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The travelers came to Avalon in the Second Heavens to be transported instantly through the Heart of Time to the beginning of history. They went on a rescue mission, but things did not go as planned. The Kairos—the Storyteller, had to jump into the void before history and became lost in eternity. Now, to get home, the travelers must return the slow way, following the Amulet of Avalon that points the way from one time gate to the next. They cross dangerous time zones that center around the many lives of the Kairos, the Traveler in time, the Watcher over history, a person who never lives a quiet life.

They have unlimited vitamins and elf crackers for their health, and unlimited bullets which are needed far too often. They ride mustangs brought back from the old west, and wear fairy weave clothing that they can shape and change with a word in order to blend into the local culture.  By a special gift of the Kairos, they can understand and be understood no matter the local language. Inevitably, they have to deal with thieves, brigands, armies and empires, gods and monsters, spirits and creatures, space aliens and the great unknown. They try hard not to disturb history along the way. That is not so easy.

To be sure, all they want is to get home in one piece, but they are not the only ones lost in time. Some people lost in time might want to follow them, or even go with them. Other people are not so friendly, and not everything lost in time is a person. Some want to fight the travelers. Some want to hunt them.

Season Eight brings the travelers into the common era where they find the Masters are actively trying to change history to come out to their liking. At the same time, it is a difficult time in the heavens where several wars in space spill over on to the Earth. The travelers have to defend the Earth before the space aliens break out in a nuclear war or worse. Aliens are at least something the Men in Black understand. Whether or not they can keep the Earth from being destroyed is the question.

CAST

Robert Lockhart is a former police officer, now assistant director of the Men in Black. He commanded the rescue mission that left from 2010 and went from Avalon, through the Heart of Time, to the beginning of history. He is now charged with leading this expedition through time, though he has no idea how he is going to get everyone home alive. They have already lost Doctor Procter their guide, Mingus the kidnapper, and Mingus’ son Roland.

Major Katherine Harper-Lockhart (Katie) is a marine and an elect—a one-in-a-million warrior woman, with a doctorate is in ancient and medieval cultures and technologies. She is torn between her duty to the marines and her desire to be part of this larger universe she is discovering, though since she married Robert, her path seems set. She carries the prototype amulet once used to kidnap Alexis.

Boston (Mary Riley) is a Massachusetts redneck hunter, rodeo rider, and technological genius who finished her PhD in electrical engineering at age 23. She carries the Amulet of Avalon, a sophisticated combination electronic GPS and magical device that shows the way from one time gate to the next. She became an elf to marry Roland; but now Roland has disappeared, and may be dead, though she insists the Kairos managed to grab him at the last minute and brought him back into the future.

Benjamin Lincoln is a former C. I. A. office geek who keeps the database and a record of their journey. He tends to worry and is not the bravest soul, but sometimes that is an asset. His wife, Alexis, was kidnapped by her own father Mingus and dragged back to the beginning of history. This prompted the rescue mission which got everyone stuck in the past with the time gates in the time zones as the only option to get home—the long way around, as they say.

Alexis Lincoln was an elf, Roland’s sister, who became human to marry Benjamin. She retained her healing magic when she became human, but magic has its limits. It could not make her father happy with her choices. She was the one who got kidnapped and dragged into the deep past where she needed to be rescued. Unfortunately, the Kairos had to surrender his life to the void so she could return from the void. Now they are headed home the only way they can.

Elder Stow is a space traveling, technologically advanced Gott-Druk (Neanderthal) from the future who got thrown back into the past. He is forced, at first, to make a truce with these ‘humans’ to join them in their journey. He has since adjusted to the idea, and believes it is his only chance to get back to the future. He carries highly advanced technological devices that he calls trinkets such as a ship’s officer might carry. They do come in handy.

Sukki was a Gott-Druk (Neanderthal) from the before time. She was taken off planet to a new world at the time of the flood. She joined a small group determined to return to Earth. She is the sole survivor after thousands of years in cryogenic sleep. The travelers take her with them, knowing she cannot survive in the past. She prevailed upon the Kairos to make her fully human (Homo Sapiens) so she can fit in with her new human family but the goddesses who did the deed got a bit carried away and empowered her almost like a demigod

Colonel Decker is a trained navy seal, a marine special operations officer who will do all he can to keep everyone alive, even if it means shooting his way back to the twenty-first century. He is a skeptic who does not believe half of what they experience. An African American, he got gifted in the deep past by his eagle totem and can see beyond normal vision. He also got threatened by Aphrodite when she promised to find him a wife. At least he took it as a threat.

Nanette Jones got pulled into the past from 1905. An African American, she worked as Professor Fleming’s Administrative Assistant. She only willingly left the professor to go with the travelers when the professor got diagnosed with cancer. She has magic, rooted in telekinesis, when the Other Earth phases in and leaks magic energy into our universe. A brilliant woman, she is in love with Colonel Decker, thanks to Aphrodite. The Colonel, however, is resisting the goddess. He was married once before and, as he sees it, he is reluctant to make that same mistake twice.

Tony (Anthony) Carter was Professor Fleming’s graduate student in Antiquities in Latin and Greek. Also from 1905, he lived for seven years with the professor, Nanette, and a few other classmates in the days of Julius Caesar. He joined the travelers because it seemed his only chance to get back home. No one has spelled it out that he will likely get home in time for World War One, but he suspects. And the fact that there will be a World War Two some years later does not surprise him.

Plus, as always,

The Kairos. But that is a different person in each time zone.
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​8.0 Confrontations
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After 542 A.D. The Khyber Pass

Kairos lifetime 98: Sanyas, the Queen’s half-sister

Recording ...

The campfire sent sparks into the cloudless sky while the sun slid behind the mountains. The travelers would have another hour of daylight in the hills between the peaks, but the valley would be bathed in twilight before nightfall. They had enough light for Alexis to finish cooking the sheep, or goat, or whatever animal it was that Decker shot. Katie called it a Marco Polo sheep, but Lincoln looked it up and called it a mouflon.

“Afghanistan,” Lieutenant Colonel Decker said, and spat into the fire. The seal-trained marine stared at the mountains. “I recognize that ridge. We are northeast of Kabul.” No one doubted he did a tour in Afghanistan, and probably a couple of tours back when he was Captain Decker, special forces.

Nanette, who knew nothing about fighting in Afghanistan having fallen back in time from 1905, gently slapped Decker’s knee. She loved the man. She could not help it. Aphrodite herself brought the two of them together as a last act before the dissolution of the gods some five hundred and seventy years ago, as Lincoln estimated things. But she was trying to break his habit of spitting when he got his hands on some jerky to chew. Spitting was not on her approved list of activities for a future husband.

“No spitting in the fire,” Alexis scolded the man. She kissed her husband, Lincoln, who looked lost, reading in the database he carried. It had all the relevant information on the time zones they traveled through as they slowly made their way back to the twenty-first century. She basted the sheep-goat with some concoction of her own making and considered their predicament. She was an elf who became human to marry Lincoln. Her father could not handle that. He feared she would grow old and die right before his eyes, so he kidnapped her and dragged her back to the time of her supposed happy childhood. He tried to convince her to seek the Kairos and ask to be made an elf again so she could live her more reasonable thousand years and die well after he was gone.

Alexis looked at Lincoln. The marriage would not have worked the other way around. Benjamin would have made a lousy elf.

She basted and thought about when her father knew he got caught and would be in trouble. He dragged her to the very beginning of history and pushed her into the chaotic void before human history began, hoping to get beyond the reach of those following. All he did was screw things up. The Kairos, the Storyteller, had to offer himself to the void in exchange for her. Now, he is lost, and everything on Avalon is confused, and the time-connection between the many lives of the Kairos are out of sync...

“And we are stuck going from time zone to time zone, from one lifetime of the Kairos to the next, and it is a long way back to the twenty-first century,” she whispered to herself. Of course, Boston heard with her elf ears.

“I don’t mind,” she said, as she pulled back her red hair into a ponytail. “This way I get to see every life of the Kairos and love and hug every one that lived before my time.” Boston pulled out the amulet that showed the way between time gates. No doubt she wanted to check her direction for the morning. After a moment, she moved to sit beside Lincoln so she could check her direction against the map in the database for that time zone.

Alexis sighed. Her father disappeared and likely died on their journey. If so, at least he died before her. Sadly, her baby brother Roland also vanished and is presumed dead, though don’t tell Boston that. Boston went the opposite way Alexis went. Boston was born human, though a wild child. Lockhart called her a Massachusetts redneck. She rode in rodeos, and hunted, including bear once in Canada, and grew up with brothers. She was also a bit of a genius, getting her doctorate in electrical engineering by the time she turned twenty-three. She already thought and acted pretty much like an elf before the Kairos agreed to make her an elf so she could marry Roland. It felt doubly wrong when Roland vanished.

Alexis sighed and sat on the other side of Lincoln. “What?” Boston asked and stuck her red head right between Lincoln’s face and the database.

“Nothing,” Alexis said. It was better not to bring up Roland. She changed her thoughts. “I wonder how Elder Stow is coming along in fixing his screen device. It has come in handy in the past.”

“Yeah,” Boston agreed and turned to nudge Sukki. “How’s it going?”

Alexis considered Elder Stow, the Gott-Druk—the Neanderthal that traveled with them. She remembered at the time of the flood, the Gott-Druk were given space flight, a great leap forward for a people who were just beginning to work in copper and bronze. It seemed the only way at the time that the gods could save them from the global catastrophe. That was maybe fourteen or fifteen thousand years before Christ. Over those thousands of years, the Gott-Druk made the expected technological progress. Elder Stow came from the same future as the rest of the travelers, other than Tony and Nanette, but he had all sorts of technological wonders on his person. He called them toys—mere trinkets such as a ship’s officer might carry.

Boston nudged Sukki again. “Hey, Amazing Woman. Earth to Sukki.”

Sukki turned her head. “I think he has almost got it,” she said. “Hush.”

Alexis thought how Sukki used to be a Gott-Druk, a very family-oriented people. She came from those fourteen thousand years in the past, but spent all those millennia in suspended animation, or cryogenic sleep, or whatever it was called. They found her about thirty time-zones ago, which was about two years ago, travel time. Though Elder Stow agreed to adopt her as a daughter, she swore she never felt comfortable, being a Gott-Druk as part of a Homo Sapiens family. She finally prevailed on the Kairos to make her human, as she said. He—at that time the Kairos was a man—got a number of goddesses to do that, but the goddesses got a bit carried away. They empowered Sukki like some sort of comic book superhero, and Boston wanted to give her a comic book name.

“Not Amazing Woman,” Alexis said, and Nanette agreed. Alexis remembered that Athena at least gave Sukki a fundamental understanding of physics and astrophysics, so she could understand when Elder Stow and Boston got lost in all their technical jargon.

Katie and Lockhart stood.

“Where are you going?” Alexis asked. “Food is almost ready.”

“Just checking on Tony,” Katie said.

“Her elect senses are acting up,” Lockhart added, as they walked to where the horses were grazing. Tony was there, brushing Ghost, the mule that pulled their pioneer wagon, sent with the horses back from the 1870s. Tony had his eyes on the horizon, and Ghost kept nudging him for more attention. Ghost turned out to be a big baby.

Lockhart said nothing. As the Assistant Director of the Men in Black, he was the one charged with leading this unexpected expedition back to the future. As a former police officer, though, he learned to wait until others revealed what was on their minds. He doubly learned that lesson on this trip. Charged with making the hard decisions, he learned to listen closely to the input of others. He especially listened to his wife, and not necessarily just because she was his wife.

Major Katherine Harper-Lockhart, besides being a marine, and a doctor in ancient and medieval technologies and cultures, she was also an elect, a one-in-a-million warrior woman, who was faster, stronger, more agile, more capable in combat and tactics than most men. She had a very refined intuition that could sense an enemy or danger to her home and family when the enemy was miles away.

“I’ve got that Rome feeling,” Katie said, and explained for Tony who had not been with them at the time. “When we came into Italy shortly before Rome got founded, we found all the Latin and other tribes hating and fighting each other. They all assumed we belonged to a different group, since we were strangers, so they wanted to fight us, too.”

Lockhart pointed up. Something moved through the sky. An alien ship of some sort. It came overhead but did not stop. Suddenly, it shot off to the east and quickly disappeared from sight. “Our direction,” Lockhart said. “Something to look forward to.”

Katie frowned but turned their attention back to the immediate problem. Tony just pointed. They saw the dust being kicked up in the distance.

“How many?” Lockhart asked. Tony shrugged, but Katie paused to concentrate.

“About a hundred,” she said.

“Let’s get the horses in for the night.” Lockhart called for his horse. “Seahorse!” The horse looked up, but shook its head and stomped its foot like a child not ready to come in. Katie’s horse, Bay, came right up.

“Like a faithful puppy,” she said, and doted on the horse.

The travelers camped in a rock hollow on the side of a hill, not far from the stream in the valley. They stretched out Decker’s rope and had enough room to tie the horses and Ghost for the night, plus room for their tents and a fire. They had to leave their wagon outside the entrance from the stream-fed meadow, but otherwise, they felt secure in what Katie called a good defensive position. Katie, with her rifle, and Lockhart, with his shotgun cradled in his arms waited out by the wagon. The others looked over the top of the rocks.

“I sense nomads, a scouting party, well prepared to fight, if necessary,” Katie said. “I don’t sense it is a war party.”

“Tony said they are probably Huna people, though they might be Turks,” Lockhart responded. Tony was a graduate student in antiquities in 1905 and might have been expected to know things like that. Of course, Katie had her doctorate, so Lockhart asked, “Huna?”

“Huns,” she said.

“Great,” Lockhart said, sounding like Lincoln when he got sarcastic. All he could picture was Attila and a hundred warriors coming to do a clean sweep of the area. “You know, for people who are trying to not disturb history, we use these guns far too often.”

Katie could only nod as the Huns or possibly Turks stopped on the other side of the stream.

Two men rode across the stream to confront the two travelers standing by the wagon. They did not know one of the two by the wagon was a woman until they got close. It got hard to see distance well in the failing light. When they got down from their mounts and approached, they appeared surprised. The man looked like a giant, and the woman, which they then noticed was a woman, looked as tall as them, and she had yellow hair. Not what they expected.

“Hello friends,” Lockhart said, giving it his friendliest voice. “This is a good place to rest if you plan to spend the night. The water is fresh and clean, the grass is soft, and it does not look like rain tonight.”

The two made no response, so Katie added a thought.

“We would invite you to supper, but we only have one sheep, which is not nearly enough for your whole company.”

One man spoke. “You are from Sogdiana? You are Scythian?” he guessed.

The other man interrupted. “You are merchants?”

“We are simple travelers from far away in the west,” Lockhart began.

“Beyond Persia. Beyond Rome.” Katie added.

“I have herd of this Rome,” the first man admitted.

“You are Huna?” Katie asked.

“We are not Xwn scum.” The man spat like Decker. “My great-grandfather left the Kaghanate to seek out new pastures for our many people. He crushed the Wusun and overran Sogdiana. He fought the numberless Scythians before my father followed the Hephthalites into this land. We drove many ahead of us and destroyed the last of the Great Yuezhi. This land is good, but our people are many, so we seek to extend our pastures. The Xionite people that came here ahead of us will serve us, and our name will be great in all the earth.”

“Turkic people, perhaps Shahi,” Katie identified the speaker. “Tony will be glad to know that the Turks are already on the move at this early date.”

Elder Stow turned on his lantern, much stronger than the human lanterns that the travelers had and mostly left in their luggage. It caught some twenty horsemen ready to cross the stream, down some distance where they no doubt thought they would not be seen. Decker’s voice came through the watch communicators.

“We got enemy trying to circle around and get on our flank. I would hate to have to kill them all.”

“Hopefully, they will have the good sense to return to their own camp now that they are seen. Wait for instructions. Out.” Lockhart responded.

“Did we mention the sorcerer in our camp?” Kate said, kindly.

“Who?” Lockhart asked.

“Elder Stow,” Katie answered, sharply. “His gadgets are near enough to sorcery in this age.”

“Oh,” Lockhart got it. “And the two witches.”

“What about Boston?” Katie asked.

“She is an elf,” Lockhart explained. “That is different. But what do we call Sukki?”

Katie huffed. “I swear, Vrya and Ishtar made her practically a demi-god.”

Lockhart looked up. The two Turks had mounted and were riding back to their camp without asking any more questions. When Lockhart and Katie rejoined the group, Elder Stow spoke.

“My mother and father,” he said, referring to Katie and Lockhart as the mother and father of the group. “I cannot set the screens against intruders tonight, but I have scanned the visitors and have their signatures. I can set an alarm in the night in case any are tempted to come to our camp in the dark, even as I did back when my batteries needed charging, back before the god Vulcan made a cell charger for my equipment.”

“That would be good, but standard watch as well.” No one complained. It was their routine. Tony and Nanette, new to this traveling business, watched from six, about sundown, to nine. Lincoln and Alexis took the nine to midnight shift. Lockhart and Katie watched in the middle, from midnight to three in the morning. Decker, the no nonsense marine, and Elder Stow with his scanner took the dark of the night between three and six in the morning. And Boston with Sukki watched from sunrise, until about nine, when everyone was up for the day and ready to travel.

Normally, the travelers did not expect visitors in the night. People never used to travel in the dark, especially in the wilderness. It was too dangerous. But that night, around three in the morning, three Turks tried to climb over the rocks that sheltered the horses. Elder Stow happened to be up when his scanner beeped. He cut the sound right away, and while Decker woke the others, Elder Stow watched the men carefully with his scanner. 

Lockhart, Decker, Lincoln, and Katie got their Patton sabers and waited. They figured the Turks would not know what guns were so they would not be a good choice. When the three would-be thieves dropped to the ground, they got surrounded. Sukki held her knife, while Boston and Alexis held their wands. One thief tried to move, and Alexis raised a wind that slammed all three back into the rock. One hit rather hard and fell to his knees.

“Not smart,” Lockhart said.

One man, fast as a gunslinger, threw a knife at Elder Stow who just happened to walk up at that moment. No doubt he thought the older man had to be the one in charge. The knife bounced off Elder Stows personal screens, the one built into his belt that conformed to his body and moved with him but could not be expanded to cover more than one person. Sukki momentarily looked afraid, before she got mad. She grabbed the knife, bent it until it cracked. She handed it back.

“You dropped this.”

The Turks made no more moves, and the two still standing decided to fall to their knees to join their companion. Regret showed on at least two of those three faces.

“Get naked,” Lockhart said. The Turks did not move. “You heard me. Get undressed.” The Turks stood and slowly stripped down to their under things. “I meant all of it,” Lockhart commanded. He tapped one on the shoulder with the flat of his sword. “Or I could cut it off you, but I can’t guarantee I won’t cut your flesh with it.” The men finished undressing. “Lincoln and Alexis, will you stack these things over on the rock at the end of the horse rope? Yes, there. You three, move.”

The three naked men walked to where the wagon was parked. “Okay,” Katie said, having figured it out. “You can walk back to your camp and give a message to your chief.”

“What message?” one found the courage to ask.

“You are the message,” Lockhart said.

“Git,” Boston raised her voice and waved her wand. Three sparks, like electricity, zapped three naked butts. All three men hopped and shrieked in surprise. They hurried, but soon enough slowed down to a walk, while Elder Stow walked up holding his scanner.

“I will watch them,” he said. “You all can go back to bed.”

Decker turned to Lockhart before Lockhart walked off. “Better idea than what I had in mind,” he said, but he never did explain what he had in mind.

At five in the morning, about thirty minutes before sunrise, the Turks headed back up the stream from whence they came. When the travelers got up and had their typical leftover breakfast, they packed up and started out. They left the Turkic clothes and weapons on the rock, in case three naked men wanted to come back for their stuff.

~~~*~~~
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The next day, the travelers avoided a few villages. They stayed on track for the Khyber Pass which they knew was the way into India. The trail, which Katie imagined was what remained of the Silk Road, seemed good in some places, but not so good in others. Tony, being from 1905 where he grew up driving mules and wagons, drove most of the way, and said he did not mind. Sometimes Nanette or Sukki rode with him in the wagon.

Decker and Elder Stow stayed on the wings as they traveled. They reported no problems and no more dusty columns in the distance. Boston stayed out front, her elf senses on alert just in case.

That night, Lincoln got to read some about Sanyas, the ninety-eighth lifetime of the Kairos, the one who lived in this time zone. “It says she got engaged at age three. Her father, Yashodharman, if I said that right, was king of Malwa. Aulikara Dynasty. He died when she turned three, but he managed to engage her to Brahmagupta, a son of the King of Magadha’s younger brother. They married when Sanyas came of age, which... it doesn’t say. We can assume when she turned sixteen or so.”

“Wait,” Boston interrupted, which was good because she did not always pay attention. “I thought we figured the time gate would be round Malwa. They can’t be living there.”

“No. And they are not living in Magadha, either. They got sent to the frontier to defend against the Huns—the Alchon Huns that previously overran most of northeast India. They got driven out before Sanyas was born, but they continue to raid. So, the couple got sent to help defend the border, so to speak. Sanyas’ older half-sister is Yashomati. She is queen of Thanesar, married to King Prabhakaravardhana... That does it. I can’t pronounce all these names.”

Alexis laughed. “It does sound a bit like a poorly written piece of science fiction.”

Lincoln nodded, but Lockhart said, “I wouldn’t know about that. I don’t read science fiction.”

“The thing is,” Lincoln continued. “Thanesar is closer to Melwas, considering where we came into this time zone. That means, she must presently be closer to us, doing what? I have no idea.”

“Sanyas,” Sukki repeated the name.

“Actually,” Lincoln said, “Shan-eye-ash-ra-devi is what she is sometimes called.”

“I miss Devi,” Boston said. “Our friend in India,” she explained to Nanette and Tony. “And Varuna was very nice, too.”

“Devi is the word for goddess,” Katie said. “The Kairos sometimes gets pegged by that sort of thing.”

“Really?” Lockhart joked, before he said, “No surprise there.”

~~~*~~~
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On the following day, Lincoln made everyone gather around. He said they would have to go by Kabul and Hadda to reach the Khyber Pass, the only viable way through to India. “The thing is, after further reading, I think the capital of the Alchon Huns is north of the line, and the capital of the Nezak Huns is south of the line, and those two Huna groups at some point fight for dominance. We need to squeeze between the two to reach the pass.”

“In other words,” Lockhart summarized. “We are probably entering a war zone, so we need to keep our eyes and ears wide open.”

“Kind of like World War One,” Decker interjected. “We need to sneak down no-man’s land between the German and allied trenches.”

People looked at Decker and turned their eyes to Tony. They had been careful not to talk about what Tony might face when he got home. Lincoln calculated that Tony left the future in 1905, but given his time living in the past, and now counting the expected travel time, he would probably get home in 1914, just in time for the war. And they certainly did not want to name the war as number one. But Tony just waved off their concerns.

“That’s okay,” he said. “The Kairos told me. I already have my Colt M1911, and a good trench knife. I already figured the time gate will be near enough to the Kairos to be in the middle of something. A world war is no surprise, and the fact that it is number one is honestly no surprise, either. I used to read the newspapers back in 1905. Europe is a mess.” He shrugged.

The travelers breathed, and headed out, thinking, there were still plenty of things Tony and Nanette did not need to know about their future.

~~~*~~~

[image: ]


Shortly after they gave Kabul a wide berth, they returned to the road in time for Decker to come racing in from the wing. “Boston. Sukki. Report.” Decker spoke into his wristwatch communicator as he reigned to a stop. Elder Stow saw and pulled in close to hear. The others had already stopped to wait.

“There is a whole army in a valley a half mile out,” he pointed. “About two thousand horsemen. No way they will chase us, but they might send a company, a hundred, or at least have scouts out watching the road. They may have already seen us.”

“No,” Elder Stow said, as he joined the group from the other wing. “I have the scanner set for our immediate area. No one has been near to see us. I did not pick up the army, however. I can see I will have to expand the scan radius to at least half a mile.” He looked at his scanner and turned his head in surprise. Boston and Sukki came racing back from the point. They looked like something was following them. Suddenly, Boston stopped and leapt off her horse. She pulled her wand and laid down a line of fire across the road. The flames reached as high as her head, and the travelers saw a troop of Huns come screeching to a halt behind the fire.

Lockhart and Katie moved forward before they got down and walked ahead of the others. Lincoln and Alexis moved up enough to hold the horses, but Sukki stopped right there, so she held Katie’s horse. Boston came back and stopped at the front group, next to Alexis, while Nanette marched forward from the rear. That left Decker and Elder Stow to guard Tony and the wagon.

One of the Huns stepped forward from his group. He looked like a shaman. He raised his hands, and while Boston’s fire already began to burn itself out, he appeared to lower his hands, and the fire quickly went out. That got the attention of Alexis and Boston who stepped up behind Lockhart and Katie. Nanette squeezed between the two women and whispered.

“If I had my power, I could remove them from the road.” Nanette seemed unhappy about something and seemed to want to take it out on the Huns.

Lockhart quickly spoke over top. “We are simple travelers. We are headed for distant lands and have no interest in your troubles. We will not interfere. We will respect your land, and we will be gone, shortly.”

“I think you are not such simple travelers,” one big man spoke from horseback.

“You have a witch...” the shaman added.

“No,” Katie interrupted, and stepped to the side as she spoke, pointing behind herself. “She is an elf. These other two are witches.” Katie smiled. The Huns did not smile, and the shaman began to move his hands like he got ready to employ a spell.

“Here,” Alexis said to Nanette, as she touched Nanette’s shoulder. Boston touched the other shoulder but said nothing. Nanette felt filled with power, more than she ever imagined. She had the ability, but when the other earth was out of phase, and thus not leaking magic energy into our universe, she could do nothing. She never imagined borrowing the power of others, and between Alexis and Boston, she had twice what she needed.

Nanette pulled her wand, and before the shaman could finish his incantation, he, and all his Huns, got caught up in a whirlwind. The wind became merciless. It picked them up, horses and all, and flew them a quarter mile away, where it deposited them in an open field. Some got down quickly. Some got thrown when their horses bucked. Some got stepped on when the horses panicked. The Huns also panicked. The shaman, and a number of others felt so dizzy, they threw up. None of them were in any condition to follow the travelers or even report back to the army.

The travelers knew none of this. All they saw was Nanette’s smile and all they heard was Lockhart’s words.

“Let’s move on while we can.”

~~~*~~~
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The next day, near the same time, just shy of Hadda, Elder Stow reported an army on a hillside. “About two thousand horsemen,” he said into his communicator, so everyone heard.

“Move in close,” Lockhart ordered. “Decker. Move in but keep your eyes open. Boston, stay within sight.” The road appeared flanked by meadows. The only trees were up ahead, to the right of the road. Elder Stow said the Huns were in the trees, so no one looked surprised when several men rode out of the trees and stopped near the road. No one doubted there were many more still hidden among the trees. Lockhart and Katie nudged their horses forward, but this time, they did not dismount.

“We are simple travelers.” Lockhart spoke up. “We are headed for a distant land. We have no quarrel with you. We will respect your land and soon be gone.” He tried to smile.

One of the Huns answered. “You do not look like simple travelers. Give us your gold and silver. We will search your wagon and take your horses. Then you can leave.”

Katie imagined Elder Stow got up on the wrong side of the bed that morning. Without asking permission, which felt very uncharacteristic, he floated out of his saddle. Sukki floated up beside him and would not let him do whatever stupid thing he had in mind alone.

Elder Stow pulled out his sonic device and plugged it into his communication device. It amplified his voice and added a nice echoing touch. “You were asked nicely. Now, you get one warning shot. Leave the road and leave us alone or suffer the consequences.” He pulled out his weapon. Sukki noticed and raised her hands. Elder Stow fired, and Sukki let her power flow from her hands. They sliced off the tops of the nearest trees and set the trees on fire. First Elder Stow, and then Sukki, fired into the ground in front of the trees and the ground exploded.

“That is your warning. Leave us alone or next time we will aim at you.” Elder Stow returned to his horse and Sukki returned to hers. The Huns turned away without a word, and tried to walk their horses, but in fact trotted, and nearly galloped back to the trees, to disappear in the woods.

Elder Stow apologized to Lockhart and Katie when he rejoined the group. “My mother and father, please forgive me if I overstepped my bounds. I take full responsibility for my actions and those of my adopted daughter. I overreacted and humbly apologize.”

“Try not to let it happen again,” Katie said, smiled, and let Lockhart speak.

“But in this instance, don’t worry about it. No harm done.” He turned to ride down the road and said no more about it.

~~~*~~~
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The following morning, the caravan road they followed appeared to be in good shape. Lincoln took a turn driving the wagon. Alexis rode with him. They crossed a plain that appeared wide open and plenty dusty, but in the distance up ahead, the travelers could see the mountains closing in. They figured the famous Khyber Pass would be something like a gorge between two of those mountains, where the mountains did not quite meet.

The sun beat down, hot, but the travelers relaxed, believing if they got well into the pass on that day, they might find the Kairos around noon the next day. Boston called it late spring, or early summer. Alexis pointed out the flowers she saw. When Lockhart called for everyone to get down and walk the horses, Sukki and Nanette paused to pick some flowers. Tony paused with them to watch over them. Those three first saw the dust stirred up in the distance. Decker reported as much just moments later.

It looked like one of those armies they passed might be heading right toward them. Lockhart did not panic, even when Elder Stow noted the dust storm on the other side of the road. Lockhart told everyone to mount up. He said they could walk and rest the horses once they got fully into the pass. He felt a little afraid that these armies decided to fight over control of the pass, and they might follow them into the pass.

“We need to hurry,” Kate said, as the leading elements of the armies came within visual range.

“I don’t think Ghost can pull the wagon much faster in this sun, especially when we start heading up into the pass itself.”

Lockhart talked into his communicator, though he might have simply yelled back. “Try to hurry Ghost along as well as you can.”

Decker and Elder Stow pulled in to flank the travelers in close order, while Boston dropped back to lead the procession. The leading elements of the armies stopped a hundred feet back from the road on either side.

“Are they waiting for the rest of the army to catch up?” Nanette asked.

Decker shook his head. “I don’t know what they are doing.”

As the travelers pushed forward along the road, right between the two enemies, the rest of those armies slowly caught up. But still they waited.

Lockhart studied the two armies as the travelers hurried to get out from between them. “I can’t see any difference between the two groups,” he admitted. “How do they know who to fight?”

“There are subtle differences,” Katie said. “But they are both Huns.” After a minute, she added, “I think the one on Elder Stow’s side is the bigger army. Of course, that may not matter. I haven’t seen this kind of battle, and the scholars describe how they think it worked but they really don’t know how it worked. I can only guess. The scholars mostly just report the winners and losers.”

After another minute, Boston said a bit too loud. “What are they waiting for?”

“I don’t know,” Lockhart said, “But we better hurry and get out of the way.” He hardly had to urge people to hurry. Even Ghost, the mule, moved as quick as he could, the tension in the air being as thick as it was.

Finally, the travelers squirted out from between the two armies. Still the armies waited, until the travelers were beyond harm’s way. Then, all at once, with no discernable sign given, both armies charged each other across the road. The travelers paused to watch. It soon looked like a killing free-for-all.

“How do they decide who wins?” Lockhart asked the rhetorical question.

Decker shrugged. “They will fight for a while, but they can’t keep it up at that level of intensity for long. Shortly, one side will signal a withdraw, and the other side will also pull back. They will rest for an hour, or maybe several hours before they form up and go at it again. They will do this until sundown. No one fights after dark. Then one might sneak away in the dark, if they have lost too many men, or feel they are losing the battle. If both still feel they can win, they will be right back at it at sunrise.”

“The thing is,” Katie said. “If one side starts to withdraw, because maybe they are losing too many men and they need to regroup, if the other side is not ready to break, or maybe feel they are winning, the withdraw can become a full retreat, and in these days, retreat risks becoming a route, where it’s every man for himself. In that case, the winning side will give chase, and they usually end up slaughtering the retreating army.”

Decker grunted. “Unless the losing side escapes in the night under the cover of darkness, they will end up being slaughtered, retreat or no retreat. Some commanders don’t know when to quit. That can be a good thing, or really stupid, depending.”

“We need to move on,” Lockhart said. They rode a little up into the pass before Lockhart called for them to get down and walk the horses. That was when Katie shared a thought.

“I bet the two armies waited for us to get out of the way because the three witches on one side, and Elder Stow and Sukki on the other side put a real fear of God into them. They waited until we were far enough away so we would not be caught up in the battle.”

Lockhart looked back at his group. “I suppose that is very possible.”

~~~*~~~
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In the afternoon, the travelers came to a narrow way in the pass. Shale mountain cliffs pushed in, and the road narrowed. They discussed stopping and building a camp before entering that strip. Elder Stow had put away his scanner, but Lincoln had the relevant information in the database.

“The narrow spot is not that long. It should open up again on the other side and we should be able to find a place to stop where we can watch but not block the road.”

People went with Lincoln’s suggestion. Ghost appeared to make it up to the high point without too much trouble, and as the saying suggested, it was all downhill from there. The rest got down from their horses and planned to walk through; in case they came to a spot that got exceptionally narrow.

They got about half-way into the narrow place before men stood up and came out from behind the rocks. The travelers found men in front and behind. They became surrounded with spears. 

“Don’t resist,” Lockhart ordered.

“Do they want us to pay the toll?” Lincoln asked. He read about that and may have mentioned it to the others a day ago. He picked up a leather pouch in one of the villages they passed through and filled it with what he imagined was a generous number of coins. 

The men said nothing. They immediately began to strip the travelers of their weapons, including their gun belts. Decker was reluctant to let go of his rife, but he honestly had no choice. When the men tried to grab the reigns of the horses, Alexis’ horse, Chestnut, and Boston’s horse, Strawberry, balked. It took a minute to get them settled down. Ghost refused to move at all. Tony had to lead the mule by the nose, and he explained to the mule.

“We have to cooperate, or these men might make you into mule stew.”

They went to the end of the narrow place and got taken to a hut on the hillside near a shallow cave. The travelers got pushed into the cave and a simple door got closed across the entrance. Clearly, the cave had been used for sheep. Katie pointed to the dry water trough, but the general smell of the place gave it away.

“I hope they take care of Cocoa,” Sukki said of her horse.

“I still have my things,” Elder Stow said. “But what to do is the question. There are about eight guards outside the door.”

“I have my wand and stuff in my slip,” Boston said. “I haven’t done it much, but I could try going insubstantial enough to slip through the door and maybe check on the horses.”

“No,” Alexis said, firmly.

“Sukki could use some of her strength and break the door open,” Nanette was thinking.

“But then what?” Decker asked, and people quieted to think.

Katie finally asked, “Elder Stow, how many of those discs do you have where you can make us all invisible?”

“I have a whole pocket full of multi-purpose discs,” he answered. “I just have to tune them to the invisible spectrum.”

“Do you have enough for all of us, our horses, Ghost and the wagon?” Alexis asked.

After a moment to calculate, Elder Stow shook his head, “No.”

“Maybe we should see what they want first,” Lockhart said, and people sat down to wait. They waited for an hour while the sun started toward the horizon.

At last, they peered out between the gate railings and saw a small troop of something like soldiers arrive. One man got down right away and marched with a swagger to the door. The guards opened up and he came inside with two rough looking men with swords drawn flanking him.

“So, these are the travelers,” he said.

“Are you charging a toll to let us move on?” Lincoln asked, and the man laughed in his face.

“Do you use money on Avalon?” he said. “I never would have imagined that.” He laughed again at his own thoughts. “Besides, I have all your money, and everything else already, including all of your guns.” He shook a finger at them. 

“The Masters,” Katie said to identify the man.

“You have been noticed and interfered once too often. I decided, instead of making more guns and powder for you to come along and blow up, I would just steal your guns. After using you for target practice, we will make our guns, and model them after the ones you so graciously provided.”

“What do you hope to gain?” Katie asked.

The man paused to look over the travelers. He did not seem to care if he told them or not. “We sit at the center of the world between east and west. The Alchon Huna already did me a favor by tearing down the Gupta in what you call India. Now, after the Alchon Huna and the Nezak Huna beat themselves to exhaustion. we will move in. I have men working on the Turks further north. I expect they will join us for the riches they can gain. We will invade Sassanid lands to break the back of the New Persians and reestablish the Kushan Empire. Then we will cross the so-called Persian Gulf to Yemen and drive up the Hejaz to burn Mecca. After that, only Constantinople far in the west and the Sui Dynasty far in the east will remain to pose a threat.” He stopped talking and smiled. “You get the idea.”

“Lord Bobo,” someone called from outside.

The swaggering man and his two guards left, and the gate got tied shut again. Lockhart frowned and stuck his hand out.

“Elder Stow get out your discs,” he said.

“Boston. You need to go invisible using one of Elder Stow’s discs, like the rest of us,” Alexis insisted. “If you go elf invisible, we won’t be able to see you, and we will all need to keep in touch without having to talk.”

“That’s okay,” Boston said. “Being elf invisible, as you call it, is still very draining.”

Alexis smiled for the girl. “You’ll get used to it. You know, being invisible and insubstantial at the same time is how the little spirits of the earth get around and do most of their work in the world. You will get the hang of it. Soon enough, it will become the most natural way to be. Manifesting into a visible, physical form will feel awkward.”

“Not awkward,” Boston said. “But like a second choice. That’s what Roland told me.” She flipped her emotions, as fairies and young elves do, from happy to sad in a blink. “Roland said being physical still feels natural, and takes no effort, even if it is second choice.” Boston let a tear fall. “I miss Roland.”

Alexis gave her a hug. “I miss my brother, too.”

“We all set?” Lockhart interrupted. “Everybody clear on their assignments?”

People nodded, and Elder Stow touched the spot on his belt that made everyone invisible. They could still see each other, but no one else would be able see them. They all stood back and waited while Sukki went to the gate that had them locked in. The gate got tied on the outside with a rope around a nail. A simple but effective barrier.

Sukki stepped up and thought a minute. She put her palms out to face the gate, and flat-handed the right and left sides. The rope on her right puled the nail from the rock with it. The hinge on the left busted completely, and the gate fell flat to the ground. People silently indicated what a good job she did and how proud they were of her as they exited the cave. The guards came in, wondering what happened, but they saw no one.

Elder Stow, Alexis, and Nanette walked to the horses, just outside the cave. Boston, Sukki, and Tony ran ahead of them. The horses stood in a small fenced off area, still saddled and ready to ride, with the bags and equipment still tied up. Next to that area, a larger fenced in field easily held a hundred horses. Twenty more horses, still ready to ride, got tied to the outside of the big fence, up near the hut. Elder Stow figured they probably belonged to the men who rode into the camp with Chief Bobo—the servant of the Masters.

Boston, Sukki, and Tony found their own horses, and only startled them a little by being invisible. Fortunately, the horses responded to the familiar voices, and did not mind the riders, as the three got right up and got ready to ride.

Elder Stow offered a thought when the other three got to the gate. “The horses look untouched. The locals probably got instructed not to touch anything until the chief showed up.”

“Either that, or they were afraid,” Nanette said. “Who knows what they were told.”

“Or maybe the horses would not cooperate,” Alexis suggested. “I imagine Chestnut would be wary of being touched by strangers.”

When the three at the gate opened up, Boston, Sukki, and Tony slipped an invisibility disc under the front of the saddle, and the horses disappeared. Fortunately, the horses stayed calm, now being able to see their riders, who rode them through the gate, which Elder Stow and Nanette quickly closed.

Men ran around the camp. They shouted and made an atmosphere of near panic. Most looked for the travelers, but a group of five men came up to the fenced in area, and seeing horses still there, they relaxed. They did not count the horses, and that made the travelers relax. Elder Stow got the gate closed in time, before the five locals came to make sure it was still secure.

“Decker said, when they don’t find us in the camp, they will organize searches in the wilderness,” Nanette worried. “They will especially search the road.”

“I am sure they will,” Alexis whispered back. Elder Stow busied himself with his weapon.

Tony, Sukki, and Boston found the wagon off to the side of the fence. Like the horses, it looked untouched, though Ghost had been taken from the harness. The mule stayed by the wagon, a familiar anchor in a sea of strange men. It quietly chewed on the grass and tried to ignore everyone. Tony gave the wagon the once-over and checked the saddles and equipment in the back to be sure everything was there before he hitched up Ghost. Ghost moved to the sound of Tony’s voice, who talked softly to him the whole time as he put him back in the harness. Once secure, he attached a disc to the leather by Ghost’s shoulders. Ghost went invisible. The other two discs he carried got attached to the front and back end of the wagon to make it invisible as well.

Boston took the reins of Tony’s horse and started carefully down the hill. Sukki pulled up alongside Ghost to help guide the animal, while Tony got up on the buckboard. They wanted to get as far as they could before the locals discovered the wagon was missing. They wanted to get off the direct line to the road in case some men grabbed the waiting horses and rushed to the road, searching for them. Being invisible was a good thing, but it would not do to have horses slam into the back end of the invisible wagon. Besides, they could still be heard. The wagon was not exactly silent moving across the rough ground.

Boston led the way but stopped a second when she heard gunfire come from above. They all looked.

Lockhart, Katie, Lincoln, and Decker went to find their weapons. They rightly guessed the weapons got stored in the hut, away from the wind and rain. They fully expected to find the chief of the Masters and his local leaders there and imagined him to be examining the weapons and maybe describing the basics to his lieutenants.

The hut appeared quiet, even as the men in the camp began to run around and shout, but they did not burst in the front door. They did not want to give themselves away, even being invisible. They walked once around the hut to check for windows. They found one window open out back by the cooking fires where women had a cow quartered and roasting. Some of the women stirred cauldrons and others made flatbread.

“Okay,” Decker whispered. “Now I’m hungry.”

The others looked inside. The chief sat with four other men, examining the weapons that they laid out on a big table. None of them touched the weapons except the chief, who turned a few over and mumbled. The Travelers understood that the servant of the Masters had another lifetime in the far future, where the masters lived and instructed him. There was no telling, however, how far in the future that lifetime might be. He might not be familiar with something as primitive as guns—projectile weapons from the early twenty-first century. He might have to examine them closely first, to understand how they worked and what they were capable of.

Lockhart spoke softly. “Katie and Lincoln. See if you can get inside by the window. Decker and I will go back around to the front door. I can see from here; the door has a simple rope latch. It should not be too difficult to kick in. Give me a peep on the watch when you are inside.”

They paused as the Chief spoke up. “Go and see what all that noise is about,” he said, and sent one of the men out of the hut.

Katie nodded, and hurried, when Lincoln pointed, as if to say, ladies first. Decker and Lockhart also hurried by the far side of the house, where the local horses were tied off. They saw Alexis and Nanette walk up to start untying one horse after another. They opted not to stop and ask what they had in mind. Alexis waved.

“When I bust the door,” Decker said, quickly, volunteering to do the deed. “You go right, and I’ll go left.”

Lockhart shrugged. “Okay.” He did this kind of thing plenty of times back when he served as military police, and then after he joined that Michigan police force.

Lincoln’s voice came through the watch communicator. “Peep.” He sounded like an electronic timer just went off. Lockhart breathed not aware he had been holding his breath. He worried they might make too much noise climbing through the window and be found out. Lockhart saw men coming to the hut, but he did not have to say, hurry. Decker did not give himself much of a running start. The door gave little resistance.

Everyone inside the hut shouted at once. Katie grabbed one man’s knife and stabbed him right in the middle. Lincoln grabbed another man’s knife, but the man turned into the touch, so Lincoln stabbed the man’s arm. The man fell but might survive. The third man in the room jumped up. Decker did not have time to look for weapons. He grabbed the man from behind, slipped his arm around the man’s neck, and used his other hand to grab the man’s chin. He snapped the man’s neck.

Lockhart went straight to the table. He grabbed the closest handgun which went invisible as soon as he picked it up. The Chief man grabbed a different handgun and began to look around. He saw no assailants as he fired three random shots around the room. Lockhart put three bullets in the man’s chest.

“Everyone okay?” Lockhart asked.

“My shoulder,” Lincoln said. “Just a scratch, but I think the man beside me is dead.”

“Should-a ducked,” Decker said, as he put on his gun belt and picked up his rifle. He turned to the door while the others grabbed their things. Men started running toward the hut. Decker flipped his rifle to automatic and sprayed the crowd with bullets. He put five on the ground, and the others scattered.

Lincoln grabbed Tony’s gun belt and Sukki’s belt that had only a knife, and they exited the hut as quickly as they could. They caught up with Alexis and Nanette, who finished untying the local horses. Elder Stow, floating about ten feet in the air, let his sonic device squeal. The travelers tried not to object. The local horses, already skittish because of the wild activity in the camp, scattered. Elder Stow floated closer and got them into a good run.

When the others reached the pen that their horses were in, they found five men by the gate. The men all lay on the ground, probably unconscious. No one saw any burn holes in the men, so they assumed Elder Stow turned his weapon to the stun setting. 

“Take Mudd. I’ll catch up.” Elder Stow spoke through his communication device.

Nanette, Alexis, and Katie used the last three invisibility discs on their horses. Lockhart’s, Lincoln’s, Decker’s, and Eder Stow’s horses would have to remain visible. They did not wait, as Nanette took Mudd’s reins so the others could have their hands free for their weapons, and Alexis could pull her wand if needed.

The travelers stopped when they got down to the road. There were men on the road, but they were all on foot. The wagon had not been moved much further along. Lockhart imagined the wagon being half-way to the exit of the pass, but Tony opted to pull the wagon off the road and a short way across the grass where it would not be heard moving and not be seen as long as it remained invisible.

Katie looked back at the red and orange of the sunset. The day was done. It would be dark soon enough. She thought, if they could get past the men walking the road, they might get away completely. Decker spoiled that as he pulled up his rifle and single-shot one of the men. Katie almost yelled, but they saw a sudden opening in the side of the hill, and some twenty dwarfs came pouring from the hill, axes swinging. Men screamed. About half of them got chopped up, but half ran right past the travelers and did not look like they would stop running any time soon.

Elder Stow arrived at about the same time as the lead dwarf reached the group. Elder Stow got right up on Mudd.

“Welcome travelers,” the dwarf said. “Sanyas has been informed of your presence. Chief Pavhara is talking to the Princess, there.” He pointed toward Boston. “I think Sanyas wants us to escort you to her, but first, you should come inside for the night. The grub-diggers won’t find you in the underground.”

“Grub-diggers?” Lockhart asked.

“Humans,” Alexis said.

“You got a name?” Katie asked.

“Yu Me,” a second dwarf said. “His family is all immigrants, but Yu know how immigration works. Get it? Yu knows?”

“Got it,” Katie said, and managed a smile.

“Can I give it back?” Decker asked.

“Underground?” Lincoln complained, but it was not so bad. The dwarfs had a big cavern well lit by fires and plenty of torchlight. They also had plenty of food, as might have been expected. Best of all, they had a long tunnel, big enough for the horses and wagon, that led to the far end of the pass and the hills of Gandhara. The Swat River was not far. In the morning, on the first hilltop, they found Sanyas and her camp. She had roughly three hundred soldiers hidden among the trees.

The travelers moved slowly into the camp. Soldiers saw them, but also saw the dwarfs, so they waited for orders from higher up to make a move. When it appeared that the dwarfs were leading these strange people straight toward the command tents, a large number of soldiers got in their way.

A woman in her fifties pushed through the line of soldiers and yelled that these were old friends, and the soldiers should go back to whatever they were doing. The soldiers parted, without question, and more than a few bowed as they walked off. The travelers figured this had to be Sanyas.

“Boston,” Sanyas said, with a happy smile, as the red head jumped into her grandmotherly embrace.

“Shan-eye-ash-ra-devi?” Lincoln carefully pronounced the name. He had to ask, just to be sure.

Sanyas frowned. “Roughly translated, that name means I renounce being ruler or goddess. As for Ruler, my older sister Yasomati is queen, and her husband is king, and that is as close as I want to get to running things. As for goddess, I cannot deny the sprites of the earth, air, fire, and water, but I will never be counted as a goddess over people. Never over people. The gods have gone and what is done is done.” Sanyas smiled.

“And yet, here you are with several hundred soldiers who obviously take your orders,” Lockhart pointed out.

Sanyas frowned again. “My husband, Brahmagupta is supposed to be in charge, but he has no military heart or mind. I love him for that, but someone has to be in charge. Come, I will show you.” She yelled and men hurried to collect the horses, the mule and wagon, so all the travelers could follow her. Several soldiers also followed, old friends or not.

They came to a ledge and a fifty-foot drop that gave a view clear of trees. To their right, they saw a camp in the valley, and men on horses. When they got the binoculars out, way in the distance on their left, they saw what looked like a city.

“Peschawar,” Sanyas named the city. “The valley is made by the river from the Khyber. It joins the Swat not too far from here. The Alchon Huns still rule in Gandhara, though they have pulled back from the Punjab.”

“We saw Huns fighting on the other side of the Khyber,” Katie said.

Sanyas nodded. “I managed to get the Nezak and Alchon to fight each other, but after the Alchon from the Punjab returned to their capital in Kabul, the Afridi moved back into the pass and now the Alchon that are still here on this side of the pass are cut off from their home.”

“We got held prisoner by the people in the pass for a while,” Lincoln said.

“Tell me,” Sanyas turned to Lincoln, and he gave a fair telling of the story. Lockhart interrupted to tell the important part.

“The chief worked for the Masters. He wanted our guns, not necessarily us. I shot him.”

“You were right to kill him,” Sanyas said, even as she looked down, and would not look in Lockhart’s eyes. “There is no telling what damage he might have done if he lived, and if he lived and had your weapons...” She did not finish the sentence.

“Huns in the valley?” Katie asked.

“Yes,” Sanyas said. “I had hoped trouble in Kabul might have encouraged them to abandon this side of the pass altogether and go home. They are cruel and intolerant toward the people. They make great demands and show neither grace nor mercy. Now, if I can’t get them to abandon Gandhara because the pass is blocked, I don’t know what I can do. They might not even know there is trouble in Kabul if the messengers can’t get through.”

Lockhart noticed again and pointed before he stared through the binoculars. That same alien ship they had seen a few days earlier rose into the sky not far from the city. Lincoln had the other pair of binoculars while Katie and Decker used the scopes for their rifles. The ship quickly entered the clouds and disappeared from sight.

“Not your concern,” Sanyas said. “They have been told and will leave this world alone.”

As she finished speaking, a troop of roughly thirty men rode up. One of them turned out to be a fourteen or fifteen-year-old boy, who came running to Sanyas to meet the strangers. One of whom looked Sanays’ age, or maybe sixty. He walked.

“The Huna are leaving their camp and going back to the city,” the boy reported in an excited voice, as he hugged Sanyas and took in the travelers from the safety of her arms.

“The thing is,” Sanyas finished her thought. “With the Huna fighting each other, if I can get these last ones to go back through the pass, I might be able to help the local Afridi people close down the pass to all but merchant caravans. Then we can have peace.”

“Peace is a good thing,” Alexis said, and looked at the young man.

Sanyas introduced him. “This is my nephew, Harsha.”

“Good to meet you,” Lockhart said, as the older man arrived.

“My husband, Brahmagupta,” Sanyas introduced the man.

“They are headed back to the city,” Brahmagupta said. “The way should be clear tomorrow. We should be able to leave in the morning.”

“Lockhart. I need you and the travelers to escort my husband, my nephew, and thirty assigned men as far as you are going. They are going to Magadha.”

“Must I go?” Harsha asked.

“You must learn more than just military matters. Yes,” Sanyas said.

Boston pulled out her amulet to take a look and offered a thought. “But, if you go with us, that will just push the time gate further and further away.”

“I will not be joining you. Brahmagupta wishes to see his family and where he grew up one last time before he dies. Harsha has many things to learn, and Brahmagupta can teach him, if he will listen. And I will stay here and deal with the Huna.” She looked once again at the sky. “But there is time before the morning. Let us eat and rest and tell stories until then.”
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​8.1 Rain and Fire
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After 606 A.D. Yucatan

Kairos 99: Yamaya, the Serpent Queen

Recording ...

The old man and the old woman stepped in front of the villagers and bowed to the strangers. They looked uncertain, and some of the villagers behind them looked afraid. Lockhart and Katie tried to smile, and Lockhart thought it was a good thing Decker stayed busy trying to get the wagon through the time gate. Decker’s smile had something of a shark-look to it, or maybe like the way a crocodile smiled right before it ate you.
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