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WHILE THESE NEW AUTHORS make writing seem effortless, it's always easier to read than write. And where these ideas come from is anyone's guess.

All we can say is that we are blessed with their output. 

Along with Volume 11, we're wrapping up three new author's production this year. 

While we wrap up two series with the final installments of the Healers Chronicles and Walkaway Blues, we also start a new series with Corona-XI.

Most of this volume has to do with building and completing the Saga or Erotika Jones series. All great mystery, adventure, and a little time travel.

I hope you enjoy all these great stories.

Meanwhile, we'll get busy getting you that next New Voices anthology ready...

Robert C. Worstell
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Empress Oracle

[image: ]




THE LEGEND OF CORONA-XI: Book 01

by S. H. Marpel & J. R. Kruze

​
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AS THE FLOATING MOUNTAIN-castle appeared, so did the land-killing desert grow.

China’s deserts had joined and were now expanding toward their coasts across the rest of China, making most all the inhabitants of that once great land into nomadic refugees.

Refugees that no nation-state would accept. 

After a series of plagues started here and swept the world, the borders to neighboring countries were permanently closed. Who could blame them?

By camel, it took weeks of crossing a dead desert to come to the dead, floating city that created it. 

We sat there, on our camels, in our hot caftans and turbans, halted in the thin shade of the immense mountain of rock floating above us. All that was left of that people’s government was up there. 

The only entrance was by invitation. No mere magic worked here.

Lucky we had someone older than Earth itself to give us that invite. 

Whether the “royal couple” up there agreed or not...

​

I

“REMIND ME, SAL, WHY we are here again?”

Above us floated a massive mountain of rock, which was showering us at every small breeze with tiny stones and sand dust. 

Taking shelter in it’s thin shade for some relief from the moderate heat of the endless Gobi desert on all sides, it made for a very uncomfortable position. Even though the desert was cool compared to the Sahara and others, sweat was still a given at this time of day. Along with the sandpaper bath.

Sal just sat there on her own camel, dressed in her light brown caftan and matching turban, smiling at me like I’d just cracked a joke at my own expense.

“John, how many times can I say you’re cute?’

“If I tell you, will it get us on top of that big piece of rock – so we can start talking to the ghosts in charge of this mess?”

She shook her head no. “Sorry, John. We’re just waiting for someone to give us an invitation.”

I shrugged. “Someone we know, I hope?”

The sand rumbled beneath our feet, and the camels got fidgety. I was used to  writing books, walking pastures, tending quiet cattle on foot. Even my riding horses was a long time ago. But the past few days had gotten me used to these long-legged desert-beasts. Or so I thought. For me, a nervous camel just meant one thing: hang on for dear life.

Right at that thought, a sand devil spun up between the two of us. At that, the camels calmed – not what I expected their reaction to be.

A female figure emerged as the whirling sand died away. Long and flowing coal black hair with silver highlights framed a smiling face shining out above her timeless and young body – dressed today in a tan silk blouse tucked into British horse-cavalry pants and tall, brown leather boots. As if she’d just stepped out of a fashion magazine for desert tourists.

“Hi-ya John, Sal. Need a lift?”

Gaia. Earth goddess. One who loved a good entrance.

With a cluck and a nudge, the camels kneeled so we could join her on the sandy surface. Where she stood was more solid rock than sand. 

She came forward to hug me, and then Sal. “You two are such a fine sight.”

Sal put her at arm’s length. “And take a look at you, Gaia – just as gorgeous as ever.”

Gaia chuckled. “I see that time you’ve been spending with John has left you with a nice little glow.”

Sal’s eyes twinkled when she glanced at me. “Well, having John all to myself does have its advantages.”

Gaia just shook her head and put a pout on her lower lip. “Don’t remind me about how the world’s goddesses and female spirit guides are all the poorer for your monopolizing him.” Her twinkling eyes gave the tease away.

They hugged again, smiling and chuckling.

With a breeze, I felt more rock and sand hitting my turbaned head. “Ladies, if you’re ready to continue this conversation at a higher elevation...”

Gaia pulled one arm from around Sal and extended it toward me. “Very well, John. Give me a chance to hold onto  you like the old times once more – and we’ll go interrupt whatever they are doing topside.”

She felt just as warm, soft, and cuddly as ever. I kissed the top of her head, which brought the scents of natural jasmine and sandalwood to me. Again reminding me of all our visits together.

All while the sand devil reappeared between our camels and us, shutting out our view of the desert and the mountain of rock above us, the two symbols of imbalance Gaia needed our help with. 

Which was to solve the mystery that was affecting the rest of the world from this middle of nowhere in China.
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THE SAND DEVIL DISAPPEARED itself without leaving a single grain on the highly-polished floors of the huge antechamber. 

The three of us disengaged to take stock of where we now were. Ceilings were higher than the room was wide, width extended to encompass an area big enough for several platoons of soldiers standing shoulder to shoulder. Length more than twice that.

Of course, I considered the room also in terms of how many cattle I could fit into this area, which gave me the space in terms of partial acres. Old habits, but amusing to think of grazing inside a palace. Particularly as this was the height of my calving season back home. My mind filled with little calves running around, literally kicking up their heels, only days after being born. Made my smile turn into a grin, especially as I saw the fine antique sideboards and tapestries on the walls and floors, along with ancient weapons carefully arranged in racks to display ancient triumphs and powers. I could almost see the calves sniffing at them, their mommas scratching their heads and backs on the handles and corners of the furniture.

Gaia was first to speak. “A bit ostentatious, but then palaces usually are. Like they think they have to impress you with how little they consider you are.”

I gave her a wry grin. “Not like your simple apartment way beneath the surface, the biggest item in it being the fireplace with year-round magma heat.”

Sal chuckled. “Well, there is one piece of furniture a bit larger than that. It is called a bedroom, after all.”

“Sal, I don’t recall you mentioning visiting Gaia’s place before.”

“When I read your books, I can travel many places, experience many events. Even those that you’ve tried to keep private.”

I felt a flush at that.

Gaia’s chuckle showed her own amusement at this couple in front of her.

She cleared her throat, politely. “I’d ask if you two wanted to go some place quiet to resolve this, but this huge room we are in is probably quiet enough already – and is closer to what we are here for...”

At that, we three went silent and noticed the lack of echo to our voices. A long hall like this, with all the polished surfaces, should have reverberated with each voice. 

Instead, its dead quiet was unnerving.

One of Sal’s fireballs popped into her hand with a small crackle. “Like this room isn’t what it seems to be.”

Gaia stamped the floor. “No, this is solid, but not the marble it appears to be.”

Sal floated her fireball up toward the ceiling and it stopped a few feet over our head. Then she sent it from side to side – where it showed the room to be something like 9 ft. x 12 ft.

Gaia stamped again, a bit harder this time – and the illusion disappeared. We were in a granite prison cell, with several sets of shackles bolted into the walls. Wall-holders for torches stood empty among them. Sal’s fireball was the only light for the room.

Behind us stood a heavy metal door, with a closed grate about eye level. Another closed slot at the bottom was probably for sliding trays  of food in. Too small for anything but a medium-sized rat to fit through, if it could somehow get the covering opened.

Gaia frowned. “Not a nice introduction. But then, we didn’t exactly ask permission. You two wait here.” She walked over to the door and stepped through it like it wasn’t there.

I whistled softly. “That never gets old.”

Sal came over and put her arm around my waist, still looking at the door Gaia vanished through. “And I wouldn’t like to meet her for the first time with the look she was wearing just then.”

An odd thought came to mind. “Much like that old commercial – ‘It’s not nice to try to fool Mother Nature’.”

Sal looked up with a frown of incomprehension. 

I gave her a little one-armed squeeze. “Oh, sorry. TV isn’t something you spirit-guides ever paid much attention to.”

She wrapped her other arm around me and put her head on my shoulder. “Well, you’ll have to explain it to me sometime – once we get this little mission completed.”

As if on cue, the massive metal door screeched opened and Gaia walked back in through that doorway. “OK, love birds. I found them. Follow me.”

We both had to step lively to keep up with her.

​

II

THE HALLWAYS WERE THE same dark colors of dead, fitted stone throughout. They twisted and turned so that quickly my native sense of direction was soon warped beyond recovery. 

Only Gaia kept her driven pace and made the choices of turns without hesitation. Sal and I simply followed her quick-paced lead. Sal went before me with her globe light preceding. I was pressed to not trip on her heels in the dark that followed close behind me.

Gaia needed no light to see where she went. But then, a goddess of the Earth would have her own ways of seeing in and around or even through any rock construction. 

Dark extended before our pattering footfalls, the light not far beyond our feet on any side. I could barely make out the side of Sal’s face on the turns we made, and only barely made out her concentrated frown. 

Almost too soon, we stopped. The hallway had reached a dead-end, where the rock wall ahead was the same as each side – gray rock, precise-fitted blocks.  Gaia abruptly slowed her pace, just a consideration to those who were almost running behind her. 

We three were now standing in front of a blank wall. 

My imagination brought me any number of reasons for this situation. None resolved into any plan of action before Gaia put her hand hard against that flat wall, and then gave that surface a little shove.

The “wall” dissipated into a wooden beam-framed doorway, with a thick wood door, enameled blood red.

A second push on this door made it open on quiet hinges to a dim, self-lit room beyond. 

Gaia lead us in with her certain pace. We could only follow.
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“DON’T WORRY, THIS ROOM is actual.” Gaia was frowning. 

This was another sealed room, windowless. Our doorway the only apparent entrance to it. 

A perfect cube, each side the same as the floor. All gray rock, fitted blocks. The floor a little smoother. I could estimate that you could fit about a dozen-dozen people into that room if you stood them 6 feet apart on a grid.

Opposite our entrance, on the far wall, were two thrones of the same size. Both had tall, straight backs, with red silk cushions on their seats.

On each side wall hung four long tapestries. We could make out the images of Chinese people, wearing garb of a much older period. All painted on yellow silk, but with different color schemes. In the flickering light of Sal’s fireball, they seemed to be looking directly at us, as if frozen in time.

We didn’t get long to wonder who they were. The heavy wooden door suddenly closed with a slam. We turned to look – but heard explosions now behind us at the other end of the room.

Two columns of smoke and fire erupted from behind those thrones and a brilliant flash lit the ceiling 

When our eyes adjusted, the smoke had cleared. And we found the thrones were now occupied by two people, one male, one female. Both wore white silk, embroidered in silver and gold flourishes and patterns. Their headgear was fashioned as intricate crowns of gold and silver, as well as various precious stones. Hers was delicate, feminine – and his was stark and rigid.

“Who are you and what do you want? GUARDS – seize these intruders!”
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“WHAT MY DEAR EMPRESS meant to say, perhaps, is that we are curious about your sudden arrival, since we weren’t notified about any visitors – or we would have prepared you a more cordial and official welcome.” These calmer words came from the male, who was apparently the Emperor. He extended his hand out toward the Empress with palm side opened up.

She continued to glower, but accepted his hand with hers. 

No guards appeared. Sal’s fireball now burned in one of her own hands and her frown showed the threat it meant to these royals. At my other side, I could see Gaia’s own hands clenched into tight, powerful fists. 

I saw that I needed to open this show in order to defuse this heated scene. “May I call you Emperor? We are pleased to accept your hospitality. Our trek across the desert to find your fine castle has been a long journey.” 

I then nodded, a small bow of my head.

“I am a traveling scribe who is collecting stories of China. When I heard about your mysterious floating castle, I had to come at once to record your story.”

The emperor smiled. “We are grateful to have someone new to talk to. Our retainers have told us their own adventures so many times, that I find myself correcting their details.”

He nodded to his empress, while she simply looked off, still pouting.

Shrugging, he returned his look to us and noticed now Sal and Gaia’s faces as they stood frowning on either side of me.

“I see you’ve brought your own feminine companions. Are these two gorgeous specimens your own courtesans or gifts for our royal use?”

Sal’s fire ball crackled and Gaia’s fists turned white.

“I’m sorry, your Majesty. I can agree that they are two of the most beautiful women on this earth. To my side is my dear friend Sal, who is my personal bodyguard, while Gaia is our guide and gained us access to your wonderful castle.”

The emperor smiled and nodded while the empress rolled her eyes toward the ceiling and continued her scowling. “We are pleased to have your company. And we still have many questions. But I am certain that you are all tired and dusty from your travels. Let us provide spaces for you each to freshen up. Then we may have a proper audience.”

The emperor clapped his hands once.

We heard the door swung open behind us with a whoosh. A small gust of cool, fresh air that enveloped us with a light scent of cherry blossoms.

The emperor stood, still holding the hand of the empress, which pulled her upright as well. She still wore a frown on her face, while standing forced her to look from him to us. Her stare bored through us.

That was our signal. 

I nodded, and quietly called my two companions by name. Once I knew they had heard me, I turned and left with those two tense women following behind me.

Once we left the throne room, into a now well-lit hallway, the heavy door whooshed shut behind us. 

I had to smile. Could have been much worse.

​

III

“GAIA, COME SIT DOWN. You’ll wear out your silk slippers and the carpeting if you keep pacing.” I smiled at my young-looking goddess. 

She was now in a silk cheongsam of earth tones, embroidered with birds and flowers. Her face still frowned, even though she came toward me and smoothly knelt onto thick one of the red silk cushions to my left.

Sal was sitting on one of them to my right, and wearing a white cheongsam that accented her long blond hair, a sitting picture of beauty as she held my hand on that side. She’d made herself relax, extinguishing her fireball long ago. Probably before she enjoyed a long, hot bath that her room provided. 

My own needs were few. I’d only spent the minimal time needed to wash the dust and grit off, and to dress into what I would call silk pajamas, favoring my work boots and heavy socks, along with my red, pocketed t-shirt underneath. 

While my two fellow travelers took as long as required to “freshen up”, I didn’t take long to get clean. And made myself relax by looking around the main salon for any scrolls or writings of any kind. But everything I found was in Chinese pictographs. 

I ended up using the remaining time waiting for my two accomplices in gazing out the single tall, narrow window in our common room – one that only showed the endless desert beyond the floating mountain-top castle. An interesting curiosity to me was that the window was sealed in a modern double-paned glass, some obvious retrofitting from the original castle design. (Which no doubt meant they had some sort of central air in this place.)
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“SO, GAIA, WHAT’S STILL got you so riled up?”

She turned toward me, that frown creasing her forehead with worry. “Maybe I didn’t tell you how this is affecting all the known universes, all at once. But I feel the power of this place and know that to simply pull this down below its own desert would still require ages of re-balancing before that power could dissipate and balance again.”

“But ages to you...”

“...while meanwhile, almost all the life forms in each of these universes would be extinguished. Billions and trillions, ever-countless souls displaced until these worlds upon worlds would be inhabitable again.”

Her eyes were red-rimmed with sadness at that outcome. 

I thought to give her a hug, but her rigid position said I might as well be trying to comfort a statue.

“Gaia, we’ll solve it. We always do.”

Sal also had experienced Gaia’s sadness, and nodded. “Yes, Gaia, you’re going to have to stay positive.”

Gaia looked off across the room. “For me, balancing is bringing in more light to soften the darkness, to moderate evil back toward goodness. But with all this power at my fingertips, I cannot simply use it here without bringing catastrophe to all these universes that exist in parallel.”

I patted her hand with mine. “That’s why you called us, remember? Look this is a hard case – and I won’t say we’ve faced worse – but I know if we give into the evil we just witnessed, the result you just described will happen anyway.”

“So, John, your simple logic wins again.” And Gaia forced a smile on her face, which met ours and finally melted her frown.

I turned to my other side. “Sal, what do you pick up from all you’ve seen?”

“First, I loved taking a hot bath. Gave me time to practice with various manifestations. They only extend a few feet from me. I couldn’t even levitate my old desert robes from the floor. I told you this earlier – the closer we got to this floating mountain castle, the weaker my powers became.”

Gaia spoke to this.”My own abilities haven’t changed, though. Or we wouldn’t be here.”

I frowned at this. “So, we’re talking about some old ‘magic’ that precedes what a few-hundred-year old spirit-guide could master, but not a goddess who predates Earth itself.”

Gaia nodded. “Just a few hundred millenia of difference.”

Sal squeezed my hand. “But you’re safe as long as you stick right next to me.”

“OK ladies, it’s always great to feel so protected personally, but there’s something else I sense – something that’s changed inside me.”

Sal put her hand on my forehead. “Gaia, can you pick that up?”

The goddess simply nodded. “I didn’t want to tell you, John, but your Lazurai virus probably won’t keep you immune here.”

“Like something is affecting it?”

“Or there’s an opposing virus which is counter-acting it.”

“Maybe they are both dueling to a draw.”

Gaia shrugged. “A little out of my expertise. All I can sense is that you’re as human as ever, like before we ever met. If you’d stayed human, I wouldn’t have had to come visit you.”

“That balance thing of yours.”

She nodded. “Exactly. And you’ve been so well-balanced up to now that I haven’t had to ‘disappear’ you.”

I chuckled. That was Gaia’s idea of a joke, even if a bit dark.

Sal interrupted. “So you have a plan?”

“Same as always – help them solve their own mystery.”

“That Empress might be a problem.”

Gaia nodded. “It seems she’s the power behind this throne – and that temper of hers...”

“Hopefully, his interest in getting his story written and told for the ages should help.”

Sal shrugged. “At least to start with. I can’t help thinking that she’s got her own story – one that might be working against our efforts. Who knows what their ‘pillow talk’ consists of.”

I gave her a wry smile. But her raised eyebrow told me I’d better not touch that line. Meaning my discretion outweighed my valor right then.

At that point, my peripheral vision caught the main door to our suite opening with a slow, quiet move. A female servant peeked her head in. 

Seeing our pleasant faces, she entered fully and bowed to us. We nodded in return.

Her voice was in pleasant English. “Hello. My name is Lu Shi. We are so glad that you have found the attire we provided. And I hope your baths were suitably warm.”

My two female associates smiled and nodded. 

“I am also here to ensure that the customs of the court are explained to you. Let’s start with your dress. Ah – sir, you are missing your ‘magua’. You might call it a top-jacket. Let me get it for you.”

She breezed into my room and returned as quickly with the missing item. Holding it open for me, I slipped my arms into the blue silk arms and turned back to her. She deftly buttoned it from top to bottom. 

I remained poker-faced as I watched Sal’s face slowly darken under one raised eyebrow as Lu Shi moved down my front.

Lu Shi looked me over and frowned at my boots. “While the traditional cotton shoes would be appropriate, your brown leather boots should be black.”

Sal gestured, and the color shifted to a shiny black. I suspected they would have to change when I returned to dusty, grassy pastures, but she could probably revert them as quickly when we got back later. At least they were still as comfortable inside.

Lu Shi didn’t react to the boot’s color shift, taking that as if such magic happened all the time around here. “Now let me look over your courtesans to see if we can adjust their wardrobe.”

Gaia frowned at that term and her hands again clenched, so Lu Shi turned toward Sal. “I see that you have worn this type of dress before, perhaps many times.  This is very well made.  Please turn around.  Stop there.” The attendant touched her back at a couple of points. “There – please continue turning.”

Sal continued right around. And the change was remarkable, bringing out her natural shapeliness in ways I didn’t think possible.

“Sal, I don’t know what she did, but now you look – well – quite nice.”

Sal’s eyebrow again raised.

“Oh don’t start. You already made me agree that our ‘pillow talk’ was to stay private.”

Sal smiled and blushed at this. And when Lu Shi turned back she was also smiling with a light flush.

When our attendant turned toward still-frowning Gaia, Sal interrupted. “Lu, let me help Gaia adjust her outfit. I think that would be safer for everyone.”

Sal moved softly to Gaia and whispered something in her ear. Gaia softened her scowl as she blushed slightly herself and turned away, so Sal could do her adjustments.

Gaia turned back and I almost whistled at the change. But just swallowed instead. “Thanks to you three, I an now favored by the two most fashionable and beautiful ‘associates’ in this half of the planet.”

All three women beamed at my compliment.

Lu Shi nodded and turned to leave. 

“Lu, please wait.” I had another question. “Is there anything else we should know about court manners?”

Lu Shi looked at me and cocked her head. “Yes, Westerners can seem a bit brash at times. The Emperor speaks first, always. Servants must stand with bowed heads until addressed, but guests need not. 

“When the Emperor addresses the Empress, all must be silent in the chamber until she finished replying – however long that might take. And once you are dismissed, there is nothing else to be said.”

I raised an eyebrow at this on my own, but thought better of asking what was on my mind. “Of course, we may bring our own writing materials?” 

Lu Shi smiled. “Yes. Of course. While we have plenty of parchment, ink, and brushes, you may bring your own as you wish. Just look over to one of the attendants and nod for any of us to come and supply what you need.

Simple rules. But we’d just have to wait and see how this went. 

Somewhere down the hall, a gong sounded.

Lu Shi’s face went white. “We have minutes to get there. Please hurry.”

At that she was gone, and we followed as closely as we could for our first interview with the Emperor.

​

IV

BURNING TORCHES NOW lit that same cubic throne room. Its walls were lined by retainers, the Emperor and Empress sat on their thrones. 

We three visitors and our attendant slowed our near-run to an unhurried walk as we entered. Just as well, these Chinese outfits weren’t  built for any speed. At least my boot-treads helped me stop. The girls behind me did skid a bit on that smooth floor – so I took a few extra steps to allow them to stay off my heels. Enough space to allow them all to recover a bit more decorum in their walk.

The three of us in a row, followed by Lu Shi, walked as stately as we could. Right between those walls of retainers toward the royal couple. 

“Psst – Gaia.”

“Sal?”

“Do you see their eyes?”

“Eyes?”

“The faces on the tapestries. Their eyes move.”

Gaia started tracking their eyes as we walked. “You’re right. That’s weird.”

“No, they’re spelled.”

“You would know.”

“But scratch your memories. There’s eight of them.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“No, I mean these eight have been missing for centuries. I know them all.”

“Trapped inside somehow?”

“Somehow.”

And we arrived. Sal and Gaia were on either side of me, our own Lu Shi stood behind our trio and bowed her head. Waiting.

We three visitors just stood there, quiet.

And time passes slowly when you’re just waiting.

Gaia and Sal, they were used to longer time-spans than myself. Enduring time was nothing to them.. 

I needed to be patient. Like the many bowed-head retainers. All enduring the waiting quiet.

So I calmed my mind and waited. Counting heartbeats and slowing my breath to slow those beats. Then experiencing the worlds between those beats.

For I had all the time in the world. Until I was bade to speak, I had nothing else to do. Except to explore those between-heartbeat moments one by one...

​

V

“SCRIBE, WHAT ARE YOU here for today?”

“Scribe?!?”

That was my cue.

“Your – your majesty?”

“I asked you what are you here for today?”

“To hear your story.”

“Aren’t you going to write it down?”

I held up my hand and turned slightly toward Sal. And a yellow pad appeared in my right hand, a ballpoint in my left. 

“Certainly. Ready when you are.”

The Emperor looked off into space and sat for awhile, composing what to say.

“Alright, then. Here’s your story: Once upon a time, there was an Emperor who lived forever. And he found the world unjust. So he sent justice out to the lands. The few righteous among his peoples lived and the rest died. The End.”

The Empress cleared her throat. 

Glancing at her, he continued: “And by his side was the all-powerful and ever-beautiful Empress who was loving and wise and righteous and immortal as well. The End.” 

The Emperor and Empress were smiling at each other. And all their retainers were smiling as well.

“Bullocks.”

The Emperor looked down at me. “You said something?”

“Yes. Great Bull’s Balls. That’s what ‘bullocks’ means.”

He frowned from his throne. “But what did you mean by saying that – here in my own throne room.”

“I meant to say you don’t seem to know what a good story is. I can’t write that down. If I took that back everyone would think that I was a horrible writer and you were a pretentious bore who is full of himself.”

The Emperor had a shocked look, while the Empress started glowering at me like the first time we’d met.

“No, your Majesty, really – that’s what they’d say. Even if it wasn’t out loud. The whispers would go on and on and on. So I just can’t do that. It isn’t fair to you.”

He frowned at me again. “You’re some expert in this area? Some expert scribe?”

“I’ve written and published a few hundred books and stories, yes. And they get bought and people seem to like them.”

“And what the people think really matters?”

“Well, if they don’t buy them, then your story never gets told. And you get forgotten. So yes, my stories get told and people tell other people and the best stories get told over and over. It gets so bad with some of those books that other authors copy my best stories and try to pass them off as their own. But that’s OK – because the point I’m here to do is to get the story told.”

I slipped the pad under my arm and clicked the ballpoint to tuck it inside my outer jacket. “So I think we’re done here.” 

And I turned as if to leave, seeing the shocked faces on both Sal and Gaia as I turned partly and stopped.

Now the Emperor was fuming. “YOU DARE.”

I turned back. In a quiet voice, “Yes, I dare. I dare to write only the best stories.”

I turned back and took a step forward. “I dare write stories that will be told through the ages, the truly immortal tales that become legend.”

My legs continued to walk me toward his throne with small, deliberate steps (my usual pasture gait and pace would have me by his side in two or three steps.)

“I dare to request – no, I demand – that you tell me the real story about you and your Empress so that your tale will be retold across the rest of the world forever until the end of time.”

And then I stopped where I stood. “Or...”

The Emperor recovered a bit, as my steady, slow gait and words had pushed him right against his throne back. “Or... or... OR...?”

“Perhaps, your Majesty, I may have misspoke. I may need to share my mental warehouse of accumulated wisdom of what makes a good story great. I mean to say – what you told me so far does have a decent premise, but it’s just lacking details and form.”

He leaned on one arm of his throne and considered. 

I turned to one side, looked to Sal, and whispered, “Just nod and point to Gaia.”

She did – and I then turned to Gaia, whispering, “Look around me at Sal and then shrug in a big way, then shake your head and look down.”

That’s exactly what she did. I then turned again to Sal, where she also shrugged and looked down.

I turned back to the Emperor. “Well, I’ve consulted my own retainers and they came to the same conclusion. And so, great Emperor, I’ll have to apologize. I’ve wasted your and my time. Now I have to arrange for some camels to take us all back.”

I bowed my head and again started to turn away.

“Wait.”

I turned my head back to look aside at the Emperor, seeing the Empress move her hand to cover her smile at these theatrics – her twinkling eyes said she was amused. “Your Majesty?”

The Emperor stood straight on his throne one more. “I said, ‘wait’. While The Emperor must be perfect in all things, I do see that perhaps there are other stories you can write while I recall all the details of my long journeys and adventures I’ve experienced. Most of these have occurred so long ago that they have faded as all the day-to-day details of administration have crowded them from recollection.”

I smiled again. “Of course, your Majesty. That can happen from time to time. And perhaps you are right. There may be other stories I could write while I wait. Like these eight tapestries – there is probably a story behind the person painted on each one.”

The Emperor beamed, “Yes, actually, there are. Those were some of my finest accomplishments. Conquering these eight Immortals and trapping them inside those wall hangings wasn’t easy.” He turned to look at the Empress, who nodded with him.

“But, your Highness, it would be better if I heard from the people themselves. You say they are immortal – what if you release one at a time so that they can amuse your court with their stories?”

The Empress leaned over and whispered to the Emperor. He held up a finger. “One minute, scribe, I must confer with my consort.”

I waited, patient, looking at the tapestries. I could see their painted glowers turn to smiles and amused looks. There was something in these. And yes, they were moving – torchlight or not.

Finally, the two rulers completed their discussion.

“Scribe.”

“John.”

“What?”

“Please, your Majesty, call me John.”

“Well, then – John – we will take this under advisement. The Immortals were and are a tricky bunch. The Empress and I must consult our spells to see how we can keep them still under control while temporarily released. They might try to escape once they are freed.”

I nodded.

“So, John, you and your retainers may return again when we summon you. And until that time, you are dismissed.”

I nodded again, then turned fully around. Gaia and Sal let me pass and walked a pace behind. I could hear Lu Shi padding behind those two.

Once we reached the door, it opened again on its own, and then quietly shut after we were out of the throne room.

I heard Sal start to giggle, so I quickly turned and put a finger to my own mouth. “Not yet,” I whispered, “these walls have ears.”

Then I put my full pasture-pace to work and the three women had to keep up with me for once. I knew the way back to our little suite of rooms – and while the walls have ears, perhaps our own suite had fewer.

​

VI

ONCE INSIDE THE MAIN room of our apartment, and after Lu Shi closed the door, Sal lept into my arms and enveloped me in a big kiss. So I kissed her back, to release the tension I also had built up.

Once we were done, Gaia came forward and joined us in a big hug.

“John, you’re something else.”

“Sal, the Emperor just plays a lousy hand of poker.”

“But the Empress thought you were funny.”

“Just entertaining. More fun than she’s seen in quite awhile. But she saw right through me – more or less.”

Lu Shi interrupted us. “Excuse me, I will bring refreshments.” With a smile, she slipped through the door and closed it behind her. 

I turned to Sal. “Could you please conjure up a comfortable couch – like that one in my – er – our cabin?”

She gave me an impish smile. Then suddenly pushed me backward. 

I fell back to sink into that comfortable futon-couch of mine with its patchwork quilt and deep cushions. 

Then the two ladies both fell in on each side of me. Their laughter and teasing soon had me also in hearty laughter. 

Too soon, Lu Shi returned with a platter that held several meat kabobs and a pot of tea with tiny cups.

I extracted my arms from around the two ladies and reached for one of the skewers. “Lu Shi, this smells great – what is it?”

“Bat, Pangolin, some dog, cat, and rare lizard.”

I put it back on the tray. “Sorry, no thanks. My best to the cook though.”

Then I turned to Gaia. “Do you think you could get us some of Hami’s flat-bread cheeseburgers?”

Gaia grinned. “With real-milk milkshakes?”

Sal added, “And don’t forget the sweet potato strip fries.”

Lu Shi looked lost, as if we were speaking in code.

“Oh, Gaia, don’t forget an extra helping for Lu, here.”

Gaia nodded and stood, then shifted through the floor with a grin on her face. 

In what seemed like only seconds, she returned, holding a wide stainless platter with big plates of steaming burger sandwiches, fries, and tall tumblers of various-colored shakes. 

I looked at Sal, and she read my mind. A round table appeared, with four caboose bentwood chairs, just like Hami’s. 

I helped all the ladies with their chairs as best I could, but the scent of good-old American burgers left me really only helping Lu Shi scoot her chair in. Then I got busy myself. 

Lu Shi looked up with wide eyes after she swallowed her first bite. “What is this delicacy?”

“Ground cow meat, cheddar cheese, and buckwheat flatbread. Some ketchup, mustard, pickles, and lettuce. A little salt and some other spices – plus a lot of Hami’s secret ingredient – love.”

“John, if I may call you that, this is marvelous!”

“Oh – but you have to try all these shake flavors and tell us what your favorite is.” We watched her move her straw from chocolate to strawberry to vanilla and back. It was as much a pleasure to watch her reactions as she was having in the tasting.

“Ooh, I think this chocolate is the best!’

So she got one of the two chocolate shakes, and I let the ladies pick their own favorite, so I could take the last one. 

You can never be too much a gentleman. 

[image: image]

AFTER WE WERE ALL MORE than full, we now sat with tall glasses of Hami’s sweet tea and enjoyed the satisfied feeling. 

Sal had swapped the round table for a short tea table. It now held the new platter Gaia had brought, which held the sweating pitcher of iced drink. (I was tempted to put my feet up, but Sal warned me with a look – so I obeyed. Again, the better part of valor.)

“Gaia, thanks again for stewarding this great food.”

She smiled at me. “Well, since Sal’s magic doesn’t work well here, and you all looked famished, it was my pleasure. Besides, Hami’s food is just... better for all our stomachs.” And her smile turned into a grin as she patted her own flat tummy in illustration.

“But John, why did you tease that Emperor so? I thought you were just making trouble for us all – until I saw the Empress lighten up.”

I shrugged. “Gaia, it just hit me as the thing to do. What he told us was no story, and until I can do my usual of getting the ghost to sort out its own mystery by telling it to me, then there’s no progress. Besides, pompous narcissism is just another way to deny the world around them. Puncturing it to let some of that inflated ego out is far more amusing.”

Sal smiled. “Well, the Empress sure thought so.”

I frowned a bit, speculating out loud. “What’s her job in all this anyway?”

Lu Shi put her hand to her forehead and closed her eyes, like from pain.

Sal leaned forward and put her hand on Lu Shi’s chair. “Something wrong?”

Lu Shi tried to smile and shake her head no, but then stopped. She lowered her hand as her eyes opened wide. “No, thanks. I think something very right just happened.” And an honest smile grew on her face.

She looked at each of us as if she’d not seen us before. Then the smile turned into a grin. “John, what’s in that American food we ate?”

I tilted my head to the side. “Just normal food – except for Hami’s cooking.”

“You said there was an extra ingredient besides the spices.”

“Oh, yeah – that’s the love she cooks in. And is about the best way to explain its healing properties.”

“Healing? That might be it. I feel so... well now.”

I straighted up and smiled. “That’s pretty common.”

“Not to me. It’s like I just figured out that I’d been sick for a very long time. Everything feels so – light now.”

Lu Shi turned from me to Sal and Gaia. “And like I’ve known you all for a very long time.”

Sal leaned toward her. “Like waking from a dream or something?”

Lu Shi nodded. “Just like that. Like I’ve been dreaming for eons.”

I had to ask. “I know this may seem impolite, but let me phrase it delicately – how many eons does it feel like you’ve been dreaming?”

Her grin stopped and her mouth dropped open. Her eyes went upward like she was counting.

“Many, many eons.” She turned towards me with her shocked look. “How is this possible? How can a person stay alive that long?”

Sal and Gaia exchanged looks as I kept focused on Lu Shi’s eyes. 

“Short of becoming an immortal – one normally doesn’t.”

Lu Shi sat back against the back of her chair and wondered at this, her eyes now on the dew-covered tea pitcher in the middle of the tea table platter.

Shortly, she turned back to me. “Then I am either a ghost or still dreaming.”

Sal said in a quiet voice. “Maybe not either. But John can help you figure that out.”

Lu Shi nodded her thanks to Sal with a quiet smile, then turned back to me. “I do not understand what is happening. Or how this change occurred now and not in the eons before.”

I tried to appear relaxed. I didn’t have her answers, but Sal also knew that I was recruited just to solve these mysteries. Whether I knew how to do it right off, or not.

“Lu Shi, your situation is one I haven’t seen before, honestly. But what Sal is trying to tell you is that I’m good at solving mysteries – and you certainly have a mystery to solve.”

The royal retainer leaned forward toward me. “Then, John, how do we begin?”

​

VII

“LU SHI, ALL LIFE IS a story. And stories generally take four forms, or their combinations: romance, adventure, mystery, and/or redemption. Sal and her sister recruited me to help certain people understand their own mysteries so that they can move onto their next phase in life.”

The royal retainer nodded, eyes open and attentive.

“Now, what I’m going to do next is something unusual for our normal assignments.”

She nodded again, listening. 

“We are here to solve more than just your problem, your mystery. This castle is floating above an ever-growing desert – and that desert is affecting the rest of this planet in extreme ways. You might call it ‘climate change’, but that’s different from the normal unpredictable weather patterns some people use that term for. When a desert grows, it creates a wide and dry area which then affects other nearby areas. The planet then has to compensate to keep everything in balance.”

Gaia nodded at this. 

“Now, the short answer to your question is one of three: you are an Immortal, or you are spirit-guide, or you are a ghost. Ghosts are simply some soul who hasn’t moved on after death, and is usually stuck in some injustice or tragic accident they don’t understand. An Immortal is someone who has achieved a high spiritual state and no longer needs a body to exist. Then, a spirit-guide (like Sal here) is someone who has developed a purpose beyond death – a continuing goal, usually to help people improve their conditions.”

Lu Shi nodded and thought this over. 

“I am not enlightened, nor do I have a reason to be here other than to serve the Emperor and Empress. So I must be a ghost. In that case, what is this next phase I am supposed to move onto?”

I smiled. A fast learner is always appreciated, wherever they appear. “This can get interesting real fast. As I said, the usual point is to find the injustice or tragedy and help the ghost come to grips with that incident. Then they move on, usually ‘into the light’, which is the next phase.”
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