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Chapter 1
John stared at the ceiling. There was nothing exceptional about it. It was
made of the same canvas covered tiles many other hotel rooms had. There were
small lights embedded in the tiles to give the room some mood lighting. The bed
he was on had a soft mattress and an ample amount of pillows so a guest could
get comfortable no matter their preferences.
He turned his gaze downwards.
Tina was riding him, her eyes closed, lips slightly parted while her hips
moved. Her breasts bounced and swayed in a hypnotic dance as she went up and
down, the black hair she had chosen to go with hung down enticingly while she
moved. John could not deny she was beautiful when she chose to use her usual
human form. He was also smart enough to know the only reason she used that
form was for the effect it had on him.
A more exotic form did not garner the same response from his body.
He was not a willing participant to the act, at least in his own mind. Had it
been up to his free will he'd have stuck the woman full of knives and torn her
body to pieces. She had stolen his flesh and replaced it with her own blood. She
had made him a slave, tied to her by blood that offered far more pleasure and
pain than any sex or violence could. It was a cursed body that he now had,
unable to feel the warmth of another human. Perhaps because Tina had given the
blood she was the only one whose touch he could feel. Her warmth came through
like sunlight through a window. Still, even that was not enough to make him
forget her vile acts.
But it was enough for his body to betray him. It was enough for him to stay.
Tina let out a small moan. Her breathing became heavier.
John turned back to staring at the ceiling.
They'd been there, in his home world, for two days. He could not understand
how Tina had managed to transport them exactly where Vincent had gone to. She
did a lot of things that went over his understanding. It had been a surprise she
had Alternated them to the same room John and his friends had departed from.
Where Carl, John, and Seth had left their lives to go chase down Rand and the
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woman that had gone Dark.
Had he known what the journey would bring, John would have stayed home.
He'd lost his friends, his body, perhaps his mind, and without a doubt his family.
He wouldn't dare let them see the way he was now.
Alternating back had an effect on his body now that it was, for the most
part, made up of metal extracted from blood. He had left in a human shaped
body, but arrived in a mess that could be modern art. Something a maniac might
have built out of body parts.
It only took him a minute to rearrange everything back in their right places.
The delay in following after Vincent had allowed the man to make his escape.
Whether he had Alternated to another world or simply ran from his establishment
to seek shelter somewhere in the city was something they were still trying to
figure out.
They had ransacked Vincent's underground facility. It had been the first
time John had really gotten to killing with his new body. Every drop of blood that
spilled on him sent shivers through his body. Yet none of them compared to the
pleasure Tina's blood gave him. Still, it was feeling something physical and that
was a rarity for him now.
They had questioned guards, destroyed equipment, went through the
Oracle's logs. None would reveal where Vincent had gone. It was always possible
none of them had known, just as they had claimed even when close to their last
breath. Not that knowing would have saved them either.
The bar above the complex had drawn Tina in. To John's surprise, she had
been merciful and there had been no killing there. She had taken an interest in
the music and the drinks served there. It had taken John some convincing to get
her out of there and to the hotel. Someone was bound to find the bloodbath that
had taken place in the hidden underground complex. It was inevitable police
would arrive at some point. Or a bunch of gangsters that would be equally
deadly, even to someone like John and Tina.
Though he could not be certain Tina was actually in any danger from
anything.
If the bar had enticed Tina, the outside world had her wrapped around its
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finger. She wanted to explore the city with an endless curiosity, even to a point
where she completely forgot about Vincent.
For John venturing outside posed a problem. People tended to look at him
weird. When you were a man who looked like you were cast out of metal with
golden stripes that was bound to happen. Tina could look like anything she
wanted to. Walking around without drawing attention was no problem for her.
John had solved his problem with a visit to a costume shop and clever use of
makeup. It took effort, but he could turn himself less suspicious looking now.
That had allowed him to show the city to Tina. It had been a stressing two days
as he did his best to keep her on a leash and explain how things worked in the
city.
“Ah..”
Tina leaned over him, her hot breath hitting his chin and soft breasts
pressing against his body. She moved faster and faster, her body finally tensing
up. For a moment she remained there, motionless, before opening her eyes and
smiling at John.
“Are you done?” asked John.
“Mm..” Tina mumbled and planted a kiss on his chin. “Thank you for your
seed. You've earned your reward.” She pulled herself upright and bit on her
finger. She extended her hand over John and squeezed out a drop of blood in his
mouth.
The mix of pleasure and pain rushed over his body. Tina rolled off from him
and stretched out next to him on the bed. His body shivered and twitched. The
alternating waves of pain and pleasure erased all thought from his mind. It was
better than sex. It was worse than the feeling of her ripping out one of his rib
bones.
Tina turned on her side and looked on with a small smile as he went through
the cycles. She drew figures on his chest with a single finger. “Once you recover,
we should talk about going after Vincent again.”
It was several more minutes before John regained his ability to speak and
the control of his limbs. “I might know someone who could tell us something.”
He flung his legs over the side of the bed and stood up. Had he felt anything,
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he would have enjoyed the softness of the carpet. He walked over to the window
that made up the entire wall for one side of the room. He pulled aside the
curtains to reveal the lights of the city. The morning sun was starting to break
over the horizon, painting the sky a purple red.
Tina stretched on the bed. “Will he know where Vincent is?”
“Probably not, but he might get us on the right track.” John looked down
where roads were starting to come alive. Transport pods whisked in one direction
or another in an endless swarm. He wished he could have jumped through the
glass and just ended it all. At the same time he knew a simple fall like that would
not be enough to end the misery that was his life. Even in the afterglow of a dose
of blood he could not keep such thoughts away.
At least Vincent would pay before he ended his life. That much John had
decided.
“What sort of man is he?” asked Tina, her voice lazy.
“Someone Rand introduced me to. A mutual friend of him and Vincent. He
has his hands in the same sort of business. It's possible Vincent went to him for
help. Even if he didn't, he is likely the only man to know something about where
Vincent went.”
“What are we waiting for then?” asked Tina, her voice again filled with
energy. She stood up from the bed and her skin rippled and flowed for a moment.
Her nakedness soon covered in clothes that would not draw too much attention.
A white blouse, practical looking black trousers, and a similar coloured jacket
that went all the way down to her shins. A popular choice among many that
would cross their path. She didn't bother with a hat, instead opting to let her hair
rest as it pleased on her shoulders.
John sighed and made his way to the small vanity by the bed. It took him a
good while to get his makeup on and by the end of it he looked like a mannequin
from an old time boutique. At least he didn't need clothes as his body made a
similar ripple and flow effect as Tina's had. It left him wearing what looked like a
long leather jacket, black trouser and a black shirt. He chose to also have a black
hat so he didn't have to bother with trying to make hair that would never look
quite right.
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Tina gave him a look over before nodding. “You really should practice. I don't
think you're stuck with all black if you just put some effort into it.”
John shrugged his shoulders and walked past her. It didn't seem like much
of an improvement if he was able to change the colour of what ever it was that
made up his body. He knew it wasn't just simple metal, but something more than
that, but no matter the colour, it would be the same. No sensation, no feeling.
Cold.
Tina followed him out the room. The door locked behind them as they made
their way through the corridor and to the elevator. She clung to John's hand
while they waited for the lift to make its long journey up. John glanced at her.
“Isn't this what couples here do?” she asked with a sly smile and returned
his look. The door to the elevator opened.
John grunted something in response and stepped inside the elevator. It
nudged downward after a press of a button. He wasn't too pleased with her
closeness, but it was no use arguing with her. She could still make things quite
unpleasant for him. All she'd need to do was stop giving him blood and in a few
days he'd be begging her to feed him again.
The door slid open, revealing the lobby of the hotel for them. There were
people there, despite it being early morning. Guests were leaving, some heading
for the breakfast served in the hotel restaurant. Others were looking to check in
after a night of partying in the city. Some looked to have gotten lucky as ladies
clung to their arms. There were smiles and laughter.
John walked through the buzzing lobby like a storm cloud blocking the sun.
Where he and Tina went, the laughter died down and people looked at the pair
with a mix of curiosity and weariness. Not that any of them knew anything about
either of them. John's appearance made him look like an escaped wax figure from
a museum. Where John gathered looks for his odd appearance, Tina gathered
looks for her beauty. Whispers followed them, wondering how such a couple came
to be.
The air was cool on the outside. John noticed it from Tina making her jacket
a little bit thicker. They didn't have to wait for a transport pod as one was
immediately free for them to use. They climbed in and John gave the address to
5

where they wanted to go.
The transport nudged forward and accelerated out from the hotel driveway.
It picked up speed and merged onto the wider main street. Tina looked out the
window with a curious expression.
“Your world is so different,” she said and peered up at the towering buildings
surrounding them. “It is as if you wanted to forget the world as it was and instead
made it to your liking.”
“Some think the world is better this way,” said John. Though he had to
admit the green forests of Kendle were nicer than the concrete jungle his home
was.
“It is sad that anyone would think that,” said Tina. “I think this is a place
worth visiting, but living here. I think it would be unbearable.”
It was hard to see her having such thoughts. She had had no trouble
upsetting Kendle with her offspring. Back there she had had no regard for the
people living in Siver. She and her children had massacred without mercy a large
part of the population. The only ones to survive had been some unlucky women.
The lizard men had kept them alive and used them to breed more of their kind.
There were few females of their kind so they had to make use of others.
“You don't like it. Are you going to destroy it?” asked John. She had a
tendency to break things she did not like.
“I doubt I could even if I wanted,” said Tina, her head turning back the way
they came. She tried to keep her eyes on a large display showing advertisements.
“I'm not immortal, despite what you may think. Arrows and swords are of little
concern, but the weapons your kind has here. It's not unthinkable that there's
something that could kill me amongst those.”
It was surprising to hear her admit weakness. Then she had never hidden
much from John. When he asked something she usually answered. Perhaps she
thought him too tied to her to care what she revealed to him or what she said did
not matter to her. She thought to be safe, which was probably a safe assumption
for her to make.
“Still, it is a safe world,” said Tina and continued to observe the buildings
passing by. “I have not seen a single person starving, not one frightened for their
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life. Save for those we've killed.”
John chuckled. “You have seen the surface, not the rotten core.”
Tina turned to give him a curious look. “What do you mean?”
“This world is no paradise. There are people starving. Maybe not in this city,
but that's because it's in one of the better off nations. There are wars fought, but
they don't demand the masses of bodies they used to. They use robots,
automated machines, to do the dirty work. The only humans at risk are the
civilians caught in the crossfire. The rest live safe in cities like this. Even the few
human soldiers we have just sit in the safety of a control room, ensuring the
robots do as ordered. The closest any of them get to battle are the elite commando
units. They link directly to special suits that follow their every body move.”
“That doesn't sound too bad,” said Tina and turned back to looking at the
outside world. Their transport pod left the main road and climbed up a ramp to a
smaller street. Tall buildings hosting small shops and bars lined the street.
“The real killer in this world is crime and drugs,” said John. “And they are
often times worse than the wars, as horrible as those can be. There are drugs
that will rot you from the inside out and even though you know that, you still
want to take them. You crave for more.” The thought made him realize that was
what he had become. It was her blood he would do anything to get more of. He
wouldn't kill her. Not his only supply. It made him squeeze a hand into a fist in
frustration.
“I see,” said Tina. It sounded like she had lost interest in the conversation.
John shook his head. He didn't think he was doing a good enough job
explaining to her just how terrible things could get in this world. How horrible
they were for him now. It wasn't the straight forward threat of getting eaten by
some monster or animal. It was a more insidious threat of mental dependences
and ill fate forced on you by others. He didn't even try to explain the wage slavery
most people lived under. Large corporations – sometimes quite literally – fought
for their money. It could get bloody. He doubted she would care either way so he
let the conversation drop.
The transport pod came to a halt and the doors opened. John climbed out
with Tina. The transport pod closed its doors and went off down the street to pick
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up its next passengers.
John looked around the street. Walkways surrounded it on both sides along
with buildings whose lower levels hosted businesses. The upper floors looked to
be some offices or even residential areas. It wasn't the most up scale part of the
city and it showed. The people walking the street were dressed in worn clothes.
Some were sitting on the side walks, leaning against the buildings, begging for
money. Many looked like they were either hungover or looking for their next fix on
what ever they were addicted to.
“Is this where your guys is?” asked Tina as she looked around. She did not
seem impressed.
“He owns a place here,” said John and started up the street. He kicked an
empty can out of his way. He didn't bother to look whether Tina followed. She
was in no danger from anyone there, though the opposite was quite true.
They walked past several shady looking bars only to arrive at an even
shadier looking place. The neon sign above the door blinked half broken. The
letters might have once glowed to form a word, but it was now impossible to make
out. Pieces were missing, leaving the original message up to each persons
imagination.
John pushed open the door and stepped inside the dimly lit bar. The music
blasted loudly against him. It wasn't his kind of music. The guitar riffs, double
bass, growling singing that you could barely tell was a human voice. There were
customers sitting in booths that had seen better days. A group of people was on
the open area, banging their heads. Their long hair swung wildly about them to
the rhythm of the music.
“This is different,” said Tina next to him in a loud enough voice for him to
hear. She looked on with curiosity at the establishment and its patrons.
John grunted and made his way to the counter. The bartender glanced at
him. His bald head was half covered in a tattoo that looked to be a mix of bloody
battle and green landscape. “What can I get you?” he asked.
“I'm here to see Sixten.”
“Ain't nobody by that name here.”
“Look, I know he owns the place. So why don't you go to that back room he
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likes to hide in and tell him he has a guest. A friend of Vincent.”
The bartender measured him from head to toe. After a bit he walked off and
disappear to the back through a door behind the counter. The door was between
the two shelves filled with bottles of alcohol.
John turned to see what Tina was up to. He was surprised to see she had
made her way to the open area and was banging her head with the rest of the
customers. She looked like she had done it her entire life. A few of the
participants seemed to be advising her on the best way to do it. There were some
male customer who were looking on that had their eyes on her. He could see the
lust in their eyes.
John turned back to face the counter. Wasn't his problem if she ended up in
a situation where people needed to die. Had the customers in the place been
something other than criminals, he might have cared. He doubted there was a
single person in the bar that had not at least killed one person so a death or two
wouldn't be that bad.
The bartender returned from the back room. His black vest was not enough
to cover his bulging belly. “Go ahead. He'll see you.” He nudged his head towards
the open bit of the counter that allowed people to get back there.
“Tina! Come on!” John shouted loud enough to be heard over the music. He
made his way around the counter and stopped to wait for her.
With gleaming eyes and healthy red around her cheeks she hurried from the
floor. “That was fun,” she said and looked back, smiling. She waved to a few of
the men who were sorry to see her leave so soon.
“I'm glad you could enjoy yourself,” said John in a dry voice and pushed
open the door leading to the back room. She seemed to have a habit of throwing
herself in to try anything she founds interesting and new. It was endearing to an
extent and made him sometimes forget what she really was, but that never lasted
long.
He let her go in first to the dimly lit corridor the door revealed behind it. Who
knew, maybe he'd get lucky and someone would shoot her dead. His addiction
would have to come to a stop. Then he'd be free to kill himself.
John wasn't that lucky.
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The corridor had three doors to it, one at the end and two on either side in
the middle of it. They passed the doors in the middle. One looked to be a storage
room for the various beverages the bar sold and the other an office of some sort.
There was a black haired woman sitting there, typing away at a console. She
glanced at the pair and frowned.
“If you want Sixten try the door at the end of the corridor.” Much like the
bartender, she had a tattoo on her right cheek. A few rings pierced through
various parts of her face. She returned to her typing as soon as the words left her
mouth.
The two continued on without saying a word. John passed Tina to push open
the door so he'd be the first one to enter. His inner struggle had reminded him of
the value of a continued supply of her blood. The room they entered was large
and well lit. A table dominated the centre of it and there were several chairs
strewn around. Save for one, they were all empty.
The man sitting in that single chair was not a normal looking person. His
black hair stood up straight, though it was cut fairly short. Half his face was
made up of metal and an artificial eye looked from one socket with a red glow. His
left arm was of metal as well. His tshirt collar gave enough of a view to see the
metal go all the way down his left side. He was nursing a glass filled with what
could have been oil or a very thick cocktail. He looked up and grinned at the pair.
“Well, who do we have here then?” The man's voice had a synthetic sound to
it and it was obvious he was drunk.
“I'm John. Rand introduced us a while back over at Vincent's place.” He
pulled himself a chair and took a seat as Tina wandered the room, examining
some of the boxes that lined the walls. She spent a moment more examining the
old style dartboard.
Sixten took a gulp from his drink and grimaced. “Ah, yes, you're that fat
bloke. You've changed. You look like one of those wax cabinet dolls.”
A smile passed John's lips. “A lot has happened.”
“So what the fuck brings you here?” asked Sixten once more and turned to
measure Tina from head to toe. He seemed to like what he was seeing. The glow
of his artificial eye turned from red to green.
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“You heard about what happened to Vincent's place?”
Sixten turned to look at John again. “Who hasn't? Fucking massacre. And
they say it was done by only two people. Unbelievable. Got a load of us shitting
our pants, wondering who's next.”
“You heard anything from Vincent?” asked John. “I haven't been able to get a
hold of him, but from what I hear he wasn't among those who got wasted. We've
got some business to settle and I sure would love to talk to him.”
Sixten gave him an inquisitive look. He glanced over at Tina who had moved
to the other side of the room and peered out from the single small window.
Finally, the halfman, halfmachine leaned back in his chair. “Now why the fuck
should I tell you?”
John spread his hands. “Look, I'm just trying to find a friend. Do I look like
someone who Vincent would have to worry about?”
“You look like something everyone should fucking worry about.”
John chuckled. “Point taken. It was a horrible accident. I could give kids
nightmares for the rest of their lives just by walking past them.”
“So why the fuck should I tell you anything about Vincent?” asked Sixten.
He jumped as a hand caressed his still human cheek. Tina had walked up behind
him without making a sound. Her hands ran over his head, gently caressing
every bit that could feel.
“We only want to talk with Vincent,” said Tina as she leaned in to whisper
into the man's ear.
“And I'd like to fuck you, but I doubt that's going to happen,” said Sixten.
Though he didn't slap away her hands as they continued to wander on his body.
“Come on. What's the harm in telling us?” asked Tina and pushed herself
against the man's back. She had no shame about using her body to get what she
wanted.
Sixten laughed. “Who knows? Maybe you're the two who turned Vincent's
place into a slaughter house.” His laughter died down as neither of the two joined
in.
Just as the realization hit him and panic started to make its way on his face,
Tina grabbed him by the throat. With one arm she hoisted him off the chair. She
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slammed him against the hard stone floor with a loud thud that was enough to
drive the air out from the man's lungs. His head bounced off the stone with skull
shattering force. Luckily it had been the metal side of his head that had hit it.
Tina crouched over him, one knee on his throat. Her face and entire body
rippled. Briefly, she shifted towards her dragon form before calming back down to
her human form. Sixten stared up at her, terrified.
“Tell us everything you know about Vincent, right now,” Tina hissed.
The fact she had thrown the heavier man around like punching bag did not
escape Sixten. “What the hell are you?” he gasped as he started to get some air in
his lungs once more.
John stood up from his chair when the door slammed open and the
bartender rushed in, alerted by the loud noises. He had a gun on him and it was
pointed straight at Tina. Why he did it, John didn't really know. It was a few
short steps and a swing of his arm that had turned into a sharp blade. The
bartenders hand fell to the floor along with the gun. A moment later the man had
been run through by his bladed hand. John closed the door as he stepped over
the body. He then walked over to where Tina and Sixten were and licked some of
the blood that was stuck to his arm. The pleasure that ran through his body
brought a smile on his lips.
“Holy shit! You are the ones! You fucked up Vincent's place!” Sixten did his
best to struggle, but Tina had him pinned down good. His eyes jumped frantically
from her to John.
“That's us,” said Tina and smiled. She could look cruel when doing so if she
wanted to. “So tell us where he is.”
“I don't know where the fuck he is!” Sixten cried out.
“But you do know something,” said John and licked off some more of the
blood. What little remained was fast being absorbed by his body.
“Look, he came here, all panicked. Said his place had been messed up. He
needed to Alternate somewhere safe so I let him use my facility. Where he went I
don't know, I swear.”
“Huh, didn't know you ran one those places,” said John. He'd known Sixten
was in the same general business. He'd always assumed it had been more of the
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drugs variety than hightech black market. Though now that he looked at Sixten
it should have been obvious. The artificial parts in his body were of high quality.
Something a person running an Alternating business would have access to.
“Yeah, well, there's a lot people don't fucking know about me. Comes with
the territory.”
“Does your place have an Oracle?” asked John.
“Of course.”
“Then we can find out where Vincent went off to, even if you don't know.”
“Yeah, that'll work.” Sixten did his best to nod and assure the two.
“Is he telling the truth?” asked Tina and glanced up at John.
“Yeah, it'll work, but we'll need him to get that information out of the
Oracle.”
Tina turned back to look at Sixten. “Well, it looks like you'll be working for
me then. Got a problem with that?”
“I work for me,” said Sixten defiantly.
Tina pushed down on his throat a bit more and made the man gasp for
breath.
“I'd just work for her,” said John. “That is if you want to live. She has no
problem killing you. To be honest, I have no problem killing you either.”
“All right, all right. I'll do it. Fuck,” said Sixten after taking a good look at
both of them. There was no give in either of them and the fact was they'd kill him
if he said no again.
“All right,” said Tina with a smile and stood up from him. Sixtem rubbed his
sore throat for a moment before clambering up to his feet. He stumbled to the
table and gulped down what little remained of his drink.
Tina turned to John. “I'll let you handle this. I'll meet you back at the hotel
tonight.”
“Where are you going?” asked John. He wasn't about to let her roam the city
alone. Who knew what sort of trouble she'd start up.
“Back to Kendle. To check up on my children and a few other things.”
“I should come with you,” said John.
“No. You find Vincent.”
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At that point John gave up. There was no point arguing with her. All it would
do was make her angry. He simply nodded.
A moment later Tina vanished in the usual bright flash that alternating away
caused.
“What the fuck is she?” asked Sixten as he realized what she had done. “She
can Alternate on her own?”
“I don't know what she is,” said John and gave Sixten a stern look. “What I
do know is you said you'd work for her. If you break that word you won't live for
long. She has no trouble killing hundreds who have done nothing to upset her.
You cross her and there ain't nothing that can save you.”
“I hear you,” said Sixten and stared at the empty spot where the woman had
been standing a moment earlier. There should have been a pile of clothes on the
floor, but there wasn't. He shook his head, wondering what he had gotten himself
into.
“Come on. Let's get to that place of yours,” said John.
Sixten nodded, numbly.
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Chapter 2
“That's it.”
“Mhm.”
“A Little more. Careful.”
“Ah..”
“Gently.”
“Mhm.”
“Slowly.”
“Ssh.”
“Pull it!”
The surface of the water broke and droplets of water flew all around. The fish
tail quickly disappeared back under the surface. Rand threw the stick onto the
ground, frustrated that another catch had gotten away. There was a small noose
tied to the end of the stick that was supposed to slip around the fish tail.
“I told you it wouldn't work,” said Rand and threw himself back first to the
ground.
“I didn't say it would be easy,” said Jen and grabbed the stick. She put it
back in the water and looked to catch a fish herself. They weren't really trying
that hard since there was other food available. It was more to pass the time while
they rested.
They'd found a river. It wasn't the largest, only a few hundred feet across,
but its banks were low. They'd found a perfect cove with a sandy stretch to it that
turned into a rapid only a short walk further down stream. There they had found
a small pool of calm water near the shore where fish gathered to rest. It had been
Jen's idea to try and catch them by slipping a piece of string around their tails as
the fish swam through the loop.
“You're wasting your time,” said Rand. He crossed his hands behind his
head and enjoyed the warmth of the sunlight. It was good to rest a bit. They had
been walking ever since parting ways with Seth and Carl. That had been six days
ago. He and Jen had been making their way south, hoping to catch up with the
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refugees from Siver, but so far they had not seen any of them. They had followed
the road just as the refuges probably had. The refugees did have a few days lead
on them, but they couldn't have been travelling as quick as he and Jen were. A
larger group always ended up going the pace of the slowest one.
“Ha!” Jen pulled the stick up. A fish dangled from the piece of string tied to
it. “I told you it could be done.” She showed the fish with a victorious grin.
“So I was wrong,” admitted Rand. He had been trying for a long time to catch
one. She had pulled it off within minutes.
Jen smacked the fish against the slab like stone she was on. One blow was
enough to make the catch go limp. She then started to loosen the noose around
its tail. Having freed the fish she made the noose a suitable size again and cast it
back into the pool, hoping to catch another one.
A moment passed in silence. Rand closed his eyes and enjoyed the warmth.
“Do you miss it?”
“Miss what?” asked Rand without opening his eyes. It felt too good to just lay
there, not caring or remembering anything past the now.
“Home.”
“No.”
It was an honest answer from him. What was there back home for him? He'd
have been in prison as soon as the first camera or cop got wind of him. He'd
killed his wife so there wasn't anyone missing him. His job had been meaningless.
Slow torture with coworkers that were looking for him to fail so they could come
in and have their fun.
“Me neither,” admitted Jen and gazed into the calm pool of water. She
couldn't see any more fish, but eventually another one would come.
“No one missing after you?” asked Rand. He moved his hands a bit, finding a
more comfortable position.
“Not really. Military life never gave much opportunity to make friends outside
that field. My parents are long dead, no siblings.”
“All we have is each other then,” Rand mumbled without giving the words
much thought.
“I suppose,” said Jen after a moment of silence. A gentle breeze blew down
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the river. It was a warm day for so late in the autumn. It would have been a
beautiful day even during summer. There was no hurry for the two to actually
catch up with the refugees. They'd find them in the first large city and there was
not much they'd be able to do there besides wait. The lizard men were not giving
chase so there wasn't much danger pushing them onward either.
“Do you think you'll ever go back?” Jen laid down on the stone, giving up on
her seated position. There were still no fish in the pool.
It was something Rand had been thinking after Carl and Seth had gone
back. He could maybe risk a visit, but staying for longer made punishment by the
law more likely. “No, I don't think I will.”
“Because of the police?”
“That and I'm not all together certain we'll live through this. No point
planning ahead too much.”
“We've done all right so far.”
Rand couldn't help but chuckle. “Oh yes. Only one has died so far. Well, lost
his entire body anyway. Destroyed the largest city in the north along with
countless innocent lives. We've done a brilliant job.” He didn't mention Tina. She
was too obvious an danger to have been forgotten. He could only hope Carl and
Seth would be up to the task.
“Be more positive,” said Jen and sat back up. A fish had appeared in the
pool. “Despite everything that is going on we can still enjoy days like this. The
world can't be that bad.”
“I suppose you have a point,” said Rand, not wanting to dwell on the dark
matter further. She was right. It was too nice a day for it.
A silence fell between them once more. It was broken when Jen managed to
nab herself another fish. She killed it just as quick as the first one, but stopped
trying for more at that point. They were large fish that could easily feed both of
them for the evening.
They spent a moment more enjoying the sound of flowing water and the
warm sun. Neither talked. Rand dozed off only to be awakened by an insect
buzzing in his ear. The sun had started to set by then. Jen laid on her rock. She'd
closed her eyes, but still kept an occasional eye on their surroundings. There
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wasn't much to worry about.
They got up and made their way to where they'd planned to set up camp for
the night. Soon a fire was bringing light and warmth for them both as well as
cooking the fish they had caught. Despite his grumbling, Rand could not deny
freshly baked fish was some of the best food around. The juices running down his
chin were only further proof of that as he took bites out of the flaky meat.
Rand didn't bother making any special shelter for them. They simply rolled
their bedrolls by the fire and slept there. They didn't bother setting up guard
shifts. Nothing had bothered them during the day and the previous night had
gone by uneventful. They were also getting further away from the untamed lands
of the north where caution was what kept you alive. The worst they had to worry
about in the south was the occasional wolf or bear, but even those kept away
from humans unless starving. Autumn had plenty of food to go around so they'd
find easier prey with little effort.
And the night did go by without incident. Both of them woke up early, but
neither got up that quick. They enjoyed the warmth of their blankets and talked
while they built up a fire for cooking breakfast. They had been lucky and able to
buy some supplies from farmhouses. They were more frequent the further south
they got. There were even some whose inhabitants had not joined the refugee
group that had gone by. They had bacon and beans as well as some bread and
dried meat. They hadn't burdened themselves with too much to carry since it
looked likely they'd have plenty of places from where to get more supplies. The
further south they got the more people there were. They'd soon start running into
roadside taverns and they'd be able to enjoy proper beds and food.
After enjoying breakfast they broke camp. Both hoisted their bags on their
back and made the small walk from the forest hidden river to the open road that
ran past it.
“We should buy horses,” said Jen after they'd walked the beaten road for a
while. “We'd make much faster progress.”
“I doubt we have the money for that,” said Rand. Horses could be expensive.
Especially if you tried to buy one from a farmer who didn't have many to spare.
“You've still got plenty, don't you?”
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Rand shook his head. “Not much. Considering how long it might have to last
us. We might need to do some work if we want horses.”
“I'm fine with that.”
Rand didn't say anything more. He knew that with his power earning a few
coins would not be that hard. The problem was doing it without arousing too
much attention. The peasantry could get riled up over anything they didn't
understand and the irrational side of them could take over. That could lead them
to do something drastic like burning the cause of their fear alive.
It was not something he was looking forward to.
They held a small break midday to enjoy some lunch. The road was empty
and the few farm houses they passed did not seem inviting. The refugees passing
by had stirred up fears that led to people being cautions about approaching
strangers.
They kept a good pace until evening and finally set up camp by the road.
They'd passed the farmlands the road had slithered through and entered another
forest filled area. Camping by the road with a fire going meant they took turns
guarding. You never knew who could go past and bandits were not unheard of in
the area despite the patrolling forces from the empire. Getting notice of even such
a good intentioned patrol would be good.
The night passed without incident and they were back on the road early in
the morning. The forest continued for a long while before finally giving in and
turning into grass plains. It was late afternoon when they saw the first roadside
inn on their journey from Siver.
“It's still early, but why don't we stop here for the night?” asked Rand when
they got to the inn. It was a relatively large building with two floors and what
looked to be a stable at the back. A wooden fence ran around the premises to
ensure the animals kept close home. There were several cows, a flock of sheep
and some pigs that could be seen from the road.
“A decent bed would be nice,” agreed Jen after inspecting the place. The
building looked well taken care of so there was hope the inside would be just as
well kept.
It was odd that there was no sign proclaiming the name of the place even
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though there was a place for it. None the less they pushed open the door and
stepped inside. A large common room greeted them with tables arranged neatly in
rows with benches to go on either side of them. The back of the room was
dominated by a fireplace and a staircase leading over it to the floor above. As neat
as the place had looked from the outside, the inside lost in no way as the floor
was clean and the tables looked worn, but void of any muck.
The room wasn't empty either. There were several groups sitting at the
tables. Some were enjoying a meal, others nursed their drinks while they talked
with their comrades. The chatter lessened for a moment. The people glanced over
at the door to see who had entered, but they soon returned to their conversations
as Rand and Jen were deemed uninteresting and nonthreatening.
“Welcome,” came the voice of a man from behind the counter to the right
side of the door. A balding man popped up from behind it and hoisted a small
barrel onto the wooden counter. He wiped some sweat from his brow with a piece
of cloth and gave both of them an earnest smile. “Welcome to Old Traveller.
Forgive the lack of a sign on the outside. The last storm ripped the sign right out
and I haven't gotten around to getting a new one. I'm Hank and I own this place.”
“That's all right, Hank. Do you have empty rooms?” asked Rand and made
his way to the counter and took off the heavy bag from his back. He stretched a
bit to get the worst locked muscles moving again. Jen hung back, keeping an eye
on the people at the tables.
“Sure do. One room or two?”
Rand turned to Jen and raised an eyebrow.
“As long as there are two beds,” said Jen without taking her eyes off the
room.
“You heard the lady,” said Rand, turning back to the innkeeper.
“I did. I have one room with two beds. Very comfortable, good view of the
road.”
“How much?”
“One silver a night.”
It was a steep price, but given the circumstances, a little splurging didn't
seem like a bad idea. “We'll take it.”
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Rand dug out a coin from his purse along with another one. The scent from
the kitchen had made its way to his nose and there was no denying a proper meal
would sit well with both of them. He put the other coin on the counter. “And food
for both of us. Breakfast included.”
“Extra for any drinks,” said Hank, used to bartering with those stopping at
his establishment.
Rand nodded and tossed in a third coin. “Tell me when you need more.”
The innkeeper pocketed the coins and handed him a key. “Up the stairs, to
the left, end of the corridor.”
“Thanks. We'll take our belongings to the room and then I think both of us
would like to eat.”
“I'll have something ready for you,” said Hank and smiled. He turned around
and disappeared through the door to what had to be the kitchen. Rand could
hear him talking and a female voice answering. Perhaps a wife, perhaps a simple
employee, either way, the man was not running the place alone.
“Come on. Let's take our stuff to the room. We'll have food waiting for us
when we come back.”
Jen nodded and followed him up the stairs. They found the room just as
Hank had instructed. It wasn't big. Most of the space was taken up by the beds
on either side. The window between them did have a good view of the road. There
was no table or chairs, clearly making the room meant only for sleeping and any
talking to happen in the common room. One way to cram as many rooms as you
could in a building.
“At least the beds are comfortable,” said Jen as she sat down on one of them.
The linen seemed to be clean as well. She had dropped her bag at the foot of the
bed.
Rand sat down on the other bed. “I'm not sure I'll know how to sleep in one
of these. Too soft after the hard ground.”
“You didn't happen to ask him if there was a bath available?” asked Jen.
Being in a clean room suddenly made her aware of just how dirty she was. The
dust from the road coated not only her clothes, but her body as well. Her black
hair had gotten its share of dust and looked dirty.
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Rand took a good look at her and had to agree a bath would do her good. As
he turned to look at his own hands he could tell the same applied to him. The few
times they had bathed in a cold stream had not been enough to get rid of the
worst of the grime. Especially since they had nothing with which to scrub
themselves. A hot bath with a bar of soap and good scrub would peel off layers of
dirt from both of them.
“We can ask him,” said Rand and gave her a small smile. “We could both use
a good bath.”
“It's an inn. They're bound to have something,” said Jen and glanced out the
window. It was a poor quality window that distorted the world beyond it, but it
did let in light and offered enough of a view that you could tell if someone was
coming down the road.
“Let's go enjoy that meal first,” said Rand and stood up. Jen nodded and
followed him out the room and downstairs to the common room. They found seats
at a table near the fireplace. The others at the tables paid no attention to them.
Hank burst out from the kitchen with two platters in hand and made his
way to Rand and Jen. He set down the first platter, revealing a plate with a piece
of pork belly. The skin was golden brown and juices were pooling on the plate
from the meat underneath the fat and skin. There was another bowl filled with an
assortment of cooked vegetables. Rand could spot at least carrots, potatoes,
onions and rutabaga.
There were slices of dark bread that looked to have the kind of crust that
would stick to your fingers. Hank grabbed two tankards from his other platter
and put them on the table. “I hope you enjoy it.”
“Looks good,” said Rand as he grabbed a knife and started to cut off a piece
from the pork belly. The crunch the skin made when the knife sliced into it was
promising.
“You wouldn't happen to have a bath here, would you?” asked Jen and
grabbed a plate for herself.
“Of course we do,” said Hank and smiled. “Do you want me to get it ready for
you?”
“That would be nice,” said Jen.
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“How much is it?” asked Rand. He licked some juices from his fingers. He
couldn't wait to dig in to the piece of meat on his plate.
“Will you be taking one as well?” asked Hank.
Rand nodded.
“Three copper.”
It wasn't a bad price. Rand dug out the coins from his pouch and handed
them to Hank.
The innkeeper smiled. “I'll have it ready by the time you're done eating.” With
that he headed back into the kitchen and left the two to enjoy their meal.
Rand piled two full ladles of vegetables next to his piece of meat before
digging in. It was simple, but good. Certainly better than what they had been
eating on the road. The pork skin made a nice crunch between his teeth as he bit
into it.
“Not bad,” said Rand.
Jen nodded in agreement. She had cut thin strips of the pork and laid them
on a piece of bread. She'd topped it off with the vegetables and was enjoying it all
together. Juices dripped down her chin, but she didn't seem to mind.
They enjoyed the meal in silence. The tankards had been filled with ale of
passable quality that moistened their throats and washed away the dust of the
road. By the end of the meal both felt full and good about the decision to stay at
the inn.
Hank had returned from the kitchen and was busily arranging items behind
the counter. He noticed the two were done with the meal and made his way to the
table.
“How was the meal?”
“Very good. Thank you,” said Rand and gave the man a satisfied smile. “With
food like that I doubt many pass your inn without stopping.”
“Thank you. You're being too kind,” said Hank, though there was no denying
the compliments had him straighten his back a bit with bolstering pride. “The
bath is also ready.”
“You want to go first?” asked Rand and turned to Jen.
“Yes,” she replied, gulped down the last of her ale and stood up. “Which
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way?”
“You see that door by the fireplace?” asked Hank and pointed toward it.
“Through there. My wife will show you the rest.”
“Thanks.” Jen headed for the door. It made sense to have the bath right next
to the main fireplace. Easy source of heat for warming the water.
Rand watched her disappear through the door. He then turned to Hank.
“How about another tankard of ale for me while I wait my turn?”
“Certainly,” replied Hank and took his tankard. He soon returned with a full
one in hand.
“You headed north?” asked Hank.
Rand took a sip of the ale. It was nice and cool. They must have had a deep
cellar. “North? Don't think anybody will be wanting to go there.”
“You from Siver then?” asked the innkeeper and took the seat Jen had been
in only a few moments before. Rand didn't mind. Talking with someone always
made time pass by more quickly. Besides, Hank was the sort of man who got to
hear a lot of things because of his profession.
Rand nodded. “We've been chasing the main refugee group ever since we got
out of the city.”
“Well, you're not far from them. They went by here yesterday. With the pace
they're going you'll catch them in a day or two.”
“You wouldn't happen to have horses to sell to make it faster?” asked Rand.
Hank chuckled. “I'm an inn keeper, not a stable owner.”
Rand smiled. “Was worth asking.”
“What really happened up there?” asked the innkeeper and leaned in. “The
refugees babbled on about some lizard monsters, but they seemed more shocked
than sane and putting much weight on their stories seems unwise.”
Rand frowned. It did not bode well that the events were not being taken
seriously by even the usually cautious roadside inn keepers. “It's true. There were
lizard men. They attacked the city and they killed everyone they got their claws
on. It was a massacre despite the defence efforts.”
“It's hard to believe,” said Hank.
“Believe it,” said Rand in a firm voice. “They might not be coming down
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south in a hurry since they have a city and plenty of room in the north, but you
better believe they're there. They're still weak so it's a threat that can be
eliminated if it's taken seriously, right now, before they have a chance to grow
stronger. Leave them alone and it's only a matter of time before the south burns
as well.”
“But surely the troops of the empire will deal with them,” said Hank with the
sort of certainty only a person living in the relatively safe parts of the lands could
say. He'd never had to worry about more than a passing by bandit. The empire
had had a long time of peace and the people there were starting to forget the
horrors that a full blown war could bring with it.
“Only if the refugees are taken seriously. If even someone like you doubts
them, imagine what someone in the imperial court will do.”
Hank seemed thoughtful for a moment. Rand could see the wheels slowly
turning. “They had that captain with them. Surely the military will listen to him?”
An almost desperate hope had crept in to his voice now that he was starting to
realize his inn would be on the front lines of any battles that might occur.
Rand shrugged his shoulders. “We can hope.” He took a sip from his
tankard.
Hank's hands twitched anxiously in front of him. “I know a lot of farmers
living further up north. Every year they come down south to sell their crops and
what ever else in the large markets. They're good and honest men and women,
hard working and hospitable. I hope they're all right. I didn't see many of them
among the refugees.”
“We passed plenty of farms on our way here,” said Rand. “Only those
furthest north had been abandoned. The rest seemed to be taking their chances
and hunkering down.”
Hank shook his head. “I forgot to say they were stubborn as well.”
“You'd have to be to go up north,” said Rand. It was easy to forget the lands
there had not been that safe to begin with. The vast forests hid in them a range of
monsters and other threats that could see you dead in an instant if you got
careless.
The land was cheap and the emperor had made a special proclamation that
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anyone venturing north was free to stake his claim on a plot of land. As long as
they registered with an official notary and paid the small fee for the paperwork, of
course. It was an easy way to expand the reach of his domain while taking on
little of the risk for himself. The small garrison for Siver practically paid for itself
through the registration fees and the goods that flowed down south as a result.
Now the cost was coming to bite in full.
“It was the land for the desperate,” said Hank and looked like he was
remembering something. “I once had a man stop by here, on his way north. He'd
come all they way from Nebera. You know what he did back there?”
Rand shook his head.
“He was a beggar, if you can believe it. Said it had taken him three years to
save up the money, but he had enough for the journey and the registration fee a
plot of land would take. He planned on starting a farm, finding himself a wife and
starting a family.”
“A real dreamer then.” There were many wealthy people in Nebera. Many of
them followed the Jeshdan faith, which encouraged being generous with your
own wealth to benefit those who had less. If a beggar got lucky they might make a
gold coin from just one passer by. That wasn't to say the life of a beggar was
glamorous or even enjoyable. It was still a miserable existence compared to the
life a farmer could have.
Hank nodded. “I always wondered whether it came true for him.”
Rand raised his tankard. “We can hope.” He gulped down the rest of it.
“A refill?” asked Hank.
Rand glanced over at the door. He doubted Jen would be getting out any
time soon. “Don't mind if I do.”
Hank smiled and stood up. “A woman who has spent days on the road won't
be coming out for hours.” He grabbed the tankard.
“I doubt I'll be either,” said Rand. “If I ever get in there.”
Hank chuckled as he walked away.
It had been an enjoyable enough conversation. Rand was slightly
disappointed when the innkeeper didn't stick around after bringing his refill.
Though he could understand it as the shout from the kitchen pulled the man
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back to the counter. After a moment of cleaning tankards he made his escape
into the quiet of the cellar.
Rand nursed his drink and enjoyed the chatter in the room. He didn't pay
much attention to what was being said, but after the long road it was good to
hear other humans talking. He could not deny the comfort of having a roof over
your head and walls that kept away any wild animals that might have looked to
bother you.
He'd finished his tankard a long time ago when the door leading to the baths
opened and Jen stepped outside. She had wrapped herself in a large blanket that
covered her from head to toe. She was carrying her dirty clothes in one hand. She
gave Rand a slight nod before hurrying up the stairs to get properly dressed.
None of the other customers had paid her any attention.
Rand stood up and made his way to the door. A hot moistness hit him when
he walked into the room. He closed the door and looked around. There were
several oil lamps placed around the room as well as a smaller fireplace that cast
light. Above the small fireplace was a large barrel, no doubt filled with water.
There was an arm leading out from it that ended up in a large wooden basin. It
stood above the floor on wooden legs and had a tap to drain it.
There was a bench on one side of the room and Rand made use of it to peel
off his clothes. Neatly folded at the end of it, he saw a similar blanket as Jen had
wrapped herself into. Having shed his clothes, he made his way to the basin and
climbed the small ladder that led up to it. A rope hung from above on one side of
it. He pulled it. He could hear a latch moving and soon water poured down from
the larger container.
The water was hot, but not so hot that it would make you jump out. Rand let
out a sigh as he settled down and leaned against the edge of the basin, waiting
for the water to rise. As soon as the water had risen chest high he nudged the
string again, closing off the running water.
He sat there, eyes closed, enjoying the warm embrace for a good while before
opening his eyes and looking around. A small basket hung from the side of the
basin, just barely within his reach. There was a long handled scrub there along
with a bar of soap. He reached for them.
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It took him a while to really scrub out all the dirt that had clung to him. The
water turned murky and for a moment Rand wondered whether he should swap it
out for fresher. It was entirely possible he was just rubbing the same dirt back in
with the way the water had turned.
He decided not to and finished cleaning himself. Satisfied that he'd done all
he could to make himself clean, he climbed out of the basin and opened the tap
to let the water out. It poured into a stone gutter that disappeared through the
wall, no doubt leading to the outside.
The blanket made it easy for him to dry off and keep warm. The room felt
cool after the hot water. He didn't feel like putting on the dirty clothes so he
followed Jen's example and simply wrapped himself in the blanket and carried
the clothes with him out the door.
There were fewer customers in the common room and through the window
Rand could see it was getting dark outside. Maybe they had retired for the night
already. He gave Hank a nod as he made his way to the stairs and up to the
second floor. As he walked the corridor to their room, he found a set of clean
clothes neatly folded in front of the door. He looked around and sighed.
It seemed Jen didn't want him walking in naked.
It didn't seem like anyone else was moving around, so he dressed himself
right there in the corridor. It was just a shirt and trouser so putting them on
didn't take long. He collected his belongings and pushed open the door.
Jen was sitting on her bed, looking out the window. She had a brush in one
hand and a bunch of her still moist hair in the other. She ran the brush through
her hair, her wrist making a move that was almost hypnotic every time she
reached the end of her hair.
Rand stood and looked at her. Memories popped up in his mind.
Jen turned to look at him. “What are you looking at?”
Rand snapped out of it and closed the door behind him. “Nothing,” he
muttered and threw his clothes in the bag at the foot of the bed and laid out the
blanket down the end so it could dry off.
“That didn't look like nothing,” said Jen and continued brushing her black
hair. It wasn't long, only slightly past her shoulders.
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Rand sat on his bed and rested his back against the wall. He looked at Jen
again, but turned away under her gaze. “Just memories.”
“Of what?”
“My wife.”
A moment of silence passed.
Rand felt the need to say more. “I always liked watching her brush her hair. I
don't know why, but there was something calming about it. Just watching her sit
there with a small smile as the brush ran through her hair.” He left out the other
feeling it had roused within him. There had always been a small erotic element to
it that he could not explain even if he tried to.
Jen paused for a moment and examined him with a curious look. She then
continued brushing. “Such a simple thing had such an effect on you?”
Rand shrugged his shoulders and watched the brush make its way down,
twist slightly and then go up and down again. “When you love someone even the
simplest things they do can mesmerise you. There's no logic to it. It just
happens.”
“If you loved her so, what happened?” asked Jen.
“You mean how did I end up killing her?” asked Rand in a gloomy voice. “I've
told you that.”
“You've told me how, not the why.”
Rand frowned, but his mood lightened as he kept his eyes on the brush. “We
both changed,” he said. “My job sucked the soul out of me. That's why I started
Alternating. I needed something to make myself feel alive. She didn't understand
why I came home later on some days. She didn't approve of my new friends. She
started nagging about every little thing, making me feel down and outright
miserable about everything I did.”
Rand sighed. “I don't know what it was that broke me that morning. What
made the cup overflow. It just happened. I killed her.”
Many would have felt uneasy sitting there, listening to someone confess
killing another human like that, but Jen had heard worse. She had also spent
enough time with Rand to know he was not some uncontrollable monster who'd
kill who ever he wanted. At the core he was a decent enough man, but life had
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put him in a situation that his mind could not deal with. It had sought an escape
and it had turned out the wrong way.
It was something that happened to thousands of people every year.
You could not claim all of them to be evil.
“For what it's worth, I don't think any less of you for it.”
Rand briefly glanced at her. Their eyes met. He looked away.
“Thanks.”
They talked no more that evening. It wasn't long before they turned in for the
night, but for as long as she brushed her hair, Rand kept his eyes on the brush.
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Chapter 3
“Holy shit.”
“You can say that again.”
“Holy shit.”
“I didn't mean it literally,” said Carl even though he wanted to say the same
exact words. The destruction made it hard to tell they had arrived at Vincent's
underground facility. Lights flickered, panels hung from the ceiling, lockers had
been tipped and thrown all around as if they were nothing but toys.
Then there were the bodies.
Or what remained of them.
Most of them were in bits and pieces, almost all bearing shreds of the
uniform Vincent's guards used. The smell was starting to build up. Not from
rotting, but from all the other bodily fluids that had been spread around. Despite
Carl working as fast as he could it had taken two hours to get ready to Alternate
back home. It had given John and Tina a two day head start. The time difference
could be inconvenient. He had not been certain it would work, but the proof was
the two of them standing right where the chamber they left from was.
Seth grunted and lifted up a locker. Clothes fell out from the open door. He
grabbed a few and inspected them, tossed some aside that didn't fit him. He
pulled a shirt over his head and went on to look for trousers.
Carl felt a burning in his throat. He felt like throwing up, but instead a
simple burp escaped his lips, making him feel a bit better. His stomach churned
like something living was slithering inside him. He had not expected his power to
be used without a price, but that it caused such a nauseating condition was a
surprise.
“You all right?” asked Seth and glanced over at him.
Carl nodded. “Just feeling a little sick.”
“No wonder,” said Seth and looked around. Huge claw marks could be seen
on the concrete walls. Even the metal door leading out the room was banged up
and there were holes in it. Something with a lot of strength had pierced through
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it. It was hard for him to believe John would take part in something like that, but
at the same time he could not deny Tina seemed to have him wrapped around her
finger. What could she make him do? There was probably no limit.
Seth looked around for a moment, turning over more lockers. He threw a
shirt and trouser along with some underwear to Carl before finding suitably sized
ones for himself. It was a mismatch of clothes, but better than going around
naked. He further managed to find jackets for both of them, a long black one for
himself and a shorter brown one for Carl. He'd also managed to find shoes for
both of them.
“No cops. Seems a bit odd,” said Seth as he glanced over at Carl. He was just
pulling the jacket on.
“Maybe they didn't cause much of a scene upstairs,” said Carl and checked
the jacket pockets. There was nothing in them. He'd hoped for at least a wallet.
They'd need money, though it would be easy enough to get some by going home.
“Yeah, anyone coming down here would not be reporting anything to the
cops,” said Seth. Anyone stupid enough to do so would be going to prison
themselves for taking part in such illegal activities as Alternating. And it was only
Alters that knew of the place.
“Come on. We should see what we can find,” said Carl and started towards
the broken doorway. The particles floated in the air just as they had back in
Kendle. He was starting to wish there was some way of ignoring them because
they blocked visibility. At the same time it was reassuring to find them acting in
the same way as they had back in the other world. Though when he looked at
Seth more worries rose to mind. The particles were starting to act the same way
around him as they had with Jen and Rand. It was only a matter of time before
the spell of unconsciousness would hit him. All Carl could hope for was that it
would happen some place safe.
Seth followed his friend to the corridor. More bodies laid there. There were
marks on the walls, telling that it had not been a single sided fight. Black scorch
marks dotted the scene. It was impossible to tell whether anything had been hit
or if Tina or John had been injured, but it seemed unlikely. The trail of
destruction that could be seen ahead told of a continued fight.
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“You think anyone made it out alive?” asked Seth as they pushed on.
“Other than John and Tina?” asked Carl and shook his head. “Vincent,
maybe.”
“He did have a bit of a lead. Probably ran straight out and disappeared into
the city,” said Seth.
“That's what I would have done,” said Carl and reached down to grab a gun
from a severed hand.
“Good idea,” admitted Seth and grabbed a gun for himself from the next
body that had one. Though the guns had obviously done little to help their
previous owners, it was better than going around without anything. It was
unlikely they'd find John or Tina there, but some of Vincent's men could still be
around and they would find guns could cause problems for them and keep the
two friends alive.
“So what's the plan?” asked Seth when they came to a cross in the corridor.
They could have gone for the elevator and the bar above or to Vincen'ts office.
There were also other Alternating chambers to explore.
“Let's see if the Oracle is online,” suggested Carl as he peered down the
corridor leading to it. “If Vincent went to another world the Oracle will know.
That's the best lead we have now.”
“And what if it's dead?”
Carl paused for a moment. “Then we have some thinking to do.”
“Let's hope for the best then,” said Seth and followed Carl down the corridor.
Both held their weapons at the ready. They were small handguns that shot bolts
of energy. Lethal enough to deal with any human, but it wasn't the humans they
were afraid of.
They passed ripped open doors. Everyone they looked into revealed nothing
but destruction and more bodies. The cafeteria they passed was the worst. It
looked like John and Tina had happened upon it during lunch time. There were
plenty of dead there. Blood had sprayed the walls red and the turned over tables
and benches told of the panic their attack had caused.
The door to the Oracle's room was just as broken as the rest and made them
think there would be nothing left of it, but as they walked inside they found the
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room almost as neat as it had always been. There was a single dead body resting
up against the wall, but the chairs and the control panel were unscratched.
Carl walked up to the seat and pressed a few button. “Oracle?”
“Yes?” came the familiar voice.
“Good. You're still operating.”
“Of course I am. There has been no command to shut down.”
“Do you know what has happened to the facility?” asked Carl.
Seth made his way to the seats as well, but kept his eyes on the doorway. He
didn't want anyone surprising them, as unlikely as that was.
“There are several alarms going off. Structural damage, power outages. I
would surmise the facility has suffered an attack.”
“Do you have access to the footage from the security cameras?” asked Carl.
“I do,” replied the Oracle. “Where would you like me to start playback?”
“The transport room to Kendle. The moment Vincent returned,” said Carl. He
hoped there would be footage of it all. It might be the best clue they'd get out of
the machine.
Video started playing on the console that usually showed the command
interface. Seth inched closer and glanced at what was playing while still keeping
an eye on the doorway.
Vincent appeared in the room with a bright flash. There were two guards
waiting for him and one quickly handed him clothes while the other stood ready
to act if anyone came through. It was obvious Vincent was in a hurry and he
likely made a personal record in how quickly he got dressed. He rushed out of the
room with the guards in tow.
“Follow him,” Carl ordered and the video jumped to the corridor and followed
Vincent all the way to his office. There were no cameras inside there, but it wasn't
long until he emerged again, carrying with him a large briefcase. He and the two
guards rushed to the elevator.
“That's odd,” said the Oracle in a puzzled voice.
“What?” asked Carl as he watched the elevator doors close and Vincent go
beyond the reach of the cameras.
“The recordings show two more travellers arrived in the Kendle room, yet
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neither of them has a chip.”
“Show me.”
The video skipped to the familiar room. There was no mistaking Tina as she
stood there and looked around. John was more of a mystery. His body had turned
into a sphere with body parts sticking out every which way and was slowly
restructuring itself into a more familiar form. It seemed the travel did not suit his
new body that well.
“What has he turned into?” wondered Seth.
Carl shook his head. “I don't know.”
Both watched with morbid curiosity as the door to the room opened and
three guards rushed in. It looked like words were exchanged. They had their
weapons out. Tina did not look concerned over any of it. She simply smiled. She
gave the guards no chance. With one quick motion her hand extended out and
turned into the huge scaly claw of the dragon she had been over the skies of
Siver. It swept the three men along and crushed them against the wall. Metal
panels were sent flying from the wall, lockers fell, blood spilled.
Her hand turned back to normal, leaving behind the destruction. She turned
to John who had managed to regain his original shape. They exchanged a few
words and the black armoured man nodded towards the door.
More guards rushed in. This time they got a few shots off. John moved to
shelter Tina and the bolts of energy that struck him seemed to have no effect. He
advanced, turning his hands into blades, and went to work on the guards. Body
parts fell to the floor, blood spewed in an almost artistic fashion, and all the while
the grin on John's face was clearly visible.
He was enjoying it.
Seth shuddered. “I can't watch any more.” He turned his attention back to
the doorway.
Carl shared his sentiment, but forced himself to watch as the two wrecked
their path of destruction through the facility. The cafeteria was the hardest to
watch, but he forced himself. He did not want the cruelties to go without witness.
They would help his resolve when the time came to confront John.
Carl watched them make their visit to the Oracle and after that they tore into
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Vincent's office and then left with the elevator. Maybe they'd found evidence in
the office that told them where their prey had left in such a hurry. Or one of the
guards had talked. While they tended to kill on sight, some they looked to
question. Someone had to have known where Vincent was going and hoped the
information would spare their lives.
If someone had thought that, their disappointment must have been
crushing.
The last thing Carl saw was Tina and John getting on the elevator and going
up. He could only hope they had not wrecked the same sort of havoc up there as
they had down below.
“Enough,” Carl said finally and turned away from the console. There was
nothing more the Oracle could tell them.
“They went up?” asked Seth.
Carl nodded. “Let's hope they showed some restraint upside.”
“They'll be dead if they haven't,” said Seth. The police was not something
even Tina could stand up if she started causing too much of a scene. No doubt
John had warned her that there were far more dangerous things than swords and
arrows in this world.
“We can hope,” said Carl. It would be a shame if John died without having
the opportunity to turn from the path he'd embarked upon, but it was better than
having him rampage with the monster that had him doing her bidding.
“Come on, nothing more we can do here,” said Carl and started towards the
door. Seth followed.
“Where do we go?” asked Seth while they walked the corridor.
“I don't know. Where Vincent has gone is where we'll find Tina and John, but
I doubt they have any better idea where the man is than we do.”
“Maybe someone at the bar knows?”
Carl shook his head. “I doubt it. Vincent has probably disappear to the best
of his abilities. He wouldn't tell anyone where he's gone.”
A scream echoed down the corridor. Both men looked at each other and
rushed forward. The screams continued and led them to one of the rooms used
for Alternating. Careful, they peered inside through the broken doorway.
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A woman was standing amongst the destruction and torn body pieces,
naked, telling she had just returned from where ever she had been.
Carl stepped through the doorway. “It's all right. Calm down.”
The woman covered herself up as best she could with only her hands. Her
green eyes darted behind Carl as Seth appeared. She had blonde hair and a body
build that told she exercised regularly. “Who are you?” she demanded, her voice
filled with fear.
“My name is Carl. My friend is Seth. Don't worry, we're not going to hurt
you. We found this place in the same state as you just did.”
Seth rummaged through some fallen lockers and scrounged up clothes for
her to wear. He handed her a shirt to start with and she pulled it on in a rush. It
was big enough to reach her thighs.
“What happened here?” asked the woman with a quivering voice while she
looked around at the carnage. She kept her eyes on both the men, especially on
Seth as he continued to rummage through the fallen lockers.
“There was an attack,” said Carl. “The entire facility is like this.”
The woman stared at him in disbelief.
“What's your name?” asked Carl, hoping the simple question would take her
mind off things and restore some functionality in her.
“Tanya.”
“You alone?” asked Carl. Seth managed to find some suitable trousers as
well as shoes from the mess and tossed them to the woman.
“I was at Benevez. I always go alone.” She caught the pieces of clothing and
pulled them on. It was a mismatch of things, but at least she was no longer
naked.
“Well, you're free to come with us up to the bar. The attack was hopefully
contained to the underground part.”
“Is it all like this?” asked Tanya and did her best not to look at the body
pieces.
“Pretty much,” said Seth and walked past her. He stopped next to Carl and
kept an eye on things behind him. There could be more Alters coming back
through and some might not be as friendly as she was being. Carnage tended to
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make people nervous and nervous people had a habit of doing stupid things, like
shooting anything that moved.
“You don't have to come with us, but we're headed out anyway so safer to go
together,” said Carl. An extra person was not going to hurt them on the short trip
up.
Tanya eyed the two men. It was clear she did not trust either of them much
and who could blame her? The situation was such that caution was the way to go
with. But still, the thought of wading through the facility alone was not
welcoming either. “All right. I'll come with you up to the bar,” she finally said.
“Good. We'll get you out of here safely,” assured Carl and motioned for her to
come closer. Hesitantly, she made her way to them and followed out the door.
The way to the elevator was littered with proof of the fighting that had gone
on. At times there was enough debris that they needed to climb over it, careful
not to fall and break bones. It took them a while to finally arrive at the elevator.
Seth pressed the button, summoning the elevator down.
There was a brief moment of doubt on whether the thing still worked, but
they could hear the machines running. Something was working and after a brief
wait the elevator doors opened, revealing the surprisingly clean cabin.
Carl and Seth checked their weapons before stepping in. They had enough
charge left in them for a decent number of shots.
“Do I get one?” asked Tanya and eyed the weapons.
The two men exchanged looks.
“We don't have an extra one,” said Carl.
“We didn't see any on the way here either,” added Seth.
Tanya looked disappointed, but she didn't dwell on it further. “Well, let's go
up then. The sooner I get out of here the better.”
“I couldn't agree more,” said Carl and stepped into the elevator. Seth and
Tanya followed him. Seth pressed the button for the upper floor and Tanya
shuffled herself behind the two. It did not seem wise to be standing at the front
when you had nothing with which to defend yourself.
The way up seemed to take longer than it did, but as the elevator doors
opened and the usual music from the bar started to make its way through, there
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was a certain amount of relief on all three of their faces. The bar was still up
there and operating instead of being the same sort of massacre as the facility
below.
Their relief was short lived. As soon as they stepped out of the elevator and
the doors closed, two of Vincent's bouncers appeared from behind the VIP area
seats and pointed guns at them.
“Stop right there. Don't take a single step or we'll blow your heads off!”
shouted one of them.
All three of them froze. Tanya hid behind the broad shoulders of Seth.
Whether the bouncers had even seen her was questionable. The VIP area was not
well lit and the music coming from the other side hid any noises.
“Look, guys, we're friends of Vincent,” said Carl. Seth slipped his weapon in
his coat pocket, hoping the men had not seen it.
“Don't move!” the man shouted again. “We've got very specific order from
Vincent.”
“And what are those?” asked Carl.
“Kill anyone that comes up.”
“Oh.”
The fact they hadn't immediately shot all three of them meant they were
looking to gain something from them. Perhaps information on what was going on
below.
“Did you by any chance happen to let two people through before us?” asked
Carl, hoping to trap the men with proof they had already disobeyed the order.
“Are you kidding us? Of course we let that thing through. We don't have a
death wish.”
“Then perhaps you should let us through as well,” grunted Seth loud enough
to be heard over the music.
“Don't start shit with us! We'll shoot you right here and now.” The man was
silenced by a bolt of energy hitting him. His companion fell soon enough after him
by another bolt of energy.
Seth jumped to the side, surprised by the sudden weapon fire coming from
behind him. He spun around to see Tanya holding his weapon. He had not even
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felt her grab it from his coat pocket.
Both men stared at her in disbelief.
“What?” asked Tanya and gave them an innocent smile. “You thought I
couldn't take care of myself? Even after I told you I go alone to Benevez of all
places?”
Benevez had a rough reputation. Unlike Kendle, the place was torn by war
and had hardly any safe place for a traveller. You had to be prepared to take lives
to go there, which made it perhaps the most extreme place Vincent had on offer
in his facility. Most other places would have taken it out of their destinations.
“Perhaps we misjudged you,” admitted Carl. He gripped his own weapon
tighter. It was hard to say whether she would shoot them next. She had had no
problem killing two men. What would two more be to her?
“Can I have my gun back?” asked Seth.
“No.”
Both men frowned.
“Look, let's just get out of here. Once outside, neither of you will have to deal
with me any more.” Tanya glanced at the door leading out the room as she spoke.
Seth and Carl exchanged looks. A slight nod from Carl cemented the
decision.
“Fine. Let's go,” grunted Seth and started towards the door. With reluctance,
he grabbed a gun from one of the dead bouncers.
“After you,” said Carl and motioned for Tanya to go next. He wasn't about to
turn his back on her. If she tried anything he wanted to be the one shooting at
someone’s back. A smile passed the woman's lips as she walked past him.
Seth pushed open the door and walked into the bar. He was relieved to see
there were regular customers there dancing and drinking. The trio stopped at the
door for a brief moment and took in the surroundings. There was a clear path
past the bar counter to the door leading outside.
They started towards it, dodging the waitress passing by and doing their best
to blend in. Weapons were stashed in pockets where they could be quickly pulled
out if needed. Carl wondered what else he could do with his powers, perhaps
something to help them fight any threats. Alternating someone away took too long
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to be a viable option.
The bartender gave long looks at each of them as they passed.
“Hurry up,” whispered Tanya loud enough for Seth to hear. “The bartender
will call more thugs.”
Seth increased his pace. They were just two booths away from the door when
the music cut off and more bouncers appeared.
“Stop!” came a shout.
Seth paid no attention to it, but rushed for the door. Carl and Tanya followed
close behind, the woman pulling out her weapon and shooting at the man who
had shouted. Bolts of energy started to hit the wall around the door.
“Fuck,” muttered Seth and hunched down as he crashed against the door,
violently swinging it open. There were surprised pedestrians on the street who
scattered when bolts of energy shot out from the door along with Carl and Tanya.
“Where to?” asked Seth and looked around.
“Follow me,” said Carl and started left from the door. To his surprise Tanya
followed, leaving Seth to keep up the rear. They ran as fast as they could. Carl's
plan was to cut to the nearest alley that wasn't a dead end. He knew the area well
enough to avoid those and know the best path to a place where they could
immediately jump into an transport.
For a moment it looked like a clean getaway was a possibility, but then the
energy bolts started whisking past them, sending anyone in front of them
scrambling for shelter.
A cry of pain from Seth made Carl stop and spin around. He saw the man
stumble down to the ground, hand reaching for his back. It was clear he had
been hit.
“Go get him. I'll cover you,” said Tanya and ducked behind a sign before
starting to fire off rounds against the bouncer chasing after them. Her shots sent
them seeking for cover and forced them to stop shooting. Carl had no time to
worry why she was helping when she could have just as easily ran ahead and got
away clean while leaving him and Seth to the mercy of Vincent's men.
“You ok?” asked Carl as he knelt beside Seth.
All he got was cursing in response.
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“Come on. You've got to get up,” said Carl and started pulling the bigger man
up. He got little help from him, but somehow he managed to get him up and
hobbling towards Tanya.
“Hurry up!” said the woman and fired off more shots. There were a few bolts
shot in reply, but the accuracy was appalling, putting any bystander at greater
risk than the intended target.
Carl did his best, but it was not easy to be quick when you were dragging a
bigger man with you who could barely put one foot in front of the other. But
somehow they managed to make it to the alley without getting hit another time.
Tanya kept up the rear and continued shooting. In the distance sirens could be
heard. Even if the bar was in a shadier part of town, the cops were quick to react
to an open gunfight.
“Just a little bit more,” said Carl as they emerged from between the two tall
buildings the alley had led them through.
“You better be right or the cops will get us all,” said Tanya as she fired
another shot down the alley. She kicked over a thrash bin to block the path just a
little. It might slow down their chasers.
“There it is,” said Carl as they turned a corner. It was a transport stop and
there were already several tear shaped pods waiting for passengers. Even one that
could fit four. Carl started to hobble towards it.
Tanya rushed past the pair and ensured they were going to get the big one.
There was a group she scared off with her gun. She opened the door ready and
helped Carl wrangle Seth to the back seats before hopping in. Carl jumped in
next to her and pulled shut the door.
A bolt of energy struck the side of the transport.
“Go go go!” shouted Carl and completely missed what destination Tanya gave
the thing. He looked back and saw men rushing towards them, but they were
soon left behind as the pod nudged forwards and accelerated towards the open
highway.
Carl let out a sigh of relief. “That was close.”
“We're not out of it yet,” said Tanya and leaned back in her seat and started
kicking the front panel on the transport.
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“What are you doing?” demanded Carl. Damaging a moving transport could
have disastrous consequences.
“The cops are going to be after us from all that shooting. They can easily
track this transport unless I disable the tracking device.” She kicked again,
loosening a panel and revealing a bunch of wires and circuitry.
“And you know how to do that?” asked Carl.
“Sure,” replied Tanya and reached in the open panel and pulled out wires.
“Just who are you?” demanded Carl. She was showing off skills that were
not something a normal person would have.
“If I were you I'd worry more about your friend back there.” She pulled out a
circuit board and turned it around, examining it.
Carl turned around to check on Seth. He was sprawled across the two seats.
The first thing he noticed was how the particles were acting. A poke to the man's
side stirred no reaction. There was a scorch mark on his back, telling of the
impact the bolt of energy had hit him with. Carl could see some burned skin, but
it looked like the wound didn't go in deep as there was no blood. That was the
good thing about the weapons. If the hit wasn't bad you were left with scorched
skin instead of a gaping wound.
“He's not in serious danger,” said Carl and turned back around. Seth was
going Dark and that was why he was unconscious. He had hoped coming back
home would have prevented it, but apparently the process had gone too far along
in Kendle and there was no stopping it.
“You sure? He's not moving.” Tanya had ripped out more stuff from the
broken compartment and there was a bunch of wires out that she was
reconnecting to different points.
“It's not the wound,” said Carl as their transport took a ramp off the highway
and entered a smaller street. So far it looked like no one was following them and
the fact the transport had not been stopped meant the police were not on to them
yet.
“What is it then?” asked Tanya and plugged in the last of the loose wires and
started to stash everything back in its place. Carl had no idea what she had done,
but he hoped her claim was true and the cops would be unable to track them
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now.
As to her question, Carl decided it would be best not to say anything. The
silence stretched out.
“Not going to say?” asked Tanya and Carl nodded. She shrugged her
shoulders. “Fine.”
“Where are we going?” asked Carl.
“A safe place.”
“To you or to us as well?”
“Both.”
“Why are you sticking with us?”
Tanya gave him a look. “Not much choice I'd say. I can't leave you two out
here in this situation. Your friend needs some treatment. And you did help me
out from the facility.”
“To me it looks like you didn't really need our help,” Carl pointed out. Her
screams had to have been just to lure in anyone still in the facility. She'd planned
to play herself as a vulnerable woman to anyone coming by when in truth she
was likely more lethal than anything else still there.
Tanya smiled, but said nothing.
“Not going to deny it?”
“You won't tell me what's wrong with your friend so I won't tell you about
myself,” replied Tanya.
Carl eyed her with a hint of distrust, though as he thought about it he could
not blame her for being stingy with information. Just then the transport came to
a halt and the doors popped open. Tall buildings surrounded them, most looking
like they'd seen better days. They were the sort of dull apartment complexes that
had

been

built

in

a

hurry

to

accommodate

the

growing

population.

Considerations for pleasant environment had not been given much weight.
“Come on. Let's drag him up,” said Tanya as she climbed out of the transport
and motioned towards a near by door.
Carl had his doubts, but what else was he going to do?
He climbed out and helped her pull Seth out of the transport. A few passers
by gave them curious looks.
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Carl hoped she wasn't leading them straight to their deaths as they made
their way to the door.
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Chapter 4
Sharing the ride with Sixten was not John's idea of a great time. The man
had a foul mouth and a need to share the most vile parts of his life when ever it
looked like there would be a moment of silence.
Right now the man was busy sharing a story about some friend of his who
had a bunch of women as his personal slaves. There were extremely vivid
descriptions included about the way he used them. His friends got a share of the
decadent lifestyle and Sixten had dipped his paddle in those lakes more than
once.
John had had enough of it. It was time to change subject as the transport
hurried along. He wanted to kill the man right then and there, but at the same
time he had apprehensions about getting his blood on himself. Who knew what
resided in there. Still, after he got to talk with the Oracle in the man's facility,
maybe there would be an opportunity to get rid of him.
“Why do they call you Sixten? That can't be your real name,” John
interrupted the man mid sentence. He had no remorse over it.
The man chuckled. “Yeah, it's just a nickname. See, I wasn't born with these
artificial limbs.” He waved his left arm and wiggled the fingers.
John rolled his eyes.
“I used to have good hands. But you know how it goes in the underworld.
Mistakes mean punishment and everyone makes mistakes. Especially as a young
bloke. I made mistakes and paid for them. Got my fucking fingers cut off so many
times that I had six left. That's where I got the nickname. Six fingers, ten toes.
Sixten. The rest of the crew had a pool going when I'd lose a finger. Callous
fuckers.”
“So that's why you have the artificial parts,” noted John. The arm had no
doubt been his first enhancement. The eye and plated side of the skull had
probably followed that. He would not have been the first one to find the
replacement better than the original and decide it was better to upgrade some
other parts as well. It cost money, but what didn't? He probably had enough of it,
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as hard as that would have been to believe just by looking at him.
“Yeah, I showed them fuckers. While they were laughing their asses off and
snorting drugs I was doing business and learning from my mistakes.” The man
laughed. “Oh how I enjoyed it when they came begging to me for jobs. I rose to
power, they drowned their opportunities in drugs.”
“So how did you meet Vincent?” John looked out the window. He was a bit
surprised they were not headed for the seedier parts of the city yet. They'd been
going through the higher levels where the better off people lived. Some of the
buildings were divided in two, the seedier lower level separated by a large hunk of
solid metal and concrete to keep the separation in classes going. John figured the
transport would make its dive to the lower levels at some point.
Sixten shrugged his shoulders. “We're in the same business. We both have
our own turf, but we never got to fighting over it. We've always been able to talk
things through. Maybe it's because we're similar in many ways, though that
bastard is a whole lot more presentable than me, I'll admit that.”
“So, what, you're allies?”
Sixten laughed. “With that fucker? Hell no. We just never saw a reason to get
to fighting each other.”
“So why did you help him them?” To John it seemed to make no sense. It
would have been a perfect opportunity to get rid of Vincent and take over his
territory.
“A man like Vincent always finds his way back to the top. I figured he'd owe
me once he got back on his feet. Besides, I didn't actually know how fucked up
his situation was. If I had I'd have shot him right then and there. Would have
avoided getting mixed up with you two fuckers.”
“You really love that word, don't you?”
“What?”
“Fuck.”
“Who doesn't?”
John shook his head.
Sixten grinned. “It's a great word. You can use it to say you had sex with a
woman and the next moment use it to insult someone. What other swearword can
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do that? You can say you shit with a girl last night, but you know the looks you'll
get if you say that.” The man laughed.
There was a twisted logic behind the man's reasoning which left John with
nothing more to say on the matter. Silence fell between the two, though Sixten
soon had another one of his stories going. John did his best not to listen to it and
focused on the scenery passing by.
The transport had finally made its dip to the lower levels and was fast
approaching ground level. No Alternating facility would be on the upper levels.
They needed a lot of space and underground was about the only place where you
could hope to hide it all. It made things easy for the police, though they rarely
busted such operations. They gained more from the bribes. Occasionally some
higher up in the government would step in and demand action, but even then
they tended to focus on the smaller players in the business. Those only starting
up who couldn't afford to pay much in protection.
The transport came to a halt in front of what looked like a run down hotel.
There was a neon sign above the entrance, blinking its toxic green, inviting people
in to the Palacial Bed.
“A hotel?” asked John when he stepped out from the transport. He looked
down the street. It was a filthier area than where Vincent had run his business
and there were several homeless people resting up against the buildings. It wasn't
an area where you'd expect to find any hotel.
“Whores above ground, Alternating below,” explained Sixten.
“Doesn't that draw the cops?” asked John.
“Prostitution isn't illegal,” said Sixten.
“It was the last time I checked.”
Sixten shrugged his shoulders. “What do I know? I'm just some fucker who's
run the business for years now. The cops haven't bothered me any more than
usual so it works.”
John had his doubts, but there was no denying the man was standing right
there next to him instead of being behind bars.
“Come on. Maybe I'll give you a free one when we're done,” said Sixten with a
grin and led the way inside the hotel.
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Reluctantly, John followed him up the staircase and inside. The lobby was
one you'd find in any hotel that wasn't looking to attract the millionaire crowd.
There was a counter on one side and a receptionist safely tucked behind security
glass. Only a small flip locker allowed her to take payment and give out keys.
There were a few chairs on the other wall, followed by an elevator and next to it
the staircase up.
John noticed several cameras when he looked around. Next to the counter
was a strong looking door that led to a back room. It was reasonable to think
there were several strong guys back there keeping an eye on the cameras in case
of any trouble.
A loud laughter echoed down the stairs and a moment later a man and
woman came down, clinging to each other tightly. The woman's clothing hung off
her almost enough for her breasts to pop out. The man looked like he was high
on something besides her. Neither looked like they were fans of personal hygiene
and when they passed John he could imagine the stench of old booze and what
ever else they were into.
“Nice place,” he commented as the couple had left the lobby.
“Thanks,” said Sixten, oblivious to the irony of the remark. The man nodded
to the receptionist and she nodded back, reaching below the counter to push
something.
“Come on. This way,” said Sixten and headed for the elevator. The doors slid
open and revealed a surprisingly clean cabin. A panel had popped open above the
usual floor buttons. Sixten pressed the single button there and then a sequence
of floor numbers from the keypad below. The doors closed and the elevator
nudged downward.
“Clever,” said John. He had to admit the arrangement was more elaborate
than what Vincent had had. It offered more security than a simple VIP room that
separated you and everyone else from the underground facility.
“I quite like it myself. Cost a fuckton of money though.” Sixten grinned.
The ride down took longer than John had anticipated. Either the elevator
was slow or the journey longer that it had been at Vincent's place. At least there
was no music playing.
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“So how large is this place?” asked John just as the elevator came to halt
and the door opened to reveal a well lit corridor that forked off into three
directions.
“Big enough,” replied Sixten and headed left.
Unlike Vincent's place, the walls were not covered in metal panels nor was
the ceiling. Instead the raw rock the tunnel had been carved in was left bare and
even the lights in the ceiling had their wires showing. It made the place seem like
an old mine tunnel instead of the modern facility it hid within.
They passed several doors before Sixten finally stopped at one and opened
it. All he had to do was wave his hand in front of the scanner that read the chip
in his hand. The room continued the same theme of bare rock, but the floor had
been smoothed over and tiled. The chairs and console standing in the middle of
them were almost exact copies of the ones in Vincen'ts facility and the Oracle's
room.
“Greetings, Sixten,” came a soft female voice as the man pushed a button in
the console. John though it a marked improvement over Vincent's voice choice.
“Hello Oracle,” the man replied.
“How can I be of assistance?”
“I need to know where one of our guests went to.”
“Of course.”
John took a seat as the two talked. There was not much for him to do
besides wait for results. He was a bit surprised Sixten had not called any guards
on him. There were bound to be a good amount of them around. Maybe he
thought it pointless and the task at hand simple enough that it was easier to get
it over with.
“Where did Vincent go? He was assigned the special ID number 479468491.”
“One moment please,” replied the Oracle and started its search of the
database. Every Alternating was recorded in it along with time, information who it
had been, and where they had gone.
“One moment please,” said Sixten mockingly and took a seat. “I thought it
might be fun to install an insulting algorithm to the Oracle just so that once in a
while it would tell you to fuck off and generally be rude to you.”
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“I take it you never got around to it,” said John.
Sixten picked his nose. “Nah. Figured most people wouldn't have understood
it.”
“You don't say?”
“I have the results,” the Oracle proclaimed.
“Well let's hear it then,” said Sixten in a grumpy voice.
“The person with the ID you gave me went to Nemedan.”
There was a short silence.
“And they have not returned?” asked Sixten.
“I have no records of it.”
“Well, looks like your problem is solved,” said Sixten and grinned. “Vincent is
probably already dead.”
John was inclined to agree. Nemedan was the first world to have been
discovered through Alternating. It was the world one person ruled, the first one to
have gone Dark. The government had banned going there and even the illegal
operations avoided offering it because earlier experience had shown anyone going
there was unlikely to come back and that was bad for business. Why Sixten still
had that option was questionable.
“Why do you even offer that place?” asked John.
Sixten shrugged his shoulders. “Never got around to removing it from the
system. Not like anyone wanted to go there anyway. No one's that fucking
stupid.”
“Except Vincent,” said John. Though Sixten figured the problem solved,
John knew better. Tina wouldn't accept it. She'd demand they follow him and
there would be no convincing her otherwise. It would be easiest to do it from the
facility since Tina didn't have any reference point on how to get there.
“Yeah, well, he was desperate it seems.”
“We will need to go after him,” said John.
“Go after him? Are you fucking nuts? And who's this we? I ain't going
nowhere!”
“Me and Tina,” said John. He had no desire to bring the foulmouthed man
with them. “We just need to use your facility to move.”
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Sixten calmed down noticeably when it looked like he would not be required
to go. “All right, all right. We can work that out. Sure, you can use this place to
go.”
“Tina won't be back until tonight so tomorrow morning. We'll go then.”
“Yeah, all right. I'll be here waiting for you.”
John was a bit surprised the man made such a promise. “Why so helpful?”
Sixten let out a nervous laugh. “Fuck man. Didn't you see her? I can still feel
that claw of hers around my neck. She could have snapped it like a fucking twig
and I have no doubt she'll come back to do just that if I'm not helpful.”
John couldn't claim the man to be wrong. “I better go back to our hotel so
she doesn't get too upset when she returns.” He stood up and started to leave the
room. Sixten followed close behind and escorted him all the way to the elevator
and back up. John didn't know the code to get the thing moving after all.
They didn't say goodbye. Sixten went straight back down with the elevator,
leaving John in the lobby. He gave the receptionist a nod and went outside to wait
for a free transport. He was thankful those had not yet been integrated into the
chips people had in their hands, but rather still relied of the pavement mounted
sensors and call posts to tell when someone was waiting for a ride.
He soon had a single seater carrying him back towards their hotel. He hadn't
realized how much time had passed. The sun was starting its way down towards
the horizon. He was back at the hotel an hour later and quickly made his way up
to their room. His makeup was starting to lose its effect and he got more than a
few looks on the way up.
As soon as the room door closed behind him he shed his coat and turned
into his usual black armoured self. It was the most comfortable form for him and
anything else needed concentration from him, even if not much. Over time it
started to strain him.
Still, he was pleased when he looked at his right hand. It was only a small
spot on his palm, but he had managed to keep it a different colour the entire day,
without the help of makeup. Tina had been right. All he needed was training.
There was not much for him to do besides wait for Tina to return so he went
to the bedroom and turned on the monitor there. It was a single large panel in the
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glass windows that turned from seethrough to solid as it started showing the
channel that had been selected.
He paid little attention to the news anchor running through the stories of the
day. Instead, he sat on the edge of the bed and focused on trying to change the
colour of his entire hand from black to something more resembling the ordinary
human skin. He didn't have much success in maintaining it for long, but at least
he was able to spread the colour over more than a tiny patch.
“..and now to local news. The police are still looking for two men and a
woman in a shooting involving security from a near by bar. We must warn you,
the footage you are about to see is graphic and not suitable for our more sensitive
viewers.”
The announcement by the news host drew John's attention. He looked up
just as they moved from showing the anchor to actual footage of the shooting.
The footage was shot from afar, but you could clearly see three people barging out
of an all too familiar bar for him. As the footage showed the trio dodging energy
bolts and running a nagging suspicion started to grow inside him.
Then the vantage point changed as the footage switched to another camera.
John could clearly identify the two men.
“Seth and Carl,” he muttered and watched as Seth slumped down onto the
street, hit by a bolt of energy. He felt a little bit of relief when the footage showed
Carl return and help him up and to the safety of an alley. The footage stopped
there and left John wondering who the woman helping them had been. It had not
been Jen. She was built differently and the colour of her hair did not match.
“The police are requesting anyone with knowledge of these three suspects to
contact them. They are armed and dangerous so the public is urged not to be in
contact with them. If you see them, contact the police and walk away.”
The news anchor changed into another story about a local community event.
“So they followed us,” muttered John to himself and stood up. “But how?
They had all gone Dark, except for Seth.” Even in the case of Seth Tina had said
he'd soon join his friends in the club.
There was not much guessing as to why they had come. They wanted Tina
dead and were it not for her blood John would have gladly helped them. The fear
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of losing that source of pleasure was too much. He couldn't allow that to happen.
It was too good.
But what could they find out? They had no leads on where the two would be.
Unless they traced Vincent in which case they might get on their trail eventually.
There was nothing in the facility that could put them on track, but Carl likely
knew of Sixten as well. They'd get to him eventually. If he talked they'd have the
same destination as their prey.
It was something that kept his mind occupied until Tina returned.
The sun had set when the door finally opened and she stepped into the
room. John came out from the bedroom to greet her in the living room, but as
soon as he saw her the words were taken out of his mouth.
Her stomach was bulging as if she were six months pregnant.
“What?” she asked when she noticed the man staring at her. She slithered
out from the coat she had been wearing and into her more usual, near naked,
scale clad, human form.
“You're..um..”
“I know, I know. I was in Kendle for what, six or seven days? I'm not a slow
breeder like your kind is,” said Tina in a grumpy voice and wobbled over to the
small cabinet that served as a bar. She grabbed herself some water and ice.
“So how much longer do you have left?” asked John. It was slightly worrying
that in such a short time she had progressed so far in her pregnancy.
“I don't know. A week maybe,” replied Tina as she took a seat on the couch
that occupied the centre of the room. She set her glass down on the small table in
the middle. “But that's not important. What did you find out about Vincent?”
John was still trying to come to terms with how quickly she could push out
her offspring. At the rate she could create an army in no time. And who knew
what sort of monsters she'd give birth to with the mix of things that had started
them off?
“John..”
The coldness in her voice ripped him from his thoughts. “Ah, right. Vincent.
Sixten's Oracle told us the place he went to. We'll have to use his facility if we
want to go there.”
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“Good. We'll follow him tomorrow.”
“It's not that simple,” said John. He hoped to be able to convince her that it
was not a place to which you went lightly. “He went to the first world we
discovered. A terrible mistake was made there and now that entire world is ruled
by a single man. The first one of us to go Dark, as we call it. Those that have gone
to that world from here after that have not returned.”
Tina took the glass and sipped some water. “That sounds like fun.”
“Fun? Did you not hear what I said? No one has returned! It's likely Vincent
is already dead.”
“Why do you assume they're dead?” asked Tina and gave John a curious
look. “Maybe they're working for that man who rules the place. There's only so
much a single person can do no matter what power he might have.”
It seemed plausible. Some who had gone after him were certainly dead, most
notably the agents the government had sent. But what reason did he have to kill
a random Alter coming to his world? Surely there was more sense in making
allies of them. A worrying thought came to John at that point.
“Vincent could be working with him,” he said.
Tina nodded. “Think about what I have told you about Vincent and my time
as his prisoner. How many places did he drag me to? For what reason? What was
his plan with it all? There's something bigger going on that we're missing and that
man just might have his fingers in it.”
It was a worrying prospect. Vincent alone was bad enough, but add in a
mysterious and powerful figure pulling his strings and the bad went from worse
to a nightmare. A chill would have gone down John's spine if it had been
something else than metal.
“All the more reason why going there is dangerous. With you like that I'm not
sure we should rush in,” said John.
“Aw, look at daddy, all worried about his children,” said Tina with a small
grin.
The comment ignited a rush of anger inside John. What ever those things
festering inside her were, they were not his children, no matter if he had helped
conceive them. But he calmed himself. He knew an outburst of anger would have
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only brought pleasure to Tina. “I'm more worried about losing my supply of
blood,” he finally said in a rough voice. It was blunt, but accurately depicted the
relationship between the two as far as he was concerned.
“My, my, aren't we grumpy?” said Tina and stood up from the couch. Even
with her bulging stomach she managed to walk with a seductive sway to her hips
as she made her way to John. “Maybe it has been too long since you were fed?”
She placed a hand on his cheek and stroked it gently.
“You can't deny there is a possibility you could get hurt. It is an unknown
world for us.” John stared down at her.
“Don't you worry about me. I can take care of myself and my children,” said
Tina and stepped away.
“There are other concerns as well,” said John, remembering the piece of
news.
“What is it?” asked Tina.
“Carl and Seth are here, in this world. Along with some unknown woman.”
A smile appeared on Tina. “So he figured it out just from seeing me do it
once. Impressive.”
John gave her a questioning look.
“Your friend Carl,” Tina explained. “He has a power like mine. He can
Alternate just like me and if he figures things out, do a lot more.” She shrugged
her shoulders. “Right now he's not much of a threat, but given time, he could
become a problem. What do you think they're doing here?”
“Chasing us. Looking to kill you. Looking to kill Vincent. I'd imagine that's
about it.” What they'd do to him John couldn't figure out. Maybe they wanted him
dead as well, but could they really do it? He hoped so.
“Rand wasn't there?” asked Tina, hopeful.
“Not in the footage I saw, It was a news report and they said they were only
looking for the three.”
“Pity..”
Her fascination with Rand was obvious. Where she had picked it up, John
could only guess. “I don't think they'll find us easily. There are no clues for them
to follow. The only worry is that they'll go to Sixten and he'll tell them everything.”
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“Let them,” said Tina. “It might work in our favour if more people pop up in
that world you're so worried about. Maybe they can serve as a distraction.”
“But wouldn't that..”
Tina raised a hand to shut him up. “Better yet, we take Sixten with us. He'll
instruct who ever is working for him to let those three find us and to help them
get to us.”
John shook his head. “This is going to be a fucking mess.”
Spending an entire day listening to Sixten had rubbed something off on him.
Tina laughed. “It'll be marvellous.”
She wrapped an arm around John and took her wrist to her mouth. She bit
down, drawing blood. “Now that it's all settled, it's time to feed you. You are
hungry, aren't you?”
John watched the dark blood run down her hand. The urge to jump at her
and suck every last drop from her was almost overwhelming. Instead, he dropped
to his knees and looked up at her. “Yes. Please, feed me.”
Tina grinned at him and ran her other hand across his face. She then
brought forth the bleeding hand and squeezed a drop of blood into his open,
waiting mouth. Her hand went to John's shoulder and took a firm grip of it. She
kept him upright as the blood did its work.
The feeding lasted for a long while. For John it was a mix of pain and
pleasure while for Tina it was an amusing way to pass time. There was always
pleasure to be had in enslaving someone and then toying with them when their
life depended on it. She had to admit John was the most fun she'd managed to
have for herself in a long time. His unique ability opened such wonderful
opportunities.
By the time they were done the sun had set and both of them were ready to
get some rest. Tina released her grip on John and let him slump down to the
floor. He didn't bother getting up. The floor was just as comfortable to him as a
soft bed.
Tina made her way to the bedroom. She could still enjoy the softness of a
mattress.
The night passed and the morning sunshine awakened John from the floor.
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Drowsy, he got up and looked around, somewhat surprised to find himself there.
By the time the feeding had been done his mind had lost its bearings and there
had not been much perception of his surroundings left.
All he'd known was pleasure and pain.
He made a brief glance into the bedroom to see Tina still sleeping in the bed.
Gingerly, he retrieved the makeup from the vanity and went to the living room to
get ready for the day. He knew they were going out so getting ready in time was
better than just waiting around. After he was done with the preparations he
grabbed a sandwich from the small fridge by the bar. Room service had brought
plenty of them upon request. He didn't yearn for anything fancier than that.
Tina staggered out the bedroom just as John was finishing his meal.
“Well, you seem ready to go,” she said and made her way to the bar and
grabbed herself a glass of ice water.
“Figured you'd want to get going as early as possible.” John wiped the
crumbs from the small table into the wrapping the sandwich had been in.
Tina gulped down her water. “I don't see what more we'd have to do here.”
“Exactly,” said John and threw the wrapping into a near by trash bin.
Tina reached into the fridge and grabbed herself a sandwich as well. It didn't
take long for her to eat it. She didn't even bother to sit down. She grabbed
another one after the first one had disappeared.
John waited patiently for her to finish eating and getting ready to head out.
It didn't take her long. She had certain benefits when compared to other women.
Changing her appearance was as simple as her willing it; no need to spend half
an hour in front of the mirror.
“We going?” asked Tina as her usual outside appearance flowed over her.
John changed his appearance as well so he had a coat on instead of the
attention drawing armour. “If we must.”
The journey to Sixten's facility went by in silence for a good while. Tina had
plenty to look at on the way. The city still fascinated her, but most of the pressing
questions had already been asked.
Something was nagging John. Something he had forgotten to ask yesterday.
The he remembered. “How was Kendle?”
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Tina turned away from the window. “If you mean how my children are, they
are doing well. They have the city to themselves. Not everyone managed to escape
so they have some women to use for breeding, though I doubt many of them will
survive more than one birth.”
“Doesn't it bother you?” asked John. It bothered him more than he showed.
“What?”
“That your children are putting those women through the same ordeal that
Vincent put you through.”
Tina shrugged her shoulders. “They do what they must to thrive. I'm their
mother. I can't deny them their true nature. I can't deny them the opportunity to
breed.”
John couldn't come up with anything to counter the argument.
“And when these are born it won't matter,” said Tina and put a hand on her
stomach. “Different fathers should be enough. Though they will be different, my
children to be born will help their older siblings create a lasting presence in
Kendle.”
“So you plan to go back there to give birth?”
“What safer place than among my own family?”
“What about your own home world?”
“You forget I do not know how to get back there,” replied Tina. “I'd have to
see someone go there.”
John hoped someone would be able to come up with a way to stop her
offspring. Who knew what the new children she was talking about would be like.
If they started mixing with the lizard men what horrors would be brought into the
world?
“And my world isn't the safest place either,” said Tina and turned to look out
the window again. “There are worse things than me there.”
John shuddered. What was her world like if there were worse things than
her there? By the looks of it there were things there that had her looking
frightened. It was a thought that haunted him all the way to Sixten's facility.
Tina looked around when they climbed out of the transport. She did not look
impressed. She looked even less impressed when they entered the hotel. The
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receptionist recognized John and nodded to him and motioned towards the
elevator. He guided Tina there and as soon as the door closed it started the way
down. John figured as much.
No one would build an elevator like it and not have some way of controlling it
without being in it.
They were greeted by a grinning Sixten as soon as the elevator came to halt
and the door opened. If he noticed Tina's bulging stomach he didn't show it.
“Welcome!” There was a forced cheerfulness in his voice.
John ignored him.
“Where do we go?” asked Tina and stepped into the corridor.
“Straight to business. That's what I like in women. Follow me.” Sixten
started straight ahead from the elevator and guided them past several door and a
bend to the left. The third door on the left was the one in front of which he finally
stopped and showed them in.
“You can get to where you want from here. Now, I have other matters to tend
to,” said Sixten and started to head out.
“Where do you think you're going?” asked Tina.
“Run my business?” asked Sixten in a hopeful voice.
Tina grinned at him. “No you won't. You're coming with us.”
“What? Fuck no. I'm not going to that world. No fucking way!” The politeness
he had managed to keep up for a brief moment fell off like newly fallen snow from
your shoulders. “I've got too much metal in my body to Alternate. I'll be dead!”
“You let me worry about that,” said Tina.
Sixten managed a laugh. “What? You think you can somehow keep me
together? Fuck no. No one can do that. I'm not going.”
“You still think you have a choice?” asked Tina, the tone of her voice enough
reason to run away.
Sixten looked conflicted. He was caught between two terrors and no way out.
At least alive. Finally, he sighed. “Fuck it. I'll go with you.”
Tina smiled. “Good. Now there are a few things I'd like you to do before we
leave..”
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Chapter 5
The morning sun shone through the window and lit up the room, forcing
Rand to open his eyes. Reluctantly, he stretched while still laying down before
sitting up. He'd slept well which made it all the harder to leave the comfort of the
bed.
Jen was still fast asleep in her bed. She had her back turned towards Rand,
her head rested against the wooden wall behind her. She was curled up in a
foetal position, the blanket had slipped off of her.
Rand yawned and got up from the bed. He put on some socks and boots
before leaving the room to find the nearest place to relieve himself. He made his
way downstairs and found Hank already behind the counter getting things ready
for the breakfast rush. Otherwise, the common room was empty.
“Good morning,” said Hank with a smile. “Sleep well?”
“Best sleep in days,” admitted Rand with a small smile of his own.
“The missus is making breakfast. It'll be ready soon. Going to have some
fresh bread with some porridge. Some meat too, if you're craving for something
heftier.” Hank winked.
“Sounds good,” said Rand and looked around. “Any place where a man could
do his business?”
“Through the back door. The outhouse is by the stable,” said Hank and
pointed towards the door at the back of the common room.
Rand gave him a nod and headed that way.
The inner yard of the inn was what you'd expect from a place like it. There
was a well in the centre of it. A flock of chickens was roaming free on the yard,
pecking away at the ground. Rand could hear other animals making noises in the
buildings surrounding the yard. The crisp morning air sent a shiver down his
spine while the stench from the pig pen made him hasten his steps. A rooster
standing guard on the wells edge kept a close eye on him.
The outhouse was right where Hank had said it would be. The whinny of a
horse made him peek in the stable. There was room there for eight horses and all
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were occupied. Hank had said he had no horses so they must have belonged to
guests. Someone travelling was even less likely to part with their transport and if
they did the price would be steep.
He made a quick visit to the outhouse before returning inside. The air inside
felt warm and heavy compared to the outside, but the smell of food floating from
the kitchen made it feel like home.
“I thought you said you didn't have horses,” said Rand as he walked to the
counter and Hank appeared from the cellar with a small barrel tucked under his
arm.
“New guests,” explained Hank. “Damdest thing. They arrived in the middle of
the night. Woke me and the missus up with their banging. I'm surprised they
didn't wake you too.”
Rand shrugged his shoulders. “I doubt anything could have woken me up
last night.” The bed had made him feel more tired than he realized and the sleep
had been deep.
“Well, these eight arrived and banged the door. Made me get up and let them
in. They took a few rooms. At least they had the decency to tend to their own
horses.”
“A bit odd. Most travellers would have camped outside for the night instead
of risking injury to their horses in the darkness.”
Hank nodded. “They said they were hurrying up north.”
“I hope you warned them about what's going on up there.”
“Didn't have the wherewithal to do that,” Hank admitted a furrowed his
brows. “I'll do it before they leave. They deserve a warning.”
Rand nodded. “I think I'll go wake up my friend.”
“You do that. Breakfast will be ready when you come down.” Hank set the
small barrel down on a shelf below the counter and headed into the kitchen.
Rand climbed up the stairs and carefully opened the door to their room. Jen
was still asleep, but she had flipped her side and was now facing away from the
wall. For a moment Rand stood there and watched her. It was hard to let go of the
moment they had shared the previous evening. Some might not have even called
it a moment, but for Rand it had been one.
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With a sigh, he stepped next to her bed and gently shook her by the
shoulder. “Jen, time to wake up.”
The woman mumbled something and pulled the blanket tighter over herself.
Rand shook her harder. “Come on. You'll miss breakfast if you don't get up.”
Again she mumbled, but this time she cracked open an eyelid and glared at
him.
Rand smiled at her. “No use grumbling. We have to get an early start.”
“Fine,” Jen mumbled and tossed aside the blanket. Rand gave her some
room by sitting on his bed and watched as she put on socks and boots and
ruffled her hair so it wasn't a complete mess.
She headed for the door without saying anything more and Rand followed
her.
“Where's the outhouse?” she asked at the bottom of the stairs and Rand
directed her the same way Hank had. He took a seat at a table while she made
her way out the back door,
It didn't take long for her to return and join him at the table. A moment later
Hank came out of the kitchen with a platter in his hands. He placed it down on
the table and gave them a smile and a nod.
There were two bowls filled with pale grey porridge, a plate with some slices
of warmed up pork belly from last night as well as some butter and a fresh loaf of
dark crusted bread.
Rand grabbed a bowl for himself and sliced a good chunk from the bread
with the knife Hank had put on the platter. He put on a heavy layer of butter and
piled on the pork meat before spooning his first mouthful of the porridge. It was
hot, but for a porridge it wasn't bad tasting.
They ate in silence and nodded a thank you to Hank when he brought them
two tankards and a pitcher filled with well cold water. By the time they were done
both had a full stomach and a drowsy feeling.
“I could go for a bit more sleep,” said Jen and stretched her hands above her
head. Her shirt moved enough to reveal her collar bones. Rand quickly turned his
gaze away.
“We have to get moving,” he reminded her. “If we do, we might catch the
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refugees today or tomorrow.”
“I know,” said Jen and leaned against the table. “But one can dream. This
isn't a bad place.”
“No. No it isn't,” agreed Rand. He couldn't deny having similar feelings as
her. Hank was a good man and ran an acceptable inn. The surroundings were
almost too perfect to leave behind.
Footsteps alerted them to more guests coming down the stairs. Rand turned
ever so slightly to see four men come down. They were in full travel gear, swords
strapped to their waist. They looked the sort that had seen lives end by their
hands. They stopped at the foot of the stairs and surveyed the room. They
stopped at Rand and Jen. There was some whispering between them.
“We might have some trouble,” said Rand and turned back towards Jen.
She nodded. “They seem too interested in us.”
One of the men headed back upstairs while the three remaining started
towards the pair. “Here they come,” said Jen.
Rand grabbed the knife he'd used to cut the bread. It wasn't much of a
weapon, but he didn't really need one. The same was true for Jen.
“Well, aren't we lucky, boys?” said a red bearded man when he came to the
end of the table and glanced down at Rand and Jen. “Looks like we won't need to
ride all the way up north.”
“Can we help you?” asked Rand and looked up at the man and his
companions grinning behind him.
“You can help by coming with us. Quietly.”
“Why does this feel so familiar to me?” asked Rand and gave Jen a look,
completely ignoring the red bearded man.
“Probably because a similar thing happened back in Siver,” replied Jen. She
didn't sound worried about the men looming next to her.
“Oh, right. Remind me again what happened?”
“Well, some gentlemen came to us in much the similar fashion as these and
made very similar demands.”
“Ohh. What happened to them?” asked Rand, feigning ignorance.
“We walked out the tavern. They went to early graves.”
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Rand chuckled. “I knew I had bad luck when it comes to taverns, but these
fellas here seem to have it worse.” Rand motioned towards the three men who
were starting to look impatient and angry at being ignored and treated with
ridicule.
“We tried to be nice. You wouldn't have any of it. So blame yourselves,” said
the red bearded man and reached out to grab Rand by the shoulder.
Rand swung the knife.
There was a moment of silence, only broken by the sound of the man's
severed arm hitting the floor. Blood spurted out the stump and the bearded man
screamed out in terror.
His two companions were drawing their weapons. Jen was on the first one
when the arm hit the floor. She grabbed his hand, halting the attempt to draw
out a sword, and twisted. A yelp of pain accompanied her as she rolled behind the
man and gave the captured arm a stiff tug. There was a pop and the arm was
dislocated at the shoulder. Another cry of pain followed. She kicked the back of
the man's knee, sending him tumbling down. She grabbed the back of his head
and smashed it against the floor with all her strength. There was a loud crack as
the floorboard gave in.
Jen used the sharp wooden edges of the hole to drive the man's throat
through them. She grabbed her victims sword and pulled it out. She could hear
footsteps coming down the stairs.
Rand parried the sword of the third man with his small knife. The man
swung it again, but this time Rand hit the right spot and broke the blade in two.
The surprised man had no chance when Rand rushed forward and sunk the knife
up through the underside of his chin and into his brain.
Rand wasted no time going to his first victim and grabbing his blade. Just in
time for the five men coming down the stairs to reach the floor and see their
comrades dead and their two targets standing.
“Just walk away,” said Rand in a firm voice while standing over the the red
bearded man. He thrust down with his sword to ensure the now unconscious
man was dead. “No more need to die today.”
All five pulled out their swords and spread out. The tables blocked their way
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somewhat, but they'd eventually surround the two with no trouble.
“You killed our friends. We ain't gonna let you live,” said the man who had
ran up the stairs to get the rest of the group.
“It's your grave,” replied Jen and stood ready to take on any attack coming
her way. She kept a close eye on the man trying to go around to her left flank.
“Dead or alive is what Vincent said,” said one of the men with an eye patch.
“We've chosen death.”
“I don't think Vincent will be paying anyone,” said Rand and turned so he
could face the man trying to flank him on the right. It looked like three would be
coming straight from the front while two went for the flank. It would be a tough
fight.
Rand gave Jen a glance and she nodded towards the three men at the front.
He nodded back. It was the only way. He grabbed the knife he'd tucked under his
belt and threw it at the feet of the middle one of the three. He didn't miss the dot
his ability showed him. As the man took a step forward a hole opened in the floor,
sending him crashing down into the basement.
Jen went after the man trying to flank her while Rand rushed forward, sword
in hand, to face the two remaining men at the front. Both of them were distracted
by their friends sudden disappearance. There was cursing coming up from the
hole so it was clear the man had not been injured too bad.
The sword felt unfamiliar in Jen's hands and she wished she had her own
blade. Still, it was better than fighting bare handed. Her first strike met the
opponents blade, but the strength she had behind the attack had the man
grimacing from pain as the shock shot up his arm. Jen didn't stop and pushed
forward with her attack, hammering the man defences like a smith a piece of hot
iron. It only took one mistake from the man. A slowness induced by the pain of
the hits, and Jen's blade slipped through deep into his gut. She kicked the dying
man from the blade and turned just in time to meet the sword coming down at
her back. The man going to the other flank had managed to make his way around
the tables.
Rand had his hands full with the two remaining men. He'd missed the right
points several times now and had been unable to break their blades. What's
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more, they were not bad with their swords. They had him on the defensive and
opportunities to hit back were few and far between. They were pushing him back.
One hit got through, but luckily it ended up being only a scrape on the side of his
arm. Still, it drew blood and made him question whether he'd be able to deal with
the two. He raised his sword and blocked another blow. He dropped the blade
quickly to fend off an attack from the second man. Rand had to step aside to
avoid the second attack from the first man. There was an opportunity to strike at
his sword and break it, but Rand had to give it a pass because the second man
swung his sword at him.
He took a risk.
As he parried away the sword, he reached to grab the man's arm. He barely
touched it with the tips of his fingers, but it was enough to hit the right spot and
push through with his power. Another cleanly sliced off arm fell to the floor
accompanied by a spurt of blood and a cry of terror. Rand wasted no time sinking
the blade through the man's chest and bracing for the attack of his comrade. He
parried off the the first hit and smirked at the curses flung at him. They
exchanged blows in a dance of death that had them whirling around.
The man attacking Jen was a big one and his blows had even her flinching
as they sent shocks up her arm. She found herself pressed back until her back
finally bumped against the edge of a table. The big man swung his sword, sending
Jen's blade to the side. He rushed in and grabbed her by the shoulder. He
pressed her against the table with all his weight and strength. Jen couldn't get
her blade up as it was pinned by his, so she let go of it. It was a risky move, but
she saw no other way out of the situation. With one hand she grabbed the paw
holding her shoulder and struggled to free herself.
The man grinned. “It's no use.”
Jen glared at him and put all her strength into it. Her shirt tore, but the
man's grip on her shoulder was let go. Quickly, she dodged underneath the man
and hoisted him up over herself. She slammed him on the table hard enough to
drive out the air from his lungs.
She ducked down and grabbed her sword before turning around and
swinging it down where the man's neck was. The blade cut deep into the table,
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cleaving off the man's head at an angle. She struggled to free the sword, but
finally managed to do so and turned to see how Rand was doing.
The dance of death between him and his opponent continued, but most
worrying was the fact Rand had his back turned towards the counter. The man
that had fallen into the cellar was limping around the counter to join in the fray.
“Behind you,” yelled Jen and rushed onward to take on the enemy who had
his back turned towards her. The yell alerted the man of her approach and he
turned around to parry her attack, but it also saved Rand from the blade coming
down on his back.
Jen pounded away at the blade of her opponent. It forced the man to back
away from her while doing his best to keep the strikes from getting through. The
fight had been going on for a while and the strain was starting to show on him,
but Jen felt as fresh as ever. Her blade rose and fell as quickly as before and that
led to her ultimate victory. Blood spurted from the man's mouth when she ran
the blade through his stomach and twisted it.
The man slumped to the floor and Jen looked up just in time to see Rand cut
his opponent in half just below the chest. Blood and guts spewed on the floor.
Rand breathed heavily and turned to look at Jen. Both of them had their share of
blood covering them. He noticed the big piece missing from her shirt. It left her
shoulder and a good portion of the left side of her chest exposed. Had the
situation been different, it would have been a teasing sight.
“You all right?” asked Rand.
Jen nodded. “You?”
Rand winced as he moved his left arm. “Just a scrape.” he looked around.
The common room had turned into a mess that would have been more fitting a
slaughter house. He noticed Hank peeking from behind the counter with a pale
face.
“It's all right Hank. You can come out. We're not going to hurt you.” He
motioned for the man with his good hand. Jen stepped next to him and parted
the tear on his sleeve to see just how bad the wound was.
Reluctantly, the innkeeper stood up. He had a wooden club in hand that
looked perfect for bashing in a few skulls if need be, though in the face of what
68

the two had done it seemed like a weak deterrent.
“You some sort of wanted criminals?” asked Hank and kept his club ready.
He didn't leave the safety the counter gave him. He briefly glanced back at the
kitchen door.
Rand shook his head. “Nothing like that. Just a disagreement with a man
who has a lot of gold to throw around.” He winced when Jen tied a piece of cloth
around his wound.
Hank looked around at the dead bodies. “What ever the case, you best get
out of here and not come back.”
“We don't want any more trouble for you,” Rand agreed.
“You've brought plenty enough already.”
Rand had to admit it would take some effort to clean everything up. They'd
broken the floor and damaged some of the furniture. The man deserved
compensation for it. “Look, they came with horses, right? We take three, leave
you with the rest. That's five horses. You can sell them to travellers for some good
coin.”
Hank considered the offer. The men were dead, they wouldn't be needing the
horses. “What if someone comes looking for them and asks where I got their
horses?”
“It's a roadside tavern,” said Rand and shrugged his shoulders. “Riderless
horses wander in, guests leave without paying, they die. Lots of good reasons for
how you came across them. We just need to get rid of the bodies.”
“No. You leave now. Get your stuff and leave,” insisted Hank. “Take three of
the horses, leave the rest. I'll decide what do with this mess when you're gone.”
“All right. We'll go,” said Rand. He dropped the sword as a sign of good faith.
He did have his own up in the room and it suited his tastes much better. Jen did
the same and as they walked past Hank she offered her apologies for the mess
they had made.
It was met with a cold stare and a nudge of the club to tell her to move on.
“Damn dogs of Vincent,” muttered Rand when they reached the top of the
stairs.
“At least we've got horses now,” said Jen. They entered their room and
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started gathering their belonging. Jen spent a moment to change into a shirt that
wasn't torn to pieces, just as Rand did. Rand waited on the outside, wrapped in
his cloak, as she did so. He had his bag with him. While he waited he wondered
whether the men had any useful things in their room.
It was obvious which of the rooms were theirs. The doors were wide open.
The men rushing out had not had time to close them and none of them had
thought they wouldn't be returning soon. Rand made his way to one of the doors
and peeked in.
There were six saddlebags piled in one corner. It was the largest room the
inn had to offer and took most of that side of the upper floor. It was likely more
commonly used to house individuals on the cheap, but now it had become the
private room for six of the eight. There were just enough beds for all of them.
Rand stepped into the room and started going through the saddlebags. He
found some pieces of clothing that would fit him along with other useful items for
the road. He set aside three of the bags, one for Jen and another for the spare
horse so they could carry more stuff with them.
He was pleased to find some coin pouches with filling in them. Bounty
hunters tended to either be poor or rich. Those in the middle were dead before
they could become either. The eight were part of the better off side and there were
enough coins there to triple what Rand had on himself. He pocketed two thirds of
it and left the one third for Hank as compensation. The innkeeper deserved to be
paid well for the trouble they'd caused him.
“What are you doing?”
Rand turned to see Jen standing in the doorway. She had on a new shirt
along with her cape and her bag in her other hand. “Going through their stuff.
Not like they're going to need it. I found money and some clothes along with other
useful things. Those three saddlebags we'll take to carry it all.”
Jen dropped her bag and rummaged through the three saddlebags. Even she
had to admit there were good things there from rope to flint to pans and pots.
There were even a few pieces of clothing that might fit her if the need arose.
“So how much coins did you find?” asked Jen as she closed and lifted up two
of the saddlebags on her shoulders. They were heavy, but she looked to have no
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trouble with them.
“Enough to double what I had. We should be good for a long time now.”
Rand went through the last of the bags and stood up. He looked around the room
to see if there was anything more that would be of use, but there was nothing.
Jen said nothing even though it was a sizeable amount of wealth. They left
the room, Rand grabbing his bag and the last of the saddlebags. They found
Hank dragging one of the bodies to the outside. He let go of the man's legs and
straightened up as he saw the pair coming down the stairs. He wiped a bit of
sweat from his forehead.
“We took some of their belonging,” said Rand. “But we left you plenty.”
Hank nodded. “Go get your horses and get out of here.”
“We're sorry for things turning out this way,” said Jen.
Hank nodded again. He did not look like he wanted to talk any more.
Neither Rand nor Jen had anything more to say so they headed out the back
door and walked across the yard to the stable. They picked out three of the
horses and fastened on the saddles and bags.
Jen smiled when she hoisted herself up on the black horse she'd picked out
for herself. It was a large one and with a spirit to match it. “My feet will thank me
tonight.”
“And your ass will curse you,” said Rand as he mounted the brown horse
he'd chosen. They had a white one with brown spots as the pack horse carrying
most of their belongings. It was tethered to Rand's horse so it wouldn't wander off
on its own.
Jen laughed. “You're probably right. It's never just the good that comes.”
There was a slight breeze as they trotted out of the shelter of the inner yard
and onto the open road. It wasn't a cloudy day so the sun warmed just enough
that it was comfortable while wrapped in a cape. They sent the horses to a
comfortable gallop and hoped they'd catch the refugees before night fall.
“Damn. We should have asked Hank for some food,” said Rand as the inn
disappeared from sight.
“We'll manage,” said Jen. “There's some supplies in the saddlebags.”
Rand sighed. “Still, some fresh meat would have been good.”
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“We'll manage,” said Jen again.
They rode a long stretch in silence. The road dipped into forests and emerged
onto flat fields at times. They could see farms and even small villages in the
distance. Smoke rose from chimneys, telling of the coldness that was expected to
hit once the sun set. The fields they passed had been harvested and some were
already prepared for winter.
Midday they held a small break to give the horses some rest as well as food
and water. They themselves enjoyed a cold meal from the rations they'd secured
from their fallen enemies.
“I wonder how long they'll keep coming after us,” said Rand and pulled off a
piece of dried meat and started chewing it.
“As long as Vincent is alive,” said Jen and finished off her piece of stale
bread. She sat on a rock by the road and looked on at the horses eating their
feed.
“If he is even alive. Tina went after him pretty quick.”
“He's a slippery bastard. I'm sure he disappeared just as quickly as he
arrived. Hid under some rock like the cockroach he is.” The disdain in Jen's voice
would have been enough to have you believe she was talking about the worst man
in the world, which probably wasn't far off.
“Let's hope Carl and Seth are able to do what they have to,” said Rand and
started packing up. There had been no sign of the refugees, but he hoped that
would change by evening.
“Let's hope we can do what needs to be done,” said Jen and stood up. “The
north will burn if we don't. Maybe the entire world.”
“No pressure,” said Rand with a small smile. It was at times hard to come to
terms that he was no longer an accountant. Instead, he was stuck in a foreign
world that was about to be over run by monsters straight from hell.
“We could just leave it be,” said Jen and gave Rand a look. “Who says we
have to stay here and face those things again?”
She was right, but at the same time Rand knew there was no walking away
from it. “It is a mess we started. Or at least played a part in creating. Vincent may
be the ultimate culprit, but without us Tina would still be imprisoned and no one
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would be the wiser. We can't just walk away and wash our hands of it.”
A gust of wind blew down the road and made Jen wrap the cloak tighter
around herself. “Let's get going then.” For a moment she looked like there was
more she wanted to say, but instead she turned to get her things together and
mounted her horse.
Rand did the same and soon they were riding onward once more. The rest of
the day went by quickly and with no sign of the refugees. The wind picked up as
darkness started to creep over the landscape. It made both of the riders wish they
had stayed at the inn or that they'd run into another one, but when it was time to
start setting up camp there was no sign of such a thing up the road.
The good news was they had secured tents from the bounty hunters so they
wouldn't need to sleep without shelter. They set up camp a bit from the road and
started a fire with what ever branches they could muster from the few trees near
by.
They took turns guarding. The eight men had spooked both of them and
neither wanted to be surprised like that again. Unlikely as it was that there'd be
more such men coming their way. Luckily for them the night passed without
incident and despite the wind that picked up in the morning, the day looked like
it would be a passable one as there were only a few clouds in the sky.
After a brief breakfast and breaking up the camp they were back on the
road. On mid day they arrived on top of a small hill that offered a great view of
the surrounding flatness. As they looked down the road, they could see the
refugees making their way onward. The pace was not fast and they'd catch up
soon enough even if they slowed their pace.
“I wonder what Trez will say when he sees us,” said Rand as they started a
small gallop towards the distant group.
“He'll curse at us and then welcome us,” said Jen.
“He'll try to drive us away,” said Rand.
“Want to bet?” asked Jen and adjusted her cape. The combination of wind
and the horse going forward had it fluttering behind her.
“No, not really,” said Rand after a moment of consideration. While they had
parted ways it had not been under bad terms. There had been different priorities
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and now that they were coming to help the captain would probably welcome them
after a initial reluctance.
They caught up with the tail end of the refugee convoy. There were some
soldiers keeping the rear and they eyed the new comers with suspicion, but none
moved to stop them as they passed to the side of the road to get to the front.
Travellers going past the slow moving group was probably not an uncommon
sight.
Despite the situation, the people looked to be in good shape. Dirty from the
travel, but in high spirits and resolute to move onward and alert others to the
danger looming behind them. A few people had been lucky enough to get away
with carts and belongings had been piled up on them along with the smaller
children who were pointing and looking on in wonder when Rand and Jen rode
by.
Rand pulled by a solider who also had a horse. “Greetings friend.”
The soldier turned and measured Rand from head to toe. “Can I help you?”
“We're from Siver as well. Is Captain Trez still leading this group?”
The news that they had shared the experience made the man's expression
melt a bit. “Yeah, he's still leading us. He's up front. If you've seen him before you
can't miss him.”
Rand nodded. “How are the people? It was a rough departure.”
“You can say that again,” said the soldier and shook his head. “They're
putting on a brave face, but you can tell. They're afraid. I'm not so sure the
empire will help them get back home either.”
“They can't just ignore the threat,” said Rand, trying to instil some
confidence back in the soldier.
“The empire can ignore a lot of things,” said the soldier. He was not that old,
but it was clear he had seen enough to not have much faith in the leaders to do
things right by the people. “When you're sitting in a palace, surrounded by high
walls and thousands of soldiers, you do not appreciate how the frontier can be
and what hardships the people must endure.”
“They'll take action. I'm certain of that. Siver was no small city. It's
significance to the merchants was not minor. Many powerful people had interests
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there,” said Rand.
“I hope you are right,” said the soldier, though he did not sound convinced.
Rand left the conversation at that and pushed the horse to a faster pace. Jen
followed him.
As the soldier had said, they found the captain at the front of the convoy. He
had managed to scrounge up a horse for himself. Seeing how many there were
with the group it was no wonder Rand and Jen had been unable to spot one free
during their entire journey.
Trez had on his uniform and sat straight in the saddle which made him look
like an imposing figure. He turned when he heard the three horses gallop closer
to him. The frown of disapproval was the first thing to greet both of them.
“Greetings, captain,” said Rand with a smile.
“What are you doing here?” demanded Trez as Rand and Jen settled their
horses next to him.
“We're here to help,” said Jen.
“I thought you had your own business to deal with up north,” said Trez
sounding grumpy. For him it was usual and the deepness of his voice made it all
the more unnerving.
“That is being dealt with,” said Rand. “But it did not need us all there. We
figured you could use some extra hands in getting the empire to act.”
“That I probably will,” admitted Trez. He looked tired. Black pouches had
formed under his eyes and though he sat straight in the saddle there was a slight
slump in his shoulders telling of the exhaustion he must have been feeling. He
gave the pair a last, suspicious glance.
“Don't expect any special treatment,” he finally said.
Rand smiled. “We wouldn't dream of it.”
Jen and Rand fell back a bit and joined the convoy.
There were still days of travel left until the next big city.
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Chapter 6
Seth grunted. Everything was too bright when he opened his eyes and tried
to make sense of his surroundings. He laid on a soft couch with a blanket over
him. There were windows behind the back of the couch, pouring in sunlight with
painful brightness. Dust danced in the rays of light and gave the room a stuffy
smell.
His back hurt and the first attempt at sitting up was thwarted by a sharp
sting running through his spine. It made him grunt again and fall back on the
soft cushion that had been supporting his head.
He looked around the room and squinted to see better.
There was a table right by the couch along with comfortable looking
armchairs on either side of it. Beyond the table was an open kitchen. Seth looked
down the couch and spotted the door to the outside. Behind him he found two
doors pretty close to each other and a third one next to the kitchen. It wasn't a
big apartment and by the looks of it it wasn't well kept. There were stains on the
walls, the floor was full of scratches and dust.
A moment of panic hit him when the door to the outside opened, but it was
soon settled by the familiar voice of Carl.
“I still don't think this was wise,” said the lanky man when he entered the
room with bags in both hands.
“You're being too paranoid,” said the less familiar voice of Tanya. She closed
the door behind her and held on to the single bag she had. Seth could see a piece
of bread sticking out from the top of it.
“Our faces are all over the news,” said Carl.
“We need to eat,” pointed out Tanya as she made her way to the kitchen.
Carl grunted something and set down his two bags on a counter. He then
turned towards the couch to see Seth give him a weak grin.
“You're awake,” said Carl in a pleased and surprised voice. He rushed over to
the couch without bothering to take off the coat he was wearing. “How are you
feeling?”
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“My back is killing me,” said Seth and winced again. Trying to sit up once
more had been a mistake. With help from Carl he finally made it up. The pillow
was moved to support his new seated position.
“No wonder. You got shot near your spine. It wasn't a bad wound, but I bet it
still hurts,” said Carl and took a seat in one of the armchairs. He peeled off his
coat and let it hung over the back of the chair.
“That's a bet you'd win,” assured Seth. “How long have I been out?”
“Two days,” said Carl. The look he gave him was enough to tell it had not
been from being shot.
“So I've gone Dark then, have I?” asked Seth.
“Probably.”
There was a silence, only broken by the sounds of Tanya unpacking the
groceries. Finally, she made her way to the couch and handed Seth a canned
beverage.
“I must be mad harbouring two who have gone Dark.” With that comment,
she took the remaining seat.
“You're not an angel yourself,” said Carl.
“I'm a saint compared to you two,” said Tanya, though it was clear from her
tone she was not that upset over it. There was a glimmer in her eyes that told
how much enjoyment she was getting from the entire situation.
Seth listened to the two talk and banter each other like they'd been friends
their entire lives. He sipped the cold drink and enjoyed it moistening his throat.
He had to wonder what power had manifested itself within him. Maybe there
wouldn't be any. Who knew how the process worked.
The only thing he hoped for was that if he had gained some power it would
not send him down the path it had laid out for John.
“You two seem to get along,” said Seth, breaking up the conversation.
“We don't really have a choice right now,” said Carl. “Our faces are all over
the news. They're looking for us because of the shooting on the street.”
“So John and Tina probably know we're here then,” said Seth and put the
empty can down on the table. As his fingers loosened their grip small arcs of
electricity jumped through the air and made him withdraw his hand quicker.
77

“Doesn't really matter. Not much we can do now except lay low,” said Carl.
“That's not true and you know it,” said Tanya. For the first time there was
real frustration in her voice.
“I'm sorry, but who are you exactly?” asked Seth, confused. She was an
Alter, but still she acted as if there was nothing special about being chased by the
cops or being shot at by thugs.
“Oh, right. He doesn't know anything,” said Tanya. “Should I tell him?” She
looked at Carl.
“Might as well,” said Carl.
“All right,” said Tanya and sought a comfortable position, folding her feet
under herself and leaning against the arm of the chair. She looked at Seth as she
started to explain. “I'm not just some random Alter you found. Well, I am, but I'm
not the normal sort of wage slave who seeks a moment of thrill from another
world. What I do in Benevez I do here. I'm an assassin.”
Seth stared at her for a moment before her words registered with him. “Are
you kidding me? Is she kidding?” he asked and turned to Carl.
His friend shook his head.
“An assassin? Who the hell needs someone like that here?”
“Someone like Vincent,” said Carl.
It was enough to make Seth go silent.
Tanya nodded. “I've done some work for Vincent. It keeps me fed when I do
things on this side. Enables me to do my work in Benevez and other places. I
have somewhat of a reputation in several worlds. I get paid there, but mostly I do
it because I like it.”
“You like it?” asked Seth with no small amount of disbelief at the candid
admission. He turned to Carl. “What sort of a psychopath have you hooked us up
with?”
“I don't think we have much room to judge her,” said Carl. He looked pained
at having to admit it. “We've killed plenty of people too. Those bounty hunters,
the people fleeing Siver. Can't imagine how many John has killed by now. Rand
killed his wife and we forgave him for it.”
“But that's different. We've been forced by circumstances. We haven't done it
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for fun,” said Seth.
“What's your problem, really?” asked Tanya. “From what Carl has told me of
your adventure I'd say you're the last person who should be judging me. Cutting
down fleeing women and children when their backs are turned to you doesn't give
you the moral high ground. So what's the real problem? That I'm a woman?”
“No, that's not..”
Tanya didn't give him room to object, but continued her rant. “That you've
seen me naked? You think that will be a distraction? There's a bedroom right
there. Let's go. We can go fuck and get it out of your system.”
For a moment Seth just stared at the woman. Her outburst had even Carl
giving her odd looks. She looked at both men defiantly.
“I wouldn't be much joy in bed right now and I'm not sure that would
actually help,” Seth finally said with a small smile. His back was starting to ache
just from sitting. “But maybe I'll take you up on the offer later.”
The implication was clear. He had no problem letting her tag along.
“Don't count on it being an open invitation,” said Tanya.
“So why do you even want to come with us?” asked Seth, hoping to escape
from the awkwardness of the previous topic. “I assume Carl has told you what
we're after here.”
Tanya nodded. “He has. I think it's a challenge. Killing someone like Tina,
that's something few ever get to try. I'd like to be able to say I did it.”
“It's more likely we'll all end up dead,” said Seth. All it had taken was a few
thugs from Vincent and they were already in trouble. John and Tina had waltzed
out of the bar without problems and without being chased by the police. Those
two would be hard, if not impossible, to take down with what they had.
Tanya shrugged her shoulders. “If that's how it's meant to be, then that's
what will happen. I've had a fun life so I'd regret nothing.”
“We've got our advantages too,” said Carl. He concentrated for a moment and
held out the palm of his hand. At first nothing seemed to happen, but then a
small hint of orange started shimmering right above his palm. It grew stronger
and stronger until there was a swirling orb of fire floating on his hand. Carl let it
disappear before it turned into something dangerous. “I'm starting to get the hang
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of my power. I don't know the limits, but these particles I see, they're capable of
many things. That much I have already learned.”
“I'm out for two days and suddenly you're a fucking wizard,” said Seth,
pulling out a chuckle from Carl and a grin from Tanya.
“I didn't want to say anything earlier, but the power I have is like what Tina
used. Whether it's all she has or not, I don't know, but understanding it will be
key in killing her.” Carl gave Seth a stern look. “We're not helpless against her.”
“We'll see,” said Seth in a less than convinced tone. He'd seen her. She could
have passed for a goddess among many more primitive people and they wouldn't
have been far off.
“For now our problem is that the police is looking for us and we know
nothing about where Tina and John have gone off to,” said Carl. They had no
leads either so it seemed hopeless to even try to find the two. Shaking off the cops
was the easier part. They'd stop looking in a few days, or at least lessen the
efforts. Still, they'd need to be careful about moving outside where there were
cameras on every street corner.
“Well, I'm not going anywhere for a while,” said Seth and winced as he
adjusted his position. “Plenty of time for the heat to wear off.”
Tanya suddenly stood up from her seat and went to the kitchen. She
returned a moment later and tossed a capsule bottle to Seth. “Take some of
those. They'll help.” She retook her seat.
Seth eyed the label on the bottle before opening it and gulping down one of
the small white capsules. He didn't expect any immediate help, but much to his
surprise the pain in his back started to subside almost immediately. Drugs could
be fast acting, that he knew, but he hadn't expected them to ease the pain so
quick.
“Thanks. They're already helping.” Seth reached to put the plastic container
on the table. As he did so blue arcs of electricity jumped from him to the metal
can he had emptied earlier. The distance was enough that both Carl and Tanya
saw the blue sparks.
“That's unusual,” said Tanya and leaned in closer. She grabbed the metal
can. She got stung by electricity, but it wasn't much worse than a normal static
80

charge.
Seth shrugged his shoulders. “The air is dry and full of dust. You're bound to
get some sparks.”
“I don't think that's all there is to it,” said Carl and kept an eye on Seth. “The
particles around you, they're acting strangely. Like you're using a power.”
“So.. what? You're saying I'm some sort of electricity man?” asked Seth.
“I'd say that's a fair assessment,” said Tanya and turned the can in her
hands. She pointed to a dark spot in it, as if something had scorched it. There
was no way mere static electricity could have done it.
“Why don't you try it,” said Carl.
“Try what?” asked Seth.
“Focus and try to create electricity.”
Seth shook his head. “This is stupid,” he muttered, but did as Carl
suggested. He held his hands apart, as if holding an invisible orb, and focused.
He felt stupid sitting there and trying to make the impossible happen. He was
ready to give up as nothing happened, but then he started feeling a tingling
sensation run down his arms. A surge shot through his body and an arc of
electricity appeared between his middle fingers. Soon there were crackling arches
between all ten of his fingers, fluctuating and giving off the hair raising sound
only electricity could produce. The smell of ionization started to grow stronger.
“Okay, that's scary,” said Tanya and looked ready to jump away from Seth
any moment.
Seth ignored her and tried to create more power. The arcs of blue between
his fingers grew thicker, the crackling turned louder.
“Maybe it's best to stop now,” said Carl. “Don't want the entire building going
up in flames.” It was exactly the reason why he had not made the ball of fire any
bigger.
Seth pulled away his other hand and reached for the can with his other. A
bolt of lightning struck out with a loud roar, sending the can flying through the
air and crashing against the wall opposite to it. Had anyone been in between they
would have likely been seriously injured by the molten piece of metal.
Seth grinned like a small boy who had found a new place for his hideout.
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How could he not?
“You'd better learn to control that power,” said Carl. “We don't want you
shocking people for no good reason.”
Seth nodded. He turned to look at Tanya with a smile. “Maybe when we
finally decide to fuck I'll be able to give it something little extra.” He winked.
Tanya snorted. “Playing with electricity isn't as exciting as it's made out to
be.”
There was a moment of temptation for Seth to ask how she knew that, but
upon considering it he decided it was best to let the matter be. He was already in
dangerous waters with his remarks. Who knew what the woman was capable of
when pushed.
Instead Seth fell into silence and started thinking what he could do with the
power he'd gained. Electricity had many uses. Here he could use it to charge the
energy weapons used, essentially never running out of charges. Remembering
back to his school days he tried to bring back the physics classes and what had
been taught. A lot depended on how much energy he was able to produce and
how well he could control it. If it was possible to make himself a magnet of sorts
and repel small pieces of metal away from himself with sufficient strength there'd
be no need for weapons. All he'd need would be a ball bearing or something
similar to it.
He'd be able to make electromagnets and depending on the materials
available do all sorts of tricks with them, like walk up walls. Even if none of the
afore mentioned worked he'd still be able to fling around bolts of lightning like a
god from ancient times.
Not to mention the havoc he'd be able to wreak in a world that ran on
electricity. Computers, circuits, nearly everything – ran and controlled by
impulses of electricity. Whether he'd be able to reach such a level of fine tuning
was a question mark, but the prospect opened far too many doors to be
dismissed as a mere dream.
“I think that's enough excitement for the day,” said Tanya and stood up.
“How about we eat?”
Seth's stomach grumbled in response.
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“I take that as a yes,” said Tanya with a small smile and headed for the
kitchen. Seth stared at her ass and the sway of her hips. Maybe taking up on her
offer would not have been such a bad idea.
Seth and Carl sat and talked until the food was ready. It was mainly Carl
doing the talking as he explained what had happened during the two days his
friend had been out cold. He started with the escape and how they'd used a
transport to get to where they were now. After that it was about explaining how
he'd come to trust Tanya enough to remain with her. Not that there had been
much choice with an unconscious man laying on the couch. It had taken some
convincing on her part as well as soon as she found out Carl had gone Dark and
Seth was in the process of doing so.
Her initial reaction had been to kill both of them and there had been a
standoff with her pointing a gun at Carl.
How he had managed to talk her out of it was left somewhat of a mystery
despite his best explanations. Still, Seth had little to argue against as he had
already given his blessing to letting her in on the entire thing.
“So what we're left with is figuring out how to find John and Tina,” Carl
finished his explanation. He'd already covered dealing with the cops. Laying low
was the best they could do.
“Not many clues to go on,” said Seth. His mouth was starting to water from
the scent coming from the kitchen. He didn't really care much what was on offer.
He was hungry enough to eat anything put in front of him.
“Yeah.”
They sat silent for a moment. Seth remembered something after a while.
“Wasn't there that one guy Vincent once introduced to you? The guy ran an
operation much like Vincent's. Had all sorts of artificial parts on him.”
“Oh yeah. Him. You think he might know something?”
“Wouldn't hurt to go ask,” said Seth. He couldn't think of anything else.
“What was his name again? Six something?”
Carl was silent for a moment then his face lit up. “Sixten! That's his name.”
“You know where we can find him?” asked Seth.
“Maybe,” said Carl while looking thoughtful.
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Their conversation was interrupted by Tanya's announcement that food was
ready. With help from Carl, Seth pushed himself up from the couch. There were
initial sparks as the man lent him a hand, but they were no worse than what
static could cause. The painkillers had done their job and, even though it felt like
his entire back was rusted together, the pain was not too strong for him to take
the few steps to the dining table and have a seat there.
It was a basic meal of mashed potatoes and brown mince meat sauce, but it
was filling and easy to go down your throat. Perfect for Seth to recover with.
When he picked up the utensils, sparks shot out from his fingers and remained
visible for a second before he finally wrapped his hand around the pieces of
metal.
“You really need to get that thing under control,” said Carl as he took a seat.
“Yeah, I know,” said Seth and started eating.
“So you came up with a plan?” asked Tanya between mouthfuls of food.
“Sort of,” said Carl and stirred his mashed potatoes and gravy into a
brownish paste. “We need to find a man called Sixten.”
“Who's that?” Tanya gave him a curious look.
“Someone Vincent introduced us to,” said Carl. “He has his own Alternating
facility. We figured he might know something.”
“Great. Where do we find him?”
“We're not certain,” said Seth and gave Carl a look. He shook his head. He
wasn't certain at all if he'd know the place.
Tanya eyed both men and lazily loaded a fork full of mash in her mouth. She
sighed. “All right. Let me make a few calls. Can't be that hard to find him.”
It proved to be more difficult than she had thought. For two days she was
calling friends and contacts to try and find out where the man was and how to get
into the facility he ran. Usually her contacts were quick and what ever she asked
was resolved quickly, but in this case even they were running dry. They'd heard
the name, of course, and they could give a vague description of him. He wasn't
the kind of man to go unnoticed, not least of which because of his physical
appearance as well as a foul mouth.
Finally, one of the cops on the take revealed the location and how to get in.
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Seth thanked the gods for the two days of idle time. It gave him the
opportunity to get the electric outbursts under control. He didn't want to go
around shocking his friends for the rest of his life. It also gave his back the
chance to mend itself and with the painkillers it was becoming possible to walk
around almost normally. He wouldn't have wanted to end up in a fight just yet,
but normal life started to look possible once more.
His time spent honing the new found power was not wasted either. He got
the erratic outbursts of electricity under control and learned how to better make
use of his power. His favourite was having a piece of metal and flinging it away
from the tip of his thumb. He could achieve decent speeds with it – fast enough to
have the metal embed itself deep in the wall – because he could turn the tip of his
finger into a magnet that repelled the metal with great force. It lasted less than a
second so the surge of power needed to be timed perfectly, but when it worked it
could be a lethal weapon. He thought about coating his finger tip with some sort
of metal ring to get more strength in it as just the iron in his own blood did not
give much to work with.
Carl spent the days worrying about the cops. He kept a close eye on what the
news said and it looked like the attention was starting to shift from them. They
could thank some of the lower level gangs for it as it looked like they had started
a war of some sort and bodies kept piling up. It tied down the police to deal with
that instead of looking for three people who barely killed anyone. He figured
they'd be safe from too much scrutiny on the third day.
In a big city even the cops had a short attention span.
It was the morning of the third day. They'd had some breakfast and were
getting ready to head out. Both men looked on with some concern as Tanya
armed herself with an arsenal of weapons that would have been enough to take
on a small army. She'd dragged a large trunk from her bedroom and had started
laying out its contents on the dining table. Her long coat offered many places to
hide small pistols, knives and even more powerful weapons.
Carl had the handgun he'd taken from Vincent's place and Seth had his own
weapon. Not that either of them needed them. They were more dangerous without
the accessories.
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“Where did you get these all?” asked Carl and looked at the growing pile of
weapons.
“Perks of the profession,” said Tanya and pulled out one of the larger
weapons from the trunk.
“Is that a fucking plasma launcher?” asked Seth. The woman nodded. It was
much like the grenade launchers of old, but instead of conventional explosives it
shot out a container that unleashed a ball of plasma. It would melt anything in
its way, leaving behind nothing but a smooth edged spherical crater.
“Yes it is, but I don't think we'll be needing it,” said Tanya and admired the
weapon for a moment before setting it aside. She leaned down to the trunk and
pulled out what looked to be a light assault rifle. She tested the aim of it before
nodding in approval and fastening it to the underside of her long coat. It was
almost impossible to tell from the outside she had anything hidden underneath it.
“It looks like you're preparing for a war,” said Seth and looked at the woman
impatiently. He was ready to go already. He had on a new shirt, coat and
trousers. The old ones had been covered in blood and the hole in the back of his
shirt would have been a red flag to anyone who saw it. He had plenty of
painkillers with him too.
“From what I've been told this place of Sixten's isn't that easy to get into. We
might have to kill a few people,” said Tanya and finally looked satisfied with her
arsenal. She tucked a final small pistol down the back of her trousers. She had a
belt that kept things in place securely.
“We're not going to get in by shooting either,” said Carl.
“Then let's hope it doesn't come down to it,” replied Tanya and tucked away
weapons into the trunk and then hauled it back into her bedroom. She emerged
from the room with a satisfied smile.
“So we're sure we have the right place?” asked Seth. He didn't want to go
busting into the wrong place, especially with her arsenal itching to be unleashed.
“My source is reliable,” Tanya assured and started towards the door to the
outside.
“I guess we'll find out,” said Seth and followed the woman outside. Carl came
last and closed the door. An elevator took them down to ground level and from
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there they caught a transport capsule.
“Shouldn't we be a bit more careful?” asked Seth as the transport whisked
them through the streets and on to the highway.
“It's all right,” said Tanya. “It's not like there are cameras on every corner
despite what people think. Besides, you two don't even have your chips any more
so tracking you is more problematic.”
“What about you then?” asked Seth again. He was less than convinced they
could just walk out in the open after being plastered in the news for a few days.
“You think I walk around with a standard chip in my hand? In my line of
business?” asked Tanya and turned to give the man a smirk. She adjusted the
rifle under her coat for a more comfortable seating position.
“Let's just get along and see if we can find Sixten where the information
takes us,” said Carl to calm down the brewing fight between the two. To him it
looked like Seth had found a replacement for John in the endless game of jabs
and veiled insults. Not that it was a bad thing, but he wasn't so sure Tanya would
be as gentle as John had been in delivering her counters.
The two fell into silence and all three watched the scenery pass by. There
was a moment of raised heart beats when a police patrol flew over them, but they
soon turned away from the highway and onto a side street. They looked to be on a
standard patrol and not looking for any fugitives.
They all felt easier when the transport exited the highway and went down to
the lower streets and seedier areas of the city, where the police didn't patrol as
much nor was the surveillance as far reaching. They watched buildings pass by,
the streets turn from clean and safe looking to litter covered and dangerous. Even
the people turned from normal looking workers to homeless bums and street
hookers.
“Lovely area,” muttered Carl. The transport came to a halt in front of a run
down hotel. There was a dank smell in the air as he stood up from the transport
and looked around. His hand went for the weapon in his pocket, not because
there was any obvious threat, but because the entire place gave off the vibe you
could be attacked any moment.
“Are you sure this is the place?” asked Seth. He was having a very similar
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reaction as Carl and his hand was in his coat pocket.
“Have you known a transport to get it wrong?” asked Tanya. She seemed
much less concerned than the two men as she eyed up and down the street.
“No,” admitted Seth with a certain degree of reluctance.
“The place is inside that hotel,” said Tanya and pointed to the door.
“Should we just go in?” asked Carl. He looked around, but saw nothing that
would be cause for concern. There were a few bums sitting by the alleyways and a
couple of hookers across the street trying to sell themselves, but there did not
seem to be anything indicating the hotel was anything special.
Then again, there had been nothing special about Vincent's bar on the
outside either.
“I don't see why not,” said Tanya. “Not like they're waiting for us.”
“Let's go then,” said Carl and climbed the stairs to the door and pushed it
open. The first thing he noticed inside was the receptionist and the fact she was
behind thick glass that looked strong enough to fend off even the most drug
crazed fiend.
He was glad to see no one else was around, but he did not miss the door
leading to a back room than no doubt had thugs just waiting for some action.
Tanya made her way to the receptionist, letting Seth and Carl hang back.
Neither man fully realized how she had waltzed in and assumed command of
what had been their mission to start with. They were too busy worrying about
what might happen to protest it.
“Hello,” she greeted the receptionist.
“A room is ten credits for an hour,” replied the receptionist in the sort of dull
voice one developed after saying the same thing for years and years. She glanced
at the two men behind Tanya and let out a sigh. It wasn't the first time she was
seeing a threesome get a room.
“We're not here to toss around between the blankets. We're here to see
Sixten,” said Tanya in a slightly annoyed voice.
The receptionist gave her an assessing look. “There's no one by that name
here.”
“Don't make this more difficult than it needs to be,” said Tanya in a
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dangerous voice that promised violence if things did not go her way.
A buzzer rang.
“Excuse me for a moment,” said the receptionist and lumbered to the door
leading to the back. Tanya tapped her fingers against the counter, annoyed. She
glanced back at Carl and Seth. The men had a questioning look on them, but all
Tanya could do was shrug her shoulders at what was going on.
The receptionist returned and retook her seat. “Go to the elevator,” she
instructed. “You have been expected.”
“We have?” asked Tanya, surprised. It was the sort of declaration that made
her hands itch for the rifle hidden under her coat. The alarm bells rang in her
head, warning they were headed straight for a trap.
“We have been instructed to be hospitable to you,” assured the receptionist.
“There is no need for concern. You will not be harmed.”
Tanya eyed her with suspicion, but finally relented and walked to the two
men waiting. “Come on. We're supposed to go to the elevator.”
“So is Sixten here?” asked Carl.
Tanya shrugged her shoulders. “They were expecting us.”
Carl and Seth exchanged concerned looks, but followed her to the elevator.
They shared her instinctual feeling of walking into a trap, but what else were they
going to do? Leaving wasn't an option for their only clue.
The elevator doors closed on them and the cabin nudged downward without
a push of a button. It had a familiar feel to it from Vincent's place, though the trip
down seemed a lot longer.
“Best be ready for some action,” said Carl and gripped his weapon tighter.
Tanya and Seth followed his example and readied themselves for a fight.
The elevator came to a halt and the doors opened.
All three tensed their muscles.
They were greeted by a man with a genuine smile and his arms spread out
disarmingly.
“Welcome. We have been expecting you.” He had a pleasant, soft voice and a
body build that made him look more like a teddy bear than a serious threat. His
well trimmed black beard hid the shape of his jaw, but his dark suit failed to hide
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his bulging gut.
All three looked around suspiciously, not letting go of their readiness.
“Come, come. The door will close soon,” said the man and motioned for them
to get off the elevator.
Tanya led the way with the two men following her. She was pleased to see
the corridors going in every direction were empty. There did not seem to be more
than the single man to meet them.
“My name is Fred,” said the man with a disarming smile. “There is no need
to fear. We have been given clear instructions to help you. This comes straight
from Sixten so there's no danger of anyone going against it.”
“Help us do what?” asked Carl as he eyed down one of the three corridors.
Tanya and Seth were keeping an eye on the other two.
“Go after Tina and John of course,” said Fred in a voice that thought it the
most obvious thing.
“How do you know who we're after?” asked Seth. He fondled the gun in his
pocket. The situation was far from reassuring.
Fred looked at all three of them. “Is this really something you want to talk
about here, in the corridor? Why don't we go somewhere more comfortable and
talk things through?”
The three exchanged looks. Finally, nods were given by all and Fred turned
to lead them down the corridor Seth had been keeping an eye on. He took the
second door on the right and led the trio into what could only be called a
conference room. There was a long table with several chairs around it. There was
even a pitcher of water and some glasses on a tray along with sandwiches
wrapped in plastic.
Had the situation been any different it might have looked like a corporate
meeting.
“Please, have a seat,” said Fred and took a seat near the end of the table.
“Enjoy the refreshments.”
None of the three made a move for the water and the food as they took seat
in the chairs nearest to the door. A quick escape was never a bad idea in a
uncertain situation.
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“Why don't you just explain what's going on,” said Tanya. The rifle under her
coat made it difficult to sit in the chairs so she leaned against the table, barely
sitting on the edge of the chair.
Fred looked slightly disappointed, but a smile soon wiped away the
momentary lapse. “All right. I see you want to get on with business. This is
somewhat embarrassing to admit, but Sixten has been taken hostage, so to
speak. Your friends, Tina and John, took him with them and forced him to leave
instructions with us to help you go after them.”
“How did they know we'd be coming here?” asked Seth.
“You forget we've been on the news the last few days,” said Carl. “John must
have seen us and figured we'd remember Sixten. I'm just surprised he had the
same idea.”
“So where did they go?” asked Tanya. It seemed the biggest and most
important question.
“Nemedan,” replied Fred and the mere mention of the name made him
grimace. His boss had not gone to a welcoming place.
“Fuck,” muttered Seth.
Carl and even Tanya looked just as apprehensive about the revelation. It was
not a place any of them wanted to visit.
“Your friends chased after Vincent and that is where the trail led them,” said
Fred. “That is about all I know. You're a few days behind, but if you go quickly
I'm certain you will be able to catch up with them.”
“So how are you going to help us?” asked Seth.
Fred got on a look that seemed to think the answer obvious. “We're going to
let you use our facility to get to Nemedan.”
None of the trio looked particularly enthusiastic about it.
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Chapter 7
It was dark. That much John knew even in his disorganized state. The
Alternating had left him in a mess and he was busy rearranging himself back to
his human form. He was glad pain was a feeling that belonged in his past.
There would have been a blinding amount of it otherwise.
His body started to take form. His surroundings began to make more sense.
It was a small room with a dirt floor and stone walls. Above was a wooden floor
with light trickling down through the cracks.
John cracked his neck and stood up from the floor. He didn't bother with
doing anything fancy. He went with the black armour with its golden decorations.
A bright flash blinded him for a moment.
“Fuck, fuck fuck. Am I alive? I'm alive? Fuck. My arms still in the right
place?”
John sighed while the foul mouth of Sixten continued blabbering. An orb of
light appeared, illuminating the room properly. He saw Tina was there, smiling as
she watched Sixten go through his body parts, making sure everything was where
it was supposed to be. And amazingly enough everything was in their place.
“How did you do that?” asked John and watched Sixten move his artificial
arm that looked to be no worse for wear.
“It's pretty simple when the metal is part of your body like it is for him,” said
Tina and shrugged. “It's easy when you can see the particles do their work.”
“Then why didn't you do it for me the first time we Alternated? Or now for
that matter” asked John.
Tina grinned. “It was more fun seeing what would happen to you. I hoped
you'd scream, but sadly that joy is gone it seems. Save for when feeding you.” She
gave John a sadistic little smile.
It was sobering to see that side of her once more. It reminded John of the
kind of relationship they had and that he was never going to be an equal partner
in anything they did. He was the servant and she was the queen. He then
remembered Rand's story about Vincent's fortress and how it had had some
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modern pieces to it.
“Did you help Vincent bring in metal from other worlds?” asked John.
Tina shook her head and looked amused. “He did all that on his own.
Watching the failures when the opportunity rose was entertaining. So many
disfigured creatures came through, so many failures. I'm amazed he kept at it.
The men working for him did their best, but it is difficult to guard against
something you can not see or observe.”
“But you can,” said John.
Tina nodded.
“Fuck me. I can't believe you did it,” said Sixten, still in shock over being
alive. He was ignored by both of them as the door leading out of the room creaked
open.
John's hand flowed into the shape of a blade without him even thinking it
and Tina looked ready for action as well. Neither eased down even though it was
only a hunched down old woman with a lantern in one hand that stepped into the
room. Grey hair framed her wrinkly face and two emerald green eyes observed the
three with keen interest. She wore a simple dress made from brown fabric that
looked coarse and like it would have your skin itching.
“What's this? More of you?” the woman asked, her voice dry like she hadn't
had anything to drink in days. “So long has there been none and now there are
four of you in a short amount of time.” The woman shook her head.
“Who is this woman?” asked Tina.
“Oh fuck. I forgot about her,” said Sixten and stepped forward. “She's
Beatrice. My contact on this side. She takes care of anyone Alternating to this
location. Gives them clothes and so on.” He looked down on himself, realizing
that clothes would be a good first goal. “Why didn't you preserve my fucking
clothes?” Sixten turned to glare at Tina.
“I don't need them and neither does John. Slipped my mind.” She grinned
and gave the man a look over that would have had many blushing.
The old woman squinted and observed Sixten. Finally, she seemed to
recognize the man. “Ah, master. Have you come to free old Beatrice? Is it finally
time?”
93

Sixten turned and gave her a reassuring smile. “Yes, but your last job still
awaits you. It won't be long. Then you can rest easy and forget all about your
duties here.” It seemed like the right time to finally shut down the place. No one
had been coming there in the first place. He was honestly surprised the woman
was still there. Sixten supposed her wages had been paid none the less or she
had not wanted to give up on the tavern that was the cover for the place.
“What ever you need,” said Beatrice and bowed her head. She leaned on the
wooden cane, the lantern in her other hand shook.
“First, why don't you let me carry that?” asked Sixten and grabbed the
lantern. It had been teetering dangerously and he didn't want it dropping and
starting a fire. “And then we could search for some clothes for me.”
“Of course,” said Beatrice and nodded a thanks for him taking the lantern.
She turned and started to hobble out of the room. Sixten motioned for John and
Tina to follow and they did so. Tina let the orb of light flicker out so as to not
draw too much attention to herself.
They were led to a small corridor and Beatrice opened a door directly
opposite to the one they had come from. They were greeted by the stuffy smell of
clothes that had been sitting in storage for far too long without being aired out.
The light from the lantern revealed a large room filled with shelves and piles of
clothes on every one of them.
“You will find what you need here,” assured Beatrice and hobbled over to a
chair by the door. With a relieved sigh she sat down. “My youth has left me. I
would help were it not for my aching bones.”
“It's all right,” said Sixten. “Where might the trousers be?”
“Third shelf on the left,” said Beatrice. “At least my memory has not failed
me.”
Sixten nodded and started rummaging through the shelf.
John kept an eye on him. Somehow his foul mouth had cleaned itself when
dealing with the old woman. He had to wonder what the relationship between
them was to cause such a change.
Tina took the opportunity to talk with the old woman. She crouched next to
her and gave her a smile. “It's my first time here. Can you tell me about this
94

world?”
Beatrice focused her gaze on her. For a moment she looked thoughtful before
the wrinkles finally melted into a smile. “My, you are a pretty one. Be careful on
the outside. They'll notice you.”
“I will keep that in mind,” Tina assured and smiled. She didn't care who'd
notice her. If they caused trouble she'd simply kill them.
“Be sure you do,” said Beatrice and her voice carried with it a warning not to
take the matter lightly. “But you wanted to know about the world. You're in the
capital, Nevermoor, by the grace of the Lord Saviour. My humble inn is on the
outskirts of the city, near the southern gate.”
“Lord Saviour?” asked Tina. She must have meant the man John had talked
about, but what had he done to deserve such high reverence? The woman had
sounded as if she were talking of a god when mentioning the name.
Beatrice nodded eagerly. “He saved us all.”
“From what?” asked Tina.
“Ourselves.”
John snorted. “Don't listen to her. She's as brainwashed as the rest of them.
He was a smart man, this Lord Saviour of theirs. He conquered just about
everything through violence and shrouded himself in the mystics of religion to
appease those he sought to rule over. When you think you lost to the ambassador
of a god you're less likely to rebel, especially if you think that religion is right. The
Lord Saviour made certain everything pointed to him being right. Those that
disagreed simply vanished, though I suspect there are some mass graves to be
found if you start digging outside the city walls.”
“He is smart,” surmised Tina with a hint of reluctant respect in her voice.
“He truly saved us,” said Beatrice, ignoring completely what John had said.
“Once we were many nations. We fought wars, we thought less of certain groups,
certain religions were persecuted. The Lord Saviour changed that and showed the
error of our ways. He united all the nations. Made everyone equal. He sent
explorers to parts of the world unknown to us and made them his. There are no
more wars, no more conflict. We are at peace with ourselves.”
“And how many millions had to die to achieve that?” asked John. “The Lord
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Saviour was brutal and merciless in dealing with his enemies. I'd be surprised if
half the population of this world hasn't died through his hands. One way or
another.”
Beatrice gave John a disapproving look. “Do not speak ill of him with such
carelessness. It is not only him that would punish you for it.”
“Don't you go fucking upsetting her,” shouted Sixten from between the
shelves. He was taking his sweet time finding clothes.
Tina gave the old woman a calming smile. “Let's talk about the man who
came before us. Where did he go?”
The disapproving wrinkles on her face melted away. “He called himself
Vincent. Seemed jumpy to me. Wanted clothes quickly and then he left. I warned
him not to go where he did. He has not been seen since.”
“Where did he go?” asked Tina. She could barely contain herself. They were
now hot on the man's trail.
“He went to see the Lord Saviour. He is not fond of you Alters. No telling
what happened to him.” Beatrice let out a sorrowful sight. “As great as he is,
there are those he will not tolerate.”
John chuckled at the remark. In his mind there were fewer people the
Saviour tolerated than those he disapproved of.
“Where is this Lord Saviour?” asked Tina. “Is he here in the city?”
Beatrice nodded. “His palace is at the centre of it.”
Tina turned to John and Sixten who just emerged from between the shelves
with clothes on. He'd found himself a plain cotton shirt that covered much of his
artificial arm along with trousers and boots. He'd scrounged up a hat that could
be pulled to cover a good portion of his metal face.
“Then that is where we must go,” said Tina and stood up. Her bulging
stomach made it a cumbersome looking endeavour.
“To the Lord Saviours palace? Are you fucking nuts?” asked Sixten.
“That is where Vincent went,” she replied.
“We can't just walk in there,” said John. “We'll be dead before we reach the
man. We need to think of a plan to get in.” He wanted to say they shouldn't go in
in the first place, but it was unlikely Tina would have listened to his objections.
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Vincent was in their sights so she wanted to take the most straight forwards
approach in getting to him.
“Better be a good fucking plan,” muttered Sixten.
Tina stood there for a moment, thoughtful. Despite hearing what she had,
she was not worried about the Lord Saviour. It was unlikely he could pose a
serious threat to her. But she could not deny that simply marching in could be
dangerous even for her. There was no telling how big of an army there'd be
guarding the place. Who knew, maybe they could get lucky and Vincent would
come out to the open where he'd be easy prey.
The Lord Saviour was not their target after all.
“I'll leave you two to figure it out,” said Tina and kept the two men under her
gaze. “Find a way to get to Vincent as safely as possible.”
“And where will you be going?” asked John.
“To get rid of this stomach,” replied Tina and put her hands on her belly.
Even she wasn't going to enter into the danger zone with her children at such a
vulnerable state.
“A good idea I suppose,” said John, though he was less certain how he and
Sixten were going to get any sort of plan put together. “How long will you be
gone?”
Tina shrugged her shoulders. “Three or four hours.”
The reply revealed where she was headed. She had already told John where
she wanted to give birth to the children. It was a short enough stay that it didn't
have her away too long.
John needed feeding after all.
“All right. This is an inn, right?” asked John.
Beatrice nodded. “If you need a room, I have plenty free.”
“We'll take three,” said John.
“Two,” corrected Tina and frowned at him.
“Two,” John agreed with a sigh.
Sixten laughed next to him, forcing an angry look from John.
“Now, you two get along,” said Tina with a smile before disappearing in a
bright flash of light.
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“Come on, let's go see the rooms,” said John and stopped to help Beatrice up
from her seat. He also focused his effort to change the colour of his skin. The
black armour covered much of him, but he needed a face that looked somewhat
human. Practice had given him enough to manage that. The black faded into
what resembled human skin.
“I still need a weapon,” said Sixten.
“There are some in the next room,” said Beatrice and led them to the corridor
and the door she had mentioned. The room behind it was stacked full of racks
with swords, spears, maces and anything in between.
“You know how to use that?” asked John as he watched Sixten pick out a
sword for himself. The few swings he did before sticking with one did not give a
favourable image of his skills.
“I can hold my own,” the man assured. “I've fucked up enough people to be
quite good at it.”
John grunted. “Maybe so, but remember that if you're face to face with a
soldier, they likely have years more experience fighting with a sword.”
“But do they have the experience in killing?” asked Sixten with a grin.
“Here? Probably.”
The blunt reply took out some of the wind in Sixten's sails, but none the less
he fastened the sword to his waist and sauntered out the room with added
confidence.
With Beatrice in the lead they made their way up the wooden stairs and
through the hatch in the floor above. They emerged in a small storage room with
bags of flour leaning against one wall, barrels on the other and a shelf at the end
of it filled with jars of pickled vegetables.
John closed the hatch as soon as Sixten had made his way up.
“Follow me and I'll show you the rooms,” said Beatrice. She extinguished the
lantern and opened the door. Plenty of natural light flowed in. The chatter of
people was not what John had expected based on the stories he'd heard of the
world. He expected defeated people, fearful and discontent, but as they walked
past the common room it was obvious the people were not any worse off than
anywhere else he'd been to.
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Some were dressed in finer clothes, merchants of some sort most likely,
while others had on simple workers clothes. But no one was walking around in
rags. There was laughter and none of those he saw looked like they worried about
their lives ending at a moments notice.
What glimpses he saw of the outside through the large windows also
shattered his preconceptions about the world. He'd expected a dark world with
ash falling from the sky as if it had been met with a disaster of cosmic
proportions, but instead the sun shone as brightly as anywhere else and the
people walking past the windows looked like ordinary folk without a care in the
world.
It started to look like the government had played the propaganda card
against someone who had broken their rules.
Beatrice disappeared behind the counter that took up most of the wall on
the kitchen side of the common room. She returned with two keys in hand and
started to make her way up the stairs leading to the second floor. It took patience
on the part of John and Sixten to follow her, but finally they made it to the top of
the stairs and she showed them the rooms, handing both a key.
Sixten got a small room with a single bed and a small window that offered a
view of the alley below. He seemed happy enough with it.
John and Tina got a larger room with a double bed and some extra furniture,
like a table and chairs. John didn't pay much attention to it. Not like he'd get to
enjoy the softness of the mattress or anything else there.
Tina would make certain of that once she returned.
“Thank you for the rooms,” said John as he left the room and locked the
door. There wasn't much belongings for him to leave there so it almost seemed
pointless to lock it.
“I'll bill you when you leave,” said Beatrice in her thin voice.
John said nothing to it. He didn't have money to pay and neither did Tina.
He gave Sixten a look.
“Oh, don't worry about paying. I'll take care of it,” said the man.
“Well, we'd better go take a look around,” said John and started towards the
stairs before Beatrice had the chance to cut ahead and slow him down. Sixten
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followed close behind and they were back in the common room while Beatrice was
still at the top of the stairs.
“You sure we should be going out?” asked Sixten just as John was about to
push open the door.
“You want to be the one to tell Tina we didn't do anything while she was
gone?” asked John and turned to face the man.
“Fuck no. But.. you know. We stand out a bit. You with your black armour,
me with my metal hand and stuff. Fuck, I'd arrest us just for those.”
John considered his words for a moment and had to admit he was right.
There were too many things about them that drew attention. They wouldn't blend
in and no one would want to talk to them without being on the guard.
“All right, so we need something more to hide our oddities,” said John and
looked around. Everyone in the common room had some sort of cloak with them,
most in the same colour of dark grey. It looked like a common item for anyone to
wear and it would be enough to cover most of the odd things about the two of
them.
Sixten followed his gaze and saw the same thing. “I'll ask Beatrice for a
couple of those capes,” he said and went to the stair where the old woman was
working on the last few steps. He followed the old woman back into the storage
room, leaving John alone in the common room.
He looked around once more. The customers at the tables were giving him
occasional glances filled with curiosity. He was glad he had not formed the usual
helmet and instead had his own face showing. He didn't have make up so it was
taking considerable effort to maintain the skin colour along with the hair and
eyes. It was a huge leap from the small training he'd done the days before and
there were doubts creeping into his mind over how long he'd be able to keep it up.
It was with no small amount of relief that he noted the cloaks having a hood
that made covering your face relatively easy. Once he had one he'd be able to let
up with the cover.
It took a while for Sixten to return with the cloaks. He handed John one and
wrapped himself in the other.
“Fucking itchy,” he said and fidgeted about and tried to find a comfortable
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position with it.
John was glad he didn't feel anything as he wrapped the cloak around
himself and pulled up the hood. It was a small relief to let go of the colour
adjustments.
“How do I look?” he asked and turned to Sixten.
“Like you've got something to hide,” the man replied and pulled up his own
hood. John could see it was not easy seeing details of the persons face. The
robotic eye was completely covered as was the artificial arm and metal face.
After a bit of thought John formed himself a black beard to cover most of his
chin.
“Better,” said Sixten.
“Let's go then.” John pushed open the door and stepped onto the street.
It was clear the city was old, even at the outer wall. The buildings were of
solid stone, a tell tale sign that the inhabitants had had time to suffer through
the fires wooden buildings inevitably caused and settle on building with a bit
more effort for better safety. Even the street itself was covered in cobble stone
instead of being the beaten dirt path that the streets of Siver had been.
Looking up past the buildings that stood several stories tall at some times
revealed a clear blue sky. A gentle breeze blew down the street.
“Not a bad place at all,” said Sixten as they continued walking. People
passed them, carrying baskets full of food or other times they'd bought from the
local market.
“Not at all what I expected,” John admitted with a slight reluctance. It was
easy to fall for the trap of trusting what the news said about something.
“Never trust the fucking news,” said Sixten and gave way to a cart filled with
barrels as it rolled past them. The driver looked bored with his task and the
horses had a spring to their step that told of their desire to run.
It looked like a combination that would lead to problems soon enough.
“You know how they are,” Sixten continued after the cart had passed. “They
don't give a fuck about truth. The government gives them something to say, they
say it and don't ask questions. Fucking lapdogs the lot of them.”
“It is nice there isn't ash raining down from the sky,” said John. They came
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to a crossing. Down left the wider road sloped down to the city gate. Carts and
carriages rolled in both directions in a constant stream. The city looked to be well
off. Had there been the oppressing regime in place that the news had told of there
wouldn't have been so many people out and about.
“Still, it has been two decades, hasn't it?” asked John and looked to the
right. The road climbed up the hill that seemed to be at centre of the city and
offered a view all the way up to the fortress that stood in the centre. “Plenty of
time to change things.”
The fortress in the middle had higher walls than the outer part of the city.
Towers rose high above anything else near them and banners fluttered at the top
with the wind. They could see rooftops from beyond the wall, telling of the palace
that laid in the safety of them.
It looked like an impossible place to get into without being noticed.
“Two decades of genocide,” said Sixten and spat on the ground. “All that's
left are his fanatics.”
“That's one possible explanation,” replied John and started forward. He
figured it would be better to circle the city and see what was going on before
making for the heart of it. The city was big so it was likely it would take them the
entire day just to walk around it and get familiar with the streets. As they walked
he made note of alleys and the locations of certain stores and establishments.
There were soldiers patrolling the streets, dressed in chainmail and carrying
spears with swords strapped to their waists. For a city guard they were heavily
armed and armoured. The times the two got closer to the outer wall they could
see soldier patrolling on top as well with crossbows in hand.
Every time a patrol passed them without stopping they let out a sigh of relief.
As the day passed they started seeing taverns fill up with people looking to
spend the evening. Music started to drift from open doors along with laughter and
singing. Shops started to close and the workers hurry on home.
By the time they returned to where they had left from it was getting dark and
lights from windows started to show up, dotting the street before them on both
sides. The two men hurried their steps as they did not know how the soldiers
patrolling the streets would take to people roaming the streets in the dark,
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though they were not the only ones still going about.
They found the inn packed with people as John pushed open the door and
entered with Sixten in tow. A minstrel had appeared and was playing what could
only be described an epic about the Lord Saviour and his rise to power. The
crowd cheered along at the appropriate parts and hissed and booed when their
saviours enemies seemed to gain the upper hand.
John made his way to the counter where Beatrice was still miraculously up
and about, though she wasn't serving drinks. She had employees for that.
“So you have returned,” said the old woman as she saw him come up.
“Yes. Is Tina back?” asked John and turned to look where Beatrice was
pointing to. It was a dark corner table under the stairs with a lone figure sitting
beside it.
“She lost some weight,” said Beatrice.
John had expected as much so he simply nodded and made his way to the
table. He didn't much care what Sixten was doing, though the fact he already had
a tankard in hand did not leave much doubt about what he was going to be up to
until morning.
He was surprised to see a finished plate of food in front of Tina as well as a
tankard still full of ale. Even behind the table it was obvious her bulging stomach
was gone. He took a seat opposite to her.
“How did it go?” he forced himself to ask.
Tina grinned. “Our children are marvellous. You have to see them.” Her voice
was excited and the look she gave John was one that promised there would be
more children in their future.
“That's great,” said John in the least enthusiastic voice he figured he could
get away with. If Tina was pleased with the outcome that meant something
horrible had been brought to the world in addition to the lizard men.
“It's a boy and a girl,” Tina continued, ignoring the lack of enthusiasm on
John's part. “They're beautiful. You will love them when you see them. They are
very human like.”
“You left them with the others?” asked John. He was unsure how well the
lizard men could care for newborns.
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“Oh yes. The two will look after their lesser brothers and sisters.” Tina
smiled and took a sip from her tankard.
“What do you mean? They're newborns,” said John.
Tina laughed. “They were not born helpless into the world. None of my
children are.”
John was taken back by the revelation. He had hoped there would be some
time before her offspring was fully mature. He had hoped for years like it took
with human children, but it seemed the hope had been futile.
“Don't look so horrified,” said Tina with a smile. She didn't sound angry,
instead she looked to take pleasure in seeing John squirm and try to come to
terms with her revelations.
“I'm not,” John tried to deny, but even to his own ears the argument
sounded weak. He looked down at the table.
“Maybe you should get yourself a drink,” said Tina and waived for a waitress.
“You know what I need to drink will not be served in this inn,” said John in a
frustrated voice. He couldn't taste anything nor did he need to eat regular food
any more.
What he needed was blood.
Her blood.
Tina grinned. “I forgot.”
John was certain she had not. She just wanted to tease him. The cruelty
that lied behind her words was like a looming shadow on a dimly lit street. A
burst of laughter drew his attention for a moment. He frowned when he saw
Sixten being the source of it. Somehow he had managed to entice one of the
waitresses onto his lap and judging by how he swayed, the tankard in his hand
had already been emptied many times.
John turned back to Tina. “You have no idea how hard it was not to kill that
man. Entire day with him, the hunger growing stronger. I wanted to cut his
throat, feel the blood spray onto me. I wanted to let blood loose from the people
we passed on the street.”
Tina kept her eyes on John as she sipped from her tankard. “Why didn't
you?”
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“You said we needed him,” John replied.
“But why not the passers by?” Tina pressed on.
“It would have drawn attention,” said John. “And I don't want to kill people.
Not innocent ones who have done nothing to me.”
“You need to come to terms with the fact you are no longer human,” said
Tina in a calm voice. “They are not your equals. They are your food.”
“You are my food,” John snapped, before being able to control himself.
“No. You are my pet.” Tina gave him a stern look. The grins and smiles were
gone. Her expression was that of no emotion. “And I feed you when it amuses me
and only for as long as I want to.”
For a moment John met her gaze, but then he averted his eyes and looked
down at the table. His defeat was complete.
“You are my world,” said John in a quiet voice. Had he looked up he would
have seen the pleased smile that brightened up Tina's face.
“Then tell me what you have found today,” she said. “Perhaps it will be
enough to earn you a meal.”
John gave her a rundown of what they had seen so far. He stressed that the
Lord Saviour looked to be unreachable in his fortress, though he did give some
hope by reminding they were not certain Vincent was there or that he wouldn't be
coming out in the open from time to time. He stressed the need for patience and
for further information gathering.
He also expressed his own surprise at how the city had seemed. He had
feared it would be difficult to get around, but so far it looked like people were free
to move about as they pleased so blending in would not be impossible. In fact it
was looking like keeping an eye on their target of interest would be easy.
Tina did not look completely pleased with the report. She had hoped for
more, but eventually accepted that acting too rashly would not be in their
interests. Despite her powers, it would be inconvenient if too much attention was
brought against them.
“I think you have deserved your meal,” Tina finally said. She nearly purred
when saying it and it was clear she was in the mood for some amusement for
herself.
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John felt relieved. At the same time he hated that feeling as it further turned
the knife in the wound of losing his autonomy to the woman. Still, as she stood
up, so did he, and – like a loyal dog – followed her up the stairs to their room
while ignoring the grins Sixten was throwing their way.
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Chapter 8
It felt good to see the walls of a city. The high stone structure inspired a
feeling of safety that nothing else could quite match. Still, in the wake of what
had happened up north, Rand could not help but feel that safety was an illusion.
The walls had not saved the people in their convoy.
They'd turned against the people they were supposed to protect, trapping
everyone inside with the enemy. Many had been slaughtered because of it,
though there was no denying that without them the massacre might have been
even more complete.
“So that's Grandcale?” asked Jen. She brought her horse to a halt next to
Rand's. Trez had been right in his estimate. It had taken them several days to
reach the city. Rand and Jen had not mingled with the refugees much and the
captain had avoided them as well.
It was better that way, Rand had thought. There was always a sting of guilt
when he looked at the children and their parents. He had played a part in them
losing their homes. It was not an uplifting feeling and so he ended up doing his
best not to spend time with them.
Jen had tried to get him involved and help around, but the results had not
been good. Eventually she had given up and joined Rand in his solitude from the
rest of the group.
“That's it,” said Rand and looked back at the refugees. There were smiles
when they saw the city. Their long journey was finally over and they could get
back to rebuilding their lives in safety. “Though I fear it will not be as pleasant as
the people think.”
“Why do you say that?” asked Jen. A cart rolled past them with a couple of
children excitedly pointing at the city, laughing and grinning. The emotion was
infectious and she found herself smiling a bit.
“They hope for a quick reaction,” said Rand. “I doubt that will happen.
Grandcale doesn't have the resources to take back Siver. Someone will have to go
all the way to the imperial capital to make the plea. That will take months.”
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“That's for Trez to worry about,” said Jen. “For these people it is enough that
they are safe. That their children are safe.”
“Perhaps,” Rand admitted, though he did not sound too convinced of it. All
through the journey he had expressed his doubts on the empire acting and doing
the right thing. His mind would not change until he saw otherwise.
“For now, let's just get to the city and find ourselves a good place to rest,”
said Jen, hoping to direct the man's attention to something else.
“If they let us in,” said Rand and sent his horse trotting down the road. Jen
shook her head and followed, but as they got closer to the city she realized there
was a reason for the man's scepticism. Despite it being early afternoon the city
gates were closed and she could see a few figures standing in front of it, ready to
receive the column of refugees.
It did not look like a warm welcome.
“Come on. Let's ride ahead,” said Rand. He saw Trez and a few others start
to make their way towards the gate. Jen nodded and they pushed their horses to
a faster pace to catch up. Trez had sent a messenger ahead a few days ago so the
city knew what was coming their way.
They arrived at the gate a short while after the captain.
“What do you mean you won't let us in?” demanded Trez in a loud voice. He
had his hands in a fist, squeezing his leather gloves so hard his knuckles were
turning white. It was easy to understand why. He had put in a lot of effort to get
everyone to the city safely and now that was being denied.
“It is what the city council has decided, captain,” replied the man who looked
to be in charge of the situation. He wore a military uniform along with armour. He
was likely the person in charge of the city guard.
“These people have been walking for weeks! They've gone through horrors
you have no understanding of. They need help, captain Verns,” Trez continued,
shouting as loud as he could. Rand looked up and saw the men on the wall
clutching their weapons. They looked ready to defend the gate even against a
sorry bunch of refugees.
Trez glared at the two for a brief moment as they arrived but soon turned his
attention back to the problem at hand.
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“We are not denying these people help,” said Verns in a calm voice. He was a
tall man and with broad shoulders he had the look of someone capable of taking
on an army by himself. “Those that can afford to stay at an inn are welcome to
the city. But we can not have people sleeping on the streets, making the life of
ordinary citizens more difficult.”
“These people have nothing left! They can barely afford to buy food for
themselves, let alone rooms at your inns.” Trez countered. His three underlings
next to him showed much the same emotion, though they wisely remained silent
and let their leader do the talking.
“We have set aside an area for them outside the walls,” said Verns. “We have
reserved tents and food for those who can not afford it. The people will be looked
after. They just can't come inside the city without having a place to stay.”
“This is unacceptable,” Trez said, but there was not much more he could do.
If the city had decided this would be their course of action then he was not in a
position to change it by force. The best he could do would be to go to the city
council and make a plea for better treatment.
“It is the council's decision,” captain Verns reminded once more. It was a
round about way of saying he had no choice in the matter.
“Let me talk to this council,” said Trez. “They need to hear our story first
hand to fully understand the situation.”
“That has already been arranged, captain,” replied Verns. “They are eager to
hear first hand accounts of the events to decide how to proceed.”
Trez nodded. “I'll see my people settled before I meet anyone.” Without
further fanfare he turned his horse and started to head back to the refugees. He
stopped next to Rand.
“Don't go anywhere I can't find you,” he said. “I might need your help in
persuading certain people here.”
Rand nodded. “We'll be in the city. If they let us in.”
Trez snorted. “Show them some gold and they'll let you in.” With that the
captain sent his horse into a gallop, back towards the closing column of refugees.
Rand did not envy his position. Having to tell the tired people most of them would
not be able to go inside the city and the safety of its walls.
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“Looks like you were right. Things are not that easy,” said Jen as she looked
after the captain and his underlings riding away. She turned towards the city and
saw the gate still closed and the men standing in front of it looking ready to turn
away anyone they saw unfit to enter.
“Let's see if they let us in,” said Rand, not wanting to gloat over being right
about such an unpleasant thing. The guards were quick to block their path when
their horses stepped to the gate.
“Are you with the refugees?” asked captain Verns and looked up at the two of
them.
“We are,” replied Rand. “But we have money to pay for lodging.”
“Show us,” demanded the captain.
With a raised eyebrow, Rand dug out his pouch of coins and dangled it in
the air. Everyone could hear the coins cling together in a symphony that would
have had any merchant salivating.
“Open it,” the captain demanded.
Rand did as told and let him see the coins inside. It was a ludicrous degree
to go to, but staying outside the walls with the rest of the refugees was an even
less appealing proposition.
Verns nodded. “You can go in.” He motioned for the gate to be opened. One
side of the sturdy wooden gate started to move. It created an opening large
enough that Rand and Jen could fit through with their horses. Despite attempts
to be used for other purposes they still had their one horse dedicated to carrying
their supplies.
Grandcale was bigger than Siver. Most of the buildings were still made of
wood, but there were sturdy stone buildings here and there. It was a sign the city
was maturing and as wooden buildings burned or were torn down they were
being replaced with something more permanent.
The people near the gate who saw the pair enter stopped to give them
curious looks. Rand had no doubt word had spread that there were refugees
coming their way, that something had happened up north. That was always
something that caused restlessness and fear on top of the natural desire to find
out what had really taken place.
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Rand looked around for signs marking an inn, but could not spot any.
“Let's just go deeper in the city,” said Jen. “There's bound to be one by the
main street.”
Rand nodded and they rode on.
People continued to gawk at them as they went past. It was starting to feel
creepy being under such watchful eyes. There was a sigh of relief when they saw
the rooster shaped sign of the inn and stopped in front of it. They tied down their
horses to a place reserved for them. Rand hoped the place had a stable. Keeping
the horses on the street where anyone could steal them was not going to be an
acceptable solution.
“Why don't you stay with the horses?” asked Rand and looked around.
People had stopped to look at them. It was unnerving.
Jen nodded after taking a look around herself. “Just be quick.” She did not
sound too excited about staying on the street alone.
Rand pushed open the door. The common room immediately went silent and
those that were there had their eyes on him the entire way to the counter. It
looked like a decent establishment with clean tables and not too rowdy
customers. Mostly they seemed to be common workers.
A small chatter started when Rand reached the counter and came face to
face with the innkeeper.
“What can I do for you stranger?” the man asked while wiping clean a
tankard. His black moustache was thick and well groomed, no doubt a point of
pride for the man. His hair was short and green eyes measured Rand from under
thick eyebrows.
“Do you have rooms available?” asked Rand.
“I have a room,” the man replied and put down the tankard.
“There's two of us so we'd need two,” said Rand.
The innkeeper shook his head. “I have one available. It'll be the same story
at the rest of the inns.”
Rand frowned. “Why is that?”
“Word got out that there were refugees headed this way. Got some people
real riled up. The city council was called together and they made some decisions.”
111

“Are you telling me they ordered the inns to only rent one room, no matter
how many people belong to the group?” asked Rand in disbelief. It was too much
of an stretch in his mind and the innkeepers probably weren't too happy about
the rule either.
The innkeeper nodded. “I swear by my name that is the truth, stranger.
Straight Cal never lies. Ask anyone here.”
Rand shook his head and sighed. “We came here all the way from Siver
looking for help and it seems all we're getting is spurns and hints that we should
go away.”
Cal gave him a sympathetic look. “It's not right, but we can't go against the
council's orders. They'd shut our business down.”
“I understand,” said Rand and dug out his coin pouch. “You got a place for
horses?”
Cal nodded. “Of course.”
“So how much for the room?”
It was a reasonable price and Rand paid it without much complaint. He also
ordered a meal for both of them. Cal sent a boy with him to show them the
stables.
“We got a room,” said Rand as he untied his horse. He noticed the crowd had
gotten smaller.
“Just one?” asked Jen. Though they had previously shared a room she had
hoped for separate rooms for obvious reasons.
“No choice. I'll explain it later,” said Rand.
They followed the boy through a small alley to the back of the inn. There was
a small yard and then the stable building. It took them a while to put the horses
in their places and feed them, but once that was done they went through the
back door into the common room.
Rand led the way upstairs, following Cal's instructions to their room. When
he opened the door both of them were stunned to see there were not two beds in
the room, but a single large one.
“I wasn't expecting that,” said Rand and threw his saddlebag on top of the
chest that was at the foot of the bed.
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“I'm sure you didn't,” said Jen and threw her belongings next to Rand's. She
gave the man a stern look.
“Honest. I had no idea,” said Rand and raised his hands up. There was a
stained glass window – each one of its four pieces a different colour – on one side
of the room that let in its tinted light and offered some privacy from prying eyes
on the outside.
“What are we going to do about it?” Jen stood on one side of the bed, Rand
on the other.
“We could ask for another room. One with two beds,” said Rand, though
whether Cal was forbidden from shuffling people to other rooms was up in the
air.
“Or you could sleep on the floor,” said Jen.
“Hah. A poor joke after all the riding and camping we've been doing.” Though
Rand was willing to make some accommodations for her, there was a limit to it
and sleeping on the floor crossed the line.
He was the one paying for the room after all.
“All right. Let's see what the innkeeper can do for us,” said Jen and gave up
on the conversation. There was not much else to do so they headed downstairs to
the common room for a bite to eat and to sort out the room issue.
They found a free table under the curious looks of the rest of the customers.
Cal talked to one of his waitresses and made his way to the table. It seemed the
innkeeper wanted to find out personally what ever it was that he was looking to
know.
“I'll have the food ready for you in just a moment,” said Cal as he stopped by
the table. He gave Jen an appraising look, though he quickly turned his attention
away when she started staring back at him.
“Good. You wouldn't happen to have a room with two beds instead of the
single big one?” asked Rand.
Cal shook his head. “Even without the council's order my rooms are filled
up. Only a few beds left in the big room.”
Rand met Jen's eyes. He sighed. “I suppose we'll make do with the room
then.”
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Cal looked hesitant and glanced at both of them.
“You look like a man who has questions,” Jen noted and gave the innkeeper
an encouraging look. Even if he asked only things about the north, it was never a
bad idea to talk to locals. Who knew what he'd let slip. Any small nugget of
information could turn meaningful in the future.
“Well, you are from the north, aren't you?” asked Cal once more.
Both Jen and Rand nodded.
“Well,” Cal leaned in towards the two. “What really happened up there? We
haven't heard much. The council men, it's like their lips have been nailed
together if you ask them for details.”
Rand looked around. The nearby tables had gone silent and despite Cal's
best attempt to be discreet with the question, everyone who had heard it was
looking their way, hoping to hear the account first hand.
He turned to Jen, seeking counsel on how much to tell them. How would
they react to hearing about monsters that decimated a city in just hours? How
would it affect the status of the rest of the refugees? There was much more in
play than sharing a simple story. Given how the council had ordered the refugees
to be treated told they were worried.
All he got from Jen was a shrug.
She didn't know any better than he did.
“What have the council men told you?” Rand asked out of curiosity. What
lies had been told?
Cal shook his head. “Next to nothing. Only that Siver was attacked and there
would be refugees coming our way. There are rumours, of course. Some say it
was just an out of control fire that burned down the entire city, but that makes
no sense. Some say it was an army from even further north, wild men whose
territory had been invaded by you lot.”
Rand chuckled. “If only it was something like that.”
“There'd be only half the problem that now exists,” added Jen.
The innkeeper gave both of them a curious glance.
“It wasn't men or fire that drove the people away and destroyed the city,”
said Rand, his voice filled with all the emotions remembering it all brought up. “It
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was an army. Army of monsters.”
“Monsters?” Cal asked, his voice dripping with disbelief. He of course knew
about Shredgast and all sorts of other things roaming the northern forests, but
for any of them to form an army capable of taking down a fortified city was
unheard of. It was something that could not happen due to the very nature of the
beings.
Rand nodded. “They're like lizards on two feet. Big, as tall as seven or eight
feet. Claws that can shred through armour. And there were hundreds of them.”
The silence in the common room felt oppressing. Even the tables farther
away had fallen silent and some had come closer to hear better. It was quickly
turning into a crowd.
Cal swallowed hard.
Rand smiled at him. “Don't worry. They seem content to staying in the north.
For now at least. I don't think any followed us. Not sure they've even left the city
after taking it.”
It took a moment for Cal to digest what he was hearing. “And you're all that
left? The lot that came today?”
Rand shrugged his shoulders. “I don't know. A lot of people were trapped
inside the city. Whether they're alive or dead, I don't know.”
“If they're lucky, they're dead,” said Jen.
Rand nodded. He hated to think of the fate the trapped people had to suffer.
“But yeah, the people that arrived today are about all that's left of the city.”
It was a sad testament to the devastation. Those that had seen the convoy
arrive from the city walls could easily tell there were a few hundred at most. Out
of a city of thousands, that was a horrible loss of life.
The silence in the room continued. There were a few muffled whispers as
those closest spread what was being said. Rand expected there to be an
outpouring of questions, but they never came. Instead, there was a solemn
silence as everyone digested the news.
On the one hand it was understandable. They had just been told something
that would take a bit of time to digest. What it would do to the city once word
spread was another matter all together.
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“Well, I..” Cal shook his head. There was a profound sadness about him. It
seemed the news had hit him hard. “I'll get you your food and drinks.”
Rand nodded.
As the innkeeper left, so did the larger crowd. It was surprising no one
sought to hear more from them.
“Polite bunch, aren't they?” asked Jen and watched the people return to
their tables. “Any other place and we'd be surrounded and bombarded with
questions right now.”
“It's a bit creepy,” said Rand and wished he had a tankard of ale to nurse.
His throat felt dry. Lucky for him, Cal did not take long before returning with
their food and drinks.
It was a peaceful meal. The rest of the customers let them have their space
and no one came to bother them. A few extra servings of ale later they decided it
was time to get some rest and headed up to their room.
Rand stretched and let out a long yawn as the door to their room closed
behind him. He'd forgotten all about the bed, but remembered as soon as he set
his eyes on it.
“So, um, how are we going to do this?” he asked and watched Jen rummage
through her belongings. She drew out her sword from its scabbard and turned to
face him with a grin.
Rand raised his hands. “Hey now..”
Jen burst into laughter. “You should have seen your expression. Priceless.”
Still amused and snickering, she pulled the day cover from the bed and laid
her sword straight down the middle of it. It split the bed in two. “That's the line.
Cross it and suffer.”
“Fair enough,” said Rand. He took his own sword and laid it at the foot of the
bed so the two blades tips met in the middle. He figured hitting the cold steel
would wake him up anyway. The blades were sharp too so it was likely he'd end
up cut for it, which would wake him up.
“I hope you're not a restless sleeper,” said Jen with a wry smile.
“Just don't blame me if you roll to my side of the bed,” said Rand and got a
frown in return.
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From there it was the usual evening chores; giving Jen her privacy so she
could change, watching her brush her hair and finally turning in for the night.
They were both woken up by the door slamming open. Jen had the sense to
grab her sword before jumping out of bed, ready to face off the intruder. Rand
rolled off the bed with less grace and fell to the floor with a loud thump and a
whimper of pain.
The border had held during the night.
“What do you want?” Jen demanded and faced off the intruder. Her eyes
were still blurry from the sudden wakening.
“My apologies,” said the young man who had slammed the door open. He
wore the uniform of a soldier from Siver. “Captain Trez wishes to speak with you.
He is waiting downstairs.”
Jen relaxed only slightly. “Have you no manners? Usually you knock before
slamming a door open.” In her mind she beat herself over not locking the door.
How could she have forgotten something so important?
“My apologies. I did knock, but there was no answer. Perhaps you were too
deep in sleep,” the soldier replied.
Rand finally managed to gather himself from the floor and stand up. He
yawned and gave the soldier a glare. “What does Trez want with us? For that
matter, how did he find us? And what time is it?”
“He only told me to come get you,” the soldier replied. “And it's early
morning.”
Rand turned to Jen who still had her sword up. “Might as well go. We're up
already.”
Jen lowered the blade as it seemed there was no danger. She did not look
pleased with the situation, but started to get herself some proper clothes. The
overly large shirt she had on was not something she'd want to venture outside
with despite it going all the way to her knees, especially since she did not have
anything else on.
Rand quickly pulled on a shirt and pulled on his boots. He then grabbed the
soldier by his arm. “Come on. Let's give the lady some privacy.” The soldier
started to say something, but Rand yanked his arm so hard the words fell out his
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mouth without a sound.
“Trust me, you don't want her to be the one to throw you out,” said Rand
and shoved the soldier in front of him and closed the door, giving Jen the privacy
she needed to get changed.
The soldier rubbed his arm and glared at him, but said nothing. They waited
for Jen to get changed and come out of the room. She'd found herself a pair of
trousers and a shirt that was more her size. She had her sword which made Rand
consider getting his, but decided not to. If something was going to go down, she'd
be enough.
He'd make do with his powers.
With the soldier in the lead, they made their way down the stairs and into
the common room. The tables stood empty, but the fire was still going and Cal
was already fussing around, getting things ready for when his guests would wake
up and others looking to have breakfast would start pouring in.
There was one table by the fire that had people at it, one the familiar figure
of Trez. The two others Rand remembered seeing amongst the refugees, but
couldn't remember their names. None of that had seemed important enough to
remember while travelling with them.
All three men fell silent when Rand and Jen arrived with their escort. They
all took a seat, filling the table to capacity.
“You should teach your men some manners,” said Jen and gave Trez a small
smile. “This youngster slammed open the door to our room with barely a knock.”
“I did knock,” the young soldier protested in a calm voice, though it was
clear he feared Trez would believe it and start fuming at him.
“I hope he didn't surprise you doing anything inappropriate,” replied Trez in
a dry voice void of humour.
Jen just smiled a bit wider at him.
“Why did you drag us up at this hour?” demanded Rand. The wakeup had
not been a good one for him. It had made him grumpy.
Trez had always had a serious expression fixed on him, but now it had
turned into one of worry and weariness. “I've been talking with the council of this
city for the entire night.” Even his voice had lost its usual edge.
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“Sounds like you need some sleep then,” said Rand.
“Later,” said Trez in a firm voice. “I need to get things rolling first.”
“So what did the councilmen say?” asked Jen. It couldn't have been anything
good. Otherwise the man would have been sound asleep by now.
“They bickered, as such types usually do,” said Trez, his voice filled with
disdain. “But they made it clear they're not going to do anything. They'll tolerate
the refugees, keep them fed so they don't croak and stink up the outskirts of the
city, but they're not going to help us take back Siver.”
“Well, to be honest, they don't have the manpower for it,” said Rand. He felt
no joy in having been correct about it.
“You don't understand,” said Trez. “They're not even going to send a call for
reenforcement so it could be done. They don't want Siver back in the empire's
folds.”
“Why would they do something like that?” asked Jen. It did not seem like
something any sensible person would support. “Do they not understand the
monsters will eventually come south? Do they think this city would fare any
better against them, after the monstrosities have had time to gather their
strength and bolster their numbers?”
“There's history between the cities,” said Trez. “Before Siver was founded,
this was the frontier city. It was here that the adventurers pushing the border
came to spend their fortunes and sell what they found. After Siver was founded,
this place struggled to make up for the lost income.”
“That had to be decades ago,” said Jen, sounding surprised anyone would
hold a grudge for so long over something like that.
“There has been some more strain on the relations over the years,” said the
young soldier that had barged into their room. “Like captain Trez said, the fact
the frontier moved to Siver was a big blow to the city, but there has also been
tension between the two city councils. There have been incidents, such as a
council man from Siver stealing the daughter of one of Grandcales's council men.
It nearly caused a war between the two cities and only the intervention from the
empire prevented that. Though that was a decade ago it still taints the view of
some.”
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Rand eyed the young man. He seemed to know an awful lot for someone his
age. “Who's the history book, Trez?”
A small smile passed the captain's lips. “That's Alden Cantu. Before coming
to Siver and joining the guard he used to study at the academy in Nebera.”
“History was of particular interest to me,” said Alden and glanced at Trez,
hoping he had not spoken out of turn. He continued as there seemed to be no
objection. “That's why I know so much about what has happened between the
two cities.”
“If you liked it so much, why did you leave?” asked Jen.
“The debt collectors were starting to make it impossible for me to stay,” said
Alden. He did not seem ashamed to admit he'd had problems with his finances.
“All right, but why are you telling us this all?” asked Rand. He had a good
guess, but there was always the possibility it would turn out to be something
else.
“Since the council and military leaders of this city won't be doing anything,
it's up to me to arrange the taking back of Siver,” said Trez. “I'm going to travel to
the capital with Alden and Errol here.” The captain gave a nod towards the man
to his other side.
Errol was third in the chain of command Trez had set up for the refugees.
His black moustache gave him a commanding look combined with the cold stare
of his brown eyes. A slightly crooked nose and shaggy hair made him look like
he'd been to his share of bar fights and tankard bottoms. Still, there was no
denying he had been valuable during the long journey south. The people listened
to him and, more importantly, they respected him.
“And you want us to come with you?” asked Rand. It was as he had thought.
Trez nodded. “I know it's asking a lot.”
“It's at least a months journey to the capital,” said Jen, though she did not
sound too concerned with it. It was a simple statement of fact. It would not be a
dangerous journey as they'd be travelling towards the heart of the empire. The
roads would be patrolled and safe and there would be inns spread close enough
that they'd have a comfortable bed to sleep in most nights.
“I need you two,” said Trez, his voice as close to pleading as it would bend.
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“Out of all the refugees, you two are the most level headed. You've seen the
monsters first hand, you've fought them. You can convey the full extent of what
has happened, perhaps even better than I can.”
Rand turned to give his companion a look. It wasn't a decision he could
make alone, though he had to admit to it being appealing. He'd never been to the
capital and the stories he'd heard made it seem like an interesting place to visit.
Then there was the fact they didn't really have anything better to do. If the
council would not do anything then their mission of freeing the north from the
monsters was not going to go forward by staying behind.
They'd need the core of the empire to put wheels in motion.
But a month there and a month back was a long time.
By her expression Jen seemed to have much similar thoughts going through
her mind. She turned to Rand as well. Their eyes met. There was no need for
words.
“When do we leave?” asked Rand as he turned to the three soldiers.
The relief on Trez was visible. “Tomorrow?”
“Sounds good,” said Jen with a smile of her own.
There was no hiding her eagerness to see the capital.
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Chapter 9
Rand pushed aside his cape and reached for the water container strapped to
the saddle. It was a hot day and the sun shone high from the sky. While the
north was undoubtedly covered in snow by now and Grandcale was likely seeing
its first flakes float down, they had been travelling south for almost a month so
there wasn't a hint of snow to be seen. The weather had turned from autumn to
what could only be described full blown summer.
It was to be expected not only because of the direction they were travelling
to, but because Nebera was located along the coast. A warm current ran past it
keeping the air warm even in the winter. You could not really say there even was
such a thing there.
At least that was what Alden had given as an explanation. Whether it was
true Rand did not know, but neither did it matter. The weather was what it was
regardless.
He took a long gulp of the lukewarm water.
“Can I have some?” asked Jen from next to him. She rode with her cape
flung behind her, leaving her short sleeved shirt as the only thing protecting her.
Rand had already suffered sunburns, but she seemed to be able to avoid them all
together.
Rand passed the container to her. He noticed the tan they had both built up
as some of his arm got exposed from under the long sleeve of his shirt.
What a difference you could have within a single country.
Jen took a gulp before passing the water back to Rand.
“How much longer do we have to go?” she asked and wiped her mouth. It
wasn't the sort of complaining question you'd expect it to be, but rather one of
genuine curiosity. They'd kept a brisk pace ever since leaving Grandcale. They'd
gone through several other cities and a countless number of roadside inns. They
were fast becoming experts in recognizing a decent place to spend the night just
by looking at it from the outside. There were always several tell tale signs of a bad
place.
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A few nights they'd been forced to camp outside, but with proper tents and
other equipment it was not that bad. And now that they had three more in their
group it meant less need to be on guard. The nights were more relaxing that way
as there was less fear of anyone coming to disturb your sleep.
The long trip had also given Rand and Jen the time to become more familiar
with riding and they'd reached a point where their muscles had grown
accustomed to the up and down they had to endure for hours on end. Even if
they had not been complete strangers to it, there were many small things to
learn. Trez and his two men had offered helpful tips as well.
It had made for a way to build a bridge between the five and as a result they
all got along better. Rand would have gone as far as saying he considered young
Alden a friend and even Trez did not seem like such a bad person any more.
“Not that long I suppose,” Rand replied as he fastened the water container
back in its place. They were riding a well kept road that cut through farmland.
Either side of them they had fields being worked on by farmers.
“We should arrive tomorrow,” said Errol and turned to look back. He had not
been riding that far ahead of the two. He'd grown a beard during the journey, but
not once had he given up his armour and uniform. He was ready to face any
threat coming their way.
Jen gave the man a nod.
“Though it might take us another day just to get to where we want to go in
the city,” the man added. “Nebera is a big place.”
“At least we'll have no trouble finding an inn,” said Rand.
“Have you ever been to Nebera?” asked Jen, directing her words to Errol.
The man slowed down for a bit so he could ride next to her. “Been a long
time. I was just a boy back then. My father went there to get some official paper
notarized, I forget what. He took me with him.”
“So you're from around here?” asked Jen. While they had talked during the
journey, the origins of the man had never come up. They'd heard all sorts of other
stories from him, about battles fought and his family, but never about his origins.
Especially in the beginning he'd been talking about the wife and daughter he'd
left with the refugees.
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The fact they'd made it out of the city was a a small miracle.
“I'm from the east parts of the empire,” said Errol and looked in that
direction. “It's easy to forget that there is more than the empire in this world.”
Rand had to agree with the statement. There were other nations, but the
sheer size of the empire made it possible to never encounter anyone who wasn't a
citizen of it. While vast swaths of the lands were unpopulated and untamed
wilderness or farmland, there was a decent population as well.
Enough to keep the claimed lands in check and safe from the other nations.
“How was it?” asked Jen.
Errol shook his head. ”To a young boy everything looks big. Back then I
remember thinking there could not be such a city. There could not be so many
people. Everything there looked so well kept compared to the small city I grew up
in. I really can't say much more without making things up. I was too young to
remember much.”
They had to move to the side of the road as a patrol rode past them. Twenty
men in turquoise uniforms, carrying long spears and shiny armour. A standard
highway patrol in the inner empire. They saluted Trez when they passed. His
uniform commanded that much respect and he returned it, but they did not stop
to bother them.
“We've been seeing more of those as of late,” said Rand when the patrol had
passed and all that was left was the lingering cloud of dust their horses had
kicked up.
“Just means we're getting closer to the heart of the empire,” said Errol and
wiped a bead of sweat from his brow. The uniform combined with the armour
could get hot.
“Let's hope we won't need to spend too long convincing them to help,” said
Jen.
“We haven't even gotten there yet and you're missing the north already?”
asked Rand teasingly.
He got a glare in return. “We don't have unlimited time on our hands. For
several reasons.” There was no need for her to list them all. Some were things
Errol, Trez and Alden knew nothing of and should not learn of in any case.
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“Don't worry. Trez will sort things out quickly,” Errol assured. His faith in
his commanding officer was unwavering. Why wouldn't it be? So far he had
always led him safely out of all the tight spots.
“It's the capital of the empire,” Rand reminded them. “It's where politics is
the king and even well reasoned arguments and pleas can get buried under
someone’s influence.”
“Trez has friends,” said Errol. “Influential ones. He's not just some captain of
a far off city.”
“Oh?” Rand looked at the man, his curiosity shining through. Jen was giving
him much the similar looks.
Errol gave Trez a glance. The captain was riding well ahead with Alden in
between. It was unlikely he'd hear anything the three talked about.
“Now, don't say you heard this from me, but Trez is from a family with
means,” said Errol as he leaned over towards Jen and Rand. “And influence. His
father was high up in the imperial court. His brother followed the footsteps of
their father, but Trez joined the military.”
“I can't imagine that sat well with his father,” said Rand.
“A military career is a honourable one,” said Errol and shrugged his
shoulders.
“Not when you end up all the way in Siver as a captain,” said Jen.
Errol laughed. “That's where you're wrong. Stay in the inner empire and all
you get to do is lead patrols like the one just passed us. Maybe if you're lucky you
advance in ranks and get to lead some honour guard or something fancy like
that.”
The man spat on the ground. He clearly did not hold a honour guard in high
value.
“But come north, to Siver. That's where you get to show your true skills,” the
man continued. “Monsters, bandits, untamed wilderness. That's where a military
man can make a name for himself.”
“And has Trez done that?” asked Jen.
“I would say so,” said Errol after a brief consideration. “The lord marshal
thought highly of him and he did not hide it. He sent reports back home praising
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captain Trez. They're bound to know he has done admirably.”
“Let's hope you're right,” said Rand and glanced at the captain riding ahead.
“If his reputation is poor it will be that much harder for us to get help.”
There was no argument against the statement.
They rode on in silence until stopping for a short rest and a brief bite to eat.
From there they continued on until they spotted a small village that was bound to
have an inn. It was the right time to stop for the night anyway so they headed
there.
The sign identifying the inn was a simple wooden plank with illegible text
written on it. Rand guessed it started with a T while Jen was certain it was an I.
Neither could even venture to guess what the second letter was. Despite that they
dared to go inside and found the place to be acceptable.
Though once more Rand and Jen had to share a room due to other
customers.
It had happened several times during their journey and at times it seemed
like they spent more time sleeping in the same room than being separate. It had
given them time to come to terms with it and it went with a pleasant routine now.
Both knew their boundaries and respected them.
Having settled in their room the five met in the common room for the last
meal of the day. They got a whole roasted pork tenderloin with carrots and other
roasted vegetables on the side and some dark crusted bread. It was a feast, but
being a day away from their goal was enough reason to splurge a bit.
“I have been meaning to ask something,” said Rand after he'd settled a slice
of the pork on a piece of bread and topped it off with vegetables. He had to stop to
lick his fingers as grease dripped from his creation. “When we get to Nebera,
what's the plan? We can't just walk up to the imperial palace and demand to talk
to someone. They'll laugh us out of there. At least I assume they would.”
As busy as everyone else at the table was building their own meals, they
turned to look at Trez for answers.
“Your assumption is correct. They would laugh us out of the palace,” said
Trez and took a bite from his sandwich. He took his time chewing it down. “But
we're not going to the palace, not directly.”
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“So what are we going to do?” asked Jen. She hadn't made a sandwich for
herself, rather she was content picking away at a thick piece of the meat and the
vegetables she'd piled on her plate.
“We'll go to my brother,” said Trez. It was the first time he'd brought up the
fact he had one. Had Errol not told Jen and Rand earlier that day, they would
have been caught by surprise. Now, they managed to keep eating without trouble.
“Is your brother an important person, captain?” asked Alden. The fact the
younger soldier did not know any more about him told how well kept a secret the
captains family and past were.
“He's in the court,” said Trez. It didn't sound like he wanted to talk about it
too much.
“Shouldn't we be going through the military, captain?” asked Errol. His
moustache had grease dripping from it. It was never a clean sight when a man
with facial hair ate something that had liquid gushing out of it.
“We'll see what my brother says,” said Trez. “It is not always that simple in
the capital. There might be interests at play that we're unaware of.”
Everyone at the table nodded at that. The council men of Grandcale had
taught that lesson well.
“We're going to stay at his house in any case. No harm in talking to him
first,” said Trez.
“Will it fit us all?” asked Rand. Suddenly housing five people took some
room.
Trez gave a smile at that. “It shouldn't be a problem.”
No one wanted to dig in deeper in it so they ate the rest of the meal in
silence. The plan was now clear to them all. How they would advance depended
on the answers Trez's brother would give.
Having finished their meal they lingered at the table for a while more,
downing a tankard or two of ale in the process. Serious talk had had its place and
now they were back to the lighter stuff of sharing experiences. That meant it was
mainly Errol doing the talking and Alden lecturing them on the occasional point
in history that cropped up in his stories.
Finally the night had crept on long enough that they settled in to their
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rooms. Rand gave Jen her privacy before climbing in bed himself. At least they
didn't have to share the same bed this time.
Morning broke with a clear sky and a gentle breeze. The group enjoyed a
quick breakfast, though Errol and Alden looked like they had drank more than
they should have. Their appetite wasn't what it usually was.
“We should be in the city by midday,” said Trez as they climbed on their
horses.
Rand made the last checks to see everything was still in its place on their
packhorse. He'd changed his long sleeved shirt to one with shorter sleeves. The
cape he wore was enough to keep him sheltered from the occasional breeze. He
looked up at the clear blue sky after mounting his horse. “At least it's a nice day.”
“We've been lucky with the weather,” said Jen from next to him as they sent
their horses trotting down the road. Alden and Errol rode first, Trez followed
them. That left Rand and Jen to hold up the rear.
Her remark about the weather was true enough. Only a few days had they
had to endure rain or any other adverse conditions. The further south they got
the more pleasant the weather had become.
“I can't wait to see the blue beaches,” said Jen after they'd ridden for a while.
“Blue beaches?” asked Rand. While he'd heard stories about Nebera this one
was a new one.
Jen nodded. “At night, there are beaches near Nebera that glow a pale blue
in the moonlight.”
“That sounds like something worth seeing,” said Rand. It was hard to
imagine such a sight or what could cause it.
Jen nodded. “I heard someone say it's some algae that washes up on shore
that causes it.”
“That is such a mundane explanation,” said Rand. He'd hoped for something
more mysterious. It was a different world so it could have been anything. But
algae? That wasn't the sort of thing you thought of when talking about a strange
phenomenon.
They rode for several hours until the road came to a fork by a sand covered
beach that seemed to continue endlessly. The road continued to the left and
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right. There was a lot of traffic on it, going up and down the length of the beach.
There were carts filled with goods and groups of riders as well as solitary
travellers on foot, making their way to and from the city that could be seen in the
distance.
The waves hitting the beach broke into white foam that washed up before it
resided with the water. The smell of salt water combined with the seagull cries
above left no uncertainty that they'd arrived on the coast.
There were small figures crouching and running on the sand.
“What are they doing?” asked Jen as they started down the road once more.
She could tell the figures were children.
“They're children. They come to the beach to dig up crabs and other edible
things. It's a good way to earn a few coins from the merchants,” replied Errol and
looked at the figures with a small amount of longing in his expression. Rand
couldn't blame the man. It sounded like an easy and simple life with little
dangers in it.
The road followed the coastline and in the distance they could already see
the walls surrounding their destination. They rode closer and up the small incline
that led to the city. It was built next to a cliff that broke the stretch of sand
beach. The city extended far inland, too far for them to see where it ended.
The closer they got, the more impressive the city started to look. The wall
was high enough that you'd have had trouble building a ladder long enough to let
you climb to the top of it. Still, buildings peeked from beyond it and rose higher.
Much of it was built out of a white stone that looked almost painfully bright in
the sunshine. Towers rose from parts of the wall, red flags fluttering in the wind
at the top of them.
The gate they arrived at was big enough to allow four carts to pass through
side by side. There were guards there, but they did not seem interested in making
more than the occasional stop to keep up the appearance of caring who went in.
Those coming out were not harassed at all.
They'd bunched up because of others traffic and passed through the gate as
a single group. The paved street had their horses making a racket that would
have bounced between the tall buildings had it not been for the mass of people
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going about their business.
“Stay close and follow me,” said Trez and led the way. He veered off from the
main street after only a brief moment.
Rand and Jen followed Trez and his two underlings, but most of their
attention went to taking in the sights of the city. From what they could tell the
city lived up to its reputation. It was clean, well kept and the people there seemed
to be well off for the most part. The few they saw dressed in rags did not look like
they were about to keel over from hunger.
There were shops peppered along the streets they passed through. On a
short distance Rand saw a butcher, a bakery, a blacksmith and even a shop
selling fine clothing for women. That they all coexisted on a small stretch of
street along with many others shops spoke to the variety available in the city. No
doubt there were countless more streets with similar arrangements.
Trez led them through what seemed like an endless maze of streets. The
buildings soon started to grow less tall, opening up the feeling of the city. There
was more space between the buildings and some started to have walls separating
them from the neighbours. Rand could see trees beyond them, telling of gardens.
It was clearly a wealthier part of the city.
He could see it from the people on the streets as well. There were more the
servant types and wealthy people on their palanquins, some even with a few
guards around them. Gone were the women with their food baskets and the
children running after each other.
They finally came to a halt in front of a large two story building. It was
sectioned off by a wall tall enough to give anyone looking to climb over it a
challenge. The gate was guarded by two men that looked to know how to use their
swords.
Trez dismounted, motioning the others to do so as well. They did so while
the captain went to talk with the guards. One of them disappeared through a
door in the wooden gate and, after a short while, returned. The gate was opened
and the two men gave Trez a respectful bow.
“Looks like we're welcome,” whispered Jen to Rand as they started forward.
“Let's hope it stays that way,” he replied and measured up the guards as
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they passed. So far they had not had much luck with those they'd sought out for
help.
The walls hid behind them a lush green garden that surrounded the
building. There were gravel laden paths, bushes cut into shapes and flowerbeds
in full bloom.
The building itself was made of the same white stone that made up most of
the city. There were decorated pillars supporting the red tile roof and the
passageway that went around the entire structure on its second storey. There
were other smaller buildings built in a similar style within the confines of the
walls. Some were obviously servants quarters while others looked to be for more
practical purposes.
Servants rushed over to take the horses. Trez nodded to let them do so and
the rest followed his lead. Given the surroundings Rand was starting to feel out of
place in his travel weary clothes. He could tell the others were having similar
thoughts as they made their way up the staircase leading to the main door.
If the building had been impressive on the outside, the inside did not pale in
comparison. The stone floor shined like it had been polished that very day, the
white stone replaced by granite with different colours making patterns in it.
Pillars lined the walls along with sculptured busts of people past and perhaps
even the present. The walls had banners, paintings and anything else that could
be hung as decoration.
The lobby they entered had a winding staircase leading up to the second
floor. Doorways led to additional rooms on either side of them and past the
staircase there were two more doors.
Rand felt bad stepping into the place with his travel worn clothes. He could
tell each step left behind a footprint someone would need to come and clean up.
As he looked at his companions it was clear everyone else but Trez was having
similar thoughts.
A servant had rushed ahead to summon the master of the house. They had
been instructed to wait in the lobby so that was what they did. Minutes passed,
but Rand and Jen didn't pay much attention to it. There were far too many
paintings and other interesting objects to look at.
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Errol and Alden were more constrained and they stuck close to Trez, fighting
the urge to look around. They were both soldiers and it was time to act like one.
“Brother,” echoed a greeting down the stairs, drawing everyone's attention. A
man dressed in a white robe walked down. There was no mistaking that he was a
close relative of Trez, so similar was their facial structure and body build. The
real difference was in how they dressed as well as the way their hair looked.
While Trez preferred a short cut his brother had long hair reaching his shoulders.
“Cruz,” said Trez in an almost emotionless voice. He looked uncomfortable as
his brother made it down the stairs and gave him a brotherly hug.
“It's been far too long,” said Cruz. His voice lacked the commanding nature
of his brothers. It was more suited for pleasant conversations that demanded
subtlety and persuasion instead of force. He looked around the small group. “I
see you have brought guests?”
“Something has happened up north,” said Trez in a serious tone. “The two in
uniform are my men. The girl and her companion are witnesses. I must talk with
you about this.”
“What happened?” The lightness in Cruz's voice had disappeared.
“We've lost Siver,” whispered Trez, barely loud enough for those close by to
hear. He did not want the servants hearing and going out to spread the word. “We
must talk about this in private where no one can hear us.”
Cruz had grown a bit pale. “Of course. Follow me. All of you.”
He led them upstairs and through a corridor. He opened a heavy looking
door which led to what looked to be a study of sorts and motioned everyone in.
There were enough chairs there for all of them to sit down. Having closed the door
Cruz made his way behind the large desk and the single chair there. He moved
some papers out of his way before leaning forward.
“Tell me what happened.”
As Trez retold the events, the others sat listening. Jen didn't pay much
attention and she even stood up to browse through the bookshelves that lined
one of the walls. She found many books dealing with history and figured Alden
would have loved to browse through all of them if he had not already done so.
She glanced at the young man and noted how tense he looked.
132

A small smile passed her lips.
Both Errol and Alden looked like they were in the room with the emperor.
Cruz must have been high in the court for that to be the case. If he agreed with
his brother then things would likely progress smoothly.
Her eyes met Rand's.
He looked a bit bored at hearing the explanation of events once more. He'd
been there, lived through it, so it was all something he knew already. He sought a
comfortable position in his padded chair and looked ready to doze off if the
talking went on far longer.
Jen turned her attention to Cruz. While the man's expression remained calm
even at hearing about the lizard monsters there was no hiding the way his hands
were squeezed together tight, telling of emotions that were being kept in check. It
was only when Trez got to how they had been treated in Grandcale that some
signs of anger seeped into his expression. When Trez finally finished with the
briefing Jen sought out her original seat once more so she could better be a part
of the discussion.
It took Cruz a moment to gather his thoughts. “This is horrible,” he said in a
quiet voice. “I'm glad you all made it out safely from that hell.”
Trez nodded. “Our main concern now has to be retaking the city. If not for
any other reason but to prevent those monsters from growing stronger and
heading south to cause more death and destruction.”
Cruz nodded. “They might be content with their new found home for a while,
but eventually everyone needs more space. Then they'll look south instead of the
barren north.”
“What can you do to help us?” asked Rand, tired of sitting with his mouth
shut.
He got a look from both brothers.
“In our haste, I don't think we have been introduced,” said Cruz to start
things off. “My name is Cruz Trez. I'm an advisor in the emperors court, mainly
dealing with things of commerce.”
“The man you're talking to is Rand,” said captain Trez. “The woman with him
is Jen. The soldier are Errol and Alden.” He motioned with his hand towards each
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of them as he made the introductions.
Jen was not all together happy to being referred to as the woman with Rand.
As well she found it curious that the captain went by his last name instead of his
first. Was he ashamed of being called Herman or was it simply the appropriate
way of addressing someone with the rank of captain?
“And these two are witnesses to everything that happened?” asked Cruz after
the names had been given. He motioned towards Rand and Jen.
Trez nodded.
“It's good that you came to me first,” said Cruz. “Had you gone straight to
the military I think you would have been disappointed.”
“Why is that?” asked Rand. He did not like that his question had been
seemingly ignored.
Cruz leaned back in his chair. “The military branch is in a bit of an upheaval
right now. The emperor is not all together pleased with the current highest
ranking leader and there is a man below him making moves to become the
favourite.”
“I would think a situation like that would have both of them jumping at an
opportunity to prove their worth,” said Jen. “What better way to convince the
emperor you're worthy of leading the armies than by freeing a lost city from
enemy hands?”
“It would,” admitted Cruz. “But the question is which of the two would have
gotten your information first. That would have considerable impact on the current
balance. The results could lead to significant upheaval.”
“That's why I came to you first,” said Trez. “We need to know who we should
go to so the north has the best chance of seeing help.” He had his own ideas, own
names, but the struggle at the top had come as news to him just as for the rest. It
might change who to trust and seek help from.
“And that is where I can help you,” said Cruz and glanced at Rand, finally
answering his question. “The north needs help and I know the people who can
best ensure that it happens. It is not only a matter of military, but of economy as
well. The frontier has potential to provide great wealth for the empire and there
are men who will want to see it secured based on that alone. They will force the
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hand of the military should the need arise.”
Rand nodded. While it was an empire and there was an emperor it seemed
the place was largely run by bureaucrats and others in positions of power. It
wasn't that surprising. Many empires turned out like that. The emperor likely
stepped in only when something went wrong or a matter got introduced to him
from someone extremely close to him.
“We will start tomorrow,” said Cruz and glanced out one of the windows. It
had taken quite a while to bring him up to date and during that time the sun had
started to make it's way down to the horizon. There were not many hours of
daylight left. “I'll have rooms prepared for you, though I am afraid two of you will
have to share a room.” He glanced at Rand and Jen.
“That's fine,” said Jen to Rand's surprise. Errol and Alden could have shared
a room just as easily. Maybe it had been a simple automatic assumption from
Cruz since they'd said Jen was with him. That they were some sort of a couple.
Still, she could have said no.
Rand shook his head.
Sometimes it was hard to tell what she was thinking.
“There are baths in all the guest rooms. I hope you will make use of them. I
know travelling a long way can be dirty business. Get some rest and relax.
Tomorrow the real work will begin,” said Cruz and rang a small bell on his desk.
A servant soon opened the door and received instructions to show the guests to
their rooms.
Trez remained behind to talk some more with his brother as the rest were
guided out and through the corridors to their rooms. Errol and Alden got their
rooms first. They weren't large, but not small either. There was plenty of space for
a single person to lounge and even have a few guests over for drinks in the
privacy of their own room.
Jen and Rand got a larger room, though in reality it was three rooms. There
was an area with chairs and tables for gathering. You could easily fit ten people
there. The second room had a sunken bath in the middle of it, filled with
steaming hot water. The third room held the large bed that could have easily
allowed four people to sleep in it in comfort. It seemed overly luxurious.
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All around there were similar decorations lining the walls as had been down
in the lobby and Cruz's personal study. Their belongings had already been
brought there. They were in a neat pile in the bedroom on either side of it. The
servants clearly knew their business.
Rand noticed Jen eyeing the steaming bath with no small amount of longing
after the servants had left.
“Why don't you go in first?” asked Rand. There were curtains that could be
pulled to separate each room from the others. Had there been a couch of some
sort Rand would have offered to sleep on it, but as it stood there were only chairs
that looked far too uncomfortable to be slept in.
Jen gave him a smile. “Thanks.” She rummaged through her bags for a
moment for some clean clothes before making her way to the bath. She pulled the
curtains shut and a brief moment later Rand could hear the water splashing as
she went in.
Rand made his way to the balcony that opened up from the living room they
had. The view was to the back of the house and the large garden there. There was
a large fountain at the centre with benches arranged around it. Gravel paths cut
through green grass and animal shaped bushes and trees. Rand knew little of
gardening, but it was clear several people tended to the place full time. There was
no denying their skill either.
It was the sort of garden that – even back home – would have been the pride
of its owner and the envy of their guests.
Even though many lived in far more comfort where Rand came from, it was
the rich and powerful that still lived in stone built mansions with large swaths of
land surrounding it. In that sense Cruz had a house that would have been highly
sought after.
All it lacked were a few necessities that would have been easy to bring, such
as electricity.
Beyond the garden there was the wall and the neighbours. From the balcony
Rand could barely see over it. From what he could tell none of the neighbours
had tall enough buildings to really see into the garden. It was as private as
anything in the middle of a large city could get.
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He watched the sun paint the sky red as it made its way down. The
temperature started to fall and even though he knew it was still plenty warm
enough, his body was used to the heat of the day, making the air feel cooler than
it really was. He did his best to ignore the sound of splashing water coming form
the other room.
There had not been much time for Rand to simply sit and reflect on what
had happened during the past month or more. There had always been Jen with
him to talk with, so there had not been much quiet time for his own thoughts.
What was most surprising was that he didn't find himself missing the old life he'd
had.
It was hard to believe a former accountant was now playing a role in an
empire shaping matter. What would the wife have though of it? Probably laughed
and told him to go back to a job that paid the bills.
Thinking about her made Rand feel that usual sting of guilt. Her death had
not been planned nor had it been something he had wanted, but at the same time
there was no denying that he felt more free. To an outsider it might have felt
horrible to hear him think that, but they had not lived with her.
Even someone you loved could build a cage around you.
Rand sighed and leaned against the balcony railing.
For a moment he wondered what was wrong with him. Killing your wife was
not something you were supposed shrug off like it was nothing. It made him feel
like something was broken inside him. He was certain many others would have
agreed.
“It's your turn,” came the voice of Jen from behind him.
Rand spun around and saw her standing there, moist hair running down
over her shoulders, nothing but a warm looking towel wrapped around her naked
body.
He looked away quickly.
“Thanks.” Rand went to the bedroom to get a set of clothes for himself and
then closed himself off into the bath area. He made certain to keep his eyes away
from Jen. It wasn't that he didn't want to see her, but he knew she felt more
comfortable that way.
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He'd had a month to figure her out.
The bathwater was surprisingly clean even after her soaking in it. Rand
undressed and left his clothes in a pile next to the pool. The water was the perfect
temperature as he slowly lowered himself in and rested his head against a towel
he'd grabbed to make a pillow.
For a long time he simply sat there, enjoying the warmth and the soft
embrace of the water.
The thoughts from the balcony continued to run through his mind. He
chewed the demise of his wife some more, though no new revelation came about
from it. His mind wandered after that, from topic to topic.
He thought about Carl and Seth.
Where a month had passed for him and Jen, his two friends were barely
into their own journey. Had they found Vincent yet? Or John and Tina? If they
had, were they still alive?
When dealing with Tina, that was a sensible thing to worry about.
Rand sighed and reached for a scrub and started cleaning himself more
thoroughly. There was a bar of soap he used to get the dirtiest places clean and to
wash his hair. By the time he was done the water in the pool had become murkier
and would need replacing.
Standing up from the pool and wrapping himself in a towel had him feeling
the cold air compared to the warm water. Having dried himself off he wrapped the
towel around his waist and headed back to the room. It felt better to let the air on
the balcony dry you off before putting on clothes.
To his surprise, Jen was sitting in one of the chairs in the living room, still
wrapped in only her towel. He did his best to keep his eyes off her exposed legs.
“That was relaxing,” said Rand in an effort to spark up a conversation.
Silence felt even more uncomfortable than usual.
“It was,” admitted Jen and stretched herself. She gave him a satisfied smile.
Rand glanced to the open balcony. It was now dark outside and he could see
lights in the distance as people started lighting them in their homes.
“Do you want to have sex?”
“What?” Rand was not certain he had heard her right. He gave her a bit of an
138

wild eyed look.
Jen leaned forward in the chair. “It's a simple question. Do you want to have
sex with me?”
“Erm..” It was like his mind had been dunked under wet cement. There was
so much he wanted to say, but none of it made it far enough to form into words.
“I don't know how long it has been for you, but for me it has been months.
And I'm starting to feel like it's becoming too much,” said Jen.
It was a surprisingly frank admission.
Rand's brain was still hitting empty.
Jen laughed. “It's just sex. I'm not asking you to marry me. It doesn't have to
mean anything more. Just two people filling each others needs. No strings
attached.”
“Are you sure it's wise?” Rand managed to ask. He feared a night with her
would turn into something he wouldn't be able to let go of. At the very least it
would make their relationship more complicated.
“Come on, you've never had a fuck buddy?” asked Jen as she stood up.
“No,” admitted Rand. Every time he'd had sex it had been with a woman he'd
been dating. Though to be fair, there had been only one before he'd met his wife.
Jen walked over to him and put a hand on his chest. While he wasn't a
muscle fiend, the month of travel had taken away some of the softness years of
office work had produced. The fact he'd been doing a bit of training with Alden
and Errol also played a part in it.
He looked healthy.
“Just sex,” Jen whispered and looked him in the eyes.
Rand swallowed hard. Her hand felt soft as it wandered over his chest, up to
the neck and down again. There was no denying he wanted her. She was the one
offering herself. What reason was there to say no? How bad could it be for their
friendship?
“Are you absolutely certain?” asked Rand and looked her dead in the eyes
with a serious expression. “There is no going back if we do this.”
“I've had weeks to think about this,” said Jen. “I wouldn't ask if I wasn't
certain.”
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Rand still hesitated. What if she got pregnant? That would complicate things
far too much. He was about to voice more of his concerns when Jen unwrapped
herself from the towel. There was the body he had been trying to avoid seeing.
Perky breasts with small nipples that were already hard, the curve of her hip, the
flat stomach. Even the tan lines gave her a little bit of extra sexiness.
She reached out and undid the flimsy knot that was holding up Rand's
towel. She glanced down, her eyes widening a bit, but then a smile appeared on
her lips. She stepped closer to him, one hand on his chest, travelling down to his
crotch.
“Let's just enjoy ourselves tonight,” she whispered, her hand moving gently
to arouse his desires.
There was no more fight left in Rand.
He wrapped his hands around her and pressed his lips against hers. For a
long time they stood there, engulfed in that first kiss. As their lips parted, Jen
grabbed hold of Rand's manhood and used it as a leash to lead him to the
bedroom.
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Chapter 10
Sixten barged into the room, open bottle in hand, liquid splashing on the
floor. It was clear he was drunk, but the sight he faced was enough to make even
his hazy mind come to a halt.
John was kneeling on the floor, his body the usual mix of black and gold
that didn't require any effort from him to maintain. The only difference was there
was no armour. He was completely naked and in an obvious state of arousal.
Tina stood in front of him just as naked. She had her hand clenched in a fist
above John's head. A drop of blood trickled from between her fingers and fell
down into John's open mouth.
It was as if the man had an orgasm. His body started to tremble and muscles
twitch.
“What the fuck?” Sixten uttered and stared at the pair in front of him.
Tina glanced at him and smiled. “Do you want to join in?”
She squeezed another drop of blood into John's mouth.
John wanted to get away from her and the shameful situation. But her blood
tasted too good. The addiction was too strong. He doubted even the blood of a
hundred normal humans would have been a match for a drop of hers.
And she had given him another drop!
The shudders of pleasure and pain kept him from reacting to Sixten with
anything more than a note in his mind that he was there.
Sixten's drunken eyes focused on Tina. Her naked body was enough to send
blood rushing to places that – even in his current state – he realized were not to
be used on her. Not if he wanted to maintain some resemblance of independence.
“Ah. Fuck. No. Thanks,” he managed to blurt out. His mind was busy trying
to figure out what to do next. Should he turn around and leave the room? But
then why had he barged in in the first place?
“Then why did you barge in?” asked Tina as she turned her attention back to
John. He was looking up at her with pleading eyes. She smiled at him and gently
caressed his cheek with her free hand. The other she turned so that no more
141

blood would drip on him.
Sixten took a swig from his bottle. The liquid burned his throat as it made its
way down, but it would get him more drunk. Maybe enough to forget he ever saw
the display in front of him. He actually started to feel a bit sorry for John.
He decided another gulp was in order.
Tina teased John with her clenched hand. She brought it close to him and
made it seem like another drop of blood would be coming, but at the last moment
she pulled it away. She enjoyed the look of frustration and desperation John had
on him.
“Well?” asked Tina and glanced at Sixten once more. At the same time she
pulled john's head closer, resting it against her flat stomach, gently caressing his
hair.
Sixten coughed. “Fuck. Right. Some men came into the tavern. Soldiers of
the Lord Saviour. They talked.”
“Mm..about what?” asked Tina and rubbed John's face against her stomach.
She raked a hand through his hair and pulled on it with force she knew the man
couldn't feel other than as something pulling his head to one direction.
“There's going to be a celebration. Invitations to the keep have been handed
out quite liberally. It would be a perfect opportunity to slip in and see what's up,”
Sixten explained, managing to not utter a single foul word as he did. He wished
he could get past the couple and to the bed behind them or the chairs to their
side, but getting further into the room did not sound like a good idea.
“We would need invitations,” said Tina. She had returned to teasing John
with her bloodied hand.
“Ah, that's the fucking beauty of it. I asked Beatrice about it and she said
she can get us invitations. She knows some fucker that just came into town and
isn't too well known yet. We can pass off as him.” Sixten took another swig from
his bottle. The burn was less pronounced and he was starting to wonder if he was
drinking the same stuff he'd started with. He peered at the bottle with the sort of
careful style any drunkard had.
“Just one of us going?” asked Tina.
“Fuck no. You know how these things are. It's you and your other half and a
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servants or two. Plenty of space for all of us.” There was an ever so slight slur in
Sixten's voice now. The swigs were doing their work.
“When is this party? What's it for?” asked Tina. She was back to tormenting
John with her bloodied hand. The man's lips moved, begging, but no sound came
out of him under the look of his mistress.
“Erm, fuck, what was it?” Sixten went for his bottle again to jog his memory,
as questionable as its effectiveness was for that. “Right, some celebration about
the Lord Saviours victory over something. They say he'll be there, but who
knows? It's just a day away.”
“Not much time to prepare,” said Tina. She leaned down to give John's
forehead a kiss. The man looked up at her with pleading eyes, causing her to
grin. She brought the bloodied fist over him and let loose a drop of blood.
John was once more robbed of his ability to say anything in the
conversation. He could barely pay attention to what was being said.
Sixten laughed. “What preparations do we need? Beatrice has the clothes for
us. She's getting the fucking invitations. All we have to do is fucking show up and
play our parts of minor nobility or wealthy merchants or what ever the fuck the
guy she gets our invitations from is.”
Tina looked down at John for a moment, contemplating whether the plan
would be worth it. Even if they went, would they be able to get to Vincent when
such a public event was going on? The look in John's eyes had her grinning. He
had his doubts about the plan. “Tell Beatrice to get those invitations.”
“All right.” Sixten took another gulp from his bottle.
Tina looked at him with a raised eyebrow.
“What?” asked Sixten.
“I don't really mind if you want to stay and watch,” said Tina with a wry
smile. “Though I'd think since you refused to join us, you don't want to do that
either.”
A shiver ran down Sixten's spine. If this was what they did before really
getting into it, who knew what they'd do if he stayed. “I think I'll go drink some
more. Maybe I'll forget all about this fucking mess,” he finally said and went out
the door.
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Tina laughed at the closed door. She turned her full attention to John.
It was hours before John's torment was over. He'd wanted to talk, protest the
choice Tina had made, but there had never been an opportunity for it. It was as if
she knew what he wanted to say and every time torpedoed his attempts to keep
the moment going.
John laid on his back in the bed. Tina had just rolled off from him and
rested on her side next to him.
“You shouldn't have agreed to the plan,” said John. There were still
momentary twitches as his body remembered the sweet euphoria her blood
induced and others as it remembered the pain involved with it.
“And why not?” asked Tina. Surprisingly she did not sound angry over being
questioned for her choice. Then again, she had just spent several hours doing
something she enjoyed and was still feeling the afterglow of her own pleasure.
Perhaps it mellowed out her edges a bit.
“Do you really think we can present ourselves as people of this world?” asked
John. It wasn't only a question of sounding foreign. While the language was the
same, the way letters were given weight was different all around. The scientists
could not have quite explained why it was that language had evolved to similar
extents in all the worlds. At least in all the places they had gone to. There was a
theory that the worlds were mirrors of the one and same world and the
differences had come about from small changes.
It was theorized that there were worlds where language had taken a different
course as well.
The biggest issue would be their knowledge of the world they were in. They
knew next to nothing about the Lord Saviour and his deeds. The customs were
foreign as would any commonly known gossip among those invited.
“We can try,” said Tina and stretched herself before sitting up. She pulled
her legs up, squishing her breasts against them and rested her chin on her
knees. “What's the worst that could happen? We get thrown out of the party?”
“Or into the Lord Saviours dungeons, or worse yet, we get our heads cut off,”
said John.
“I can just Alternate us away if things get real bad,” Tina reminded him. She
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made no mention of John's own abilities. Between the two of them it seemed
unlikely there would be anyone at the party that could stop them. The Lord
Saviour maybe, but she had her doubts about even that.
With blood flowing all around, John was essentially immortal when faced
with nothing more than swords and arrows.
“I suppose,” John agreed, though he sounded less than convinced. Who
knew what the Lord Saviour was capable of? Maybe he was more powerful than
Tina? Maybe they'd all be separated, leaving them unable to escape together? A
lot could go wrong. “I still don't like it.”
“I bet Vincent will be at that party,” said Tina and threw herself laying back
down. “We're not going to sneak into that fortress any other way. This is the
easiest and best way we're going to get.”
For John it felt a bit odd to lay there next to her like they were nothing more
than a normal couple. Had she been he might have rolled over to admire her body
and maybe run a hand up her stomach and to her breasts. Instead there was the
urge to shape his hand into a blade and drive it through her. But that thought
was quickly replaced by the panic of losing the pleasure her blood gave.
“Let's hope you're right. And that Beatrice can really get us the invitations
from someone nobody knows,” said John. In his mind he also hoped Sixten
wasn't blabbering about it while trying to drink his memory out of service. He
couldn't really blame the man for wanting to do it. He had much similar thoughts
himself.
The conversation ended there. John drifted to sleep soon after. It was late at
night, after all. When morning came he woke up to Tina nestled against his side,
head resting against his armpit, one hand over his chest. He was unsure how to
feel about it. At the same time he was repulsed by it, but at the same time she
looked like nothing but a beautiful woman as she slept.
In his mind he cursed.
The relationship with her was far too messed up to make sense of it.
Carefully, he lifted away her arm and slipped out of bed. He didn't want to
wake her up for reasons nothing to do with wanting to be kind to her. He knew
she could be grumpy in the mornings if woken up too soon.
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He pulled on the set of clothes Beatrice had given him and tinted the visible
parts of his body to that of a normal human being. He had to admit to being
surprised how easily it came to him now. He hadn't practised that much, but he'd
discovered the secret to it which made it that much easier. Still, the strain was
enough that he doubted he'd be able to do it for an entire day. Not without a
significant toll anyway.
John slipped out the room as silently as he could and made his way down to
the common room. It was surprisingly busy for such an early time in the
morning, but Beatrice and her staff were already up and serving breakfast. There
were a few customers scattered around the tables, others enjoying the pale grey
porridge and dark crusted bread, others going for more expensive options of meat
and roasted vegetables from last night.
It was encouraging that Sixten was not passed out next to one of the tables.
“Would you like some breakfast?” asked Beatrice as John made his way to
the counter behind which she was fussing about.
“Thanks. I'll have a bit of meat and vegetables,” John replied.
The old woman nodded. “Did you sleep well?”
John shrugged his shoulders. “Adequately.”
Beatrice let out a cackle. “With someone like her I imagine most men would
not be getting much sleep.”
There was much John wanted to say to refute it, but it seemed like a waste
of time. Let the old woman think what she wanted to. She was of no consequence.
“May I ask you something?” said John and gave the wrinkly woman a look.
“Of course,” replied Beatrice and stopped fussing about.
“Is it true that you can get us invitations to that celebration?” Despite Sixten
assuring it was all good, he wanted to make sure. Beatrice did not seem like the
sort who'd be able to deliver such things, though perhaps that was to her
advantage. Who would suspect an old inn keeper of something like that?
The woman nodded. “It will be expensive, but it can be arranged. The person
whose invitation it is has some debts he hopes to clear with it.”
“But won't people recognize that we are not that person?” asked John. It
seemed like the most obvious flaw in the plan. The celebration was unlikely to be
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such that no one knew each other.
Beatrice smiled. “That's the beauty of it. He has only just arrived in the city.
To escape his debtors. He has a title and that's why he received an invitation, but
no one here has seen him yet on the account of him being from the outskirts of
the realm. At least no one coming to the party.”
John wasn't entirely convinced that would be the case. The high up society
tended to have a keen nose for recognizing their own and a new arrival rarely
went by without anyone knowing a thing about them. “Do you think we'd be able
to fool people into thinking we're from this world?”
For that Beatrice had to stop for a moment before answering. “You will need
to be careful,” she said. “You don't know much of what is going in this world. You
will need to come up with some reason why you are so out of touch with current
events.”
“I don't think it will be limited to just the current events. We know nothing of
the history,” said John. The only way to keep that hidden would be to avoid
conversation all together and that was the sort of thing that drew attention.
“These celebrations. There is a lot of prearranged program. It is not
uncommon to go without conversation for long periods of time,” said Beatrice.
“What sort of celebration is it exactly?” asked John. Sixten had not been
overly detailed about it.
Beatrice dodged down under the counter and dug up a bottle. She poured
some of it for herself and sipped it before continuing. “When the Lord Saviour
first appeared this world was split between several kingdoms, the strongest of
them centred right here. It was not until his troops marched on this city and
liberated it that his powers truly started to influence the world. It is that victory
that is celebrated.”
“I assume the celebrations will be through the entire city?” asked John. It
seemed like the sort of thing that the common people would celebrate more than
the elite.
Beatrice sipped her drink. “Of course. The streets will be filled with people
rejoicing.”
“We didn't see that much preparations going on yesterday,” said John,
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though to them it might have gone unnoticed. What looked like normal life to
them could have been those preparations.
Beatrice gave a sad smile at that. “The people of this world have a different
idea of what a celebration looks like. They do not decorate the streets into
multicolour banners or overflowing joy. They'll gather in the streets and enjoy the
day with a certain degree of solemn observation.”
“Doesn't sound like much of a celebration then,” said John.
A mysterious smile appeared on Beatrice. “You'll see when the time comes.”
John didn't like mysterious remarks like that, but there was something more
pressing for him to tend to. “Get my food ready. I'll be back once I've relieved
myself.”
Beatrice nodded. John went to the back door and the outhouse beyond it.
Having done that he returned to the inn and found Beatrice had set him up on
one of the tables. He sat down to enjoy the breakfast. Not that he tasted any of it
or needed it, but it made him feel more a human than the monster he had
become. Just like the need to pee and shit did, though he could have avoided
those as well.
He was almost finished when Tina made her appearance and joined him at
the table. She ordered herself a similar set and kept her eyes on John.
“What?” asked John after he'd finished up his meal. Tina had just gotten
hers and had barely touched it.
“I see you have mastered the colour changing,” said Tina and nibbled on a
piece of meat.
“I've gotten better at it,” John admitted. He was unsure what she was getting
at.
“I told you it wasn't that hard,” said Tina and continued eating.
An uneasy silence took over. It was never easy to have a conversation with
her about things that didn't relate to their current mission. There was a brief urge
from John to ask about the children, but showing any interest in them would be
like acknowledging that they were his. He wasn't ready to do that just yet, if ever.
“Has Beatrice gotten our invitations yet?” asked Tina and broke the silence.
“Not yet,” said John. “I asked her some more questions about it.”
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“And did the answers ease your doubts?” asked Tina. She glanced at him
with a wry smile.
“No, not really.”
“It's good to be careful, but you're taking it too far at times,” said Tina and
continued eating.
“When you've lived most of your life vulnerable it's hard to disregard the
instincts it has instilled in you,” said John. It was still hard to come to terms with
the fact it was unlikely any swordsman would kill him. Contrast that with the
constant fear of death he'd had when adventuring with his friends in dangerous
places. A simple Shredgast had been enough to get the adrenaline pumping and
make his hands tremble afterwards.
Now such a thing would have been nothing more than a small nuisance.
Tina observed the man for a moment. “I suppose you are right. I may show
confidence, but there are times when I have my doubts as well.”
It was an admission John had not expected. She always seemed in control
and unworried. She had on previous occasions alluded to there being things in
her world that instilled fear in her, but had they been enough to condition her to
have worries about her own safety? It seemed that was the case.
That something could accomplish that with her was a far more frightening
thought to John than anything else.
“We will need to be careful with the celebrations,” said John. “We'll have to
play the seclusive type to get away with it. Otherwise our lack of knowledge of
this world will reveal us as frauds.”
“As long as we get inside the fortress. We won't need to stay the entire time,”
said Tina and continued her meal. Suddenly she looked around. “Where's
Sixten?”
John shrugged his shoulders. “Probably sleeping off the hangover in his
room.”
“Go wake him up,” said Tina. “We need him here too if we're to prepare.”
Reluctantly, John stood up and headed upstairs. When Tina said to do
something it was usually better to just do it instead of arguing against it. At least
when it was a simple thing like kicking Sixten out of bed. There was no denying it
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would bring a small measure of pleasure to see the hungover man suffer.
It didn't take long to reach the door. John didn't bother knocking. The door
was unlocked so he slammed it open.
The first thing he saw was the puddle of vomit.
Sixten was sprawled butt naked on the bed, head hanging over the side, a
pool of vomit underneath it. One of the waitresses was using his buttocks as a
pillow as she slept, similarly naked.
“Wake up!” John roared.
The two stirred. It was the waitress that woke up first. She sat up startled
and stared at John wild eyed.
“Get out of here,” John grunted and threw her clothes at her. They'd been in
a pile next to the door. There was little doubt what had been going on last night
between the two. It was amazing in a way that Sixten had been up to performing
in his drunken state.
The woman grabbed her clothes and made her way out of the room. John
looked after her as she stopped to pull on a shirt before making her way
downstairs. He shook his head and turned his attention back to Sixten who was
still unconscious.
“Sixten! Wake up!” his loud voice seemed to have no effect on the man. John
rounded the bed, doing his utmost to avoid the puddle of vomit, before starting to
shake the man by the shoulder.
Finally, the man grunted and cracked open an eye. It was immediately
followed by gagging and a sizeable addition to the pool of vomit.
“You know, Beatrice isn't going to like what you've done with the room,” said
John.
Sixten groaned and turned on his back. “Fuck man. Haven't people told you
not to wake up a hungover friend?”
“You're not my friend,” John pointed out. It was with no small amount of
satisfaction as he watched the man struggle to keep his eyes open and not to
vomit again.
“Why the fuck are you waking me up?” Sixten demanded. His voice sounded
like his throat had not seen water in days.
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“Tina asked me to,” John replied and went around the bed once more to
gather up some clothes for the man. He did not seem to be in a state where
anything would happen without a bit of a push from someone else. John threw
clothes at the man as he slowly sat up on the bed and started to become aware of
his surroundings.
“Fuck my head hurts,” Sixten muttered and pulled a shirt over his head. A
couple of silent gags made it look like he was about to spew some more vomit on
the floor, but he swallowed hard and kept everything inside.
“Good,” muttered John and threw the last piece of clothing to the man. He
waited patiently for him to get dressed. He was tempted to let the man step into
his own vomit, but decided otherwise. He warned him in time to prevent it.
His steps were a bit wobbly and he looked like someone someone who easily
got seasick coming off a rough sea voyage. Sixten stared at the puddle next to the
bed for a bit.
“Fuck. Beatrice isn't going to like that.”
“She'll get it cleaned,” said John, though he was certain the old woman
would voice her opinion on the matter. “Come on, we need to get to Tina so we
can get ready.”
“Ready for what?” asked Sixten.
“The celebration,” said John and stepped into the hallway. The expression on
Sixten was enough to tell him he'd succeeded in drinking enough to forget all
about it. He hoped he'd forgotten the humiliating sight of Tina torturing him as
well.
“Celebration? What the fuck?” Sixten looked like he knew nothing about
such a thing.
Inside, John smiled. “You were pretty drunk even then. No wonder you don't
remember. I'm just glad Beatrice did and she's getting us the invitation.”
They started down the stairs. “Shit. Did I fuck that waitress?” Sixten asked
after a moment.
John had to admit to being surprised over him forgetting that. “At least she
ran away naked,” said John. “How she slept using your ass as a pillow I'll never
understand.”
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Sixten let out a loud burp. “You pass out and you don't give a fuck what you
use as a pillow.”
“Just don't do anything stupid tonight. We have to be clear headed
tomorrow,” said John and led the man to the table where Tina was.
As Sixten nursed his hangover, the three made plans on how to present
themselves at the celebration. It was decided Sixten would be relegated to the
servants duty while John and Tina passed themselves off as the couple the had
received the invitation. It gave an excuse to hide Sixten under clothing that would
conceal his fake arm and other parts.
It was midday when Beatrice approached them and handed the invitation to
John.
“Lord Verag, you are here by cordially invited to the Lord Saviours ball to be
held on the day of his rise to prominence,” read John out loud for his two
companions benefit. He skipped past the part where it laid out the costume
protocol and how many companions he was allowed to bring with.
“Sounds pleasant enough,” said Tina.
“Do you have the clothes for us to wear?” asked John and gave Beatrice a
look. It called for some fine dresses and it looked unlikely the dust laden storage
below would have such things. Though as he thought about it, neither he or Tina
really needed clothes, save for as models on which to base their own shape
shifting.
The thought of altering their own appearance to reflect that of the actual
Lord Verag had also passed his mind, but even holding his own familiar shape
with the appropriate pigmentation was a taxing endeavour. Going with an
unfamiliar shape would have made it too hard for him and suddenly turning into
his own self would have gathered unwanted attention in a crowd.
“I have everything in the cellar,” said Beatrice. “I'll bring them up for you.”
John nodded and the old woman left to get the clothes. She returned
surprisingly quickly and laid out the clothes for them on the table. The tavern
had emptied sufficiently by then that no one was around to spy on their secluded
table.
John thanked the gods black was in fashion. His attire was made up of a
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white shirt, a black jacket that covered much of his upper body and similarly
coloured trousers. There was also a triangle shaped hat for him to wear.
Tina looked over the dress that had been reserved for her. She looked less
than pleased but said nothing more of it. John expected she would make tweaks
she saw fit and there would be nothing anyone could do about it.
She just might start a new trend that evening.
Sixten didn't even bother looking at his set of clothes. “These are my size?”
he asked.
Beatrice nodded.
“Then there's nothing more for me to do,” he said and returned to nursing
his nausea away. John and Tina didn't have much more to say either. Beatrice
assured them that Lord Verag came from an area where the accent was similar to
theirs so few would notice they weren't really who they claimed to be.
The three of them spent the day in the tavern, not venturing outside for fear
of something unexpected happening. That and John wanted to keep an eye on
Sixten so he didn't end up drunk again.
Beatrice eyed the man disapprovingly over the course of the evening. No
doubt she had found out the mess he'd made of the room given to him.
The evening turned longer and the customers went from those looking for a
meal to those looking to get drunk. It was when John and Tina decided to retire
to their room, but not before giving Beatrice clear instruction that Sixten was not
to be served with any alcohol. Though the man still did not look like he was ready
for more.
The sun rose to reveal a cloudless sky. It promised to be a beautiful day. The
celebration started at noon, with the actual invitation part of the affair starting
late in the afternoon, which gave the trio plenty of time to get ready. John and
Sixten even made a short stint to the outside to see the streets turn from their
usual dullness into something a bit more festive. There weren't big decorations
abound, just as Beatrice had said, but there were some that brought additional
colour to the otherwise brown and grey scene. The people that passed them by
were dressed better than usual.
It looked like everyone had dug out their best set of clothes.
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Returning to the Tavern they found it empty, which suited their purposes
just fine.
“Is it always this empty?” asked John.
Beatrice nodded from behind the counter. “It'll be like this for the better part
of the day. In the afternoon, when your invitational celebration begins, people not
invited will come to places like mine. It'll be a busy night.”
“Well, we'll get out of your hair then,” said John and started upstairs to their
rooms. Sixten followed. His set of clothes was in his room and he ducked in to get
changed without saying a word.
John continued on to the room he shared with Tina and entered without
knocking. He found Tina standing by the bed, ready to go. Her dress laid on the
bed and she wore an almost exact copy of it herself. While the original was a fine
mixture of lace and red fabric, she had changed the colour to black for herself. It
left ample cleavage and John couldn't help but think she had increased it
slightly. The skirt part of it seemed to be toned down a bit – not as puffed out as
in the original, following her legs more closely. Her hair seemed longer than the
day before and it flowed down either side of her head in slender curls.
John feared her appearance would draw far too much attention for there was
no denying her beauty.
“Let's hope we can make it to the party,” said John and started eyeing his
own attire. “With you looking like that I fear there will be a constant stream of
gentlemen looking to make your acquaintance.”
“They won't stay long to delay us,” said Tina. She did not look ready to
entertain others at the expense of her own goals.
“No, I suppose not,” John agreed and focused on changing his appearance.
The black jacket was easy, though to make it easier he allowed some of the
golden lines to remain in it. It gave some extra sense of wealth to him. The white
shirt was the most problematic, but he managed it. With the jacket, there was not
much of it visible. Still, he feared it would not be easy to maintain the thing for a
long period of time.
“That hat looks silly,” Tina noted.
John frowned and tilted it slightly, hoping it would make it look better. “It is
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the fashion,” he said with a shrug. He wasn't going to leave it out.
Tina made her way next to him and examined the outfit closer. She smiled
briefly before patting his chest. “Well, we should look the part we are playing,”
she said.
John had to admit the change in the colour of her dress made them seem
more like a coordinated couple. “Shall we go see whether our servant is ready or
if he's an drunk ass?”
Tina smiled at that. “If he's drunk then he won't be alive for much longer.”
As John opened the door to let her out, he hoped Sixten had somehow
managed to drink himself into a stupor in the brief time he'd had.
He was not that lucky.
The man emerged from his room in a simple servants attire, though the
fabric used was of higher quality than usually. He had a glove to cover his
artificial hand and the long sleeves hid the rest of it. He'd dug up an eye patch
from somewhere to cover his eyes so as to not arouse too much suspicion and a
hat along with some makeup hid the metal side of his face.
“This is fucking stupid,” Sixten muttered and adjusted the high collar of his
shirt. He wasn't a man accustomed to such things.
“Just play the part and stick close to us,” said John.
“And don't drink. No servant does that in their masters celebration,” said
Tina and her voice made it clear the penalty would be life threatening should the
man slip.
“All right, all right. No need to fucking staple it to my forehead.” Sixten gave
both a grumpy frown, but followed the pair down the stairs none the less. At least
he had the easy part to play, or at least that was what he figured. He wouldn't
need to talk to other guests.
Beatrice eyed all three of them as they walked to the counter. Finally, she
nodded approvingly. “You'll pass. Just remember to be careful with what you
say.”
John nodded.
“Shouldn't we have arranged for a coach or something?” asked Sixten. “Isn't
that the sort of thing people use to get to these fucking things?”
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Beatrice shook her head. “The streets will be so crowded you'll make it
quicker on foot.”
“Time to go then?” asked Tina. She looked eager to get something done. The
fact she'd been held back for so many days already had her feeling anxious.
“Just remember what we agreed on,” said John and gave Beatrice a look. “It
might be that we don't come back.” As much he hated the idea there was no
discounting the possibility.
“I'll tend to those coming after you,” Beatrice assured. “Then I will retire.
Gods know I deserve it.”
John smiled at that and then followed Tina out the door with Sixten in tow.
He offered his arm to the woman as they walked the street. They were far from
the only couple going about. The streets were crowded with people, just as
Beatrice had warned them. While there were not many decorations, there was a
festive atmosphere that came about from the people – the way they talked, their
body language and the smiles on their faces.
The closer they got to the central citadel the more people there were. By the
murmurs it seemed like the Lord Saviour would make a brief public appearance
before retreating to the invitational party held within the walls. Everyone not
invited wanted to catch a glimpse of the man so there were a lot of bodies pushed
together, vying for the best vantage point.
Sixten marched in front of John and Tina, doing his best to clear a path for
them, just as a proper servant would. His foul mouth got peoples attention
quickly and as they saw the well dressed pair behind him, usually gave way
without delay.
There was no denying the people were polite and courteous to their betters.
The looks Tina got did not go unnoticed by John. Especially the younger
men paused for a long time to get a better look of her beauty. It made John
uncomfortably aware how out of place he looked with her and of the fact such
attention was not what they needed right then. He hoped the people at the party
would not be as easily swayed, but it was a slim hope at best.
The crowd started to turn more sparse at the gate of the citadel. Several
guards stood there to ensure no one got in without an invitation. Those that did
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not have one, but strayed too close, were quickly ordered further away so the
arriving guests had space to wait as the guards examined the invitations.
They waited for a pair to make it through before them. John was relieved to
see the man was dressed in much similar fashion as he was and that the lady
accompanying him was not over shadowed by Tina.
Not by much, anyway.
He reached into a pocket and pulled out the envelope, handing it to Sixten.
“You handle the formalities,” he instructed and received a grumpy look in
response. Sixten lumbered onward to the guards as the couple in front of them
was let through.
“Lord Verag?” one of the guards asked and looked up from the invitation to
examine John and Tina. His eyes lingered on her just as the other men's.
“Yes?” John did his best to sound like a man who truly was in the position
he was pretending to be in. The word came out overly long, making him sound
bored.
“And your companion, sire?” the guard asked and eyed Tina. She gave the
man a smile that made him cough nervously.
“My wife,” John replied with a frown that had the man quickly looking away
and handing the invitation back to Sixten.
“Enjoy the evening, sire,” said the guard and motioned for them to go
through. The guards lifted their spears to allow them to walk past. Beyond the
gate they found a large courtyard that already had many guests in it. They were
mostly huddled in small groups of old friends, but there were some lone couples
looking on from the sidelines.
While the streets had been largely void of decorations, the court yard was
more festive. There were multi coloured strings of flags going in a criss cross
above them. There was already a troupe playing songs on a small stage that
promised there would be more entertainment coming later on.
The centre of the yard was filled by a large fountain with a ring shaped seat
going all around it. Several groups had already taken it as theirs and were
happily chatting while enjoying the closeness of flowing water.
“Big place,” muttered Sixten from next to John as he looked around. There
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was no denying it. You could have fit an army in the yard and still had room left
over. From the outside it was hard to believe such a thing could fit inside the
walls. The fact most of it was surrounded by tall buildings made the echo of even
just the small amount of people chattering a distraction.
On the very opposite side from the gate there was a large staircase leading
up to what could only be the main building. John could imagine the hall opening
up beyond the door not being much smaller than the courtyard.
“Come on. Let's not stick near the gate,” said Tina and pulled John by his
arm, leading them closer to the central fountain. They nodded when passing
others and John thanked his fortune for no one approaching them for
conversation. From what he heard in passing the people were talking of local
events he knew nothing of. While their cover made allowances for that, some of
the things talked about sounded like they'd be known further away as well.
Sixten kept his distance to the two, though he lingered close enough to jump
in if the need arose. He was not the only servant there as many others were near
their masters. Some had departed into their own groups, to the edges of the yard
where they were mostly unseen and out of the way.
“Doesn't look like there's any easy way in here,” said John after taking in the
place. The walls were tall and there were guards patrolling on top of them. The
gate looked to be the only way in.
“Don't give up so easily,” said Tina and continued to survey the area. Despite
her words she had to admit getting in unnoticed would be difficult indeed. She
started to think now was their best chance to act. They had gotten in unnoticed
due to the invitation and once the celebration really got going more opportunities
to slip further inside would arise.
More people kept coming in through the gate. The area around the fountain
was getting crowded so they moved onward, closer to the large stairway leading
inside. It seemed the celebration would be held in the courtyard, but it was likely
the Lord Saviour would make his appearance from within the building.
As large as the yard was, it was starting to get crowded. Servants were going
around, carrying trays filled with drinks and small portions of food you could
easily eat with one hand. They dodged the guests as skilfully as any fighter would
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a sword coming their way, but those celebrating were not as nimble.
A man bumped into John as he grabbed a drink from a passing by tray.
“My apologies,” he said and turned to regard him.
“It's quite all right,” said John and smiled. None of the drink had been
spilled. The man was older with streaks of grey appearing in his otherwise nut
brown hair. He had forgone wearing the hat many others were, but otherwise his
clothing followed the fashion John wore. He looked like someone who had seen
battles and not always been on the winning side. A cane told of the difficulty
walking posed for him.
“My apologies, but I do not believe we have met before,” said the man as he
examined John.
“I have only recently arrived in the city. I am lord Verag,” said John and gave
the man a nod. “And this is my wife, Tina.” It did not feel right not introducing
her.
“A pleasure,” said the man and – after pausing to admire Tina for a moment
– gave both of them a respectful nod. “I am lord Bevemere.”
He sounded like someone you should have known, but John had nothing on
the man. He simply nodded in recognition.
“Not the lord Bevemere that rode to Valadene with the lord Saviour himself?”
asked Tina wide eyed. Where she had picked up that nugget on information
escaped John. She must have been paying more attention to the conversations
around them than he had.
A modest smile passed Bevemere's lips. “I can not deny having had that
privilege.”
Tina pushed in closer so she could make the conversation more private. “If I
may be so bold to ask, what sort of man is he? The lord Saviour. We are from a
far way off and all we hear are stories. We all know how those can get when
enough lips have played their part in it.”
Bevemere chuckled at that. “If we were to believe all the stories about him,
he'd be ten foot tall and shit diamonds.”
The crass words were a small shock coming from a man that seemed so well
mannered. Tina managed to fake her eyes widening and then laughing it off.
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“But he is mostly what the stories say,” said Bevemere without losing a beat
over his earlier remark. “He is harsh when needed, determined to have the world
his way. But there is kindness and compassion in him as well. And power. He
can do things that put the wildest stories about him to shame.”
Tina sighed. It was not one of boredom or frustration, but one an infatuated
lady would let out at the sight of her person of interest. “He has already made the
world a better place for us all.”
Bevemere nodded. “I am old enough to remember how things were in the old
days. It is remarkable what he has accomplished. This is the longest time of utter
peace I can remember. In the old days there was always some lord fighting
another over some trivial matter.”
“Truly he is our saviour,” said John in a voice he hoped would convey a firm
belief in the words.
“You have good spots here. Wait just a while longer and you will get to see
the Lord Saviour walk down those steps and join us,” said Bevemere and nodded
towards the stairway. “I'll introduce you to him. He is always happy to meet new
people from his lands.”
“Very kind of you,” said Tina with a smile.
“It is no trouble,” said Bevemere and examined the two more closely. “My
apologies, but where did you say you were from again?”
“I..” John started, but at that moment the gates to the courtyard slammed
shut with a heavy thud. Mere moments later they could hear the roar of the
crowd outside as they cheered and chanted.
“Ah, he is making his appearance to the masses,” said Bevemere and peered
up at the walls. John and Tina followed his gaze, but the stone structure was too
tall and wide for them to see anything but the guards that were close to the back
of it.
“Will he be long?” asked Tina.
“A few waves to the crowd, nothing more than that. He'll be down with us
soon enough.” Bevemere seemed to have forgotten all about asking about their
origins in the excitement of the lord Saviour soon being amongst them. John was
grateful for it, but at the same time he dreaded the possibility of having to come
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face to face with the man.
Despite what Bevemere had told, in John's mind the man was a monsters
that had taken over an entire world for his own pleasure. There might have been
peace now, but it had been bought with the blood of thousands. You could not
wash that away easily.
The crowd outside sounded like it was calming down. The buzz among the
people in the courtyard grew stronger once more and all eyes turned towards the
stairway and the large doors. There was anticipation in the air and even the
servants stopped mingling around and sought a place where they were out of the
way, but still in good view of the stairs.
John figured it would take some time for the lord Saviour to appear. He'd
need to make his way down from the wall and then all the way to the building.
Maybe ten minutes if he didn't run.
It wasn't quite that long, but close enough.
The pair of doors swung open and the first to appear was the personal
guard. Their armour was polished enough that a lady could have used it as a
mirror. Short spears were the weapon of choice with swords strapped to their
waists. They settled in two rows, slithering down the stairs.
John focused his eyes at the top to see the figure emerge from the darkness
of the building. The Lord Saviour wore white. His cape rested on broad shoulders
and the shirt covering his finely made chainmail bore his crest – a golden lion
holding a sword. That he was dressed for battle told much of his mindset when
his guests were all unarmed and dressed to celebrate. His black hair had a
golden tiara like arrangement that kept the long hair in check while giving him
the air of someone who ruled.
The man gazed upon his guests with dark eyes and smiled.
“Look behind him,” Tina whispered.
John did and spotted a familiar figure looming behind the Lord Saviour.
Vincent.
There were others with him, keeping a respectable distance and allowing the
main attraction the space he needed.
“We can't let him see us,” John whispered back. With the gate closed they
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were as good as trapped. There were guards all around so fighting their way out
would be a bloody business and unlikely to succeed.
“Not much we can do about it,” said Tina. Bevemere was still standing close
by. The rest of the guests had packed near the stairs, making it impossible to
move without creating a scene. If they moved, they were bound to be seen.
The Lord Saviour raised his hands to silence the crowd. “Lords and ladies,
thank you for arriving in such numbers to celebrate the occasion,” he started. He
had a strong voice that carried over the entire yard. “The past year has been one
of the best we have had. The world is finally starting to realize my way is the true
way to happiness. There has been much less fighting to be done. It has been a
time to build up prosperity not only for ourselves, but the people outside the
walls. I thank you all for the part you have played in it all.”
The guests burst into cheers and clapped their hands. The Lord Saviour
waited patiently for the outburst to die down before continuing.
“Tonight is not only about me, but about what we are all building together.
This is our night off when we can forget all the work we still have ahead of us. I
hope you will enjoy yourself, mingle and make new friends. Enjoy the food and
drinks and applaud the entertainers that have gathered here tonight to show
their skills.”
With that his speech was done and he started down the stairs as the crowd
applauded once more. The guests started to form into their own groups and move
away from the stairs. They had the entire evening to get close to the lord Saviour
and crowding around him would have been unseemly for people in their
positions.
“Come, I will introduce you to him,” said Bevemere and started towards the
foot of the stairs. John and Tina exchanged looks. Sixten shook his head, hoping
they would see it, but it was too late to say no.
All three of them followed the man. John watched with slight dread as
Vincent started down the stairs as well. There would be no hiding from him. He
had no doubt the man would be whispering into the lord Saviours ear the
moment he spotted the three.
“Bevemere!” the lord Saviour greeted their eager new friend as he made it to
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the foot of the stairs. He sounded pleased to see the man, lending credence to his
claim of knowing him.
“Lord Saviour,” said Bevemere and bowed slightly. “A fine speech.”
The Saviour waved his hand dismissively. “You know me. Public speeches
are not my best area.”
There had been nothing wrong with his speech. He'd controlled his voice
almost perfectly.
“I have someone I would like to introduce to you,” said Bevemere, opting to
skip any further chit chat. It was never polite to let someone wait to be
introduced in such a situation. “This is lord Verag and his lovely wife.”
John bowed as the lord Saviour turned to regard the two. It was a slight
relief to see even he couldn't skip Tina without stopping for a moment longer than
was appropriate. He started to say something, but right at that moment Vincent
arrived next to the lord Saviour. His eyes widened when he saw John and Tina.
“You!” he let out in an anger filled voice.
“Do you know these people, Vincent?” asked the lord Saviour, unworried.
“Yes,” said Vincent before leaning in closer and whispering to the man. It
was not information everyone should hear.
John and Tina glanced around, hoping for some escape, but the outburst
from Vincent had alerted the guards. They'd surrounded the group and looked
ready to cut down anyone who made the wrong move. Tina shook her head to
both John and Sixten. She wanted to see where things would go. If all else failed
she'd alternate them all away.
“Well, it seems you have brought some interesting people to me, Bevemere,”
said the lord Saviour upon hearing what Vincent had told him. He regarded the
three of them with increased interest.
“I feel I have missed something,” said Bevemere and looked confused.
The Saviour put a hand on the man's shoulder. “Do not worry, my friend. Go
enjoy the party. You have done nothing wrong.”
Bevemere glanced at John before bowing slightly and departing from the
company.
“Now then, there is much I would like to discuss with you,” said the Lord
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Saviour and turned to regard the trio. “Won't you accept my invitation and stay
for a while?”
With the guards surrounding them, there was no way to refuse.
John could only trust Tina's judgement to see where things would go.
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Chapter 11
The confusion was always the most disheartening part of Alternating. Seth
blinked furiously to try and regain his vision, but in the dark there was not much
to see nor set his eyes on. What little light shone through the cracks in the floor
above was not enough to give him a good image of the surroundings.
“Everyone here?” came the voice of Carl, his familiar figure walking past one
the rays of light.
“Yeah,” Seth replied. His eyes were now starting to get used to the lack of
light.
“Tanya?”
“I'm here,” came her voice, though she sounded less than pleased for some
reason. There was a shuffling sound and Seth felt her soft skin brush past.
“Let's try to find some more light,” said Carl.
“Can't you just make some?” asked Seth.
“Can't you?” came the return question.
In the end neither had to bother as the door swung open and light from a
lantern illuminated the room. It was Tanya that happened to be closest to the
light and she quickly withdrew into the shadows. Not because she was afraid, but
because she did not want to offer the two men any more opportunity to see her
naked.
“Ahah. Finally. The honoured guests,” came the frail voice of an old woman.
They saw the hunched figure behind the lantern, peering at all three of them with
no small amount of curiosity. “Three? There's three of you? I was told there would
be two. Well, no matter. Welcome, welcome. All of you.”
“How did you know to expect us?” asked Carl.
The old woman blinked, as if it were the most obvious question ever asked. “I
was told you would be coming.”
“By who?” asked Seth.
The woman waved the hand not holding the lantern. The cane made it seem
almost threatening. “Follow me. Time is running. You need clothes, weapons. Yes,
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I have everything you need. Come, come.”
She left the three no room to argue as she hobbled out into the corridor. All
Seth could do was shrug his shoulders and follow. Carl came in close behind and
Tanya held up the rear on the edge of darkness.
They were led into a storage room that smelled of old clothes. The old woman
used the lamp to light a few others, giving the room plenty of light.
“Come in, come in. No need to be shy. Nothing I haven't seen before.”
Seth walked in and started to rummage through the shelves without asking.
“Further down, young man. Further down. Rare to get someone as big as
you here,” the old woman instructed and sat down on a chair by the door. Carl
walked past her and started searching for clothes of his own. Tanya slipped in
almost unnoticed and quickly disappeared behind a shelf to find something to
cover herself with.
Having found pants, boots and a shirt Seth started paying more close
attention to the old woman. It was clear she was the equivalent of George for the
world and there were few options as to who had told her to expect them.
“Who else is expecting us?” asked Seth and made his way over to the old
woman. He towered over her, especially since she was sitting down.
“Only old Beatrice here,” replied the woman and looked up at him. “And
don't you think your size is intimidating me. I've seen bigger men than you fall.”
“And what of those who told we would be coming?” asked Carl. He'd found
himself a brown shirt and trouser that didn't fit perfectly, but were good enough.
He had a pair of boots in his hands that he sat down to try on.
“Gone. To tend to their business,” said Beatrice.
It made Seth and Carl glance at each other.
“And what business would that be?” asked Tanya. She emerged from
between the shelves. She'd found a pale blue shirt and pants that hugged her like
they were made to order. She had on a pair of practical boots and a similarly pale
blue cape as well.
“To see the Lord Saviour,” said Beatrice. The way she spoke made it seem
like she didn't expect them to return.
“And would these people happen to be called Tina and John?” asked Carl.
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Beatrice nodded.
“Then we must follow them,” said Seth.
“Straight into the lions den?” asked Tanya and shook her head. “This Lord
Saviour is no doubt the man who came to rule this world. He is not someone we
want to walk up to without preparation.”
“You should listen to her,” said Beatrice and started to wrangle her way out
of the chair. “They spent a few days preparing before making their move. You
should do the same. That is if you are not in a hurry to an early grave.” She gave
all three of them a pointed look.
“We know nothing of this world,” admitted Carl. It wasn't strictly true, but
what they knew was next to nothing and barely any of it was specific information.
They could very easily walk into trouble without even knowing it if they spent no
time getting to know the surroundings.
“More delays?” asked Seth. It was frustrating to know they had missed their
prey only by a small margin.
“Better than ending up dead,” said Tanya. In her business patience was
everything. If you acted too hastily you probably didn't live for long. Planning,
staking out the target, waiting for the right time – it all took patience, but also
kept you alive and successful.
“Let's just take it easy. Hurrying will only get us into danger,” said Carl and
started to follow the old woman out the room. The others followed them. She led
them to a ladder and up to a storage room. They emerged into an empty common
room.
“Not many customers here,” said Carl with slight suspicion. Light shone
through the windows. There should have been at least a few people around. If
nothing else, there should have been the staff busily getting the place ready for a
rush.
“It is a special day,” said Beatrice and hobbled on behind the counter.
“Oh? What's so special about it?” asked Seth. He looked around wearily. He
didn't like the way things were going. Something felt off.
“It is the third day after the Lord Saviours rise to power,” said Beatrice and
poured herself some wine into a cup. They expected her to say more, but instead
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she simply sipped her wine and looked like it should have been enough of an
explanation.
“Right,” muttered Seth.
The door to the tavern slammed open. All three spun around and sought
their weapons. They had none. The old woman had led them right past getting
any. The guards that rushed in held their weapons already in hand and had them
quickly surrounded with the other group entering from the back door.
“It's a trap,” Seth shouted and started to ready for a fight. No weapons did
not matter.
“Do not resist and no one will be hurt. Come with us peacefully. You will not
be harmed. These are the orders of the Lord Saviour,” the man leading the guards
bellowed in a loud voice.
“What do we do?” asked Tanya, looking at Carl. She was ready to fight, but
given the disadvantage they were at it would have been a difficult one to win.
Carl surveyed the situation. Even with their powers, there were enough men
surrounding them that they'd get overwhelmed with simple numbers. It was a
crowded space so there was not much room to distance yourself from the
enemies. Finally, he raised his hands.
“They've got us,” he said and glanced at Tanya and Seth. “We'll go with
them.”
Seth looked like he wanted to argue, but finally did as told and stopped
accumulating electricity in his body. It was reassuring to know the power was
there if they'd need it. He'd be able to fight even if they were locked in prison. And
this way they would get to see the Lord Saviour without spending days trying to
find a way to do it.
The guards quickly secured them all with ropes around their hands. Tanya
looked the most anxious of them all. She wasn't used to letting herself get
captured. She'd always had a plan that worked and even if someone had gone
after her, she'd simply killed them. Going with the two men might have proved to
be a mistake since they let themselves be captured so easily.
Carl glanced at the old woman behind the counter. She looked indifferent
about the turn of events, but she gave him a slight shake of her head, denying
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any part in it. He turned to look onward as the guards pushed them towards the
door. If the Lord Saviour had known to expect them, there was only one source
from which he could have gotten that information.
John and Tina had told him.







“Are you sure you should have told him about them?” asked John and
looked out the window. The Lord Saviour had been a surprisingly hospitable host
to them. He'd expected to be thrown in a jail cell, but instead they had been
afforded a comfortable room at the top of one of the many towers rising within the
citadel.
The only downside was they had to all share it, which meant tolerating the
presence of Sixten on a continuous basis.
There were guards outside the door that led out of the relative large quarters
– there were two bedrooms and a common room. It would have been simple
enough to take care of them and escape, but the trouble came with the additional
guards that would follow them.
“He wanted to know something,” said Tina and shrugged her shoulders. She
rested on a comfortable sofa in the middle of the room. Sixten sat in a chair to the
left of it and looked like he wanted to drink himself to the grave.
The Lord Saviour had talked with all of them, personally. He'd asked
questions, why they were there and so on. Vincent had been kept out of sight,
whether it was by the lord Saviours wisdom or the cowards own demands. It
seemed their captor had had no idea what Vincent had been up to at his little
facility. Having heard about it, he had left the three alone and went to the man
himself to find out what he had been up to.
“They could have been our ticket out of here,” said John. He had to admit
the view from the window wasn't bad. He could see the entire city and well
beyond it to the hilly countryside.
“We can leave any time we want,” said Tina. It was true enough. She could
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have Alternated them all away right then and there, but that would have meant
giving up on getting Vincent.
“Still. He said he'd capture them and bring them here. You know what they
want to do. They want you dead. Probably me too. It will complicate things.” John
turned away from the window. He still had on the appearance he'd chosen for the
party. The same was true for Tina. Even though it took considerable effort from
John, there was no reason to reveal to their captor what they were capable of.
Though Vincent could tell him a lot, there were things he did not know.
“Just what we need to get to Vincent,” said Tina.
John decided it was best to change the subject. “What do you think about
the lord Saviour?”
“Not as fucked up as they claim,” said Sixten from his seat. He looked
distraught at having only water to drink. He frowned at the cup in his hand, but
took a sip none the less.
“There's more to him,” said Tina. “What he has shown us so far is nothing
but a front. There are secrets to be uncovered. I'm not all together convinced he
isn't lying to us about not knowing of Vincent's little operation.”
“Why would he lie about that?” asked John.
“To gain our trust. Pretend he would never do something like that,” said
Tina. Her voice grew muddled with emotions. It did not go unnoticed by John.
Seeing as what she had gone through he could not blame even her for getting
emotional over remembering it. It didn't always happen, but sometimes you could
spot little signs of it. She played it off like she didn't care and it often worked.
This time, it hadn't.
“So what's the fucking plan for us?” asked Sixten. Even though he wasn't
drunk he still displayed the same pleasant personality. “Just sit here and wait to
be executed? You know that's the fucking end goal for us if this keeps up. The
lord Saviour might play pleasant now, but he's not going to let us live. We know
he's up to something, after all.”
“We can try to find out what his plan is while keeping ours a secret,” said
Tina and sat up on the sofa.
“We have a plan?” asked John. To him it seemed like they were just waiting
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for something to happen and hoping it would be good for them instead of their
captor.
“Of course we do,” Tina replied and smiled. It wasn't one of her pleasant
ones. “Kill Vincent.”
“That's not so much a plan as it is a goal,” John pointed out and joined the
two in the seating area. The chair he got was comfortable with soft padding all
around. Not that his body noticed.
“What we need to do is play things so the lord Saviour puts us in the same
room with Vincent,” said Tina. She yawned and stretched herself. Lazying about
for two days could have that effect on you. It became habit not to do much and
then you were tired all the time.
“Then we kill the fucker and get out of here?” asked Sixten. Out of all of
them, he seemed the most eager to get out of the situation. When the lord Saviour
had summoned him for a personal talk he had returned visibly shaken. He had
told much of what they had talked about – from his Alternating business to how
he got dragged into the entire mess he was in now – but nothing that would tell
why he had returned looking like a ghost had spent the night in the same bed as
him.
Tina simply nodded at the man's words. She did not seem too concerned
that someone might be listening in on their conversations.
“That would require all three of us to be in the same room,” said John. He
said three, but meant two. As soon as Vincent was dead, there would be no part
left for Sixten to play. He could be left behind.
“So far that hasn't happened,” said Sixten. They had been talked to
individually. All of them had told their stories, some with more detail than others.
Thanks to Vincent the Saviour knew a lot about them already, most importantly
he knew Tina was someone who could easily escape when ever she wanted to, yet
he did nothing to restrain her from doing so.
There was much that didn't make sense about his actions.
“I believe it will once our two new friends arrive,” said Tina with a sly smile.
The two men shared sceptical looks.
As they did the door burst open and a guard walked in, followed by two more
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of his kind. “All right you three. You have been summoned. Let's go.”
Tina did a poor job of hiding her smug smile as she glanced at the two men.
“I believe my prediction is going to be shown true.”
John sighed and stood up. Sixten lumbered up from his seat with the sort of
nimbleness as a drunkard who had been sober for two days could. His body was
used to being impaired and now that its senses were all functioning it was as
confusing as being drunk for the first time. They followed the guards out of the
room and down the winding staircase.
It was a long way down, but even longer was the walk to their hosts
reception chambers. They passed hallways decorated with empty armours,
paintings and gobelins. It all gave the otherwise dank and hollow citadel a breath
of life and warmth.
It was through a double door of dark wood that they entered the reception
chamber. It wasn't as grand a room as some would have expected. Certainly no
throne room. But it was big enough to host two dozen guests comfortably in
chairs around a big table and there was a big fireplace to keep the place warm
during the cold months. There were guards lining the walls, as if part of the
décor, accompanied by paintings and various other precious looking artefacts the
Lord Saviour had gathered during his journeys through the lands under his rule.
The man himself sat behind a desk in a chair that made him look small
within its confines. Still, it did nothing to diminish the respect you would show
him. The ever present guards made sure of that.
The Lord Saviour looked up from a pile of papers. “Ah, there you are. Good.
Your friends should be joining us shortly.”
John ignored the man. His eyes focused on Vincent who was sitting in one of
the chairs, looking smug and happy with himself. His expression grew grimmer
as he noticed John staring at him.
“Well fuck me. You were right,” muttered Sixten to Tina as they found seats
as far away from Vincent as possible.
“Maybe later,” replied Tina without looking at the man, leaving him
wondering whether later would be a good time to cut his own throat.
Wisely, the guards stationed themselves between the trio and Vincent,
172

ensuring there would be no surprise attacks against the man. It was no secret
they wanted him dead.
They waited in silence for some time before the two doors opened once more
and more guards marched in. They dragged with them two familiar figures and a
third one John had never seen before. He ignored the woman and focused on his
two former friends. Their expression grew dim when they saw him. He couldn't
face their looks so he turned away and examined the woman that was with them.
Where they had picked her up and why was a mystery, but there had to be a
reason for it. She was not to be dismissed as a mere wallflower.
“Guards, you can untie them,” said the Lord Saviour as he examined the
three new guests. “We won't have any trouble, will we?”
“It depends on what we're here for,” said Carl and glanced at Tina and then
Vincent. It was obvious he wanted both of them dead, but his position was not
one where he could hope to fill that desire. Not now.
“Just a friendly meeting,” said the Lord Saviour and stood up from his seat.
He wore the same white and chainmail combination as he had during the
celebration. It made John wonder whether he ever wore anything else. He had
had the same attire on when he'd talked with John in private.
Carl glanced at his two companions. Seth looked ready to kill everyone in the
room and the woman with them had the sort of disposition that she looked ready
for anything. But finally, Carl nodded in agreement. “We'll hear you out. No
trouble.”
“Good,” the Lord Saviour smiled and took a seat at the head of the table as
the guards untied the three friends. All they had on were their clothes. It was
obvious the guards had robbed them of everything that could be used to harm
others.
“Now then, I must admit I know very little of our three new guests, but I
have a good idea why they are here. They're here to kill you Vincent, am I right?”
Vincent frowned and cleared his throat. “Perhaps. Tina is likely the bigger
target for them.”
“Ah, yes. Of course. On account of what he did to John,” the Lord Saviour
smiled and gave Tina a look. She smiled back at him.
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“Just get to the point already,” muttered Seth from his seat. He glared at
Vincent before turning to Tina. She smiled at him just as she had to the Lord
Saviour which seemed to make the man even more on edge.
“A man who doesn't like wasting time. I like that,” said the Saviour and
nodded. “All right. I'll get to the point. I want all of you to work with me.”
There was silence all around the table. The two opposite sides though him
mad for even suggesting something like that. There were clearly issues between
the two groups that were beyond reconciliation.
“Work towards what?” asked Tina. While she had her doubts it would be
anything she'd be willing to agree to, her curiosity had been aroused.
“To fix the worlds,” said the Saviour.
“Fix the worlds?” asked Carl in turn. It seemed like an odd thing to say.
The Saviour stood up and started to pace around while explaining. “I will
explain it to the best of my abilities. I'll try to keep it simple. These world we have
travelled through are broken. They are not what they are supposed to be.”
He gave everyone at the table a look. “When the universe was born in the
explosion that set everything into motion, it also broke the very fabric of how
things should be. Instead of a single world we have this multiverse of things. We
have worlds that are very similar, yet different. It should not be like that. It
should all be one world.”
“Is he completely insane?” asked Tanya as she leaned over to Carl. Her
words could be heard by everyone despite the attempt to whisper. Perhaps it was
on purpose. The words reflected everyone's thoughts around the table.
The Saviour laughed. “I'm not insane. This is an observation I have come to
after visiting countless worlds.”
“I would imagine what you are suggesting would cause no small amount of
destruction in every one of the worlds?” Carl looked concerned over it. Even if
none at the table joined the man, he would still try to accomplish it. He glanced
over at Tina. He could see some of the same concern on her.
“I don't know exactly what would happen, but I expected there would be
some upheaval,” said the Saviour. He did not sound concerned about it.
“Or you just might kill everyone,” said Carl and shook his head. What the
174

man was proposing was nothing short of madness. If he expected to get them
behind him with such a weak explanation he was misjudging the people around
the table. Even Tina looked doubtful and she wasn't exactly the most considerate
person.
“That is also an possibility, but better than continuing to live in a broken
world,” said the Saviour. “You're Alters like I used to be. We've been to tens of
worlds. If you've paid any attention you will have seen what I am talking about.
The broken way things keep repeating and being similar.”
“He's fucking insane,” said Sixten loud enough that everyone could hear it.
“Why the fuck is he telling us all this? Does he really think any of us would go
along with him? Fuck. Will he let us go if we say no?”
All eyes turned to the Saviour. The question was a valid one. Now that he
had laid out his cards on the table, could he afford to let any of them leave?
A smile passed the man's lips. “You agree or this will happen,” said the
Saviour and reached out to grab Vincent by his hand. As soon as he touched
him, a scream of pain rang out from the man.
Vincent writhed and cried in pain, but could not get away from the grip.
Right before everyone’s eyes he withered away like the leaves in late Autumn. Fat
melted away, hair fell off, the skin started to hug bone. In less than a minute
there was but an empty shell left that crumbled down to dust when the Saviour
let go of his grip.
He shrugged his hand to get rid of the dust clinging to it. He frowned at the
pile of dust. “Vincent was a good man for a while,” he said and turned to his
guests who were looking on with shocked expressions. “But he failed me. Not only
that, he let Tina escape without even telling me he had managed to capture her.
He withheld a key part of my plan from me.”
The Saviour smiled. “In the end he managed to be useful as a demonstration
tool. Sadly there was nothing special of him to keep, aside from the extra years of
life.”
“Time to go?” whispered John to Tina as he leaned over. He hoped no one
else heard him. It was obvious none of them were getting out of there without a
fight and the lord Saviour seemed to posses powers that would test all of them.
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She looked like she didn't hear him. She stared intently at the Saviour.
“Are you starting to understand?” asked the Saviour and returned her look.
There was a change occurring in the man. His skin was growing a darker colour.
Muscles started to strain his chainmail. “I'm surprised you haven't figured it out
yet, Tinazasadarava.”
The name had a clear impact on Tina. She bounced up from her seat and for
the first time John saw pure terror on her face. “No. It can't be you!”
The Saviour smiled. “It is but a memory of him. Something that's trapped in
me.”
Carl looked on the situation with confusion. He held a hand to Seth to keep
him from getting up. He paid close attention to the particles around the Saviour
as well as Tina. They were both preparing for something. He started his own
preparations. The quicker they got away once the situation exploded, the better.
“I hope neither of you have any metal on you,” he whispered to both Seth
and Tanya. “We'll Alternate away as soon as things break down.”
“You can't have killed him. Not someone like him,” said Tina and shook her
head. John had stood up next to her and flowed out of his disguise into his usual
black armour state. It had unnerved the guards and weapons were being drawn.
“It was surprisingly difficult, I will admit that,” said the Saviour, his voice
growing deeper. “But it was worth it. The power! I can change everything with
this! If you only give me that last piece I need.”
Tina tried to gather herself, but the terror inside her made her thoughts a
jumble. It wasn't something she was used to. There were few times she'd felt like
she did now. In the panic she made the only choice that seemed to be available to
her.
She grabbed John's hand and Alternated away.
The Lord Saviour smiled. “Thank you.”
“We're out of here,” said Carl and mustered the particles while grabbing hold
of Seth and Tanya. He hoped he had interpreted what Tina did correctly and
they'd end up where she and John had gone off to. A brief flash and they were
gone as well.
“Well, fuck me,” said Sixten and looked at the empty chairs. They had left
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him behind. Normally he wouldn't have minded, but where they had left him
posed a problem.
He swallowed hard and turned to face the Lord Saviour with an uncertain
smile.
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Chapter 12
Rand had known it would be a problem. Now, as he looked on while Jen
danced with Alden, he was beating himself over for agreeing to have sex with her.
The hem of her dress flowed around her ankles in waves. The green dress left her
neck exposed, giving Rand a good view of her collar bones and the muscles of her
neck that had strained so enticingly when the waves of pleasure had ran through
her.
It had been a mistake.
Rand sipped some wine from his glass.
While the night spent with Jen had been pleasurable and eased tensions
that he had not even realized were there, he could not look at her the same way
any more. Just the smell of her brought back flashes of the small noises she had
made, images of her naked body. It was like torture because he knew seeing her
like that again was unlikely.
It had been several weeks ago and while she was as friendly to him as ever,
there was no sign of her wanting to share the bed again in such a manner. Rand
could respect that. He hoped time would mend things, but he feared it would be
far longer than he wished.
“I hate these parties,” said captain Trez as he appeared next to Rand. He had
on a more official uniform, clearly marking him as a military man. It made him
stick out amongst the more well dressed guests like a sore thumb.
“Free food. Free drinks. What's there to complain?” asked Rand and emptied
his wine. He didn't take his eyes off Jen. She continued to swirl around and
charm the people around her. She seemed to be fully enjoying herself. Rand
figured it was a rare event for someone like her.
“People coming to you to share their inconsequential lives. The rumours. The
politic. The sheer despise and hatred, thinly veiled under platitudes and
pleasantries. It is a cesspool of lies.” Trez sounded like he meant every word. He
would probably have preferred to stand on the walls of Siver, facing the monster
horde, instead of being at his brothers party.
178

But it was an important event. Lots of people who could persuade action to
be taken. Cruz was busy mingling and smoothing things over with those who had
the power to push things into the right direction.
Rand and Jen had been dragged to so many places Rand was having a hard
time remembering them all. To him it seemed ludicrous that mustering any sort
of punitive force was taking so long. Almost everyone they had talked to agreed
an army had to be sent north to deal with the situation, but none wanted to be
the ones to suggest it to their superiors.
The frustration everyone felt over it was enough to overflow the biggest of
barrels.
“What's the latest?” asked Rand, hoping to steer the conversation to
something less antagonizing. He kept his eyes on Jen.
It really had been a mistake.
“They're starting to come to,” said Trez with slight optimism. “Cruz is oiling
up some of the last few problems. I think next week we might actually have an
army with which to march north with.”
“That's a quick schedule for something as big as that,” said Rand. So far it
seemed like nothing concrete had been done. Lots of talk, little action.
“We haven't been sitting by idly,” said Trez. “We've secured rations and other
necessities for an army. They're being delivered as we speak and all we're lacking
is a decision what units head north. The men are already here in the city or in
near by garrisons.”
Rand could not hide his surprise. He'd seen the two brothers meet up after
hours and withdraw to Cruz's study. That must have been what they were
scheming. “Let's hope you're right,” said Rand.
A smile passed Trez's lips. “I know it seems unlikely now. Have faith. My
brother knows the city and its politics well.”
“I hope you're right,” said Rand again. The dance had stopped. Jen had
parted with her partner and headed back towards them.
“I'll leave you two to enjoy the evening,” said Trez and gave Jen a slight nod
as she arrived. It didn't go unnoticed by Rand that the old soldier looked at her
with the sort of eyes that longed to spend more time on her.
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“Did you leave poor Alden any strength left?” asked Rand and leaned against
the railing that separated the spectators from those on the lowered dance floor.
Jen smiled. “I think he'll have some energy left for the other ladies.” As she
said that, a new song started and Alden was already swirling around a new
partner. “What were you two talking about?”
Jen grabbed a glass of wine from a passing by servant.
“Our efforts,” said Rand and gulped the last of his own wine. It would have
put to shame much of the stuff sold back home in the large markets. “Trez seems
to think we might be moving out as early as next week,”
“That's good news,” said Jen and sipped her wine. She rested her back
against the railing. She stood close enough that her arm brushed against Rand's
“We can only hope,” said Rand. He did his best to ignore her closeness.
A moment of silence passed between the two. The orchestra playing went
through another song. It was the sort of refined string music that made you feel
like a snob by just hearing it.
“What's your problem?”
“What?” The question caught Rand by surprise.
“Ever since that night. You've been different.” Jen peered at him from behind
the wine glass. It was a fragile looking thing of crystal.
“I told you then,” said Rand.
“Are you upset that we haven't done it again?” A small smile lingered on her
lips, almost teasingly.
“We've been busy,” said Rand and shrugged. He hoped it looked casual
enough. In truth he wanted to say it bothered him. He couldn't deny wanting
more. And they had been busy. The days had been long and when they finally got
back to their room, neither had the energy for much more than getting to sleep.
“I've been avoiding it as well,” said Jen. For a moment Rand felt panic. Had it
been that bad for her? She laughed at his expression and put a hand on his
shoulder. “I thought you might not be into blood sports.”
It took a moment for Rand to realize what she was implying. “Oh..”
Jen smiled. “I know I said it didn't have to lead to anything, but I didn't say
it would have to be one night only. I enjoyed myself.” She looked around at the
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party goers. “I don't think this world has a person who could take your place.”
The words were like balm on wounds for Rand. Knowing she had similar
feeling was a big relief and immediately many misgivings he had over the decision
disappeared. “We are outsiders here,” said Rand and looked around as well.
It wasn't just that they were two nobodies in the midst of the highest nobility
of the empire. It was a foreign culture and a foreign world. They had not spent
much time there and despite how well they had done fitting in, it was not their
place.
Jen sipped some wine. “What are you going to do when the north is free?”
“If it's ever free,” said Rand. It wasn't all that clear the outcome would be
favourable for the empire. The lizardmen had had time to strengthen their
position and they'd have a good month or more to further dig themselves in. Who
knew what other monsters they'd managed to wrangle under their rule from the
forest.
“I honestly don't know,” said Rand. “Going home would mean facing the
cops. It would only be a matter of time until I ended up in prison. Hell, maybe
that's where I belong.”
Jen observed the man with a keen eye. The guilt of killing his wife weighed
on his shoulders like an anvil. Every time the subject was touched she could see
him slump down a bit. It was odd to feel sympathy for him given the reason, but
Jen could not help it. She knew there were worse actions in her own past. The
only thing that made it different for her was the government had given the order.
Somehow that made countless murders all right in the eyes of most of the society.
“Maybe Carl can take you to some other world. One you really like, that's
more similar to ours,” Jen finally said, hoping to draw the man's thoughts to
matters less burdening.
“Maybe,” said Rand. Mentioning his friend made him wonder how he and
Seth were doing. Had they already returned and were making their way south?
Was Vincent and Tina dead? Or were his friends the ones who had met their end?
“They're fine,” said Jen, reading the man's thoughts.
“I'm sure they are,” Rand agreed and straightened up when a servant passed
by. He replaced his empty glass of wine with a full one. There was a tiny sting of
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guilt over the fact he was enjoying a party while his friends could have been
fighting for their lives. But there was nothing he could do to help them.
“We've got ourselves to worry about,” said Jen.
Another servant passed by. Rand grabbed himself one of the bite size dishes.
It tasted like crab with a sauce that had you craving for more. “True enough.
Going back north isn't going to be an easy trip.”
“Sometimes I miss the simplicity of being in the army,” said Jen. There were
plenty of things not to miss in the army, but there had always been a certainty
about what you were going to do. There had always been someone to tell you the
next step.
“I miss a decent hamburger,” said Rand. While the food wasn't bad, there
were certain things you just couldn't have. A decent hamburger was one of them.
“When this is all said and done maybe you need to start a shop,” said Jen
with a mischievous smile. It was hard to imagine him flipping patties and greeting
customers with a smile.
Rand chuckled. “Maybe I'll do that. Far worse things to do in life than to feed
people.”
The two fell silent again and listened to the orchestra play.
“You've got some fans waiting,” said Rand and nodded towards a group of
young men who were all eyeing Jen. They looked like they were gathering their
courage to intervene between the two.
Jen glanced over at them and sighed. “What do you think, have we made
enough of an appearance here?”
“I'd say we weren't even needed,” Rand replied. There had been a couple of
people Cruz had introduced them to, but other than that they had been free to do
as they wished. It had been several hours of drinking wine and nibbling on the
small portions of food.
“Come on,” Jen grabbed his hand and started to drag him out the ballroom.
While the place was connected to the main house, it was quicker to stroll through
the garden if you wanted to get there. Rand didn't object when he was led into the
cool evening air and the music grew more distant. He had not realized how hot
the crowded room had gotten.
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They walked past a fountain. The sound of flowing water was appealing and
made Rand want to stop there, but when Jen had you in her grips and didn't
want to stop, there was not much you could do. Rand watched her back in the
light the evenly spaced lamps cast on the gravel path. The dress left much of it
bare so he could see the curve of her spine. He remembered how it had felt to
have his hands around her.
“Where are we going?” Rand finally asked when they closed in on the main
house.
“Our room,” Jen replied and dragged him along.
“Why?”
“It's time to have another round,” said Jen and glanced over her shoulder to
give him a seductive smile.
“Oh..”
Rand didn't object any longer as he was dragged to their room and the doors
closed. While their first night had been one of pure passion, the second one
turned into one of tenderness and consideration. It wasn't so much about sex as
it was being together and making each other feel cared for.
It left both of them feeling satisfied on a deeper level.
It was early morning when the door to their room slammed open and Trez
walked in unannounced. He surprised the two tangled together on the bed, fast
asleep. For a moment the man hesitated. His eyes stayed on Jen's bare leg that
stretched out from under the blanket. Finally, he cleared his throat loud enough
to wake the pair.
“What?” Rand mumbled and glared at the man. The bed felt so warm he
didn't want to get up. It helped that the soft skin on Jen was brushing against his
side.
Jen pulled the blanket tighter over her naked body. There was nothing for
Trez to see there. “You could learn to knock too,” she muttered and pulled herself
up to a sitting position, resting her back against the head of the bed.
“My apologies,” said Trez, realizing for himself that he had been rude to
barge in like that. It might have been his brothers house, but guests still had
their right to courtesy and privacy.
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“I take it something important has happened?” asked Rand and yawned. He
didn't bother sitting up like Jen had. He didn't want to give Trez the satisfaction
of seeing him care enough. He deserved some rudeness in return for his.
“Yes. Something very good. We'll be departing for the north within a few
days. The army is gathering today and we need to make certain everything is in
order.” Trez looked pleased announcing the news. He had talked of next week last
night. How it had all been pulled together so quickly had Rand wondering.
“Isn't that a bit quick?” asked Rand. He feared rushing meant the expedition
would not be fully prepared nor equipped to deal with what was waiting for them
in the north.
Trez waved his hand dismissively. “Like I said last night, we've been pretty
much ready to go for a good while now. All we've been missing was the official go
ahead. And the leader for the entire thing.”
“Who's going to be in charge?” asked Jen. She wished the man would leave
already or have the common sense to go to the other room so she could get
dressed. Still, she wasn't going to be the one to drive him out.
“General Jechen,” said Trez. It was hard to tell whether he was pleased or
disappointed with the fact.
“You seem unsure about him,” said Rand.
“He's one of the two vying for the emperors blessings. You have no idea what
sort of a struggle all this has caused within the court.” Trez sighed. “The truth is
I'm not all together certain he's the right man for the job. He might be too eager to
show results and end up getting a lot of people killed because of it.”
“You'll be there to keep him in check,” said Jen with a reassuring smile.
Trez shook his head. “What I can do will be limited. I'm just a lowly captain
after all.”
“If the man has any sense he'll listen to you. You're the only one who can say
to have faced what he must defeat,” said Rand. “Just remember to tell us if he
completely ignores you. We'll know to ditch the army and save ourself the trouble
of getting killed.”
“So you're coming with us?” asked Trez.
“We will if you let us get dressed,” said Rand and glared at the man.
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Trez gave the two an apologetic smile. “I'll be in the other room.”
The two watched him retreat from the room and close the curtains to give
them privacy.
Jen tossed aside the blanket and stood up from the bed. Rand remained
there for a moment and watched her rummage for clothes. Her hair was a mess
and made Rand yearn for a moment alone with her so he could watch her brush
it. He remembered well the time at the inn he'd first seen it.
“What do you think?” asked Jen and pulled a shirt over her head, breaking
Rand's stare at her hair.
“I think a lot will depend on what they have us do,” said Rand and climbed
out of bed. His saddle bags were on that side of the bed and he started searching
for something practical to wear. The attire from last night was not one for daily
use. “If they're going to have us relegated to rank and file soldiers then we might
as well not be part of that army.”
Jen nodded and started to pull on a pair of trousers. “There is a lot more we
can do in more specialized duties.”
“I hope Trez has managed to convince them of it,” said Rand and pulled on a
shirt. He took the time to fasten his sword around his waist and ensure readiness
for a fight. He didn't expect one, but appearing like you knew what you were
doing would do no harm.
Jen finished dressing and made similar preparations for herself. Sword at
her hip and a quick tying of her hair left her with the usual ponytail. Together the
two walked past the curtain and joined Trez in the gathering room. The man had
taken a seat in one of the padded chairs and was enjoying the view out the open
balcony door.
“So what's the plan for today?” asked Rand. He didn't bother taking a seat,
but he did grab the pitcher of water from the table and poured himself some. He
also grabbed an apple from the platter to kill the worst of his hunger.
“We're to meet with the general in two hours,” said Trez and watched Jen
grab herself some water as well. “He will tell us of his plan.”
“Well, I hope he makes proper use of us. We're not going to come if he makes
us rank and file soldiers instead of relying on our knowledge and skills.” Rand
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took a big bite of the apple. The juices ran down the corner of his mouth and the
sweetness of it had his mouth watering.
“We will see what he has planned,” said Trez. As much as he wanted to
disagree with what Rand had said, there was no denying that neither of the two
were soldiers. They were adventurers. They knew the woods near Siver well. The
question of their special abilities was something he did not even want to think
about. No matter the nature of them they would be wasted simply marching with
the bulk of the soldiers.
“Where are we meeting him?” asked Jen and sipped her water. She reached
for an apple as well. The servants were diligent about keeping fresh fruit available
to the guests.
“A portion of the army is massing within the garrison by the western gate.
We'll meet him there,” said Trez. “He specifically asked for the three of us which
makes me think he has some special plan for us.”
“Or he just wants to hear it from the horses mouth and dismiss us all,” said
Rand with his usual pessimism.
“He could do that as well, but I believe he is not that ignorant,” said Trez.
“He wants a good win and he'll use anything coming his way to accomplish that.”
“Well, we'll just have to go and see what he wants, wont we?” asked Jen and
hoped to stop the budding argument. Despite spending more time together, the
two men seemed to have a tendency to end up in arguments quicker than a
married couple.
Rand and Jen enjoyed a quick breakfast and did their morning chores while
Trez went to talk with his brother about some final details. It was an hour before
the meeting that they gathered up at the front gate. Alden was there along with
Errol, dressed in their full city guard uniforms. Both of them looked like they had
gotten little sleep last night. For the younger Alden the reason was not hard to
figure out – he had been popular among the women at the party. Errol had
probably sought company from the bottom of a wine pitcher – or two.
The servants brought them horses and when Trez finally joined them they
set out towards the western gate. It was a warm day even though there were
white clouds in the sky. Plenty of people were on the streets, tending to their
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business. It made for slow progress at times as the horses didn't have room to
move. Still, they arrived on time at the garrison. It was a walled area that stood
out from the buildings surrounding it with its military look. There was a lot of
movement near it with soldiers rushing and carts full of supplies being delivered.
The preparations were in full swing and Rand could see ordinary people look
on and buzz about the reason for it.
The guards at the gate asked Trez a few questions before finally letting the
group through. His uniform helped, but he also had a letter from the general
himself that ordered him to be there.
If the outside of the garrison had been busy, so was the inside. The yard that
usually served as a training ground was packed with soldiers, piles of goods and
people making certain the force moving out would have everything it needed.
Trez led them to the stable where they handed the horses to stableboys and
walked across the yard to the building where the general was keeping his
command. A wooden door let them into a large room dominated by a table in the
centre. There were maps laid out on it, showing various parts of the north. There
were four men staring at the pieces of paper and arguing.
“We don't know enough of the situation to make concrete plans!” one of them
said in a heated voice.
“We know the layout of the city. We can go based on that,” said another.
“But what if they're out to meet us on the field?” asked a third.
“Captain Trez reporting, as ordered!” said Trez in a loud voice, shutting up
the argument.
“Ah, captain. Good,” said the fourth man. He was clean shaven with a short
cut brown hair. His uniform held the markings of a general. He was in his thirties
which made him young for someone in his position. His eyes jumped from Trez to
his companions and then back to him. “Are these the people who came with you
to tell us of what had happened in the north?”
The question made the three men around the table pay attention to all of
them. Judging by their ranks they were the general adjutants, his closest
advisers. None of them looked any older than he did.
“They are, sir,” said Trez and made the brief introductions. The general
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nodded to each one of them and seemed to measure their worth with a single
glance. It made Rand glad that he had taken the sword with him. Maybe it lent
some credibility to his appearance.
“All right, captain. There is a very specific reason I have asked you here,”
started the general and sought a seat in a chair behind him. “Firstly, I wanted to
hear the events straight from those who have witnessed it. The stories are wild
and I want to be certain I have been given accurate information.”
“Of course, general,” Trez agreed and started the now familiar briefing of
what had taken place. Rand and Jen got to tell their parts and all four men
around the table asked them additional questions where they found them
necessary. By the end of the briefing all of them looked like they were taking the
matter more seriously. It was one thing to read an report and quite another to
hear it from someone who had been there.
Rand had to thank Trez for the fact that he left out any mention of the
special abilities he and Jen had. The briefing was hard enough to believe already
without adding in things that would have seemed like magic. The questions
raised would have taken them several hours to work through and there were far
too many questions without a proper answer.
“Thank you captain. This has been eye opening,” said the general when Trez
finished up the report. He leaned back in his chair, looking troubled. “You might
have heard some of the arguing my adjutants were having when you came in.
They are right in that we don't know enough of the situation up there. A lot of
time will have passed once we get there and significant changes could have taken
place.”
“I would agree that is possible, general,” said Trez.
“You and your little group know the area well. How would you feel about
heading out in front of the army and scouting out the area?” Jenchen gave them
all an intensive look. A group of five was a bit large for scouting, but then the
area that needed to be covered was not small either.
Trez gave Rand and Jen a questioning look. This was what they had been
hoping for. No rank and file soldier stuff, but an independent mission where they
themselves could make decisions. It was dangerous, but then it wasn't going to
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be that safe with the main army either.
They both nodded with approval.
“Then we will do as you order, general,” said Trez. “When do you wish us to
depart?”
“As soon as possible,” said Jenchen. “The quicker you get back north the
more time you will have to scout out things. The army will take a day or two to
get moving and we won't be travelling as quickly as you will be. It will take us
longer to get there.”
“An army only travels as fast as its slowest wagon,” Trez agreed. Five people
on horseback would make good time, thousands of men on foot, slowed down by
wagons, would not be making any speed records. The downside of it was they
would be alone up there with no one to help them. If trouble found them, they'd
have to deal with it on their own. In that regard Trez found himself to be happy
Rand and Jen were coming along. They were worth ten men each when it came to
a fight.
“You have your orders. Get what ever supplies you need and make haste to
north. We will meet on the road, two days from Siver.”
“Yes, general,” said Trez and saluted the man. It wasn't an overly specific
meeting place he had given, but it was close enough that they'd find the army.
Trez had a good idea how long such a force would take to march up there so he
had a time line in mind.
The group left the building and Trez sent Alden to scrounge up supplies from
the garrison and Errol to secure other items that would be useful.
“You should head back to my brothers and get our things,” said Trez and
gave Rand and Jen a look. He knew both of them had plenty of stuff in the
saddlebags left there. There was time to get them.
“Aren't you going to come and say farewell to your brother?” asked Jen.
“My brother and I have said our farewells,” said Trez. He sounded
uncomfortable about it, as if there was something embarrassing about siblings
exchanging such words. “Get your things. We will depart as soon as you come
back.”
Jen looked like she wanted to say more, but followed Rand to their horses
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and rode off with him. Rand remembered the path they had taken and soon had
them back at the mansion. It didn't take long to gather up their belongings and
strap them to their horses. They were about to depart back to the garrison when
Cruz walked up to greet them.
“I see you are leaving,” said the man.
Rand nodded. “We are going with your brother. The expeditions to the north
is starting.”
Cruz nodded back. He looked worried. “Look after my brother. He is not the
easiest person to get along with, but he is my only brother. I would hate for him
to meet his end in the north.”
“We will do our best to keep him safe,” Jen assured the man. She knew that
if things went badly, there would be little they could do to help.
Cruz turned to her. “Thank you. I know there is something special about you
two. Something my brother has not fully told me, but he seems to think highly of
you and your abilities. It gives me confidence that you will be with him.”
“It's not a pleasant place we're going to,” said Rand and hoisted himself on
his horse. “We can promise to try and keep him safe, but things can get out of
our control.”
Cruz smiled briefly. “I know, but I appreciate that you promised to try.”
“How are things looking here?” asked Jen and made some final inspections
on her belongings. “It can't have been easy to arrange this all.”
“I have made some new political enemies, but new friends as well,” said
Cruz. “But I fear a lot is riding on how things turn out in the north. If the
expedition fails then there will be a significant shift in power.”
“And that would be bad for you, I take it?” asked Rand.
Cruz nodded with a sad smile. “I fear this has my entire life riding on it.”
“Then we will do our best to ensure everything works out,” said Jen. “You
have been the perfect host for us these past weeks. Thank you for that.”
Cruz watched as she swung herself onto the horse and sought a comfortable
riding position. “Hospitality is one of the virtues.”
Jen nodded and gave the man a smile. Religion had not been a big part of
their stay, but there had been moments where it had come up and what she had
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heard made her think the faith Cruz followed to be one of the better ones. There
did not seem to be elements of intolerance in it, no declaring others heathens and
killing them, but a brief exposure was rarely enough to fully determine how
twisted a faith could get.
“Stay safe,” said Cruz and waved a hand as the two rode off. Rand waved
back at him, as did Jen. They rode out the gate and towards the garrison
knowing that it was unlikely they would see the man again.
They rode in silence until the garrison.
Alden and Riley had managed to scrounge up everything needed and they
added another pack horse to their party. Trez kept them waiting for a bit more
before finally appearing from the general's command post. He looked worried as
he joined the rest.
“Bad news?” asked Rand.
“Let's say nothing good,” said Trez while hoisting himself up to his horse.
“But nothing we need to worry about. We have our mission.”
Rand wasn't so certain that would be the case, but he left it at that. He'd
been around Trez long enough to know getting information from him could be like
squeezing water out of a rock.
“Let's ride. We can still make some headway today,” said Trez and sunk his
heels to the horses sides. The rest followed him.
While Rand was happy to be moving again, a month of riding was not the
most enjoyable thing to look forward to.

191

Chapter 13
The sudden flash caught John by surprise. It was quickly followed by
another one, which left him even more disoriented. Alternating twice meant Tina
was worried they'd be followed. She wanted to ensure that wouldn't happen. It
meant she was terrified of the Lord Saviour.
“What the hell was that?” asked John while trying to regain his vision. He
was pleased to note Tina had compensated for his metal body. No need to reform
from a shapeless blob.
There was no response.
John started to see things again. He saw the stone walls and the partly
burned buildings of a familiar city. They were back in Siver. He turned to regard
Tina. The look of shock on her face left him speechless for a moment.
“Tina?” John asked and reached to touch her.
She blinked. “What?”
“What happened? Why did you Alternate away so suddenly?”
Tina shook her head. “It's a long story.”
John frowned. “Maybe so, but clearly it's important. I've never seen you get
this worked up or act so rashly.”
A small smile passed her lips. “I panicked. Hasn't happened in a while.”
Before John could ask more, he was pushed aside as something ran past
and threw itself onto Tina. His initial reaction was to run to defend her and his
hand had already started to form into a blade, but he soon found it wasn't
necessary.
“Mother!” The pleased voice of a young woman cried out. John noticed the
moment of shock that passed Tina's face before she realized who was hugging
her, but it soon melted into a content smile.
“You've grown,” said Tina and gave the young woman a hug back. The two
parted ways and that was the first time John could get a good look at her.
She looked much like Tina did only slightly younger. It would have been easy
to mistae her for someone in their late teens. John knew that to be impossible
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given who she was, but there was no denying her shapely body. She had on a
scaly dress, much like the one Tina so loved, only hers seemed to change colour
depending on how the sunlight hit it. It went from green to a sudden yellow and
back again.
“What are you doing here?” the young woman asked. She sounded excited
over it, but at the same time worried.
“Things have changed,” said Tina and looked past her at John. “More
importantly. Celia, this is John, your father.”
The young woman turned around to regard him. She had her mothers eyes.
Her face had a more delicate build to it, but it did nothing to make her any less
beautiful. If anything, her nut brown hair made her even more appealing.
“Hello,” was all John could think of to say. He was still in shock she had
grown so quickly. Tina's pregnancy had not lasted long, but that the children
grew up so quickly as well had him worried. How many more lizard men had
come to the world after they'd left?
“He's a bit dark, isn't he?” asked Celia and turned to Tina. John's black
armour appearance did not seem to please her.
John reacted and turned himself into his old self, the one Tina had robbed
him of piece by piece. Getting the pigmentation right took him a bit of time still.
“Better?”
Celia regarded him once more. He'd left off a few pounds so he didn't look
the fat old man he'd been, but more the young fit one he'd been when eighteen.
“Better,” the young woman admitted with a smile.
“Where's your brother?” asked Tina and looked around. Save for the debris
from the destroyed buildings the street was empty. On top of the walls they could
see the tall figures of lizard men keeping watch.
“Felix is at the citadel,” said Celia. “I'll take you to him. It's where you'd be
staying in any case. You are staying, aren't you?” she gave her mother the sort of
pleading look any child would. She might have been all grown up when it came to
her body, but mentally it was difficult to tell how far along she was.
“We're staying for a while,” said Tina and gave John a look. It seemed like a
promise to explain everything when they were alone again. “Let's go greet your
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brother.”
Celia led the way through the streets. It pained John to see the destruction.
He'd liked the city and its people. There had been a welcoming feel every time he'd
arrived there and a sense of community, of pulling on the same rope to make a
better life for everyone there.
Snow still covered many places, but it was clear spring was making its way
up north. Water dripped from the still standing rooftops and the streets had small
streams running through it. The winter in Siver had always been harsh and
short.
“When did you name those two?” asked John and avoided a particularly
large stream of water. Not that he would have felt the cold water. Old habits died
hard.
“When they were born,” replied Tina.
“But..how could a newborn remember something like that?”
Tina gave him an amused look. “When they were born they could already
defend themselves better than you can now. They were fully ready to face the
world. My children are not like yours who need years to be able to look after
themselves and gain some resemblance of intellect. Still, I did not expect them to
grow so quickly.”
That gave John one more thing to worry about. Were the lizard men's
children the same way? If they were, the problem would grow worse far quicker
than anyone would think.
As they got closer to the centre of the city they began seeing more of the
lizard men. They all greeted Tina with the sort of respect humans gave to their
kings and queens. She acknowledged them all with simple nods and other
gestures.
“How is the city?” asked Tina.
“It's secure, just as you wished,” said Celia. She led them through the gates
into the citadel.
They were greeted by the screams of a woman.
“Oh, you're just in time. Come on!” Celia hurried to a small hut and pushed
open the door. John was not certain he wanted to see it, but curiosity got the
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better of him. He followed Tina inside.
A woman laid on a bed, her stomach bulging, skin taut as the life inside her
was reaching maturity. Two lizard men were holding her down by the arms and
legs.
“Get this thing out of me!” the woman pleaded before succumbing to another
cry of pain.
Celia walked up to her and gently stroked her forehead. “Don't worry. It will
be over soon.” She smiled.
Horrified, John watched the skin of her stomach tear. A clawed hand burst
out and the woman cried in pain. A small lizard creature crawled out, covered in
the blood of its mother. A tongue slipped out its already teeth filled mouth and
licked some of the red nectar away. It let out a small cry before sinking its claws
in the woman’s chest, ripping away flesh and feasting on it.
Mercifully, she no longer felt any of it.
“Wonderful!” Celia smiled and clapped her hands. “A female. We can't have
too many of them.”
“How can you tell?” asked John. He had the urge to go outside and vomit.
“Only the women eat their mothers. The men are small enough to come out
without harming the carrier,” said Celia while the little devil continued its feast.
“The women are born more mature and they grow quicker so they can reproduce
more quickly. The men take a bit longer, but they end up bigger and stronger.”
John wanted to leave the little shack, but still he watched the new life eat
the remains of its mother. The two lizard men seemed to be grinning over it and
enjoying the sight. A portion of John cried out for him to turn away, but another
part felt envy. That blood should have been sprayed on him. It wouldn't have
been as good as Tina's, but it would have sent waves of pleasure through him
none the less.
That thought was too much so he turned around and left the small shack.
He remained close to the door, breathing in the fresh air.
“What's his problem?” he could hear Celia ask.
“He used to be one of them,” replied Tina.
“No!” Celia breathed out, shocked.
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“Don't worry, dear. When he helped conceive you he was more me than his
old self. You've turned out such a wonderful child.” A moment of silence passed
inside.
John looked around the courtyard. There were plenty of lizard men, but
there were other creatures as well. Some of the lizard had Shredgasp walking
along side them, like faithful dogs. How they had bonded so quickly was terrifying
to think. Shredgasp alone were a threat that had adventurers weary of venturing
out.
Worse than that, he also saw a group of Hunterbroods that rivalled the lizard
men in height. It would have been easy to mistake them for bears walking on two
legs were it not for the spears and clubs they carried. Thick fur covered their
bodies and their huge paw like hands had long nails on them that could be used
as weapons as well. They had the same sort of elongated snouts and small ears
that bears did along with the sharp teeth that could crush a man's bones. The
group let out a string of grunts and growls as they passed John.
All he saw was a group of five of them, but he was certain there were more.
There always was.
What else had the lizards managed to convince to come out of the forest to
join them?
“Come, John. Time to go meet your son,” said Tina when she emerged from
the shack. Celia followed her and gave him an appraising look. It seemed his
human past bothered her, but as she examined him some of it seemed to melt
away. There was no denying that he was no longer a man of flesh and blood.
All that remained was the blood.
Celia took the lead once more and led them inside the citadel itself. The Lord
Marshal had previously lived there. Servants had filled the place to see to his
needs as well as those of his guests. Now, the large stone building felt empty and
void of life. There were signs of a fight still visible – blood stains here and there,
furniture tossed over – but most of it had been swept away. By whom, that was
the question. The lizard men did not seem too keen on keeping things in order.
John kept on guard and didn't stop to admire some of the still present
artwork that softened the cold stone walls. Celia led them through a corridor and
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into what had once been the reception hall. There a large table had been placed
in the middle of it and it was covered with pieces of paper and maps. Piles of
books stood on the floor, telling of someone’s thirst for knowledge.
A man was leaning over the table. It wasn't hard to tell it was Felix. While
Celia had the look of her mother, Felix resembled a young John in many ways.
His hair was black and short and he had his nose. He wore what could only be
described as a scale mail made entirely of his own black scaly skin.
“Felix! We have guests,” said Celia and continued to walk over to him.
He looked up from the maps and focused on the small group.
Once more, the eyes seemed to come from Tina.
It took him a moment to realize who he was looking at. “Mother!”
He had a surprisingly soft voice. It was the sort you wouldn't mind hearing
an entire book read to you with. He departed from the table and walked to greet
Tina. While Celia had given her an emotion filled hug, he turned out to be more
reserved and the hug was a brief one, the kind you'd give a friend.
He was taller than Tina. Taller than John even. Not that such things seemed
to matter in her family.
“And who's this?” asked Felix as he parted ways with Tina and turned his
attention to John.
“He's our father,” said Celia and leaned against the large table.
Felix raised an eyebrow and examined John with a critical eye. It was the
sort of look that made John want to flow into his black armour form, turn his
hands into blades and show the young man what it was all about. The more
mature side of him won and he remained in his relatively benign form. Let the
young lad think what he wanted.
“Nice to meet you,” Felix finally said and extended a hand.
John grabbed it after a bit of hesitation. “Likewise.” He didn't know what else
to say. It wasn't as if though he had longed to see the two. If anything they had
been forced on him in so many ways that it was uncomfortable to be face to face
with them.
“Isn't this nice? The whole family together,” said Tina with a smile.
“What brings you back so soon?” asked Felix and returned to where he had
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been standing. “I thought you had some matters to take care of?”
“Much of those have been resolved,” said Tina with a brief smile. The two
young ones missed it, but John had been with her long enough to see the
uncertainty about her. It was true that Vincent was dead and that had been their
ultimate goal, but with what had happened with the Lord Saviour, it seemed a
new worry had popped up.
“So you're here to stay?” asked Felix. Whether he was pleased or displeased
with it, was impossible to tell.
“For a while,” said Tina and examined the papers laid out on the table. It
was clear her son had taken the time to study everything useful found in the
citadels library. There was a map of the surrounding area and he had made some
of his own markings on it to point out places where it would be advantageous to
set up defensive position or carry out delaying attacks on an enemy force.
“You'll be happy to know the city is safe,” said Felix.
“I already told her that,” said Celia and pushed herself off the table. “Why
don't you tell her what we've found in the forest.”
“Do tell,” said Tina and continued to examined the papers. Her interest in
them was purely to keep herself busy while listening.
John looked around for a chair and spotted a few lined up by the wall. He
went to fetch one for himself as well as for Tina. It looked like they might be
talking for a while.
“You already know the hounds our lizard brothers have managed to tame,”
Felix started.
“The Shredgasp,” said John as he brought over the chairs. He set one up for
Tina by the table and got a thankful smile in return. He set his own chair not far
from her.
Felix nodded. “I believe that is what the humans call them, yes. In any case,
we have found others like them who we have managed to talk into helping us.”
“I saw a group of Hunterbroods in the citadel,” said John. “You know, those
bear like beings. How many have you managed to talk on your side?”
Both Celia and Felix gave their mother a questioning look. They did not trust
him despite being told he was their father.
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Tina frowned. “He's your father. Of course you can tell him anything you
would to me.” She took a seat and sought a comfortable position.
“A few hundred,” said Felix and proceeded to the table. He shuffled through
some maps before pulling one out. He laid it out and pointed to it. Tina leaned in
for a closer look as did John. “The forest to the north is vast. How far it goes we
don't know. Not even the humans knew. What the Hunterbroods have told us,
there are many more tribes further north that might be willing to join us. There
could be thousands more to bolster our ranks.”
There was no hiding his excitement over it. John could not help but feel
apprehensive about it. The more creatures emerged from the forest to join them,
the more difficult it would be for the humans to take back the city. Despite being
in the clutches of Tina, he had not given up on wishing the lizard men would
meet their demise.
Even if they were killed, his source for blood would likely continue to live.
“We've had some contact with other beings, but so far the talks have not led
to anything conclusive,” said Felix and wrapped up the map.
“How do you talk with all these different creatures?” asked John. As far as
he knew the Shredgasp were no more than dangerous dogs. They could bark, but
that was as far as their communication went. The Hunterbroods might have been
more advanced in that area, but not much.
“Our lizard brethren are quite adept at communicating with creatures that
rely on less advanced means of communication,” said Celia and joined her
brother at the table. She leaned over, giving a good glimpse of her cleavage. John
did his best to ignore it for a multitude of reasons.
“So why are you gathering up all these outsiders? They're not your brothers
or sisters.” It seemed like family held a certain meaning to the two. That they
were going outside it for help seemed counter to what John though the two would
be doing.
“We're not ignorant. The books here at the citadel have told us many stories.
Tales of armies numbering in the tens of thousands clashing. That is what the
humans can throw against us. They will bring with them machines that will hurl
stones the size of a house and arrows that could be young trees. As tough as we
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all are, they could over whelm us with simple numbers. So we try to even those
odds.” Felix had a worried look on him as he explained it all. It wasn't hard to
imagine the reason. He had caught a glimpse of what an organized army could
do. He had nothing like that to throw against them. What he had were superior
individuals, but would that be enough to counter proper training?
“Have you looked to the south?” asked Tina.
“We have some advance scouts there,” said Celia. “So far nothing has been
spotted heading our way.”
“You've done well with the preparations,” said Tina and stood up. “We will
have time to catch up more thoroughly in the coming days. Right now I would like
some rest. It has been an eventful day for the two of us.”
“I'll show you to one of the rooms,” said Celia. “A lot was damaged, but we've
managed to make some liveable again.”
“Thank you,” said Tina and gave John a look as he looked to stay seated.
“You coming?”
“Oh, right. Yes, of course,” said John and stood up. The looks he got from
the two siblings told neither was that pleased with it. It wasn't hard to think why.
Here was their mother, whom they had not seen since birth, and she wanted to
retire to rest with the questionable father instead of spending more time with her
children.
Celia led them out of the large room, leaving Felix to tend to his papers. She
led them back the same way they had come and to the lobby where they took a
staircase to the upper floor.
“My room is here,” said Celia as they passed one door. “Felix is on the other
side of the corridor.”
John noted they were acting as a buffer against anything that might come
heading for Tina.
“I hope this will be acceptable to you,” said Celia and opened a door, not far
from her own room. John figured there were only one set of rooms between hers
and theirs.
While it was only a single room, it was a large one with its own fireplace. A
fire was going, making it a pleasantly warm place to be. There were no signs of
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battle or carnage there. The large bed had curtains that could be closed for
privacy and there was a vanity with a mirror. In front of the fireplace there was
an arrangement of seats that could host five people along with a small table
where to set your drinks.
“This will do,” said Tina and made her way to the window. It offered a view
over the city and to the northern forest. The citadel stood on a small hilltop and
had high foundations, meaning even the second story window offered a view some
of the average buildings rooftops would have been envious of.
“If you get hungry there are some rations on the first floor, past the stairs
and through the small door,” said Celia and looked ready to linger around for as
long as possible.
“I'm sure we'll manage,” said Tina and turned to give the younger woman a
smile. “Right now I think both of us just want some rest. Isn't that right?”
“If you say so,” replied John and poked the fire. He was pleased to note there
was enough wood gathered there to keep it going without problem. Tina could get
grumpy if it got cold.
Celia gave him a frown, but took the hint. “Don't hesitate to call on us for
anything.” With that, she closed the door behind her and left the two alone.
“So what was that all about?” asked John and tossed a piece of wood in the
fire.
“Getting to know the situation? Our children?” asked Tina.
“That's not what I meant.”
“Oh, what did you mean then?”
“You know that perfectly well.”
Tina turned to stare out of the window once more. “I panicked. All I could
think of was escaping. So I Alternated away without thinking. I don't know where
we ended up the first time. It was pure instinct. But I got my senses back and
took us to a safe place.”
“What made you panic?” asked John. “The fact the Lord Saviour knew that
long name of yours?”
A shiver ran through Tina. “It was bad enough that the one who knew that
name was somehow involved. The fact the Lord Saviour has killed him makes him
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someone that should frighten everyone.”
“You're not giving me much background here,” said John and stood up from
his crouching position. He joined Tina by the window. “This sounds like
something that will be facing us in the future. If that's the case then I need to
know as much as possible.”
Tina looked to hesitate for a moment before coming to the same conclusion.
“You remember the ride we took back in your world? When I told you there are
things that frighten me?”
John nodded.
“Well, he was one of them. Back in my world he was known as Howarfench.
He was – for the lack of a better word – the tyrant of our world. No one dared to
oppose him. Those that did ended up dead. He could do what he wanted, so
powerful he was. Even I could not face him. He could have extinguished my life
with his little finger.”
“Then how did the Lord Saviour manage to kill someone like him?” John
could not help but feel worried. If Tina was telling the truth then they had just
gained an enemy that would be tough to beat. An enemy that had a plan that
could well destroy all the worlds.
Tina shook her head. “I don't know. Either he is far more powerful that he
showed or he found some weakness and exploited it. Either way, he is a
dangerous man. Coming face to face with that old horror and realizing he had
been killed made me fear that man more than anything. That's why I ran.”
A moment of silence passed as John tried to make sense of it all. If Tina was
afraid, then he should have been as well, but given that he had not faced the old
horror she spoke of it was hard to tell just how dangerous the Lord Saviour was.
The power he had displayed in killing Vincent had not seemed like anything
insurmountable.
“How likely do you think it is that his plan to merge all the worlds will be
successful?” asked John. That seemed like the biggest concern. If he had a
chance then it was something that they would need to worry about. If not, then
simply staying out of his way might suffice and there would be no need to
confront him.
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“As mad as it sounds, there might be a chance to do it,” said Tina and
turned to face John. “We can't discount that. We can already move from one
world to another. We do it by creating small holes through which we slip, but if
you made a big enough hole then you would effectively breach the barrier that
separates the worlds. They'd come flowing in to each other.”
“And that would be bad,” said John.
“Can't get worse than that,” said Tina and looked at John. For the first time
she looked like she could use a hug. John's hands nearly rose on their own before
his mind kicked in. As bad as the situation was, she deserved some pain for
herself. She'd put him through enough of it.
She took the initiative and wrapped her arms around John. Her warm body
sent tingles through him. It always did. He had gotten used to not feeling
anything and when she got close, all that came back. It made him miss his old
body.
It didn't last long before she pushed herself off from him and returned to
looking out the window. It was like it had never happened. John was left with the
memory of her warm body pressed against his own.
“So what do we do?” asked John. He looked outside as well. The sun was
getting close to the horizon. Soon it would be dark.
“For now, we focus on securing our place in this world,” said Tina. The
determination in her voice told more would follow after that, but that having a
safe place for her children was at the top of the list. “And no word to Felix or Celia
about this. They have their hands full with just this city. They don't need to have
the end of the world looming behind their backs as well.”
“Even if I told them I'm not sure they would listen,” said John. Even though
Celia had displayed a bit more tolerance towards him, neither of the two had
given off too friendly vibes. They were suspicious of him despite being their father.
“They'll get used to you,” said Tina.
“Are you sure you want them to?” asked John. It wasn't as if their
relationship was built on love. He was essentially her slave. She could discard
him any time she wanted.
“You're their father. Of course I do.”
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“I wouldn't have thought you to be such a family person,” said John, slightly
amused at the twisted nature of the entire family.
“Nothing is as important as family,” said Tina. “There simply isn't.”
John found himself agreeing with her. Despite the fact he now had two
families. In all the fuss he'd forgotten his old life almost completely. The guilt
stung him. How worried they must be? He had disappeared without a word. The
police couldn't help. There was no body to be found, little to no clues as to where
he had gone. There were nothing but open questions for his family to deal with by
trying to find him.
“It seems I have lost a family and gained one,” said John, his voice revealing
what he thought about such a turn of events.
“Do you want some blood?” asked Tina and gave him a look. It was about the
most sympathetic thing she could offer John.
“Yes.”
John hated himself for accepting it so eagerly, but there was not a shred of
him that would have said no.
The addiction was complete.
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Chapter 14
Carl had known he was taking a risk. Blindly following what Tina did meant
having no idea where they would end up, but at the same time letting her and
John disappear from their reach had seemed like a bad idea.
As he regained his vision the most surprising thing to him was that he still
had his clothes. He'd thought Tina had done something different from the usual
way of Alternating, but that it would result in clothes being able to pass through
without issues was a shock.
“Everyone all right?” asked Carl and looked around.
“What did you do?” asked Seth and looked at himself with no small amount
of wonderment. He still had every little piece of iron on himself that he'd held
onto.
“Not me. Tina,” said Carl. More than that he was starting to worry about
where they had ended up. It was a large hall, clearly crafted by some beings of
intellect. Large pillars held up the domed roof. Intricate paintings covers much of
it, bringing to mind some of the old churches of his own world.
“Let's just hope the Lord Saviour doesn't figure out this trick,” said Tanya
while examining the room. “If he can slip what ever he wants into different worlds
then his plan just might succeed.”
It was a worrying point and Carl frowned at it. He had been able to figure it
out. The Lord Saviour had thanked Tina right after she had disappeared. There
was a good chance the knowledge now rested in the man's hands. Vincent may
have been slowly making his way towards discovering the secret, but he had not
completed it. Now he didn't need to.
“Where did you take us?” asked Seth, moving from admiring his clothes to
examining their surroundings. There were lamps all around the hall, lighting it
up. There was not much in the way of furniture or soft materials so even while
talking in a normal voice the echoes carried it worryingly far.
“I just followed Tina,” said Carl. There was a large doorway – covering almost
the entire wall – at one end of the hall and smaller doors on the remaining three
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sides. It looked like an entrance hall to a palace of some sort. Why there was no
one around was a mystery. The place did not seem abandoned as there was no
dust to be seen anywhere.
“Well, she's not here,” said Tanya.
“Maybe they Alternated away a second time,” Seth suggested. He did not
sound pleased at the idea. If they had done so there would be no telling where
they had gone, though back to where her children were seemed like a good bet.
It was then that the large doors swung open, sending all three of them into
hiding behind the nearest pillar. It was thick enough to keep all of them hidden
from prying eyes.
“Who's there?” boomed the voice of a woman. The ground shook slightly as
heavy steps came towards them.
Seth peeked from behind the pillar. He froze in place at the sight of the large
dragon head poking through the doors. More heavy steps shook the ground and
the rest of the creature started to make its way into the hall. It barely fit through
the doors. It's wings were folded flat against its body so it could slide through.
The golden scales on its body could each have hid behind them a full grown man.
It looked around. “Who is here? I know there are visitors here.” While its
voice carried the weight of its entire size, there did not seem to be any malice in
it. Only simple curiosity.
“What do we do?” Seth whispered and pulled back behind the pillar. “There's
a huge fucking dragon there that knows we're here.”
“Nowhere to escape,” whispered Tanya. Running to the other doors would
have revealed them just as well as simply stepping out to confront the thing.
“See what it wants?” asked Carl in a hushed tone.
“I can hear you whispering,” the voice boomed. “Come on out. I won't hurt
you.”
“Damn it,” muttered Seth.
“Best do what she says,” said Carl in a normal voice and left the safety of the
pillar. Tanya and Seth followed him out.
“Greetings,” said Carl in a loud voice and caught the dragons attention. It
examined the three with no small amount of curiosity.
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“Who are you?” it asked, lowering its head against the floor. Still it had to
look down on them. “I was certain I sensed my daughter here, but none of you
are her.”
The three exchanged looks.
Carl licked his lips. “We followed a woman here from another world. She
calls herself Tina. We've seen her take a form much like yours. Sadly, when we
arrived she was already gone.”
The dragon leaned in closer, its breath enough to stir the trios clothes. “So
she was here?”
“We believe so,” said Carl, doing his best to remain calm in the face of such a
monster.
“Ah, my poor Tina. She was never taught how to move from world to world,
but I hoped she would figure it out on her own and some day find her way back
home. That she would immediately go away. What would make her do that?”
Carl figured it was best to tell the truth. “She was faced with a situation that
had her panic. I don't know why. All I know is she came face to face with
someone who called her Tinazasadarava.”
“What?” So surprised was the dragon that its voice rose to a level that shook
the entire building. It sent Seth and Tanya reeling back and Carl fell to his knees.
It took a moment for the being to notice what effect she was having on her guests.
“My apologies,” she said and took one more look at the three. The dragon
shape started to shrink and soon in its place was a woman that could have been
a splitting image of Tina. She was a bit older than her and there was a different
tint of green to her eyes, but other than that she was like her, right down to the
body shape and hair colour.
“I have been rude,” the woman said as the final scales melted into her body
and formed a dress. “You can call me Eve. I am Tina's mother.”
Seth swallowed hard. It wasn't enough that there was one of her kind
involved in everything. Now it looked like a second one would join in.
“My name is Carl. These are my friends Seth and Tanya.” It was impressive
how calm he sounded despite everything.
“You must tell me everything about the man my daughter faced,” said Eve
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without going to any further pleasantries.
Carl gave his two companions a look. Telling the entire story would take
time, but it seemed like gaining her trust might be a worthwhile endeavour.
Maybe she would be willing to reign in her daughter and prevent the shift of
power for an entire world.
There were no objections from either of the two.
“Very well,” said Carl. “But it is a long story. Perhaps we can go somewhere
more comfortable?”
Eve frowned. “I always forget how easily these forms suffer from discomfort.
Very well. Follow me. I believe I might have some chairs in my chamber.” She
turned around and headed for the massive doorway.
Carl and the rest followed her, wary that she might be leading them to a
trap. All of them remained vigilant and kept an eye out for anything suspicious.
Beyond the doorway was a chamber larger than the hall they had left. Given
that their host had appeared in the form of a dragon Seth was half expecting it to
be filled with treasure. That was what a dragons lairs usually had in tales
involving them. To his disappointment there wasn't a single piece of gold visible.
Instead there were books piled higher than him. They were everywhere, save for
the area where her dragon form had rested. There was a visible path through
them to the pair of doors. Windows with glass panes let in light from high above.
“I'm certain there were chairs here,” muttered Eve and examined some of the
book stacks. She started moving one and sent books falling to the floor. For a
moment it looked like she might start a domino effect and all the stacks would
fall, but by sheer luck that was avoided.
“Are you sure this was wise?” asked Tanya in a hushed tone from next to
Carl. They watched the woman rummage through the books.
“What else could we do?” asked Carl. “So far she does not seem to intend
harm on us.”
“So far,” muttered Seth. He didn't sound like he had much faith in things
remaining that way. Given how her daughter had treated them it was no wonder.
“Ah, here we go,” said Eve and pulled out a chair from behind a stack of
books. She pulled out several more, enough for all of them. A cloud of dust burst
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into the air when she patted the cushioned seat. “I'm afraid there has not been
much use for them.” She gave the trio an apologetic smile.
“No matter,” said Carl and went to grab one of the chairs. He handed it to
Seth and the next one to Tanya. They soon had a small seating arrangement in
the large open space her dragon body had previously occupied.
“So, tell me everything,” said Eve upon taking her seat.
Carl did most of the talking as he filled her in on what had happened. He
started with how they had discovered Tina and how things had progressed from
there. He did not hide the fact they were after her with the intention of possibly
ending her life. Eve did not seem the sort who would miss it even if not explicitly
stating as much. It was hard to read her emotions, but it was clear there were
bits that got to her, most notably how her daughter had been treated and the
Lord Saviour and his plan.
“Thank you for sharing this with me,” said Eve when Carl finished telling
everything. The light from the windows was starting to wane and the chamber
began to fill with shadows.
“I know it can't have been easy to hear it all,” said Carl in a sympathetic
voice. No matter who you were, hearing your child had been imprisoned, raped
and forced to bare children was something that would get to you.
“I only wish my daughter had not left here so hastily. She would have been
safe here,” said Eve with a hint of sorrow in her voice. “Poor thing has been
through so much.”
Seth started to say something, but a quick jab in the side from Carl shut
him up. Now was not the time to make snarky remarks.
“But the grater concern now must be that Lord Saviour,” Eve continued.
“Do you think his plan could work?” asked Carl.
“He is right in that these world we live in are indeed broken. The way he
intends to fix that remains a mystery from your telling of the events, but there are
ways to accomplish what he wants to do. Whether he is able to, I can't say for
certain.” She had a pleasant, almost seductive voice. Even if she was talking
about grim things you could have listened to her for hours on end.
“What would happen if he did?” asked Tanya.
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Eve shook her head. “Countless would die. If the worlds started to merge,
some would vanish completely, destroyed by the forces involved. Some would
survive, but not without damage. Some would simply merge into the reality that
would be the fixed world. Some of the destruction would not be imminent. There
could be planets put on the same orbit and it would take years for them to finally
collide.”
“You seem to know a lot about the different worlds,” said Carl. “Is it from
books?” He looked around. There were enough of them there to hold information
on just about anything you could think to ask.
A sly smile appeared on her. “My kind have been travelling the worlds since
their beginning. That is why what you call dragons are so prevalent in the
mythology of almost any place you might visit. We do so enjoy that form.”
“Ah. I suppose that explains many things,” said Carl, feeling minuscule in
front of her. She talked with ease of things that had the brightest scientists
baffled.
“It is commendable that your kind has figured out how to travel to other
worlds,” said Eve with an encouraging smile. “Few have managed that. But even
so you have only scratched the surface. It is easy to get to worlds that are close to
yours, where things are not that different. It is much harder to go where things
are truly different, where the language is different and the air toxic to you.”
“We have always wondered why the worlds we've discovered have been so
similar to ours,” admitted Carl.
“I've just been happy to have a different sort of life and not worry too much
about it,” muttered Seth.
“More clients in two worlds,” said Tanya, revealing her motives for
Alternating.
“What the Lord Saviour is planning would destroy all of that,” said Eve,
suddenly taking on a serious tone. “He must be stopped.”
“You could do it with ease,” said Seth, not giving his words much thought.
Eve shook her head. “If he has killed who he claims then I would be no
match for him.”
“You can't be serious,” said Seth. “You're like a god if you're even half of
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what your daughter is.”
“I am more than my daughter, but I am no god,” said Eve. “He on the other
hand..”
“You can't be serious,” said Carl. Not only because of the sheer magnitude of
it, but for the fact he had never believed in any god. There had simply been no
proof of such things while there had been plenty for priests and others using the
faith to make themselves rich and important.
“I don't know how else to describe him,” said Eve. She examined the chocked
expressions on the three. “Though perhaps we have different things in mind when
we talk about gods. What do you mean when using that word?”
“All powerful,” said Carl.
“Perfect,” added Tanya.
“Creator of all,” said Seth.
A quick smile passed Eve's lips. “Then we have very different things in mind
when talking about a god,” she said. “What is a god? When you start to think
about it and observe what is thought of as such, you notice a trend. A god is used
to explain away things that are beyond your comprehension, that you do not
understand.” She gave all three of them a look in silence.
“There are primitive people who worship lightning as a god because they do
not understand what is behind it. All they know is that it's powerful and can kill
you in an instant if you're unlucky. Where your comprehension of the world
around you stops, the god begins. That is where you start to place everything in
the hands of something you made up.”
“That is one way to look at it,” Carl admitted. It was much the same sort of
conclusion he had arrived at when observing religions.
“The people who built this place for me thought of me as a god. The things I
could do were far beyond their comprehension,” said Eve. “They asked simple
things that were easy for me to answer or do. But as you look at me, do you see a
god?” She focused on Carl.
He shook his head. “Powerful, yes. A god, no.”
Eve nodded. “From your story I gather you can see the particles around us.
You can manipulate them. For some that would make you a god. The things you
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can do when fully mastered are miraculous.”
“So what do you call a god then?” asked Seth. The conversation was getting
too philosophical for his tastes and there was no need for anyone to be putting
ideas of being a god into Carl's head. He'd already lost one friend to the madness
of going Dark. He did not want to lose another, no matter how unlikely it was for
Carl to fall on such a path.
Eve did not seem displeased with being pushed to get to the point. “As much
as I know about the world, there are still things that are a mystery to me. Some
things are simply beyond the abilities of my mind. But there are beings that
understand those things. They're not immortal, they're not perfect, they can be
killed, but I call them gods none the less, because they know things I could never
hope to comprehend.”
“So this thing that spooked Tina, he was nothing more than someone like
you?” asked Tanya. You could hear relief in her voice.
“Howarfench,” said Eve, revealing the name of the being. “He was far more
powerful than me. In all my time I never saw him lose to anyone who came up to
challenge him, and there were plenty who tried because he was not a pleasant
one in any sense of the word. He had a mind that could solve any problem he put
it to.”
“Then how could the Lord Saviour have defeated someone like him?” asked
Carl. “From what we saw his power was not that impressive.”
“Perhaps he did not reveal his true power,” offered Tanya. It seemed obvious
to her. Why show all your cards? He had been using the opportunity to gain
information on all of them. Certainly he had thought to preserve his own secrets.
“Everyone has a weakness,” said Eve. “There is always a moment to strike.”
“Then how come you didn't wait for one and take him out?” asked Tanya. It
was a familiar enough concept for her. In her work there had been plenty of times
when someone had surrounded themselves with a daunting amount of security.
Every time she had eventually wormed her way past them and taken the life she
had been paid for.
“It was not my problem to solve,” said Eve.
A moment of silence followed the statement. The three all wondered what
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would be a problem she'd be willing to solve. It seemed unlikely she would do
anything to stop her daughter, at least anything violent. Maybe she could be
talked into having a few words with her if told where she was, but would that be
enough to turn her head to leave the people of Kendle in peace?
“All right. So we know our problems. What are you willing to do to solve the
troubles your daughter is causing us?”
Seth and Tanya gave Carl a sharp look for such a direct question even
though directness seemed to work well with Eve.
Eve tilted her head slightly and observed the three. “You do not seem to
understand the order of things. That Lord Saviour is a far more important
problem to solve.”
Carl shrugged his shoulders. “I'm not sure there's anything we can do about
him. We're not heroes in shining armour. We're in this mess to avenge a friend
and save a world we care about. Someone else can worry about saving everything
else.”
“That's a very short sighted approach to take,” said Eve, frowning.
Carl shrugged again. “Better to do something about things you have a
chance of accomplishing than to attempt something that's close to impossible.”
“But that world you care about will be destroyed along with the others if that
man succeeds in his plan.” Eve looked ready to argue the point to the end of the
world. Why she was so desperate to have them solve the problem was curious.
“If your daughter has her way the world we care about will be gone anyway
and she is a much more imminent threat to it,” said Carl, not willing to budge on
the point one bit.
“Not to mention what she has done to our friend,” said Seth in a grumpy
voice. He was getting tired of the conversation. If the woman wasn't going to do
anything for them then it would have been best to continue on after Tina.
“If you can show me where my daughter is I would be willing to talk with
her,” said Eve. “But if I do that, you must agree to stop the Lord Saviour no
matter the outcome of that talk.” She held each of them under the intense look of
her eyes for a moment.
The three exchanged looks. It wasn't the best of deals. If Tina's head wasn't
213

turned they'd have sworn themselves to a cause for no gain. At the same time it
was difficult not to agree with her that the Lord Saviour needed to be dealt with.
At the very least his plan, which might prove easier to kill than the man himself.
“Why do we never get easy choices?” asked Seth. It seemed ever since Rand
had gone Dark there had been nothing but tough choices after another. Most of
them involved a notable risk of death. They were not choices one wanted to make
often.
“A heroes life isn't supposed to be easy,” said Tanya.
“We're not fucking heroes,” said Seth. Any such notion deserved to be killed
on the spot. They were nothing more than an unfortunate group that had been
dragged into something beyond their control.
“Maybe we should take her up on the offer,” said Carl. “She's right that we
can't completely ignore what the Lord Saviour is up to.”
“But what can we do about someone like him?” asked Seth.
“We'll figure something out,” said Tanya. “I always managed in my job. This
is no different and I have you to help me.” She actually sounded eager to take on
the challenge. You had to wonder if that was the reason why she did what she
did; the challenge of figuring out someone’s weakness.
Eve sat in her place and observed the three. “I take it you have made a
decision,” she asked after listening to them go back and forth for a moment more.
“We will agree to your terms,” said Carl.
Eve smiled and nodded. “Good.”
“Do you want to leave immediately?” asked Carl. He hoped so. Giving Tina
any sort of lead was always frustrating, though this time she did not have many
places to run to. Either she had gone back to Kendle, which was most likely, or
she had gone back to hiding in John's home city. Either way, it would be possible
to find them, especially if Eve was with them. She was certain to have some way
of locating her daughter.
“Give me a few days,” said Eve and stood up. “I can't abandon my temple on
such short notice.”
Carl and his two companions stood up as well. “That will make it a bit more
difficult to take you to Tina. She might have moved to another place by then.”
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“I know, but I simply can not leave without notice,” said Eve.
“All right,” Carl relented. A few days of rest did not sound bad. It would give
him some time to hone his skills. Maybe Eve could be talked into giving him some
pointers as well.
“What are we supposed to do for two days?” asked Seth.
“There are some rooms through the door on the left in the hall,” said Eve.
“Used to be there were priests there, but they were such a bother I sent them
away.”
Carl raised an eyebrow that did not go unnoticed by her.
“You have no idea. They thought it necessary to hold sermons three times a
day, right here, disturbing me. I could barely get any reading done. Then there
were the constant visitors they directed to me. Not a single moment of peace.”
“Sounds like the life of a god isn't so enticing,” said Seth in a dry voice.
“It has its challenges,” said Eve. “Now, I suggest you go to those rooms. I
need to return to my dragon form to deal with matters. I wouldn't want to crush
you under me.”
“Right,” said Carl with a slightly nervous smile. He led the two out. They
watched from the doorway as she turned into that terrifying yet impressive form.
How she managed to make it so she fit perfectly among the books was an
impressive feat. Not so impressive was the sound of wood cracking and breaking.
She looked down and managed to look embarrassed even in her form.
They had forgotten to move the chairs and now they were in shattered pieces
on the floor, underneath the massive dragon form.
The trio quickly turned away to hide their smiles.
They found the former priests quarters where they had been told they would
be. Even though there was no one around the rooms they found were clean and
the bed linen smelled fresh. It was clear someone tended to the temple.
Each of them had their own room. None of them were big, barely large
enough for the single bed, but it was better than sleeping under the open sky.
There was a small common room as well with a table and fireplace for cooking. It
was there that they gathered.
“How long do you think two days is here?” asked Seth.
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“No way to know,” replied Carl. He hoped the difference wouldn't be too
great. If it turned out to be then Tina could have a significant lead.
They tried to hash out some sort of plan after that, but it was difficult to
come up with anything sensible with the little information they had. If Eve failed
to convince her daughter then the battle would be fought. The thought she might
join her daughter crossed their minds as well, but after a moment of arguing they
deemed the risk to be worth it. She seemed reluctant to take sides in anything so
there was a good chance she would simply stand on the sidelines.
They spared the Lord Saviour problem few thoughts. They knew next to
nothing of him so there was not much to base a plan on. Tanya had some ideas
based on her previous experience in dealing with such things, but they would
take time. The only bright side was the fact Carl had learned how to get iron and
other metals through when Alternating. It meant it might be possible to simply
bring one of her sniper rifles and shoot the man dead.
“I wish we had some food,” said Seth after the long talk. They had found
some cups and a stream of water than ran through a plugged hole in the wall so
they had something to drink at least.
“Going to bed with an empty stomach is never good,” said Carl as his
stomach growled. He sipped some water to try and calm it down.
“Maybe Eve has something stashed away?” Tanya suggested. “She has to eat
too.”
A nervous cough came from the doorway, sending all three of them jumping
up and reaching for their weapons. A man stood in the doorway with a platter
filled with food. He had grey skin and his head had a slightly too perfect round
shape, making him look alien. A white moustache covered his lipless mouth and
black eyes peered at the trio.
The man nodded to each of them before stepping further into the room. He
set down the platter on the table and smiled. He nodded towards the platter and
motioned for them to eat.
They exchanged nervous looks, but the smell of food swayed them.
“Thank you,” said Carl and sat down again.
The grey skinned man smiled again before making a slight bow and turning
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to leave.
“Hey wait,” Seth called out after him, but the man was gone.
“Well, that was creepy,” said Tanya and examined the platter. Nothing on it
looked familiar to her. There was some piece of meat there, but it didn't look to
come form any animal she knew of. It didn't smell bad, but the look was strange
enough to have her worry whether it was edible.
“Not much of a talker,” muttered Seth and took a seat. He frowned at the
sight of the food. “We supposed to eat that?”
“It smells good,” said Carl and took a seat.
“He could have said something to us,” complained Seth. “Just leaving this
here doesn't seem right.”
“Maybe he doesn't speak out language,” said Tanya.
“That'd be a first,” said Carl. He remembered what Eve had told them about
the worlds. It hadn't felt any different Alternating to where they were now, but it
was possible it was far from the worlds he knew to have been found. The fact the
one who had brought them food looked so alien gave credence to the idea.
Seth grabbed a plate from the platter and a small knife. He poked at a piece
of meat before skewering it and landing it on his plate. He sniffed it and gave the
two curious onlookers a glance. “If I die you'd better make sure I make it to a
penthouse.”
“I'll do my best,” said Carl with a smile. Back home the dead were buried in
tall graveyards that rivalled the tallest skyscrapers. The freshly dead were always
put on top, giving them a penthouse, all be it briefly. There were always new
tenants coming and new floors soon came on top of the old ones.
“You won't die,” assured Tanya. “Worst you'll get is an upset stomach.”
Seth grunted and hesitated for a moment more before taking a bite of the
meat. Juice ran down the corner of his mouth as he tentatively chewed.
“Well?” asked Carl and looked for any sign of his friend croaking over.
“It's different,” said Seth as he swallowed the piece. “But it's not bad.” He
took another bite.
Carl reached over and grabbed himself a plate and a piece of meat. He took a
bite and had to agree with Seth. It was different. It was tender, but the taste was
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something you could not compare to anything. Even the classic chicken taste
went out the window. It wasn't a bad taste, just something very different.
“You're not going to eat?” asked Carl and gave Tanya a look.
“You could still end up dead,” she replied with a smile.
“Your loss,” said Seth and continued devouring the piece of meat.
“It really is good,” said Carl and continued enjoying his meal.
Tanya spent a moment more watching them before joining in.
None of them ended up dead for it.
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Chapter 15
Being on the road again had Rand feeling good. It was an odd realization for
him. That he actually enjoyed it. When had he changed so that staying in one
place for too long had him feeling itchy and anxious? Perhaps it was because he
had remained in place for much of his life. There was a new found freedom now
that he didn't need to be at the office at eight in the morning every day.
He could go where he wanted.
Even though they were travelling north spring moved faster than they did.
The days got warmer and the snow melted away leaving muddy roads for them to
ride on. There was hope that they would not need to fight in the midst of a snow
storm. By the time the army and even the small scout party arrived near Siver,
spring would be in full force and most of the snow gone.
The sleeping arrangements were the same as on their way south, though
there was less hostility from Jen's direction towards Rand. When they spent a
night at the inn and had a room to themselves, no sword was placed to divide the
bed. Changing clothes no longer required him to leave the room for her. He had,
after all, seen and touched it all. There were even a few times when the room was
private enough – and the ride of the day had not been too taxing – that they
shared an intimate moment once more.
Jen seemed to be fine with how things were going between them. It had
started as nothing more than the need to fill their physical needs, but Rand could
not shake the feeling it was turning into something more. Emotions were starting
to become a part of it and that could complicate things. Given what he had done
to his wife the thought of getting close to Jen frightened him. What if he did the
same to her in the heat of some argument? Could he trust himself not to?
While Rand tortured himself with those thoughts, Trez led them towards
their mission. He was unwavering in keeping a brisk pace so they'd be well ahead
of the main army. The roads were largely empty making it possible to ride fast
and hard at times. The farmers were huddled up in their houses, waiting for
spring to fully come so they could get to working on their fields again and
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planting crops. Riding past forests they could hear the sound of wood being cut.
Those that were fortunate enough to own some forest had things to do in winter
besides sticking home and feeding the livestock.
Most they ran into were a few merchants moving from city to city and village
to village to sell their wares.
There was little talk during the days and in the evenings most of it was over
what they would do once reaching Siver. What would they scout first? How would
it be done safely, but with enough accuracy to be useful? With the help of all of
them they soon had a plan that sounded relatively safe and would provide
accurate information. Of course, some room was reserved for tweaks over the
presiding situation when they arrived.
Weeks went by and they made good time. When they arrived at Grandcale
they knew they were getting close to their destination. A day of rest in the city
was something they could afford.
The first thing all of them went to inspect were the refugees. There were good
news to be told and they were certain to be in need of some. They found the
people huddled up in tents on a muddy field. They looked miserable. Dirty
clothes, crying children, starving faces. Despite promises, it was clear the people
of Grandcale had not looked after them as promised.
“This is not what they promised us,” said Trez through clenched teeth as he
rode through the camp. He had seen more than one dead body along the way.
“No, no it isn't,” said Rand. He saw a mother carrying a child, both looking
like they had not eaten in the last month.
“How could they ignore them like this?” asked Jen and looked around. It
wasn't that the city was blind to their blight. There were soldiers on the outskirts
of the camp, keeping guard, ensuring no one left without the proper permit. The
smell alone should have been enough to remind the people within the city walls of
their presence.
“I don't know, but I intend to remind them of their promise,” said Trez. “The
army coming after us would not be pleased to find these people abandoned like
this.”
“Are you sure about that?” asked Rand.
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“The general was very specific when I talked with him in private. He asked
me to ensure the refugees would be in shape to get back to their homes. They're
not. He would not be pleased to have to tend to something like this.”
“I hope he gave you more than his word on that,” said Rand. “I'm thinking
the council men of the city will need something more to convince them of it.”
Trez said nothing. A soldier emerging from one of the tents had him stop his
horse, forcing the others to halt as well. The man had a tattered uniform. A sleeve
was torn and there were holes in it here and there. It was obvious he had been
through a fight. He wiped some snot from his nose onto his still intact sleeve.
“Soldier! Come here!” Trez bellowed.
The soldier looked up at him slightly curious. Realization crept up on him
slowly and made him rush over and salute. “Captain Trez! It is good to have you
back.”
Trez eyed the man with a less than pleased expression. “What's your name,
soldier?”
“Gavin, sir.”
“Well, Gavin. What has happened here? Why does your uniform look like
you've had a toss with a litter of young Shredghast?”
“The city council men is what happened, sir,” replied Gavin. His expression
turned sour at the mere mention of the council men.
“Explain,” Trez demanded. The others guided their horses a bit closer to hear
better. Alden and Errol acted as guards and kept an eye on things so nothing
would interrupt them.
“Well, captain, all was well for a week after you left. We got food and these
tents set up. People were allowed into the city to buy goods or trade what ever
they had. Then the city council men started to tighten the noose. They cut down
our rations so we could only eat three days a week. They forbade us from entering
the city. Lastly, they put those guards on us to ensure we stay here.” Gavin
motioned towards the outer perimeter of the tents and the guards that could be
seen standing there.
“Me and the others that remained of the Siver City Guard tried to solve the
situation by talking, but that didn't work out. One day when they came to deliver
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rations it turned into a riot. That's where my uniform got torn.”
Trez frowned. “How bad was it?”
“Mostly bumps and bruises and bleeding noses. A few bones broken. Poor
Liam got the worst of it. Someone knocked him on the head real good. Hasn't
woken up since then. Just came from seeing him.” Gavin glanced back at the tent
he had emerged from.
Trez cursed.
“Ain't got much better things to say of them, sir,” said Gavin.
“All right. I'll sort this out,” said Trez. “I've got an army marching behind me
that wants everyone in this camp ready to march after them. Those council men
will not be happy with what they'll have to do.”
The expression on Gavin brightened. “We're going to free the north?”
“Yeah. I'm the scouting party. You and the rest will need to get ready to join
the main army. They should be here soon after us.”
“Haven't heard better news in a month, sir,” said Gavin and smiled. It was
refreshing to see what a bit of good news could do for someone who had spent the
last month being as miserable as a human being could be.
Trez gave the man an encouraging smile. “Start spreading the word. Seems
the people could use a bit of good news.”
“Will do, sir,” Gaivn saluted and ran off.
“Errol.”
“Yes, captain?”
“You stay here in the camp. See that things don't get out of hand.”
“Yes, sir,” the older man saluted and dismounted.
“Alden, you come with me. We've got some council men who need sense
beaten into them,” said Trez and pushed his horse onward. The young soldier
followed with Rand and Jen in tow.
The guards around the tent camp tried to stop them from leaving, but Trez
could be persuasive when the mood hit him and he was not in a good mood now.
The guards at the city gate were even more hesitant to let them in, but the
captain gave them such an ear full that Rand doubted they'd ever forget it.
“Why don't we leave the rest to Trez and go to that inn we stayed the last
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time?” asked Rand once they had made it through the gate.
“Why not?” replied Jen.
Rand told Trez of their decision. He did not seem to mind. He even said he
might join them in the evening to update them on what had happened with the
council men. He did ask them to keep an ear out for anything interesting. The
locals were likely to have differing views on how the refugees had been treated.
They parted company. Rand and Jen rode on with their pack horse to the
familiar inn. Even though they had only been there once its location had not been
forgotten. Soon enough the stable boy was taking their horses and the two of
them entered the common room that was filled with customers and the smell of
freshly cooked food.
Cal greeted them with a wide smile, his moustache as well groomed as ever.
“I didn't think I'd see you two again.” The inn keeper slammed two tankards full
of beer on the counter and a barmaid soon came to collect them and deliver to a
table.
“Well, here we are,” said Rand and gave the man a sincere smile. He had not
treated them badly the last time and the conversations with him had been
pleasant enough. “You wouldn't happen to have a room for us?”
“Just one?” asked Cal and gave Jen a look.
“Just one,” replied Jen with a brief smile.
“I think I can manage that,” said Cal, not phased further by the clearly closer
relationship the two now had.
“Some food would be good too,” said Rand and dug through his pouch for
payment. Their own travel fund was growing thin, but Cruz had insisted on giving
them some to ensure a pleasant journey. The amount of gold coins he'd given was
a testament to how well off he was and how large a gap there was between those
living in the capital and the rest of the empire.
“Of course. I have some roasted pork ready to go with some crunchy roasted
potatoes.”
“Sounds good.” Rand tossed a gold coin on the counter. “You just tell us
when you need more.”
“Will do,” said Cal and turned to fetch a key for them. “It's the same room as
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last time.”
“All right. Thanks. We'll be down shortly.”
“I'll get the food ready for you.”
Rand nodded and followed Jen up the stairs to the familiar room. They didn't
stop to spend much time there. Saddlebags were tossed on the floor and some
cleaning up was done with the rag and water basin that were there waiting. Cal
seemed to have much ready for a traveller. Having gotten the worst of the road
dust out of themselves, they made their way down and found a table waiting for
them.
There was a platter filled with the food Cal had promised and the man
himself brought them two tankards filled with cool ale.
“So what brings you back this way, if you don't mind me asking?” Cal gave
them a curious look.
Rand and Jen exchanged looks. Trez had not told them to keep it a secret,
but should it be told carelessly? They'd find out soon enough for themselves. A
few days advance would not make a difference.
“We're the advance scouts,” said Rand. It took a moment for Cal to realize
what that meant.
“There's an army coming to free Siver?” he asked and leaned in so the near
by tables could not hear what was being said.
Rand nodded and started slicing some pork for himself. The skin crackled as
the knife cut through.
“How far away are they?” asked Cal.
“Not many days behind us,” said Jen and bit down on the piece of potato
she'd cut. The skin made a crunching sound and brought a satisfied smile on her
lips as she got to the fluffy inside. That was how roasted potatoes were supposed
to be.
“How many? Who's leading them?” Cal now leaned on the table, nearly
crouching down. He looked ready to be there for how ever long it took to get all
the information he wanted.
“I don't know how many,” said Rand and continued enjoying the pork.
“Hopefully enough. General Jechen seemed like the sort who doesn't do things
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half way.”
“Jechen,” Cal muttered with a hint of fear in his voice.
“You know him?” asked Jen, not missing the change in his tone.
“Know him? No,” Cal shook his head and smiled. “But you aren't of the
empire if you haven't heard of him.”
“Is it a less than pleasant reputation?” asked Rand. Not that he would mind
if it was. Ruthless generals tended to get things done and the monsters keeping
Siver in their grasp were not the sort who'd give you mercy. Ruthlessness would
be needed to win against them.
“It is a reputation well deserved,” said Cal. “Some would call it notoriety. He's
not known for mercy. He's the sort of man who'd happily burn down an entire city
– women and children included – if it meant winning. And he's done that.”
“Good,” said Rand without hesitation. “That's the sort of man it will take to
get back Siver.”
“Just don't get on his bad side,” said Cal. “He can be cruel to his own
soldiers if need be.”
“If I were you I'd worry what he's going to do to this city,” said Rand.
“What do you mean?” There was worry in Cal's voice.
“He wants the refugees ready to march when he gets here. Your council men
have ensured that's not going to happen by cutting down their rations.”
Cal grew paler before cursing. “Not everyone here agrees with what has been
done. Gods know I don't.”
“Then why was it done?” asked Jen.
Cal looked around before making his way around Rand and taking a seat
next to him. “Some of the council men believe it would be better if the refugees
simply died. That would wipe the last remnants of Siver from the world. They'd be
perfectly happy to let the monsters have the north if it meant we could return to
being the frontier city we once were.”
“That's madness,” Jen snorted. “The monsters would just as soon lay waste
to this city than leave it alone.”
“Some of the council men think they're not the mindless beasts they've been
made out to be. They think a deal could be struck.” Cal looked around again to
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ensure no one was listening in, though his own behaviour was starting to be
more an attraction than anything he said.
Rand found the most worrying thing to be that the council men might have
been right. If Tina was present a deal might well be on the table. All she wanted
was a safe place for her children to live. If that could be accomplished without
risking any of their lives she might well go for it. That would allow the lizard men
to grow in numbers and build themselves a position that would allow them to
encroach on the south bit by bit. Eventually they would do that, of that Rand had
no doubt.
Any deal with them would be ill advised.
“Well, if captain Trez doesn't sort it out, the general will,” said Rand. There'd
be no talking with the monsters.
“I just hope he doesn't lash out against us poor citizens,” said Cal.
“I don't think he'll have time for that,” said Jen. “Maybe a few council men
will lose their heads.”
“Some of them do deserve that,” said Cal, pleased that it looked like his own
head would be safe. “Cutting down rations isn't the only things some of them
have done to deserve it. There's gold in their pockets that would make any decent
man feel sick.”
“Sounds like your council could use a bit of purging,” said Rand and finished
up his pork by washing down a good gulp of ale.
Cal laughed. “You have no idea how often I hear some of my customers
talking about making a visit to some councilman or another because they've done
something to upset them.”
“Any of them ever make good on their threats?” asked Jen.
Cal rubbed his chin. “A few years back there was one incident. A councilman
was found in an alley with a knife up his chin.”
“Sounds like it could have been a robbery,” said Rand.
“Could be, but he'd made a rather unpopular proposal back then. It would
have put the local lumber business squarely in his hands and lots of people here
still get their living form the nearby woods.”
“Best way to make people angry is to take away their livelihood,” said Jen
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and sipped her ale.
“True that,” said Cal. He glanced over to the counter and sighed. There were
barmaids lining up with orders. “Duties call. I'll leave you to enjoy your evening.”
Rand nodded and smiled. They watched him walk over and start filling up
tankards.
“There's more going on on the local level than I'd thought,” said Rand and
cut himself some more pork and piled some potatoes on his plate to accompany
it.
“The empire is large enough to have plenty of room for internal discord,” said
Jen. The larger something got and the more people it engulfed, the more
differences there would be. Back in their own world there had been attempts to
make a truly global government, but it had always failed. Religion, different
political views – there had been too many ideals to bring it all together under one
roof. The still nearly constant wars were proof enough that some of those ideas
were inherently incompatible with each other.
“Doesn't take an empire to get that,” said Rand. He had plenty of experience
of it from just within his own office. There had been cliques there, office politics
that could leave you hanging dry, backstabbing to steal the glory from others
work. “Put twenty people together in a space and you'll have all the same things
in smaller scale.”
“That's a very pessimistic view of humanity,” said Jen with a slight frown.
“When it comes to humanity pessimists tend to be right,” said Rand.
Jen gave him a look only to shake her head. There was no point arguing it
any further with him. It wasn't something worth trying to change his mind.
“Wonder if Trez will manage to join us?” asked Jen to change the subject.
“I'm sure he'll try,” said Rand and sipped his ale. What the captain would
have to deal with was certain to make his throat feel dry. He'd find a tavern
somewhere and get a few drinks after he was done. Whether he'd be patient
enough to wait until the inn they were at was the question.
The two sat there long into the evening, enjoying ale and wine, slowly getting
drunk off of it. Cal dropped by a few more times to try and pry more information
about the army headed for north, but there wasn't much more the two could tell
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him. Jen turned the tables on the innkeeper and tried to get his recipe for the
roasted potatoes. It took some trying, but she did manage to get it out of the man.
Turned out it was a very simple matter of preboiling the potatoes, tossing them
around to create a fluffy outside for them and then sticking them into a roasting
tray with some duck fat.
Revealing the secret made him complain about the local duck herders and
how they were raising prices, making it hard to do the roasted potatoes that
often.
It was when they were already thinking about heading upstairs that the door
opened and Trez marched in like a storm cloud. Alden was not far behind him
and the usually calm young man looked agitated himself.
“Innkeeper! Two ales!” Trez bellowed with his commanding voice, sending Cal
scampering to fill the order. The captain did not stop and made his way to where
Rand and Jen were sitting. He threw himself onto the bench and grunted.
“I take it things did not go well?” asked Rand and observed the man. Anyone
would have seen he was upset.
“No. Not well at all,” said Trez. Alden joined them, taking a seat next to Jen.
The authoritative order had put speed into Cal and he was at the table with
two tankards only a little after Trez had taken a seat.
With a grunt the captain

grabbed his tankard and downed it in one go.

Some ale ran down his chin, but he didn't care. He let out a satisfied noise and
slammed the empty tankard to the table before wiping off some foam from his
mouth.
“Get me another one,” he said and shoved the empty tankard to Cal. The
innkeeper did as told, not bothering to even ask about who would be paying for it.
He figured someone who knew Rand and Jen would be good for it. If not him,
then the pair would pay for it.
Alden enjoyed his drink with much more restraint.
“Those damn councilmen. Make me wish the monsters had come south and
laid waste to this city,” Trez muttered, loud enough that some of the people still
lingering about turned to give him looks. He stared down a few of them before
turning his attention back to his companions. “Some of them are actually stupid
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enough to think there would be a deal to be made with them. They wanted me to
go north and present a deal to the lizards. They're stupid to think we could even
talk with them.”
“Our innkeeper told us there were a few who thought like that,” said Jen.
Cal returned with a filled tankard. Trez thanked and slipped a coin to him
before taking a sip, this time enjoying the drink with more restraint.
“They made no apologies over how they had treated the refugees,” Trez
continued. “It wasn't until I started presenting written letters from the general
that they started to realize they'd need to fix things. But even still there were
some who thought doing nothing would be acceptable. That the general wouldn't
dare to do anything about it.”
“Are they right?” asked Rand. Cal had been certain about the man and how
he would react, but it was always better to get a second opinion.
“Of course not. If the refugees are not ready to go as ordered, the general will
make his displeasure known,” said Trez. “He does not tolerate petty politics trying
to obstruct his will. Not from lowly city councilmen.”
“Then it's his problem to solve, isn't it?” asked Jen.
“Nothing more I can do here,” admitted Trez. “But it will slow down the army.
Him having to deal with it.”
“A few days won't matter,” said Rand. “More time for spring to creep in. Time
for the ground to dry up so we don't have to fight in the mud.”
“For a big army a few days delay can be a big problem. Supplies must be re
evaluated and all sorts of other things,” said Alden.
Rand shrugged his shoulders. “That's why they have professionals for that.
Not like they'll be stranded in the middle of nowhere. They've got a big city right
here that can give them all they need.”
“All a delay will do is wind the generals nerves tighter,” said Trez and
finished his ale. He looked less angry. In its stead the burdens of the day looked
to start taking their toll, making him look tired.
“So what's the plan for us?” asked Rand. It looked to him like there wasn't
much more for them to do and moving on in the morning would be the best
choice.
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Trez stared down into his tankard for a moment. He let out a sigh and
rubbed his eyes. “I'll have to see what state the refugee camp really is in. If it's
truly horrible we might spend an extra day here to ensure things start to improve.
See what we can do to make life a little more bearable for those poor people.”
Jen gave the man a sympathetic smile. It was refreshing to see a soldier that
cared about people. From her own experience the trait looked for had been
complete disregard for human life. The more willing you were to kill the better.
The less it haunted you the more likely it was you'd follow the order. The training
had prepared people well for it and Jen was ashamed to admit it now, but she
had been one of those emotionless machines.
She was glad things had changed.
“So we'll see what the situation is in the morning,” said Rand and waved to
Cal for some more drinks. “For now, let's relax.”
Alden grinned at that and finished his ale, eager to dig into another one.
“Not too much,” said Trez, though he did not refuse the tankard Cal soon
placed in front of him. He drank just as eagerly as the rest. It was unlikely he'd
get anything useful done in the camp so late.
Better to get a fresh start in the morning.
So the group sat there and drank. Rand and Jen were at a disadvantage to
the two soldiers, having started earlier than they had, thus they retired to their
room earlier as well. Trez and Alden were only getting started by then and Cal
looked pleased to have paying customers so late into the evening. Rand made
Trez get a room for him and Alden before departing. He didn't want the two
drunken men wandering the city streets in light of what had been revealed.
The night passed by without incident. The next day it turned out Trez had
enough things to tend to that they would stay another day. Rand and Jen did not
have much to do so they spent the day exploring the city. Neither of them had
been there during their Alternating days and their last visit had not offered much
time for sight seeing.
They visited the local market. There were a few larger temples there as well
that offered more in the way of architecture and art to enjoy. The priests were
eager to show them around and talk of their faith, but none of them managed to
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convince either of the two to stay and learn more. They enjoyed lunch at one of
the more reputable places of the city. They'd asked Cal for a recommendation in
the morning and while the innkeeper was proud of his own cooking, he did not
hesitate to admit there were better cooks than him.
While the food was pricey, it was well worth the money and both of them left
the establishment feeling satisfied. The gold painted lion sign above the door
looked like a beacon to the wealthier people in the city as many of them arrived
on carriages to dine at the place. Rand and Jen had gotten some looks because of
the way they were dressed, but the owner was pragmatic; if you had the money,
you were welcome.
Looking at the city as they were it was easy to forget the misery hundreds
were living in just a short distance from the walls. It offered some explanation
how it could happen. The average person would hear stories, of course, but they
wouldn't see it first hand. It was a distant problem for them, something to gossip
about at a tavern table and with neighbours, but few if any of them would
actually see it. Thus there was no outrage.
The tour ended at Cal's inn. A cold tankard of ale and a good helping of
stew made both of them drowsy in no time. Going to bed early sounded like a
good plan so they retired to their room. While they were too tired to get frisky,
they did snuggle close together, enjoying each others closeness.
Morning came far too soon in Rand's opinion. They enjoyed breakfast before
parting ways with Cal. The stablehand had their horses ready and they rode out
the city gates a brief moment later to meet up with Trez.
The camp looked as sorry as the day they had returned, but the people in it
seemed to have a glimmer of hope about them. And as they went further in there
were small changes to be seen. People had food now. There were fresh sets of
clothes on some and they were no longer looking at everyone coming their way
with the sort of fear they had been before.
They found Trez along with Alden and Errol in front of a tent they had been
using to direct their efforts to better the conditions in the camp. Their horses
were already saddled up and it looked like the only thing keeping them from
leaving was Trez giving instruction to the man who'd be in charge until the
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general arrived with his army.
“Sorry for the delay,” said Trez when he finally climbed up on his horse. He
wore the uniform of Siver City Guard, as did Alden and Errol.
“It's all right,” said Rand and gave the camp one last look around. “It's a
small miracle you've managed to better things even this much.”
Trez grunted. “It's not enough.”
“You did what you could,” said Jen. It was odd seeing her without the
customary ponytail. For some reason she had left her hair open that morning.
“Come on. Let's get going. We've been delayed long enough as it is,” said Trez
and sent his horse into a gallop. The rest followed him out the camp and onto the
road north.
Days went by, spring crept up on them despite their heading. While there
were still spots of snow here and there, most of it had already melted away. The
sun was drying up the ground and there were already stretches of road that
kicked up dust instead of mud.
The nights could still get cold at times and more than once they woke up to a
white frost covering the grass. The sun always melted it away and by midday
there was no sign of the cold night.
Rand was thankful it was still early in the day when they passed the inn the
bounty hunters had attacked him and Jen. The innkeeper would not have been
pleased to see the two of them again and explaining the reason for it to Trez
would have been difficult. While the man had grown to trust them a bit more, he
wasn't going to accept five dead bodies without questions. Saying they had been
bounty hunters would only raise further questions as to why they had a bounty
on them.
Far too difficult to explain all that away.
So he let out a sigh of relief when the inn was left in the dust without even
thinking of stopping there for a bite to eat. Trez pushed them hard, knowing their
destination was not far any more. The closer they got, the more everyone started
to be on guard.
Only three days away from Siver, Trez called them to a halt. He looked
around. The tree line was far away with only open ground all around them. There
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were no places to hide there besides the tall grass.
“What is it?” asked Rand, hand on the hilt of his sword.
“We should get off the road and make the rest of the way less openly,” said
Trez.
Rand looked around. “You think the lizard would be smart enough to send
forward scouts?”
“Better not risk it,” said Trez.
“It'll slow us down,” said Jen. “Rand and I avoided the roads when we made
our way south. The woods aren't always easy with a horse.”
“That's a price we'll have to pay,” said Trez. “If they have sent out scouts and
we're spotted then it will be near impossible to do any reliable scouting.”
“Lucky if we'd even make it alive to get a glimpse of the city,” muttered Errol.
Alden nodded in agreement.
“All right. You've convinced me,” said Rand and raised up his hands.
As they started towards the woods Jen rode up next to him. “You think
George is still holed up in these woods?”
“If he has any sense in him he's long gone,” said Rand. Though the idea of
finding him and the few thugs working for him had a certain appeal to it. A few
more men would have given a bit more security, but at the same time it would
raise questions with Trez that would have been best left to rest.
“Or the lizard men have got him,” said Jen. It was unlikely they would
simply leave the near by forests unchecked. The man had had wagons with him
and hiding those would have been a hard task.
“Let's hope he made it out. He may have worked for Vincent, but he always
treated us right,” said Rand. He left out the part where he had played a part in
turning them in to Vincent. It had all been a part of their plan after all.
They disappeared into the forest and continued heading towards Siver.
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Chapter 16
Carl was the first one to wake up. While the bed had not been the softest it
beat sleeping on the ground and the previous day had been taxing enough that
he'd have slept well on a pile of rocks. A ray of sunlight came in from the small
window, lighting up the room.
For a moment he laid there, enjoying the warmth the blanket provided.
There was no good reason to get up. Eve had said she'd need a couple of days and
today was only the first of them. There wasn't much for the trio to do other than
wait. Maybe explore around some to find out more about the world they'd arrived
in.
Nothing that required you to be up early.
Still, Carl could not fight his nature. Laying around had never been
something he was good at. He tossed aside the blanket, stood up, and stretched
before getting dressed and finding a place to relive himself. He made it to the
small gathering area they'd enjoyed their supper in. A tankard full of cold water
was all the breakfast he got for now. There weren't any leftovers from last night
and the dishes had vanished over night.
No doubt the grey skinned man had gotten them after they'd turned in for
the night.
Knowing Seth, Carl figured he'd be the only one up for a while yet. Tanya
might be an early riser, but Carl bet she was the sort who'd lay in bed, awake, for
hours if there was nothing pressing forcing you to get up. So he decided to
explore and wandered into the large hall they'd arrived in.
It was as empty as it had been the previous day.
Carl looked around, admiring the paintings on the walls and ceiling he had
not had time to explore yesterday. After a while he noticed the huge pair of doors
were slightly open. Peeking in on Eve seemed like a bad idea, but curiosity got the
better of him. He sneaked up to the door and poked his head in.
Eve was there, in her dragon form, as were three of the grey skinned kind.
While the one that had brought them food last night had been dressed simply,
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the three standing in front of Eve wore more expensive, ceremonial robes that
clearly marked them as persons of noteworthy. Religious leaders, perhaps?
They seemed to be communicating in some way, but there was no sound
that Carl could hear. Yet the way the hands of the grey skinned ones moved made
it obvious they were upset about something. Eve looked down on them with a
calm expression. She made no obvious reply to anything being said, but by the
reactions she did somehow do it.
“Enough!” Eve finally roared. It looked like she had reached the end of her
patience. The nails on her front claws scraped against the floor, sending the grey
skins stumbling back in fear.
Even Carl felt like taking a few steps back in his hiding place.
“I have made my decision. You will not bend my will or change my mind. Do
as I have instructed and everything will be well.” There was a softness in her voice
that seemed contrary to the outburst of frustration only moments ago.
There were some less forceful signs from the grey men, prompting a graceful
nod from Eve. It was surprising how graceful she could be in her dragon form. As
frightening as it was, there was no denying the beauty to be seen in it.
Carl hid behind one of the doors as the men turned to leave. He pressed
himself flat against the wood, hoping they would not notice him. He wasn't
worried that they'd be angry or try to hurt him, but facing three of them alone
even for a friendly talk was not an appealing thought.
To his relief they pushed the other door open and walked away without
looking back. They were too engrossed in signalling each other in what could only
be a heated conversation. Carl wondered whether they were unable to talk as a
species or whether the hand signs were the way the priests talked.
Not wanting to risk them looking back, Carl slipped inside the chamber.
He turned around to face the surprisingly expressive look of questioning Eve
gave him.
“Ah. Good morning,” said Carl in a voice that was more nervous than he
wanted it to be.
“How long were you listening in?” Eve lowered her head so it rested against
the floor. It still left her eyes higher than Carl.
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“Well, I wouldn't call it listening in,” he replied.
Eve snorted. “I suppose not.”
“Do they all talk like that? Using their hands?” asked Carl, gaining courage
from her uncaring response.
“Just the priests,” Eve replied and sought a comfortable position for herself.
Carl took care to keep out of the way of any possible falling book piles. The sound
of her scales scraping the stone sent shivers down his spine. “For some reason
they believe talking defiles the temple. It's ludicrous and I've told them as much,
but they're surprisingly good at ignoring the word of their supposed god.”
“I did not understand any of it, but they seemed to be quite passionate about
something,” said Carl and found a suitably low pile of books he could lean
against and get a bit more comfortable.
“They are not happy about me leaving, even if it is only a short while,” said
Eve and yawned. She could have swallowed Carl whole and still had room for five
more.
“You seemed to put them in their place.”
Eve smirked. “They'll be back later to try again. I know how they are. That's
why I said I would need a few days.”
“Wouldn't it be better to just leave then?” Carl asked. It seemed like the
obvious thing to do. That way there'd be no arguments, no persuading.
“Last time I did that they were about to start killing each other. They were
spreading panic amongst the general population. A few more days and their
entire society would have collapsed.”
Carl was left speechless for a moment. He had not considered the impact of
a god disappearing without a word. When the people were used to actually seeing
her, getting responses when talking with her, then he could see the panic that
could cause. Most religions he had encountered never had confirmation that their
god even existed so not getting replies to their prayers was the norm.
In them the opposite would probably have been true. If they actually started
getting replies, that would cause panic and disorder.
“I can see how that would be a problem. Most religions have a far less
personal relationship with their gods,” said Carl and glanced down at the pile of
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books he was leaning against. His eyes were drawn to the stream of particles
flowing towards Eve. It formed a strand that wrapped around her like a snake
strangling its prey.
“You can see them, can't you?” asked Eve and stared down at him.
“What?” asked Carl.
“The particles wrapping around me,” said Eve in a voice that carried over the
slight offence his question had been. She was not stupid and when she asked
something she usually already knew the answer.
“Ah, those,” said Carl. Though he had admitted to it yesterday he still found
himself wanting to keep it a secret. Keeping your abilities a secret was as basic in
survival as eating and drinking. But to his own surprise he opened his mouth
and said more. “I do. They're the power I got when I... well, when I got the power.”
He wasn't about to go into details about ending up going dark and all that it
entailed. He'd glossed over those events in his briefing.
“What can you do? Besides moving to other worlds?” There was curiosity in
Eve's voice.
“Not much. I can make an orb of light and some other minor things.” He had
not had that much time to hone his skills. Things were getting in the way of that.
“Would you like to know more?” asked Eve. “The particles are a part of what
makes me what I am. And my daughter.”
It was an offer Carl could not refuse. “I would love to know more. What are
they, how to use them.”
The particles around Eve swirled and she started to transform into the lady
of yesterday. “Sometimes this form has its benefits,” she said and gave Carl a
warm smile when the transformation was complete. She went behind a pile of
books and drew out two chairs. Apparently she had not crushed them all or the
grey men had brought more.
Carl took the offered seat and soon they were facing each other in the open
area left behind by her previous form.
“You asked an important question. What are these particles?” Eve extended
her hand and the particles swirled in to form an orb. So thick were they that it
should have been visible even for those who ordinarily would not see them.
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“They're what made these worlds we live in. You could say they are the true
gods.”
Carl had a quick mind and a fairly good grasp of how the scientist explained
the world coming into being. “You mean these particles all came together and
then exploded into these worlds?”
Eve nodded. “From that explosion came everything else. The various
elements, the stars in the sky, the ground beneath our feet. Us.”
“But how can we control something like that?” asked Carl. The thought of
manipulating the very things that created everything had him feeling nervous.
What would happen if he did something wrong? Could he accidentally undo
everything that had come to be?
“Judging by your expression you understand what you are toying with,” said
Eve. “I wish I could tell you how it is that we can manipulate them, but the truth
is I have no idea. Maybe your scientists could figure it out if given time. They've
managed to dip into these particles with their devices if you can travel to other
worlds.”
Carl let out a small laugh. “Even they don't know how we do it. It was all an
accident. But then many discoveries tend to be.”
Eve frowned. Given what she had told, it wasn't reassuring to hear there
were people messing around with such things with no knowledge of the dangers
involved. “Either way, that is why I must instruct you. While there are limits to
what we can do – mostly due to our bodies – there is still potential for great
damage. Especially if the powers of two users clash.”
“What do I need to know?” Carl asked. He did not want to be responsible for
accidentally causing destruction. While the things he had done so far had been
minor, if they were going to stop Tina or the Lord Saviour, it was likely there'd be
need for greater things. He needed to know what to avoid.
They spent the entire morning going through the dos and do nots. Some of it
was fairly obvious, but there were things he had not even considered. Alternating
turned out to be somewhat dangerous as it breached the fabric that held
everything together. It was pure luck he'd been able to mimic what Tina had done
and not cause some calamity.
238

There were warnings of over extending yourself. While Carl had so far not felt
much ill effects from using the power, Eve assured him there were some. It wasn't
always immediate and the damage to your body could happen over time, but it
would eventually catch up to you. If you did something truly major, you'd feel it
immediately.
They were briefly interrupted by Seth and Tanya who came looking for Carl.
They were happy to leave them be with the promise of food and drink. They
retired back to the small area reserved for them. The grey men brought Carl and
Eve some food and drinks as well. It was just as exotic as the previous night, but
remained tasty.
In the afternoon Eve started showing him what could be done. She started
with easy things like making light, starting a fire and worked up to more
challenging things like combining several little things into something larger. By
the end of it Carl was sweating like a pig, but he'd learned some valuable things.
He was also starting to see her warning about the cost on his body. While he had
not done much, it was more than he'd ever attempted before and his body was
aching for it.
The grey men occasionally returned and gave him moments of rest. They
always gave him frowns and looks of disapproval. They must have been
wondering what he was doing with her for so long. He couldn't blame them.
Had he believed in a god and someone was taking up her time, he'd have
frowned as well.
“I can't do any more,” Carl finally admitted. The sun was still up and
bringing in light through the windows. It was late afternoon, but he felt like going
to bed and sleeping for two days straight.
“I'm surprised you've done as much as you have,” said Eve and smiled. “It
was only a brief introduction, but you are beginning to see the possibilities, I take
it?”
Carl nodded. When used properly, there was not much that could not be
done with the particles. As she had said, they'd created everything around them
and could be coaxed into doing it again. The trick was figuring out how to do it
and having the strength to carry it through.
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His hands were shaking just from the little things he'd done!
How much stronger must Eve have been to change her form like she did.
Maybe it was somehow second nature to her and it didn't cause her strain as
much? Maybe it wasn't even done using the particles, though that seemed
unlikely.
“We can do some more tomorrow,” said Eve and stood up from her chair.
She stretched herself, making it hard for Carl to keep his eyes off her. It didn't go
unnoticed by her and she gave him a teasing smile.
Carl quickly turned away. “Tomorrow then,” he said and hurried out of the
room. He could feel her eyes following him out and only when the heavy door
separated him from her did the feeling go away.
He hurried to where he hoped Seth and Tanya would be.







“Are you sure we should leave him alone with her?” asked Tanya and
glanced back at the heavy wooden doors. Seeing Carl sitting there with Eve was
worrying to say the least. Who knew what sort of spell she'd put him under?
What information she would pry out of him? Or would she be like her daughter
and turn a friend into an enemy?
“No,” Seth grunted, but did not stop nor look back. He wasn't pleased, but at
the same time it looked like he wasn't going to do anything more about it. He
walked on determined towards their small corner of the temple.
“Then why are we?” asked Tanya.
“Because he asked us to,” Seth replied.
“That's no reason,” Tanya pointed out.
Seth stopped. The large hall carried their voices well and sent it echoing
back from the walls. “I don't know if you have any friends, but if you do, you
should understand. There is a trust that is formed, especially if you're a tightly
knit group of Alternaters like we were. If he says something is all right, I will trust
his word.”
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He did not stay to wait for a reply, but continued on.
Tanya watched the man walk away. Friends. It was true she did not have
many of them and those that she did have were the sort you wouldn't trust if
your life depended on it. It was hard for her to imagine trusting anyone that
much. Even Carl and Seth were under constant watch. If they made the wrong
move she'd be ready to kill either one in the blink of an eye.
“Trust gets you killed,” she muttered to herself, remembering the teaching
she had lived her entire life with. It wasn't loud enough for Seth to hear. After a
moment she followed him back to where their rooms were. The remains of their
breakfast were still on the table.
Seth looked around the small room and then back at Tanya. “We should go
outside.”
“Are you sure that's wise?”
“Do you want to stay cooked up here for two days?”
Tanya looked around. There wasn't much in the way of entertainment in the
small room. So far the grey men had been friendly enough, at least the one they'd
seen. They were guests of their god so surely they would not harm them?
“Let's find a way outside,” Tanya agreed. Risking a bit of trouble was better
than dying of boredom. The worst that could happen was being shoved back
inside the temple.
It didn't take long for the pair to figure out one of the doors along the
corridor led outside instead of into another bedroom. They were greeted by fresh
air and the sun that was slowly making its way above the mountains in the
distance. The door had led them to a stone covered yard that ended in a chest
high wall. They made their way to it and the view took their breath away.
A lush, green valley opened up before them. The temple was built on top of a
small mountain of its own so they had a good view of what opened up before
them. They could see thick forest at the base of the distant mountains. There
were villages that could be seen as well as patches of fields growing what ever
crops the local farmers grew.
“Not a bad view,” said Seth and leaned against the wall to look down. While
it wasn't straight drop down, the slope was steep enough that you'd need some
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gear to get down unscathed.
“Not at all,” Tanya agreed and enjoyed the gentle breeze that blew past them.
She looked back at the temple. The door they had found had only led them to a
small balcony of sorts. There was no way anywhere else. They'd need to find
another way if they wanted to explore more.
She leaned back to look up at the sky. It was the same blue as it was
everywhere. The clouds were the same mix of white and grey. She'd seen too
many such skies.
“How did you end up becoming an assassin?” asked Seth to break the
silence.
Tanya glanced at the man, surprised by the question. They had spent time
together, but neither of the men had tired to pry into her past too much. She
wasn't sure she wanted to share any of it with them. Still, she found herself
answering.
“I was an unwanted child. My mother sold me to the underground to support
her drug habit. At least that's what I was told. While other children went to
school to learn about history and math, I was taught how to shoot a rifle, how to
fight with my bare hands and how to best kill a man. When I was ten I killed my
first target.”
“Shit,” muttered Seth. “That's fucked up.”
Tanya grinned. “That's my life.”
“So you're working for some mobster like Vincent?” asked Seth.
“I'm a free agent now,” replied Tanya.
Seth wanted to ask how that had happened, but upon reconsidering he
decided the less he knew about it the better. “So how did you end up
Alternating?”
Tanya turned around to enjoy the view over the valley. “I heard about it from
some people I know. I did Vincent a job and he hooked me up. Took me a while to
find the world I like best. Turns out I enjoyed the world I was free to kill in the
most. I guess it's just how I am. It's not the killing itself that draws me to it, but
the challenge of figuring out the best way of doing it and getting away. It's like a
complex puzzle.”
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Seth had done his own share of killing, though none of it had been planned
ahead. He was still unsure whether he'd be able to live with himself for what he'd
done. So far there had not been that much time to dwell on it. It made him wish
there would always be something ahead to keep his mind off it.
“I suppose that's one way of looking at it.” Seth glanced at her. It was hard to
think of her as an assassin. While there was an undefinable toughness to her she
still looked like someone who could be your next door neighbour with kids and a
husband. It probably worked to her advantage in what she did.
“I know what I do is wrong in many peoples mind,” said Tanya. The gate had
been cracked open. She felt a need to try and justify herself to the man. “But at
least I do it so that no one else gets hurt. You have no idea how messy things can
get when you send amateurs to do a killing.”
“But why choose Benevez?” asked Seth. A world torn by war was certain to
offer opportunities for paid killing, but you'd have thought there would have been
more demand for common soldiers than assassins who killed only their target.
“It offered a challenge,” said Tanya and a feint smile passed her lips. “Among
other things.” There was a hint of longing in her voice, as if there were something
waiting for her in that world besides more jobs.
Seth frowned and examined her more closely. There was something more to
it than the simple answers given.
“And it's not as war torn as they make it out to be. Not any more,” Tanya
continued. “There are islands of peace there. Places that are a paradise compared
to many others. Where our world has chosen to built lifeless towers of glass, steel
and concrete, they have embraced nature. Their tallest buildings look like they've
been taken over by trees and other plants, but it's all by design. Their buildings
live and breathe and once you've visited one of them, you will feel shivers run
down your spine every time you have to look at our cities.”
“There were some plans for such buildings in the past. They never
materialized,” said Seth. He remembered well how they'd been covered in the
news. In the end technology won out along with the industrial sort of design that
dominated the big cities.
“It's not just the buildings,” Tanya continued and looked off into the
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distance. “There are beaches with soft white sand that stretch for miles on end.
And they're pristine beaches, not infested with tourists and sunbathers.”
“I suppose they're afraid of stepping on a mine,” Seth muttered.
Tanya laughed. “A fair point on some of them.”
“Still, I can't say I wouldn't mind seeing it.” The way she talked about it
made him want to see it for himself, whether it was as pleasant she made it out
to be or not.
“I'll take you on a tour when we get a chance,” said Tanya and gave him a
smile.
“I'll hold you to that,” said Seth and focused on admiring the scenery. He
focused on what looked to be a carriage crossing over a bridge near the base of
the mountain. The river below glimmered in the sunlight and slithered through
the valley like a snake.
“How did you end up Alternating?” asked Tanya after a while. “You don't
seem the kind who'd associate with Vincent.”
Seth grunted. “I didn't. Carl and Rand did. They pulled me into it. Can't
blame them for it. It was fun while it lasted.”
“What did you do before that?” Tanya looked at him with curious eyes.
Seth turned to give her a wry smile. “I own a supermarket.”
For a moment she stared at him in disbelief, but then burst out laughing.
“It's not that unbelievable,” muttered Seth and returned to the scenery.
Tanya continued to chuckle. “I'm sorry. I just can't imagine you doing
customer service. You look like you'd make children cry just by standing there.”
Seth pondered whether to be offended by it or accept it as the truth. She
wasn't wrong. The children had never liked him and the parents had given him
odd looks every time he'd emerged from the back room to tend to something. On
the plus side any difficult complaints had ended quickly when he had arrived.
“That's why I had others do that. For the most part.”
“It's hard to imagine someone like you turning into what you are now,” said
Tanya, having recovered from her fit of laughter.
“Circumstances can make anyone do things,” said Seth. He remembered well
the people he'd cut down when escaping Siver. Innocent men and women. Had
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there been children too? Probably. Still, it wasn't regret or remorse he felt when
thinking about them. There was a hint of guilt, but for the most part his mind
had managed to justify the action so as not to bother him.
The similarity to Rand's circumstances did not escape him.
They watched the scenery in silence. A lone bird of prey let out a call high
above.
“Come on. Let's go find a real way outside,” said Tanya after a while. She
started towards the door, not waiting for an reply from Seth.
He took a last look down before following her. The conversation with her had
revealed things about her that had been a mystery before. He was not certain all
of it was good knowledge. When she had proclaimed herself an assassin it had
been easy to shrug off. There had been little proof for it or the way her mind
worked. The conversation had revealed some of those things and it made Seth feel
a little more uneasy with her.
Still, he followed her inside and to the large hall they'd arrived in. Opposite
to the large doors that led to Eve's chamber was a smaller pair of doors that
Tanya headed for. It made sense that they'd lead to the outside. Usually there
was a straight path from the entrance of a place of worship to the object of
worship.
She grunted and pulled on the metal ring that served as the door handle.
The door budged and with a few more tugs there was a large enough crack for
them to slip through.
The room beyond had rows of benches and a podium for a priest to give
sermon from. Windows from high above let in light and on the opposite side a
pair of doors was flung open, revealing the outside world beyond.
“They haven't been stingy with the building,” said Seth and peered upward
towards the painting filled ceiling. Large pillars held it up on either side.
“What religion is?” asked Tanya and walked to the podium. A large book was
placed on it and she leafed through a few pages. The writing was an
incomprehensible mash of lines and dots. She lost interest in it quickly, instead
heading for the open doors.
Seth followed, still glancing up to admire the paintings. He could recognize
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Eve depicted in many of them, sometimes looking like she was sharing wisdom,
other times crushing what could have been innocent people or enemies.
Tanya stopped at the doors.
Seth understood why when he reached her.
They stood atop a large staircase, leading up to the temple. Below them was
a large stone covered courtyard and beyond it a decorative gate that led to a stone
paved ramp which wound down towards the valley below.
There were grey skinned people all around.
Upon noticing, many of them stopped to stare at the pair. Whispers were
shared.
“We're drawing some attention,” said Seth and noticed a robed figure rushing
up towards them. It had to be a priest, no doubt coming to shoo them back
inside. It was understandable. The commoners had probably not seen pink
skinned people before. The same was likely true for the priests.
Tanya shrugged her shoulders. “It was bound to happen. Come on. Let's go
down there.”
“I don't think we should,” said Seth and kept his eyes on the one coming up
to them. He could see the terrified expression. Terror made people do crazy
things. His hand went for the weapon that usually hung from his belt, but it was
not there. Neither of them had any.
“Don't worry. They won't do anything,” said Tanya and continued down the
stairs. The fellow coming their way soon blocked her path with spread out hands.
“They don't want us leaving,” said Seth. No weapon, but he still had his
power. Slowly, he started waking it. More priests were headed towards them.
Below, the commoner were stopping and looking up at them with curiosity. A
crowd was gathering. That did not bode well.
Tanya stared at the grey skinned man in front of her. She assumed it was a
man. Judging by the crowd, the women were easy to tell apart due to the different
body type. “We just want to see the outside. Let us pass.”
Her words were met with silence and an insistent motion back towards the
temple.
Several more priests arrived to encircle them.
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Tanya looked around. She tried to circumvent the one blocking her path, but
a firm grip on her hand stopped her. She looked back at Seth.
He shook his head and tightened the grip. He hoped she wouldn't break his
arm for it. “Let's not get into trouble here.”
Tanya shook her hand free and glared at the man. She gave the view beyond
the priests a longing look. A new world was always exciting to explore. Even if
they couldn't go far from the temple, it would have been fun to see more.
The priests were all making signs and motions with their hands.
The message was clear.
“Fine. Let's go get bored out of our minds,” said Tanya and started back
towards the temple.
Seth let out a sigh of relief. He gave the priests what he hoped to be an
apologetic smile and nod before following her back.
The priests escorted them all the way inside.
They spent the rest of the day and the next one confined to their small part
of the temple and the stone balcony they'd found earlier.
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Chapter 17
“You keep staring at me,” said John and glanced at Celia. She sat on the
battlement, her feet hanging over the side. The drop beneath her did nothing to
discourage her, though given what she was, it was a drop that wasn't likely to do
much harm to her.
“No I don't,” she replied and kept her eyes forward. They were on top of the
southern gate, looking over the road that would some day bring enemies to their
doorstep. Occasionally a lizard man carrying out its guard duties walked past
them.
John sighed. “Despite what you and your brother might think I'm not blind
nor am I stupid.” His black armour scraped against the stone as he sought a
better position.
“We don't think you're..”
“Yes you do,” said John, cutting her off. The displeased expression on her
went unnoticed since his eyes were focused looking into the distance. They were
waiting. The forward scouts were supposed to send a messenger back. It should
arrive any moment now. Then they'd know whether something was coming their
way or whether they'd be safe for a few more days.
“Well, all right. But only because mother told us you were once human.”
Celia pushed herself up and stood on the battlement. She had her own armour
now instead of the usual dress. It looked more decorative than anything with the
golden colour and its shape, accenting certain aspects of her body, but given
what it was made of there likely wasn't an armourer alive that could have made
her a safer one. When she so chose, a helmet would appear to cover her nut
brown hair and shelter her face.
“Don't underestimate humans,” said John. “There's a reason why they rule
most of the land instead of these monsters you're allying with.”
Celia frowned at him, but didn't start to argue the point.
“What did it feel like?” she finally asked.
“What?”
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“Being made into what you are.”
John considered the answer. It was hard to explain it to anyone. Even he
didn't quite understand his own emotions about it.
“It was painful,” he finally said. “And pleasurable.” Contradictory, but
simple. The best kind of answer to any question.
“Do you hate her for it?” asked Celia. Her questions were somewhat
surprising. So far she and her brother had been content at giving him glares and
not talking much. It was probably why Tina had decided it would be best he take
one of them along to wait for the messenger. She clearly wanted them all to get
along. John couldn't quite understand why. Did she really expect him to embrace
them as his own children despite the fact they had been forced on him?
“Would you hate someone who took away everything from you and then
offered you something that brought you more pleasure than anything before it?”
It was a question John had often asked himself. Did he really hate her? She had
taken away things from him, but she had also given him her blood and every drop
of it had him feeling like nothing else mattered.
“I don't know,” Celia admitted after a moment of consideration. She looked at
John with a different expression after that. It wasn't one of contempt, but more of
pondering. She was no longer certain what to think of him.
“Welcome to the club,” John muttered and shaded his eyes. He thought he'd
seen something up on the road, but now there was nothing there.
“You don't have many answers, do you?” Celia asked and looked to the same
spot he was.
“The older you grow the more you will find yourself in the same situation,”
said John.
Celia snorted.
It made John smile briefly. They might have been born monsters, but they
had the same kind of inflated view of their own knowledge as any kid or teenager.
They'd learn with age.
“There!” Celia pointed to the road.
John squinted to see the large figure running up the road. Even at that
distance there was no mistaking it was a lizard man.
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“Let's go down to greet it.” John started towards the stairs leading down.
Celia quickly skipped ahead of him. Even with the armour she moved gracefully
and with a lightness that had you watching in awe. She skipped down the stairs
like a little girl would.
John was certain she had a smile on her. He wouldn't have been surprised
to hear her hum a song, but if she was, there was too much background noise to
make it out.
“Open up the gate!” Her voice bounced off the wall and into the city. The
southern gate had been undamaged and now two lizard men walked up to it and
started pulling open the large wooden doors. Normally it would have taken five
men on each to move them.
John made it down the remaining steps and positioned himself to the side to
let the lizards work on the gates. Celia stood in the middle of the road and looked
on impatiently. She could have been a mother waiting for her son to return from
the way she was standing and looking down the road.
An angry mother, John thought to himself and smiled.
“What are you smiling about?” asked Celia and gave him a frown.
“Nothing,” John replied and wiped the smile off his face. Best not to give her
any ideas. He turned his attention to the messenger. It was kicking up dust from
the road as it ran towards the city. It didn't take long for its long legs to carry it
through the gate and come to a halt in front of Celia.
A forked tongue slipped out its mouth when it took a deep breath. It was
breathing heavily, telling it had been a long run that had put even its endurance
to the test.
John paid little attention to Celia questioning the creature. He couldn't
understand the language. She'd tell him the important bits after hearing it all. At
least he hoped she would. There was no way to tell if she decided to hold back
some nugget of information.
“Well?” John watched the creature run back out the gate. It didn't even stop
to grab some water or a bite to eat. No human would have done that.
“There's a small group headed our way,” said Celia and started walking
towards the citadel where her mother and brother were waiting. John followed a
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few paces behind her.
“Small?”
“Five people,” said Celia. “Three that looked like the men we fought here. A
woman and a man with nothing special about them.”
“Got any better description of those two?” asked John. He had a feeling they
were old friends, but he wanted to be certain before making any conclusions.
The lizard men weren't too keen on details, but she'd gotten enough
information to confirm what John suspected.
“Why are you so interested in those two?” asked Celia. To her it seemed the
three soldiers would be the big concern. Clearly they were a forward scouting
party, just like the one they had. She'd ordered the messenger back with
instruction to get rid of the group. Five against five should have favoured the
lizards enough that there wouldn't be trouble.
For a moment John considered his response. Revealing they were old friends
might make her suspicious, but Tina would blurt it out anyway. Better to be
honest from the start. “They're old friends.”
Celia stopped to regard him.
“You shouldn't underestimate them. They have powers. Especially Rand. He
can kill you with one finger and you wouldn't even notice it.”
Celia looked like she didn't fully believe him, but she said nothing more of it
and continued walking. “What are they doing here?”
“Looking for me probably,” said John, though he suspected it was more
about getting rid of the lizard men. “Looking for your mother so they can kill her.”
“Why would they do that?” asked Celia. She had a naïve view of what her
mother had done and how others would react to those things. She had little
concept of friendship.
“Because of what she did to me. What she has done to this city.”
“They must know they can't win against her,” said Celia. John couldn't deny
that there was a good chance Tina would wipe the floor with them. But that
wasn't the point.
“It's what friends do,” said John and felt a slight sting in his heart for saying
it. He had not been much of a friend in that regard. There had been chances to
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end Tina's life and bring all of it to an end, but he couldn't do it. There'd be no
more of her blood if he did that. That addiction was stronger than friendship and
it pained John to admit that.
Though now that he looked at Celia he realized there might have been two
more sources of blood available.
He shook his head.
What kind of a monster had he turned into? Despite everything the woman
in front of him shared the same flesh and blood. She was his daughter, no matter
how hard he tried to deny it. There were moments when she was much like any
young woman, moments that made him think there was hope of making her see
how her actions were making the world a worse place.
Then there were the moments that made her seem like the monster.
It was thoughts like those that guided John after her and into the citadel.
They found Tina and Felix in the same room where they'd initially met. The big
table still had maps and books on it and Felix was looking them over while Tina
stood by a window and looked outside. She was never much for planning things.
“We have company coming our way,” said Celia and threw herself onto a
chair. Her armour flowed into a more freely moving dress that left her shins bare
when she dangled them over the chairs arm.
“Five scouts to be exact,” said John when Felix looked up from the maps.
“Old friends,” John added and gave Tina a look. It was enough to pry her gaze
away from the window.
“Old friends? Who?” she asked and walked towards John, her eyes digging
deep into him.
“Rand and Jen,” John replied.
“Those two,” Tina smiled. “I told them to stay away as thanks for freeing me,
but it seems they want to die anyway.”
“They probably want you and me dead too,” said John.
“They'll be dead soon enough,” said Celia from her chair. “I told the
messenger to go back and kill them.”
“It's probably your scouts that are dead,” said John and turned to regard
her. There was no denying that in her lounging form she looked ready to have
252

some young man next to her under whose arm she'd bury herself for a pleasant
evening of togetherness.
“I would send another group to verify it,” said Tina and turned away from
John. “A bigger group. If the five humans still live, leave them be.”
“But we can't let them get information about our positions,” Felix protested.
“They'll tell the army trailing them all our weaknesses.”
“Then why do we have weaknesses?” asked Tina and gave her son a stare.
“No plan is perfect,” he replied without backing down.
“How big an army do you think they will send?” asked Tina and turned to
John once more. Every time she turned the hem of her dress swayed about like a
stormy sea.
John shrugged his shoulders. “It's the empire. Could be five thousand men,
could be fifty thousand. Everything depends on how big a threat they see us as.”
“Then we must instruct our new scouts to go further south and see how big
a force we must face,” said Tina.
“I will see to it,” said Celia, though she made no effort to get up from the
chair. She'd found a comfortable position.
John examined Tina. She had a plan and she wasn't telling the rest of them
about it. Felix had his own schemes, but if Tina said something, he'd follow it. So
far she had not led John into a spot where she couldn't escape, but now an entire
city was at stake. Could she handle something like that, with so many moving
parts to it?
“Why do you want to keep them alive?” asked John. “Rand and Jen? You
told them you'd kill them if they interfered.”
Tina smiled. “It amuses me. They are an interesting couple. But they are
only two, despite their powers. They can't alter our plans.”
John wasn't as certain of it, but he said nothing more on it. The rest of the
meeting was Felix laying out his defensive plans. John had heard them plenty of
times so he left the room early. To his surprise Celia followed him out.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“Going to get something to eat,” said John. It was a poor substitute for Tina's
blood, but it helped tide things over until the next serving. Old habits were hard
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to shake as well and he had always enjoyed cooking and having a good meal.
Though now it was the cooking that gave him the most in the process.
The citadel had once had a kitchen, but the lizard men had little use for it.
They preferred to eat their meat raw. John had cleared the kitchen enough that
there was room for him to do some basic cooking. First he had to get some meat,
so he went outside and started looking for the nearest pig pen. There was always
at least one carcass there you could slice a leg off from.
Celia said nothing but followed him around anyway. They found a freshly
butchered pig hanging from a rope. It still had one of its back legs in place for
John to cut off and haul with him to the kitchen.
“Why are you following me?” asked John and slammed the hunk of meat on
the cutting board. He went to poke the fire and add a few more pieces of wood to
get a good heat going.
Celia was poking around the kitchen, examining pots and pans as if seeing
such things for the first time. A single window and the fire were the only things
giving light, but that was enough for a work area so you could see what you were
doing. There were leftover herbs still giving the kitchen an intoxicating smell.
“Curiosity,” Celia admitted and opened up a jar. She poked her finger in and
licked off the red goo. She smiled and dipped her finger a second time.
“About what?” asked John and grabbed a knife. He started trimming the pig
leg. It would take a long time to cook properly, but it would be enough for a few
days of food. At least if Celia and Felix didn't start digging into it. Tina might want
her share too. John started to think he should have gotten a bigger piece. He
glanced at Celia who was still busy opening jars from the jam shelf. John hoped
they weren't mouldy. They'd been there for a while, though the disuse had kept
the kitchen cool.
“You,” said Celia and placed down a jar. By the look on her it had not been
to her taste.
“There are more interesting things in the world than me,” said John and
skewered the piece of meat. He lifted it up and strung it above the fire. He'd need
to turn it himself, but there wasn't much else for him to do anyway.
“Maybe, but they're somewhere out there. You're here,” said Celia and
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jumped on one of the tables and took a seat.
John rummaged through some sacks for potatoes, carrots and rutebaga. He
found a metal tray for them and started peeling and chopping them into it. All
meat made for a less exciting meal.
“Do you think I'm evil?” Celia suddenly asked while keeping an eye on what
John was doing. The question nearly made him cut into his finger, though the
kitchen knife was unlikely to do anything to him.
“I think there is a lot you and your brother have missed. You've grown up
with these lizard men around you. You have not seen what life can be when there
is peace. You simply do not know better,” said John. “You should be careful
about wishing death on others and instead consider the value of their lives.” He
continued slicing up the vegetables. He threw in some slices of pork fat to give
flavour and keep things from sticking to the tray.
Celia tilted her head and considered the words. “I haven't been given much
choice in the matter.”
“True,” John admitted and tossed the vegetables in the tray. He'd sprinkled
some dried herbs on them for added taste. There was enough for a meal or two
even if everyone ate. “But that doesn't mean you won't have. There is more to this
life than killing to survive.” John picked up the tray and slid it into a slot in the
oven, made precisely for the purpose of roasting vegetables.
“There's more to life than killing and enjoying the suffering of others.” John
remembered well how Celia had acted with the poor woman giving birth. There
had been no sympathy for her. It was hard to imagine if she'd be able to feel that
for anyone.
Celia jumped down from the table and walked up to John. She looked up at
him with curious eyes. “Can you teach me those other things? Compassion?
Love?”
She was uncomfortably close. “Those aren't exactly things that can be
taught. You have to experience them. But I'll do my best to guide you when
situations come up.”
Celia smiled and gave his chin quick kiss. “I'll hold you to that.” She turned
and walk out, leaving John to look after her, baffled.
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He could still feel the soft touch of her lips.
He could feel her touch.
It took hours for the meat to cook. John never left the kitchen. Just when it
started to be ready, Tina walked down the spiralling stairs into the room.
“Smells good,” she noted and looked around. It was the first time she had
come down there.
“Should be ready soon,” said John. He leaned against the oven and turned
the pig leg. There were some burnt spots on it, but over all the skin had gotten
crispy and the meat inside juicy and tender.
“What do you think of them?” asked Tina and walked up next to John. With
everything combined, John couldn't help but get the feel he was the master of the
house and his wife had just walked in. They were even talking about their
children. He shook his head to get rid of the image.
“They need help.”
“Help?”
“To understand the world,” said John and stared into the glowing coals.
“They need to learn there are softer feelings in the world. That not everything is a
struggle. That there is love, compassion and other emotions to be found.”
“The world isn't as soft as that,” said Tina.
“It's not as hard as you think, either,” said John. He wasn't sure why he
cared so much about it. Maybe Celia had started to grow on him. She could be
ruthless, but she wasn't innately evil. She could be guided towards a more
balanced view of the world if given time and opportunity.
“All I want is for them to be safe,” said Tina.
“All any parent wants for their children,” said John. Most parents didn't
slaughter an entire city in the hopes of achieving that, but then most parents
didn't have the ability to do that.
“Maybe you will be a good influence for them,” said Tina and put a hand on
his shoulder. The warm touch made him feel even more like it could have been a
scene from any ordinary household. “I know there is more to the world than I can
offer them.”
“Then why don't you put an stop to this all?” asked John and gave her a cold
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look. “You could talk with the army coming north, strike a deal that would spare
the lives of many while securing the future of your children.”
“It's not that simple,” said Tina. “I've seen the reactions people have to me, to
my children. They see us as monsters. When people have that mentality they are
not going to negotiate with you. If they do then they will work hard to find a
reason to break their word.”
“I don't think there's any way to be any more cynical about it,” said John
and pulled out the tray of roasted vegetables. He didn't bother with any
protection. He couldn't feel the heat anyway and the black armour was more than
enough protection against any heat an oven like that could produce.
Tina leaned in for a sniff as the tray passed. A small smile passed her lips.
Even though she did her best to hide it, she enjoyed food. She'd tried many
different things during the time John had been with her, though it was
questionable whether she needed to eat as much as she did. John bet she simply
enjoyed tasting new things. She was like a chef in a foreign country for the first
time; tasting everything to find a new favourite.
“It's reality,” said Tina and reached into the tray to grab a potato wedge.
There was an audible crunch when she bit into it. The white meat of it looked
fluffy on the inside. It was easy to tell she was enjoying, despite John not being
the best of cooks.
Roasting things was hard to do wrong.
“So we are going to fight?” asked John.
Tina nodded and popped the remaining potato in her mouth.
“And then what? What if we win? What if we lose?” John didn't even realize
he was talking like he was a part of it. Of course, he was, but in his mind the
problem was still hers and the lizard men's.
“If we win then we have a home. If we lose then we go somewhere else,” said
Tina. The thought of being completely wiped out never entered her mind, though
it was understandable. She could always Alternate enough of her children away
to start over somewhere else. That she seemed willing to sacrifice many in order
to keep Siver told how important she thought the matter to be.
“Even if we win, the humans won't leave us alone,” said John and took the
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pig leg off the fire. He wanted to cut into it right then and there, but he knew it
would rob it of much of the moisture. He could tell Tina was impatient and
wanted to eat right then. Still, he waited for the meat to rest. “They'll come back
with a bigger army.”
Tina shrugged. “We'll have more than they will. My children grow faster. We
can make more children.” She gave John a meaningful look.
He had not considered that. It had not taken her that many weeks to bring
Celia and Felix into the world. The two were young, but they had power that
could swing any battle. If there were more of their kind, with similar minds and
working together, even the entire imperial army would have trouble dealing with
them.
The casualties would be horrific.
“Let's hope it doesn't come to that,” said John and looked for the knife so he
could start cutting the meat. It had rested long enough and the conversation was
getting into areas he did not want her thinking of.
Tina burst out in laughter.
It wasn't a laugh of joy.
There was malice in it.

258

Chapter 18
The woods were silent. The birds didn't sing, even the wind didn't have the
trees making their humming concert. The only thing Rand could hear was his
own breathing and that of Jen's. She was right beside him, sword in hand, back
against the same large tree trunk.
They both stared down at the crushed head of Errol.
Next to him laid the sliced up body of a lizard man.
Their appearance had been a complete surprise to all of them. It was devious
how silently they could move when they wanted to. You'd have thought their
sheer size to be a hindrance to it, but somehow they managed it. You couldn't
even hear their heavy footsteps. Errol had been the first to fall. His horse had
fallen and a lizard man had stomped on his head, crushing it like it was nothing
more than a fruit.
From there the fight had been chaos. Rand could barely tell what had
happened. All he knew was that four of the creatures laid dead beyond where
Errol's corpse laid, twisted and mangled further under the feet of the combatants.
“That all of them?” asked Jen with a long gasp for breath. Her sleeve was
torn, blood trickled from a gash. An angry red scrape ran down her cheek. With
her free hand she was holding her stomach. She'd gotten a stiff hit there and
Rand could only hope it had not damaged her insides.
“I think there may have been five of them,” said Rand and looked around.
The horses had ran off. For that he was glad. They'd have been dead otherwise.
Now all they'd need to do was find them. He winced because of his left arm. It felt
like it had been dislocated and was now hanging nearly useless on his side. One
of the beasts had sent him staggering back with a strong hit and he'd hit a tree
trunk just the right way.
It was pure luck the sudden jolt of pain had not rendered him unconscious
or slowed him down enough not to avoid the next hit that came his way.
“What about Alden and Trez?” asked Jen. She looked around, but all she
could see were tree trunks and the fallen enemies. There were no sounds of
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fighting coming either, which could have been a good sign. Or a bad one.
“I don't see them,” said Rand and took a hesitant step away from the tree.
Losing the cover to his back made him glance behind him to make sure there
were no enemies there. In the distance he spotted what could have been a fifth
lizard man laying on the ground. “Wait. They might be there, behind us.”
Jen followed his lead towards the site. Both had their weapons at the ready
even though the pains were starting to nag them to give up. The closer they got
and the less undergrowth was between them and the lump, the more clear it
became it was indeed a fifth lizard man. A sword was lodged in its back, several
cuts could be seen on its sides. No doubt there were more on the side of its
stomach.
Rand lopped off its head when he got close enough. There was no point in
taking risks.
“At least there are no other bodies,” said Jen after taking a look around. That
meant Trez and Alden might yet be alive.
Rand looked around. The ground gave hints as to what had happened and
after a bit of searching a trail of blood could be found. It looked like someone had
been dragged along.
“I found a trail,” said Rand, motioning for Jen to join him.
She examined the tracks for a bit. “Do we follow them?”
There was always the risk there would be more of the lizard men, but why
would they have dragged someone away? It didn't seem like something they'd do.
They'd just as well leave you laying where you fell.
Unless they were hungry.
“They could still be alive,” said Rand and started following the blood. At
which point he had grown to care enough about Trez and Alden to risk his life in
such a way, he did not know.
Jen followed and kept a closer eye on their surroundings. The animals were
starting come back to life. A single bird started to sing, signalling its territory to
the others.
The trail went on for a good hundred feet before disappearing behind a large
tree trunk. Weapons at the ready, Rand and Jen rounded the tree to find Alden
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resting against it.
The young man was pale and his arm rested in his lap. The torn stump that
was his left shoulder looked gruesome, despite having what looked to be torn
shirt tied around it to stem the blood from escaping his body. His chest barely
rose, telling of shallow breaths. He was still alive.
“Damn lizards make no clean cuts,” muttered Rand and knelt beside Alden.
He lifted up the severed arm from the young man's lap and examined it. As
ragged as the tear was, he figured he'd be able to reattach it. At least he hoped
so.
Both were startled by a rustle from a nearby bush. Swords were raised and a
protective stance around Alden formed. They relaxed when the familiar face of
Trez appeared. Blood ran down the side of his face. His hair was in bloody
patches in places and there was a limp when he walked. On top of that there
were the torn clothes and cuts and bruises that would only truly show
themselves the next day. He had a sturdy stick as a weapon that he turned into a
cane the moment he saw there was no danger.
“I see you made it,” the captain said in his usual tone. A small smile quickly
passed his lips.
“Glad to see you did too,” said Jen and stashed her sword to go and help the
man limp over to where Alden was. She eased him to a seated position against
the tree trunk.
“They all dead?” asked Trez and grunted while stretching out his bad leg.
“Looks that way,” said Jen and watched Rand get to work on Alden. It would
take time, but maybe he could still be saved. Maybe he'd still have the use of his
arm.
Trez shook his head. “Me and the boy barely killed that one. But you two,
you killed four of them?”
“We have certain advantages,” Jen reminded and gave the man a smile.
Trez looked around as if realizing something for the first time. “Errol?”
Jen shook his head.
Trez let out a sorrowful sigh. “I see.”
“Jen, can you help me?” asked Rand. His dislocated arm was next to useless
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for what he was trying to do. He considered trying to get himself treated first, but
that would take too much time. Alden was in mortal danger while he wasn't.
Jen knelt down next to him and grabbed the severed arm and held it in
place, as Rand instructed. He then started using his power to reattach it.
“I knew Errol for a long time. Good soldier he was,” said Trez and leaned
back to look up to the tree branches. It almost seemed like an effort to not pay
attention to what was happening next to him. Had Jen or Rand glanced over at
him, they might have seen the moistness of his eyes.
“What happened to your leg?” asked Jen without looking over. She could tell
them man needed a distraction just by the tone of his voice. She'd heard it plenty
of times before from soldiers.
Trez let out a small laugh. “I tripped. Can you believe that? A veteran like
me.” His expression grew grim. “That's when it got Alden. Ripped that arm off like
it was nothing. Poor boy screamed like a baby ripped from its mothers womb. It
didn't last long, thankfully.”
“So how did you kill that lizard bastard?” asked Jen. Attaching the arms
seemed to be going well. The bone was already together again as were parts of the
veins and flesh. Whether it would work was anyone’s guess.
“It started to come after me,” said Trez and laughed again. “It tripped too.
Fell right onto my sword. That was it. Damn lucky I didn't get crushed by its
weight. Took enough trying to wiggle out from underneath it. Then I dragged
Alden away. There might have been more of them around and my blade is still
stuck in that thing. Got nothing to fight with.”
“You did well,” said Jen, hoping it would encourage the man a bit. As
hardened a soldier as he was, there were still things that would get to you. It
could be the loss of a long time friend or guilt over not doing enough yourself, but
everyone had something that would strike during a weak moment.
It seemed Trez had landed in one of his spots.
“You can let go now,” said Rand. There was enough in place to keep the arm
on without help. Jen nodded and let go. She stood up and made her way to Trez.
“Let me see that leg,” she crouched down and started ripping cloth to get a
good view. While there were scrapes here and there, the biggest problem seemed
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to be the swelling in his ankle. “Well, you won't be walking right for a while,” said
Jen as she felt around the swollen bits.
Trez shuddered. “I reckon not.”
“We need to find our horses.” Jen stood up. She wished there was some
snow nearby or even a creek. What Trez needed for his leg was some cold
wrappings. There wasn't much else to be done. Unless Trez wanted to cut open
his ankle to let Rand in to operate, which seemed unlikely.
“They shouldn't be too far,” said Trez. “They never go that far. Not in the
woods.”
“I'll go look for them,” said Jen and grabbed her sword. “I'll get your blade
too.”
Trez nodded. He watched the woman go back the way where the monsters
laid dead. Five monsters. It had to have been a scouting party much like their
own. How they had managed to surprise them so completely was mystifying.
They'd been careful. Trez had ordered all of them to look out and be ready.
Were it not for Rand and Jen, they'd all have been dead.
“That should do it,” said Rand and stood up with a wince. Alden's arm
looked like it had never been torn off. Whether it would work would remain to be
seen. So far everything he'd attached had worked fairly normally. At least the
piece of skin on Carl's back had not fallen off.
“It looks good,” said Trez with admiration. There was no hiding it and no
reason to do so. Rand had worked a miracle and if the arm worked the young
man would have a future still. Provided he lived through the blood loss.
“How's your leg?” asked Rand and turned to the captain.
“Sprained. Don't suppose there's anything you can do about that?” He gave
Rand a hopeful look.
“Probably not much,” said Rand and knelt down to inspect the injured leg. It
would heal on its own, but it would take time. The only way to even operate on it
would be to cut open the leg and that would be far more damage than what there
was now. “Let's just hope we find something cold to wrap it with. That should
ease the pain and swelling.”
Trez nodded. He was no stranger to injuries, but rarely had he suffered one
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himself. Though now that Alden had been treated his worry returned to their
mission. How were they going to spy on a city with the injuries they now had?
Rand let out a sigh and sat down between Trez and Alden. “You know how to
fix one of these?” he asked and turned to Trez while giving his arm a meaningful
look.
“I've done it a few times,” said Trez. More often he'd seen the medics do it,
but he'd held down a few men for it and knew enough to be sure he'd be able to
do what was necessary.
“Then how about we fix it?” asked Rand.
Trez nodded and got into position the best he could with the injured leg. A
firm grip was needed and he made certain to have one. “You ready?” He looked
Rand dead in the eyes.
“Yeah,” Rand replied. He knew there'd be pain. Still it took him by surprise
and a scream escaped his lips, hiding underneath it the sounds coming from his
joints and bones as they were pushed into their rightful places. He breathed
heavy for a while, unable to speak.
“You all right?” asked Trez and kept his eye on the man.
Rand nodded, unable to make words. His entire shoulder felt like it was on
fire.
Trez slumped back down into his seated position. One thing was certain.
They wouldn't be making any progress today. Who knew if even tomorrow. “We
need shelter for the night.”
“Yeah. We're not going anywhere today,” said Rand, finally able to speak
once more. He tried moving his arm, but regretted it instantly. It would take some
time. Had it been put back in place immediately it would have been much less
trouble, but now there'd been more damage due to strain and time.
For a moment both men sat silent and looked around. They were in the
woods so finding shelter shouldn't be that hard. There were always fallen trees
which you could use as a support beam to lay down branches and make yourself
a shelter. If need be Rand could just cut down one with his powers.
The problem was getting away from the dead lizards. They'd attract creatures
of the forest and possibly more of their kind. The further away they were from
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them come dark the better.
Both men tensed up when they heard footsteps and Rand quickly got on his
feet and drew out his sword with the good hand.
He relaxed when he saw it was only Jen that was making her way to them.
She had found four of the horses and was pulling them behind her. They seemed
reluctant to return, but she did not give them much choice in the matter.
“Good to see you found the horses,” said Rand.
“They weren't that far off. Found his sword too,” said Jen and pulled Trez's
blade from where she had attached it to the saddle of one of the horses. Alden's
blade was right there next to it. “What was that scream I heard a while ago?”
“Me getting my arm fixed,” said Rand and sheathed his sword. There was no
need for it now.
Jen grinned at him and handed the sword to Trez. “So what's the plan now?”
“Shelter for the night. As far away from here as possible,” said Trez and
started hoisting himself up. There was no reason to stay any longer. He wished
there was time to get Errol's body, but there simply wasn't.
It took all three of them to get Alden on one of the horses and secure him in
place. None of them enjoyed the ride through the woods. Everyone had injuries
that cried out due to the bouncing. Still, they headed north instead of south.
Siver wasn't that far off so there was no reason to turn back. That's what the
enemies would expect, though more than likely they expected them to be dead.
They found a large tree trunk that had fallen and rested against another,
creating the perfect space for a shelter. Trez mostly rested his leg and looked after
Alden while Rand and Jen set everything up. By the time it was getting dark they
had a shelter up that would keep all four of them dry from any rain and hide the
light of their camp fire. They'd used tree branches along with their tents to make
it as tight as possible.
After tending to the various scrapes and cuts they all had, Rand made a
simple meal from the supplies they had left. Getting some food in their stomach
made everyone feel better.
“So we continue our mission?” asked Jen and stretched her legs towards the
warmth of the flames. She looked content despite the events of the day.
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Trez nodded. “We can still do it.” They'd wrapped his leg tightly and put in
some pieces of wood to keep it in place. He could hobble around fairly well now.
“We need to do it,” Rand agreed and set down his bowl. His arm was already
starting to feel a bit better. Maybe it was the warmth of the fire that helped.
“The army can't be that far behind us. They'll need even just a glimpse into
what they're facing to make some advance plans,” said Trez and settled down
against his bedroll.
“Maybe Rand and I should go on ahead without you and Alden,” said Jen
and gave the captain a look. “Neither of you are going to be much use.”
Trez opened his mouth to object, but upon considering her words he realized
it was the truth. Alden was still unconscious and he could barely walk himself. At
most they'd ride with them as close as they could, though that wouldn't be that
far with the distance they'd covered today. Staying behind would be almost the
same.
Rand gave Jen a questioning look. She shrugged.
“You're probably right,” Trez admitted. “But do you know what to look for?”
“I think we know how to find Siver,” said Rand.
“That's not what I meant,” Trez snapped, not in the mood for any
foolishness. He'd lost one friend and another was gravely injured. It was not his
day for humour. He took a moment to let the sudden rush of anger settle down
while Rand and Jen gave him looks. “Do you know anything about what's
important military wise?”
Rand shrugged his shoulders. “I'd imagine the condition of the walls and
what ever we can find out about the number of monsters would be the most
obvious things.”
Trez nodded. “It's unlikely you will be able to get inside the city, but anything
you can find out about what's going on behind the walls would be of great help.”
“No point risking anything at this point,” said Jen. She had not bothered to
point out she knew exactly what to look for. She'd been scouting at the fronts
plenty of times. “If we get nothing then we've truly failed.”
“So we go tomorrow?” asked Rand and gave Jen a look.
She nodded.
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“Best get some rest then,” said Rand and started unfolding his bedroll.
“I'll keep watch for the first shift,” said Trez and struggled to get to his feet. “I
won't be going anywhere tomorrow.”
Jen and Rand laid down next to the fire while Trez kept an eye out for
anything suspicious. He woke up Rand for the second shift and offered to take
the third so Jen could get a full nights sleep. He woke both of them when the sun
started to brighten the horizon. Nothing had stirred in the night.
The two ate a quick breakfast before mounting up and leaving Trez to look
after Alden. They figured it would be a half a day of riding to the city even at a
careful pace so they started early.
The forest wasn't thick with trees so there was ample room for their horses
to ride. Spring had not yet made the undergrowth that thick so they had a good
view of the ground and could ride faster than when the warmth had brought
everything fully back to life. They kept a close look out for any threats, but
nothing came their way.
Close to mid day they reached the edge of the forest with a view of Siver.
The walls looked undamaged, but then the southern side had not been the
subject of assault. Though the north side had maybe suffered a broken gate. The
monsters had not bothered to tear down walls – they had simply climbed over
them.
“Doesn't look like it's under the control of monsters,” said Rand after a
moment of observing the city. On the surface everything looked quiet and like
nothing had happened.
“But it is,” said Jen and strained her eyes to see the large figures lumbering
about on the walls. No one could have mistaken them for normal city guard.
“They seem to understand the usefulness of walls.”
“They're not stupid,” Rand admitted and dismounted. Going around on
horses would not be practical around the city. They'd be better off on foot.
Jen followed his example and they led the horses a bit deeper into the forest
before tying them to a tree. They could only hope no one would stumble upon
them.
“Let's circle the city best we can,” said Jen and started back towards the city.
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It would take a while, but it was the best they could do. There was nothing but
clear land between the city and the forest so they'd be instantly spotted if they
tried to get any nearer.
It was unnerving to see how the lizard men patrolled the wall. While there
weren't as many of them as there would have been city guard soldiers, there were
enough to make you think twice whether taking the city would be possible even
with the empires army.
The northern gate had been fixed which created additional worry for them. It
was clear the monsters knew an attack was coming and were preparing for it.
Rand wished they'd been able to get inside the walls and see what was really
going on, but given the guards it was not going to happen.
They spent several hours observing the city, hoping to spot something that
would be of use to the coming army, but there was not much to see outside the
walls. Before darkness started to fall they returned to the horses and headed
back to where they had left Trez and Alden. It had not been much of a scouting,
but it was the best they'd be able to do in the current situation.
It was dark when they finally found the shelter. It was only a small sliver of
light that had escaped from underneath the covers and Rand made certain to fix
that before stepping inside.
Alden was awake. The young man still looked pale and it was obvious he
wouldn't be up for anything strenuous for days to come.
“You're awake,” said Rand and smiled.
Alden moved the arm that had been ripped off. “Thanks to you.”
“It works? I wasn't so sure about that. Good.”
“It's not as it used to be just yet, but hopefully with time it'll be,” said Alden
and gave Rand a weak smile. “I can't thank you enough.”
“Don't mention it,” said Rand and took a seat. There was a pot on the fire
with some stew Trez had made. He filled a bowl with it and started spooning it in
his mouth.
“Good to see you're doing better,” said Jen and joined Rand in enjoying a
meal.
“It seems I was the worst off,” said Alden and leaned back against the bedroll
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prodded against the tree trunk.
“Thanks to me,” said Trez as he joined them inside the shelter. He was still
hobbling, but he could move about enough to tend to the horses. He'd figured the
two scouts would appreciate a hot meal more than doing such a menial task.
“I can't blame you, captain,” said Alden and gave Rand and Jen a pleading
look. “He's been wallowing in guilt all day. Stuff happens in battle. No one can
bare all the blame.”
“The lad's right,” said Rand and gave Trez a stern look. For a veteran like
him to act that way was surprising. The feelings must have really ran deep.
“You did your best,” said Jen in between mouthfuls of food.
Trez gave all of them a look before slowly taking a seat. “So what did you find
out?” Change of subject seemed like the best option.
Rand and Jen told of their findings, as small as they were.
The next day they started heading back south to meet up with the army.
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Chapter 19
Carl stared back at Seth and Tanya. Neither of them looked too pleased with
the situation, but there was no other way about it. He trusted Eve after spending
so many days with her, but the two had no such experience to ease their
mistrust.
“Can we trust her?” asked Seth and eyed Eve. She was in her human form
and wore a surprisingly practical shirt and pants. While the usual dress she wore
was certainly a better fit for her it wasn't going to be as practical.
“I don't see why she would betray us,” said Carl.
Eve gave the man a calming smile. “I gave you my word that I would come
with you. I have no intention of breaking that promise.”
“Besides, I can't take us to where we want to go,” said Carl. “All I know is the
place where we left from. Eve can calculate us directly outside Siver based off
that, I can't.”
“Then why don't she go first and we follow her with you?” asked Tanya. She
had on her full gear with all the equipment they'd come up with. The priests had
been surprisingly good at finding weapons for them after Eve had asked them to.
Carl gave Eve a look and she nodded. “All right. We can do that if it makes
you feel better.”
“It does,” said Seth and fondled his weapon. He had a heavy pouch on his
belt, not filled with coins, but metal balls he'd managed to acquire with the help
of Eve and her priests. They'd be perfect to use with his power.
“Then let's do it,” said Carl and stepped away from Eve to give her room and
to better see what she was doing. Flanked by Seth and Tanya, he watched her
gather up the particles and apply them before disappearing in a bright flash.
“I hope she's up to her word,” muttered Seth as Carl started to gather up his
own particles. Carl ignored the words and focused on his task at hand. While he
now had a better grasp of his own abilities, it was still difficult to follow up
someone, especially when you had to do it while retaining their clothes and any
metal objects.
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He let go of the built up particles and the three of them disappeared in a
bright flash from Eve's chamber.
The first thing all three of them heard were the distant cries of pain, the
heavy thuds and the unmistakable sound of metal hitting metal.
Regaining his vision, Carl saw that they were near the edge of the forest. It
didn't take him long to see Eve had made her way to the edge of it and was
looking at the city in the distance. Carl started walking her way.
He could tell it was Siver.
A sea of men was wallowing below its southern walls. Siege engines were
hurling huge rocks at the city that would have crushed a house with a single hit.
He could see large figures on top of the walls, pushing down ladders and
thwarting any attempt by the soldiers below to climb up.
Looking past that, he could see one flank of the army battling near the
forest. The familiar yelps of the Shredgast told him the harassment force was
doing its job. Even if they were defeated, they'd disappear in the forest quicker
than anyone could give chase.
The defence of the city had been planned well.
“Fuck,” muttered Seth from next to him. Tanya stood next to him, looking on
at the raging battle with similar stunned expression.
“Seems we're a bit late,” said Carl. There'd be no way into the city now. No
way to confront Tina without endangering lives.
“You suppose Rand and Jen are there?” asked Seth and nodded towards the
army.
“I hope they're not at the thick of it,” said Carl. The risk of death and injury
was too high there. He could only hope they were holding back where the
command tent looked to be set up. It was a safe distance from the walls.
“Do you still want me to talk with my daughter?” asked Eve and turned to
give the three a look. She did not seem bothered by the raging battle. She had on
the sort of expression that it was something she had witnesses hundreds of times
before.
“How can you do that in this situation?” asked Carl.
“If she's here, she'll come to me if I make an appearance.”
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A dragon flying over the battle would certainly get everyone's attention.
Carl glanced at Seth and Tanya.
“What are we going to do then?” asked Seth.
“Try to find Rand and Jen?” Carl suggested. They still had on clothes that
would allow them to pass off as adventurers. They could claim to have heard the
sounds of battle and wish to join in at the command post.
“Let's do that then,” said Tanya. Her eyes glimmered as she watched the
battle. While she was an assassin it was the first time she had really seen a battle
of such scale. Even from a distance it had her heart racing. What would it be like
in the thick of it? She wanted to find out.
“I'll be going then,” said Eve and gave Carl a brief smile before turning and
jumping into the air. Wings spurted out her back and sent her flying upwards.
Slowly, she started to grow and take on the dragon form. She let out a deafening
roar the moment her shape shifting was complete. The shadow her wings cast
brought darkness to a large portion of the battle below. Her appearance had both
sides stopping to look up.
Neither side had expected her appearance.
“Let's go,” said Carl and started towards the relative calm that was the
command post in the distance. Seth and Tanya followed without a word, both
keeping an eye on Eve in the sky. Neither one trusted her not to swoop down and
decimate the entire army fighting to free the city.
Another roar echoed out, this time from within the city.
Another dragon rose to the sky, slowly growing bigger.
A black figure rode on its back.
“Look,” shouted Seth and pointed towards the couple.
Tina and John had made their appearance.
Seeing the two beasts face off each other was enough to make them rush
forward even quicker. Parts of the human army looked ready to run away at the
sight, though the lizard men were looking up in the sky just as curious. The
battle seemed to have come to halt.
“Come on. We need to hurry,” said Carl and gave the two dragons a last
glance. He had a bad feeling Eve would fail and after that Tina would swoop down
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and turn the entire army into ash. Her mother would do nothing to stop that.







Rand looked on as the army marched forward towards the walls. Such a
straight forward approach seemed like it wasted all the information they'd
scouted ahead, but then there were few ways you could actually take a walled
city. At some point you needed to crush a gate or get men over the wall.
The general had decided a straight on rush would be the best option. They
had superior numbers and rushing the monsters would offer the best chance of
being able to take them down.
The siege engines had bombarded the city for a bit to soften it up, but other
than that there had been no advance since the army's arrival.
“We should join them,” said Jen from next to him. “If you got to the gate
you'd b able to strike it down with one hand.”
The general had ordered them to stay at his command post along with Trez.
Alden was up on his feet again, but he followed Trez like a shadow and thus
remained away from the main army as well.
“The general wouldn't like that,” said Rand and glanced over to where the
man in question was sitting on his horse, over seeing the army advancing. He had
a spyglass to get a better view of things and there were a bunch of messengers
and adjutants gathered around him. They had a table with all sorts of maps laid
out on it next to them for easy reference. There were young men moving pieces
that depicted the various units moving on the field.
They'd brought an army of fifteen thousand.
The lizard men started their counter attack. Instead of arrows they hurled
large stones from the wall that looked to injure even men who blocked them with
a shield. But the army advanced none the less.
A jet of flames shot out from the wall, setting on fire everything in its path. It
caused a momentary retreat, but the army was soon advancing again.
“What was that?” asked Rand and wished he had a spyingglass. Flames like
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that, it could have been Tina, but she was capable of much more. Why would she
waste her time with something small like that?
“I don't know,” said Jen. She sounded frustrated at being forced to stand so
far from the battle. She knew that the two of them could have been doing a lot to
make the attack go smoother.
Another jet of flames hit from the walls, from a different position this time.
Only a moment later another one came from the same place as before. It couldn't
have been Tina. The lizard men had something new on their side.
“That's not Tina,” said Rand.
“No, it's not,” Jen agreed and glanced at the general. He looked calm enough
despite the strange defences. Trez stood close to him, his expression frozen in a
mask of worry. When he had seen the army the first thing he had said had been
it wouldn't be enough. He'd now fought the lizard men. While there were only
hundreds of them against thousands, it was too close, especially with the walls.
A familiar cry rang out from the forest on the right flank.
Hundreds of voices joined in it before the creatures rushed out from the
forest.
Shredgast.
Rand cursed, his voice only to be drowned out by the general barking out
orders and messengers rushing off with their horses to deliver them. Slowly, the
advancing army started to form a defence against the threat, but not before the
monsters had ripped into the side and killed plenty of soldier.
“Do you still think we should listen to the general?” asked Jen. A breeze blew
past them, bringing with it the smells of a spring forest. Had it come from the
direction of Siver it would have carried different smells all together.
Rand hesitated. Shredgast weren't that dangerous, but you couldn't ignore
them all together. Especially such a large number of them. It was smart to have
them out in the open. They'd have been of little use behind the walls. Now they
were causing chaos in the attacking army and could retreat and disappear back
in the forest any time they wanted. Then they'd return when a suitable
opportunity rose. It would force the army to be on constant lookout for them.
His thoughts were interrupted by the roar coming from the left flank. He
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turned and saw the dragon climb up into the sky. For a moment he just stared at
it, mouth open. Had he looked around, he'd have seen others do the same.
It headed for the city.
“That's not Tina, is it?” asked Rand.
“Why would she be outside the city?” asked Jen. She looked as shocked as
he did. Neither had expected there to be another like her. The bigger question was
whether it was a new enemy or not?
“That's not the same one we faced?” Trez had hobbled next to them. He kept
his eye on the monster in the sky.
“I don't think so,” said Rand.
“Me neither,” added Jen.
The expression on Trez grew grim. “If there's two of them we might as well
pack now and head home.”
“It hasn't attacked the army so far. It's headed for the city,” said Jen.
Another roar echoed out, this time from the city. A moment later another
dragon rose to the sky, this time from the city. It confronted the one headed its
way.
“That's Tina,” said Rand. Even from the distance he could see the small
black figure riding it. If John was there then there was no mistaking it.
“Who's the other dragon then?” asked Trez.
Jen shook her head.
“Damned if we know, but we can't just stay here and do nothing. We've got
to go.” Rand gave Jen a look and she nodded. Both of them grabbed their
weapons and drew them out. They didn't bother to stop and listen to what Trez
shouted after them as they started running towards the city.
Between the command post and army was nothing but clear land. The
supply wagons were further back and the only traffic was the occasional injured
soldier hobbling back towards safety with help from less injured comrades. The
occasional messenger rode past them, be it towards the battle or the command
post.
As quickly as they moved, Rand kept an eye on the surroundings. Especially
the forest to the left where the dragon had appeared. You never knew what could
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have been waiting there to come out. So when he saw a small group of figures
emerge from the cover of the trees he stopped to get a better look. Jen ran ahead
a few more steps before noticing her companion had stopped.
“What is it?” she asked and followed his gaze. She soon spotted the figures
running towards the command post. They'd miss them, but would intercepting
them be a sensible thing to do?
“I might be crazy, but I think that's Carl and Seth,” said Rand and squinted.
They were still a fair ways off, but few men were as impressive as Seth. Carl had
his own little traits that gave him away as well, though much less so than Seth.
The racket the two dragons were making talking to each other made it hard to
focus, but at least it drowned out the sparse sounds of battle that were picking
up again.
“You sure?” asked Jen and tried to make out the figures. She didn't know
either man that well, but if it was them then who was the third one?
“No, but we're going to find out,” said Rand and started towards the trio.
Their paths would meet soon enough.
Jen followed him. “What if they're enemies?”
“Then we kill them.”
While it would delay them getting to the battle and making a difference there
it seemed prudent to stop a group from making a surprise attack on the
command post. If they were enemies.
The worries of both of them were alleviated as they got closer and got
verification that it was indeed their friends. A hand wave from the distance was
the first greeting, but soon enough they were face to face, hugging and laughing
at seeing each other again.
“What are you doing here?” asked Rand and smiled while shaking Seth's
hand.
“We brought her here,” said Carl and nodded towards the dragon that wasn't
Tina. “She's Tina's mother.”
“What?” Rand and Jen blurted the same words at the same time with equal
surprise.
Carl shrugged his shoulders. “She's on our side. She's trying to talk Tina
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into giving up.. or something. At least that's what she promised, but who knows
what they're saying.”
“She better not betray us or we'll have to kill her too,” muttered Seth.
“And who's this?” asked Rand and gave Tanya a look.
“I'm Tanya,” the woman replied and gave a small smile. It was more coy than
she had perhaps intended.
Rand gave both Carl and Seth a curious look, but all he got back were
shrugs and what looked to be a promise to explain everything later.
“It's all right. You can trust her,” said Carl to ease the worry that started to
appear on his friend.
“So what were you doing here?” asked Seth and glanced at the two dragons.
They were still at it, though there seemed to be more anger in the voices now. It
did not look like the mother was having much luck in reining in her daughter.
“We were going to join the battle,” said Rand and turned to look at the city.
The battle was starting to pick up heat again as everyone underneath was
starting to realize the dragons weren't going to devour them that instant.
“Seems dangerous,” said Carl and observed the battleground. It was hard to
tell what exactly was going on everywhere when you were almost on the same
level with the army, but you could see the gate and the rush of men that were
trying to break through it.
“There's a lot we can do there,” said Rand. Jen nodded next to him.
“Two people aren't going to make much of a difference in that mess,” said
Tanya.
“You'd be surprised,” said Seth and took a step forward.
He didn't have time to take a second step before Eve let out a deafening roar,
filled with frustration. She flapped her wings and rose higher before flying off in a
large half circle that had her land where she had parted from.
Tina let out a similar roar, but instead of swooping down and away, she
seemed to take a deep breath and head straight for the army attacking her city.
“Looks like the mother failed,” said Rand.
“Seems so,” said Carl and focused on gathering particles. The distance made
what he was about to do difficult, but if he didn't do it the entire army would be
277

dead within minutes.
Tina swooped down, the dark figure of John still sitting on her back. A burst
of flames shout out from her open maw and sought to engulf the men below. The
flames hit and stopped just above their heads. Liquid spilled onward and burst
into flame as the heat ran through it, but no flame touched the men below. Many
cowered in fear, even where the companions stood they could hear cries of terror,
but in the end no one was hurt by the flames.
“You did that?” asked Rand and turned to regard Carl. The man looked
strained, as if suffering from a bad headache. A single bead of sweat ran down
the side of his head. Jen regarded the man in much similar manner to him.
Carl nodded. He needed to focus on maintaining the protection of the army.
Seth spat on the ground and took a few steps forward. “Let's crack this city
open. Stay behind me.”
He reached into the pouch and drew out one of the metal spheres. It was no
larger than the circle his thumb and forefinger would make, but there was weight
to it.
It would be enough.
Seth took a firm stand and started building up the electricity. Soon arcs of it
burst out from his shoulder only to touch down on another part of his body.
Going dark had changed him more than simply making him a walking electric
eel. His blood, entire body, had adjusted to allow him to do what he was about to
do.
He placed the metal sphere on the palm of his other hand and readied his
other hand to flick it forward. The sphere was too large to simply rest on the tip of
his thumb and launch from there. He had smaller ones for that.
Careful aim was needed for the distance. He took aim at the top of the gate.
It was as good a place to start chipping away at it as any. Having gathered
enough energy and gotten his aim where he wanted it, he flicked a finger.
The loudness of the bang took everyone by surprise.
Instantly a cloud of dust burst out from the top of the gate. Shrapnel’s of
stone flew everywhere. It was like a cannon ball had hit the wall. From the looks
of it it might have been even more destructive than that. The top of the gate was
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in bad shape and looked like it could collapse any moment.
“Damn,” Rand muttered and looked at his friend with new found respect.
“Didn't know electricity could do that.”
Seth grinned. “I don't think it's just that alone. My body changed more than
that.”
“You're a bunch of monsters,” said Tanya, drawing a look from everyone, but
her expression was enough to tell she wasn't serious with the remark. Envious,
perhaps.
“Maybe, but at least we're doing the right thing,” said Jen.
“At least we hope so,” added Rand.
Both laughed.
Seth and Tanya gave the pair an odd look, but said nothing further. There
was no time for it as a pair of roars drew everyone's attention. They turned to the
city only to see two more dragons fly up into the sky. They were smaller than Tina
or her mother, but still big enough to make you run away. Their scales sparkled
in the sunlight from bronze yellow into oxidized green.
“How fucking many are there?” asked Seth. He felt hope quickly vanishing as
he watched the two beasts fly towards them. Tina was still trying to burn the
army, forcing Carl to focus on keeping up the defence he'd set up. Even though
the ballistae were now firing at her she easily dodged most of the large bolts,
some John fended off, and others bounced off her thick scales without
accomplishing more than a scrape.
“I don't know, but they're headed straight for us,” noted Tanya and edged
away from them. There was nothing to protect them from an attack from the air.
They were closing the distance at a frightening pace. There wasn't time to run
and hide.
“Carl?” asked Rand. He was the only one who'd be able to protect them.
“I can't..” Carl muttered, but as he glanced up at the two enemies closing in,
the choice was not hard to make. He let go of the protective layer above the army
and focused on protecting the small group. He was barely in time to fend off the
first flames.
In the distance the cries of terror and pain filled the air when Tina swooped
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down and breathed fire on the army, this time setting alight anything her flames
touched. In an instant the army that had been making progress in their attack
was decimated and on the run.
The flames surrounded the group. They could feel the heat, though
somewhat lessened by the protection Carl provided. The attack didn't last long as
the two dragons swooped over them and started to turn for another run.
Seth reached into his pouch and grabbed a smaller sphere. It took him only
a moment to gather enough power to flick it away at one of the flying lizards. The
bang was smaller, but still enough to make your ears ring. He hit home with it,
sending his target tumbling in the air, struggling to regain control of its flight. A
cry of pain echoed through the air.
But the beast regained its balance and flew higher. Both of them circled
around back towards the city before turning back to face the small group. Neither
looked like they wanted to get any closer.
Carl was the only one who could see their changed tactic. They were going to
use the particles to do something. What it was, he had no idea.
“You should run,” said Carl and started gathering particles for his own use.
What he was going to do with them, he did not know, but it was better if his
friends were as far off when what ever was coming hit.
They hesitated.
“Go!”
The urgency in Carl's voice sent them running towards the forest. There was
no reason to go to the city. The army was nothing but burnt corpses now, save for
the lucky few who had managed to escape and were running away. Tina circled in
the sky, looking down on the destruction she had wrecked.
“Should we have left him?” asked Jen. She stuck close to Rand while Seth
and Tanya stuck close together.
“He knows what he's doing,” said Rand and looked back. He could see a
shimmer before the man as he stood facing the two dragons.
Rand hastened his pace. What ever was going to happen looked to be beyond
his abilities.
They got half way to the forest before the attack hit.
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The air felt electric and when they looked back Carl was enveloped in a shell
of energy. Sparks flew from it, setting the grass around him smouldering. The
attack was like a wave hitting the beach. Over and over again it washed over his
protection and behind him the ground was thrown in the air as if an army of men
with shovels were digging through it.
It was a sight that had all four of them stop.
Carl seemed to be countering the attack. The shell around him expanded
and shimmering tentacles started to reach out from it towards the two lizards.
“No! Foolish children!” the voice of a woman cried out. Rand barely had time
to register someone rush past him. From the brief glimpse his first thought was
that it was Tina, but glancing at the sky made him realize it wasn't so.
“Eve!” Seth shouted after the woman, but she did not listen. Hair rustling
around her she rushed onward towards Carl.
“What is she doing?” Tanya asked, suspicious. Was she going to disrupt
Carl?
“Should we stop her?” asked Jen, on alert by Tanya's tone of voice.
Rand gave Seth and Tanya a questioning look.
By then it was too late to stop her.
But she was late.
The shell around Carl expanded and then contracted into a ball that shot
out against the waves of attacks. It shot past the two dragons, sending them
tumbling through the air in separate directions. It swerved down and hit the top
of the citadel in the centre of Siver.
For a moment nothing happened.
Then the sphere turned black.
The direction of the wind shifted. It grew stronger. Dead leaves flew through
the air. Tiles from the close by building roof could be seen pulled through the air
and disappearing into the sphere. Every moment it grew and swallowed more of
the city inside, absorbing more and more of what was loose enough to be pulled
in.
Rand could feel the pull even where he stood. The mother had not been
trying to sabotage Carl. She had tried to save them all.
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“Run!” It was all he could say. He wasn't certain it would do any good, but
staying put seemed like the worst idea. He grabbed Jen by her hand and dragged
her along. Her eyes were firmly fixated on the orb above Siver.
Seth and Tanya had their wits about them still and were running before the
words had left his lips.
Rand glanced back once in a while to see what was going on. He could see
the woman had reached Carl and the two seemed to be in a heated argument.
There was a loud crack, forcing him to turn his attention back to the city. A
shimmering white wave started out from the orb. Anything it touched
disappeared in a bright flash, not unlike when Alternating away. Entire buildings
vanished, lizard men still on the walls disappeared along with the walls. A crater
started to form as the wave dug deeper.
“Oh fuck,” Rand muttered and came to a halt. There was no escaping what
was coming.
“Come on. Keep running!” Jen stopped.
Seth and Tanya kept running, neither looking back.
“It's no good,” said Rand and looked at the approaching wave. He activated
his power and was surprised to see there were red points on it. If there were
points then it could be cut by his power. They formed clear hex shaped tiles that
expanded along with the sphere. In the middle there was a spot where all the rest
were connected on every tile. Hitting that seemed like the best option to breaking
it.
Looking beyond that, the entire city was gone now. Nothing but a crater
remained that continued to grow deeper. The army was gone. The lizard men were
no longer anywhere to be seen. Tina and John had disappeared from the sky. The
only ones still remaining were the two other dragons. They were surrounded by a
bright light, but were resisting being taken where ever it was the sphere took
things.
Rand readied himself and pointed the sword towards the tile that would hit
him and Jen. He hoped it wouldn't expand too much and take itself away from
his reach. It came closer and closer. Finally, the tip of his sword pressed against
it. He had to take hold with both hands and press back with his entire weight,
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but still it pushed him back. White sparks flew everywhere from the tip of his
sword and the wall pressing against it.
Jen pressed against his back, lending him her strength. “You can do it,” she
whispered in his ear.
Around them the wall kept advancing. The shape was distorted, but it
continued to move like the unstoppable wave that it was. It wouldn't be long
before it reached Seth and Tanya, but that was a worry Rand could do nothing
about.
Despite the encouraging words, he wasn't as certain about being able to do
it. The pressure against his arms was growing too strong. He could feel himself
being pushed back even with her giving support.
One of the dragons suddenly flew right over them. The sudden gust of wind
from its wings almost made both of them fall. It made Rand look past the sword.
He saw the second dragon headed straight for them, blinded by the white light
surrounding it. It would hit them.
“Fuck,” Rand muttered and made the choice. He dropped the sword, turned
around and embraced Jen, protecting her with his body. The wall nudged forward
the same moment the dragon hit them.
The three of them disappeared in a bright flash of light.







“Keep running!” Tanya shouted and stopped to help Seth who had tripped
and fallen down. Glancing back she could see the shimmering wall get closer and
closer. The crater it had already made was impressive enough, but it seemed to
have an insatiable appetite for more.
Seth clambered up to his feet and continued running. Had he looked back
he would have seen the dragon crash into Rand and Jen before they disappeared
in a flash of light.
The forest edge was not far away.
A roar made both of them turn back.
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They saw the bright white glowing dragon headed their way. The wall was
not far behind. It seemed the creature was blinded, flying only on instinct. But it
was headed straight for them.
The moment it took for them to realize it was enough to make it too late to
act.
Without knowing it, Seth made the same move Rand had done. He grabbed
hold of Tanya and turned his back towards the impending doom, hoping his body
would be enough to save the woman. She struggled to get free, but the dragon
hitting them made an end of that. Then the wall hit them.
A bright flash of light shone even through their closed eyes.
The sound of waves washing ashore was the first thing Seth heard when he
came to. The wet sand stuck to his body. The cool breeze from the ocean sent
shivers down his spine. With a grunt he opened his eyes and sat up.
The sun was setting in the horizon, painting the sky red and offering ever
diminishing light. The white sand covered beach seemed to stretch on forever.
Seth stood up and brushed away the sand from his bare back. No clothes had
made it through the.. what had it been? Had everything been Alternated
somewhere else?
He spotted Tanya laying in the sand not far from him. The waves washed
against the bottom of her feet. Seth rushed over to her and turned her around.
She was as naked as he was.
“Hey, wake up,” said Seth and shook her. The dragon had crashed into
them, but there did not seem to be any damage done by it.
Tanya stirred and grunted. She opened her eyes and looked at Seth for a
moment. It seemed like she didn't recognize him immediately, but her expression
of worry melted when she did.
“What happened?” she asked and sat up. She saw her clothes were gone
along with everything else she had had on. Her hands went to cover her breasts,
but then stopped, realizing it would do not good. The man had already seen her
more than once.
“I think we got Alternated away to another world,” said Seth and stood up to
look around. He spotted something further down in the water. He started walking
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towards it.
Tanya looked after him for a while before following.
They both stopped where the waves washed against a figure.
“Who is she?” asked Tanya. The expression on Seth was enough to make her
worry.
The young woman at their feet was as naked as they were. Her resemblance
to Tina did not go unnoticed by Seth and initially he had thought it was her, but
then he'd noticed the differences and the fact she was clearly younger than her.
Looking around the beach it was unlikely she was a native. She must have been
the dragon that crashed into them.
“I don't know,” Seth admitted, not wanting to worry Tanya with his
suspicions. He crouched down. Who ever she was, leaving her in the waves would
not do. He dragged her further up the beach, away from the water.
Tanya took the opportunity to look around. She could see lights in the
distance, lining the beach. Her eyes caught a familiar looking sign flickering with
its neon green.
“I think I know where we are,” said Tanya and sat down next to Seth who
was trying to wake up the younger woman.
“Where?” asked Seth and gave her a look.
“Benevez.”
Seth looked around and cursed.
Continued in book three of the Broken Worlds.
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