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Preface: The Future Present, Part I
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“The Future Present, Part I” takes place approximately six months after the events of “The Future Past”, and “The Future Present, Part II” takes place a further two months after that. If you have not yet read The Future Past, I most definitely recommend you read it first. (It is available for order through fine online outlets.)

However, rather than make you wait for your order of The Future Past to be delivered, here is a brief summary to recap the events of that book so you will be more prepared for the events which occur in the pages ahead in The Future Present.

Malcolm Marksmann is a thirty-eight-year-old vigilante from Queens, NY in the Twenty-First Century. He ended up trapped in the year 1812 and it is now six months later, in the early spring of 1813. He has been attempting to adapt to life amongst the First Nations people in the largely unsettled Pacific Northwest; it is fair to say it is leaving him feeling... well, largely unsettled. 

Mary Bellantoni, a thirty-one-year-old computer security programmer / expert from Vancouver, Canada, has also found herself stuck – with Malcolm – in the year 1813, with no computers or electronics whatsoever for her to be an expert on. She is working to re-adapt to life with Malcolm, and although he is the most familiar person in her new living environment, he is also the least easy for her to adapt to. They have a somewhat volatile history, but they are attempting to rebuild at least something resembling a working relationship.

Malcolm and Mary are living their newfound 18th Century lives among the Musqueam First Nations in what would, with any luck, one day be known as Vancouver, Canada.

Acting as both interpreters and guides, two spirits – a coyote spirit named Napiw (also known as Pennington) and a kindly forest goddess named Gyhldeptis (who goes by the name Gilda) – also live amongst the Musqueam and they watch over Malcolm and Mary. They also look after the rest of the Musqueam nation as well, even though they themselves are not Musqueam spirits. (I did mention you should read “The Future Past” first, right?)

John Davis, a student at the academy for the Bureau for Alcohol Tobacco Firearms and Explosives, or the ATF, managed to return to the Twenty-First Century and resume his studies in in Glynco, Georgia. He had no idea what had happened to Malcolm and Mary until he was given an update on their well-being by a spirit (which resides within his consciousness) named Xhuuya (KOO-yah), a raven spirit who had taken up residence in Davis’ mind the year previous. (Xhuuya sometimes went by his English name “Dark Tower”.) Xhuuya hadn’t intended to stay so long in John’s consciousness, but he was enjoying the experience and thus decided he would stay a little longer.

A rather twisted maniac by the name of Shaedith is now the head of the First Church of Shrub and he has been serving as its Deacon and supreme leader. This perverse ‘religion’ would be absurdly comical were it not for the staggering amount of death which it had caused under Shaedith’s leadership. Aided by his Bishop, Edward Bascombe, Shaedith was making moves to manoeuvre himself into the United States presidency, where he could then embark upon a policy of forcibly converting as much of the world as possible to Shrubism. Shrubism is based on the writings of a paranoid and rather unbalanced fellow from the Twenty-first Century named Schrubskopf, who wrote a series of orange pamphlets warning people of the various plots of unnamed conspirators, often referred to as “they” and ‘them”. A small plastic bag of these pamphlets fell into Shaedith’s hands in 1776 during the Revolutionary War, and they gave rise to this appallingly violent ‘religion’ as he believed the pamphlets to be of divine origin.

In The Future Past, Malcolm, Mary, and John were ultimately successful in restoring the United States as a country, as it had been erased from existence by a group of nefarious individuals. The changes Malcolm, Mary, and John made in 1812, however, had inadvertently set the young United States and the rest of the world upon a calamitous path. 

It’s now life or death for Malcolm, Mary, and John as they face near-impossible odds. They are not just up against Shaedith, who has all but seized complete control over the United States, but his army. He is further aided by a powerful dark hybrid spirit known as Black Cloud. 

All that stands in Shaedith’s way is Malcolm, Mary, and John; an American with PTSD, a Canadian with anger issues, and a young ATF student who can carry on a lengthy conversation with a voice in his head.

Yes, I agree, it doesn’t look good.

Restoring things as they used to be is no longer possible; their only chance is to perhaps at least restore some hope.  
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Chapter 1
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Deacon Shaedith was gravely concerned. More precisely, he was concerned about a grave. A spirit named Xhuuya, known to Shaedith by his English name ‘Dark Tower’, had used what Shaedith considered to be heathen satanic magic to inflict grievous losses upon the American soldiers under the Deacon’s command. That had made 1813 a particularly bad year for losses, and it was only the early part of summer. This spirit, or ‘devil’ as Shaedith called him, was finally overwhelmed and defeated in a large-scale, two-hour long battle, one from which his army was still recovering. When word had reached Shaedith that the body of the ‘sorcerer demon’ had just simply stopped moving and collapsed, he was most pleased. He ordered his troops to burn the body immediately.

Shaedith was mildly annoyed when word came back the body would not burn – in fact, it wasn’t so much as singed after a full half hour in the heart of a roaring fire. He was further irked when he received word his soldiers reported they could not get the head-to-toe leather armour off of the native warrior’s body, which was presumably still inside. Shaedith testily commanded the body be cut up and fed to the dogs. It wasn’t long before word came back that a sword, a sabre, two axes and a tree-saw had all been utterly ruined in the attempt with nary a scratch on the body to show for it. 

And even the most ravenous and spirited of canines would yelp loudly and run away from the body, their tails between their legs.

Shaedith was livid. He travelled from his religious headquarters in Memphis out to the upstate New York site, and he personally oversaw the wreckage of three more cutting blades. He then witnessed a colossal waste of firewood in further attempts to burn the body. He finally commanded that the body be exorcised, blessed, bound, locked in chains, doused in holy water, and then buried in a pit not less than twenty feet deep.

Teams of soldiers working in shifts dug for a full week until the twenty-foot depth had been reached. Elaborate sets of pulleys and ladders were rigged up in the pit, and relays of carts to remove the dirt and ground water were employed. All in all, it was an impressive and stunning feat of both engineering and labour.

At last, the exorcised, blessed, holy-water-soaked, chain-bound body of Dark Tower was put into the bottom of the pit. The dirt was then returned to fill in the pit; an effort which was almost as impressive as the original excavation.

And that, Shaedith triumphantly declared, would be the end of that.

Or so it had seemed for a very short while. It was, in fact, only the beginning of his problems.

Reports came back to Shaedith of a strange, blue-ish glow emanating from the area of the grave. The glow was causing much anxiety among the men at Fort Syracuse, who were within spying distance of the burial site. Subsequent reports mentioned desertions of soldiers after many sleepless nights filled with terrifying dreams of ‘savages’ unleashing their ‘damnable wrath’ upon the fort’s occupants.

Eventually, Shaedith found what he believed to be the perfect solution. He would have the body dug up and then sent out on the next ship to Zanzibar. He didn’t know exactly where Zanzibar was but he had heard it was really very far away, and that was good enough for him.

His plan was delayed initially by the lack of willing bodies to dig upon that spot. A generous increase in the pay for the task overcame the reluctance of most of the diggers to participate. After a few days of digging, the plan completely fell apart at the twenty-foot-depth when the men announced there was no trace of the body down there. The only thing they had found was the set of chains used to bind the savage’s body before the burial. The chains were still locked.

This was the sort of thing that really, really annoyed Deacon Shaedith.

Had they not found the chains he could have at least shouted for a satisfying amount of time at the diggers for not digging in the right place. The yelling would have made him feel marginally better, but the heathen savage had even denied him that simple pleasure. 

It would be difficult to shout at people for digging in the wrong place when they had been so precise they had found the chains.

Perhaps worst of all was his embarrassment of what he had yelled at the diggers when his frustration had gotten the better of him. An awkward silence followed, which seemed to last a rather uncomfortable amount of time. Then came the shifting of feet among the men, until one of them finally made the observation that if the good Lord had intended for the shovels to go there, would He not have made the handles smaller so they would fit?

Shaedith had thought having an indestructible dead body to deal with was irritating enough, but that irritation had paled compared to the sheer annoyance of having an indestructible dead body which was now missing. He had wanted the body gone, but now that it was gone, he wished he had instead prayed the body be gone and that he knows where it had been sent to. He began to suspect the good Lord had a rather dark and mischievous sense of humour.

This was not the way things were supposed to happen.  Nowhere in the Holy Book of Shrub did it mention anything about fireproof heathen corpses which were strong enough to break an axe blade. He even went back to Memphis and re-read The Book of Sacred Pamphlets in case he had somehow missed it. The closest thing he could find to that was the Pamphlet for the future prophet Elvis of Graceland who would die and yet still be sighted by thousands for generations afterwards. This was very different, however, because the prophet Elvis of Graceland would be both sighted and alive, whereas this heathen corpse was neither.

The day was clearly not shaping up to be a good one.

Shaedith needed to shout at someone but he was alone in his spartan quarters, so he briefly yelled at the wall. He found that unsatisfying, so he instead shouted at the candle, but he succeeded only in blowing out the lone source of illumination in his room. He sat at his plain, wooden desk, seething at the dying wisp of smoke from the candle. He stared at it accusingly.
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Malcolm Marksmann sat silently in the cold, morning drizzle and waited with his weapon aimed and ready. Any assassin will tell you one of the keys to success is patience, as all too often the job requires a lot of waiting. Seemingly endless hours of concentration so intense that all else - rain, cold, discomfort - is tuned out and entirely imperceptible, ending only when punctuated by that one sudden burst of action. He watched with his narrowed grey eyes as his target came slowly through the woods and into range. Malcolm judged the distance in his mind. He then adjusted his aim accordingly.

Another key to being a successful assassin is knowing where your target is likely to be at a given time of the day. Malcolm had studied the area for evidence of the movements and routines of his quarry over the past two days. He was particularly pleased with himself when he found that using this information had allowed him to make such a perfect prediction of where his target would be and when. 

The target took a few steps closer. 

Just a few more, Malcolm thought to himself. Just a little bit more. Now!

Malcolm fired the bow, but the arrow arced slightly to the right, allowing the very startled deer he was aiming at to run off in a hurry. Malcolm cursed at the primitive weapons he was given to hunt with. He was used to Twenty-First Century sniper rifles, fitted with scopes and laser sights. He had never used a bow and arrow prior to a few months ago, when he was first stranded in the past, and he was not adapting to Nineteenth Century weaponry very well.

A short distance away, Mary Bellantoni - who was also from the Twenty-First Century - was watching the goings-on with Gyhldeptis, who was a native spirit of sorts, but whom Mary called simply ‘Gilda’. Gilda – like all native spirits – could choose what form she took for the sake of appearance, and she had chosen the shape of an elderly native woman. There is much to be said for the benefits of a young body, but when it comes to native culture, none are revered as much as the elders. Both Gilda and Mary sighed with disappointment that the hunting was not yielding the desired results. 

Mary – from Vancouver, Canada – had adapted to the ways of the early 19th Century Musqueum people somewhat more easily than Malcolm had. It had taken her some time to get used to not be sitting behind a computer screen or electronic device, but once she did, she worked diligently to assist her adoptive people in any way she could. Mary had even been trying to pick up their language, with limited success. She was a youthful thirty-one years old, but was considered to be middle-aged by members of the Musqueum nation.

Malcolm – from New York City – tried to put his skillsets to use to, as he put it, “earn his keep”. The Musqueum nation, however, had little use for a sniper; especially one without a rifle. He nevertheless became a hunter, and managed to forage for food on a daily basis, although some days he enjoyed greater success than others. At five-foot ten-inches in height, he was taller than his adoptive peoples, but still weighed less than most of the men. 

Gilda had come to look upon Malcolm and Mary as part of her people. She viewed some of Malcolm’s and Mary’s Twenty-First Century ways and beliefs rather baffling, but Gilda nonetheless recognized them to be of good character. She was also most appreciative of how hard they both worked to help out in whatever capacity they could. 

“I’m very curious,” Gilda said, turning towards Mary. “Our warriors say prayers before they go out on the hunt. Malcolm seems to say them after he shoots. I am not sure of the meaning of his words, but he says the prayers with such intensity they must be important.”

“And does he say these prayers when he misses his shots?” Mary asked cautiously.

“Yes,” Gilda replied. “That is precisely when he says them.”

“Ah,” Mary nodded. “Then I think I have an idea of what those ‘prayers’ are, and they’re best not repeated.”
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John Davis turned away from the septagonal marble fountain in the lobby of the Peabody Hotel in Memphis and headed toward the rear exit.  He had just come out of a seminar and had paused to watch the ducks being escorted from that fountain to the elevators in the hotel. A specially-designated hotel employee with an embroidered sleeve which reads “Duckmaster” does this every afternoon at five o’clock, and he takes the ducks up to the rooftop where they are housed in what is referred to as the “Royal Duck Palace.”

Memphis is famous for many things, such as Beale Street, great barbecue, and Graceland, but it is also the only city on earth which has an official luxury residence in an upscale hotel for waterfowl. Davis watched until the Duckmaster had them all on board the elevator and the doors had completely closed. 

He headed outside through the hotel lobby doors and it was like walking into a wall of heat. Davis was from Arizona, so he was well-used to high summer temperatures, but the humidity in Memphis was something he was still attempting to get used to. He felt as though he could punch at the air and skin his knuckles in doing so. The humidity actually made it difficult for him to breathe. Since landing in Memphis some thirty hours earlier, he had very quickly become fond of the local custom of every restaurant giving free iced tea refills. Although he was eager to get some dinner in him, preferably some of those barbecue ribs he liked so much, his main motivating thought at that moment was getting a few more of those aforementioned iced teas.

John Davis crossed Second Avenue after a break in the traffic and he headed to the corner of the block to try and find a taxi-cab. The delicious aroma of food wafted out of the bar on the corner and it made his stomach growl and his search for a taxi even more hurried. Unbeknownst to him, however, taxis were a rare thing in that particular part of downtown Memphis. He was beginning to wish he had asked the Peabody Hotel to summon one for him. 

The ‘Counter-Terrorism in the Twenty-First Century’ symposium was most interesting, said the voice of Xhuuya, or ‘Dark Tower’, the native spirit who a few months earlier had taken up semi-regular residence inside of Davis’s mind. What I still do not understand is the core philosophy behind it.

“There’s nothing to not understand,” replied Davis while holding his inactive phone up to his ear to make talking to himself appear that much less strange. “The presenter’s argument is simple: the best way to prevent terrorism is through a two-pronged strategy. The first is to use intelligence gathered through informers and infiltration to launch several pre-emptive actions to smash their cells before they can get organized and plan bad things to do to us. The second is to provide aid to the places where these cells come from to help prevent such people from ever feeling the need to become terrorists in the first place.”

Davis stood under the green awning of the three-storey heritage building on the opposite corner of the Peabody Hotel and looked up the street in his fervent hope that against the odds, a cab would be in sight.

No, I understood those points but your people assume other people are stupid by nature and easily fooled.

“Meaning...?”

This aid you speak of is mostly food and weapons and those with grievances don’t tend to join terror cells because of either.

“Hey, poverty and food staples are very important issues to these people.”

In many cases, the food and weapons go to the governments who are the very ones letting them starve in the first place. These people have no freedom in their society. Members of their families have been killed or imprisoned by the state. By giving that state weapons and aid, you actually compound the grievances, do you not?

“It’s more complicated than that.”

No, you just want it to be. That way you don’t need to accept the reality and responsibility that your actions are exacerbating the situation.

“Sometimes you’re a real killjoy, you know that?” Davis then whistled for an approaching taxi but it drove past, as it was already laden with passengers.

Your nation seems to be filled with well-meaning, generous people, who completely lack the ability to consider the consequences of their actions.

“Well, that’s hardly....”

The main point I can see is that you are stuck in these conflicts with these people you refer to as terrorists.

“Well, yes, we are.”

And you want to kill them?

“No,” Davis exclaimed testily. He then thought about it a bit more and added “Well, okay, if it means we prevent a possible attack against us, and if we have no other choices, then... yes, absolutely.”

So, you will kill them for what they might do?

“You don’t understand how deadly and dangerous these radicals are.”

Why do you consider them to be so dangerous?

“They want to impose their ideology and fanatical religious ways on us,” Davis explained. “They will do everything they can to kill us if we resist them.”

Ah, yes. My people know all about that.

“I walked right into that one, didn’t I?”

On another topic...

“Er... yes?” 

I cannot help but be aware you still have two weeks until your next set of ATF courses begin. 

“Yes,” Davis was both surprised and relieved at the sudden change in topic. “I have two more weeks before I have to go back to Mr. Valdner’s classroom torture chamber. I really want to make the most of that freedom. My quarter-century birthday came and went and I spent the whole day studying. I’d like to belatedly treat myself to celebrate my twenty-fifth year on the planet. I want to see some sights, and there’s a great Blues band playing in a bar on Beale tonight I’d like to catch.”

I would like to ask you to reconsider.

“Uh oh. Why?”

Remember last month when I helped you to study for your recent report on arms smuggling? When you received your marks back on that assignment you told me you owed me one. Do you recall that?

“That’s just a figure of...”

I need for you to take me somewhere.

“To an exorcism, perhaps?”

No. Think of it as a vacation of sorts. One where you will get some advanced learning in your field of study as well. 

“I don’t think I like where this is going.”

I believe you will find it worthwhile. It may be the trip which lets me move out of your mind forever.

“Really? Well, I must admit that I’ve gotten quite used to having you there,” Davis said. “It’s kind of cool having a wise and sage voice which I can refer to as needed.”

You seemed rather less grateful for that wise and sage voice last Saturday evening. You seemed quite displeased with me.

“Look, when I’m on a date, I’d just prefer you to stay silent as though you’re not there. When you make a running commentary, it makes things... difficult.”

I merely asked you why a woman would have bags of salt water stitched into her chest. 

“Denise was a lovely young woman who...”

...Who had plastic cheekbones and some sort of infection in her lips.

“It was collagen.”

Does that mean ‘freakishly swollen’ in your culture?

“Okay, so she had a little work done,” Davis decided to skip the taxi and walk. He was only going to Beale Street and 2nd Avenue, a mere four blocks away. “Listen, all I’m saying is when I’m with a woman I would appreciate it if you didn’t... you know...”

Are you still upset I asked you what she meant by ‘boinking?’

“Let’s just change the subject please,” Davis sighed as began his south-bound walk. “Where exactly do you need me to take you? It’s not far is it?”

In distance, it is fairly close.

“I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop,” Davis said to Dark Tower. “It’s fairly close in distance, but...?”

It will take some time to get there.

“I see,” said Davis patiently. “And exactly how much time will it take for us to get there?”

More than two hundred years.

“Okay then. So, I’d better bring a book to read,” Davis sighed. “But first, I’ll grab dinner, and I have a feeling that I’d better make it a really good one.”
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Bishop Edward Bascombe had nodded off at his old, well-worn pine desk again. He only became aware of this when a knocking at the door had startled him awake. He looked around his desk trying to come to grips with no longer being in his dreams, and was startled again by a second knock at the door. The Memphis fort in which he lived also served as the base and headquarters to the First Church of the Holy Shrub. Shrubism was, gradually, becoming the faith with the largest percentage of followers in the United States. It wasn’t actually that it was growing by leaps and bounds, but rather because members of other faiths were either leaving the country or being killed off. By the current year, 1813, Edward Bascombe had become the second-highest ranking member of the church; only Deacon Shaedith held a higher position.

Bascombe stood up and rubbed his eyes, and then rubbed the back of his neck as he slowly shuffled towards the door. He wondered what time it was. It looked dark outside. He assumed it was one of the guards in the fort knocking with yet another update on the fort’s supply situation. He had asked them to keep him up to speed, but he didn’t realize just how many times it would mean that he would be interrupted each day. He was more than seventy years old, which by 1813 standards was very elderly indeed, and he felt he was entitled to some uninterrupted sleep from time to time. It hadn’t yet occurred to him to simply rescind his request.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” he muttered irritably as he reached the heavy wooden door. He stopped with his hand on the door latch. “Who is it?”

Silence.

Bascombe reached for the flint-lock pistol he kept on a small shelf beside the door. It was the most modern and reliable pistol of 1813. He clicked the hammer back and then – after taking a deep breath – opened the door quickly and pointed the pistol at... nobody.

He stood there frozen for a moment, then looked outside into the darkness and saw no trace of anyone. The wet from the recent rain shower was still present on the stony grounds, and Bascombe saw no fresh footsteps in the damp pathway which led to his door. He shook his head and then closed the door to the chill of the night, chuckling at what he figured must have been his overactive imagination. 

As he closed the door and locked it, he put the pistol back on the shelf. He turned to walk back to his desk when he was again startled, this time by an older-looking native man dressed in dark brown leathers standing in front of him. Bascombe let loose a short scream of fright, and scrambled clumsily for the pistol again.

“That will not be necessary,” the native man said. “It would also be futile. I have come to help you.”

“How did you get in here?” Edward demanded. 

“I have come to help you,” the man repeated.

“What can you possibly do for me?”

“I know of the one you call Dark Tower,” the man said nodding. “I know he is a problem you would like to have removed.”

“Well ... yes,” Bascombe said, frozen in pose with his hand still touching the shelved pistol. “Yes, he can be quite the vexing rogue, that one. How can you help us with him?”

“I can do more than just help you with him,” the native man said in the same calm, matter-of-fact tone. “I can make you free of him forever.”

“Really?” Edward asked with some incredulity. 

“Yes, really,” the man met Edward’s stare and held it until Edward looked away.

The native man in front of Bascombe had to be at least seventy years old – possibly even more. His wrinkled, serious face, and silver hair seemed like they would be more suited to someone telling stories to children around a campfire instead of offering his services to kill a deadly heathen sorcerer (who, as far as Bascombe was concerned, was technically already dead.) The native man wore clothing made from animal hides, spartanly decorated with dabbed red spots in places, and a few small animal bones woven into the waist of his clothes. He was not a large man; in fact, he seemed rather diminutive. The question of how this native man got into the heavily fortified and well-guarded fort was also weighing upon Bascombe’s mind at that moment.

“Pardon my saying, but you’re an old man,” Bascombe leaned against his door, relaxing only slightly. “Maybe even older than I am. What could you possibly do against the likes of him?”

“Make it so he will never be a bother to you again, of course” the man replied. “And I shall do it with much pleasure. I know you have enemies, and he is the most powerful of them all. There is great imbalance in the world. I am here to restore it.”

“If balance means he will no longer be a threat,” Bascombe nodded, “Then balance it shall be.”

“Very well,” Black Cloud said. “But first, I will direct you to his body. It must be moved.”
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“Duck for dinner again, then?” Napiw smiled pitifully at Malcolm. Napiw, an elderly coyote spirit known by his English nickname ‘Pennington’, had taken the form of an old native man for the sake of Malcolm and Mary. Spirits can take whatever form they wish to help nudge human understanding along, and Napiw chose to be an old man with a pink bathrobe and fuzzy slippers.

“Well, those little brats from the village didn’t help matters, you know,” Malcolm replied testily. “They kept chanting their native name for me and their laughing scared the larger dinners away.”

“They have a name for him?” Mary asked Pennington.

“Yes, yes,” Pennington grinned. “It translates to ‘pale enemy of waterfowl’.”

Mary snickered despite Malcolm’s glare – or perhaps because of it.

“Hey, how come when I come back from hunting, they clean me and not the duck?” Malcolm demanded.

“Animals are our living relatives and they must be respected,” Pennington explained. “If we take something from nature for food, we must make an offering back to nature. It could be a song, a dance or some tobacco.”

“The earth smokes?”

“All things we do, we do to restore balance,” Pennington replied, ignoring Malcolm’s question. “The ceremonial cleansing they do to you serves two purposes. First, it symbolically washes away your violent act, and secondly it restores harmony in nature.”

“I’d have harmony if I could get used to using a bow or a spear,” Malcolm said. “The damned things don’t work very well.”

“I thought in your time you were a revered hunter,” Pennington teased.

“Yeah, but I hunted in the city, and I didn’t use weapons from eighteen-thirteen,” replied Malcolm defensively. “I’m not used to this wilderness hunting stuff.”

“What did you hunt in these cities you always speak of?”

“I hunted human beings.”

“You ate people?” Pennington’s eyes were wide in horror.

“No, I hunted them, and I never considered them to be people,” Malcolm shot back. “I tracked down bad guys and city scum, and took them out of the gene pool. They weren’t people the way I saw it. I stole from thieves, not people. I killed thugs, gangsters, and those who thought they were above the law, but never people. As far as I’m concerned, that is the moral dividing line: I don’t kill people, I kill bastards.”

“Sounds to me like it may have been simpler to eat them,” Pennington shook his head, bewildered. “So, a city is like a very large village then, is that right?”

“Yeah, a very large village, sure,” Malcolm replied a little calmer. “My city has – or will have – more than eight million people in it.”

“Eight million people all in one place?” Pennington exclaimed in surprise. “What do they all do there?”

“They mostly just lower the bar for the rest of humanity,” muttered Malcolm.

“That is quite beyond my imagination, I regret to say,” sighed Pennington. “Eight million people in just one village. There’s hardly much more than eight million people on this entire continent. And you say there will be large cities like that one right across these lands?”

Malcolm nodded.

“My word,” the old spirit man sat back in his chair and absent-mindedly knitted his fingers. “How would they grow food for so many people in your time? How could they maintain order or have enough materials to make so many homes? My goodness, your entire world must spend all its energy and resources just to maintain these cities.”

“It’s amazing how you can be such an expert on stuff you don’t know anything about,” Malcolm scoffed. “In my world, you’d be a political pundit or a blogger.”

“I am simply amazed at how many millions live in your world – or, rather, the world in two hundred years’ time.”

“Well, when you think about it, it’s just basic exponential math,” Mary shrugged. “Populations grow... people reproduce. It’s survival of the species and all that.”

“Will there not come a point,” Pennington mused, “when the world cannot sustain such increases in population? I mean, the world cannot provide for so many more people each year.”

“I don’t know about that,” Malcolm smiled. “We’re pretty good at figuring out stuff like that. Besides, that’s another reason we study and explore outer space.”

“So you can ship out surplus population?”

“Goodness no, Pennington,” Mary replied in mild horror. “It’s so we can eventually colonize other planets.”

“And over-populate them too?” Pennington scoffed.

“Well, space is infinite,” Mary replied. 

“It is a real shame,” Pennington responded slowly, “human understanding is not.”
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John Davis had paid his bill and was ready to exit one of Memphis’ famous barbecue restaurants, having just eaten a bit more than he had planned to. He wasn’t sure what was in that Gumbo, but it was making his stomach feel as though it was in a constant state of expansion. As he stepped outside, he was once again finding himself having to quickly adapt to the stifling outdoor summer humidity from the air-conditioned comfort of the establishment.

“What do you mean you have to face your fear?” Davis said to the voice in his head, with his inactive cell phone pressed against his ear while he talked to Dark Tower.  “I can’t imagine what you would ever be afraid of. I mean, what do you have left to lose? You’re just a disembodied voice in my head.”

I fear Black Cloud.

“I see,” said Davis, eyes briefly looking up into a clear, blue sky. “I’m assuming you aren’t talking about the weather.”

Correct.

“So then can I equally assume,” John said while walking down the sidewalk, “that Black Cloud is the name of someone or something?”

A very powerful spirit.

“Is he as powerful as you are?”

He is twice as powerful as I am.

John looked up and down the street for another taxi while he let Xhuuya’s words sink in. “I wouldn’t like to meet him, then,” was the answer he managed.

You will meet him.

“I’d rather not.”

You will have little choice. He will search through time and space to find you.

“Why?” John jogged across the street during a break in the traffic, and the gumbo made him regret the increased gait he had just employed. “Because of you being in my head?”

Partly. Mostly, however, it is because of you and your ability to shift dimensions. That is a threat to those he now works with. I tried to tell you about him last year, but you were too focused on your upcoming fishing vacation.

“Okay, yes, now that you mention it, I do recall you saying something about that,” Davis admitted, “but I was a little overwhelmed at the time, so forgive me for not remembering.”

Davis went around the corner and stood in the shade of an old brick building. The heat was still intense but he felt better being out of the direct sun. He still had a good view of the street so he could try to hail a cab when or if he saw one. He had once again forgotten to call ahead for one. “How do you know all of this, anyway?”

Although I reside inside of your mind, my essence is out in the universe, where it has always been. To put it in a way you will better understand, I am able to sense things.

“So then are you in the minds of other people aside from me?”

I generally reside in their hearts.

“But do you talk to others, or just to me?”

Does it upset you I occasionally see other minds? Did you think we were exclusive?

“Well, no, I’m more like surprised,” Davis replied. “So why sometimes hearts and sometimes minds?”

It is difficult to talk to a heart. When I try to speak to their hearts, they quite often seem to mistake it for gas.

“Okay, so you were saying earlier that you sense things,” Davis tried to get the conversation back on track. “Go on.”

Go on?

“Yes, I’m still waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

You keep saying that. Is this another one of your... what are they, again? Idioms?”

“Yes, it’s a figure of speech,” John explained “It means I’m waiting for that critical piece of information which you haven’t told me yet. Tell me more about this god.”

We do not have gods. At least not in the sense you think of them. 

“Then what is Black Cloud?”

He is... something else. 

“Ah,” Davis said, not quite understanding. 

Black Cloud is not one spirit but two spirits which have somehow amalgamated. I believe it happened after we – that is, Malvern and I – used so much mystical energy to stop Shaedith’s armies last year and it caused an imbalance in nature. The two spirits became as one to act as a counter-balance to me. This new spirit is who made your previous world disappear. 

“Well, we got our world back,” Davis shrugged. “So that wasn’t so bad.”

No, you did not get back the same world at all. There are many differences in this world, which were done by his hand, but you have simply not yet noticed them. The reason I relocated Shaedith and Bascombe last year instead of destroying them, is the extra deaths would have only made Black Cloud that much more powerful. Black Cloud is now coming for us and he will use his powers to achieve his goals. That means against you and your friends. 

“So, then what two spirits merged?” Davis asked. “Any I might have heard of before?”

It would be unlikely you would have heard of them. Ta’xet is a Haida spirit; he is the god of violent death. 

“Wait, are you saying these Haida people have had to deal with so much violent death they felt the need to have their own god for it?” Davis asked, wide-eyed. “Do they also have a god of death by natural causes?”

Yes, their god Tia rules peaceful death.

“Oh boy, am I ever sorry I asked that,” Davis sighed. “Okay, and who is the second spirit which merged to create Black Cloud?”

The second one I am less certain about, but I believe it may be Makalay, a spirit known by some of my people in the California nations. Makalay is a single-horned god who represents death and destruction.

“Oh, great,” Davis sighed. “Two gods of death becoming besties.”

It is said that to see the face of Makalay is a precursor to death. 

“He must really be ugly, then,” Davis said. “When you think about it, though, everything in life is a precursor to death.”

This is hardly the time for philosophy. Black Cloud will be a most formidable foe for you.

“For me?” Davis said loudly. “I’m not going to fight some super-duper god of death.”

You will have no choice and you will need help when he finds you. He is going to try to extinguish all of us. Now that you are aware of this, you can plan ahead and bring the fight to him and thwart his goals.

“I’ve never actually heard anyone use the word ‘thwart’ before,” Davis said. “And what exactly are his goals?”

He wishes millions more to perish.

“Millions?” Davis asked in a more panicked confusion. “Oh, I see what you’re saying. If he lends his powers to help Shaedith then there’ll be no stopping him.”

Precisely. Black Cloud seeks to ensure the leaders of the new white nation are never again interfered with or threatened by any of us.

“What do you mean by us?” Davis protested. “I’m not one of you.”

Your grandfather was a native spirit.

“You’re kidding.”

Right, because I am the kidding type.

“No, no, I was asking out of surprise.”

And I was trying out sarcasm. I am beginning to see the appeal.

“But gods can’t reproduce,” Davis protested.

What about Jesus? Your stories say his father was your God and his mother was a mortal.

“I’m pretty sure that was just a story,” Davis replied. “Mary and Joseph were married, and despite what my pastor says, I personally believe they got up to things which married people get up to.”

Some of my people believe souls are capable of leaving their bodies and travelling as they wish. These souls can enter the bodies of others, including animals. The energy of the soul can change forms at will. If souls can enter bodies at will, they can also affect the host and impregnate them.

“That’s ridiculous.”

Said the person currently hosting a spirit inside his own body. 

“Well, it’s not like you’ll be there for the rest of my life.”

The rest of your life may not be much further into the future if we do not act quickly.

“You really have a way of adding dread to an already worrisome situation,” Davis sighed. “You said I would need help. So that means you and I working as a team?”

No. I need you to retrieve Malcolm and Mary from where they are in the past. They will help you.

“You can’t be serious,” Davis moaned. “Last time I was with them I just barely escaped with my life.”

But you did escape with it. Their help will be of the utmost importance. I foresee whether or not the world perishes will depend largely upon the three of you working together.

“Malcolm is more likely to destroy the world than save it,” Davis muttered. 

He is very interesting to observe.

“Those aren’t the words I would have chosen,” Davis said. “What do you mean by that, anyway?”

He is quick to temper and his spirit is very unsettled. He is dangerous and he puts people ill-at-ease. 

“Absolutely,” Davis nodded, still scanning the street for signs that taxis exist.

And yet when you observe him with others, they listen to him and oblige him, even when they don’t think they should. Right now, among the Musqueam band, even the chief’s son listens to him, and the chief’s son considers white people unworthy. 

“Well that much makes sense,” Davis said. “Malcolm probably makes the chief’s son feel justified in his views.”

No, it is more than that.

“Okay, look,” Davis replied, irritation in his voice. “Malcolm is... a spectacle. You can’t help but be curious as to what he’s going to do next. People go along with it for the sake of entertainment and curiosity. By the time they realize what’s happening, it’s too late.”

That is an interesting way to look at it. Nevertheless, you need him and Mary for this.

“Okay, fine,” Davis sighed. “So, where am I supposed to go to get them?”

I will guide you.
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Chapter 7
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Gilda and Mary walked together into the centre of the native village, where Malcolm was engaged in one of his many arguments with the elders, all of whom were seated in a circle around the fire pit at the centre of the village. Pennington was able to act as an interpreter, and he did so quite merrily. These arguments were always lively, and he marvelled at how the culture of his people and of the white people were so different. Secretly, the elders also looked forward to these discussions, as they enjoyed getting Malcolm riled up.

Yesterday’s argument erupted when the elders were telling Malcolm how it is the belief of the natives everything on the earth is alive and must be treated as such. People, animals, and birds, for sure, but also rivers, trees, mountains, and rocks. 

Malcolm jumped in and challenged the assertion of rocks being alive. He stated how ridiculous that entire line of thinking was to him. He pointed out that rocks didn’t eat and didn’t breathe, and they didn’t crap in the woods, or organize themselves in any way. 

One of the elders turned to Malcolm and asked him if his hair was alive. Taken aback, Malcolm answered of course his hair was not alive. The elder pointed out Malcolm’s hair continued to grow, and how could it do so if it was not alive? Malcolm responded by saying his hair grew because it was part of his living body. The elder smiled and said this was exactly like rocks on a living earth. The rivers flow, he said, mountains rise, and the land itself moves. The earth lives, he continued, and because it lives, we can also live. Therefore, all of the earth - including the rocks - must be respected and treated as living things.

When Pennington had finished the translation, Malcolm took it all in and thought about it for a moment. He later regretted the only thing he could come up with as a response was to say was the elder was really pissing him off with his logic. Upon translation, this drew appreciative laughter.

When Mary approached, she could hear the topic of today’s argument was trees. She heard Malcolm exclaiming he was only being helpful, and he thought they would appreciate his initiative in collecting firewood from the forest. One of the elders replied and Pennington dutifully supplied the translation.

“He says,” Pennington stated, “you cannot simply chop down a tree.”

“No, wait right there a second,” Malcolm said with his finger raised. “I always hear them talking about how if you take something from the earth, you have to put something back, right? Well I planted a new tree right after I chopped down the first one. So, one tree was cut down, and one was planted in its place. It’s all the same, right? Balance.”

When the elder finished his response, Pennington turned back to Malcolm and translated. “He wants to know something. If he was to kill your brother, and then later bring you a stranger, and he was to tell you this stranger was to replace your brother, would that be all the same to you?”

“Hard to know,” Malcolm responded, “I was the only kid my parents had.”

After a moment, Pennington translated the elder’s reply. “He said he thinks your parents were wise to stop after having you.”

“Oh, he’s hilarious,” Malcolm quipped, which drew more laughter from the elders. Malcolm turned to Pennington. “Hey, I’ve got a question for you. How come when I speak English, he needs you to translate, but when you speak English he understands?”

“I am not speaking in English,” Pennington replied. “You are simply hearing me in your language, just as he hears me in his.”

“You can do that?”

“You forget I am a spirit,” Pennington smiled. “Of course, I can do that.”

“That’s impressive,” Malcolm admitted.

“It’s almost as impressive,” Pennington smiled, “as my being able to have a conversation with an atheist who still can’t see the irony of it all.”

Before Malcolm could respond, Mary stepped in. 

“Sorry to interrupt, Malcolm, but Gilda says it’s time,” Mary said stoically. “She says we only have a few minutes to prepare.”

“Now?” Malcolm was surprised. He stood up. “Okay, sure, just let me get my stuff together.”

Pennington stood up. “Wait for a moment, Malcolm, and then I will walk with you.”

Gilda nodded to the elders who bowed their heads in respect to her. She and Mary left the elders and headed back towards the lakeshore. 

Malcolm looked at Pennington. “I guess this is it.”

“You might want to change out of these animal skins,” Pennington suggested. “If you are going to go back among the white people, you should wear the clothes you came here in.” 

“If you say so,” Malcolm said. “None of this makes any sense; I’m just going along with it because Gilda’s vision said Mary and I would be leaving here.”

One of the elders spoke some words Malcolm didn’t understand. 

“He has a question he wants to ask you, man to man,” Pennington offered by way of translation. “He can see how close you and Mary are and he wants to know why you don’t take her as your partner and mate.”

“Well, normally I’d say that’s none of his goddamned business,” Malcolm said. “But what the hell. Alright, tell him it’s because I don’t want to care. When you care, you have something to lose; you know, something someone can take away from you. So, like I said to Mary, when you’ve got something people can take away, you hesitate. In my line of work, hesitation gets you killed.”

Pennington translated Malcolm’s words, then waited while the elder responded.

“He finds this all rather confusing,” Pennington said. “He said you already care about Mary, so you would likely hesitate anyway. He thinks perhaps the real reason is maybe because you’re too afraid of losing anyone else who is close to you.”

“That’s part of it, sure,” Malcolm shrugged. “Losing people you love sucks, let’s face it. But sometimes you’ve got to be tougher than that, even if it means not caring.”

Pennington once again dutifully supplied the translation. The elder nodded and was silent for a moment before he spoke. Pennington smiled.

“Very interesting,” Pennington said. “He says not caring doesn’t make you strong. He says truly strong people would care anyway because some things are worth the risk of pain.”

“He’s a very wise old man,” Malcolm said. “But I’ve got other things to think about right now. Namely, seeing if we’re going to get another chance to get Shaedith out of the way.”

“I understand,” Pennington said warmly.

“Tell the elders goodbye and thanks,” Malcolm said. 

“I most certainly will,” Pennington smiled, then turned to the elders and passed Malcolm’s message along. The elders nodded and waved. Malcolm and Pennington then walked together back towards the lakefront. 

Malcolm went into the dwelling he and Mary had been living for the past few months and retrieved a few sundry items. Mary had already changed back into her Twenty-First Century clothes

“You know, I was getting used to seeing you in animal skins,” Malcolm said. “It suited you.”

“Thank you,” Mary replied. “It actually
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