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Prologue:

The Sight at
Stone's Mouth

 


The day's sun
began to sink over the western mountains by the time Nalya's scouts
had returned to her. They'd been sent out and ordered to
investigate a pillar of rising black smoke that marred the southern
sky early in the day. Nalya's maps told her a small village that
went by the name of Stone's Mouth had rested in a long valley that
lay between the Aegel Mountain coast to the east, and the Senta
Pass to the west. She'd remained optimistic that the column of
smoke could be explained by a bonfire, or perhaps an accident. When
one of her scouts came back, grim-faced, Nalya knew before he spoke
that she was to be disappointed.

“Lady,” Teslan
Nikol, her scout, greeted. He climbed from the back of his myrnah,
a tall, sparsely feathered riding bird favored for its rapid speed
and agility. Nikol knelt before her, ready to make his report.

Nalya swept a
lock of blond hair from her face as she looked down at him with
determined blue eyes. She bade him to stand. “Report,” she
said.

Teslan nodded,
then stood up. “We traveled several leagues south when we came
across Stone's Mouth,” he said, “the village was in ruin. We have
spoken with the Elder of the village, a man by the name of Akris
Holm. He claims they were beset upon by Vectoran raiders early in
the morning. They destroyed many of their crops, made off with much
of their livestock and forcefully conscripted those young and
strong enough to serve.” Teslan wore a grim look on his face. “They
took their sons to act as slaves and their daughters to serve as
whores for their men.”

Nalya's face
turned graven. “You're sure of this?” she asked silently.

Teslan nodded.
“The Elder claims it. From the state the village was in, there's no
question of whether he speaks true. The only people there were
children and elders. A small number of young men and women made it
through unscathed, but many others were slaughtered. They still
burn the bodies, even now.”

Nalya pored
over her map. She frowned. “Thank you, Private,” she said. “You've
done well, help yourself to dinner and get some rest.”

Teslan nodded
his head, then stood. “Lady,” he said, then walked off, deeper into
the camp.

Her name was
Nalya dels Avirne el Ruus, and it was her charge by the King Nadus
Hillbreaker the twenty-third to bring a small force of a thousand
men deep into the Disputed Lands, a lawless land south of the
nation of Halen that lay unclaimed since the days of the Signing of
the Pact, some thousand years hence. It was not that the lands
offered no resources from which to reap, only that the land itself
lay within political turmoil during those years. All who had ever
laid a claim to the lands could not support them.

But then the
nation of Vector, to the south, had done something unheard of since
the Signing. Emperor Tammil Cuerian, a shrewd man who claimed the
throne through trickery and cunning, had declared to the High Magus
Council, the Pactkeepers, his intention to claim the Disputed Lands
under the banner of Vector. The Council had conferred on the
subject, and could find no reason to deny him the right to claim
the lands.

However, the
lands still needed to be occupied. A city would have to be erected
that claimed allegiance to Vector. A complete occupation of the
lands would have to take place. Then, and only then, would the
Disputed Lands pass into Vector's eager hands. That task had been
left in the hands of Ajjiro Ryde, Cuerian's right hand. A man just
as shrewd and cunning as Cuerian himself, and the Lord General of
the Vectoran forces.

“Ryde moves
fast,” came Keltz Wicket's voice. Nalya turned her head away from
the map and looked to her First Lieutenant. She had known Keltz
Wicket for years. The two had gone to the Academies at Shavi
together, studying under the Hall of the Swan. They'd become fast
friends. She, a noble from the House of Roses, and he, a commoner
awarded a scholarship by a Lord from Kura, along the northern coast
of Halen. They had studied together, got into mischief together,
and eventually graduated together.

Now, under the
banner of Halen, they served together.

Nalya observed
the young sandy-haired man for a moment, then offered a nod. “He
does,” she said. “If he's already conscripting Freemen, then that
could only mean he's claimed a city.” She looked back to the map.
“The only question is where.”

“Conscripting
Freemen?” came another voice with a thick southern Raszan accent
from behind her. Nalya turned to regard her bodyguard, Bayne Dalon,
as he walked towards her. Bayne was nearing the twilight of his
life, his hair having turned white years ago. He was a thin, gaunt
man, but quick with a sword, and deadly with a blade in his hands.
Many a young man had met their match when challenging Bayne. “And
where's the point in tha'?” he asked. “Bloody Pactless fools
wouldn't know the where to find the sharp end of a sword!”

Nalya shook her
head and sighed. Like so many others in the Pactlands, Bayne viewed
the Freemen as nothing more than nuisances. Men and women who lived
in lawless lands not by necessity, but by choice. Criminals and
transients who, rather than face the laws of the Pact, chose
instead to flee them. It had been that way since the fall of
Eventide. The truth was, however, that the Freemen who inhabited
the Disputed Lands were only descendants of those who had fled from
the other nations of the Pactlands. These new Freemen had no choice
in their birth, but many preferred not to view them in such a way.
Nalya was one exception. Her father had always taught her to view
every living man, women and child as her equal, and those lessons
had held true.

“Must your
memory be so long, Bayne?” Keltz asked. “Those who were stolen by
Vector likely have no knowledge of the Pactlands at large. Only
descendants of the lawless.”

“Bah,” Bayne
said. “A Freeman is a Freeman, no matter what his tale,” he said.
“A Raszan's memory is as long as his--”

“Bayne!” Nalya
barked. “That's enough!”

Bayne grumbled
something under his breath, but Nalya ignored him. She went back to
poring over the map while Bayne and Keltz watched her in the dying
of the daylight.

“Still,” Keltz
said. “It's evident of a dire plot if he truly is conscripting the
Freemen.” He looked over the map. “Stone's Mouth. Is there any
strategic value to the village?”

Nalya nodded.
“It lays in a valley between the Aegel and Senta Mountains,” she
said. “It would be an invaluable location to any seeking to oppose
their claim.”

“No doubt why
they laid the torch to it,” Bayne said. “Leave none to defend the
village for when they come to reclaim it.”

“It would be an
ideal staging ground,” Nalya said. “That Vector's been there may
slow their return now that it's already been looted.” She looked up
to Keltz. “Are you up for a short journey?”

“To Stone's
Mouth?” Keltz asked. “You really think that the best course?”

Nalya nodded.
She turned back towards her tent. “I must speak with the Elder
there,” she said. “Gather a force of twenty men, we're to leave
now.”

“Now?”
Keltz asked. He looked to the setting sun. “Do you not think it
late?”

Nalya shook her
head. “Fetch Lieutenant Syrel,” she said. “Have him prepare the men
to move out come morning. Tonight, we shall discuss terms with the
people of Stone's Mouth. It's a few leagues to the south. We'll
arrive when the Dream reaches its peak.” She pointed to the
now-rising form of the Azure Dream in the distant sky. During the
night, the last remnants of the day's sun would reflect off of its
distant waters, lighting the way for travelers. Only during the Low
Dream, when it hid itself in a dark shadow would the nights be
truly dark.

But thankfully,
Low Dream had ended a week earlier. It would be another three
before the night was too dark to traverse without magick light,
which was in short supply.

Keltz looked at
Bayne, who smirked from the corners of his mouth. “Aye,” he said.
“Just like her father, she is. When she gets an idea in her 'ead,
it's best to see it through, lest ye invite 'er wrath.”

Nalya simply
ignored Bayne and stepped into her tent.

 


 


It had taken a
few hours to reach Stone's Mouth. It was by Nalya's insistence that
they travel by foot rather than horse or myrnah. Although the Azure
Dream did a good job of lighting their way, beneath the dark canopy
of the forest, torchlight was the only way they could truly
navigate.

It was some
time past midnight when Nalya announced she could see the fires
that marked the way to Stone's Mouth. She could see them through
the trees, a beacon in the night.

“You men remain
here,” Nalya announced to the small force of soldiers she had
chosen to accompany them. Her men agreed, then settled in to rest
for the time being. Nalya looked to Keltz. “You and Bayne come with
me,” she said, then turned back to the village.

Keltz nodded,
then pushed his way out of the trees, emerging in a small clearing
just in the outskirts of the village. He caught something
reflecting in the dreamlight, and looked over to see the skeletal
husk of an old mine skulking in the shadows of a high mountain.
Obviously, the villagers plied their trade through mining.
Suddenly, his nostrils were flooded with the scent of roasting
pork. He looked over to the large bonfire and watched as villagers
threw a wrapped bundle into the fire.

His stomach
suddenly twisted as he came to the sudden realization that they
were no mere bundles.

And it wasn't
pork he was smelling.

Suddenly,
several people within the village began to notice the advance of
the three. There were quick, sudden movements as the people of
Stone's Mouth scrambled about, attempting to hide, but as Nalya
finally approached, she knelt to the ground.

“I would speak
with the one called Elder,” she said aloud. “The one that goes by
the name of Akris Holm.”

A tall, gaunt
man with hollow cheeks stood up before the fire. He merely observed
Nalya for a moment, then approached her.

"Are you Akris
Holm?" Nalya asked as he drew near.

"Yes. Yes,
Lady. I am Akris," the man replied slowly. He fidgeted around
nervously. Nalya could understand why. Besides the odd feud with
other villages in the Disputed Lands, the Freemen had lived in
peace. Wars between families took place. Sometimes there were wars
which has involved a number of villages, each with a common
interest. But those feuds would never have resulted in what befell
Stone's Mouth that day. The damage was considerable. Several homes
were nothing more than burned-out husks, still smoldering from the
fires. The simple construction of the wood and straw homes could
not stand up to Vector's fires.

It made little
sense to Keltz. Why not simply hire a Geomagi Architect?

"You are... the
Lady Nalya?" the old Elder asked.

Nalya nodded.
“I am,” she said.

“Yes,” Akris
said. “Your scouts. They came earlier. They had said that you were
near.” He looked around nervously. Several people still lingered
around the fire, watching Nalya and the others with a sense of
distrust. “My people, they believe you will hurt us, like the
Vectorans.”

“We mean no ill
will to the people of your village,” Nalya said. “In fact, we come
to offer a proposition.”

“A
proposition?” Akris tilted his head to one side. “Go on.”

“I command a
force of a thousand Halish men,” she said. “We wish to make our
base camp just to the north of your village. In return, we will
offer you food, labor and protection should any future Vectoran
raids take place.”

Akris
considered her offer for a moment, his face expressionless. Nalya
was about to speak again when he put his hand up, stopping her.

“We did not
invite the Vectorans to this place,” he said. “They came upon us at
noon, surprising us from the forests. They took everything we had.
I'm afraid we have little to offer your men, but I would be a fool
not to accept your offer.” He sighed. “Only that I wish you had
come sooner. They took my son, my daughter. My wife they killed
without a second thought.” He motioned towards the bonfire. “We've
been burning the bodies since they left.”

Nalya nodded.
“I am sorry for our timing,” she said.

“Will you fight
the Vectorans, Lady?” Akris asked.

Nalya sighed.
“We will defend you,” she said. “But it is not our place to begin a
war between Vector and Halen,” she said. “We only come to monitor
and report on their activities.”

Akris closed
his eyes, then sighed. “Very well,” he said. “Then I accept.” He
looked up and gestured towards a house nearby. “Korin Paltz was
returned to the ashes this afternoon. His home lies empty. It
should be more than enough to accommodate you three.”

Nalya nodded.
“I thank you, Elder,” she said, then bowed. “I have a small platoon
of men in the trees behind us. Where may they set camp?”

Akris looked
past them to the trees. Finally, he pointed to a small grassy area
across a small creek that ran through the village where a large
fruit-bearing tree stood. “Your men can camp there for the night,”
he said. “We shall still be awake for some time. We'll not rest
until those lost have been returned to ash, and it wouldn't do to
have them in the way.”

“I understand,
Elder,” Nalya said. “And once again, I thank you.”

Akris only
nodded. “I should be the one to thank you, Lady,” he said. “Just
your being here will give us a peace of mind we've not had since
before our world was torn topside-down.” With that, he turned back
to the other villagers, and began to tell them of what was
transpiring.

 


 


A few hours had
passed when Nalya found herself suddenly awake. A strange dream had
plagued her, causing her to shoot up from her bed, and she let out
enough of a shriek to stir Keltz from his slumber.

“Lady?” Keltz
asked. “Are you well?”

“A dream,”
Nalya said, her breath heavy. “Only a dream.”

“Dreams are the
windows into souls,” Keltz replied. “What was it about?”

Nalya shook her
head. “I couldn't say. I could only see a deep violet light.” She
got up from her bed and put a coat on over her shift. “I can't
remember what it was about.”

“A violet
light?” Keltz asked. He watched Nalya as she walked over to the
window, which offered a view of the Aegel mountains. “A strange
thing to dream of.”

Nalya nodded
and looked out the window. “Indeed,” she said. She said nothing for
a moment, then looked up to the sky.

Her lips parted
in shock.

“Nalya?” Keltz
asked.

Slowly, she
raised a shaky hand and pointed out the window. “Keltz, do you
see... can you see that?”

Keltz rolled
out of the bed and walked to the window, looking to where she had
been pointing. Keltz looked onward in alarm.

There, high in
the sky above the Aegel Mountains, was a light. A bright, violet
light that seemed to pulse in the air.

“What is that?”
Keltz asked.

Nalya looked
back at Keltz. “I can't be sure,” she said. “But it was the same in
my dream.”

A sudden
stirring came from behind the two as Bayne sat up in his bed. “Aye,
but ye lot are noisy,” he grumbled. “What are ye prattlin' on about
now?”

He'd barely
gotten the sentence out when the ground beneath them started to
shake. Objects rattled off of shelves and crashed to the ground.
Bayne looked around in shock as jars of porcelain and glass began
to fall and shatter against the wooden floor.

“What magicks?”
Bayne exclaimed. He grabbed hold of a bed post, bracing
himself.

Suddenly, a
strange, inhuman light began to flood in through the window. Nalya
and Keltz yelled out in shock as the light above the Aegel
mountains began to expand quickly, causing the ground to shake even
more violently.

The light
poured through the window, but it was unlike any they had ever
seen. Nalya watched in dismay as the whites of Bayne's eyes lit up,
along with pieces of cloth and flecks of porcelain that lay on the
floor. Pieces of sand and white stone glowed brightly, but still
the room remained dark. The strange light which passed through the
window could only cast its strange hues onto white-colored
objects.

“What is
happening?” Keltz asked, the shock in his voice rising.

But Nalya could
only watch as the strange light began to envelop the mountains in
the distance. It spread far to the south, and to the north. It
covered a distance of leagues, and swallowed the tops of mountains
along the Aegel Coast. Suddenly, the light slowed its rapid
expansion. The ground stopped shaking, and Nalya was able to take
one good look at the halo of dark light.

Finally, there
was a sudden blinding burst that forced Nalya to look away quickly.
She looked back to room, and watched as the light flared up once
more, and then died altogether.

As quickly as
it had begun, the strange light had gone.

“What in Maer's
Sight was that?” Bayne asked.

Nalya kept her
eyes trained on the mountainside. She couldn't be certain, but she
was sure the shape of the mountains had changed somehow. The peak
which she had watched moments earlier was now gone, replaced by a
ridge line she hadn't noticed before. A little to the south,
another mountain stood where before, there had been none. It was as
if the entire landscape had changed.

Suddenly, a
chord struck within Nalya's memory. She wasted no time. She turned
around, and set herself to the task of getting dressed.

“Lady?” Keltz
asked.

“Go wake the
men,” she said. “Have ten of them come with us. The rest are to
stay and wait for Lieutenant Syrel and the others.”

“Come with us?”
Bayne asked. “What madness are ye spouting off?”

Nalya only
looked at Bayne with a steady gaze. She pointed out the window.
“We're going out there,” she said.

“To where the
light was?” Bayne asked. “Ye can't be serious, lass. It could only
be dark magicks which--”

“Bayne,” Nalya
barked. “I'll not argue this with you .” She looked out over the
window. “We leave for those mountains,” she said. “Now.”

 


 



Chapter
One:

The Blacklight
Event

 


The pinprick of
light went largely unnoticed at first. It appeared as if from
nothing over the Dunsmith Harbor, a swath of ocean protected by the
Vancouver Island landscape that seemed to curl around it. Along the
west of the harbor one could find Transfer Beach, a heritage park
accessible from Highway One as it cut its way through the small
town of Dunsmith.

To the north
and east one could find a large spread of land dedicated to farming
and First Nations. The Hul'qumi'num Band claimed Shell Beach in
Whitepoint, on the eastern bank of the harbor, while to the north,
the farms and homes of Cedarwood dotted the landscape.

Dunsmith was a
hub. It was a through-way. For that section of Vancouver Island, it
was the only place one could pass through in order to get any
further north when coming up from Victoria, or Duncan, and the only
place to travel south when coming from Nanaimo or Port Alberni.

In short, it
was a crossroads.

This particular
crossroads, however, had a population of over eight thousand
people, spread out over several districts.

For several
minutes, the light went largely unnoticed by human eyes. However,
animals of every sort cast their eyes skyward almost to the moment
it appeared. Pets, pests and wild animals could sense the light's
presence, although even they could not know what it foretold.
Still, they knew it represented a change.

Constable Cale
Shephard, RCMP, was the first human to notice its presence, at five
minutes past four on a warm June morning. He caught a brief glimpse
of it as it hung in the sky above the harbor while driving
southbound on Highway One, just as the trees gave way to a full
view of the harbor.

He slowed his
Crown Victoria to a crawl and pulled into the shoulder of the
highway. He heard the whoosh of other cars rushing past him-- early
risers on their way to work, no doubt. Dunsmith was a town that
woke early; most of the people were commuters or tradesmen.

He watched the
strange light as it hovered in the sky. As far as Cale could tell,
it was about six hundred feet up, about the size of a car, and
bobbed up and down in midair.

“The hell?” he
muttered. He opened his door and got out, keeping the object in
sight. Wind swept through his short, dark hair as he focused on the
unidentified object. As his eyes adjusted to the strange violet
hues of the light, Cale realized that it was a blacklight.

"Dispatch," he
said into his radio. “Call Ten-Bravo.”

"Go ahead
Ten-Bravo," came the dispatcher's voice. He recognized the voice
instantly as Jenny, the usual graveyard dispatcher at the Nanaimo
Office.

"Yeah,
Dispatch, I have an...” Damn, Cale thought. What's the
code for UFO? “There appears to be a light above the Dunsmith
Harbor," he said.

"Ten-Nine,
Ten-Bravo?"

Cale sighed in
exasperation. Jenny had heard him, of course, she just couldn't
make any sense out of what he was saying. Cale would have asked
himself to repeat his last transmission as well.

"I said there's
a light above the Dunsmith Harbor. It looks like a blacklight."

"Ten-Bravo,
call Ten-Tango,” his radio rang out. Cale winced at the sound of
the familiar voice. It was Sergeant Gerald Boone, his watch
commander. He was a gruff, older man, having served with the RCMP
for almost twenty-five years, fifteen of that with the Dunsmith
detachment. He was a good man, when he didn't have his head firmly
inserted into his rectum.

“Go ahead
Ten-Tango,” Cale replied.

“Ten-Bravo, did
you say there was a light?" Boone asked. Cale rolled his eyes. The
man's voice had an aura of ridicule in it.

“Affirmative,
Ten-Tango,” Cale replied. “I'm just south of the Airport here, near
the turnoff to Cedarwood. It's small, spherical and it looks like a
blacklight. It seems to be pulsing every few seconds.”

"Ten-Bravo,
suggest you focus on patrolling, leave the UFOs to the military,"
Boone replied sarcastically.

Cale frowned.
Bastard.

"Ten-Tango,
call Ten-Charlie," another voice came over the radio. It was Shelly
Littleton. She had been behind the wheel of the detachment's single
SUV for most of the night, focusing her patrols in the more rural
areas along the southern coastline, heading through South Davies to
Chemainus, a neighboring town.

"Go ahead
Ten-Charlie," Boone replied, his voice betraying his annoyance.

"I see it too,
Sergeant," she said. "I'm just down on Old Davies Road here. I
hadn't noticed it until Ten-Bravo pointed it out, but I can see it
fine. It's just above Wolf Island."

Cale smiled.
Good old Shelly. She'd been in the local detachment for a good ten
years, and if there was anything she'd learned to hate, it was
Sergeant Boone. Any chance she had of proving him wrong, she'd
take.

"Ten-Charlie,
suggest you leave the fantasies to Ten-Bravo," Boone replied.

"Dispatch,
Ten-Tango."

"Go ahead
Dispatch," Boone replied.

"I just got a
call from the Gas 'n Dash down your way," the dispatcher said.
"Clerk said that there's a purple light over the harbor, and wants
to know what we're doing about it."

Cale almost
laughed. Boomer, the clerk at the Gas 'n Dash, was pretty well
known to him. Boomer was a good man, but almost always the first to
correct people when they had their facts wrong. The kid was smart
as a whip.

"All right,
Ten-Charlie, you're closer than I am,” Boone said. “Go get the
clerk's statement. I'm going to check this out and make a few
calls."

"Ten-Four,"
Shelly replied.

“Ten-Bravo,”
Boone continued. “I want you to head on north, have a sit by the
airport.”

“Ten-Four,”
Cale replied. He took one last look at the light, shook his head,
and got into the car. Within a few moments, he had all but put the
strange light entirely out of his mind.

 


 


The room was
quiet. It was stained in a strange combination of light. Red, from
the radio alarm clock sitting on the nightstand, but then a dull
sheen of white spread across the ceiling from the display screen of
a mobile phone, plugged into its charger, and Ryan Stills stared
blankly at the light cast by it as he lay in his bed.

He had woken up
a few minutes earlier, bothered by a strange buzzing sensation he
had felt against his skin. Originally, he had tried to shift
positions and get more comfortable in an attempt to tune out the
strange sensation, but still he glared at the ceiling, his eyes
feeling neither heavy nor tired.

He sighed in
frustration as he turned on his side, then reached out to pick up
the phone from the floor. It was fifteen past four in the morning,
the middle of the night. In three hours, Ryan would have to wake up
and get ready for the day's work. He'd been working as a dry-waller
for two years, and it had become as much a part of his routine as
anything else. Up by seven. Out the door by eight, at work by
eight-thirty.

Provided, of
course, he could sleep well enough till then.

He put the
phone back down, then swung his legs over the side of his bed.
Fine then, he thought to himself. If sleep wasn't going to
welcome him into its gentle warm embrace, then he'd just get an
early start to his day. He stood up, stretched and then made his
way to the bathroom, flicking the lights on.

It took a
moment for his eyes to adjust to the sudden presence of light. His
short brown hair was a mess, mussed all about as a result of
tossing and turning in his sleep. He rubbed his face and felt the
prickle of his day-old stubble. Ryan reached for the razor before
something caught his eye. Something reflecting back at him from the
window in his living room.

Ryan suddenly
stopped what he was doing, unnerved by the strange sight. He walked
over to his patio and pulled the curtains open, then looked out
into the sky.

“Now what the
hell is that?” he asked nobody in particular as he observed the
strange light floating in the sky. From his vantage point, he
noticed that it was pulsing outwards, it seemed to be spherical,
but the surface of the object appeared to flow fluidly.

Ryan shook his
head. Was he seeing things? He wasn't drunk, hell, he hadn't drank
in years, and it definitely wasn't drugs, unless someone had
slipped something into his water. He rubbed his eyes, but the
strange light still hovered in the sky, unmoving.

“Weird,” he
muttered. He looked over to his mobile phone. Ryan briefly wondered
if he was the only one seeing this. He began to reach for it.

Suddenly, the
ground started to shake. It started slowly at first, but then a
violent vibration erupted from the ground below, throwing off
Ryan's balance enough that he had to reach out to brace himself.
The phone forgotten, he whipped his head around maniacally, looking
for some escape.

An earthquake?
They were common on Vancouver Island, of course, but most of them
were only small tremors.

This one, on
the other hand, had to be at least a six on the Richter Scale. As
his apartment shook violently around him, he chose instead to wait
out the quake. After all, they usually didn't last more than a few
seconds.

After nearly
thirty seconds had passed the ground still hadn't stopped shaking.
His pictures were beginning to fall off of the wall. He watched in
surprise as small figurines and knick knacks he'd collected since
he moved out on his own began to clatter off of shelves.

As his eyes
passed over the old blacklight reactive poster he'd had since he
was fifteen, he paused.

The poster was
reacting. It shone brightly in neon hues, lighting up the area on
the floor beneath it. It took Ryan a moment to realize the cause of
the effect. He whipped his head back to the strange light.

It was larger
now, and growing exponentially. The light grew stronger with each
passing second, and Ryan watched in abstract, unknowing horror as
it began to expand so far that it touched the water.

And then it
consumed the water. He watched as the light enveloped Wolf Island,
and moments later, Tent Island, two small islands within Dunsmith
Harbor.

He took a step
backwards as he realized the light had no intention of stopping. It
reached the outer edge of his balcony and whipped through the
window. Ryan threw his arms up in defense. A second later, he
grunted as he landed on the floor. He winced, but as he opened his
eyes, he looked around in shock to see that the light had
completely consumed his apartment, penetrating the walls as if they
were transparent glass.

He quickly got
back up to his feet and looked around. Everything in the apartment
was reacting to the light. His t-shirts, his posters, even the
white enamel on his electric guitar.

He quickly ran
to the window, casting his vision up towards where he had
originally seen the light.

There was
something there.

It moved and
thrashed in the air. Ryan couldn't see it well, but it looked
alive, whatever it was. Its body was long and thin, and it had two
strange-looking wings, but he couldn't see it clearly. It was
blurry, as if he was looking at it through stained and warped
glass.

He'd never seen
anything like it. It moved around in the air in spastic circles,
almost as if it was bound and trying to break free. Ryan could feel
his heart pounding in... panic? No, not panic. It was a sense of
awe and wonder, as if he were on the verge of something great.

The figure that
thrashed in the distance suddenly froze up in mid-spasm, and a
great light erupted from within, and for a split second, it had
been as bright as day.

A moment later
the light died as quickly as it had been born, and the earth
stopped shaking. Ryan watched as the lights outside began to fail.
In moments, he was left in absolute darkness as the electricity
died.

 


 


Awaken, Child of the Halo, something
said. Terra couldn't quite make out what it was, only that it was
large. A part of her hoped it was benign as well.

She attempted
to say something, but found her lips were suspiciously absent. Not
to mention her body, for that matter. It was as if she were
floating in mid-air, having checked her body in at the airport.
Below her, she could see the familiar coastline she'd lived along
her entire life, but something was odd about it. The familiar
lights that should have identified the streets and homes were gone.
Still, she didn't think much of it. She was having too much fun
floating freely through the air, without the added weight of her
body to hinder her.

War comes to
the City Elyctric, Child, the voice said, capturing her
attention away from the ground below. It risks being torn
asunder by the Old Blood's wrath.

The voice
struck Terra as odd. It wasn't male. It wasn't female. It
definitely wasn't human, but in despite of that, the voice carried
with it a gentle peacefulness that tore through its androgyny and
gave Terra the feeling the speaker was female. What's more, she
found that she wanted to hear the unseen being's message. Nothing
would please her more. She wanted to scream it, but was reminded
again of the absence of her mouth.

Five shall come
and five shall flow, three shall stay and three shall go. The
daughter of the broken house shall call upon you and the bearer of
black blade, the one with many eyes.

Bearer of the
black blade? For some reason, Terra found herself deeply entranced
by the being's words.

Heed my words,
Child of the Halo. The hand of the Tainted King moves toward you
even now. A fall from an iron horse shall show you the way.

Terra suddenly
felt a strange sensation. Almost as if she were being bound, her
limbs tied down to limit movement. After a moment, she could tell
it was not her that was feeling bound, but the strange entity that
spoke to her. The voice never changed, it still came through as
calm and gentle as it had when it had first spoken, but she got a
distinct sense of distress from it.

Time grows
short. Remember what I have said. Go in peace, Child of the
Halo.

And with that,
Terra Murphy woke up.

 


 


Terra opened
her eyes to absolute darkness. Not even the standby indicator on
her stereo was lit. She rubbed her hands over her face and sat up
in bed. Leaning over the side, she felt around on the floor for her
sketchbook. She had been drawing in it before she fell asleep. The
torn and battered cover felt rough under her fingertips and was
easily recognizable to the touch. She picked it up, then opened up
her nightstand drawer and pulled out a pen and a small
flashlight.

Her sketchbook
wasn't just a sketchbook. She wrote notes, journal entries, drew
pictures, doodled in it as well. It was a general purpose notebook
that was now going to act as a dream journal. Holding the
flashlight in her teeth, she vigorously scribbled what she had
heard in her dream. Terra believed in the power of dreams. That in
some cases, they could foretell the future. She didn't know if this
case was prophetic, but it was vivid nonetheless.

After taking a
moment to write down everything she could remember, Terra closed
her sketchbook and lay back down. Checking her watch, she saw that
it was only a little past four in the morning. She wouldn't have to
be up and awake for work for another four hours, but Lily had to be
up in an hour. Terra knew she wouldn't be able to sleep, so she got
out of bed and stumbled through the invisible clutter to her
bedroom door. A cool air swept into the room, and Terra realized
that it had been inhumanly warm inside. She could feel the sweat
stick to her face and forehead as the cool air struck her. She
brushed a thatch of her blood-colored hair from her face and took a
deep breath.

From her
bedroom doorway she could see the thin line of light from under her
front door, likely from the apartment building's emergency lights
that lit up the hallways in the event of a power outage. Terra went
into the living room and sat on the couch. She set the flashlight
down next to her and pulled a small tray onto her lap. She then
reached over to the coffee table and grabbed a small glass jar
filled with a thick green substance, a small metal grinder and a
pack of Zig-Zags.

A moment later,
Terra and her freshly rolled joint stepped out onto the patio. The
night was dark, clouds had quickly settled in above the town, and
even the moon was blotted out. Terra could see the dull light of
the moon shining through the haze of clouds. The haze reminded her
of something, but she couldn't put her finger on it.

She was briefly
blinded by the small spire of flame that sprung up inches from her
face, but after a moment she managed to guide the end of the joint
into it, and inhaled.

After a few
moments, she could feel the effects of the pot. No surprise, it was
from British Columbia, after all. Terra was proud of where she
lived. As far as she was concerned, Vancouver Island was paradise,
and anything that came from BC might as well be declared food of
the gods. Especially the weed.

She puffed back
on the joint as she let her mind wander. It still lingered on the
dream, but as she cast her gaze out over the Dunsmith Harbor and
saw the moonlight cutting through the clouds in the distance,
illuminating a vast swath of ocean, she found herself admiring the
beautiful light cast. It seemed almost unnatural, brighter and
bluer than it should have been. But her eyes were still
adjusting.

"Terra?" a
voice whispered from below. It was an unwelcome voice that cut into
her concentration. "Is that you?"

Terra
recognized the voice right away. It was Ryan. "Yeah," she whispered
back. What was he doing up? It was four-thirty in the morning.
Terra was used to being up at such times, having worked the
occasional night shift at Dunsmith Press since she got out of high
school, but Ryan was strictly a day-shifter.

"Did you see
it?" he asked.

"See what?"

"The... light.
The blacklight.. thing. And that thing over the bay!"

"You're
dreaming, Ryan. Go back to sleep."

“No, no. I'm
serious,” Ryan pleaded. “You didn't even feel the earthquake?”

“Earthquake?”
Terra asked. She raised a skeptical eyebrow. “There was an
earthquake?” But had there been? It was dark inside the
apartment. Besides her flashlight, there was no light. She'd never
have noticed if she slept through it.

Ryan never
replied, however. Terra looked down at him. He seemed to be staring
off into space, a strange look on his face.

“Hey,” she
said. “You still awake?”

"I... The..."
He began, but couldn't quite get it. He just pointed.

Terra looked up
to the sky. More specifically, the moon. It was in full view in the
sky above, larger than she had ever seen it before, and she could
clearly see the sun reflecting off of its distant waters.

Wait. Distant
waters? On the moon?

Terra dropped
her joint as she stared up in disbelief. The last time Terra had
checked, the moon wasn't blue. Nor did it have an ocean. She
blinked her eyes, trying to force the thing into clearer focus.

It was an
ocean. The moon was one giant ocean. Terra could also make out a
small green landmass. It was like nothing she had ever seen
before.

“What the fuck
is that?” she asked. "What the hell is going on, Ryan?" she looked
down at him.

"I dunno," he
replied. He looked to the people now starting to come out into the
streets, pointing excitedly at the sky. "I think... I think we'd
better get downtown. That's probably where everyone's going to
gather."

Terra stood in
silence for a moment, her joint all but forgotten. "I'll wake Lily
up," she said. "Give me five minutes."

 


 


Cale swore to
himself. The power was out all over town. Not even the traffic
lights were working. Cale had been sitting quietly in a vacant lot
just south of the airport when the ground had started to shake. It
distracted him enough that he never even noticed the strange light
had begun to expand. At least, not until it had expanded enough to
envelope him, his squad car, and even the airport. After it had
done its thing, the ground stopped shaking, and the light had gone
dead. Cars had pulled to the side of the road once the ground had
started to shake, but once the earthquake had subsided, they once
again continued their way north.

“Dispatch, call
Ten-Tango,” Boone's voice called through the radio.

Cale listened
silently as he started to scribble his report onto his notepad.
When Boone repeated his transmission, however, Cale looked up.

“Shit,” Boone
swore after the third unsuccessful attempt. “Ten-Bravo, you
there?”

“Ten-Bravo,”
Cale said.

“I can't reach
Dispatch,” he said. “You want to give it a shot?”

“Dispatch,”
Cale said into the radio. “Call Ten-Bravo.”

Nothing.

“Ten-Tango, I'm
not getting through,” he said. The dispatch office was in Nanaimo.
It could have meant that the communications antenna was damaged in
the Earthquake, but even then, someone should have replied.

“Can we get
through to the Nanaimo boys at all?” Boone replied. “Eight-Tango,
call Ten-Tango.”

Still nothing.
It was as if they were ignoring them entirely.

“Shit,” Boone
said again. “Okay, give us a check-in, will you?”

“Ten-Bravo,”
Cale said.

“Ten-Charlie,”
came Shelly's familiar voice.

There was
nothing else after that.

“What the
hell?” Boone replied. “That's it? We've got two units? What about
Highway Patrol? Anyone?”

Still
silence.

“Ten-Bravo, you
still up by the airport?” Boone asked.

“Affirmative,”
Cale replied.

“Okay, I want
you to drive up to the dispatch office,” he said. “Find out what
the hell their problem is.”

“Ten-Four,”
Cale replied. He put his notepad down on the passenger seat and
threw the car into gear, turning north as he pulled away from the
vacant lot.

The earthquake
had been strange, but the light had been even stranger. It had
expanded and stained his vision, his squad car, his town with
sudden force, and yet it seemed gentle. Having been engulfed in
that light, he felt no heat, no strange sensations. In fact, he
felt... comfortable, even though the panic center of his brain had
been in distinct overload.

Cale rounded
the corner next to the airport and came onto a long, straight
stretch of highway. Up ahead, he could see a lineup of vehicles,
all parked on the side of the road. There were people mulling about
outside.

As he
approached them, Cale noticed something off about the road.
It looked different somehow, but he couldn't quite place it. It
wasn't until he drew nearer to the train of vehicles that he really
got a good look at the highway north of the airport.

It wasn't
there.

It was gone.
Cale blinked in surprise. He looked over towards the airport and
noticed that the terminal building wasn't all there either. The
southern wing stood silently in the dark, but it just seemed to
end, like the highway, and carry on into a strange forest.

Cale drove up
towards the vehicle train and slowed as he approached the people
gathered in the center of the highway. At the front of the train, a
large truck seemed to be teetering over a lip in the road. Beyond
that, the ground continued a few feet below the level of the
highway and carried on northward through the forest.

Cale took a
moment to get out of his car. He had to be sure of what he was
seeing. As he walked towards the crowd of people, a large man with
a bloody nose ran up to him.

"Hey! You got
any idea what this is about?" he asked. Cale assumed he drove the
Big Rig at the front which appeared to have gone off the edge of
the road and crashed into a tree.

Cale made a
calming gesture and continued to walk up to the cut in the
road.

"What
happened?" he asked.

"You tell me.
I'm making my run, driving down the highway, the ground starts
shaking, then this goddamned light blinds me. The next thing I
know, the highway's gone and I'm slamming the brakes to avoid
hitting them trees,” he said. The man frowned. “Fat lot of good
that did me. I tell you what, ICBC better not up my premiums.”

Cale walked to
the edge of the road and ran his finger along the pavement at the
break. It was a clean break. Like it was sliced with a razor. He
looked to the remains of a tree where only minutes earlier asphalt
had been. It, too had been cut cleanly through the middle. Cale ran
his hands along it. Not even a splinter, it was if the trees had
been sanded down to perfection. He looked again to the airport, it
had only half a runway before the strange forest took over. The
small RV dealership on the side of the highway was faring much the
same. Some RVs stood there, motionless, but others had been cut in
much the same fashion, leaving half, or even a quarter of an RV
standing lopsided. A few old planes littered the grounds, and he
could see what was left of a Cessna, leaning against a tree beyond
the border of the cut.

Cale traced the
cut past the airport, into the farming areas in Whitepoint. It
seemed to curve around to the east. Looking west, he managed to
make the same trace, following the cut as it curved around in the
distance through Cedarwood.

He noticed
something else too, looking west. A mountain. A mountain that
hadn't been there the last time he drove past. He had no doubts
that the strange cut in the road curved all the way to the south of
town, and met up in a fashion like what he was seeing.

"Ten-Tango,
call Ten-Charlie," his radio rang out. Shelly's voice sounded
frantic.

"Go ahead,
Ten-Charlie," Boone's irritated voice said.

"Sir, there's
something wrong. We're not... the moon, sir. I--"

Cale's eyes
whipped up to the sky, where the moon should have been. It was
behind low cloud cover, but Shelly would probably be able to see it
fine from where she was.

"Christ,
Littleton!" Boone swore. "Out with it!"

"Sir, the moon
is... different," she said.

The people
gathered around Cale in inspecting the cut all heard, and each
whipped their heads upwards. The cloud cover was beginning to slide
over the edge of the moon. The blue edge, of a large blue moon. But
it wasn't a moon. It was a Goddamn planet. He could hear gasps from
all around him, and his own jaw dropped in the midst of it.

"Aliens," the
trucker said. "Goddamn aliens, man. They took us."

“Let's not jump
to conclusions,” one of the other people standing around said. Cale
looked over to see Randy Curtis, one of the local loggers,
obviously on his way to his work site. “Have you seen any little
gray men?”

“Then you
explain that!” the trucker exclaimed, stabbing his finger towards
the offending heavenly body.

Randy shrugged.
“Can't. Maybe it's not for us to know. God and whatnot.”

He heard no
forthcoming reply from Boone. He assumed that Boone was seeing what
Cale was seeing, and he needed a few moments to collect his
thoughts.

“There's a God
damned planet up there!” the trucker exclaimed.

Cale was
looking at a planet. An oceanic moon, to be precise. Complete with
an atmosphere, as evident by the cloud cover moving across the
planet's surface.

He picked up
his radio and spoke into it. "Ten-Tango, Ten-Bravo," he began.
Without waiting for a reply, he continued. "We've got more
problems, Tango.”

“Christ, what
now?” Boone came back, angrily.

“Nanaimo's
gone,” Cale said. “The road ends by the airport. We're at the edge
of some kind of forest. I don't think we're... I don't think we're
home anymore." He didn't need to specify what he meant by home. "I
think the whole damn town's somewhere else."

There were a
few more moments of silence. Cale assumed Boone needed another
moment or two to assimilate the new information.

Finally, Boone
replied. "All right,” he said. “You two are on your own for a
little while. Try to keep people calm, I've got some waking up to
do. We'll RV at City Hall in an hour.”

 


 



Chapter
Two:

Beneath a Blue
Moon

 


Andy woke to
screaming. This was, of course, nothing new for Andy. He chalked it
up to having crackheads for neighbors. He rolled over in bed and
clamped the pillow down over his head. It was rare to have a night
where Harriet and Barry didn't scream at the tops of their lungs at
each other.

There was
something about this scream in particular that was different. He
pulled the pillow off of his head and listened. It was Harriet, all
right. She was usually screaming at Barry, calling him this or
that. But this time...

No, she was
just screaming. A blood-curdling scream. And she didn't let up.

Andy checked
the time on his bedside alarm clock, an old wind-up clock he'd
picked up in Switzerland years before. It was four-twenty in the
morning. They usually stopped screaming by one, after having had
their fix.

"Shit," he
muttered to himself. He got up out of bed and threw some clothes
on. He flipped the switch and let his eyes adjust to the light,
then took a peek out the window.

He couldn't see
anything. He could still hear Harriet clearly, and some commotion
from outside. Andy figured the power was out again. It happened
from time to time in the little trailer park. One crackhead or
another would launch himself into the task of removing the
hundred-meter length of copper wire from the power lines and hock
it for scrap. Lately, it had been happening more and more often, so
Andy had sunk the money into a diesel generator.

The generator
supplied the needed power to the lights and filtration system that
kept his little project going. Andy had run several marijuana
grow-ops over the years since coming to Dunsmith. He hadn't smoked
the stuff himself in years, but it always made for a welcome
income. After all, with fuel prices the way they were, he needed
the cash.

"Andy!" someone
yelled from outside. Andy recognized the voice immediately. Billy
Jessup, his neighbor. One of the few people in Kamper's Korner he'd
actually gotten along with. He'd known Billy for well over twenty
years. "Andy, get out here! There's something wrong!"

Andy opened his
window and poked his head out. "What the hell is it?" he asked.

"I.. just get
out here! Barry Pattison's... The park's all... Jesus, just get out
here!"

Andy swore and
slammed his window shut. He walked out into the adjacent room,
which normally would have been his living room, but for the past
three years had served as Andy's nest egg. He'd usually grown
outside, but after having his crops raided three times in a row,
he'd chosen instead to convert his living room into a growing
space. He quickly walked through rows of plants near harvest. He
was proud of his crop. It was some of the finest hydroponic bud on
this side of the island. Even the guys on Texada Island couldn't
match his growing ability, and he fetched a good price for his
product.

He got outside,
and the first thing he saw was Billy. He was white as a ghost.
Harriet had stopped screaming. Now she was just sobbing
uncontrollably, blubbering out words. He could hear some of the
neighbors trying to calm her down.

"What the hell
is going on?"

"Barry...
he's... I mean... the park..."

"Jesus, it's
four-thirty in the goddamn morning, Billy!" Andy yelled. "Can't you
give me a straight answer?"

Billy just
pointed towards Harriet and Barry's trailer. Andy let his eyes
adjust to the light. It was getting harder as he grew older. When
he was still a young man, he could see for miles, but Andy was
pushing sixty-five now, and his eyesight was starting to go. Still,
he could see the faint white outline of their trailer, but
something about it was off.

It wasn't all
there.

"It's a wall,"
Billy said, pointing.

Andy was about to ask him what he meant when his eyes
adjusted, and he noticed it. It was
a wall. He could see the gleam as light from his
trailer bounced off of it. He ran inside and picked a flashlight
out of his toolbox. Turning it on, he stared in awe.

"Jesus Christ,"
he said.

About a quarter
of Barry and Harriet's trailer was jutting out of a dirt wall. Andy
ran over to the trailer, and shone a flashlight through the window.
What he saw made him sick.

There was blood
everywhere, all over the bed, which had been half-buried in dirt.
On the floor next to the bed was a severed arm. A little farther
down, a leg. They, too were jutting out of the dirt wall that had
sliced its way into Harriet's trailer. Andy would have thought
Barry was buried under the dirt, had it not been for all the blood,
but he knew, like the trailer, Barry just wasn't there.

"Jesus," he
swore. He looked back to Harriet, who was still hysterical, but
starting to calm down as Samantha Whittaker stroked her head and
tried her best to calm her in a soothing voice.

"It's dirt,"
Billy said. "Some weird dirt wall. Look up there," he said,
pointing above the trailer.

Andy stepped
back and pointed the flashlight. There, about ten feet above the
trailer's roof, was a tree line. It was a forest floor. He noticed
the dirt crumbling down. Andy took a step back, wary of the trees
coming to crash down on him.

"What the hell
does that?" Andy asked. "Earthquake?"

Billy shook his
head. “There was an Earthquake just before,” he said. “Woke me up
in a second, but then this God awful light filled my trailer. I
swear to God, Andy, I thought the damned world was ending. Damn
aliens came to get us or something. Then it all just stopped, all
at once. Killed the power, too. I've never seen anything like it,
but I doubt that could be caused by just an earthquake.”

"Where the hell
is the rest of the park?" Amos Bradley, one of the more elderly
residents of the park, asked as he approached the two men. "What
the hell is this?"

"Welcome to the
party, Amos," Andy said. "You got me."

"The phones are
down," he said, gnawing on his toothless gums. "Someone's got to
drive into town and get help."

"Can't you?"
Andy asked.

"Why, I'd love
to Andy. Only one problem," he said, then pointed over towards his
trailer, which was two lots down from Andy's. His trailer was
there, the problem was that his car was only half-there. It had
collapsed into the dirt, a result of having an altered center of
balance. The dirt was slowly spilling down onto the remains of the
car.

"Shit!" Andy
said. He stood for a moment, thinking things through. He looked
Amos in the eye, and then over at Harriet, who had now collapsed of
exhaustion.

"Fine," he
said. "Let me just make sure things are locked up and I'll head
into town."

 


 


Boomer stared
up at the strange orb in the sky as he sat on the curb outside the
Gas 'n Dash. He had noticed the small ultraviolet light when it had
appeared in the sky. Boomer hadn't known what to make of it at the
time, but he knew it wasn't normal. The first thought that entered
his mind was that it had been a UFO, so he'd called in to the RCMP,
hoping that perhaps they could supply some answers.

He had been
outside when the light expanded and the earthquake had started.
Boomer wasn't given to panic easily. In his twenty-five years of
life he could count on one hand how many times he'd actually been
scared enough to do so. As the earthquake began to shake the very
foundations of the gas station, he allowed himself a moment to do
just that; panic.

But then the
light enveloped him, the gas station, and the town entirely. When
the sudden flash came, he shielded his eyes. In another moment it
was over. Boomer took a moment to catch his breath, and then locked
up the store, making sure the big red emergency button that stopped
the pumps was pressed down. Without power, the pumps wouldn't
operate anyway, but after the earthquake, the last thing Boomer
wanted was a gas leak, let alone an explosion. He chose to sit
outside and await the officer that the operator had said was en
route.

He'd noticed
the strange planet hanging in the sky only minutes later. Upon
noticing it, the hair on the back of his neck began to stand, and a
shiver traveled down his spine. It was the strangest thing he'd
ever seen, and Boomer had seen a lot of strange things.

Boomer had been
born as Cecil Henry Sproul, a son of the Sproul family. He'd come
from a long line of bankers and investors, but when he was
eighteen, he emaciated himself from his family, took on the name of
Boomer and purchased a small house in Dunsmith with his trust fund.
For seven years, he'd called the little town home, and found it a
welcome change from the bustle of city life and the ever-watchful
eyes of Vancouver's high society. He'd been offered a chance to go
to Yale University at graduation, but Boomer had been around
Ivy-Leaguers his whole life. Instead, he applied at Malaspina
University-College in Nanaimo, a school he'd been attending as a
part-time student since he'd moved to the Island.

He stroked his blond goatee absentmindedly as he regarded the
alien object hanging in the night's sky. Boomer was a thinker. The
moment he'd gotten over the initial shock of seeing the planet,
he'd set himself to start figuring out why it was there.

So far, he had
nothing.

He'd been in
the middle of debating whether or not the moon had suddenly
sprouted an ocean when he noticed the RCMP SUV pull into the lot.
Boomer stood up and gave Constable Littleton a friendly nod in
greeting. She pulled the truck to a stop and got out.

“Sorry it took
so long,” Shelly said. She jabbed a thumb towards the planet. “I
imagine you understand.”

Boomer nodded.
“Yeah,” he said. “So what gives with that?”

Littleton
shrugged. “Still in the process of figuring that out, but there's
more,” she said. “Apparently the road into Nanaimo's out.”

“Out?” Boomer
asked. “Like how? The earthquake?”

She shook her head. “No,” she said. “Out as in
not there. Constable
Shephard came back on the radio a few minutes ago. He said the road
just doesn't exist. Where it used to be is some forest or
something.”

“A forest?”
Boomer asked. He looked up to the planet again. Suddenly, he had a
thought. “What about the south end of town?”

Shelly
shrugged. “”No idea,” she said. “Phones and power are completely
down. As for now, we're supposed to keep people calm and rendezvous
at City Hall.”

“This is
insane,” Boomer said. “Things like this don't just happen.” He
looked at her. “You think it might be aliens?”

“Right now?”
Shelly asked. “I've got no qualms with blaming in on little green
men.”

“Gray,” Boomer
corrected.

“Whatever,”
Shelly replied. She looked up to the planet. “It's just so surreal.
Could it be a hologram or something?”

Boomer
shrugged. “Who knows?” he said. “I doubt it, though. You can
usually tell a hologram from the real McCoy.” He pointed toward the
planet. “And that looks pretty damned real to me. Mind you, all
that government tech is so far off the scale that it could be.”

"It's strange,”
she said. “I mean, it can't be real. It just can't. Can it?" she
asked, looking over to him.

"No. But then
crazy blacklights that make the air glow aren't real, either." He
pointed towards a small landmass on the strange planet-moon and
snapped his fingers. "Look, there's an island. Or something." He
put his hands on his hips and cocked his head up in thought.

"Do you feel
any different?" he asked, looking over at Shelly.

"Do goosebumps
count?"

Boomer would
have laughed, had he found it funny. “No,” he said.

"What about
temporary insanity?"

"If you're
insane, then I am too. Right about now, I'd believe I was
bonkers.”

"Why do you
ask?” Shelly asked.

"Well, I mean
weight-wise." He jumped around a little, testing his balance. "I
feel like I weigh the same, but I could be wrong."

Littleton shook
her head. "No, I feel the same. Why should that make any
difference?"

"Well, look at
it this way. That thing's huge. I mean-- massive. If it's not at
least as big as the earth, I'll eat my hat." He gestured to his
black fedora with white pinstripes hanging off the vacuum handle
inside the store. He was rarely seen outside of work without it on
his head. "But if it was that big, and as close as it looks, we'd
be feeling the effects of it."

"Really?"

Boomer shook
his head. “No, not really. I'm not sure of anything right now, but
I am sure we're not in Kansas anymore.” He looked over. “So you
guys don't have anything, then?”

Shelly shook
her head. “We know about as much as you do right now. It's as if we
were uprooted from here and dropped somewhere else.” She poked a
thumb at the planet hanging low in the sky. “But I'm pretty sure
anyone who's seen that can find that part easy to
believe.”

Boomer nodded.
“Yeah, I'll believe it. A little hard not to believe it right now.”
He looked off to the east. “You can usually see Vancouver's lights
reflecting off the clouds this early in the morning, but they're
gone.” He shook his head. “Since the power's out, there's not a
whole lot of good I can do here. Everyone's meeting at City
Hall?”

Shelly nodded.
“I imagine that's where most folks will end up,” she said.
“Sergeant Boone's gone to wake up some folks.”

“Wake up? You
mean people actually slept through that quake?”

“Most likely,”
she said. “Otherwise I imagine the roads would already be flooded
with people.”

Boomer nodded.
“Yeah,” he said. “Well, I'm going to lock up the store and drive on
over.” He looked to Shelly. “Want some coffee or something?”

Shelly nodded.
“I think I could use one right now.”

Boomer nodded.
“Cool, let me just write a note in case anyone thinks 'Always Open'
applies to unforeseen freaky planets just chilling out out above
the town.”

 


 


Gerald Boone
knocked on the door vigorously. It was the only option he had,
since the phones were down.

"Come on,
dammit," he swore to himself as he stepped back to peer through the
windows. He shone his flashlight through each window, hoping to
wake someone up. Either the mayor or his wife. But still, no
answer.

"Problem,
Gerry?" a voice called from a yard over. Boone looked to see Don
"Goose" Payne leaning out of his kitchen window, blinded
temporarily by his flashlight. "Jesus, man. Watch where you point
that thing!"

Boone pointed
the flashlight to the ground. "Sorry, Goose," he replied. "I need
to wake Rob up. We're... having a bit of an issue."

"Well, good
luck on that one," Goose replied. "But you're knocking on the wrong
door. Rob and Gretchen are in Vancouver for the weekend."

Boone swore.
"That's just all I fucking need." He pinched the bridge of his nose
and ran his hand over his bald head. He then looked back to Goose.
Goose was the Mayor's neighbor, best friend, and town alderman all
at once. On top of that, he was the chairperson for the Emergency
Committee.

Which was
exactly what Boone needed.

"You need to
come with me," Boone said.

"What? Why?" he
paused. "What's going on? Why's the power out?"

"You didn't see
it?" Boone asked. “You didn't feel the earthquake?”

“Earthquake?”
he asked. “Well, that would explain the power. I didn't see
anything, but then I only woke up a couple of minutes ago to some
idiot pounding on my neighbor's door at four in the morning."

Boone ignored
the jab. "Look, about ten—fifteen minutes ago, something happened,"
he said. "The road to Nanaimo's gone." He paused for effect.

"Gone?" Goose
raised an eyebrow. "What do you mean, 'Gone'?"

"I mean Gone as
in not there," Boone said. He was getting impatient. "We
lost contact with the dispatcher in Nanaimo some twenty minutes
ago, the same time we lost phones and power. I tried raising Duncan
or Chemainus, but I'm getting nothing. We're completely cut off
here, Goose." He sighed. “And there's more.”

"More?"

“There was a
light-- well... Not a normal light, it just kind of...
Happened. Everywhere. I had two cops on the road, they both
saw it. I saw it, and I'm pretty damn sure everyone who was awake
saw it.”

“I never saw
it,” Goose stated.

“You were
sleeping up until I got here.”

“So what
happened?”

"Damned if I know! We started getting reports of weird lights,
then everyone saw a
weird light, then pow!" he slammed the butt of the flashlight into his hand for
effect. "We got nothing."

"I don't get
it." Goose stated.

Boone nearly
threw a tantrum. "I don't get it either!" he exclaimed. "And if
Rob's in Vancouver, then I'm gonna need you to come downtown with
me."

"Why me?"

"You're on the
Emergency Committee!" he exclaimed.

“So are you,”
Goose reminded him.

“I've got my
own issues to deal with,” Boone said. “I've got to wake up every
cop we've got and get them on the streets to inspect the damage and
deal with things. You, however, have got to get downtown and
keep people from panicking. They're going to start wondering what's
up. Especially once they start noticing that!" He pointed excitedly
into the sky above Goose's house.

Goose craned
his neck to look uncomfortably over the top of his house. "See
what?" he asked. He quite obviously couldn't see it.

"I'm not
describing it," Boone said. "It defies description. Get outside and
take a look at the fucking thing yourself."

Goose shot a
wounded look back at Boone. “Fine,” he said. A few moments passed
while Goose got his housecoat and boots on, but he eventually got
outside. “Now what the hell are you-- Holy shit," he said. "Well,
isn't that a hell of a thing?" He chuckled.

"A hell of a thing?" Boone asked. "That's a god damned
planet, Goose."

"I see that,"
Goose said. "But what's it doing there?"

Boone looked at
Goose with a touch of contempt. "Oh, I don't know. Stopping by for
a cup of tea?" The sarcasm oozed out of him.

The effect was
lost on Goose, however, who quickly ran through his front door and
called to his wife. "Helen, you should get up and come see this!
It's the craziest thing!" he exclaimed.

Boone threw his arms up in frustration. "Look, that's all well
and good that you're entertained by this," he said. "But there's
going to be some serious panicking soon, and it'd be nice to have a
at the very least a loose government dealing with it at some point." He
glared Goose in the eye.

Goose had
always been a man of humorous intentions. He found humor in every
situation, and he oftentimes convinced other people to find the
humor. When old Bill Knight had 'bit the bullet', Goose had the
entire funeral procession rolling around the tombstones in
laughter. The story had become something of a legend in town. Boone
couldn't really fault Goose for it. It was just the way Goose was,
and that pissed Boone off to no end.

Boone was about
to start another tirade when he heard something from down the
street-- a frantic scream. Down the street, he could see several
people standing in their yards, pointing to the sky. People were
starting to wake up and notice. In a few minutes, the whole damn
town would be down at town hall, red-eyed and pissed off.

"Fine, fine,"
Goose said. He sighed. "I'll head down to City Hall, just let me
get ready."

Boone felt the
weight lift from his shoulders. "Thank you," he said.

 


 


“Lily?”

The voice was
faint, distant. Lily stirred in her bed for a moment, not wanting
to acknowledge that she had heard Terra's voice. She felt a finger
poke her cheek.

“Liiilllyyy,”
Terra repeated in a singsong voice. Lily groggily opened her eyes.
She looked up at Terra, only able to see the dark outline of her
thin face. Terra flicked her lighter on and brought some light into
the room.

“Wha?” Lily
asked. “What is it?” She looked over to her alarm clock, only to
discover that it was off. “Power out?”

Terra nodded.
“Yeah, there's... a bit more to it than that. Ryan's on his way
up,” she said. “We're going to go downtown.”

“Why?” Lily
asked. “What's wrong?”

“It's hard to
explain,” she replied. “Can you get dressed?”

Lily sat up and
yawned. She wasn't in the mood for this. She already went to bed
late as it was and she had to be up for work by five. “What time is
it?”

“Almost
four-thirty,” she replied.

Lily fell back
into her bed. “Ugh,” she said. “I'm not in the mood for this.” She
could smell the aroma of marijuana. It was strong. However, this
was nothing new. Terra loved her weed.

“I know,” Terra
said. No sooner than she had said that, a knock came to the door.
“That's Ryan,” she said. “Get dressed, come out, there's something
you need to see.” She bounded out of the room and closed the door
behind her.

Lily sat in the
dark for a moment and sighed. Might as well get up-- she would have
to get ready for work soon anyway. She had worked at the Dunsmith
Coffee Shack since she was eighteen. Now, at twenty, she'd been the
manager for just over a year. It wasn't the best job in the world,
but Lily was goal-oriented and driven, and being a manager always
looked good on a resume. The Coffee Shack was temporary, until she
could get enough money to escape the two-stoplight town.

She groggily
crawled out of bed, listening to the chatter coming from outside
her bedroom. She could hear Ryan's voice-- he sounded excited about
something. Great. It was nothing new, after all, Ryan was easily
excitable. Still, she thought darkly, this had better be
good. I'm not in the mood for bullshit.

She got dressed
quickly, choosing to wear the clothes she'd worn the night before.
Still rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she opened her bedroom door
and greeted the wide-eyed Ryan with a wide yawn.

“Okay,” she
said. “What's the big deal?”

“The balcony,”
Ryan said, pointing towards the living room. He stalked off
wordlessly, and Terra followed. Lily just shook her head and tagged
along. She passed through the sickly sweet aroma of burning
marijuana that lingered in the living room and didn't give it a
second thought. She was used to Terra's habits. After all, they had
been living together for years.

As she reached
the balcony and followed the direction of Ryan and Terra's
outstretched index fingers, she found herself frozen mid-step.

Lily
stared.

She looked back
at Terra and Ryan, who were studying her for a reaction. Her head
moved back to the... planet that sat in the sky, and stared
again for a few moments. She worked her mouth, searching for
something to say, but found that the words wouldn't form.

She stared a
third time, just to be sure.

"What... the.... fuck...?" she asked.

"No kidding,"
Terra replied. "We're heading down to Town Hall. You coming?"

Lily continued
to divvy her attention between Terra and the planet. "Should we...
even go outside? I mean. What...?"

Terra pointed
out the window. "I'm pretty sure if there was anything out there
that could get us, it would have done it already. And there would
be nothing we could do about it anyway 'cause we don't know what
the fuck is going on." She smiled. "And the only way we're gonna
know what's going on is if we go downtown and find something out.
Now,” she looked over to Ryan, "you should warm up your truck.”

Ryan nodded,
and wordlessly left the two girls standing on the balcony.

“I'm not
sure--” Lily began.

“Neither am I,”
Terra said. “But I'd love to find out. You coming?”

Lily remained
silent for a few more moments, weighing the options in her head.
Finally, she looked back at Terra. “Yeah,” she said, then ran back
inside to gather her things. Terra stood on the balcony, her eyes
set skyward.

"When did the
power go out?" Lily asked from inside.

"As far as I
can tell, around the same time the big smiley in the sky showed up.
Ryan was talking about some kind of light and an earthquake or
something. He didn't make any sense until I saw that planet-thing.
But the power's out, the phones are dead, and Ryan's cell isn't
getting any reception at all." She sighed. "The clock in the living
room still works, so does my mp3 player, but everything else?
Off."

A few moments
later, Lily emerged carrying her shoes and wearing a jacket. She
had put a hat on to cover her hair.

"Ready?" Terra
asked.

Lily put on her
shoes. "Ready," she said. They went back inside and began to make
their way to the front door. With a rattle of keys, Terra opened
the door and stood outside. Lily followed and turned to close the
door behind her.

"Ouch!" Lily
blurted as a visible bolt of static electricity shot out of the
doorknob into her finger. It nearly lit up the dark room.

"You okay?"
Terra asked.

Lily nodded.
She cradled her finger and shook the numb feeling out. "Let's just
go."

 


 


Boomer pulled
his car up across the street from City Hall. It had been no more
than twenty minutes since the strange light had engulfed the town,
but already a small crowd had started to gather on the grassy front
lawn of City Hall. They appeared to be every bit as confused as
everyone else, throwing their arms up in exasperation and staring
at the planet that was starting to make its way towards the eastern
horizon. Boomer recognized a few of the people, but it was Justin
Alverra, one of his co-workers at the Gas 'n Dash that noticed him
first.

“Hey,” Justin
exclaimed as he ran up to Boomer. He was puffing back on a
cigarette vigorously. “What gives?” he asked. “Shouldn't you be at
the store?”

Boomer
shrugged. “There's not a whole lot I can do with the power out,” he
said. “I locked the place up and turned off the pumps.”

“Don't you
think Ron will be pissed?” he asked, referring their boss, the
owner of the Gas 'n Dash.

Boomer shook
his head. “Nah, I'm pretty sure he'll understand,” he said.
“Besides, he can't make me stay in light of the emergency.”

“So what do you
figure?” he asked, pointing at the planet.

“Couldn't say,”
Boone replied. “You heard about the road to Nanaimo?”

Justin nodded.
“It's all everyone's talking about,” he said. “That chick that
works at Bart's Kitchen is taking bets on whether or not we'll find
the same thing down south.”

“Kayla Winder?”
Boomer asked. He rolled his eyes. Kayla had a reputation within the
town for running her mouth off. She was loud, obnoxious and the
type of person who was always right, even when she was dead wrong,
and she never hesitated to remind people of that fact.

Justin nodded.
He looked as though he had just rolled out of bed. His sandy-blond
hair was matted up in the back, and his clothes looked as though
they had just been thrown on. “I woke up during the quake,” he
said. “When the light came in and the power died, I figured this
was the place to be.” He jabbed a thumb back towards the grassy
lawn. “Looks like I was right.”

Boomer nodded.
He was about to say something else when he caught the headlights of
a truck out of the corner of his eye as it rounded the corner at
the top of the hill behind City Hall. He looked up and recognized
it instantly.

“That's Ryan,”
Justin said.

Boomer had
known Ryan for a few years. He used to wander into the Gas 'n Dash
in the middle of the night, usually blasted from alcohol
consumption. They hadn't been friends then, in fact, Boomer used to
find him annoying and loud. But when Ryan cleaned his act up and
stopped drinking, he'd found that the two had more in common than
previously thought. Ryan was a talented guitarist, and if there was
anything Boomer appreciated, it was talent.

Justin had
known Ryan for longer, though. They had gone to school together and
even played in a band together. Justin played bass, while Ryan
ripped up the guitar. Neither took it very seriously, but Boomer
had been around for enough jam sessions to know that if they had
applied themselves harder, they had a good shot at getting
signed.

But that wasn't
the way things went. Boomer watched as Ryan pulled his truck over
and parked it behind his car. Ryan was the first out of the truck,
but he was quickly followed by Terra Murphy and Lily Rasmussen.

“Boomer!” Ryan
called. “Can you believe this?”

Boomer shook
his head. “Insane, man,” he said.

“Hi Boomer,”
Terra greeted. She hopped up and sat on the hood of his car as the
five of them mulled about. “You hear anything yet?”

“Besides the
road being out? No.”

“Road?” Lily
asked. “What road?”

“North,” Justin
said, pointing up the highway. “Apparently the road to Nanaimo's
just gone.”

“What do you
mean gone?” Lily asked.

“Just that,”
Justin replied. “Gone.”

“That doesn't
make any sense,” Ryan said. He looked up to the planet again.

Boomer shook
his head. "Not at all,” he said.

"I don't get
it." Lily replied. “How could the road just be gone?”

"I'm pretty
sure if you did get it, you'd be the smartest person in town,"
Boomer stated. Lily smacked him in the chest.

The group
watched as another car came down over the lip of the hill. It was
one of the Crown Victoria squad cars in the Dunsmith RCMP fleet.
They watched as it parked, and Sergeant Boone stepped out. A moment
later, a jeep began to descend down the hill behind him.

“Isn't that
Goose?” Boomer asked. He looked over to Boone. “Hey, Sergeant! What
gives?”

Boone only
regarded him for a moment. “Mayor's out of town,” he said. “Goose
is going to deal with it.”

“So, no idea
what's happening?” Ryan asked.

Boone shook his
head. “Kid, if I knew, I wouldn't be here right now.”

“So what do we
do, then?” Lily asked. “I mean, there's got to be something. If
Nanaimo's gone, what about Duncan? Chemainus?”

Boone shook his
head. “Haven't been able to reach any of them. Even civilian bands
are down.”

Ryan nodded.
“Yeah, we're not picking up any radio stations at all in the
truck,” he said. “I don't know about this.”

As Goose parked
his jeep on the side of the road next to City Hall, people began to
move in close. Obviously, they were expecting answers, and Goose
was the only man available to give them.

“We're all
going to die,” Justin said under his breath as they crossed the
street to join the rest of the crowd.

 


 


Goose couldn't
believe the crowd that had already amassed at town hall. There were
at least a couple of dozen. Goose could see a wide assortment of
characters. Some of the local crackheads, cops, even that kid who
worked the graveyard shift at the Gas 'n Dash was there, uniform
and all.

Goose actually
felt nervous. The looks on their faces were severe, set. He looked
out the window at the waiting forms outside and took a deep breath.
He turned the ignition off, took a deep breath, then opened the
door.

One-one
thousand.

He stepped out
of the car.

Two-One
thou--


--questions came in a flood of noise that made no sense at
all to Goose's tender eardrums. Figures. He expected they'd have
given him until at least three-one thousand. Goose picked up the
air horn from the side pocket in his door and blew it.

The sound shook
the questioners up, and they remained in quiet shock for a
moment.

“Give a guy a
second, would ya?” he chided them. He opened the back door to the
car and pulled out a bullhorn. It squealed when he turned it on,
which made him jump, not to mention the already jittery crowd,
which was already starting to become more vocal.

“Okay, ladies
and gentlemen!” he announced, speaking loudly and clearly into the
bullhorn. “The mayor's out of town and the rest of the committee
will get here when they get here, so I'll be taking it for now.
Questions one at a time, please, but first, I have a question.”

The crowd
remained silent.

“What the hell
is going on?”

The question
earned a great deal of shouting. Some people in outrage, others
earnestly answering his question, but all trying to be heard.

Goose blew the
air horn again. “Okay, all right. That's not working. You, Boss,”
Goose said, pointing at Boomer. “What have you got figured
out?”

“I dunno
exactly. About a twenty minutes ago I saw this weird light in the
sky,” he replied. He started to continue, but Goose interrupted
him.

“Weird light in
the sky. Check,” Goose said, interrupting. “Anyone else see the
weird light?”

There was a
show of hands. Most of the crowd, actually.

“Okay, your
story checks out so far. What next?”

Boomer almost
seemed like he was going to laugh, but he kept it together. “It.. I
dunno, expanded. There was this crazy earthquake, but the light...
it was like a blacklight, except it went everywhere. It went
through walls and everything, which doesn't make sense. There was
no line-of-sight!”

Goose was
nodding. “Anyone else buy that?”

Another show of
hands.

“Motion passed.
See, now we're developing this plot line a little. Let's see if it
can explain that,” he jabbed a finger at the planet above. “Anyone
got an answer?”

“It appeared
after the light,” Ansel Stephens, one of the local fishermen,
explained. His voice was rough and scratchy as a result of his many
years of smoking. “When the light went out, it came out from behind
the clouds.”

“Cool. See, now
we're getting somewhere.” He turned to Boone. “Now, what's this I
hear about the Highway?”

“We can't
really verify if Shephard's telling the truth,” Boone said.
Goose had to fight from rolling his eyes. “But in light of
everything else... he says the the road into Nanaimo ends right at
the airport.”

“Define
ends, Sergeant.”

“His words? He
said he thinks the whole damn town is... somewhere else.”

There was a
moment of silence. “Somewhere else,” Goose said without the
bullhorn.

There was a
loud interruption as a truck coming from the south end of town came
to a screeching halt at the turn-off into town. The driver stopped
not far from the crowd and screamed out the window, waving his arms
maniacally.

“Hey! Hey! We
need help! It's a medical emergency!”

“Shit,” Goose
muttered. “When it rains it pours.” He put the bullhorn to his
mouth and said, “What's going on?”

“I dunno. Down
at Kamper's Korner, it's like God came down and cut the earth down
the middle with a razor blade, and he happened to catch Barry
Pattison in the middle. All we can find is his arm and a piece of
leg, but the whole damn trailer--”

“Okay, Boone,”
Goose said on the loudspeaker. “Get in touch with the ambulance
station, we should still have that. Get someone down to Kamper's
Korner. Even if all they find is an arm, we have to assume there
are others that are going to be hurt. “We also need to ascertain
exactly what's going on. Start appointing some deputies. Your job
is to find out exactly what's going on with this razor blade
business, and figure out just how far it goes.” He looked around.
“I'm going to need some people to start gathering together some
supplies. Generators, gasoline. We need to start waking up the
right people and getting our shit together.” Goose pointed at a
person in the crowd. It was Justin Alverra. “You,” he said.

Justin looked
like a deer in headlights. Goose continued. “I want you in charge
of a wake-up committee. Start recruiting people to wake people up
door-to-door and informing them of what's going on. Tell them we're
asking for the publics help in getting this sorted out, so if they
feel they can assist with anything, you tell them to get their
asses down here, because we need them.” Goose looked up at the sky.
“It's almost dawn, and if people aren't already awake, they'll be
up soon. It'd be best to avoid a panic. Anyone with skills they
think could help, please come talk to me. With that being said, get
moving!”

Leave it to
Goose Payne to get a crowd moving.

 


 


It wasn't long
before a question was posed to Ryan.

“That your
truck?” Sergeant Boone asked. Ryan nodded.

“You know the
logging roads?” he asked.

Ryan nodded
again.

“Good. You're
deputized. I need you to get out there and check 'em out. See how
far up you can go.”

Ryan blinked in
surprise. “But-- I--- uhh--”

“You got
anything more important to do?” he asked. “I got Ansel Stephens
following the coast south, Peter Johnson's driving up into
Whitepoint. I've got Littleton taking care of the ambulance, and
Shephard's still dealing with shit up north. You got a truck,
perfect for the logging roads. We have to figure out exactly what
our borders look like.”

“No problem,”
Terra said. Ryan shot her a severe look.

“What? I want
to see what all the fuss is about too.”

“Good, then
it's settled,” Boone said. “Here.” He handed a radio to Ryan.
“Report if you find anything.” He then turned and stalked off in
search of other victims.

“Please don't
volunteer me for things like that,” he said. He looked over at
Lily. “You coming?”

Lily shook her
head. “I'm going to help Justin out,” she said. “Besides, I have to
open the store.”

“I doubt your
boss will blame you for skipping out on work in light of the
circumstances,” Ryan said. “Besides, isn't she a part of the
Emergency Committee?”

Lily
nodded.

“So she'll be
along soon enough,” Ryan said. Carla Meriweather was the owner of
several businesses within Dunsmith, an active member of the Chamber
of Commerce, and a shrewd negotiator. She'd likely close down most,
if not all of her businesses in lieu of the event.

Lily nodded.
“But the store--”

“Don't worry
about the store,” Boomer said, interrupting her. “What are you
going to do without electricity?”

Lily thought on
it for a moment, and then conceded. She looked over to Ryan. “You
guys go ahead,” she said. “I'll help Justin out. I'm not so sure
about this border business.”

“Me neither,”
Ryan said, then shrugged. “Well, we'd better get going.” He looked
to Terra, who nodded, and the two of them started off towards the
truck.

“I'll come
straight home after,” Terra said to Lily before she left. The
strange moon was beginning to fall under the horizon. The first
signs of the rising sun also began to peek over the mountain in
Whitepoint, and Terra pointed to the sky. “Look at the bright side.
At least the sky's still blue.”

 


 


Goose sat at
the mayor's desk and rubbed his eyes blearily. In the minutes since
he'd arrived and gotten inside City Hall, the number of people of
people outside were beginning to overwhelm even him. He'd had Boone
set up a 'talent triage' to take in the increasing number of
volunteers offering assistance in one form or another and sort out
the riff-raff from the crowd.

Even as he
watched, the number of people standing outside City Hall was
rapidly growing. Boone slipped into his Goose's office.

“There's a lot
of people out there,” he said.

“Why thank you,
Gerry,” Goose said. “That's a very acute observation, I must
commend you.” He almost clapped.

“Brad Renfrew
and Carla Meriweather just arrived. Brad took off to the power
plant, he's convinced he can have it up and running within the
hour,” he said. “He says once the power's back up, the phones will
be up and running soon after, but without the centralized system,
the switchboard will have to be jury-rigged and numbers
reassigned.”

“And the
borders?”

Boone looked grim. “Ansel Stephens just radioed in. The
coastline ends at South Davies. Just cuts through the neighborhood,
juts out about five hundred meters, and continues south into
somewhere else. His words,
not mine. I just heard from Littleton. She says Kamper's Korner's
got a thirty-foot dirt wall that sprung up right in the middle of
the park. I haven't heard from Peter Johnson yet, but I'm not
expecting him to come back having found the road to Nanaimo.
Shephard's just finished sorting things up by the airport and he's
on his way back right now. It seems the forest beyond the borders
are arboreal, so at least it's not completely alien, but it's not
ours. That's for sure.”

“What about to
the west? The east?”

Boone walked
over to the window and pulled up the blinds. “The sun's up,” he
said. “It looks normal, at least. But if you look out over the
water, you can see something missing, and something that shouldn't
be there.”

Goose looked
out of the window. Sure enough, the familiar shape of Thetis Island
was missing in the distance. In its place, and further away, was
another island, much larger than Thetis.

“That answers
east. And I expect we'll find the same thing west, but that Stills
kid hasn't reported back. Those roads are long, so chances are he
hasn't reached the edge yet. But I think at this point it's safe to
assume we're completely cut off from the rest of the world.”

“Christ on a
cracker,” Goose cursed. “This stinks, Gerry. Seriously. If people
aren't panicking already, they're going to once they find out we're
completely cut off from outside help. Most of the people here have
friends and family on the outside. Even jobs.” He ran his fingers
through his graying hair. “Gerry, if we don't get some answers
quick, I'm afraid they're going to riot and lynch us all.”

 


 



Chapter
Three:

Perfect
Strangers

 


The sun was
just peeking over the horizon when Boomer pulled away from City
Hall, and in the short time it took him to drive to the south end
of town, it had lit up the surrounding countryside enough that he
could clearly see the cut in the land along the southern border.
The border cut through the highway about a hundred feet past the
turnoff toward the landfill and Kamper's Korner, opposite the small
coastal community of South Davies, which, as far as Boomer could
tell, had at least partially come across with them to wherever it
was they went.

Boomer had
arrived well in advance of the ambulance, which was to be expected.
As it stood, of the two ambulances in Dunsmith, one had been on
duty at the time of the Blacklight, and unfortunately, outside the
range. Other paramedics needed to be woken, not to mention every
doctor and nurse in town. Luckily, one of the many things in
Boomer's vast reservoir of knowledge just happened to be
occupational first aid. He could fix splints, stitch wounds and
even perform tracheotomies. Not that he expected to have to do
anything like that, of course. Boomer just wanted to see.

The old man who
had stopped by City Hall walked over to Boomer's car as he pulled
in. Boomer rolled down the window as he approached.

“Boy, you ain't
no ambulance,” he said, then took a closer look. “Aren't you that
kid that works the graveyard up at the Gas 'n Dash?”

Boomer nodded.
“Yeah,” he said. He opened the car door and stepped out, taking in
a full view of the park. It was a mixture of double-wide mobile
homes, trailers, small shacks and sheds, and a large building that
housed the park's laundromat. Time stained each trailer
differently. Some newer models looked decades old, while some of
the older models looked brand new. Trees shot up from the ground
all around the park, and one trailer in particular had an
assortment of funny little garden gnomes strewn about in front.

Boomer looked
back to the old man and extended his hand. “Boomer,” he said,
introducing himself.

The old man
eyed Boomer speculatively for a moment, then took his hand and
grasped it. “Andy,” he said. “That your real name?”

Boomer shook
his head. “Nah,” he said. “My mom called me Cecil. I didn't like
it.”

Andy chuckled.
“I don't blame you.”

“So someone's
hurt?” Boomer asked.

Andy sighed.
“You got a strong stomach?” he asked.

Boomer
shrugged. “Strong enough,” he said. “Why?”

“All we found
is an arm and part of a leg,” he said. He motioned off to a trailer
in the distance, half-buried in a thirty foot dirt wall that was
starting to crumble apart, sloping down towards the ground level of
the park. “Poor bastard must have been right in the path of the
cut. Never had a chance.” He shook his head. “His girlfriend was in
the trailer when it happened, but she's fine. At least, she not
hurt. She was hysterical when I left. She's in with Sam Whittaker
now.” He poked a thumb towards the gnome-riddled trailer.

Boomer nodded.
He knew Sam Whittaker, if only partially. She would often show up
at the gas station at night to get her scratch and win tickets
checked.

He walked with
Andy towards Sam's trailer, and Andy rapped on the side as they
walked through the gnome-field. “Hey, Sam,” he said. “I brought
company.”

When Boomer
walked inside the small trailer, he saw Sam sitting in front of the
bedroom, her head craned back to see them. She looked back and said
something to the red-haired woman wrapped in a blanket. Boomer
could see that she was shaking.

“Is everything
okay?” Boomer asked as Sam approached. “Is she okay?”

“She's okay,”
Sam said. “She's in shock, but that's to be expected. She's been
through a lot.” She looked past Andy and Boomer. “Where's the
ambulance?” she asked.

“On the way,”
Boomer said. “There's something severe going down.”

“I could have
told you that,” she said, pointing towards the dirt wall across the
alley from her trailer. “That isn't exactly a normal occurrence.
How far does it go?”

Boomer
scratched his head nervously before answering. “Well,” he began.
“We're not quite sure yet, but there's an identical ridge up north
by the airport.”

“Figures,” Sam
said. She looked over her shoulder at Harriet, then shooed Andy and
Boomer outside, closing the door quietly behind her. When she was
far enough away from the trailer, she regarded the two men
severely.

From what
little of Sam that Boomer knew, she was a lady who valued her
privacy. He'd often seen her around downtown selling her crafts,
and she was one of the last remnants of the hippie movement left in
Dunsmith.

When asked, Sam
would proudly state that she was one of the 'Fab Five', one of the
two original inhabitants left at Kamper's Korner from the time
before it was Kamper's Korner. At one time, the place had
been known as The Enchanted Forest, a well-known commune on
Vancouver Island during the sixties.

“I've gotten
her to calm down,” Sam said. “But it's going to take her a little
while to recover. I think it's going to take me a little
while to recover.” She gestured to the dirt wall. “Not to mention
the weird noises coming from up there.”

“Weird noises?”
Boomer asked. “What kind of weird noises?”

“Animal
noises,” she said. “Birds and whatnot. The occasional bush
rustling. A couple of minutes ago we heard some pretty loud
thumping. You could almost feel it.”

“Thumping?”

“Yeah, like a
car stereo with heavy bass. It sounded like running. And I'd
rather not think about what could be that big and running, if you
get me.”

Suddenly, Andy
shushed her and looked up to the dirt wall.

Boomer looked
up at him. “What?”

“You hear
that?”

Boomer cocked
his head to listen. He strained his ears, but realized he wasn't
hearing a thing. He was about to open his mouth to speak again
when--

Thump.

Boomer looked
in the direction of the noise. “What the hell?” he asked.

“Shit,” Sam
said. “Billy's up there.”

“What?” Andy
asked. “What the hell is he doing up there?”

“He went to go
see what the noises were,” she said. Another thump rumbled from the
forest, closer than the first.

The three of
them stood there, looking up at the dirt wall, unsure of what to
do. Suddenly, another noise began to echo down from the unnatural
ridge.

Andy looked to
Samantha. “Is that...?” he asked.

Sam nodded.
“It's Billy,” she said. “What's he shouting?”

Boomer strained
to hear. It sounded like the man was about fifty feet over the lip
of the ridge and yelling frantically. The voice was coming nearer.
He also heard the strange thumping moving faster now, rhythmically
pounding against the ground.

“--shit! Holy
shit!” came Billy's voice. Boomer watched as the older man appeared
on the edge of the ridge and wasted no time in leaping down the
steep embankment, still weak and crumbling apart. He slid down
several feet, then with a loud grunt fell onto his stomach and slid
the rest of the way down to the ground. A loud roar echoed over the
park.

Billy wasted no
time in springing back up to his feet. He stumbled as he ran toward
them, waving his arms wildly.

“Get inside!”
he exclaimed. “Get inside!”

“Billy?” Andy
asked. “What the hell?”

“Get inside!”
Billy repeated, making a beeline for his trailer. “It's a fucking
dinosaur!” He leaped up toward his trailer, and in a great
stride bounded through the front door, slamming it shut behind
him.

“Did he just
say...?” Boomer asked.

“I think we'd
better do as he says,” Sam offered, backing up slowly. The thumping
was growing closer still.

When Boomer
turned around, Andy was already halfway to his trailer. He stood
there dumbly until Sam yanked on his shirt, jerking his body
towards Andy's trailer. Finally, Boomer's legs started to move on
their own. They took him to the door of Andy's trailer in seconds.
Andy shut the door behind them and took a spot next to the window,
staring up at the ridge.

It appeared a
moment later. Boomer first saw the head appear. It was enormous,
with an elongated snout and feathers on the ridge of its brow.
Boomer had to rub his eyes to make sure he wasn't seeing
things.

The creature
walked right up to the lip of the ridge, and then stopped. Boomer's
jaw hung open. The rest of the body was as large as the head, with
two powerful, thick legs and two small spindly arms. A mane of
coarse feathers hung around its neck and flowed down its back.

“Holy Christ,”
he said. “It's a fucking T-Rex.”

The T-Rex
lingered on the edge of the ridge, looking down at the park. It
sniffed the air experimentally. It looked down at the remains of
Harriet's trailer. More importantly, at an area outside the
trailer, covered in a blue tarp.

“Shit!” Andy
exclaimed. “What's left of Barry is under that tarp, isn't it?”

Sam nodded.
“Yeah, we didn't want to leave it just laying around,” she said.
She looked over at him. “You don't think that thing can smell it,
do you?”

Boomer nodded.
“Well, if that thing really is a T-Rex, then it's no
surprise. Those things could scent for miles.”

Suddenly, the
dinosaur jerked its head up towards the park entrance. Boomer
hadn't thought much of it until he heard the telltale wail of a
siren in the distance.

“The
ambulance!” Sam said. “Shit, we've got to warn them!”

“Hold on,” Andy
said, then opened the closet next to the door and started to
rummage through it. Boomer took a moment to regard the interior of
the trailer. He'd been so distracted by the appearance of the
dinosaur that he hadn't noticed the foil covering the walls, nor
the rows of plants and lights inside the trailer.

“Jesus,” Boomer
said.

“What, you
never seen a grow op before?” Andy asked, then pulled a rifle from
the closet and shoved it into Boomer's hands. Boomer only stared at
it.

“You expect me
to use this?” he asked.

“No, I expect
you to model it for me,” Andy said. He pulled another gun out of
the closet and slid open the window. Boomer whipped his head back
to regard the T-Rex. The ambulance was drawing nearer, the sound
growing louder, and the T-Rex was starting to shift his balance.
Boomer pointed it out.

“Wait,” he
said. “Look, he's not sure what to make of it.”

Andy looked up
at the dinosaur. It was staring in the direction of the ambulance,
which, by his reckoning, would just be entering the park. Soon, the
creature would see it and make the decision of fight or flight.

“I've got an
idea,” Sam said. She ran off into Andy's kitchen and banged around
in the dark for a few moments. A moment later she emerged, carrying
two large skillets. She bolted for the door and threw it open
before Andy or Boomer had time to react.

“Christ! Sam,
what the hell are you doing?” Andy exclaimed, but she ignored
him.

The second she
got outside, she started yelling and banging the skillets together,
making all sorts of racket. The T-Rex suddenly looked down toward
her, obviously unsure of the presence of the small, noisy lady.

“Hey, you ugly
bastard!” she exclaimed. “Yeah, down here! Boo! I'm scary! Fear the
old broad with the frying pans!”

The T-Rex
grunted and shifted its balance over to the other foot.

“I think it's
working,” Boomer said. He put the rifle down and ran outside, then
started to yell and scream at the dinosaur.

“Go back to the
Cretaceous, you ugly son of a bitch!” he exclaimed.

Finally, the
roving lights of the sirens began to light up the still-dark areas
of the park, and Boomer saw a glint of light reflect from the
dinosaur's eye. It suddenly roared, whipping its head back and
forth. As the ambulance finally came into view, the creature turned
and started to stalk off into the forest at an increased pace.

The ambulance
shut off its sirens and a paramedic stepped out of the vehicle,
regarding Boomer and Sam curiously. A moment later, Andy and Billy
appeared from their respective trailers.

“Someone hurt?”
the paramedic asked, bleary eyed.

“Boy,” Andy
said, walking up to the paramedic. “You got a radio?”

The paramedic
nodded.

“Then get ready
to call in one of the strangest reports of your life,” Andy
said.

 


 


Nalya and her
men had been traveling for hours, making their way through the
forest ridges above Stone's Mouth. Their path had been blocked
several times by fallen trees or rocky outcroppings that proved
much too difficult to climb. After an hour or so of stumbling
through the bush, they came across a worn-down pathway through the
woods up the side of the Aegel mountains. She assumed the path was
used by the local villagers, perhaps a route to a favored fishing
spot.

The sun was now
beginning to rise over the top of the strange new mountain that
took the place where the Aegel coast once stood, and the pathway
flowed towards it, winding up the side of the mountain.

“Ach,” Bayne
grumbled. “We been marching all mornin', Lass. I don't much see the
purpose in running ourselves ragged.” He yawned and stretched in
the morning light. “I could do with another wink or two.”

“I'm sure you
could,” Nalya said. She was clearly tired as well, but ever since
she had witnessed the light earlier that morning, she'd been moving
with purpose.

“I have to
agree with Bayne,” Keltz offered. “I'm sure whatever stands up
there would still be there whether we sleep or not. What's the
hurry?”

“It's hard to
explain,” Nalya said. She turned back towards Keltz. “It's
something my uncle told me.”

“Your uncle?”
Bayne asked. “Sephalon? The Blue Seer?”

Nalya only
nodded and continued to walk as her men trailed behind her. They
were clearly tired as well. Some were more vocal about it than
others, but they were soldiers, and if there was anything they were
used to, it was being run ragged. Finally, they rounded a corner in
the path and Nalya signaled for her men to stop.

Ahead of them
on the path, a lone figure stood, staring out over the edge of the
pathway which had literally just dropped out into space beyond.
They could see the tops of trees poking up at the end of the path,
but little else.

“You there!”
Keltz exclaimed. He caught the figure's attention, who immediately
stiffened and turned to face them.

Nalya watched
in surprise as she realized that the figure that stood before them
was a lone girl, fresh-faced and young, perhaps no older than
nineteen. Dirt and mud caked her shoulder-length hair and thick
robes. Whoever the girl was, she'd been living in the wild for some
time.

The girl looked
suddenly frightened to see she was not alone, and stood silently
watching them. The look on her face spoke that she wasn't sure
whether or not she should flee, but she was cornered either
way.

“Stay there!”
she exclaimed. “Don't come any closer!”

Nalya simply
put her hands up. “Please,” she said. “We bear you no ill will.
We've merely come to investigate--”

“The light?”
the girl's eyes lit up. “You've come to see what it brought?”

Nalya
nodded.

“She's not
alone,” Bayne warned quietly. His eyes were trained on the forest
immediately to the girl's left. “Someone's lurking about in the
bushes there.”

Nalya took a
step forward. “My name is Nalya,” she said. “I'm a Captain of
Halen.”

“Halen?” the
girl asked. “This far south?” She put her hands on her hips.
“Why?”

Nalya kept
darting her eyes to the woods, trying to scan for movement, but she
saw nothing. Only a loose pile of large stones. She looked back to
the girl. “We're not here to hurt you or any other Freeman,” she
said.

“I'm no
Freeman,” the girl replied. “My name's Arie.” Suddenly, her eyes
lit up again. “You're here to deal with Vector?”

“Arie,” Nalya
said, smiling. She wanted to show the girl she meant her no harm.
“Yes, we're to report on Vector's actions within the Disputed
Lands.”

“I saw them,”
she said, nodding. “Yesterday morning, I saw what they did to those
villagers. I saw them dragging them away. I couldn't do anything. I
hid in the bushes when they passed.”

“You say you're
not a Freeman,” Nalya said.

Arie shook her
head. “I'm from Shavi,” she explained.

“Shavi?” Bayne
asked. “What's a girl from Shavi doing in these lands?”

Arie quickly
took a defensive posture. “What's a ratty old Raszan doing with
Halish soldiers?”

“Ratty old--
why you little--”

“Bayne!” Nalya
barked. She turned back to Arie. “I've told you my name,” she said.
“You've told me your name, but you still haven't introduced us to
your friend.”

Arie's eyes
widened in surprise. She faced the pile of boulders next to her and
sighed. She stood in silence for a moment, and then spoke. “Tam,”
she said.

“Tam?” Nalya
asked.

Arie nodded.
“He's my brother. He won't hurt you. He hates violence.” She turned
to face the pile of rocks. “It's okay, Tam. They won't hurt
us.”

Nalya watched
as the pile of boulders started to shift. At first she thought that
Tam had been hiding behind or beneath them and had to move the
boulders around in order to come out, but after a moment, Nalya
realized that wasn't the case.

The loose pile
of boulders began to shape and reform themselves, arranging
themselves in a body-shaped pattern. As Tam began to stand, Nalya
had to crane her neck to look up at his twelve-foot form.

“He's a blasted
Elemental!” Bayne exclaimed. He took a defensive step
backwards.

“You're a
Magi?” Nalya asked.

Arie nodded.
“Geomagi,” she said.

Nalya furrowed
her brow. If Arie was a Geomagi from Shavi, and Tam was her
brother, then that could only mean one thing. Tam had been held to
trial in the court of Shavi and found wanting of his innocence. The
crime must have been severe to have placed his soul into the care
of a summoner, who removed it from his body and placed it into a
Soulstone. Tam stood above them, looking down. From the way he
stood, Nalya knew that Tam would be ready to leap into action at
any threat to his sister.

“Hello Tam,”
Nalya said.

“Hello,” he
replied. “You mean us no harm?” he asked.

Nalya shook her
head. “Only if you will extend the same courtesy to us,” she said.
“I think we both came here for the same reason.” She pointed at the
treetops beyond the two. “What lies over there?”

Arie beckoned
Nalya over. “Perhaps you should come see for yourselves.” She
turned and looked down past the edge of the pathway.

Nalya, Bayne
and Keltz took her offer. As they drew towards the edge of the
pathway, a forest of a different sort sprung up beneath them. The
trees were of a dull shade of green, almost as if the color had
been bleached out of them. They bore a resemblance to the trees on
either side of the path, but were clearly of a different species.
The ground was about fifteen feet below them.

“It's strange,”
Arie said. “I've never seen anything like it. I was sleeping when I
heard the Earthsong screaming. It woke me up and I could see the
light. I knew I had to come and see for myself what it was, but I
didn't expect this.” She gestured to the ground below.

“We have to
climb down,” Nalya said.

“Now, Lass,”
Bayne said. “Let's just think about this but a moment.”

“I have,
Bayne,” she said. She looked at him. “You have the rope?”

Bayne only
looked back at her. Finally, he deflated. “Aye,” he said, then
started to unfurl the rope that hung at his side.

Nalya looked
back at her men. “You men stay here and guard the path,” she
said.

“Are you sure
that's wise?” Keltz asked.

Nalya simply
nodded and stepped out of the way. “We must go down and explore
this place,” she said. “I believe it's important.”

“Aye, but it
had better be,” Bayne grumbled as he hooked a length of rope around
a tree branch and began to tie it off.

“Tam?” Arie
asked.

“Yes?” Tam
replied.

“Would you
mind?”

Tam sighed
heavily. “I suppose,” he said. A moment later, he hopped down from
the edge of the strange cliff-face, landing on the ground below
with a sudden crash, causing the boulders that made up his body to
spill in every direction. After a moment, however, his body began
to reform, and he stood up. He reached his arms up to the edge and
Arie climbed down into them. A moment later she was lowered to the
ground.

Nalya, Keltz
and Bayne lowered themselves down the rope soon afterward.

“Can you feel
anything from the earth?” Nalya asked Arie.

Arie shook her
head. “No,” she said. “My power's all tied up in keeping Tam awake.
I can't hear the Earthsong right now.”

“Aye, but this
is a strange thing,” Bayne said, pointing to a nearby tree. Nalya
looked over to the tree. A brightly-colored strip of ribbon had
been nailed to the tree, of an unnatural shade of pink. The bark
itself seemed to have been painted with a large red X. Nalya traced
her fingers over the tree.

“It is
strange,” she said. She dropped her hand to her side and turned to
the others. “But this means that this land is inhabited. I think we
should go forward.”

“I don't know,
Lady,” Keltz said. “What if they're hostile?”

Nalya gestured
towards Tam. “I think we are more than capable of handling it.”

The five of
them walked through the heavy copse of forest, at times getting Tam
to lift fallen trees from their paths or knocking over a standing
one. After a few minutes of traveling through the bush, Nalya could
see daylight coming through the trees. A clearing.

Nalya took
point and burst out of the cover of the trees. She had only a
moment to register the fact that the landscape had changed
considerably in the clearing. Gone was the grass and forest floor
she'd expected. In its place was a long, wide road covered with
gravel.

“Lady! Watch
out!” Keltz suddenly exclaimed. Nalya whipped her head around and
gasped, frozen in place. The road was being used by something. A
great red beast with a single glass eye bore down on her at immense
speed. She could only stare as the creature suddenly honked loudly
at her, then turned away and began to spin uncontrollably, throwing
dirt and gravel in every direction. Nalya fell to the ground as it
passed her, and Keltz quickly tended to her while Bayne drew his
sword and Tam jumped out from the bushes, standing between Nalya
and the beast.

But when a man
climbed out of the beast and began to yell angrily, Nalya realized
that the beast was not a beast, but something else entirely.

 


 


It was easy for
a person to get lost in the hills behind Dunsmith if they weren't
used to them, but Ryan had felt quite at home there, even if it had
been nearly two years since he last attended any bush or pit
parties. Back when Ryan still drank, some of his favorite spots had
been up in the logging roads, and over the years he'd gotten to
know them quite well. Whether camping, hiking or just partying,
those roads were as familiar to him as his living room.

Ryan and Terra
had been driving for nearly half an hour, going through the logging
roads before they had come across the first unnatural blockade,
which just happened to be a six-foot wall of dirt and stone. Terra
had insisted they get out to touch it, as if by touching it she
could confirm for herself that what they were experiencing was
real. Still, chatter had been sparse between the two of them. They
had been much more focused on the ridge that spanned the distance
beyond.

Ryan had met
Terra when he was only twelve years old. She had been eleven, a
grade beneath him, but when Ryan had been held back in the eighth
grade, the two had nearly all their classes together. By the time
Ryan was fifteen, the two had become close friends, and the
friendship carried on into adulthood. The two had been there for
each other during some of the best and worst times in their lives.
Once, for a short while, they had even dated, but a mutual decision
between the two had led to them deciding they were better as
friends.

“Stills?”
Ryan's radio suddenly crackled. “Stills, respond.” It was Boone's
voice.

“Yeah,” he
said, picking up the radio. “We're here.”

“Good,” Boone
replied. “You sitting down?”

“I'm driving,”
Ryan replied. “It'd be kind of hard to do if I was standing
up.”

“Yeah, yeah,”
Boone replied. “Smartass. Look, we've had a situation down at the
south end. Could be bullshit, but I want you to keep your eyes
peeled and your heads up.”

“What
happened?”

“It's still
sketchy right now, but the word is that Andy Johnson and your buddy
Boomer faced off against a Goddamn dinosaur.”

Ryan jerked his
head back in surprise. Had he heard that right? He looked at Terra,
who was giving him the same look of confusion that was plainly worn
on Ryan's face.

“Stills?”

“Yeah,” Ryan
replied. “Yeah, sorry. I just got confused there for a second. I
thought you said dinosaur.”

“Yeah, ain't
that a shit-kicker?” Boone replied.

“You're
serious, aren't you?” Ryan asked.


“Unfortunately,” he said. “So stay frosty up there. You even catch
a whiff of dino dung, I want you two back in town right away, read
me?”

“Yeah,” Ryan
replied. “Deal.” He put the radio back down on the dashboard.

“He can't be
serious,” Terra remarked.

“With
everything else that's happened?” he asked. “I'm not counting out
dinosaurs just yet. Or aliens for that matter.”

“It's really
weird,” Terra said. “It reminds me of this dream I was having just
before I woke up this morning.”

“A dream?” Ryan
asked. He looked over at her.

Terra simply
shook her head. “It's hard to explain. Probably nothing, but I
wrote it all down. It's in my notebook. I'll show you later, you
might think it's cool.” She stared out at the road in front of
them. “So, you think we went back in time?” she asked.

“I don't think
that would explain the planet,” he said, then peered out his window
to try to locate it in the sky. The sun was fully exposed now, and
the sky was turning blue. The strange planet still hung in the sky,
but it was quickly disappearing over the horizon. “But you
never—”

“Ryan, look
out!” Terra exclaimed. Ryan whipped his head back to the road.
In front of him, some woman had just jumped out of the bushes in
front of him. Ryan laid into the horn, then jerked the wheel,
trying to swerve. The truck's wheels, however, were not meant for
off-roading and they quickly lost their grip, sending the truck
spinning wildly.

The truck
finally came to a stop. Ryan and Terra sat there silently for a
moment, breathing heavily.

“You okay?” he
asked Terra.

Terra nodded.
“I think so. Who was--”

Ryan violently
pushed open the door of the truck and climbed out, turning back
towards the woman who had nearly caused them to crash.

“What the
hell do you think you're doing just jumping into the middle
of the fucking road?!” he exclaimed. “Couldn't you see me coming?
Don't you have enough fucking sense to-- to--” He paused and
actually took a moment to look. It hadn't just been a single woman
to emerge from the bush, but four people.

There was a
gray-haired older man standing next to her, dressed in a thick
leather vest and loose-fitting pants. In his hands, he pointed a
short sword at them, menacingly. Another man was wearing an armored
vest while he knelt next to the blond woman he'd nearly hit. She
was wearing a matching vest, with a large colored mantle riding on
her shoulders. She looked up at Ryan in confusion. Another woman
stood nearby, dressed in dirty old robes, with her hair and face
caked in dirt.

Suddenly, Ryan
became aware of a fifth presence as a pile of boulders nearby
shifted, stood, and looked down at him.

“Jesus,” Ryan
said. He began to inch his way back to the truck.

“Wait!” the
blond woman exclaimed.

Ryan continued
to back up slowly until his back met with the side of his truck.
His eyes never left the standing pile of rocks. It stood at least
twelve feet and the boulders had been arranged into a distinct
man-shape. On its chest was a smaller stone, a distinctive symbol
carved into it. He hadn't even noticed that Terra had got out of
the truck behind him and was staring at precisely the same thing he
was.

“Please, he
won't harm you,” the blond woman said again.

Ryan ventured a
look over at her. “What the hell is that?” he asked.

“It's okay.
It's just my brother,” the girl in the rags said. She seemed a
little shaken up. But then, so was Ryan.

“It's your
brother?” Terra asked.

“Please, he's
just an Elemental. He won't harm you unless you give him reason
to,” she said again.

The pile of
boulders waved.

Ryan would have
fainted had be not been so wound up. He turned back to the
newcomers. “Who the hell are you people?”

 


 



Chapter
Four:

When Worlds
Collide

 


With Keltz's
help, Nalya rose to her feet and brushed herself off. She regarded
the newcomers curiously. He was tall, sandy-haired and was dressed
very strangely. He wore light blue trousers made from some material
she couldn't identify. His shoes were colored in shades of black
and white, but it was his shirt that drew most of her attention. A
strange pattern covered the surface of the material which looked
remarkably like eyes. Many, many eyes. In a strange font, the word
Tool was emblazoned across it.

Behind him,
standing on the other side of the now-resting red beast, was a girl
no older than Nalya. She was short and quite thin. Her hair was
red, the color of blood, and she was dressed in a similarly strange
fashion.

Nalya worked
her jaw for a moment before speaking. The words her uncle had told
her were running through her mind.

He will have
many eyes, he had told her. And she, hair that flows as
blood.

“My name is
Nalya dels Avirne el Ruus,” Nalya said, recapturing her composure.
She was still shaken from nearly being run over by the beast, which
as she had surmised, was rather a carriage of some kind that
operated without the use of a beast of burden. “I am a Captain of
the Halish Empire.” She turned and gestured to the others. “This is
my First Lieutenant, Keltz Wicket, and my bodyguard, Bayne Dalon.”
She looked to Arie and Tam. “This is Arie and Tam, of Shavi.”

“Of where?” the
man asked. He seemed confused. “Look,” he said. “There's some weird
shit been going on around here, and you guys are definitely not
from around here.”

“They're no'
Freemen,” Bayne said. “No Freeman could build that.” He gestured
over to the giant red metal beast. “I've never seen the like.”

“Freemen?” The
man asked. “What the hell are you talking about? Where are we? What
is this place?”

“You don't
know?” Keltz asked. “You really have no idea where you are?”

The man threw
his hands up in the air. “Isn't that obvious?”

“Calm down,”
Nalya said. “Please, I'll answer any questions you may have, but we
have a few ourselves.”

The man calmed
down for a moment. Long enough for Nalya to walk up to him and look
him in the eye. “I've told you our names,” she said. “Please, will
you tell us yours?”

He kept eye
contact with her for a moment, then broke it off. “Ryan,” he said.
“Ryan Stills. This is Terra Murphy.”

“And where do
you hail from, Ryan?” Nalya asked.

He pointed down
the road. “Back that way,” he said. “Dunsmith, it's our town.”

“Town?” Bayne
asked. “This deep in the Disputed Lands? Bullocks!”

“Yeah, tell
that to the eight thousand people down over those hills,” Ryan shot
back. “I'm pretty sure they think this whole thing's
bullocks, too.” He cocked his head. “Disputed Lands?” he
asked.

Nalya nodded.
“You're in the southeastern region of the Disputed Lands, along the
Aegel Coast.”

“The Aegel
Coast?” Terra asked. She looked to Ryan “Is that on Vancouver
Island? I've never heard of it.”

Ryan shook his
head. “No,” he said. “It's not.” He looked to Nalya. “We're from
Canada,” he said. “Have you ever heard of it?”

The five of
them looked at each other, but slowly shook their heads.

“What about
planet Earth?” she asked.

“Earth?” Arie
asked. “Planet Earth?” She looked to Nalya briefly, then
back to Ryan. “It's what we call the ground beneath us, but our
world... our planet. No, it's called Eiden Myr.”

“Christ,” Ryan
said. “What about that?” He pointed towards the strange planet as
it disappeared over the horizon. “Can you explain that?”

“The Azure
Dream?” Arie asked.

“Azure Dream?
Okay, that answers that. So what's an Azure Dream?”

“The Azure
Dream watches over all of Eiden Myr,” Nalya said.

Ryan looked
over at Terra. “Are you confused yet?”

“I was confused
long before I started hearing these names,” Terra replied. She
looked over to Nalya. “So... the Disputed Lands. That's where
you're from?”

Bayne made a
disgusted noise. “Ach, no!” He exclaimed.

“We are
representing Halen,” Nalya said. “It lies to the north of the
Disputed Lands.”

“Which is where
we are-- right?” Ryan asked.

Nalya
nodded.

“Okay, so for
my next question... Why did you bring us here?” Ryan asked.

Nalya blinked
in surprise. “Bring you here? We... we had nothing to do with
that.”

Ryan nodded.
“Didn't think you did,” he said. “But I had to check.”

“We should call
Boone,” Terra said. “I'd say this qualifies for a situation
update.”

Ryan nodded and
reached into the front of his vehicle and pulled out a small black
box.

“Boone,” he
said into it.

Bayne looked at
Nalya and gave him a look that left no question as to how he judged
Ryan's sanity.

“Boone, you
there?” he asked again.

When the voice
erupted out of the box, it caused a flurry of shock and awe from
those assembled.

“Yeah, I hear
ya,” the box said.

“Oh my,” Nalya
said. She looked straight at the box. “Is there... how is
that...?”

“Ye have
someone inside the box?” Bayne asked. He seemed ready to reach for
his sword.

Ryan looked at
them in confusion for a moment. He looked over at Terra. “Hey,
listen. I'm going to give Boone an update. See what else you can
find out.” With that, he walked down the road.

“There's nobody
inside the box,” Terra explained. “We use it to talk to people in
the town over a long distance. It's called a radio.”

“A radio? How
does it work?” Nalya asked. “Magick?”

“Magick?” Terra
asked. “Uhh, no. We send signals through the air, and they're
picked up by little radios like that one. We can talk back, and
have a conversation with someone who is miles away.”

“Amazing,” Arie
said, piping in. “It's like what the Psimagii can do. Can anyone
use it, or do they need to be gifted?”

“Gifted?” Terra
asked. She suddenly wasn't sure she wanted to know. “No. No, anyone
can use it.”

“Vehicles that
move by themselves,” Bayne said. “Radio-boxes that can send a voice
over miles.” He shook his head. “I don't like it. It sounds like
bad magick.”

“No, no. It's
not magick. It's science. Technology. You understand science, don't
you?”

“Of course,”
Nalya said. “But no science we study has ever led to the creation
of such wonders. Studies in the magicks have produced many things
to make life easier-- but the sciences have rarely done so.”

Suddenly, Terra
got the impression that magic wasn't just an explanation for
something they didn't understand here.

In fact,
Terra thought as she looked up at Tam. I bet they understand it
pretty damn well. Terra swallowed.

Oh God,
She thought. Dunsmith landed smack dab in the middle of the Lord
of the Rings.

 


 


“Boone, we've
got a... err... situation here,” Ryan's voice crackled over the
radio.

Oh shit,
Boone thought. What now?

“It's not
another dinosaur, is it?” Boone asked.

“No, on the
contrary. We've got people up here. Four... maybe five,” he
said.

“Maybe
five?” Boone replied.

“Yeah, I'm not
so sure the fifth one really counts as... well... people. He's a
giant rock.”

“What?” Boone
asked. “He?”

Boone had had
enough. First crazy lights, then weird planets and dinosaurs. Now
it was crazy kids going off about people-rocks.

“I know how it
sounds,” he said. “But you have to believe me. I'm looking at four
people-- three of which are wearing armor and carrying swords. They
say we're in a place called the Disputed Lands, and they're
representatives of a nation to the north called Halen.”

“You're
serious,” Boone said. It wasn't a question.

“Look, I really
don't know what I should be doing here. They're willing to answer
our questions, but they have no idea how we got here.” There was a
moment of silence. “There's something else,” he said.

“What?”

“Well, if I'm
really seeing what I'm seeing-- that is, a giant, walking, talking
pile of rocks-- then that means something else is at work
here.”

“What are you
trying to say?” Boone asked.

One word came
back over the airwaves.

“Magic,” Ryan
said.

 


 


“Magic?” Goose
asked.

Boone nodded.
“That's what the kid said. He said there was a some pile of
boulders that was moving of its own free will, and there's a bunch
of folks up there dressed in armor and wearing swords. He thinks
they're locals.”

“They speak
English?”

“Apparently
so,” Boone replied.

Goose's mind
started reeling. Magic? It was absurd. Everything he'd ever
learned about stage magic his entire life flooded through him.
There just was no substance to it.

But since the
Blacklight...

“If that wasn't
all, apparently one of these people claim to be some Captain or
something from a Goddamned nation somewhere north of our
position.”

“A Captain? As
in army?” Goose thought on it a moment. “That was quick. Almost
like they were expecting us.” He gave Boone a dark look.

Boone nodded.
“That's what I'm thinking.”

“I'm also not
so sure about the idea of a 'giant pile of boulders' running around
this town,” he said. “How do we know these people are safe? Are
those kids armed?”

Boone
hesitated. Just for a moment. “I don't think so.”

“Jesus, Gerry!”
Goose exclaimed. “What are you thinking?”

“Well, I sent
'em before the T-Rex,” Boone said. “I didn't think--”

Goose put his
hand up. “It doesn't matter,” he said. “Not right now, anyway. If
they were gonna kill them, they'd have liquefied them by now. I
don't know about bringing them in-- especially with a walking
mountain. It's something I'll have to confer with the committee
about. But until the phones start and the power's back up--”

He was
interrupted in mid-sentence by a sudden roar of life around him.
Lights turned on, computer screens booted up, printers beeped and
began to run their motors. Even the little radio in the mayor's
office started to play static.

“Oh, sweet
technology,” Goose said. “That was quick. I must give Brad kudos.
Oh, the things I would do to that man if I wasn't so damned
straight.”

“What?” Boone
asked. His face twisted up into a look of utter
incomprehension.

“Never mind,”
Goose said. He picked up the phone, dialed nine, then frowned.
After a moment, he put the receiver down.

“Damn,” he
muttered. “No phone network.” He sighed, then perked up. “But we've
got power. That's a plus.”

“That still
doesn't tell us what to do about our friends in the woods.”

Goose looked up
at Boone. “Okay,” he said. “I'm not so sure about this, but I'll
face the wrath of the committee and allow them into town. But I
want an eye kept on the Thing once it gets here.” He sighed.
“You got any officers free?”

“Littleton's
got the SUV,” he said. “But I sent her down to Kamper's Korner for
now. Shephard should be coming back into town any time now. I'll
reroute him up the logging roads.”

Goose nodded in
agreement. “Good,” he said. “I want those kids to have a police
escort. At least that'll deter any funny business.”

 


 


“Okay,” Ryan
said, coming back to the ragtag group mulling around his truck.
“They're sending up Constable Shephard, then we're going to head on
into town.” He looked over at Tam. “But... uhh...”

“What?” Tam
asked in a deep, nasal voice.

Ryan almost
jumped. “Jesus, you can talk?”

“Well of course
I can talk!” Tam exclaimed. “And my name is Tam. Not this Jesus
fellow you keep referring to.”

Ryan worked his
jaw, trying to form the words, but losing them on the tip of his
tongue. Tam could talk. The giant stack of boulders with no mouth
with which to speak could actually speak.

And he was a
smartass!

He heard Terra
snicker from behind him, then he had to laugh himself for a moment,
even just for his nerves.

“What's so
funny?” Tam asked.

Ryan shook his
hands. “No. Nothing. I just thought you were-- I didn't know. Hey,
you're my first golem, okay? I've never seen anything like
you.”

“Golem? I'm an
Elemental, you insidious buffoon!”

“Tam, please!”
Arie snapped.

“Bah,” Tam
said. “Fine. I can forgive you, but please try to remember my name
next time.”

“Remember
your--” Ryan started. Terra started to cackle loudly and he shot
her a look. “No, no,” he said. “I'm not calling you Jesus,
I'm just... well...”

“He's invoking,
Tam!” Arie explained. “He names their gods!”

“Ahhh,” Tam
said. He nodded. “I understand. I forgive you then, sir.”

“My gods? I..
well... yeah. Yeah, I guess that's it,” he stuttered out, then
shook his head.

“Look, our...
uhh... leaders want to meet you,” he said. “But there's a
catch.”

“A catch?”
Nalya asked.

“Well, they
obviously don't want me coming into town and tearing up the place
like some horrible monster, now do they?” Tam offered. “Not that I
would, and I'm insulted at the suggestion, but I can understand the
concern your people may have. Elementals are often banned from
cities. It's no matter, though!” He jabbed a boulder in the air.
“We have no business here!”

“Now, Tam,”
Arie said. “It may be wise to--”

“We're going to
Caede, Arie,” Tam exclaimed. He looked at the others. “And I don't
want to have this conversation here. That's that, and I will not
take no for an answer.”

Arie turned red
for a moment. “Tam,” she said, her voice low and serious.

“What?” Tam
asked. “Arie, this is not our concern. The plight of these people
must be left to them. We've got our own problems to deal with!”

“I'm sorry,
Tam,” she said. “I don't agree.”

“You don't
agree? What are you--” he asked, and then suddenly fell apart. Ryan
nearly had to leap out of the way to prevent himself from being
crushed by a two-ton boulder.

“Christ!” Ryan
exclaim. “What the hell was that?”

“I'm sorry
about that,” Arie said. She walked over to what used to be Tam's
chest and plucked a fist-sized granite stone with a symbol carved
into it right out of the boulder. Ryan's eye bugged out when he saw
her fingers literally flow into the rock as she grasped the
stone. When her hand pulled away, he could see the trails left
where her fingers had pushed into rock. It was like a hot knife
through butter, the stone simply receded away from her hand. Ryan
felt faint.

“What did you
do?” Terra asked.

“I didn't agree
with him,” she explained. “He gets like this sometimes, and he
needs to be reminded that sometimes there are people who don't wish
us harm.” She looked Terra in the eye. “And I want to see the kind
of place things like this come from.” She gestured towards Ryan's
truck.

“I don't get
it,” Ryan said, his eyes bulging. “He's in the rock?”

Arie nodded,
then tucked the stone into one of the deep pockets of her robe.
“Yes. He won't interrupt us now. I'll keep him in the talisman
until it is safe for him. But I think our odds of survival are
better with you.”

Ryan almost
looked at her sideways. “Why would you think that?”

“Well, you say
there are thousands of you?” she said. “Any Vectoran Patrols would
think twice on raiding you.”

Vectoran
Patrols? Ryan thought. “Why don't I like the sound of that?” He
looked over at the blond woman. What was her name? Nala?
Naya? “What's she talking about?” Nalya! That was
it.

Nalya nodded.
“She's right,” she said. “If you're well fortified, well armed, and
your guardsmen well trained, the Vectoran Patrols may think twice,”
she said. “But if word of your presence reaches the ears of Ajjiro
Ryde, he will stop at nothing to destroy you.”

“What? Who?
Why?” Ryan asked. “Wait.” He concentrated. “Who is Ajjiro
Ryde?”

Nalya sighed.
“He's the Lord General of the Vectoran Forces here in the Disputed
Lands. One of his main forces is stationed somewhere to the south
of us now-- perhaps three days from here.”

“And... why
would he destroy us?” Ryan asked.

“He will
perceive you as a threat. The Pact long ago stipulated that a
settlement of greater than five thousand souls in unclaimed
territory must be in place for one half-year. For a thousand years
these lands have laid unclaimed, but none have made any serious
attempt to seize them. The last claim to these lands was by Shavi,
nearly four hundred years ago when they attempted to lay claim to
the Old City, Asha'Nigh. Within a week every soul there was
dead.”

“Whoa, whoa.
Hold on. Dead?” He looked nervously up at the forest. “There was a
T-Rex,” Ryan said. “At the south end of town, a little while
ago.”

“A Teerecks?”
Bayne asked. He looked confused. “Never heard of it.”

“It's like a
dinosaur. A.. big.. big head, big teeth. About twenty feet
tall?”

Bayne looked
down at his foot. He pulled it out of his boot and examined it for
a moment. A moment later, he put his boot back on and proudly
declared. “A spiketooth!” he said. “Small arms, aye?” He waved his
arms around pathetically in an attempt to mimic them. Terra
laughed.

Ryan nodded. “A
spiketooth,” he said. “Is that what killed them?”

Bayne blinked.
He almost laughed. “Boy, a whole pack of spiketeeth couldn't have
done it. No, it was a magick death, what happened at Asha'Nigh. The
first morning found them lifeless, turned from the inside out.”

“Hold on,” Ryan
said. “Just how many dangers are there in these parts?”

The four
newcomers looked at each other for a moment. Nalya was the first to
speak. “I'm afraid it's hard to say. There are too many to count.
These lands are vastly wild, and many of its inhabitants,
feral.”

“Aye, too
true,” Bayne said. “It'd likely be easier to count the hairs on yer
head, or the stars in the sky.”

“I was afraid
you'd say that,” Ryan said.

 


 



Chapter
Five:

City of
Wonders

 


Cale pulled his
Crown Victoria onto the long, winding dirt road behind Dunsmith and
frowned. It had been a long night, and it was beginning to look
like an even longer day. He was supposed to be off-shift at six,
and it was now closer to seven o'clock. The town had been
completely cut off from the rest of the planet for just under three
hours, and they were still frantically trying to figure out exactly
what had happened.

Cale felt a
well of hope spring up from inside of him when he got the call to
head out to the logging roads, saying he was to escort some
'locals' back to town hall. These locals might have the answers
Cale needed. Hell, answers the whole damn town were looking
for.

He knew the old
dirt roads well. Many a time had Cale had to drive around them in
order to bust a bush party, or deal with a derelict car that had
been set aflame by local troublemakers. This was, however, the
first time he'd ever had to head up that way during daylight hours.
He glanced nervously up at the sun, and briefly wondered if the day
would last as long in this new place as it had back home. The sun
came up just about the time the sun back home would have risen, so
that had been a good sign.

Cale stopped at
a familiar fork in the road and looked up further into the hills.
The unnatural ridge could be seen in the distance, and he followed
it as it curled around the landscape in a perfect circle.

“Shephard, you
there?” Boone's voice came over the radio.

Cale chuckled
at the lack of proper radio protocol. Boone had always been a
stickler for it before. He entertained the idea that this was to be
the catalyst for the breakdown of society, but soon dismissed it.
If they were cut off from the rest of the world, then society had
already broken down, and the residents of Dunsmith were the last
remnants of a world once populated by over six billion people.

However, there
were locals here. Locals who apparently had a few
surprises.

Cale caught a
glimpse of Ryan Stills' truck through the trees, and he knew he was
approaching them quickly. It had only taken him a few minutes to
get there once he'd had the car up on the logging roads. He finally
rounded the last corner, coming into full view of Stills'
truck.

The first
people he noticed were Stills and the Murphy girl-- he recognized
her almost instantly. He had been the one who had shown up to take
her into custody after she had been found with a quarter-ounce of
pot in her locker at the high school a couple of years back. Since
that time, Cale himself had noticed her go through a veritable
rainbow of different hair colors and styles. He also noticed that
she'd gotten herself a nice collection of tattoos since that time.
It wasn't as if he knew her on a personal level at all, simply that
she was easy to pick out of a crowd.

Next, he
noticed the others. There were four of them. Cale raised an eyebrow
and looked around. Hadn't there been five? That's what he'd been
told. They watched him closely as he pulled closer. He finally
pulled the cruiser to a stop and got out.

In his days at
the RCMP Training Academy in Regina, Cale had gotten used to chains
of command. He'd learned to recognize who, in a group of people,
was in command simply through body language. He'd made an art of
the study, and quickly identified the tall blond woman as the one
in command.

“About time,”
Stills said. Cale looked over at him and nodded.

“I got here as
soon as I could,” he said. He looked back over at the locals and
briefly thought about what to do. “Isn't there supposed to be one
more?”

Ryan nodded,
then pointed at the younger of the two woman. The girl dressed in
dirty rags. “Yeah,” he said. “Don't ask me how, because I don't
really understand it myself, but he's in a little rock in her
pocket.”

“It's a
Soulstone,” the messy girl corrected. “Not a rock.”

Cale wasn't
quite sure what he'd meant, but he was sure he didn't want to ask.
“I'm Constable Shephard, “ he said. “With the Dunsmith RCMP.”

“Constable?”
the older man said. He seemed to smirk. “That'd make ye a lawman,
would it not?”

Cale nodded.
“That's what RCMP stands for. Royal Canadian Mounted Police.”

The older man
smiled. “Aye, and I'll say that's some fine mount ye've got there,”
he said sarcastically. He motioned towards the Crown Victoria.

“Bayne, please.
Manners,” the blond girl said. “Please excuse him, your ways are
still very new to us. My name is Nalya dels Avirne el Ruus,” she
said, then motioned towards the older man. “Bayne Dalon, my
bodyguard, and Keltz Wicket, my First Lieutenant.”

The younger
girl decided to speak for herself. “I'm Arie,” she said, then
displayed the small granite stone in her hand. “This is Tam.”

Cale looked at
the stone and raised an eyebrow. He looked over to Ryan and
Terra.

“Don't ask,”
Terra said. “You don't want to know.”

Cale only
nodded, then regarded the red truck which sat nearby. He looked
over to Ryan. “How many can you fit in there?”

“Besides me and
Terra? Three,” he said. “We could always throw the extra person in
the bed, but the ride will get bumpy, and I'm pretty sure they're
not used to moving at the speeds we'll be going.”

“There's a bed
in there?” Arie asked.

“I think he
means the flat part, in the back of the contraption,” Bayne
suggested, pointing it out. “The box.”

Cale nodded.
“That'll have to do-- I'm not really set up for passengers, and I
wouldn't want to put anyone in the back of the cruiser,” he said.
“It's not the most comfortable place-- especially wearing armor
like they are.”

Ryan nodded.
“Okay,” he said, then looked over at the others. “Are you ready to
go?” he asked. “Last call, all aboard!”

It took them a
few moments to organize their seating arrangements, but ultimately
they settled on having Nalya and Bayne seated in the cab, behind
the drivers, Arie in the passenger seat, and Keltz in the bed of
the truck. Ryan moved a few things around to better accommodate
them and their armor, and climbed in the truck.

 


 


“Okay,” Cale
said from outside the driver's side window. “Take them straight to
City Hall, I'll be right behind you. Give a holler if you've got
any trouble.”

Ryan nodded,
and started to turn the truck around, pulling out in front of
Cale.

There was a
surprised yell from Keltz as he fell over. He scrambled back to a
seated position quickly, then looked in through the window at the
others.

“You all
right?” Ryan asked.

Keltz nodded.
“Fine. I just lost my balance for a moment.”

“Just hold on
to the sides,” Ryan suggested. “You should be fine.” He finished
turning the truck around and started driving down the road, moving
slowly for Keltz's benefit.

“But it doesn't
creak and groan like a wagon over the bumps,” Bayne commented.
“It's smooth, moves like a ship across calm seas. How fast does
this beast move?”

“Depends where
you're driving. Off-road? I don't really like to go much faster
than we're going right now, especially with someone in the back. On
solid pavement, though, I've hit speeds up to a hundred-ninety
kilometers per hour.”

“What's a
kilometer?” Nalya asked.

Ryan sighed.
“It's... a unit of measurement,” he replied. “It's hard to explain.
A kilometer is a thousand meters, and a meter is about... the
length from the front of the truck to where we're sitting.”

“Two paces,”
Bayne said. He thought about it for a moment.

“Three hundred
and eighty thousand paces,” Arie said, puzzling the answer in her
head. “You travel at three hundred and eighty thousand paces per
hour?”

“With speeds
like that, we could be in Rasza by tomorrow afternoon!” Bayne
exclaimed. “It's unheard of! The skin would peel from your face
from sheer force of wind!”

Ryan shook his
head. “Well, I've still got the skin on my face, so obviously
not.”

“Ye must be
mistaken, lad. Such speeds are impossible,” he said.

“Impossible
with someone sitting in the bed, yes. Wait until the bed's empty,
then I'll take you for a ride,” he said.

Bayne squinted
his eyes. “Very well, lad. I'll hold ye to that offer.”

Ryan turned a
corner and the first evidence of there being a town in the
mountains below made itself evident. He heard a sharp gasp from
behind him, as the newcomers took in the view of the landscape.
They were high up on a cliff road, overlooking the town below. Only
a few subdivisions could be seen thus far, but the telltale sight
of the Dunsmith Harbor was beginning to peek up at them from the
trees below.

“That's no
town,” Bayne said. “That's a bloody city!”

Terra looked
back. “Not by our standards,” she said. “Cities have hundred of
thousands of people. Dunsmith only has eight thousand or so.”

“Eight
thousand? If there were as many Freemen as you, the Disputed Lands
wouldnae be disputed anymore!”

“Your building
style is very peculiar,” Nalya said. “Very colorful. I can see
right from the beginning that your people are very different than
ours.”

“And yet we
speak the same language,” Terra said. “We're from very different
places. Worlds apart, and we both speak English.” She looked back
at Nalya.

“The Common
Tongue,” Nalya said. She nodded. “Spoken widely throughout the
Pactlands.” She thought for a moment.

“So the
question begs to be asked,” Ryan said. “How is it that we can speak
the same language even though we're from different worlds?”

“I couldn't
say,” Nalya said. “Perhaps this is evident of some greater
goings-on, for reasons we can't yet fathom.”

“Something
greater?” Ryan asked. “Like what? God? Did God have something to do
with this?”

“Gods?” Nalya
asked. She shook her head. “No, the gods have been gone for eons.
There are not many forces I'm aware of that could have done such a
thing.”

“Holy crap, you
guys actually have gods?” Terra asked.

“Aye,” Bayne
said. “Gods and goddesses.” He waved a hand in dismissal. “But that
lot of fools has long since been absent. They had their wars and
left Eiden Myr to rot.”

“Yes,” Nalya
said. “Those gods that still lived at the end of the War of the
Ancients have long since left us.”

“Abandoned us,
more like,” Bayne said.

“Many were
killed during the War of the Ancients,” she said. “Long before the
Signing of the Pact. Long before Eventide.”

Ryan exhaled.
At least he didn't have to worry about a physical god coming to
have a chat with him about the various sins he'd committed.

They continued
to drive down the logging roads, chattering about the various
differences between Earth and Eiden Myr, and before long, they
reached the entrance to the logging roads. Cale was right on their
tail the whole way down.

The four
newcomers were awed into silence. If it wasn't the paved roads, it
was the colorful wooden buildings, and the sheer amount of parked
vehicles along the road. Arie seemed to have trouble believing that
the people of Dunsmith didn't have magick, for all the wonders in
the city. Cars crisscrossed the streets in front of them. Ryan was
relieved to see that the traffic lights were working-- which meant
they had electricity. Keltz seemed abnormally fond of those lights,
and began asking all sorts of questions. How they worked, what
power they were derived from, how the colors change by themselves.
Bayne had grown silent, and seemed to be turning a little pale.
Carsickness, no doubt.

Ryan thought it
strange that he seemed fine on the logging roads, but as soon as
the truck pulled onto paved road, he started to look a little
green. They drove through town and eventually arrived and parked in
front of City Hall.

A crowd had
already gathered. News had spread fast of the newcomers, and people
from all over town were arriving to catch a glimpse of them.

“Aye, but this
is a strange place,” Bayne said as the truck drew to a stop. People
all around were staring at him. “Ye'd think they'd never seen an
outlander before.”

“Not from
another world,” Ryan said.

“Hah!” Bayne
exclaimed. “But I'm not from another world! You are!”

“Bayne,” Nalya
warned.

Boone emerged
from the crowd and walked up to the driver's side window as Cale
parked behind them.

“Any problems?”
he asked, and shot a glance at the three outlanders in the cab.

Ryan shook his
head. “No trouble. They're cool,” he said.

“And the...
ah...” Boone stammered for a moment. “The rock?”

“You mean Tam?”
Arie asked. She held up the Soulstone. “He's right here. He'll be
no trouble.”

Boone only
regarded at the girl for a moment.

“Okay. Well,
Goose wants to see whoever's in charge,” Boone said. “Alone.”

“She'll go
nowhere without me!” Bayne said, and gave Boone a menacing
look.

“Bayne, stop!”
Nalya said. “If they had meant us harm, they'd have done it by
now.” She looked at Boone. “This... Goose. He is your leader?”

Boone nodded.
“As much of a leader as we have right now, I guess,” he said.
“We've arranged to accommodate you and your friends for as long as
you're here--”

“Which won't be
long, I'm afraid,” Nalya said. “My men are stationed just outside
your borders, but if we don't return by the morning, they'll come
seeking us.”

“Your
men?” Boone asked. He shook his head after a moment. “Look,
I'm just a grunt,” he said. “You talk to Goose about all that. He's
inside.” He shot a thumb over his shoulder, pointing towards the
one-story City Hall.

Nalya nodded.
“I'm going to go speak with their leaders,” she said to Bayne and
Keltz. “Stay with Ryan and Terra.”

“What will you
speak to him of?” Keltz asked.

Nalya only
remained silent as she climbed out of the driver's seat. “If I'm
not back in a half-hour, get back to the men and leave this place,”
she said. She then looked over at Terra and smiled. “It's not that
we don't trust you,” she said. “But one can never be too
careful.”

 


 


Nalya entered
the building with Boone escorting her. It took her a moment for her
eyes to adjust to the strange light which illuminated the inside of
the building. The lights seemed to be coming from small rectangular
panels in the ceiling. They flickered rapidly, and Nalya's eyes had
trouble adjusting right away. There were several desks in the room
where people were seated. Some were paying full attention to Nalya,
while others still seemed engrossed in their task of tapping away
on a strange device on the desk in front of them, their eyes glued
to a large white box. Nalya gasped as she caught a glimpse of one
box, a screen which seemed to respond to whatever clicking they
seemed to be doing on the small devices in front of them. It was a
wonder to behold. One of only a hundred she had seen since arriving
in the town, and most definitely not the last wonder she'd witness
before leaving.

Boone led her
past the clicking people at their desks and knocked on a door.
There was a muffled shout from inside, and the door swung open.

Behind the desk
in the room, staring at his own white box, was a short man with a
curly crown of brown hair. He was an older man, who wore a set of
large-lensed spectacles. He stood up once he realized Nalya was
there, and smiled.

“Hello there,”
he said.

“Greetings,”
Nalya said. “You are... Goose?”

Goose nodded.
“Goose Payne, at your service. I'm the chairman of the Dunsmith
Emergency Committee. It seems our Mayor didn't come with us, so
that leaves things up to me here. And you are?”

“Nalya dels
Avirne el Ruus,” she replied. “In service of the Halish Empire in
the Disputed Lands.”

Goose only
stared back at her, not sure what to say. “Right,” he said. “You'll
have to forgive me if I don't understand the significance of that,
as you could probably already tell, we're not exactly from around
these parts.”

Nalya nodded.
“That was explained to me as well.”

“Good!” Goose
exclaimed. “Makes my job easier. He wore a sly smile. “Now...
Nalya-- do you mind if I call you Nalya?”

“Please,” Nalya
said.

“Great. Nalya,
I've heard a few things about you already, but mostly second hand.
I have a lot of questions for you--”

“And I for
you,” Nalya said.

“Good, so we
best get to the business of answering each others questions,” he
said. He looked over to Boone. “It's all right, Gerry. You can
leave us.”

Boone nodded
and left without another word.

“How does
shot-for-shot sound to you?” Goose asked.

Nalya cocked
her head in confusion. “I'm... I'm afraid I don't understand.”

“It's simple. I
ask a question, you answer it to the best of your ability, and then
you ask me a question, and I do the same thing.”

Nalya nodded.
“That sounds fair.”

“Excellent,”
Goose said. “First question-- I've been told that you're traveling
with a creature made of stone, and that perhaps magick might be
involved somehow. How's that possible?”

“I don't
understand. What do you mean?”

“I mean-- once
again, you'll have to forgive me,” he said. “Simply put, we don't
exactly have magick. I mean, not the type that will animate
stone. Our magick is strictly limited to card tricks and sleight of
hand. Which isn't real magick, but it's the closest we have
to it.”

“You have no
magi?” Nalya asked. “No healers? Nobody here with a gift?”

Goose shook his
head. “Magi?” he asked. “No, not one.”

Nalya took this
in and seemed to weigh it in her mind for a moment. Her expression
turned very grim. “Magick is common in Eiden Myr-- at least in this
corner of it. Every known nation has magii, gifted peoples who can
command all sorts of different forces. Flame, water, wind, stone.
Even those born without the gift can call upon its forces
sometimes. Not having the command of these forces is an unheard of
rarity,” she told him.

Goose nodded.
“Well, frankly put. In another time and place, I wouldn't have
believed you. I'm told you have no knowledge of how we got here,
but from what I've seen so far-- magick seems a likely culprit.” He
sighed, then looked up at her. “Your turn.”

Nalya seemed to
gather together her words before she spoke. Then, wearing a grim
look on her face, she looked at Goose and asked, “How many men do
you have in your army?”

“How many..?”
Goose said. He mouthed the words as if he didn't understand. “This
is just a small town. The closest Armed Forces base was a two hour
drive away from town. We don't have an army.”

Nalya gave
Goose a grave look. “Well, then, Goose Payne of Dunsmith,” she
said. “I suggest you put one together. Quickly.”

 


 


Cale lingered
around outside of City Hall as he watched the blond woman, Nalya,
go inside with Boone. His eyes were starting to grow heavy, after
all, he had been up all night. He wasn't about to ask Boone if he
could go off-shift, not in light of the emergency, but he hadn't
been told what to do quite yet.

“You, lawman!”
Bayne called from over near Ryan's truck. There were a number of
people assembled around it and the newcomers, and Cale could hear
questions coming out of every mouth. Cale watched at Bayne made his
way through the crowd and approached him. “How long have you
practiced for?”

Cale blinked.
“Practiced what?”

“The protection
of the innocent, of course,” Bayne said. “For how long have you
called yourself lawman?”

“About six
years,” Cale replied.

Bayne nodded.
“Aye, I was twenty years under the banner myself.”

Cale stared,
obviously not getting it. “Under the banner?”

“A lawman! Like
you!” Bayne exclaimed. “Aye, but ye people are daft.”

“You were a
cop?”

“A what? Nay, I
was a Lawkeeper. I used to prowl the streets of Ourum at nights,
looking for cutpurses and thieves. I did it for twenty years. Made
a great many friends, and an even greater number of enemies.” He
seemed proud of himself. “To this day the people of Ourum either
bless my name, or curse it.”

Cale laughed.
“Sounds about right. The life of a.. a lawkeeper, eh?”

“Aye indeed,”
Bayne replied. “I wouldn't trade but for all the gold in the
Council's holding. 'tis a respectable profession, I say.”

“At times,”
Cale said.

Bayne laughed
and slapped him on the back. “One thing, though,” he said. “I
notice you're without a blade.”

Cale nodded. He
knew where this was going. “I don't need a blade. I've got this,”
he said, and motioned to the gun in his belt-holster.

“What? That?
What are you going to do? Toss it at 'em?”

Cale looked
around. He knew he would get in trouble for this if Boone saw, but
who was there to get in trouble with? Boone could write him up all
he wanted, but the fact remained that the Justice Institute was a
world away. He pulled the gun from his holster and ejected the
magazine.

“It works like
this,” he said, showing him the magazine. “We put the slugs in
here, they're little pieces of specifically shaped metal. After
that, it's slid into the base of the hilt,” he clacked in back in
to make his point. “After that, you remove the safety, point, and
shoot.”

“Shoot? Like an
arrow?”

“Kind of,” he
said. “Obviously you don't have to nock it, it's already all set to
go. All you have to do is squeeze the trigger, then blam! The slug
come out of the end of the barrel really quickly. Anything that it
hits, if it doesn't kill, it seriously wounds.” He looked back.
“I'd demonstrate for you-- but it's damn loud, and I'd likely get
in trouble for firing my weapon in public.”

“How long
between shots?” Bayne asked.

“However long
you want, really. By the time you've fired the first shot, the
second one is ready to go whenever you pull the trigger.”

“Ingenious! How
do you make the slugs go? Are they made by Alchemists?”

“Uhh... no,” he
said, then thought about it for a moment. “It's hard to explain. I
confess I don't really understand the science behind it all that
well.”

“Shephard!” he
heard from nearby. “Get that fucking weapon back in your
holster! Christ!”

Cale and Bayne
looked over to see Boone, looking irate. He had a look on his face
that spoke volumes of his mood.

Cale hastily
replaced the gun in his holster. “I was just showing it--”

“It doesn't
matter. What, you think just because there's no Canada anymore that
the rules don't apply here?” he grumbled, then looked over at
Bayne, studying him for a moment. He threw his arms in the air.
“Whatever. Look, you've had a long shift, so I'll forgive you this
time.” He looked back at Bayne. “Your friend is in there talking to
Goose right now. They shouldn't be that long. If you need it, Old
John at the Highway House Hotel is willing to put the four of you
up for the night.”

Bayne nodded.
“I thank ye, Lawman,” he said.

Boone only
looked back at him. “Right,” he said, then turned back to Cale.
“You willing to put a few more hours in?”

Cale nodded.
“If I have to,” he said.

“Good,” Boone
said. “Head up into Whitepoint and start patrolling. Try to keep
people calm. Last thing we need is a bunch of trigger-happy farmers
shooting at the first thing they see.” He shook his head.
“Remember, when people get scared, they get violent.”

 


 


“Okay, so if I
have this straight. These Vectorans are ruled by a guy named Tammil
Cuerian,” Goose said. “Just correct me at any point here.”

“Yes, that's
right,” Nalya replied.

“Okay, and
they're currently trying to lay a claim over these Disputed Lands,
in which we are currently situated?”

Nalya pulled a
map out of her pack. She unfolded it on the table. “Yes. We are
here, in what used to be the Aegel Coast. From what I can tell,
Dunsmith has replaced it entirely.”

“Okay. So
Halen, to the north here,” he pointed at the other nation. “Where
you're from, is here to contest their claim?”

“Not exactly,”
she said. “Halen has made no formal objection to Cuerian's claim as
of yet. For now, we are simply to observe and report on their
movement in the Disputed Lands. If Cuerian or his General make any
movement against Halen, only then can we contest their claim, but
Nadus Hillbreaker wants to avoid a costly war if at all
possible.”

“So Halen
doesn't want the Disputed Lands? You're just trying to prevent them
from getting their hands on it?”

Nalya nodded
her head.

“All right. So
what kind of numbers are we looking at here? How many of these
Vectorans soldiers are there?”

“In total?
Probably a hundred thousand. At least ten thousand already within
the Disputed Lands.”

Goose blanched.
“Those aren't good numbers,” he said.

“How many
are...”

“Eight
thousand, as far as we can figure. Could be more, could be less. We
don't exactly have time for a census. What kind of weapons do they
have?”

Nalya shrugged.
“Thousands of swords, archers, siege engines, although it would be
nearly impossible to bring those through the thick forest.
Contingents of Warmagii and Elementals to be certain.”

“Whoa, whoa.
Warmagii and Elementals?” Goose exclaimed. “As in magick?”

Nalya nodded.
“Yes, as in magick.”

“Oh we are so
not prepared for this,” he said, putting his head into his
hands.

“You have
skills they lack,” Nalya said. “Your mastery of craftsmanship may
help turn the tide against them once they discover your presence
here. I have seen many things in my short time here that would stop
them dead in their tracks.”

“Like what?”
Goose asked.

“Like your
instant communication, carriages that run under their own power,
music that comes from small boxes. These are all wondrous bits of
magick--”

“Yeah, but
that's not magick,” Goose said. “That's.. like... science and
technology.” He trailed off for a moment. “But you've never seen
anything like it...” He smiled and snapped his fingers. “That's
it!”

Nalya was taken
aback. “What? What is?”

“They don't
have guns or knowledge of explosives, do they?”

“I'm not sure
what you mean by guns, but some Pyromagii can explode things.”

“And I'd sure
as shit bet they have no idea what a land mine is,” he said, then
stood up. “Okay, I have to speak with the Committee about this. Let
them know to prepare for a fight.”

“There may be
more I can do to help,” she said.

“How so?” Goose
asked.

“It's...
difficult. Can you take me at my word?”

“Your word?
What do you mean?”

“I can take
three of you with me-- back to Halen. I can arrange a meeting with
Nadus Hillbreaker, the King, and you can petition his
assistance.”

“Will he
help?”

“He could not
afford to refuse,” Nalya said. “Halen is locked in a vice-grip by
Vector's advances and their manipulation of the Pact. But if you
can commit to protecting these lands and claiming them from beneath
Vector, I am sure he would happily lend any assistance he can
muster.”

Goose nodded.
“So noted. I'll bring that up with the committee,” he said.

“There is
something else,” Nalya said.

“Why don't I
like the sound of that?” Goose asked.

“Ryan Stills
and Terra Murphy. I believe it to be important that they be two of
the three who come with me.”

For a moment,
Goose didn't know who she was talking about, but then it occurred
to him. “Wait, those two kids?! The ones who brought you into
town?”

Nalya
nodded.

“Why them?”

“It's a long
story,” she said. “One I will share once I receive your promise of
secrecy.”

Goose sat down
in his chair and mulled it over.

“Secrecy from
whom?”

“Hard to say,”
Nalya stated. “I would not ask that you hide these things from your
committee, only that you're careful as to which ears this may fall
to. There may be more at stake than either of us fully
understand.”

Goose thought
for another few moments, then sighed. “What choice do I have?
You've got your promise.”

Goose watched
as a strange invisible weight seemed to lift itself from Nalya's
shoulders. “Goose,” she began. “Are you familiar with the concept
of prophecy?”

 


 



Chapter
Six:

A Spark of the
Gift

 


“You want us to
what?” Ryan asked, his eyes bugging out.

“Just relax,
kiddo,” Goose said. “I'm not so sure about this idea either, but
Nalya insists it be you two.”

“You see what
happens when you volunteer me for something?” Ryan barked at Terra.
He threw his arms up in the air.

“Hold on,”
Terra interrupted. “I'm not sure I understand this exactly. What's
going on?”

Goose sighed
and leaned back in his chair. The conversation with Nalya had
opened his eyes to a few things. While there was still the chance
she was lying her pretty little face off, Goose thought himself a
good judge of character, and Nalya didn't seem to be the lying
type.

However, he'd
been wrong before.

“Look, you
spent more time with her than I did. Did she mention anything about
Vector?”

“Yeah,” Terra
said. “I think so. Most of what she was saying made no sense, but
then again, nothing's made much sense lately.”

“She mentioned
some guy... Aggro something-or-other, said that he was some big
general.”

“And that they
have an army of around ten thousand people camped about three days
away from here. When they find out we're here-- they're coming.
They've got things I don't think we're very prepared to deal with,”
Goose said. He rubbed the bridge of his nose and sighed. “Frankly,
I see no other choice, and I've already talked it over with the
rest of the Committee. Nothing is concrete yet, but we're holding
an emergency meeting in two hours. I want you to be there, because
I can tell you that the plan will be receiving a yes vote.”

Terra worked
her jaw, searching for something to say. Ryan just looked back at
Goose dumbly.

“You're not
even going to give us a choice in the matter?” Terra asked
sharply.

Goose put his
hands up. “Whoa, ease up there,” he said. “Of course you have a
choice in the matter. But look at it this way-- it may be the only
way we can get this problem dealt with, and focus on getting us
back home.”

“Goose,” Ryan
said. “Look. I know you. You used to work with my mom, you're a
good man. You're a smart man. But I have to say... sending me and
Terra on this... mission isn't a very smart move. There have
got to be people more qualified than us. More experienced in these
matters. If you don't remember, I was the guy always getting into
fights in school, I'm not the most diplomatic of people.”

Goose sighed.
“Trust me, I've taken that into consideration,” he said. “Butter me
up all you want, but it's Nalya that insists it be you two.”

Terra blinked.
“What? Wait. Why?”

“You'll have to
talk to her about that. She's got her reasons,” Goose replied.

Before another
word could be spoken, there was a knock at the door. Sergeant Boone
poked his head in.

“Hey, Goose? We
got the switchboard operational,” he said. “They're setting up the
system as we speak-- we should have phones any minute now.”

“Excellent!” he
looked at the time. It was nearing eight o'clock. At ten, the
emergency committee would meet and decide the course of Dunsmith's
fate in the Disputed Lands. “Four hours, and we're almost back up
on our feet.” He looked at Ryan and Terra. “Look, I'm going to
leave the decision up to you. I can't force you to go, but I'd like
you to. Talk to Nalya.”

Terra and Ryan
just looked at each other.

“Come on, you
two. He's got work to do,” Boone said, then shooed them out of the
room.

 


 


Lily sat back
on the couch and stared at the ceiling. She'd gotten home only
minutes earlier from walking around with Justin and the gang who'd
been knocking on doors to make sure everyone was up to date, but by
the time the power had come back on, they'd found they no longer
needed to do it. Word of mouth was beginning to carry the news of
the town's new location around quicker than their feet could carry
them. Justin declared the wake-up committee officially disbanded,
and everyone had gone home to take care of their own issues.

She'd also, in
her travels, stopped at her boss's home. Carla Meriweather had
already been woken up, seeing as she was a member of the town's
Emergency Committee, and she'd told Lily quite plainly not to
bother with opening up the shop. Chances are they wouldn't be doing
any sales that day, with the town not being where it was supposed
to be.

She had
considered going back to sleep, hoping that the whole event was
nothing more than a dream that she'd soon wake up from, but even
those thoughts were dashed when Lily heard the jangle of keys at
the front door. Terra was back, and from the sounds of it, she
wasn't alone.

Lily turned her
head as Terra emerged from the hallway, a look of surprise on her
face.

“I didn't think
you'd be back yet,” Terra said.

Lily shrugged.
“We were no longer needed,” she said. “How were the logging
roads?”

“I take it you
haven't heard yet,” Ryan said, coming from behind Terra. Lily
looked as more figures appeared behind the two. People she didn't
recognize. When Lily caught a glimpse of what they were wearing,
she twisted her face up into a look on confusion.

“Who's that?”
she asked.

“Lily,” Terra
said. “This is Nalya, Bayne, Keltz and Arie.” She pointed to each
of the four in turn. Lily merely nodded slowly, as if that
explained everything. Although their names admittedly went through
one ear and out the other, their dress was what made them stand
out. Especially the Arie girl, who was dressed in dirty rags. The
others wore an assortment of chest plates or leather vests, capes
and colorful pins. Whoever they were, they weren't from Dunsmith.
Lily started to get a strange feeling in her gut.

“Pleased to
meet you, Lily,” the blond woman, Nalya, said.

Lily merely
nodded slowly. She looked to Terra.

“They're
locals,” Terra explained.


“Locals.” Lily repeated. She looked back to the other
four.

“Aye, but we're
not local,” the older man, Bayne, said. “We're no blasted
Freemen.”

“I'm sure they
mean we're from Eiden Myr,” the younger man, Keltz, said to
Bayne.

“Well, of
course!” Bayne exclaimed sarcastically. “And why didn't I think of
that?” He shot Keltz an annoyed look.

Lily kept
blinking. It had become a regular habit as of late.

“Lily?” Ryan
asked. “Are you okay?”

Lily looked
back at Ryan. “They're locals,” she said, and nodded. “No
disrespect, of course, but... umm... why are they here?”

“Well,” Terra
began. “Uhh, we had to bring 'em here cause... well, there was
nowhere else to bring them. But that doesn't matter. They won't be
here for very long.” There was a moment's pause. “There's an
Emergency Committee meeting in an hour.”

Lily could
sense Ryan's tone. He sounded almost grave...

Terra took a
seat on the couch and invited the rest to come and sit. Bayne chose
to stand, taking a spot near the window and admiring the view of
the Harbor. Keltz sat in the chair nearest to Bayne while Arie and
Nalya took a spot on the couch next to Lily and Terra. Ryan sat in
the last available seat.

“I'm sorry if I
seemed rude,” Lily said. “I... just hadn't expected guests.”

“Hey, don't
look at me!” Ryan said. “It was Terra's suggestion. We need to talk
to them in private, and she needed a doobie.” He motioned over to
Terra, who was already uncorking her glass jar, where she kept her
pot.

“Why? What's
going on?”

Ryan took a few
moments to relate the story of how they met, and about the
situation they were in. Each of them, in turn, introduced
themselves and offered points of fact to Ryan's flawed explanation.
Especially on the points of magick, rock-men (or, Elementals,
according to the newcomers), and some massive army somewhere to the
south that was going to overrun the town any day now. All of which
caused a massive blinking spasm to completely overtake Lily. She
found herself having to sit down.

“And there's
more,” Terra said, as she finished rolling her joint. “We have to
go with them.”

“We do?” Lily
asked. She looked around. “Where?”

“Not you,” Ryan
said. “Just me and Terra, and we're going to... Where?”

“Cilasia,”
Nalya said. “To speak with Nadus Hillbreaker, and garner some
military support for your town.”

Lily looked
back and forth between Ryan, Terra and Nalya. “You're joking,” she
said. “Military support?”

“No joke,” Ryan
said. “But, that's still no guarantee that we'll go.” He looked
over at Nalya. “That's what we have to talk about. Why us?”

“Aye, I've been
wonderin' much the same meself,” Bayne said. “Ye've mentioned
nothing of this, Lass.”

Nalya shot him
a cold stare. Bayne started to look a little uncomfortable.

“Well?” Ryan
asked.

“It is
difficult to say,” Nalya said. “It must be you because... I feel it
must.”

“You
feel it must?” Terra asked. She had already finished rolling
her joint and set it between her lips. It bobbed up and down as she
spoke, and she set the lighter to it. “What's that supposed to
mean?”

“I don't know
if I can explain it properly,” Nalya replied. As an afterthought,
she motioned to Terra's joint and asked, “What is that?”

“It smells like
Sweetflower,” Bayne said. “But stronger.”

“This,” Terra
said, holding up the burning joint, “is K-2, the ultimate
high.”

“It's pot,”
Ryan said. “Don't mind her, she smokes it all the time.”

“I think it
is sweetflower,” Arie said, distracting herself from the hum
of machinery. “But obviously quite a bit stronger. The smell filled
the room almost as soon as she started to smoke it.” Arie reached
for Terra's glass jar, then placed it up to her nose. “This is
definitely sweetflower.”

“That's
awesome!” Terra exclaimed. “There's weed here! They have weed
here!”

Arie nodded.
“It grows naturally around the Halen-Rasza Borderlands,” she said.
“Many of the villages around there cultivate the plant for use in
ceremony and festival.”

“That's all
fine and good,” Ryan said. “But you still haven't explained why we
have to go.”

Nalya sighed.
“I'm afraid it's... difficult to explain it satisfactorily. But,
sufficed to say, I feel it must be you two. I feel that this plan
would only work if you come along.”

“Whoa, whoa,”
Ryan exclaimed. “I don't understand. Why us? I'm sure
there's plenty of other people in town who are far more suited for
this kind of thing.” He sighed. “I mean, for Christ's sake, I put
up drywall for a living and she tucks fliers into newspapers! We're
hardly the diplomatic types.”

Nalya nodded.
“I understand your point,” she said. “But you must understand that
I must insist it be you two to come along.” She looked to Bayne and
Keltz. “I've spoken to Goose Payne of what I was told by the Blue
Seer.”

“The Blue
Seer?” Keltz asked. “Mika Sephalon? He spoke to you of this?”

Nalya
nodded.

“Okay, I'll
bite. Who or what is the Blue Seer?” Terra asked.

“The Blue Seer
is the Prophet,” Keltz explained. “It is he alone who can ride upon
the waves of time and tell us of what is to be.”

Terra only
looked at Keltz. “Huh?”

“I get it,”
Ryan said. “He's like a fortune teller. He tells the future.”

“Not exactly,”
Nalya said. “He cannot see the true future, only certain details of
it.” She sighed. “I spoke with him before we had departed for the
Disputed Lands, and he related to me a tale.”

“A tale?” Ryan
asked.

She nodded. “He
told me the tale of a young woman who came across a disturbing
sight. He told me how she witnessed an event that swallowed the
very land. A great halo of dark light which appeared and devoured
that which was there and replaced it with something else.”

“Lady, is this
true?” Keltz asked. His eyes were wide.

Nalya nodded.
“I did not know at the time, but he was speaking of me.”

“So what, this
Seer guy knew we were going to be here?” Ryan asked. He looked to
Terra. “Maybe he knows how we can get back.”

“I couldn't
say,” Nalya said. “But he told me that there would be some who
would alter the fates of all of the Pactlands, perhaps all of Eiden
Myr. He said that two are to be brought to the Hillbreaker's Palace
for an audience with the King.” She looked to Terra. “They were
identified as a girl with hair that flows as blood, and a man
bearing many, many eyes.”

“Hair that
flows as blood?” Ryan asked. He whipped his head over to Terra.
“That sounds like you. Which means I'd be the many eyes guy.” He
made a show of counting his eyeballs. “One – two. Just two, looks
like I'm off the hook.”

“Ryan,” Lily
said. She pointed at his shirt.

Ryan looked
down at himself and immediately let his shoulders slump. He forgot
he'd been wearing his Tool shirt. It bore a particular piece of
psychedelic artwork that resembled hundreds of skewed eyes looking
out at the world.

“Okay, fine,”
Ryan said. “So this seer guy thinks we should go with you.”

“Hold on,” Lily
began. “Just hold it right there. I can't believe I'm listening to
this. Seers? Prophets? It's ridiculous.”

“As you can
understand, I don't have all the answers myself,” Nalya said. “But
I'm certain that Mika Sephalon will have some for us.”

Terra looked
over to Ryan and took one last puff of her joint before putting it
out. She shrugged. “Up to you,” she said.

“Oh, sure,”
Ryan grumbled. “Now I get to make choices.” He regarded
Nalya and the others for a moment. “This Sephalon guy,” Ryan said.
“Where is he?”

“Arronay, near
the southern border of Halen. Just over a day's journey before
Cilasia,” Nalya said.

“And we are...
where? The Disputed Lands?”

Nalya nodded.
“Along the Aegel Coast, several hours journey from Stone's Mouth.
Perhaps six days or so from the border.”

“Six days?”
Ryan asked. He whistled. “So we're looking at roughly a week there,
a week back?”

Nalya
nodded.

“That's a hell
of a hike,” Ryan said.

“I'm doing it,”
Terra declared.

“What?”
Lily and Ryan chorused.

“Why not?”
Terra said. “When else am I going to get an opportunity like
this?”

Ryan merely
stared at her.

“You're not
serious,” Lily said. “You don't know what's out there.”

“No,” Terra
replied. She pointed to Nalya. “But she does.”

Nalya nodded.
“I'm well aware of the dangers of the Disputed Lands,” she said.
“And of Halen. I will take it upon myself to ensure you safe
passage to and from Cilasia.”

“They speak
truly, lass,” Bayne said. “I don't know if it's for the same
reasons, but ye can't just up and leave your command! You've been
given a task by Hillbreaker, and if you don't complete it,
you'll--”

“I must,” Nalya
said. “I must do this, regardless of the consequences.”

“What
consequences?” Ryan asked.

Nalya shook her
head. “It's of no matter right now,” she said. “Know that you must
trust me. I will spare nothing in ensuring that you are both safe.
I give you my word.”

There was an
air of silence for a moment, until Ryan spoke.

“Fine,” he
said. “But we have to talk to this Seer guy. Find out what he knows
about us coming here.”

Nalya nodded.
“Agreed,” she said, smiling.

Bayne rolled
his eyes. “Aye, but this lot is going to be my end.” He sighed,
then paused. “D'ya mind if I ask. What is that?” He pointed at the
television.

“Oh, awesome,”
Terra said. “You guys have never seen a TV before, have you?”

The newcomers
shook their heads slowly.

“What's it
for?” Arie asked.

Lily stood up
and walked over to the TV. “It's a television,” she said. “It's...
hard to explain. We watch things on it.”

“Watch things?”
Bayne asked.

Lily nodded,
then bent over and started to turn the TV on. That was when all
hell broke loose.

An arc of
electricity burst out from the screen, shattering the glass and
causing every person in the room to yell out in shock. The arc
struck Lily square in the chest, and sent her sprawling to the
floor. Bayne leaped over the back of the couch, poking his head up
just enough to see.

“Jesus!” Ryan
leaped to his feet and knelt next to Lily, checking to see if she
was all right. She stared with open eyes at the ceiling, breathing
heavily. At least that much was a relief. The television spat
sparks out until Terra pulled the plug out from the wall.

Lily just
blinked and looked at Ryan. “What the hell just happened?” she
asked. She sat up.

Ryan couldn't
believe his eyes. After a shock like that, Lily should have been
dead, or at the very least, unconscious and in need of medical
attention. Her clothes were charred where the bolt had struck her,
and the smell of burnt clothing filled the room. Lily checked the
spot and gasped.

No wound. It
hadn't even hurt beyond the initial shock of being pushed back. “Oh
my God,” she said. “I... I'm okay.” She tried to get up, but Ryan
kept her on the ground.

“Don't move,”
he said. “You just took a direct hit.”

“I know,” Lily
said, ignoring his instructions. “I'm fine. It just ruined my
shirt.” She rubbed her head, then looked to what was left of the
TV. “What happened?”

“You were
electrocuted,” Terra said. “The TV blew up, and then... it's like
it struck you with a lightning bolt. You shot up into the air and
the hit the ground.”

Nalya and Arie
were standing over her, too. “Do you feel all right, Lily?”

Lily nodded.
“I.. feel okay.”

“That was the
weirdest shit I've ever seen,” Ryan said. “Not even a mark on you.
You were electrocuted and there's not a bloody mark on you.”

“I think she's
a magi,” Arie said.

“A what?” Lily
asked.

“A magi,” Nalya
said. “It appears you have the gift, which is a welcome surprise.
You may have more defense against Vector than I had originally
surmised.”

“Hold on, how
does that work?” Ryan said. “We don't have magick in our
world.”

“Though it
would appear you have magick in our world. Isn't that enough
for you?” Keltz asked.

“Okay,” Lily
said. “So I have magick. That's all fine and good, so what do I do
now? I don't really feel comfortable about exploding TV's
everywhere I go.”

“You have
little control of your ability now, it's always that way at first.
Many people have their gift for years before they actually realize
that they have one. It always manifests itself as an uncontrollable
event. Don't worry, control comes with practice.” Arie said.

“Normally,
you'd have been identified at an earlier age, and brought to Shavi
for training upon discovery of your power,” Nalya said. “But that's
a little out of the question right now.”

“All you have
to do is find the center of the power within you,” Arie explained.
“And channel it through a part of your body. Hold up your hand and
try to focus it there. Relax, and be calm while doing it.”

Lily did as she
said. The look on her face was so severe, and her concentration so
focused, her hand began to shake.

Within a
moment, small sparks shot off from the tips of her fingers, and her
hand began to crackle with energy.

Lily's eyes
went wide, and she shook her hand. The sparks traced a path through
the air, and then dimmed.

“You know where
the power is within you,” Arie said, smiling. “In order to prevent
things like that from happening, you only have to realize when the
power grows, and force it to be calm.”

Lily looked up
to Arie. “This is weird,” she said.

“Yeah,” Ryan
agreed. “What if other people have the gift here? They won't know
what to do.”

Arie thought
about it for a moment. “Mastering control of your abilities is the
first step,” she said. “There is much more to it than that. Most
people take up to four years to learn to use their gifts with any
degree of accuracy. Fortunately, the older you are, the faster you
learn.”

“I think the
Committee should be aware of this,” Ryan said. “So they can take
steps to make sure people can learn to control it.” He looked over
at Arie.

Arie nodded.
“I'd be glad to help,” she said. “If your committee accepts
me.”

 


 


Goose looked
out into the crowded hall. There were so many people there that
there was barely room for the Committee. Some people had taken it
upon themselves to set up seats outside and rig up a loudspeaker to
the indoor PA system. All ears in the town were going to be on him
and the rest of the Committee. To be truthful, he was surprised
that no riots had started. He'd heard of a few altercations as
people realized they were separated from their loved ones, jobs, or
worse yet, money. But still, nothing that could be categorized as
rioting.

Thank God for
small town life.

He turned back
to the rest of the Committee. Each of them were, in turn, chosen
for their skills in various areas. Some of them were town aldermen,
like Goose himself, but most were from the private sector. Business
owners and experts in certain fields. Each were chosen for their
ability to get the town back on its feet in an emergency.
Unfortunately, since three of the twelve members were out of town
when it happened, that left only nine.

Thankfully,
even before their first emergency meeting, the town had already
been well on its way. Phones were back on, giving access to
emergency numbers like the police station, fire department and town
hall, and the folks at the switchboard were working hard at getting
residential lines up and running, but certain things took
priority.

“I don't get
it, Goose,” Brad Renfrew said. He was a middle-aged electrician.
The man responsible for getting the lights back on so quickly, and
a valued member of the Committee. “I can name ten people better
suited for this than those two kids. Christ, the girl's a bloody
pothead! Look at the way she dresses and dyes her hair!”

Goose merely
put his hand up and shook his head. “You'll just have to trust me
on this, Brad,” he said. “It's their way, their custom.”

“Their custom
is to make the weirdest looking one of us an ambassador?” He threw
his arms up in the air. “Why not just send the High School
Ambassador? At least she won the title! To hell with this, Goose.
I'm voting no.”

“I'm inclined
to agree with him,” Boone said. He was a member of the Committee as
well. “I don't think this sits right, either. But I'll vote yes, as
long as you're sure about it.”

Goose blinked
in surprise. “Gerry, I'm honored. I didn't know you had that much
faith in me.”

“Yeah, well.
You're a smartass most of the time, but when it comes down to it,
you know what you're doing.” He looked over at Renfrew. “Vote
however you want, Brad. The point is that if it even has a chance
of saving the town, I'm all for it.”

“How do we know
they're even telling the truth?” Brad demanded. “The could be
liars! I've seen no proof of magick, have you? Has anyone?”

“That Rasmussen
girl,” Boone said. “The one that lives with Terra Murphy, she had
an episode. And that skater kid, what's his name-- Walsh. Story is
he burnt up his skateboard on First Avenue this morning. Literally.
The thing burst into flames while he was riding it.”

Goose nodded.
“Nalya's story checks out so far. Only even she hadn't realized
we'd have gifted people among us.”

“I don't buy
it,” Brad said. “Why couldn't they use their gift before?”

“It's this
place,” Goose said. “Eiden Myr. Magick just works here. Once we
arrived, it probably turned on some dormant genes in some of these
folks, and poof. Hocus pocus, abracadabra and all that.”

Brad leaned
back and crossed his arms.

“Look, if it'll
make you feel better, we'll write up a speech for them or
something,” Goose said. “Nalya said the King's a good man, and it's
obviously important it be those two, so why not?” He looked back at
Brad. “Besides, are you up for a two week hike through
unknown, uncharted territories?”

“Are you two
still bickering?” Carla Meriweather asked. She was another member
of the committee, brought on for her connection to the Chamber of
Commerce. “It's almost ten. And if you hadn't noticed, the natives
are getting restless.”

“Yeah, we're
all here,” Jack Johnson said. He was the chairman of the Hospital
Auxiliary Board, and another valuable member of the Committee.
“Let's get this show started. I've still got to track down a couple
of doctors.”

Goose nodded.
“Look, you've all heard what I have to say on the subject. I think
we should go for it, but I'll leave the final vote up to you.”

“No shit,” Brad
commented.

After a few
moments to gather themselves, they walked out and sat at the table
on stage.

 


 


“Folks,” Goose
said into the small black device on the table in front of him. His
voice made Nalya jump involuntarily. She hadn't expected it to be
amplified. She realized the source of the sounds were large black
boxes that were hanging from various points across the large
auditorium. “I realize that a lot of you have questions, and we do
plan on opening the floor to address them, but first we must go
over the priorities.” He shuffled a few papers around in front of
him and took a deep breath.

“As some of you
may have realized, there are only nine of the twelve of us here,
this is because the mayor, Jesse Whistler and Marcus Oldman were
not within the radius of the Blacklight when we crossed over so far
as we know.” He shuffled the papers some more. “Which brings us to
the first order of business. Official knowledge of what
happened.”

He picked up a
piece of paper and started reading aloud. “At approximately
four-fifteen this morning, June fourteenth, something that we've
started to refer to as the Blacklight Event happened. It
effectively formed a radius approximately three and a half
kilometers from the center point, from as far north as the airport,
to as far south as South Davies region, and east to west as well.
This blacklight radius then scooped the earth from under us and
transported us somewhere else.” He sighed, then made eye
contact with Nalya.

“We have since
learned that we have come to a world that is populated by humans,
but is very different from Earth. This world, which they call Eiden
Myr has a very different ecology from what we're used to--
including a creature that seems to resemble a Tyrannosaurus Rex--”
There was a wave of chatter within the crowd when that subject came
up “--and, that the physical laws of this world are very different
from our own. Magick is real here. We've had a few reports from
townspeople to verify the phenomenon.”

If the crowd's
chatter had been a wave before, now it was a hurricane. Nalya
briefly had a dark thought that Goose hadn't even shared the bad
news yet.

“People,
please!” Brad Renfrew exclaimed. “If we have to keep telling you to
be quiet, we're not going to get anything done!”

The crowd
started to quiet down.

Goose rubbed
the bridge of his nose. He looked out over the crowd. His eyes
again fell upon Nalya, seated between Bayne on one side, and Arie
on the other. They were in the front row.

“There's one
final piece of information that you should be aware of,” he said,
then took a grave tone. “and I have to ask that people do not
panic, and please listen to every word of what I have to say.”

He sighed.
Nalya could feel the tension in the air.

“We have also
received information of a large, likely hostile army amassing
somewhere to the south of us. They currently have no idea we're
here, but I'm told once they learn of our presence, they will stop
at nothing to destroy us because we represent a threat to their
campaign to capture the lands we're in.” He paused and waited for
the crowd to stop roaring. People were shouting questions and
obscenities. He honestly didn't blame them.

After a number
of admonishments from Brad, the crowd finally died down to listen
to some solutions.

“I've already
conferred with the committee on many of these subjects, and we've
already started some preliminary plans to counter many of the
issues presented,” he looked down to Nalya.

“Earlier this
morning, I was introduced to a young lady from Eiden Myr, and she
offered the town of Dunsmith just under a thousand men to help
protect the city-- men trained in the arts of war, and men that
were born and raised in Eiden Myr. She's promised us their full
cooperation. I'd like to put forth the motion that we allow these
soldiers into town, and have them use the High School field as a
staging ground,” he said.

“I second
that,” Boone said.

“All for the
motion put forth?”

“Aye,” chorused
from the stage. Goose wrote down some numbers.

“All
against?”

Two of the
committee members said “Nay.” Nalya had to admire their conviction,
in the face of the odds against them.

“That's seven
for, two against,” he looked down at Nalya. “Motion passed,” he
said. “That being said, I'd also like to nominate Gerald Boone to
head the formation of a local military force.”

“I second the
nomination,” Carla said.

“All for?”

Even Boone was
for it. Nalya suspected they had discussed many of these things
before hand.

In short, there
were eight for, and one against. Brad Renfrew seemed to be voting
his own way.

“Motion
passed,” Goose said. “There was another young lady that came with
the group from Eiden Myr,” he said. “As I understand, she is one of
the local people who were born with the gift of magick. As I also
understand it, she's requested she and her brother be accepted as
citizens within the town of Dunsmith. I've spoken with the other
members of the committee, and the idea came up that we allow her to
stay on, provided she assist us with helping our own citizens to
control their own abilities as they manifest.” He paused for a
second. “I have three reports in front of me that say they've
already started to manifest in our own citizens.” He paused.

“I put forward
the motion that we allow citizenship within Dunsmith, along with
all the rights of a Canadian citizen to Arie and... Tam Boas,”
Carla said. “Under the condition that she help spearhead the
Dunsmith Magick Society project.” She looked back at Goose and
shrugged. “I'd also like to nominate Lily Rasmussen for the
project, as she is one of the people who have displayed evidence of
being able to use magick.”

Lily shifted
uncomfortably in her seat a few chairs away.

“I'll second
both of those motions,” Goose said. “All for?”

This time, it
was five to four. The motion passed, but just barely.

“Good, that's
settled. I have here in front of me an estimate-- with the number
of farms and goods that have crossed over, which are still being
tallied, we estimate we'll have enough food to last us a few
months. Still, we're not sure how the crops are going to be
reacting to the local atmosphere, which as far as we can tell isn't
much different from our own. Therefore I'd like to put forth the
motion that we impose a temporary food ration to prevent hoarding
and to make sure our food stretches out, at least until we can be
sure our food sources won't be adversely affected, and I'd like to
nominate Carla Meriweather to head a council for the task of taking
inventory of our food supplies.”

“I'll second,”
Boone said.

It passed,
unanimously.

“I'm told that
there is a small village, not far west of our location here. I'd
like to suggest that we nominate Brad Renfrew to act as an
ambassador to this village, and set up relations with them. Their
knowledge of living in this region could give us a valuable insight
on how to live, and I'm sure we've got a lot of toys they'd want,”
he smirked.

“I'll second
the motion,” Carla said.

That one was
passed easily, six-three.

“Finally,
there's one more thing before we open up the floor. The young lady
who is offering the service of her men has suggested another option
for dealing with the foreign army to the south of us. She has
offered to take three of us to visit their nation of origin, which
lies to the north of us, called Halen. She has offered to take them
to see the King, to petition his assistance and secure an ally in
this strange place. I am told he is a fair and just man, and that
our interests coincide on this matter, and therefore I personally
believe it to be the best course of action. However, it is at her
insistence that these three people be Ryan Stills, Terra Murphy,
and Constable Cale Shephard. Would you three please stand up?”

Ryan and Terra
stood up from nearby. Terra seemed to be looking across the crowded
hall with an unsure look on her face. Nalya followed her gaze and
saw Constable Shephard standing near the back of the room. He
looked different without his strange uniform.

“I nominate
that we give our full support to this mission, and supply them with
whatever they might need to get to their destination, and back home
again safely,” Goose said.

“I second,”
Boone said.

There was a
deep sigh from the entire committee before Goose asked who had been
for and against. But eventually he did. The committee made their
vote, and even Nalya found herself holding her breath.

“We have five
for, four against,” Goose announced, then looked straight towards
the group. “And have you all decided whether or not to accept?”

Ryan nodded. “I
have,” he said. “I'll go.”

“So will I,”
Terra announced.

Goose looked
over to Shephard. He received a curt nod from him.

“Then it's
settled,” Goose said. “Godspeed and good luck, guys. You'll be
leaving first thing in the morning.”

 


 



Chapter
Seven:

The Last
Day

 


“It came
through here not long ago. Maybe a day,” Hatsch said as he knelt in
the dirt, looking over a large footprint. “A bull.” He stood up and
brushed his hands off, then looked to his Lieutenant.

“Damned
spiketeeth,” Burz said. “How far would it be?”

“Hard to say,”
Hatsch replied. “They don't usually stray far from their territory.
That village we raided the other day is to the northwest, and they
would avoid humans like the plague, so we could very well be on the
cusp of its territory, but then, these are the Disputed
Lands. I couldn't say whether or not this particular breed operates
in the same fashion as those back in Vector.”

“Still, we
should hunt it,” Mis interjected. “It would make a good trophy, and
its teeth are worth a lot of favor back in Nostra.”

Burz chuckled.
“Not to mention with Shalo Cahl,” he said. “That old wretch would
give his left ball for a handful of spiketeeth.”

“He might even
give us one of those Stone's Mouth virgins to play with,” Mis
joked.

Burz didn't
think it was funny. “You'll get your chance with them when we
return to Anastae,” he said. “The Lord General has made his rules
quite clear. Not a virgin is to be touched until she's been seen to
by the Summoner. Those that are left after he's done are to be put
to the tents.”

“Yes, the
tents,” Mis said. He looked to his Lieutenant. “How long must we
scout these lands, anyway? They're as empty as my belly, and twice
as noisy. There's not been so much as a hermit in these lands for
centuries.”

“The Lord
General insists these lands be made clear,” Ynnia said. “There's to
be new ground broken along the coastline to serve as a port of
call.” He looked to Mis. “We're to remain for as long as it takes
for relief to come.”

“Of course,”
Mis said. He looked away for a moment. “Fine. No matter, then.
Shall we put it to a vote? Hunt the spiketooth or not?”

“Let's wait for
the scouts,” Burz said. “They should be back shortly. It grows dark
soon.”

Mis just nodded
and remained silent. Hatsch lolled around the camp, taking a moment
here and there to study the ground for more tracks. Surely enough,
the sun was just lowering down to touch the horizon. Soon the Azure
Dream would be in full glory. Prime hunting time for spiketeeth.
They were usually weak from the day's hunt, and they couldn't see
well in the dark.

Burz looked out
over the camp in the failing light. He only had twelve men with
him. Not enough for a raiding party-- but he was meant to scout the
eastern coasts and secure them for the eventual groundbreaking
party, which was to be sent up from their main camp in Anastae, in
the Southern Disputed Lands, once the city had been developed
enough to be self-sustaining. That could have been anywhere from
weeks to months away.

And so Burz
Ynnia, a simple Lieutenant in the Imperial Army of Vector was made
to watch over the ragtag group and keep them in line. Better a
whore or a lapdog be put to the task. Burz felt it a complete waste
of his time and ability.

Still, Burz was
smart enough not to voice his displeasure, at least not loud enough
for the news to fall upon inquisitive ears. Burz had no doubt that
he'd be whisked away in the night and given to Shalo Cahl for one
purpose or another. Though the ground had only broken in Anastae a
month prior, Shalo Cahl had already erected himself a suitable
dungeon to house his pets.

Burz had even
been responsible for disposing of failed experiments for a short
while. It was a job that changed hands often.

But now, he was
out enjoying the fresh air in some blasted forest in the middle of
nowhere. Not a village, not a whore, not a drop of ale or wine.
Plenty of animals, though.

“Lieutenant!”
he heard.

Burz looked up.
He saw the small scouting party he'd sent north to map out the
shoreline making their way back into camp.

“Report?” he
asked as they drew nearer.

“There is a
strange settlement over the next rise,” he said. “Colorful boxes of
many shapes upon wheels. There appear to be people living in
them.”

“A village? Out
here? It wasn't on any map I've seen.”

“It was no
village like I'd ever seen,” the scout said. “There are no
livestock,” he said. “No crops. And, strangest of all, they have
wide roads of flat-laid stone that lead into the distance. We
didn't want to be seen, so we spent little time exploring and
instead chose to report. But indeed, it seems to be just the
surface, this small village of boxes. Like as though it were a part
of a larger city.”

“We'd have
known if there was a city in these parts,” Burz said. “You think
they might be Halish?” He'd been warned by the Lord General
personally of the possibility of Halish interference.

“I couldn't say
for sure,” he replied. “It's possible, but these boxes are like no
building I've ever seen-- and they have these strangely shaped
wagons with black wheels. We could see them sitting next to many of
the buildings.”

“Right,” Burz
said. “We'll watch for now.” He looked over to Hatsch. “Gather four
men, go scout the area. Do nothing unless you are seen, and kill
any who see you.”

Hatsch
nodded.

 


 


“That's
awesome,” Boomer said. Lily rolled her eyes.

“No, I mean it.
It's awesome! Think about it! You can use magick!”

“Barely! I blew
up my TV!”

“That's still
awesome! Besides, you've got another one.”

“Do you know
how hard it's going to be for me to use anything electronic? What
about my microwave? My computer?”

“Nope, still
awesome. Besides, I thought that dirty chick taught you how to
control it.”

“Barely,” Lily
said. “It's not something I'm going to master all in one day,
Boomer.”

“Well, no, but
think about when you do master it!” Boomer exclaimed. He
winked at her.

“So I heard you
faced off against a T-Rex,” Ryan mentioned, breaking into the
conversation and changing the subject.

Boomer nodded.
“Yeah, man. It was crazy. The thing just came to the edge of the
ridge down there, looked like it was gonna come down and eat what
was left of some guy's arm, then got scared off by Samantha
Whittaker banging some pots together. Craziest thing I ever saw.”
He sighed, then looked around the room. Everyone had retired back
to Boomer's place after the meeting, even the newcomers. Boomer had
the biggest place of the lot of them, much more accommodating for
the group, especially since he had insisted on throwing an
impromptu going away party-- not to mention that everyone wanted to
meet the newcomers. The four of them were inundated with questions
from many of the locals, and some of the locals had taken it upon
themselves to bring food and gadgets with which to impress
them.

The girls were
especially interested in Keltz, more so when they found out he was
going to be staying behind with Nalya's army. Eden Drew had
cornered him pretty quickly, and he looked somewhat uncomfortable
talking to her. Obviously he'd had no experience with twentieth
century feminist literature. Bayne had been pulled to one side by
Justin Alverra and grilled on the finer points of
sword-wielding.

Nalya was
sitting at Boomer's piano, poring over an issue of the Dunsmith
Chronicle and devouring it whole. She was fascinated by the quality
of the printing, the color of the photographs and the detail with
which the writers wrote.

Terra had
disappeared upstairs with Arie nearly the moment they had arrived.
As far as Boomer could tell, Terra was introducing her to the
shower.

There were
still knocks coming to the door. Much of the town was still back at
the Committee meeting, which was starting to cross over into
evening. The day was passing by with increasing haste.

“Look at you,
man,” Ryan said to Boomer. “You're loving this. It's like a party
to you.”

Boomer smiled.
“Man, you know how long I've been waiting for something like this
to happen? It's like Christmas!”

“What about
your family?” Lily asked. “They were in Vancouver, weren't
they?”

“Hey, you
ever hear me talk about my family? If you hadn't noticed,
I'm not exactly close with them. Besides, look at it this way: now
I can live in Middle Earth.”

“I think it's
called Eiden Myr,” Ryan corrected.

“Whatever, the
point is, here we are in Eiden Myr, or the Pactlands, or whatever
they call this place, and it's real! Dinosaurs and armies
and magick and all sorts of shit. I love it!”

“Then maybe you
should go on this trip,” Ryan muttered.

Boomer smirked.
“Give me half the chance.”

Finally, Keltz
managed to separate himself from Eden, and walked over to Ryan,
Lily and Boomer while Eden took off to annoy Nalya. Boomer smiled
at him as he approached.

“Finally
managed to escape her, eh?” he asked.

Keltz smiled in
return. “She certainly is... excitable. I'm afraid I couldn't
understand much of what she was saying, she was talking so
fast.”

“Yeah, she's
like that,” Lily said. “You probably didn't understand much of
it.”

Keltz shook his
head. “I must confess I didn't. She started to speak of book
writers from ages past. Women whose names do not strike me as
familiar.”

“So, Keltz,
tell me,” Boomer said. “I'm interested, where were you born?”

Keltz smiled.
“I was born in Kura, on the northern coast of Halen. And where were
you born, sir?”

“Sir? Whoa,
man. Don't call me sir. You can call me Boomer, everyone else
does.”

Keltz nodded.
“Right. Sorry. Boomer.”

“That's better.
I was born in Vancouver. It's this big city, has about one point
three million souls. I hated it there, that's why I moved
here.”

Keltz seemed
astounded by the number. “How can that many people all live in the
same place?” he asked. “There wouldn't be enough land to grow food
for that many!”

“Oh, we
managed,” Boomer said. “Barely. So how did you get into the
Lieutenant business?”

“It's a
difficult story, I'm afraid,” he said. “I retained a scholarship
from a Lord in Kura. When I was fourteen, I went to the academies
at Shavi to learn the art of command. That's were I met Lady
Nalya.”

“Lady
Nalya?” Lily asked. “Is she royalty?”

Keltz asked.
“Her family is of the bloodlines, yes.”

“So is she,
like... in line to be queen?”

“Not that I'm
aware of,” Keltz replied. “Her blood is spread all throughout the
Pactlands, her family goes back a fair ways.”

“Awesome,”
Boomer commented. He cocked his head to one side for a moment. “So,
what's the deal with that crazy planet?”

“The Azure
Dream?” Keltz asked.

“Yeah, is
anyone living on it?”

Keltz seemed
taken aback. “Living on it?”

“Yeah, like
here on Eiden Myr. I mean, I could distinctly see oceans up there,
but the one landmass I could see was green. That suggests plant
life.”

Keltz shrugged.
“I couldn't say. Many people have many different beliefs when it
comes to the Azure Dream. Most people in Halen call it Azura, but
some of the more secluded villages still call it by its old name,
Eiden Perch.”

“Eiden
Perch?”

“It means
Eiden's Soul, many believe that the Dream was, at one point, the
body of the Goddess Eiden, who created Eiden Myr, which literally
means Eiden's Daughter.” He explained.

“Oh, awesome. A
creation myth, I have to hear this. How was Eiden Myr created?”

“It depends. It
oftentimes varies from village to village, from family to family.
But most believe that the Goddess Eiden created Eiden Myr in the
palm of her hand, and held it there for a great many years. But
then the Dark god Lu'Ran become vengeful and jealous of Eiden Myr,
and severed her great arm. Since that time, Eiden Myr has been left
unable to reach out to her mother,” he motioned out the window
towards the planet now rising in the distance. “But her mother is
always watching from within the Azure Dream. Eiden left one last
gift to her daughter. That gift of magick, so that all of her sons
and daughters could know their worth, and she left a promise to one
day return.”

“How long ago
was that?”

Keltz chuckled.
“I honestly couldn't tell you. The priests probably wouldn't be
able to tell you. Five thousand years? Ten thousand? A hundred?
There are ruins of ancient cultures within the Pactlands that we
know nothing of. They date back to before the signing of the Pact,
a thousand years ago.” He leaned forward. “What of your world? Your
creation?”

“It's... uhh...
a little different in our world, but one thing is the same. It
varies from family to family. Everyone has their own school of
thought that tends to be passed down in families. I broke that
habit on my own-- my beliefs are very different from my parents,”
Boomer explained.

“How so?”

“Most people
here don't believe in the existence of gods and goddesses. But a
lot, if not most of them believe in one of the various forms of the
One True God.”

“One True God?”
Keltz asked, intrigued.

“Yeah. But even
He differs from family to family. Or church to church, rather. I
personally believe in the scientific belief-- which is just theory,
mind you-- that the universe was created in a Big Bang, which kind
of... spit out a lot of matter and injected it into the universe,
eventually forming into stars and planets. Life kinda showed up
some time later.”

“Well,” Keltz
began, analyzing what Boomer was saying. “Who created the Big
Bang?”

Boomer just
shook his head. “I dunno. It... just kinda happened, I guess.”

“Ladies and
Gentlemen!” a voice called from the top of the stairs in the foyer.
Boomer looked up to see Terra standing at the top with her arms
raised. “I now present to you, the fresh new citizen of Dunsmith,
Arie Boas!”

Arie walked
past Terra, her face red, but immaculately clean. Terra had even
done her make-up and lent her some clothes. Sufficed to say, Arie
looked like a completely different person. She still wore her
bracelets and necklace, but now she was wearing a pair of jeans and
a tank top. You wouldn't have been able to tell her apart from
anyone else in town. Boomer found himself instantly drawn to her,
and thusly, speechless.

“Amazing!” Lily
exclaimed. “You can't even tell she's not from town!”

“Technically,
she is from town... now.”

“Details,
details,” Lily said, waving her hand.

“Do you like
it?” Arie asked everyone.

There was a
unanimous flutter of agreement from those amassed below. She had
even attracted the attention of Nalya and Eden. Bayne, however, was
too busy explaining the finer points of choosing a “fine blade” to
Justin to have looked.

“Boomer,” Lily
said. “Shut your mouth. You're attracting flies.”

Boomer shot her
a furtive glance, and then did as she asked. He wet his lips before
continuing. “What? She's hot. I can't help it,” he said.

Ryan could only
laugh.

“I'm hot?” Arie
said. She looked at Boomer in confusion. “I'm not sure I
understand,” she said.

“He means he
thinks you're pretty,” Terra explained. Boomer's face turned red,
but Arie smiled.

“Thank you,”
she said.

“You look very
good, Arie,” Nalya said warmly. “You fit in well here, I must
say.”

Arie smiled
again. “I'm glad,” she said. “It's hard to find a place where
people will accept you in Eiden Myr.”

When she
finally got to the bottom of the stairs, Boomer took her to one
side to talk to her, leaving Lily, Ryan and Terra lingering around
the bottom.

“Oh look,” Lily
deadpanned. “He's working his magic.”

“Oh?” Keltz
asked. “He's showing evidence of a gift?”

“No, he's
hitting on her,” Lily replied.

Keltz stared at
her blankly.

“He's--” Lily
began, but Terra beat him to the punch.

“He wants to
hump her,” she said, and began to gyrate her hips and pump her arms
for effect. Keltz laughed sharply, and it came out almost like a
honk, which caught stares from around the room and caused Lily and
Terra to start giggling.

Keltz turned
red, but kept smiling. “I'm sorry. I'm just not used to your terms.
You have many. Many I still do not understand. Like, 'do you get my
drift?'”

“Oh, that
basically means 'do you understand what I'm talking about',” Lily
explained.

“And working
magick is something you say to refer to the act of courting?”

“Courting?”
Terra asked. She started laughing. “Yeah, I guess you could call it
that. Probably more on a casual level, though.”

“A casual
level?” Keltz asked. He nodded. “Yes, I think I understand. He
doesn't seek her out as a lifelong mate, only a temporary one,
correct?”

Terra
nodded.

“Yes, we commit
to this practice sometimes as well. Outside of marriage, of
course.”

“That's really
cool, actually,” Lily commented. “It's nice to see you're
not just a bunch of medieval religious freaks.”

Keltz blinked.
“Thank you... I think.”

“No, that came
out wrong,” Lily said, wincing. “Sorry.”

“That's all
right. It's been a trying day.”

“That reminds
me,” Lily said. She looked at Terra. “Did you talk to your
mom?”

“Yeah,” Terra
said. “She's coming to pick us up later. She says that if I have to
do this, then she's going to cook me and Ryan a huge dinner tonight
before we leave. You're my roommate, so you're automatically
invited.” She turned to Keltz. “And she wants to know if you guys
can come. She really wants to meet you.” She leaned in close. “But
I warn you, my stepdad likes to drink.” She made a drinking gesture
with her thumb and pinky pointing outwards.

Keltz smiled.
“I don't see why we wouldn't. We've been subsisting on rations. A
real meal would be just what we need.”

He looked over
towards Nalya, who was back with Nicholas and Eden. “I'll go talk
to Lady Nalya, and forward your mother's invitation.”

 


 


“So, where are
you from?” Boomer asked as he and Arie walked away from the
stairs and towards the den.

“I was born in
Shavi, actually. A small village just north of Dey in Shavi. It's
called Kev, it's a beautiful place with high cliffs, green hills.
On a clear day you can see the city of Telemenn, in Rasza shining
in the distant sun,” Arie said. Boomer could almost see it.

He pictured a
small village based not far from a cliff that fell hundreds of feet
down to a crashing shoreline, surrounded by nothing but rolling
green hills. The landscape was dotted with ancient, dilapidated
statues, worn away from years of weathering. In Boomer's eyes, it
seemed very beautiful.

“Yeah, it
sounds like a beautiful place,” he said. They walked further into
the den. The room was packed wall-to-wall with bookshelves. They
were overfilled with books, and Arie's eyes went wide.

“Are all these
books yours?” she asked. She looked at him wide-eyed.

Boomer nodded.
“Yeah,” he said. “I like to read.”

Arie could only
shake her head. “I've seen libraries at the Academies in Dey,” she
said, recalling. “They had fewer books than this. You have... so
many books.”

Boomer imagined
the libraries. Small rooms with two or three chest-high bookshelves
lined up in a corner. He could see the little old man who guarded
the books ferociously, because you couldn't take books out in that
library. What was his name? Banoc?

Boomer stopped
in mid-thought. How was he able to recall his name?

He looked over
at Arie. She noticed him pause and was looking at him curiously.
“The librarian,” he began. “He was a little old man. Grouchy,
meticulous. His name was Banoc?”

Arie now seemed
shocked. “You... how can you...?”

“That's a good
damn question. How the hell did I know that? And your
village, Kev. Rolling green hills, lots of old statues, right?”

Arie's eyes
went even wider, and then a look of recognition flashed across her
face. “I can't believe it,” she said.

“Can't believe
what?” Boomer asked. “What's going on?”

“I never in my
life thought I'd meet someone with your gift. It's so... rare. Only
the elite, the rich and royal are ever allowed to speak with
a psimagi,” she said.

“A what?”
Boomer sounded worried. “A what-magi?”

“A psimagi,”
she said. “You can see pictures in your head of my memories. Even
put a name to them, right? Here, do it again!” She closed her eyes
and sat back.

“Do what again?
I don't even know how I did it.”

“Just close
your eyes. Focus on me,” she said.

Boomer didn't
feel right about it, but he did so. He shut his eyes tightly, and
colors swam in his vision. He was about to give up when something
flashed in his vision. It became as clear as day.

“I see a
woman,” he said. “She's your mother, she has red hair... had red
hair. She died recently, last year. There's someone else.” Boomer
was picking it out faster and faster. “He's your brother. He's--”
Boomer's eyes shot open. Arie opened hers.

Boomer reached
out and held the necklace around Arie's neck. He rubbed his thumb
on the smooth granite stone attached to the cord.

“He's in here,”
Boomer said.

Arie nodded.
She looked sad.

“I don't
understand,” he said. “What is this? How does it work?” He paused.
“What else can I do?”

Arie shrugged.
“I'm not sure, the psimagii are very secretive. I'm sure if they
even knew of your existence, they would either force you to join
them or... have you killed.”

Boomer's eyes
shot open. Memories of hushed conversations between Arie and her
brother flashed in his mind.

“I just did it
again,” he said. “Is it automatic?”

Arie shook her
head. “No, you can choose not to do it. That much I know. It just
takes some willpower. It's the same as any other gift, except that
it's all to do with the mind. I've heard that psimagii can send
messages to other people at a distance, some rumors have even come
out of being able pick up objects and even levitate themselves
using only their mind.”

“Are you
serious?” Boomer said. “I'm like a male Jean Grey?”

“Who?”

Boomer shook
his head. “Never mind,” he said. “I'd... just like to turn this off
for now. It's kind of creeping me out.”

 


 


“So, have you
ever played a piano before?” Eden asked, looking over Nalya's
shoulder. Nalya turned back to face her.

“I'm sorry?”
she asked.

Eden pointed at
the piano. “This,” she said. “It's an instrument. Have you ever
played?”

Nalya shook her
head. “No,” she said.

“Do you mind?”
Eden asked, gesturing towards it.

“Not at all,”
Nalya replied, then shoved over to allow Eden the room to sit. Eden
lifted up the cover and started to push down the keys in
succession. Nalya's eyes went wide as the tune began to flow
out.

“It's
beautiful,” Nalya said. “What is it?”

“This is an old
ditty,” Eden said. “It's called The Entertainer. It's about
all I know how to play. Ryan's usually the one to talk to about
playing. That guy can play any instrument put in front of him.”

“Indeed?” Nalya
asked. “I've been learning to play all sorts of instruments since I
was young. The harp, the lute, the horn and flute.”

“Ever heard of
a guitar?” Eden asked.

Nalya shook her
head. “No. What is it?”

“It's like a
lute, see. Except it's got six strings, and a couple of dozen
frets. It's been used in most of the popular music over the past
sixty years or so. Ryan's got one. He's been playing for years.”
Eden laughed. “And if I know Ryan, he'll be bringing his guitar
with him up to that place you guys are all going to.” She regarded
her for a moment. “So, what's it like?”

“What is what
like?”

“Being a woman
in command of a military force,” Eden replied. “It's not really a
common sight in our world.”

Nalya smiled.
“I admit it's not common in ours, either,” she said. “But those
born into the nobility, whether male or female, retain the right to
act as a military leader.”

“So that Bayne
guy. He's your bodyguard or something, right?”

Nalya nodded.
“He is. He's been at my side since the passing of my father.”

“I'm sorry to
hear that. So, it's an honor thing then?”

Nalya nodded.
“You could call it that,” she said.

“That's pretty
cool. Honor went the way of the dodo in our world. Most people are
just content getting by without having to worry about such a
thing,” Eden explained. “It's weird though. I mean, just talking to
you. You represent an entire society that's never used a microwave
oven, seen an episode of Gilmore Girls, or listened to Britney
Spears? You've never been to Disneyworld, and never heard of the
Vancouver Canucks. Hell, you've never heard of Vancouver.”

Nalya was about
to ask several obvious question when she was suddenly interrupted
by a loud voice calling from the top of the stairs. Terra was
standing there with Arie, and she looked as good as new.

 


 


A few hours
passed until dinnertime came around, and Terra's mom came to pick
up Terra. She also managed to fit Lily and Arie in the car, while
Ryan drove Keltz, Bayne and Nalya out to the Whitepoint farm.

Terra's mother
was a happy woman with an outlandish sense of humor. She was also
just as permanently stoned as Terra was. Like Terra, she loved her
weed.

But she also
loved to cook, which is just what she did. Turkey was on the menu,
and it was like Thanksgiving on overdrive. Even Terra was amazed.
Bayne quickly got to know Terra's stepdad, and the two bonded over
some beer. Her stepdad bragged about his homebrew, and Bayne
expressed his love of the tasty stuff.

The two
continued to drink, chat and laugh with each other all throughout
dinner. But while it was served, complete with mashed potatoes,
gravy, carrots, stuffing and cranberry sauce, a few awkward moments
were had. While Bayne and Arie had little trouble reaching for food
the moment it was within reach, Keltz and Nalya seemed stiff, as
though waiting for something.

“You can eat,
you know,” Terra's Stepfather said. “It ain't gonna bite ya.”

Bayne punched
him lightly in the shoulder and laughed with him. He thought the
joke quite hilarious.

Nalya and Keltz
suddenly loosened. “We were taught in the academies never to eat a
meal unless given permission. We didn't want to seem rude,” Keltz
explained.

“Rude nothing,”
Terra's mother said. “Eat away! That's what it's there for.”

Nalya and Keltz
did eat. They ate well, and they filled their bellies. The food had
absolutely blown them away. The flavors, the spices. All four of
the newcomers thanked Terra's parents profusely, calling their
matron's meal 'rapturous' and showering her with praise.

But still, the
evening wore on, and the sun went down again that night, right
around the time it would have back on Earth, and each decided they
would retire-- there was still work to do at home. They still had
to pack. As the four newcomers retired to their hotel room, Ryan
and Terra went home to pack and get some rest.

They would
leave in the morning. And after that, nothing would ever be the
same again.

 


 



Chapter
Eight:

Departure

 


“I swear to
God,” Ryan complained. “It's three in the morning. I only went to
sleep six hours ago!” He muttered.

“Well, you
are leaving for God knows how long,” Lily said. “I don't
know how you two managed to get hooked into this, but I'm glad I'm
not going.” She looked to Terra. “Are you all packed?”

“Yep,” Terra
replied. She took another toke from her joint.

“How much weed
are you bringing?”

“Enough,” Terra
replied. She patted her backpack, which was stuffed to the brim
with various knick-knacks, and of course, the mellow green herb in
question.

“You realize
we're going with Shephard, right? And that he's a cop?”

“So? What's he
going to do? Arrest me?”

“Technically,
once we're out of town, we're no longer in Canada,” Ryan said. “And
therefore no longer subject to Canadian law. We're subject to the
law of the Disputed Lands, of which as I understand it, there are
none.”

“See?” Terra
said. “Nothing he can do.”

“Well, did you
pack a nice dress?” Lily asked

“I'm way ahead
of you. I brought the one with the orange ribbons.”

“They're going
to look at you funny,” Ryan said.

“So? They're
going to look at both of us funny. What are you going to wear to
meet the king?”

“I packed a
bunch of t-shirts, a few pairs of jeans, some hoodies. I'm bringing
my leather jacket, it's tough and durable and might just last this
trip.”

“You're going
to talk to the King looking like James Dean?”

“Why not? For
all he knows it's formal dress from around here. If it makes you
feel better, I'll go grab my denim jacket--”

“No!” the girls
chorused.

“Whatever,”
Ryan said. He looked at Terra. “What else did you pack?”

“A few changes
of clothes-- they better have a laundromat in Cilasia, or I'm going
to scream. My iPod, my camera, a bunch of those industrial strength
batteries my stepdad got from the mill, my journal, some pens and
pencils, hygiene stuff. Some pepper spray. I'm trying to keep it
pretty basic.” She looked at Ryan. “What'd you pack?”

“Pretty much
the same. Clothes, camera. I'll have to use that sparingly. My PSP,
bunch of batteries Boomer got me from the store, a few candy
bars--”

“Candy bars!
Why didn't I think of that?”

“I was thinking
I could use them to barter, you know? Give 'em a taste, and trade
'em something for the whole thing,” he explained.

“Hah!” Lily
said. “What if they already know how to make chocolate?”

“Then at least
I have chocolate.”

“That reminds
me!” Terra said, leaping up. “One more thing I want to bring.”

She ran into
her bedroom and came out holding a nearly-full bottle of Gummi Bear
Spray.

“Oh God,” Ryan
said. “Hello to our new neighbors! We come bearing chemical warfare
and the obesity epidemic!”

The girls gave
him a blank stare.

“He does make a
good point,” Lily said. “Shouldn't you bring a gift for the king or
something? Isn't that customary?”

“Here in Eiden
Myr?” Ryan asked. “Who knows? Still, it wouldn't hurt. I doubt he'd
have us drawn and quartered for offering him a gift.”

“Oh, I got a
gift for him all right,” Terra said. She patted the back
compartment of her backpack.

Lily let out a
surprised giggle. It was louder than she had intended. “You're
going to get the king of a foreign nation stoned?”

Terra shrugged.
“Why not? They have pot there, maybe he's all rasta-style.”

“I guess I
could give him my old wristwatch. I mean, the days seem to pretty
much match up with home around here,” Ryan said.

The
conversations continued on at Terra and Lily's apartment. But
eventually, Lily nodded off. Ryan woke her up briefly to say
goodbye, and he too retired to catch another hour or two of sleep
before the departure.

 


 


“Keltz?” Nalya
asked. “Are you awake?”

“Yes,” came the
soft reply. Nalya could tell she had woken him up.

“I have a
question,” she said. “I... was wondering if I could ask something
of you.”

“Please,” Keltz
said. “Ask me.”

“I feel I owe
you an explanation,” she said. “The reason for these strange
orders. We leave in the morning, and we'll part ways at Stone's
Mouth. I must know-- do you feel trust in these people?”

Keltz sat up.
The couch creaked as he did so. He smirked. “Noisy, but one of the
most comfortable beds I've had since Cilasia.” He looked Nalya in
the eye. “Lady, do you have reason not to trust them?”

Nalya
hesitated. Just for a moment. “I can't say for certain.” She looked
at him. “You must keep this private. Between us. Nobody can know.
Least of all these people.” She sighed. “I was told that a great
and terrible people will emerge from a halo of black light in the
lands of Eventide. That these people will be masters of an unknown
art.”

“That sounds
very much like these people. Is that the reason for all the
urgency, then?”

Nalya nodded.
“I can't say. The Prophet led me to believe they would cause a
great upheaval, but never got into specifics.” She sighed. “He
explained it in such a way to make it seem as though he were merely
telling a story. Only now do I realize he was talking to me, but
there are so many things I don't understand about it.”

“Well, prophecy
is hardly a specific art,” Keltz replied. “What do you expect will
happen?”

“I don't know.
I will bring them to Arronay before we reach Cilasia. We must speak
to Mika Sephalon.”

“Are you sure?
It would add days to the trip.”

“I know, but I
think it may be necessary. The Prophet made me promise to see him
again before I return to Cilasia.” She looked at Keltz, then
shook her head. “Keep Arie and Tam close, as well. We don't know
anything about them, and I don't want these people to think us
responsible should one or both of them turn on them. Work with
them, treat them as friends. But watch them.”

Keltz nodded.
“I can do that.”

“Good,” Nalya
said. “Now rest up. We leave at dawn.”

 


 


Dawn came
sooner than later for Ryan, who had been tossing and turning in his
bed since he had left Terra and Lily's place. He had been concerned
about not working during the time, but then realized that his
workplace hadn't even been in the radius of the Blacklight, so it
hardly mattered. Thankfully, the building owners had lived out of
town, and so the superintendent was willing to forgo rent,
especially since the banks were inaccessible and everyone's
accounts were cut off.

About a
half-hour before dawn, he made sure he had everything he wanted to
bring. His guitar was strapped in nice and snugly in its waterproof
case. His camera was wrapped in a plastic bag, which was fit snugly
into its case, which rested in the side compartment of his
backpack. He had a few changes of clothes, raincoat, a sleeping
bag, and a few private rations. Goose had told him he would take
care of the rations in the long run.

Still, he was
ready just before dawn, and knocked loudly on Terra's door. Lily
was passed out in her bedroom, Terra looked at Ryan and yawned.

“Coffee?” she
asked. “It'll probably be the last time we'll hear the word before
we get back.”

Ryan wasn't
really a coffee drinker. But he understood the sentiment. He
nodded, went inside and sat down.

“You really
ready for this?” he asked.

Terra shrugged.
“I don't know,” she said. “It's all kinda sudden, really. But I get
the urgency.”

“It's funny how
adamant Nalya was about us going along. Like she really buys this
prophecy stuff.”

Terra sat down
at the table. “Look, Ryan,” she began. “I.. had a dream the other
night-- when we crossed over.”

“A dream?”

She shook her
head. “No, that's not right,” she said. “Something was speaking to
me. It was more like someone made a mental phone call and I picked
it up.”

“Well, what was
it saying?”

Terra pulled
her dream diary from the side compartment of her bag and opened it
up to the most recently completed page. “Here,” she said, sliding
it across the table to him. She got up and prepared the coffee.

Ryan read it.
“This is pretty detailed,” he said. “And eerily accurate. What's
this, he of many eyes? Bearer of Twilight's blade? Is this supposed
to be me? Twilight's blade?”

“I don't know.
I only wrote down what I could remember,” she said.

Ryan cocked his
head to one side. He continued to scan the page. “This is some
crazy shit, Ter.”

“I didn't even
think of it until yesterday, after we met the others. It was like
whatever the voice was trying to say, it was trying to get as much
to me as fast as possible. Like it was trying to hurry. It seemed
like it got hurt at one point.”

Ryan shot his
eyes up at Terra. “That shape I saw last night. It looked
like it got hurt.”

“The one over
the bay?” Terra asked.

Ryan
nodded.

Terra just
stared at Ryan for a moment longer. “I think I understand why Nalya
wanted us to go along,” she said.

“What?” Ryan
asked. “Why?”

“Because we're
supposed to,” she said, mixing her coffee. “Two creams in
yours?”

Ryan nodded.
“What do you mean?” he asked.

“I don't know.
I can't explain it. If Nalya hadn't mentioned anything about
prophecy, I probably would have forgotten about it, but it's too
close. Three shall stay and three shall go. Keltz, Arie and Tam are
staying here. You, me and Shephard are going along with them.” She
shrugged. “It's a little too close for comfort.”

“Great,” Ryan
said. “So what's it mean?”

“I don't know,”
she said. “I think that's where this Seer guy comes in. I'm going
to bring it up to him.”

“Ah,” he looked
at the page some more. “I'd show this to Nalya, too. Maybe she can
make something of it.”

Terra brought
Ryan his coffee and sat down. “I don't know,” she said. “I get the
feeling she doesn't quite trust us.”

“How so?”

“I don't know.
Just a vibe, I guess.”

“Could be
jitters from finding out we're in a different world. I mean,
technically, she's an alien,” Ryan said.

“Technically,”
Terra said. “We're the aliens.”

Ryan gave her a
blank stare. “Whoa,” he said. “Heavy.”

“It's almost
dawn,” Terra said. “We should get our things together.” She
finished off her coffee. “They'll be waiting.”

 


 


“Where the hell
are those kids?” Boone grumbled.

“Damned if I
know,” Brad exclaimed. “But if they don't hurry up, I'm leaving
without them.”

“We can't leave
without them,” Nalya said. “They're needed for this journey.”

“Give 'em ten
more minutes,” Goose suggested. “Then we'll have to go and wake 'em
up. In the meantime, you should learn how to use these.” He
gestured to the Honda All Terrain Vehicles, brand spanking new,
courtesy of the motorcycle shop out on the highway. They had
donated small trailers, quads, even offered to pay up for the gas,
but Ron Exeter at the Gas 'n Dash had beat them to the punch.

“I'm not so
sure about this,” Nalya said, but she climbed on experimentally
nonetheless.

“Okay, this is
your clutch, these are the brakes,” Brad explained to her. “The
accelerator is down by your foot.” He slowly taught her the basics
of how to operate the quad.

By the time
Ryan and Terra finally arrived, bleary-eyed and yawning, Nalya was
already riding around in circle, and having a great time of it,
laughing wildly. She slowed the quad to a stop.

“Holy shit, are
these for us?” Ryan asked.

“One for each
of you,” Goose said. “At least, those of you going all the way.
It'll get you most, if not all of the way there. We've also
supplied you with enough gas to refuel for at least four days.” He
gestured to the trailer. “Just you be careful. That'll flip if
you're not mindful. Eventually you may have to abandon them, but I
see no reason it won't shave off a huge chunk of your trip.”

Terra ran up
and claimed her quad, it was a purple Honda. She threw her bag in
the compartment under the seat and put her jacket on. “Cool!” She
sang out.

“Camping
supplies,” Goose said. “We got tents, sleeping bags, a gun, but
that's Shephard's gig. A camping stove, matches, rope, a few
hunting knives. Anything you might need in the foreseeable future.”
He patted another trailer. “This is food, rations. Protect it with
your life, otherwise you'll have a pretty hungry trip.”

Ryan spent some
time going through the things. “Beef Jerky?” he said. “Score.”

“Remember, we
have to ration it,” Cale reminded him.

Ryan saluted
him. “Yes boss.”

Goose snapped
his fingers. “That's right-- Shephard is in charge here, you guys.
When he says to do something, you do it. No questions asked. Get
me?”

Terra rolled
her eyes but remained silent. Ryan only nodded. He was now becoming
distracted the the spectacle of Bayne nearly crashing into a
tree.

“Now Brad here
is going with you to that village up over yonder,” Goose said.
“From that point, he'll be staying with Keltz, and returning to the
town with the army. He's going to be our representative to Stone's
Mouth, so those two will be piggybacking with one of you--
preferably those of you who have experience with a quad.”

Ryan and Cale
both raised their hands. Terra was an experienced rider, too, but
she didn't really like the idea of Brad Renfrew clasping her waist
for however long it would take to get there.

“It's past dawn
now,” Nalya said, riding up to the others. “We best make our time--
I have some men camped just outside of town, where you found us
yesterday. We need to return to them. From there, we go to Stone's
Mouth, where I'll pass on the new orders to my men. We'll depart
from Stone's Mouth this afternoon and begin our journey north.”

“How long till
Stone's Mouth?” Terra asked.

Nalya shook her
head. “Not long. It took us three hours by foot. On one of these,
we could make it in less than an hour.”

“Aye, but I
can't wait to see the looks on the men when we arrive riding these
thunderhorses!”


“Thunderhorses?” Cale asked.

Keltz chuckled.
“He's taken to giving his own names to many of your machines. The
device which wakes you up in the morning? The alarm clock? He
insists it be called a daemon squawker.”

“Aye, and it's
a valid name! Have ye' heard its wailing?” Bayne protested. “It
calls louder than a myrnah!”

“A myrnah?”
Goose asked. He looked to Keltz. “Mr. Wicket, if you don't mind,
I'd like you to come see me when you get back-- there were a number
of things discussed last night at the meeting that we're going to
need some help on. Local wildlife is one of those issues. We need
to know what kind of animals-- or worse are out there that are
dangerous.”

Keltz glanced
to Nalya briefly. She gave a nod. “Of course. You will meet us back
here?”

Goose nodded.
At some point the day before, some kids scouting out around the
logging roads managed to find a place where the strange ridge that
surrounded the town seemed to equal out with the land on the other
side. Well, at least enough that a person or vehicle could cross
over with nothing but a little bump. It was just south of where
Nalya and the others had been discovered.

He looked over
to Brad. “You sure about this, Brad?”

Renfrew nodded.
“In for a penny, in for a pound,” he said. “I may not be happy
about it, but that doesn't mean I'm not going to do my part.”

Goose nodded.
“See what you can find out, it's a small village and their
knowledge of the local area is extremely valuable. See if you can't
convince some of them to come back with you. If we're going to get
through this, we need to know what we're up against.” He looked
over at Boone, who was shaking his head.

“They're
catching on, but they'll hardly be experienced riders. I'd say
don't put them in front until they get a little more used to it,”
he said, gesturing to Bayne and Nalya as they sat on the back of
their quads. “And make sure they wear their helmets.”

Bayne blinked.
“Helmets?” He pointed to the round, bulbous things sitting on the
ground. They reflected the sunlight. “Those things?”

Ryan walked
over and picked one up, and tossed it to Bayne. He caught it and
immediately started to examine it. He knocked on it and looked
back. “What's it made of?”

“Polycarbonate
plastic,” Cale said. “Fiberglass, sometimes kevlar. And then you
have polypropylene foam on the inside.”

Bayne blinked.
“I didnae understand a word of that!” he exclaimed. “Will it stop a
blade?”

“I would
imagine. You'd have to hit that thing pretty damn hard to even
cause a dent,” Boone offered.

Bayne shrugged,
and then put the thing over his head.

“Ifs
sphifflin!” he exclaimed. Then pulled it off. “Aye, but that's a
tight fit,” he said.

“That one's
actually for Nalya,” Goose said. “We've got some bigger ones
here.”

Nalya
laughed.

Goose clapped
his hands together. “Okay,” he said, and looked to Nalya. “So are
we all ready to go?”

Nalya nodded.
“We are.”

“Yeah, we're
good,” Ryan said. Terra already had one earbud in her ear and had
already been rocking out to her personal selection of tunes, but
she gave a curt nod. Cale just climbed on to his own quad and
revved it up.

“Keltz, you
ride with me,” Ryan said, and beckoned him over. Keltz climbed on
behind him.

Brad Renfrew
climbed on behind Cale, and Goose stepped back. Ryan brought his
quad up to Nalya's and asked, “Okay, so what's our first stop?”

“Just a little
north of here, not far. Perhaps a quarter-hour. I will instruct my
men to come here and wait for the others before they head down into
the city,” she explained. “After that, we go to Stone's Mouth. No
more than two hours by foot.”

He nodded.

“So you guys
are good to go?” Goose asked.

He received a
nod from all around.

“All right,
then good luck. And bring me back a gift, eh? Something fancy,” he
joked.

And with one
final goodbye, the quads went up and over the ridge. For a brief
moment, Ryan looked back and realized that he was now fully in
another world. These weren't the wilds of Vancouver Island, these
were the wilds of the Disputed Lands.

And, as he'd
been told before, anything goes in the Disputed Lands.

 


 


Andy took a
long toke on his joint as he sat on his front porch.

"Mornin' Andy,"
Billy said, walking up to the front of his trailer. "How's the
crop?"

Andy had to
chuckle. It was Billy's usual greeting. He'd been asking the same
question for twenty-five years. It was just Billy. Even after
Margo, Andy's wife, had died, and he was on the brink of despair,
Billy would walk up and ask him how his crop was. If anything, Andy
owed Billy his sanity.

"Same as
always," Andy replied. "Not quite big enough."

Billy smiled.
"I'm heading up into town in a bit," he said. "Was wondering if I
could borrow that bike hitch you got."

Andy nodded,
and motioned over to the pile of junk that had accumulated over the
years next to his trailer. "Might need a spot weld or two," he
said. "But it should last the trip. The Dodge out of gas,
then?"

"Yeah," Billy
replied. "Used the last of it getting Harriet into town. Might have
enough to get halfway, but then I'd be screwed."

"Sounds
shitty," he replied.

Suddenly, Andy
heard a noise. He'd been jumpy ever since the T-Rex incident the
previous morning, and every sound had caught his attention. Most of
the time, it was just a raccoon or a rabbit poking around near the
garbage.

This time,
however, it was different. There was some kid poking around it. He
was dressed in mismatched armor and had a short sword in his hand,
the kind the ancient romans were fond of using. He was poking
around the stuff outside of Amos' trailer.

"Shit, Billy,"
Andy said quietly, and gestured towards the kid.

Billy turned
around and paused for a moment. The kid hadn't seen them yet, which
was all good in Andy's books. If he was one of the Vectorans, then
he wasn't likely to be alone.

"Hey! You!"
Billy yelled.

The kid
suddenly crouched down, held his sword up in the air, and zeroed in
on them. It was definitely an aggressive posture.

"Billy,
dammit!" Andy sprung out of his chair just as the kid screamed. He
held the sword over his head and ran straight towards them. "Billy,
run! Get a gun!" Andy screamed, as he sprinted for his front
door.

"Hey, kid!
Wait!" Billy said. He just stood there, like a deer caught in
headlights as the kid charged toward him.

Andy reached
around the corner of the door jamb for the rifle he had put there
since he heard there were hostile forces in the area. He looked up
just in time to see the kid drive his sword right through Billy
Jessup.

"Billy!" he
screamed. He fumbled with the rifle for a moment, the shock of
witnessing the event preventing him from getting a decent grip.

The kid turned
towards him, put a foot on Billy's chest, then used it as leverage
to pull the sword out. Billy hit the ground with a lifeless
thud.

"Die, Freeman
filth!" the kid exclaimed. Andy still fumbled with his gun. He
couldn't focus! The kid was getting closer.

Suddenly, a
shot went off. The kid stopped in mid-step. He looked at Andy with
a look of both confusion and shock.

"Drop your
weapon!" Andy heard from behind the kid, around the corner of his
trailer. He recognized that voice instantly. Sergeant Boone.

Strangely
enough, the introduction of a cop served only to tighten his
resolve. He raised the rifle and pointed it directly at the kid's
head.

"Drop it, you
piece of shit!" he exclaimed.

The kid just
looked back at him. His face tightened up, and exploded into a fit
of rage. He took another step.

Andy didn't
even have to pull the trigger. Boone did it for him. The second
shot took his leg out from under him. He yelped in shock and went
down, his sword out of reach. Andy trained his rifle on the
kid.

"Party's not
over yet," Boone exclaimed, now visible from behind the trailer. He
pointed his pistol towards Amos' trailer. Andy could see Amos'
looking out his window, his eyes wide with shock. It was almost
comical, and Andy would have laughed if he had not noticed the
other three soldiers that were now watching them. They seemed to be
considering whether or not they should risk attacking them.

Boone took a
shot, and hit one of the men dead in the shoulder. The one he hit
fell to the ground, and then quickly scrambled to his feet,
cradling his shoulder. “Retreat!” he yelled.

The others
didn't need to be told. They did what they thought was prudent, and
turned tail.

A moment later,
they were all out of sight.

"I'm not sure
I've ever been glad to see you, Boone," Andy said.

Boone walked
along the side of the trailer. Andy still had his gun trained on
the kid, who was groaning in pain and clamping his leg. “Looks like
we've got a prisoner,” he said.

“You really
want to take prisoners?” Andy asked. He brought his rifle up and
pointed it at the kid's head.

Boone reached
out and pushed down the barrel of Andy's gun. “We don't do that,”
he said.

Andy looked at
him. “That kid just ran a sword through Billy Jessup. You know how
long I've known Billy?”

“Freeman dogs!”
the kid cried. “Finish what you started, cowards!”

Boone and Andy
looked at each other.

“Ahh, shit. I'm
going to have to drive back to the lockup with this kid screaming
in my ear, aren't I?” Boone exclaimed. “Maybe I should let you kill
him.” He sighed, then picked up his radio.

“Dispatch, it's
Boone,” Boone said. Even he had dropped the use of the official
code. There was little point to it anymore. “I'm going to need a
meat wagon down at Kamper's Korner, Billy Jessup's dead,” he said.
“And get a hold of Goose, it looks like those Vectoran guys know
we're here-- but we got one of 'em. Alive,” he said. “He's going to
need some medical attention.”

“Ten-four,”
dispatch replied. “On it, boss.” Andy recognized Shelly Littleton's
voice.

Andy looked
down at Billy. He sighed.

“Look, Andy--”
Boone said as he rolled the kid onto his stomach and put the cuffs
on. “I came down here for a reason.”
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