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 Introduction 
    


  Tarina’s pointed ears poked through her golden locks. The elva, a female Elven, placed an Oracle Scroll in her lap and drew her finger along the leather, turning virtual pages to the proper place. Elven children that passed from child to adult –  graduates of “The Ascension Ceremony” – sat on the floor and lounged on pillows. Both speaking and hearing the sacred tales was an honor – a sign of their inclusion into the community. 


  The young elvas kept fussing with their choker necklaces – their clan’s crest embossed upon the front oval. Each necklace was unique to the girl and designated her status in the community. Many thought it unfair that boys never wore them, but few elvas vocalized their complaint: it was an honor and sacred duty to wear it. To defy the necklace was to defy their sacred traditions and the one who inspired them – God. So they accepted their lot in life, but the strangeness of the it took time to fade.  


  The elvans, the boys, eyed the girl’s chokers with some interest, but the girl’s ring-less fingers fascinated the boys most. Upon wedding, the priest would emboss their husband’s crest in the ring’s oval. Fathers were already busy negotiating the fate of their children. They wanted the best marriage, the best future. The boys thought in simple terms: each one wanted the prettiest girl, and they imagined their crest on her ring.  


  Tarina found the correct page and drew in a deep breath. “Tonight we shall speak of ancient lives, for myth and legend have their roots in fact. Before the Black Castle, before the Hargal Wall, before the settling of Asgard, and before the great wars – men, elves, and dwarves lived solitary lives, uninterested and isolated from one another. Complacent. Vulnerable. Their enemies, however, viewed them with great envy and conspired in the shadows. The unlikeliest of persons, a stranger from the lost world of Earth, would spark a conflict and that would burn across the world ….”  


  
 


    


 
 Chapter 1 
    


  Alex Dubois chased his headlights, searching the darkness, longing to fill the void: an indefinable ache, one that drove him through the night. The road snaked through the wilderness, disaster at the edge of every curve, danger looming with every tree. Another car’s headlights raced at him with a suddenness that stung his eyes. Backcountry roads are treacherous by day and deadly by night. Why was he driving so fast? Where was he going? He had no idea, but something compelled him. 


  He received two week’s severance, a few thousand dollars for years of devotion. Coworkers wept and then departed, a slip of paper sundering the bonds of love and friendship. This was supposed to be a vacation, the long rest that he promised himself on all those double shifts. But he could not forget their faces, and he could not take his foot off the gas pedal, and his hands refused to release the steering wheel. 


  When he came to a fork in the road, he slowed and turned left, leaving the well-traveled path. He eased off the gas and struggled to read the road signs. Tired of the Airstream trailer he pulled, he searched for the resort. Maps were for sissies and women – that axiom got him hopelessly lost. He struggled to remember the directions: “Turn left at the fork and take Drake Road all the way to the resort.” The resort and the City of Gleason seemed like a modern version of “Brigadoon”, a city forever shrouded in mist.  


  “Gleason, Kansas: 24 Miles,” stated a road sign. He breathed a sigh of relief and savored his victory: found without a map. If he stayed on this road, he would make it. He performed a mental inventory of his plans. After a day’s rest, he would contact his second cousin, Rory Vakhal and spend time with his family. He turned on the radio, but all he received was static; so he plugged in the audio player – a puff of smoke arose from it.  


  “Damn it!”     


  He opened a window and tried to wave out the smoke. Far ahead on the road, he saw the single light of a motorcycle. It was going so fast – too fast. “Slow down and save a life, you idiot,” he said as if the rider could hear him. The light grew brighter, larger by the second. Was a freight train coming at him? It was huge: a ball of light the size of a water tower. He eased off the gas and moved his right foot to the brake. The light blinded him; he threw up his hands, squeezed his eyes shut, and screamed.  


  Bathed in pure white light, he floated without a care. Nothing mattered; perfect peace overshadowed him: the kind one feels when cradled in their mother’s arms. He could see in all directions, but all he saw was white mist. A moment later he emerged, like a man exploding out of deep waters. He sucked in a desperate gasp and slammed on the brakes. His pickup truck threw him around like a bucking bronco, but the seatbelt restrained him. He fought to keep the truck straight as uneven ground wrenched the tires.  


  The truck glanced off a boulder and came to a sudden stop. He lingered in silence, taking deep breaths and checking his body. Other than a few aches and pains, he was fine, a happy ending … then flames erupted. He yanked on the seatbelt, as though he could rip it off, but gathering his wits, he released the mechanism and forced open the door. He jumped out and landed on all fours, hitting the ground with a splash.  


  By the light of the flames, he saw brown vegetation, soggy marshland, and the boulder. His single largest asset was going up in flames, and it was about to burn up his Airstream trailer. He splashed to the rear of his truck and grabbed his fire extinguisher. After ripping out the pin, he blasted the white foam through the radiator. The flames flickered and then died.  


  Once again, the darkness enveloped him. Cloudy breaths jetted from his mouth, and he gave the smoldering engine the last blast of foam. Confident the fire was extinguished, he searched for signs of civilization. The moonlight allowed him to see a great distance, but that was peculiar: there was no moon that night. It was September 15, the middle of the month. When he looked up, his jaw went slack, and he felt weak.  


  Two moons and a ringed planet filled the night sky, phantoms of an otherworldly vista. He rubbed his eyes and looked again. The two moons were so large, the closer one leading the chase across the sky; blotches of green, blue, and tan covered them – they were alive: water, forests, and deserts. A giant loomed behind them: a purple planet with a blue ring around it, much like Saturn. But it was so close, as though it world smash into the planet. 


  “That’s impossible.”  


  He felt like he had been sucking on coffee grounds. He needed to calm down. His whole body, his mind, vibrated with energy, and his skin felt like a million ants crawled over it. His truck was not doing much better: it stunk like a dead cat, but at least he managed to put out the fire. 


  Sitting on top of a large rock, taller than his truck, he saw the entire clearing by the moonlight. Where the green field ended, a forest began, and beyond the forest, he saw mountains: tall, white capped giants, the kind that make’s one feel like an ant upon the ground. Where did they come from? Where was he? 


  After a long night filled with howls, hoots, and terrifying sounds, the sun emerged over the horizon. It was a beautiful sunrise of pinks and reds, stretched across the sky, brilliant orange clouds across a panoramic view, but the sun was in the wrong spot. What had once been north by his reckoning was now south, so south was now north. He wished he joined the Boy Scouts as a kid. 


  Seated on his rock, his eyes searched in vain for a single road, farmhouse, or ranch in the entire valley; it was a real wilderness. Just beyond the forest to the southeast, he saw a river and some fields. In every direction, high forest, rolling fields, and wilderness surrounded him. He longed to hear an airplane or even the blast of a truck horn.  


  He had a feeling that the entire planet watched him, like a fly that landed on the tip of its nose. He hoped it did not have a flyswatter. I need to get control of myself, he thought, and hike to civilization. How? What direction should I take? There’s nothing around here! 


  The sun rose in the east, and the mosquitoes fled to the shade. What started as warmth on his skin turned to a blistering heat. He trudged through the marsh and made it to the edge of the forest. Isn’t this how people get lost, he wondered. Yet there were no sounds of rescue: no sirens, no helicopter, nothing to give him hope.  


  Alex returned to the trailer and grabbed a spool of string. He tied it to a branch and ventured into the forest. The high pine trees provided blessed shade, and the rust-colored needles cushioned his steps. After walking awhile, he came to the end of the string, but the forest continued. He tied off the string and then kept walking, trying to memorize each step back to safety. At the top of a gradual slope, he saw the shimmering blue waters of a river.  


  He pulled down the brim of his hat and wished that he had brought a pair of binoculars. Beyond the shimmering blue waters, he saw an endless tract of forest, and where the forest ended, the real wilderness began. Not a road, smoking chimney, nor any other sign of civilization greeted his yearning eyes. The endless wilderness made him long for a filthy dumpster beside a weathered gas station, an indifferent attendant, and a payphone. 


  Alex sat on the ground and sighed. In other circumstances, he would have found the panoramic vista beautiful, but fear dispelled such notions. He tore open an energy bar and then savored the chocolate, peanut buttery goodness. Too soon it was gone, leaving behind the sweet aftertaste of home. He crumpled the wrapper and raised his hand to throw it but paused. Alex opened his hand, and the wrapper unfolded. He licked the last few crumbs from the inside of it and then stuffed it into his pocket. He didn’t want to be the first man to litter a pristine wilderness, and neither did he wish to lose this last vestige of home.  


  He sat, perched on the hilltop, for hours. When the sun was straight overhead, he gave up hope of seeing an airplane and trudged back to the string. He blazed a trail by marking the trees with a knife, and he gathered up the string into a spool.   


  He slept for a few hours, and each breeze eased his troubled mind. When he awoke, his stomach rumbled. Was it dinner time? All the clocks stopped, so it was hard to tell. Being a bachelor, he had few food stores, and he exhausted it after one meal.  


  The first sunset marked the beginning of his reluctant adventure. Dreams of rescue and starchy fast foods began to fade. Anxiety replaced hope as his stomach emptied. The only way to survive in the wilderness was to hunt, but all he had was a knife and a fishing pole. He wished for a high power rifle with a scope, but such wishes are frustrated desires and do nothing to fill an empty belly. 


  The funny thing about going to bed early is that one wakes up early, and in Alex’s case, he woke up in the middle of the night. He went outside and inhaled the crisp night air. The moons were so big. It’s like he could reach out and touch them. The stars were sharp points of light, and there were so many of them. They must be close or really big. 


  He sat on the rock and took a load off his weary limbs. With nothing but time and darkness, his thoughts returned to the beginning: a year ago, that was when events were set in motion. After years of dedicated labor, his regional director called a company meeting - he remembered it like yesterday – they were all gathered in warehouse number three; it was empty, an ominous portent. Mr. Holmes climbed up on a forklift and shuffled through some papers. He looked like his best friend just died. 


  “I’m sorry, but the company is down-sizing. All of you will be given a severance package commensurate with your years of service ….” The rumble of the crowd and the buzzing in his ears grew louder by the second. 


  Mr. Holmes shook everyone’s hand with a mournful expression, but he kept his job. It was surreal. Both supervisor and laborer carried boxes out to their cars; as if leaving work for the day, they departed, never to return. It was over. His whole division was gone, shut down, outsourced to a third-world nation. How do you compete with a man that works for pennies? 


  He went home to an empty house and found a “Dear John letter.” His girlfriend, Trina, expressed her love for him and her desire to be a star. She moved to Hollywood and took up acting. Six months passed, and Alex received a phone call from Jeff, Alex’s longtime friend. High most of the time, Jeff lived in his parent’s basement and played video games. When he wasn’t playing video games, he watched online porn. Jeff saw Trina in an adult video.  


  Alex’s house was dark, and the cat was indifferent, and the dog ran off. He popped a beer and sat in the dark. A .38 police special, a gift from his brother, was in his sock drawer. After fetching it, he spun the chamber and wondered if he should check out (take a dirt nap, see the other side, dance with death, die). 


  A preacher came on the TV, and the camera zoomed in on his face. “… You’ll know it when God is on the move. He’ll shut down your life, one piece at a time. If you’re smart, you’ll take the hint. If not, he will force you to move. Maybe you’re at that point today. Call our free prayer line and speak with a counselor ….” 


  Alex never called the prayer line, but he did put the gun away. He always wanted to travel and move out west. Most people said to him, ‘You watched too many cowboy movies,’ but why not. What did he have to lose? The irony of that conclusion now haunted him.  


  Maybe God had this in mind for him. The notion brought comfort to him. If God brought him here, He would provide. At that moment, he wished for a beer, an ice cold beer, one with condensation running down the glass. He wondered if Coors delivered. If they saw this environment, they would open a brewery. Just beyond the river to the west lay golden fields. Wild wheat grew all around Colorado. He stopped and ate some of the wheat. It was chewy. At that moment, a slice of bread sounded like heaven. 


  “I’M HUNGRY!” 


  
 


 
 Chapter 2  
    


  A mid-afternoon rain raged and shook the trailer, transforming the marsh into a small pond. When it passed, Alex ventured outside, and the mud squished beneath his boots. It was almost if the storms were on a five-hour schedule. One could set your watch by them. 


  He heard birds singing in the trees and the drone of insects in the fields. He froze in place when a rabbit emerged from underneath a bush. It hopped across Alex’s path and stopped to stare at him. It twitched its nose and pondering this strange new creature. Alex tried to get a little closer to his supper, but the rabbit sprang away.  


  Alex seldom hunted, but he spent a lifetime eating meat. Animals died to feed him, but killing the rabbit seemed worse – so much more personal. It wanted to live just as much as him. Fish, on the other hand, deserved to die, and he was going fishing. A poem by Robert Frost came to his mind as he walked through the forest. 


  The woods are lovely, dark, and deep, 

  But I have promises to keep, 

  And miles to go before I sleep,  

  And miles to go before I sleep. 

    


  The breeze swayed the treetops, and squirrels leaped about in a mad scramble for food. Alex’s stomach would have loved to sample squirrel meat or rabbit stew. Every thought that entered his mind centered on food. He reckoned this must be the way my ancestors lived. All of nature is one grand buffet. 


  The leaves were overturned from his excursion the previous day. Between that and the marks on the trees, it made a convenient trail to follow. With each step he took, the water grew louder, like city traffic. Splashing and gurgling came from ahead of him. He could smell the moist air, heard a noisy clatter, and saw low hanging fruit: wild grapes perhaps – another item on the menu. 


  A short climb up a tree yielded a fistful of grapes. Sweet, juicy, full of vitamins, he loved grapes. His mouth was full; his hands were busy, and his stomach gurgled with delight. He ate until the panicked feeling abated, and continued on his foraging trip. 


  When he reached the river, the fish leaped out of the water and snapped up tasty flies. He had no more thrown his line in the water than one bit the hook, a hook without bait. It was a largemouth bass. The next part disturbed him, cleaning the fish made him feel like a murderer; but he needed the protein. He knew it was strange to feel bad for a fish, but he did.  


  After starting a fire, he found a piece of slate along a small ridge; it reminded him of a snowboard. After moving two rocks up to the edge of the fire, he placed the slate above the flames. Using a spatula from the trailer, he cooked the fish until well-done: he didn’t want worms.  


  He placed some grapes, a few sliced apples, and a few pears on the plate. He cooked the fish with some cherry juice (He renamed the cherry as “Ambrosia,” since it was not really a cherry). It was so good that he imagined that he ate at a five-star restaurant. While the meal was fantastic and the ambiance was marvelous, the other patrons were annoying. The squirrels stared at him, and every so often one of them barked.  


  They should be glad I’m not eating a squirrel breakfast.  


  A wolf exited the forest – no, not just a wolf – it was a dire wolf. It was huge and muscular, as though it lifted weights, dangerous in the extreme. He couldn’t breathe, and he feebly clutched his steak knife, ready to battle to the death – his death. The wolf trotted over as if they were old friends and sniffed the stone. He ate the fish guts and sampled the meat. 


  While Alex watched, the wolf sauntered to the riverbank and leaped into the water headfirst. Only his tail wagged in the air above the water. When his head burst up from the surface, a trout flipped about in his maw. He carried the fish up the bank and sat near Alex. The wolf devoured his breakfast. The wolf – which he named “Socks” because of his white feet – treated Alex like an old friend. Socks searched a bit and found some thick grass for a bed and lounged in the sunshine.  


  A minute later, Socks slept. He relaxed in a state of wolfish bliss, but Alex didn’t dare move. He sat on the rock until his butt hurt. Then he slipped on a soft patch of grass. Socks looked up at Alex, grunted, and fell back asleep.  


  Alex couldn’t sleep, not with a giant wolf three paces away, and leaving seemed rude. His mind began to wander, and he worried about next winter. He needed to store provisions. Would Socks still be a friend when food is low, and the snow froze the ground?  


  Socks was a wondrous creature, but he was a wild creature, an ancient predator, and competitor of man. Alex intended to keep a safe distance from him. He imagined the winters: frozen rivers, hip deep snow, a struggle for survival? That was the difference between a wolf and a man: men worry.    


  
 


 
 Chapter 3  
    


  After an hour, he gathered the courage to leave. Each step away from Socks made him feel a little better. Then he looked behind himself. Socks followed him up the trail. His back stiffened, and his jaw clenched, and his right hand caressed the hilt of his steak knife. 


  He kept looking over his shoulder, hoping to see an empty trail, but disappointment, like the wolf, haunted his steps. If he stopped, Socks stopped, and when he started, Socks started. After a hike uphill, when he arrived at the clearing, Socks hurried to his side. A sheen of sweat covered Alex’s face, and his throat became dry. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Socks, strolling beside him like a dog on a walk. 


  The silver trailer grew larger by the second. His deliverance was close at hand, but so was the dire wolf. Would Socks attack before he got to the door? Was Socks that smart? He was just a wolf, an animal. Right? 


  A crack of thunder echoed over the treetops, and lightning flashed in rolling black clouds. It would be a bad one, perhaps enough to make Socks leave. Alex could only hope. The storm came fast, but so was his trailer. 


  He reached out and grabbed the knob, and gave it a twist, certain that Socks would strike at any moment. The door opened with a creak worthy of a haunted house. Socks barreled past him. He scampered inside the trailer and then he got up on his bed, circled twice, and lay down on the bed, taking up most of it. 


  Now, what? he thought. 


  Alex lingered before the door with his hand on the knob. He could feel two paths diverge: first, he could shut the door and run. It would trap Socks for a while, but he would escape, only after Alex was safely up a tree. However, this would be a fatal blow to the fragile trust forged between them. Second, he could enter the trailer. What the future held, he could envision; he could only see the immediate path and the decision it demanded: would they walk together as friends, as equals, or would they divide as enemies? Either way, it would be a lifelong commitment: one that would change both of them. 


  After taking two breaths and collecting his thoughts, he entered the trailer. Socks looked up at him and began to pant. He then lay back down and closed his eyes. Wolves sleep a lot when they are not hunting. As for Alex, he sat on the bench. He was not quite ready to share a bed with a dire wolf. 


  The rain continued for hours and caused a flash flood in the marsh. The later afternoon heat drove Alex out the door, and Socks joined him. Socks exited the marsh and sauntered into a field. He paused a fair distance from the trailer, and then he did a curious thing: he dug a hole. What was this curious, new behavior? 


  Socks squatted and defecated into the hole. When he finished, he kicked in the dirt, burying his excrement like a cat. This unexpected behavior piqued Alex’s mind. It was intelligent. If prey smelled his scent, they would scatter. Socks then gave Alex a curious look as if to ask, “What is so interesting about me pooping?” 


  Scruffy, Alex’s boyhood pet, required a walk every evening, and after he had sniffed out the right location, Alex watched the dog defecate, not just once but every time. Other people did the same thing. They walked their dogs and watched them relieve themselves. What was so fascinating?  


  About that time, his stomach informed him that he was hungry. He crossed the field toward the woods, and Socks charged to his side. Some birds launched into the sky with a noisy clatter, warning others as they flew. Predators were on the hunt, intent on a kill. 


  Was he a predator? The thought seemed bizarre. A cow has four stomachs and a wolf just one. A cow ate herbivores, but a wolf was carnivorous, with omnivore tendencies. A cow was satisfied to live in a field and chewed his cud; a wolf lived in a complex social structure and sought to improve his station in life: man is like a wolf. 


  Fishing was easy for both of them, but Socks ate the moment he caught his meal. Now it was Socks turn to stare. Alex started another fire and cooked his fish. After eating, he took a cue from Socks and took a nap. When he awoke, darkness had fallen, and Socks lay by his side, pressed up against him. They were a pack, best friends, and companions – family. It was peculiar, but neither of them felt so alone.  


  
 


 
 Chapter 4  
    


  There is an axiom of a green landscape: it rains often. Socks and Alex spent an uncomfortable night in the trailer. He was uncomfortable sleeping on the bench, but how do you tell a dire wolf to get off the bed? He opened the door and went out several times during the night, hoping Socks would follow. Then he would rush back inside and take the bed. However, Socks was too smart for that: he grunted and went back to sleep. Alex grumbled and struggled to sleep on the bench. 


  When morning arrived, they made a pilgrimage down to the river. Alex couldn’t stand the idea of fish for breakfast, so he ate fruit. When he had to relieve himself, he went off into the woods. Why? He had no idea. There was no one to see him, and Socks didn’t care, but he went off into the woods anyway, and that’s when he found it. 


  He crept through dense undergrowth, searching for a good spot to relieve himself, but the branches blocked him; thorns grabbed him, and clumps of grass twisted his ankles. When he pushed through this barrier, he saw red, not a color one sees much in nature, except on fruit. It was curved and smooth, covered with a layer of dirt. When he ran his finger along it, he saw metallic red, as on a sports car.  


  The undergrowth resisted, but he pushed through it and stumbled onto the ground. The empty socks of a skull stared at him, its jaw open wide in a silent scream. “Shit!” he scrambled backward and into the grass. The skeleton still wore gray rags and lay half-buried in the sod; a single broken shaft protruded from its skull. Every horror movie he had ever seen replayed in his imagination. He expected some deranged killer to burst out from the underbrush, wielding a blood-drenched machete. 


  He heard the grass rustle and grabbed his steak knife. Clenching it, every muscle tense, he readied himself for battle. Socks emerged and gave him a curious glance, raising an eyebrow. He looked about and sniffed the air. After sniffing the corpse, he trotted over to a car and examined it. Animals deal with real, not imagined threats.  


  The front end of the car formed a “U” around the trunk of a very thick apple tree. The metal was twisted and jagged, the paint flaked, but the exposed metal was still silvery, un-rusted after years of exposure: aluminum or some exotic alloy. The driver’s side door was open wide, exposing the interior to the elements. Rotted seats, a cracked dashboard, and thick grime testified to the age of the wreck.   


  He crawled over to the body and poked at the skull with his knife. It rolled away from the neck and wobbled with a stick jutting out of it. Alex’s lip curled into a snarl as he surveyed the headless corpse. Gathering up his courage, not wishing to touch the skull, he pulled out the stick. A rusted point capped the shaft; it was an arrowhead.  


  Murder! 


  His mind screamed, and his senses went back on alert. He crouched in the grass and tried to find the threat, but the only sound was the wind and the rushing river. Socks lay down in the grass and seemed to study him. While acknowledging Alex’s alarm, he failed to comprehend it. When Alex noticed the wolf staring, he became self-conscious. “Somebody killed this person with an arrow. I want to make sure he doesn’t do it to us.”  


  To his great surprise, Socks rose up and searched the area for a fresh scent. Finding none, he returned and lay down again, as if to say, “We are safe.” Alex lowered his knife and rubbed his face. They were safe for the moment but for how long? 


  Not wishing to but needing to, he dug the corpse out with his knife. Disgusted by his task, he gagged several times and fought against the dry heaves. It was then that he saw the rotted fragments of a nylon bra wrapped around a slender rib cage. The right arm was missing: cleaved by a blade, only a stub of bone remaining. When he brushed away more dirt and rotted leaves, he saw that the left arm was also missing, and an ax chopped through the hips, fracturing bone, detaching the missing legs. It was then that he noticed the teeth marks on the ribs, and he vomited.  


  Socks came to his side and comforted Alex. For the first time, Alex touched Socks: his right hand stroked the wolf’s thick fur. Socks nuzzled Alex and licked the yellow bile away from Alex’s face. After taking several deep breaths, Alex rose to his feet.  


  As if stalking the car, Alex crept up to it. The interior smelled of mold and dust. He sneezed twice and rubbed his nose on his sleeve. The passenger side door was also open, and a second corpse lay inside the car. Several deep chops split his skull, and like the female, the psychopath hacked off the limbs. All that remained of his clothes was a rotted shirt and a tarnished brass belt buckle.  


  The whole incident replayed in his imagination. The car snapped to this world, barreling through the brush, and slammed into a tree. The couple, still recovering from the crash, opened the car doors. The cannibal swung an ax and sank it deep into the man’s skull. The woman screamed in terror and fled the car. An arrow hit her in the head, instantly killing her … there had to be two killers, one with an ax and the other with a bow.  


  Overwhelmed, he backed away from the car and sat in the grass. The horror of his discovery clawed at his mind, twisted his gut into a knot, and tensed his body. It was horrible. Unthinkable. Monstrous. How could anyone do it? 


  After a long while, he forged his resolve. He had to investigate further. The killers might have left some traces left behind. From the amount of sediment, decades passed since they died, perhaps longer – how long does it take for inches of sediment to accumulate?  Only an archaeologist would know, but he guessed a long while. However, the ancestors of murderers might still live in the area. 


  He returned to the car and snatched the car keys from the ignition as if it would bite him. The make and model of the car was a mystery; it was like none he had ever seen. Its body had a low profile, and its aerodynamic contours were modern. He wiped away some dust on the dashboard and sneezed. Written in red italic letters, he read “Dragon.” There was no model of car known as a Dragon, yet he sat in the wreck of just such an automobile.     


  Curiosity got the better of him, and he moved around to the trunk. He poked the key through the grim, and it opened. Three lime green suitcases, covered with reflective stickers, lay inside it. Excited by his find, Alex yanked out the largest and set it on the ground. After flipping over the tag, he read, “Susan Brown,” and it came with a photo: a college girl with long brown hair, pretty features, and an irrepressible smile. Grief hit Alex in waves, nausea of the soul.  


  He imagined Susan posing for the photograph, full of life and hope. Nowhere in her, or anyone else’s, darkest imaginings could she picture herself ending up there, butchered and unburied. Alex’s eyes welled up with tears, but he resisted them: men don’t cry. 


  Two other suitcases had Susan’s name and picture on them. The man must have just been a passenger – a hitchhiker, a friend, a lover? There was no way to be certain, and Alex supposed it didn’t matter. They were long gone. 


  When he pulled up the floor of the trunk, he saw a tire iron, jack, and collapsible shovel. The manufacturer never imagined the use Alex had for it: to dig a car out of mud or perhaps snow, but Alex needed to dig a grave.  


  It took Alex a couple of hours to dig the graves. The hardscrabble ground exhausted Alex. Rather than dig a long, narrow hole, he dug a round hole and placed the bones to rest. A simple prayer and then a minute of silence memorialized the victims. His thoughts, however, were selfish. Would the murderers return, and would he be ready?  


  
 


 
 Chapter 5  
    


  Alex slept in fitful spasms. The hard bench and the corpses turned his dreams dark. He dreamt of the beautiful brunette. She sat with her back him. Thrilled to see another person, he ran to her and grabbed her shoulder. When her face snapped toward him, he recoiled in horror. A rotted corpse – eyeless sockets, putrefying flesh, and swollen tongue – turned toward him. He awoke in a cold sweat, and in the darkness, he struggled to remember the location. When he remembered, heaviness returned.  


  The morning arrived like a long lost friend; Alex was exhausted but glad to see the sun’s bright face. Even though he had never been one to drink, he craved a shot of Whiskey, something to steady his nerves. If he were back on Earth, he would have called the emergency services. Helicopters, police cars, and the media would have swarmed the area – frantic to save him. An ambulance would care for him. Once arriving in a safe hospital, they would give him a sedative and tell him to rest – the ordeal was an aberration, best forgotten. However, the snow-capped mountains made it clear that no such help would come, today or any other day.  


  The three suitcases lay before him on the ground, waiting for him, daring him. He sat in the doorway, resting his chin on his palm, elbows on his knee. His index finger tapped his chin, and his mind struggled to make sense of his situation. There was so much grime on the car; it had to be 50 years or perhaps 100 years since the car crashed – yet the car was so high-tech, so futuristic.  


  He needed answers. 


  Rising from his threshold, he strode over to the enigmatic luggage. The largest suitcase begged to be explored, and he set it on a rock and examined the release mechanism. Pushing the tabs, the latches flipped open. He pried open the lid and saw clothes: blouses, skirts, dresses, and jeans. He was not sure what he was expecting, perhaps something a bit more dramatic.  


  It was as he suspected: the clothes were too small and the wrong gender to be of use. When one has limited resources, one takes what one can get, but it was to no avail. He picked up each garment and tossed it aside. A black rectangle, appearing much like a phone, caught his attention. It had a monolithic quality, a strangeness that drew him to it. When he touched it, a holographic video played. 


  “Will you stop it,” Susan laughed. “I stopped by Mrs. Furst’s house on my way home and picked up Josh.” She put her arm around Josh, as she drove the car, and squeezed his side. “He’s annoying, but he‘s my only baby brother. I still don’t see why he gets to run off with his friends. When I was 18-years-old, you never let me do anything fun.” 


  “It’s because I’m trustworthy,” Josh said, leaning into view, and a broad grin appeared on his face.  


  “A couple of hours, and we’ll be up at the cabin. Tell daddy not to bring work. I want to try out a new racing motorcycle. It has a high output power-core. It should scream.” She searched the sky with worried eyes, and angst replaced joy. Dark clouds swirled; lighting flashed; the air sizzled, and powerful gusts bent trees. “We’re driving into a storm. We have to go.” A brilliant light appeared as though someone opened a window in the sky, and broken branches flew through the hole. The hole raced across the sky; it snapped to the road; trees replaced pavement. Susan screamed, and the video stopped.  


  His stomach twisted into a knot, and he started taking deep breaths. The only thing he could see was the black device … player … whatever it was in his hand. As he stroked his index finger across the face, a menu of apps appeared. When Socks trotted over to him, Alex said, “This is insane. I’ve never seen anything like this.” The wolf gave it a good sniff and then walked away — uninspired.  


  He set the device aside and rifled through the luggage. He found a pair of black tights and a matching top. The top had a banded collar and long, fitted sleeves. The glossy black material felt foreign to his fingers, slick but dry, tough but soft, and it was elastic but resilient. The seamless construction surprised him, molded rather than woven. However impressive, they were designed with the female body in mind.  


  Not wishing to lose any of the items, he set them in the trailer. Perhaps he would meet someone who could use them. If Susan and her brother appeared, others might arrive, an unlikely and forlorn hope.  


  Socks nuzzled his arm. He was hungry, and so was Alex. He guessed it was time to eat. What should they have? Socks licked his mouth. More fish and fruit were on the menu: the squirrels looked better to Alex with every passing day.  


  They trekked to the river and dined on fish and fruit. Socks appeared happy enough, but Alex wanted craved variety. A slice of Dutch apple pie or a chocolate milkshake teased his imagination, but he would have settled for a piece of chewing gum.  


  Perhaps it was a mistake, but he wanted to explore. He could see wheat fields across the river, but the river was wide, swift, and icy cold. If he followed the river, he would have a point of reference, avoid getting lost, and he might find a shallow place to cross. 


  Trees and dense undergrowth lined the riverbank, so he decided to walk along the river’s edge. He took off his shoes, to keep them from getting wet, and walked through the frigid water. He stepped into a pothole and fell up to his shoulders. “Son of a bitch!” he shouted and stepped on a sharp rock.  


  He swam back to shore: a cut foot meant disaster. Who knew what kind of infection lurked in the water. Sitting on the muddy bank, he examined his foot. It was okay: he scraped his foot, but it was intact.  


  When his shoes were on his feet, he opted to push through the undergrowth. Socks raced past him and disappeared a moment later. That annoyed Alex. Socks was the size of a small pony, and he raced through the woods as if it was thin air. Then it occurred to Alex to copy Socks. He bent over and followed Socks’ path.  


  Socks moved swiftly. Alex ran as fast as he could to keep up with him. He wished he knew where they were going. Upon reaching a clearing, Alex gaped in awe. A large boat was way up in the arms of an oak tree. It was as though it fell out of the sky. Tree branches grew around it, and a thick layer of rotting sod lay on top: grass and weeds grew in the sod. Black mold covered the white fiberglass hull, turning it dingy gray, and the wooden cabin rotted. The name of the stern read, “Wave Dancer” and next to it was “Tampa, FL.” From its appearance, it had been there a long, long time – a hundred years – a victim of the Bermuda Triangle? 


  Socks grew impatient for Alex to follow and appeared to have a destination in mind. The minute Alex followed, Socks charged between the bushes. It had been an hour of running, ducking, and jumping, but Alex felt strong. It struck him as strange. Back home, he became winded on a fast walk. Now he was running, but his breathing was normal. Apparently, fish and fruit agreed with him.  


  Socks just burst through a dense grove of thick undergrowth, but Alex had to push his way through it. Stupid branches, he thought, they are scraping me. 


  His steps faltered, and his spirit sang for joy. “The Mountain Mart” store lay across an open field. It looked like a department store. There could be other survivors! There might be civilization, he thought.  


  “HEY, is anyone there?” 


  He sprinted, running like a gazelle, across the field. Socks had trouble keeping up with him. He couldn’t believe it. There were cars in the parking lot. His pace slowed: dust covered the cars, and grime turned the windows opaque. He tried to wipe away the dirt but only smudged it, yet he could still see that the car was empty. 


  He ran to the front door. It was unlocked. He threw open the doors, a smile on his face, eager to see another human face. However, his smile turned to a grimace. Rotting corpses lay strewed across the white tile floor before the cash registers. Their withered flesh taut around jutting bones; mold covered their rotted clothes, and bits of hair still clung to their skull, eyeless sockets staring and jaws agape in astonishment. Their limbs were missing. With his lips curled into a snarl, he ventured closer and examined the corpse. Jagged chop marks scarred the remaining fragments of bone: someone cut them off, the same fate that befell Susan.   


  Alex grabbed his steak knife and listened. The store was empty, long abandoned by the killer. He slumped onto an empty plastic chair and let his hands hang limp. It was a cruel disappointment, a cosmic jest at his expense. He stared at the corpses for a long time, too heavy hearted to move. One of them wore a dress, so he presumed that she was female. “I wish we met you when you were alive.” He imagined the beautiful brunette out in the field gathering wheat. At his approach, she turned and smiled. The daydream pained his spirit.  


  He rose and exited the store. Drawing in a deep breath, he tried to dispel the stench of death. Gazing at a vivid blue sky, he saw a bird, perhaps an eagle. How he wished he could fly away and join it. 


  While he sat on the curb, Socks sauntered up to him and sat beside him. He embraced the wolf and sighed. The wolf gave him a quick lick of encouragement. “Thanks for showing me this place, but they are all dead.” Socks left him and disappeared for a minute. He returned with a tennis ball in his mouth.  


  “Now I understand. These people raised you.” He picked up the ball and threw it. Socks sped after it, plowing through the grass. Socks returned and spit out the ball. Alex rose to his feet and hurled the ball far into the field. Socks once again raced after it. As he watched the wolf scurry about, searching for the ball, he took comfort in the wolf’s presence, but fear for his life twisted his stomach. When would the killer return? 


  
 


 
 Chapter 6  
    


  Two days passed and Alex stood beside a mass grave. It lay across the field and near a small pond. Ten people – three men, five women, and two children – were lost. He read from an old “King James Bible” and said a prayer, a simple service but heartfelt.  


  The former occupants converted the back offices to residences, where he found their belongings. There were two large rooms filled with bunk beds, a shower, and toilets. At first, the source of the fresh water perplexed him, but then he climbed onto the roof. They built a water tank and connected it to a windmill pump; it was very clever, and a watchtower sat atop the roof, constructed before the building transitioned. Fire in the mountains was deadly. 


  He wished they were alive so he could compliment them.  


  It felt strange to sleep in another man’s bed, a man he buried, but he was too exhausted to trek back to the trailer. After locking the front door and placing several large objects before it, he settled in for the night. He dreamed about them. He rushed into the store and fended off the killer. They fended off the maniac and drove him away. Afterward, they had a victory celebration. In the midst of the party, they began to scream in agony and decay right before his eyes. He woke in a cold sweat and searched the darkness for danger.  


  Even though it was the middle of the night, he was wide awake. He seemed to need less sleep since he came to Eden – a name he picked for the planet. It seemed appropriate. The planet had lush plant life and plenty of food. He was in the best shape of his life.  


  He trudged into the bathroom and turned on the cold water. After splashing his face, he lathered some soap with a brush and then moved the brush to his face. He paused. Leaning close, he examined his skin: it was baby smooth skin. “What the hell?” He started to shave at 16 and had done so every day since then.  


  His hair grew at an alarming rate. Black locks – as dark as a midnight sky – sprouted from his head and replaced the former chestnut hue. These two-tone locks piled up on his shoulders and flowed down his back, reaching midway. After retrieving a pair of scissors from a shaving kit, he used the transition point as a guide, snipped the dark brown segments, letting them fall into the sink, but shoulder length hair remained.   


  Restless and curious, he climbed the metal stairs to the roof. When he reached the top, he came upon a square, metal hatch. Twisting the handle, he pushed the hatch up and out of his way. Cool air flowed over him with a soothing caress, and light rain made everything slick.  


  He crossed the roof, the gravel crunching beneath his feet, and noticed a body ache, one gets after exercising. Upon arriving at the second set of stairs, he climbed up the stairs to the fire tower and opened the second hatch. As he climbed into the tower, he noticed the tightness in the crotch and across the seat of his new jeans. He hated breaking in new blue jeans, but he was grateful for the store’s supplies.  


  Four padded chairs and a small writing board filled the square room’s available space. Each wall contained a window for maximum viewing. When he looked to the west, the silver moons beamed through the clouds. Although it was far off in distance, as if looking through binoculars, he saw a lake. It was enormous, an expansive freshwater body, and the breadth hid the opposite shore. The river, which passed through the lake, emptied into another river, one as large as any river he had ever seen. This massive river flowed north into the wilderness and south around the mountains, and it emptied into a vast sea.  


  Movement caught his attention. He saw Socks running across the grassy plain. Where he had been and what he had been doing, only another wolf would know. He could tell that he was ready to sleep and wanted company. Although Alex wanted to spend more time in the tower, he locked the front door, and he had to open it.  


  While descending the stairs, his foot slipped, and he tumbled down the stairs, thrust out his hands, and landed on the abrasive gravel. Holding his knee and rocking, he grimaced as the pain coursed through him. His jeans were ripped just below the knee, and blood oozed from the wound, wetting his hands. Grabbing a metal pillar for support, he rose up to his feet: his right knee complained bitterly.  


  Walking with a limp, he crossed the roof, which seemed twice as long. “Stupid, you have to be more careful,” he chided himself. He favored his left leg as he re-entered the building, pain slicing up from his wounded knee.  


  Like the roof, the department store seemed eternal. Each step came with a little more pain. His knee swelled and a sharp ache sliced up his thigh.  


  Upon reaching the door, Socks waited for him, as if he knew Alex was coming. Alex unlocked the bolt and stood aside. The smell of blood gained Socks’ attention, and he began sniffing and then licked the wound, causing Alex to grimace in pain. Seeing his pain, Socks withdrew and waited.  


  Mumbling and cursing, Alex crossed the store. Socks strolled behind him, fatigue robbing Alex of his usual attentiveness. When they reached the bunks, Socks climbed onto a lower bunk and fell fast asleep. Alex envied him that ability.  


  He limped into the bathroom and found some meds. After taking an aspirin, he returned to the bunks and lay down across from Socks. Releasing a sigh, he emptied his troubled mind and let the darkness take him.  


  The morning sun beamed through a plate glass window and warmed his face. Alex yawned, rose up to a seated position, and stretched. Although he had no clock to punch or boss to direct him, he felt compelled to work. He needed to explore his new environment, and the river seemed a great place to start.  


  He was halfway across the room before he thought about his knee. The pain was gone. He pulled open the ripped denim, covered with dried blood. He grimaced at the imagined wound, yet there was nothing, no wound, not even a scar. It was as though it never happened.  


  “That’s weird,” he said to Socks. “I know I hurt my knee. There is a rip in my new jeans. Look, there is the blood.” Socks sniffed the blood once again and left with the wolf equivalent of a shrug. Theoretical wounds were of no interest.  


  The store contained abundant provisions. After removing his jeans, he located another pair in his size. He stripped off his jeans and slipped on a new pair. They bunched up around his ankles, and the waist was too big. He stripped off the jeans and checked the label. They were his size. He dismissed it as weight loss, but if so, why was he shorter?  


  He picked a smaller size, relaxed fit, from off the shelf, and they fit much better. The manufacturer must have deliberately made them one size larger, he thought. I bet that makes their customers feel better. It all made sense, yet doubt lingered, something out of reach that made him anxious.  


  
 


 
 Chapter 7 
    


  Alex stood on the concrete sidewalk before the store. A heavy backpack filled with supplies pressed on his shoulders. It carried canned food, a compass, fresh socks, a poncho, miscellaneous provisions, a machete, and a bow with a quiver of arrows. The machete, bow, and knife made him feel safe.  


  Where was he going? He had no idea, but he felt compelled to go. It was insane. A store filled with provisions lay behind him. He could shower, have a hot meal, and sleep in a bed. But he couldn’t stop his feet from walking or his heart from yearning. His legs kept moving, determined to reach some unknown destination, as though drawn by some invisible force, forcing him toward an unseen destination.  


  Unable to resist the siren call, he began to jog, but his backpack began to bounce. Socks waited ahead for him on the trail. At his approach, Socks turned and disappeared over a small hill. Alex’s lungs burned, and his thoughts raced as he sped up the hill, as if rescue waited on the other side. When he neared the crest, he pushed up the last bit. 


  He stood at the top, gasping, heaving, legs that burned; he stood at the crest and surveyed the trail ahead. A long golden valley stretched out before him. Miles of wheat waved like rolling seas; where the wheat ended, a vast river began. Its waters moved with the force of a glacier, inexorably flowing to the sea. To his right, he saw the connecting river which he called the “Home River.”  


  He slipped off his backpack and dropped onto the soft turf, surrounded by tall shafts of golden wheat. He stripped off a few wheat kernels. They were huge, the size of marbles. He rubbed his hands, removing the chaff, and ate them. After a swallow of water, the wheat expanded in his stomach, filling it. 


  Surrounded by golden wheat, he watched the mighty waters flow. Pain filled his heart, and his eyes became glassy. Loneliness crushed his soul. He wiped the tears from his cheeks and tried to stop them, but they kept flowing. He was so alone, so terrified.  


  Clarity struggled into his consciousness. Something terrible, something powerful surprised and killed those poor people. It chopped off their limbs and left the rest of their corpses to rot, ignoring the store’s great bounty. Men generally turn to cannibalism because of insanity brought on by starvation. However, there was plenty of food by the river, wheat in the fields, and wild game. There was no reason to kill Susan – except for hate.  


  Evil stalked these lands, evil that hated humanity and killed men for sport. He shuddered at such depravity. Socks sat by his side and pressed against Alex. He then lay down, enjoying an impromptu nap. Alex leaned back and joined Socks. He sighed and watched fluffy white clouds float across vibrant blue skies.  


  He tried to banish fear from his mind. The day was bright, and he was alive. Yet unknown danger is the worst of all, every sound and movement were a precursor of death. However, he had no idea what killed those people. All he can say is that they died with sudden violence. Many of them were eating; some had coffee cups in their hands, and a few were cleaning. Death came fast and filled with screams.  


  Angst compelled him to keep moving. He rose up to his feet, brushing off the grass and dirt. After putting on his heavy pack, he lingered at the apex of the hill. The path behind him led back to the store; the path ahead led down to the river. He had a tent, and it seemed a shame to come all this way and fall short of his goal. Besides, it would be dark soon.  


  The bright sunshine, the waving fields, and the cool air soothed him. He was alive, and he was going to stay that way, but those people thought the same thing, and didn’t they dismiss their fears? What real advantage did he have over them? None, except for the warning in his heart: instincts, dulled by city living, revived and struggled to keep him from danger.  


  His steps fell easy upon the sod, and walking downhill was always a joy. Every so often he stripped some wheat kernels and ate them. The river grew larger as the minutes passed. Its cool waters beckoned him to come and partake. Socks ran on ahead, parting the wheat like a land shark. He stopped every so often, listened, and then continued on his way.  


  The humid air and the sound of running water signaled the nearness of the riverbank. Its deep blue waters flowed past the dark brown banks, nourishing the land. When he dropped his backpack, it seemed that he might take off in flight. After he had stripped off his shoes and shirt, he scrambled down the bank. The mud squished between his toes as he waded into the river. The frigid waters stole away the sun’s heat, cooling him. He scooped up a handful of water and drank. Water never tasted so pure, so refreshing.  


  He dove into the river, and the cool water engulfed him, drawing the heat from his skin. The water grew dark, and the current became powerful. As he plunged into the murky depths, he came upon something unexpected. A column of round stone emerged from the murky depths. There could be no doubt that it was made by skilled hands.  


  When his lungs looked for another breath, he burst up from the waters, and he checked the shore. Socks ran back and forth along the edge and barked like a dog. He jumped into the river but swam back. Alex wondered what upset Socks. As he climbed up the muddy bank, Socks grabbed Alex’s arm with his mouth and pulled him to shore. When Alex turned around, he saw large shadows in the waters. He scrambled onto the river bank and grabbed his knife, ready for the attack, but the shadows moved up the river and disappeared from sight. 


  Alex’s foot touched a stone. He squatted and brushed away the topsoil. As the dirt moved aside, he saw a round stone, another column. As he dug down into the earth, one stone gave way to another. Walking about in the same given area, he found three more pillars, of equal size and depth. The parallel columns moved toward the water. It was an ancient pier, the wooden structure rotted long ago.  


  Strange markings covered the sides. They bore a slight resemblance to runes. Had some ancient Nordic people been carried to Eden and settled here long ago? They were known to be nomadic. However, these stones were not fashioned by human hands: the cuts were too precise, and the segments were perfectly shaped, as if by a machine.  


  His stomach and Socks informed him it was time to eat. He unpacked his fishing pole and tossed a line into the water. Seconds later a fish grabbed his hook. The line grew taut, and the pole bent. It was huge. When a massive head came up out of the water, he threw aside the fishing pole and scrambled backward. An amphibian – having green leathery skin and glassy black eyes – gazed at him in anger. The hook snagged one of its leathery folds. It removed the hook and threw it back at Alex. It flashed its serrated teeth and then roared. A moment later, it submerged, leaving behind a splash and a wake.  


  “That’s why you wanted me out of the water,” he said to Socks. It might have been what killed the others. No, it had to be something else, a land creature. They wouldn’t go that far from the water. 


  He sat down and scratched an itch. His stomach rumbled, and he said, “Well, we still need food.” He forged his courage and readied his pole to cast. The waters began to stir and roil. A school of fish burst up from the water’s edge. Socks began to bark, and Alex jumped down to the shallow bank. He scooped up fish and tossed them onto the shore. Several more of the amphibians, the Gorgons, rose up from the murky water and stared at him. They locked eyes for a few moments, and then the Gorgons circled the fish, capturing them in a net. They dragged their cargo under with a splash and disappeared. 


  Alex carried the fish away from the shore. Satisfied that they were safe, Socks ate, and Alex made a fire circle. After gathering wood from a nearby island of trees, he started a fire with a flint. Soon the orange flames leaped into the air. He filleted the fish and sandwiched the meat in a flat grill. Extending the grill, he held it above the flames and cooked his meal.  


  Every so often, he craned his neck and searched for the creatures. After lunch, Alex trekked away from the water and set up camp upon a hill. It offered him a panoramic view of the river and ample warning if the Gorgon left the water. Humanoid shadows swam about the river, but they ignored the land. After a few hours, they swam up the river and never returned. Endless questions tangled his thoughts into a knotted ball. However, he was certain that these creatures were innocent of the murders. They could have killed him but didn’t.    


  A black cloud moved across the sky, cutting off the blazing sun and golden fields. It stole the warmth of the day and soaked him to the bone. Alex hastily set up his tent and hurried inside it. After removing his wet clothes, he lay upon his sleeping bag, and dreams of wondrous creatures filled his imaginings. 
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  Socks went out during the night and returned soaking wet; then he shook off inside the tent. In case the topic ever comes up at a party, wet wolves stink. Socks took up most of the tent and pressed up against Alex. Just when he thought it couldn’t get worse, it did. He had a fitful dream, whether good or bad he was not sure, but he thrashed about. When Socks licked his face, Alex awoke from the nightmare and petted the wolf.  


  As the sun rose in the east, he put on a pot of coffee. The water began to boil and percolate, filling the air with the rich aroma of coffee. He loved that smell: it reminded him of camping and long ago holidays, instead of mortal peril in a strange world, a lone survivor. After pouring the coffee into a blue tin cup, he cradled it in his hands and let the wisps of steam caress his face. He took a sip and the flavor exploded in his mouth as if it was the first time he ever tasted coffee.  


  After a pot of coffee, Alex was ready for fun. A nearby grove provided the fruit, and the river provided the fish. They ate their fill and then broke camp. Alex decided to follow the river south, toward the mountains and the sea.  


  Due to the rolling fields, he was able to follow the river for miles. It made for an easy and fun walk. When he crested a hill, he saw gray stone blocks. The long collapsed ruins of a fortress lay scattered about, like a child’s toys. The roof caved in long ago, taking the structure with it. However, the outer walls remained, circling the fortress, but the wooden gates rotted to pulp long ago.    


  He circled around the wall, tracing the near seamless fit between the stones. It was as if they were doughy when set, hardening later. One stone had four interior corners; they were of such skill and precision that he could scarcely believe the engineering required. 


  The pillars of a collapsed pier stood the test of time and still jutted from the river. A wide, arched stone sat atop a pair of pillars. Although faded by countless winters, one could still see the faded rune letters of the forgotten people.  


  The gate rotted long ago, hinges reduced to rust. Thick sod covered the courtyard, testifying to the age of the ruin. He was no expert, but he estimated that the fortress fell thousands of years ago. Many of the tumbled stones still bore the fire blackened, scorch marks. As he crossed the courtyard, a frightened dove took flight, squeaking as it flew.  


  Most of the buildings were filled with piles of stones, but a few still remained intact. Any object of value, however, rotted to dust long ago. In the center of the fortress, he happened upon a broad stairway going down into the darkness. He squatted at the top stairs, trying to penetrate the darkness. There was no way he was going down into that gloom.  


  But curiosity drew him like a magnet. He unsheathed his machete and cautiously descended the stone stairs. A thin layer of water covered the floor, and drops echoed in the darkness. Socks waited at the top of the stairs, sniffing the air. Alex neared the shadows and strained to see in the darkness. The passage had the feeling of a long abandoned tomb. 


  Alex entered the darkness, his every sense alert. As his eyes adjusted, he saw a four-way junction. Collapsed stone blocked the left hallway, and the one ahead of him sloped into the water and disappeared. The one to his right appeared passable.  


  With each step, the water grew deeper, and after twenty steps, he sloshed through the hallway. A question occurred to him: how did he see in the dark? Everything was monochrome but visible. It was as if the faint ambient light from the reflecting water was enough to light his path.  


  A heavy wooden door hung in the doorway to his right. When he touched it, as if in slow motion, he saw it collapse backward and hit the water with a loud splash. If anything lived there, it heard the sound.  


  Socks splashed through the water and stopped by Alex’s side. Alex sensed danger, and revived instincts urged him to flee, leave this structure, and never return. Still, he had come this far, and he wanted a look around.  


  A shield hung upon the wall above a pair of crossed daggers. Both left a rusty smear on the wall beneath them. And another thing, they were small, as if made for children. Rusted and grimy tools still littered a work bench: hammers, saws, and planes. They too were made for children. The stench of mold and mildew grew worse by the second, but something else mixed with the stink. It smelled like a decomposed body still floated in the stagnant water.  


  Unable to stand the stench, he exited the room, and he heard something charging up the hallway. Socks fled from the sound and raced up the stairs. It took Alex a moment to comprehend the situation — DANGER — he chased after Socks. When he reached the top step, an arrow whistled past Alex’s left ear. In the blink of an eye, he grabbed his bow, slotted an arrow, and fired. A shrill, inhuman scream ripped from the darkness and set Alex’s teeth on edge. Something was mortally wounded. Splashes and other frenzied cries erupted, a feeding frenzy in the dark.      


  He moved from the stairwell, an arrow ready on his bow string. It was then that he saw a murky form: a humanoid creature, hands tipped by razor claws, hate radiated from it. Alex drew and fired as the creature hurled an ax. Alex ducked, and the ax flew over his left shoulder. A mortal cry ripped from the creature: the arrow hit its deadly mark.  


  Alex had one chance – RUN!  


  He raced through the collapsed fortress. Arrows whistled out from every dark hole and from every opening. They fled the fortress, angry screams following them. Alex fled up the hill with such speed that he passed Socks. When they reached the crest, they paused, chests heaving and eyes sharp.  


  The unseen menace lingered in the darkness, avoiding the light. They were safe for the moment, but at sunset, the creatures would come after them. Alex strapped on his backpack and raced down the hill, Socks by his side. They had to make it back to the store and safety. 
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  Fleeing in terror was far different than simply running. Alex leaped over fallen logs; raced across the fields; sprinted up hills, and dashed between trees. Socks sprinted by his side, struggling to keep up with him. The long, golden fields gave way to the hill crest and the scattered forest beyond.  


  He stood at the top of the hill, his body surprisingly at ease, as though he had just finished a leisurely walk. The afternoon storms cast an uneasy shadow over the land. The swift rains and pastoral beauty hid the mortal peril: death would come for them on swift feet.  


  His right hand found comfort in the handle of his machete. However, he was under no illusion. The only sword fighting experience he had was as at youth camp. Alex and his sister fenced, and they fought pretend heroic battles, using picnic tables as enemy ships. Eventually, one of them would lose interest, and they shifted to another activity. Alex doubted these daemia (what his grandmother used to call demons) would be so obliging.  


  Off in the distance, Alex saw three figures: one larger and two small. They raced across the rolling plains like Olympic athletes. They would overtake Alex and Socks long before they reached the store. Socks gazed up at Alex with worried eyes. He understood the seriousness of their situation. It was Alex’s fault, and guilt weighed upon his heart. He brought these monsters down upon their heads. Now they would die for his mistake – no, not a mistake, his sin: it is a sin to put your loved ones in danger to satisfy idle curiosity.  


  Recriminations would do them no good. He needed to make a stand. The notion sent shivers down his spine. Was he actually going to fight these things? It would not be a wrestling contest, like those he had as a boy; these creatures wanted to kill and eat him; he was prey, their food. If he didn’t kill them, they would kill him. 


  An island of trees lay in the center of a field and a dense forest acted as a fence around the outer perimeter. The landscape would funnel his pursuers toward the trees, giving him a prime vantage point. An old oak tree stood at the top of the island, towering over the lesser trees.  


  He grabbed a hold of the trunk and started up the tree, shimmying and scraping off bark during his climb. His left shoe slipped off his foot, and he tumbled onto a thick mat of dead leaves. It was a short fall, but long enough to cause some aches and pains. Ignoring the pain, he grabbed a thick branch and hauled himself on it. His right shoe was also loose, so he kicked it off and tossed it onto the ground.  


  Wearing only socks, he scampered up the tree like a squirrel. A high branch provided the best vantage point. He could see across the funnel-shaped field and to the forest beyond. Socks sensed the moment and disappeared into the forest. Alex drew an arrow and slotted it. Taking a deep breath, he tried to steady his tingling nerves. This was a fight to the death: he had to win.  


  He straddled the limb and waited. The daemia were at least two hours behind him. He wished that they would give up the chase, but he knew better than that. Everything he learned testified against it. They were bent on lethal intent. 


  After taking a swallow of water, he tried to settle his nerves. It was a tough job: his entire body tensed, ready for the contest. The clouds grew thick, and daylight turned to shadow. As the darkness engulfed him, he wished that he was home on his sofa, watching the adventure on television rather than living it. 


  
 


 
 Chapter 10  
    


  When nighttime arrived, the world turned monochrome, otherworldly and dangerous. He yearned for the greens of summer, but all he saw was shades of gray, charcoal tinted with washout, dull leaves. The rain fell as if from a bucket and stole his warmth. Beads of water rolled down his face and dripped from the tip of his nose, but he kept watch on the meadow for some sign of his pursuers.  


  A figure moved over the hill. The large daemia sniffed, but Alex was downwind. The blood rushed through Alex arteries, but he felt no heart beat, no hammering within his chest. He readied an arrow and watched. The daemia crouched low and crested the hill. Squatting, he stroked his chin, contemplated, and signaled the other two, which moved to him.  


  Although they were still off some distance, he made out some detail of their inhuman faces. Eight black marble eyes, of varying sizes, dotted their foreheads, and their noses were little more than slits. A crown composed of horns, sharp as a pencil point, curved like a bull, ringed his knobby head. Their mouths were huge, having irregular teeth, like an angler fish. It was those teeth that chewed on Susan’s bones; he was sure.  


  The large daemia rose and moved down the hill. He moved cautiously, staying in the center, avoiding the forests on either side of him and hidden archers. When he neared the island of trees, he stopped and surveyed. Alex was sure that the monster saw him. It would come, attack, and eat him. His hands trembled, barely able to hold onto the bow. The daemia took two steps and studied the trees.  


  Get a grip, he thought. Don’t lose your nerve. 


  He took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. His hands began to steady, holding the bow stretched tight, the arrow ready. The daemia continued to stare for a minute but then looked away.  


  He didn’t see me. How? Perhaps he saw only movement.  


  The large daemia signaled to the two smaller ones. They drew their knives and moved toward the island grove. The large one waited and watched. When the small daemia reached the forests edge, the large one looked from side to side, trying to keep his scouts in view.  


  A fierce growl shattered the silence. Socks leaped from the undergrowth and sprinted at one of the small daemia. He leaped at it, like a defensive lineman; his teeth sank into the daemia’s neck, ripping its flesh. His body whipped in the air, using the daemia’s neck as an anchor point. This flung the daemia like a rag doll, flipping it in the air – blood spurting from the ragged wound.  


  A shrill scream ripped from the small daemia, a terrified death cry. The large daemia drew his blade and roared. Socks charged at him, and the daemia readied his blade for a killing blow, but Alex shot an arrow. It sailed through the air — a black line set against a gray backdrop — and hit the daemia in the neck. The blade tumbled from the daemia’s hand as it writhed in agony. Socks leaped and struck the daemia’s left arm, dragging him to the ground and flailing him about.  


  Alex fixed another arrow in his bow and drew back. The other smaller daemia rushed to the aid of the larger. Alex took careful aim and let fly. The arrow sailed through the air and hit the daemia in the center of its back; the daemia tumbled to the ground and rolled, snapping the arrow shaft. Its legs paralyzed, the small daemia tried to crawl away, but Socks charged at it. However, the second arrow was already in flight. Alex sucked in a gasp.  


  The arrow struck the daemia a second before Socks. Socks clamped down on the daemia’s neck and shook it. The head popped off the daemia’s shoulders and tumbled through the grass. Alex fixed another arrow in his bow, keeping it stretched, ready to fire. He searched for more aggressors, more daemia.  


  When his arm grew tired, Alex released the tension on his bow. While he was sure more daemia inhabited the ruins, he was also sure that no more pursued. Just to be safe, he kept vigil on his tree branch that night. He shivered and longed for a warm fire, cursing the day he came to Eden. 


  Crimson beams crept over the horizon, returning the grass to green and the trees to brown. The daemia’s blood, however, remained black. Confident the crisis ended, he left his perch and climbed down the tree. The last branch still hung high off the ground, so he jumped and rolled. It was acrobatic and graceful, which impressed him.  


  He tried to put on his shoes, but they were both too large for his feet. He tossed them aside and crept toward the corpses, his machete ready. They could be playing dead, ready to strike when he neared. But as he drew near, he saw that one of the daemia’s necks was ripped away, the white of the bone exposed. He raised his machete and chopped. The severed head rolled free, dripping black blood as it tumbled. The daemia was dead; he was sure.  


  After collecting the two other daemia heads, he carried all three to the top of the hill. Socks watched with curiosity as Alex stabbed long pikes up the necks and then hoisted the heads into the sky. The heads were a warning – this was his home – trespassers will die.  


  Rather than leave the decapitated corpses to rot in the sun, thus drawing in carrion feeders, he buried them in shallow, unmarked graves. Being a dire wolf, Socks found the whole ceremony curious and quite unnecessary. Yet as a human being, Alex felt compelled to do so, a part of human instinct he never pondered.  


  After he had finished, sweat soaked his shirt and made his face glisten. He took a break and rested in the shade, leaning up against the oak tree. It was then that he noticed his shoes. After unlacing the right shoe, he slipped his foot into it. It felt like he was trying to wear a bucket. His foot sloshed around the roomy interior; the laces, even at their tightest, failed to secure the shoe. He tried wearing several more pair of socks, but even this was insufficient.  


  It was a puzzle; what made his shoes grow larger? Upon standing to his feet, his jeans hung about his hips, ready to slip, and his flannel shirt hung upon him like a sack. An unsettling realization came to him: he was shrinking.  


  Ridiculous. Absurd. People just don’t shrink, yet the proof hung upon him. He tried cinching up his belt, but he ran out of notches. Walking in the baggy clothes became impossible. His shoes fell off, and his jeans pooled around his feet. With little other choice, he stripped down to boxer shorts and T-shirt.  


  After an hour of hiking, he noticed a glint of silver. When he pushed through some branches, he saw an Airstream Trailer. In his hasty retreat, he had run too far and wound back up where he started. Socks raced past him, eager for a midday nap. Using his teeth, Socks twisted the knob, opened the door, and then hurried inside it. Alex trudged into it and dumped his belongings onto the floor. Too tired to think, he climbed onto the bed with Socks and fell into a deep sleep. 


  Hours later they both rose, and he opened the door. A moist gust of wind cooled the stuffy interior. Socked exited to relieve himself, but Alex had questions that needed answering. What happened? Why did his clothes expand?  


  He examined his jeans, but they were the same, traditional jeans with a brass zipper. Likewise, his shoes appeared normal. The only other option, as improbable as it might seem, was that he was shrinking. He felt normal, two hands, two feet, and such the like. Yet by any appreciable measure, he shrank. It was really hard to gauge, but he felt normal. The question “why” was echoed in his thoughts, but he had no answers. It, along with all the other questions about Eden, settled into the back of his mind.  


  A naked human was of no more interest to Socks than a fully clothed human. He pushed past Alex and resumed his nap. As far as Socks was concerned, Alex could go around naked all the time. Alex, on the other hand, wanted clothes. 


  A hint of lime green caught his eyes. He grabbed Susan’s suitcases and tossed them on the table. The black unisex motocross apparel lay on top of the pile. While he never had a desire to dabble in feminine apparel, he hated the idea of going naked. Holding the tights up to his hips, they appeared to be a decent fit. Going commando, or without underwear, might be the obvious choice under some circumstances, but he was very active, move the wrong way and his testicles could get squished.  


  He pinched a lacy thong with two fingers, snarled, and then tossed it aside. A black spandex item seemed a possibility. It had a gauzy appearance, and it was long legged like the outer tights. His guess was that this garment provided a wicking layer to remove perspiration. Like the tights, it was elastic.  


  Holding the liner, a debate raged in his mind. One-half of his brain thought it better to go around naked than to wear a girl’s clothes. The second half pointed out that there were many branches and thorns. Did he really wish to risk such injury to his most private of parts? Besides, the clothing was unisex.  


  The second opinion won. Holding out the liner, he poked his feet through the leg holes and tried to think of other things as he drew them up his legs. Elastic material smothered his legs and then his bottom. As to his genitalia, it was supported without being crushed. It seemed smaller than usual, but the underwear was designed for the female anatomy. He walked around the trailer; the underwear provided firm but comfortable support.  


  The outer synthetic leather tights were very much the same experience. The tights glided over the liner, making them easier to wear. However, once they were over his hip, they too provided taut but comfortable support. 


  What about the top? It too was elastic and seamless, coming with a liner. After putting on the liner, he raised the outer top above his head, and he slipped his arms through the fitted sleeves, working his head through the banded collar. After tugging it down his chest, the space-age material conformed to his lean torso like a second skin. He flapped his arms, twisted, and even jogged in place, testing the fit. Both garments were body sculpting but flexible.   


  To his great surprise, the boots fit. The throat of the MotoLisa brand boots extended all the way up his calves, circling asymmetrically beneath his knees. After he had cinched down the straps, they cleaved to his lower leg as if a natural part of it. Susan had good judgment when it came to gear.  


  He grabbed the jacket and exited the trailer. He strolled about the field, testing his attire. After a few minutes, he forgot that he was wearing clothes, but he supposed that was the point. If one is racing, one doesn’t want to be distracted by uncomfortable clothing. There was just one thing: everything was a bit too shiny, like liquid metal, but he supposed it was the appearance motorcycle racers desired: panache to impress the audience.  


  He stepped back into the trailer. “Socks, what do you think?” The wolf lifted his head, glanced at him, and then lay down. Closing his eyes, he drifted off to sleep. Wolves are poor fashion advisors. 


  
 


 
 Chapter 11  
    


  Where the “Home River” intersected “The Merchant River,” Alex sat upon a great rock. He studied the whitewater as the two rivers merged into a single waterway. In his mind’s eye, he could see a great city at this junction, boats cruising up and down the river; business people would lunch in a park and then return to office buildings – it was a place he could call home. However, reality stung his mind: an untracked wilderness spread out before him and filled his heart with despair. He yearned for a simple conversation, a friendly greeting, a smiling face. 


  They spent the morning relaxing in the sun. They swam, feasted on fish, romped in the tall grass, sunbathed, and napped – a reward for a hard-won victory. However, anxiety lingered in the back of Alex’s mind, and every time a bird took to flight, he feared an attack.  


  Alex longed for ignorance and the safety of a world without daemia. Both were taken from him, never to return, so he decided to go back to the store. It reminded him of central command, and the trailer reminded me of a mission base. Out of the two, he felt safer at the store. Yes, he knew ten people died there, but it was still safer than a trailer with a thin, stainless steel skin.  


  After packing up his gear, he departed the trailer. Socks was glad for the journey regardless of where it went. Using a crude map, they trekked a straight line for the store. After crossing some miscellaneous streams, they hiked through the forest, climbed a small hill, went too far and circled back, and arrived at the rear of the store. It was then that he noticed solar cell panels and solar water heating panels.  


  A single truck languished behind the store. A short walk from the store, he spotted shipping containers, the kind loaded onto a cargo ship. They were stacked four high with two rows of four. Secured to a concrete foundation and bolted together, they supported a peaked, wooden roof. The roof spanned the gap between them and covered the stairs to each level. The deceased owner probably used them for external product storage. The owner spent years preparing for doomsday, only to die because of an unlocked door.   


  Using the keys, he unlocked the rear, gray steel door on the loading docks. Socks ran into the forest, so Alex entered the store alone. The musty smell of stale air made his nose twitch. A motion sensing light activated. A dismantled engine, piles of tools, old motor oil, a lawn mower, several racks, gardening implements, fertilizer, and boxes of seeds, the loading dock, was a staging area.  


  He weaved his way through the mess and entered the rear of the store. He wondered what discoveries they made and if they kept a journal. It might provide information as to their discoveries and goals.  


  He spent the day searching for some kind of log or journal. If there was one, it was well hidden. Frustrated and disappointed, he trudged to the restaurant at the front of the store. He pushed through the glass doors and smelled stale air. Eight round tables had chairs around them; booths lined the walls, and stools sat along the perimeter of the lunch counter. It was all normal enough, what one might find in any small town. 


  After he had passed through swinging double door, Alex examined the kitchen. Mixing bowls, whisks, and spoiled food still lay on the stainless steel countertop. He turned on the burner knobs and blue flames leaped from the jets. He opened a can of spam and a can of yellow wax beans. It was good to eat something other than fish.   


  After lunch, he took a nap, but the flash of lightning and the rumble of thunder woke Alex from a sound sleep. It was one in the morning, and sleep fled from him. A storm of emotions conspired to keep him awake. He kept thinking about the people who died. He often dreamed that they were alive and there to keep him company. Such dreams usually ended with screams as the daemia attacked.  


  Socks was asleep on another cot; while he was some company, he couldn’t carry on a conversation, and Alex yearned for the presence of another human. He wandered through the facility, his eyes accustomed to the dark. He entered the office and sat in a comfortable leather chair. An idle notion prompted him to search the desk. In the bottom left drawer, he found a bottle of Whiskey. He poured a shot and slammed it down his throat. Screwing up his face, a terrible taste in his mouth, he wondered why people liked it.  


  After placing the bottle back in the desk, he grabbed his weapons and made his way to the roof. He climbed the tower and settled down in one of the chairs. The coffee table had a deep bottom. He lifted the lid and discovered a journal. He turned on a small light and settled back in the chair.  


  “… March 5, year 1: we have all our gardening supplies ready. At the first sign of the melt, we are going to begin planting. Bruce has the horses trained to the saddle. It should be easy to hook them to the plow. I am going a little stir crazy from being inside all winter. It will be good to go outdoors again ….” 


  Alex flipped a few pages and read “… March 21, year 1: those creatures attacked while we were plowing and sowing seed. We scattered and ran for our lives. Once we made it back to the store, we realized that Jeff Posner was missing. When we returned with weapons, we found bloody grass and a shredded basketball shoe. We followed the blood trail for miles and found Jeff’s mutilated corpse behind some bushes. It was a gruesome mess: all four limbs were hacked off by the look of it; many of the internal organs were ripped out, and the head was gone … we tracked them to the ruins, but there were too many of them.”   


  Alex knew a Jeff Posner from back home. It couldn’t be the same person. Could it? He flipped halfway into the log.  


  “August 5, year 2: we completed the stairs and the railing today for our new homes. We are all looking forward to the move into the trees. It’s not safe on the ground, too many wild beasts and monsters. After the fall harvest, we will begin construction on more treetop homes.” 


  Alex thumbed through the book and found many blank pages. He went back to the last entry and read, “January 23, year 3: we completed the interior of our treetop homes. I hear music and laughter. The celebration is in full swing. I am looking forward to Barb’s chocolate cake. I fully intend to have two slices, if she lets me get away with it. Goodbye, for now, I’ll write more after the big move tomorrow.”  


  He tossed the book onto the coffee table and propped up his feet. They got sloppy. They were so focused on the party that they posted no night watchmen, he thought. What a tragedy. If they only locked the front door, things might have been different. 


  After climbing down from his tower, he started a new day. A bath was in order: he stunk. When he stepped into the bathroom and turned on the lights, he had found a new appreciation for solar cells and batteries. It provided him with a little bit of comfort, a little bit of home, and because of them, he was a little less scared.  


  Upon twisting the hot water faucet, cold water streamed out of the nozzle. Even that was a luxury, but he was greedy, and he wanted a hot shower. A minute later, warm water flowed and then it grew hot. Despite the cool of the night, the hot water tank, located within the building, retained heat from the previous day. He stepped into the shower, glad for the hot water on his skin.   


  As he lathered his body, a twinge stung his chest, and there were strange knots, lumps underneath both areolas. He was a man: therefore, he didn’t like admitting that he had nipples, let alone lumpy, sore nipples. Was this some new sickness or affliction? He had no way of knowing, and he really didn’t care. However long he had left, he refused to spend it worrying about things like sore nipples.  


  He continued lathering his skin. It was supple, feeling like silk, and his few, meager chest hairs abandoned his body as he lathered them with soap, traitors that left him smooth from the neck down. It was all very disappointing.    


  Cleaned and scrubbed, he made his way to one of the four sinks and wiped the condensation from the mirror. After grabbing a can of shaving foam, he readied his finger on the button but then paused. His face was baby smooth. He expected a few stray hairs, some stubble needing removal. He set down the can and puzzled over his reflection; then something caught his eye. Leaning close to the mirror, he examined his eyes. His brown eyes were now blue: dark blue, deep pools, dark sapphire gems, contrasted his white skin.  


  His intellect groped for some rational explanation, and finding none, it dismissed yet another observation as irrelevant, but his spirit grew apprehensive; it sensed some changing of the season: his body moving toward some unknown destination. Bewildered by this strange turn, he failed to understand the implications.   


  His hair grew fast, too fast, much too fast, reaching the middle of his back. He toweled his hair and contemplated how he might cut it. He could shave his head, but that was too extreme. After gathering his hair in a ponytail, he wrapped a rubber band around it, drawing it back and out of the way. Scissors in hand, he drew his ponytail around his neck and cut off the excess, an inch and made it straight.  


  At first, he wrapped a towel around his waist, as most men do, but this exposed his chest, which bothered him. Why? He was alone. Who would see him? Once upon a time, he attended a party in just a toga, but he felt compelled to cover his body. He moved the towel to cover his chest.  


  He thought about wearing his motorcycle garb, but he decided to save it for hiking. It had both insulated and protective qualities, a special garment by any standard. Still wearing a towel, he wandered through the store to the men’s department. 


  He picked out a pair of boxer shorts from off the shelf and tore open the package. After stabbing his legs through the holes, he drew them up, but there was a problem: it was tight around the seat. Frustrated, he stripped them off and grabbed a pair of exercise, boxer briefs. The elastic material sculpted to his contoured form, a bit snug but good.   


  On the next aisle, he found a pair of jeans, but new blue jeans are uncomfortable. He expected that. He squatted, trying to stretch them, but like the first pair of underwear, they were tight in all the wrong places. He stripped them off and found a pair of elastic, stretch jeans. After throwing on an athletic, gray T-shirt, he noted the way the polyester material cleaved to his upper torso. Chin pressed to his chest, he noticed the subtle swell of his chest, but he dismissed it as muscle.  


  He made his way to the shoe department. A pair of brown athletic shoes appealed to him, so he went into the back storage room. He found the correct size and opened the box, but his feet sloshed around in them. It was peculiar: someone miss-sized them too.  


  Now clothed, he set about his day, but like an itch he could not scratch, the wardrobe problems presented a problem he could not solve. The dressing mirror reflected the truth, but Alex chose not to see it. Rather than embrace the truth, he believed a comfortable lie. 


  
 


 
 Chapter 12 
    


  The dew wetting his clothes, a straw fedora on his head, a machete in hand, he harvested his meal: apples, grapes, ambrosia, and pears, inspected each for texture and color, placing them in a wicker basket. Carrying his goods down to a stream, he tossed a net into the water and hauled out three fish. He threw back the two small fish, but he kept the large trout. Socks raced into the woods and disappeared, on wolf business no doubt. 


  His shopping completed, he hiked up a slight hill, navigating around the pine trees, and returned to the store. He lit a fire in a grill behind the facility, a metal barrel cut in half and hinged, and he cleaned his fish. As he cut the trout into fillets, his mind drifted into the future. Winter was coming. How long would it last, and what provisions would he require?  


  Like most people, he had never canned or preserved a thing or set aside provisions from a summer garden. There were a few survivalist books on the store shelves. It would be well worth his time to read them.  


  As he sat at the picnic table, loneliness stole his appetite. He was alone, the most alone he had ever been in his life. Socks provided some company, but it was just not the same: he ached for human companionship. His mind then turned to sex, and the endless empty nights. The vision of a lonely hermit oppressed him. Despite abundant provisions, there were so many ways to die, and who would mourn his passing?  


  A fish died to provide his meal, so he felt obliged to eat it. After forcing himself to eat the last bite, he sampled an apple. He had always been the type to eat his one food item at a time and could not bear the thought of mixing the order. He tried to change, but it’s like writing with the opposite hand; it just doesn’t work, and it feels very unnatural.  


  He wandered back to the river. After removing his hat, taking off his socks and shoes, setting down his machete, he rolled up his jeans and walked down to the stream. He placed his feet in the chilled water and wiggled his toes. Gazing up, he saw dappled sunlight through the oak leaves. The birds darted between the trees, catching an early morning meal. A warm ray of sunshine caressed his face; it was as if the finger of God touched him and assured him everything would be all right. Something burst from the bushes; Alex gasped and grabbed thin air – the machete lay atop the earthen bank. Socks splashed across the stream and sat by Alex’s side. I have to be more careful, he thought and retrieved his machete.   


   _____  


  He crossed the stream behind his home and ascended a small hill. After passing through the towering pine trees and scrub brush, he happened upon a rectangular field. Tall grass, up to his chest, covered the field, making his passage difficult. However, he spotted a framework of wood, covered with green leafy plants. Thirty-six trees were planted in straight rows of twelve, but the rest of the trees were in random, chaotic order. He spotted what could be corn. This corn, however, was the height of a small tree, and the ears of corn were the size of a man’s arm. It had to be some sort of freakish lookalike.  


  Using his machete, he hacked his way through the dense field. After going a few paces, his right foot turned upon a lump. When he squatted down to investigate this lump, he found a potato – not just any potato, the mother of all potatoes. It was the size of a sack of potatoes, and it took all his strength to lift it. Huffing and puffing, grunting and groaning, he carried the monster to the edge of the field. He felt like an ant raiding a picnic.  


  After examining the potato, he returned to his passage across the field. Everywhere he looked, potatoes protruded from the ground, the tops appearing like small boulders. Thirty paces away, he saw pumpkins the size of economy cars, and when he pulled on a towering stalk, a carrot the size of his leg came up from the ground. He dragged the monster vegetable to the side of the field and dumped it next to the potato.  


  Despite being hot and sweaty, he continued his passage across the field. As the framework grew nearer, he saw peapods the size of his foot. Why was everything so big?  


  He walked down the row of peas and arrived at a picnic table engulfed by grass. It lay before the trees. Red, volleyball fruit hung upon the heavy-laden branches. Using his knife, he cut the stem and struggled to carry one of these red monsters. He dropped it upon the table with a thump. Curiosity got the best of him. He cut deep into the red fruit and halved it. A tomato – he gaped at it in shock. He scooped up some of the red meat and sampled the delicious red fruit. It was so good. He wished he had some salt.  


  Cucumbers, eggplants, and zucchinis grew to the size of logs. Muskmelons, watermelons, and cantaloupes were so large that he could not move them. Bell peppers, onions, sage, rosemary, thyme, oregano, and garlic abounded. Blueberries and strawberries filled his hand. Off in the distance, he saw apple trees, orange trees, cherry trees, and grape vines. Any seed carelessly tossed to the ground sprang up and grew to the size of a titan.  


  There was too much food. It took him hours to drag a single potato back to the store. And at the end of the day, an enormous bounty filled his table. Socks gave them a casual sniff and dismissed them as irrelevant, but Alex feasted that night. Not only was the produce large, but it tasted marvelous. He hated to leave behind the uneaten remains, but what was he to do?    


  A single sample of each vegetable and fruit filled all of his mason jars. He assembled an above ground pool next to the store, and in no time at all, he filled it with wheat. The bounty left him astonished. 


  He climbed the fire tower at the end of the day and stared at the distant horizon. A dark storm swept across the face of the land. He helplessly stared and braced himself for the tempest. The daemia would return. 


  
 


 
 Chapter 13 
    


  Alex met each new week with a sigh – survival was not enough – yet the will to survive endured long after meaning was gone. Each morning he faced a day full of choices. The one choice he longed for, to embrace another human, met with emptiness. However, he had to work: winter was coming, and he had to reap grain, can vegetables, pick fruit, and such the like. His other preparations involved inventory of the supplies, and the store provided a bounty. He had access to all the blue jeans, socks, hardware, and household goods he could ever want or need.  


  Something urged him to leave his stronghold, and each passing day it grew worse, insisting that he comply. He tried to dismiss it. With a roll of his eyes and a shake of his head, he attributed it to his imagination. It’s nothing, he thought. You're just paranoid. Let it go.  


  For a while, it worked. Like a nagging itch, it returned with greater intensity. It became so insistent that he finally looked up at the ceiling and shouted, “What? What is it you want?” A single thought popped into his consciousness. “Go!” 


  The voice – perhaps God, perhaps his subconscious – insisted he comply. Go where? Do what? It was madness, but God only gives you the next step, nothing more. Until you are obedient to that command, He gives no other. 


  Socks knew something weighed heavily upon him that night. Alex ate his meal in silence, foregoing his usual one-sided conversation. When he went to bed that night, he stared at the darkness. Ready to face whatever challenge lay before him. He whispered, “Okay, I’ll go.”  


  He woke up the next morning to a quiver of excitement and hurried into the bathroom. When he leaned close to the mirror, his right hand glided over the baby soft skin, not a hint of facial hair remained, and his thick locks framed his delicate features and cascaded over his shoulders. When his gaze shifted to his chest, he snorted in disapproval. It seemed rather flabby: angry nipples atop twin, fatty lumps. He tried doing pushups; he tried lifting hand weights, and he tried jogging – nothing worked – his butt grew bigger as his hips expanded, conforming to a classic hourglass shape. A flat stomach was his sole consolation.   


  After a shower, he returned to the barracks. He stabbed his feet into the black liner and danced about as he drew it up to his waist. Holding the top above his head, he drew it down his arms and worked it over twin mounds on his chest. If he bothered to record the changes, if a mirror was present, and if his conscious mind accepted the obvious, he might have understood the radical transformation: shapely thighs melding into round butt cheeks, wide hips narrowing to a slender waist, and breasts hanging from his chest like ripe fruit. As humans are inclined to do, he ignored the obvious and believed a lie: I’m fine, nothing is happening. Before condemning him, remember how many lies people believed: a lover’s promise of fidelity, a pending layoff denied, or the drug addiction’s promise of sobriety.  


  He strapped on his weapons, gathered his black locks behind his head with a leather hairclip and grabbed his rucksack. He slid his arms through the shoulder straps of the rucksack and clipped the front strap. Confident in his provisions and in denial of the truth, he exited the room. However, the plate glass reflected the truth: the faint image of a beautiful young woman. 


  Part of his defense preparations included boarding up the front of the store with corrugated tin. He used the gray steel door at the rear of the building to enter and exit, so he passed through the loading dock. He considered using one of the vehicles, but every time he tried, the car worked fine for a while; then it caught fire, leaving him perplexed. He had no idea why it happened; but he wanted to avoid immolation, so he set out on foot.  


  He strode up to the scarred steel door and snatched the brass doorknob. With a firm yank, he whipped open the door and halted. A huge horse waited outside the building. A bit and bridle wrapped around his snout; a blanket and saddle wrapped around his torso; and a gray bedroll and saber were strapped to the saddle. The horse snorted and tossed his head. It looked at Alex like a taxi driver waiting for a fare, and its eyes said, “Well, stupid, get on. We don’t have all day.”  


  Alex stepped out the door first, and then Socks exited. When the horse saw Socks, he shifted a little but stayed calm: they knew each other. Another horse waited behind the first, and khaki bags held supplies. He inspected the horse, giving them an anxious pat. “So you’re here for me?” The first horse snorted and tossed his head. He took that as a yes. “I guess we should get going then.”  


  After strapping his rucksack to the second horse, he approached the first. The horse looked over his left shoulder to see what Alex would do. “I guess I get on your back now.” The horse whinnied and tossed his head. Alex grabbed the saddle horn, put his left foot in the stirrup, and mounted the horse. No sooner was he seated than the horse began to walk.  


  He was a novice concerning horses, but he thought he was supposed to steer. He picked up the reins and tried to look like he was in charge, but the horse had other ideas. He decided to call the horse “Pilot” and the pack-horse “Bear.” It seemed appropriate given his circumstances.  


  Pilot walked away from the store. He crossed the creek, climbed the hill, and passed through the garden. Alex picked an apple as they passed through an orchard. He was very curious about their destination, but Pilot ignored all of his questions and plodded the path as if taken countless times.  


  
 


 
 Chapter 14  
    


  The sun burned away the morning cool and bathed them in the summer swelter. As they pass through the trees and fields, the shrill drone of the cicadas grew louder by the minute, and the summer heat lay like a stifling blanket across the land. Pilot plodded onward, and every time Alex touched the reins, Pilot shook his head and whinnied. Alex’s input was neither wanted nor needed.  


  The sound of running water grew louder. An unknown river drew near, and being both deep and wide, he was curious as to how his mount would forge it. He did not have long to wait. They passed through a small grove of trees and arrived at the top of a cliff, the river at dizzying depths below them. The largest tree he had ever seen, larger than a giant sequoia or redwood, spanned the river like a bridge, stretching from one high cliff to another. A storm ripped up its roots, and it splayed them like the fingers of a giant hand.  


  Pilot scaled brown soil that clung to an exposed root, and like an entrance ramp to a highway, he carried Alex to the top of the fallen tree. It was as wide as any bridge he had ever crossed: four lanes of traffic could pass over it with room to spare. Far below, he saw meandering water, and he saw something too large to be a fish. A black silhouette, a gorgon, swam with great speed. It plunged down to the depths a moment later, disappearing from sight. 


  Upon reaching the other side, Pilot scrambled down a steep bank and continued trudging across a field. They passed through dense grass that appeared to flow in waves over the rolling hills. The sun moved across the face of the sky, and by early afternoon, they reached the edge of a forest.  


  The trees were titans, much like the ones fallen across the river. His head tilted back as he gazed in wonder at these giants. They stretched up like skyscrapers; the forest canopy soared to dizzying heights. As they neared these titans, he felt like an ant on the forest floor. The trunks were a city block, and dense foliage grew between them. Pilot walked to a clearing, a path through the vegetation, cut by human hands. 


  As they entered the forest, the noonday sun faded to twilight. Birdcalls gave way to menacing echoes, and as they entered the heart of the forest, the undergrowth became dense. He wondered, how did the trail stay clear? There was only one way he knew: someone salted the earth. The labor required boggled his mind. It made him tired just thinking about it.  


  The light faded to darkness, and the air grew thick. Desperate undergrowth stretched up and clawed for the last scraps of daylight. The foliage closed in around him, slapping his face, snagging his clothes, scratching him. His eyes yearned for golden sunlight, just a flicker, but he submerged into the depths of a primordial forest, drowning in a sea of green. He resisted the urge to turn Pilot around and race back to the light.     


  When he could take no more, a finger of light penetrated the darkness. He wanted Pilot to gallop out of this abyss; he wanted freedom; he wanted light, but Pilot trudged at a steady pace. Sock, however, raced to daylight, his black silhouette outlined in golden light. 


  Like a besieging army, the titans halted at the base of the mountains. They followed a trail that skirted the mountains. The clarion ring of a trumpet pricked his ears. First, there was one, but then there were more. A host of trumpet blasts rang through the mountains, but the wind made these calls as it whistled through the canyons and caves.  


  The trail rose up the side of a mountain. After they had rounded the first swayback, he saw countless more ahead of them, a zigzagging trail up the face of a mountain. They climbed through brooding clouds and felt the sting of cold: a bite at the tip of his nose, a cold slap on the cheek, or a blast of frigid water. However, his leather motorcycle garb, what he now called a “slip-suit,” kept him snug as if seated beside a warm hearth.  


  The wind stole his baseball cap and flung it over the side of a cliff. He saw it plunge into the darkness and fall into the abyss. He cursed himself for not keeping it tight upon his head. Hats were not so plentiful that he could afford to lose one.  


  Of all the supplies he brought, he forgot to bring a knit hat or a scarf. Who would think of such a thing in summer? He loosened his ponytail, letting his thick locks block some of the cold. The mountains, like the forest, cheated his eyes of daylight and plunged him into a twilight world. The trail stretched into the gloom, and he was anxious to reach its end. Pilot continued to plod through the mountains, bent on completing his trek. What awaits him at the trails end, peril or rescue?     


  
 


 
 Chapter 15 
    


  The trail skirted along the western side of a sharp ravine. The angular rock walls stretched up high and spanned out of sight. They were worn smooth by countless storms, water spray on its face, flowing over the trail, washing into murky depths, an ever-present source of danger. Although the trail was wide, his imagination conjured up images of Pilot bucking and throwing him to his death, splattered on the jagged rocks. Turning Pilot was not an option. He resisted every attempt he made to direct him.  


  The driving wind whipped through the ravine, stealing the warmth from his hands and face. The gray clouds turned black, and sleet stung them. It slapped the rock walls and formed thick slush on the trail. Alex leaned forward, raising his right hand to protect his face. Pilot continued on, pressing into the driving wind.  


  A ramp extended out from the trail and ended midair. Pilot trudged along the trail, and he began to make out rough, gray stone. The rocks were well worn yet so tight together as to be fused. It was then that he spotted another ramp on the opposite side – a bridge. The center section of the bridge, made of wood, rotted and collapsed long ago.  


  He held up his arm to block the punishing sleet. On the opposite side of the gorge, he saw collapsed blocks, spilled in a haphazard fashion, but a few balanced precariously upon one another, ready to tumble into the abyss. Defensive walls rose up from the rubble, and broken fragments of round watchtowers rose from behind the walls. Dozens of square buildings collapsed in upon themselves. The largest eagle he had ever seen was perched atop one pile of rubble. The eagle launched into the air and took off like a fighter jet. In the blink of an eye, he flew out of sight, hidden by the looming clouds.  


  Who would build a home in this desolate ravine?  


  Like the ruins he found on the Merchant River, the builders fled these lands long ago. Perhaps the daemia slaughtered them. The idea left him shaken. In his mind’s eye, he witnessed the desperate battle. The defenders pushed back, falling off cliffs, and pierced through with arrows. 


  When the trail turned to the right and out of the ravine, the wind ceased. They passed through the clouds and emerged into the sunshine. As the sun warmed them, the crisp, cool air tried to steal it away. The trail passed through a vast ruined city. It was breathtaking in its scope. Hundreds of thousands must have once lived in it. The structures climbed up the walls of the U-shaped canyon, and castle ruins, like shattered teeth, sat atop the hills.  


  Great and small stones lay in piles. They passed between them on a serpentine trail. Everywhere Alex looked, he saw rough walls covered with lichen and the scars of war. Detritus littered the ground, fragments of a long forgotten people. The trail sloped downward, but the walls soared high. When the walls ended, they entered a large square, perhaps the center of the city. In his mind’s eye, he saw the ghosts of wooden carts, brightly covered awnings, and merchants calling out their wares, but they were long gone; and only a broken cart, tipped on its side, testified to their existence. A fountain lay in the center of the plaza, but its statues were broken, and stagnant black water filled its pools.     


  What could destroy an entire city? How could the daemia defeat a people of such skill? It had to be war combined with a natural disaster. He tugged on the reins, wanting no more of this mystery trek, but Pilot resisted, tossing his head and snorting. Of course, Alex could leap from the saddle: Socks and Alex could walk home. However, the inner compulsion refused and dragged him toward an uncertain destination. 


  
 


 
 Chapter 16 
    


  The ruins snaked through the valley, tapering off to small piles at the end. Socks ran on ahead and over the crest of a hill. Pilot trudged up the hill with Bear in tow, eager to reach the trail’s end. When he crested the hill, he saw tombs, stretching on as far as the eye could see, and great statues stood upon the hills, guarding the cemetery; but time reduced their faces to vague caricatures of their once sharp features.   


  Some of the mausoleums were made of white marble and resembled miniature mansions. Others were sculptures, but most were broken, fragments reduced to scattered rubble. The majority of markers were simple, rectangular slabs, the name of the deceased written in a strange language. The grave markers at the beginning were old, nearly worn smooth by countless winters, but with each step, the markers became newer and the inscriptions legible. 


  While the statues were large, imposing giants, the graves were small. Perhaps they contained ossuaries, small boxes with the bones of the dead. It made sense given the limited space, yet something made him doubt this conclusion. The architecture, the streets, and the graves hinted to a small but powerful people.  


  The cemetery stretched around the base of a mountain. Pilot navigated a well-worn path through the midst of the mausoleums and grave markers. On the side of the mountain, he saw mineshafts. Orange stains, appearing like an inverted “V”, marked the location of the mines. The architects used the tailings to build the city since he saw none. 


  It was a peculiar thing to see so many graves in such a visible location. Merchants and Miners would have passed through it every day on their way to work. Perhaps it was a warning: be careful or die. He was not sure, though; the practice was so foreign.  


  A colossal dragon – wings spread, head lowered, and maw open – towered above the other monuments. Its teeth were bared, ready to strike. It appeared to be clawing its way up from solid rock, ready to devour. As they drew near, its immensity staggered Alex’s mind. It was larger than the Washington Monument, and countless sapphires made its eyes sparkle, flashing fiery blue in the sunlight.  


  Pilot stopped. Alex nudged him a little with his heels, but he refused to budge. The giant dragon appeared to be their destination. Socks hurried about, sniffing for signs of predators and prey. When Alex dismounted, his bottom ached. He kicked out a leg and picked the material creased between his butt cheeks. He rubbed his bottom, soothing the aches, but he puzzled over the peculiar, padded sensation. He had always been thin, but now his bottom felt padded and round, not the shape a man desires. He tugged up the waistband of his tights. He hated the word “tights,” but he could think of no better word for a garment without pockets or seams.  


  Then he tugged down the hem of his top. It too was body conforming, leaving little to the imagination. He understood why his bottom was sore: the ride was long and uncomfortable; but why was his chest sore? It ached and throbbed with each beat of his heart. He pressed his chin to his chest and inspected it. The glossy leather fabric stretched over a pair of globes, compressing them. Why is my chest so puffy? He tried to think of it as muscle, but these globes were far too fleshy. An alarm sounded in his mind, but he dismissed it. The obvious conclusion was impossible.  


  Pilot pawed at the paving stones and whinnied. When he looked over his right shoulder, he saw his big black eyes gazing back at him, and his ears pointed toward Alex. Without saying a word, Alex sensed the horse’s impatience.  


  As Alex walked to Bear, his face was contorted, and his right hand rubbed his bottom. The glossy black leather stretched over ball shaped butt cheeks. The way his chest jiggled distracted him from the numb sensation in his crotch; such numbness often occurs when a man rides a bicycle, but the feeling soon returns. However, even his profound level of denial has limits, and fractures formed in his mental barriers. 


  He opened his backpack and removed a first aid kit, reasoning that the horse’s owner might be injured. The supplies in the saddlebags seemed of little use: old boots, shovels, picks, a hat, a pipe, and a leather pouch filled with tobacco. He sniffed the pouch, and his eye lit up with comprehension – it was marijuana. 


  A circular dais lay before the gaping maw; he assumed it was a sacrificial altar of some sort. Although darkness blocked his view, he could see stairs descending into the darkness. He drew his machete and took a step. Then he returned to Pilot and drew the old cavalry saber. Both hands clutching weapons, he moved toward the gaping maw and examined the stairs. Having come all this way, he stepped inside the Dragon Head.   


  The world went from color to monochrome. His vision adjusted, and ill-defined shapes became sharp. The entranced formed a throat. He descended the stairs into the shadowy void, and on both sides, he saw an embossed pictorial history in the granite walls. He heard whimpers at the top of the stairs, and when he turned, he saw Socks lingering in the light. He pranced about, trying to warn Alex of danger.  


  “I know this place is dangerous, but I have to go inside it,” he said. Socks paused considering Alex’s words, deliberations taking place behind his brown eyes. “You don’t have to come in here. Wait for me outside. I’ll be with you as soon as I can.”  


  Socks rushed down the stairs and greeted Alex’s with a happy dance. Alex said, “I’m glad you decided to go with me. This place is maximum creepy.” The wolf peered into the darkness and snarled. 


  Fragments of luminescence tiles, like broken pottery, marked the ceiling. They grew more numerous with each step, but their light remained dull, illuminating only a pace to his right or left, leaving most of it in shadows. Passageways passed to his right and left, branching to other destinations. The sound of their footfalls grew loud, echoing off the curved walls, and his apprehension grew with each step.  


  Adjusting his grip on his weapons, trying to control his fraying nerves, praying for safety, he continued the downward journey. He tried to swallow, but his throat was dry. When his hands began to tremble, his weapons wavered. He whispered, “Why am I doing this? This is insane.” 


  “Hello,” a voice called. “Is anyone there?” 


  “Um … yes.” Alex squinted and leaned to the right, trying to see around the bend. He took a few quick steps. “Do you own the horses?” 


  “Horses … yup, their mine, or I’m theirs. I’m not sure which sometimes. My legs are trapped. I could use some help.” 


  “How far down are you?” 


  “I’m in the lower chamber,” he replied. 


  They hurried down the winding stairs. When he reached the bottom, a large chamber opened before them. Even by the permanent twilight, Alex saw several rectangular crypts, evenly spaced in the chamber. Several of the lids were shattered, broken fragments littering the floor. Plaques secured to the walls marked the resting place of the dead.  


  “I’m on the other side,” the voice said. 


  It occurred to Alex that this might be a daemia trick. However, they were so disgusting and monstrous that he doubted that they could sound human. He crouched and crossed the chamber: why, he had no idea. It just seemed the thing to do. Socks stayed at his side, ready to strike. 


  After passing around a rectangular crypt, he saw a man lying on the floor. A statue lay across his legs, pinning him. Socks ran over and greeted the man with yelps and wild dancing. He stroked Socks fur and hugged him. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.” 


  “I’m Captain Samuel Ash of the 1st Calvary Regiment,” he said with a groan.  


  “Yes, you’re alive. I found another person.” He stabbed the blades into the air and danced. “WWOOO HOOO,” he shouted. “You are alive, and you’re gonna stay that way. I’M NOT ALONE!” 


  “I appreciate the enthusiasm, but help would be nice,” Sam said.  


  Alex dropped to his knees by Sam’s side. “Alex Dubois,” he said. Tears flowed from his eyes and splashed on the dingy tile. “It’s so good to me you.” He tried to restrain his emotions, but they burst out like floodwaters. Tears streaming down his cheeks, his body trembling, his soul releasing a lonely ache, his loneliness broke like a fever.  


  “I-I never thought I would see another human face. I was trapped; everyone was dead. I know I’m not making sense. It’s like a million conversations are bottle up inside me, and they all want to come out at once.” Alex took three deep breaths and regained a measure of control, and he shifted back to the need of the moment.  


  Sam’s blue uniform, the brass buttons, the cowboy hat, and the crossed saber patch reminded him of a U.S. Cavalry uniform. However, Sam’s ears really interested Alex: the pointed tops of his ears poked through curly brown locks. “Your legs appear trapped rather than broken.” 


  “I hope so.” Sam rubbed his chin and said, “Please forgive the state of my uniform, but it has been years since it received a proper cleaning. But I suppose that is no excuse. I am an officer and a gentleman: as such, I should make sure that I am presentable at all times.”  


  “How did you get like this?” 


  “It’s all rather embarrassing.” He took a swig from a silver flask and held it out to me. “Care for a swig of tar-water?” 


  Alex eyed the flask and sniffed it. The grain alcohol stung his nostrils and made his eyes water. “No thanks. I don’t drink.”  


  “Ah yes, you’re better off for it. Liquor is the devil’s brew. It is an irony that I take comfort in it since it was that vile dragon – no doubt made by Old Scratch – that lured me down here in the first place.” When he tried to move the statue, he grimaced and gritted his teeth. “I came down to seek my fortune or fame, but fate is a cruel mistress. All she had in store for me was calamity.” He winced and rubbed his legs. “I would forever be in your debt if you could get that pagan monstrosity off my legs.”  


  “I’ll need a lever.” Alex rose to his feet and searched through the room. Many statues line the walls, but none of them appeared human. Their faces grimaced or roared with rage. Most of them held swords or axes, but the statue of a particularly fierce warrior clutched an iron spear. He tugged on the rusty spear, but the statue was reluctant to relinquish his grip on it. It was then that he picked up a stone fragment, hauled it high in the air, and smashed the right hand. When he shattered the left hand, the iron spear hit the floor with a noisy clang. Alex cringed at the noise, fearing what it might awaken in the darkness.  


  Spear in hand, he returned to Captain Ash. After positioning a fulcrum, he poised the lever. “When I lift the block, pull your legs out. I don’t care how much it hurts.”  


  “Very good,” he said and took another shot. “I’m ready.” 


  Alex jumped up and used his meager weight to pull down on the lever. The statue base lifted off the floor, and Sam scrambled backward. When Sam’s legs were free, Alex released the lever, and the statue hit the floor with a heavy thump. 


  After setting aside the spear, he slapped the rust from his hands and moved to Sam’s side. “How are your legs? Are they broken?”  


  Sam clenched his lips tight and felt his legs. “No. I believe my bones are intact. But I could use some opium right about now.” He moved his legs and reached out for Alex. “Help me stand.” 


  Alex wrapped Sam’s left arm around his shoulders and helped Sam stand. Sam was much taller and larger, so Alex struggled to support Sam’s weight. Sam limped a few steps and then sat on the pedestal vacated by the statue. He rubbed his legs and nodded. “Yes, I will recover. I am exceedingly grateful for the assistance. Is Big Ed, the proprietor of the Mountain Market, with you?” 


  “No.” Alex stood upright and rubbed the back of his neck. “He and all the people in the store were dead when I found them.” 


  “Dead … how?” 


  “The daemia slaughtered them.” Alex shook his head and crossed his arms. “I buried them in a mass grave.”  


  Sam stared at the floor, and his face lost all expression. “I am powerful sad to hear that. He was a generous man, and the people he rescued deserved better than that. They built themselves a place in Treetop City in the Deepwood Forest. It’s located near the Elven City of Maywyn.” 


  “I also found two victims of a car crash. They were killed and eaten by a daemia.” When he tilted his head, he added, “That’s what he call the monsters that live down by the river, daemia. I killed three of them that were chasing me.” 


  “Daemia” was an Elven word. Sam tilted his head and studied Alex. No Elven ears poked through Alex’s raven locks, but Alex’s eyes sparkled like vibrant sapphires – eyes that mesmerized Sam; perhaps he was Elven. “I’ve killed many of them over the years. My saber has extracted me from many perilous situations.”  


  “I took it off your saddle.” Alex rushed over and retrieved it. Handing it to Sam, he said, “Here you go.” Sam took it from Alex, and they sat in silence a while. Socks wandered about looking for interesting smells.  


  Alex asked, “How long have you lived on Eden?” 


  “Eden?” 


  “That’s what I call this planet.” 


  “Oh yes, an apt name,” he agreed and took a swig. “I have lived on Eden for 23 years, most of it with the elves. I rescued a woman by the name of Virginia Wells. She and I spent many happy years together.”  


  “What happened to her?” 


  “She died in childbirth. Our baby boy was stillborn. I never cried so much in my life.” He rose to his feet and grimaced. “My legs are better, a bit stiff, but better. I’m very fortunate that you happened along.” 


  “You can thank Pilot. That’s what I call your horse, and Bear is the packhorse.”  


  Sam released a throaty chuckle and said, “You sure do like naming things.” 


  “Everyone does,” Alex said.  


  “Not my father. He never permitted us to name our animals. He always said, ‘They are just tools, nothing more.’ I never agreed with him, but after having three mounts killed by daemia, I was reluctant to name the fourth.” He took a deep breath and pondered a minute. “Pilot you say? It’s as apt a name as any.”  


  “We should probably get out of here if you can walk.” No sooner had the words left his lips than we heard stone grinding. A few seconds later, a heavy thump echoed down the circular stairs. A wall of stone blocked the passageway that exited the chamber, trapping them. 


  
 


 
 Chapter 17  
    


  They squatted and pushed up on the wall of rock. They groaned, contorted their faces, and heaved. It was useless: the slab weighed 100 tons. Leaning up against the cool stone, he said, “It must be opened by a release lever up at the top. I bet it’s on some sort of pressure activated lock.” 


  “I must have tripped it on the way down,” Alex said. “I should have been more careful.” Sam ran his hand along the rough stone and searched in vain for a release mechanism. Alex covered her face with her hand and asked, “Now what do we do?”   


  As if in response, they heard scraping stone, and a large slab across the chamber opened. Socks snarled and bared his white fangs. With a deadpan expression, Sam said, “Now that is terrifying. We best get ready to fight.” 


  “What is it?” asked Alex.  


  “No idea. Wait here while I take a gander.” Sam drew his saber. “This might get messy.” 


  “There is no way I’m waiting here – in the dark – for some monster to get me.” Alex’s voice broke, shifting to a higher register. He tried clearing his throat and said, “What’s wrong with … um … my voice?” Sam was halfway across the tomb. Alex scurried up behind Sam and said, “We’re staying together.”  


  Sam kept his eyes fixed on the stone door, and his weapon read. He moved as if stalking it, ready to attack or be attacked. Alex imagined some horrible creature, perhaps a daemia; it would jump out and attack them. Every horror movie assured him he was correct. However, as they neared the door, they saw yet another chamber.  


  Through the open portal, a gleam of metal caught their eyes. Alex tensed his muscles, ready for the attack. Two figures stood motionless in the center of the room; they wore armor, a man and a woman. Although they wore swords strapped to their backs, the handles at right angles to their necks, their hands were limp by their sides.  


  “Step forward and identify yourselves,” Sam thundered with the voice of command. “We will use lethal force if you fail to comply.” Alex swore he heard the faint echo of laughter. Socks moved to their sides and crouched.  


  We entered the chamber, and Sam signaled Alex to move to the right. He understood Sam’s intention. If they had to fight, he wanted plenty of room to swing his blade without fear of injuring Alex. All Alex could do was hack at them as if he was cutting the kudzu.  


  “Come forward and be recognized.” Sam assumed a fighting stance, his right leg forward and his right arm extending his blade. “Fight, you cowards.” he approached them from behind and to the right. Lifting his blade, he readied himself to strike them.  


  Socks did a curious thing. He strolled up to them, sniffed, and lost interest. He strolled away in search of better scents. Sam grinned. “It’s all right. They are just empty suits of armor.” He removed the helmet of the male armor, revealing a wooden frame. The helmet had a fierce visage with angular cheek and nose guards. It bore the crossed sabers of the US Cavalry. He eased the helmet onto his head and cinched down the chinstrap. “Apparently, these are meant for us.”  


  Alex put his hands on his hips and frowned. The breastplate — which included a pair of silvery breasts — narrowed to a trim waist and flared wide hips, and the black side panels accented the silver V-shape. The leg guards, that included a cuisse, reminded him of black stockings. Underneath the plate, he saw scale type chainmail that formed a silver mini-dress. “Hey, why do I get the girlie armor?”  


  Sam had already stripped down to his red, union underwear. He stuffed his legs into and then drew up leather trousers, and then he pulled a leather tunic over his head. Although his actions seemed clear, Alex still asked, “What are you doing?”  


  “This armor includes the First Cavalry insignia. It is clearly intended for my use.” He slipped his arms through a leather vest-harness and strapped it tight. “Whatever lured me in here and trapped us intends for us to fight. I intend to be ready.” He drew a chainmail tunic over his head and let it drop. He then opened the cuirass like a clamshell and drew it over his head. Once his arms were in place, he fed clips through the mail and secured them to the vest, supporting the cuirass. If struck in the chest or back, the rig would distribute the blows across the harness. “I suggest you get ready. There is no telling how long before the attack.”  


  “That’s fine for you, but look at this. I can’t wear this.” Alex lifted the helmet off the rack and turned it this way and that as if trying to solve a math problem. He placed the winged helmet on his head and said, “I look ridiculous.”  


  Sam sat on a stone block and strapped greaves to his shins. “I’m not happy about putting on a suit of armor either, but neither do I want to be skewered. At ‘the Second Battle of Bull Run,’ an explosion knocked me off my horse. The Johnny Rebs overran our position, and I had to lay face down in the mud until nightfall. You do what is required to stay alive.”  


  “Yeah but –“ 


  “No buts. Get ready for the attack!” 


  Grumbling, Alex disassembled the armor from the stand. Sam’s armor appeared what one might expect of an Elven warrior: implacable, handsome, and expertly crafted, and Alex’s armor had many of the same qualities; but it was beautiful, designed for a powerful woman. Unlike Sam’s vest, Alex’s leather vest was a keyhole, halter type: the kind that circled around the breasts. He put it over the top of his slip-suit and cinched it down tight. This compressed his abdomen and caused a pair of breasts to take shape. Even he could not help but notice them. His chin pressed to his chest, he inspected the pair of glossy black globes and the way the corset shaped his abdomen, making his hips appear wide, creating a classic hourglass figure. His face flushed, and alarm quickened his breathing. The full force of what he denied slammed into his consciousness: I’m turning into a girl. No. Be reasonable. It’s just the way the armor is designed, he thought, denial being his favorite coping mechanism. Then he noticed Sam’s furtive glances at his bottom. Damn it, I am turning into a girl. 


  A low groan, the kind that sends shivers up one’s spine, echoed through the chamber and made Alex hurry. Fears of a gruesome death shifted his mind to survival. He removed the silver, metallic tunic from the stand and drew it over his head. After working his arms through the fitted sleeves, he fed his head through it, but it bunched up at his chest. Growing hot, he worked the metallic garment over his breast. When it pulled free, it slid down his torso and hung around his hips. To his surprise, the chainmail garment was flexible and conformed perfectly to his shape. Even without a mirror, he could see the gleaming silver contour of a female body. He tugged at the hem, but it only reached halfway down his bottom.  


  “You forgot something,” Sam said and pointed. He used a knuckle and rapped the metal cup beneath his trousers. “You need to protect your privates.”  


  An ornate, silver thong, attached to a wide belt, hung around the frames waist. Alex hiked up the silver tunic, wrapped the wide around his abdomen, reached around his right thigh, and grabbed the dangling crotch strap. He drew it up and back, sinking the narrow cable between his ass cheeks, and when it was very tight, the tab slipped into the belt’s slot, locking with a click. The “maiden’s belt” included an ornate triangular panel, designed to protect female genitalia, fit him well. The truth demanded Alex’s attention: his testicles were empty sacks, and his penis was minuscule. In fact, the numbness of his genitalia made Alex a bit frantic, but another moan drove it from his mind.  


  Walking with his feet apart, feeling as though he was straddling a cable, he returned to the equipment rack. Grumbling and fretting about his transforming body, he held the cuirass over his head and then snapped it around his torso, securing it to the harness.  


  Seated on the stone pedestal, he removed his boots and gathered up the black cuisse. Although overtop of his leather tights, they still reminded him of black metallic stockings; they even connected to the maiden’s belt with four narrow straps. He strapped the greaves to his shines, and he stood to his feet, grabbed them hem of the silver tunic, and worked it down his hips. 


  After putting on gloves and gauntlets, he rose to his feet. Sam moved behind Alex and helped him strap a pair of swords and a pair of knives to his back. “We need to get our heads in the battle,” he said. “No mercy for our enemies.”  


  Alex cinched the winged helmet chinstrap and said, “Right, no mercy. But you look like you’re ready for war. I look like a Las Vegas showgirl. They’ll die laughing when they see me.”  


  “You look fearsome, a powerful warrior woman if I ever saw one.” While well intentioned, Sam’s consolation made Alex’s heart sink. “We have to get Socks situated.” 


  “What do you … oh,” Alex said. Sam strode to the side of the room. He lifted scale armor off a wooden frame. Socks held still as Sam strapped the helmet on his head and then draped the scaled chainmail down his torso. Reaching underneath Socks, he strapped on the chainmail.  


  Alex gazed upward and surveyed the room. Gray stone pillars supported a vaulted ceiling, and ominous, black entryways abounded. The tomb, for it could be nothing else, filled him with dread. Sam picked up a heater shield and handed one to Alex. He slipped his arm through the leather strap and gripped the handle. It was then that he noticed the shield’s coat of arms: it bore the image of a black dragon, talons bared and ready to strike.        


  Alex tossed aside his crude machete and drew one of his swords. Even in the subdued light, the silver blade gleamed with lethal sharpness, and he saw strange lettering on the sides. Scraping stone echoed through the chamber. A heavy slab closed behind them, cutting off their exit, and then the slab across the room opened wide. They raised their shields and poised their swords. Sam spoke with a grave voice, “Whatever happens, don’t run. We stand and fight.”  


  
 


 
 Chapter 18  
    


  Sam crept toward the open passageway and raised his shield, weapon at the ready. He peered into the darkness and searched for threats. Not wishing to be left behind, Alex and Socks scurried after him. Sam said, “When we enter the passage, you go right, and he will go left.” 


  “Okay,” Alex mumbled. What he really wanted was for Sam to go in first and to stay safely behind Sam. However, that sounded cowardly, even in his thoughts. Sam’s plan was fair and tactically sound. “But don’t go getting all Rambo on me.” 


  “Beg pardon?” asked Sam. 


  “Don’t go berserk. Just be careful,” Alex replied. 


  “I always am.” Sam moved to the entrance and looked into the chamber. “Get ready. Go!”  


  He rushed into the chamber before Alex could reply. Alex faltered for a second and then followed him. He went right and scanned the interior for threats. Two steps led down to a sunken floor; 12 arches lined the wall, but they appeared to go back a few paces and stop at a brick wall. The door across the room opened, and at the same time, the one behind them closed (Sam assumed this would happen).  


  “Hey look,” Alex said. A bow with a quiver full of arrows lay on a table to his right. “This is a really amazing bow. I left mine up on the horse.” he returned his sword to its sheath and then picked up the bow. After fixing the string, he slotted an arrow. “I’m a pretty good shot.” he pulled back the arrow without a particular target in mind.  


  “What are you doing?” asked Sam. “Draw your sword.”  


  When something stepped from the shadows, Alex jumped and released the arrow. It streaked through the air and punched through the right eye socket of a withered corpse. The corpse collapsed into dust and hit the floor with a noisy clatter of its armor and weapons. Alex asked, “What was that?”  


  A groan came from their right. Alex dropped the bow and drew his sword. It sliced through the air and cut the head off another corpse. The guard once again turned to dust, making Alex sneeze, and its armor tumbled to the ground. Undead guards emerged through the archways and rushed at them. 


  Sam slammed a guard with his shield and thrust his blade through another. Dust exploded into the air, and armor hit the ground. He blocked the blow from another guard and kicked it away with his right foot. The guard stumbled backward and into the sword of the guard behind him.  


  Socks launched at an undead guard and ripped off its leg. The guard hopped about and then toppled over. The wolf ripped off its head, and the guard burst into dust, making Socks sneeze. 


  Alex fought off an attack by two guards. In the middle of combat, his bottom suddenly engorged, and breasts swelled as if being inflated. “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” he blurted and spun to his right, unintentionally cutting off the arms of two guards. “Stop that!”  


  Sam never heard Alex. He fought his way to the center of the chamber. He slammed some with his shield and slashed others with his sword. “Come and get your medicine, you undead devils.” He stabbed one and cut the legs out from another. He actually appeared to be having fun. Alex, on the other hand, was preoccupied with his new body.  


  Black hair cascaded over his shoulders and flowed down his back. Then the tops of his ears stung as they grew, longer and to a point, but Alex was too distracted to notice it. He cut the head off a guard and cut another in half.   


  Alex's eyes went wide, his back arched, and he stood on his tiptoes. A sudden sucking sensation came from his crotch. “Stop that,” he blurted and slapped his thighs together. Although trapped underneath the maiden’s belt, his mind conducted a quick inventory of his sex and detected his new gender. “What’s going on?”  


  “We’re fighting,” Sam shouted in reply. 


  “I know that,” she said, for the male gender no longer applied. She deflected a blow with her shield and chopped at it. She let out a girlish sneeze when it exploded into dust. She wiggled hoping her male equipment would return. When two guards rushed at her, she ducked behind a pillar, and Socks attacked both of them from the rear. She grabbed her crotch and squealed, “I can’t be a girl.”  


  Sam released a powerful war cry and rushed at three guards. He blocked a blade, bashed the head of another with his shield, stabbed the third, cut the head from the second, and cut the legs out from the first. The legless corpse crawled toward him, still trying to carry on the attack. He brought down his blade with a chop. The head tumbled into the sunken floor and exploded into dust. He gazed back at Alex and asked, “Have you done something with your hair?”  


  Alex twitched her nose and glared at him. “Yes. How observant of you. I changed my hairstyle.” Sam knew she was angry but was mystified why. He shook his head and returned to the battle. He rushed at five undead guards. Alex sheathed her sword and snatched up the bow. Slotting an arrow faster than a blink, she drew back and released it. The arrow punched through two guards, and they collapsed to the floor. She fired again, and two more hit the floor.  


  “Don’t use them all up,” Sam said. “I want to get my fair share.”  


  Alex slung the quiver and the bow around her shoulders. She drew her sword, and she fussed with her maiden’s belt. It pinched a little. It occurred to her to remove it, but a vague sense of dread warned against it. “I don’t see why I have to be the girl,” she grumbled, not certain who would hear the complaint, perhaps God. She tugged at the hem of her chainmail tunic, but it left most of her bottom exposed.  


  “Are you all right?” asked Sam.  


  “Yes, I’m just fine,” she replied, still brooding. When Sam rolled his eyes, Alex said, “You know, not so long ago, my life was normal. I had a job; I owned a home, and I owned a truck. Now I’m trapped in a tomb, and I’m a … well … things are different.” When Sam tilted his head, Alex cringed and said, “Let’s just say I can use the girl’s locker room.” 


  When Sam moved close, Alex took a step back. “What’s happened to your ears?” They were both long and pointed. “Were your ears always like that?”  


  “No. That and some other modifications appears to be a recent alteration,” she replied. “Shouldn’t we be working on a way to get out of here?”  


  “Um … sure,” he said, “but you must be a changeling like me. I started off life as a man, but when I came here, I turned into an elvan, that’s a male elve.” 


  “Where you always male?” asked Alex. 


  “Um … yes. Why?” asked Sam. Before Alex could reply, Socks growled. “It looks like we have more company.” Undead guards, three abreast, charged up a set of spiral stairs. Sam rushed at them, exuberant, rejoicing in battle, but Alex had enough.  


  She marched up a set of stairs to a brazier and dumped a torch into it. Flames leaped from the oil in the brazier and cast long shadows across the chamber. Alex grabbed one side of the brazier and dumped the burning oil over the railing; it splashed into the stairwell and set the guards on fire. Horrible moans ripped from the guards; they burned and thrashed about, whirling about to extinguish the flames, killing many of their brethren. Both Socks and Sam stared as she marched past them. She raised her chin and tossed back her hair; “I’m sick of them.”  


  The second set of spiral stairs descended into the bowels of the mausoleum. Alex pinched the bridge of her nose and rubbed. “Why do I think more monsters are at the bottom of those stairs?”  


  “Because the Almighty blessed you with a keen mind,” Sam said. “Let’s not keep them waiting.” He led the way once again with Socks right behind him. Alex looked around for another way out. The current path only led deeper into the structure, but she was ready to leave. When he disappeared around the bend, she hurried down the stairs. 


  A vaulted stone ceiling, meager light from perpetual braziers, the exit cattycorner and far across the chamber, they arrived in an expansive arena. Stone pillars and rectangular platforms extended up from the murky depths of a pit. Alex saw spikes in the pit and shadows moving about in the darkness. The pillars and platforms were far enough apart that they would have to leap the span between them. “I wish we brought some rope. We could use it as a safety line.” 


  “What about Socks?” asked Alex. “Could you carry him?”  


  Socks looked into the pit and then furrowed his eyebrows. It was a long way down. “I think if he gets a running start, he can make it to that rectangular platform.”  


  “I guess,” Alex said, “but the others are even farther apart.”  


  Sam rubbed his chin and said, “We have no choice.”  


  “Whatever is in that pit isn’t going to stay down there. I just know it.” Alex studied the chamber. “How would the people who built it cross the chamber? I can’t believe they did this every time.” 


  “There, across the chamber,” Sam pointed, “I see a lever. It probably extends a bridge across all of this.”  


  Alex squatted and studied the tops of the pillars. “There are markings on the top. I’m not sure, but they must mark the safest path.” 


  “Those are dwarven runes. I’ve seen them in dwarven mines. I wish I paid better attention during the tour.” Sam tried to pick out the best path. If they stepped on the wrong pillar, it would collapse, and they would fall to their death. He tossed in a rock. Vicious screeches and tentacles, each covered with razor sharp talons, erupted. The tentacles sliced through the air, and in places, they reached up to the top of the pillars. “If you set foot on the wrong one, that creature will yank you off.” 


  “I’m going to cross the chamber and try that lever. Hopefully, you and Socks will cross on some sort of bridge.” He studied the runes and selected those that were familiar, reasoning they marked the safe passageways. He crouched and leaped. Alex drew in a breath and tensed. Sam’s right foot landed on the pedestal, but there was no room for the left. He waved his hands and struggled to keep his balance. He picked out the safe path to the rectangle, and like a man crossing a stream, he bounded across the gap, meeting the pillar tops, and launched to the next. When he reached the rectangle, he drew in a deep breath and then said, “One down, five more to go.”  


  Tentacles slashed through the air, whipping blindly. When they searched the top of the rectangle, he drew his sword and cut one of them. A terrible screech ripped from the creature, and it stabbed at him in rage. He sprinted and leaped, prancing off the pillar tops, tentacles all about him; he skipped on eight pillar top and arrived at a wide rectangle. 


  Five claws, long and curved, grasped the platform’s edge. A beast, unlike any Sam had ever seen, climbed up to meet him. A haugr – chimera with the face of a bat, a humanoid body covered with black hair, and razor sharp claws – stood before him. It screeched and spit poison. He ducked to the right and raised his shield. The haugr sprang at him, but he deflected it. Claws scraped his shield, as it passed. He leaped and rolled. Both of them turned to face one another. He readied his blade, and they circled one another. The haugr spit again, but Sam spat a wad of chewing tobacco back at it, hitting it in the eye. The haugr recoiled and wiped the burning fluid from its eye. Sam lunged and drove his sword into the haugr’s chest. Blood flowing from the wound, it leaped off the platform and fell into the pit.  


  Alex watched the combat with dread. Two more haugr climbed up to attack Sam. Her gaze darted up to the ceiling. The structure on the ceiling reminded her of a walkway, albeit upside down. It seemed to have a clear path to the other side, but only a spider could cross it. Then she spotted spiral stairs on the other side of a pillar to her left; they climbed up to the ceiling and stopped. Who builds stairs to nowhere? she wondered. She circled around the pillars and climbed the stairs.  


  Sam blocked one haugr and slashed at the other. The wounded creature clawed at him, but they deflected off Sam’s armor. He spun around the monster and slashed. A howl erupted from the stricken haugr; blood flowed from a deep gash on its back. He stabbed at the other, but it leaped to the right and slipped off the platform, plummeting into waving tentacles. The tentacles wrapped around the haugr and ripped through its flesh like a chainsaw, blood and gore splattering the platform.  


  When Sam looked up, he saw Alex and Socks. They were upside-down and strolling across the ceiling. “That maze is just a distraction. This is the real way across. Magnets, embedded in the ceiling, are holding us up by our armor. It’s difficult to walk but possible. It is designed for Dwarven biology.”  


  Sam chuckled and then roared with laughter. When two more haugr rushed him, he leaped and rolled, slicing off one of the creature’s legs. The haugr fell, and Sam chopped off its head. The second haugr grabbed the corpse of its fallen comrade and bit its thigh. It ripped off a chunk of flesh and swallowed it whole. Sam grimaced and backed away. He turned and leaped across seven more pillars.  


  “Come on Sam,” Alex cheered and rose to her tiptoes. Socks longed to join the battle and growled. “You can do it.”  


  Sam danced from pillar to pillar, evading the tentacles. When he arrived at the last rectangle, two haugr were waiting for him, and these haugr wore crude plate armor and brandished rusty blades. They blocked his path to safety. An arrow streaked through the air and hit one of them in the back of the neck; it continued through and jutted out the front, blood dripping from it. The haugr tipped over and collapsed into the pit, where defiant roars erupted. The other haugr turned as three more arrows hit.  


  Sam made it to the rectangle and saw five dwarves. They disarmed Alex, had a muzzle on Socks and held weapons on them. The dwarf in charge glared at him. “Don’t try and run. We can easily put an arrow through you.” 


  “I wouldn’t think of it.” Sam crossed the last bit of the maze and stood before them on the platform. “This isn’t a very warm reception.”  


  “Why should we welcome thieves?” asked Tormod. “I’ve never seen thieving elves before, but I wouldn’t put it past you. Your kind acts self-righteous, but you are the same as everyone. Now hand over your weapons.”  


  “I just got a hankering to explore. I’ve heard a lot about the Dragon Head Monument, but this is my first time to visit it. I meant no disrespect. I wish to honor your dead, not plunder them.” Sam handed Tormod his sword and knife. “If you didn’t want visitors, “You should put up a sign.” 


  Tormod’s mouth hung agape for a few seconds, but it soon turned into a scowl. “What do you think all of those pictographs at the entrance were for? Anyone with eyes could clearly see the warning to stay out. This is a sacred burial chamber. Do we go robbing your ancestor’s graves?”  


  “You make a fair point, but we needed this armor,” Sam said. 


  “Huh,” Tormod grunted and eyed the Elven armor. “What about the armor?” 


  “It was waiting for us in the hall,” he replied, “pretty as a picture.”  


  “We didn’t put it there,” Tormod said. 


  “It’s an Elven trick,” Borge said. “Let’s shove them into the pit and be done with them.”  


  “We’re not executioners,” Tormod said. “They have a right to a trial followed by a speedy execution.”  


  “So no one but dwarves can enter this place?” asked Alex. 


  “No. Honored guests, friends of the dwarves, and grieving parties are always welcome,” said Tormod. 


  “We want to be friends of the dwarves. How do you go about doing that,” asked Alex. “Is there some form to fill out or a membership fee?” 


  “This isn’t a health spa,” barked Tormod. “This is the ‘Sacred Dragon’s Head Tomb.'”  


  “But there must be a way?”  


  “You’re giving me a headache.” Tormod poked Sam with his spear. “Our elder will deal with you.”  


  “Be careful with that, shorty.” Sam held up his hands, and they exited the chamber. They emerged into a large, pentagon shaped hallway that split off in three directions. Dwarves carried crates and hauled goods through the tunnel. A few stood on a high platform and tended to a damaged lintel. “I never thought this place would be so busy?” 


  “I bet,” Borge said. He jabbed his spear into Sam. “Keep going or I’ll skewer you … and don’t try to run.”   


  “Wouldn’t dream of it,” Sam said. They passed through the hallway straight before them. Countless clangs of hammers and chisels echoed. Dwarves repaired carvings and saw to numerous small repairs. “This place is real pretty when it’s all lit up like this.”  


  “Glad you like it, thief,” Tormod said. “People like you who cause all the damage. They come down here with sledgehammers and crowbars, searching for gold to steal. Imagine if we did that to your graveyards. You would be incensed.”  


  “I suppose you have a point,” said Sam. “Even so, we did no harm, and respectful visitors are always welcome in our cemeteries.”  


  They entered a vast cavern, and a dwarven city climbed up massive, conical column; it reached the top of the ceiling, like a supporting pillar and spread out wide at the base. Rectangular yellow light marked the location of numerous windows, and there were abundant open patios. Once again, Alex marveled at the inhuman intelligence and their architecture: powerfully built walls and stones that fit together without the use of mortar, so tight a razor blade could not pass between them.  


  “Have you ever been on Earth?” asked Alex. “There are walls in South America that remind me of this place.” 


  “The sister world, Earth, was lost to us long ago. A human wizard closed the great gate and cut us off from our ancient home. One day, long in the future, it will reopen, and then we will take back what was ours.” Tormod led them down a long, downward sloping thoroughfare. There were more dwarves than Alex imagined possible. When they reached the bottom of the curve, they began their ascent into the city.  


  Dwarven children paused from play to watch them pass. They joined in the game and ran behind the guards, shouting and cheering. A busy market came to a standstill, and everyone watched them pass. There was terrible silence for a few seconds.  


  “Thieves,” called one.  


  “Desecrators,” called another.  


  A chorus of angry shouts erupted, and they hurled rotten fruit. Alex ducked, and a rotten tomato hit Borge in the face. The dwarf wiped it away and glared at Alex. “I didn’t throw it,” Alex protested. The dwarf grumbled and scowled.  


  They passed through the heart of the city and arrived at the courthouse. It was a grand building of towering pillars and heroic scenes depicted on high facades. As they climbed the stairs, they gained a new appreciation for the strength of the dwarves and the seriousness of the allegations. 


  When they passed between the columns, lawgivers – clothed in purple and white robes – paused from their deliberations. The stuck up their noses and glared at them. Tormod said, “You’ll be staying in the dungeons tonight. Tomorrow, you will have a fair trial followed by a swift execution.”   


  
 


 
 Chapter 19 
    


  Hard, unforgiving stone defined dwarven dungeons and their hearts. Alex languished in the bottom of a pit, naked, alone, and up to her armpits in frigid water with waste floating around her. Vertical, rough-hewed walls denied her a place to sit. The structure stole her body warmth, fatigued her, and conjured dark imaginings. All the while, she worried about Socks: what would they do to him? It was her fault: he left his comfortable existence because of her.  


  Every so often, she heard the rattle of keys and lantern light beamed through the steel grate above her head. “Hello, can you hear me? I need to speak with someone about my wolf. Is he okay?” The rhythmic footfalls continued without pause and then a heavy door shut with a slam. She crossed her arms and shivered without abate. The cold penetrated deep into her, right down to the bone. If the end was to come, she wanted it to come soon and end this torture.  


  _____  


  “You found two elves trapped in our labyrinth, and they didn’t have so much as a single stolen coin between them. Have you gone mad?” Thordal paced back and forth, his blue and gold satin robes flowing behind him. “You should have waited until they committed a crime.” 


  “They trespassed into our sacred burial chambers,” Tormod replied. “Should I wait until they despoil the resting place of our dead? If I did, our ancestors would never forgive us. They would banish us from their halls when we join them.” 


  “Spare me the religious rhetoric,” Thordal replied.  


  “Our religion is not empty rhetoric.” Garn, the regional judge, lounged on a leather chair and stared at the flames in the hearth. He sipped his brandy and added, “Our religion defines us, and the gods will pour down their wrath if we fail them.”  


  “I meant no offense.” Thordal sat next to Garn and rubbed his neck. He remained silent for a few minutes and pondered his next words. “If we find two lost travelers guilty, the elves will declare war. We have few people remaining in these lands. The daemia saw to that.”  


  “Elves fear the dark caverns,” Tormod said. “They would never come down after us. Even if they did, we would slaughter them.” 


  “And with whom shall we trade? Men have a defense treaty with the elves. When our young cry out for food, will you provide it? What good is gold if there is no place to spend it? You should have observed them from a distance, and only acted when you had evidence of a crime.” Thordal left his chair and resumed pacing. “As it is, we – no, you treated them like murders. If we let them go, will the elves not protest our treatment of the innocent? We are undone.”  


  “Perhaps a lesser charge,” Tormod said. “They did trespass.” 


  “No, no, no,” Thordal said. “It will not do. Such a minor infraction does not justify our treatment.”  


  “Why did they say that they were here?” Garn swirled the brandy in the glass and studied it for the precise moment of consumption. “It’s important.”  


  Tormod scratched his thick beard and pondered the question. “He said, ‘I wish to honor your dead ….’ I didn’t believe him. Everyone says that sort of thing.”  


  “Hmm, yes.” Garn sipped the brandy and then nibbled on a fig treat. “That is interesting.”  


  “What? Have you thought of something?” asked Thordal, sitting on the edge of his seat.” 


  “We could take him at his word. A pilgrimage of bravery and suffering is necessary to honor the dead. If they present a gift, one of our honored dead, we may release them without shame.” Garn gave Thordal a sideways glance. “It is the only way.” 


  “Yes. I see. They braved the maze, and then they spent a night suffering in our prison cells. It’s perfect.” He rubbed an itch from his nose. “But will they agree?” 


  “If they don’t, then they lied to our enforcer, and we are without guilt. We were honoring their pilgrimage. It’s not our fault. We took them into our midst in good faith.” He slipped from his chair and grabbed his staff. “See that it’s done.”  


  The elder dwarf hobbled across the room, his staff tapping on the marble floor. After he had exited the room, Tormod said, “The people will not stand for this. They think that these two were thieves. They are reading for the execution. You know what a crowd this sort of thing draws.” 


  “You leave the crowd to me,” Thordal said. “Get them out of that pit and prepared for the ceremony.”  


  _____ 


  Alex shivered without end, and despair filled her heart. Once again, she heard heavy footfalls; another set joined the first, and then the third pair. Her body convulsed and her teeth chattered as she gazed up at the grate. Lantern light beamed through the bars and illuminated the chamber. Rats scurried over skeletons still chained to the wall, and corpses floated in the water. “We didn’t mean any harm,” she said just above a whisper. “We only wanted to get out.”  


  The grate opened with a heavy clang, and then a rope lowered with a loop at the end. Alex wondered if this was how they hung their prisoners, offing them a quick death. She saw Tormod’s face in the small square. “Put the loop around you, underneath your armpits. We are hauling you up.”  


  Alex reached out with a tremulous hand and grabbed the rope. She slipped her arms and head through the loop. The rope grew taut, and she rose into the air. The square hatch grew larger with every tug of the rope. Hands reached out and grabbed her. They hauled her up from the pit and dumped her onto the rock floor. Lying on her side, she held up her hands, trying to protect herself. “P-p-please w-w-weee didn’t mean any harm.” She collapsed and whispered, “Don’t hurt me,” as she passed out.  


  
 


 
 Chapter 20  
    


  Alex awoke to silk. When her eyes fluttered open, she saw a canopy above her head and slid her legs between the cool sheets. Across the room, she saw a fire blazing in a hearth and generous furnishings filled it. The palatial room caused her to wonder if she died.  


  She sat upright and coverings piled up on her lap. She wore a white gauze robe that allowed one to see the brilliant white chemise beneath it. She slid out of bed, and her feet met a crimson area rug, handmade and expensive. Shelves, filled with books, rose up and into the darkness above her. Fresh fruit, cheese and tasty meats filled a tray in the center of a round table. She grabbed a handful and gobbled them before the dwarves could stop her.  


  A gown, shimmering as though made of diamonds, hung before a dressing stand. A note that lay upon the table read, “Please join us when you are ready.” She popped a cheese cube into her mouth and reread the note. As she slowly chewed the cube, she pondered the enigmatic customs of the dwarves.  


  When the door opened, fear surged. A female dwarf entered the chamber. “I am Lorin Heavyfoot. I’m here to prepare you for your meeting with the elders.”  


   _____ 


  Sam picked up a brass hand-bell from the scribe’s desk. He considered ring it again, but the first five times had no effect. He set it back down and picked up a fountain pen. A single sheet of parchment lay upon a cherry wood desk. He admired the scribe’s penmanship, the unique symbols, and the geometric shapes. Once recorded, the meeting’s minutes would become part of the permanent record.  


  The night in the hole left him shaken: a few more hours and he would have died. It was cruel; it was inhuman; it was dwarven. His thoughts often turned to Alex, and anger welled up within him. What did they do to her? Did they kill her, or was she languishing in some dank cell? 


  The self-important study included law volumes rising high on wall shelves, and the grand desk, made of cherry wood, dominated the room: pomp and honor for the one behind it. Purple drapes adorned the room, and a carved crest hung on the wall behind the desk. The blood red furnishings declared, “Take caution, those who enter my presence.”  


  When the door opened, Lern, the stenographer entered first; Tormod entered second; Garn entered third, and Thordal entered last; in dwarven culture, the most important person entered always entered last. Tormod stood guard by the door. Garn sat behind the desk and put on his spectacles. He picked up a folder and leafed through the legal documents. Lern climbed onto his elevated chair and snarled. He gave Sam a sideways glare and then readied his pen.  


  “Where is the other prisoner,” asked Garn. 


  “She will arrive momentarily,” Thordal said and poured a cup of coffee from a thermal container. He took a sip and sighed. He adored coffee, as do all dwarves. It was the single greatest achievement by the human race in their opinion. Garn held up his cup, and Thordal filled it. 


  When the chamber door opened, all eyes turned toward it. Sam’s spirit leaped within him. Alex appeared like a raven haired goddess clad in an iridescent gown. She cleared her throat and said, “Sorry to keep everyone waiting. It took them a while to get me ready.” Her cheeks burned hot, and her stomach fluttered. She wanted trousers and a shirt, but Lorin would hear none of it; she insisted that Alex wear the provided gown, to do otherwise would insult the giver.  


  “I’ve never seen a more beautiful elva in all my years. Like Helen of Tory, your beauty could launch a thousand ships.” Sam gave her a hug and asked, “Did they treat you well?” 


  Alex paused and eyed the dwarves. “That remains to be seen. It depends on upon how this meeting turns out.” Sam grunted and nodded.  


  “Now that we are all here,” said Garn and Lern recorded his words. “You told Tormod that you were on a pilgrimage to honor our ancestors. Which ancestor did you come to honor?” 


  The question took Alex by surprise, as she sensed the mood of the room. They were trying to find a face-saving way out of the incident. “Who’s available?”  


  “Beg pardon?” asked Garn.  


  “Which of your ancestors needs to be honored? Which one has never been honored?” asked Alex. 


  “Unusual question,” mumbled Garn. “Bring me the book of the honored dead.” Lern jumped down from his stool and hurried to the far bookshelf. He picked a particularly large volume: having a well-worn leather cover, loose binding, and some frayed pages. After the book was laid before him, Garn adjusted his reading glasses and thumbed through the book. It took him several minutes. “Here we are. Erike the Brown died 353 years ago, and he has never been honored. The youngling had just gone through the right of Ascension that day and went off to battle. An arrow killed him on the very first day. He completed no quests, performed no feats of valor, discovered no gold mines, and killed no enemies. His death has always been a great source of shame for his family.” He looked up from the volume and readied his pen on the page. “What treasures do you bring to honor him?” 


  “Um …” Alex said. “Do you have my bags nearby?”  


  “They are in the adjacent room,” said Tormod. 


  “Bring them to her,” ordered Garn. Tormod exited the room and turned with their belongings. He placed them on a table.  


  Alex searched through them and found a gold neck chain that held a gold and diamond encrusted cross. She handed the cross to Garn. “This is my gift. It’s a family heirloom. It belonged to my great, great grandmother.” 


  “Is this pendant magical?” asked Garn. 


  “No. It’s a sacred symbol of my people. It invokes God’s blessing upon the wearer.”   


  “Very well, it is made of gold and these diamonds are acceptable.” Garn recorded the gift in the book. He then looked up at Sam and waited.  


  Sam removed a gold coin from his pack and handed it to Garn. “I was saving this for a rainy day. Well, it looks like it's pouring. Here you go.”  


  “I see. One gold coin,” he scribbled. “Not the treasure horde of Redanzo, but it is acceptable.” He recorded a few last entries. “You journeyed far, braved the labyrinth, and suffered for your cause, your pilgrimage is complete. Blessing upon you, and you bear the goodwill of all dwarves. There will be a short celebration in the East Hall in your honor.” Garn closed the book with a heavy thud and Lern returned it to the shelves. “I will inform Erike the Brown ancestors of your achievement. It ends their shame and restores him to his rightful place among their people.”  


  Thordal thumped his fist to his chest and said, “We are all honored by your achievement.” 


  Sam rubbed the back of his neck and said, “Sure, glad to help.” They escorted Sam and Alex to the banquet hall. Sam whispered, “I don’t understand any of this. Last night they called us thieves, and now they're throwing a party for us.”         


  “Who cares?” She wrung her hands and forced an uneasy smile on her face. “At least we aren’t going back to those dungeons.”  


  Sam nodded and squeezed her hand. “I’m so sorry about that. You rescued me, and I brought trouble on you.”  


  “Is Socks okay,” asked Alex. 


  “He’s fine. They have him locked away in a cage. We’ll spring him later, after the party,” said Sam.  


   _____ 


  The festival reminded Alex of a junior high dance: the celebrants lingered on the edge of the room, sipped punch, and tried to avoid eye contact. Sam retrieved a couple glasses of punch and handed one to Alex. “Here’s mud in your eye,” he toasted and took a swig. When Alex took a sip, she made a face and then coughed. “I should have warned you about that. They like to liven things up with some tar water (whiskey).”  


  Several of the dwarfs stole furtive glances at Alex, which made her very uncomfortable. She longed to see a doctor about her condition. She turned from a human male into an elva, a female elve. However, she suspected the dwarves would know little, and it might put them in jeopardy: human males may become enraged when confronted by a woman that used to be a man. It seemed safer to keep her secret, at least for the moment.  


  A female dwarf shoved her husband and whispered harsh words. He grumbled and crossed the room. He said to Sam, “Thank you for honoring my ancestor, Erike the Brown, and removing the stain of his failure.” He strode away before Sam could reply.  


  “You’re welcome,” Sam said and shook his head. “Not that we don’t appreciate your hospitality, but I wondered when we would be free to depart. I have a strong hankering to go home and kick off my boots.”  


  “I understand,” Thordal said. “You horses have been fed and watered. You are free to leave after the festival.”  


  Sam looked about and asked, “How will we know when it’s through.”  


  “Hmm, you do have a point.” Thordal raised his voice and said, “This concludes the festival honoring Erike the Brown. May all the participants be blessed by the gods, and may the road carry you to good fortune.” He slammed down a glass of punch and said, “Come with me.”  


  As they exited the room, Sam waved to Alex and said, “Come on. We’re skedaddling.”  


  “I have to leave. Good luck on finding a date for the grand ball,” she said, disappointing a dwarf that tried to romance her. She hurried to catch up with them, the gown dancing around her ankles. It had been a strange, sorrowful, and amazing experience, but she was ready to leave. 


  
 


 
 Chapter 21  
    


  Alex adjusted her armor and fussed with her maiden’s belt: it cleaved and pinched in the most embarrassing ways. A solemn congregation of dwarves spoke in whispers on a gray platform before a pool, and like some strange baptismal, dual stairs descended into the pool. Alex’s instincts whispered of sickness and danger lurking beneath black waters, but she knew their destination lay through it.  


  Sam emerged from another antechamber, fussing with his sword harness. “Your animals and supplies await you on the other side of the pool. You’ll need to use your masks,” said Tormod. “The water’s are treacherous and deep.” 


  “How will we breathe?” asked Alex.  


  “Your masks include a re-breather, an air scrubber.”  


   “Some sort of face guard,” he said.  


  Alex retrieved her mask from her backpack and held it to her face. It fit snugly into the helmet’s angular eye sockets and cupped his lower face. After she had exhaled, fresh air returned to her. She took two more deep breaths and each time she inhaled fresh air. 


  Slots on the inside of his cheek guards allowed it to clip in place. “It locks to the helmet.” She fit the mask to her face and inserted the tabs into the slots. The lenses activated and illumined the room with green light. He could see everything, including the bottom of the pool. 


  Tormod said, “We honored by your pilgrimage, but don’t return. This place is for the dwarves.”  


  They descended the slimy steps grasped the wall for support. The thick water engulfed their feel and shimmered with an oil slick. The far wall came to an end just beneath the waterline, allowing one to swim underneath it. Sam slung his shield over his back and drew his knife. Black shadows swam in the murky water.  


  They plunged beneath the waters, and their starlight vision illumined the pool. The crisp, angular lines of the pool led up to the half-wall and then stopped. Fish, both large and small swam by them. Two dwarves tossed torches into the water, and flames erupted on the surface as if to say, “Go away!”  


  Sam swam underneath the half-wall, and she followed. Shafts of light penetrated the water like celestial fingers. A bounty of life, worthy of a coral reef surrounded them. A shark-like fish meandered toward them. Sam stopped swimming and poised his knife to strike. The fish allowed a safe distance and swam by him. It plunged into the depths, disappearing into the dark blue waters. He felt a little foolish for being afraid. Most animals attack for food, safety, or reproduction.  


  Alex saw Sam swim up to the surface. Sparkling sunshine danced on the water, turning it to gold. Alex kicked as hard as she could, but the armor weighed too much. The moment she rested, it dragged her back down. Sam scrambled onto shore and a few seconds later a line fell into the water. Alex grabbed it, and Sam hauled her to the surface.  


  The horses and Socks waited on the beach. When Alex’s feet touch the muddy bottom, a sense of relief overcame her. They trudged out of the waters, rivulets flowing over our armor, removing their masks. The water sloshed around their legs as the trudged to shore. It was then that he noticed more horses. It was saddled and had a bridle on its muzzle.  


  Sam walked across the beach and removed his helmet. “We have two more horses.” 


  “Two more?” asked Alex. It was then that she saw the fourth pack-horse. Heavy canvas backpacks and other supplies tied to the horses back. “It appears we wore out our welcome.” 


  “So it would seem,” Alex said. A heavy boom penetrated the water, and a stone half-wall blocked the passage. The way back was shut. “I guess that means don’t come back.”  


  Sam wiped the water from his face and removed his helmet. His gaze upraised, he saw high, ragging canyon walls and mountain peaks. “I bet this canyon was dry at one time. People would come down the stairs and find themselves on a patio. He saw some old pavers and planters on the lake bottom. They were covered by a layer of silt.”  


  “There’s no clear path back up the mountain. I guess we are going down,” she said. 


  Sam asked Alex, “So if this is Pilot and that horse is Bear, what are your two horses called?” She understood the double meaning behind the question: he inferred that Pilot and Bear were his horses.  


  Since the new horse had a white spot on its head, she said, “This is Blaze, and that horse is … Paint;” he was painted with white and brown patches. “What do you think?” 


  “Blaze and Paint sounds fine.” He checked the horses rigging and then their hooves. “It looks like somebody shoed these horses. Pilot never has been shoed.” 


  She twitched her nose and asked, “Why do horses wear metal shoes on their feet?” 


  “For the same reason we wear shoes, to protect them.” He mounted his horse and took the reins in hand. “We better get moving down the trail while we still have daylight.” Alex mounted Blaze and followed Sam.  


  They followed the river through the winding canyon most of the day, but it was hard to measure progress in such a place: one featureless canyon blended into the next. Alex’s sore bottom, however, measured the time. She dismounted her horse, and so did Sam. Sunsets are fast in the mountains. In just minutes, the sun sank behind the Clarion Mountains, and twilight gave way to darkness. Alex searched the darkening sky for storms, wishing that he had a tent, but Sam gathered kindling. Using a flint, he started a fire and nursed it along until flames shot into the sky. He sat on the beach and watched the stars reflect off the black waters.  


  Socks rushed past Alex and leaped into the water, disturbing his tranquil scene. He came up with a flapping fish in his jaws. “I never knew wolves ate fish,” Sam said. He threw a net into the water and quickly hauled it back. Three fish struggled inside the net; he tossed them onto the beach and quickly dispatched them.  


  The aroma of cooking fish and beans smelled wonderful, but Alex was not hungry. She wrapped her arms around her knees, her gaze fixed upon the water. The transformation of her body consumed her thoughts. If she was back on Earth, she would have gone to a hospital and had some serious tests performed. But she was on Eden. While she was no longer alone, she was too embarrassed to speak of it to Sam.  


  “Supper’s ready,” Sam announced. He rose to his feet and brushed the sand off his bottom. He strolled up and sat near the fire on a rock. He handed Alex a tin plate: a fish fillet, some dried fruit, black beans, and a hardtack cracker lay on it. Not wishing to offend him, she nibbled.  


  They ate without conversation, smacking lips and scraping forks disturbing the silence. Socks watched them with great fascination, his ears perked and head tilted. Sam finally broke the silence. “So you want to tell me about it?” 


  “About what?” he hoped the answer would be other than what he feared. He cringed and ate a bit of fish. 


  “I may not be the most observant man, but you changed from the first time he met you. Your face is … prettier … no … it’s beautiful. Your eyes are bluer than that lake, and your hair is dark as midnight, and your body is curvier, and don’t get me started about your bosoms. Your ear ears are like mine, pointy and long.” 


  Alex forgot about her ears. Reaching up, he felt them protruding from her thick, golden tresses. “Yeah, they are pointy.” Sam waited in silence while she summed up the courage. “You see … well … it’s like this. When I came here, I was a man, but I seem to have changed into a woman.” Alex’s mind examined the junction of her thighs. “No. I have changed into a woman.”  


  “I see,” he said, scraping up a forkful of beans. “I think you got it half right.” Alex braced herself for insults. “You’re a woman, but you’re not human.” 


  “What? I am human,” she said. 


  “I don’t think so. You don’t have a pulse. When we were back in the mausoleum, I looked at your neck, and you didn’t have a pulse. You can normally see the heartbeat in the neck. That is how you tell if your enemy is playing possum. If he has a pulse, he’s pretending to be dead. Of course, elves don’t have a heartbeat.” 


  Alex right hand shot up to her neck. “I must have a pulse. I would be dead otherwise.” Yet she sensed no heartbeat. Her lips parted in astonishment. “I feel pressure but no heartbeat.”  


  “Our hearts supply a constant stream of blood.” Sam leaned back and puffed on his pipe. “When he was a boy, we used to sit around the hearth and listen to grandpa tell stories. He told us of magical lands and the elves. They were a mysterious folk who lived in the woods and shunned men. Given the wars that I’ve seen, I understand why.” Sam took a swig of Whiskey.  


  “How could I be an elve? It’s impossible,” she replied.  


  “I used to be a man, and now I’m an elvan, that’s a male elve. It’s no more impossible than a man turning into a woman,” he countered. “I hasten to add that you are the most beautiful woman that I’ve ever seen.”        


  “Thanks … I guess.”  


  Socks felt the interesting part of the conversation concluded. He rose up and trotted up the beach. He stopped underneath a towering pine and made three circles. He lay down and closed his eyes.  


  
 


 
 Chapter 22 
    


  Alex awoke after only four hours, but she lay silent, admiring the stars. The strange ringed planet and twin moons loomed overhead, dominated the sky, reminding Alex that this was a new world. “Sam, are you awake?” 


  “Yup,” he replied.  


  “What are the names of that ringed planet and the moons?” 


  “The near moon is Tor. The far moon is Fairhaven: the city of Forge is on it. It is a lawless place, filled with murder, theft, and piracy. The ringed purple planet is Tothar. It means ‘Mighty Warrior’ in Elvish.” 


  “So there are spaceships?”  


  “Yes, I served in the Space Navy for a while, but I’ve got no hankering to be on one. This is where I belong. The people up there spend their lives breathing re-circulated air and living in metal containers. Give me the wide open skies and an endless horizon.”      


  Sam rose and stretched. “We might as well get our day started. I’ll collect some wood for the fire, and you get the water.” He strolled to a group of trees by the river and picked up a few branches. Alex wanted more sleep, and she resented waking in the middle of the night.  


  Coffee pot in hand, she grumbled and strolled down to the river. Something broke the water’s surface. Its body was long and thin and ugly, snakelike. A second later it plunged beneath the water and disappeared from sight. She dropped the pot and scrambled away from the water.  


  “Go away!” she said and threw a rock where it had been. “I hate this planet. Everything is always trying to eat you.”  


  “What seems to be the problem?” asked Sam. 


  “Something is in the water. It looks like an eel.” She pointed at the water and said, “See. There it is.” 


  “Those are freshwater eels. They come out at night to feed. During the day they go deep and sleep in caverns. They’re not harmful as long as you give them a wide berth.” He stirred the coals from the previous night and tossed some more wood on the fire. “I’ll brew us up a pot of coffee,” he searched for the pot and saw it floating down the river, “after I fetch the pot.”  


  Alex threw another rock at a shadow and hissed, “Got away.” She crossed her arms and sat on a rock, brooding about Eden. When Sam returned, she said, “Thank you for getting that, I don’t want to go near the water.”  


  Sam set the blue coffee pot in the fire, and then sat across from Alex. “I met someone else in a similar situation as you. Shelby Drew is her name: she used to be a man. She lives 100 miles up north of here with her husband, James Trueblood. They have three little boys. Crazy Old Pete stops by their place twice a year. You could set your calendar by him. He never stops traveling with his mule, Flatfoot.” 


  He stirred the coals, and the dancing flames mesmerized him. “It’s a shame about the folks at the Mountain Market. Big Ed was hoping to move the whole crew to ‘Treetop City.’ There are a thousand humans living there, but most humans live south of the Clarion Mountains. They call the Port of Elvmer home; that’s in Lortrid Bay. Most of the people in the south are afraid to travel north, but the dwarves and the elves do it quite regularly. You’ve met the dwarves, and the elves live in Maywyn. That’s east of here, where the May River meets the mountains. There are lots of them.” 


  Alex cocked her head; “Are they real elves or like us?” 


  “They were born elves,” he said and stirred the fire with a stick: sparks chased the smoke into the sky. “They are pretty standoffish. Outsiders can only go as far as their trading post.” 


  “I’m not sure if I want to meet them.” Alex screwed up her face and began to rub her maiden’s belt. Sam could not help but notice. “This metal thong is uncomfortable. I need to take it off.”  


  “No, you don’t want to do that. The daemia, which you met, and the haugr, which you haven’t met, both reproduce by rape. The daemia have females; they are ugly, but I guess they are fertile. The haugr have no females. They rape any mammal on two or four legs.” He rubbed his face and squeezed his eyes shut. “I came upon one raping an antelope. It’s a memory I’ve been trying to scrub away.” 


  “What do the haugr look like?” She hoped they were small, weak, and easily killed. Somehow, she knew that would not be the case. 


  “I fought them in the labyrinth. They are about the same size as a man. They’re muscular with black fuzz all over them, but they wear clothes and armor. Um … they have razor sharp claws, and they spit poison. If their claws open a wound, the poison will go inside you, and then you can’t move. They like feeding on living prey.” 


  He rubbed his nose and said, “I killed one long ago. I caught him out in the open. They like to spring up at you from rocks or tree. Anyway, I stood in the middle of a field, and the thing came charging at me like a panther. It was real fast. But I outsmarted him. He fell into a pit that I covered with branches and thatch. The haugr fell onto sharp spikes at the bottom of the pit. They ran him clean through.” 


  “It had a terrible face, ugly and mean. It was some kind of heinous man with a bat face. It had no nose, just like a bat, and sharp fangs too. It stunk like an outhouse in August.” He moved the coffee pot away from the fire when it began to percolate. “I’m not sure if I should tell you this, but the haugr impregnated a woman. When she started screaming, I ran up to her. The haugr baby ate its way out of her and screeched at me. I killed it quick.” He tossed a stick into the fire and lapsed into silence. A few minutes later he said, “The horror lingers in the shadows of my mind. Trust me: you would rather die than go through that hell, and a maiden’s belt is a small price to pay.”    


  Sam had no idea the price she paid to be a woman and continued to pay. He lounged on a blanket, waited while she cooked their breakfast, and missed her disgruntled expression. As the fish cooked in the frypan, she recalled countless occasions her mother cooked. The men of the family waited with impatience while his mom, sister, and cousins prepared the evening meal. In addition, they cleaned the house the house, took care of the laundry, tended to the babies, and shopped for food – domestic chores belonged to them.  


  Alex assumed the role of female, she was responsible for domestic chores, and she would someday give birth. She couldn’t imagine a baby growing inside her and feared the pain of childbirth. When she glanced between her spread thighs, the silver gleam of her maiden’s belt caught her eye. The glossy black, leather tights contrasted the silvery thong and drew the eye to the junction of her thighs and the feminine arc of her new sex. She pressed her thighs together and tugged on the meager hem of her silver chainmail mini-dress. Deep within, she hoped for a miracle: something – a magic potion perhaps – that might change her back into a man, yet an ominous premonition lingered: it whispered that the implications were eternal.         


  
  


  
 


 
 Free Preview of Episode 2 
  Chapter 1 


  Alex struggled to understand both her new body and her new world, Eden. Both perplexed her, and neither was possible. Every time she drew in a breath, the sensations seemed foreign. Underneath her armor, her mind focused on the rise of her breasts and straddling a saddle shifted her thoughts to the aching void between her thighs, phantom sensations of her missing male genitalia. Her right hand glided over her glossy black slip-suit, a liner beneath her armor, and moved around her hips to her bottom. She tried to comprehend the new contours and reconcile it to her memories. Just a few months ago, she played for the other team — stood to pee, leered at women, and fought with men — and she never imagined otherwise. However, Eden changes everyone.  


  Months of isolation built up psychological pressure to the breaking point. Ready to burst, she prattled on about everything, no detail too small and no point too banal. “I was terrified. A brilliant light engulfed me and brought me to Eden ….” As one topic merged into another, the words gushed from her mouth as though dumped from a pitcher. Captain Sam Ash, formerly of the US Seventh Calvary, listened with one pointed ear, but the other listened for danger. Doing what most men find easiest, he nodded and agreed. 


  The perils of the Dragon Monument and the labyrinth beneath it lay behind them. Even Socks, their Dire Wolf companion, was glad to be away from it. They rode for Treetop City and good times. Alex looked forward to civilization and Sam to a well-deserved rest.  


  The black waters of the Serpent River appeared like black glass, and it reflected the strata of the rust colored of the Snake Canyon walls. Alex allowed her horse to lag behind Sam, and she moved her right hand around to her bottom. She lifted the back of her fitted, silver-metal mini-dress, the female version of chainmail, and tried to massage the sore flesh beneath a metal thong, a Maiden’s Belt. The devices included a narrow cable cleaved between her cheeks and connected to a triangular metal shield, pressed against her sex, preventing access to it. Whenever she thought of removing it, she imagined a daemia or haugr raping her, and the discomfort seemed a small price to pay.       


  Snake Canyon ended at nameless ruins: broken columns, scattered blocks, shattered pots, and detritus. The rubble of a dead civilization reminded Alex of the ruins of Ancient Greece and the stillness of a graveyard. Black scorches lingered upon the fragments of the outer walls, and bleach bones lay scattered about them, boney hands still clutching rusted weapons. The dead lay together in an assorted jumble, a testament to the sudden violence and absolute destruction.  


  Socks scampered through the ruins, caught a rabbit, and lounged atop a rock, his version of fast food. Alex paused to take a drink from her canteen and wondered what tale the stones might tell. She imagined the lives of the residents: births, anniversaries, funerals, the tasks of daily living, the stuff of life. However, no one remembered their names or even the name of their city.  


  As the ruins fell behind them, Sam broke into a chorus of “The Yellow Rose of Texas.” His baritone voice soothed Alex’s frayed nerves and assured that her loneliness had ended. When they happened upon calm lake waters, surrounded by lush vegetation, Alex would have stopped, but Sam pushed ahead. The forest concealed many dangers, and by the time night fell, he wanted to be indoors, enjoying a soft bed, satiated by a hot meal, a glass of ambrosia on the nightstand, and a good book in his hands. 


  The trail weaved through rolling hills and wandered around the colossal mountains. The grass, the trees, the feeling of life calmed Alex’s nerves, like an accidental meeting of two old friends: the living earth filled her heart with joy. She closed her eyes and savored the warm sunshine on her face.  


  “You seem relaxed,” Sam said, riding his horse up to her right side.  


  “I am now. The more distance between the ruins and us the better. They set me on edge. I couldn’t breathe. It was like the rocks were screaming in agony, replaying the death of the city.” Alex swallowed a gulp of tepid water from her canteen and wished for an ice cube. “Do you know where this trail ends?” 


  “It goes all the way to Maywyn, but we’ll leave it long before that.” The rocky road circled around a grove of apple trees, and they happened upon a strange sight. The trail ended at a four-lane highway. “This section of highway just showed up about 50 years ago, but it could be 60. I lose track sometimes.”  


  The clip-clop of horse hooves on the highway comforted Alex. She was glad for the even surface and the familiar surroundings, even if it was a different world. The highway followed the path of the May River, a vast body of slow moving water, and on the opposite shore, the Deepwood Forest skirted the river like a green curtain. The trees soared to skyscraper heights, and everything beneath them struggled for light; those unlucky enough to live at the bottom languished in perpetual twilight, thick with decay and insects.  


  Sam tipped his cavalry hat and said, “Imagine it: you traveled this highway a thousand times, and one day, on your way to work, travel mug in hand, you shift to another world. Think of their shock and horror.” 


  “That’s how I got here, so I know it all too well. What did they do?” asked Alex. 


  “They founded Treetop City.” Sam removed his hat and wiped the sweat from his brow. “I say that like it was nothing. They paid for it in lives, but they won the right to survive. Most of the founders are still alive. Humans live 700 to 900 years on Eden, if they aren’t killed by accident, injury, or illness.” 


  “Nice to hear, but my impression is that a great many things are trying to kill you.” She saw a flock of birds coming from the east. They skirted around the forest and followed the river east. A great eagle descended like a fighter jet, grabbed some creature from off a branch, and flew toward the mountains. It dropped the creature, and it plummeted like a skydiver without a parachute, disappearing behind the peak of a nearby hill.    


  “That was a giant sloth,” Sam said. “The eagles feed on them now and again, but they leave men alone. We have a non-aggression treaty.” 


  “With birds?” 


  “Strange as it may seem, yes. Great Eagles are intelligent, but their language is difficult for men to speak, so we speak our respective native tongues.” Sam lapsed into silence, as a distant memory resurfaced. When his eyes became glassy, he dried them with a handkerchief and sighed. “I lost a good friend … my best friend to a drake: it’s a type of dragon, which there are many. It snatched him up, soared high, and dropped him. I watched him fall to his death. I never felt so helpless in all my life. We never found the body.”  


  The road took a sharp left turn, and a bridge spanned the river as if made for it. However, from the concrete and steel construction, it was of Earth design. Since its arrival, both men and dwarves augmented its structure with stone from a local quarry. This gave it a strange, mishmash appearance, but it appeared solid, much stronger than the original design.     


  As they neared the bridge, Alex asked, “So are you going to show me around the city.”  


  “I sure am,” he said, but the thunder of hooves stole Sam’s smile. He caressed his sword’s grip. Socks froze for a second and then scrambled onto a rock. Sam considered drawing one of his swords, but it seemed premature.  


  The thunder of hooves drew near, and they saw human riders galloping at pell-mell. Sam pulled on his horse’s reins. After he had removed his hat, he put on his helmet and tightened the chinstrap. Alex cringed and stood in her stirrups, and she asked, “Do you think they’re dangerous?” 


  For a moment, Sam leered the shiny curve of her leather wrapped bottom and the shiny silver maiden’s belt that cleaved between them. Breaking the trances, he said, “They’re galloping at full speed with their weapons drawn, eyes wide for battle. That makes them dangerous.” Sam drew his sword and tightened his grip on the reins.  


  His stomach churned, and he scowled, ready for battle. He hoped he was wrong, but it seemed that too soon danger once again found them. After Alex tightened her chinstrap, she too drew one of her swords.  


  The highway safety railing left little maneuvering room. Unlike Sam, Alex favored a swift but dignified retreat. Socks lingered at the edge of the road, waiting for the battle to commence.  


  The riders charged: elbows and knees flying, coats flapping, terror in their eyes. They swept past Sam and Alex. “RUN!” shouted the leader, Hank Lutz. They dug in their spurs and raced after the men. They turned left onto the bridge, and when they were midway across, Sam saw daemia riding Ta’raks: reptile-like creatures, swift as jaguars, claws like a lion, and sharp teeth. There were hundreds of mounted riders: spears, swords, and bows at the ready. 


  Alex and the others charged across the river. Hooves thundered and kicked up clods of soil. They sped through the forest, racing along the serpentine trail. Guards at a checkpoint – established to collect taxes – strolled out from their shack and moved onto the roadway. “Daemia riders, RUN,” shouted Hank. The guards grabbed their weapons, mounted their steeds, and sped away.  


  When the trail straightened, Alex made the mistake of looking over her shoulder. The daemia riders closed the gap and drew near enough for a bow shot. They screamed and shouted obscenities in their native language. Raw terror caused a primal rush within Alex. She jabbed her heels into the horse’s flanks and rose up from the saddle. She raced through the other riders, screaming “Go!” The horses moved as one, sensing the collective terror, and fled from the pursuing danger.  


  The trail divided into a “Y”, and they raced to the left. Men and woman paused from their tasks, standing amid pallets filled with goods: crates of wine, nuts, gourd oil, and other food stores. “Daemia,” shouted Hank. They pulled back on their reins and rode into a rectangular barn. Hank leaped from his horse and sprinted to the barn door. Men and women scrambled into the barn; he glanced out to see if everyone was inside the barn. A little girl sat on the ground and cried. She held her dolly and searched for her mother. Hank sprinted from the barn and snatched up the girl. When he ran back into the barn, he threw the girl into Alex’s arms. He shouted, “Hold on,” and threw a lever. Since there were so many predators on the ground, the barns moved like elevators, rising to the housing level in the trees. 


  Gravity pulled on them, making their weight double. The ground rushed away, and a blur of green sped past the open doors. The horses skittered about and whinnied as the barn rocketed into the canopy. Hank struggled to close the brake, and Sam joined him. Using all their might, teeth gritted, muscle straining, they pushed on the lever and slowed the barn. The outer world slowed, branches as large as a city bus passed by the open doorway, and then it rose up through a platform – a community spread across the upper branches.    


  “Hank, what the hell is going on?” Russell Rodgers strode into the barn. “The whole community is on alert. The militia is arming for war.” 


  “Daemia riders are at our roots — again. There had to be at least a hundred of them,” Hank said. “They chased us for twenty miles.” 


  “Are they the same ones?” asked.  


  “Yeah, they are.” Hank wiped the sheen of sweat and grime from his face with a rag. “They‘re ugly and armed to kill.” 


  Russell said, “There must be fewer of them this time.”   


  “I wouldn’t count on that,” said Sam. He moved around his horse and handed the reins to Alex. “There are a whole lot of them, and they are armed for war, all wearing plate armor and armed with serious blades.”  


  “Sam, when did you get back? We were starting to worry about you,” said Russell. 


  “You can thank Alex Dubois for my rescue. I was stuck in the Dragon Head Monument, but she and Socks set me free … not that the dwarves were so happy to see us,” Sam said, and Socks moved around him and danced, greeting the residents with joy.  


  “It’s good to see you,” Russell said. The wolf danced for joy and raced about the barn, glad for the reunion. When he tried to pet Socks, the wolf perked his ears, backed away, and sniffed the air. Russell chuckled. “I was picking juniper berries for the ambrosia wine. Wolves are allergic to it, makes them sneeze.” When a group of children rushed to Socks and began to pet him, Socks decided that playtime was in order and pranced around with the children. 


  “You can have a grand reunion later,” Hank said. “The daemia are coming up the tree.”  


  “I can’t believe this. I thought we were done with all this,” Russell said. “This is the fifth time in 9 months.”  


  A slender teenage girl scrambled into the barn and said, “Russell, Marcus signaled ground control. An entire daemia army is on its way.”   


  
Chapter 2 


    


  Trolls pounded an angry beat upon flesh drums and thundered, “WAR!” They followed the river south and marched before the army, shaking the ground. Trog urged his Ta’rak to climb up a small precipice. His army flowed like a river of death that flowed from the mountains. Treetop City was busy with their fight and would have no time to help the Elves. Maywyn stood alone.  


  His scout, Gor, galloped his Ta’rak past the army. Trog watched Gor circle around the escarpment and drove his Ta’rak up the inclined slope. Trog turned his stead toward Gor and raised his chin. “Master Scout, report your findings,” he commanded.  


  “Sir, they detected our approach, and the city is on high alert. My troops control the ground,” he said.  


  “Control the ground? The ground is worthless. They live in the trees, apes that they are.” Trog saw his captain, Krall, charge up the slope. “Battle Master, report.”  


  “My troops are hungry for battle, but the Drake Rider’s failed us. The great eagles delayed them, and the human Air Corps flew east and warned Maywyn. The city is mobilizing for war. We lost the advantage of surprise.”   


  “Surprise? Can such a great army move in the shadows. Your words lack wisdom.” Trog threw his left hand toward a rising column of acrid smoke. “They receive no assistance from men south of the mountains or from the dwarves. We take Maywyn this time, and their cities will burn. Their dead will fill our larders, and we will feast on their flesh. All goes according to plan.” 


   _____ 


  Alex stood in the middle of Treetop city and gaped in awe. Bells clanged, and the citizens fled in panic, but she remained motionless, mesmerized by the Elven inspired city. It spread out and around and rose up to dizzying heights. Circular homes at staggered levels sat atop massive branches, and razor thin bridges spanned the gap between them. Great white towers passing through leaves and jutting into clear blue skies, expansive plazas surrounded by quaint shops, sweeping architectural lines as much art as structure, a kaleidoscope of birds winging in grand array, the city possessed a beauty that made her eyes well with tears. Treetop City inspired her soul, and she knew that this was home. 


  “Get your head out of the clouds,” Sam shouted. “I’m going to join the defenders. We’re mounting a defense of the city. Reports say a large force is attacking the city. The air corps is evacuating as many as they can.”  


  A red, football shaped balloon descended from the sky and cruised toward a spire. A drake rider banked and dove. It spat red acid, and the balloon burst into flames. A crew leaped off the burning airship, tiny figures tumbling into the forest. The flaming debris crashed into the city, and Treetop City shuddered.  


  Alex said, “I want to fight.”   


  Sam jogged backward and said, “Come on then,” with a wave. She chased after him. They approached Russell and Hank, both human: Russell being the elder with thinning red hair, stubble upon his chin, and world-weary eyes; Hank had shaggy brown hair, a trimmed beard, and eyes so fierce that Alex’s steps faltered when his gaze fell upon her. The pair spoke, Hank with exaggerated gestures and Russell with quiet deliberation. When Sam approached them, a smile brightened Russell’s face. “When did you get back?” 


  “I arrived just as the daemia attacked,” said Sam, and as the words left his mouth, the ironwood tree that supported them shook. Salvos of blue rhunite ballistas impacted the tree and burned with wild blue flames. The ironwood tree refused to bend, break, or burn; and the flames soon extinguished. “This is my new friend, Alexis Dubois.” Alex ignored the mispronunciation of her name since she recently transformed from a human male to an Elven female (an elva). “I got myself trapped in the Dragon’s Head Monument, and she saved me.”  


  Russell rubbed the stubble on his chin and scratched an itch from his nose. “I’d love to hear about that, but we’re being attacked — again. We are all battle fatigued.” 


  Sam furrowed his brow and narrowed his eyes. “They can’t have so many troops that they can afford to throw them away. It makes no sense.” 


  “It’s the same damn ones!” He pointed down at a daemia clad in a blood red coat, clearly visible against the steel gray tree. “I’ve killed that one three times.” He slotted an arrow, took aim, and let it fly. The arrow streaked through the air and struck the daemia in the back. The creature grimaced in pain, bent backward, and exploded into a black cloud, blowing away in the wind, its clothes and weapon falling to the ground. “Four times,” he said. “I’m beginning to feel like we are old friends. Maybe one time I should let him reach the top just so I can see what he wants.” He finger-combed his thinning locks and mumbled a curse. 


  “Have you ever questioned any of them?” asked Alex. “Coming back from the dead must be weird.” 


   “Yeah,” Hank mumbled and shook his head. “Russell and I questioned a few of them. They’ve got no idea. Their commander ordered them to attack, so they attacked. Daemia don’t ask questions when it comes to killing.” He began to pace and rub the back of his neck. “I can’t believe this. It makes no sense. What are we supposed to do? This is our home but —“ 


  Russell lifted his face to the open skies and closed his eyes. “We’ve lost so many friends and comrades. We can’t keep up this pace. If this doesn’t stop soon, we’ll have to abandon Treetop City and go south to Atlantis.” 


  “Even the elves are beginning to whine,” Hank said. “They have to deal with the brunt of the attack. The attack on Treetop is just a diversion to keep us busy.” 


  “It’s like watching the same damn movie over and over and over again.” With an upraised chin, Russell gazed at the wonder that was Treetop City. “I love this place, but I can’t take much more.” When his gaze lowered to Sam, he asked, “I’m worried about Big Ed. He should have arrived a month ago.” 


  Sam’s jaw tightened; he lowered his gaze and shook his head. “Big Ed and the others are dead. Alex found them and buried the bodies. They were having some sort of celebration when the daemia attacked. No one survived.”  


  Russell bowed his head and lingered in silence. “We’ll grieve their passing. He was a good man.” Another rhunite projectile shook the tree, and blue flames erupted behind them. “You say that you were inside the Dragon’s Head Monument?” 


  “Yup barely made it out,” Sam said. 


  “I need you to go back and contact the dwarves. The daemia keep coming out of the Mornkul Mountain, and the dwarves control it. We need their help to track down whatever the hell keeps bringing the daemia back to life.” He put his right hand on Sam’s left shoulder. “We really need this. Can we count on you to help us?”  


  “Sure you can, but … um.” Sam cast a sideways glance at Alex. “Alex has already been through an ordeal.”  


  “Don’t even think about it,” Alex said. “If you’re going, so am I. Besides, who’s going to get you out of all those traps?”  


  Sam grinned and said, “Yes, ma’am.” Alex pouted, and darksome thoughts vexed her. She crossed her arms and glared at the deck. However, every sensation of her body — the rise of her breasts upon inhaling, the new shape of her body, and the female armor that protected her — insisted that his description was accurate.  


  “I’m going too,” said Hank. “The real battle is out there.” 


  To be continued …. 
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