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Prologue:

 


It was a warm Saturday in the spring of 1969
that Max found himself wandering about a yard sale along Mines
Road. Though he was only twelve years old, he had become a bit of
an expert on yard sales, because most weekends, his parents would
bring him along on their perpetual quest for treasures hidden
amongst the junk. Max too would occupy himself in a search for
treasure, but it was treasure of different sort. Some of his recent
finds were a Mickey Mantle baseball card, a book on rockets, and an
army flashlight. That last one, he planned on using to explore the
crawlspace under his house.

Max’s parents didn’t usually come out this
far. They could find most of their bargains within the city of
Livermore. Out along Mines Road, there were only a few ranch homes.
Each was separated from the next by about a quarter of a mile, and
they were often hidden behind cow-pastured hills. Max’s father said
the road was named after some coalmines that used to run around
here back at the turn of the century. Sometimes Max wondered what
those old passages might hold, but he didn’t know where they were,
and his parents seemed to think it would be quite dangerous to go
down there anyway.

A notice in the paper yesterday had drawn
Max’s family here. It was an estate sale—that meant somebody had
died, and the family was selling what they didn’t want to keep. So
while his mother and father were eyeing furniture inside, Max
browsed the tables of knick-knacks and what-nots. His eye was drawn
to a small rusty pail with a lid. Priced at a whole quarter, it
held a treasure-trove of hinges, nuts and bolts that could be used
in building go-carts or tree-house trap doors.

Max reached into his pocket—he only had
fifteen cents. Experience had taught him not to go immediately to
his father to get another dime. Instead, he took the pail and
marched up to the balding man reading a newspaper who was waiting
for buyers.

“I only have fifteen cents,” said Max. “Will
you take it for this?”

The man lowered his paper and gave Max a look
that made him think he’d need that extra dime, but then he said,
“Sure, kid. It’s all yours.”

On the way home, Max’s father told him it was
an old miner’s lunch pail. “It might’ve been used by one of the
miners at the old Tesla mine, though it’s hard to say.” That
pleased Max. If he couldn’t go down into the mines, at least he
could own something that had.

In the garage at home, Max set himself to
sorting out all the hinges and bolts. He dumped them out on the
workbench and found a surprise: at the bottom of the pail was a
small book.

There was no title on the cover, and the
edges of the pages were wavy, as if at one time the book had been
doused in water. The first few pages contained some quick notes and
numbers. Just beyond that, it looked liked someone had used the
book as a journal, but a very strange one at that. Max flipped
through the pages and caught sight of fantastic creatures sketched
in between the journal entries. They looked like bugs, but some of
them had men riding on them. Max turned to the first journal entry
and began to read.

 



Chapter 1:

 


Sometime around March 22, 1917

 


While I do not consider myself a fine writer,
I feel I must put down in writing the experiences of the last few
hours, because I do not know if I will live to tell of it, and if I
do, I should like to have an orderly account so that I will not be
accused of losing my mind.

I find myself at this moment in a vast
chamber that, by my estimate, must lie over a thousand feet below
the earth’s surface, and strange though it may sound, I am able to
see quite well without the light of any lamp.

Some hours ago (I don’t know how much time
has elapsed), I was preparing to survey the Tesla coalmine. This
was to be my first job as a mining engineer. Some bankers in San
Francisco were looking to see if the mine could be made profitable
again after having been closed for six years. I hired myself two
assistants: A mechanical engineer by the name of Wilkins, not much
older than myself; and a seasoned carpenter, who at one time had
worked in the mine when it was still running. His name was Baxter.
Together, we were to report on the condition of the mine.

We planned to enter through tunnel three,
which was a simple walk straight into the base of the hill. With
some irony, I recall how just before we entered I told the men,
“Under every hill there hides a fortune, and all it takes is the
right set of eyes to see it. Maybe it’s coal, and maybe it’s not,
but there’s some kind of wealth down there, so let’s be ready to
dig to the devil’s doorstep to find it.” Of course, now it seems I
have done that very thing, though as yet, I have not found any
wealth.

Anyway, the gate at the entrance was broken
open, so we didn’t need the keys to enter. I thought that was odd,
but I knew at least three years had gone by since anyone had come
to check in on the property. We all lit our lamps, except Wilkins,
who was having some difficulty. Carbide lanterns usually aren’t
hard to work, but somehow he hadn’t loaded his carbide and water
properly, so he wasn’t getting enough acetylene gas to keep a
flame. After watching him fumble with it for some time, I finally
took his can of carbide and got his lamp going so we could be on
our way.

Inside, Baxter judged the support beams
sturdy, but he seemed more interested in stripping the mine of its
timber than mining coal. And Wilkins took a pessimistic view,
insisting it would take a fortune just to reinstall the coal car
tracks. Still, a whole lot of tunneling had been done for us
already, so I figured there must be some profit in the mine other
than scavenging it for leftovers.

Not far in, Wilkins made a strange discovery.
Up on one of the crossbeams, someone had carved, “NONE RETURN FROM
HADES.”

“What do you make of it?” I asked Baxter.

“I don’t know,” He said. “Maybe some miner’s
idea of a joke.”

Wilkins added, “A sick joke.” He seemed
disturbed by the sign.

I tried to make light of it. “Well, let’s get
a move on. Hades awaits.”

Toward the end of the main tunnel, we caught
the sound of running water, which is a bit unusual for a mine. “You
hear that?” I asked.

Baxter said, “It wasn’t here before the
shutdown.”

We followed the sound to a small underground
stream that gurgled down one wall of the passage, flowed along the
floor several yards, then finally poured down a wide chasm that cut
through our path. Some crack in the earth had opened a miniature
canyon across the tunnel. After the sign we had just seen, the
stream struck me a bit funny. “Welcome to the River Styx,” I
said.

“What?” said Wilkins.

Baxter saved me from explaining my own joke.
“Hades… You know, the River Styx? Like the Greek myth.”

The humor was lost on Wilkins. I was
beginning to think his dealings with mines had been mostly from the
ground level, because he seemed none too comfortable to be down
there.

I shone my lamp into the deep, but could only
see water cascading over broken boulders into darkness. I figured
that the fracturing was likely the doing of the San Francisco
earthquake of ’06. Whatever was down there, I knew that was where I
had to be. I unfurled the coil of rope from my pack and hammered a
pulley into one of the timber posts nearby.

Wilkins protested, “You’re not going down
there?”

“Could be a fortune lying in wait for us,” I
explained. “Somebody’s got to look into it. You want to?”

Wilkins declined with a nervous chuckle and a
shake of the head. At just that moment, I heard something that sent
a chill down my spine. It sounded as if someone had just hissed,
“Trespassers!” Neither Wilkins nor Baxter seemed to hear it, so
assured myself it was only the sound of the water and prepared
myself to descend.

I walked backwards down the side of the chasm
with Baxter and Wilkins lowering me on the rope. Three or four
yards down, I had them hold me steady and I unhooked my lamp to get
a good look at my surroundings. The stream cascaded down the rock
ledges to form a small waterfall that plunged about twenty feet
into what sounded like a sizeable river.

I had only a moment to ponder the mineral
wealth of the river when all at once something happened that I can
only guess at. I heard the voice of a man scream “Flee for your
lives!” It could not have been Wilkins or Baxter, for at that
moment, there was a jerk on the rope and suddenly I dropped several
feet to hang swinging over the river. I nearly lost my lamp, but
somehow got hold of it enough to get it hooked back on my hat. By
the growling of the other voice and the commotion above, it seemed
there was a battle going on.

I called up, “Hey! What’s going on?”

Baxter called back, short of breath, “Uh…
We’ve got company up here.”

“Haul me up,” I said.

“I’d love to, but…” Baxter then stopped
himself as if engaged for a moment, then suddenly called out, “Hang
tight!”

All at once, I dropped several yards and the
rope yanked to a halt. Now I was swinging at the height of the
waterfall. I figure Baxter must have intentionally lowered me right
up to the knot in the rope, so he could get a free hand in whatever
battle he was engaged in. I heard nothing from Wilkins at this
point, so I can only figure he had been put out of action for the
moment. I myself was trying desperately to catch hold of some
ledge, in case the rope gave way, but the damp rocks beside the
waterfall slipped from my grasp.

For a moment, things seemed quiet up above,
then the voice screamed, “None return from Hades!” I felt my
stomach churn as the rope snapped and I tumbled to the river.

With a frigid splash I found myself all at
once underwater and in complete darkness. For what seemed like an
eternity, I struggled to right myself in the rushing river. With no
light to indicate up, it was well near impossible to keep my head
above water, but I called out a simple Peter prayer. Though I
couldn’t speak, I prayed just what Peter did when he walked the
stormy waves of Galilee: “Lord, save me!” And the Lord did. With a
few choking gulps of air, I was able to stay conscious enough to
stuff my lamp into my supply satchel looped around my shoulder.
Without that lamp, I’d be dead. I would never find my way back to
the surface.

 I
continued to battle the river for some time as it carried me on. At
last I thought I was losing the battle, for my mind was telling me
that there was a light up ahead. That seemed impossible, because
the mine passage was four hundred feet underground, and the water
was carrying me down from there. But there it was. I was getting
closer and closer to the light.

 



Chapter 2

 


The river dropped out from under me and I
plunged into the light. A painful splash nearly knocked the wind
out of me. When I finally surfaced, I found myself in a large pool
at the base of a waterfall, from which I had just fallen. I dragged
myself to the shore and fell there, exhausted.

For the moment, I figured that somehow the
river must have washed me out further down the hill, and I was
partly right. It did wash me out someplace, but I must say, it’s
the strangest place I ever did see.

The waterfall that brought me here descends
from the side of a vast subterranean chamber. The ceiling arches up
to over a hundred feet tall, and appears to stretch on for
miles.

From where I washed up, I can see a grove of
ghostly white trees. The ground is covered with a patchwork of
purple lichen and dark green vegetation unlike any I’ve ever seen.
Their wiry leaves make them look like little green porcupines. The
ceiling is covered with some glowing substance which gives the
impression of an overcast sky.

Now that I’ve regained enough strength to
walk, I’ve scaled the cliffs around the waterfall in the hopes of
finding my way back to the mine. I succeeded in navigating a trail
to the top of the falls, but I find a ten-foot gap separates me
from the waterway above. At best, it seems I will be stranded here
for some weeks until I can build some makeshift bridge to reach the
exit, and even then, I may not be able to find my way back up the
cave before my lantern gives out.

At the top of the falls, I could better see
the glowing stuff that covered the ceiling. It appears to be some
strange kind of phosphorescent lichen. I’m not sure why it clings
only to the upper portions of the chamber, but I would venture a
guess that the water condensing on the ceiling makes it a favorable
habitat.

I’ve now made a closer inspection of the
white trees and find they are not trees at all, but giant members
of the mushroom family. Each has shelves of mushroom caps jutting
out along a trunk-like stalk, giving the impression of a
snow-covered evergreen tree. I realize it’s quite possible that I
have lost my mind, because here I sit with my back against a trunk,
thinking of all the possibilities for profit-making in this place,
without a single care to the dangerous position I now find myself
in.

 


Day 3

 


It was still dark when I awoke yesterday, and
I thought I had been dreaming, but then I looked up and noticed the
stars were all green. Of course, they weren’t stars at all, but the
residual glow of the lichen that somehow dimmed to make a sort of
nighttime here. If I get the chance, I would like to look into how
that works, but any thought of it vanished the next moment when I
heard a cry of alarm.

I rose with a start and ran in the direction
of the sound. Just over the hill I could make out the form of a
young woman in a long toga backed up against a mushroom tree with a
centipede the size of a horse bearing down on her. I could see the
ugly beast was rearing its head to strike.

What I did next, I admit was not well thought
out, but this was the first human I had found in this world, and
now she was about to die. I took a running leap and tackled the
beast. Before I could renew my attack, it had snaked around me and
had my right arm and chest held tight in its leg claws. I tried to
wrestle it back with my free arm, but the beast opened its head
claws and pushed ever closer towards my neck.

I caught sight of some torchlight fast
approaching from the distance, but too late, as the centipede
lunged. A stinging pain seized my chest as the beast’s poisonous
head claws latched onto my shoulder. Then, just as suddenly, it
released me, hissing and thrashing violently. I fell limp to the
ground, fully expecting one more strike that would do me in, but
the strike never came. I caught sight of a warrior plunging his
bronze sword repeatedly between the ribs of the thrashing beast.
Soon, it slumped to the ground beside me, dead.

I couldn’t move, and it was a struggle to
remain conscious. The warrior who killed the beast stooped down
with his torch to get a good look at me. His hair and features were
dark and Mediterranean. He frowned as he tugged at my red hair and
said something like “Kithar.” By the tone of his voice, I knew it
wasn’t a compliment. Without a moment’s hesitation, he lifted his
sword to run me through.





Chapter 3

 


“Nuka!” came the voice of the woman. She said
other words, but at that point, I was fading from consciousness.
I’m sure if she hadn’t spoken I would be dead.

I find myself now inside one of their tents,
and I figure a whole day has now passed. I slept off most of the
effects of the poison, save a nasty itch around my neck and
shoulders.

I’m not sure what to make of these people.
They speak a language that sounds similar to Greek, though so far
removed from my college Greek that I cannot but guess what they are
saying. Could they be the people from whom the Atlantean legends
spring? It sounds too incredible, but I have no better theories at
present to explain how these people came to be in this underground
world.

The woman is called Alandra, and she has been
very kind to me. I gather that she has some high position with
these warriors, for the man who almost killed me sits watching at
the doorway, and I am sure he would kill me even now if it were not
for her.

She has allowed me access to my satchel, and,
thank God, my lantern remains, along with an ample supply of
carbide. It appears I accidentally pocketed Wilkins’ supply when I
helped him get his lamp lit. Very fortunate, considering how much
more I will need it than he.

When I first began to write in this notebook,
the warrior became very angry and reached over to tear it from my
hands, but Alandra once again stayed his hand. I gather he thinks
I’m writing spells on them all, for he argues his case with her
while pointing vigorously at this book. I’m not sure if I can write
much more at this time without the risk of him destroying it
altogether.

 


Day 10

 


I can’t say whether I’m a guest or a captive.
That depends on whom you ask. Derion, the warrior who almost killed
me, will not let me out of his sight. Alandra, for her part,
continues to extend the utmost kindness to me, and has begun
teaching me the language of Akkaria, which is what they call their
world.

This world is very different from above
ground. They ride creatures they call kriaks, which seem to be
giant cousins of the cricket family. In travel across country they
make for a bit of a jerky ride, particularly if one is tied by the
hands running behind them. But they sure can go fast when you want
them to, and I’ve seen the riders spur them to leap upwards of
fifty feet in the air.

 


———

 


Max put down the journal and searched the
house for his father. He got right to the point. “Dad? How big can
a bug get?”

His father had heard questions like this from
Max before, so it didn’t faze him. He gave it some thought. “I
don’t know… I’ve seen fossils of dragonflies as big as a hawk.”

“Well, could a cricket grow to the size of a
horse?”

“Why? Did you catch one?”

Max moaned, “Daaad, I mean seriously. What if
it was underground or someplace weird that would make it grow
really big?”

“Underground? There are special crickets that
live in caves. They look a lot different, but I’ve never heard of
them getting any bigger than the regular sort. But that’s not to
say they never do.”

“Oh,” said Max. “Thanks.” He turned and
headed back for the garage. His father thought better than to
seriously ask what it was about.

Max picked up the journal and continued his
reading…

 


Day 22

 


As I learn the language, I’m finding that
Alandra is a sort of princess in exile. Her father ruled one of the
cities here, called Perides, but he died, and now some scoundrel
holds the throne. Derion, the warrior who almost killed me, insists
that no Overlander such as myself can be trusted. He’s certain that
somehow I’ll reveal their location, and so I’ve become their
reluctant traveling companion until they can decide what to do with
me.

 


Day 28

 


I’m now beginning to make some sense of
what’s going on around me. I noticed for some time that Derion
would disappear for a day or two, only to ride up with our caravan
and join us again. In his absence, a youngish warrior named Lertes
seems to be in charge. He’s a decent enough fellow. As I’m running
behind his kriak, I’ve known him to even slow down a bit if I take
a stumble.

Today, Derion came bounding in on his kriak
and pulled to a sudden stop before the caravan. Without a word, he
made a quick chopping hand signal, then off he went again. Lertes
muttered, “Nurrians!” and spit at the ground in disgust. The other
warriors seemed to share this feeling as they sprang into action.
Climbing down off their mounts, they guided their kriaks off the
trail into the dense tangle of fungus foliage. All this was done
with the barest of whispers.

They muzzled their kriaks, and we all
crouched down in the shadows away from the trail. From our vantage
point, I could see Derion riding back and forth, up and down the
hill. I turned to Alandra and whispered, “What is he doing?”

“Hush,” was her only response.

Finally, Derion rode up the hill the way he
came. At that point, Lertes tapped a warrior by the name of Procus,
and he shuffled over with a cloth belt to gag me. Fortunately,
Alandra waved it off as unnecessary, so he returned to his spot.
She just motioned me to be silent, which I was all too happy to do.
All it took was one look from her gentle brown eyes, and I would
have been happy to wear the gag.

Soon, a battalion of warriors came riding up
the trail. They were wearing green and black togas rather than the
burgundy colors of Derion and his men. I could see Lertes and the
others bristle at their presence, so I knew that they were the
Nurrians he had just mentioned.

Derion rode at the front of the battalion. He
paused at the spot where he had just criss-crossed his trail and
said, “The trail turns here. It looks fresh.”

The Nurrian riding behind him replied, “We’ll
take it from here, scout.” Derion held his position as the Nurrian
warriors rode past him, down the hill after his false trail. As the
last warrior passed him by, Derion gave us a nod and then rode on
down the hill at the rear of the Nurrians.

That really got my curiosity. Here, the man
charged with protecting the princess was also charged with tracking
her down. As we made good our escape, I waited for just the right
moment. Alandra would often pull back to see that I was keeping up
on foot, and the next time she did, I asked, “What would make a
princess go hiding in the bushes?”

Alandra said, “Tis nothing to concern
yourself over.”

I said, “Nothing to concern myself over?! I’m
just running around at the end of a rope, hiding from men with
swords. I figure that must happen all the time around here.”

I could see by her frown that she didn’t want
to say too much, but neither did she want to leave me entirely in
the dark. Finally she said, “Damus sent them… to bring me back to
Perides.”

“Why?” I asked. “What does he need with you
if he’s a king?”

She snapped back, “He is not king! He is only
prince regent. Without me he has nothing.” I seemed to have hit on
a sensitive nerve.

Still running to keep up with Lertes’ kriak,
I called out another question. “How did he come to hold the
throne?”

Alandra rode along for a few moments before
she spoke again. “Before my father died, he pledged me to marry
Damus, for he seemed like a man of honor. Now my father is dead,
and he has shown himself to be otherwise… But it is too late. I
belong to him.”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Is there not
some way to…” But then she sped her kriak forward, leaving me to
wonder.

 



Chapter 4

 


Day 42

 



Today, I nearly met my end, but I believe the Good Lord wants me
around a little longer.

Derion has been gone more of late, but in his
absence I have Procus, who is all too eager to ensure my
discomfort. Lertes is occupied with scouting our trail, so I find
myself staggering to keep up with the kriak of Procus. Still, no
one has taken my satchel from me which contains my carbide and
lamp, and so I cling to the hope that one day I might regain my
freedom and return to the overland.

Last night I slept on my mat as usual, with
my hands and feet tied, and my satchel slung around an arm. A hand
shook me awake while it was still dark. It was Lertes. The warriors
were quickly rolling up their mats and pulling down the tent around
me.

“Come. You must make haste,” he said.

I noticed a dull rumbling in the distance,
and it was steadily growing louder. I asked, “What’s going on?”

Lertes said, “A herd of pirocs approaches. We
must leave.” Lertes directed Procus to untie my feet. Procus then
yanked me up by my arm and hauled me over to his kriak, where he
tied me up behind. He climbed up into the saddle as the rumbling
sound seemed to be overtaking us.

Alandra was already mounted on her kriak, but
she turned aside to note my hands tied to the rope. She said to
Procus, “It will be dangerous for him to walk.”

Procus looked to Lertes, and Lertes
responded, “My lady, you know our orders. If he escapes, we answer
to Derion.” By this point, the last of the warriors had mounted up.
She could see there was no time for arguing. Lertes gave a hand
signal to move out.

Alandra turned her kriak around and told me,
“If we are fortunate, the pirocs will not run wild. Stay quiet and
make no sudden moves.”

That didn’t sound too good, so I was about to
ask about it, but by then she had ridden on to take her place in
the middle of the caravan. Procus shook the reins and his kriak
yanked me along behind. We rode along slow and steady, so for a
change I could keep up without stumbling. I glanced around as best
I could to find out the source of the rumbling.

The rumble at last crested the top of a hill
behind us. It was hard to make out what they were in the early
morning twilight. At first, all I could see were huge dark lumps
moving toward us. As they came nearer, and I could see why everyone
was nervous. In the world above, I would have considered these
creatures in the same family as the pill-bug or potato-bug, but
here, they grew to the size of a bull. Hundreds of the beasts
poured down over the hill until the plain filled with the thunder
of thousands of leg claws pounding at the dirt.

The gray dome shells of the pirocs closed in
around me as the herd flowed in alongside our caravan. I hated to
think what would happen if one of those leg claws came down on my
foot, so I eased aside as some of them got a little too close for
comfort.

Just then, one of the kriaks reared up and
let out a loud “chitter” of alarm. Lertes now tells me it was a
foot-long shrokni, or ground spider, that the kriak disturbed from
its hole. The rider quickly settled his kriak, but the damage had
been done. The herd of pirocs began to rush around us in
confusion.

Lertes called out, “Stay together!” and we
picked up our pace to keep up with the flow of the pirocs. I now
had to run to keep up with Procus as the pirocs rushed past me.

It wasn’t long before I could no longer run
fast enough to keep my footing. I called out to Procus, “Cut the
rope! Let me on!” But Procus ignored me and rode on. The rope
yanked me forward and down I went, dragging behind. Try as I might,
I couldn’t get back on my feet under me.

I could hear Alandra demand, “Cut the rope!”
But he rode on without a moment’s hesitation. In a way, I can’t
blame him. Any pause against the relentless rush of the creatures
and he stood a good chance of getting knocked off his mount.

But somehow Alandra managed to pull it off.
She spurred her kriak against the rush of pirocs, rode around
behind Procus and cut me loose with a knife.

I fell to the ground and the pirocs trampled
around me. Fortunately the creatures have so many leg claws that
not much of their weight rests on any single claw. But the few that
came down on me, I will not soon forget.

Procus finally slowed, only to call back, “My
lady! Leave him!”

I rolled aside to miss a piroc, and in the
process, my lantern tumbled out of my satchel, though I didn’t
notice at that moment. I was too busy dodging pirocs.

Alandra pulled her kriak to a halt in front
of me. The warriors slowed down to stay with her. She told me,
“Climb on!”

Just then, I spotted my lamp on the ground. A
mob of pirocs was heading straight for me, but I couldn’t leave
that lamp. I lunged toward the rushing beasts and snatched up the
lamp.

With that, I turned and leapt on the saddle
behind Alandra. She spurred her kriak bounding ahead to catch up
with the warriors and we sped on with the rushing herds.

Gradually we overtook the stampede and veered
away from them. Before long, we put a good safe distance between us
and the herd, until we came to stop on a rise overlooking the
plain.

Procus rode up and protested, “My lady…”

Alandra cut him off. “The Overlander will
ride with me.” One look from Alandra convinced him to drop it. He
nodded.

As we rode on, I said to Alandra, “You will
make a good queen.”

She said, “No… In Akkaria, rulers must bear a
heavy burden. I am not strong enough to bear it.”

“What?” I asked.

She did not answer the question. Instead, she
asked, “Why did you risk your life for your lantern?”

I told her, “It may be my only way back to my
world.”

“Is it magic?”

“No,” I said. “It… provides a lasting light.
There is a great darkness that divides your world from mine.”

Alandra seemed to think about that for a
while. She asked me, “You would not try to leave without telling
us?”

I said, “A guest has no need to escape a good
host.”

She smiled. “I think it is time you learned
to ride with us.”

 



Chapter 5

 


Day 53

 


Learning to ride a kriak is not so simple as
it might seem. Sure, the size of the creature is about that of a
horse, and you guide it with reins, and yes, you do sit in a
saddle; but other than that, everything is different: A horse
gallops and trots, where a kriak leaps and hops. It takes some
getting used to, leaning with the movements of the creature and not
fighting them.

And then you have the reins. Lertes had me
ride in a huge sinkhole so that if the kriak got too out of hand, I
could chase it down within the confines of the crater. I can still
see myself racing along full speed toward one of the walls of the
pit, pulling with all my might to stop the rushing beast. And for a
kriak, tight reins are a signal to go fast. The bouncing of the
ride finally shook the reins out of my hands and the kriak lurched
to a halt, throwing me to the ground.

As I dragged myself to my feet, I could see
that Lertes was suppressing a grin. He called out to me, “You must
not hold the reins so tightly!”

My backside was telling me the same thing. I
just said, “Right,” and rounded up the kriak to try again.

My father always told me that when your ride
throws you off, the first thing you have to do is get right back
on; show that animal who’s the boss and don’t give up. After
several times of repeating this over the course of a week, I was
beginning to question the wisdom of that advice. At least I seemed
to be amusing Alandra, and that amused me. She took a definite
interest in my riding lessons, and I dare say it was more than just
curiosity over whether I could learn to ride.

According to Lertes, whom I judge to be a
skilled rider, I have now finally grasped the essentials of riding
a kriak. Of course, this did not please Derion a bit when he
returned today to find me riding about the camp. They all had quite
a pow-wow about it inside Alandra’s tent.

Derion paced like a caged tiger while Alandra
told him how I was to be considered a guest.

Derion said, “I cannot be held responsible
for your safety if you give a stranger such liberties. He could
betray us at any time.”

“He will not,” said Alandra.

Derion growled, “He is an Overlander! There
is only one thing to be done with him—if my lady would but give the
word.”

Alandra kept calm. She reminded Derion, “He
saved my life.”

“For now, perhaps,” he said.

Up to this point, I had held the role of an
observer, but as I was the subject of the conversation, I lifted a
hand toward Alandra, saying, “If I might speak a word…” She gave me
a nod, so I said, “I am very grateful to your hospitality, lady
Alandra, but perhaps it would be best for all of us if I returned
back to my own world.”

She answered, “It is not the path of honor to
turn away a guest.”

I said, “You have been very kind, but I must
return to my world.”

“Are you sure of this?”

“Yes.”

She looked me in the eye for a moment; I
suppose to judge the sincerity of my offer, though it looked as if
there was a hint of regret in her eyes. Then she said to me, “Very
well,” and to Derion, “Tomorrow, you will send him on his way.”

Derion protested, “But my lady...”

Before he could finish his protest, she
answered: “We will move our camp so that he will not find his way
back to us.”

Derion squinted a moment, then gave up his
battle. He called for Lertes and ordered him, “Return to Perides
and report in my stead. I myself will send this Overlander on his
way.”

I must say, while I’m eager to be on my way,
the way Derion said it does not sit well with me.

 


Day 53 Postscript

 


Akkarian culture has its puzzles. Tonight,
all the warriors were seated about the fire as usual eating dinner,
and one of them was playing a tune on some panpipes. Alandra took
her seat beside me, as was her habit. She gives me the opportunity
to practice my Akkarian by talking with her at the end of the
day.

Tonight however, she was quiet. I didn’t
quite know what to say myself. It’s one of those things that
happens when you know you’re going to move away from a friend and
probably never see each other again. You tend to pull back, knowing
that person will in a short time become but a stranger and a memory
to you.

I caught her eyes in the dim light of the
fire looking at me. I don’t know how long she’d been looking, but
her eyes made me nervous and I turned to look at her. As our eyes
met, she finally spoke. “Tell me Angus, what awaits you in the
world above?” Then she ventured a guess. “A family?”

I smiled politely and shook my head. I said,
“Where I come from, men dig great wealth from the heart of the
earth.”

She said, “We have this here too. You serve
your master in the mines?”

“No,” I said. “I am a free man.”

This seemed to confuse her. “Free?” She
asked. “You do not serve any king?”

I told her, “No. Where I come from, all men
are free… When I dig for wealth, I do it because…” My Akkarian was
failing me at this point. I finally settled on, “because it is what
I wish to do.”

She thought on that a moment and then said,
“You speak amazing things, Angus. Would that I could hear more of
these wonders.”

Since we’d first met, Alandra has always been
kind to me. I dare say she’s probably my only real friend in this
place. And she’s been more than a little interested in my world. I
figured it would be polite to do whatever I could for her, and
whatever pleased her would certainly please me as well. I said, “If
you came with me, you could see these things for yourself.”

Despite the evening shadow, I could see her
mouth drop open. She said, “What are you asking?” She was
upset.

I said, “Only to join me, if you wish.”

Her voice was now hard. “And what do you
offer?” She demanded.

I was genuinely confused. I said, “Well, I...
only that you could see things for yourself.”

She jumped to her feet with a frown and
snapped, “Here, we follow the path of honor, Overlander!” Then she
stormed off before I could say another word. I rose to follow her,
but the warriors in the circle made sure I thought the better of
that, so I settled back in my place as she disappeared inside her
tent.

 



Chapter 6

 


Day 54

 


I made it through another day, but only the
Lord knows why. Early in the morning, Derion set out to take me
back to my world. He pulled me up in the saddle behind him using
the rope that tied my hands together, the same rope I’ve been
wearing every night since I’ve been with them. I asked Derion, “Are
these really necessary?”

He said, “Perhaps you would prefer to
walk.”

Although I’m hopeful about returning to my
world, my departure left me a bit sad because I could see Alandra
standing by her tent across the camp, yet she refused bid me
farewell or even look me in the eye. As we rode into the Akkarian
wilds, I turned to catch one last glimpse of her. I said to Derion,
“Your world holds many puzzles, my friend.”

“Do not call me friend,” he replied.

For hours we traveled through landscapes I
had not seen before. The farther we went, the more I became
convinced we were heading someplace altogether different than where
they initially found me. I kept silent for a while, thinking he
perhaps was taking me back by a more direct way, but when at last
as his kriak took us up the craggy slope of a foreboding tangle of
chambers, I remarked, “This is not the way I came in to Akkaria.”
He did not reply. At that, I knew he had foul intentions.

Under the green Akkarian twilight, Derion at
last pulled his kriak to a halt at the top of a plateau scattered
with fissures and pits. He hopped down and dragged me off his kriak
by my shoulder. Fortunately I avoided a headlong fall and managed
to land on my feet. I looked him in the eye and told him, “You
don’t intend to set me free.”

Derion drew his knife. I braced myself for
the attack, but instead he cut the ropes binding my hands. He said,
“A man of honor does not break his word. You may return to your
world, Overlander, but only through the plains of Jedria. If you
survive, then you deserve your freedom.”

With that, he sheathed his knife. Then he
reached down and grabbed a clump of dirt. He raised it high in the
air, waving it around as he called out, “Garon, god of earth and
stone, hear my prayer. Into your hands I deliver this accursed
Overlander. Do to him what my word binds me from doing. Pour out
your wrath upon him...”

I could not help but laugh. I’ve faced a good
number of dangers up to this point in my journey, but never worried
much about a pinch of dirt.

My laughter only made him mad. He flung the
dirt away and glared at me with a challenge: “What do you laugh at,
Overlander?”

“Nothing,” I said, trying not to overly anger
him. “ It’s just that, the God I pray to, he made your god.”

Derion snapped back, “Then pray to him,
Overlander, but he will not save you from the plains of Jedria.” At
that moment, his kriak chirped with alarm and dashed away. It
seemed a hint of fear now showed in his eyes. “The jedria,” he
said. “They know we are here.” He drew his sword.

Then I spotted something moving behind
us—something whiteish crawling up out of one of the pits. It was a
scorpion about the size of a bull-terrier, its tail raised
threateningly in the air. Another one crawled up out of a pit
nearby.

Derion quickly rushed the first creature and
thrust his sword to kill it, then dodged the other. I, for my part,
could do little but back away the other direction, evading two more
of these jedria crawling up out of other pits.

Derion swung his sword at the darting claws
of three more jedria. I grabbed a stick, the best weapon I could
find, just as one of them lunged at me with its stinger tail. I
managed to knock the tail away and shove another jedria aside, but
at the cost of my stick as the jedria’s claws snapped it in
half.

As Derion gouged at the jedria with his
sword, I hopped up on a rock outcropping, just out of reach of
them. There was still a clear path for retreat open to me, but by
now, Derion was encircled by the jedria. He was fending them off,
but more were crawling towards him. It was only a matter of time
before they would overpower him.

“Throw me the knife!” I told him.

Derion hacked his sword at one jedria and
kicked away the claws of another closing in. He said, “You are
free! Why do you not run?”

“Just throw me the knife!” I said.

He made another slash of his sword to drive
them back, then grabbed his knife and tossed it to me handle first.
Unfortunately, right as I was about to catch it, I had to dodge the
stinger of a jedria. The knife clattered onto the edge of the rock.
Several raised stingers waved about right around where the knife
lay.

Derion was holding his own, but just barely.
One of the jedria caught his blade in its claws, but he managed to
pull it loose.

I lunged for the knife and snatched it away
just as a stinger tail slammed down against the rock. I gripped the
knife tight in my hand and leapt over the jedria surrounding my
boulder. I rushed in behind one of the jedria surrounding Derion
and caught it by surprise, burying my knife in its torso. With a
quick swipe, I wounded the one next to it.

As I was now covering his back, Derion turned
to face the jedria to his front and, slaying several in his path,
began driving them back. The remaining jedria soon withdraw,
backing away into their pits.

We stood there catching our breath for some
moments, watching them go. Finally, Derion said, “I do not
understand. You could have had your freedom.”

I said, “I am free, and I used it to
save your life.” I offered my hand to shake, but he just looked at
it. I figured Akkarians never shook hands.

Derion said, “What do you want?”

I shrugged and said, “Friendship?” Derion
just stared at my extended hand. I was beginning to feel foolish. I
added, “Then your promise not to kill me.”

Derion took the knife from me and said, “I
will take you back to camp. There you may supply yourself, but you
must go your way…” He glanced behind him at the plains of jedria
and explained, “They will be back. We must leave before dark.”

“How?” I asked. “We lost your kriak.”
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