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Part One

I do not know who my parents
were, or remember any of my childhood, adolescence, or early
adulthood. Amnesia has deprived me of those memories, if indeed
they existed in the first place. My military record lists my name
as John Smith, a name assigned as an alternative when too many John
Doe’s were present at the morgue or in my case, luckily, the
hospital. It has been my name, thanks to my Canadian nurse, since
June 18th, 1918 when I awoke with no prior memories in a
Military Base Hospital on the outskirts of Paris
with a bandage wrapped around my head. I learned neither of the
battle of Beleau Wood, nor that I had been found wandering that
battlefield wounded and naked, for days after.

I am broad of shoulder and narrow of hip,
although not overly so in either dimension. My musculature, while
not that of a circus strongman, bears the firmness and lines
acquired from frequent, strenuous activity. My brown hair becomes
quite unruly if left long, and so in keeping with longstanding
military traditions I keep it short and my face clean shaven when
practical.

There is no one consensus as to the color of
my eyes, but opinion ranges from blue to gray. It is of no matter
to me, either way, as I seldom look at them, but apparently the
effect draws people to examine me more closely.

That I am in the prime of life is all I can
say about my age. I initially assumed I was a contemporary to most
of the other military men I encountered in the hospital and later,
in the battlefield. However, there is no way to either prove or
disprove that conjecture as in the decades since, I have apparently
not aged one day. I remain as hale and hearty as ever, my face
unlined by the passage of years.

My first personal recollection is of bright
lights and a splitting headache. My second is of a pretty but
serious-faced nurse gently dabbing, with a cool damp cloth, what
little of my forehead was left exposed by the wrap on my head.

Over the next several days,
various doctors found my case interesting. I must admit to hoping
they discovered somewhat more than they did. My diagnosis was
brief, “severe cranial trauma with
inclusive shrapnel, inoperative, prognosis poor; disassociative
shell shock, acute amnesia, apparently normal personality
otherwise,” and offered little to help me
recover my memory.

After the sixth deceased patient in half as
many days was pushed from our common room, a terminal ward I later
found out, a doctor came and sat down next to me. To this day I
remember nothing about him except that he was rather on the thin
side and wore a surgeon’s smock, laundered yet visibly
bloodstained. He had considerately removed his thick operating
apron before speaking with me, and I was thankful for it. One of
the smells I remember as disconcerting from that time is the
coppery blood smell, poorly disguised by an alcohol wash, which
seemed to follow those infernal aprons around.

He pretended to read my chart, but I could
tell he was merely covering for an unsure bedside manner. After
several seconds, he settled for a direct approach “I am afraid we
cannot put things off any longer. We need to check your wound and
change the dressing. Frankly, you’ve lost a sizeable portion of
your skull. Most of the shrapnel we couldn’t risk removing. It’s a
miracle that you haven’t developed a severe infection already, but
it could happen at any time, or the shrapnel could shift…”

In contrast to his verbosity I replied
simply. “I’ve had worse.” Why I said that, I hadn’t a clue at the
time. With what I know now, it makes more sense. The doctor
obviously took it as my attempt at humor, but his laugh was
strained. “Have you started to remember anything yet? Do you know
your name or who your family is? If you take a turn for the worse,
we should know whom to notify.”

I thought for a minute, but nothing came of
it, only a hazy fog. I shook my head gently. “No, but I am feeling
better.” As if to prove my point I swung my legs over the side of
my bed and sat up. The Doctor looked shocked, briefly, but quickly
replaced the look with one of detached interest. “Now there, one
thing at a time.” He put his hand on my shoulder as if to stop me
from attempting to stand.

My nurse Lila, I knew her name by this time
as the result of casual but deliberate prodding on my part,
actually gasped in surprise and covered her mouth quickly to hide
her reaction. At the Doctor’s prompting she wheeled an instrument
tray over on a cart with squeaky metal wheels.

Her face resumed its typical impassiveness,
but when she caught me looking at her the smallest of smiles
crossed her mouth, and of more import, her eyes. That smile brought
me the first moment of joy I had known in my, as far as I was
concerned, brief existence. Lila had pretty green eyes that were
more suited to smiling than the pensive, tired-beyond-her-years
look she usually wore. I couldn’t blame her for her normal staid
exterior, nor did I envy her for her place in this morbid
institution. That slight change in her demeanor meant much to
me.

The doctor carefully unwrapped the bandages
from my skull. Occasionally I felt Lila’s gentle fingers assisting.
Blood had soaked the layers of gauze together and I heard, more
than felt, the bandage being cut. After an indeterminate amount of
time I felt something bounce off my shoulder and clank to the tile
floor. Lila’s sharp inhalation of surprise and the doctor’s more
reserved “Oh my,” brought the idea that my demise might be imminent
to the forefront of my thoughts, although with none of the fear or
apprehension one would expect to accompany such a thought.

Several seconds went by, seconds in which I
waited for my world to fade into inevitable blackness. When I
surprisingly remained conscious I noticed the feeling of fingers
probing my scalp, pushing gently on my surprisingly intact skull.
At first, he touched around the former wound, working around
through my hair in a circular pattern. Then I felt his fingers
brush against bare skin, strangely near to the crown of my head. If
this was my wound there was inexplicably no pain, and seemingly, no
injury.

“Someone must have gotten
these charts mixed up,” I heard the doctor exclaim. I raised my
head and looked up. Lila shook her head, “No. I was there when they
brought him into triage. He had a hole in his skull as big as
this,” she held her clenched fist up in an example. The doctor
shook his head.

Lila continued, becoming exasperated, “You
saw the bandages Doctor; they were covered in blood and lymph. No
one here mixed up the charts.”

“Then how can you explain
this?” The Doctor tapped on my skull a bit more forcefully. Lila
shook her head, “I can’t.”

I found myself temporarily ignored as they
argued. Bending over, I fished around on the floor until my fingers
closed on the object that had fallen, I assumed, from my bandages.
It was jagged, metallic. I tossed it into the examination tray with
a clatter.

Argument forgotten, the Doctor stood, seized
the shrapnel, picked up my chart, and strode purposefully out of
the room. I turned at a light touch on the side of my head. Lila
smiled as her fingers carefully traced the outline of already
stubbling hairs circling my former wound. Her eyes glistened
slightly as she looked at mine, then away, embarrassed at her
forwardness. She hesitated briefly before excusing her behavior,
saying “I’ve never seen any wound heal this fast. It’s well, some
kind of a miracle.”

“Thank you,” I said simply.
Apparently I had brought her out of deep introspection. “What?” she
asked. “Thank you for your concern.” I added.

She was quiet for a second, looking at the
floor. “So many men… boys really, this is their last, I mean, they
come here and they die. Or they leave here maimed.” I nodded
dumbly. Lila tucked an unruly strand of auburn hair back up under
her nurse’s cap before continuing, “Now you come here… I saw your
head. You should be dead with all the others. I’m happy that you
made it, really I am, but…”

“But what?” I prodded. Her
response, sudden and emotional, surprised me. “All I can think
about is that they are going to send you back into that… meat
grinder. I don’t even know you, not from any of the hundreds of
other casualties that have come through here.”

I am skilled at many things, calmly
confident in dealing with many situations. But the comforting, much
less the understanding, of women is not one of them. If she had not
leaned in and placed her head on my chest, I would have said
something inevitably bumbling in an attempt to reassure her.
Instead, I contented myself with silence. I brought my hand up, and
it seemed the most natural thing to squeeze her gently to me as she
wept.

I will not bore you with minutiae concerning
the next several days. Despite evidence to the contrary, and Lila’s
testimony, I was relegated to a ward of suspected malingerers.
Somehow, the hospital’s administrative staff found it easier to
consider that I was somehow responsible for either substituting
myself for a mortally wounded soldier, or falsifying my chart once
here, than to consider the seemingly inexplicable medical phenomena
surrounding my brief convalescence from what should have been a
fatal wound.

The psychiatrist assigned to evaluate me was
not convinced of either my guilt or complicity in the matter. I
stubbornly refused to exhibit any known or commonly faked symptoms
of shell shock, other than the amnesia of my personal history. I
was not, however, ignorant of a significant portion of history in
general. Several times during my interviews Doctor Barry would stop
me and correct a minor aspect of my narration, always with a
puzzled look on his face as if he were correcting some mischievous
child who insisted that the sky was green when he knew full well it
was not.

Errors in my memory of dry, moldy history
were not what led him to believe I was not suffering from any of
the psychological maladies he had heretofore encountered during
this war to end all wars. It was my insistence that I be allowed to
get back in the fight as it were. I hadn’t the faintest idea who I
was or to which company I was assigned, much less whether I was
even Army or Marine.

Nonetheless I wanted, on some sort of
instinctual level, to be part of this conflict or more accurately
help out the other military men. In fact, once he told me what was
known concerning the circumstances and location where I had been
injured, I insisted that I be allowed to help, and as soon as
possible.

As there was no way anyone was going to make
a charge of malingering or desertion stick, the problem became what
to do with me. To make matters worse, I was not recognized by any
of the Soldiers or Marines who filed through to search for men
missing from their units.

Adding to the mystery of my origin was the
dialect I spoke. Although seemingly fluent in English, my accent
was somewhat removed from any easily recognizable American or
British form. My good doctor spent several hours investigating the
possibility that I might be of another nationality. That proved to
be a dead end as my German was so atrocious that no one who spoke
that language with any degree of proficiency could have pretended
to be so un-fluent.

With French, he thought he had hit on a
possibility, but while my skill with that language was passable,
neither the French-Canadian orderly, nor any of the several French
physicians or nurses could place my accent with any certainty. One
of the French doctors, however, a kind elderly gentleman who must
have had a much broader set of life experiences than the others,
noted that my usage of that language seemed almost archaic, and
that some words I frequently inserted into my sentences were
completely incomprehensible to him.

One thing that began to intrigue the elder
doctor was that the more I was exposed to speakers of any language,
the better I became at understanding and answering them. This
happened quite quickly and surprised him greatly, although I think
eventually he passed it off as having been my further recovery of
my faculties following my brain injury.

In retrospect, I should have linked this
speech anomaly more directly to my origin, but frankly, I had other
concerns. At this point I was more interested in getting back into
the action as it were. Eventually, the matter of language was laid
to rest as the time and resource constraints of a wartime hospital
won out over scientific inquiry.

The matter of my enlistment was resolved one
day when a squad of US Marines marched smartly into the square,
apparently on assignment to retrieve formerly hospitalized Marines
recuperated enough and considered fit for duty.

I noticed them through the
only slightly blurry, multi-paned leaded glass windows that lined
the hallway where I was allowed exercise when cleared from
psychiatric observation. Being sufficiently impressed with their
military bearing I decided then and there to throw my lot in with
the Marines. Again, of the details following I do not wish to bore
you. Suffice it to say that it was not without effort, and help,
that I eventually became “re-assigned” to Company 4-6 in the
4th Marine Expeditionary Force. Despite my acceptance into the
unit, my newfound occupation and accompanying camaraderie were to
be short lived.

Much has been written about this First World
War, from a broader and more informed perspective than I can give.
I will not dwell on most of my experiences which were similar to
those shared by millions of Marines and Soldiers. Two incidents
that occurred while I served with my unit suffice to advance my
story.

Others have described the
sheer terror of charging across the crater scarred, muddy front
lines, en masse, into machine gun and rifle fire. Compared to that
horror, the “mopping up” operations I participated in with the
4th Marines through the forest of Belleau Wood were vastly more
personal. It would have been peaceful walking through the mostly
intact forest, except for the all too common sight and smell of
dead men and dead horses, some bloated and stinking.

Broken artillery pieces and other military
hardware also littered the landscape. The forest was a strange
mixture of nearly pristine woods and muddy tracks. Here and there
an errant artillery shell crater punctuated the naturally gentle
lay of the land with a harsh bowl of destruction.

Once we came upon the still smoking wreck of
a scout plane in a long, yet narrow, clearing. The canvas had all
but burned away from the fuselage as well as both upper and lower
wings. Upon closer inspection the right upper wing was missing
except for a few burned wooden splinters and support cables which
dangled loosely. Other than the wing damage, the blackened wooden
frame was largely intact, as if the pilot had somehow grounded
softly. What I imagined, however, as his heroic efforts in bringing
his plane down were for naught. His body, horribly blackened like
the rest of the plane, sat rigid, still in the cockpit.

We left the body in place and moved on.
Perhaps it sounds crass, but we left the dead to care for
themselves. Of course some of us wished we could have done more, if
only to offer them the dignity of a proper burial, but we quite
simply didn’t have the time. I would like to think other details
followed ours, to do as we had desired to do, but I digress.

The tension of walking through such an
environment, amongst all the pervasive death, gnawed at us as did
attempting to keep ever vigilant for signs of living enemy. The
possibility of sudden ambush from the stillness grated on the men
in my platoon. I could see it in their faces as they walked
carefully, ears listening for any sound of movement, at times
hearing real noises, at other times hearing that which was not
there.

We had just crossed a small babbling stream
when the first bullet struck Pvt. Hastings in the neck with a
thunk. He had been walking some six feet in front of me and I
remember thinking it strange that he fell in slow motion. Turning
reflexively to my left, I was surprised to see a bullet moving
towards me. It left a blur behind it as it sped through the
air.

The bullet was not moving slowly by any
means and I barely managed to throw myself out of the way in time.
But, the fact remains that one does not see bullets in mid-flight,
or “dodge” them. At least that is what my rational mind told me
later.

After an unsuccessful search for the sniper,
I described my experience to the corporal in my squad. He had seen
action before, and I was more than a bit unnerved by the encounter.
He reassured me that the mind plays tricks with perception and
senses in combat, heightening some and dulling others. I thought no
more on the matter for some time.

Although we had several engagements with
straggling German units in the days that followed, nothing like
that first event happened again until we were en route, ironically
to the very hospital where I had convalesced.

Walking single file along a roadway, in the
narrow strip of solid ground between the muddy vehicle ruts and the
drainage ditch alongside, I had the “privilege” of being last in
line. This meant that I was tasked, informally, with minding any
traffic approaching from the rear and being the first to be muddily
splashed should I not.

Not desirous of becoming any dirtier than I
was already, I took this job seriously, despite the friendly banter
coming from the front ranks. To my chagrin, as I looked back toward
the sound of an engine behind us, I saw a very muddy flatbed truck
approaching at a high rate of speed. Not only was it moving
rapidly, it also swerved erratically to avoid potholes in the road.
Although a pathetically inadequate wiper did its best to clear an
arc on the windscreen, the driver seemed to be paying little
attention to any pedestrian traffic. A man on a bicycle, heading in
the opposite direction, narrowly missed being hit, and then only by
riding into the ditch.

I shouted a warning as the truck careened
towards us, making sure everyone heard me and was moving off the
roadway before stepping into the ditch myself. As my luck would
have it, I stumbled and ended up taking several steps into a field
before I could catch my balance. Turning, I took a step back
towards my squad. An embarrassed grin spread on my face until I
heard a telltale clicking sound under my boot. I froze. The thought
crossed my mind that stepping on a wayward mine was quite an
unglamorous way to die.

When nothing happened, I blinked and looked
around. The men of my squad who were looking at me seemed stunned
with surprise, the look frozen on their faces. I noticed the truck,
swerving as if in slow motion. The engine noise was all wrong,
deeper somehow, as if someone were playing a 78 speed phonograph
record too slowly by holding pressure on the turntable.

Looking down, I saw a discarded danger sign
lying in the grass. “Nice place for a minefield sign,” I thought.
For some reason, until I saw that sign, I hadn’t been thinking much
of the mine under my foot, so caught up was I in my altered
sensations. Lifting my foot I felt resistance, as if I were pulling
it from molasses, I saw a slight but visibly growing bulge in the
ground.

I began to inhale sharply in surprise, but
found that my breathing was restrained as well. The air seemed
thicker somehow. Suddenly I knew without a doubt that the mine was
in the process of exploding. My perception of time was somehow
altered, my movement to a lesser extent. I also knew that despite
the apparent slowness of the explosion, it would nonetheless tear
me apart. It was not a pleasant prospect to consider, as slow as it
seemed to be happening.

Looking around again, searching vainly for
options as the explosion bulged large enough to begin touching my
foot and pushing it. With great difficulty I found that I could
move a bit faster than the shock wave and lifted my foot out of the
way, for the time being at least.

The noise from the truck had all but ceased
and looking up I saw that while it was leaning slightly as if into
a skid, in the brief time I was willing to devote to sightseeing, I
could detect no forward motion in it.

Glancing behind me I noticed something else
for the first time. A glowing concave lens-like shape hung
suspended in mid-air. It was some three feet across and hummed
faintly. Lens is a bit of a misnomer. While it was generally
circular in shape, it actually had no distinct boundaries, instead
fading gradually from the center.

I also use the terms glowed and hummed, but
neither of those descriptions are really adequate. The perception
was not confined to the visual or auditory senses. Somehow the two
perceptions also combined with that prickly hairs-on-end “sixth
sense,” the one that allows a person to realize he is being watched
surreptitiously. The lens, or disc, was slanted at an angle of
approximately forty-five degrees and through it the ground below
appeared refracted slightly.

Another distortion, this one behind the
first, was higher yet smaller and hung suspended at a different
angle. The explosion continued to expand and as my options were
uncomfortably limited I made a wild guess. Since I was already
leaning off balance, falling in slow motion away from the expanding
blast, I jumped as well as I could off of my grounded foot and
leaned backwards towards the closer lens, pulling both knees toward
my chest. It was an awkward position, made more awkward by the time
I seemed to hang suspended in mid air as I drifted slowly downward
towards the lens just ahead of the explosion.

As soon as my back entered the disc, things
became radically different. It felt as if I were spinning rapidly,
end over end. That was disorienting enough, but a rainbow of lights
flashed around my eyes, and my ears were washed in a humming noise.
It was similar to the hum of a vacuum tube warming up, but
resonating on many different frequencies simultaneously.

Luckily, I am not prone to motion sickness,
or else I would have had a much rougher time of it. I may in fact
have blacked out, but I cannot be certain, as distorted as my
perceptions were.

For what seemed like several seconds, I was
immersed in these sensations. Suddenly the spinning, the lights,
and the sound stopped, only to be replaced by a feeling of falling.
This new feeling was, thankfully at least, in one direction. I was
somewhat surprised to land on my back, unhurt, legs curled up in
the same position from which I had started my fall through the
lens. Somewhat dizzy, I managed to open my eyes and lift my head
enough to see that I was lying in the middle of a snow covered
clearing.

It was night, but light from the moon and
stars gave a dim bluish glow as it reflected from the snow. Trees
surrounded me at some distance, but although it was dim compared to
the daylight I had recently left, I could tell immediately that
this was not the gentle farmland on which we had been walking, nor
was there any evidence of a roadway nearby. Most disconcerting
however was the absence of the Marines I had been marching with. Of
the truck or the bicycle, there were also no sign.

Even in the dim light I could tell that the
trees were of a much larger variety of pine or fir than I was used
to. Some of them must have been several feet across, and the
branches of all of them were draped heavily with snow. Strangely,
the sensation of cold took several seconds to register as I
struggled to rise.

Failing in my effort to even roll onto my
side, I let my head rest, now coldly, into the snow. Watching the
steam of my breath rise into the clear, starry sky, I attempted to
gather my faculties. A snorting noise, behind me and above my head,
startled me into action. Through some Herculean effort I managed to
roll to my right and onto my hands and knees in order to face
whatever was approaching.

The effort proved too strenuous in my
weakened condition. I briefly caught a glimpse of a large, furry
elephant-like creature standing not twenty feet from me with its
ears flaring and trunk lifted into the air. Another smaller one
stood cautiously behind the first.

Swirling stars rapidly clouded my vision and
I sank back to the snow, unable to hold myself up any longer. I was
completely spent. My vision faded as darkness engulfed me. I
blacked out and knew nothing more.

I awoke to the sensation of movement, mostly
smooth with an occasional bump. I was wrapped, rather snugly, in
what proved to be the fur lined pelts of some large animal. The
platform on which I rode was slanted and I became gradually aware
of a plodding regularity which must have been the footsteps of the
beast which dragged me.

Warm and secure, with the sensation of
monotonous movement underneath me, I was tired enough yet to drift
off into that hazy pre-sleep when I felt something cold snake
beneath the furs covering my face and quickly pull them off. The
frigid air startled me, but as I opened my eyes the sight of a
furry trunk, nostrils blowing warm air on my face as it descended,
startled me more.

With the realization that I was restrained
more tightly than I had thought, and was unable to raise my arms to
ward off the enormous proboscis, I lay helplessly while it snuffled
over my face. Not normally squeamish, I was nonetheless unable to
contain a quite unmanly groan of protest.

Presently the trunk, or more accurately its
owner, lost interest in me and as it left my face alone I was able
to see more clearly. The trunk lifted and wrapped itself around a
small tail which was attached to the beast that pulled me. I
realized that my earlier vision of pachyderms had not been a
mirage, and that these must be somehow domesticated, despite my
thought that no theory had ever been advanced that mammoths, as I
assumed these must be, were ever tamed prior to vanishing from the
face of the earth. I do not know whether I was more disturbed by
the idea of living mammoths, or the idea of tamed living
mammoths.

The fact that I was no longer in France, or
at least not in the France that I had so briefly known, seemed less
important to me than learning where I was currently. Any
speculation I began was cut short by a commanding, yet gentle
female voice above me. The words were not immediately familiar, but
the meaning became clear as I slowed to a stop. I heard an impact
in the snow, followed by footsteps approaching to one side. Just as
I prepared to get a glimpse of my rescuer or captor, of which I was
not certain, the following mammoth became interested in me again,
probing again with its trunk, and I turned my head in a vain
attempt at keeping the tickling thing away from my mouth and
nose.

Feminine laughter followed, and if I am not
mistaken, the beast was allowed to explore my face for a few
seconds more before the laughter changed to a clear, “Tut, Tut,”
and a mittened hand pulled the trunk from my face. If I was
expecting a clear view of whomever it was that stood above me, it
was not to be. The cold apparently was a force to be reckoned with,
and all I was able to see was a thick leather parka with a
fur-lined hood. Narrow slit type eye protection, made from wood or
bone covered her eyes and a cloth wrapping of some type concealed
the rest of her face.

With deft quickness I was re-covered and
without delay, we started moving again. The fatigue which had not
fully left me returned and I fell back to sleep again. How long I
slept, I cannot be certain, but when I awoke to a cold breeze on my
face it was night. It was moonless and the overcast had cleared,
leaving the stars brilliantly shining as they do only in the
wilderness or the middle of the ocean, far from the light of
civilization. I was no longer moving.

The dark shape of one of the mammoths was
still visible above my head, but of the curious one who disturbed
my coverings, there was no sign. Neither was there any sign of my
rescuer, as I hopefully decided to think of the one who rode the
mammoth and seemed to at the least hold no malice towards me.

Feeling more energetic than I had been, with
nothing else to do I began to work myself free of the fur
coverings. Several straps secured me, and the furs, to the
platform. Wiggling my arms out first, I was able to untie the
closest one when the hairs on the back of my neck prickled in
alarm.

The next indication I had that something
seemed amiss was agitation in the mammoth I was towed behind. I
heard it inhale deeply as it sniffed the air, shuffling its feet
anxiously. Redoubling my efforts, I freed the second strap and was
able to sit up far enough to begin loosening the third.

I took a second to look around. Luckily my
eyes had adjusted as well as could be expected to the darkness, and
I saw several large, four legged shapes moving through the
darkness. With my legs free I stood, thankful that I still wore my
fatigues and boots. However, other than the small knife I wore at
my belt, of my pack, rifle and other accoutrements, there was no
sign. They might have been inches away, but in the darkness I had
no hope of finding them by sight.

Thinking rapidly, attempting to formulate
some sort of strategy, I felt around the lower end of the fur lined
platform which extended several feet further towards the ground. I
was heartened to feel the frame outline of my backpack, but again
of my rifle or ammunition pouch there were no sign.

Much closer than I had expected, I heard a
low growl, very canine, yet also distinctly from a large animal.
The mammoth apparently decided it was done with waiting and began
walking rapidly away. Not having anyplace better to be, I followed,
wondering at the same time where the woman rider or even the other
mammoth was.

My predicament seemed truly dire. I am not
one to panic, but as other growls became audible in the darkness,
interspersed with occasional disconcertingly deep and voluminous
barks, I must admit to coming close to doing so. Facing a known
opponent when armed is one thing, facing an altogether different
and unknown threat, when unarmed in the dark, is something else
entirely.

What happened next startled me slightly.
Over the growling beasts and trumpets of the mammoth came the sharp
crack of a rifle. A bolt cycled rapidly and the rifle cracked again
before echoing into silence, muffled by the snow.

Other than the abrupt change to icebound
winter and the disconcerting presence of the mammoths, I had no
real perspective of how different a place I was truly in. Thusly,
hearing the rifle shot was not as out of place to me as it should
have been given what I saw of this world over the next several
days. Mere hours before, I had been in a reality where the sounds
of gunfire and other explosions were, if not commonplace, at least
practically a part of daily life. Nonetheless, some dim part of my
awareness realized even then that the sound of rifle discharge was
out of sorts here.

Even as footfalls approached through the
snow, the large canine creatures retreated. I hesitate to call them
wolves because of their sheer size, but that name fits as well as
any. Besides, I thought, the dim starlight might be up to its usual
tricks with ones imagination.

My weakness of night vision was apparently
not shared by my unknown savior. I had always thought myself as
adequately equipped as any to see things in dim light, but as the
fur clad figure appeared and stood before me, looking me over, I
felt slightly outclassed. If our positions had been reversed, I
would have been forced to take a much more physical approach to
examining my charge.

The one thing even my eyes
could not miss was the large, lumbering shape of the other mammoth.
It followed behind the fur clad figure, non unlike a one-ton puppy.
I chuckled at the thought, but was brought up short by the figure
handing me my Springfield, or as my squad leader had called it,
“United States Rifle, Caliber
.30, Model 1903.” I grabbed it
instinctively, and just as instinctively checked the
action.

Even as I cycled the bolt, the figure
brought up one arm and pointed towards the departing wolves. “Watch
for them,” came the simple instruction, and with it the realization
that I was dealing with the same woman who had been escorting me
thus far.

That I understood her words should have
startled me, but for some reason it did not. What did raise a hint
of curiosity in my mind several seconds later was that both her
instruction and my response, “I will,” were uttered in what upon
reflection proved to be a dialect of the Greek language.

It actually surprised me more that I had
understood and responded to her words well before I consciously
realized what language she spoke. As she moved to sooth the larger
mammoth, which had slowed to a stop, I scanned as best I could, the
darkness around us. Keeping my focus loose and moving, I fought the
urge to attempt focusing on every dark shadow I thought I saw.
Instead I concentrated on looking for movement.

Before many seconds had passed I fully
realized why my companion was bundled up as she was. It was bone
chillingly cold. My initial excitement and action had dampened my
awareness somewhat, but when the thin layer of warmth that had
surrounded me underneath my bed of furs was blown away by the first
gust of wind, I became painfully aware of how low the temperature
was.

It seemed even colder now than it had been
upon my initial arrival onto the snow covered ground. Without
hesitating, I walked to the travois and, setting my Springfield
down, wrapped a fur around my shoulders. Thinking that would be
sufficient to warm me, I reached down to pick up the rifle. The
numb stiffness in my fingers as they clumsily closed on the wooden
stock alarmed me somewhat.

I had become, and rapidly so, in no
condition to even cycle the bolt, much less shoot my rifle.
Noticing my predicament, and having calmed down the mammoths, my
fur covered companion returned to my side. “Day comes. We should be
safe enough for now. Get back underneath until it warms. I do not
have spare clothes.”

Fumbling with the rifle I pulled it with me
onto the travois. I adjusted the furs as best as I could. My
coverage was apparently not good enough. With the same dexterous
motion I had experienced earlier, my companion bundled me into the
furs. This time however, I was not only propped up slightly, but
also allowed enough freedom of movement to wield my rifle as
effectively as possible from atop a contrivance while being dragged
behind a mammoth. I hoped that I would not be called upon to do
so.

Not knowing how much longer I was to travel
in anonymity I risked a first question of my fur-clothed companion.
“What is your name?” I said loudly enough to be heard above the
muffling I felt her furs must provide. If my voice was hoarse from
the cold air and lack of speech, she gave no sign. Turning back
towards me, she briefly unwrapped the furs from her face.

I must have looked like I had seen a ghost
or some other apparition, for she immediately pulled off one mitten
and felt my forehead for signs of fever. The shock of seeing her
face was so great that as she answered, her words could have added
not one measure to my surprise. “My name is Layla. Why are you so
upset? We are both of The People, and you could have been found by
Others.”

Of people and others I had no concern.
Standing before me, although wrapped for the weather with only a
small part of her features revealed to me, was the spitting image
of Lila, my nurse. As I dumbly sat, not even acknowledging her
question, I realized that while this Layla was speaking in a
different tongue than my nurse, the timbre of their voices was the
same.

Perhaps I had not fully come to terms with
the idea that I was somewhere completely different than where I had
started. All I can say is that up until then, the possibilities of
where I was had been somewhat more limited in my mind. At that
instant, when I saw a person who could only be another version of
someone from the world I had only recently departed, my concept of
the universe changed.

Unfortunately, as all too often seems to
have become my lot in life, something happened which cut short a
more thoughtful contemplation of my situation. Both mammoths raised
their trunks and trumpeted in unison. Layla looked around, leapt to
the side of the larger mammoth and climbed quickly onto the
creature.

I was about to ask her what was happening
when she prodded the rump of her mount with a curved stick she must
have pulled off of the low platform that served as some sort of
saddle for the mammoth. As it lurched away at a higher rate of
speed than I had heretofore experienced from the animal, Layla
pointed behind us to the one side and shouted, “Others!” before
quickly re-wrapping her face and securing herself into the seat
with a leather strap.

Looking in the direction she had indicated,
I strained for several seconds to see what she had pointed at,
these “Others,” as she called them. When, several hundred yards
behind us, they crested a slight ridge and became visible to me at
last, I understood Layla’s haste. Even though I had done so minutes
before, I checked the action on my Springfield and began rooting
around for my ammo pouches.
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Part Two

 


It must have been awkward for me to root
around underneath the bouncing furs of my travois with mostly numb
fingers but frankly, I did not notice. My eyes were locked in awe
on the strange shapes of the approaching creatures and their method
of conveyance. It was several full seconds before my brain
processed enough of what I saw to allow me to even comprehend
it.

They were multi-limbed, although at this
distance I could not tell how many limbs, with a slightly oblong
central body. I hesitate to compare them to spiders or octopi,
because neither description does them justice, but the two animals
serve as a point of reference.

Unlike arachnids, these creatures seemed at
least as tall as a man, and perhaps half again more. The limbs
extended downward from the body, spreading wide as they went. As
far as I could tell the legs were flexible but without obvious
joints.

Each set of limbs moved in a pattern I could
not discern. The limbs alternated between being sinuous like a worm
or snake when not bearing weight, to possessing a stilt-like
rigidity when against the ground. To add to the strangeness of the
locomotion the tips of the limbs also seemed to stretch toward the
ground when preparing to step, and then retract away from it when
lifting.

Of the details contained on the central body
I could not recognize much at this distance. But one thing I could
see was that, regardless of the terrain features the legs lifted
them over, the bodies remained unnaturally stable. The only thing I
can compare it to is the stability evidenced by a bird of prey in
holding its head still when watching something from a great
distance aloft while its wings and neck compensate for the
buffeting of the wind.

Despite the fact that they were moving in
our general direction, I got the distinct feeling that they were
not as of yet aware of either Layla, the mammoths, or I. There were
between ten and fifteen of the creatures, but not all of them were
moving in the same direction. Periodically, one would stop and
lower its body to the ground briefly before rising up and moving
along a slightly different path.

I surmised that they were either grazing or
searching for something, although initially I tended, out of
optimism, toward the grazing hypothesis. Whatever they had been
doing however, their behavior changed suddenly and dramatically
when one of them came across the tracks of the mammoths.

Perhaps their initial slow pace had lulled
me into the more relaxed state I had assumed while watching the
creatures and observing their behavior. In any case, when their
movement changed, it brought me out of my entrancement. At first
one of them began moving rapidly up and down. If not for the legs,
it would have reminded me of a ball bouncing.

The others stopped briefly and mimicked the
first one’s behavior. I actually grinned, so comical it looked
seeing the group bob up and down in unison. The grin was short
lived however for, as a unit, they began moving towards us at a
much higher rate of speed. Obviously, they were now quite aware of
our presence. In short order, they would overtake us, and I could
see no good coming from it.

“They’re coming!” I shouted
in warning. Layla must have heard me because she looked briefly
back over her shoulder and reapplied the stick to the mammoth’s
flank. Personally, I did not think the animal needed or could heed
any further encouragement as it already seemed to be going at full
tilt. Indeed I noticed no increase in speed, despite Layla’s
prodding.

I quickly came to the conclusion that we
were fleeing for our lives. Not one to sit by passively, I raised
my Springfield and did my best to draw a bead on the creature
closest to us. It was a futile attempt, and after my third shot
went wide of its target, I lowered the rifle.

The cluster of ‘others,’ had already closed
half the distance between us, and I doubted that the mammoths could
maintain their sprint much longer. I did the one thing that came to
my mind. Furs and all, I rolled from my travois, tumbled sideways
for some distance and came to a stop.

Between the cushion offered by the snow on
the ground and the padding provided by the furs, I was none the
worse for wear. The sudden tumble and stop from some twenty miles
per hour left me a little dizzy, but I was otherwise unscathed. In
the back of my mind I hoped that my ammunition belt had come off
with me.

I do not consider myself either an unusually
reckless or exceptionally brave individual. I quite easily admit
that I felt fear in the split second before I left the temporary
safety of the travois and put myself squarely in the path of our
pursuers.

If you expect that next I stood, threw off
my fur coverings and faced these ‘others’ standing tall to divert
their attention, I am sorry to disappoint. Not only did the furs
continue to provide warmth and insulation against the cold, both
air and ground, but my prone position made aiming a much easier
task. Also there was the thought that attracting the attention of
more than ten creatures that were not hesitating to chase something
the size of a full grown mammoth was at the very least
imprudent.

Instead, I remained prone and directed aimed
fire towards the creatures as they approached. I fired twice at the
nearest target, but then was forced to reload. As I thumbed rounds
into the rifle, the first creature slowed before stumbling from its
feet and crashing to the ground. It rolled before stopping and I
noticed briefly that its legs flailed in the air as if trying to
gain purchase enough to continue pursuit.

The other creatures either did not notice,
or chose to ignore their fallen companion. They simply moved around
it and continued on. I finished reloading and cycled my bolt,
chambering another round. They had not noticed me yet and
continued, focused on the mammoth.

Devoting two rounds to each target, I shot
as many of them as I could. I decided not to wait to see the
effects of my shots before moving to the next creature. It was
probably not the best course of action, but they were approaching
rapidly and I did not think I could afford to shoot one target
until it fell.

Before my rifle was empty again, a total of
three of the creatures were thrashing on the ground with another
still on its feet but spinning in circles as it scraped at its side
in annoyance, presumably at the sting of one of my bullets.

The remaining eight or so still seemed not
to have noticed me, so with nothing else to do I reloaded quickly
under my furs. Thankfully, the ammo pouches and belt had been
within easy reach. As the first few creatures ran around me, I
regretted that I had not had time to fix my bayonet.

Then as one of them seemed on a direct
collision course I realized I had overplayed my hand. Still
constrained enough by the furs, there was no way I would even be
able to roll out of the way in time. Even as I brought up my rifle
in a vain attempt at a snap shot, I tensed in anticipation of being
trampled.

I fired, also hoping briefly that I might
again experience the time distortion phenomenon that had allowed me
to escape danger previously and that also seemed to have brought me
to this place. In that I was disappointed, and the beast continued
running at me full tilt. My shot seemed to have no effect but
luckily the creature continued right over me.

I threw myself flat onto my side, covering
my head with one arm. As I had feared, one of the legs stepped
right on me. Gritting my teeth, I expected to hear the crunch of
broken ribs, but while I felt downward pressure from the limb, it
was not excessive. The ‘other’ merely stepped on me and continued
past, chasing the mammoth, and Layla.

At least it continued for another fifteen or
twenty feet, long enough for me to begin to feel lucky. Then it
stopped, turned back to me and began approaching warily. The
feeling of luck drained away quite rapidly.

Not having any strong desire to experience
the creature’s predator versus prey behavior first hand, I sat up
and fired my rifle, working the bolt until the trigger clicked
empty. At this close of a range I could not have missed.

I hadn’t. As this creature fell to the
ground its legs failed to twitch as the rest had. I felt instantly
relieved, until I remembered the several of them that had run past
me in pursuit of Layla.

I counted six, each of them now closer to
Layla than to me. My shots brought down two more. While before I
had hoped the creatures would not notice me, I now hoped they
would.

My rifle empty again, I spent a second
feeling in vain for another ammo pouch. Failing in that endeavor I
sensed my options becoming limited. Layla had saved my life, and
now hers was at risk. The very least I could do was give mine back
in an attempt to save her.

Standing, and shrugging off the furs at
last, I ran after the four remaining creatures that had now closed
sufficiently on the mammoth to cause Layla to wheel it around and
face her pursuers. For its part the mammoth looked ready, holding
its tusks low and swinging them back and forth. The smaller,
tuskless mammoth had been running in the lead, but now stood
sheltered behind the larger pachyderm.

Weighing the choice between using my rifle
as a club, an option I did not relish while I still had ammunition
even if it were not readily accessible, and attacking with the puny
belt knife still at my waist, I ran. Still vainly attempting to
formulate some kind of plausible tactic, I was struck on the right
arm from behind with a sickening crack and knocked sideways off of
my feet. My rifle skidded off in a different direction. As I
tumbled I caught a glimpse of one of the creatures behind me, with
one limb outstretched towards me, still following through after
striking me.

My mind stayed remarkably clear even as I
realized that not only was my weapon laying some distance away in
the snow, but my right arm was broken. Luckily, if you could call
it that, my arm was still numb and I didn’t have to worry about the
distraction of pain, for now at least.

Charging four of the creatures without any
plan, or even any effective weapons, had been dangerous. Standing
face to face with one of them while crippled by a broken arm thrown
in the mix brought a certain urgency to my predicament. I managed
to unsheathe my belt knife with my left hand as I stood, a bit
clumsily, without the use of my right arm.

I was now locked into my immediate situation
and could spare no attention to the plight of Layla and the
mammoths. Standing this close to the creature I noticed a few
things briefly as I looked for targets my small blade might damage.
Its body was covered by small, bumpy scales. Not inherently
overlapping like a fish or snake, these scales nonetheless were
able to allow the limbs and body to flex by temporarily crossing
each other. However, which direction the scales crossed seemed
determined by the direction and angle of movement, not by any
predetermined patterns. They must have been attached near the
center, instead of at the edge like a more typical scale.

The creature also stunk. At first, due to
the landlocked wintry landscape, I did not identify the smell as it
wrinkled my nose. Then I realized that it smelled like nothing so
much as a pile of seaweed, rotten after laying in the sun for
several days after being washed ashore.

It had two small eyes on either side of the
body, in front of the forward most set of legs, but no discernable
structure that might be considered a head separate from the body.
There were also no visible mouth, ears or nose; although I guessed
that any mouth was probably in the center, underneath the
body.

All of these things I noticed in a second or
two as I attempted to move away slowly at a slight angle to one
side. The creature matched my pace however, and I gained no
distance. I stopped and faced the thing, my pathetically small
knife the only thing between it and I. When it reached for me, I at
first thought I was once again perceiving things in that strange
altered time rate as I had before escaping the landmine explosion.
I realized, however, that it was just reaching very slowly, as my
breathing was unrestricted and none of the other side effects of my
odd ability were present.

I looked briefly at the small knife in my
hand and decided against trying a random slash. The fact that I was
not being trampled into the snow both puzzled and intrigued me, and
although the approaching limb with it’s flexible tip did not in any
way reassure me, neither did it fill me with fear.

Oddly, I also noticed that the coloration of
the flesh in between the scales had changed color, from a dull red
to a grayish khaki similar to my fatigues. When the limb touched
me, it was with a light brushing contact over my broken arm.
Although my arm had started throbbing, and I began to break out in
a sweat that felt as if it must freeze to my face in the cold, I
managed to stand still as it touched me.

The limb withdrew slowly and to my surprise
the creature turned slightly to one side, revealing the wound my
bullet had caused. The bluish substance that trickled through the
opening I could only assume was its blood. The creatures’ limb bent
and it gently touched the area around the wound.

It was intelligent, and it was communicating
with me. I stood dumbfounded as I struggled to come to some
understanding of the strange psychology evidenced by this ‘other’
who stood before me without apparent hostility after I had shot and
wounded not only it but several of its companions, quite probably
lethally in at least one instance. Quite abruptly, it turned and
walked away, towards the several of its kind that lay on the
ground.

The one that had fallen and lay still
remained so, along with another also now motionless. Several of the
rest, however, were successfully regaining a standing position
although somewhat unsteadily. I remembered Layla.

Turning, I saw that her situation was no
less strange than mine. She remained astride the mammoth, but
between her and the four beings that had been pursuing her, a cloud
of light grayish-brown smoke rose thickly, hugging the ground. As I
watched she pulled an object out of a pouch strapped to the
mammoth’s side and hurled it towards her pursuers.

The creatures had already slowed near the
smoke cloud, and stopped completely as they reached it. The object
Layla had thrown arced through the air and landed slightly past the
first smoke cloud. I heard a small popping noise and saw smoke
billowing from it. This smoke was a darker shade of the same color
than the first grenade, as I now assumed had caused the initial
smoke cloud as well.

My curiosity piqued, I momentarily forgot my
precarious situation and I wondered at the technology required to
produce such portable clouds of colored smoke. I had seen several
instances of grenades producing white billowing smoke while with my
Marine unit, but I had seen no colored smoke.

I had assumed, due to the use of the
travois, primitive clothing, and presence of the fur covered
mammoth-like creatures that I was in the past, during the Stone Age
and surrounded by cave men. Other terms such as ‘late Paleolithic,’
and ‘Pleistocene’ flitted through my awareness, but failed to take
hold.

The grenades made me question that
assumption. Now that I was thinking along different lines, I
remembered Layla’s puzzling familiarity and use of my rifle. I
would have to question her about both should we escape unharmed
from our current predicament.

With a throb my arm reminded me that it was
broken, bringing me somewhat out of my shocked condition. I
searched for and found my rifle lying in the snow a few yards from
my encounter with the ‘other.’ Picking it up I set off towards
Layla at the best pace my arm would allow.

I had no desire to stumble and chance
falling on my wounded limb, so a slow trot was all I managed. Layla
saw me, and began frantically motioning me to her. I risked a
glance over one shoulder and reassuringly saw no pursuit. Nor did
the four creatures standing nearby hinder my passage.

I walked through the smoke, emerging next to
Layla and the mammoths. I saw fear in the beasts’ eyes as it looked
back past me; clearly we were not yet safe. Layla confirmed this
from atop her mount. “The smoke will only confuse them for a short
while, we must flee.” She seemed only then to notice my debilitated
condition saying, “Oh, you are injured,” almost as an
afterthought.

She swung her legs over the saddle and
lowered herself to the ground lithely. Turning to face me, she
examined my arm and made note of my missing fur coverings. Seeing
the empty travois she shook her head and cut it loose using a
leather-bound chipped-stone blade. With several quiet spoken
commands and prods with her curved stick, bade the mammoth to
kneel, which it did. “Get on.” She said curtly to me.

With only one good arm, and that encumbered
with my rifle, I nonetheless managed to gain the top of the
mammoth. Several footholds in the harness and saddle helped
greatly, and once when I almost lost my balance, Layla firmly
pushed me towards the saddle. I had only begun to settle myself in
when Layla vaulted on behind me and with a sudden jerk, the mammoth
stood upright.

I felt the cushion of her fur covered
clothing (actually, the furs she wore were inverted, with the fur
on the inside, and the smooth, tanned, and I assumed waterproofed,
hide on the outside) against my back. I became acutely aware of my
lack of coverings, coverings which now lay abandoned in the snow.
As the mammoth started off again, at a fast walk, but slower than
the sprint they had managed earlier, I noticed the cold even more
as the now moving air chilled me to the bone.

Within a minute I began shivering
uncontrollably and was near to either falling, dropping my rifle,
or both. Then, just as my muddled thoughts began considering how
nice it would be to just lay down in the quiet snow, the furs
around Layla parted and enveloped me. I was drawn back against the
warm and very female source of heat behind me as she wrapped me
within her own parka and held me against her body. I must have been
quite cold to the touch for I felt her shiver briefly in response
to the contact. I was however too weak to protest and almost
instantly lost awareness of anything other than that sheltering
warmth.

How long I rode thus, I do not know. When I
awoke with a jolt, the mammoth was increasing speed, making the
ride quite bumpy. I still held my rifle, and my right arm, although
still sore, was not a source of agony any longer. In that second
before remembering the direness of our predicament, I experienced
my first flash of personal memory since before my head injury.

Unfortunately, it was so brief as to be of
little practical use in helping to regain my identity. Probably
triggered by the rough ride, I remembered myself as a small child
being bounced on someone’s knee. The sensation came first, followed
by the sound of my own laughter as I rode up and down gleefully.
The visual part came just before I was brought back to the present,
and consisted of a room with a table near one wall with a simple
earthenware bowl centered on the table.

Other details of the room remained unclear
with the exception of a window in one wall above the table. There
were roughly woven curtains of some sort tied open around the
opening, but there was no frame or pane of glass. It was merely a
hole through the wall to the outside. Frustratingly, although I
felt my small hands firmly grasping the fingers of the person who
held me safe while I bounced, I was facing away from him.

I came fully awake as the memory faded,
dreamlike. The acceleration could only mean that Layla and I were
still being pursued, and that our situation was desperate. I
shrugged my head out from under Layla’s parka in order that I might
get a better grasp of our situation.

As I inhaled the shockingly cold air, Layla
noticed that I was stirring. “Good, you are still with me. I
thought I might have to drop you as a distraction when you would
not wake up.” I could not tell if her words were an attempt at
humor, she said them so matter-of-factly.

I saw, not surprisingly, that we were still
riding through low, hilly terrain. The trees were a bit more sparse
than they had been, but the ground was still covered with snow. As
we topped a gentle rise, I saw a huge grey expanse below demarked
by the sudden ending of trees and snow.

Either it was the ocean, or a very large
lake, for I could see no farther shore. Whichever it was, we were
headed directly for it. Unless Layla knew of some terrain feature I
could not see, we would soon be trapped against the shoreline of an
impassable body of water. Wanting to have as much time as I could
to consider our options, although at this point Layla seemed to be
calling the shots as it were, I asked “Where are we going?”

Filling in answers to questions I had not
even asked, she seemed to have an innate understanding of what I
wanted to know tactically. “The ‘others’ are still following us,
but I have managed to give us a little lead, thanks to Jeefa here.”
She slapped her hand on the side of the mammoth, as if to indicate
what she was naming, and then continued, “Unfortunately, it is not
much of a lead. More of the ‘others’ have joined in the chase,
perhaps twice the number you incapacitated.”

“If I am correct, there
should be a signal tower, of the ancients, somewhere along the
coastline near here. Hopefully it will be close enough for us to
reach before being overtaken. There, if it is intact, we may find
shelter, and a means to signal for help.” My mind searched vainly
for what a “signal tower of the ancients” could be, but with no
point of reference, I drew a blank.

What Layla said next made slightly more
sense, although I have learned to be sensitive to the context in
which people are saying things. Making too many assumptions about
new cultures has proven to be dangerous as you shall see later, but
this was my first different world and I had much to learn. “What is
your name, stranger? You already know mine, and you risked death to
save my life. If you are not so lucky next time, I would know what
you are called so that I may honor your sacrifice.”

If given time to think on it, I might have
chafed at her assumption that there would be a ‘next time’ of me
risking my life to save hers. We were, however, in the midst of
other pressing matters so I merely answered, “My name is John, John
Smith.” I have seldom thought on the matter, and it does not chafe.
Without even knowing what she had risked to save me I would have,
and have many times since, risked my life for her should
circumstances dictate. Knowing what she did indeed risk has not
changed that, although knowing what she would eventually give up
for me has made me nigh on fanatical in my protection of her. But
that is another story, and at this time, in this story, we barely
knew one another. Let that suffice, for now.

“John,” she said, and for
some reason it pleased me to hear her say it. “It is a strange
name, but thank you for it nonetheless.” We rode in silence for
several minutes with the freezing air blowing on my face. I ignored
it as I scanned ahead for some indication of any kind of building,
inhabitation, or even another terrain features we might use to our
advantage. On the verge of angry frustration at the apparent total
lack of providence even glancing at us in our plight, I prepared a
vexing outburst of profanity surely unsuited for delicate
ears.

Before I began the unseemly tirade, Layla
pointed, shouting excitedly, “There it is! There it is! Look there,
to the left of that snag.” I followed her indicated direction with
my gaze, and was with some difficulty, able to locate the dead tree
standing forlorn at a distance towards the water and through the
tree line. As she had said, to the left of the tree was a rounded
tower, as gray as the ocean beyond, but clearly an artificial
structure.

A glimmer of hope struggled to work its way
through my pensiveness, for while I still clutched my rifle and
wore my ammunition belt loosely around my hips, I lamented the loss
of my haversack where I had initially rolled off the travois to
engage the rapidly approaching ‘others.’ It surely must have fallen
with the furs into the snow and was now long gone. Nonetheless, the
sight of even a potentially sturdy shelter ahead was heartening, to
say the least.

I presumed Layla was looking back at our
pursuers periodically, but as she was behind me, I could not risk
loosing my balance to look around her. It was frustrating,
especially because she offered no updates on their location. I kept
myself busy by watching the structure ahead and straining to detect
any sign of habitation.

I saw nothing that would indicate any
intelligent presence within or around the tower. I hoped that was a
good thing, for we were drawing near enough to it to enable me to
recognize that it was or had been some type of lighthouse. Its
round base was topped with a platform, and was windowless for its
entire height facing us. Locating a door would have to wait until
we actually reached the building.

Suddenly Jeefa the mammoth drew up short,
and not due to anything Layla had done. I looked and saw that the
smaller mammoth, still with us, had also stopped. Looking down, I
saw why. Quite abruptly the ground had changed from the snow
covered grassy undergrowth to a variety of water worn stones
stretching all the way to the tower.

Varying in volume from fist sized cobbles
all the way to barrel sized boulders and larger; the dark rocks
were irregularly worn by the action of the waves. Clearly exposed
by low tide, the rocks covered the shore all the way to the tower.
They proved a daunting obstacle to the soft footed pachyderms.
Realizing this, Layla hopped off of Jeefa quickly and I followed
suit.

The rocks would be treacherous enough for
the two of us on foot, but they would be a veritable deathtrap for
the mammoths, if only by slowing them enough to allow the ‘others’
to overtake them. Even if they could reach the tower quickly, there
was no guarantee that any opening would be large enough to admit
them to shelter. Not stopping to consider that the same conditions
might apply to us, Layla swatted the rumps of both mammoths,
driving them away and giving the tired beasts at least a running
chance at survival.

As we picked our way as fast as possible
around and between the rocks I managed my first backwards glance
towards our pursuit. Layla had, if anything, underestimated the
number of creatures following us. Regardless of my seemingly docile
encounter with the wounded ‘other,’ I had no desire for a repeat
encounter, especially with this many of them indefatigably after
us.

The mammoths seemed of a similar mind and
ran swiftly off, soon becoming lost to view amongst the trees. I
wished them well as they had carried us faithfully for as long as
they did with no complaint. I became painfully aware of the cold
once again as I stepped into a small pool of water which instantly
soaked through my boot and shot frozen needles of pain into my as
yet un-numbed foot.

Layla forged ahead, seldom taking the time
to look back now. While it saved her time, as the first of the
‘others’ reached the edge of the rocks and continued out into the
open with no reduction in speed, it became clear we would not reach
the tower in time. We were less than halfway to it, and the
‘others’ pace across the rocks was far greater than either of us
could manage.

They gained on us with that eerie smoothness
of motion I have mentioned previously. Their bodies stayed
practically level while their legs navigated over the rocky shore.
I calmly took aim, bringing my rifle up with my left hand and
forcing my right arm to comply and work the bolt, regardless of the
pain it caused.

Some would say I had resigned myself to my
fate, thinking only of going out shooting. I beg to differ. I was
there, and I guarantee that no thought of giving up crossed my
mind. I simply continued to do anything that was in my power to
increase the odds of our continued survival.

Still, looking back, it is obvious to me now
how slim those odds were, and what the eventual outcome would have
been, except for the arrival of the airship. I do not say airship
in the quaint way early newspapermen referred to Zeppelins or other
lighter-than-air craft. What I saw floating through the sky and
moving towards us was without a doubt, a ship.

It was made from wood, planks running the
length of the vessel from stem to stern, and from the keel to the
deck railing. The planks overlapped clinker-built style, like a
Viking long ship, and the prow was even capped with the carved head
of a ferocious looking sea, or air, monster.

There, however, the similarities ended. For
where a seagoing vessel has rigging to hold masts and tie down its
sails, this air ships rigging extended upwards to a number of giant
billowing bags filled with some lighter than air gas, and contained
by a huge domed net

It had no tall masts per se, but extending
from each side of the vessel were outriggers, and upon these spun
giant propellers, giving the ship motive power. What caused them to
spin, I could not tell.

The crew moved about on the rigging and ship
quite like the deckhands of any sea bound vessel. The appeared
human, but as they were dressed bulkily for the weather, I could
not be certain. I did not think they were aware of Layla and I, but
in this I was mistaken.

Their attention was directed towards the
swarm of ‘others’ streaming out onto the rocks. Whether or not the
ship carried large caliber fixed weapons was not obvious, but the
crew rained down a veritable fusillade of small arms fire upon the
multi-legged horde. Accurate or not, the sheer volume of fire
proved deadly to the creatures and they fell quickly to the
onslaught. Strangely, I noted that while numerous popping noises
accompanied the weapons fire, no cordite haze drifted from the deck
of the airship.

Scarce a minute, or perhaps two, had passed
before none of the ‘others’ were left standing. The hail of death
continued for another thirty seconds or so, but was re-directed
towards any of the prone creatures that so much as twitched as it
lay on the ground. Silence followed, punctuated by the cry of a
single seagull in the distance.

The airship began a slow, graceful turn
towards us. Slinging my rifle over one shoulder, I began to wave my
uninjured arm in the air. I could not believe our good fortune. The
death of so many creatures at once is a somber sight, but the
feeling of relief in me that I was going to live another day was so
great that I could not suppress a grin as I looked towards Layla.
“That was what I call good timing. We are rescued!”

The look of concern that grew on her face
puzzled me, then she shook her head and spoke, “Oh John, we most
certainly are not rescued!” I looked back towards the ship and saw
rope ladders being lowered over the side as the vessel approached.
Above, on deck, I saw that instead of being stowed, the weapons
which had so recently wreaked so much havoc amongst the ‘others’
were now pointed menacingly towards us.
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Part Three

 


The ship hove to a short distance away and
waited. I briefly considered that the crew was merely covering our
retreat in case more ‘others’ should emerge from the tree-line, but
the number of rope ladders being lowered did not encourage me. Two
coils of rope, secured in some manner to the airship, were expertly
dropped over the side. Ropes uncoiling as they fell, the ends
snapped sharply several feet above the ground.

With a precision that could not have been an
accident, two of the crew, these wearing what looked like darker,
tighter fitting versions of the cold weather suits their
compatriots sported, lowered themselves over the side in tandem,
one to each line. That they were secured to the lines in some
fashion was obvious by their rapid, sliding decent. What made their
rappel even more unusual was that they faced the ground as they
came, clearly more interested in seeing what was below than in
assuming a more traditional seated position. My suspicion that they
were from a highly trained, elite group was later
corroborated.

Just short of the ground they slowed their
descent and swung upright, landing confidently on their feet clear
of the hanging ropes. One of men, as they now obviously were, drew
back his hood and made a small but quite formal nod towards Layla.
As he spoke, he kept his head inclined slightly, avoiding her gaze.
“Princess.” With that one word, I looked at her in surprise. Layla
had an inscrutable look about her, and shrugged her shoulders at my
unspoken question.

The other man, standing silent and
motionless until that instant, sprung upon me with far less
civility. Lifting his gloved hand to strike me across the face with
the back of it, he spoke with a stern tone, quite probably
chastising me for some real or imagined affront towards Layla in
her newly revealed status as royalty. His anger was clear by the
look on his face, but I was unable to make out the words as they
were somehow slurred and slow.

Then I realized what had happened. His hand
was inching towards me at such a slow rate of speed that it would
take a full minute to reach my face. I was somehow in that altered
perceptive state as I had been before. This instance felt slightly
different, as I did not feel quite as constrained in my own
motion.

Looking around, I saw Layla, still dropping
her shoulders out of their shrug, also moving with incredible
slowness. The airship remained stationary above, but now the busy
movements of its crew had all but stopped. As surprised as I was by
this strange phenomenon, I actually laughed to myself. I had no
idea how long I would remain in my current condition, so as a
precaution I took a step to my left, out of the path of the
backhand strike.

I noticed several of the disc-like portals
at various positions and angles from my location, but none of them
were the same as the one that had brought me to this world. It may
seem strange to you that I spent time analyzing the portals with
everything going on around me, but for some reason I have found
that my mind becomes incredibly curious when I am in that altered
time-rate. I also feel no sense of urgency, regardless of the
situation I had been in seconds prior. But I digress.

I spent time looking around, and comparing
the portals. Some were close by, others quite distant. They had
differing color patterns, and some were very bright, others almost
indistinguishable. In the end though, I had no real desire to go
through one at this point. Despite Layla’s newfound royal status, I
was not assured of her safety.

Regardless of my annoying loss of memory, my
various patterns of belief seem to have survived largely intact
through my accident. I knew that I was not the kind of man to leave
a companion in danger to preserve my own safety. I now considered
Layla a companion, at the very least. I would stay and do my best
to ensure that she was not mistreated at the hands of these men
from the airship.

In the instant that my mind was made up on
that issue, time resumed its normal course and somewhat abruptly I
became disoriented. It was a lucky thing I had chosen to move when
I had for the backhanded strike continued through the air, now at
full speed, and missed me completely.

To his credit, the look of surprise on my
attacker’s face was as short lived as his inaction. He did not
assume the puzzled look of incredulity that the majority of people
would upon seeing a person suddenly shift several feet to one side
in the blink of an eye, apparently without moving a muscle. He
merely reacted as if I were a new target popping up at a shooting
range. Granted, part of his response may have been generated by the
conceit of one who believes himself superior in every way to those
he deals with, but it was impressive nonetheless.

His next act revealed to me yet another
skill in my possession that I had heretofore been unaware of. With
quick, precise movements, he drew a narrow blade from its sheath
strapped snugly to his waist and thigh. The blade was perhaps a bit
over a foot long with a wicked point made for stabbing. As he
stepped towards me, the point angled downward and he attempted to
do just that.

His blade found only air as at the last
second I turned slightly to the right and stepped off at an angle
to the left. This happened without my conscious thought, indeed had
I taken the time to think of a response I surely would have been
stabbed. Just as quickly, as my left hand knocked his wrist away
from me, my right hand, without regard to the pain it caused in my
injured arm, chopped down onto his wrist, knocking the blade clean
out of his hand and sending it spinning into the snow.

At this point, my mind caught up with my
actions and I stopped myself just short of breaking his nose. I
don’t know quite why I stopped, but it may have had something to do
with the snick I heard from the direction of the other guard and
the strange looking pistol that appeared in his hand, pointed in my
direction.

The beginnings of bewilderment which had
been forming in my thoughts at the speed and accuracy of my
fighting ability were quickly replaced by my narrow focus on that
pistol. It may sound strange coming from someone claiming to have
no memory, but I had never seen a pistol like the one he held.
While I was instantly familiar, seemingly from some prior
association for example, with the Springfield rifle slung over my
shoulder, I knew just as quickly that this weapon was something
totally new to me.

To be sure, it had a barrel, trigger, and a
handgrip which allowed me to identify it as a type of projectile
weapon. The part of the stock visible above the man’s hand was
smooth and darkly finished wood. Its other features were far
different.

The barrel and each of several small tubular
protuberances that emerged at different places from it and ran
along side were bronze colored and polished to a high sheen. Three
cylinders sat atop the device, running two thirds of the gun’s foot
long length, and banded together in a triangular pattern.

The two bottom cylinders were of the same
bronze color as the other metal parts. The third cylinder, seated
atop the first two, had a distinctly darker, more coppery look. The
other distinct difference that this pistol had to other firearms
was the popping sound it made when fired, which the guard did
presently.

Despite my detailed description of the
weapon, I had spent no great deal of time examining it. I only go
to such lengths so that you, the reader may in some way understand
what I saw in that brief interval between the weapon being drawn
and when it was fired, or discharged, as I later learned for there
is no flame or powder involved in the process.

I did not initially feel any pain, and
actually heard the thuds as the projectiles impacted my chest
before any other sensation. Three or four times he shot, but in
reality it makes no difference how many times. I started to step
towards him, intent on ripping the gun from his grasp and fighting
back somehow.

Managing two steps, my legs gave out and I
pitched forward onto the rocks quite forcefully. Even my good arm
failed to come to my aid and my head smacked against the ground
with enough force to render me unconscious.

I quickly, or so I thought, pushed myself up
to continue fighting. I must however have lain prone for some time
and had been left quite ignored as a thin coating of ice even
crackled off of my exposed skin as I rose. My head, where I had hit
it smarted, and my chest felt greatly bruised where the bullets had
stuck. To my surprise, my arm felt little pain. I bent and extended
it, and found it moved almost normally through its range of motion.
I paid these sensations no heed however, as dismayed; I saw only
dim starlight over the waves in the distance.

It was night, and I believed I was alone.
Layla and her captors were gone. I had not only failed to protect
her, but had also gotten myself into quite a predicament. I could
make out dimly the shadow of the ‘tower of the ancients’ as Layla
had called it, against the horizon.

That would be as good a destination as any,
perhaps to find at least shelter while I planned what to do next
and recovered my strength. My head was still more than a bit
muddled from hitting the rock, and being shot did nothing to
engender me with a feeling of joviality. I had taken no more than a
few staggering steps toward the tower, however, when I heard a
distant shout behind me.

Turning, I saw with some relief an airship
secured to the ground closer to the tree line. It was itself dark
of any light source, but the ring of fires on the ground below gave
some illumination. I assumed it was the same ship as before, but
not having many options began to approach cautiously.

Figures moved busily around on the ground. I
saw a laden wooden platform being lifted towards the airship by a
block and tackle hanging from the ship. After a few seconds of
contemplation, I realized what they were doing. They were
butchering and collecting pieces of the ‘others’ they had
killed.


Part of me was stunned that humans seemed to
be using another presumably intelligent species as a food source or
for some other industrial purpose, remembering my brief yet
personal encounter with the ‘other’ who had not killed me when it
could have. Then I remembered the fear shown by Layla at the
prospect of being overtaken by the creatures.

I knew very little about this world or its
cultures, so any speculation at this point was just that. I also
had something else to devote my thoughts to, Layla’s safety and
perhaps my own survival. Hopefully, the two were compatible
goals.

While the ring of fires extended around the
entire perimeter of the camp, I saw no sentries ocean-ward. Since
this was my direction of approach, it made my task significantly
easier. My movement toward the camp had loosened up my muscles
somewhat, and although still chilled, I felt up for action should
the need arise.

I crouched for a minute and examined my
options now that I was closer. Since I had been left for dead by
Layla’s captor-guard, I did not expect my reception to be a warm
one. Stealth was of the essence. I needed to find a way onto the
vessel before it departed, and without being noticed. The
difficulty in stowing away successfully upon a type of ship which I
was totally unfamiliar with did not cross my mind yet, but perhaps
it should have.

The only conceivable route unseen to the
airship, which now hovered some fifty feet above, was clearly its
mooring lines. The ladders which hung down for the crew to use were
all well within the lit area and near to the busily active cargo
platform. Getting aboard that way was not an option.

I began looking in detail at the several
lines by which the ship was anchored to the ground. Although they
extended away from the ship at an angle, and most of them were
secured well outside the lighted area, it would be a dangerously
visible climb. I needed a distraction, one that would keep the
crew, both on the ship and on the ground, busy long enough for me
to scale the rope.

My rifle was gone, presumably taken after I
had been shot. It seemed my choices were limited, but then another
opportunity presented itself. One of the workers, after depositing
a jointly carried load of limbs onto the cargo platform, walked out
of the camp almost directly towards me. No one seemed to be paying
any attention to him, and he stopped a few yards away, to my
left.

At first he lifted a small flask from inside
a large slit-like pocket in his parka and brought it to his lips,
tilting his head back briefly. Putting the flask away, he made a
grunt of contentment and I thought he was finished and would begin
moving back to his task before I could get close enough to take
advantage of the situation. My luck held however, and he began
fumbling with his pants.

Using the darkness and rocks as cover as
best I could, I crept towards him as he relieved himself. Although
I have undertaken combats of honor, fair fights as it were when the
need arose, I had no trouble distinguishing this as a different
situation, with different rules. I also freely admit to feeling no
guilt or remorse at taking advantage of my situation and the
unsuspecting sailor.

That being said, I did not kill him. As he
finished his business and buckled his pants, he turned back towards
the camp and raised his arms above his head in a stretch before
starting back. With his vision even more limited now that he was
facing the fire, and with his arms blocking his peripheral vision,
I knew I would not have a better chance.

I kept crouched, moving as quickly as I
could while keeping quiet. I was directly behind him when he
lowered his arms, and rising up, I clamped one hand over his mouth
and the other around his neck. From there I simply tucked in close
and applied pressure to both sides of his neck until he went limp,
his struggles ceasing quickly.

Choking is a fearful way to be subdued or
killed, slow and filled with the anxiety of not being able to take
a breath. Instead, I temporarily cut off the blood flow to his
brain, causing him to fall unconscious in a few seconds, his
thoughts blanketed in a foggy haze. I hoped it was less
traumatic.

As I lowered him to the ground I released my
grip on his neck and mouth. Placing my hand on him I felt the slow
but steady pattern of his chest rising and falling as he resumed
breathing normally. Divesting him of his parka, I realized that he
was shorter than I, but not significantly so. Still, as I donned
the fur lined jacket, it was a snug fit, as he was also of a more
thin build. I noticed briefly that he was of a far more swarthy
complexion than either Layla or the two guards who had bested
me.

I decided at once not to attempt to fit into
his pants or boots. Not only were his feet tiny, but in comparison
to his torso, his legs were quite short. Wearing my own pants, I
had to hope, would be better than trudging back to the camp wearing
what in effect would look practically like knickers on me.

An afterthought, I pulled the flask out of
the side pocket in the sailor’s parka and sniffed it, verifying the
strong alcohol content. Liberally sprinkling it over his mouth and
chest, I laid it on him afterwards. I wondered briefly if he would
admit to being overpowered in the dark, or keep it quiet. I hoped
my dousing of him with his drink would bring doubt to his story. It
was a tenuous hope, but I had little time to act, and even less to
think of detailed, foolproof plans.

Mimicking his walk as near as I could, I
walked back towards the fires, intending to blend in and resume
working. In the vein of my continued seeming good fortune, a
foreman of sorts spotted me and gave me direction, “Khat, get over
here and ride up with that load. We are done here. Tell them.”
While I could understand his words, I did not trust myself to be
able to mimic his accent flawlessly enough not to arouse suspicion.
His language was far more guttural and crude than any I was used
to. Hoping a nod would suffice in reply; I did so, and approached
the platform. In any case, he was already walking off to take care
of some other matter.

A handler standing near the platform paid me
no more heed than the foreman and I stepped on, wrapping my arm
around a load line and holding on. Presently the load was lifted,
in fits and starts, but not at any dangerous rate. Rising into the
darkness, I muttered to myself, attempting to generate a passable
copy of the foreman’s words. The ride took perhaps two minutes and
my disguise would soon be put to a more difficult test.

The load lifted until it was clear of the
main deck, then sailors began hoisting on another line to swing the
load to the ship. Trying to look as comfortably agile as a sailor
with well developed sea legs, I jumped to the deck and away from
the load. Luckily, the lack of light I had seen on the ship from a
distance had been maintained, and only a few small portables lit
the deck dimly.

I may have been overdoing it, but I bent my
legs slightly as I walked, both to appear shorter and to duplicate
the slightly bow-legged gait I noticed the crew affecting. Moving
off, as if with a purpose, I pointed back casually at the load.
Deciding fewer words would be better, I gave a simple message,
“Last load,” was all I said.

Again, no one seemed to be paying much
attention, and my disguise held. I walked along the deck, hoping to
be moving in a believable direction. I was torn between two
conflicting desires, one to immediately find and free Layla, the
other to find a hiding place, safe and warm, to recuperate and
gather my strength.

I had no illusions that I would be able to
fit in with the crew during the day, or upon any close inspection.
With the realization that a rash charge of bravado at this point
would most likely prove futile, I opted for caution. I would find a
place to hole up, and creep around in the dark when the ship had
assumed a more regular routine.

With most or all of the crew awake now,
dealing with the storing and loading of the cargo from below, it
was too chaotic to move freely. Later, when the tired men slept,
and whichever unfortunates, probably discipline problems anyway,
stood a lax night watch on deck, I would have my chance.

Unobserved, or so I thought, I ducked into a
supply locker. Working my way through hanging ropes and tackle, I
found my way to the back. With space at a premium, the very back of
the locker was apparently on top of some other space, as it
narrowed greatly and left only crawling room, stacked with dusty
rope fragments and coarsely woven burlap sacks, filled with unknown
odds and ends.

Thinking it was as good of a spot as I would
find, I crawled in amongst the ropes, wriggling my way towards the
back. Taking note of voices, seemingly directly below me, I moved
slowly and carefully. To my surprise, I found a clear spot near the
very back of the crawlspace.

Instead of grinning at my good fortune, the
open space should have set me on alert. I do not however lay claim
to always accurately assessing the potential of any situation.
Finding a cork driven into the floor, I merely found it
interesting. I pulled the cork out and found a narrow, but clear
view into the room below.

Oil lamps, with square glass shades guarding
the flames, lit the room dimly. Seated at a desk, near one of the
lamps was a man, dressed in a tight fitting shirt, probably part of
the undergarments worn with the parkas. Warm air came up through
the hole, making it clear the space was heated.

Another man, this one presumably making a
report, stood near the doorway and continued speaking to the seated
man. I had pulled the cork up in the middle of their conversation
and missed the first part. In any case, the conversation was
inconsequential to my purposes, being a weighting and ballast
report based on adjustments made for the on loading of the cargo of
the ‘others’.

Tired, I rolled away from the hole but left
it unplugged so that I might benefit from the heat rising from
below. I closed my eyes, intending merely to rest them for a
minute, but drifted off instead, into a deep, dreamless sleep.

I slept for an indeterminate amount of time.
When I awoke, I immediately knew that the ship was moving. Not only
was a gentle motion present, but interspersed with the low groaning
of timbers and creaking of ropes, I heard a droning noise, regular
and stable. I assumed that final noise was caused by the propellers
I had seen upon first sighting the vessel, and I was not
incorrect.

For some reason, I remembered to replace the
cork into its hole before crawling out of my cramped location into
the larger locker. It was my intention to stretch my muscles
briefly, exercising quietly before returning to my hiding place
proper, as I saw light streaming through several small holes in the
walls of the locker. It was still daylight, and not my chosen time
to attempt moving about.

I did complete a series of simple exercises,
suitable for the cramped situation when the door burst open.
Sunlight streamed in, blinding me temporarily and causing me to
shield my eyes with one hand. I also realized that the air outside
was far warmer than it should have been. Not balmy by any means, it
was nonetheless above freezing. I must have been unconscious for
longer than I thought.

My eyes adjusted sufficiently for me to
lower my hand and I did so. What I saw shocked me to the core of my
being. Standing in the doorway, flanked by the two darkly garbed
guards from earlier, was Layla.

Dressed differently than before, she was
quite scantily clad. Her form fitting cloth, as it seemed to be a
single long yet narrow piece, was wrapped around her in such a way
as to accentuate various features and reveal hints of others. This
cloth was held in place by a wrapping of a narrow strap or straps,
offsetting the golden tones of the cloth with bright red
lines.

That she was royalty was clear from the
jeweled headband, along with various anklets and bracelets, but
royalty garbed thusly, I had never imagined. Most disturbing
however was the pistol in her hand, a duplicate of the one I was
painfully familiar with. She was pointing it at me. With a sneer of
contempt, she motioned me towards them.

Stunned I numbly complied, stepping slowly
forward. As the two guards grasped me roughly by the arms, Layla
laughed. It was a cold, heartless laugh, and I could scarce imagine
it coming from the woman who had done so much to save my life.

With that, she turned and walked onto the
deck. Her words drifted back to me over her shoulder as she left,
echoing in my head, “Curious little man, there is someone you need
to meet.” As if she had uttered some private joke, she laughed
again and with no more warmth than before.
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Part Four

 


As the two guards manhandled me onto the
deck, it became obvious that we were travelling at a high rate of
speed for a lighter than air craft. A quite noticeable apparent
wind was blowing from forward. The initial warmth I had perceived
upon the door to the storage locker opening now seemed to be an
illusion generated by the stirring of warmer air within, and
Layla’s lack of cold weather clothing.

If my rescuer-turned-captor felt any degree
of discomfiture from the wind or temperature she gave no sign,
striding purposefully along the deck towards a larger hatch leading
presumably toward the person I was to ‘meet.’ As I was brought
along behind her I was able to glance around briefly at the ship
and surroundings.

In actual operation the vessel did seem to
be crewed largely as are sailing vessels. Occasionally I noticed
men in the same cold weather suits I had seen earlier climbing
ropes or ladders. They adjusted various line tensions, tied or
untied knots, and moved ballast bags from one location to
another.

This was all done quite efficiently and
without obvious direction or any kind of supervision. Despite the
overall primitiveness of the airship, the propeller mechanism
looked to be reasonably complex. Geared drive shafts spun inside of
protective housings, only visible when passing through an exposed
bearing, or when I saw a crewman open an access panel briefly and
refill a reservoir containing a liquid I can only surmise must have
been a lubricant of some sort.

The shafts and gears seemed to be the only
major exception to the overall wooden construction of the vessel,
being made from a grayish metallic alloy of which I could not
identify upon mere glimpses. Other smaller fittings, pulleys and
pins were made of predominately bronze or copper alloys, as were
the guns I had seen.

Of the landscape surrounding the ship, I
paid little attention. The airship was, as I indicated previously,
high in the air. It was of sufficient altitude that details of the
surface were obscured both by distance, and by cloud cover. What I
did see of the surface merely told me that the ship was over land
and not water.

My sojourn on deck was however quite brief
and soon my escorts and I were negotiating a steep ladder, as
stairs are called in nautical terminology, down and into the skin
of the ship. While the chill air outside had been somewhat
invigorating, I was nonetheless glad to be out of the wind. My
uplifted mood, slight though it was, soon turned to apprehension as
I considered the probable outcome of my rapidly approaching
‘meeting.’

Several possibilities flitted through my
thoughts, but as none of them were remotely pleasant, or as it
turned out, accurate, I will not elaborate on them. Suffice it to
say that when I was roughly pushed through a doorway after Layla,
and then thrown to the deck, what met my senses was completely
unexpected. When I say I was taken aback, please remember what I
had been through in the several days prior.

I had thought, until that point, that I was
now beyond being surprised. My assumption proved incorrect as I
raised my eyes from the floor and looked upon the figure seated in
a rather large and well padded chair. The room was dimly lit from a
single lantern, and even that was shaded with a cover which allowed
only sickly yellowish beams to pervade the shadows in a limited
manner. The faintest flicker from another source of flame provided
scant additional lighting from another part of the room. It took my
eyes several seconds to fully adjust to the gloom, and during each
of those seconds I waited for my mind to stop playing tricks on me
and reveal the shadowy figure reclining before me.

After I realized that my vision would get no
better, I blinked several times to ensure nothing had gotten into
my eyes. All during my acclimation to the dark room, the figure
seemed content to study me, much as I was studying it. Not being
chastised in any way for staring upon the visage, I began to push
myself to my feet.

Apparently, although I was allowed to look,
I was not to be allowed to stand. Several sharp blows to my back,
and a kick to my ribs, informed me of this restriction and I
desisted in my attempt to rise. Settling back to the floor, I
resumed examination of my surroundings. Deciding that speaking out
of turn might prove as unwelcome as my attempt to stand, I remained
silent.

Besides the overstuffed chair, the room
contained an equally sumptuous bed. Even in the dim lighting I
could tell that the bedding arrayed atop of it was brightly
colored. A small, well insulated brazier glowed dimly in the
corner, providing heat to the room. Incongruously hanging from the
wall and foot posts of the bed were several sets of chains and
shackles, the purpose of which, I could only guess.

Of the seated figure, I should at least
attempt a description. Notwithstanding the dimness of the room,
there was certain vagueness about it that could not be ascribed to
a lack of lighting alone. It was as if its edges were ill-defined,
somehow fuzzy. It wore dark colored clothing, but not the sharp,
smooth black that my captors wore.

Its garment was loose fitting, a robe
perhaps, but tattered. As the figure began to stand, slowly and
stiffly from the chair, the frayed ends of the robe and sleeves
undulated slowly, as if being blown by a gentle breeze, yet no
breeze was present. On stiff legs it took a step, then two, towards
me.

I glanced to both sides, but the faces of my
two guards remained impassive. Layla stood off to one side, eating
small morsels from a bowl as if watching a stage show. Of the three
who had brought me here, only Layla seemed to be paying attention
to me as the dark, vague figure approached.

Strangely, it was at this time that I first
noticed a smell which pervaded the room. A musty, earthy odor, yet
at the same time dry and stale with a hint of eucalyptus, I
initially ascribed it to several small punts of incense burning
innocuously in the corners of the room. However, when the smell
came to me more strongly as the figure moved out of the chair and
approached, I reevaluated my assumption.

It came quite close, apparently unafraid,
and looked down upon me. Only then did I get a fleeting glimpse of
flesh beneath the shredded garment. That its skin possessed a gray
color was obvious, even in the dim light. Although still somewhat
out of focus, even this close, I could see that the skin had a dry,
quite unappealing texture in addition to the unhealthy tone.

Nothing in my experience prepared me for the
sensations which coursed through me as it spoke. Although the sound
was unusual in and of itself, reminding me nothing so much as dry
leaves in a pile scraping against one another while being raked,
its voice had a more complex quality.

At the same time the sound reached my ears,
I felt it speak through the rest of my body. The sensation was like
a low vibration, similar to the beginnings of an earthquake; only
this vibration struck me all over at once and did not originate in
my feet. It took me some time just listening to the sounds and
becoming accustomed to the unusual sensation before I was able to
understand what it was saying.

It must have anticipated my delayed
comprehension, because after speaking it stood quietly for a brief
time before repeating its question several times in the same
relaxed manner, showing no apparent irritation at my initial
inability to understand. Eventually I grasped the phrase being
repeated. It was simply, “Do you understand me?” As casually as I
was able, considering the unusualness of the situation, I replied.
“Yes, I understand you now.”

It was at this juncture that I detected the
briefest rise in its inflection. It may be speculation, not totally
unwarranted, but I thought I could detect the faintest hint of
surprise in its voice. “So soon? Very well then.” As it spoke more
I noticed something else about its language use. It spoke at a very
even tempo, and paused for an almost inordinately long time between
utterances. I could almost imagine it taking in a long slow breath
between sentences.

It leaned in closer, looking at me with
small, dark eyes that were set deeply into sunken eye sockets upon
its wrinkled, dry face. If I expected to smell a fetidly enhanced
version of the odor that emanated from it as it exhaled and spoke I
remained disappointed. I detected no such scent. It asked, dryly “I
must know. Have you lain with my promised one?”

Denial on my lips, I looked to Layla with a
questioning look. To my chagrin she merely stood, a look of mild
amusement turning up the corners of her full lips. “He really has
not guessed the truth yet,” she said to no one in particular,
although she did so meeting my gaze coolly.

“Enough,” the crackled voice
said, still the same timbre and lack of urgency as before. The only
difference was an increase in the vibrational sensation the voice
generated. That one minor difference was sufficient to confirm what
I had already suspected. The dark figure was in charge, and used to
being obeyed.

With an intensity I would not have believed
in eyes so beady and sunken, this strange being stared at me. I
realized that it was not going to repeat itself this time, and
expected an answer. Not wanting to find out what would happen
should I balk, I simply told it the truth. “No, I have not.” It
looked at me more closely, saying “We shall see.”

I half expected it to raise a hand against
me, to attempt to extract a different answer from me through
coercion. So much was my expectation that I had to steel myself
from flinching as it raised its hand. My fears proved unfounded,
and the motion was merely the prelude to a summons, made in a
beckoning motion. “Bring her in,” it commanded.

The door to the chamber swung open behind me
with a creak, but I did not dare to look away from the being
standing so close in front of me. I heard a voice, respectfully
from behind me say, “As you command Exalted One,” followed by the
sound of footsteps. Two guards, these wearing the same tight-black
gear as the ones who stood at my side, entered. Between them they
escorted a female garbed only in a form-fitting knitted garment
that extended from her neck to her ankles. Her arms were completely
sleeved and each leg was individually covered in a similar
manner.

Her hair, wavy and extending loosely down to
the middle of her back, was either light red or auburn. As the two
guards led her past me, she turned her head towards me. Although
the lighting was not good, and her hair fell in such a way as to
conceal a sizeable part of her face there could be no mistaking who
it was. No mistaking who it was, except that Layla stood several
feet to my right.

Simple things escape my attention at times,
as my eyes shot towards the unfettered and smirking version of the
two women I realized something that should have been obvious to me
before. The Layla, if that was even her name, whom had taken me
captive on the ship possessed jet black hair. In all other respects
they seemed physically identical.

Before I could begin to ponder the
ramifications of two Laylas, three if I counted my Nurse Lila from
what now seemed like so long ago, the one of them most recently
arrived called out to me, “John!” It was the voice I knew, and with
it she was asking for my help. My lesson against standing
forgotten, or at the very least ignored, I sprang to the assistance
of she who had come to my aid.

I rose without a plan other than to remove
Layla from the clutches of the two who held her and led her towards
the bed and resplendent shackles. Perhaps I should have considered
our situation, and its unknowns, more carefully prior to acting. I
had only taken a step and a half, and had not yet even stood
upright, when my leg caught on something and I felt a too-warm hand
push against my back to aid in my off balancing.

It seemed my unusual host was not above
taking matters into his own hands should the need arise. As I fell
face forward toward the deck, only a reflexive tuck on my part
prevented me from slamming into the polished hardwood planking.
Instead, I rolled smoothly on one shoulder and back to my
feet.

I had considerably closed the gap between
Layla and I, standing a mere pace from her. For the briefest of
moments, I thought that my course of action might yield favorable
results. I began stepping towards the nearest of Layla’s two guards
who were just now turning to face the disturbance.

Someone behind me had acted just as fast as
I had however and my hope was dashed. A dull thud reached my ears
followed immediately by my now star-filled vision fading away. The
tingling shock from the blow to my head radiated down my limbs. My
legs gave out from under me, and this time there were no reflexes
to stop me from crashing to the deck. At least I scarcely felt the
wooden impact to my chest and side of my face.

My next sensation was of cold, icy water
washing over me as I lay on the floor. Whether I had lain
unconscious a second or for several minutes I do not know. Not that
it matters significantly, as I was now receiving the full attention
of everyone in the room. As the water ran away from me, yet leaving
enough to soak me through to the skin of my torso, another quantity
was poured over me, apparently to elicit some sort of response
which I was too slow in giving.

This water felt fully as cold as the first
application, and I lifted my head slightly in an attempt to
ascertain its origin. A wooden bucket, bound with brass loops and
woven cord, dangled from the hand of one of the black suited
guards. As I sat up he felt the need to empty the remaining
contents of the bucket at my face, and he allowed himself the
luxury.

I managed to blink, but otherwise took the
full brunt of the icy liquid full on my exposed skin. Apparently,
my ability to perceive time at an altered rate was not triggered by
the splashing of a bit of water, no matter how cold and
uncomfortable. It was of little concern; Layla’s safety was of
greater import to me than avenging this instance of masochistic
behavior. In any event, there would be time for that later,
perhaps, should I survive.

“Enough!” Spoke the crackly
voice, its sub-auditory vibration quite clearly present. Its
annoyance proved to be not at the treatment of either Layla or I,
but at the copious amount of water now sloshing around on the deck.
“You will clean up that mess, and if the wood needs to be
re-treated, you will see to it personally.”

Looking sufficiently chastised for his
carelessness, the one carrying the bucket managed to shoot me a
malicious glare nonetheless. I will never understand how some
people can blame others when they are called out for their own
behavior, but in this case I knew that this one would be holding a
grudge against me.

Noting the several brass and copper
cylindered guns now pointed in my direction, I grudgingly became an
unwilling spectator in the unfolding spectacle. The two guards
holding Layla’s arms resumed leading, or more accurately dragging
Layla towards the bed, for she did not go willingly.

Do not think for a second that the thought
of another mad charge, ignoring the guns pointed at me, was not
constantly in my thoughts. Indeed I had at this point already
steeled myself to go out fighting in a vain attempt to reach Layla
should the tableaux playing out before me go much further.

Once again, things did not develop as I
expected them to. As the shackles and irons were clamped onto
Layla’s wrists and ankles, I was grasped roughly by my own
shoulders and yanked to my feet. From there I was walked to the
foot of the bed, seemingly to watch the proceedings, although for
what sinister purpose I could not imagine.

It ran against my grain to see Layla
restrained so, but I must admit that I admired the way that she
kept silent. She physically struggled without abating until the
last shackle was in place, but she did not waste her breath on
either pleadings for them to desist, or more surprisingly on
hurling invectives at them for their despicable activity.

Throughout the whole ordeal, which took
perhaps a minute or two, Layla kept her eyes locked to mine, as if
this somehow lent her strength. For what happened next caused me to
look at her in the same way. The guards at either side of me
roughly tore at my garments, causing the buttons of my shirt to pop
off.

After relieving me of my shirt, I felt my
pants being cut away from behind. As they fell away, I stood quite
naked. Layla’s eyes did not shift one inch at this development, but
widened slightly in surprise. At this point, dense though I am at
times, I began to grasp what might be intended.

The wispy, gray leader walked toward the
side of the bed, but turned to look at me. I noticed immediately
the narrow, double edged blade in his hand as he absently began
cutting away at Layla’s garment at one shoulder. When he spoke, it
became apparent how silent the room had become. “I will ask you
once again, have you lain with my promised one?”

I could not conceive of what the correct
answer would be in this situation. The truth, as I had already told
him, seemed no better than a lie. I could not fathom what this
creature was seeking. As I stood pondering, his knife cut lower,
revealing more of Layla’s smooth skin. As the blade cut the fibers,
ever so slowly, the inherent tightness of the garment revealed
itself as the narrow cut widened of its own volition.

Startled, I tensed as I felt a soft hand
rest itself gently on one of my shoulders. Another reached under my
arm to the other side and gently caressed my chest. A soft female
voice, barely more than a breath on my cheek, reached my ear. As
she spoke, her lips brushed my ear, soft and warm. It was the other
“Layla.”

As if anticipating my dilemma, she said in a
sweet voice that turned almost pleading at the end, “Say that you
have not been with my sister. You must say that you have not.” With
that, she disengaged from me and stepped back, but the tinkling
laughter which came from behind me was anything but plaintive.

I was no closer to divining the answer than
before. If anything I was more confused, and I must say a bit
flustered by the contact with Layla’s sister, as I now knew her to
be. The solution was thrust upon me in any event, through no doing
of my own.

The blade had worked its way beneath Layla’s
breast, leaving an “s” shaped cut in the woven fabric. Enough of
the cloth had curled away that I knew he cared not for her modesty
and intended to leave her as naked as I. I glanced around quickly
at the guards, steeling myself for one final and quite probably
fatal act of defiance in Layla’s defense.

The “Exalted One” continued cutting,
exaggerating his curving pattern in a manner that made it clear he
was in no hurry, and was also quite probably enjoying either the
process or its effect on Layla or me. For some reason, as I glanced
about, what finally triggered my burst into action was the leering
smirk I saw on the face of the soldier holding my right arm.

As he continued his demeaning task,
revealing all too much of Layla’s body, the gray figure began
speaking again, almost casually this time. He barely got beyond,
“Very well then, I will take your silence as…” when I reached my
limit of endurance. I took a sudden step backwards and forcefully
brought my arms together in front of me. Still grasping my arms,
but entranced by the restrained and quite shapely form being
cruelly disrobed in front of them, they were taken completely by
surprise.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/3664
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg





