken sword, while his fingers squeezed Scrornuck's shoulder-guard. “Pity there's no way to put these things in his path."
"Yeah."
The old man scratched his beard, and suddenly his bushy red-gray eyebrows rose conspiratorially. “One more time, tell me about these things of yours. And tell me—exactly—what you promised this Knight."
* * * *The hour up, Scrornuck strode into the palace, hands clasped respectfully behind his back, his father at his side. The Knight waited in the center of the room, holding the silver sword and tapping his foot impatiently. The Elder sat in his throne, tired, annoyed and somewhat drunk. Many villagers stood along the walls, drawn by the possibility of bloodshed. The servants had already rolled up the rug—any blood spilled today would fall on the dirt floor.
"I hear you have had many adventures since we last met,” the Knight said, in a language that had become second nature to Scrornuck but still left the villagers mystified. “Have they given you the answer to the Great Riddle of Life?"
Scrornuck shook his head. “I have found many riddles and few answers. I still know nothing of the Great Riddle's answer—for that matter, I still know nothing of what the Great Riddle is. I am starting to doubt it exists."
The Knight stood in thoughtful silence, and Scrornuck wondered if he'd stumbled upon the solution. “A clever answer,” the Knight finally said, “but there is a Riddle, and you have not answered it. You remember our bargain."
"I do."
"Then let us get on with it."
Scrornuck knelt, his hands still clasped tightly behind his back, gripping the end of his long ponytail.
"Do you need to make peace with your deities?” the Knight inquired.
"Whenever you're ready."
"Very well. I shall make this as painless as possible.” With that, the Knight gripped the sword with both hands and brought it down. Scrornuck's head hit the dirt with a thud—but it was still attached to his neck. And with a most satisfying clink-clank, the silver sword landed on the floor in two pieces.
"Well done, Mister Saughblade,” the Knight said, “but do I smell a trick?"
"A trick? I'll show you a trick!” Scrornuck jumped to his feet. Ol’ Red's blade instantly appeared, slicing through the Knight's chain mail armor as if it were paper. The onlookers gasped, for in the middle of the Knight's chest, surrounded by wires and cables, was a face. An ordinary face, framed by ordinary blond hair, set off only by a pair of bottomless blue eyes. Scrornuck felt a sudden shock of recognition. He saw in this face the Master Swordsman, the Great Sage, the Stranger who'd enlisted him to defeat the unkillable monster, the Hitchhiker who'd taken him to fight a battle in space, the Blue Man who'd taken him to the moon, the Doctor who'd put him into this new body, and the last Stranger, the one who'd brought him from the bar in Dublin to his old village. And the face beamed with pride. “Congratulations, Mister Saughblade,” the blue-eyed stranger said. “You've passed the audition."
Ol’ Red's blade flicked out again, slicing away the remaining armor and the linkages that operated the false head. If the blue-eyed man had any fear of the glassy blade's shimmering edges, he did not show it. When the false head and the last of the armor had been removed, a man of just under average height and relentlessly unassuming appearance stood in place of the imposing Knight. He extended a hand. “Ranger James Peter Phelps at your service,” he said. “Call me Jape."
Scrornuck stared. “I should kill you for what you've done to me..."
"What have I done? When I arrived here, you were a farm boy looking at a life of digging vegetables and felling trees. You said you wanted to have grand adventures. Well, you have slain the beast that couldn't die, repulsed an attack from beyond the moon, entered the place of the dead and returned, and overcome an army of giants. Have you not received your wish? And in the process you have more than once saved the world.” A murmur passed through the spectators, and Scrornuck realized that Jape had delivered the final sentence in the villagers’ tongue.
"Didn't know the world needed saving."
"There's much you don't know.” The former Knight returned to his own language. “The world balances on a knife-edge. Long ago, proud men made terrible mistakes, mistakes that would lead to deaths beyond number. For the last fourteen years I have been working to undo them. You can help. Or you can go back to the fields. It is for you to choose.” He again held out his hand.
Slowly, Scrornuck took it. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw his father smiling.
Jape shook Scrornuck's hand warmly. Then he turned to the Elder, waved, and called in the local language, “Farewell! Perhaps we shall return someday.” He took two steps toward the door and called, in his own speech, “Follow me, Mister Saughblade. There's a world to be saved."
Scrornuck followed.
Nalia looked at Jape. “All those people were you?"
Jape nodded. “Master of disguise."
She thought for a moment. “The Knight's head—some kind of puppet?"
"A very fancy puppet. There were all sorts of gadgets to make it follow my moves and facial expressions. It was built by an entertainment company—UniFlag, I believe."
"And if you haven't already guessed,” Scrornuck said, “Ol’ Red and the stiffening spray saved my neck. I hid Ol’ Red in my hands and worked the fibers up through my ponytail, then my dad soaked my hair with the spray. By the time the stuff dried, it was strong as my jacket. The Knight's sword never had a chance."
"I rigged the execution, too,” Jape said. “I brought the blade down almost on its side—the last thing I wanted to do was behead my new Protector."
"That was on purpose? I just figured it was because you were a lousy swordsman."
"Yeah, what about that?” Nalia asked. “You've said you're not much of a swordsman. You don't even own a sword. How could you have been the Master?"
"Allow me to demonstrate.” Jape took Nalia's sword and, in a series of quick moves, whirled the blade over his head, behind his back, spun it on his fingertips, grazed it within an inch of her nose, and brought it to a perfect halt, in exactly the position he'd started, all the time shouting out the names of the moves.
"And you say you're not a swordsman—"
"Want to see it again?” Jape shot Scrornuck a small wink.
Nalia nodded and Jape repeated the routine. Halfway through, Scrornuck deftly plucked the sword from Jape's grip, flipped it over his head and caught it behind his back. “I believe you dropped something?” he said.
Nalia gasped. “He almost cut your hand off!"
"Nah, not even close. There's this spot, right after the move he calls the ‘lotus blossom of death,’ when he stops the sword completely for a quarter of a second."
"This little show is all I can do with a sword,” Jape said. “I practiced for months to get it right. I understand the theory of combat, I can teach swordplay, I can give a good demonstration—but my reactions are slow, and I have to think things through before I act. In a real fight, I'd be dead in seconds."
"Had me fooled,” she said.
Scrornuck shrugged. “Heck, he had our whole village fooled."
She had one more question for Jape. “Why all the disguises—why not just tell him who you were?"
"I thought it'd be better for his training if he didn't know who I was."
"Hmm.” She looked at Scrornuck. “And why didn't you tell me it was Jape all along?"
He shrugged. “A surprise ending makes a better story."
* * * *Scrornuck danced along the narrow dune, waving his sword in a frenzy, leaping, dropping, rolling. Lacking practice rounds to hone his skill, he tried to pick individual grains of sand as they blew by on the wind.
"Hey, cut that out,” Jape shouted. “You're going to tire yourself out. Take it easy; tomorrow's going to be a big day."
Scrornuck trotted over and grabbed a bottle of Batatat's Stout from the pack. “Not tired,” he said. “I'm all full of energy tonight."
"All full of beer, more likely. What is that, your third?"
Scrornuck paused to count. “Fourth, I think.” He lifted the bottle and stared at the black liquid. “Must be a weak batch—I don't feel a thing."
"Don't bullshit a serving girl,” Nalia warned. “All the guys say that when they've had one too many."
"I mean it.” Scrornuck balanced his sword-grip on one finger. “I couldn't do this if I was drunk."
"All right, let's find out.” Jape held one of his rings in front of Scrornuck's mouth. “Breathe on this."
Scrornuck did as instructed. Jape watched the ring flash, his look becoming puzzled. He wiped the gem very, very thoroughly and again held it up in front of Scrornuck's mouth. “One more time."
Again, Scrornuck exhaled, adding a belch for good measure. Again the jewel flickered, and again Jape stared, bewildered. He dipped a finger in Scrornuck's beer and let one drop fall on the jewel. It flashed a much different message. “Well, the instrument's working,” he said, “and the beer's full strength. But you're right, there's no alcohol on your breath, none at all. Let's—"
"Yeah.” Scrornuck knew what Jape would want next. He formed Ol’ Red's blade into a short, sharp needle, pricked his finger and let a drop of blood fall on the ring.
"Too little alcohol to detect,” Jape said, wiping the ring on Scrornuck's shirt. “It's in the beer, but not your blood.” He shrugged. “Well, I can't figure out where the food you shove down your throat goes—I guess I shouldn't be surprised that the alcohol's disappearing, too."
Scrornuck grinned and jumped to his feet. “Maybe I just burn it up. Like I said, I'm full of energy tonight."
"Well, I guess we'll have to tire you out, so we can get some sleep tonight.” Jape reached into the pack and came up with the golden throwing-disc. “Fetch, Rover!"
"Yahoo!” Scrornuck pulled off his shirt, kicked off his boots, and ran barefoot along the dune, chasing the flying disc. He caught it, threw it back to Jape, chased and retrieved it again, and again.
After a few minutes, Jape handed the disc and the controller to Nalia. She tossed it, almost directly to him. He caught effortlessly. “Come on, make me jump for it!” he called as he tossed it back.
"All right.” She threw the disc nearly straight up and grabbed the controller. The disc soared, swooped and twisted as Scrornuck struggled to get in position to catch it. Finally, as it passed near him, he jumped, rising a good ten feet above the dune, and hauled the disc down. Grinning ear-to-ear after making the difficult catch, he trotted back to deliver it personally.
"Wow,” she said, “I didn't know you could jump that high without your boots."
"Neither did I,” he replied, reaching for another beer. “I'm just feeling really strong tonight."
An insistent chiming from the softscroll interrupted them. “Good news!” Jape said. “They cracked the Technolepathy files."
Scrornuck put the disc away and knelt to look at the scroll. “Anything good?"
"Hmm.” Jape scanned the report. "Technolepathy: UniFlag's trademarked name for a system of artificial mind reading and writing, in which people could experience each other's thoughts through an Observational Reality Buffer, or ORB. Four devices were built at UniFlag's corporate R&D facility between 2118 and 2119 C.E. ORB I was a proof-of-concept model, connected to eleven test subjects. ORBs II, III and IV were pre-deployment prototypes, each linked to fifty subjects. In 2118 C.E., ORB II was installed on the Olympus Experience themeworld (STC2108), where it was to be used in a Greek-mythology-themed simulation." He stroked his chin as he read further. “Wow, talk about a ride—they were going to let Guests experience dangerous adventures like dog-fighting on dragon-back or fighting the Hydra, by linking their minds to a stunt-man through a master connection in the Orb. It's a ride simulator that would actually work. Brilliant!"
Scrornuck's mind moved in a different direction. “A master connection? Would it allow one man to control an army with his thoughts?"
Jape read a little more and nodded. “It looks like it could."
"So that's why our friend Draggott wants it."
Nalia frowned. “Something must have gone wrong—in that meeting, the big boss said McGinn got in trouble over Technolepathy."
"Uh-huh.” Jape continued reading. “Here it is: ORB I suffered powering and stability problems and was shut down during testing in 2119 C.E., causing permanent brain damage to the test subjects. UniFlag settled out-of-court with the victims, accepting severe financial penalties." He looked up from the scroll. “Eleven people suffering brain damage? I'll bet the penalties were severe—and I'll bet that's when McGinn had to start going by his middle name."
"They had people connected to the other ones,” Scrornuck said. “Fifty each, right? What happened to them?"
Jape read further. "UniFlag abandoned Technolepathy development in 2120 C.E. The remaining ORBs were put into storage, as the company believed it would be too dangerous to destroy them while the test subjects were still alive. ORB II was stored on the Olympus Experience world, and remained there when that world was abandoned following the Safari World disaster in 2133 C.E. There is a 70% probability that Ranger Abe Matthews destroyed ORB II in 2242 C.E." He summoned a report. “Uh-huh, there's Abe's report: device imploded, mission accomplished. ORB II must be the ‘device’ he was talking about.
"As for the others—ORBs III and IV were stored at UniFlag's R&D facility until the company collapsed in 2137 C.E. By this time, nearly all the test subjects had died, some as young as 35 years. However, autopsies found no conclusive connection between their premature deaths and the ORBs. Following the company's liquidation, we find no further mention of the devices or the surviving subjects. However, we estimate a 70 percent probability that the telepathic interrogation-and-punishment device destroyed by Ranger Jape Phelps in 2244 C.E. was in fact ORB III, installed on the moon by a neo-Maoist cult possessing space travel."
"So that thing was a grown-up ORB,” Scrornuck said.
"Looks like it,” Jape said. “And then there was one left: Dr. Franz Niedemeyer, UniFlag's former ethics officer, headed a syndicate that acquired many of UniFlag's assets. He became attached to a neo-Nazi cult and fled to STC274 in 2145 C.E. From the fragmentary records, we estimate a 55 percent chance that he took ORB IV with him to that time stream. If so, the device was destroyed in the crossing of 2244 C.E., although it is not mentioned in the report filed by Ranger Jape Phelps."
Jape raised an eyebrow as he set down the scroll. “Dolph had an Orb? Well, that explains how he controlled his Storm Troopers. And it explains why the crossing was so destructive. It wasn't just the conflict between the two political systems; it was the presence of large-scale artificial telepathy. I wonder if Abe knew."
Nalia looked at the flickering light atop Darklord Castle. “What about that one?"
"It's not mentioned. After the lawsuits, I suspect McGinn did his final work in secret.” Jape looked at his ring. It was a deep, dark red, almost black. “These things are even more dangerous than I thought."
"So how do we whack it?” Scrornuck asked.
Jape shrugged. “I don't know, yet. Abe didn't explain how he imploded Orb II."
Scrornuck's hand moved toward his sword. “Well, I blew up Number Three—and I just punched it hard with Ol’ Red—"
"I suspect that won't work this time. When you destroyed Orb III, you were on the inside—somehow, you'd been absorbed into it. I suspect slapping the thing with your sword won't have much effect. Hell, I don't know if it's physical at all. We may need to attack it in some totally different manner.” He returned his attention to the scroll. “What else is out there? Additional documents: 724 pages of memos, design documents, meeting records, etc. were discovered and decoded to produce this summary." He tapped a few buttons, frowned at the response and rolled up the scroll. “Transmission quality's not so good tonight. We probably won't see the rest of the stuff for a while."
"Seven hundred pages?” Nalia asked. “Who's going to read all that?"
Jape sighed. “I am."
* * * *"Something's wrong."
"Huh?” Scrornuck sat up and looked around. The view was unchanged: the dunes, the black castle topped by the flickering violet-white light, the Army milling about in its camp.
"Something feels wrong,” Nalia said. “I hear the soldiers’ thoughts, and they're afraid."
"Well, they should be. They're attacking that castle tomorrow."
"That's not what's scaring them—it feels deeper than that."
He stood up to get a better look. The Army wandered about its camp, and he realized they were looking at the sky, not the castle. He pointed, and Nalia nodded. “Blood on the moon,” she said.
"They think it's a sign?"
She nodded again. “Their thoughts are getting louder. I'm starting to feel scared myself."
"Don't,” he said. “Jape told me it's just a natural thing, something about the moon getting into the shadow of the world. Nothing to worry about."
"Tell that to the Army.” She rubbed her forehead.
Scrornuck picked up the Setron and ran his fingers along its fretboard, making the instrument's lights flicker in response. “Maybe I can settle them down.” Standing on the top of the dune, where the whole Army could hear him, he played a series of loud, aggressive chords layered over a screaming fiddle and a ground-shaking bass line. The few members of the Army who weren't already up came out of their tents to see what was going on.
Got their attention, he thought. Good. He dragged his left hand down the fretboard, pulling the whole song—the fiddle, the chords, the rhythm—down into a swirling, slowing sound, until all that remained was a single organ chord, which he held until even he could feel the Army's tension. Then, making a slight shift in his grip, he restarted the song. He played the same themes, but now they were slow, soothing, almost a lullaby. As he played, the soldiers relaxed, took their eyes off the moon, and one by one, they returned to their tents. He let the song slowly fade away as the last few soldiers retired. “Well,” he asked, “how's that? Feel any better?"
"A lot,” she said. “They all calmed down when you started the slow stuff. How'd you do that?"
"I don't know. I just did."
"They say music soothes the savage beast,” Jape said. Awakened by the first part of Scrornuck's concert, he'd watched the tune calm the Army. “But this thing's so powerful it almost worries me.” He took out the softscroll. “I should have looked it up a while ago.” His query received an almost instantaneous response. "STC1689 Stream Crossing Report," he read, "2233C.E. It's a report by Abe Matthews: Successfully removed anachronistic group of Re-Creators. Crossing disturbances resolved. Complications: physical, physiological, psychological effects of ‘Setron’ sonic weapon. By Abe's standards, that's a long report—and look at this, there's a picture.” The scroll displayed an image that was unmistakably Scrornuck's instrument. “A sonic weapon, he called it. Mister Saughblade, let's have a look at this toy of yours."
Somewhat reluctantly, Scrornuck handed over the instrument. Jape inspected the grip closely. “It almost looks like it came off a fibersword."
"Yeah.” Scrornuck held Ol’ Red and the Setron side by side. Except for the color of the leather, the grips were identical. “They feel the same, too. And they can talk to each other.” He described how he'd used the Setron's music to set Ol’ Red's fibers dancing a few nights earlier.
"So it's a similar technology,” Jape said, looking very closely at the glassy, faintly glowing fibers that snaked across the instrument's body, connecting the grip to the frets and sound-generators. “And Abe called it a weapon..."
"That's just an expression,” Scrornuck protested, “like calling a guitar an axe."
"Maybe, maybe not.” Jape queried the scroll again. “Hmm. Sound waves are known to influence attitude, cause exhilaration or depression, induce digestive distress and vomiting..."
Nalia laughed. “Well, I've heard singers who made me want to barf."
"This machine's working at a level far more basic than musical taste."
"It put some funny chords in that incantation I played at the tower,” Scrornuck said. “Is that why the Captain's army puked?"
Jape nodded. “I wonder what it's capable of? Last night, when I was so discouraged, you played a song..."
"Yeah, it perked you right up."
"And it contained some odd harmonies."
"You played something for me the other night when I couldn't sleep,” Nalia said. “It sounded a little funny, too, but it made me feel really calm."
Scrornuck frowned slightly. “And now that you mention it, there was that whiny singer in the bar. After we played together, the Setron wanted me to play something. I couldn't even hear it, but you saw how he changed."
Jape nodded. “Confidence and energy, a complete turnaround. And now, with just one song, you got the Army over its fear of the eclipse.” He looked at the Setron with new respect. “This thing is powerful. And it suggests things for you to play?"
Scrornuck nodded. “Yeah, it talks to me, just like Ol’ Red."
"Hmm.” Jape stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Well, I suggest you be careful with it. Abe called it a weapon, it's got components from a fibersword, it can affect people physically and emotionally, and you say it's suggesting things to play. It could be dangerous."
"I can handle it,” Scrornuck said, feeling a bit defensive.
"Just don't let it become your master."
"I won't."
They sat, watching the moon reappear from the shadow of the world, until Nalia got up to use the privy. “I've been thinking,” Scrornuck said.
"Generally a useful activity,” Jape replied. “About anything in particular?"
"That supply world you talked about yesterday. It's all machines, right?"
"Probably. Haven't visited, so I can't say for sure."
"Machines break down.” Scrornuck remembered well the continuous struggles to keep his old bikes running.
"Eventually."
"What happens then? These people get everything from the Temple. They can't even feed themselves."
"That's not really our concern, Mister Saughblade."
"Maybe it should be. We say we're here to save the world, but if somebody doesn't teach these people to grow their own food, I don't think we're saving anything."
Jape shrugged. “Short of settling down here and teaching the people farming, what do you suggest?"
"I don't know. I just think we should do something."
"I think we should get some sleep. If we don't take care of Draggott and the Orb tomorrow, Taupeaquaah won't have a future to worry about.” With that, Jape headed for his tent and was soon asleep.
Nalia soon returned and sat down next to Scrornuck. He sighed. “Tomorrow's going to be nasty."
"Maybe not,” she replied. “Taupeaquaahns are pretty peaceful."
"Our late friend the Captain said Draggott taught her people to kill. Tomorrow's going to be a war, not a nice, civilized little duel."
"We still outnumber them—the Army's over a thousand, and the disappearances and kidnappings only add up to about four hundred."
"I'm not sure that matters,” Scrornuck said. “If Draggott controls his soldiers through the Orb, they'll be ruthless. If the Taupeaquaahns don't fight for real..."
"You'll protect them,” she said confidently.
"Yeah.” He gazed across the dunes at the Army's camp, the castle, and the Orb. “If they don't kill me first. Back at the pub, I heard people saying I should be marched back to the Temple and sacrificed. They figure this whole thing's my fault ‘cause I wouldn't give the lizard my boots.” He let out a long sigh. “Twice in one week. Sometimes this job just sucks."
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Chapter Twenty-Four"I Think I'd Rather Get Drunk"Scrornuck awoke from a fitful sleep. He'd spent the night tossing and turning, grinding his forearms into the coarse sand as he sought relief from a fiendish itching. Sometime after the lunar eclipse ended, Nalia had given up trying to share the blanket and retired to her tent, leaving him to squirm and mutter in his sleep.
Now, just after dawn, he felt like crap. His nose was clogged, his vision was blurred and his face felt puffy, like he'd spent the night sleeping in a field of Kansasian Sneezeweed. Gotta find some food, he thought, sitting up and groping for the pack. Two beers remained in the cooler. He opened one and drank, hoping the heavy stout had some nutritional value. To his surprise, he felt a little better. Hair of the dog. He drank the second beer, and felt better still as his nose started working.
He smelled something delicious: sausages and eggs frying somewhere. Still having trouble seeing—the film on his eyes wouldn't blink away—he followed his nose to a little fire on the edge of the Army's camp. There, a soldier knelt, facing the other way, stirring a delicious casserole.
"Morning, friend,” Scrornuck said hopefully. Despite his best efforts to sound neighborly, the words came out in a deep growl.
The soldier didn't turn around. “It's a good morning to die,” he said solemnly.
Scrornuck shrugged. “Good as any other day, I guess. But it sucks to die on an empty stomach—can I talk you out of a little breakfast?"
The soldier turned. His eyes jumped open, almost a cartoon double-take, and for several seconds his mouth moved but made no sound. “Take it,” he stammered. “Anything you want..."
"Thanks, friend.” Scrornuck took the pan and ambled back toward his own camp, casually tasting the casserole. It was good, really good, and he had to struggle to take only a few samples.
The fresh air made him feel better, and his vision soon cleared up. The air seemed especially clear this morning—he felt he could see each brick in the wall of the castle.
"Wake up, sleepyheads!” he said, banging the pan with Ol’ Red's iron stub. “Breakfast is served!” His voice still sounded hoarse, and his face still felt puffy. Time to get that allergy stuff, he thought, setting down the pan and kneeling before the entrance to Jape's tent. “Hey, Jape, where's the medical stuff?"
"Never mind that,” Jape said, blearily sticking his head out of the tent. “Where's the coffee—and what the hell happened to you?"
"Slept in some sneezeweed, I guess,” Scrornuck said—and then stopped, noticing Jape's shocked stare. “Did I miss something?” he said tentatively, and slowly reached up to feel his face. “Uh-oh."
"You better have a look at yourself,” Jape said, handing him a small mirror.
Scrornuck took the mirror and looked, blinked, looked again. His ears were larger than he remembered, and pointed. A pair of bony ridges, like budding horns, began somewhere under his hair, ran across his eyebrows and converged on his nose. Beneath the ridges sat a pair of eyes that seemed bigger and slightly angled, with vertical black slits for pupils. “Holy shit,” he whispered, slowly handing the mirror back.
Jape pulled his hand away, and the mirror fell to the ground. “Watch it with those things,” he said, pointing to Scrornuck's arms. Bony ridges protruded from the skin of his forearms, beginning just above the wrist and ending just below the elbow, where they formed upward-pointing spikes a few inches long. Tentatively, he touched one of the ridges on its scalloped edge. It was razor-sharp.
Nalia lazily emerged from her tent, got her first look at Scrornuck, and stared in disbelief. “What's happening?” she stammered.
"It's the curse,” he said.
"What curse?"
"The Beast, the monster that couldn't be killed. Just before I threw him into the volcano, he warned me this would happen."
"It spoke?” Jape said. “Why didn't you tell me about this at the time?"
"I was afraid you'd throw me into the volcano after him,” Scrornuck said. “After what he said, I was half-tempted to jump..."
Scrornuck put his shoulder against the rattly wagon. The last rock was moved, the way was clear, and it was time to send the pieces of the indestructible Beast into the fiery heart of the volcano.
"Listen,” a voice hissed, just above a whisper. Scrornuck looked over his shoulder to see what the Stranger wanted, but the drab-looking man was much too far away to have been the one speaking. The faint voice spoke again, and this time there was no question about its source. Despite the volcano's heat, Scrornuck felt a chill as he peered into the wagon and saw that enough of the monster's head had come back together to permit it to speak. The Beast's immense jaw was shattered, the head severed at the neck, the top of the skull open. Only the creature's lips moved, but that was enough.
"What are you?” Scrornuck demanded of the bloody apparition. “You sound almost like a man."
"I was, once. A warrior, like you. And then—” Something like a sob escaped the creature's tattered lips. “There is healing in the blood, my friend. Healing, and madness, and then the terrible changes, and finally the insatiable hunger.” Something that looked like a tear fell from its mutilated eye. “You have touched the blood. The evil has entered you."
Scrornuck inspected himself and realized that, despite shedding his blood-soaked kilt and shirt, despite scrubbing himself in the snow on the mountainside, he still felt the stickiness of the monster's blood.
The Beast sighed. “My pain is coming to an end, but yours is just beginning. I am sorry. Farewell."
"Farewell,” Scrornuck whispered.
"And now it's happening,” Scrornuck said.
"No.” Jape shook his head adamantly. “Whatever's happening, it's not because of the Beast.” He got out the softscroll. An image appeared—round, red blobs floating in a straw-colored fluid. “This is the Beast's blood.” He pointed to small, angular objects darting between the blobs. “These are microbots—tiny machines that float in the blood and embed themselves in tissues, repairing injuries and wounds.” He set the scroll aside. “About thirty years ago, before we built the Barrier to prevent time travel, a man from my world moved to a time stream whose present day was in the Middle Ages. There, he injected himself with microbots, planning to become an invincible warrior and build an empire.
"But the microbots worked too well—they didn't just repair injuries, they tried to improve him, make him stronger and more indestructible. Bit by bit, they changed him into something no longer human. By the time you found a way to dispose of him, he'd gone quite mad and been on a rampage for several years."
"And when I killed him, he passed the things on to me,” Scrornuck said.
"He did,” Jape said, “but that's not the whole story. Think back, to the time you fought the invaders from space. The ship was hit, your body was destroyed, and Captain Shemp pulled off a full Schuffmann process extraction a few seconds before your brain died. We used the ship's machinery to extract your mind, your thoughts, your personality..."
"My soul?” Scrornuck said hopefully.
"Umm, yes,” Jape replied, “that's a good word. And after we did that, you existed only as information stored in various machines. Microbots are physical objects that live in your body. No body, no microbots. When I reversed the process at Kurzitskogorsk-Seven, you went into an entirely different body. There's no way you could be carrying the monster's microbots. Here, I'll prove it.” He held out a ring. “Give me a blood sample.” Scrornuck obediently punctured a fingertip and let a drop of blood fall on the ring. Jape glanced at the softscroll—and gasped audibly. Long purple strands floated among the red blood cells. “Where the hell did those come from?"
"From the Beast,” Scrornuck said glumly. “Just like I said."
Jape shook his head. “No. These are different.” In the side-by-side images, the devices from the Beast's blood were boxy and angular, while those in Scrornuck's blood were long, thin, sinuous. “They came from somewhere else,” the Ranger said. “But where? And when? We need to think..."
"We need to eat,” Nalia said, lifting the pan of breakfast casserole. “Before this stuff gets all the way cold."
As they ate, they reviewed the events of the last few days, and Jape made a timeline on the scroll. “Okay,” he said, “here's something: the minor wound you received at the Executive Palace took five days to heal, correct?"
Scrornuck nodded.
"But,” Jape went on, “the more serious wounds you took from at Alpine Lake—those healed in less than two days. Something must have happened in between."
"You seemed to be a lot stronger last night,” Nalia added.
"Hmm—” Jape thought for another minute. Then inspiration seemed to strike, and he fumbled through the pockets of his cape. “Where is that sample? Ah, here it is!” He produced a small tube containing a little plug of meat, which Scrornuck recognized as the piece he'd cut from the wing muscle of the slain dragon. “It feels gritty,” the Ranger said as he pulled the sample from the container.
"Gritty?” Scrornuck said. “Let me feel it.” He rubbed the tissue between his fingers. It felt as if it had been dropped in dust or sand. “At the Trading Post, when I washed out my wounds, I felt something like this. Thought dust had gotten in..."
Jape placed the sample on the clear jewel of a ring, and looked eagerly at the scroll. It showed an image of purple strings coiled around thicker pink fibers. “Well, look at that—microbots wrapped around the muscle fibers. So that's why the dragon was so strong.” He pulled a large needle from the medical kit. “Now it's your turn. Sorry, this is going to hurt a little."
It hurt more than a little. Jape took a tissue sample from Scrornuck's leg and carefully laid it atop the ring. A moment later, an image appeared on the softscroll, nearly identical to the first. “Well, it makes sense—you had your arms buried up to the shoulders in the dragon's head, and you had plenty of cuts. They'd have no trouble finding a way in."
"Great,” Scrornuck said, looking at the scars on his arms. “So now what—am I turning into a dragon?"
Jape thought for a minute. “I don't think so. The dragons aren't constantly changing, and they aren't that much different from natural flying lizards—just a little more ferocious-looking and a lot stronger. I suspect the microbots have already done everything they're programmed to do."
"I hope you're right."
Jape rolled up the scroll. “So do I, Mister Saughblade—and not just because you're my Protector. According to my instruments, the dragon's microbots won't disrupt the stream crossing. If, on the other hand, you were infected with the ones from the Beast..."
"I'd have to jump down the nearest volcano, wouldn't I?” Scrornuck shuddered at the thought.
"Probably,” Jape said. “But since you're not infected with the Beast's microbots, it's not a problem. Meanwhile, there's a world to be saved. Let's focus on that. When we're done, we'll get whatever medical attention you need."
"There's a world to be saved.” With a sigh of resignation, Scrornuck pulled on his boots. A shirt was out of the question—his arm-spikes would shred the sleeves. After some thought he removed his jacket from the tent pole where it had spent the night, unlaced the sides and hung it over his shoulders. While he held those dangerous arms high over his head, Nalia re-laced the jacket's sides. “Well,” he asked, “how do I look?"
"Not bad,” Jape replied. “I think you could pose for the cover of a cheesy novel."
"As the monster."
"Hey, the monster's always the best part of a book cover."
"I think you look just fine.” Nalia stood on tiptoes and gave him a rather careful kiss. “Any girl in town could have a muscle-bound Acolyte. I've got the only scrornuck there is."
"Yeah, I guess I am the only one.” Holding his spiky arms out of the way, he returned her kiss. Inwardly he wondered, the only one of what? The shape-shifting warrior from the legend? Or am I just the bug?
* * * *Scrornuck stuffed his plaid blanket into the backpack and cinched its closures as tight as he could. Then he buried the pack and stuck a tent-pole in the sand to mark the spot. “We'll pick it up when we've finished with Draggott,” he said.
Jape nodded, looking a little distracted. “I think I've figured out what powers the microbots,” he said. “It's rather elegant."
"What?” Scrornuck tied a red bandanna to the pole, making a flag.
"Alcohol. I think the dragon ferments and refines alcohol from those dragon-berries, along with gas for flaming. The alcohol fuels the microbots. That would explain how you could drink like a fish last night without getting drunk."
Scrornuck slipped, and the sharp spike on his arm cut the bandanna in two. “Right now,” he said with a sigh, “I think I'd rather get drunk."
In the distance, a horn sounded. The Army of Taupeaquaah started moving, slowly and without much coordination, toward the castle. “Here we go,” Scrornuck said, slinging the Setron over his shoulder like a second sword. “What's the plan?"
Jape shrugged. “I wish I had one. Seven hundred pages of meeting notes and technical documents arrived this morning. There's no rhyme or reason to it. I wish Abe had written more in his reports—he must have known something about these things.” He glanced at the flickering light atop the Castle's tower and began thinking out loud. “Let's see if this adds up: Draggott's a local warlord with big dreams..."
"We don't have warlords here.” Nalia tossed the day-pack over her shoulder. “Until now, anyway."
"Really?” Scrornuck asked. “You've never had anybody who wants to be the Big Boss?"
"A few, but they see reason after a few weeks in jail. The ones that don't eventually leave town..."
"Okay,” Jape said, stuffing the softscroll into his cape. “He's an exile, thrown out of town for wanting to be a ruler. Somehow, probably just by dumb luck, he got through the dust storm and found the castle. He had some money, so he bribed the Guards and their Captain..."
Nalia frowned. “The Guards can be bribed, but I'm not so sure about the Captain."
Scrornuck nodded. “It wasn't money that made her want to skin me. It was her ‘sacred way of life’ and that bloody stuffed lizard."
"What did she say about Draggott?” Nalia said. “He was..."
"The True Guest,” Scrornuck finished. “Got all doe-eyed when she said it."
Jape thought about this as they made their way down the dune. “Let's try this, then: Draggott found some UniFlag special-effects equipment at the Castle, and used it to convince the Captain he was the long-awaited True Guest."
Nalia nodded. “If he could do that, she'd do anything for him."
"Okay. So he convinced the Captain he was the True Guest, and with her help he built a small army of bribed Mayoral Guards. Then, perhaps, he read about the Orb in some of McGinn's old papers—things keep forever in the desert—and got the idea of using it to control a slave army. He sent his soldiers to get it, and they arrived at the Executive Palace the same time we did."
"Their bad luck,” Scrornuck said.
Jape nodded. “That's probably enough to explain why the Captain wanted you dead."
"And then there's me,” Nalia said. “From what Scrornuck says, every time I got near the Orb, strange things happened."
Jape nodded. “Strange things happened, and you got more powerful. That's about the last thing Draggott would want—you might control the Orb and take over his army."
"I could do that?"
"The way your talents are developing, it won't be long before you can do it without the Orb.” Jape paused thoughtfully. “I wonder if our friend Tremmlowe thought he could control you with that drug—maybe use you to take control of the army from Draggott?"
"A double-cross?” Scrornuck said. “Sounds like the slimeball."
Jape nodded. “But the plot went sour, you killed the assassins and Tremmlowe was lucky to get out alive. Somebody—most likely the Captain—did a little sleight-of-hand and got the Orb out of Syb's and back to Draggott. Then, while we were on that wild goose chase to Alpine Lake, he sent his soldiers into Taupeaquaah to kidnap slaves for his army, dropped the dust-storm, and lured the Army of Taupeaquaah into the desert to attack him on his terms. Nice little plan."
"Very nice little plan.” Scrornuck said. “Now let's go mess it up!"
They reached the bottom of the dune, where the long line of concrete monorail-support towers ended at an enormous drawbridge. The bridge was down—Scrornuck suspected it wasn't movable—but the great wooden gates to the castle were shut tight. Members of the Army milled about on the bridge, unsure of how to enter.
"Maybe we should knock,” Nalia suggested.
"Like we did at the security office?” Jape said, consulting his fireball-shooter. “It's getting pretty low."
"Let me try something.” Scrornuck triggered the boots, leaping to the top of the last tower, and unslung the Setron from his shoulder. He struck the fretboard, producing a string of hideous wails. As he adjusted his grip, the wails became a deep rumble, and bits of dust jumped from the surface of the gate. Getting close, he thought, making another adjustment. The air in front of the gate shimmered with blue shock diamonds. He brought up the bass slightly, and the gate's wooden surface seemed to be boiling. Then, with a sound not unlike a bowling ball making the perfect strike, the gate disappeared into a cloud of splinters and dust. “Honey, I'm home!” he called, as he dropped back to the ground.
As he watched the Army stream across the bridge, he took the little red book from his sporran and whispered a short prayer, for himself, his friends and those he would likely be killing today. “All right,” he said, putting the book away. “Let's go."
They followed the Army across the drawbridge and through a short tunnel to the castle's interior. Like the soldiers, they stopped for a moment as they emerged from the tunnel. The forest of towers they'd seen from atop the dune was even more impressive up close, linked by a dizzying array of elevated walkways and flying buttresses, some unfinished, all converging on various levels of the three-hundred-foot tall central keep. Concrete and steel foundations rose from the simulated-stone floor, some supporting segments of roller-coaster track that might have one day wound over, under and around the catwalks.
Scrornuck's vision seemed enhanced, able to both take in the big picture and examine each item in detail—cranes, forklifts and equipment seemingly abandoned in haste, unfinished walls, gargoyles in the leering image of Spafu where the tallest flying buttresses met the keep, and at the very top of that tower, a crude wooden scaffold supporting the Orb. What he did not see, despite his best efforts, was the enemy—aside from the Army, the castle appeared deserted. On a hunch, he stepped back and put an ear to the outer wall. He heard noise inside—a lot of noise. “Sheeyit,” he shouted, “it's a set-up!"
Draggott's soldiers poured out of doorways in the tunnel wall, blocking the exit. Scrornuck quickly dragged Jape and Nalia to the side, hiding behind one of the concrete foundations. A moment later more soldiers appeared, rushing from hiding places behind the central tower and trapping the Army.
"They're going to panic,” Jape predicted as the Taupeaquaahns tentatively engaged the foe. They handled their weapons uncertainly, still not sure they were supposed to hurt anybody. Draggott's troops suffered no such qualms, and in seconds the first ranks of the Army were collapsing in terror and confusion.
Nalia held her head and moaned softly. “They're terrified—I don't think I can keep it out."
"Mister Saughblade?” Jape said.
"I'll give it a try.” Scrornuck jumped atop the twenty-foot concrete piling, and clambered up the steel of the incomplete coaster track until he was some forty feet above the ground. The Setron vibrated eagerly as he squeezed the grip, struck the fretboard, and aimed a debilitating blast of subsonics at Draggott's army.
Nothing happened.
He shifted his grip and increased the intensity. The sound still had no effect on the enemy, though a few Taupeaquaahns doubled over from the echoes. What the...? Even the instrument seemed confused, its grip squirming uncomfortably.
He shifted his grip and his strategy, sounding a bugle call—while the Setron didn't affect Draggott's army, it still worked on Taupeaquaahns. As he added more brass and the skirl of war pipes, the Army ceased its retreat. He turned the call-to-arms into a song, and the Army marched forward, engaging Draggott's troops with enthusiasm and confidence, and methodically pushed them back. He smiled in satisfaction as the first of the enemy fell to the Taupeaquaahn swords.
Fingers flashing over the Setron's fretboard as his right hand massaged the instrument's grip, Scrornuck took command of the Army. A subtle shift in the song's harmonies sent a command to the Taupeaquaahn archers, who loosed their arrows over the front lines with devastating effect. Another small theme brought the pike-carriers forward in a wedge that split Draggott's force down the middle.
The battle quickly became a rout, and the rout would soon become a slaughter, as Scrornuck's army tore into Draggott's. Another hour, he thought, and we'll have the son-of-a-bitch. He brought up the percussion, sending a command to the right flank. The only thing Draggott knows about war is that you kill the other guys, he thought, grinning wickedly. And now our side knows that.
"Scrornuck!” He turned and saw Nalia climbing up the steelwork. “What are you doing?"
"I'm winning, that's what!” He gestured grandly at the battle below. “It's a rout!"
"It's murder!” she said. “It's wrong! Taupeaquaahns don't kill each other!"
"Maybe it's time they learned!"
"No!” He glanced at her face and saw she was on the verge of tears. “That's what the Captain would say!” She buried her face in her hands, sobbing. “Maybe you are turning into the Beast."
She just doesn't understand war, he thought—but the words seemed false, empty. He looked down at the battle, and for a moment he recalled the last words of the Beast: “The changes came over me,” the reptilian voice said. He felt the skin over his shoulders squirming as if ready to split open and spew forth a million foul maggots.
He glanced at Nalia. She held her head as if in pain. He recalled her smiling face, just a few mornings ago on the shore of Alpine lake, confidently assuring him, “of course you're the good guy.” Am I still? He wondered.
His dragon eyes zoomed in on a corner of the battle, where six Taupeaquaahns hacked away at three enemy soldiers. What am I doing, he asked himself. Getting rid of Draggott, he answered. And then what? How would the Army behave after the battle—back in the City, where disputes were settled in ritualized duels that ended with first blood drawn? He recalled his own words from the previous night, and wondered: if he had to turn the peaceful Taupeaquaahns into murderers, was he really saving anything?
This is war.
Then what?
Am I really saving anything?
Of course you're the good guy.
Well, am I? he asked himself. Do I still want to be? He answered: Yes.
This song had to end. But how? If he simply stopped, the Taupeaquaahns would be overwhelmed. He had to give the Army the encouragement to defend itself, without sending it into a murderous frenzy. And then? He couldn't stay up here playing the Setron all day—Jape stood at the foot of the piling, gesturing as if to say, come on, there's a world to save.
Scrornuck sighed, knowing what he had to do and knowing how much he didn't want to do it. “Nalia,” he said, “I need your help."
She looked up. “How?"
"I need you to tell me when the tune is right."
She nodded. “Go ahead."
He removed some of the song's harsher dissonances—and some of the Taupeaquaahns backed away from the slaughter. Nalia nodded and smiled. He toned down the percussion—and the Army broke off most of its attacks. The instrument fought him, its grip twitching and squirming under his fingers, trying to make him play a tune that would turn the Army back into a murderous horde. “I'm playing you,” he muttered, squeezing the grip so hard his hand hurt. “You're not playing me.” He boosted the low brass—and the Army slowly regrouped into a new formation that advanced slowly, using pikes and the threat of arrows to push Draggott's troops back.
Nalia smiled. “That's it."
Now for the hard part, he thought, making tiny finger movements as he struggled to lock the song into the instrument's memory. It fought harder—each time he had the tune locked-in and tried to set the instrument down, the Setron took his next touch as an excuse to shift back to the battle-song. “So that's why Abe called you a weapon,” he muttered. The grip squirmed under his fingers, and the warrior in him understood the message—play the song, win the battle, slaughter the enemy, be the hero. “No,” he whispered.
After three unsuccessful attempts, he shrugged the Setron's straps off his shoulders and again forced the instrument to play the song that would support the Taupeaquaahns in their slow advance. “Nalia,” he said, “hold onto the straps. I'm going to let go in three, two, one—now!" He gave the grip a final squeeze, locking in the song, held his breath, and let go.
It worked. The Setron dangled from Nalia's arms, repeating the tune. Very carefully, touching only the strap, he hung the instrument from a convenient steel beam. As the Setron played on, he looked down at the Army and smiled. He'd done it.
"Let's go,” he said. Taking a final look at the sonic weapon, he thought, Goodbye, friend. See you when this is over. Being careful not to disturb the instrument, he and Nalia climbed down to join Jape. “Now what?"
The Ranger pointed to the flickering light atop the central tower. “We get up there, deal with any opposition, and perform some controlled experiments."
Scrornuck nodded. “Controlled experiments, you say. Does that mean I don't get burned up this time?"
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Chapter Twenty-Five"Please, Oh Please, Let It Be Blood"They crossed the courtyard, staying out of sight behind coaster foundations and abandoned equipment, and stepped through a grandly arched entrance into Darklord Castle's central keep. A square stage, fifteen feet high and sporting steps on all sides, stood at the center of the room. From the rear of this stage an elaborate staircase climbed another twenty feet to an ornate opening in the domed ceiling.
"The great impotentate's throne,” Scrornuck said as he inspected a badly worn armchair in the middle of the stage. A bright orange object caught his eye, and he stooped to pick up one of those cheese-like airplane snacks. “Looks like Tremmlowe's been here—or do you suppose Draggott eats these things?"
"I've heard stranger,” Jape said, heading up the staircase. “Emperor Mao IV supposedly had a taste for artificial barbecue potato chips—a week old and extra greasy."
The stairs led to a small, plain waiting-room above the domed ceiling. Jape started his light, and they followed a curving hall past doors to other rooms, finally finding a service stair that took them up another level.
They stepped through an inconspicuous steel door into an immense atrium, easily twenty stories high, dimly lit by sunlight shining through gaps in the tower's wall. Coils of black steel filled the space overhead, rising, falling, twisting in loops and knots. “It's a roller coaster,” Scrornuck said breathlessly. A tattered banner hung from the steelwork, proclaiming: BLACK DRAGON—FIRST TEST RUN SEPTEMBER 14, 2133.
Nalia read the banner aloud. “You don't suppose this is what they meant when they talked about riding the Dragon's tail?"
"Could be,” Scrornuck said. “The tail-end car always gives the best ride."
"September 14,” Jape said. “According to the records, that's one day after UniFlag abandoned this project."
Scrornuck gazed at the coaster. “Nobody ever got to ride it? What a waste."
Nalia suddenly stopped. “Somebody's watching us."
Scrornuck turned slowly, searching, finally picking from the shadows a soldier clad in black plastic armor and helmet, aiming an arrow at the dead center of his chest. Slowly raising his sword, he stepped forward as the archer pulled the arrow back. Suddenly, when the two were less than ten feet apart, the soldier fell backward and released his arrow nearly straight up. Moaning softly, he dropped his weapon and fled as the arrow clattered to the floor several feet away. What the hell? Scrornuck thought.
Nalia stooped to pick up the bow and quiver. “There's something familiar about that guy,” she said. “I think I've seen him before."
"How could you tell?” Scrornuck said. “He was in the dark, and he had a mask on."
"I don't know—but I'm positive I've met him."
"Let's worry about that later,” Jape said. “We need to get up to the Orb.” He pointed to the tower's center, where a silvery stair wrapped around a black column some fifteen feet across. “Must be the boarding stair. Looks like it goes all the way to the top."
Scrornuck looked up. “Hell of a climb for a ride."
"I think it's a moving stairway,” Jape said.
Nalia frowned as she reached the base of the unmoving stairs. “Shame it doesn't work."
Jape shrugged. “It's a hundred years old—"
"Shhh!” Scrornuck cupped his hands around his oddly shaped ears and strained to discern the source of a rustling sound. “Somebody's coming."
"Let's move,” Jape said, starting up the steps.
They had climbed some thirty feet when Scrornuck saw the first of many soldiers emerge from the lower level. “Duck!” he whispered, shoving Jape and Nalia down. “Maybe they won't see us.” A moment later a volley of arrows struck, clattering off the column and railings.
"So much for not being seen,” Jape said, holding his hands together and forming a small, intense ball of white light between them. Slowly, carefully, he set the light-ball on the step below his feet. "Run!" he commanded, and the three scrambled up the stairs. Exactly eight seconds later the fireball exploded, making the column sway drunkenly and destroying a good ten feet of the stairway. “That should slow them up a bit."
"And how are we supposed to get down?” Nalia demanded.
"Mister Saughblade will think of something."
After circling the support column several more times, the stair climbed into a round, airy room some sixty feet across, lit by sunlight streaming in through arched windows. To their left, along the windows, another stairway continued upward, apparently to the tower's roof. A steel track emerged from an opening beneath that stairway, running halfway around the outside of the room before plunging into another opening in the floor—and on that track sat a jet-black, nine-car roller coaster, waiting for its first run. Scrornuck grinned. “I know how we're getting down."
Jape shook his head. “No, thanks—I'd be puking the whole way.” He pointed to the stairs leading upward. “Come on, we're almost there."
The final stair led to a rooftop deck offering a spectacular view of the Castle's towers and the desert beyond. Though bright sun shone over its surroundings, the rooftop itself was in twilight, illuminated only by a flickering purple light. Jape raised his hands and inspected his rings. One glowed an intense blue, while the other pulsated slowly between deep violet and brilliant, electric white.
Reluctantly, Scrornuck looked up at the Orb. The sickly purple bladder, easily twenty feet across, sat atop a crude wooden scaffold some fifteen feet high. Its surface squirmed, its center flashed with energy, and the fluid within swirled, carrying tiny black flakes that made it look like an insane snow-globe. He again saw what looked like a fish, several feet long, watching him with glowing orange eyes. As it flipped its tail and disappeared, he felt a slight prickling of his fingertips and heard a faint sizzling. Thing still hates me, he thought.
As Jape and Nalia climbed the steep, flimsy steps at the far corner of the scaffold to perform their controlled experiments, Scrornuck turned his attention to their surroundings. Eight gargoyles, each a ten-foot-high head of Spafu, faced outward, and a stout railing filled the space between the leering dragons. He stepped atop the railing to make sure nobody was hiding. From there, he inspected the slender flying buttresses running down from the gargoyles to eight smaller towers. Straining his enhanced vision to its limits, he saw that each buttress sprang from its tower just above a narrow walkway, right next to a small metal service door.
A bell rang, shrill and insistent. Drawing his sword, Scrornuck sprinted down the stairs just in time to see a dozen or more heavily armed soldiers burst through a door labeled EMERGENCY EXIT ONLY—ALARM WILL SOUND. One irritated pike-carrier stabbed his weapon upward, ripping the bell from the wall as the leader of the troops doffed her black helmet and smiled at Scrornuck. “Hello, Dizzer."
His jaw dropped. “You should be dead..."
"I could say the same about you, demon,” the Captain replied, most certainly alive despite many bruises and burns. “It seems we're both rather hard to kill."
How did she—? In perfect clarity, the scene came back to him:
The soldiers squirmed and doubled over as the subsonic undertones of Scrornuck's “incantation” churned their guts. He finished the second chorus and crashed to the floor. As he pulled Nalia closer, he got a glimpse of the Captain staggering behind the support pillar, upchucking violently. Then Jape said the final word and brilliant white light surrounded them.
"I'd like to thank you for saving my life,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.
"You're welcome, bitch."
She stepped forward, inspecting him with a mixture of awe and disgust. “I see you've stopped pretending to be human. May I ask just what kind of abomination you are?"
"The kind that eats lizards for breakfast.” Very slowly, keeping his eyes locked with the Captain's, he started backing up the stairs. This is bad, he thought—there were at least twenty soldiers in the room, with more stepping from the emergency exit every second.
"Blasphemer! You shall pay for this..."
"Yeah, yeah, going to try skinning me again?"
"In fact, I've been practicing.” The Captain followed slowly, careful to stay just beyond Ol’ Red's reach. “So have my helpers.” With a flourish, two of the soldiers removed their helmets, and Scrornuck saw they were Servants of Spafu that he'd beaten up in Taupeaquaah. “I believe you've met?"
"Where's your pal Ferinianne?” Scrornuck spat. “Still trying to blow his nose?” He backpedaled further, reaching the rooftop deck. Where's Jape, he wondered, risking a glance over his shoulder. As he expected, the Ranger and Nalia were on top of the rickety scaffold, engrossed in their examination of the Orb. As he took another step back, he looked closely and realized that the scaffold was little more than a pile of shipping pallets. Maybe, if he could signal Jape and Nalia to come down, he could collapse the whole bloody thing, including that damned Orb, onto his enemies...
A sour-sounding horn suddenly blew, the crowd of soldiers parted, and a black-robed, black-masked man marched up between them. The Captain bowed and escorted the imposing figure to the top of the steps.
"So this is Lord Draggott?” Scrornuck said disdainfully.
Ignoring Scrornuck, the black-clad warlord looked up to Jape and called, “Good morning, James. We are pleased to meet you again."
"Pleased to meet you, too,” Jape said, hurriedly heading for the scaffold's stairs.
Draggott's voice was whiny, wheezy, somehow familiar. “When you set off on that wild goose chase to the south, we feared we would not have the opportunity to—"
He stopped in mid-sentence and stood unmoving. An instant later, Jape, frozen in mid-step, toppled over the edge of the scaffold. “Shit,” Scrornuck whispered, sprinting a few steps to catch the falling Ranger. As he carried Jape away from the scaffold and set him down in a safe place, Scrornuck saw that the Captain and her soldiers were also silent and still. He strained his ears and heard nothing—the sounds of battle in the courtyard had ceased.
"Shit, shit, shit, shit, SHIT!" he shouted, knowing what he would see when he looked up at Nalia. She stood by the Orb, oblivious to the world, her arms buried in its electric-purple glow, as tendrils of energy caressed her shoulders, back and head. Crap, I'm just a dumb sword-swinger! he thought, I'm supposed to kill dragons and fight off armies, not figure out what to do with a mind reader and a—a—whatever that bloody thing is!
Forcing himself to breathe slowly and calmly, he recalled Jape's plans to conduct “controlled experiments” with the Orb. The top of this tower, surrounded by a hostile army, hardly seemed “controlled.” Jape hadn't told Scrornuck what he intended to do once Nalia was in contact with the Orb, and now he was in no position to say anything.
Think this through, Scrornuck told himself, overriding the instincts that screamed at him to pull her out. At least thirty soldiers blocked the only way down, but if he could capture Draggott and the Captain while they were still in a trance, he'd gain the upper hand. Well, he thought, the last two times Nalia touched that thing, it didn't seem to hurt her. She could wait a few minutes. Pulling the last red bandanna from his boot, he bound the Captain's hands tightly behind her back and looked around for something he could use to tie up Draggott.
A loud, electric crackling suddenly filled the air, followed by creaks and pops as the unsteady scaffold shifted. Scrornuck looked at Nalia and froze—a storm of purple lightning surrounded her as the Orb ponderously inched closer, and he realized that in a few seconds the thing would ingest her completely.
"Shee-ee-yit!!” he cried, “Don't I ever get a break?” Propping himself against the stair railing at what he hoped would be the right angle, recalling how he'd learned never, never, never to attempt an angled jump, he triggered the boots. He soared over the scaffold, cracking his knee painfully on its corner, as tendrils of purple-white lightning shot from the Orb's surface to meet him. Gasping for breath, muscles jerking and cramping from the jolts of energy, he collided with Nalia and struggled to hold on. In a cloud of smoke and violet sparks, they rolled and slid over the edge of the scaffold.
He struggled to get the boots beneath him before he hit the floor, and Nalia landed hard on top of him, knocking the wind from his lungs. Well, it's a landing, he thought. Slowly, he rolled out from under Nalia's unconscious form, and got to his feet. He reeked of smoke, and when he leaned against the scaffold to catch his breath, the scorched shoulder-guard of his jacket crumbled into ash. Sighing, he slit the jacket's laces with one of his claws and tossed the charred garment aside.
As he carried Nalia over to the spot where he'd left Jape, he heard some soft, confused grunts. Great, he thought, just great. The Captain's soldiers were waking up. He slapped Jape a couple times, but the Ranger remained unconscious. Gotta get out of here. He glanced over the rooftop's edge, at the small service door atop the tower at the far end of the flying buttress. As much as he disliked the idea, this appeared to be the only escape route.
The Captain shook her head groggily, got a look at Scrornuck, Jape and Nalia, and shouted, “Seize them!” As the first few bleary-eyed soldiers advanced, she irritably added, “And somebody untie me!"
Scrornuck put a shoulder against the heap of pallets that made up the scaffold's stair, and pushed with all his strength. With a satisfying crash, the stair toppled, sending the soldiers scrambling. A moment later, the whole scaffold creaked and popped as its far corner sagged and the Orb shifted. The Captain barked orders, and the groggy soldiers struggled to shore up the scaffold before the whole unsteady structure collapsed.
Throwing Jape and Nalia over his shoulders, Scrornuck muttered a prayer for good balance and stepped onto the flying buttress. The thing swayed and wobbled under his weight, and he realized it was purely decorative, just a cable covered in foam and stucco. He staggered as his foot broke through the thin crust and sank several inches into the soft plastic. Shit, he thought, Dad didn't raise me to be a tightrope walker.
"Yurgh...” Hands dug into Scrornuck's back as Jape awoke. “What? How?"
"Same as always—Nalia touched that balloon and you all played living statues. Only this time the bloody thing tried to swallow her."
"It can move?"
"Yeah” Scrornuck concentrated on keeping his balance and stepping gently so as not to break through the faux stonework's flimsy crust. “Thing had her about halfway in when I grabbed her.” He felt a vibration in the cable. “Are they following us?"
"Afraid so,” Jape said.
"How many?"
"At least a dozen."
"Shit. Are they gaining on us?"
"Yes—they're crawling on all fours."
"Bloody hell.” Scrornuck attempted to pick up the pace, and the buttress responded by quivering more violently. “We're going to have to fight them. I need my arm free—can you hang on?"
"I think so."
"Okay, one, two, three...” Scrornuck bent his knees, dropped slightly and pulled Jape's backside forward. Jape slid up over his shoulder and ended up face-to-face with Scrornuck, arms around his neck and legs wrapped firmly around his waist. It was still an awkward position, with one passenger clinging to his chest and another out cold and thrown over his shoulder, but at least he had his sword arm free. Fake stone crumbled beneath his feet as he drew Ol’ Red and delicately turned to face the soldiers. “All right,” he muttered, “let's dance!"
And then the fake-stone beneath his feet gave way completely. His leg dropped, the cable bounced to his left, and he fell to his right in a shower of plaster chunks and powdered plastic foam. Desperately, he squeezed Ol’ Red's grip. The fibersword's blade sprang out in two pieces, the inner a fat rope that slashed through the remaining fake stone and wrapped itself firmly around the cable, the outer doubling back and forming a fine network of fibers around his forearm, reaching back to his elbow, wrapping around the root of the bony spike.
"Hang on!” he yelled, and with a jolt that felt like it would tear his shoulder from its socket, the sword caught. Scrornuck swung wildly below the crumbling buttress, his right arm clutching Nalia against his shoulder as Jape clung to his neck and waist. His closest pursuers screamed as they lost their purchase and fell to the stone floor far below. The buttress bounced again as waves shot down the cable, sending two more soldiers falling. Chunks of disintegrating fake-stone pummeled Scrornuck as he struggled to hold on. Thin trickles of blood dribbled from the places where the sword's fibers cut into his skin. Nalia regained consciousness and screamed.
"I see you're awake!” Scrornuck shouted. “Jape, can you hang on to her?"
"I think so...” Wrapping his right arm more tightly around Scrornuck's neck, Jape grabbed hold of Nalia's waist with his left. “Got her!"
"What's going on?” Nalia wailed.
"Tell you later! For now just hang on!” Scrornuck realized he was talking as much to himself as to Nalia.
Finally, after seconds that felt like days, the thrashing cable settled down. Scrornuck shifted his grip, and the sword obediently hoisted him up to the buttress, which was now little more than a naked cable. He wrapped his right arm around the cable, put Ol’ Red away, and slowly worked his way down the bare cable until the fake-stone resumed. “All right, Jape..."
"I'm moving.” The Ranger clambered off Scrornuck's shoulders and knelt on the phony stone surface. “Okay, I'm up here. Nalia..."
"Uh-huh.” Nervously, she released her hold on Scrornuck's arm and let Jape help her up onto the remains of the buttress. Slowly, they both crawled the last thirty feet to the bottom tower. Scrornuck then swung himself up over the cable and made his way down to join them.
"I think I've figured something out,” Jape remarked. “You know how Nalia's a powerful mind reader, but she can't read your mind at all..."
"Told you, there's nothing there to read.” Scrornuck hurriedly swung Ol’ Red at the remains of the buttress, cutting through the fake-stone and severing the support cable. Atop the tower, the Captain watched as another half-dozen of her men fell, screaming, to their deaths. She fixed Scrornuck with an icy stare and slowly made a rude gesture. He ignored the gesture and muttered a brief—very brief—prayer for the dead.
"The Orb is an artificial mind-reading device,” Jape continued, fiddling with his rings. “And that's why you don't go into a trance when Nalia interacts with it—the thing doesn't know what you're thinking."
"You want to know what I'm thinking?” Scrornuck asked, increasingly irritated with Jape's musings. “I think we're at the top of a tower, surrounded by bad guys, and I don't have a clue what we're supposed to do next!” He looked down into the courtyard and saw the warriors shaking off their stupor. The Setron was silent. Bad, he thought, knowing the Army of Taupeaquaah wouldn't hold together long without it. “What's the plan, Ranger?"
"Get out of this castle and get some serious weaponry,” Jape replied. “Draggott's better-armed than I thought."
"I thought the world ends tomorrow—” Nalia protested.
"So there's one day left,” Jape said. “We've stashed some real weapons inside the Sunset Stone—stuff that could level this castle, if that's what's necessary."
"Think any of that stuff's strong enough to whack the Orb?” Scrornuck asked, jiggling the service door's handle. It was locked from the inside. He hacked through the door in a shower of sparks, exposing a dimly lit staircase.
"I don't know,” Jape said, “I just don't know. I've got to read the stuff that came in this morning."
"Seven hundred pages?” Nalia asked.
"The answer's in there somewhere. I'll read every page if I have to."
Scrornuck looked over the railing, and saw Draggott's warriors running along the castle wall, toward a bridge linking the wall to the tower. “Shit!” he muttered. “They're coming for us!"
Jape frowned. “We won't get all the way down before they reach the bridge—it's a good seven stories. Let's see how much charge I've got left.” He held his hands over the edge and said, “Fire!” five times. Three balls of white fire shot from his hands and exploded against the bridge, damaging but not destroying it.
"Out of gas?"
"Afraid so—I've still got a Dragonsneeze, but that won't help us here."
Scrornuck kicked the railing. “Reinforced concrete,” he muttered, drawing the fibersword. “Should be heavy enough.” In a shower of sparks and foul-smelling smoke, he sawed loose a ten-foot section.
Jape watched nervously as Draggott's forces approached the bridge. “Better hurry."
"Feel free to help.” Scrornuck shoved with all his strength. Jape and Nalia joined in, but the section of railing didn't budge.
"Are you sure you cut it all the way loose?” Jape asked.
"Yeah, I'm sure.” Scrornuck sat on the narrow walkway, back against the wall, knees bent, heels against the chunk of railing that he sincerely hoped he'd cut all the way loose. “Here goes nothing—” He wiggled his toes. The boots groaned, his shoulders crunched into the fake-stone, his knees felt like they were being torn apart—and the section of railing fell. The ten-foot chunk of concrete bounced off the tapering side of the tower, leaving an immense white gash in the fake-stone, and crashed into the center of the bridge, taking it down.
"Ever considered going into demolition?” Jape asked, inspecting the remains of the bridge.
"Every chance I get."
They descended quickly, Scrornuck trying to ignore the pain in his knees and back as they took the stairs two and three at a time. The staircase ended at the level of the destroyed bridge, and arrows clattered against the steel door the instant he started to push it open. “Shit, we still have a problem,” he muttered, braving the arrows for a second and getting a glimpse of Draggott's soldiers crowding the walkway on the far side.
Two quick strokes of Ol’ Red severed the hinges, and Scrornuck held the door as a shield as the three stepped out of the tower. They climbed over the remains of the railing and stepped onto a decorative ledge barely a foot wide. Slowly, as arrows clattered off their makeshift defense, they worked their way around to the far side of the tower.
The marble-colored concrete floor was a good thirty feet below—not a great landing spot when jumping with a passenger. Still, seeing no other choice, he picked up Jape and said, “Okay, here we go..."
"Hey, did you hurt yourself again?” Jape said, pointing at Scrornuck's right boot.
"Huh?” Scrornuck paused to inspect the red fluid dribbling down the leather. “Please, oh please, let it be blood,” he muttered. It wasn't: hydraulic fluid was leaking from a blown seal somewhere in the network of mechanisms that covered the boot. Sheeyit, he thought, these things are enough trouble when they're working right. With a silent prayer, he stepped over the edge.
The landing was awful—the damaged boot fired late and Scrornuck's leg took the full impact. He felt a ripping in his knee as he wrapped himself around Jape and rolled across the concrete. “Oh, crap,” he said between clenched teeth, “I think I tore something."
"You did.” Jape quickly shot something from the first-aid kit into the knee. “We'll have to get it fixed when we're done here."
"When we're done, yeah.” Slowly and carefully, Scrornuck got to his feet. The knee hurt and felt unsteady, but it supported his weight. “Where's Nalia?” he asked, looking up and not seeing her.
"Right here,” she said, and he almost jumped—she was standing behind him. “I just climbed down.” He looked at her, and at the tower, and shrugged; he didn't see any footholds, but obviously she'd found them.
They hurried toward the Army of Taupeaquaah and the gate. Without the Setron's song, the Army milled about, disorganized. Nalia rubbed her forehead as if suffering a headache. “These guys are terrified."
As the three joined the Army, Draggott's troops resumed their disciplined pincer maneuver: one group blocked the gate, two more came around the central tower, and soon the Army was surrounded.
"Nalia,” Jape called, “can you influence Draggott's soldiers?"
She shook her head. “The only thoughts I can hear are yours and the Army's. It's like Draggott's people aren't here."
"Well, they may be immune to mind games, but they're not immune to Ol’ Red!” Scrornuck yelled. “Follow me!” He rushed forward, staggering a bit as he cut his way through the enemy. Nalia drew her sword and followed, with Jape in between.
The Army, still mired in confusion and fear, didn't follow, and in a few seconds Scrornuck, Jape and Nalia were surrounded by Draggott's troops. “This doesn't look good,” Jape said.
"No shit, Sherlock!” Scrornuck jabbed his right elbow back, impaling a soldier who'd tried to attack from behind.
Jape touched something on his sleeve. “I've got one trick left.” Scrornuck heard a faint humming beneath the sound of battle—the Ranger was charging his last Dragonsneeze.
"Stay here!” Scrornuck shouted, shoving Nalia against Jape as yet another wave of soldiers attacked. Ignoring the pain in his knee, he staggered forward, going through Draggott's army like a timber-cutter clearing a forest.
Never looking up from the charge indicator, Jape shouted, “Now!” Scrornuck, a good fifteen feet from the Ranger, had just enough time to think, Oh, shit, this is gonna hurt! Then there was nothing but a roar, and scorching heat, and a brilliant white glare as the Dragonsneeze sent him flying.
As the light and heat dissipated, he crashed to the ground, in the middle of Draggott's soldiers. His hands were empty, and he realized he'd lost his sword in the blast. He struggled to his feet and saw that the Dragonsneeze had cleared a path, incinerating or blowing aside the soldiers who blocked the way to the exit tunnel. The Army of Taupeaquaah surged into the gap, sweeping Jape and Nalia through the tunnel and out of the castle.
Scrornuck felt strangely calm as Draggott's army fell upon him with a vengeance. Jape and Nalia had made it to relative safety, he'd done his duty as their Protector, and whatever happened to him now didn't matter. It's finally over, he thought, as blackness engulfed him. At last, at long last, he was done killing.
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Chapter Twenty-Six"I Just Want To Hurt You Like the World Has Hurt Me"Scrornuck jolted to a sitting position, awakened by a searing pain in his left leg. By the dim light shining through a tiny slit-window, he watched the internal splint work its way through his skin and fall to the floor with a soft clink. He stared at the splint—even with the first-aid kit's goo, a broken leg took at least two weeks to heal. Slowly and carefully, he stood up and tested the leg. It supported his weight without discomfort. He realized that the knee he'd injured in his last jump no longer hurt, either. What was going on?
Searching for words of comfort, he opened the little red book and found a short prayer that seemed to ask the very question hovering in his mind—why am I still alive? Given the Captain's hatred, he should have been skinned and sacrificed by now. Words came unbidden: Your battle's not finished yet. Pondering this, he put the book away.
Where am I? In a prison cell—or a storeroom that had been hastily pressed into service. Three of the walls were bare cinder block, while the fourth was made of steel bars and included a locked gate. Heaps of the plastic armor worn by the Captain's soldiers filled the corners, and a rough wooden bench served as a bed.
How'd I get here? He slowly recalled the battle with Lord Draggott's soldiers, and a sudden attack that drew him outside the eight-foot zone of protection just as Jape fired his last Dragonsneeze. Man, don't that make your ears ring! His clothes were scorched, torn and spattered with dried blood, and he hurt, in a number of places—though not as badly as he expected. The wounds he'd received had, like his broken leg, already healed. Being a monster may not be all bad, after all.
He looked through the cell's tiny window, and saw the moon shining in the dark sky. Where'd the time go? He reclined on the bench, emptying his mind and letting his thoughts wander. In time, memories came.
The soldiers dragged Scrornuck through the dark halls of the castle and up a long, long spiral stair surrounded by pipes and wiring, coming at last to the bloated sack of violet-white electricity squatting atop its rickety pile of pallets—the Orb. The masked and hooded form of Lord Draggott stood nearby, with the Captain at his side. How nice, Scrornuck thought. All my special friends are here tonight.
The guards added him to a line of prisoners, many of them members of the Army of Taupeaquaah, then marched their captives in two and threes up to the Orb and roughly shoved their heads into the crackling ball. Tendrils of violet energy swirled over their shoulders and down their backs, and when the guards pulled them out, the prisoners moved slowly and mechanically, as if in a trance.
Then it was Scrornuck's turn. The soldiers dragged him to the Orb, which sizzled with electricity as if looking forward to the meeting. He fought desperately, and it took eight men to force his head through the Orb's surface. It hurt worse than anything he'd ever experienced—his body had flopped and squirmed uncontrollably as bolts of violet lightning coursed through his muscles, while bits of black, confetti-like material rode in the swirling storm of energy, raking his face with their sharp edges. In this insane snowstorm, illuminated by flashes of blue-white lightning from the Orb's center, he made out something big and black, an immense shark with a mouth full of sharp teeth and glowing orange eyes, heading straight for him. For an instant, the shark's eyes met his. And in that instant came a vision:
A man and a woman kneel, side-by-side, on a stone platform before the Orb. The woman is unfamiliar, but the middle-aged, balding man is unmistakable: McGinn. They raise their arms and rest their palms on the Orb's surface as violet energy surges around them.
Time passes. The two slowly fall forward, their heads entering the Orb. Scrornuck knows they are dying.
More time passes. Within the Orb, a tiny shark wriggles out of McGinn's eye socket and swims freely in the violet fluid. After a few circles, it turns toward the woman's head, and begins to feed.
Still more time passes. The bodies on the platform dry, shrivel and rot away, leaving only skeletons. The Orb shrinks, leaving the bones to bleach on the stone. And the shark circles slowly inside its shrinking world.
The vision came to an abrupt end as Scrornuck tumbled backward, out of the Orb and into a scene of pandemonium: smoke everywhere, people scattered as if thrown by an unseen hand, some apparently dead. Draggott stood on the tower roof, staring at the chaos as if bewildered by what had just happened. Scrornuck struggled to his feet, trying to take advantage of the confusion. His legs jolted and spasmed as if still receiving shocks from the Orb, and he tumbled head-over-heels down the scaffold's steps. Before he could get back to his feet, the guards were on him, dragging him down the stairs and locking him in this cell.
No other memories came. Tired, sore, hungry and thirsty, he briefly wondered how Jape and Nalia were doing after their escape. Then he closed his eyes, sank into a deep sleep, and dreamed.
Cleo's leather shop had closed a couple hours ago, but the regulars hung around, swapping stories and enjoying some excellent Bavarian beer.
The conversation turned to earrings, which most of the bikers had. Scrornuck passed his battered but beautiful ring around. By the time it came back, the decision was made: this ring was too good to languish in his sporran—it must be worn.
Cleo produced a sharp tool, intended for attaching studs to saddlebags, and deftly punched a hole in Scrornuck's left earlobe. It was larger than needed and bled profusely, so he plugged the hole with the earring, blotted the blood with shop rags, and called for another pint as anesthesia.
Scrornuck awoke to a sound strangely like somebody setting down a six-pack. You wish, he thought, but as his eye roamed about the dim cell, he saw a nervous-looking guard setting a six-pack of Batatat's just inside the gate. The guard cautiously locked the gate, and disappeared into the darkness with an audible sigh of relief.
Blinking in disbelief, Scrornuck sat up. His head felt heavy, as if he were wearing some kind of helmet. He reached up and felt a sharp, bony structure, about eight inches high with fluted sides, rising from the top of his head. Great, just great, he thought, wondering what his body would sprout next. As if to answer, the skin of his shoulders itched fiendishly. He reached over his shoulder, finding a pair of swollen pods, about an inch thick and squirming as if something were about to burst forth. Probably a set of spikes, he thought. He started to scratch, and suddenly yanked his arm back—his nails had grown into a set of wickedly sharp claws, and he'd almost ripped the pods open.
With a sigh, he looked at the six-pack. It could be poisoned, but if Draggott wanted him dead, he'd already had many opportunities. Jape says the microbots burn alcohol, he thought, so I'm not going to get drunk. And he was desperately thirsty. He popped the top off the first bottle, downed it before the head fully settled, and promptly opened a second.
By the fourth beer, his thirst was sufficiently quenched that he could sip and think. His body carried the dragon's strength-enhancing microbots, not the repair-and-improvement devices that had turned a warrior into an unkillable Beast. And when he awoke at Kurzitskogorsk-Seven, he'd left the Beast's contamination behind. “No body, no microbots,” Jape had said. Scrornuck had brought with him only his kilt, the stone hanging around his neck, and the ring in his left ear.
The earring? Why had he dreamt about the sloppy ear-piercing? He took the gold ring from his ear and carefully inspected it, holding it up in the dim light, exploring its crevices with the razor-sharp tips of his claws, letting his dragon eyes search for tiny details. There. In a tiny groove by the piercing-stud, he saw a few particles of blood, hard and black, scorched, roasted and frozen all at once.
Opening a fifth beer, he pondered: the blood trapped in his earring must have been full of the Beast's microbots. Perhaps, exposure to space during the battle that killed his original body had weakened them, making them sleep until the dragon's devices invaded his body. In that case, he might not face the same fate as the Beast.
Holding to that hope, he put the ring back in his ear and tried to get comfortable on the too-short wooden bench. In minutes, he faced the consequences of drinking five beers—his bladder was ready to explode. His cell contained no facilities, not even a chamber-pot—just piles of the plastic breastplates and helmets worn by the Captain and her troops. He picked up a helmet, and a wicked grin slowly spread across his face. A few minutes later, feeling much, much better, he lay down on the bench, read a few reassuring psalms from his prayer book, and fell into a deep and wonderful sleep.
* * * *"What are you today, demon?” the Captain muttered as she led her guards to Scrornuck's cell.
"Come closer, my pretty,” he hissed, “and you'll find out.” She gasped as she flipped on the light, for the bony crown atop his head nearly brushed the ceiling, his arm-spikes were longer and sharper, and his limbs seemed little more than skin and bones—though his muscles moved beneath the skin like taut steel cables. “Do you like my nails?” He held up a hand tipped with wickedly sharp claws.
Several guards poked spears through the bars of the cell, forcing him back as the Captain unlocked the gate. “You can come peacefully,” she began.
"You know better than that,” he replied, and the battle was on. The guards stabbed him several times, and he laid open several arms and legs with his claws. Somebody knocked over the helmet he'd used as a chamber-pot, spilling its slippery, smelly contents across the floor. One guard attacked from behind, and Scrornuck skewered the hapless soldier on his arm-spikes—but as he did this, shoving the screaming guard against the bars of the cell, another soldier slid a rope between the bars and looped it around his throat. Two guards grabbed each end of the rope and pulled. Slowly, struggling for air, Scrornuck blacked out and slumped to the floor.
He awoke on his back, in a pool of stale urine, with a half-dozen spear points grazing his chest. Stout ropes encircled his wrists and ankles, each held by several guards. “Come, monster,” the Captain said. Prodded by the spears, Scrornuck got to his feet and followed. She drew the long ceremonial knife and ran her thumb along the edge. “Once Lord Draggott's finished with you, we have an appointment."
The Captain led Scrornuck to the domed room on the lower level of the central tower. Pulling heavily on the ropes, the guards forced him to his knees before a ratty old office chair. A wheezy, whiny voice greeted him. “Welcome to Darklord Castle—guest,” Lord Draggott said, rising from his makeshift throne.
In the light, Scrornuck saw that the warlord's imposing black robe-and-mask ensemble was in fact simply a rubberized black raincoat and a standard particle-and-pollen filter, the kind worn by outdoor laborers and people with severe allergies. Draggott sneezed, an odd and rather funny sound inside the mask, and Scrornuck chuckled sarcastically. “Hay fever acting up?"
"No more than usual, Mister Saughblade. We trust you are well-rested—our accommodations are rather plain, but we do what we can."
Scrornuck shrugged. “At least there was a pot to piss in."
"Yes there was, and you made my Captain quite angry by using it.” Draggott wheezed what might have been a laugh. “But that is between you and her. We have other business.” He pulled Ol’ Red from his robes, and waved the sword-handle around as if it had a blade. “We have been studying this weapon of yours...” Holding the grip in both hands, he furrowed his brow in concentration and eventually produced a short, bent blade which quickly disappeared. “So far, the results have been disappointing."
"I'd be happy to demonstrate,” Scrornuck offered.
"We suspect you would, but that would defeat our purpose. This weapon is special to us—as are you. Would you like to hazard a guess why?"
"You have a thing for redheads?"
Draggott laughed. His laugh turned into a wheeze, followed by a cough and a string of sneezes. For a moment he turned his back, and pulled an inhaler from his robe. After two gentle hisses, he stopped sneezing and turned back to face his captive. “You are a nuisance, Mister Saughblade, nothing more than a drunken lout who distracts your betters from serious business. And yet, you have made yourself remarkably inconvenient. For that reason alone you should have been quietly eliminated.” He slowly turned Ol’ Red over in his hands. “But you have given us cause to desire more for you than a quick, efficient end—you hurt us the first time we met, hurt us badly. Do you recognize us?” With a flourish, he removed his mask.
"Aw, shit,” Scrornuck said, staring into the warlord's eyes.
Tremmlowe, the oily information broker, stared back. “Are you surprised, Mister Saughblade?"
Scrornuck sighed. “I should've figured it out when I learned the bitch was working for both of you."
Brandishing her skinning-knife, the Captain took an angry step forward. Her master waved her back, saying, “Patience, servant—your time will come.” He turned back to Scrornuck. “Tell us: did your master not find it suspicious that Tremmlowe appeared from nowhere, knowing all about Lord Draggott, at exactly the moment he sought this information? Is the brilliant Ranger Phelps losing his touch?"
Scrornuck pulled against his bonds, wanting to tear the slimeball's face off. “I should've killed you when I had the chance,” he snarled.
The black-clad warlord smirked. “Life is full of missed opportunities, is it not? A bungled assassination, an ill-advised moment of mercy...” He paused to blow his nose and take a snort from his inhaler. “Do you recall your words from last Saturday morning?” He carefully squeezed Ol’ Red's grip and a short, bent blade emerged. “We are going to take you apart, starting with the painful bits and ending with the vital ones."
"Remember the other thing I said,” Scrornuck spat. “The next time I see your face, you won't live to see sundown."
"You are hardly in a position to act on that promise."
"It's a long time till sundown."
"It may not be as long as you think.” The eight guards pulled their ropes, bringing Scrornuck to his knees, and Draggott swung Ol’ Red in the general direction of his groin. The sword, however, twisted and swerved, missing by a fraction of an inch. Draggott swung a second time, and a third, cursing under his breath—and each time the fibersword refused to harm its true owner.
"Sure you don't want me to show you how it works?” Scrornuck jeered.
Spewing a torrent of curses in what sounded like German, Draggott slashed at random, accidentally slicing open a guard's hand. The injured soldier dropped her rope and screamed—and for a moment the others loosened their grip.
Scrornuck surged to his feet, dragging the remaining guards, and went for Draggott's throat. Dropping the sword, the warlord raised his hands to his neck. Scrornuck struggled forward, snarling and struggling to bite. The remaining guards yanked on the ropes, hard. Draggott ducked as Scrornuck's teeth snapped inches from his throat. The wounded guard threw herself against Scrornuck's chest, sending him sprawling.
"Lose something?” Scrornuck growled, raising his head to sneer at the warlord's bloody left hand. With a wicked grin, he spat out two severed fingers.
Draggott calmly picked up Ol’ Red with his right hand as two servants hastily bandaged his left. “Pity that your sword declines to help. Oh, well, some things are best done the old-fashioned way.” A guard took this as a cue to kick Scrornuck in the stomach, hard. “A mere kick will have little effect on such a creature,” Draggott said, tucking the sword into his robe. He picked up a wooden club. “Harming this beast requires something more substantial.” Scrornuck heard the sickening crack of ribs breaking as Draggott brought the club down on his chest.
As his captive lay on the floor, gasping, Draggott returned to his throne. “Many people have scores to settle with you,” he said, gesturing to the Captain. “It appears a line is forming.” For the next several minutes the Captain, the Guards, and the Servants of Spafu gave Scrornuck a thorough beating. In time Draggott joined them, kicking him in the belly and then in the back.
Above the thudding of punches and the pounding of his heart, Scrornuck heard the warlord singing, softly:
Well, we know life's not easy, and we know life's not fair
'Cause the whole world deserves this, but the whole world's not there
A detached corner of Scrornuck's mind puzzled at the song. He knew this song. He'd even performed it—but not in Taupeaquaah, not in this world. Where had Draggott heard it?
Don't look for a moral, there's nothing to learn.
Nothing more than bad luck says today it's your turn.
Draggott delivered a hard kick that sent Scrornuck tumbling off the elevated stage, down the stairs to the main floor. Still the warlord sang:
And I just want to hurt you like the world has hurt me.
If you knew my sad story, you'd surely agree
That the whole world should suffer for what I've been through,
But the whole world's not here, so it all has to come down on you.
Then there was only silence, and darkness.
* * * *A hard punch to the belly brought Scrornuck back to consciousness, and he instinctively spat out something red and disgusting—right into the Captain's face. She pulled out a handkerchief to wipe the stuff off, and punched him again. “Soon,” she muttered, resting her hand on the grip of the big, ceremonial knife hanging from her belt.
He found he was standing, after a fashion, tied to a wooden stake at the corner of the crude scaffold atop Darklord Castle's central tower. His wrists were bound together behind the stake, and a stout rope encircled his ankles. To his left, Draggott sat in a ratty office chair, snacking from a bowl of orange-colored cheese-puffs. The bloated obscenity of the Orb, now more than thirty feet across, covered most of the platform. Tiny violet tendrils sprang from its surface, sizzling with a hostile electricity, while the liquid inside churned madly. Ripples raced across the Orb's surface as currents welled up from within, carrying countless tiny bits of black ribbon. Occasional flashes of blue-white silhouetted the dark, sinuous shape of the shark, hungrily circling at the center of the Orb.
To his surprise, beyond hunger and thirst he felt fairly good. The injuries he'd received from Draggott and his followers had already healed. Looking down, he saw a new pair of spikes protruding from his legs, pointed down, rooted between the top of his boots and the tattered hem of his kilt. The microbots, it appeared, had been busy. What am I turning into, he wondered again, uneasily.
"Behold!” Draggott announced, standing and pointing to the east, past the gloom surrounding the Orb and toward the sun-drenched desert. “The cast approaches!” Scrornuck craned his neck to see, and made out a small puff of dust speeding across the dunes—a vehicle of some sort, with Jape and Nalia at the controls.
In a very few minutes the vehicle, a sleek ground-effects machine bearing a faded UniFlag logo, reached the castle. It slewed to a stop in a cloud of dust, its rear end facing the hastily repaired gate. Two shots from a mortar on the vehicle's rear reduced the gate to splinters. Then, as if not satisfied, Jape pumped in three more rounds, obliterating a goodly chunk of the wall. He shouted something as he and Nalia crossed the drawbridge, and while Scrornuck couldn't quite hear, he knew what Jape was saying.
"Honey, I'm home!"
For the next fifteen minutes or so, Draggott sat peacefully in his chair, listening to explosions and the occasional scream as Jape and Nalia fought their way up the tower. “It is time to greet our guests,” he said at last, slowly rising from his throne. Accompanied by the Captain and a few guards, he descended the scaffold's rickety steps to the tower's roof.
Jape and Nalia arrived a moment later. He gripped a large, menacing energy pistol. She held her sword, stained with blood, and a bow hung from her belt, along with a quiver that now contained only a few arrows. They stood back to back, glancing up at the Orb and turning about to examine the many dark corners of the tower's roof.
"Welcome, Ranger Phelps!” Draggott wheezed. “We are pleased you have returned. Running away yesterday was so rude.” He made a small gesture, and the guards, led by the Captain, surrounded Jape and Nalia.
"Do you really need a second job, Captain?” Jape said. “Doesn't the Mayor pay you enough?"
"Money is of no consequence,” the Captain spat. “My family has the honor of protecting Taupeaquaah and its sacred order from outsiders like you. Thanks be to Spafu, Lord Draggott arrived in time to warn us about you and your demon."
Jape sighed wearily. “Yet another idealist believes a politician..."
"It is a delight to see that you are such close friends,” Draggott interrupted, “but time is short. Come along, please.” He led Jape and Nalia to the top of the scaffold, took a seat in one chair, and gestured for Jape to take the other. Cautiously, keeping the energy pistol ready, Jape did so.
Wheezing from the exertion of the climb, Draggott turned to take a quick puff from his inhaler. “You are a leader like us,” he said, putting the device away, “and you should be treated as one. Tying people up, forcing them to listen, is for underlings, like this creature of yours.” He gestured in Scrornuck's direction.
"Mister Saughblade...” Jape started to rise.
Draggott stopped him with a gesture. “This—thing—of yours is largely unharmed, and if you do as we say, we will allow it to remain so."
"What do you want?"
"From you? Nothing, for the moment."
Nalia walked slowly to the stake and looked into Scrornuck's inhuman face. “Are you all right?” She half-smiled. “That's a dumb question, isn't it?"
He smiled all the way, and those familiar green eyes sparkled reassuringly. “Just a little thirsty.” His voice was a dry croak.
"I can help with that.” She took a water-skin from her belt and held it to his lips. “Sorry I don't have any beer."
"We'll hit the bar when we're done with Mister Draggott."
She grinned for a moment. “If we can stay awake. We spent the night inside that hollow Stone, because we didn't think it'd be safe to go back into the City. I didn't sleep very well, and Jape was up all night reading messages."
"I noticed the bags under his eyes. Did he say what he's going to do?"
She shook her head. “I don't think he's figured it out yet."
"Don't worry. He's got something up his sleeve. Where'd you get the vehicle?"
"The skimmer? We stole it—when we came out of the castle, one of Draggott's raiding parties was coming back. We waited till they'd left the skimmer, then Jape hot-wired it. A couple Guards tried to stop us, but I took ‘em out.” She patted her bow. “Second in my age-group, you know."
"Cool. I hope I get a chance to drive it."
"You still believe everything's going to work out?"
"Right now belief's about all I've got."
"This is a touching reunion,” Draggott interrupted. “Right out of a fairy tale: Beauty and the Beast, perhaps. But now that everyone is here, we have important business. Miss Nalia, please come here.” After standing on tiptoe to give Scrornuck a polite peck on the cheek, she walked around the Orb—seemingly fighting to keep her distance from its crackling surface—and stood before the warlord.
He gestured toward the churning purple balloon. “By now, I believe you know what this is?"
"We have some idea,” Jape said. “It's a kind of artificial telepathy device."
"Technolepathy, they called it. An amplifier and switcher, allowing many people to share an experience—and allowing us to control our army.” He furrowed his brow in concentration. A moment later, soldiers filed into the courtyard below, from doors in the outer wall, from the base of the central tower, from shadowy places Scrornuck couldn't quite see. The army of black-clad warriors stood at attention, facing the tower. “Nine hundred and forty-seven, each one totally obedient, each connected to our mind through this device!"
"Impressive.” Jape gripped the energy pistol loosely, resting it in his lap as he craned his neck to see the size of Draggott's force. “You're using the master connection capability?"
"You have done your homework. Yes, we are using that capability—and you must therefore know its current limitations. It is not completely stable, and while we have great control over our soldiers, at times they still exercise undesirable initiative. Only a natural mind reader can address these problems. That is why we brought you here, Miss Nalia—you will enter the device and complete the necessary connections. Once you have completed this task and come back out, you are free to go."
"It won't work,” Jape said. “Time stops the second she touches the Orb..."
"Only when she is on its boundary,” Draggott said. “Once the device has brought her fully inside, she will emerge from the trance and be able to perform her task."
"Will that stabilize it?” Leaving the energy pistol lying in his lap, Jape raised his hands toward the Orb and stared in fascination at the flickering jewels of his many rings. “The documents weren't completely clear..."
Draggott gestured, almost imperceptibly, and Scrornuck saw movement around the far side of the Orb. “Jape!” he cried—but he was an instant too late. The Captain leaped from the shadow and knocked the energy pistol to the floor. At the same time two guards pinned Jape's wrists to the arms of his chair. Shoving back the sleeves of his cape, they tore the fireball-shooter and Dragonsneeze weapons from his arms, making a shower of sparks. As Jape struggled, the guards tied his arms securely to the chair. Nalia reached for her sword, but three more guards appeared, their weapons already drawn.
"It appears we have the upper hand,” Draggott said. “Nonetheless, our offer remains generous: enter the device, locate the parts that are bound to us and the parts that are bound to the army, and complete the links between them."
"Don't—” Scrornuck began, but stopped as three sword-points danced about his throat.
"Hold your tongue, beast!” Draggott commanded. “Miss Nalia, you have some affection for this creature. It would be regrettable if its throat were slit, would it not?” She gulped and nodded. “Do what we request, and when you emerge from the Orb, your entire party, including the creature, will be free to go. This is our only offer. Do you accept?"
Nalia turned for a moment to Jape. He gave a very slight nod. “Okay,” she said, “I'll do it.” Taking a deep breath, she stepped forward and held her hands against the Orb. Once more, time stopped for everyone but Scrornuck. He strained at his bonds and howled in frustration as tendrils of purple-white light leaped from the bloated violet ball and formed a swirling cloud around her. The Orb bulged, more lightning leaped from its surface, and Nalia disappeared into the storm of energy. When the Orb retreated, she was gone. The bystanders emerged from their trance, shaking their heads and rubbing their eyes.
"Well, that is complete,” Draggott said. “Now, let us get down to business, Ranger James Peter Phelps."
Jape stared. “How do you know my whole name?"
"We know all about you.” Draggott rose and faced Jape. “We have history together.” He pulled off his mask and lowered his hood. “Do you recognize us?"
Jape stared, and so did Scrornuck. Beneath the mask Draggott was no longer the oily, dark-haired, brown-eyed information broker Tremmlowe—he now sported silvery-gray hair and eyes of blue, one of them nearly as piercing and deep as Jape's. He opened his robe, displaying a triangular pendant with a dark-red jewel at its center. Two of the pendant's corners held smaller jewels, one clear and one a pulsating violet-white, and the third corner held the broken and empty mount for a fourth jewel.
"Abe? Abe Matthews?” Jape's mouth hung open. “I thought you were..."
"Dead? You assumed we died in the stream crossing on 274? We did not, but perhaps we should have.” Slowly, Abe removed his wig to show a head covered with scabs and scars. He pulled his nose off, revealing a mass of scar tissue and a gaping black hole. He tilted his head down, allowing his glass right eye to fall into his hand. Scrornuck felt a moment's pity, recalling how he'd kicked this man down a stairway.
Jape stared. His voice quavered as he asked, “Abe, what happened?"
"You want our report?” Abe slurred the words—his upper lip was a part of the prosthesis. “How like you. Very well, here it is: we survived the crossing, barely. Broken bones, torn muscles, burns. The Traveler was in pieces, so we spent a year in that hell-hole—weeks without food, days without water, storms, volcanoes, earthquakes, plagues. And worst of all, Ranger Phelps, during that year, nobody came to rescue us, nobody came to take us home."
"I came looking for you..."
Anger rose in Abe's voice. “You appeared in the air and went away without landing, or even getting within a mile of the ground. You saw what you wanted to see—Ranger Matthews heroically dead, not crippled and struggling to survive after you abandoned your partner."
"I did the best I could."
"It was insufficient.” Abe waved his hand dismissively. “It took us a year to reassemble the Traveler, and a second year to repair this body as much as was possible. Bones were re-broken and set, scars cleaned up, prosthetics fitted.” He paused to replace the wig and nose. “This was the best that could be done.” A sudden fit of sneezing doubled him over. He dug frantically in his robes for an inhaler and took several quick puffs. “They could do nothing for the allergies beyond steroids and masks, and nothing at all about the food reactions.” He flung a handful of the orange snacks on the floor. “Do you think we like these things? They are, by a cruel twist of fate, nearly the only food we can keep down.” He rubbed his elbow as if throwing the snacks had been painful. “Nothing can be done about the arthritis. We have the joints of a ninety-year-old man. And finally—” He held up the glass eye. “White worms grew in the eyes. The right one came out after they devoured it. The left—” He stared pointedly at Jape, and then at Scrornuck, showing the cloudy blue in his eye. “The doctors killed the worms, but they remain, a cloud in front of all we see."
"I'm sorry, Abe,” Jape said softly.
Abe gazed into the glass eye. “Strange thing about losing most of one's vision—sometimes it allows one to see more clearly. We had never questioned our mission. We followed our orders: wholesale killing, destroying societies that might have been superior to our own..."
"Those worlds would have died in the crossings,” Jape said. “You know that."
Abe slipped the glass eye back into place. “Would they? We have some doubts. It matters not. Thanks to you, our mission is now accomplished."
Jape's face brightened. “She's brought the Orb under control?"
"You should listen more carefully. We said our mission is accomplished—not yours. What do your instruments tell you?"
Jape looked at his ring. The jewel had darkened further since Nalia entered the Orb, and was now far more black than red. “This is bad, very bad."
Abe returned to his chair, a triumphant smirk on his face. “This is the way your world ends, Phelps. The arrogant bastards Back Home created worlds, abandoned and destroyed them, just as you abandoned us and let a world be destroyed. They deserve their punishment, and they deserve to know for what they are being punished.” He gestured, and the Captain loosened the cords securing Jape's right hand. “Where can your Traveler take you?"
Jape's hand was just free enough for him to read the display. “STC 1."
Abe nodded. “By a delightful coincidence, the Darklord Castle attraction stands on the same ground as the Ranger Project Office. The top of this tower is one story short of the Commander's office on the twenty-ninth floor. Hence this structure and the position of your chair—we want you to deliver the message personally."
"What message?” Scrornuck asked, totally baffled.
"Tell your beast, Ranger Phelps."
"It's the end.” Jape's voice was dull, defeated. “When the streams cross, it will create a timequake too severe for my world to survive."
"Your world will go on for a while,” Abe corrected. “It will take ten years for the timequake to arrive. And thanks to that little barrier they erected, your people will be unable to flee to other worlds. You will have time to struggle—unsuccessfully—to save your world.” He grinned at Jape in smug satisfaction. “Of course, they may simply hang you for incompetence."
"You're talking about billions of innocent people!"
"There are no innocents in your world, Phelps. They all carry the guilt of the arrogant, greedy men who played with forces they did not understand, and then ran away when they realized their crime! Only when the timequakes brought punishment did they attempt repentance—and after giving us our orders and sending us on our way, they slammed the door so they could send no further help. They abandoned the Rangers, as their ancestors abandoned the worlds they made—and as you abandoned us."
"What about the people of this world? What have they done to deserve death?"
"What have they done to deserve life?” Abe countered. “When we arrived between the Standing Stones and were greeted by the Captain, we had high hopes—especially knowing that this world possessed an Orb. Perhaps we could replace what had been destroyed, create a new world with a new order. But, despite our best efforts to educate them in the ways of conquest, the people of this world have no killer instinct. They wish only to serve, and seem willing to wait forever for their precious Guests to come.” He sighed in disappointment. “They are the only thing worse than a rebellious people—they are willing, even enthusiastic, slaves, fit only for satisfying the Orb's hunger.” He smiled grimly. “We could not begin the new order,” Abe said, “but we will exact justice upon the old."
"Justice? Sounds more like revenge."
Abe shrugged. “Revenge and justice are nothing more than words, two sides of the same coin.” He looked at Scrornuck and again smiled. “Although we admit that after what this creature did to us, we get a certain pleasure from knowing it will never see Miss Nalia again."
"What?” Scrornuck cried, “you promised..."
"—that when she emerges from the Orb, you could leave,” Abe finished. “But nobody emerges from the Orb—there is a great hunger at its heart, all that remains of its creator, and it consumes all who enter."
"You lying son of a bitch!"
"We did not lie—we merely let you hear what you wanted to hear.” Abe's voice became soft, almost fatherly. “Here is some advice, though it will do you little good: never trust a man in a black mask.” He turned back to Jape. “As for you, Phelps, we find even greater satisfaction in knowing that your incompetence is finally bringing justice to your world. You did not understand the workings of the technolepathy device when you meddled on world 274, you did not understand when you arrived here, and still you do not understand."
"I didn't even know there was an Orb on 274 until yesterday."
"A Ranger should know it takes more than politics to cause a red-level disturbance. But you never bothered to learn that Dolph the Eighth was a telepath, and you never found his technolepathy device. And when you gave him a certain drug..."
"The consultants at Ranger Control advised it,” Jape said.
"And you believed them. You have all this book-learning, but when it comes to real knowledge, the kind that comes from experience, you are a babe in the woods. You believed Ranger Control because they were the authorities. Did you ask what experience they had with telepathy?"
Jape shook his head sheepishly.
"By now you know what the drug did. It made a weak telepath much stronger, made the device far more powerful, and ultimately made the crossing a catastrophe for two worlds. You could have left things alone..."
"You were held captive,” Jape protested. “I had to do something."
"You had to experiment. That is your weakness, Phelps, and that is how you have doomed your world. When we arrived here, the technolepathy device was so weak that it could not be moved, let alone fed. Lacking the instruments, we could not have found a natural telepath to stabilize it and make it more powerful. If you had done nothing, the crossing would have been uneventful. But you, ever the academic, ever the researcher—you found a natural telepath, you found the device, and you could not resist the temptation to experiment. And when you brought Miss Nalia to the device, what happened?"
"She became more powerful."
"As did the Orb, allowing us to move it, feed it, and bring it to the Cast Quarter to connect with her a second time."
"You bastard! You gave her that pill!” Scrornuck said accusingly.
"Indeed we did,” Abe said. “The same pill your master used in his previous experiment on 274. It made Miss Nalia far more powerful, did it not?"
Jape nodded.
"And then?” Abe demanded. “Twice you united the telepath and the device, twice they both became more powerful, twice the timequake potential increased. Did you learn from your experiments? No, you brought her here, and let her unite with it two more times! The instrument goes from green to yellow, to orange, to red, and still the brilliant Ranger Phelps wants to shove the telepath into the device and see what happens!” Abe leaned back in his chair, a look of complete satisfaction on his face. “This is far better revenge than we could have ever hoped for. Your annoying bodyguard dies, knowing he has lost his true love, your world suffers a fatal timequake, and it is all the fault of an inept Ranger who is too clever for his own good.” He smiled, an oily, sarcastic smile that made Scrornuck want to rip what remained of his face to pieces. “We thought we would have to create this disruption, but you did all the heavy lifting for us. Mission accomplished. Deliver our regards to your masters."
"Abe,” Jape pleaded, “how can you do this? Don't you remember who you are?"
"Who do you believe us to be?"
The challenge caught Jape off-guard, and he was silent for a moment before tentatively answering. “You are Ansel Brautigan Matthews, the Ninth Ranger—aren't you?"
"We no longer answer to that name,” Abe said. “We now prefer to be called ‘Adolph Brian.’ If your masters do not execute you the moment you arrive, you will have ten years to think about it."
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Chapter Twenty-Seven"I Knew You'd Come"Abe sat in his ratty chair, counting down toward the stream crossing. Despite Jape's repeated pleading, he said nothing. At times, when the electric crackling and buzzing of the Orb lessened, Scrornuck heard him humming softly, the same old song: "I just want to hurt you like the world has hurt me."
Jape struggled to loosen the ropes securing his wrists. He was unsuccessful—Abe knew quite well what weapons a Ranger carried and had made sure the only thing Jape could reach was the button on the Traveler that would take him home.
The Captain rocked uneasily from one foot to the other, praying softly and rubbing a small silver Dragon that she wore as a necklace. Scrornuck saw confusion in her eyes, between loyalty to the “True Guest” and fear that something very bad was about to happen.
Scrornuck squirmed, trying without success to loosen his bonds. He was hungry and thirsty, his arms and legs felt like lead, the pods on his back itched furiously, and his bladder was ready to burst. As much as he hated to consider the possibility, it looked like Jape had finally been beaten. It would take a miracle to save them now.
Well, he thought, that's what miracles are for. He flexed his leg muscles, trying to keep the blood circulating, and waited.
The miracle arrived quietly. The discharges of energy from the Orb diminished, until the surface of the violet ball became mirror-smooth. Then a spark of lightning appeared from the side of the Orb that only Scrornuck could see. Thin as a string, it hesitated, like a snake's tongue tasting the air, before dropping gracefully among the soldiers of Draggott's army. Scrornuck struggled to see as the spark writhed among the soldiers, gently touching the heads of several before finding its quarry.
Scrornuck's dragon eyes recognized the soldier—he had acted strangely the day before, firing his arrow straight up rather than attacking. The man's helmet split in half and fell away as the spark caressed his head, gently mussing his hair, slowly teasing out what looked like a piece of black ribbon. When the ribbon stood vertically, nearly two feet long and flapping like a flag in the wind, the purple-white thread neatly snatched it from the man's head and snapped back to the Orb. As the soldier collapsed, apparently dead, the spark disappeared into the Orb, leaving only a small circular ripple.
The Orb's surface resumed its churning and sizzling—but not for long. Soon, the surface again calmed, the light at the Orb's center brightened, the sizzling again ceased. In its silence and steady glow, the Orb appeared to be preparing itself for action, almost as if taking a deep breath.
Breaking the silence with a crackling roar, the Orb's surface erupted. Dozens, then hundreds, then nearly a thousand thin bolts of lighting shot from the violet ball. They crossed, tangled, wrapped around each other, each one seeming to seek out a specific member of the slave army. The threads of energy split helmets, danced about the warriors’ heads, made their hair stand on end, and slowly teased out pieces of black, ribbon-like material. When the ribbons stood between a foot and a yard high, the sparks snapped back to the Orb, each carrying its precious cargo. The fluid within the Orb became a storm of black snow, swirling wildly on the violet-white currents. A few at first, then in ranks, the soldiers collapsed.
"So much for your army!” Scrornuck shouted.
Abe shrugged, unconcerned.
Minutes passed in silence as the Orb's surface again became glassily smooth and the flickering purple-white light within became brighter and steadier. Then, suddenly, Jape, the Captain and the dozen guards who stood on the scaffold turned as one to face Abe and spoke in perfect unison: “Lord Draggott, prepare to be joined to your army."
"Huh?” Scrornuck stared at Jape, who shrugged, equally surprised.
The guards had seen enough. They sprinted down the stairs in panic, leaving only Abe and the Captain standing their ground.
For a third time, the Orb seemed to take a deep breath. Then Abe made a muted gargling noise and, appearing to fight desperately against whatever was pulling him, rose from his chair and staggered toward the Orb. A bolt of blue-white lightning the thickness of a man's thigh slithered out to meet him. The gargling became a scream as the energy engulfed him, the lightning bolt splitting into hundreds of fine threads that licked about his face and head like flames. Slowly, looking at first like a trick of the shadows, tiny bits of something that looked like black ribbon appeared around Abe's eyes. As if blowing in a mad wind, the ribbons stretched and fluttered wildly, growing to be four, five, almost ten feet long, constantly teased by the lightning. Energies tore at his robes, making them smoke. More bits of black ribbon emerged from his ears, mouth and nose, along with trickles of blood. As Abe ran out of breath, the false nose melted. His eyes were pushed from their sockets, the real eye dangling against his cheek, the glass one rolling across the scaffold to stop at Scrornuck's feet.
Enveloped in crackling electricity, his face melting, Abe somehow found breath for a final shriek that was more felt than heard—and then the top of his head blew off, releasing a tangle of multicolored ribbons. Strings of purple lightning quickly carried the ribbons into the Orb, and for an instant, a dense black tangle whipped around in the swirling fluid. Then, as the ribbons dissolved into the Orb's black snowstorm and the last of the lightning-bolts withdrew, Abe's body collapsed in a pool of blood.
The Captain stared at her dead master, head bowed, rubbing the silver image of Spafu and muttering supplications, as if expecting the Friendly Dragon to restore Abe's life. Slowly, she looked up, focusing a gaze of pure hatred upon Scrornuck. “Demon!” she hissed, letting the Dragon drop into her shirt. As she strode purposely toward her captive, she raised the long, ornate knife. “This is all your fault!"
"Me? I'm not the one who..."
"Silence, blasphemer!” She held the knife in both hands, letting its point graze his chest. “You withheld from Spafu what was rightly his! You brought this curse upon us!"
"Sheeyit, not again! That lizard couldn't curse his own—"
The Captain shrieked an incoherent curse and plunged the knife into Scrornuck's heart. Blood poured forth, covering the knife, drenching her hands, running down her arms, dripping from her elbows. His vision faded, his hands and feet went cold and numb, and he slumped against the stake, feeling nothing but the cold steel slashing and tearing. Then, even the pain faded and there was nothingness.
Sensation returned slowly—something in his chest that was at once freezing and burning, then a warming in his arms and legs, and finally sound and vision. The Captain knelt at his feet, muttering as she untied the ropes that had bound his ankles to the stake. “At last, at last Spafu will have his sacrifice.” She threw the rope aside and groped at the boots, looking for some way to remove them.
"Hey, bitch!" he bellowed, "I'm not dead yet!" He kicked—hard—with his right leg, sending the Captain flying.
She landed in a heap near the bloody remains of her master, staring in disbelief at the spiked, horned, blood-covered, unkillable monstrosity. "Demon! What in the name of the Dragon are you?!"
"I'm...” A sarcastic answer formed on his lips, but he caught himself. Sarcasm wouldn't help here. In a soft voice, he said, “I'm a Protector, Captain. I guess I'm a lot like you."
She, too, paused, not expecting such an answer. “A Protector? Like a Guard?” He nodded. She rose to her knees, confused. “But Lord Draggott said you were sent to destroy our sacred way of life."
"Do you still believe him?"
"He is the True Guest,” she insisted, getting to her feet. “I saw him arrive. I was between the Standing Stones when the air shimmered around me, and he appeared from nowhere, just as the sacred scrolls said."
"Would a True Guest order you to kill?"
She shivered. “No. I've studied the scrolls since I was a child, and they say it's wrong to harm anyone."
Scrornuck's eyes met hers. “He spoke of destroying the world. Would a real Guest do that?"
She shook her head sadly and broke the eye-contact, staring down at her feet. “It all seemed so right when he appeared, just the way the prophecies said. And we've been waiting so long for the Guests to come."
"He was no Guest, Captain. He came here to teach killing, to make you do things you know are wrong—and in the end he sought to destroy your world. My friend and I came to stop him. Release us so we can do our job."
She got to her feet and stood unmoving, her eyes going back and forth between the charred and bloody remains of her master and the creature that faced her. “But how can I trust a...” She stopped, unsure of what word to use.
"A monster?” he finished. “Listen to me, Captain. People aren't always what they look like. Draggott was no Guest, and I'm no demon."
She took a tentative step, bent over to pick up the knife, and took another, less tentative step. Scrornuck flinched.
And then, with the knife she'd intended to use to skin and sacrifice him, she cut the ropes holding his wrists to the stake. “Forgive me,” she said, and he saw a tear running down her cheek. “You came to save us, and I fought you at every turn. You have every right to kill me."
"Yeah, I probably do,” he said, smiling a bit as she flinched. “Maybe later. Right now I've got work to do.” He shook his arms and legs, trying to get the blood flowing again. “Now get outta here."
Calmly, with a dignity her underlings had not shown, she walked away. As she reached the top of the steps, she stopped, turned, and said, “May the Dragon be with you."
Scrornuck bit his tongue, suppressing his instinctive sarcastic remark, and as the Captain disappeared down the steps, he whispered, “And with you, Captain."
* * * *"What the hell are you eating?" Jape gasped as Scrornuck used a razor-sharp claw to cut the rope securing him to his chair.
"Lunch, I think.” Scrornuck tore off another chunk of Abe's severed, slightly burnt arm. “And don't tell me I'll hate myself in the morning.” He hadn't checked his prayer book, but he was pretty sure his religion didn't condone cannibalism.
"Right now, I'll be happy just to see another morning,” Jape said, holding up his rings. One remained black as coal, while the two that had been blue and purple now glowed the brilliant near-white of an electric arc. He looked up at the Orb and shook his head. “The thing's become so powerful, I don't know if the term mind reading still means anything.” His gaze dropped to the bloody robes covering Abe's remains. “What happened to you, Ranger Matthews?” he whispered.
"Hit the dirt!" Scrornuck tossed his meal aside and shoved Jape out of the way as an immense, violet-white lightning bolt enveloped Abe's body, making it dance like a sick puppet. When the energy retreated, the corpse was mummified—dried out, skin stretched tight over the bones.
Jape got to his feet and hurried toward the steps leading down the scaffold. “Let's get to work, Mister Saughblade."
"I'll be down in a minute,” Scrornuck said. After four hours tied to that stake, he found himself with needs that just couldn't wait any longer. Turning his back to the Orb, he lifted the aprons of his kilt and enjoyed a moment of blessed relief.
After finishing his business, he knelt to search the remains of Abe's robes. They crumbled in his hands like the ashes of a burned newspaper. Feeling something solid, he shoved the ashes aside and found Ol’ Red, scorched but undamaged. “Hello, old friend!” he whispered.
He noticed a sound above the sizzling of the Orb—the electronic whine of an energy weapon charging. Jape stood at the base of the scaffold, back against the wall, holding the remains of his fireball-shooter. “No!” Scrornuck cried, leaping from the platform and knocking the weapon aside just as Jape fired. A ball of white flame crackled into the darkness, barely missing the Orb.
"What the hell are you doing, Mister Saughblade?" Jape demanded. “We've got to kill that thing!"
"Nalia's still in there!"
"You heard Abe—nothing survives in that thing!"
Scrornuck froze, remembering Abe's words. No! a part of him screamed. He'd promised to protect Nalia, and though he'd hauled her out of that abomination three times, in the end it had taken her. He buried his face in his hands and sobbed, a long, low animal moan that built to a wail of grief.
A hand gently patted his shoulder. “She went into that thing because she thought it would help save her world,” Jape said. “We've got an hour to prove her right."
Scrornuck raised his eyes and looked up to the Orb. It had burned him, shocked him, and now it had stolen the woman he loved. “Yeah,” he hissed, his voice full of hatred for the bloated purple bladder, “let's whack this thing."
Jape raised the weapon, took careful aim and fired. A ball of white fire hit the Orb, dead center. Circular ripples spread across its surface, reminiscent of a stone being thrown into a pond, and then bounced back, converging on the spot where the fireball had struck. An instant later, a massive bolt of blue-white lightning shot from the Orb, straight toward Jape. Scrornuck jumped instinctively, knocking the Ranger away, and the two rolled across the tower's roof as other blasts of energy struck around them.
"I think I made it mad,” Jape panted. Another blast shattered the scaffold, and for a moment they both stared in disbelief—the Orb floated in mid-air above the debris of the scaffold as if gravity no longer applied to it. Then, as one, they fled down the steps to the Black Dragon's loading area. “I've got heavier weapons in the skimmer,” Jape said, taking a step toward the emergency exit.
Scrornuck grabbed Jape's arm and pointed to a crackling snake of violet energy that had followed them down the steps. “No time,” he said, hustling Jape to the roller coaster.
"You know I hate these things,” the Ranger protested, as Scrornuck strapped him into the lead car.
"Tough shit.” Scrornuck yanked the release lever and leaped headfirst for the train's rearmost car. “Hang on!"
The Black Dragon left the loading platform and plunged straight down, spiraling as it fell more than two thirds of the way to the tower's floor. Then it made a gut-wrenching turn, passed through three tight loops, and came within inches of the floor before heading back up. As the car rocketed upward, Scrornuck saw tendrils of purple lightning ripping holes in the ceiling. The ride flipped over and plunged downward, its steelwork screeching and clanging as the Orb's energies tore at its upper supports. Pieces of plaster and foam, some of them smoldering, peppered the coaster as it grazed the floor and shot upward.
A loud shriek, a hard bump—and for an instant the car was airborne. Scrornuck suffered a moment of near-panic before they landed on the track with a hard thud. This thing's a masterpiece, he thought, realizing that the free flight was part of the ride.
The train went over the top of a loop, upside down and only a few feet from the seething mass of lightning that tore at the track's upper supports. As the coaster began another stomach-churning dive, a huge chunk of steel truss collapsed, clanging against the ride's framework and missing the car by inches.
As the track dropped toward a steeply banked turn-and-loop before veering back upward, Scrornuck decided it was time to get off. He ripped up the car's plastic floor, hoping against hope that the Black Dragon would be one of the few coasters with emergency brakes built into the cars rather than the track. There! He found a cable, and yanked with all his strength. The wheels shrieked, sparks flew, and the train came to a halt at the bottom of the turn, tilted at an absurd angle, still twenty feet above the floor.
Scrornuck found Jape leaning over the side of the first car, upchucking violently. “Sorry,” he said between heaves. “I told you I hate these things.” As another huge chunk of steel crashed to the floor, Scrornuck threw Jape over his shoulder and jumped, landing so easily that he wondered if he even needed his boots.
He ran, four steps at a time, down the grand staircase to the lower level pavilion. Plastic tiles rained from the ceiling as he sprinted across the stage and down to the rubble-strewn floor. Moments later, as he reached the exit, the roller coaster's main support column crashed through the ceiling and obliterated the stage.
Scrornuck set Jape down, and they stepped cautiously from the chaos of the central tower into silence and near-darkness. The castle courtyard was littered with hundreds of bodies, the remains of Draggott's army, and a dozen or more thin strands of the Orb's lightning moved methodically among them as if looking for something. Scrornuck and Jape watched as one found its target, a body that looked more asleep than dead. The strand brightened and thickened, surrounding the body in a pale, cold blue fire. In seconds the dead man shriveled into little more than dust, and the strand snapped up into the darkness.
They crossed the peculiar graveyard in silence, stepping between the bodies, giving a wide berth to the searching strands. As they reached the second ring of towers, the last row of the dead, a strand dropped from above and touched Jape's shoulder. He jumped, and Scrornuck instinctively slashed off the end of the violet tendril with a clawed fingertip. He felt a shock as the remainder of the strand snapped back toward the Orb, and the cut-off part dissolved into powder. An instant later, the other strands snapped upward, and something near the top of the tower rumbled ominously.
"Run!” Jape cried. Scrornuck risked a look over his shoulder, and saw a brilliant blue-white column punch down from the Orb, straight into the great tower. For an instant, light shone from the many gaps and holes in the wall. Then the tower split open, top to bottom, and a sheet of violet flame blasted across the courtyard. Slowly, almost gracefully, the smaller towers toppled inward, their flying buttresses first falling, then writhing upward like snakes attempting to strike the source of their pain. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of lightning-bolts poured from the Orb, tearing at what remained of the castle. Scrornuck grabbed Jape and ran, leaping over the debris of the gate and sprinting toward the drawbridge, as a great explosion lifted the floor beneath them and threw them headlong into the moat.
Wet and dirty, they scrambled up the sandy embankment, into the bright light of early afternoon. The Orb floated at the middle of a great purple-black bruise in the sky, surrounded by crackling bolts of lightning. Strands of energy shot down from the Orb, blasted apart the castle's walls, and snapped back up like some kind of insane yo-yo.
"Well,” Scrornuck panted as they reached the skimmer, “what now?"
Jape unrolled the softscroll on the vehicle's fender and stared at the graphs and pictures. “I don't know—I think our weapons will just make it madder."
"Even this thing?” Scrornuck hoisted a shoulder-fired energy cannon.
"Even that.” Jape gazed intently at his rings—and stopped, whistling softly. “Would you look at that..."
"What?"
Jape held up the ring. It was still jet black—but at its very center a tiny spark of green flickered, surrounded by bands of blue and silver. “It almost looks like there's a fight going on in there..."
"A fight?” Scrornuck stared at the ring, and then gazed up at the Orb. “A fight! She's still alive!" Suddenly, he understood the meaning of the words that had come to him in response to his prayer: Your battle's not finished yet. Duty had called him to see Jape safely down from the tower, but now something far stronger called him to return. “Jape, I've got to get back up there!"
"How?"
"I—” Scrornuck realized he didn't know. Clenching and unclenching his fists, he stared at the Orb. Another bolt of violet lightning shot down, obliterated a tower in the Castle wall, and snapped back up. He stared, thought, stared again—and an idea formed, a thoroughly lunatic idea, but the only idea he had. He raised the energy cannon.
"That won't hurt it,” Jape said.
"Doesn't have to. I just have to get its attention."
Jape frowned. “You know you're probably going to get yourself killed."
Scrornuck nodded. “Do you have any better ideas?"
"No,” Jape admitted, “I don't have any ideas at all.” He patted Scrornuck's shoulder. “Good luck, Mister Saughblade."
"I'll need it.” Scrornuck centered the Orb in the crosshairs. “And just in case this doesn't work, the coffee's in the rear pocket of the secondary backpack. Now get your ass out of here!"
"Thanks. Take care of yourself, Mister Saughblade!” Jape fired up the skimmer's engine and took off as Scrornuck squeezed the trigger. A bolt of white energy rose from the weapon and blasted the side of the Orb, raising a ring of ripples. He squeezed the trigger a second time. “C'mon, notice me, you bastard..."
The Orb noticed, abandoning its attack on the castle. A single, immense violet-white bolt shot forth, straight at Scrornuck. He dropped the energy-cannon and extended Ol’ Red's blade to full length. “All right, bitch,” he shouted, “come to papa!"
The lightning hit like an avalanche, pounding him toward the ground, enveloping him in smoke and sparks. His muscles jerked involuntarily, his hair smoked, he hurt like he had never hurt before, his defiant battle-cry turned into a scream of agony—but he stood. Slowly, very slowly, he shifted his trembling fingers, and Ol’ Red's blade dissolved into a million microfibers that somehow hooked the lightning.
Scrornuck felt the lightning-bolt trying to snap upward. It tugged with increasing force as if bewildered, and finally pulled hard enough to lift him into the sky, into the blue-black darkness surrounding the Orb. The bolt swung furiously, playing crack-the-whip as if trying to flick him off. No way, he thought, you're not making me let go. Fighting the spasms that shot through his arms, he shifted his grip again, and some of the sword's fibers wrapped around his forearms, tying themselves to his elbow-spikes to help support his weight.
More lightning crackled from the Orb, scorching and shredding his kilt, tugging and pulling at his arms and legs, trying to make him lose his grip. His boots smoked and bubbled as the lightning tore at the hydraulic cylinders, his legs cramped and danced as though they had a mind of their own. He closed his eyes and repeated, over and over: “Hang on, hang on, HANG ON!"
He opened his eyes and stared in amazement—a dozen lightning-bolts had lifted a thirty-foot chunk of the tower's wall and sent it tumbling end-over-end, directly into his path. There was just enough time to think, oh, shit, this is gonna hurt! before he crashed face-first into the fake-stone surface. The impact cracked his ribs, smashed in his face, and burst his left eye. His grip loosened and Ol’ Red went spinning away into the darkness.
As he pulled his shattered face from the plastic-and-stucco wall, he found himself grinning—the tumbling chunk of castle wall was still rising, its momentum carrying him closer and closer to the Orb. He dug his claws into the pale yellow plastic and hung on, feeling his face creaking as the millions of microbots rebuilt it. Vision returned in his left eye as the chunk of wall reached the top of its trajectory. Using those wonderful dragon eyes, he gauged the distance—the leap would take all his microbot-enhanced strength, plus every last bit of spring the ailing boots could deliver. He planted his feet firmly on the fake stone, wiggled his toes, crouched, waited. Now! Boots sputtering, muscles straining, throat screaming an old Celtic battle-cry, he leaped.
Sparks and smoke surrounded him, fire and electricity flooded through his body as his claws pierced the Orb's surface. This was worse than riding the lightning-bolt, much, much worse. He felt himself slipping down, as his hands refused to grip the slippery membrane. Then, with a sudden jerk, the bony spikes on his knuckles snagged, and he hung by his right hand from the enormous violet balloon. Fighting the pain and muscle spasms, summoning all his strength, he pulled. The sharp, bony crown atop his head pressed against the Orb's surface, stretching it. He flailed with his left hand, finally piercing the Orb's surface with a claw. He pulled as hard as he could with both hands, and in a storm of sparks and fire the point of his crown tore through the elastic membrane. "Honey, I'm home," he whispered. Those big, deadly, terrible, beautiful claws got a grip on something, and gritting his teeth into something that resembled a smile, he hauled himself into the Orb.
He felt like he had fallen into a killer river rapid, a roaring violet whirlpool that pulled him first one way, then the other. The cloudy fluid limited his vision to a few feet, and bits of sharp-edged black ribbon tore at his skin as he pushed his way through the storm. The shadow of the shark, large, dark and sinuous, moved through the murk, always just beyond his vision. For a terrifying moment he thought he was drowning—then he realized that whatever strange fluid filled the Orb, he could breathe it, if indeed he even needed to breathe. Bellowing his defiance, shredding some of the bigger clumps of ribbon, he forced his way toward the center of the Orb.
He suddenly heard voices—tens, hundreds, maybe a thousand of them, all whispering the same question:
Why do/why do you do this/what do you hope to find here/what is here for you?
His lips trembled uncontrollably. “N-N-Na-Nalll-i-a,” he stammered.
Why do you/why torment/why torture/why hurt so/why suffer?
"B-b-be-because-I-I-I"
You/you will only/only die/die here/why/why
"I-I-I"
The voices joined for an instant. Why do you suffer and die for one you cannot have?
He shouted, loud and clear, "Because I love her!"
After that, the voices said no more.
Scrornuck plowed through the maelstrom, heading by instinct toward the light at the Orb's center. He emerged abruptly into a silent, still, clear space that seemed larger than the whole Orb had appeared from outside. His heart jumped, for ahead, at the brilliant center of the Orb, he saw Nalia, surrounded by a network of luminous white ribbons that tied to her hands, feet and hair.
He saw something dark in the distance, something big—no, something enormous—circling, growing, until it suddenly emerged from the violet haze: the shark, grown to titanic size, all black but for its glowing orange eyes. The monster fish flicked its tail and headed straight for Nalia, opening a mouth that could swallow her whole, lined with enough teeth to grind her to hamburger on the way down.
Scrornuck kicked and paddled desperately toward the monster fish. It saw him, turned, swam past Nalia and charged. Again, the shark's eyes met Scrornuck's, and again, for a timeless instant, he saw a vision:
Hunger. A tiny and shrinking world. Death approaches.
Salvation. Contact with the other Orbs. Food. The shark gorges on minds thrown into the Orbs as sacrifices, heretics, slave soldiers. It grows fat, sleek and powerful.
Catastrophe. In an instant of confusion and chaos, the Olympus World Orb collapses on itself and dies. Silver hair and blazing blue eyes.
Disaster. The Orb of political punishment explodes into the vacuum of space. Behind the faceplate of a blue helmet, the shark sees blonde hair and deep blue eyes.
Terror and agony. The Orb housing an army of slaves is twisted to shreds as a world dies. Through the eyes of the slaves’ master, the shark sees the two Orb-destroyers.
Desperation. Contact. A tangle of minds, outside the Orbs and useless as food, but maybe, just maybe open to manipulation. The shark reaches deep, explores dark corners, finds resentment and anger and pain.
Determination. A plan: exploit the darkness. Nurture the desire for vengeance. Lure the survivor to Taupeaquaah.
Feed the shark.
Scrornuck forced himself to look away from the shark's eyes. He shook his head for an instant, and a savage howl rose in his throat, one that combined instinctive revulsion with every battle-cry he'd ever known. Screaming his hatred, he charged the beast.
The shark attacked, snapping at Scrornuck with its enormous jaws. The skin of the great fish was like sandpaper, and when it struck him with its sharp-edged fins he bled, clouding the “water” around him. Wishing he still had Ol’ Red, he fought back, ripping into the beast's side with claws and spikes. The shark's wounds “bled” clouds of multicolored ribbons, which coalesced into tiny, brightly-colored fish and swam away.
The monstrous fish hammered him with its enormous tail, sending him tumbling end-over-end. For a moment he was disoriented—then he saw the shark charging, its mouth open, showing row after row of razor-sharp teeth. Desperately, he ducked beneath the fish, and as it passed over he jammed his arm-spikes into its soft belly. A cloud of colored ribbon streamed from the wounds in the great fish as it dragged Scrornuck along. He pulled his legs up and speared the fish with the spikes growing from his thighs. The shark shook and twisted, trying to throw him off, as he slowly worked his way around its side and up onto its back, tearing at its flesh.
He got a brief glimpse of something silver and blue, separating Nalia from the luminous white ribbons that bound her to the Orb's center. Seeking a better view, he raised his head—and with a convulsive twist the shark tossed him off. By the time he regained his bearings, the great shark had disappeared into the cloud of ribbons and swirling fluid surrounding the Orb's center. He looked ahead, back, left, right—and then, from above, the shark suddenly appeared, diving straight down, mouth wide open. He pulled desperately at the water, but it was too late—he felt the shark's teeth tear his flesh as the monstrous fish swallowed him whole.
In utter blackness, he slid into the belly of the beast. Its digestive juices stung and burned his wounds, and the contractions of its gut crushed his ribs and twisted his arms and legs into agonizing positions. He fought back with everything he had, but as the beast's stomach squeezed, tighter and tighter, he knew he was weakening. He tasted blood in the water and knew it was his own, he smelled something foul in his lungs and knew he was slowly suffocating. In the peculiar reality within the Orb it seemed the microbots were unable to heal his wounds, and it would only be a matter of time before the beast squeezed the life out of him. I'm going to die in here, he thought.
No! he told himself, and the thought came with such ferocity that he drove his claw-tipped fist deep into the monster's gut, through the stomach lining and into the soft tissues beyond. Not until you save Nalia! He dug his claws deeper into the soft tissues, grunting in satisfaction as he felt the fish squirm. There had to be a nerve, an artery, something vital in there.
And then, to his amazement, he heard music, coming from somewhere outside the shark's body—first one voice singing, then a few, and finally an enormous choir, all in perfect harmony.
With new energy, he dug his claws into the beast, ripping at its flesh until he thrust his fist through its skin. Brilliant white light streamed through the wound, and outside he saw a swarm of colorful fish, hundreds of them, moving in perfect synchronization as they devoured the immense shark. Prying the beast's ribs apart, he squeezed between them into the light. He recognized the music now—the song he'd played on the Setron at Darklord Castle, the sweet melody that had encouraged the Army of Taupeaquaah to fight Lord Draggott's slave warriors.
The great shark squirmed, thrashed, twisted, desperately trying to escape the cloud of tiny, colorful fish. Scrornuck joined them, ripping out chunks of the shark's flesh as he clawed his way up its back. Finally, he reached the huge head and stared down into those fiery orange eyes. Instinctive rage filled him, and he slammed his fist into the center of the beast's head, over and over, harder and harder, screaming his hatred for this abomination, not caring that his knuckles were shattering—and then he felt the skull crack. He summoned up the last of his strength for one more blow, the hardest yet. The shark's head split open like a rotted pumpkin, and a tangled mass of black-as-death ribbon oozed forth. He attacked the vile mass, shredding it with his claws until nothing remained but a cloud of black dust that slowly drifted away. His rage finally spent, he looked with satisfaction into the shark's dark, lifeless eye-sockets. A moment later, what remained of the monster's head vanished, torn to nothingness by the swarm of colorful fish. Scrornuck had the feeling that something very old and very evil had finally passed from the world.
He looked for Nalia in the place of luminous white ribbons, but she was not there. Then, he saw a sudden flash of silver, blue—and white. He looked down into his open arms. Nalia looked up with wide eyes and smiled.
"I knew you'd come,” she said.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight"A Good Guest Knows When It's Time To Leave""I love you, Nalia,” he said, and for what seemed like forever they floated in a tight, wonderful embrace, gazing into each other's eyes. He had lost his Setron and his sword, he was a spiked, horned reptilian monster, he was bruised, battered and bloodied from the fight of his life—and yet, as he and Nalia slowly drifted away from the Orb's center, he was the happiest man in the world.
At the center of the Orb, a cloud appeared, silver with two spots of blazing blue. Ribbons of luminous silver from the cloud met ribbons of brilliant blue-white, and within seconds the scene had become too bright to watch any longer. Whatever was happening, Scrornuck knew it was good, and that it was time he and Nalia departed. He held her close, and kicked in a direction that instinct told him would take them out of the Orb.
The snowstorm of black ribbon was gone from the Orb's outer regions, replaced by what looked like placid schools of brightly colored fish, all swimming toward the light at the center. He looked back, and saw the light getting brighter and larger as the swarms of fish swam into it. Though he was certain that something very good was going to happen, he was just as certain he didn't want to be inside the Orb when it did. He kicked harder, and Nalia started kicking as well.
The reached the boundary, a membrane that shimmered in the brilliant light coming from the center. Recalling how painful entering the Orb had been, Scrornuck flinched involuntarily. But this time, the passage was no more difficult than breaking the surface after an underwater swim. As the last school of little fish disappeared into the light behind them, he and Nalia slipped out of the Orb.
They drifted slowly away from the great purple bladder, into the surrounding darkness. Electricity still crackled on the Orb's surface, and the laws of nature still seemed to be suspended in the Orb's vicinity. The pair drifted, weightless, waiting for something to happen.
The light at the heart of the Orb flashed, a blazing blue-white that seemed to burn away all the ominous purple. It brightened further, blowing away the darkness that had surrounded the Orb like a bruise on the sky. Then the light faded, and the Orb hung against the beautiful blue Khansous sky like a full moon seen by day. Nalia smiled, as if she'd heard something beautiful.
Gravity returned, and they suddenly found themselves falling. Scrornuck twisted, trying to see what was beneath them, and they began to tumble wildly. Nalia wrapped her arms around his neck, he extended his arms and legs, and after a few terrifying seconds they reached a stable position: he fell in a spread-eagle skydiver's stance, while she rode on his back as if he were a horse, her arms around his neck and her knees gripping his hips.
Oh, crap, he thought, for he could now see exactly where they were—in the air, a good two miles above the dunes of the Compact Desert. The cold wind grew stronger each second as they fell. Scrornuck threw back his head and howled in despair and frustration—it seemed so pointless to have rescued Nalia from the Orb, only to have them both fall to their deaths. But short of sprouting wings—
The pod-like bulges on his shoulders stirred.
Wings? The changes the microbots had made to his body—the claws, the spikes, the bony crown on his head—had each arrived just when it was needed. Could there be one final surprise hidden in the bulges on his back? Having no better idea, he prayed for wings.
And his prayer was answered.
He felt a sharp, tearing pain as the pods split open and a splendid set of wings, as colorful as any butterfly's, unfurled around him. Strong cords on each wing's tip purposefully wrapped around the spikes protruding from his knees, while another set of cords wrapped around his arm-spikes. “Hang on!” he shouted. He felt Nalia's arms tightening around his neck and her knees squeezing his hips—and with a loud thwop the wings filled with air. In an instant they were no longer falling, but gliding through the brilliant blue sky. The world of Greater Khansous lay beneath them: the white spires of Taupeaquaah, practically glowing in the afternoon sun, the green of the grasslands giving way to the deeper blue-green of the forest, the intricately scalloped dune field of the Compact Desert, starkly beautiful in sun and shadow. And there in the desert, a bee-line of dust, with a rapidly moving object at is head: the skimmer! Jape had seen them.
"Look at me!” Scrornuck cried, laughing joyously, “I really am a scrornuck!"
Nalia hugged his neck harder and shouted back, “You are just full of surprises!"
They circled a few times, descending slowly, and made a gentle landing beside the skimmer. Scrornuck threw his head back and shouted triumphantly at the sky, “Woo-hoo! What a ride!” He sucked in great gasps of air, as rivers of sweat soaked his kilt and poured down his arms and legs. He kicked off his oily, scorched boots and danced barefoot in the warm sand. Jape offered him a jug of water, and he emptied it in seconds. “Well,” he said between breaths, “did we save the world yet?"
"I'm not sure.” Jape held up the ring. Its center was green, its edges black, and bands of silvery white and blue swirled in between. “I'm afraid we're not quite there yet."
"Jape,” Nalia said softly, “do you trust me? The Orb wants to leave, but it doesn't know how.” She pointed to the pale blue ball hanging calmly in the sky, as if waiting. “You're the only one who can set it free."
Jape looked at the Orb, and then at his ring. “Let's do it."
Nalia laid her hands softly on Jape's head and closed her eyes. Scrornuck watched for any signs of distress, but if anything Jape appeared to be enjoying the experience. After about half a minute, she was done.
"Now what?” Scrornuck asked.
"We wait,” Nalia said. “It shouldn't take long."
"It better not.” Jape nervously watched his ring, where green, silver and blue still fought the blackness. “Five minutes, that's all we've got."
Nalia faced the sky, her eyes closed. “It's stuck.” She grabbed the softscroll. “It needs to know one more thing.” She stabbed the buttons quickly, as if she'd been operating the device all her life. A window appeared, filled with writing in a strange tongue, surrounding several complex mathematical expressions. “What's this part mean?"
"I—I don't know,” Jape stammered. “I don't read Japanese. Mister Saughblade—"
"I'm here.” Scrornuck stared at the unfamiliar writing, and within seconds the Kanji symbols formed into words and sentences. “I think I've got it."
"Quickly."
Scrornuck ran his hand down the page, reciting the text. It was like reading the bridge column—he recognized the words, grammar and sentence structure, but he had no idea what any of it meant. But a steadily broadening smile showed that it made perfect sense to Jape. “Okay,” he said, “let's do it.” Nalia put her hands back on his head and they both closed her eyes. This time, it only took a few seconds. Jape opened his eyes and consulted the scroll. “Three minutes. Two forty-five—"
"Now,” Nalia said softly. Noiselessly, without any fuss, the Orb shimmered briefly, seemed to fold in upon itself, and was gone.
"Well, that should do it,” Jape said. “Two minutes to spare. Not even a close call this time.” He looked at his ring, expecting it to be a pleasant green.
It wasn't.
The jewel still glowed an angry red. “I don't...” He scratched his head. “Something's still wrong."
"Is it me?” Nalia asked nervously.
Jape consulted the blue ring. It was dark. “Try to read my mind."
Nalia's brow furrowed as she strained. “I can't."
"Your powers seem to have disappeared with the Orb. And if it's not you..."
"It's me,” Scrornuck finished.
Jape stared at the messages his rings were flashing and nodded. “It's the microbots. They've changed—picked up programming from the Beast. They don't belong here anymore."
"Can't we go somewhere else?” Nalia asked.
Jape checked the Traveler. “Nothing solves—we're too close to the crossing."
"Then there's only one thing left.” Scrornuck hurriedly searched the box of munitions. “Here we are—Mark 7 Thermal Grenade. This should do the job."
Nalia screamed, realizing what he had in mind. “No! You can't!"
"What choice do I have?” The situation seemed simple and clear to him: he could fire the grenade and save the world at the cost of his own life, or wait for the entire world, including himself and Nalia, to die in the stream crossing. Either way, he was already dead. The realization was oddly liberating.
Jape, tears streaming from his eyes, struggled to speak. “I'm sorry..."
Scrornuck shrugged. “Part of the job—I knew it when I signed up."
Nalia wrapped her arms around him. “I won't let you go! Not now!"
Scrornuck gently but firmly pushed her away. He thought for a second, reached into his sporran and took out the little red prayer book. “Here, you'll need this.” He turned to Jape. “See to it that she's brought up in a proper church."
The Ranger nodded. “I will. Farewell, Mister Saughblade."
Scrornuck shook Jape's hand. “It's been great working with you.” He looked into Nalia's eyes, realizing how desperately he wanted to stay, and whispered, “I'll try to wait for you.” With a sad sigh, he pulled the pin from the grenade, stretched out those beautiful butterfly wings and prepared to launch himself into the sky.
Lights sparkled before his eyes as his vision blurred and faded. His legs gave way and he crumpled to the ground. He heard Jape and Nalia urgently shouting something he couldn't hear over the roaring that filled his head. Her face filled his sight as she pulled the grenade from his unresisting fingers and threw it as far as she could. Seconds later, it went off with a blinding white flash.
The softscroll chimed an insistent alarm as Scrornuck struggled to his feet, suddenly almost blind as something like frost covered his eyes. His skin was at once burning hot, icily cold, and ferociously itchy. Nalia and Jape attacked him, tearing off wings, spikes, claws, and the bony crown on his head. The pieces came off with a stinging sensation, like tape being yanked from a wound.
The scroll's alarm became louder and more urgent. Scrornuck staggered about blindly, fighting to stay upright as somebody pulled at his belt, letting his kilt fall at his feet. A moment later, a jug of cold water was dumped over his head. He blinked madly as the frost on his eyes dissolved and vision returned.
The alarm rose to a continuous wail as Nalia doused him a second time, washing off the coarse white grit that had covered his skin. Jape rubbed him briskly with a rough towel, removing the last of the grit, and together they hustled him toward the skimmer.
Scrornuck could hear nothing over the shriek of the softscroll's alarm as they reached the vehicle. He grabbed its side and hung on as Jape threw a grenade at the pile of discarded clothing and body-parts. The incendiary went off with a brilliant flash and a whump that sent Scrornuck sprawling in the sand. He rolled over in time to see the sky darken, from pleasant blue to an angry purple crisscrossed by jagged bolts of lightning. Dark clouds blew in, seemingly from all directions at once.
The streams of time were crossing.
Desert sand, driven by a wind that came from nowhere, stung his skin and brought tears to his eyes. The clouds condensed, swirled, and formed into two immense whirlpools that looked vaguely like eyes, as if God Himself were staring down at them. Leaves blew by—dried, dead autumn leaves, even though it was the middle of summer and the nearest tree was miles away. Fat, white flakes of snow drifted on the wind. He smelled a strong odor of manure, and for a moment he gazed into the eyes of one very confused buffalo.
More lightning crackled between the clouds. Then, in what looked like a kind of cosmic wink, one of the great vortices collapsed upon itself and disappeared. A few final bolts of lightning flashed across the sky, and the other eye vanished as well. The sky returned to a mid-summer blue, and the last of the clouds swirled away to nothing.
It was once again a perfect summer afternoon in Khansous.
Drained, exhausted, barely able to lift his own weight, Scrornuck grabbed a corner of the skimmer and struggled to his feet. Jape danced about, waving his ring, with its gorgeous green emerald, high over his head. Lowering his arms, Jape examined the softscroll. The timer display had stopped at 0:00:01.25. “That was too close,” he said. “I think I could use a drink."
"Yeah,” Scrornuck said. “A stiff drink—and some food!"
"I don't think you're quite dressed for dinner.” Giggling, Nalia pretended to cover her eyes—and Scrornuck realized he was naked as a jaybird. She laughed out loud and pretended to peek between her fingers before tossing him a towel that that had been lying on the skimmer's floor. “Hey,” she said, as he wrapped the towel around his waist, “what happened to your dragon?” He looked down and saw what she meant—the big tattoo was gone. Only a few specks of faded ink remained.
"Hmm, look at that.” Jape examined Scrornuck's skin and thought hard for several seconds. “I think I know,” he said. “Just before you collapsed, the microbots shut down and burrowed their way out. They must have pushed the tattoo-ink out as they passed through the skin."
"Well, no loss,” Scrornuck said. “This dragon's caused me enough trouble.” He ran his fingers across a stretch of ink-free skin. “Think they knew?"
"Who?"
"The microbots. The things they did—the spikes, the claws, the wings—always appeared just when I needed them. And when I needed them to be gone, they left. It's like they always knew."
"Well, you've got a knack for gadgets,” Jape said. “Maybe you found a way to tell them what you wanted."
Scrornuck raised his right arm slowly. It looked strange without the fiery snake. “Maybe,” he said. “Or maybe they just knew."
Jape chuckled. “Well, a good guest should know when it's time to leave."
Fifteen minutes later they stood atop the dune where they'd camped two days before. Scrornuck dug up the big pack, retrieved his plaid and did the necessary folding and pleating to make it a proper kilt. With this task done, he joined Jape and Nalia in looking at the site of Darklord Castle.
There was no sign that the forest of black towers had ever existed. The moat, apparently fed by artesian water, had risen close to twenty feet, and all signs of the Castle, save one small island, were submerged beneath a sparkling blue lake close to a mile across. A fire burned on the island—not a smoky debris fire, but the clean orange blaze of a broken gas pipe. Scrornuck found it rather pretty.
Despite the stark beauty of the scene, Scrornuck's heart sank as he realized that both the Setron and Ol’ Red were somewhere on the bottom of the lake, buried in the debris of the Castle's destruction. He found a weapon with a telescopic sight in the skimmer, and spent the next several minutes scanning the island and the sand beaches surrounding the lake. Finding nothing, he sadly lowered the scope and whispered, “The Lord giveth, and the Lord taketh away.” Then he turned to Jape and Nalia and said, “Come on, let's get some dinner."
* * * *Afternoon turned to early evening and the sky lit up in shades of orange, purple and blue as the three sat around a table in the beer garden at the road junction. Jape and Nalia munched snacks and sipped drinks, while Scrornuck shoveled the food down—having lost close to twenty pounds in the last two days, he seemed determined to gain them all back in one meal.
"Well,” the Ranger said, getting out his softscroll and preparing to record notes, “we've saved the world, but the job's not over till the paperwork's done. I've got a report to write, and it's best to hear what happened while the memories are still fresh. Nalia, since Mister Saughblade's stuffing his face, could you go first? Perhaps you could start when you entered the Orb. What did you see?"
"Uh, okay.” Nalia set down her Subtle Evening Rose wine and stared into the distance, gathering her thoughts. “First thing, I found out Draggott was all wrong. There wasn't any machinery inside the Orb, just bits of black ribbon blowing around. I looked for its center, and found a place that was calm and quiet. I—connected myself to it, I guess. I don't think there's any better word. When I did that, I heard voices—the slaves that Draggott had connected to the Orb were speaking.” She shuddered. “He'd put a little bit of their mind in the Orb, left a bigger part in their bodies, and thrown away the rest. There were good people in there, a lot of them. The bartender from Syb's, for one.” She turned to Scrornuck and smiled. “Did you know he's the one who brought you a six-pack when you were in Draggott's prison?"
Scrornuck, his mouth full of a big beef sandwich, shook his head. He hadn't really gotten a look at his benefactor.
"And then there was the archer—the one who wouldn't shoot us when we went up the tower? He was a Squatter, and he remembered how you bought him a meal when we left the city. He refused to harm us, no matter how much Draggott tried to make him."
Scrornuck washed the sandwich down with about half a beer. “So good deeds really do go unpunished now and then."
"Now and then,” Jape said. “What happened next?"
"The soldiers just wanted to be made whole again,” she said, “but too much was already lost; I couldn't return their minds to their bodies. So, I tried something else: I reached out to a soldier's body and sucked every last bit of self I could find inside it into the Orb."
"I saw that,” Scrornuck said, around a mouthful of French fries. “That's when the first guy fell over dead."
She nodded. “Dead outside, but alive in the Orb. And once I'd learned how to do that trick, it wasn't too hard to teach it to all the other soldiers. That's when the rest of the army died, at least on the outside. Inside the Orb, they were as whole as they could make themselves. It wasn't all that much, but it was all we could do.
"And once they were back together, the people in the Orb told me their stories.” She stopped abruptly. “No, that's not right. They didn't have to tell me; I just saw them all, in an instant. Some of it was awful. Draggott had Squatters kidnapped, and he fed them to the Orb just to make it grow. One time he killed a dozen captives, just stabbed them, one after another, for no reason other than to teach the Captain the right way to kill somebody. Another time...” She stopped again. Her hands shook with disgust and rage as she took a gulp of her wine.
"You don't have to give me all the details,” Jape said. “Let's move on."
"Okay.” She set her wine glass down again. “When I saw the soldiers’ memories, I got mad. We all got mad. And so, since Draggott had said he wanted to be connected to the Orb...” She fondled the glass and smiled, a cold, cruel smile. “We granted his request. It wasn't easy. He was strong, and he was fighting for his life. But I had a thousand soldiers on my side.” She took another sip of her wine. “We got him."
"And what did you do with him?"
"My plan was simply to tear his mind into pieces so tiny they'd never be able to come back together, kind of like you two did with the unkillable monster. But when I got a look, there was something strange about him. It was almost like two minds in one person, all tangled up in each other. One was unspeakably vile, but the other...” She blushed momentarily, looking a bit embarrassed. “Sorry. I tried really hard not to look into your mind, Jape, but it leaked, and I had a sort of a picture of what it looks like.” She swiped a fry from Scrornuck's plate and chewed thoughtfully as she searched for the right words. “The other part of Draggott's mind looked a lot like yours, and I just couldn't bring myself to destroy it. So, I separated them. That wasn't easy; they were so tangled up together. I let the soldiers rip the bad parts into tiny shreds, and just let the good part drift away."
Jape sipped his lager thoughtfully. “They say nobody's completely good or completely evil,” he said. “I'd like to think there was still a piece of the Ranger alive in Abe.” He gazed into the distance for a moment, and when he spoke again, his voice was all business. “So. You destroyed Lord Draggott. Then what happened?"
She stared silently into the distance for several seconds before speaking. “I could see, sort of, that your ring wasn't green, and I knew I had to get the Orb off this world. That scared me to death! I had a feeling that if I got the Orb to leave, it'd take me along and I'd be stuck there forever.” She suddenly grinned. “Then I thought, this is what you wished for, girl, a big adventure and a chance to save the world. And you know what?"
"Adventures suck!” all three said together, laughing. Then, in a small voice filled with wonder, she said, “But I'm still glad I got to have one."
"Me, too.” Scrornuck flashed a big grin, and Jape even smiled a little.
She rubbed her eyes. “Things got a bit blurry, like a dream. I was a little girl again, sitting on a beach, playing in a sandcastle, and bugs started biting me—"
"Bugs?” Scrornuck interrupted.
"First, a little mosquito bit me. I swatted it away, and then this big, nasty bug bit the end of my finger and wouldn't let go, even when I tried to flick it off.” She waved her hand around to demonstrate. Jape raised an eyebrow, and Scrornuck returned a look that said, don't you even think of saying anything.
"I got really mad,” she said. “I threw a tantrum and I kicked the sandcastle to pieces. Then the water came up, all around me. I was scared at first, but it was nice, warm like the pool at the hotel, and I thought this might not be all that bad a place to spend forever—until the fish showed up. It was huge, it was black, it had a million teeth and these glowing orange eyes. I thought it was going to swallow me whole."
"I know that fish,” Scrornuck said.
She nodded. “All I saw was a flash of green and red, but I knew you'd come for me. When the fish swallowed you..."
She shuddered, and for a moment Scrornuck thought she was going to cry. He put an arm around her and drew her close. “It's all right,” he said. “I gave the shark a pretty bad bellyache."
"I was just so scared,” she said. “If it could eat you...” She smiled as he gently wiped her eyes with a napkin. “I called on my friends, the soldiers, but they were scared, too. The shark was so big, they were so little, and it had already gobbled up a lot of them. Then I remembered the song you played for the Army, the one that made them brave. I sang it, and they started singing with me, and together we all destroyed the monster."
"They looked like little fish,” Scrornuck said, and suddenly grinned. “Khansous piranha!"
"So they're real after all?” Jape said.
"I guess so.” She took a fairly large drink.
"I think I already know the rest,” Jape said. “You and Mister Saughblade returned to earth, and then..."
She held up a finger, interrupting him. “Not quite. You missed one thing. Did you see the Orb change color, from purple to blue?” Jape nodded. “It's hard to explain, but something happened there. It ... it came together. Like when a band's getting ready to play. One minute, everybody's tuning up separately and it's just a lot of noise. Then the leader raises his arms, and it's not a hundred instruments anymore, it's one band. That's what it was like.” She sighed, at once tired, happy and unsatisfied. “It felt so much like a dream. I don't think I'll ever know what really happened."
"Probably not,” Jape said. “I don't think anybody actually understood technolepathy. Not me, not Abe, probably not even McGinn. Maybe we're better off not knowing.” He tapped out a short message on the softscroll. “I'm telling the people Back Home to destroy the files. We don't need somebody stumbling across them and trying to build another Orb.” He stabbed the Send button. “There, it's done. Now, Mister Saughblade, let's hear your story. I think you can begin at the point where you entered the Orb."
And so, Scrornuck told his story. Jape listened patiently, occasionally making notes to himself, until it was done. “Well, that's interesting,” he said. “So the shark at the Orb's center was Mister McGinn..."
"Wait a minute,” Nalia said. “The shark was the guy who burned up all those people?"
"Yep.” Scrornuck polished off his pint and signaled for another. “You said you wanted five minutes with him. Well, you got your wish."
"Yeah, I guess I did."
Jape made a note on the softscroll and said, “Well, that's looks like it for now, unless there's something else you remember."
"I remember one other thing,” Nalia said, turning slowly to face Scrornuck. “Right after my friends killed the big fish, there was this flash of blue and silver, there you were, and you said something. Remember?” He nodded, thinking, how could I forget? Very slowly, she asked, “Did you mean it?"
Saying nothing, he wrapped his arms around her, and as people at nearby tables whistled and clapped, he demonstrated that she wasn't the only one who knew how to give a world-class lip-lock.
* * * *Evening faded to night, as it does when time is working the way it's supposed to. Nalia, exhausted by the day's activity, had already bedded down in the back seat of the skimmer, and Scrornuck, equally spent, planned to join her shortly. For the moment, though, he sat with Jape on a picnic table near the parked vehicle and watched the night sky. They could hear the thump-thump-thump of Taupeaquaah's fireworks show, and from time to time, just above the horizon, they saw the flashes of some of the higher pyrotechnics.
"Jape,” he said tentatively, “I keep thinking about what Abe said—about how the world was going to be destroyed, and it was all your fault."
"The guy was nuts,” Jape said, shaking his head sadly. “I guess spending a year on a wrecked world was just too much for his sanity."
"Yeah, he was crazy—but you did keep trying to get Nalia and the Orb together, over and over again, even though your ring got redder every time. Was Abe right when he said everything would've worked out if we'd just kept Nalia away from the Orb?"
Jape chewed on his lip as he thought. “Maybe—if Nalia had never met the Orb at all. But Abe was looking for a telepath, too. We just found her first. If we hadn't put Nalia and the Orb together, he would have eventually. Anyway, it all worked out for the best—when Nalia finally entered the Orb, she didn't destroy the world. She created a new form of life!"
"And you knew this all along?"
"Didn't I keep saying that we had to bring Nalia and the Orb together?"
"Oh."
Jape sat in silence for a long time. “Aw, hell, I can't lie to you, Mister Saughblade. I did just about everything wrong. We didn't save the world, Nalia did. She figured out what that thing was, and she convinced it to leave. All we did was put her in the right place at the right time. We just got lucky."
"The Lord sure works in mysterious ways,” Scrornuck said, stifling a yawn.
"As good an explanation as any,” Jape said. “Ready to call it a night?"
"Yeah."
"There's something we still need to talk about."
"I know."
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Chapter Twenty-Nine"If You're Asking, I'm Dancing"Sunday morning had given way to Sunday afternoon by the time Scrornuck and Nalia crawled from beneath a pile of sleeping bags in the back of the skimmer. They joined Jape at the pub's afternoon buffet, where Scrornuck's weekly sacramental “banquet” tasted just a bit better than usual. Then, as Jape worked on his report to Ranger Control, Scrornuck repaired his damaged boots. They required a thorough cleaning, a few seals, one hydraulic booster and several new, fully charged energy cells. After finishing the work, he slipped them on, made a few test jumps and pronounced them good as new.
As the shadows began to lengthen, they headed for Taupeaquaah. Jape drove the skimmer, while Scrornuck and Nalia carried on an intense discussion in the back seat.
"You're done,” she said glumly, glancing over Scrornuck's shoulder at Jape. “I wish I still had my talent—I'd change his mind so he'd let you stay here."
Scrornuck shook his head emphatically. “That wouldn't be right. And he's already released me from my promise to be his Protector."
She stared. “He did?"
"He said he'd broken his side of the bargain when he paid you to flirt with Tremmlowe, so he had to let me out of my side.” He took a deep breath. “I told him no."
"Huh?"
"I didn't just make my promise to Jape. I made it to these thousand worlds, and I made it to myself. Nalia, there's nothing I want more than to settle down here with you. But what if some world's destroyed because I'm not there to protect Jape? How would I feel if that happened? How would you feel?"
She sighed. “Doing the right thing isn't easy, is it?"
"Nope.” He gazed into her dark, beautiful eyes. “I love you, Nalia,” he said. “I really do."
She wrapped her arms around him. “And I love you."
They held each other in silence for a long time, before he finally got the courage to speak the words. “Nalia, will you marry me?"
"Marry you?" She pulled back.
He nodded. “I may not be around all that much, and I may go and get myself killed, but whatever life I have in this world, I'd like to spend it with you."
"You'll be gone a lot, won't you?"
"It depends. Rangers only work when there are streams near crossings. Sometimes there's nothing to do for months."
"And other times it's fighting off bad guys and maybe getting yourself killed."
"Pretty much,” he said, sighing.
"Well,” she said, “a girl's got to think these things through, decide what's best for her future. After all, I won't be collecting those gold pieces from Jape anymore.” She fiddled with the Residence Pass hanging around her neck. “I could have my choice of the young men in Taupeaquaah, a nice little apartment, a steady life, maybe a weekend or two in the Guest Quarter...” She released the Pass. “Or I could spend my life wondering when you're going to be called off to some other world and eaten by monsters or killed by warlords."
His heart sank. Phrased that way, the choice seemed obvious.
"But you're asking,” she said.
"I'm asking."
She smiled, keeping him in suspense for what seemed like forever. “Well,” she said, about the time he was ready to explode, “if you're asking, I'm dancing!"
"Woo-hoo!” He put his arms around her, ready for the lip-lock to end all lip-locks—and the skimmer suddenly started shaking violently, the sound of its motor changing from a soft hum to an erratic sputter.
"Shit!" Scrornuck spun around and yanked the cover from the elderly power plant. Sparks crackled across its rotted wiring, and steam poured from leaking seals. As the vehicle lurched and swerved, Jape struggled with the controls while Scrornuck pulled wires and yanked on linkages, trying to keep the machine running the last half-mile to the city gate.
"Hang on, it's gonna drop!” Scrornuck shouted, as the lifting mechanisms failed and the machine slammed down onto the road, still moving forward at a frightening pace. The skimmer slid down the road, its underside making a hideous shriek as it struck sparks off the yellow bricks. Jape fought with the few controls that still worked, struggling to keep the machine on the road.
A hundred feet from the Standing Stones, he lost the battle. The skimmer's undercarriage dug into the soft dirt alongside the road, and the machine spun around, uprooting bricks and sending dust flying. Jape, Scrornuck and Nalia hung on for dear life as the skimmer spun around a second time and slid into the plaza in a cloud of dust.
The screeching ended. In the silence that followed, the gentle summer breezes blew the dust away to reveal the skimmer, dented but still upright, barely twenty feet from the West Gate. As a curious crowd gathered around the machine, the three poked their heads above its doors. Scrornuck was the first to speak. “Woo-hoo! What a ride!"
Jape slapped him on the back. “Do we know how to make an entrance, or what?"
* * * *Bruised, bloodied and dehydrated, the Captain had staggered into town late Saturday, bearing news of a spiked, horned, lightning-riding giant butterfly who'd dispatched the Purple Death Ball. Since then, Temple Square had been beyond chaos, as the City mourned its dead, celebrated its salvation, and concluded the Fortnight of Sacrifice. Crowds gathered around the altars, burning the ceremonial thrones, and many excited souls danced, nearly naked, before the Friendly Dragon.
Just get me through this day, Scrornuck prayed silently as he stepped into the Square. Once the Fortnight was over, nobody would hassle him for his boots, at least until the next Fortnight—when, if he understood Nalia properly, they'd be sacrificing something other than footwear. He put his head down, concentrated on the Guest Gate at the far side of the Square, and tried his best to go unnoticed.
The strategy failed. Before he was halfway across the Square, he found himself gently pushing away a number of children, who were all too eager to resume their game of “lift-the-kilt.” And then, the voice of Rosaiah boomed over the suddenly silent crowd. “Welcome, friend!” the High Priest bellowed. “So the Dragon has brought his guest safely back to the Temple, just in time for the final day of the Sacrifice! What could be finer? Come, present your offering!"
The cheering crowd swept Scrornuck to the foot of the Temple steps. He thought of many rude and insulting responses, but held his tongue. If he and Nalia were going to marry, he would have to live here. This was a time for diplomacy, as unaccustomed to it as he was. Recalling all he'd heard Jape say to dignitaries and potentates, he spoke: “Good Rosaiah, you honor me with your attention. I see that you and your city are most religious, so I know you will understand me when I say this: although it grieves me greatly not to fulfill your request, my traditions forbid me from making this offering. I ask your indulgence, that my friends and I may continue in peace."
Rosaiah stood in silence, his mouth hanging open—the Priest hadn't considered the possibility that here, on this final day of the Fortnight, Scrornuck would still decline to offer his boots. “Well, honored guest,” he said after much thought, “it is written that things happen in the Dragon's good time, and our law is above all to respect the Guests. Therefore, though I fear your going forth without the benefit of a sacrifice, I grant your request. Continue on your journey in peace, and may the blessings of Spafu go with you!"
"Nice job,” Jape said, patting Scrornuck's shoulder. “I see you were paying attention when I..."
"Stop right there, blasphemer!” The crowd moved aside as a young man with a bandage over his nose came forward. It was Ferinianne, the leader of the Servants of Spafu. With him came the remnants of his gang, down to five men and two women but zealous as ever. “The Priest might let you go, but the Servants shall not!"
"Be gone!” Rosaiah roared from the Temple porch. “Have I not rebuked you enough times already?"
"Shut up, fat boy!” The challenge to the Priest's authority silenced the crowd. “You are the past, Rosaiah! These are not Guests! It has been a hundred years, the True Guests have not come—and why not? Because under weak priests like you, the city has offered only token sacrifices! Now, the Castle of Darkness and the Ball of Purple Death have threatened our city. Only by the favor of Spafu have we survived, and then only after great losses! Why did we suffer in this way? Because of our weak-willed sacrifice! Your time is over, Rosaiah! The day of the Servants has come!” He extended his arm, pointing at Scrornuck's boots. “Now, blasphemer, there shall be no more excuses, no more refusals—give the Dragon what is his!"
"For the love of...” Scrornuck started to walk away, the Servants jumped him, and the brawl was on. He decked a few, while Nalia, no longer a powerful telepath but still knowing what the Servants were going to do before they did it, flattened a couple more. The Mayoral Guards mopped up the rest. Only Ferinianne remained, crouching on the Temple steps, back against the wall supporting Rosaiah's porch, eyes flashing with the wild, reckless look of a cornered animal. He waved a long knife decorated with images of Spafu, a knife that had become too, too familiar. “Put that thing down,” Scrornuck growled.
"Mister Saughblade, halt!" The Captain stood at Scrornuck's side, her face grim and determined. “This is my city,” she said firmly. “We have laws—this man is the Guards’ business, not yours.” Scrornuck nodded and stepped back. The Captain approached Ferinianne, offering her open hand and speaking in the gentle but firm voice of an experienced cop. “Come along, the game is over. You won't be hurt, I promise, but you must face justice. Now come with me..."
With a loud cry, Ferinianne sprang forward and stabbed her. Her eyes went wide—Taupeaquaahns don't do this—and she collapsed, a crimson stain spreading across her white uniform-shirt. Showing surprising strength, Ferinianne grabbed her about the waist and put the knife against her throat. “Stay back,” he hissed, “or I'll kill her right here.” Leaving a smear of blood on the white marble steps, he dragged her up to the High Altar, muttering in a soft, rapid voice, “Yes, they don't know what a sacrifice is, do they? You had the chance, Captain, you had the chance to do it right and you failed. You were weak, weren't you, Captain? Now, though, the Dragon will get a proper sacrifice, yes he will, yes he will."
Scrornuck took a step forward and felt something grip his left thigh. Seemingly by itself, the boot unrolled upward as if giving him a final caress. Then it relaxed and sagged, letting go of his leg. You know, don't you, he thought. As if to answer, the right boot gently let go.
With a sigh of resignation, he stepped out of the boots, picked them up, and cried out the name of the Spafuist leader at the top of his lungs. Ferinianne looked up just in time to see the wonderful jumping-jack boots, the apple of the Dragon's eye, sail over his head to land a few feet from the High Altar. He released his captive. She collapsed to the pavement as he ran to collect the prize. Scrornuck, Nalia, Jape and several Guards dashed up the stairs to the Captain's aid. By the time they arrived, Jape already had his medical kit out.
Ferinianne held the boots high overhead as he approached the altar. “No!” Rosaiah shouted, “a sacrifice must be voluntary!” The Servants’ leader and the High Priest scuffled for a moment, but the younger man was stronger, and sent Rosaiah sprawling. With a wild, blissful look in his eyes, Ferinianne dropped the boots onto the altar, stepped back and brought his foot down on the pedal that triggered the gas jets.
Hearing the whoosh of gas, Scrornuck turned, and saw his boots disappear in the flames roaring from the altar. Drawn by the spectacle, the crowds surged forward, nearly halfway up the steps. He cried out at the top of his lungs, at the crowd, at Jape and Nalia, at the Guards. In desperation, he ripped the whistle from a Guard's neck and blew it, a piercing shriek that silenced the crowd. “Get back!” he screamed. “Away from the Temple! Now!"
As if to back up his words, a thick, multicolored smoke surrounded the altar as a few of the boots’ hydraulic cylinders burst and their fluids ignited. The heavy smoke rose only a few feet before sinking back to the floor and running down the steps like a slow waterfall. Urged on by the smoke and the Guards, the people backed down the steps, slowly at first but with increasing urgency as the cloud thickened.
Scrornuck knelt to look at the Captain. “Can you stand?” She smiled weakly and shook her head. He gently picked her up and hurried down the steps. “We've to get away from here, fast!"
As they reached the middle of the Square, Nalia looked back over her shoulder. Thick smoke now covered the entire Temple porch. “What's the big deal..."
Whump! A flash of light cut through the smoke as something blew up on the altar. The columns lining the front of the Temple shuddered, and Ferinianne, waist-deep in the smoke pouring down the steps, looked up in bewilderment as cracks formed in the portico above him.
Jape, too, stared at the altar. “What was that?"
"One of these.” Scrornuck pulled a silvery cylinder from his sporran. It was a few inches long, and neat red letters on its side warned: DANGER: HIGHLY REACTIVE ENERGY STORAGE CELL. DO NOT SHORT CIRCUIT, PUNCTURE OR DISPOSE OF IN FIRE. “Each boot has twenty-seven of them..."
Boom! Louder this time, as one of the larger energy-storage cells gave reason for the warning. The columns of the Temple facade swayed visibly, and fist-sized chunks of fake stone fell to the ground. Those closest to the Temple fled as heavier smoke poured down the steps and the ground shook beneath their feet.
Boom! Boom! Boom! More cells detonated, one after the other, the sound echoing off the walls of City Hall and reverberating across the Square. Boom! Boom! Brilliant white explosions parted the smoke briefly, revealing flaming chunks of the altar and its other sacrifices, tumbling lazily through the air. The whole Temple shook and swayed. Making a hideous metallic grinding noise, the wings of the great Spafu statue rose and fell, as if the Dragon himself were trying to escape. Two more explosions ripped through the clouds of smoke, and with a loud and painful groan the statue's left wing twisted and sagged, dangling from its steel structure and swinging back and forth above the Temple steps.
A dozen blasts came in rapid succession, leaving people with headaches that would last all night. The peak of the Temple roof rose, lifted by the explosions until it stood nearly vertical, and then crashed down into the building. One by one, the columns lining the sides of the Temple collapsed inward, until only the front facade, still topped by the battered image of Spafu, remained standing.
Scrornuck whispered, “Timber!” Almost majestically, the Temple facade fell, landing atop what remained of the High Altar and leaving only the head of Spafu, still flaming from its mouth and nostrils, visible above the smoke.
For a few seconds there was silence in the Square, then a series of explosions, the most powerful yet, ripped through what was left of the Temple. With a blinding flash and a great whooom! that shattered store windows up and down the Square, the head of Spafu shot into the sky on a pillar of smoke and flame.
A great cloud of dust and brightly colored smoke, lit from within by a series of smaller explosions, settled over the remains of the Temple until, finally, all was quiet. A gentle breeze blew the smoke away, revealing a twisted mass of structural steel and great heaps of fake-stone, all that remained of the Temple. “Elvis has left the building,” Jape said softly.
"Yeah,” Scrornuck said. Leaving Jape, Nalia and the Captain behind, he slowly climbed the Temple steps. At the top, by the shattered remains of the High Altar, he found Ferinianne, crushed beneath a piece of the Dragon's wing. The ceremonial knife lay on the marble pavement, just beyond his outstretched hand. Scrornuck slowly picked up the troublesome weapon and inspected the intricate carvings on its blade. It was as beautiful as it had been the night he first saw it in the shop window, the night he'd thought it would make a good souvenir of Taupeaquaah. He began to shove the knife into his belt—and then he stopped, and with all his strength flung it to the pavement, where it exploded into countless shards.
"Are you he?"
"Huh?” Scrornuck looked up from the fragments of the knife and saw Rosaiah, the High Priest of the Temple of Spafu, emerging from the rubble. Soot and blood covered his face, his robes were torn, burnt, and filthy, and he held the scorched remains of a scroll.
"Are you he?” Rosaiah asked again.
"Am I who?"
Rosaiah unfurled the scroll and read: "And the day shall come, though men know not when, that the Dragon shall depart his Temple in a blaze of glory. But fear not in that day, my people, for a new Prophet will come with good news from far away, and while the Dragon has moved on, his people shall not be alone. You shall listen to this Prophet, and you shall be blessed beyond all blessing." Rosaiah stared deeply into Scrornuck's eyes and asked his question a third time. “Are you he?"
"I don't...” Scrornuck stopped. He looked back at Rosaiah, and at the expectant faces filling the Square, waiting for him to tell them what to believe...
"No,” he said, firmly. “I'm not the guy. Sorry."
"But if you are not the Prophet..."
"Who'll tell you what to believe?” Scrornuck turned, and started down the Temple steps to join Jape and Nalia. “Beats me. Maybe you'll just have to decide for yourselves."
* * * *"What a world!” Scrornuck said as they sat down to a sumptuous dinner in the Guest Quarter. “After the Temple blew up, I figured we'd be lucky to get out of town without being burned at the stake, and instead Rosaiah thinks I'm some kind of prophet!” He took a drink of his Black Sunday Lager and laughed.
"Yes, that's strange,” Jape said, taking a sip from his longneck. “Many things are strange. Do you really think the energy cells in your boots could make an explosion that big?"
Scrornuck shrugged. “Never tried burning one. I wasn't sure they'd do anything at all."
Jape pointed to a display on the softscroll. “I ran an estimate, and if they all blew up at once, they might crack the altar. There's no way they could have brought down the whole building. And there's more: did you notice how nicely choreographed the explosion was? Each explosion was a little bigger than the last, both sides of the Temple collapsed in unison, and at the end Spafu's head took off like it had a rocket under it..."
"Wait a minute,” Nalia said. “Are you saying it was all a big show?"
Jape nodded. “That's what it looks like to me. I think there were charges built into the Temple, and somehow Mister Saughblade's boots blowing up on the altar triggered them."
"But why?” she asked.
"I wondered that, too. Then I realized the answer was right under our noses.” Jape held out the softscroll, which displayed the latter part of the UniFlag meeting involving McGinn, the CEO and the lawyer:
The attorney riffled through his papers. “I see a possible problem with the ‘Church of Spafu’ concept,” he said. “In the unlikely event we lose the Schultz suit—"
"This possibility is already covered,” McGinn said with a smirk. “Although, Franz, I am quite certain that with your department in charge of the defense, we will be victorious."
Jape froze the playback.
Scrornuck shrugged. “I don't get it."
"J. J. Schultz created the character of Spafu. He'd sued UniFlag over the rights to the Dragon, the case was still in court, and there remained a chance UniFlag would lose its mascot. So McGinn built an escape clause into his religion: the Scroll of Prophecy. If UniFlag lost the case, the Temple would be destroyed in a big special-effects show. Then a corporate ‘prophet’ would show up to announce the company's new mascot, who'd be Taupeaquaah's new god. A rather elegant solution, really."
"Wow,” Scrornuck said. “They really did think of everything."
"But now what?” Nalia asked. “You said you're not the prophet, and UniFlag's out of business..."
"Like I told Rosaiah, they'll just have to decide for themselves. This town's been told what to believe for too long."
"And I can bring in a little help,” Jape said, as his fingers danced over the softscroll. “No prophets, but people who can teach.” With a bit of a flourish, he stabbed one last button. “There. I've sent out a request for some preachers who are looking for a bit of a challenge. With any luck, we'll have several by the end of the week.” He rolled up the scroll and stuck it into a pocket of his cape. “After all, if you two are going to get married, we need somebody to perform the ceremony."
* * * *"Another day,” Jape said, “another crisis."
On this bright Monday morning, a bewildered crowd stood by the ruins of the Temple, wondering where the day's supply of meat, cheese, eggs, fabric, and other necessities of life would come from. The narrow street along the Temple's west side was buried under tons of twisted steel and shattered fake stone, and with it the doors that normally opened to reveal the Gifts of Spafu.
"We need to clean this up,” the Captain said. Though she leaned on a cane for support and sported a large white bandage around her abdomen, she insisted on carrying out her duties. “You, you and you,” she said, pointing at three Guards, “get some crews organized.” The Guards saluted crisply and departed to round up laborers. “What a mess,” she muttered, looking at the debris filling the streets alongside the Temple foundation. “It'll take a week to clean this up."
"How will we eat in the meantime?” Rosaiah asked nervously.
"What about the trading posts?” Nalia suggested. “They have their own machines for receiving Gifts."
"Hardly enough to feed the city,” Jape said, “but it could help take the edge off. We'll need a way to get the stuff here..."
"The skimmer,” Scrornuck said. “I think I can make it run a little longer."
Thus the plan came together. Scrornuck spent the morning repairing the skimmer they had left at the West Gate, replacing burnt wiring and patching coolant leaks, and several former Squatters lashed baskets to the side of the vehicle, increasing its capacity. The repairs were done by early afternoon, and with the Captain at the controls, the vehicle lifted off and headed west. Over Scrornuck's mild objections, Jape went along, saying he needed the Captain's testimony to finish his report to Ranger Control.
Meanwhile, work crews led by the Guards began a round-the-clock effort to remove the rubble of the Temple and uncover the Gift Doors. Shortly before sunset, a ragged cheer went up as fifty laborers successfully lifted a twisted steel roof truss, walked it down to the center of the Square and leaned it against one of the monorail-support towers. The final disposal of the truss was still uncertain—it was far too big to carry through the Cast Quarter to the West Gate, and nobody in town had tools capable of cutting the steel—but it was off the Temple platform. The leader of the crew, his face covered with sweat and grime, grinned broadly. “One down, thirty to go!"
A few minutes later, as the sky turned the gorgeous purple-and-red of a perfect Taupeaquaahn sunset, a larger cheer went up, beginning at the West Gate, spreading through the Cast Quarter, and finally reaching the Square, as Jape carefully brought the skimmer to a halt. It was loaded to capacity with foodstuffs—hardly enough to feed the City, but enough to maintain peace and confidence for another day.
"Where's the Captain?” Scrornuck asked. Jape had returned alone.
The Ranger just smiled. “That's a surprise."
* * * *"No matter how much you lift,” Nalia said, as she and Scrornuck walked across Temple Square Tuesday afternoon, “I don't think you're going to grow big shoulders by Saturday."
He laughed. “It can't hurt.” He'd spent the morning lifting and carrying beams and chunks of imitation stone from the ruins of the Temple. The leader of the crew clearing the site had committed to having the debris removed, the Gift Doors exposed, and the floor available for ceremonies and dancing in time for Saturday's planned wedding. As the groom, Scrornuck felt obliged to pitch in. And, though he knew Nalia was right, he still hoped the hard work might bulk him up a little. The Captain's tale of his exploits at Darklord Castle (which continued to grow in the telling, as the spinning of yarns experienced an overdue rebirth) had turned him into a World-Saving Hero, and he wanted to look the part.
The wedding promised to be the biggest party in Taupeaquaah's history. Scrornuck was more than a hero; he was an honest-to-goodness Guest, and his marriage to a Local Girl Made Good would be the social event of all time. There was much to arrange: food, liquid refreshments, entertainment, and speeches by the local dignitaries, all of whom wanted to say a few (and probably many) words.
And, of course, there was the issue of wedding attire, which brought them to a little shop on the west side of the Square. Nalia had arranged her gown in the morning, while Scrornuck was working at the Temple site. Now it was his turn, and things were not going well.
"I'll be honest with you,” the tailor said, returning from the back room carrying a long, loose, frilly shirt on a hanger. “You're a challenge. First there's the skirt..."
"Kilt,” Scrornuck said, automatically.
"Whatever you call it. Then there's this blanket.” He held up the big plaid, scrupulously cleaned and repaired.
"It's an important tradition to my people."
"And I'll find a way to work it in. But this...” He held up the shirt and squeezed one heavily-padded shoulder. “The real problem is your hangup about big shoulders."
"I don't want to look like a skinny kid,” Scrornuck insisted.
"Have you looked in the mirror lately? You're tall, and unlike me, you're slender.” He slapped Scrornuck's flat-as-Kansas stomach and then lightly tapped his own generous belly. “You're all arms and legs. These are your strengths, and your clothes ought to play to them. Trying to be somebody else just won't work. Let me show you.” He took the shirt from the hanger. “Try this on.” Scrornuck complied, removing his shirt and slipping into the padded item. “Now look at yourself. You don't look like a hero, you look like a lollipop."
Scrornuck stared into the mirror. As much as he hated to admit it, the big shirt didn't make him look heroic; it just made him look top-heavy and a little silly. He sighed. “Now what?"
"Let me work with your strengths. Trust me—I can make you look so good you'll be fighting the women off!"
"Hey!” Nalia said with a laugh. “I'm not sure I want him looking that good!"
Scrornuck laughed too, and slowly removed the big-shouldered shirt. “Okay. Do what you think works."
The tailor whipped out a tape and quickly measured Scrornuck in a dozen places. “That should do it. Stop by on Thursday and I'll show you what I've come up with.” He leaned close and stage-whispered into Scrornuck's ear. “And bring your bride. When she sees your outfit, she won't be able to keep her hands off you!"
They were halfway back to the inn before Nalia's curiosity got the best of her. “What's that big old blanket got to do with getting married?"
"Tradition of my people,” he said. “I wrap the plaid over our shoulders, both of us together, and you kiss me. That makes the marriage official."
"Wait a minute,” she said. “We did that in the snowstorm! Does that mean we're married?"
"By my laws, it does."
"And you didn't tell me?” She was laughing out loud.
"I thought you'd like it better if I proposed."
"Yeah.” She was silent for a few seconds, as if considering the implications. “So. We're married. That means we could..."
"Yes?"
"No,” she said, again laughing. “Not till Saturday night! We may be married under your law, but we aren't under mine!” She gave him a peck on the cheek and a slap on the rear. “I don't need to be a mind reader to know what you're thinking!"
"No, I'm not!” he protested. But, of course, he was.
* * * *They found Jape waiting for them in the suite, after spending his day making another run for provisions in the skimmer. So far, the Taupeaquaahns had survived the disruption to their supply system, tightening their belts and making better use of leftovers—this last in part because the garbage disposers, on a narrow street east of the Temple platform, were also buried.
"Well, that's that,” he said, tapping the softscroll proudly. “I heard the Captain's story yesterday, thought things through on the supply run today, and just finished the report a few minutes ago. Care to have a look before I send it?"
"How long is it?” Nalia asked.
"Twenty-three pages."
"Nah,” Scrornuck said. “Just tell us the high points."
"The executive summary?” Jape said. “All right. You already know most of it: McGinn lived on in the Orb after his body died at the Executive Palace. He fed on the minds of people who were linked with the other Orbs and eventually took the form of a shark. Abe somehow survived the stream crossing on the neo-Nazi world, but his mind was damaged, and eventually Dolph's ambition and desire for revenge took him over. I think he was trying to tell us that when he said the name ‘Abe’ stood for ‘Adolph Brian’ instead of ‘Ansel Brautigan'.
"So he—or they; it's hard to say when minds are tangled together like that—came to Taupeaquaah, created the character of Lord Draggott, and recruited the Captain by pretending to be the True Guest the city had been waiting for. Draggott planned to grow the Orb to enormous size and create the mother of all stream crossings, and a timequake that would destroy my world. It was all about revenge: Dolph wanted revenge on the Rangers for destroying his Reich, and I think a part of Abe wanted to get even with me for leaving him on STC274. As for McGinn, I don't think he understood anything beyond satisfying the shark's appetite."
Scrornuck nodded. “I think the hunger was all that was left of him."
Jape looked at Nalia. “Draggott's fatal mistake was trying to use you to increase the Orb's power even further. You were a lot stronger telepath than Dolph ever was, and each contact with the Orb made you stronger. When you took control of the Orb, the minds of Draggott's slaves gave you the power to destroy him.” He turned to face Scrornuck. “That left McGinn, whom you disposed of, Mister Saughblade."
"I had some help."
Jape nodded and made a small correction. “And then, with the two of you on the ground, we were able to transmit to the Orb the instructions it needed to assemble a time displacer and depart before the streams crossed.” He set the scroll down. “Well, that's the story in a nutshell. Any comments?"
"Hmm.” Nalia bit her lip thoughtfully. “It's close. But I'm not sure we were telling the Orb what to do. When I was retrieving that time theory stuff from your mind, it was asking for specific things. It knew what it needed."
"Hmm.” Jape stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Well, I have no answer to that.” He made a few small changes to the report. “I guess it had to be pretty intelligent to construct a giant time displacer in under two minutes, starting with nothing but the theory."
Nalia was silent for the better part of a minute. Then, softly, she said, “I wonder if we'll ever see it again."
Jape shrugged. “The Rangers visit a lot of time streams. There's always a chance we'll bump into it."
* * * *"One, two, three, now!" Along with forty other workers, Scrornuck grunted and lifted, raising the three-ton steel truss onto their shoulders. Then, on a signal from the crew chief, they slowly walked it off the Temple platform and into the Square. He breathed a sigh of relief when they set the mass of twisted steel down. They'd moved nineteen of the trusses by Wednesday afternoon, leaving eleven still to go. Just might be ready by Saturday, he thought.
A cheer rose from the direction of the West Gate. Jape was arriving with his daily load of provisions. Deciding this was a good time for a break, Scrornuck wiped the sweat from his forehead and trotted expectantly to the short street west of the Square.
There, he waited. And waited. Normally, Jape pulled the skimmer into Staging Street within two minutes of the first cheer at the Gate. Today, two minutes passed, then five, then ten, then fifteen.
Just about the time Scrornuck was getting worried, the skimmer idled around the corner. And this time, Jape wasn't alone; the Captain sat next to him. But the real surprise followed behind: six large wagons, each pulled by two horses and loaded with food and supplies. For a moment, Scrornuck just stared in amazement.
As Jape brought the skimmer to a halt, the Captain stood, blew her whistle, and began directing the Guards in an orderly distribution of the bounty. Jape, grinning ear-to-ear, climbed down from the skimmer. “Told you the UniFlag folks thought of everything!” he said. “We found a complete equestrian center barely two miles from where the earthmover broke down. Stables, grooms, everything, just waiting for somebody to show up! And the kitchens at Alpine Lake were set up to supply a thousand Cast and Guests, so there was no problem filling the wagons."
It took only a few minutes for the Guards and Cast to unload the supplies. The drivers then unhitched the horses and led them out to graze in the meadows beyond the West Gate. A small crowd followed, at once entranced and frightened by the huge animals. Scrornuck found himself wondering how the people who maintained the spotless plaza outside the Gate would react when the horses started doing what horses do.
Jape, meanwhile, had climbed back into the skimmer. “Here,” he said, pointing to a big, wheeled toolbox, “I brought you a present."
With Jape's help, Scrornuck lifted the box over the skimmer's fender and set it on the street. “What is it?"
"Plasma torch. I figured you'd need something to cut up those trusses."
"Yeah.” Scrornuck lifted the lid and looked at the high-tech cutting tool. “I miss Ol’ Red,” he said with a sigh. “He would've chopped this stuff up in no time."
Jape gave him a sympathetic pat on the shoulder. “I'm sorry, Mister Saughblade, I really am.” Inquiries to the archives and the other Rangers had only confirmed that Scrornuck's fibersword was the last of its kind. “This is the next best thing."
"It'll do the job.” Scrornuck closed the lid and began wheeling the torch toward the stacks of debris in the Square. “Where'd you find it, Alpine Lake?"
"Um, not exactly."
"This thing didn't come from Taupeaquaah, did it?” Scrornuck stopped, and pointed an accusing finger. “How the hell can I protect you if you keep jumping off to other worlds without me?"
Jape shrugged. “I'm only visiting places I know are safe."
"The last time you said a place was safe, I got poisoned, stabbed and burned up!"
Jape struggled to suppress a grin. “It was safe enough for me—I just got a little hangover."
"Shee-ee-yit!" Scrornuck's cry of frustration was loud enough that some workers turned their heads.
"Would you rather use a hacksaw?"
Scrornuck muttered an obscenity in Russian and resumed walking. There wasn't much else he could do.
* * * *"His name is John?” Scrornuck asked, as he and Jape hurried through town early Thursday afternoon. “And he's doing baptisms? Don't tell me—"
"No,” Jape laughed, “he's not that John the Baptist. My connections aren't that good!"
"Where's he from, then?"
"Detroit, local year 2107. Unattached, spent some time as a missionary, looking for a challenge, not easily intimidated by unfamiliar customs or different cultures. And he's willing to stay in Taupeaquaah after he does your wedding."
"Great!” They turned the corner into Temple Square, and Scrornuck suddenly stopped in his tracks. To his left, a small crowd watched intently as a man in traditional Native American dress chanted and danced. To his right, another small crowd listened to a pair of shaven-headed monks in saffron robes. Over on the far side of the Square, he saw two more small crowds, and while he couldn't see the people at their centers, he thought he heard snippets of Arabic and Hebrew. “What the..."
Jape smiled innocently. “You said these people have been told what to believe for too long,” he said. “It's time they chose for themselves. So, I brought them choices."
Scrornuck looked at Jape, and then at the religious buffet that was forming below the steps of the old Temple. This wasn't exactly what he'd had in mind. Then he shrugged, and laughed. “Yeah,” he said, “I guess you can't choose unless you have choices."
They left the Square and continued at a brisk walk until they reached the banks of the Rio Taupeaquaah, at the far south corner of the city. There, they saw Preacher John, a tall, bearded black man, surrounded by a curious crowd of his own. He'd already begun an animated conversation with the group, answering questions, often grinning, occasionally laughing out loud.
He spotted Scrornuck instantly, and rushed over to give a hearty handshake. “So you're the one who brought down the Temple?"
"Just lucky,” Scrornuck insisted.
"Well, I don't know whether to call you Samson or Elijah,” John laughed. He strode into the dark waters of the Rio Taupeaquaah, stopping when he was about waist deep. “Who's first?” After some nervous glances back and forth, Rosaiah stepped into the water. Preacher John led him through a short liturgy and dunked him in the river. The Captain was next, followed by a few others. Then Nalia stepped into the water, had a short, whispered discussion with John, and walked back up onto the bank.
"Something wrong?” Scrornuck asked. “You don't have to do this if you're not sure you're ready..."
She grabbed his hand. “Oh, I'm going to do it,” she said. “But if I'm going in the river, I'm going in the river!" She pulled him up the hill, toward the cliff that rose nearly forty feet above the swirling water. “This is where we used to jump when I was a kid. Ready?"
He looked down at the river, knowing that in places it wasn't much more than a foot deep. “Are you sure?"
"Like you said, it's a leap of faith. Close your eyes and count to three.” On the count of two she jumped, pulling him along. They hit with a great splash, landing in water that was more than deep enough. Laughing and splashing, they floated down to meet Preacher John.
* * * *"What am I supposed to say?” Rosaiah asked nervously. The last of the debris had been removed from the small street on the west side of the Temple site late Friday afternoon. Now, a few minutes before sunset, the former High Priest stood before an ornate, dented metal grill, holding a long, long shopping list. “How do I pray for our needs?"
"This isn't a...” Scrornuck began.
Jape interrupted. “The supply system is addressed as a servant.” He inserted a small tool into an opening on the grille. “Allow me to demonstrate: supply system, attention!"
A flat, mechanical voice replied: “SUPPLY SYSTEM READY. STATE REQUEST."
Jape pointed to the grille. “Now, tell it what you want to see in the morning."
Rosaiah looked into the grille and hesitantly recited the regular daily needs. After each request, the mechanical voice replied “ORDER ACCEPTED,” and with each acknowledgment, Rosaiah's voice grew more relaxed and confident. Soon he was rattling off the long list of food, drink and such that would be needed for the wedding, and with that Scrornuck and Jape departed.
"Well, that seems to be working,” Jape said as they crossed the Square.
"I'm surprised it didn't speak in the lizard's voice."
With a sly grin, Jape held up a tool that looked like an overly complex screwdriver. “The voices are just data. Push the reset button and poof, they're gone."
"Well, thanks,” Scrornuck said. “I don't think we need a Spafuist revival.” He turned to watch the workers. The last of the Temple debris had been cleared away, the grand stairs now rose to a block-wide platform, and on that platform workers were erecting a tent-like canopy for the wedding and the party that would follow. “I've got enough to worry about."
"Getting the pre-wedding jitters?"
"It just feels strange that she's gone tonight.” In keeping with Taupeaquaahn traditions, Nalia was spending the last night before her wedding in her old Cast Quarter apartment with the bridesmaids.
Jape shrugged. “When did wedding customs ever make sense?"
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Chapter Thirty"You Can Kiss Her If You Want"I've slain dragons and indestructible monsters, Scrornuck thought, as he stood on the balcony and gazed across the Guest Quarter rooftops to the wedding pavilion in Temple Square. I've saved the world a dozen times, returned from the place of the dead and even been a giant butterfly. All I've got to do is walk over and exchange some vows with the woman I love. He looked at the colorful banners atop the pavilion, fluttering in the morning breeze, and asked himself, why am I so nervous? He strolled back into the suite, feeling like that enormous butterfly was flapping its wings in his stomach. And where was Jape, anyway? The Ranger had again vanished, leaving only a cryptic note promising he'd be back in plenty of time.
Though the ceremony wasn't scheduled until nearly sunset, Scrornuck put on his wedding outfit and inspected himself in the full-length mirror. Not bad, he thought. The tailor had kept his promise. Above a new, brilliant red combat-style kilt, he wore a white shirt with a long, lace-up collar, and over his shoulders draped the crowning touch—his family plaid, cleaned, pinned and stitched so that it ran diagonally across his chest as a sort of sash, held in place with the old dragon-head brooch, and then flared out at the shoulders into a grand cape. It was an outfit suitable for a king—except for the footwear. The jumping-jack boots had been destroyed with the Temple, and the Taupeaquaahn shoemakers hadn't been able to fit his big feet, so he wore a pair of awkwardly-enlarged sandals. Even the tailor admitted they were the weakest part of the ensemble.
A messenger arrived, bearing a package from Jape. Scrornuck found a note affixed to the box:
S,
Cleo worked overtime to make these (you should recognize the material). I figured you'd want a souvenir. See you at the wedding!
—J
The package contained the second-most-magnificent pair of boots Scrornuck had ever seen: knee-high, fringed, made of beautiful, red-and-yellow, flame-patterned leather cut from the wings of the dragon he'd slain at Alpine Lake. Aw, Jape, he thought, you shouldn't have. But I'm glad you did. They fit perfectly, and as he looked in the mirror, he grinned—the boots were the perfect finishing touch.
He laid his wedding outfit neatly on the suite's couch, and headed down to the pool. There he passed the remainder of the morning and early afternoon, enjoying the sunshine, taking a dip, eating a lavish lunch, drinking a few beers, playing a few songs on his pipes and searching his prayer book for advice about marriage.
As the shadows lengthened, he returned to the suite and put on his wedding outfit, carefully arranging each pleat of the kilt and cape. He frowned as he strapped on his sword—the short, curved Taupeaquaahn blade looked like a toothpick on him, and the local smiths had tried without success to forge a longer sword. Jape believed he could obtain another of the glorious silver swords that he'd given to Scrornuck while disguised as the Master, but so far he hadn't delivered.
Speaking of Jape, the Ranger was still nowhere to be seen, and Scrornuck found this worrisome. Still, the note had said see you at the wedding, so he set off for the Square, hoping to meet Jape there.
At the Square, he found no sign of Jape or Nalia—only Preacher John, who directed him to an inconspicuous corner of the pavilion and left him to wait.
"Well, you're certainly looking fancy.” The voice behind Scrornuck spoke not in the common tongue but in the melodious speech of his homeland. He turned, and his father grabbed him in a great bear hug. “You didn't think I'd miss my only son's wedding, did you?” They talked for a while, Scrornuck telling tales of his more recent adventures, his father describing the goings-on in their village and marveling at this great white city.
When John returned to say it was time, Scrornuck's father put a hand on his son's shoulder and said, “Wait.” He pointed to Scrornuck's short Taupeaquaahn sword. “No son of mine's going to his wedding with a little sticker like that!” He held out a long, beautifully worked black leather sheath containing the old family sword, the one Scrornuck had sliced in half. It was now re-made, polished to a brilliant shine and engraved along its length with an intricate pattern of entwined serpents. Slowly, almost reverently, Scrornuck buckled the belt around his waist. The old man beamed. “Now, my son, you're ready to be wed."
With his father on one side and Preacher John on the other, Scrornuck stepped onto the old Temple porch. The Square was packed, and the porch was carrying its share of city dignitaries, including the Mayor himself. Only Nalia and Jape were still missing.
Announced by a blare of trumpets, a great parade stepped out from Staging Street. Floats, bands, dancers, jugglers, tumblers, all performed as the parade slowly moved past City Hall and around the Square. Atop the final float, the one that had once carried Rosaiah to the Temple, stood Nalia. And I thought I knew how to make an entrance, Scrornuck thought.
The float came to a halt directly before the porch, and an elite group of Mayoral Guards, in their finest formal uniforms, extended a gangplank. Slowly and regally, Nalia walked across, the long train of her white gown held by her many attendants.
Preacher John elbowed Scrornuck gently. “Nervous?"
Scrornuck nodded. “I wish Jape were here."
John smiled. “Don't worry. Things will work out."
Nalia made a graceful turn and stood next to Scrornuck, facing the Square. He smiled and winked at her. She returned the smile.
The Mayor stepped forward, pumped both of their hands vigorously, and began a long speech commemorating their heroism, their bravery in the face of impossible odds, and the sacrifices they had made to save the City. Scrornuck shifted uneasily from one foot to the other, knowing how long a politician could talk.
Another trumpet blast interrupted the Mayor's oration. The crowds parted, and Jape led a procession of ten men and women into the Square on horseback. He dismounted, handed the reins to a bewildered Guard and bounded up the stairs two at a time, shouting “the Best Man has arrived!” He looked magnificently formal in a slightly-off-center way, having exchanged his traditional fade-into-the-background attire for an elegant black tuxedo set off by bright-red, high-top sneakers. Scrornuck's grin widened as he recognized the other nine riders from another ceremony, one held three years earlier in the ruins of an ancient castle. Jape had indeed pulled out all the stops.
"Um...” the Mayor said.
Jape tipped his hat. “Finish your speech, Mister Mayor. I didn't mean to interrupt."
"Uh, I was almost done.” The Mayor's words prompted a huge cheer and a little laughter—Jape's arrival had cut the speech by at least two thirds. “It's time for the Presentation.” He shook Scrornuck's hand heartily and held out a key. “This key,” he proclaimed, “signifies your perpetual ownership of the suite you now occupy in the Guest Quarter. It is the least our city can do to show its gratitude.” He pressed the key into Scrornuck's hand.
Nalia whispered in Scrornuck's ear. He nodded, and said softly to the Mayor, “terms and conditions?"
The Mayor spoke discreetly, in rapid-fire lawyer-speak: “Acceptance of this key signifies that you give up all rights, now and forever, to any claims on the property formerly known as Darklord Castle."
Nalia whispered in Scrornuck's ear again, and he again nodded. “Accepted with amendments,” he said. “One: perpetual ownership includes unlimited restaurant and pub privileges at all Guest facilities, including Alpine Lake, whatever is developed at the former Darklord Castle, and any others not yet discovered, plus lodging at facilities outside the City. Two: five percent of Darklord Castle net revenues go to the charity of my choice. Agreed?"
The Mayor looked at Scrornuck, then at Nalia, and again at Scrornuck. “Amendments accepted. You drive a hard bargain, sir."
"I get good advice."
With the Best Man present, the politician silenced, and the entire town paying attention, Preacher John began the wedding ceremony. Compared to the buildup, the actual vows were brief, very brief, and when the minister pronounced them married, Scrornuck and Nalia stared into each other's eyes for what seemed like forever. Finally, on the verge of tapping his foot with impatience, John staged-whispered in a voice that carried across the otherwise-silent Square, "You can kiss her if you want."
And, as fireworks filled the evening sky and the citizens of Taupeaquaah stood and cheered, he did.
* * * *Scrornuck loaded the last of the gear aboard the horses. It was late Sunday afternoon, and he and Nalia stood in the grand plaza outside the West Gate, preparing to depart for their honeymoon at Alpine Lake. They were not traveling alone. The six wagons that had brought provisions to Taupeaquaah on Wednesday were headed back south, this time loaded with Cast members eager to open up the winter sports area's facilities. The caravan would take four days to reach its destination, as each stop along the way—the Pub at the Junction, the equestrian center, and the two trading posts—had already planned its own party and overnight stay for the two world-savers.
Two, not three, because Jape insisted on staying behind in Taupeaquaah. And while Scrornuck knew this was the right decision, leaving his partner unprotected for two weeks made him nervous. “You're sure you'll be all right,” he said, for the third time in as many minutes.
"Relax,” Jape said. “I'll be in the Guest Quarter, and I'll have five Rangers keeping an eye on me.” Of the nine Rangers who'd come to Taupeaquaah for the wedding, five were between assignments and planned to take some R-and-R time in the Guest Quarter. The other four would depart with the caravan, and hop to other time streams somewhere along the road. “What could go wrong?"
Scrornuck could think of a lot of things that could go wrong during two weeks in the Guest Quarter, everything from a Spafuist revival to the support systems going out again. What he feared the most, though, was the chime of Jape's softscroll, assigning them to their next case.
"Anyway,” Jape continued, stifling a yawn, “I'm exhausted. I was up all night, and I spent all day running your dad halfway around the world...” He failed to stifle his next yawn. “All I want right now is to sleep for a day or two. Now get on those horses and get going. You've got parties to attend."
So, the caravan prepared to depart. The drivers climbed into the wagons, the Rangers who were departing shook hands and saluted those who were staying, the people atop the city wall—the whole population of Taupeaquaah, it seemed—waved, and...
Jape's softscroll chimed, an insistent, annoying sound. Oh, great, Scrornuck thought. Right on schedule. Then he noticed it wasn't just Jape's scroll; all the Rangers were digging for their communication devices. As one, they read the messages. As one, they stared in disbelief. Then, to Scrornuck's great surprise, they collapsed into each other's arms, hugging, cheering, even weeping.
"What happened?” Scrornuck asked. Jape, unable to speak, simply handed him the scroll. As Nalia looked over his shoulder, he read: "Rangers Phelps, O'Connor, Goldstein, Harrison, Davidson, Harakawa, Deldorph, Moussaki, McTavish, Ivanov: Mapping and observations confirm that the settling predicted by theory has happened. Realignments of time streams which have taken place over the past several days have eliminated all impending and potential stream crossings. Therefore, the Project has been completed successfully. Congratulations on a job well done. You may return at your earliest convenience. Signed, Ranger Project Office." He read the message again, and then read it a third time. “Does this mean what I think it means?” he asked.
Jape nodded. “It's finished,” he said. “After seventeen years, we can finally go home.” He wiped a tear from his eye. “I was beginning to think I'd never see my family again..."
The group hugs went on for a few minutes before being interrupted by another chime, this one coming only from Jape's scroll. Scrornuck read the message. It was very, very short: "James Peter: Mission accomplished. Thank you." He looked at Jape and shrugged. “What's that about?"
"Beats me,” Jape said, and turned to rejoin the celebrations. Then he stopped, and turned back very slowly. “Is there a signature line?” he asked.
Scrornuck checked the message. “Yeah,” he said. “It's signed, Ansel Brautigan."
Jape's jaw dropped, and for a moment his mouth moved silently. Then, in a soft voice full of amazement, he said, “I think I may have to revise my report."
* * * *Half an hour later, as the caravan waited, Jape and the other nine Rangers stood at the exact the center of the circle formed by the Standing Stones, preparing to return home for good. “Well,” Jape said, “I guess there's nothing left to say."
"Nothing but good-bye,” Scrornuck said. “It's been a gas, hasn't it?"
"That it has.” Jape wiped the first of many tears from his eye. “I wish I could be in two places at once.” He reached into the pocket of his cape and handed Scrornuck the softscroll. “Stay in touch. Send me pictures of the kids."
"We will,” Scrornuck said.
"I've got a couple gifts for you.” Jape produced two small boxes, and handed Scrornuck the larger of the two. “Don't ask me where I found this."
Scrornuck opened the box. It held a clear plastic ball containing a strange-looking insect with big mandibles, spikes on its legs, a sharp stinger, and colorful butterfly-wings.
"A scrornuck!" Nalia said, laughing.
Scrornuck stared at the insect and laughed. “So I really am a bug?"
"You're whatever you need to be,” Jape said. “And that's a most valuable ability. Let this souvenir help you remember.” He handed Scrornuck the other box. “One more. You spent so much time looking for one of these."
Scrornuck opened the box. It contained a purple crystal shot through with golden veils—the control device he'd dug out of the dragon's brain, now dangling from a gold neck-chain.
"I told you carbuncles are just a myth,” Jape said. “But you've indeed found wealth, love, a new home, and maybe even a little wisdom. I think this might be the real thing after all."
"Thanks.” Scrornuck undid the leather string around his neck and handed Jape the shiny pebble that had once indirectly slain a dragon. “This isn't much of a gift, but I want you to have something to remember me by. Besides, I don't think I'll have to slay many dragons here."
Jape nodded and tied the string around his own neck. Then he got out the golden throwing-disc. “A gift for you, Nalia. For when you really need to tire him out."
"Fetch, Fido!” she said with a laugh, tossing the disc a dozen feet. Flashing an ear-to-ear grin, Scrornuck jumped around her and snared the thing before it touched the ground.
One by one, the Rangers marched past Scrornuck and Nalia, shaking hands and wishing them well. Then they formed into three small groups around the ornate horn. Scrornuck turned to face Jape, and snapped off a crisp, respectful salute. “Farewell and good traveling, Ranger Phelps."
Jape stared in mock amazement, grinned broadly and returned the salute. “Goodbye, Mister Saugh—goodbye, Scrornuck, my friend.” He stood on his tiptoes and gave Scrornuck a big bear hug. “Take care of yourself, big guy."
"You, too,” Scrornuck said. “Now click those red shoes together and get out of here before we both start bawling like babies."
Jape stepped into one of the groups. “Artie,” he said, “will you do the honors?” A pudgy Ranger took out his Traveler and dialed in the coordinates, as Rangers in the other two groups did the same. Jape took one last look around, at the shining white walls of Taupeaquaah, the beautiful blue sky, the yellow brick road winding across the meadows, the great circle of Standing Stones, Nalia, and Scrornuck, his last Protector. “Goodbye, friends,” he whispered, and with a wistful smile he gave the signal. As Scrornuck, Nalia, and the multitude atop the wall waved, the air around Jape and the Rangers shimmered, vibrated, and seemed to turn inside out.
A small object flew from the shimmering air just before the Rangers vanished. Scrornuck instinctively reached out and caught it—Jape's Traveler, with a note tucked into its leather belt-loop:
S:
I know it's against regulations, but so what—I figured you might want to visit your dad, or see some of the other themeworlds, or just go ride something with more than one horsepower. Use it wisely—and have fun.
—J.
For a moment, Scrornuck stared at the space where the Rangers had stood. Then, he turned to the caravan and shouted, “Let's get this show on the road!” He helped Nalia onto her horse, opened one of his mount's saddlebags, and started packing Jape's final gifts—and at that moment, while he had both hands occupied, a child darted forward, lifted the edge of his kilt and got a good look underneath. The boy placed one hand over his mouth, one over his eyes, and ran back to his comrades, laughing hysterically. A moment later, the whole group of children ran toward the Gate, giggling.
Scrornuck blushed. Nalia laughed. “We'd better get going,” she said. “By sunset, everybody in town's going to know!"
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