
Table of Contents

OF DUSK AND SHADOWS


Shadows are dangerous, for that is when the monsters come out.

––––––––
[image: image]


CLINT VASLEF, ALMOST eighteen and about to age out of his orphanage, runs off to seek his own future. He finds a magical gem that embeds itself in his hand and transports him to the world of Yorkuni, one that is swathed in shadow most of the day.

Aided by Mira, a young woman roughly his age—and a thief, among other things—they travel across the land in search of the Inn of Imagi, the only place where he might be able to get rid of the gem and return to Earth. 

The gem’s magic protects Clint, as it has the ability to bring him back from the dead, but only five times, so he has to be careful in everything he does.

He also begins to wonder if Mira is really on his side, and by the time he learns the truth, it might already be too late.
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Chapter One: The Alley, The Gem, And The Big Surprise.
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NEW YORK CITY, MIDNIGHT, an alley near the Bowery. Summer. Too darn hot.

June sucked in the most major way when it came to weather. New York’s summers could never be described as comfortable or fun or relaxing. No, they were more like sultry, steamy, and unlivable, in some cases, when dealing with the elderly. More oldsters died from heat stroke than any other physical problem, or so some experts said. I wasn’t sure about that.

What I was sure about was that it was past midnight, it had turned from June second to June third, it was too damn hot, and I couldn’t sleep. The alley was narrow, with only a few crates for company, a dumpster, and my backpack with my clothes, a couple of paperbacks, and my toiletry kit inside. I lay in a cardboard box—actually, three boxes that were duct-taped together—scratched my head, and stared up at the stars. They seemed close enough to touch... 

“Beautiful, ain’t they?”

Morton’s voice jerked me back to Earth. “Yeah, guess so.”

A scraping sound indicated that he was crawling over to my position. I’d moved here after running away from St. Elmo’s Orphanage in Rochester eleven days ago, found refuge in a few alleys, but the denizens there had been less than stellar, so off I went to another alley, and then another, and then another until I met up with Morton. He turned out to be okay, although he liked to talk, sometimes too much...

“Y’ever think there’s life up there, Clint?”

Another Morton question. He loved to chat about the unknown. Of indeterminate age, Morton—no last name ever given—was a small man, roughly five-three, skinny, bald, and he only had one leg. He never told me about how he lost his lower left leg, or what he’d done before ending up here, but that was his right. Most homeless people—or unhoused, or vagrants, or alley occupiers, or...whatever—didn’t say much, if anything, about their pasts.

He would have to ask me now. It was roughly one AM, so getting any sleep was an impossibility, at least for the moment. As for his question, I’d read a lot of sci-fi and fantasy novels, and they’d always taken me to places unknown. 

However, my reality was that I was temporarily residing in a filthy alleyway on Earth with a one-legged man who loved to chat about the intangible and impossible. “I don’t know, Morton. But if there is, maybe it’s better than here.”

“Better than you had,” he grunted and sat up to rub his stump.

He was right about that. Clinton Vaslef, that was me. At least, that was the name I’d been given, and I knew that my family name was Russian-Jewish in descent. One of the Brothers at the orphanage told me so, but he didn’t say much more than that, at least when I was little. After a while, I simply accepted the fact that my parents hadn’t wanted to take care of me. 

What I did know was that for the first seventeen years of my life, St. Elmo’s had taken me in. Since there were no Jewish orphanages open, St. Elmo’s—Catholic, although they never pushed it on me—had given me a home and a decent education. I’d never gone hungry, but it got lonely at times, and it became more than discouraging that no family thought me worthy.

In a way, I couldn’t blame them. I’d always been on the short and skinny side, dark-haired, with brown eyes, a narrow face, and average looks. That was one thing, but I’d been born with a withered right leg. Some people asked me if it was polio, but no—I’d simply been born that way. So, for the first few years of my life after I’d learned how to walk, I limped. It wasn’t that bad, but it probably scared off prospective parents.

A home was all I’d ever wanted. I didn’t care what color my future parents would be, or what religion they were, or if they had money. If they had a house or an apartment, and if they owned it, good enough for me. But until that day came—if it ever did—then St. Elmo’s was my home.

Elmo’s wasn’t the worst place around. Oh, it had its share of bullies and punks and losers, but it also had a few nice people. The Brothers who ran the place—Andrew and Frank, who really were brothers—headed the administration. While growing up there, I quickly learned to differentiate between the nice and the scummy. It was like there were factions—and maybe it was the same way in regular schools—and a person had to make a choice between siding with the nice or siding with the scum. 

I sided with the nice, got my face beaten in more than a dozen times by the kids who didn’t care that I was handicapped, and I thought my life was total crap. St. Elmo’s taught me not to trust anyone, although I trusted Brother Andrew and Brother Frank. They were in their forties, stocky and plain-featured, and they always gave me good advice.

However, the best advice I got was from an older kid named Benny Nargat on how to fight. 
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BENNY WAS THREE YEARS older than me—I heard he was half-Armenian and half-black—built like a fire hydrant, with thick legs and shoulders, a square, unsmiling face, and a swarthy complexion. He was quiet, but if someone pissed him off, then a fight was guaranteed. He’d fight anyone, but only if they made the first move. “Gotta anticipate what the other guy’s going to do,” he’d told me. “Get ready for anything, ‘cuz they won’t let up.”

He pointed at my right leg. “They’re going to go for your bad leg and try to take you down. I would. That’s what fighting is all about—taking advantage of the other’s guys weaknesses, you dig? So, you gotta get in that one shot, take ‘em down, and keep hitting ‘til the Brothers make you back off.”

He meant the Catholic Brothers who served as teachers, guidance counselors, and referees if fights ever happened, and they seemed to happen a lot. St. Elmo’s could be a rough place at times. 

Due to my bad leg, the other punks at St. Elmo’s figured that I was an easy target, and to be fair, at the outset, I was. I’d acted like one, shying away from confrontations. Shying away was a sign of cowardice, at least, to them. I’d gotten my ass kicked from the age of five onwards, cried in the relative safety of my room, and soldiered on for another day.

Oh, wait, soldiering on meant doing things on my own. The other kids had their own cliques, and I was the lone person on the outside looking in. And I figured that was how it would always be. My lone saving talent was that I was decent at school, in particular, English Literature and Chemistry. Everything else, I was simply average, and when it came to fighting back, I was well below the norm.

Benny changed all that. I was ten, still short and skinny, and Benny, thirteen, big for his age and tough, was a veteran of the orphanage wars. “I get it. You got a bum leg. Tough shit. Other kids got worse. So, here’s what you do,” he’d counseled while instructing me how to fight. “Show no pain. Don’t let ‘em know they hurt you. Show no fear. Don’t let ‘em see that you’re scared. That’s what they want. They feed off it. Don’t let ‘em feed.”

And I didn’t. Sure, during our practice sessions, Benny whipped my ass, but then one day, I stood tall and tagged him back with a left hook to his jaw, which put him flat on his back. While I expected the worst, he was far from angry. “Yeah, that’s more like it, Clint,” he’d said after he got up and rubbed away the soreness. “Fight back. Always.”

I still had my doubts. “What if I lose?”

Benny scoffed at that remark. “Think I haven’t lost before? Sure, I have. Got my ass kicked a lot, but I fought back harder. Then I started winning.” He stabbed his finger at me. “Get this straight. If you lose, you go down swinging. But you don’t stop. Now, hands up. Time to brawl.”

Brawl, we did. And through the bumps and bruises and fights with the other kids, I learned. Through a training program of doing pushups, sit-ups, and squats every morning until I passed out or puked—whichever came first—I filled out. My withered leg, while never matching my good one, got stronger, and I walked most of the time without limping. With that strength, and with the idea that I could win, came more confidence.

Finally, when a tormentor named Sam Sutton—seventeen, tall, jacked, mean, and about to age out—didn’t stop pushing me around and challenged me, well, I couldn’t let that pass. He was three years older, tough, and what the hell was he doing in my class in the first place?

It didn’t matter. He wanted to fight and establish his dominance, and since I didn’t feel like backing down, we went at it in the classroom just before Brother Andrew came in. It was eight-forty-five, and Brother Andrew always came in at nine sharp. We had time. The other kids pushed the desks aside, formed a circle, and it was on.

The fight took all of three minutes. Sutton lost badly. He lay on the floor, two teeth knocked out along with a broken nose and a shattered jaw, and while I got a black eye, everyone acknowledged me as the winner. 

When Brother Andrew came in, he looked at the bloody mess on the floor and asked what had happened. No one said a word, and no one even looked in my direction. “Speak up, now.”

“I did it,” I said. “And I’m not sorry.”

Brother Andrew nodded, asked two other kids to help Sutton to the nurse’s office, and after they dragged him out, I got yelled at and sent to the principal’s office.

In turn, our principal, Brother Matthew, scolded me for fighting, but at the same time, he knew that things like this happened. Sutton was going to leave anyway, so what did it matter? In the long run, nothing.

After his lecture, I left Brother Matthew’s office and found Benny waiting in the hallway. “You grounded or something?” he’d asked with a grin. 

“Nah. Just got yelled at.”

“Getting yelled at for winning means that you did the right thing.”

Maybe I had, and after that fight with Sutton, no one dared to jump me. And that was all I wanted, to be left alone. As for Benny, he left the orphanage a year later. A family adopted him, and everyone wished him luck.

On the day of his departure, his new family waited outside, and Benny came over to me before he left, wearing a large smile, although his tone was serious. “Clint, one thing, man. You’re in charge now. Teach the new kids. Help ‘em, if you can.”

I had no words, but it amazed me that he trusted me that much. “I will. Appreciate it.”

We gave each other the soul-shake, and then he was gone. And I continued on with growing, fighting when necessary, and learning. And I kept my promise to Benny. When one of the younger kids got bullied, I stepped in, helped out, and taught the kids to take care of themselves. 

Most of the time, things went well, but then came my seventeenth birthday. I’d been hoping a family would be interested in me, but day after day passed with no takers, and eleven-plus months later, still no one seemed to be interested in adopting me. 

In a moment of crisis, I went to the guidance office after classes were over for the day to ask Brother Andrew the all-important question of, “Did I do something wrong?”

Brother Andrew, who favored suits over religious garb, genial and kind, looked up from scanning the papers on his desk and shook his head. “Clint, you didn’t do anything wrong. Trust me. You’re a good kid, but realistically, most adoptive families want babies to young children. That’s how it is.”

Yes, that’s how it was. He assured me he’d help me get settled somewhere if no family was interested, and he also mentioned something about getting me a job.

While that was a decent move on his part, I couldn’t hit him up for that, so...I left. Sneaking out was easy. The Brothers had an honor system, one that everyone abided by, even the hard-cases. No guards, no one to ask questions about where a person was going...that was easy.

However, surviving was an entirely different story. The orphanage, while far from perfect, had been a home. It had walls for protection. It had showers, bathrooms, and if I caught a cold or got injured in a fight, a nurse was usually on duty. If not, we’d go to a nearby clinic.

Moreover, the orphanage provided structure and a routine. The rules were harsh, in some cases, mainly no drugs or drinking booze—I wasn’t interested in either of those things—or fooling around with the girls. Talking was fine, but everything else was off the table.

As for the routine, we always knew when it was time to get up, hit the showers, study, and sack out. Although the food sucked, no one ever caught food poisoning as far as I knew.

It was a choice I had to make, and I made it, walking out through the front door with my backpack that contained the few clothes I had and never looking back. 

Sure, I was scared at first. It wasn’t easy being on my own, and I learned how to survive. No one came after me, so I figured that the orphanage didn’t care. I’d left in June, and the first ten days turned out to be okay and nothing more. It was hot during the day and fairly cool at night. 

Keeping clean? I used public restrooms, stayed in libraries or department stores during the day, and sometimes...yeah, I stole food from the employee’s lounge. I wasn’t proud of it, but survival was key, and on the sixth day, I found a wallet with no identification but eighty-two dollars in it. No credit cards. Call it found money.

At night, I stayed in the alleys, guarding my cash jealously. If an alley had two or more people in it, I moved on. My path had taken me all over New York until I’d found Morton’s alley near the Bowery. It had been my home for the past few days, it was reasonably clean and quiet, and no one bothered us...

*
[image: image]


BACK TO THE PRESENT.

“Hey, you hear something?” Morton asked.

My mind returned to the here and now. “Like what?”

“I dunno. Like...two people fighting. It’s coming from overhead.”

I looked up and saw nothing. It wasn’t like the alleys weren’t noisy at night. Sometimes the neighbors would stand on their balconies to yell at someone across the way in English, Spanish, or Chinese, and while I couldn’t speak the latter two languages, Morton could speak Spanish, so he translated for me. Chinese was totally incomprehensible, but I thought it was interesting to listen to. 

This situation was different. Fighting happened in pretty much every alley, especially if alcohol and-or drugs were involved, but since I’d come here, not one brawl had broken out. Even if there was a fight, no one would do it in full view. The police didn’t come to this neck of the woods very often, but when they did, they started swinging with their nightsticks first and asked questions later.

The sky was full of stars, and that was all. Maybe Morton was imagining things. On the other hand, his hearing was especially acute, and he used to joke that he was half-dog. “I don’t see or hear anything, Morton...”

My voice trailed off. Shut my mouth and call me a liar. Yes, now I heard something. I listened more carefully, and, yes, it sounded like a man and a woman tangling over something. “Morton, you said that you heard a man and a woman arguing?”

Morton was in the process of strapping on his prosthetic leg. “Yeah...yeah, that’s it. They sound like foreigners. What the hell?”

Hell had very little to do with it. But something weird was going on, as the sky opened twenty feet above us, and two people tumbled through it, hitting the top of the dumpster and falling heavily to the ground. 

“Holy shit! They’re all yours, Clint. Good luck,” Morton yelled in terror as he got up, grabbed a worn backpack that held all his worldly possessions, and then took off as fast as possible. 

Thanks a lot.

In the dim light of the streetlamps, the people—a man and a woman—got to their hands and knees unsteadily. They both wore robes—plain brown or black... I wasn’t sure—similar to what samurai wore long ago. Loose-fitting garments, they flapped in the slight breeze.

The woman had a shock of red hair, a narrow face, and she seemed pretty from my vantage point. Both she and the man had tattoos on their right temples, markings that resembled spiderwebs.

As for the man, from what I could make out, he had dark hair with regular features, a long, aquiline nose, and an angry tone when he spoke. “Ntarra, ilfrendeza abhat!”

“Abhat, nonilfrendenza subat,” she replied with the same vehemence. What language were they speaking?

I had zero idea, but they forgot about yelling at each other and turned their attention to the ground, patting the cement here and there. Obviously, they’d lost something, and they needed to find it.

The woman turned to me. “Nik clonar tenmongu,” she said. “Tenmongu!”

Right...like I knew what she was getting at. But I thought that she wanted me to help her look for something...and then I spotted a glowing red gem underneath the dumpster. I bent over and picked it up. It looked like a ruby. “Is this what you’re searching for?” I asked.

She rose quickly, and her eyes lit up in alarm. “Ruttenna, ruttenna!”

“Hey,” I said, annoyed. “I don’t speak your language. What is it, Hungarian, Croatian, what?”

She kept on pointing at the jewel. It was glowing brighter now, and...oh, hell, ruttenna probably meant, “Don’t touch it.”

Too late now, and two things happened in quick succession. First, the gem embedded itself in my right palm. It hurt beyond measure for only a second, but that pain faded, and holy-shit point number two, the world began to fade out. It was dark, but the concrete jungle I was in gave way to a grassy meadow. It was daytime there, and then I was back in the alley again. What was going on here?

“Tenmongu,” the man said in an authoritarian voice. “Tenmongu!”

I’d never been the sharpest tool in the shed, but I figured that by saying tenmongu, it was a strong hint to hand it over. Not that I could, but that’s what I figured he’d said. So, I did the obvious—I spread my arms wide and told them the truth. “Guys, I’m not sure what you’re fighting about, but if you can’t give me an answer in English, then I’m keeping this jewel—or it’s keeping me. And what the hell is going on with the meadow?”

Uh-oh, as soon as I said meadow, my surroundings began to fade out again, and then it hit me—I controlled the jewel. It had some kind of magic in it, and it responded to my commands. “Meadow,” I said again. And, sure enough, I was back in the meadow again.

“Alley,” I said, just testing it out. Yes, back in the New York alley again, only the next time I said meadow, the woman and man latched onto me, and my world faded out for good. We ended up in the meadow, and the man, whoever he was, tried to grab the gem. Scared and angry, I let fly with a right hook and laid him out. After that, I turned to the woman. “Where is this place?” 

The woman touched my head, stiffened, and I felt fingers poking around my cerebral cortex, worming their way into every fold and crevice as if accessing words and phrases. It didn’t hurt, but it felt odd, and I also felt invaded. A person’s brain was their own private possession, as were their thoughts.

A moment later, the fingers withdrew, and the woman relaxed, saying in a flat, non-accented voice, “It’s called Yorkuni. You’re on my world, now.”

Startled by the sudden switch from her speaking an alien tongue to speaking colloquial English, I asked, “How did you do that?”

“If you mean learning your language, it’s a gift many of our people have. We have the ability to tap into your thoughts and download the language of the visitor instantaneously. It’s actually a simultaneous transfer. I’ve accessed your language, and you’ve accessed mine. You think I’m speaking English, but in fact, you’re really speaking my language. At any rate, don’t worry about losing any secrets of yours. I was only after learning how to speak your language. I can’t access personal details. My abilities don’t work that way.”

That was good to know, although I had no secrets or really much of a life to talk about. Anyway, the woman added without a trace of irony, “I want to welcome you, but since you probably won’t last long here, I’ll just say good luck.”

I’d heard of cold introductions, but her way of phrasing things was on a whole different level.

Chapter Two: Getting My Bearings

––––––––
[image: image]


RIGHT, I WAS IN SOME kind of shadow world. The woman with me spoke English, and, according to her, my life would probably end soon. Call that the ultimate buzzkill welcome. “Name, you have a name?” she asked while I was still contemplating my end.

“Clint Vaslef. Clint is short for Clinton. You?”

“Miraletitia. We have only one name in this realm.”

Uh, right. Her name was interesting but a tad long. “I don’t suppose you have a nickname?”

Dimness of our surroundings or not, I saw a spark of surprise in her eyes. They were maroon, a nice color, and they lit up the semi-darkness. “You decide. Some of our people have rather long names.”

After a few seconds of thought, I came up with one name. “Mira. Is that okay?”

A brief smile flitted across her face. “Interesting that you used that. As a matter of fact, my friends call me Mira as a nickname.”

I couldn’t resist. “Are we friends?”

“I’m not sure...yet. C’mon. We need to find shelter, talk, and then I’ll tell you what’s going on.”

She took my hand and led me across the meadow. We reached a low mountain a few minutes later, and she touched something on the rock face. The door slid aside, and she ushered me in. Notably, she didn’t try to take the jewel. 

Realistically, she couldn’t, as it was embedded in my palm. I only hoped that she wouldn’t try cutting off my hand. As if reading my mind, she said, “I couldn’t take that power gem from you, even if I tried. For some reason, it’s bonded itself to you. That’s a first. Some outworlders have come here, but none have ever stayed that long or attempted to take it. Truthfully, I didn’t think it was possible for this kind of thing to happen.”

“Well, it’s happened.” I felt kind of lame saying that, but in this kind of situation, what else was there to say?

Mira stared at my palm, then switched her gaze to me. “This is amazing. I hope that you’ll help me before you use it to return to your world.”

I stopped in my tracks. We’d been walking down a narrow corridor carved from the rock. Torches on either side provided light and some heat, but a smell of mold and decay hit my nostrils. I could go home again? Not that there was that much to return to, but still...

Mira interrupted my thoughts by saying, “Yes, you can return to your world, but you can only do so after returning that gem to its proper place. That’s how the magic works. Before that happens, we have to get to the place where the gem has to be placed, and in doing so, there’s danger. That’s why the gem will grant you chances.”

“Chances,” I echoed.

“Yes, chances,” she repeated. “Follow me, and I’ll explain everything.”

She’d said that before, but I was intrigued. We started walking again, and a minute later, we entered a large, circular chamber, one capable of holding at least a thousand people. Unlit torches lined the walls, and a pit had a pile of wood in it, but there was no fire. 

“Wait,” Mira said. She took a stone from her pocket, muttering, “Flint.”

She’d said flint, but in the back of my mind, the word for flint was kratin. That was weird, thinking and speaking in another language, but since I was here, I had to go with it.

Mira proceeded to strike it against the wall, causing a few sparks to fall. She grabbed a torch, used the flint to light it, then walked around the chamber, lighting each torch and then tossing one into the pit. 

Soon, a large fire was blazing merrily. Mira went to the edge of the pit, sat, and motioned to space beside her. “Sit with me.”

That came off as a command, not a request. I sat next to her, half in awe of where I was, and half in fear due to where I was and the fact that I was sitting next to someone who was a total badass. Mira reached down and took an earthenware jug, uncorked it, and drank greedily. “Water,” she said, handing me the jug.

I tilted my head back and drank, feeling the coolness of the water slide down my throat and hit the pit of my stomach. A welcome peace filled me, and I handed the jug back. “Thanks.”

Mira took it and set it down, then turned to me with a serious expression. “Tell me about your world. It was my first time there, and I wasn’t familiar with it.”

Oh, so much to say and not that much time in which to do it. I gave her the basics, told her about our system of government, and then I asked her if it was dark all the time. She replied, her eyes wide, “It’s been that way for a long time. Where we are is the farming area. It doesn’t have a name. Mainly farmers live here and tend to their fields, and that’s about it. Where we are right now, this cave, it belonged to a wizard. He used this place as a refuge from the world, and when he died, he passed it on to us.”

“Us,” I echoed. “And who is us?”

“I’ll get to that. More important is what you have in your hand, the Gem of Ginowa.”

A wizard. The name came out as Gee-no-wa, with the accent on the first syllable. “Sounds like a person’s name.”

She bobbed her head in acknowledgment. “Yes, that’s correct. Ginowa was the wizard I just mentioned. Legend is he found that jewel at the base of a mountain and infused it with his own brand of magic. This place is magic. That’s why we, as members of his guild, can use this place. It’s why the jug we drank from is always full of water. The jug is magic, and magic is also the reason why this world is dark. Ginowa used the magic of the gem to cast a spell on this world before he died.”

Mira’s voice turned bitter. “It used to be good here. We used to have days and nights like your world has, yes?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

She eyed me closely, as if checking me for lies. “All right, so our worlds are similar. But the wizard? He was a twisted person who had some connection with the dark. No one ever understood it entirely, and he never explained why. He simply did what he did. And what he did was to use his magic to keep it dark roughly seventeen hours of the day. Our days are twenty-two hours. Yours?”

“Twenty-four.”

She nodded. “At any rate, it’s dusk here most of the time, and that’s the reason why you won’t see many people out when the light fades. There are certain animals and beings that prey on people. We have a saying here. There are creatures on this world that live in the dusk and shadows. Some have four limbs, and others have less. And it’s something every person knows.”

It seemed like a sensible saying to follow, and since I didn’t know dick about this world, Mira was the person to follow. She continued with, “Anyone who goes outside does so in the daytime. That lasts for only a short period, five hours at most, and only in the sunlight. If it rains or snows, depending on the season, then that counts as dusk, and it’s just as dangerous as true dusk. 

“The people who go out are farmers, guards who watch the farmers, and the farmers who deliver food to towns and cities. They’re, well, they’re frightened of what’s happened, but they can’t do much, so they survive the best way they can, and how they do it is by abiding by the rules. We have one simple rule—don’t go out after dusk.

“However, some people risk the dusk, such as adventurers.”

“Like you?”

Mira nodded. “Yes, like me and my, uh, adversary. His name is Melk.”

Melk. He sounded like a jerk. Got Melk? Nope, don’t want it, I thought. “Uh, so, how did you get to Earth?”

A rueful expression crossed Mira’s face. “Melk had stolen the gem from someone else. I wanted to get it and return it to its rightful owner.”

Uh-huh, something smelled fishy. “And you were going to return it out of the goodness of your heart?”

A rueful expression crossed her face. “No, I’m not totally altruistic. There was a reward offered, and I accepted the challenge, so, yes, I’m in it for the money. Anyway, I tracked Melk down, found him, and we had our battle.”

That didn’t exactly explain how they’d gotten to my world. “I don’t suppose you’ve ever been to Earth before.”

A tiny smile suffused her face. “In our language, we use the word Earth as an epithet. Actually, we use the word earthet, but it means the same thing, an epithet.”

“A what?”

“A swear word.” Her smile got bigger. “Earthet means shithead. It’s the worst insult you can call anyone. Melk was holding the gem. Actually, he was juggling it. Those who don’t actually have possession of it can’t handle it. It burns the skin of anyone it won’t accept. Call that the curse of the wizard. I have no idea why he cast that spell upon the gem, and I can’t understand why it chose you, an outworlder.

“Anyway, I called Melk a shithead, I probably didn’t pronounce the word correctly because of the fight we were having, and we ended up on your world. After that, well, you already know.”

I tried not to laugh, couldn’t, and we both ended up chuckling for a time. When our laughter died down, Mira added, “We should be safe from Melk for the time being, but he’s smart and tenacious. He’ll eventually find us, so we have to keep moving and hide whenever possible.” 

All of this was a lot to take in. My initial shock had worn off and my disbelief was slowly segueing into acceptance—slowly. It was all so fantastic, so unreal, but yet, I was here, and I had questions. “Uh, you were saying the jewel bonded itself to me?”

“Correct.” She picked up the jug again. After chugging from it freely, she put it down, wiped her lips, and gave a satisfied ahh sound. “That’s how the gem works. While it can, if used properly with the proper spell, restore our world to having a normal day and night, it doesn’t really endow the user with any special qualities, save one. Its greatest power is that it can bring a person back to life, but it can only happen five times. After that, their life is over, and the gem is considered up for grabs.”

“Having multiple lives, sort of like a cat,” I said, trying to be helpful. “Minus four times, that is.”

A confused expression appeared on her face. “What’s a cat?”

Oh, they probably didn’t have them here, so she had no frame of reference with the old cats-have-nine-lives concept. “It’s a small animal with whiskers, and it’s often kept as a pet.” 

To make things clearer, I drew a crude picture in the sand with my finger. Mira observed it and shook her head. “We don’t have such animals here. We have the letmord, the umabira, and the nago, among others.”

I had no idea of what the big three were, so she bent over and drew their pictures. While she did, she gave me the basic facts about them. The letmord looked like vampiric guinea pigs, had sharp teeth, and were venomous. They lived in the fields, slept during the daylight hours, and came out to forage and attack at dusk.

The umabira resembled horses, only they were much larger and had eight legs, weighing in the realm of a quarter ton on average, and sometimes more. Many of them were domesticated, but they had a mean streak, often kicking anyone who came within range, simply because they could. Like Earth horses, they ate this planet’s version of grass and hay, but unlike Earth’s horses, they ate very sparingly.

As for the nago, they were a bluish-green and reminded me of giant grasshoppers, roughly a foot in length, only the nago had extremely sharp teeth. At least they weren’t venomous, but they traveled in a swarm throughout the land, feasting on any of the people they could. According to Mira, they could strip a person of their flesh and organs in less than a minute. 

“Whether they carry venom within them or not doesn’t matter. They’re all dangerous,” Mira added. “The umabira are especially dangerous. Although they’re domesticated, they sometimes charge. As big as they are, they’re also fast. And, like I said, they kick. Their kicks are powerful enough to cave in a person’s chest or skull.”

Okay, that scared me. I’d just have to watch out for any animal or insect that wanted to kill me, which seemed to be almost everything on this world. “Anything else?”

“A Soul Eater,” she added and shivered. “They’re quite common, but unlike the letmord, they come out at all hours of the day or the dusk. You have to be careful and cautious with them because they’re supremely dangerous.”

I looked at her. “Tell me more.”

She sat back
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Chapter Three: A Rebirth, And A New Adventure
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Chapter Four: Climb Every Mountain...
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Chapter Five: Ford Every Stream

[image: image]





[image: image]







[image: image]

























































Chapter Six: Meet The Soul Eater
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Chapter Seven: Town, Part One
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Chapter Eight: Town, Part Two
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Chapter Nine: Downtime
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Chapter Ten: Captured
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Chapter Eleven: An Unlikely Rescue
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Chapter Twelve: “What’s Really Going On Here?”
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Chapter Thirteen: Vintarra
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Chapter Fourteen: Knife Fight
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Chapter Fifteen: Brigands
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Chapter Sixteen: The Inn Of Imagi
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Chapter Seventeen: “This Is My Answer.”
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Chapter Eighteen: Final Chapter—For Now
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