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Back at last! Back to Caratha, the Greatest Metropolis in Arden, the City at the Center of the World, the Fountainhead of Civilization, the Epitome of Bad Zoning and Overcrowded Urban Sprawl! Like stalks of gilded celery, her golden towers gleamed beneath a morning sun that was a ripe, juicy orange in the cloud-garnished autumn sky. Bulging upward like shiny onions, the jeweled domes of the awesome Alcazara Palace dominated the skyline in a sparkling banquet of light. Her leagues-long encircling wall was a great wheel of alabaster cheese with a few bites taken out. The paving stones of the road on which I traveled formed an endless line of meat-loaf slices reaching to the far horizon.
Tough meat loaf, to be sure.
I lacked a metaphor for the far horizon. Some sort of pastry perhaps. With a jelly filling. Raspberry, most likely.
In any event, the road was practically deserted at this hour. Only the clop of my horse’s hooves, the creak of the harness, the rumbling of my stomach, and the cries of distant birds broke the morning stillness. Which meant that minus me and my horse, all you would hear were the birds. And if you hunted those down and killed them, you would achieve a scene of perfect silence. If that’s what you looked for in scenes.
I rode through this not-quite-perfectly-silent scene toward the fabled Moonstone Gate. Southward spread the gently waving reeds of the Vast Salt Marshes, where the enigmatic Murikolian Marshmen made saltwater taffy in thick black pots. The wetlands gave way to the dark mantle of the deep and mysterious Indigo Sea, dotted with the bright sails of a hundred leaky fishing boats. To the north lay wide fields of grain ripe for harvest, lifeblood for Caratha’s teeming millions. Behind me was the road to the sunny kingdom of Raelna, whence I had come, and the wild lands beyond, whence I had also come.
I whistled a happy tune, further disrupting the imperfect stillness of the day. I whistled because it was a beautiful day. I whistled because I was alive and would soon enjoy a big, hot breakfast in my own house for the first time in months. But most of all I whistled because, after much deep soul-searching, I knew what I wanted from life. Within the hour I meant to take the vital first step toward my dream by asking my sweetheart Sapphrina Corundum to marry me.
The thought of her golden hair, her slender sun-bronzed limbs, her vivacious blue eyes, her soft ruby lips, her ready laugh, her keen mind, and her lively manner—none of which I had experienced for several months—made my heart and so forth swell and my blood quicken. Never had I loved any woman so much. Actually, never had I loved any other woman at all, but that was beside the point.
Topping a low rise, I discovered a slight obstacle to my plans. A broken-down cart blocked the road. A domestic model, it was a rickety wooden vehicle that had seen better decades. One of its two wheels lay flat on the ground. The axle was wedged between two pavestones. Half its cargo of bruised purple turnips was spread across the roadway like a knotted blanket. A gaunt ox stood in the harness, patiently awaiting a command to move on.
What touched my heartstrings, however, was the sad-faced old couple in ragged clothes helplessly standing by, obviously too weak to lift the cart and replace the wheel. With them was a young, dirty-faced, fair-haired little girl with a runny nose, eagerly gathering the scattered turnips. She had no shoes and wore only a thin dress of rags. None of the three had a cloak for warmth.
I reined in my horse and gave them a friendly smile.
“Good day, folks,” I said pleasantly. “Having some trouble, are you?”
The old couple exchanged hopeful glances and the man, his face a weather-beaten mass of deeply etched wrinkles, shuffled forward with his cap in his hands and his eyes cast groundward.
“We are, milord. I am Ambric. As you see, our poor cart has lost a wheel and my poor wife Myrta and I lack the strength to lift it. Were I a younger man, I would have it repaired in no time, but alas, in my old age my sinews are not what they once were, what with the rheumatism, arthritis, gingivitis, and all. We have come far from our humble farm, where we scrabble out a bleak existence in an unfurnished vermin-infested one-room shack with thin walls, a leaky roof, and no indoor plumbing, to sell these poor turnips so that we might earn a few pennies and buy a winter cloak for our granddaughter. She is the only child of our only son, who was killed in the wars. The variegated fever took her mother last spring and now she has only Myrta and I to care for her, poor child.” He sniffled. “It seems we shall never reach the city, though we are in sight of its fabled gates.” He looked toward Caratha and sighed. “So near, and yet so far. The market will close and we will not be able to sell our produce and the poor child will shiver and cry through all the long, cold, snowy, freezing, really, really nasty winter which is nigh upon us.”
“Perhaps I might be of assistance,” I said.
“Oh, we wouldn’t want to impose, sir.”
“It’s no problem.” I said. “If I lift the cart, do you think you could set the wheel in place?”
“Probably. But, milord, we could never repay you, for we are exceptionally poor. Very, exceptionally, extremely poor. Abject poverty, I’m talking about. Sometimes we are forced to eat stale dirt for breakfast. When it’s available.”
“Don’t worry about that,” I said, swinging out of the saddle and waving his objection away. “I was once a turnip farmer myself, so I’m glad to help you, Goodman Ambric.”
The man fell to his knees and pressed the hem of my cloak to his lips. “Oh, bless you, kind sir!” he said. “May all The Gods in Paradise bless you for taking pity on a poor old man and his poor old wife and a poor illiterate little girl who isn’t in very good health and has but one dress to wear and never enough food to eat and no toys to play with and needs braces to correct a bad overbite. You are our savior!”
“Yes!” said the woman, kneeling beside her husband. “Oh, tell us your name, kind sir, that we may remember you in our prayers and bless you every day for the rest of our natural lives, which probably won’t be that long since we’re getting on in years but will hopefully be at least long enough to see our dear little granddaughter raised and properly married.”
“My name is Jason,” I said, not wanting to frighten them by revealing my full name, Jason Cosmo, a name that struck fear into the hearts of men, women, children, and pets alike.
“Bless you, Master Jason!” they chorused, with tears of joy in their eyes. “Bless you a thousand times over! Nay, ten thousand!”
“Really, it’s no big deal,” I said, trying to detach them. “I wish you’d stand up. All this kneeling and hem kissing is embarrassing.”
“Come, Kara,” said Myrta to the little girl. “Come and thank kind Master Jason, who is going to help us fix the cart so that we can sell the turnips so that you can have a winter coat.”
Little Kara dropped an armful of turnips and scampered over. She made a curtsy and lifted her wide, innocent blue eyes to mine. “Thank you, kind sir,” she said sweetly.
“You’re welcome,” I said, patting her on the head and blinking back tears as I gently escaped the grasp of her grateful grandparents. “Now you stand back, sweetheart, so you don’t get hurt.”
“All right.”
Ambric lifted the wheel and made ready to put it in place. I put my hands under the edge of the cart and knelt to raise it. Keeping my back straight, I stood slowly, easing the bed of the cart from the ground. It was a simple feat, for by the light of day I possessed the strength of at least ten ordinary men, possibly more. That was just one of many perks of being the chosen Champion of Rae, the Sun Goddess, Giver of Light, Queen of Daytime.
“Here we go,” I said. “Can you get it now?”
“No,” said Ambric, dropping the wheel and drawing a long dagger from inside his shirt. “But you’re about to!”
Moving quickly for an “old man,” Ambric stabbed at the right side of my torso, just under the shoulder. Meanwhile Myrta also developed remarkable spryness and stabbed me under the opposite shoulder blade. Little Kara came at me too, driving her blade against my left kidney.
But rather than the satisfying squish of keen dagger points penetrating flesh, all three killers felt the sudden jolt of keen dagger points snapping in twain.
I dropped the cart, which broke to bits, scattering turnips in all directions.
“I hate it when people take advantage of my good nature,” I said.
“Armor?” said Ambric, looking in wonder at his broken weapon.
“That’s right.” I said, turning and throwing open my cloak to reveal my gleaming coat of mail. “As a matter of fact, it’s enchanted armor, forged of the arcane ore miraculum, which, as everyone should know, is far stronger than the strongest steel, and plays hell with ordinary swords, daggers, and such.”
“So I see,” said Myrta weakly.
“Solid stuff.” I gave my chest a good thump for emphasis. “Now this little assault was obviously no spur-of-the-moment thing, and as common robbers don’t operate so near the city walls, I can only presume the three of you are professional assassins.”
“Indeed,” said Ambric proudly. “We are card-carrying members of the Assassins and Cutthroats Labor Union.”
“The ACLU, eh? Who hired you?”
“You needn’t worry about that.”
“Why not?”
“You’ll soon be dead.”
“How? Your perfidious ploy has failed.”
“We anticipated the possibility of failure.” said little Kara, her voice growing more mature and her eyes less innocent. “That’s why we have a backup plan.” She lit a cigarette and took a long draw from it.
“Backup plan?” I asked.
Kara exhaled a mouthful of cancerous, lung-rotting smoke. “Thugs in the bushes. Lots of them.”
Fifty, in fact. Armed with maces, cheap swords, cattle prods, pruning hooks, staves, and clubs, they emerged from a large patch of brush beside the road and surrounded me. Leaves, seeds, and small rodents clung to their shabby clothing. Most of them sneered at me. A few didn’t have the hang of sneering but managed wicked grimaces.
“I see,” I said with a sigh. “And I was in such a good mood.”
I looked to my horse, contentedly grazing in the ditch. My sword and shield hung from the saddle, well out of reach. Or so it seemed. I raised my left hand and whistled. The horse did not react.
Ambric sneered. “Trained horse?”
My sword rasped out of the scabbard and flew to my hand. “Trained sword,” I said. “Overwhelm is its name.”
“Quite a trick,” said Ambric. “Forged of miraculum, too, is it?”
“Yes.” I smiled dangerously. “So who wants to be first?”
The thugs’ sneers dribbled right off the ends of their unwashed chins. They backed away uneasily.
“You didn’t say nothing about no magic swords,” complained the head thug, a husky man with curly red hair and a bad squint.
“Quit whining, Rostwick, and kill him,” said Ambric. “He’s only one man.”
“I always worry when someone says that,” said Rostwick.
“You aren’t going to run away, are you?” asked Kara.
“I was thinking about it,” admitted Rostwick. A dozen others nodded.
Kara shrugged and puffed smoke. “Suit yourselves. But remember that we know where you live. It would be a shame to wake up with a slit throat one morning.”
“Right,” said Rostwick. “At him, boys. He’s only one man.”
They rushed me all at once. It was their best strategy, though they probably didn’t realize it. Overwhelm magically analyzed any opponent’s technique, recognized the flaws in his attack, and countered them. I just had to hold on and the sword itself would make all the right moves. I’d fought large groups often enough for Overwhelm to have that scenario down pat. Thus I parried with blinding speed and struck with deadly effect, never missing an opportunity to inflict damage. Unfortunately, with these odds even perfection wasn’t good enough. For every fatal thrust I deflected, two equally dangerous attacks got past my guard. They didn’t get past my invincible armor, of course, but I wasn’t wearing my helm or gauntlets and eventually someone would get lucky and divest me of several fingers, a hand, or my head. Furthermore, I might slip on a turnip or fallen foe and go down in the press. Taking all this into account. I decided to change tactics.
“This is fun, fellows, but I’ve got to run.”
I hacked my way through two killers, bounded atop the remnants of the cart, vaulted over the patient ox, and hit the ground running. I could cover a mile in less than five minutes and that was about the distance to the Moonstone Gate. My magic armor was as light as ordinary clothing and wouldn’t slow me much.
“After him!” yelled Ambric, before following his female cohorts into the brush. They would let their underlings finish the job.
With my long, loping stride I quickly pulled away from my pursuers. By the time I reached the Moonstone Gate, I had a lead of almost fifty yards.
But something was wrong. Contrary to all custom, the great gate was closed, its gem-studded iron face like a shield sealing the tunnel through the thick city wall. The wall itself was a sheer plane of closely jointed stone blocks rising over thirty feet into the air. I could not hope to scale it. Indeed, the squad of purple-uniformed sentinels manning the ramparts had standing orders to shoot anyone who tried. I was trapped—and I hadn’t even had breakfast.
“The gate is closed!” I called to the soldiers as I drew near.
“Yes, I know,” said their captain offhandedly, twirling his mustache. I never trust a mustache twirler.
“The gears and pulleys are being oiled. Should only be a slight delay though, and we’ll be open for business.”
“Can’t you see I’m about to be murdered out here?” I waved back at the onrushing thugs.
“Well, yes, why so you are. But I’ve been bribed not to notice. You know, I think we’ll be done with our oiling about the time you’re done being murdered.”
“How much?”
“Excuse me?”
“How much did they pay you? I’ll double it!” I was willing to buy my way out of this mess if I could.
“Look here, now, I’m an honest man,” protested the captain. “When I’m bribed, I stay bribed.”
“I’ll triple it then.”
“Of course you will. Why don’t you throw in the moon and the stars and the deep blue sea while you’re at it? I don’t place my trust in the promises of a desperate man.”
“You don’t think I’ve got money? How much did they pay you?”
The captain coughed delicately. “I dislike discussing personal finances in front of my men, if you don’t mind.”
“Would thirty be too low?” I knew thirty pieces of silver was the going rate for treachery.
“Thirty!” he scoffed. “Do you think I would abuse my position and violate the trust of my superiors for a mere thirty? What kind of low-life scoundrel do you take me for? Thirty? You insult me!”
“Thirty gold.”
That got his attention. “Gold? When exactly was it you wanted the gate opened, sir?”
“Now!”
“Open the—wait a second! This gold—it’s all back at the manor house, right?”
I tossed up my coin purse, which the venal captain caught deftly. He inspected its contents and found far more than thirty gold Carathan crowns and Raelnan marks in the bag.
“You can keep the change,” I said. “Now open the gate.”
The captain grinned. “I am touched by your generosity, but as I told you, I am a man of my word. When I am bribed. I stay bribed, especially when I am bribed by the ACLU, who are known to do unpleasant things to those who double-cross them. But my men and I will drink a round in your honor after our shift. Happy dying.”
The thugs were almost upon me. My only alternative to combat was flight into the marsh, and that would ruin my boots. I had no choice but to stand and fight.
Putting my back to the wall. I braced myself to meet the new onslaught. About forty men remained alive, but the run had taken its toll. As my leading pursuers drew near, the last of the band followed by almost a hundred yards. My would-be murderers were clearly unused to this level of exertion.
The first few thugs to reach me could barely lift their weapons to defend themselves. I soon stacked half a dozen bodies at my feet. I noted an inverted process of natural selection at work. The fittest of my pursuers reached me first and died. The less fit collapsed in the road gasping like beached whales and would escape the slaughter to reproduce. I wondered if I ought not go back and finish them just on general eugenic principle.
The main body of attackers reached the killing grounds and stopped to huff and puff and glare at me.
“I guess you fellows want a minute to catch your breath,” I said, lowering Overwhelm and leaning casually against the gate. “Let me know when you’re ready to continue.”
“Thanks,” said Rostwick, who was bent over double with his elbows on his knees, his chest heaving like a damaged bellows. “Kind of you.”
“Don’t mention it. You lead this pack of dogs?”
“I got the boys together, yeah. The little witch said this would be easy money. Hah!”
“What little witch?”
“Kara. You know, the girl. Toughest assassin in Caratha. Who are you anyway?”
“Jason Cosmo,” I said offhandedly.
Heads snapped up. Bladders failed. Jaws dropped. Eyes grew wide with fear. The whole lot of them took an involuntary step backward, trembling furiously. I heard the captain on the wall gulp.
“I’ll be damned,” said Rostwick softly. “I’d have never took the job if she’d told me that. None of us would’ve. Jason Cosmo. I’ll be damned.”
“Probably,” I said. “Caught your breath yet?”
“Ah, no. Is it true you’ve killed a thousand men?”
“I’ve lost count.”
“I’ve heard you’re Demon Lord in mortal form.”
I shrugged. “You never know. Caught your breath yet? I’d like to finish this soon. I haven’t had breakfast yet.”
“Well, you see, it’s like this—you’ll kill us all.”
“Probably.”
“And if we flee, the ACLU will get us. That puts us in a bit of a pickle.”
“Sounds like a personal problem.”
Before Rostwick could reply, there was a commotion on the ramparts.
“What’s this?” cried the captain, as if just realizing what was happening. “An honest citizen beset by killers! Open fire, you louts!”
The sentries fired their crossbows into the pack of thugs, killing eight of them in the first moments of surprise. The rest of the band scattered, some diving off the embankment into the marsh, others fleeing back down the road to get out of range. Another five took bolts in the back before they were dispersed.
“Problem solved!” I called after Rostwick.
I stepped back and waited patiently as the freshly oiled gate swung open. A platoon of soldiers rushed past me to pursue the escaping killers.
I strolled through the tunnel that pierced the wall. It was wide enough to permit three wagons to pass through side by side, and high enough to give an elephant ample clearance.
I emerged in the section of Caratha called Moontown, which mostly catered to foreigners. Near the gate stood dozens of lodging places ranging in quality from the scroungy Take Your Chances Inn to the homey Gladhearth Hotel. Down the street a bit were strip joints, pool halls, gaming houses, and the Shake Your Bones Saloon, which was all of those rolled into one. Further along were a couple of semi-respectable taverns and nightclubs. Beyond were the shops and homes of tradesmen and artisans, near the Slightly Bazaar, which, though over a mile across, was still dwarfed by the Grand Bazaar on the other side of the city.
Surly traders and travelers ready to leave Caratha stamped and grumbled in the open square near the gate. They did not appreciate the delay in its opening and shouted their irritation to the soldiers in scatological terms that do not bear repeating.
The pale-faced captain emerged from the base of the gate tower and hurried up to me as I stepped into the sunlight. Warily, he held out my coin bag.
“H-here, sir, is the purse which you tossed up to me for safekeeping. I’m sorry we couldn’t aid you sooner, but we had to . . . had to put in the pulleys and our weapons all . . . jammed. Yes, that’s it! They jammed. I—I hope you understand. Sir.”
“What is your name?” I demanded sternly, snatching the bag from his hand.
“Sordin B-Bidlow, sir,” he stammered, wringing the sweat from his palms and fighting to keep his trembling knees from buckling.
“Well, Captain Bidlow, I hope this sort of thing doesn’t happen too often. I’m a taxpayer, you know.”
“Don’t worry,” he said emphatically. “You won’t have trouble at the Moonstone Gate again, sir.”
“Glad to hear that,” I said, wiping my sword clean on his tunic. “If I do, I’ll know where to take my complaint.”
“Yessir,” said the frightened soldier, surprised but not unpleased that I wasn’t carving out his liver and feeding it back to him a piece at a time.
“I’m sure your men will be here with my horse momentarily,” I said, dusting a bit of imaginary lint off his shoulder and feeling him tense.
“They will.”
“Good. Well, I’m eager to get home, so instead of strangling you with your own guts, I’ll generously overlook your part in this little episode, Captain Bidlow. You did, after all, do your duty eventually.”
“Thank you, sir!” He fell to his knees, though whether in gratitude or shock I couldn’t tell. “Thank you! Had I known you were Jason Cosmo, I would not have hesitated to—”
“Yes, of course. Don’t mention it. I’ve had enough groveling this morning.”
The soldiers brought my horse and I continued homeward, whistling once again as I passed south of the colossal Consolidated Temple of The Gods, then up the west side of Pantheon Park. My stately little mansion was across the boulevard from the northwest corner of the park, on the fringes of The Estates, where the rich and powerful of Caratha dwelled and dallied.
Six horses bearing the harness of Carathan army officers were tethered out front. Concerned, I dismounted quickly and hurried inside, shouting, “Hello! Who’s there?”
The only reply was an alarmed feminine cry from the heated pool out back. I also heard cursing male voices and a lot of splashing. I drew my sword and rushed to the rescue.
A curvaceous young lady with wet blond hair and frantic blue eyes intercepted me in the living room. She wore a damp red robe and had green and yellow stripes painted on her legs.
“Jason!” she cried, flinging herself at me.
We toppled over the back of a couch and she stole my breath with a ferocious kiss that threatened to dislodge my tonsils. Her breath tasted of tequila. Finally, desperate for air, I pried her lips from mine.
“That’s some welcome, Rubis!”
“I’m so glad to see you!” she exclaimed. “It’s been so long . . . we thought you might be dead . . . I’m so glad you’re back!” She punctuated these declarations with a whirlwind of quick, light kisses applied to my entire face.
“I’m glad to see you, too,” I said, making a token effort to fend her off. “Where’s Sapphrina?”
Her smile went slack for an instant, then she fell to kissing me again. I gently tried to disengage from the clench.
“Rubis . . . please . . . enough.”
“All clear!” called someone out back.
Rubis stood. “Come on,” she said breathlessly.
“What’s going on? Why are all those horses here?”
She shrugged and led the way to the peculiar scene on the patio. Half a dozen dripping lieutenants of the Carathan cavalry scrambled away from the pool, showing every sign of having dressed with great haste: sopping shirts untucked and partly buttoned, jackets missing, trousers not fully fastened, boots unlaced, caps lopsided. Empty beer cans and overturned liquor bottles lay scattered about, along with a couple of riding crops, a body-painting set, and an open bag of Cheez Woozles.
“Halt!” I commanded. The soldiers froze.
Near the pool stood another dripping young woman, the identical twin of the one beside me. She wore a blue towel, broad red paint smudges, and a tight grin.
“Sapphrina!” I said joyfully.
The woman I loved rushed to embrace me. “Jason! I’m so glad you’re here!”
“What’s going on?” I indicated the sheepish officers.
“Ahem,” said one, a finely chiseled fellow with curly black hair, purple paint streaks on his chest, and red paint on his hands. “We were riding by when we heard a cry for help and, rushing in, we found these women here—whom we’ve never seen before in our lives—drowning in the pool, so of course we leapt in to be of any assistance that we could possibly be of.”
“To save them,” added a second officer.
“Yes,” agreed the other four. “To save them.”
“After tying your horses securely out front, of course,” I observed.
“Regulations, you know,” said the dark-haired one. “Well, our work is done here and we’ll be on our way. Good day, ladies. Swim more carefully in the future. Sir.”
The soldiers tipped their hats and beat a hasty retreat.
“Are you all right, darling?” I asked Sapphrina. “You seem a bit flushed.”
“Flushed? I’m not flushed, dearest. Just a little out of breath. Drowning is hard work.”
I brushed the wet hair back from her face and kissed her. “How did you both happen to be drowning at the same time?”
“Actually, I was drowning and Rubis jumped in to rescue me. I panicked and nearly pulled her under too.”
“That’s right,” said Rubis.
“You’re usually an excellent swimmer.”
“It must have been stomach cramps. Yes. I didn’t wait long enough after eating breakfast. Silly me.”
“Well, I’m just glad those friendly soldiers happened along in time to save you both,” I said. “But let’s get inside. You’ll catch a chill out here wet. And I have an important question to ask you. The most important question of your life.”
Sapphrina and Rubis ran upstairs to dress while I tended my horse, ate breakfast, and mulled over the best way to pop the question. I was sure she’d accept, but that didn’t make asking any easier. Should I make a big production out of it? Should I slip it unexpectedly into conversation? Did I need to get down on my knees? Was the timing right? Was this the proper setting or should I do it over a fancy dinner? I’d been less nervous facing fire-breathing dragons or marauding ogres.
I finished eating and went to the living room to see what was new on the orbavision. Developed by the technowizard Grammbel, the orbavision receiver was basically an ordinary crystal ball modified to receive images broadcast from a transmitter downtown. It was thus far a novelty for the rich, but since I was last in Caratha, the price per unit had fallen and Grammbel’s Orbnet Magicommunications Corporation (OMC) had expanded their offerings to several channels, including the Orbnet Shopping Bazaar, the OSPN sports channel, Music Orbavision, and the round-the-clock Orbit News Network. Also new were broadcast advertisements by Carathan merchants. Orbavision was starting to look more like a revolutionary development than a passing fad. What kind of world it would lead to, I could not say. According to an OMC commercial, Grammbel’s researchers were already working to make the orbaphone and spellfax widely available. These would bring even more change.
Sapphrina and Rubis came down in short clingy dresses, blue and red respectively, and bounced onto the couch beside me, curling their legs under prettily.
“What was it you wanted to ask me?” asked Sapphrina.
“In a minute,” I said, overcome with an attack of jitters. I clicked off the orbavision with the remote control. “Tell me about your trip home.”
“Fah!” said Rubis. “Zastria is home no more!”
While I was off adventuring, the twins had traveled to their native land to attend the funeral of Dwide Ikanglower, the late Zastrian president. A longtime family friend, he was “Uncle Dwide” to Sapphrina and Rubis, who saw him cut down by terrorists during the infamous Wedding Day Massacre at Rae City.
“Unpleasant trip, I take it.”
“If you count the awful storms,” said Rubis.
“And the beastly pirates,” continued Sapphrina.
“Pirates?”
“Oh, yes,” said Rubis. “We were captured by Tannis Darkwolf, the Pirate Queen herself.”
“That’s foreshadowing if I ever heard it. What happened?”
“She overtook our ship along the Broken Coast,” said Sapphrina. “The pirates boarded, killed our crew, and carried us to their vessel.”
“How did you escape?”
“Three Zastrian galleys came along and the pirates fled,” said Rubis. “We jumped overboard in the confusion. Salt water is bad for the complexion, but better than suffering death, disfigurement, and possible degradation at the hands of pirates.”
“What happened then?”
“A galley picked us up and took us on to Kielfa, but they wouldn’t let us off the ship,” said Sapphrina bitterly. “It seems the Senate elected Father President and he put us on the proscribed list of undesirables.”
The twins’ father, Corun Corundum, was Zastria’s wealthiest merchant, head of the great Corundum Trading Company, whose motto was “What’s good for Corundum is good for Zastria.” But it wasn’t necessarily good for Sapphrina and Rubis. When they refused to go through with marriages arranged by Corun to cement important business and political alliances, he disowned them and they moved to Caratha. They had hoped to reconcile their differences with Corun while in Zastria for Ikanglower’s funeral. Obviously, that hadn’t worked out.
“You missed the funeral?” I asked.
“Jason, we were put on the first ship back to Caratha and ordered never to return to Zastria on pain of death!” said Sapphrina. “We can never go home again.”
Both girls sniffled and the tears started rolling.
“There, there,” I said, putting my arms around them and pulling them close. “It’ll be all right.”
“Jason, that has to be the most inane thing you’ve ever said,” said Sapphrina.
“I agree,” said Rubis.
“Sorry.”
“Tell us about your own journey,” said Sapphrina, laying her head on my shoulder. “Cheer us up.”
“Believe me, hearing about my journey won’t cheer you up any. Duels to the death, desperate escapes, battles in the wilderness, dragons, ogres, killer vegetables, terrorists, sorcerers, carnivorous sheep—I’ll be happy to put all that behind me for good. It’s not the life for me.”
“What do you mean?” asked Sapphrina, raising her head.
I stood. “I killed over a dozen men before breakfast this morning. Decent people tremble in fear at the mention of my name. My existence is one of constant violence and unending danger. I don’t want to live this way anymore. I’m tired of being a hero.”
“But you’re very good at it,” said Rubis.
“Even so, I’ve decided to exchange my sword for a plowshare. I’m going to discard my riches and return to the simple way of life I know and love.”
“You’re going to do what?” asked Sapphrina.
“I want to farm again,” I said. “I want to be close to the soil. I want to sow and reap and avoid foreclosure, with no concerns more serious than early frosts or long dry spells.”
“I see,” said Sapphrina. “When are you going to do this?”
“Soon. Before another adventure starts. And I want you to come with me.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“I want you to come with me, darling.” I paused to gather my resolution. “As my wife.”
“Your wife?”
“I’m asking you to marry me.”
“So I gather.”
The girls exchanged amazed glances and silently communicated on some level only accessible to twins.
“I detect a noticeable lack of enthusiasm.” I said at length, feeling deflated by her unenthusiastic reaction. This wasn’t what I expected.
“You aren’t going back to Darnk, are you?” asked Sapphrina, horrified.
“Oh, no!” I said. My dismal homeland was not called the Armpit of Arden without good cause. “I want to grow actual crops in actual fertile soil, not coax weeds out of the rocks. I think we’ll settle in a quiet valley over in the Vesper Hills.”
“I see. And I get the impression you aren’t envisioning a large estate with a manor house and lots of servants and field hands. You know, the gentleman-farmer setup.”
“I had more the yeoman farmer in mind. That’s the life I yearn for.”
“Just you and me, then.”
“You and me.”
“I would be a farm wife, then, and do farm things. Shelling peas, plucking chickens, milking cows, churning butter, and so forth?”
“Can’t you just see it?”
“Oh, yes, I can see it all right.”
“Working together, wresting our mutual livelihood from the ground, relying on none but ourselves, living by the sweat of our brows. Just you and me, with our cozy little farmhouse all to ourselves. Until the children come, of course.”
“Children?” echoed Sapphrina.
“Children. Those high-voiced miniature people you see running around everywhere bumping into things.”
“I would supply these children, I take it,” said Sapphrina.
“We’d work together on it. Am I missing something here?”
“I don’t want to live on a farm, Jason.”
“Where do you want to live?”
“Caratha. This is where the action is.”
“I want to get away from the action, darling. Caratha is grand, but I want a peaceful, quiet, obscure existence where people I don’t know aren’t trying to kill me all the time. I can’t have that in Caratha.”
“I don’t want to be obscure, Jason,” said Sapphrina.
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying if you want to live on a farm, go right ahead, but I don’t think I’ll be coming with you. I’m a city girl. I don’t milk cows.”
“Or pluck chickens,” added Rubis. “How gruesome!”
“I see,” I said.
Sapphrina smiled brightly. “Now a nice country estate would make an agreeable alternate residence and provide an occasional change of pace from the city. There’s nothing wrong with that idea.”
“The gentleman-farmer scenario,” I said without enthusiasm.
“Exactly. A few hundred acres. A full household staff. Some very profitable estates are available right here in the outlying territory of Caratha. Though what you really ought to do is get Queen Raella to grant you a duchy or something. Then you would own lots of farms.”
“And castles,” said Rubis. “Castles are very impressive.”
“Oh, yes,” agreed Sapphrina. “Why don’t you do that? I’m sure Her Majesty would give you whatever you ask of her. She likes you.”
I threw my hands up in exasperation. “I’m sure she would, but I’m not interested in owning farms. I want to live on one. And I want to be an ordinary farmer, not a nobleman worrying about court and politics and collecting taxes and settling disputes. If I do what you suggest, I might as well stay here in Caratha.”
“Splendid!” said Sapphrina. “So you’ll forget about this farm nonsense? You can always plant a vegetable garden in the backyard.”
“You won’t consider my idea?”
“Really, Jason, the idea of grubbing around in the dirt for a living is ludicrous. I am of aristocratic birth, or at least I would be if Zastria still recognized its aristocratic bloodlines. I’m accustomed to a life of wealth and privilege. Why would I want to give that up?”
“For love?”
“Oh, I do love you, Jason, but this is asking a bit much. You want to make a peasant of me. Downward mobility is so tacky.”
I pondered this. “Well, I hadn’t thought of it that way, but I suppose it would be quite a change for you. The farming life is hard work despite its rustic charm. Very well, I can compromise and play the gentleman farmer if that’s what it takes for you to marry me.”
“Did I say that?” asked Sapphrina cagily.
“I thought so.”
“Is that what I said?” Sapphrina asked her sister.
“No,” said Rubis.
“I’m not sure about this, Jason,” said Sapphrina.
“Not sure about what?”
“Marrying you.”
“Oh. Well, I know I sprang this on you, but I didn’t think it would come as too great a surprise considering our feelings for each other. But if you need time to think, I understand.”
“I’m not sure you do understand,” she said, visibly uncomfortable.
“Understand what?”
“Jason, we defied our father and left Zastria because we didn’t want to get married,” said Rubis.
“But those were arranged marriages to men you didn’t love. This would be by your own choice, Sapphrina.”
“But it’s not my choice,” said Sapphrina.
“What do you mean?” I felt a horrible, twisting, sinking dread gnawing at my gut.
“She can’t marry you,” said Rubis.
“Why not?”
“Because I’m Sapphrina,” said Rubis.
“And I’m Rubis,” said Sapphrina.
“I’m confused,” I said.
“It’s very simple,” said the woman I had been calling Rubis all morning. “I wore the red robe. You called me Rubis. Why?”
“You were wearing red.”
“Do you see now why she can’t marry you?” said Rubis, whom I had been calling Sapphrina. “You saw me in a blue towel and called me Sapphrina. You can’t tell us apart.”
“Well, you are identical twins and I hadn’t seen you in months. It was an honest mistake and I don’t see what it has to do with you marrying me.”
“Well, you just proposed to Rubis,” said Sapphrina.
“It was directed to you, dear.”
“But I can’t marry you if you can’t tell us apart.”
“I can tell you apart!” I protested.
“Really?” said Rubis. “Then why did you propose to me?”
“I wasn’t looking carefully. I just assumed that you were color-coded as usual.”
“Maybe we are,” said Sapphrina.
“What?”
“Maybe I really am Rubis. After all, I’m wearing red.”
“You just said you were Sapphrina.”
“Can’t you tell who’s who?” asked Rubis. Or the one I now thought might be Rubis. She wore blue, so maybe she was Sapphrina.
“Of course,” I said, with more confidence than I felt.
“Who’s who then?” they both said, standing up.
“You’re both who you say you are. I think.”
“Are you sure?” asked Sapphrina. At least. I was pretty sure she was Sapphrina.
“Let’s put it to the test,” said Rubis, who might have been Sapphrina. “Close your eyes.”
“Why?”
“Do it,” said Sapphrina. Or maybe Rubis. “And don’t open until we say.”
I complied and heard movement and the rustling of cloth.
“Open,” they said together.
Their dresses lay piled in the floor and the twins stood before me in identical black lace undergarments that left no safe harbor for my eyes.
“Can you tell us apart?” asked the twin on the left.
“No,” I admitted, feeling extremely awkward. “But what does that prove? I know who I love.”
“Do you?” asked the woman on the right. “How can you be sure?”
“Well, you haven’t pulled this switching trick before.”
They were silent.
“Have you?” A note of pleading entered my voice.
“Have we?” they said archly.
My eyes widened. “You’re not telling me that . . .”
They exchanged knowing glances. “We’ve swapped places every day since we met you,” they said together.
“Oh, Gods.” I shook my head. “Even in . . . when . . . even then?”
“Even then.”
“Oh, Gods.”
“We really flipped for you when you rescued us in Darnk,” said the sister on the left, sitting down beside me.
“And Sapphrina won the toss,” said the other, also sitting.
“Whichever one of us is Sapphrina,” added the left twin. “Considering your backward Darnkite sensibilities, we didn’t think you could handle both of us at once.”
“For a while there, it didn’t look like you knew what to do with just one of us.”
“We decided to let Sapphrina take the lead and let Rubis get her chance by impersonating Sapphrina.”
“We could have just as easily gone the other way.”
“This is quite a shock,” I said woodenly.
“We hoped you would catch on eventually. We planned to tell you after Queen Raella’s wedding, but then the Wedding Massacre happened and we didn’t have a chance,” said the twin on the right.
“You’re upset, aren’t you?” asked the other one.
“No. Not at all,” I lied feebly.
“We didn’t want to deceive you, but we both wanted you and this was the only way either of us could have you,” said the left twin.
“Otherwise you would have come between us, and we couldn’t let that happen.”
Both wept. I put my arms around them.
“It’s all right. Please don’t cry. I’m not angry. I just wish you had told me the truth sooner. I love you still. Both of you.’ I swallowed hard. “I’ll just marry you both.”
“You’ll do what?” they asked together, snapping their heads up.
“I’ll marry both of you. In some cultures, multiple wives aren’t uncommon, right? Even here in Caratha, I’m sure it’s done.”
“Everything is done in Caratha.” said the twin on the right.
“I thought I loved one of you more, but if it’s been the two of you all along, then a double wedding is the only solution.”
“You’re very sweet. Jason.” said the left twin.
“But we don’t want to marry you if you can’t tell us apart,” said the right.
“If I marry you both, I won’t have to.”
“No, Jason,” they said together.
“It might be different if you’d figured it out on your own,” added the left twin.
“We love you very much. You’re a decent, honorable, noble man. The best we’ve ever known.”
“But we wouldn’t be happy as your wives.”
“We don’t want to live on a farm. And if you stay in the city for our sakes, then we’d be unhappy because we denied you something you really want. And you would come to resent us. And that would spoil everything.”
“I wouldn’t resent—” I protested.
“Don’t argue. We’re women. You can’t outargue us.”
“But—” I said.
“Besides, childbearing would ruin our figures. We’re vain about our figures.”
“We’re shallow, Jason. Far too shallow for a man like you.”
“We don’t deserve you.”
“We were lucky to have had you as long as we did, but now it’s time for us to leave.”
“No it isn’t!” I cried. “We don’t have to marry! We can go on like before!”
“We can’t. We’ve revealed our deception. You’ve revealed your intentions. You want more than we can give. You deserve more. What we shared can’t last any longer.”
“Face it, Jason, we’re fluff. We’re self-indulgent, narcissistic, irresponsible tarts.”
“We’re prototypical sex kittens.”
“What have we added to your life? All we’ve done is run around half-clad and scream and faint and need rescuing. Sure, we’ve got great heads for figures—”
“To match our great figures.”
“We’ve given you good financial advice, but that’s just a thin veneer of usefulness. We’re basically undeveloped characters, interchangeable nonentities who get left behind when the real action starts.”
“We’re stereotypes.”
“In this world, who isn’t?” I protested.
“We’re the cheesecake factor. We’re clear examples of the objectification of women as purely sexual beings devoid of any real identities of our own. We operate solely as appendages of your masculine ego. And frankly, we’re tired of it.”
“We need to move on. Find ourselves. Maybe switch genres, leave these lightweight fantasies behind, and move up to serious fiction.”
“We’re not the ones for you.”
“Think about it, Jason. You know it’s true.”
“Good-bye,” they said in unison. “We’ll send for our things.”
They got up and headed for the door. I ran after them.
“Wait! Don’t go! We can talk about this!”
They halted and turned. “Don’t beg, Jason. This is for the best.”
Stonily, I watched them walk down the path to the gate, but followed no further.
“Aren’t you at least going to put your clothes on?” I called.
“It’s easier to get a cab in our underwear,” said one twin.
“And we probably won’t have to pay a fare,” added the other.
***
I saw no reason to remain in Caratha any longer than it took to pack a few belongings, saddle up, and ride out the way I had come in. The city had lost its shine. The beautiful parks and temples and palaces held no more luster in my eyes. The theaters and halls and arenas had no spectacle to show me. The shops and markets sold nothing I wanted to buy. The teeming masses, rich and poor, young and old, native and foreign, each with a story to tell, had naught to say that I wanted to hear. The priests and sages could share no wisdom that would make sense to me. The sick had no diseases I wanted to catch. The tricksters played no schemes I cared to fall for. The tax men taxed no taxes I wanted to pay. The jesters had no jokes to make me laugh, the poets and minstrels no verses to uplift me. No, Caratha had Sapphrina and Rubis all over it like flu germs on a sick man’s hanky. Besides that, someone in town wanted me dead badly enough to pay the ACLU’s exorbitant fees.
I had to get out. I had to go home.
Back to Darnk. Back to Lower Hicksnittle.
I stuck to the back roads of southern Raelna, intending to avoid Rae City, ride up through central Brythalia, then cross the northern forest to Darnk. I remembered the Brythalian route from my mad flight through that kingdom months ago with the world’s deadliest bounty hunters at my heels.
I wondered if much had changed in Lower Hicksnittle since my departure. It was doubtful. The mottled pig pox going around had surely subsided. Maybe one of the old geezers of the village had kicked off, and perhaps a new baby had arrived if anyone had accidentally figured out how to produce one. Otherwise, the Hicksnittlers were plodding through life as thickly as ever, swilling stale rutabaga beer, gossiping about each other, and having no interest in anything or anyone beyond hollering distance from the muddy village brown.
That category now included me since I had Left for Parts Unknown. Whenever my name came up in conversation the Hicksnittlers would surely cluck and shake their heads sadly and tell each other what a shame it was that young Jason up and Left for Parts Unknown the way he did. Where exactly Parts Unknown was, the Hicksnittlers neither knew nor cared, but one thing they knew for a fact was that No Good Would Come of It. No good ever came of Leaving for Parts Unknown. Didn’t Old Farmer Balfor’s second son, the exceptionally slow and ugly one with the clubfoot everybody made fun of, Leave for Parts Unknown six years ago? No good came of that, did it? In fact, poor Farmer Balfor’s prize pig drowned in the water trough three weeks later. Proof positive that no good would ever come of dealings with Parts Unknown.
I could attest to the truth of that.
My neighbors would be amazed to see me return. Oh, they’d be suspicious at first, worried that I might bring to the village the taint of Foreign Parts. But since I was a native Hicksnittler, they’d only keep up the ostracism for a few months or so. Then they’d accept me back into the fold as if I’d never left in the first place.
At least I thought they would. No one had ever returned from Parts Unknown before. They might just stone me out of an abundance of caution and be done with it.
Even so, I looked forward to my homecoming. I had missed the shenanigans of our most important holiday in Darnk, the Feast of Groveling, but with luck I’d make it back in time for the Misgivings Eve carnival and the fresh-baked mud pies and moist grubworm tarts of All Famine’s Day. I could almost taste the traditional roasted bark with shoe-leather sauce. Yes, it would be good to get back to where I once belonged.
***
After two meandering weeks on the road, I reached the Duchy of Whitwood in the northeast corner of Raelna. Most of the duchy’s territory was covered by a mossy, shaggy oak forest appropriately called Whitwood. There leaves fell from the gnarled trees in a constant shower of color, paving the forest path in red, gold, orange, and yellow. Deer grazed near the trail and rabbits hopped across it. An occasional hedgehog put in an appearance. Migratory birds roosted in the trees, resting before continuing their southward journey. Riotous squirrels chittered and scampered among the high branches and pelted passersby with acorns.
This last feature was annoying, but on my right hand I wore the Ring of Raxx. The leaders of the League of Benevolent Magic had given it to me, probably because no one else would take it. Raxx’s identity was uncertain. Who made the ring was unknown. What Raxx did with it was a mystery. How it came to the hands of my distant ancestor the Mighty Champion was a great enigma. About the only thing anyone did know about the ring was that it gave its wearer the power to communicate with squirrels in their own language. Using this power, I asked the squirrels of Whitwood to kindly stop harassing me.
They did. For about five minutes. The ring only granted the power to communicate, not the power to compel obedience. The squirrels didn’t care that I spoke their tongue. I was on the ground and they were in the trees. Therefore, I was obviously not a squirrel and that made me fair game.
I met few travelers on the winding forest path, for Whitwood was wild country. Since the untimely death of Duke Rollo the Golden in an unfortunate shaving mishap fifteen years ago, his well-liked widow, the Duchess Leighah, had ruled the territory, though to say so was to use “rule” rather loosely. The Widow of Whitwood was excessively fond of hunting and riding. She spent more time feasting, drinking, and swapping tall tales with her subjects than attending to official business.
Her easy familiarity with the common folk went far toward explaining the Widow’s popularity, but her failure to insist on timely tax collections and full enforcement of the laws went even further. As a direct result of her hands-off management style, bold bands of robbers, known as Whitwood Rangers, operated openly and successfully in Whitwood. So long as they didn’t seriously kill or maim any ducal subjects, were careful about fire prevention, and remembered to give the Widow a fair share of the take when she dropped by, Leighah wasn’t too concerned about their activities.
By sheer coincidence, the duchy’s widely famed irregular light infantry and scouts, responsible for securing the borders, patrolling the forest paths, and maintaining order in the land, were also known as Whitwood Rangers. They worked on commission and were thus quite industrious in their securing, patrolling, and maintaining.
On my second day in Whitwood, I encountered a band of these enterprising woodsmen. They dropped down on me out of a tree and cracked me over the head with a blackjack. My only response was to slump to the ground.
When I came to. they had made off with my horse, clothes, and belongings and lashed me to a tree at the edge of a small clearing. It was a chilly day, not good weather for being splayed naked against a tree. I shivered and my teeth clattered.
While shivering, I noticed that my body from the neck down was covered with a thick layer of honey. This brought to mind disturbing images of swarming insects or, alternatively, peculiar amusements down at the Shake Your Bones Saloon.
With my Rae-given strength. I should have been able to burst my bonds and walk free. Unfortunately, I couldn’t get good leverage. I next implored the squirrels to come down and untie me, but without the Ring of Raxx. they weren’t listening.
As I racked my brain for some clever and heroic alternate means of escape, I heard the unmistakable snuffling of a Great Brown Raelnan Honey Bear. The picture became a little clearer.
Giving a satisfied growl as the scent of its favorite food reached its nostrils, it emerged from the brush across the clearing and headed my way. I watched in tense silence as it padded purposefully toward me, crunching leaves beneath paws that could fell a charging bull with a single swipe. It drew near and I felt its hot breath on my loins as it sniffed to be sure that what coated my body was indeed the fine quality of Splendid Apiarian Daffodil Honey that finicky Great Brown Raelnan Honey Bears prefer.
Apparently satisfied by the product presented, the beast commenced the intricate and beautiful Happy Honey Dance of the Great Brown Raelnan Honey Bear. I watched the mesmerizing performance with awe. I had seen the dance performed by bears in captivity at the Royal Bestiary in Caratha, but that was nothing like seeing it in the wild. The smiling bear executed an elegant sequence of delicate pirouettes, airy capers, exquisite arabesques, and dainty caprioles culminating in a spectacular fouetté en tournant gliding into a full split. The only sound was the crinkle of the leaves. Even that was barely audible, so gracefully did the honey bear dance the Happy Honey Dance.
I redoubled my futile straining against the ropes. The dance ended and the bear approached, lost in the Honey Trance of the Great Brown Raelnan Honey Bear, eyes rolled up in the sockets so that the whites showed. Guided by its sensitive nose, it drew near. Its long, sinuous tongue, which was highly evolved for lapping honey, traced a wet line up my left thigh.
It tickled like anything. I bit my lip to keep from crying out. The slightest sound would disturb the bear’s Honey Trance and enrage it beyond all calculation. Helplessly bound as I was, enraging the bear would be unwise. An enraged Great Brown Raelnan Honey Bear is one of the most fearsome foes in nature, more dangerous than the Malravian rock tiger, more bloodthirsty than the thick-snouted liver slug of Denab.
The bear continued its meal, licking and licking with agonizing thoroughness. I bit my lip so hard I drew blood as I fought to keep control, but finally could endure no more. I twisted and contorted as much as my bonds allowed and gave a sharp, loud gasp, quickly stifled. It was enough. The bear ceased its feeding. Its eyes rolled into focus and locked balefully with mine. With a savage snarl, it rose up on its hind legs and lifted a mammoth paw tipped with three-inch claws.
I didn’t have time for my entire life to pass before my eyes, so I just hit the highlights, quickly, as the bear reared back for a solid disemboweling swing.
A blazing scarlet streak flashed across my vision and the honey bear’s upraised paw burst into flame. A second streak ignited the fur of its back.
With an unbearish whimper, the beast recoiled, dropped to all fours, and performed the Flaming Flamenco of the Anxious Ursine, a wild, uninhibited dance involving much rolling on the ground, snapping at the air, and turning in circles.
A third fiery streak went wild, missed the bear by an arm’s length, and hit the trunk of a nearby tree with a shower of sparks. Four riders emerged into the clearing: three scowling men in forest greens led by a beautiful woman with a wild wealth of hair as red as the autumn leaves. My own riderless horse followed on a lead.
The frightened honey bear toyed briefly with the idea of going berserk, attacking the riders, and uprooting a small tree or two, but thought better of it when a fourth streak of fire from the woman’s hand scorched a line between its flattened ears. The bear dashed into the brush, whining piteously. As it fled, the flames on its body winked out, having done it no real harm.
The woman halted her horse and regarded me with an amused smile. As I opened my mouth to speak she pointed her hand and sundered my ropes with a precise burst of flame. My release was so sudden that I lost my balance and fell to my knees, as if in gratitude.
I was grateful, but my gratitude was outshone by hot-faced embarrassment. I preferred to wear more than rope burns and daffodil honey when meeting people, particularly women. Placing my hands carefully to preserve what modesty I had left, I looked up at my rescuer. I liked what I saw.
She was in her late twenties, slim-waisted and leggy, with eyes the crisp, dark green of a fir tree in summer. Her face was thinnish and angular, her fine skin the color of fresh cream, slightly flushed. Her cloak was gold, her riding pants black, her jacket russet and green. From her expression, she liked what she saw, too. And she had a more unobstructed view than I did.
“Thanks for the assist,” I said. “That was a sticky situation.”
She rolled her eyes and sharply commanded her companions, “Give him a towel!”
Her order disconcerted the three Whitwood Rangers. None of them had thought to bring a towel. While they argued over which member of the group was actually responsible for the lack of a towel, the woman returned her attention to me.
“Do you remember me?” she asked.
“You do look familiar.”
“We met at the Royal Wedding,” she prompted.
“Before or after terrorists crashed the party?”
“Before.”
“Most of the people I met that day died when we got to the massacre portion of the program.”
“Including my parents,” she said bitterly.
“Oh. I’m sorry.” Open mouth, insert foot.
“That’s some consolation, I suppose.” She smiled again, wanly. “You don’t recall my name?”
“Could you give me a hint?”
“Solana of Sweetfire.”
“Yes. Solana. Now I recall. Raella’s cousin, aren’t you?”
Her smile broadened. Like anyone, she was glad to be remembered, even with prompting. “Yes.”
“I didn’t recall that you were a sorceress.”
“It didn’t come up.”
“Right. Well. I’m sure every detail of this meeting will be etched into my memory for a long, long time.”
Solana laughed. “I don’t doubt it.” Her approving gaze lingered on me for just a moment more, then she snapped at her companions. “Where’s that towel?”
The rangers came up with a worn saddle blanket, which didn’t do much toward getting the honey off me, but went far toward adorning me with horsehair. It would take a good soapy scrubbing to get me clean. For now, I wrapped the blanket around myself and knotted it into a crude toga.
“So,” I said, feeling more self-confident now that I was slightly less naked. “How is it that you happened along just in time to save my hide in grand melodramatic fashion?”
“I have sought you for six days at the Queen’s behest,” said Solana.
“You were looking in the wrong place. I haven’t been near the Queen’s behest.”
She favored me with a peculiar look.
“I don’t think her husband would like that,” I added.
Ignoring me, she continued. “I met up with these louts not an hour ago and they kindly consented to direct me to you.” Her voice oozed scorn.
“Please accept our most humble type of apologies, sir,” said one of the rangers, wringing unaccustomed meekness from a gruff voice more suited to shouting “Stand and deliver!” “We hope you’ll not take offense at our little prank. No harm was meant by it. ‘Twas all in good fun.”
“I could have been killed,” I pointed out. “That wouldn’t have been much fun at all.”
“But you weren’t killed,” countered the ranger hastily. “That’s important to remember.”
“Her Majesty does not look kindly upon brigands, whatever the Widow may condone,” put in Solana coldly. “This man is a personal friend of the Queen and Champion of Rae to boot. You may be sure that he will—”
“Not give this another thought,” I said, cutting off her mounting indignation. The bandits fell to their knees with the same expression of mixed fear and relief that I had so often inspired and so learned to detest.
“Thank you, sir! If we had known who you—”
“Save it.”
I freed my horse from the lead and noted with approval that my belongings were tied to the saddle. I loosened the bindings as I spoke.
“Why did Raella send you?” I asked Solana.
“To summon you to Caratha. The League High Council meets to discuss an urgent crisis.”
“My, what a totally unexpected turn of events. Funny how it’s never a trifling little minor crisis. Thank you for saving me, Lady Solana, but I just left Caratha and I’m never going back.”
She scowled. “But you are needed. The League—”
“The League doesn’t need me. I’m going home.”
I dug out the Ring of Raxx and tossed it to Solana.
“Take that back to the High Council. Tell them to give it to someone else. I’m through.” I patted Overwhelm and the divinely forged armor and shield. “Take these, too. And the horse is from Raella’s stables.”
“What can this mean?” she demanded.
“It means let the League find themselves another hero to do their dirty work. This farm boy is going home to grow turnips.”
“Turnips?”
“That’s right.” I tied my clothes and belongings into a bundle and started down the road. “It was nice meeting you again, milady.”
Solana rode ahead and blocked my path.
“You can’t just quit! You’re the Champion of Rae!”
“I almost forgot.” I dug into the pack for my Champion of Rae identification card. “Return this, too, would you?”
“You have duties,” said Solana. “Sacred duties you cannot shirk!”
“I really don’t care to discuss this with you. milady,” I said evenly. “Now if you would kindly get out of my way.”
An angry plume of flame flared from Solana’s upraised hand like the tail of a misdirected comet and set boughs above us aflame before she got it under control. I jumped back, startled.
“Her Majesty commanded me to bring you to Caratha and that, by Rae, is exactly what I will do! If you intend to abandon those who depend on you, then have the guts to tell them so yourself! I’ll not bear a coward’s whining back to my queen and High Council!” She hurled the Ring of Raxx to the ground at my feet. “Return these sacred relics yourself, if you’re man enough! Look the Council in the eye when you tell them you’ve become a spineless, yellow-bellied, craven, shrinking violet of a recreant!”
“Yes,” I said thoughtfully. “I suppose I do owe them that.”
***
Solana did not hide her contempt for me as we rode back to Caratha. She rarely looked at me, only spoke when necessary, kept calling me a peasant, stayed several feet away at all times, and exuded a general feeling of derision as only a highborn lady can. This was just as well. I wasn’t enthusiastic about our journey and didn’t have much to say to her, though I did think she was extremely pretty and skillful with magic and she’d be an interesting replacement for Sapphrina and Rubis, which was obviously her role in the story. After all, I could have as easily been rescued by altruistic wood gnomes or an old hermit or even the cantankerous squirrels, but I wasn’t. I was saved by a beautiful young sorceress, and nobody was fooled by the sudden dislike she had developed for me. She had “new love interest” written all over her.
Several days later we passed through the small town of Raebush, halfway back to Caratha. We picked up lunch from the ride-through window at the local Burgher Lord and continued on our way. At the edge of town we were waylaid by three prophets.
“Doom!” cried the first, a stern, wild-eyed old man dressed in frayed sackcloth. His hair and beard were unkempt and he had ashes smeared on his face.
“Gloom,” sighed the second, somewhat younger and less ragged. He also wore sackcloth and ashes, though he had obviously run a comb through his hair at least once in the past week.
“Grave misfortune,” added the third merrily. “And lots of it!” He was about my age and wore a well-tailored burlap suit, no ashes, and had neatly styled hair.
“Stand aside!” commanded Solana. “We are on the Queen’s business!”
“You serve the Queen of Raelna. We speak for the Queen of Fate,” said the first prophet.
“The Queen of Sorrows,” added the second.
“The Queen of Bad Tidings and Poor Stock Performance,” finished the third.
“Heed us,” said the first. “Heed the words of the Prophets at the Edge of Town: Habukizemiah, Nehemearka, and Kysric the Younger.”
“Did The Gods send you?” I asked.
“Not directly, but don’t interrupt,” said the second.
“We speak in rounds, you know,” finished the third.
“Sorry.”
“We have no time for this foolishness,” said Solana.
“Wait,” I said. “This is probably important or it wouldn’t be happening.”
Solana looked down her nose at me and tossed her head disdainfully, but said nothing further.
“Repent!” said the first prophet. “So speaketh Habukizemiah!”
“Relent,” said the second. “So sayeth Nehemearka.”
“Think again,” said the third. “I’m Kysric the Younger, and that’s my advice.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“What we mean,” said Kysric, “is that—”
“Still your wagging tongue, Kysric!” said Habukizemiah. “A proper prophet never explains what he means! Being obscure is part of upholding professional standards!”
“You know my opinions on that,” said Kysric.
“I know that if your father had not been Kysric the Elder, greatest of all contemporary prophets save the Luminous Oracle himself, you would have never gained admission to the College of Prophets, that’s for certain! You have no respect for tradition, and tradition is a prophet’s stock in trade.”
“Tradition certainly has its place,” said Kysric reasonably. It was obvious this argument was not a new one. “But such hidebound traditions as never saying plainly what you mean serve no useful purpose that I can see. Most of the time we leave clients more befuddled than before we came ‘round to prophesy to them. Small wonder no one heeds us anymore. They can’t understand a word we’re saying.”
“Those who do not hearken to our words shall suffer mightily!” said Habukizemiah. “Yea, their flocks shall sicken, their figs wither on the tree, their buns shall be soggy, their mighty fortresses be cast down in ruins! A blight shall be upon them and the sun shall darken in the sky!”
“Those silly scare tactics are another tradition we ought to jettison,” said Kysric. “No one takes these threats seriously. They merely undermine our already-shaky credibility. All this going on about locusts and painful boils and mournful lamentations and rivers turning to blood is ridiculous.”
“It’s what’s expected!” said Habukizemiah. “Dire warnings are what we do best. But I suppose you want to prophesize nothing but bountiful harvests and acne clearing up and pretty butterflies and prancing through sunny meadows in springtime!”
“No, I just want to discard the melodrama and deliver our news, good or bad, in simple, straightforward, plain language that anyone can understand. And we should devote more attention to economic forecasting. That’s the future, not all this unintelligible metaphorical gobbledygook about teeth gnashing and hair pulling.”
“What rubbish!” spat Habukizemiah. “It’s not too late to have you reassigned as a lone voice crying in the wilderness. How would you like to chase butterflies in the desert for forty years, eh?”
“Threats again,” said Kysric. “You’re so punitive.”
“Gentlemen,” said Nehemearka, “could we save this discussion for later? We’ve got a job to do.”
“Right,” said Habukizemiah. “Where were we?”
“Repent, relent, and think again,” I said helpfully.
“A time of great troubles is ahead,” said Habukizemiah.
“Many shall perish,” intoned Nehemearka.
“Things are tough all over,” added Kysric.
“The mighty must choose, and when they choose, choose wisely and well, for in their choice lies the shape of the future,” said Habukizemiah.
“The light and dark shall contend, yea, and from their contention shall a new world order emerge,” said Nehemearka. “New kings will rise and old kings will fall. Queens also. Great nations shall tremble, fail, and be rent asunder. Jeweled thrones shall be trod under sandaled feet. Widows and orphans shall abound, yea, and tribulations without end.”
“Prices will spiral upward.” said Kysric. “The major trading partners will experience a mild recession, but should recover by the third quarter. Interest rates will fluctuate, then stabilize. The markets will be somewhat sluggish but remain bullish overall. Service industries should be well cushioned against the downturn, but labor-intensive manufacturing will be hit hard. The resulting layoffs and displacements will send secondary shock waves through other sectors.”
“You call that plain language?” scoffed Habukizemiah. “I’ve never heard of half those words! And what was all that about bulls and slugs? Sounded like old-fashioned metaphor to me. Not that I know what in the Assorted Hells you meant by it! You make no sense at all!”
“Touché,” said Kysric.
“Am I supposed to get some message out of all this?” I asked.
“We have spoken,” said Habukizemiah. “Ponder deeply our words and heed well our warnings.”
“Signs and mysteries will be revealed unto you have you but eyes to see,” said Nehemearka.
“The answer to your question is yes,” said Kysric. “And now I’m off to Burgher Lord.”
“True prophets do not set foot in those dens of foulness and iniquity called cities!” said Habukizemiah.
“Another foolish custom,” said Kysric. “And Raebush is hardly a city.”
“Farewell, prophets,” I said. Solana and I rode on, leaving them to their argument.
***
“What did you make of all that?” I asked once we were down the road a bit.
“Must you continue pestering me with your puerile mewling?” she said coldly, without bothering to look at me.
“Who else am I going to pester?”
“You are loathsome,” she said.
“What is it about me that you find loathsome, milady?”
“Your insolent air, your dereliction of duty, and your shameless cowardice.”
“Insolent, yes. Derelict, debatable. Cowardly, no.”
“You brand yourself derelict and cowardly by your own actions,” said Solana. “A man of courage would not flee from his responsibilities, however dangerous they might be.”
“The danger is not the question. The question is whether the responsibilities in question are, in fact, mine. I didn’t ask to be a hero. It was a role thrust upon me against my will and I think I fulfilled my obligation when I took on the Dark Magic Society at Fortress Marn and fought to save the northlands from a monster horde at Voripol. I’ve done my part and I’m ready to go home and let somebody else carry on.”
“You are afraid to die.”
“Who in their right mind isn’t? But it isn’t fear of death that rules me.”
“What then?”
“I’m tired of being ruled by events. Other people and outside forces have taken control of my life. They decide where I go and what I do. I’ve just decided to reclaim control of my own fate.”
“You would abandon the cause of combating evil? Leave the task unfinished?”
“It’s a task that will never be finished. I can’t finish it, so what harm if I leave it to others better suited for it?”
“If that is how you feel,” she said, “then why do you ride with me now?”
“I was wrong to leave with no explanation,” I admitted. “I was upset when I left and I thought several times about turning back even before you came along, just to hand over the relics of the Champion, but . . .”
“But what?”
“I really didn’t want to face Timeon and the High Council.”
Solana was triumphant. “That is because in your heart you recognize what a coward you are.”
She rode on ahead. We didn’t speak again until we reached Caratha and the conical blue tower painted with yellow stars and moons that housed the main offices of the League of Benevolent Magic.
“Jason! Lady Solana caught you, I see!”
Mercury Boltblaster strode down the corridor, his hands outstretched to clasp mine. The wizard was a small man with a body as strong and supple as a coiled whip. His skin was deep olive, his eyes a deeper shade of green than Solana’s, his beard and hair dark black. He wore maroon garments and a flowing black cape.
“Yes,” I said without enthusiasm, setting down my bundle to greet him. “Good to see you, Merc.”
He wasn’t convinced. “Why this dour face, man? You look as though your best friend died. And that can’t be, since I’m standing right here.”
“It’s his courage that’s died,” said Solana. “If Your Royal Highness will excuse me, I must report to your lady wife the Queen.” She shot me a dark glance and stalked away.
Merc raised an eyebrow.
“She disapproves of me,” I said.
“Indeed.”
“For now.”
“Of course. So why did you leave Caratha so suddenly?”
I shrugged. “I’m tired of Caratha. I want to go home.”
“Quitting the hero business?”
“Exactly. I never meant to get into it in the first place.”
“Are you serious about this, Jason?”
“Yes. Well, just between you and me, I thought it would make me a more interesting character if I rebelled against my situation a little. Just to give me some depth, make me less two-dimensional.”
“Good idea, but don’t take it too far or you won’t fit in around here.”
“Oh, I expect some traumatic event will shock me into a realization that I can’t walk away from the fight as easily as I’d like and I’ll be right back in the thick of things, swinging my sword as always.”
“So that’s why you left? I thought that Corundum girl might have had something to do with it.”
“Well, they both did actually.”
“They? The twain in tandem? I didn’t think you so sly.”
“Neither did I. My original plan was to marry one of them and settle down. But they had other ideas.”
“You sound bitter, my friend. I should know, I’m an expert on bitterness. It’s a waste of time.”
“First girl I fall in love with, only it turns out I unwittingly got two for the price of one, and when I want to make it official, they walk out. What’s to be bitter about?”
“Nothing. That’s what I’m telling you. They’ve played their parts, taken their bows, and made their exit. But a new love interest will soon take the stage.”
“Scant chance of that,” I said.
Merc glanced the way Solana had gone. “I thought . . .”
“Well obviously Solana is my new female lead, but I’m not supposed to realize that yet. Officially, I’m still mooning over the twins.”
“Oh, right. You’ll need cheering up then. A few words of wisdom from a friend to help you put things in perspective.”
“That would be helpful.”
Merc cleared his throat and put his arm around my shoulder companionably. “You’re a fantasy hero in a fantasy world, Jason. You know the traditions. Along with the high adventure comes an endless succession of heated romances and passionate flings. A few of the women you meet will be extremely beautiful, others very beautiful, the rest only mildly beautiful, but you can be sure they’ll all have flawless complexions and shave their legs regularly. Some will fight beside you, others against you. Many will die tragic deaths at the hands of your foes. Others will use you, betray you, walk out on you, only to turn up unexpectedly later. It’s the way this business goes.”
“Thank you for those words of encouragement, Merc, but I’m getting out of this business. I want what you’ve got. I want to find my true love, marry her, and live happily ever after.”
Merc jabbed me in the chest with his finger. “Face reality, Jason. You’re more likely to sprout wings than find true love, and I can cite you the studies to prove it. And what’s this happily-ever-after nonsense? Never happens. Sure, I finally married the beautiful princess—after a hell of a lot of trouble—but Raella and I are bound to face more crises. And if you do find true love, I guarantee it won’t be with the likes of Sapphrina or Rubis Corundum. They’re not the type.”
“So I’ve learned.”
He smiled. “Well, at least you’ve learned then, callow youth. Experience is the best antidote for innocence.”
“Perhaps.” I scowled. “But enough of my troubles. What are you doing at League headquarters? You despise the League.”
Merc led me to the levitation disk, which took us smoothly to the second level. We stepped off into a curved corridor with dark red carpet.
“I despise them a little less after the help they gave us at Voripol. And remember. Raella ranks third on the High Council.” He coughed into his hand. “Besides, I need their help to restore my powers.”
“Ah. Any progress?”
“No. Dhrakol’s spell blocked my arcane potential in some unknown way. We wizards work magic by exerting the will and intellect on the ambient magical energy field that subsumes Arden. My will and intellect remain intact, but my ability to make the connection with the Power Arcane has been shut down. It’s not chemical, like Noarcane. It’s not a mental block. But it is puzzling. Anyhow, I’m organizing an expedition to Everwhen Keep. I hope the records of the Mnemonic Monks contain a cure.”
“You must feel vulnerable without your magic, Merc.”
He shrugged. “I’ve always made a point of not relying on it too much, but we do live in dangerous times.”
“That’s certain. So what is this big crisis that’s got the League all stirred up? I thought the Society was keeping a low profile these days. Not that it would particularly surprise me if they weren’t.”
“I think the whole thing is just another example of League paranoia. They give too much credence to unconfirmed rumor, irresponsible speculation, and the headlines of checkout-counter tabloids. Still, this isn’t something they can ignore.”
“Why not? What is it?”
Merc looked uneasy. “I don’t want to spoil their presentation. They’ve done up slides and some nice color graphs.”
We paused outside the oaken door to the High Council’s conference room. Merc gestured for me to enter.
“Aren’t you coming?”
“No. I don’t like to be in close quarters with that crowd. I’ll see you afterward. Good luck.” He turned to go.
I grabbed his arm.
“Merc, tell me what all the fuss is about,” I insisted.
“Well, all right, but don’t let on that I told. It’s been found.”
“What’s been found?”
“The Superwand.”
***
The Superwand. The ultimate implement of power. A slender little stick that could bend space, twist time, warp reality, and amend, if not repeal, the laws of nature. With it, you could do just about anything you damn well pleased. Gravity got you down? Reverse it. Not enough hours in the day? Add a few. Want to divide by zero? No problem. And it made cheating at dice a snap.
Even The Gods feared the Superwand. You might think they’d have better sense than allow the making of such a dangerous device. But The Gods had no say in the matter. The Superwand was the creation of the infinitely omnipotent Bunnies from Beyond, a race of paradimensional pink Cosmic Rabbits far older and wiser than mere gods. As the Sacred Scrolls of Synabuluum tell it, the wand was forged several hours before the Dawn of Time in the cosmic fires of an exploding galaxy. It was imbued with the awesome energies of a million quasars, shaped by the intersecting gravitational fields of a thousand cleverly manipulated neutron stars, tempered by the scalding rays of incredible matter-antimatter collisions, and buffed to a high shine with a bottle of Dr. Pembroke’s Handy All-Purpose Soapgloss Powder.
It was then used to light a multidimensional superstring cigar and casually tossed down a gravity well. The Superwand was, for all its power, only a matchstick to the Cosmic Rabbits.
On the other side of the singularity, at the bottom of the wormhole, the wand fell into the foul hands of the Demon Lord Asmodraxas. Even with his diabolical genius, he was unable to unleash its full potential, but he did develop enough proficiency with the thing to conquer all the Assorted Hells, master his fellow Demon Lords, sponsor the Empire of Fear in Arden, and conduct a thousand-year reign of terror. Not bad for a beginner.
The Mighty Champion also found the wand useful. He stole it while Asmodraxas wasn’t looking and used it to banish the demon-god to a prison of null space. My ancestor then hid the wand to keep it out of the wrong hands. When the Superwand is concerned, any hands are the wrong hands, even divine hands. The Gods themselves could not be trusted with its power. They were wise enough to realize this and set forth an immutable divine law that no one, mortal or immortal, shall seek the Superwand on pain of penalties too terrible to describe.
Despite this prohibition, many daring souls down through the centuries had quested for the Superwand. After all, whoever found it wouldn’t be much worried about the ordinances of The Gods. He’d be making his own rules.
Particularly energetic in their recovery efforts were the wizards of the Dark Magic Society. Infinite power was the sort of thing that appealed to their ilk, though the more altruistic among them merely wanted to use the wand to free Asmodraxas and bring back the Evil Empire. It was the Society’s search for the Superwand that first brought me into the hero business. I feared this latest development would frustrate my desire to get out of it. But I’d try anyway.
***
“Jason Cosmo, welcome,” intoned aged Timeon, the most senior member of the Council. A wrinkled little gray man with wispy white hair, he wore a pale blue robe and a legion of liver spots.
I sat across the table from the Council. Overwhelm, the armor, and the Ring of Raxx lay on the polished wood between us. To Timeon’s right was blue-skinned Ormazander the Cyrillan. At his left were Episymachus and Valence. Valence still had a broken leg suffered in the battle against Morwen Hellshade at Voripol.
“Raella will join us shortly,” said Timeon. “She is speaking with one of her vassals.”
“I see.” I could well imagine the tone of the report Solana was making to her Queen.
“Your arrival is timely,” said Timeon. “The Superwand may have surfaced. We must seize it before the Dark Magic Society does. The need for your services as the Mighty Champion reborn has never been greater.”
I took a deep breath. It was now or never.
“Before you continue, I must tell you I have decided to retire as Mighty Champion and go back to Darnk. I’m here only to return these holy relics so you can give them to someone else.”
The wizards gaped as if I had just swallowed a live gerbil and chased it with a couple of goldfish.
“Go back to Darnk?” echoed Timeon at last.
“And grow turnips,” I said.
“Give up a life of high adventure, thrills, excitement, and gorgeous women to grow turnips?” he said disbelievingly.
“That’s right.”
“In Darnk?”
“Turnips grow well in Darnk. They’re about the only thing that does. Except toadstools and dung lilies, of course.”
“This is most irregular,” Timeon said.
“Unprecedented,” added Ormazander.
“Foolish,” said Episymachus.
“Not at all wise,” agreed Valence. “Really, Cosmo! Turnips! You are meant for higher things!”
“You can’t do it.” said Timeon with finality. “The Gods themselves have chosen you to be a hero. They even added your name to the sacred Roll of Heroes. It is your destiny.”
“There’s no fighting destiny.” said Episymachus. “Well-known scientific fact.”
“Quite so,” added Ormazander.
“So as I was saying,” said Timeon. “The Superwand may even now be—”
“I’m quitting, destiny or no.” I said firmly.
“Why?” demanded Timeon. “You’ve done a fine job. Why quit now?”
“I abhor the violence and constant conflict demanded by the role which was thrust upon me. I know I embraced it earlier, but I was afraid for my life and not thinking clearly.”
“You’ve caught a case of idealism,” said Timeon knowingly. “Common ailment of the young. Your thinking was fine before. Only now is it muddled. Evil must be resisted, and that means violence and conflict.”
“This is the critical decade which will determine the nature of the Coming Age,” put in Episymachus. “We seek the establishment of a new world order. But should evil gain the upper hand, the next thousand years will be most unpleasant.”
“I know that, but—”
“I hope you’re not going to go on about not sinking down to their level and the power of passive resistance and seizing the moral high ground and all that rubbish,” said Timeon.
“No, nothing like that.”
“Good. Can’t stand that drivel. I take it you’ve simply grown squeamish. After killing hordes of men and goblins and whatnot, you suddenly can’t stand the sight of blood.”
“It does get tiresome,” I said.
“It’s not concern for your own skin at work, is it?”
“Well, to a degree—”
“We call that cowardice.”
“No, not at all. I don’t mind dying if it comes to it.”
“Good. So it’s only misplaced concern for the merciless butchers, thugs, oppressors, murderers, despoilers, and other foul persons you fight which causes you to balk now? Don’t you think that’s silly?”
“When you put it that way, yes.”
“Anything else?”
“Well, I’m tired of being the most feared man alive. I want to be liked.”
“We like you.”
“By the general public, I mean. They’re afraid of me.”
“Then hire an image consultant! Problem solved? May I continue now?”
“Look, all I want is to live a normal life!”
“And you think we don’t?” said Timeon sternly. “Young man, I have been risking my life and worrying about the fate of Arden since before your father was born. Every member of this Council wants nothing more than to have time for good books, morning strolls, and puttering in the garden. We all feel the weight of the world on our shoulders. We all do our parts. We all have our tasks to perform. Certain tasks demand a wizard. Certain other tasks demand a hero. And for those tasks, The Gods chose you. End of discussion.” He paused. “Ahem. The Superwand may even now be in the—”
“But why did The Gods choose me?”
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/27847 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!