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PROLOGUE

Four Years Ago: Monday, July 15, 2000

Jake hadn’t expected the phone call from
Bryce Duncan.

“Hiya, Jake.”

He recognized the slight Australian accent.
“Bryce?”

“Your one and only grad school roommate.”

“It’s good to hear from you. What’ve you been
up to?”

“Still digging up the past, except I have a
small problem that requires your kind of genius. Can you hop a
flight tomorrow morning to scenic Upstate New York?”

Granted, Jake hadn’t seen him in over two
years because they’d both been busy, but this was a bit too
impulsive, even for capricious Bryce. Still, a short vacation from
this hot, humid Illinois summer sounded good. But...

“Can’t do it. I’m in the middle of a project.
How about next weekend?”

“That’ll be too late.”

Jake heard a nervous edge in Bryce’s voice.
“Bryce, what’s this about?”

“I can’t discuss it over the phone. Bring old
clothes. Your ticket’s waiting for you at the airport.”

“Are you in some kind of trouble?”

“No, not yet. I’m relying on you to keep me
out of it. I know you’re never out of bed before ten, but a 6:30
a.m. flight was the best I could arrange. You’ll have to switch
planes a couple of times, and there’re no in-flight meals. Best I
could do. Sorry. I’ll meet you at the Plattsburgh airport late
tomorrow afternoon.”

* * *

Bryce met him at Clinton County Airport
wearing a khaki shirt and shorts. He wasn’t quite as lean as Jake
remembered. His sun-bleached brown hair now touched his shoulders,
and he’d learned how to use a comb. It was good to see him, but...
“What the hell’s going on, Bryce?”

“Did you eat anything?”

“Only from the vending machines. Why am I
here?”

“Well, I guarantee you a dinner to make up
for it.”

During the fifteen-minute drive to Ausable
Chasm, at the southern tip of Lake Champlain, Bryce refused to talk
about why he’d asked Jake to come here. He wanted to know all about
Jake’s research at Illinois.

They drove up to an RV nestled in the woods.
“Whatever happened to roughing it?” Jake asked.

“It’s out of fashion.”

Bryce unloaded Jake’s overnight bag from the
trunk and pointed to a woman standing next to a gas grill. “Diane
and I live in Plattsburgh.”

“You got married and didn’t tell me?”

“Not yet. Next June. Will you be my best
man?” They walked over to the grill.

“Bryce, I’d be honored to be your best man,
and I’m glad to see you again, but what’s so urgent you had to
bring me here?”

“Patience. We’ll get to that. Diane, this is
Jake Kesten.”

She turned around: full dark hair,
wonderfully prominent cheekbones on a tanned face, captivating
brown eyes. “Bryce told me all about your times as roommates,” she
said, tongs in hand, “and the wild parties.”

“We two geeks never got invited to any wild
parties,” Jake said.

Bryce grinned. “Right. I met Diane a year
ago. She was a journalism major and wanted to interview an
archaeologist. As I recall, the interview lasted all night. How’s
your situation at Illinois? Any serious relationships?”

“Just tension relief and sanity maintenance.
That’s about all I can handle for now. Most of the unmarried women
at U. of I. are either too studious to be interested in anything
serious or were cursed with cruel genes.”

Bryce nodded. “Let’s get you settled.” He
opened the door of the RV and Jake stepped up inside.

“God, do I smell peppers and onions? I’m
salivating.”

“Oh, yeah. I remembered how much you like
them. Throw your stuff on the bed in back. Bathroom’s here.”

Jake washed up and joined Bryce and Diane at
the foldout table up front a few minutes later. Before Jake could
ask him the question, Bryce said, “Eat and enjoy. We’ll take a walk
afterward.”

Why was Bryce so calm today when he had
sounded so nervous on the phone yesterday?

After they each ate a pound of medium-rare
sirloin, Bryce took him outside—an hour or two of daylight was
still left—to talk. “My boss, the esteemed Dr. Ferraro, has been
pissed lately at his grad students who—through no fault of
theirs—have not produced anything he can publish. He expected me,
his postdoc, to remedy that situation. He knew my attention for
detail, so he sent me here to re-survey this old Indian site for
something useful. I didn’t argue. Given his foul mood, I was glad
for the time away. Even though he’s tenured, he takes ‘publish or
perish’ too seriously.”

“Bryce, I’m getting pissed off. You
yank me here for something you said can’t wait another few days,
then make it sound like it can.”

“I just wanted you to relax first.”

“I haven’t been able to relax since I got
your call. Explain. Now. What does this have to do with me?”

“Language translation.” He gave Jake a
sideways smile. “I think I forgot to mention that on the
phone.”

Jake shook his head.

“I’d been digging here a few weeks, finding
nothing. Then I got lucky. I’m not sure yet if it’s good luck or
bad luck. In any case, I doubt that we’ll be able to publish my
findings.”

They walked down a slope. A pair of lanterns
hung next to a cliffside entrance. Bryce lit both and handed one to
Jake. “I spotted a crack in the hillside behind the overgrowth. It
took me two days to clear the debris and rocks. Duck. There’s a
nasty protrusion.” Bryce rubbed the top of his head and faked a
wince.

They entered a small cave about eight feet
high and twenty feet in diameter. A uniformed body lay on the floor
near the center. After Bryce brought his lantern close to it, the
skeleton under the uniform became apparent.

“His skull was cracked,” Bryce said. “I
cleared away a lot of loose rocks around him. I suspect a cave-in
killed him and buried the entrance.”

“You flew me here to see a dead body?”

“Note the uniform is perfectly preserved
despite the flesh having completely decayed away.”

Jake noted the coal-black shirt, tight-weave
pants with an Oriental-appearing insignia on the leg, and dark
green boots.

Bryce squatted and undid a press-seal on the
shirt. “Not Velcro. It’s something I’ve never seen. The pants have
a fly front with the same press-seal. Except for a bit of mustiness
in the cave, there was no odor when I opened it. This fellow’s been
here a long time. Tomorrow, I expect the military to be all over
this place like fleas on the family pet. That’s why I needed you
here today.”

“Military? You find a body and you
call the military instead of the police?”

“Trust me, this isn’t a police matter, and I
wasn’t the one who called the military. A few inches from the
skeleton’s hand was a smooth, black stone. I work out of Stony
Brook, too far from here for a quick trip, so I took it to the SUNY
college in Plattsburgh, to a discreet technician I’ve worked with
before. We measured the stone’s density at two point seven, same as
granite. The fluorescence analysis equipment to determine mineral
composition was down for maintenance, so we x-rayed it. Here, take
a look.”

Bryce pulled out of his pocket an object the
size and shape of a charcoal briquette. Jake ran his fingers over
the surface—they dragged slightly against its matte finish—and
handed it back.

“We would have been fine if his boss, an
asshole who we thought had left for the day, hadn’t walked in and
gotten a look over our shoulders before we could stop him. We knew
we were screwed. He called his friends at the Plattsburgh Air Force
Base.”

“Why would he notify the military?” Jake
asked.

“Besides being an asshole, he got a nice
research grant from the Air Force, so he sucks up to them every
chance he gets.”

“So, what did he see?”

Bryce grinned evilly. “The x-ray showed what
we think is a microchip embedded in it. There’s another twist,
though. I sent a bone sample for carbon dating. It came back with a
carbon-14 content one point three times greater than what a
living specimen should contain.”

“I don’t understand.”

“While an organism is alive, the carbon-14
ratio in its body maintains an equilibrium with the environment.
After it dies, the radioactive decay takes over. Every 5700 years,
half of the C-14 decays.”

“I think I remember some of that from a
freshman chem course, but what do you mean that the carbon-14
content was too high?”

“Any organic material should have a C-14
content equal to or less than what’s in the carbon dioxide in the
atmosphere. If it’s greater, then either the lab screwed up—but
they said they ran it three times to be sure they hadn’t—or else
the sample was exposed to radiation. The black stone was not
radioactive, and my Geiger counter picked up no radiation around
the area.”

“There’s no other explanation?”

“Just one. After the C-14 results, I took a
second bone sample to a biochemist at Stony Brook who works with
ancient DNA. To cover my ass, I told him I thought it might belong
to a Pleistocene mammal. He said it was more human than anything,
but it matched nothing in the databases. He was curious about where
I’d gotten it. I said I’d get back to him. Meanwhile, I had given a
small piece of the uniform and the scroll to a forensic chemist I
know.”

“What scroll?”

Bryce reached into a crevice and pulled out
what resembled a six-inch-long roll of paper an inch in diameter.
“Feel.”

Jake rubbed his fingers over it.
“Plastic?”

“Protein. Similar in composition to spider
silk, but with a couple of unusual amino acids. It’s highly stable,
which explains why it didn’t decay. The chemist said it was similar
to stuff he knew the military’s working on. He’s still analyzing
the uniform. It’s a polymer he’s not familiar with.”

“So exactly what are you suggesting?”

“This guy is not from Earth. And this is
where you come in.” Bryce unrolled the scroll. “I need you to
decipher these.”

Jake examined the scrawls. “They look
Oriental, like the insignia on the uniform.”

“They’re nothing I recognize, and my research
came up negative. I called you because you’re the expert in this
area.”

“I don’t know anything about ancient
languages.”

“That paper you wrote on language decoding
algorithms from your PhD research was brilliant. This is a new
language. Here’s where you test your work in the real world.”

“Bryce, I wouldn’t know where to start.”

“Remember, I know what your grad school GPA
was, genius. You’ll figure out something. Meanwhile, I’ll try to
keep your name out of it. Here’s how I see it happening: I lie and
tell them I found the black stone outside the cave. Then, I say
this may be an Indian burial site and they’ll need permission from
Indian Affairs to move the skeleton or anything inside the cave.
They’ll cordon off the area, and no one will get in or out. An
Indian Affairs rep will come out and, seeing the uniform, agree
that it’s not an Indian skeleton and let them take it away. At that
point, they will strap me to a chair, aim nasty bright lights at
me, inject me with turn-your-brain-to-mush drugs, and threaten to
dissect my nuts for good measure if I don’t spill my guts.”

“That’d dampen your wedding plans.”

“I’m glad one of us finds this amusing.”

“You’re exaggerating, Bryce.”

“Yeah. There are stories about what happens
to archaeologists who find certain stuff and fail to report it to
the proper authorities in a timely manner. I made photo
enlargements of the scroll for you. I’ll put it back and pretend
surprise when they find it.” He gave Jake a serious look. “Diane is
the only other person who knows you’re here. I paid for your plane
ticket with cash. I won’t mention you until I have no other choice.
You should be safe for a few days.”

Jake picked up his lantern. “Safe from
what?”

“A government incursion into your private
life.”

“Shit, Bryce. There goes my government
grant.”

“If you can decipher that writing, we’ll be
heroes. They might offer us cushy government jobs.”

“Or your imagined interrogation session might
become a reality. Why didn’t you report it right away?”

“Because last year I made an important find
near an Indian burial ground. I reported it, waited for permission
to proceed, and got it. Know what happened? Someone along the way,
who knew for sure it was not on a burial ground, got there first,
and took the credit! That skeleton isn’t Indian, and this cave is
not on Indian land. It’s public land, no permission needed. But I
guess we still get screwed.”

Jake took a deep breath. “Maybe not.”

The next day, Bryce drove him to the airport,
after a much shorter vacation than Jake had counted on. He got on
the commuter plane, not sure what Bryce had really discovered but
determined as hell to find out.

* * *

Jake got back to his apartment around nine
that night. He dropped his overnight bag on the floor and flopped
onto the couch, facing a black TV screen. Two days ago he’d been
comfortably entrenched in near academic anonymity. What the hell
was he supposed to do now? Sure, his language translation program
worked. His thesis proved how it could break down a language into
its basic linguistic elements, but he’d only tried it on known
Earth languages. Bryce’s mystery language defied
description, other than a vague Oriental appearance. If Jake was
certain that no way could he decipher even the smallest part of it
in a few days, he was more certain that, as beat as he was from the
last two days, no way could he sleep now. He closed his eyes
anyway.

He had finally relaxed and slowed his
breathing enough that he felt sleep might be possible when his body
began to vibrate. A shiver shot through him. A moment later he
landed on a hard floor, not on a carpeted one, and his eyes flew
open.

Where the hell was he? Candles, in sconces
evenly spaced around the dark-wood-paneled walls, lit the room.
Lightly fragrant spice scented the air.

“Please forgive the abrupt
transference.”

In front of him stood a humanoid figure in a
dark red robe. Behind this person were a desk and bookcase.

“Who the hell are you, and where the hell am
I?”

“I am Arion, an Elfaeden Mage. You are in my
keep because I need you to prepare a young man named Scott Madison
for his future.”

Jake pushed himself to a seated position on
the floor. “I don’t know anyone by that name.”

“I will show you where to find him.”


CHAPTER 1

Jake

Two Years Ago, Spring 2002: Planet Earth

My senior year in college had ended. On this
Thursday morning, the day after finals, two things kept me on
campus: a graduation ceremony on Sunday and my job. As dorm
resident advisor, I had to stay until the dorm was empty. They gave
me free room and board in exchange for babysitting undergraduates.
In the past year I had learned to be tolerant; I had learned to
counsel; I had learned when to shut my door—all valuable,
real-world skills.

The RA’s room had a coveted location near the
front door, although making it easy to sneak women in and out of
the room undetected surely was not the designer’s original intent.
However, this coming Sunday I, J. Scott Madison, was graduating at
my virginal best, having been scared spermless by the
do-it-and-watch-it-rot Army training films thrust upon an
impressionable, pubescent child of twelve. At least, that’s where I
had convinced myself the blame lay.

UCSD sits above a gorgeous beach along North
Torrey Pines Road in San Diego, where the students surf at lunch. I
didn’t surf, and I didn’t worship the Great Yellow Ball.
Scholarships aside, at those tuition prices I was there to study,
as the Colonel frequently reminded me.

With nothing else to do until graduation, I
caught up on my TV viewing. During the commercials I alternately
considered grad school in marine biology and a real job. The
Colonel still hoped I’d choose career military, as my brother
had.

I’d gone on a few job interviews, mostly for
the experience, and had papered my dorm door with the rejection
letters. For sure I wanted to get away from La Jolla, second only
to Beverly Hills with its pretentious inhabitants.

When TV soap opera time arrived, I grabbed my
wallet, locked my door, and went hunting for lunch. An ad on the
dorm bulletin board outside my room caught my eye:

WANTED: College graduate with no outstanding
obligations interested in fieldwork in a warlike atmosphere. If you
are a marine biologist looking for that last hurrah before
undertaking grad school, this job is for you. No experience
necessary. Must like to travel. Excellent pay. No résumé required.
Leave message at the number below.

A phone number followed.

No résumé required? Was this a prank, aimed
at me, a last dig from those under my care? The monetary reference
piqued my interest, though. I needed money for the summer, and I
didn’t want to live at home if I could avoid it.

During lunch at the all-you-can-eat buffet at
Pizza Hut, the ad played games with my mind. If I went to grad
school, I was still fair game for my father’s career suggestions.
What if the ad wasn’t a prank? What if it was my chance at
autonomous, Colonel-free living? When I got back to the dorm, I
wrote down the number and went into my room to call.

A machine identified itself as Jake. It asked
for my name, phone number, and the date and time I was calling. It
thanked me and promised to get back to me. I gave my dorm phone
number, not my cell. If he was legit, he’d call right away. If not,
my phone would be disconnected Monday with no forwarding number.
I’d already exchanged email addresses with any friends I wanted to
stay in touch with.

Why had I called? The ad said “Travel.” I
hated to travel. Life as an Army brat had dragged me through six
different grade schools and five different high schools.

“Field work in a warlike atmosphere.” That
chimed military and reinforced the prank aspect.

And how many job applications are made by
leaving a message on an answering machine?

* * *

Nine a.m. the following Monday morning, with
a BS officially appended to my name, I packed the last of my
college memorabilia, a senescent toothbrush, and my beloved,
face-scouring razor that had faithfully brought me to attention for
numerous early-morning exams.

Only two other students were still in the
dorm: a sophomore who had stayed to see his brother graduate—he was
leaving shortly—and a junior who had taken an on-campus summer job
and was moving into off-campus housing today. Where was I
going?

Someone knocked on my door. “It’s open.”
Probably one of the two dorm stragglers coming to wish me luck with
my life, although I couldn’t imagine either of them awake yet.

“Do you normally invite men into your room
this early in the morning?”

I came to attention—force of habit—and stared
at the body behind the unfamiliar voice. “Excuse me?”

“You wanted a job.” He made it a
statement.

How did he know? “The bulletin board ad? I
figured that was a prank.”

“So why did you call?”

“Then you’re Jake?”

“Yep. I’ve been called a prick, but never a
prank. Is that modern college slang for the same thing?” He stepped
forward and proffered his hand over the bed.

I shrugged and shook it. He was about six
feet tall and well acquainted with the gym. Short, kinky, black
hair came to a point on his forehead, and inch-long sideburns
framed a square jaw with a shaved-last-night stubble. I guessed him
late twenties.

“Ready for the interview?” he said.

“I’m not exactly dressed for an
interview.”

He smiled. “Neither am I.” His barely ironed,
button-down white shirt, jeans, and deck shoes were still better
than my denim shorts and tan, pocket T-shirt. And he was wearing a
nouveau-formal, black leather tie.

“I have a flight at twelve forty-five,” I
said.

“We’ll be done long before that.”

This had to be a joke, but since I’d finished
packing and had nothing better to do for the moment, it might prove
amusing to hear what he had to say. I offered him my chair and sat
on the bed. “Sorry, my résumés are packed away.”

“My ad said none required.” He pointed to my
suitcase. “I appreciate my employees being ready to go on a
moment’s notice.” He pulled a tattered, spiral notebook from his
shirt pocket and flipped it open. He read, “Name: Jefferson Scott
Madison.”

“Scott. I don’t use my first name.”

But he continued. “Place of residence: Fort
Bragg, North Carolina. Age: Twenty-two. Height: Six-four. Weight:
One-ninety. Major: Biology, marine concentration. Minors: Art and
Literature. Marital status: ...Single.” He raised his head. “Any
kids?”

“You said I was single.”

His eyes drilled into mine. “Marriage is not
a prerequisite to procreation, as I’m sure your biology classes
adequately taught you.” He grinned, displaying perfect, white
teeth. “You’re still a virgin.”

Warmth rose in my neck. “That’s a rather
personal question.” But it wasn’t a question.

He dropped the smile. “This is a personal
interview.”

“I think the question is considered
discriminatory.”

“That’s only for EOEs.”

I tilted my head at him.

“Equal Opportunity Employer. I’m not, so I
don’t give a shit.”

Keep cool, Scott. “Unless you’re
recruiting male prostitutes, what would my sexual activity have to
do with the job?”

Above his blue eyes, thick eyebrows came
within a quarter inch of joining. He raised one. “What I don’t need
is someone whose first priority in life is getting laid. You’re the
Colonel’s boy, all right. Evasive.”

“You know my father? Did he send you?”

“Yes, I do, and no, he didn’t.” He pushed
back the chair and stood. “Let’s go get some breakfast.”

“I have a plane to catch.”

“Plenty of time. I’m hungry, I’m buying, and
I guarantee you won’t miss your flight because I’m leaving at the
same time. And I’ll drive you to the airport to save you cab fare.
Besides, you must have questions about the job.”

“I’m not interested.”

“Not even in free food? College
students—”

“Ex-student.”

“—never turn down free food. It’s a law of
the universe.”

He drove us in his rental car to a nearby
café frequented by the college crowd. Today most of the tables were
empty. After we sat and ordered, he asked, “Questions about the
job?”

“Was that ad meant for me?”

“Yes.”

“What if I hadn’t called?”

“I’d have come anyway.”

“You must have had other inquiries.”

“Two. I told them the job was already
filled.”

“Even military recruiters aren’t that cocky,”
I said. “It must be nice.”

“What is?”

“Living in fantasyland. Do you work for my
father?”

“Not directly. I’m a civilian consultant at
Fort Bragg.”

“Finally, a straight answer?”

“I told him I was headed this way and asked
if he wanted me to say hi to you.”

“What did he say to that?”

“‘Keep the hell away from my son!’” He did a
good imitation of the Colonel’s resonant, authoritative voice.

“That makes sense. He tries to keep unsavory,
civilian influences out of my life.”

“I don’t consider myself unsavory.”

Our food arrived. “Okay, what’s the job
involve?” I finally asked.

“Do you like computer hackers?”

“It depends on whether they’re my
friends.”

He cut a piece of sausage, put it in his
mouth, chewed, and swallowed. “The first prerequisite is
willingness to do the job.”

“You haven’t told me what the job is
yet.”

“Classified. I can’t tell you until you
accept.”

This guy seemed to be doing his best to make
me not want the job. He knew who I was and knew my father,
but this wasn’t my father’s style, unless my father had gotten more
desperate than I thought.

I looked at my watch, then at him. “Yes, sir;
no, sir; anything you say, sir; no fucking way, sir. Military is
not my favorite color. Clear enough? Thank you for breakfast. Now,
if that offer of a ride to the airport is still open, I would
appreciate it. If not, please drive me back to the dorm and I’ll
call a cab.”

He raised an eyebrow. “‘Military is not my
favorite color?’ I like that.”

* * *

Back at the dorm I was going to change into a
short-sleeved shirt and long pants, but he suggested, “Just the
shirt, keep the shorts. It’s a long flight, be comfortable. Who’s
going to care what you look like on the plane?”

I made sure I hadn’t forgotten anything
before we loaded my bags into the car. I sat quietly during the
drive and wondered when he’d bring up the job again.

At the airport he drove past where he should
have dropped me off. “Um, you should have let me off back
there.”

“No.” He stopped at a pedestrian crossing. “I
canceled your reservation yesterday. Your credit card will be
refunded.”

“What the fuck is going on?”

His jaw muscles tightened. “Saving you money.
Commercial airlines are such rip-offs, and I really don’t like my
employees using the f-word.”

“I’m not your employee!” A muffled
thunk greeted my attempt to open the car door. I snapped my
head at him.

A roguish smile crept out of the side of his
mouth. “I wouldn’t want you falling out of a moving vehicle and
hurting yourself.”

The vehicle wasn’t moving.

“But, if you want to leave—”

The lock thunked again.

“Remember that I’m holding your luggage
hostage.”

“And I’m not a hostage?”

“No.” He pressed the accelerator. A few
minutes later we drove up to where several small, private planes
were parked. He stopped next to a dual-prop one, got out, unloaded
my three bags plus his overnight one, and set them next to the car.
Then he courteously opened my door and gestured for me to exit.
“Ever fly in one of these?”

I folded my arms. “No.”

“Well, this one is taking you home as soon as
you get your ass out of the car.”

I got out.

“Watch the luggage, and don’t wander off
while I return this to the rental folks.”

“You trust me not to leave?”

“Yep.”

He got back in and drove away. I sat on one
of my suitcases and stared at the small plane. I should have gone
to the commercial terminals to try to get on the flight I was
supposed to be on. Why didn’t I? I wanted to know what the hell
this guy was up to.

So far, he hadn’t threatened me. Locking the
car door on me hadn’t been a threat because I could have unlocked
it myself. He’d done it to get my attention. As a kid, I remembered
once asking my father if I could go for a ride in a small plane,
but there was no way this guy could know that. Even if he’d spoken
at length with my father about me, the Colonel always brushed aside
frivolous wishes that had no direct bearing on the future he saw
for his sons. I’d had a logical-decisions and cold-hard-facts
upbringing—tempered by a sympathetic mother—and I’d never believed
in things like intuition. But something told me that I wouldn’t
regret going with this guy.

I also felt that if I had pressed the issue
on my original plan for getting home, he would have respected my
wishes.

Less than ten minutes later he reappeared.
“Ready to fly cross-country?”

“Where’s the pilot?”

That roguish smile again. “And you get the
copilot’s seat.”

He picked up his bag and my heaviest
suitcase. “Why do students keep all their books and notes? Sell
your books and get some return on your investment. They’ll be
outdated in a couple of years anyway. As for notebooks, ninety
percent of what the professors say is in those overpriced
textbooks, and the other ten percent is irrelevant or intuitively
obvious. You carry a notebook to class for two reasons: so the
professors won’t think you’re cocky, and to record significant
phone numbers. Grab your bags.”

He distributed our luggage among three of the
plane’s six seats. “Wait here while I go check in.” He disappeared
into one of the buildings, returning a few minutes later. “All set.
I’ve registered a three-day flight plan.”

“Three?”

“Scenic route. We fly over the Grand Canyon
and buzz Pike’s Peak. By then it’ll be close to dark. I made
overnight reservations in Colorado Springs. The next night we spend
in Champaign-Urbana, Illinois. I want to say hi to some friends at
the U of I. I did my postdoctoral work there.”

“You have a PhD?”

“I don’t boast about it.”

“So, I should call you doctor?”

“If you like. We’ll have you home by
mid-afternoon on Wednesday.”

“And I should trust you on this?”

“Why not?”

“Are you a good pilot?”

“I wouldn’t dare fly Colonel Madison’s son
home if I wasn’t.”

Honestly, I was looking forward to the plane
ride. Air Force brats got rides in high-tech planes, but we Army
brats got stuck in low-tech jeeps. “I need to call my parents about
the change in plans.”

“You already emailed your father.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Your email told him that a college buddy who
has a pilot’s license was flying your way to see some friends and
log some hours, and that he wanted company.”

Son of a bitch. I now understood his computer
hacker remark in the San Diego café.

I got into the plane. He walked around it
once then got in and went through his pre-flight checks, started
the engines, did more checks, and radioed the tower for clearance.
“Now, let’s see the United States as they ought to be seen, not
through clouds at thirty thousand feet.”

He told me I had the pleasure of flying in a
Piper Seneca PA34 with a cruising velocity of 160 miles per hour.
From what I could tell, he was a good pilot. The weather mostly
accommodated us. However, the rising thermals—his explanation—over
the Rockies put my stomach out of sorts. He made sure I had an
airsick bag in hand before demonstrating his bank-and-turn
maneuvers around Pike’s Peak.

“You bio majors can rip the guts out of dead
animals in anatomy classes with no problem, but you upchuck over a
little plane ride. On the floor behind you is a cooler with some
cans of Coke. Strike the can on the bottom before you open it.
We’re at reduced pressure, and we’ll get showered if you don’t,
unlike commercial planes that have pressurized cabins. This plane’s
mine, so I don’t want it messed up.”

When I was feeling better, he asked, “How
come your parents didn’t attend your graduation?”

“No way I wanted my father there reminding me
how I should take up a real man’s profession and join the
Army.”

“I share your sentiments. What about your
mom? Mothers love to see their sons graduate.”

“She has sinus problems and gets migraines
when she flies. I had a friend video tape the ceremony for
her.”

* * *

The next day we stopped in Kansas City for
gas and continued on to Illinois for our second overnight stay. We
left there around noon and landed in Fayetteville just after four.
He packed me into a cab, paying the driver in advance. “See ya
later.”

I looked back at him as the cab pulled away.
Several things struck me. He’d never told me his last name. He
hadn’t brought up the job again during the trip—just as well,
because I knew I didn’t want it. Despite his lack of
forthrightness, I was sure it was not biology related. And, “See ya
later?”

Fort Bragg stretches for miles and miles and
isn’t high security. Having spent as little time here as possible,
I didn’t know my way around well enough to give the cab driver
directions. I didn’t want us to end up was on the Playground, what
they called the artillery range, dodging live artillery. I had him
drop me at one of the manned gates where I called Dad to send a
driver.

The Colonel met me outside his office
building as we pulled up. “Your email surprised me, Scott,” he said
with his usual military formality. “Your mother and I are glad
you’re home for the summer. Any plans yet for the fall?” The
Colonel never minced words.

“Undecided, sir.” He still expected my
brother and me to address him that way.

“Take your time. We Madisons aren’t known for
making hasty decisions.”

Take my time? Was an alien occupying his
body?

“I have a staff meeting and some reports to
go over. I’ll be home late.” Late for him was eight o’clock. “I’m
sure you’ll be in bed.” The condescending smile.

He’d been to college, but I think he’d
forgotten the all-nighter concept.

“Be here tomorrow morning at nine. I’ve
invited someone to meet you.”

Never “please.” But there it was. Colonel
Madison hadn’t been replaced by an alien. “Take your time” meant
“sleep on it.” I had hoped that he wouldn’t bug me, this summer at
least, as a graduation present. The driver took me and my luggage
home where Mom would be waiting to see my graduation video.

* * *

The honking jeep outside my window at
eight-thirty a.m. quashed my planned sleep-in. I had not intended
to attend my father’s make-Scott-miserable party. I didn’t bother
shaving. What should I wear though? I considered scrungy jeans, but
they all looked pretty sad, and picking out the scrungiest pair was
just too tough this early in the morning. Inspiration struck.
Cammies! He didn’t know I had them because I’d bought them as a
personal protest this past year in San Diego. Sneakers completed
the look.

At ten to nine, I got in the jeep. The
driver, a corporal I knew, nodded his approval at my attire. I
think he envied me.

Five minutes later, I entered Dad’s office,
identical to all the other offices. Remove the nameplates and
family pictures, and you couldn’t tell whose office was whose. Dad
stood up behind the gray metal desk that had taken root there in
World War II. His narrowed eyes affirmed my sartorial decision.

Off to the left I noticed a man with his back
to me. His khaki uniform had camouflaged him among the dull and
drab surroundings.

“Scott, I’d like you to meet Dr. Jeremiah
Kesten.”

The doctor turned around as I shuffled
forward. Jake? Shit! A setup after all! I made an
involuntary fist.

“I am very pleased to meet you, Scott,” he
said.

Something in my facial expression must have
alerted him because he subtly shook his head. Khaki slacks, white
shirt, and blue tie. No uniform. No insignia or fruit salad. He
hadn’t lied about being non-military.

“Your father has told me about you. Having a
son graduate with top honors gives him a lot to be proud of.” He
extended his hand with military courtesy and stiffness. I slowly
extended mine, which he promptly grabbed and shook.

A moment of recovery and a throat clearing
later, I acknowledged, “Doctor Kesten.”

He nodded.

So, his real name was Jeremiah. How
prophetic. But what was going on here?

“Dr. Kesten has some important contacts,” the
Colonel said. “He wants to talk with you about career choices.” Dad
had reluctantly accepted my biology major. He would have preferred
me to become an engineer, like my older brother Adam, something the
Army could use, but he considered marine biology a mortal
sin. This was a setup, but who had set it up?

“Sir, I’d like to take your son to
breakfast.” Jake turned his head at me and said with sickening
politeness, “If that’s all right with Scott.”

I cleared my throat again. “Fine with
me.”

“If you’ll excuse us, sir?” He gave Dad a
snappy salute, gave me a “let’s go” look, about-faced, and headed
for the door.

I followed. Over my shoulder I saw Dad’s
pleased-with-himself expression.

Jake slowed to let me catch up and said in a
throaty whisper, “Not a word until we’re out of the building.” He
gave me a sideways glance. “Nice outfit.”

After we got into his jeep, he said, “You
looked ready to punch me.”

“With you standing in the shadows, I thought
you had on a uniform. You’re lucky you’re not military.”

“He treats me like I am and keeps trying to
enlist me, and I keep telling him, ‘Captain’s bars would be
nice.’”

“Little chance of that.”

He sighed. “I know.” He started the jeep and
headed toward the main gate.

“I chose UCSD because it was on the opposite
coast from him and constantly prayed that the Army didn’t transfer
him again. So, it’s Doctor Jeremiah Kesten?”

“Yep. My job title is senior analyst.”

“You lied that my Dad knew about your coming
to see me.”

“No, I didn’t. I told you that I told him I
was headed your way and did he want me to stop by to say
hello.”

“He’d dissect your nuts if he knew—”

He simultaneously punched the brake and
clutch. The jeep lurched to a halt, just short of a skid.

I thrust out a hand to brace myself barely in
time and snapped my head at him. “What the hell’s wrong?”

He dropped his hand to the gearshift, eased
it into neutral, and let out the clutch. Without looking up he
said, “Dissect your nuts? Where did you hear that expression?” His
face was white.

“Nowhere. It just sort of popped into my
head.” Had I said something wrong? “Sorry. I was out of line.”

He suddenly smiled. “Let’s get breakfast.”
But I could tell that he hadn’t dismissed it completely.

After we passed through the main gate, he
asked, “How come you go by ‘Scott’? A first name like ‘Jefferson’
makes you sound important.”

“Maybe for someone else. Our genealogy traces
back to President James Madison. The Colonel never told you?”

“Never came up.”

“By tradition the sons are named after
presidents. He’s Jackson Andrew Madison. His father was Garfield
Tyler Madison. I was supposed to be Jefferson Thomas Madison, but
Mom told him it was a cruel name to bestow on a boy these days, and
Thomas was her first boyfriend’s name.”

“Where did ‘Scott’ come from?”

“Her father’s name. He’s never let her forget
that she broke a family tradition and claimed that's what took my
life off its destined career-military path.”

“And you didn’t use ‘Jeff’ because...”

“When your classmates find out it’s short for
Jefferson, you get mocked like hell. I asked Mom to enroll me as J.
Scott Madison in my second high school. My older brother, by two
years, had it worse than me. Monroe Adam Madison. In his junior
year he tried the first-initial, middle-name ploy. They called him
Madam Madison. He didn’t have the tall genes that I got, so he lost
all the fights he got into. Until he started working out. One day,
he came home with bloody knuckles and a blood-smeared face. ‘Lose
another one, Adam?’ I asked.

“‘That’s his blood, not mine. He insulted our
sister.’

“‘We don’t have a sister.’

“‘Nobody’s sister should have that said about
her.’”

I turned to Jake. “While we’re talking names,
where did ‘Jake’ come from?”

“It’s an acronym. J for Jeremiah, A for
Avery, the K-E should be obvious.”

“You don’t like ‘Jerry’?”

“‘Jerry’ isn’t a rogue’s name.”

“What are you a doctor of?”

“Mathematics.”

“So what’s the government do with a
mathematician?”

“Officially, I work on complexity theory
applied to NP-complete problems. Did you take any computer
science?”

“I avoided the geek classes.”

“NP-complete problems don’t have easy or
structured solutions. Theory says you can only solve them with
brute force and large amounts of time, like breaking complex codes.
Of course, the Army doesn’t believe in theoretical limitations. I’m
sure you know they don’t define portability by weight. Anything's
portable if they can find enough lackeys to carry it. On paper,
they pay me to accomplish the impossible—Army Intelligence at its
finest.”

“What do they pay you to do off
paper?”

“Do you have Top Secret clearance, young Mr.
Madison?”

“Nope.”

“Can I trust you?”

“I wouldn’t.”

“The job’s not really classified, just kept
under wraps. Unofficially, they pay me to hack into computers,
usually private ones, and destroy information they believe falls
under military jurisdiction. When hacking fails, I make an on-site
visit, and I’m authorized to use deadly force against the offending
PCs.”

I looked for some reassurance that he was
joking. “You’re serious?”

“When I picked you up, I was supposedly
attending a seminar in Los Angeles. Of course, I never
attended.”

“After you asked Dad about visiting me, he
would have had someone check on you. I’m sure of that.”

“Thanks to this wonderful age of computers, I
can be two places at once. I checked in and out of the hotel’s
computer, right on schedule, all automated from back home. Besides,
I already knew most of what was being presented. I can fake it if
anyone challenges me.”

He pulled into a shabby diner. “Breakfast
beckons. This place looks like a hole, but I dare you to find
better pancakes and waffles anywhere in North Carolina.”

In college, breakfast was an occasion I rose
for only when I absolutely had to, but I agreed with his
assessment. He got off on every bite, a sight bordering on the
obscene. Our conversation resumed after his pleasure centers
returned to normal.

“How did you find time to finish grad school,
learn to fly, and become a mercenary?” I asked him.

“Mercenary?”

“What would you call destroying innocent
people’s computers for profit?”

“They’re not innocent. To answer your
question, I was good. Finished grad school at twenty-five, met your
Dad after you started UCSD, and four years later, here I am
dragging his son into the depths of my depravity.”

“You should consider teaching. It’s the same
thing.”

“I’ve thought about it.”

“Were you a disappointment to your research
advisor?”

“That’s cruel, but no, not really. I always
was more of a computer scientist than a mathematician anyway. Since
computers at the University of Illinois in 1976 helped solve a
famous and previously unsolved problem known as the four-color map
theorem, computer science has become a semi-respectable part of
mathematics.” He stared me straight in the eye. “Do you want to
work with me? I can’t promise you fame or a long life, but it’ll be
lucrative and occasionally dangerous.”

I leaned forward. “Why not.”

Maybe I should have questioned his motives,
like why did he want someone like me? Mysteries aside, I saw him as
my salvation.

* * *

The following fall, Boulder, Colorado, became
my new home, heaven to all who worshiped the snow-covered slopes. I
didn’t ski. Neither did Jake, but we both derived sadistic pleasure
from watching those fools who thought they could. And the snow
bunnies enhanced the scenery. Jake said he had always wanted to
live here.

He got a part-time faculty position at the
University of Colorado to conceal his covert activities and to
provide him with a legitimate means of inflicting mental anguish on
students. He suggested that I apply to grad school to keep myself
out of trouble. I was accepted in the biochemistry program for the
following spring. He somehow managed a tuition waiver for me.

Although he started paying me right away as
his partner, I wasn’t doing that much. What he paid me more than
covered living expenses, and he made sure I had health insurance.
The pay was another puzzle though. My paycheck came from him, not
from the government. If they were paying him enough for two, he
could have lived high and fancy, yet he chose a modest, homey
apartment. From what I could tell, he really didn’t need me, so it
wasn’t much of a partnership. Mostly, he just taught me the finer
points of computer hacking, techie stuff that I found I liked. I
asked myself if Colonel Madison was behind any of this. Had he used
Jake to hoodwink me into something I really enjoyed and to let me
continue my education? Then, he could later yank the Persian carpet
from under my feet and leave me only two options: fending for
myself or enlisting to keep the job. In all of my twenty-two years
I’d never known the Colonel to be devious. Jake had agreed with me
on that. Everything traced back to Jake and his agenda.

“Why me?” I asked him.

“To train you,” he replied.

“For what?”

“For your future, whatever it turns out to
be.” Then he said, “You’re the brother I never got the time to
appreciate.”

* * *

Spring came fast, and grad school kept me
pretty busy. I studied a lot. Jake’s training consisted of my
accompanying him on some of his on-site jobs. That summer, a year
after meeting Jake, I discovered Lynn, a psychology graduate
student. So far, she and I were just friends, maybe a little more
than that—but I was still a virgin. She didn’t seem averse to sex,
but neither had she suggested it. And I still had that
wait-until-it’s-right thing going on inside my head. For all I
knew, I might have been part of her graduate research.

Jake found an attractive, computer science
postdoc. His nightly romps in the bedroom distracted me from
studying.

“The tenant next door is leaving at the end
of October. Separate apartments will offer us more options,” he
suggested.

Nice guy that he was, he offered to move. I
didn’t argue.

In December he invited me to an on-campus
karate demonstration in which he was participating. I figured I’d
enjoy seeing him get mangled. He failed to tell me that he was the
demonstrator. He made it look so easy, and his finesse entranced
me. If he could do it, so could I. I asked him for lessons.

“On two conditions,” he said. “First, you
agree to my exercise program, which will add muscle and help
protect against broken bones. Second, you take my grad math class
in the spring. Math will give you mental muscle.”

“Deal!” A good physique wouldn’t do me any
harm, and I was good at math. How hard could Number Theory be?

* * *

Monday, first day of class: Professor Jake
greeted us, took attendance, picked up his chalk, and began,
“Consider this problem. An Arab has seven camels and three sons. He
dies. In his will he leaves one-half of the camels to the eldest
son, one-fourth to the middle son, and one-eighth to the youngest.
How can you divide the camels among the sons and avoid a
confrontation with animal rights’ advocates?”

One self-proclaimed genius thrust up his
hand. “It can’t be done, Dr. Kesten.”

Jake arched his eyebrows. “Maybe you should
drop the class.” He turned to the chalkboard. “A wise man with one
camel comes along and adds it to the herd, making eight. The sons
each take their share and the wise man leaves with his original
camel.” On the board he annotated.

“It’s a trick!” the genius protested.

Jake faced the class. “But it perfectly
solves the problem. Now, what if the father had seventeen camels?
Does there exist a set of simple fractions such that adding and
then subtracting one camel would provide a solution? Yes, and they
are 1/2, 1/3, 1/9. Your homework is to determine how many different
herd sizes exist that satisfy these conditions, namely, all of the
fractions must be in the form of 1/x; you have to add, then later
subtract just one camel; no camels can be sacrificed in the solving
of this problem; and a younger son must not receive more camels
than an older son. Clear?” He dismissed the class early.

On Wednesday, the genius thrust up his hand
before Jake even asked. “The answer is fourteen, Dr. Kesten.”

“Ah, you found the June 1992 Scientific
American article that discussed the problem.” The genius slowly
lowered his hand. “However, it asked how many different solutions,
sets of fractions, existed. I asked how many different herd sizes
there were. Besides, if you had checked the solutions in the
article, you would have found two of them to be incorrect—camel
deaths would occur. Even Scientific American makes mistakes.
Anyone else?”

No one had the correct answer of nine.

The next week, Jake popped a quiz on us.
After class, several students, including the faux genius, went up
to him and said they were dropping the class. I wondered if I
should have done the same.

The martial arts training was equally
painful. He also made me learn the Japanese terms and quizzed me
frequently. After one week of his mental and physical torture, my
body ached, my brain throbbed, my hair hurt, and my brain cells
were ready to strangle each other.

That evening we had dinner at my apartment.
Jake did the cooking. Afterward, and after listening to my
complaints of the damage he’d done to my body, he assured me,
“Working out will improve your sex life.”

“I don’t have a sex life.”

“My point exactly.”

The phone rang. I answered it.

“Jake?” the male voice said.

“This is Scott.”

“I must have the wrong number.”

“No, Jake’s right here. May I tell him who’s
calling?”

“Bryce Duncan,” the voice said.

I handed Jake the portable phone. “For you.
Don’t forget to lock the door when you leave. I’m gonna crash for
the next two days.”

Jake nodded as I headed for bed.

* * *

“Jake Kesten.”

“Jake, it’s Bryce. I have some updates for
you.”

“Hang on a second.” Phone in hand, Jake
walked out into the hallway and shut the door to Scott’s apartment.
“Okay, Bryce, what’s this about?”

“You never told me you’d moved. I called your
old phone number in Illinois. That now belongs to someone else. Am
I calling Colorado?”

“Boulder. I thought I told you to stick to
email—for security.”

“A phone call is more personal. Who answered
the phone?”

“Did you call to tell me something important
or to interrogate me? That was Scott Madison. He’s my...
trainee.”

“Poor guy.”

“Bryce, why the phone call?”

“They finally gave me the detailed DNA
analysis of the skeleton. God knows how long they’ve had it and
never told me. We both know what slow movers these government guys
are.”

“The point?”

“It’s human, very human. Except for one
anomaly that has them stumped.”

“Three years ago you said it was only close
to human.”

“That was a quick and dirty analysis.
Besides, they’ve got newer technology now. Some of the genes are
arranged differently, so at first it doesn’t look human. The
anomaly is the male Y-chromosome. It’s longer in the alien, and
they have no idea what those extra genes do.” Bryce was silent
after that.

“Bryce? You still there?”

“Yeah. Any more luck with the scroll?”

“Nothing new. I’ve checked and rechecked the
translation so many times, I’m sick of it. I know what it says. I
still can’t figure out what it means, and I’m beginning to wonder
if I ever will.”

“You giving up?” Bryce asked.

“No. I’m just frustrated. Have they ever
figured out what the briquette is or does?”

“Every time I ask, I hear, ‘No need for you
to know, Dr. Duncan.’ They might’ve tried to crack it open and
destroyed it for all I know. That’s my life for now. Is Jake Kesten
keeping his nose clean? Your emails never tell me about your
personal life.”

“I’m teaching a college math class.”

“Good for you, bad for students.”

“How’s Diane?”

“Pregnant. We just found out. That’s the
other reason for the call.”

“Congratulations!”

“Thanks. Don’t give up on the scroll. Take
out your frustrations on your students.”

Jake put the phone back inside Scott’s
apartment and went to his own place. Their worst fears, after the
Government had gotten hold of Bryce’s find, had never surfaced: no
drugs or torture. Neither were they heroes because more questions
than answers existed. After three years they confirmed only that
the skeleton didn’t belong to anyone from Earth.

He’d never told Scott about Bryce. That might
take him down a road he didn’t want to travel, not yet anyway. He
still wasn’t sure why he’d never told Bryce about Arion. Probably
the same reason. He’d always suspected that Bryce’s find and
Arion’s appearance were related.

He’d never told Scott about Arion, either.
Jake knew better than to think he’d never have to.


CHAPTER 2

The Portent

The Present: Planet Stracos

Arion felt the unmistakable ripple, the
interruption of a Mage’s power, pass through him and knew at once
that Marhesse’s feared prediction had come true. A moment later he
saw the Light spells that lit the library beyond his study go out.
Inside the study, as if nothing had happened, the light of the
ensconced candles continued to flicker off the red, stenn wood that
paneled the walls and low ceiling.

He expected what came next: the rhythmic,
muffled thud of heavy, hard boots hitting the stone floor from the
other side of the library doors. The doors groaned open, and the
boots hammered the wooden library floor. A moment later, he heard a
single polite knock on his study door. He gestured it open.

“Me see all lights go out.” Fehlen carried a
small lantern. Arion pushed back his carved chair, a present from
one of Freetown’s woodworkers, and stood as Fehlen entered. “Arion
wear Fehlen’s favorite color. I forget name.”

Arion tilted his head back to meet Fehlen’s
eyes. “Crimson.”

“Crim-sun... Why lights go out?” Fehlen
smiled widely. “I un-der-stand. Arion make bad spell. Fehlen not
tell Dev.” Fehlen turned and left, pulling the massive, blue-gray,
caron-wood slabs shut behind him. Although they could be moved by
verbal command, Fehlen had difficulty pronouncing the words.

Arion sat. The desk, the chair, and the
single bookcase behind him provided the sole furnishings of the
intimate study. He had barely had time to consider his next action
when the flash of light and low hum of a Communication spell
interrupted his thoughts, one of the few spells that he allowed to
penetrate his keep’s protections. Moments later the slender,
sharp-featured image of Ot-Vorell stood before him. Vorell headed
the Ruling Council on Holostos, the fourth world from the sun in
the same star system as Stracos.

Vorell’s intense, dark eyes regarded him.
“Forgive the intrusion. I seek your counsel.”

Arion hid his surprise. Vorell had never
sought his advice before. “How may I assist you, Councilor?”

Vorell drew his gold-threaded, white robe
together. “Moments ago our Psi Adepts experienced a period of
void.”

Arion noted the near-panic on Vorell’s face
and said, “I also felt an interruption.”

“Do you know the cause?”

“I require a few days to investigate.”

Vorell seemed to want more but said, “I can
assuage the concerns of my people with your assurance that it will
not happen again.”

“We can hope that it won’t.” Yet he knew that
it would repeat, stronger each time. Such a void could render a Psi
unconscious. “I will contact you when I have more information.”

Vorell’s image dissolved.

Arion stepped into the library and spoke a
word of Magick to open the doors. He withdrew a summoning sphere
from his pocket and tossed it into the air. It hung there a moment,
then moved out the doors. Shortly, he again heard Fehlen’s heavy
steps in the corridor.

“Arion want Fehlen?”

“I need to send you to Freetown.”

Fehlen beamed. “Fehlen visit Zim. Not see Zim
for...” He squinted, tightened his jaw muscles, and looked down at
his large hands. “...for eight days.”

Zim had taught Fehlen to read, at least the
rudiments.

“How long Fehlen visit?”

“Two days.” Arion began the gestures. A
circle of light appeared. Fehlen smiled, stepped into it, and
vanished.

Arion did not smile. He had again felt the
shudder during the spellcasting, stronger and more focused, but
brief enough not to misdirect the Gate spell.

He exited the library and pulled out a
luminous wand to light his way as he strode toward his keep’s exit.
Outside, sunset was approaching. He reached around his neck, under
his robe, and withdrew the medallion that enabled him to summon
Marhesse.

After he recast the Shield around his keep,
he patiently watched the setting sun deepen the colors of the trees
surrounding the clearing. Just after it set, the Gate appeared and
the dragon Marhesse came through. As great as Arion’s own power
was, Marhesse’s humbled his.

“We expected a summons from our favorite
Elfaeden Mage.” Marhesse beckoned. “Come. Fezeccah will be pleased
to see you again, and our children enjoy seeing their
godfather.”

How could Marhesse remain so calm? He and
Fezeccah were in mortal danger. If Orfo got free, their deaths
would soon follow. But Arion also knew the depth of Marhesse’s
wisdom. Despite the challenge that lay ahead of them, he felt
privileged that this dragon regarded him as a friend.

* * *

The next morning, Dev Antos dismounted from
his pegasid outside Arion’s keep. When Fehlen appeared in Freetown
yesterday after that mysterious disturbance, Dev had thought little
of it. Arion often sent Fehlen there, though he usually came with
him. When the disturbances recurred without word from Arion, he
realized that Fehlen’s unaccompanied presence in Freetown meant
something urgent had required Arion’s attention.

After giving the pegasid leave to graze, Dev
walked to the tall wooden doors. He spoke the Words Arion had given
him to temporarily suspend the keep’s Shield spell. The doors
opened to admit him.

The corridors were quiet. And dark. What had
happened to the Light spells Arion kept in place? Dev took a coin
from his pocket, gestured. It began to glow brightly, enough to
light his way. He strode toward the library.

He found the library doors open. He entered
and crossed between the two heavy tables to the also open study,
ignoring the hundreds of histories and arcane volumes in the
bookcases that paneled the twelve-foot-high walls. Arion had often
invited him here to read and had taught him the Elfaeden
language.

Dev stared at the empty chair behind the desk
in the study. He knew Arion to be a fastidious keeper of records.
His eyes fell on the lone, carved bookcase centered behind the
desk.

Dev entered the room and halted. Out in the
library he felt welcome. In this room he felt like a thief invading
Arion’s privacy, but he needed answers that the Elf was not here to
provide. Arion owed him that for the years he had taken care of
Freetown.

He approached the bookcase. Three of the six
shelves were empty. Two held what he recognized as spell books. On
the top shelf, just above his head, stood ten narrow
volumes—journals—one for each of the past ten years Arion had spent
on Stracos. Arion had not shared anything of his life before that.
Dev knew only that Arion had come here with the intention of
establishing Freetown.

Dev withdrew the last volume and browsed its
pages. The script was unmistakably Arion’s and recounted some
events that Dev had experienced. He replaced it and pulled out the
first volume. It began with Arion’s arrival on Stracos. No answers
there.

Then he noticed a volume on the desk. He
lifted the cover with one finger. On the first page was inscribed,
“Orfo.” The script was Elfaeden. Dev recognized Arion’s writing,
although the author was not identified. Dev placed the book on the
desk, sat, and began to read.

* * *

In the dream I saw a cave. Inside the cave a
steep tunnel summoned me—compelled me—beneath the Elfaeden
homeworld of Ador. The tunnel ended at what I thought was a door.
The image sharpened. I saw not a door, but a barrier. The name of
Karaydeon—a name at the edge of legend—was inscribed above it. My
dream ended there and I sought immediate counsel from the
Elders.

The Elders talked around me. “It is not
possible. Even novices have resistance to Compulsion.”

“A stray spell accosted him,” another
suggested.

A third stated, “He has not yet lived two
centuries, and he questions the wisdom of his tutors. We should
defer his schooling in the Art until he masters discipline.”

“Nevertheless, he has achieved his eighth
degree of mastery in less time than any student in our recent
history,” a fourth Elder corrected.

They addressed me. “Our sensitivity to the
Power sets us apart. Return to your studies if you wish to achieve
your ninth degree. Don’t concern yourself with distant
history.”

Over the next days the vision reasserted
itself and defied my attempts to push it aside. I sought
enlightenment from our library. After many days there, my questions
remained unanswered and new ones had surfaced. The Great Mage
Karaydeon had died seven centuries ago. Yet despite his recorded
greatness, the precise date of his passing was nowhere written.
While the records contained every detail of his early and middle
years, those of his later years, the time of greatest achievement
among Elfaeden, were missing. The details of his later years had
been ignored. If Karaydeon had left behind an uncompleted task,
surely other Elfaeden, those with higher skill levels, were more
capable of accomplishing it.

Sitting in a cubicle in the library, I came
out of my reflections when a scroll appeared on the desk before me.
I was only mildly surprised, given recent events, and unrolled the
brittle parchment. I recognized the ancient script and a language
unused by Elfaeden for millennia. The name signed at the bottom was
Karaydeon.

In the cubicle I found a reference volume. I
spent the next days, some without sleep, translating the difficult,
ancient language. It began, “A millennium has passed. You, Arion,
are my descendant. A grave task now falls upon you. Unless you
succeed, the end of our race is at hand.”

My father’s lineage did not trace to
Karaydeon. I went to the genealogical section. Because Elfaeden
women did not have the Power, their role was child-rearing, but
records were still kept. The one I sought was difficult to locate
and consisted of two lines, as if they were an afterthought.
Karaydeon had a daughter.

The scroll clarified a previous mystery.
Karaydeon had spent his latter years on another world. No doubt his
journals, recounting his later days, were there as well.

Following the explicit directions given, I
came upon a portal unlike any I had ever seen. It stood on the peak
of the mountain amid swirling snows. I knew this mountain as a
proscribed place. The Elders never said why.

As I stood before this Gate, one inescapable
truth troubled me. No spell of Magick is permanent—except those
which lead to death. According to the scroll, this Gate had stood
for centuries. What power held it here? Was this one made by the
rumored ancient race who made permanent Gates between worlds?

I reasoned that this Gate could not have
existed for centuries. Even if it were built from Mage-stone, that
would not ensure permanency. Nulling Magick, stray spell energy, or
natural forces could disrupt its stabilizing ability. Nevertheless,
whatever had brought me to this Gate also made me believe that an
answer lay through it.

On the other side, total darkness enveloped
me. The scroll warned against the use of Magick in here so I lit
the lantern I had brought. I was in a bare, rough stone anteroom
just wide enough and tall enough to contain the Gate. A few paces
in front of me stood a door with Karaydeon’s name engraved above
it, the door in my dreams. Although I hadn’t understood their
significance at the time, the dreams had also provided the entry
commands.

I stayed and studied here in Karaydeon’s
library, returning through the Gate twice for more provisions. My
absence was of no consequence to my people. Three months after
first passing through the Gate, I stood on a subterranean level far
beneath the safehold, in front of a translucent, blue barrier.
Beyond this lay a malignant revenge—imprisoned a millennium
ago—with the decimation of all Elfaeden at its heart. Unless I took
action, Orfo would be free tomorrow. If what I had read about Orfo
was true, why had Karaydeon imprisoned him for only a millennium?
Had the Great Mage possessed pity?

Orfo was Spharn. The Spharn race had turned
rape, pillage, and plunder into an art form, but no Spharn in
recent memory possessed the level of power that Orfo had. Orfo was
an agitator. He pressed the Spharn leaders not to be content with
subduing worlds in their part of the universe. He boasted that Psi
was a greater power than Magick. With the Elfaeden as the
acknowledged masters of Magick, he gathered followers against the
Elfaeden, to challenge them. He preached that the Elfaeden were too
passive to oppose them.

Orfo’s plan was no secret, yet even before he
reached Ador, the Elfaeden homeworld, Karaydeon had prepared
himself to challenge Orfo. With his Magick he put the arrogant Orfo
into a thousand-year stasis. He imprisoned Orfo’s body, but left
his mind free to reflect upon his mistakes and humiliation.

I reached into the leather pouch on my belt
and withdrew a small, silver sphere of Riadon from among those that
I had prepared for this journey. I flung it at the barrier. The
sphere hit and disintegrated in a white flash. The barrier
stayed.

With this first challenge I already felt that
my three months of preparation were inadequate. Elfaeden were
taught that the universe had a consciousness and knew what it was
doing. Perhaps it had chosen to rid itself of those who no longer
contributed to it. Perhaps another race was due to replace us.

Elfaeden teaching in Magick says to counter
like with unlike, but Karaydeon had written, “Like strengthens
like, and like weakens like.” I cast a spell from his books to form
a translucent sphere around me. When it and the barrier touched,
they merged. I passed through to the other side. As I did so, the
sphere dissipated.

Numbing cold engulfed me. I fought to reach
again into my belt pouch and sense the different Magicks by touch.
My hand had barely cleared the mouth of the pouch before my
frostbitten fingers were no longer able to grasp the sphere I had
selected. It fell to the ground and activated lifesaving warmth
around me. The sting of the cold-hot suffused my hands and crept
through me. In the dim, gray light with no apparent source, the
layer of frost sublimed off my body.

Pocket universes are generally regarded to be
useless, theoretical constructs. Karaydeon’s use of them here would
surprise my tutors.

I came to another barrier. After I penetrated
it, swamp odors greeted me. Diffuse, pale pink light gave
everything a surreal appearance. Somber, gray plants with scaled
stems and no flowers poked through the light mist lying over the
ground. In places I could see large roots protruding upward. But
the ground was dry, and the humidity felt low. Both argued against
the presence of mist and the odors of a swamp. From inside my robe
I withdrew a wand.

At first the mist parted easily, swirling in
brief eddies on the sides as I passed through it. I noticed its
movement slowing. The swirls held and began to coalesce into a
vague, humanoid form. A misshapen head molded itself atop a body
three times my height while tentacles grew from its trunk. I heard
movement nearby. Tentacles from behind grabbed me. My wand fell to
the ground.

I uttered a Translocation. Instead of moving
several paces to my right, I felt the power of my spell travel
along the tentacles. Over my shoulder I saw the creature grow in
size. I felt its strength likewise increase.

More wisdom of Karaydeon flashed into my
mind, “Magick is a tool to be used wisely. Knowing when not to use
it makes the true Mage.” Below that admonition had been a strange
meditation that altered physiological balances in a way no Elfaeden
would have believed possible. Why would a Mage wish to void himself
of his Magick? The tentacles squeezed me. I shut my eyes against
the visual distraction, fighting to keep air in my lungs to prevent
my ribs from breaking, and invoked the meditation. A moment after I
could hold my breath no longer, the pressure against my sides
vanished.

I opened my eyes. The swamp, a tangible
illusion as deadly as reality, had disappeared along with my foe.
But a worse sensation replaced the abating ache in my sides. I was
void and preferred the physical pain to
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