Merlin's Gate
a novelette
Susan Brassfield Cogan
Published by CoganBooks at Smashwords
Copyright 2010 Susan Brassfield Cogan
Discover other titles by Susan Brassfield Cogan at CoganBooks.net
Smashwords Edition, License Notes
Thank you for downloading this free ebook. You are welcome to share it with your friends. This book may be reproduced, copied and distributed for non-commercial purposes, provided the book remains in its complete original form. If you enjoyed this book, please go to CoganBooks.net to find other works by this author. Thank you for your support.
"So what do you think it is?" Cabe said as they tramped down the dark alley.
"I'm not sure," said Brax, "but I think it's a weapon." Cabe sighed. He was soft and a coward, and he only minded a little that everyone thought so.
"If we get caught with a weapon," he said steadily and hopelessly, "we'll spend the rest of our very short lives in the Pit."
"Yes," said Brax without elaboration. "Yes." He watched a ship descend through the atmosphere in the distance. Merlin's Gate was busy these days with the war coming on. When he was younger he used to watch with naked longing as the big space liners came and went. Now he just stared, not allowing himself to remember why. They were very beautiful, though, their antigravs glowing brilliant blue against the purple evening sky. As breathtaking as it was, it was a common sight and other folks ignored it. Brax would never be able to just ignore it, even though hope was long since lost.
"We have to get to Worship sometime soon," Cabe fretted. "Your Holy Mark is faded and mine's getting that way."
"We'll do Worship after I get that thing the Atharian left. It's a mas-tech weapon. I know it." Cabe patiently followed. Brax knew he would. Even though Cabe was the son of a Holy Family and Brax had never known his family, they'd been friends since they were kids. The alleyway where the Morality Police had grabbed the Atharian wasn't far. He had thrown his weapon--probably a weapon--under a trash bin right before the MPs saw him. Brax had been following him just to find out what an offworlder was doing in Gate City. It was Immoral for aliens to leave the Gate compound. It was Immoral for anyone to be in possession of mas-tech, even an alien. The Atharian wore a tight-fitting silver suit, and was wrapped in a heavy cloak to hide it. He probably didn't know the MPs had sensors. There was no escaping their notice.
"You don't even know for sure if it was an Atharian," said Cabe glumly. They'd already had a couple of versions of this conversation.
"It was an Atharian. I heard him talking to the MPs. He gave them a fistful of chips to let him go. If he'd told them about the weapon they'd have taken that instead." Brax was patient with his friend. He knew Cabe's Holy Father would not help Cabe escape the pit. Cabe's father, filled with love for the Five Gods, would cast his own son down into darkness.
"How do you know he didn't come back for it?"
"Don't. But he didn't." Brax's stomach tightened at the thought of that. He hoped hard. He almost prayed but never before had The Five been interested in helping a street rat like himself. He was counting on the fact that it would be too dangerous for the Atharian to come back for his mas-tech device. Once, he could flash some chips and get a free ride back to his ship. Twice, a shipload of chips would not keep him out of the Pit.
Finally the right alley gaped darkly in front of them. An MP patrol car rolled by in the street. Taking it easy, they blended into the shadow of a warehouse, empty and probably abandoned, but conveniently placed. They had both long ago acquired the knack of casually blending into whatever was nearby. Brax could do it without even thinking about it. He'd had buddies dragged off to the Pit while he hid two feet away thinking peaceful thoughts.
When the rolling MPs were gone, Brax ran for the trash bin. There'd be walking MPs but Cabe would keep an eye out for them. Brax fell onto his belly and peered underneath. His heart sank at first. He couldn't see a thing, but then the dark was thickening and the undersides of trash bins weren't famous for being well lit. Only The Five knew what nameless horrors were rotting in that velvety black, though his nose could make a guess. Brax pushed his hand under the bin. He found something soft and slightly damp, jerked away from it and continued groping.
Cabe, flattened against the bin in the darkness, whistled one soft note. MPs at a distance. Brax worked faster. He flattened himself harder against the crumbled asphalt of the alley and pushed his arm further in. There! His fingers brushed against something smooth and cold.
Cabe hissed. MPs closer. He drifted into the deeper shadows behind the bin. Brax ignored him, struggling furiously to grow his arm another five millimeters. Cabe touched his foot. Brax looked up. His legs were clearly visible from the street. He pulled his knees toward his chin and rolled over into the deep shadow.
The MPs strolled by, one telling the other a dirty joke. Underneath the chatter, Brax could hear a soft metallic sound that froze his heart. The metal tube, the mas-tech device--weapon, he hoped--was rolling out toward the street. It rolled into view. Brax could see it clearly by the dim and distant streetlight rolling toward the curb. When it dropped off the edge it would certainly make a racket. MPs might not investigate. MPs in this part of town tended not to be very devout. They got their Holy Marks in the same mission churches as the street rats, so they might ignore the sound. The shiny metal tube might stop rolling on its own. Brax watched. Fascinated by the tube's flickering glitter.
Nothing good happened. The tube dropped off the edge of the curb with a clink and sounded exactly like what it was--mas-tech. The two MPs turned, looking for the source of the sound. The tube didn't roll any more. It lay in the shadow of the curb, probably sparkling beautifully. Brax lay curled up in the garbage by the trash bin with his guts twisting. The pressure of disappointment was like a bomb exploding in slow motion. That tube and everything it represented was so much, so very much and the empty wasteland of his life was so very empty.
He jumped to his feet. Brax heard Cabe gasp his name. He ignored him and ran for the curb, snatched the tube and kept going.
The MPs were about a half block away. He didn't look. Cabe would either stay still or run in the other direction. He had hung back on many occasions when, like now, Brax was attempting something that could be suicide.
Brax ran deep into the alley across the street. He knew this part of the town like the back of his hand. He knew this alley only ran for two blocks and then ended at a chain-link fence with a small rip in it. He knew he could push through and be gone before the big MPs could get either through or over. Brax had squeezed through that hole only a week ago. But nothing good happened.
He could hear the MPs pounding after him, growling for him to halt and firing an occasional wild stunner shot. Stunners weren't all that accurate anyway and impossible to aim when running. Brax had spent much of his young life counting on that.
The Five Gods of Avalon hated him. They always had. The fence was there, but the hole wasn't there. A strip of brand new chain had been hooked into the old, corroded stuff. He almost cried when he saw it. He hadn't cried since he'd left the kindershelter. Then he stuffed the tube into his pocket and jumped as high as he could, grabbed the fence and pulled himself up. It hurt like hell but he wasn't going to give up.
He didn't get far before he felt an iron grip on one ankle.
"Get down here you immoral bastard!" the MP snarled. Brax's fingers slipped from the fence and he fell into beefy arms. Brax rammed his elbow into the man's nose. The MP shrieked and loosened his grip. Brax fought free and saw the other MP waiting for him to do just that so he could use his stunner. The stun beam went close by Brax's head, numbing his ear. Then he heard yelling and a firestorm of invective. A stone flew by and struck the MP with the stunner, spoiling his second shot.
Brax, realizing suddenly that neither MP had a hand on him, pounded up the alley toward Cabe. Cabe had an armload of small stones, clumps of concrete and bits of garbage. He threw them one after the other, distracting the cursing MPs enough that Brax made headway up the alley expecting a stunner hit any second.
"Come on!" he yelled at Cabe as he sprinted by.
Brax ran wildly, putting distance between himself, the MPs and the threat of the Pit. After a while, he stumbled and fell from exhaustion and lack of oxygen. He lay in the street sucking air, his vision going white at the edges, afraid he would vomit. When the buzzing rattle of his breath subsided enough that he could look around him, he realized that Cabe hadn't followed. He struggled to get to his feet. His knees wouldn't hold him up. He crawled another half block to a vacant lot and leaned limply in the shelter of a burned out vehicle. These bouts of weakness kept getting worse. He figured maybe he should eat more than once every day or two.
That Cabe hadn't followed him was bad, really bad. Brax turned the mas-tech device over and over in his hands trying to ignore how bad it was that Cabe wasn't with him. The tube was wickedly beautiful, sparkling silver, mirror polished. Brax aimed it away from himself and pushed several of the little colored jewels that lay along the length of the tube. At first nothing happened. Then he pressed two of the buttons at once and a narrow beam shot out, burning a hole in the ground about two inches from his foot. He smiled and tried to feel happy, but couldn't because Cabe wasn't there. Finally, he pushed himself to his feet.
He headed back to the alley where Cabe had saved his butt from the MPs. The walk wasn't as long as he thought it would be. Apparently he hadn't run all that far. When he turned the last corner, he immediately melted into the nearest shadow.
Two MPs had become four and all of them were standing around the prone body of what could only be Brax's oldest friend. Cabe wouldn't be dead. He'd be worse than dead. Disrespect to an MP, abetting Immorality, suspected trafficking in mas-tech--the list would go on and on. It wouldn't matter how powerful or Holy his family, Cabe would never come out of the Pit. Cabe had said it himself--he'd be there the rest of his very short life.
Brax looked down at the tube in his hand. Not worth it. He had wanted it so much and now it wasn't worth the price Cabe would have to pay. He looked back at his prone friend. The meat wagon had come and the MPs were tossing Cabe's unconscious body into the back of it. His friend had given his life for him and Brax knew that his empty and blighted life was not worth Cabe's sacrifice.
He pointed the tube at the meat wagon, his fingers over the two killer buttons. There was no hope in it, but he had to try.
Something silver flashed in front of his eyes and he felt someone try savagely to pull the tube out of his hand. The attacker failed, but he spoiled Brax's aim. The beam melted a hole in the pavement the size of his fist. Before Brax could blink, a silver arm snaked around his chest and Brax was lifted rapidly up into the night air. He cursed and struggled, his heart beating painfully in this chest.
"Shut up! Stop it!" Hissed a voice in his ear. The arm shook him for emphasis. "I can drop you, but that would get their attention. You want any of that?" Brax looked down and a wave of sick fear filled him.
"No," said Brax. He saw the meat wagon, now far below, driving off, its yellow headlights slicing through the dark streets. Brax and his unnamed attacker flew lightly and quickly across the top of the city. Brax couldn't see what was propelling them, but he figured it was mas-tech of some kind.
Gate City slid by far below them like a dark dream. The hovering space liners of Merlin's Gate grew as they approached.
It was a relief when they finally landed with a jolt onto a rooftop. They were still high up, but it was queasy-making to have nothing under your feet except a hundred meters of air. Brax was pretty sure they were in the alien compound. A large spacer filled the sky, hovering over the vast tarmac like a giant, buoyant balloon, its antigravs, merely soft blue this close to the ground.
The Atharian took Brax hard by the arm and steered him toward a doorway. Brax jerked away, skipped a few steps backward and pointed the tube at the alien.
"Give me that tube, boy," said the Atharian.
"Screw yourself," said Brax, his fingers still tightly curled around the cold metal.
"You don't know what it is." The Atharian was a tall, slim man. That was all that could be told about him, because of the tight-fitting silver suit. His eyes were invisible behind dark shields.
"It's a weapon. That's enough," said Brax through his teeth.
"It's not a weapon."
Brax snorted. "Yeah, most tin whistles can burn holes in the ground."
"You can beat a man to death with a shovel, but a shovel is not a weapon." Brax noticed that the man was standing very carefully still. It might not be a weapon, but it was dangerous. I should just burn him down and get out of here, Brax thought to himself. He had a brief memory flash of Cabe's body being chucked into the meat wagon like so much garbage.
"Tell you what. I'll pay you for it," said the Atharian.
"And then I'll have a bunch of marked chips and no weapon." Brax started to press the two jewels that would burn the Atharian.
"Wait!"
"Why?"
"I didn't mean chips. I meant I'd give you something that you could use to get your friend back." The Atharian peeled the glove off of his right hand and held it up.
"You can have one of these." He could only mean the small disk implanted in the palm.
Brax waved the tube. "This can kill you. What can that do?"
"This," said the Atharian and the tube jerked out of Brax's hand as if pulled by an invisible wire.
The Atharian pointed the tube at Brax and suddenly it was Brax who was careful not to move. The Atharian pressed a couple of buttons, one after another, and Brax braced himself for the end of his life. He welcomed it. He embraced it. Life was ugly, filthy and the gods hated him. It would be a relief to go.
It didn't happen. He felt a little tingling but otherwise nothing--except that he couldn't move a muscle.
The Atharian turned the tube sideways and seemed to be reading something. The alien shook his head and looked up at Brax. "Boy, you are a mess," he said. "Malnutrition, parasites inside and out, a heart valve deformity and the early stages of bone deterioration. Both of those probably related to the malnutrition. You'd be dead in a year or less without a disk."
Brax tried to say something foul, but couldn't move his mouth. The silver man opened a slot in his suit near his hip. He reached in and took out a silver disk wrapped in clear film. He pulled the wrapper off and took hold of Brax's hand. "Your physiology is a little different from mine, but this should help you. There'll be some discomfort," he said. Then he jammed the disk into Brax's right palm.
It hurt more than anything Brax had ever felt before and he'd been in Juvenile Reeducation twice. It hurt all the way down to the tips of his fingers and all the way up to his right shoulder. It intensified with every beat of his heart. If he hadn't been helplessly frozen where he stood, he would have ripped off his own hand to stop the pain.
The Atharian patted Brax on the shoulder. "The pain will subside in a few seconds," he said. He fished a couple of chips out of the slit in his suit and stuffed them into Brax's pocket. "When you thaw out. Get something to eat."
Brax watched the alien stow the tube in a belt loop, replace his glove and seal the hip slit. The pain was already receding. The relief was almost as intense as the pain.
"It will take a couple of days for the full affect," said the Atharian. "Pay attention to your dreams, they'll teach you how to use it. Wait for the full effect before you go after your friend." Then he was gone. Brax assumed he either flew away or went through the door but he couldn't turn to see.
It was several minutes before he could move. He could tell when the stun was wearing off because his knees began to tremble. By then the pain was gone entirely and his hand and arm felt almost weightless.
While he had been forced to stand there motionless, he'd had plenty of time to think. All his life he had lived in the bowels of the world. His life had been a barren tree, withered at the roots. As he slowly raised his hand he could feel the silver disk biting deeper, settling into his flesh. Even now in the dim light of the rooftop, he could see it was almost a part of his hand. He didn't want to look at it. The reality of this alien thing in his hand froze his bones with terror. His years and days had been an empty landscape filled only with pain and death. Now, in his palm, there grew a flower of hope.
* * *
Hope died fast, overwhelmed with terror. Sleep was impossible. Brax woke screaming and that alone was dangerous. It might not matter. He was sick, dying, and the disk was doing it. After the first night Brax spent his days in hiding and his nights prowling the streets looking for a way to get rid of the Atharian's curse. Two days passed and he had just about decided to lie down and let the thing have him when he found what he was looking for.
He got a tip about an Atharian surgeon who had been kicked off his ship for drunkenness and generally being a pain in the ass. This Atharian could help him get rid of the disk. The good doctor apparently did his drinking at the Phoenix, a bar close to the port.
Nightfall found Brax in the deep shadows of an alley across from the Phoenix. The alien disk felt alive, embedded in the palm of his hand. He ignored it and waited, fighting off sleep and thoughts of Cabe, alone in the Pit. Cabe's Holy Father had condemned him to die there, just as Brax knew he would. It was on all the street boards. It had been two days and only a dim hope remained that Cabe could still be alive. Condemned by a Holy Man, the guards would give Cabe special attention. "Wait for the full effect," the Atharian had said. If this was the full effect, it was killing him and it didn't matter because Cabe was probably dead already.
When the dark was thick enough, Brax walked casually through the street traffic and leaned outside the bar for a while. It was dangerous. He could easily get a one-way ticket to the Pit for this attempt to consort with aliens. Merlin's Gate street rats should not be in the alien quarter so close to the spaceport. He didn't care.
Atharians came and went. They all looked pretty much alike in their bio suits but Brax had been told that the symbols on their sleeves were an identifier. Brax remembered the marks on the Atharian who had put the disk in his hand. If he saw him, he'd kill him. Considering how he felt right now, he'd be happy to kill almost anybody.
Finally, the right Atharian reeled out the door of the bar. Brax threw his arm around the man's shoulder and forcefully steered him into the nearest alley. The Atharian was too drunk to put up much of a fight. When they were out of sight, behind an enormous trash bin, Brax pinned the alien against the wall and held up the palm of his hand.
"Tell me how to dig this out," he said.
The Atharian's face, entirely covered by his silver bio suit, stretched. Brax thought maybe it was a smile. "You got it. It's got you."
"It's alive, isn't it?"
"Not really. You'd call it robots."
"Robots?" A sudden wave of fear swept over him.
"Tiny invisible robots. Nanotech. They invade your entire body and eat you alive." The Atharian threw back his head and laughed.
Brax couldn't breathe for a second. The night he had tried to sleep, he had dreamed of ants devouring him from the inside out. He had awakened, his throat torn from screaming, and had run through the streets until he collapsed.
He smashed his fist into the alien's face. That felt good. The Atharian didn't stop laughing. He slid down the wall and curled up on the ground, guffawing, with blood oozing through a small tear in his bio suit. Brax prepared to kick him in the ribs.
"Hold it, you rat bastard," said a growl from behind him. Brax whirled. An MP. Dugan, who had always hated him. Dugan's mean snake eyes glittered with enjoyment.
Brax looked around. This was a blind alley. He hadn't thought of escape. Brax tried to run past the MP. It didn't work. Dugan grabbed his wrist as he ran by and jerked him into a prisoner hold.
"Well, I finally got you," Dugan hissed into his ear. "Out of bounds in the alien quarter and illegal mas-tech in your hand." He held up Brax's hand with the damning alien thing embedded in the palm. "That's good for the rest of your life in the Pit," he sneered.
Dugan jerked, his grip loosened and Brax felt him fall backward. The Atharian stood there with a piece of broken board in his hand and Dugan was on his hands and knees shaking his head.
"Pay attention to your dreams," said the Atharian conversationally as if Dugan wasn't on the ground at his feet. "Let them have you." He threw the board away and kicked Dugan in the ribs. "They'll tell you what to do. Listen to them."
Brax didn't thank the alien for his help. He wanted to punch him again, but didn't have time for that. The alien faded back as Dugan struggled to get to his feet. Brax ran. Before long he heard Dugan's growl calling for him to halt.
Brax's nest wasn't far. He always found places to stay in the abandoned buildings that ringed the spaceport. He liked to sit on rooftops and watch the ships land and take off.
Up ahead was a steam vent he used to get into the locked and boarded up building. Dugan was not far behind and was going to see him drop into it, but that didn't matter. Once down in the belly of the building, he had a hundred places to hide. Brax reached the steam vent, grabbed the grating and jumped into the hole, almost in a single motion.
About halfway down the chute, a jagged piece of plating snagged his pants. The heavy canvass caught and held.
"Shit," he whispered. He tried to grab something, but the walls of the chute were smooth. All Five Gods hated him individually and collectively. He cursed them, all five of them, individually and collectively. Then he lay there a while listening for Dugan. He could hear the MP pounding in the distance, trying to get into the building. Brax was beyond a bend in the chute so he couldn't be seen from the street. He realized this might be the best place to hide. And then, he realized, if he didn't find a way out, it would be as good a place as any to die.
After a while, silence. Dugan had either given up or gone off to find help. Most certainly the latter. To Brax's horror, he realized sleep was stalking him. He opened his eyes wide and blinked. He rubbed his face. He pinched himself. He railed again at the Five Gods. There was nothing he could do. Sleep engulfed him.
The ants invaded his mind. He fought hard, but they found him. They found all the deep places where he hid his fears and his long-withered hopes. "Let them have you," whispered a laughing voice. He knew he could fight and might even win, but it didn't matter. If he died in this cold metal coffin it would be all the same in the end.
Then he saw them, drifting like sparkling dust motes though his bloodstream. The disk in his hand was manufacturing them by the billions. He saw them saturating every fiber, every cell, every strand of hair. They overwhelmed him and the part of him that was Brax withdrew into a tiny corner, no bigger than a spark. Then the dreams found him even in that hiding place. The dreams took him. He dreamed of flying over the city in the dark sky, becoming one of the great spaceships lifting up to the stars. He dreamed of the Pit and saw the damned souls there as they dreamed their own hopeless dreams of death and fear and the memory of pain. The nanites spoke words to him--Lift and Push, Hush and Clarity. The words meant nothing, but he saw them shining in his mind, large and clear.
When a noise above woke him, he realized he'd finally drifted away into real sleep. He looked at his hand. It was too dark to see more than a faint silver glow from the disk in his palm. He wasn't sure how he knew what to do next, but he knew it like he knew how to dip coins out of a rich man's pocket. "Lift" he whispered. He slid upward toward the mouth of the chute. When the edge was within reach he pulled himself out.
Dugan stood there with his back to Brax yelling obscenities into his com. "Then I'll go in by myself, you Fivedamned bastards." Dugan shut off his com hard enough to damage the button and shoved it in his sleeve holster.
Another of the big words occurred to Brax like a normal urge to say any appropriate word. "Clarity," he whispered. Dugan turned at the word and looked all around. Then he shrugged and walked toward Brax who stepped aside, grinning. He suppressed an urge to tap Dugan on the shoulder and then belt him a good one on the chin. Instead he watched as Dugan crawled into the mouth of the chute and slid down. Brax listened to see if Dugan made it all the way down to the basement. When Dugan howled and pounded on the metal chute, Brax laughed with pure delight.
Now it was time to find Cabe. Brax smiled and looked up. A ship was descending, high in the atmosphere like a bright morning star. The Five Gods had always liked Cabe. It was time to go see if they were any damn good at being Gods.
* * *
About half way up the sloping wall of the Pit, Cabe turned to rest. The view of the damned from this height was broad and clear in the evening. Cabe had begun the crawl as the sun set. It was warmer at the bottom, but the dogs would come and soon after, humans who were worse than dogs. There was no place to hide down there and the Pit was never completely dark. Perhaps, if he survived until tomorrow, he would stay down there and offer himself up. Two days he had been here. Yesterday he had received the ritual flogging for the Purification of the Body. The back of his shredded jacket was stiff with his own dried blood. If he was still alive tomorrow he would receive another ritual flogging for the Purification of the Soul. Judging by the first, he knew the second one would probably kill him.
Cabe's father was Chief Priest and Domun of the largest temple in Merlin's Gate. Cabe blinked as a memory of his father rose before his eyes. Father would not show mercy to his only son. There was no pity in him, only Holiness. The Domun had worshipers as well as followers and some of those worshipers were priests of the Pit. So tomorrow Cabe would die, if he did not die tonight. And if he survived, he would arrange do die anyway tomorrow night.
He crawled around until he found a shallow depression screened by bushes. It was not a hiding place. The collar around his neck would signal the guards if he even approached the rim of the pit. It would tell them if he were exerting himself too much by fighting or running. It would lead them to his body when he was dead.
Someone had already been to this spot. Perhaps many someones. In any case the bottom of the depression was lined with leaves and twigs. That was good. Otherwise, the cold of Avalon would suck the warmth and life out of him before morning. Cabe curled up tight. The wounds on his back protested hotly, but he ignored the pain. Pain meant he was still alive. For now.
He heard a racking cough nearby and held very still, listening for footsteps. At first none came, but eventually he heard some shuffling in the bushes not far away. He heard nothing else. He was not the only one escaping, for a moment, the despair below. The pulsing throb of his back calmed a little as he relaxed. Then he heard the very last thing he would have expected in the Pit. Singing.
"Oh, Jenny though I love you, a poor mate I'll be, for you know I'm a rover and it's the space life for me . . ." The voice was rough as a landslide of stones, and the song a sad lament. It was also the first song Cabe had ever heard that wasn't about the Five Gods or in praise of them. It was Blasphemy of the first water, but somehow it warmed and comforted him. Cabe listened for a long time. The verses went on and on telling the story of Tom and Jenny and their blighted love. He kept expecting the Five Gods to step into the story at some point but they never did. Tom and Jenny met their tragic fates with no comment from any of the Five or even an acknowledgment that the Five Gods existed.
When the song was done, the gravel voice continued to hum something directionless and tuneless as if to keep the thread of song unbroken. Cabe crawled toward the singer, drawn in spite of himself to the astonishing life of it. As he crawled a new tune started.
"Don't be shy my darling, open up your lovely red door, for I am a man of daring-do and you are a pretty little--who's there?" The song broke off and the last words were tinged with panic.
"Don't stop . . . Please," Cabe pleaded. He paused for a moment and listened. There was no sign that the singer was running off. All was silence. "Please," Cabe said again. "I won't hurt you." He couldn't see anything at all but shadows and weeds where the voice should have been. Disappointment was creeping over him. "I want you to sing some more songs," he added hopelessly. He heard a gasp.
A heap of rags sat just to his left almost within arm's reach. When the heap moved slightly Cabe could see it was an old man with a halo of silver hair around his head. Cabe sat facing him and wrapped his arms around his knees to show that he meant no harm. "I've never heard anything like your songs before," said Cabe. "They're wonderful."
"You're a well fed thingie. You a new un?" His voice was torn and ragged and unimaginably ancient.
"Here and gone, you know how it is," Cabe said bitterly.
"Better'n no heer a tall," said the old man. Cabe could not place his mannered way of speaking. Clearly the old man was not from the Gate.
"Are you a Tenner?" Cabe asked with a little thrill of fear. He'd never met a Tenner before, a person who worshiped five gods and five demons. They lived across the waters to the north. Soon a war would come to cleanse Avalon of their sin. Cabe had cared about all that once. Not any more.
The old man laughed like waves crashing against a far shore. "No Five, no Ten, no One, nor even shades and shadows of demons and ghosties," the old man said between waves of laughter.
"Oh! Summon the Great Mother, the Great Father and the . . ." Cabe stopped the incantation against evil. He was outcast. The Gods would not hear him. He shook himself a little and regarded the raggedy old man in a new way.
"Sing to me. Please." The old man stared back at him with a smile that exposed perfect teeth, except the missing front two. He leaned forward and a thin, birdlike hand patted Cabe's knee. The old man's face emerged from the shadows and Cabe gasped. The cast of the eyes and cheekbones, the shape of the jaw--they were unmistakable. This man was Atharian. They were seldom seen outside their bio suits but some Immoral pictures had passed from hand to hand when Cabe was in school which depicted six male Atharians playing some sort of game with a ball. Those men could be the sons of this one.
The old man still regarded Cabe with his startling smile. He shut one eye. "Yer still want me to sing a bit, me thingie?" The collar around his neck was old, crusted with dirt. The red lights on either side were nearly invisible under the grime.
Cabe steeled himself not to pull away from the old man's touch. "You're Atharian. Why don't you talk like the others?"
"Oh," the old man leaned back and chuckled. "They's high mukkies from Yorkport and such. Me? I'm Chaffee. I just tag along."
The old man leaned back into the shadow and he again became a nondescript pile of rags.
"You're singing is wonderful," said Cabe. "Could you sing a little more?"
Chaffee sighed. "You Avvies love muh singin'. S'what got me this lovely." He gestured to the collar. "But I like to do it and there's not to stop me." He took a deep breath and then choked around a rattling cough. He cleared his throat noisily.
With a voice like ground bones he sang a song about young love and the memory of moonlight. Then without pause he sang a lively tune that didn't have a story but repeated the phrase "Drink me boater until I fall a dune" over and over. One song slid almost seamlessly into another. Cabe lay down in the prickly weeds and listened with a shivering joy he had never felt in his entire life. Music had always been a Holy Chore. It had been his drab obligation to sing drab tunes with other dull boys and girls doing their duty to the Five. This was pleasure that he would never have guessed music could bring.
Cabe did not know when he fell asleep, but he dreamed of the last time he saw Father at the temple. The Domun was in his element standing on the altar, his arms raised up to the Five Gods, shouting for deliverance from All Evil. All the people in the congregation also had their hands raised shouting, weeping, praying aloud at the top of their lungs. Even so, the Domun could be heard above the din. A good Domun could be heard a mile away and seem to be whispering when the Power of the Five descended upon him. In the dream Cabe desperately called to Holy Father, but could not be heard no matter how he shouted.
Then rough hands tore him out of the dream and pulled him to his feet. Farris stood in front of him, his priest's robes shimmering white in the gloom. Two acolytes each had him by an arm. Cabe glanced around quickly for Chaffee but the old man was gone.
"My special greetings to the son of the Domun," said Farris with a slight bow.
"Greetings Ferris," said Cabe. "You prosper in my father's service I see."
"Your Holy Father has granted you the honor of Farwell Blessing," said Ferris.
As son of a Domun, Cabe was due the Full Rite of Passage. A Farwell Blessing was the small ritual usually conducted for friends. Of course, those who died in the pit were lucky to have someone spit on their corpse to acknowledge their death.
Farris touched Cabe's forehead. His Holy Mark must be quite faded by now. Sinners condemned to the Pit were not allowed to fulfill the obligation of the Mark as a sign of their unworthiness. Cabe endured Farris's touch and the murmured blessing that accompanied it.
"Had a chance to kiss my dad's ass lately, Farris?" said Cabe. Nobody thought he was brave. He didn't mind. It was true, he wasn't brave. But now that he was going to die he intended to speak his thoughts aloud. The memory of Chaffee's music bore him up.
Farris seemed to swell. "You will not speak of your Holy Father in that manner!" He struck Cabe across the face. Since being hauled to his feet had reawakened the wounds on his back, Cabe hardly felt the blow and managed a smile. He felt a small trickle of blood drip from his lower lip. Cabe licked the blood and relished the pain. He even tried to smile through it.
"Don't hit me too hard, Farris, you might get a hard on. You'd have to take a Repentance Retreat to atone for it."
Farris's mouth twisted and he pulled a thin iron rod from his rope belt. He raised it to strike. Cabe saw a flicker and the rod disappeared. Farris jumped and looked all around him on the ground as if he'd dropped it.
"The Domun comes," said the acolyte holding Cabe's left elbow. Twin blue beams stabbed the top of the temple down below in the center of the Pit. Only the Five Domuns were considered to be holy enough to withstand the Evil of a mas-tech cruiser.
"Come then," said Farris. The acolytes quick-marched Cabe down to the temple. The hard, bright, lights of the temple were almost unbearable. This temple was like any other except for the faint smell that hung in the air, the smell of feces, blood and misery--the special incense of the Pit. The acolytes dragged Cabe into the interrogation room and shackled him to the wall. The walls here were cold gray marble and very clean. Cabe was sure acolytes cleaned away anything left on the walls by the questioning, but the smell of death could not be scrubbed away. Tall windows gave a dark view of the Pit, which seethed with the bodies of those who prayed hopelessly to the Five and those who preyed upon them.
Cabe did not consider prayer. Before long his father swept through the door looking a little older than the portrait, which hung on the opposite wall. His beard now had a few strands of gray. The deep, burning eyes were the same.
"Good evening, Father, you look well," said Cabe. "I'm sorry to disturb your meditations." Cabe realized he was saying all the right words, but he couldn't make them sound sincere. "Drink me boater until I fall a dune" he thought. It made him smile a little.
"My son," said the Domun with deep sadness. "It grieves me deeply to see you thus."
"That's all right father," said Cabe. "You can turn your back while they murder me. That way you won't see me thus."
The Domun's eyes widened a little. "My dearest son," he said. "I have prayed continuously for the repose of your soul."
"As I have prayed for yours, my dearest father," said Cabe. "Drink me a boater until I fall a dune," he said, this time aloud. Cabe's father actually looked startled. Cabe had never before seen that look on his father's face and warmed to the pleasure of it. The Domun covered his face in prayer.
Five priests entered carrying whips. Cabe's pleasure died. Fear clamped his belly and he tightened his fists. The Domun launched into the Farewell Blessing. "Be thou safe and Blessed, my son. May the Holy Mother receive you in her arms and bear you to the Bright Fields and the end of longing . . ." His voice had a sort of sing-song to it that he would have used to soothe the family of some poor soul who couldn't afford a real funeral. The Domun was doing his duty now just as he would for the poorest of his flock. Cabe wondered about his mother and how she was taking all this. Mother Tuila was a formidable woman, very Holy but still grounded in the roots of life.
As the priests uncoiled the whips and formed a half circle around him he came to the realization that it simply didn't matter what his mother thought. He was about to die.
"Father," Cabe said interrupting the last of the meaningless Blessing.
The Domun stopped "Yes, my son? Do you wish to repent your sins?"
"Please come close," said Cabe. "I want to say my final words to you." The Domun nodded soberly and approached until Cabe could smell the odor of sanctity on his father's robes.
"Do you wish to repent?" The Domun repeated, murmured quietly. Cabe looked deep into his father's eyes and saw Holy sincerity, but not a trace of pity or sympathy.
"No Father. I just wanted to say that when this is over you should make sure I am dead. Because if I live I shall find you and kill you like a sick dog."
The Domun's face curdled. He whirled and strode across the room "Begin!" he shouted and turned to watch.
One of the priests unfurled his whip and struck Cabe in a streak of fire across his chest. It didn't cut through the front of his shirt this time, but he knew before long the shirt would be in bloody rags and so would he. The second priest struck. Ferris began the Purification Chant, which he would sing until Cabe was dead or the ritual was completed. The Domun joined in the chant nearly drowning out Farris's thin quaver.
Cabe took a deep breath as the third blow struck and launched into the Ballad of Tom and Jenny. He barely could remember the tune through the pain and almost none of the words. He made up words to insert into the blank spaces of his memory, some of them nonsense. He tore his gaze away from the whips and looked out over the Pit. His own blood splattered his face in warm drops. He fancied he saw Brax hovering outside the glass, looking as he always did, his face all planes and angles and his filthy hair sticking up in all directions. Cabe smiled and sang with all his strength to the apparition. Then Brax appeared slowly top down until he hung there entirely. Cabe sang, bellowing the words until he could hear that Ferris and his father fell silent. The blows continued to rain down on him, bathing his body in fire. He kept his eyes fixed on the ghost of his friend, glad to have that to look at as he died rather than the cold iron face of his father.
Then Ferris's rod appeared in Brax's hand. Cabe sang a few more phrases. The shade of Brax raised the rod and smashed it against the window. The glass was thick but cracks blossomed out like a fractured flower. Hope flickered in the midst of Cabe's agony. Brax struck again. Cracks spread outward and Brax was only visible through tiny glittering prisms. Cabe stopped singing. This time everyone heard the rod strike the glass. A third blow and the glass shattered like a sparkling curtain.
Brax whirled into the room, flailing the rod around him. Farris backed away screaming shrilly for guards. The Domun vanished out the door. The five priests fell like a human forest mowed down by a hurricane. "Go for the Domun!" Cabe yelled. "Get him! He is escaping!"
"Screw that," Brax yelled back. "You are escaping!" He grabbed the chain that held Cabe to the wall and pulled. It snapped apart like it was made of string. Cabe was free, though the iron cuffs on his wrists dangled broken bits of chain. "Can you run?" said Brax.
"Let's find out," said Cabe and ran for the door. He heard Brax pounding along behind him.
Guards were seldom needed in the Temple itself and were scattered around the Pit. It gave the two of them the grace of a few minutes. They sprinted through the compound, dodged or leapt over scattered sleeping bodies and ignored the few prowlers that lurked in the deeper shadows. Then Cabe stopped, panting hard, and looked back. Some confused guards were running into the temple while three were running out.
"Come on!" said Brax. "We have to get to the rim." Cabe shook his head. His knees were trembling. Some of the deeper cuts in his back were trickling blood. His chest was criss-crossed with fresh welts and some of those were also bleeding.
Cabe sat down suddenly without meaning to. "I could never run all the way to the rim and when I got there my collar would explode. We'd both be dead." He gulped the foul air of the Pit. "Thank you for trying. Now go save yourself."
Brax shook his head vehemently. "Not a chance. I don't know if I can carry you, but put your arms around my neck." He didn't wait for Cabe to comply. He grabbed Cabe's arms and threw them around his own neck, wrapped his own arms around Cabe's chest and said "Lift!" He rose slowly from the ground about the height of a tall man. Cabe was in too much fresh pain from the embrace to wonder about it.
They drifted low over the lumps of sleeping humanity. One man with a rock in his hand made a grab for them, but Brax said "Lift" a little harder and they drifted up out of his reach. When they got to the wall of the Pit the guards were far behind running toward them. Brax drifted down and dropped Cabe the last few inches into the brush.
"Sorry," he said. "You'd think," said Brax, "If I can tear up a chain I should be able to carry you. There's something I'm missing. I don't know how to work this thing very well yet." Cabe had no idea what he was talking about but didn't ask.
"I think I can walk a bit," Cabe said
Brax pulled him to his feet. "Let's go then," said Brax. They climbed with Brax half-carrying, half-dragging Cabe over the rough spots.
The rim was within sight but still far when Cabe caught a flicker of red. "Wait!"
"You need to rest again? The guard-bastards are catching up to us. It's not too much farther if you can stand it."
"No wait. I saw something," said Cabe. He'd seen a dull red light out of the corner of his eye. "Chaffee?" he called. There was no answer. He searched for the light, which had disappeared. He was beginning to think he'd imagined it when he stumbled over a heap of old rags. The thin body in the midst of the rags didn't move. Cabe frantically pulled the body out of the deep shadow of the brush into the dim Pit lights. There was no resistance. Cabe went cold all over when he saw Chaffee's still face.
"Fivedamned rat bastards!" The words tore out of him. He pulled Chaffee's head into his lap and continued to swear.
"Cabe! Come on, the guards are coming!"
Cabe spared a glance for the guards who had begun to climb the Pit wall. The collar was leading them straight as Farris's rod right to the fugitives. Cabe's swearing flowed smoothly into the opening words of the Farwell Blessing. "Be thou safe and Blessed, my friend. May the Holy Mother . . ."
"Cabe!" Brax punched Cabe in the shoulder. It didn't hurt, but it did bring him back to himself. "Do that later! We've got to go now."
"No," said Cabe, sudden inspiration coming over him. "Tear off his collar." Brax glanced at the pack of guards. There were six of them now. Then he grabbed the collar and pulled it into two pieces. He tossed them into the brush, grabbed Cabe's collar and pulled it apart also. He started to throw those pieces after the first two when Cabe stopped him. "No! We can use those to blow the wall!" Brax looked at him like he was insane, but said nothing. He stuffed the pieces in his belt and helped Cabe back to his feet.
Together they toiled to the top of the Rim, the guards seemed to gain on them with every step. A high, gray stone wall, impregnated with some kind of off-world tech, encircled the Pit. Anyone with a collar who touched the wall would explode. It was a popular method for suicide. Rumor had it that some people were thrown against the wall.
"We're too close to blow the wall. I'm not sure I can lift us high enough to get over it. We may have to climb it," said Brax. Cabe looked back and Brax followed his gaze. One of the guards fired a stun beam, which fell short, but a few more seconds and they would all be more than close enough.
"There's no time to climb it," said Cabe. "Give me those collar pieces and lift us over the wall."
Grim determination settled on Brax's angular features. Before Cabe knew what had happened Brax had him by the thighs and his friend's bony shoulder was digging into his gut. "Lift," said Brax firmly. They rose a few inches. "Lift!" Brax shouted. They drifted upward slowly. A stun beam swept by dangerously close. "Lift-lift-lift-lift," Cabe heard Brax straining with the effort. Each word sounded as though it were pushed out through gritted teeth. They did go up, but gradually. The guards were almost upon them and they were still low enough that a tall man could grab Brax's ankle. "Liftliftliftlift." He could feel Brax straining at the words.
Then.
"Oh."
And they shot up into the inky sky. The sudden jerk shocked Cabe so much he dropped the collar pieces and grabbed the back of Brax's shirt. They were rising so fast the wind whistled in his ears. Then a blast and red-gold fire boiled up toward them. The collar had hit the wall. The fireball came so close Cabe could feel its heat on his face. Then the cold thinning air swept all that away.
"Free," Cabe whispered and wanted to weep with relief and joy.
Brax laughed his hard-edged cackle. "Free," he agreed.
* * *
"I figured out it was not a word I'm supposed to say," said Brax. They sat on a high rooftop above the space port watching a ship of the line lift off. It rose gracefully with throat-catching beauty, a black ball nestled in a bright, clear blue flame.
"If you aren't supposed to say it, what are you supposed to do with it?"
"Feel it sort of. It's hard to explain. That's why the nanites didn't explain it so good." He snorted. Brax had already told the tale about the disk and who had given it to him.
"Atharian . . .," said Cabe. "I always thought of them as Immoral." He stopped for a moment. "I wish you coulda met Chaffee," he said. They fell silent. Cabe silently recited the Farewell Blessing from beginning to end. By the time he had finished, the great ship was no bigger than a thumbnail high in the atmosphere.
"What are you going to do now that you have Atharian power?" asked Cabe. Brax had stretched out on his back watching the ship. Cabe knew he'd watch the ship until it disappeared.
"I don't know yet," Brax said but Cabe wasn't sure he believed him. "What are you going to do?"
Cabe looked up at the rising ship. "I'm going to learn to sing," he said.
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BLACK JADE DRAGON
In the South China Sea is an island protected by nine dragons. Angie Tanaka has made one of them really, really angry.
The Way that can be traveled is not the eternal Way.
Chapter 1
My name is Angela Rosarita Tanaka, but you will call me Angie if you know what’s good for you.
I needed to get out of Hong Kong. To say Hong Kong cops are humorless bastards would be, well something that’s so obvious that it would be silly to say it. Even if I just said it.
If you give a man who owns a fishing boat a big enough wad of cash, he will not ask why you are giving him so much. He will pocket the fistful of bank notes and say the Chinese equivalent of “Where to, Ma’am”? In my case, “where to” was anywhere but here. I answered his question by waving vaguely to the north east. He nodded gravely. He was short—shorter than I am by about four inches—and built like a Chinese brick outhouse and he was burned dark by the sun. He could have been anywhere between forty years old and a hundred and twenty.
The boat captain gasped and focused his attention behind me. I glanced back and saw three of those famously humorless Hong Kong cops pile out of a white patrol car and begin terrifying the citizens by stopping them and asking them questions. I had no doubt the questions were along the lines of “Have you seen an American woman with red hair?” Right now the citizens were shaking their heads. Even though I had a cap pulled over my hair, I figured eventually one of them would nod and point in my direction.
The captain noticed the cops too. He wasn’t born yesterday. Without another word he picked up my duffel bag and tossed it onto the boat’s well-scrubbed deck. I climbed on board after it and in a few minutes the ancient gas engine had us chugging through the harbor in an easterly direction. By east he knew I didn’t mean Shenzhen or Shantau. By the comforting wad of cash in his pocket he knew I meant anywhere but communist China. I would have sat on my duffel bag just for a feeling of security, but my grandfather’s sword was wrapped in all my clothes in the middle of it. Sitting on that was just not an option.
Hong Kong harbor was always clogged with container ships, sight-seeing boats and the occasional picturesque junk hauling tourists around, so we were out of sight of the pier pretty fast. And then almost by magic we were hidden from view by an oil tanker only a little smaller than a battle star. As the harbor fell behind, I spotted a coast guard cutter zip by in the distance but after that all was peaceful. The only sound was a handful of seagulls looking for a handout and the rusty chug-chug of the engine.
When the harbor was far behind and there was nothing around me but open sea, the fisherman cast out a small net and then sat by the helm smoking a pipe. He glanced my way occasionally but didn’t offer conversation. My Chinese is reasonably fluent but I was glad he wasn’t the chatty type.
He seemed mostly to spend his time frowning at a dark haze in the east. I studied it too and didn’t see anything I cared about.
After a while he pulled in the net, selected an eel and chopped off its head. It was still writhing as he gutted it.
I watched for white police cutters or helicopters with their telltale red stripe. I only saw a few fishing boats pass by in the distance and the occasional island that dotted the South China Sea. I didn’t see any official government anything. Maybe I just wasn’t all that. Fine with me. Or maybe the stolen diamonds in the duffel bag weren’t as valuable as they’d been cracked up to be.
By the time the eel and noodles were boiling over the tiny brazier, the captain seemed to be mesmerized by the dark haze on the horizon. Even I was beginning to care about it. It wasn’t just vaguely dark any more. Now it was a sort of grayish yellow. That didn’t seem like a good thing.
When he handed me my bowl of noodles and boiled eel, my captain spoke for the first time.
“That is a big goddam storm coming. Ping-wei is only about twenty miles that way. We’ll make for it. Maybe we won’t be sucked down to hell.” The Chinese don’t actually say “goddam” but they have plenty of equivalents. I translate loosely. They do understand the concept of hell very well—who doesn’t?
The problem is that though Ping-wei was a tiny speck of nowhere, they’d have phones, television and probably even a cop or two. As rare as a red-headed American is in Hong Kong, they are pure hen’s teen on those islands between the Philippines and Taiwan.
“I’ll give you another thousand dollars if you try to ride it out,” I said.
He snorted and shook his head. “I can’t take it to hell with me.”
Good point.
He didn’t wait for my answer. His house, his rules. He turned hard to starboard—I think that’s a right turn—and made for what looked to me was open water, but he knew his job better than I did.
I watched the angry gray-yellow bank tower up and up until it filled the sky. The gray became black down at the bottom and lightning flashes licked through it. The eel almost crawled back out of my throat as I watched it coming. The little captain stood at the wheel. Stoic. Carved out of hardwood. He studied the eastern horizon and I watched the growing menace in the west.
“There!”
I glanced in the direction he pointed. I couldn’t really see it. Maybe that smudge? I wasn’t sure.
The captain made for it, his broad brown face set in grim determination.
The storm towered in our wake. The swells were growing and getting belly-dropping large and the sound of thunder caught up to us. The captain didn’t seem concerned about all that. He was getting wet from the spray every time we landed in a trough. He didn’t seem concerned about that either.
Now the smudge on the horizon had become clearly an island but it was still so far away compared to the storm that my heart sank.
The first salty, cold wind from the storm reached us. It actually seemed to push us in the right direction.
I divided my attention between the island growing in the distance and the storm thundering our way. I didn’t care about the cops any more. A nice jail cell seemed wonderful. Heavenly. Let me at it.
And then I noticed the captain had changed a little. The set of his shoulders was different. When the wind hit us he knew we weren’t going to make it.
A big wave crashed over us, soaking us both and sending my duffel bag rolling for the scuppers. I dove for it. It was water resistant but not waterproof. It’s not like I need those socks and that bra and grandfather’s sword probably wasn’t worth risking my life, but those diamonds were why I was here in this shit storm.
“Leave that!” The captain shouted over the wind. “Grab hold of something.” He hooked his arm meaningfully through the wheel.
I pulled the strap of the duffel bag over my arm and then hugged the mast like a long lost lover.
The storm hit and knocked the boat sideways to the waves. That’s bad. Very bad. The boat rolled sickeningly to its side.
The captain hung off the wheel shouting at the top of his lungs. I couldn’t actually hear his individual words but I assumed it was a string of curses. That was what flowed through my mind. Every foul word I was told ladies don’t say.
Then the boat pitched over the other way with a huge wave pouring over the side. Now the duffel bag was pulling against me and adding its weight to my own. If I hadn’t had my arms hooked around the mast, that first big wave would have snatched me away.
Then the rain started. It pounded down hard bruising my head and shoulders. It was better than being pushed overboard by a wave, but only just.
Miraculously the captain got us turned around and headed into the swells—a testimony to how effective Chinese swearing can be—but the propeller wasn’t in the water half the time. The wind was still at our tail and gave us a push. There was no telling if we were being pushed to the island or not. We were surrounded by a gray black wall of chaos and the storm was deciding our course. It roiled and coiled around the boat, impossibly huge, impenetrably black and powerful beyond imagination.
A wall of water towered. It climbed up and up and filled the sky, a menacing precipice. I saw it, I knew it and I screamed as it crashed down on us.
It didn’t feel like water when it hit. It was more like bricks or cinder blocks or boulders. It hurt. A lot. It ripped me away from the mast, tore the duffel bag away and I knew it would tear my life away as well.
I blinked and there was nothing around me but water and nothing to breathe but water. At first everything was smothering gloom but then I noticed a black-on-black shape above me and realized that had to be the boat. If I had any hope to see another hour of life, I had to get up to it.
I swam hard, kicking with everything I had. Then I saw the duffel bag. I grabbed it. Diamonds are a girl’s best friend—especially in combination with a boat.
The duffel bag was buoyant and actually helped me break the surface. See what I mean by best friend? The surface wasn’t a huge improvement. The wind howled and the water was crazy but there was blessed air mixed with the spray. The boat was still upright.
Then I heard a fragment of a Chinese curse. Nothing so elegant as being born in interesting times. Four or five yards away I saw the captain’s head—then didn’t—and then I did. And then I didn’t. At first I thought he was clinging to a piece of the broken mast and then I realized he was hung up on it and struggling to free himself. I swam toward him desperately trying to keep my own head out of the water and not succeeding one hundred percent.
The duffel bag was dragging on me. It weighed a ton and wouldn’t steer worth a damn. I fought with it and saw the captain bob up and down again. Shit. Piss. Dammit. Dammit. Dammit! So much for best friends. I let go of the duffel bag and dived for the captain.
The captain still shouted curses. “Ten thousand things shit on your head!” Something similar to that. I translate loosely. But his shouts were getting thinner and more intermittent.
When I got to him he grabbed the front of my t-shirt and I had to beat him away. His eyes were wide and white, his face grayish purple. I saw a splinter of the mast had rammed through not just his shirt but the skin of his arm.
I grabbed the mast, braced my feet against his chest and kicked. He screamed. But he was free. His blood was quickly churned away by the frenzied waves.
I pulled him in the direction of the boat and he seemed to get focused enough to help me. In fact he helped push me up on deck with his good arm and then I turned and helped him or at least I think I helped.
The boat was pretty screwed. It rolled low in the water. The wheel was gone. If the engine still existed it was almost certainly flooded. A jagged stump of what was once the mast stuck up out of the deck.
I lay on my back and let the rain wash the salt off my face. I opened my mouth to the sweet water coming out of the sky and was instantly rewarded with a salt wave hitting the side of the boat and crashing over me.
In spite of that, the storm was less. It wasn’t good, but it was less bad. Thunder still boomed but lightning wasn’t right over our head. The swells still lifted us mind-numblingly high and dropped us belly-quiveringly low but it wasn’t all crazy chaos.
I let the rain wash me again and looked up at the churning clouds. A long black cloud soared through the others. A long, long, long black cloud. I’d never seen anything like it. A coiling black streak in the green-gray above passed and seemed to circle around the boat, sometimes dipping down into the water and sometimes soaring up and disappearing in the torrent.
And then briefly—I’m sure it was my imagination—I saw a pair of amber eyes looking back at me. Impossibly enormous eyes. And then they were gone. I’m sure I dreamed it. Certainly. I mean, of course I’m certain.