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This story follows the events depicted in The Gryphon Stone.
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TO CALL DAVID RENDER’S life the stuff of legend would be an understatement. The events in which he played pivotal roles, during the Moj War and in his service to the Alvehn, and as an officer in the United Nations Multiverse Survey, helped shape the times in which we now live. Many who survived the difficult times of the War and what came after are alive today because of Colonel Render’s actions. The debt owed to him by the people of this world, and by folk human and otherwise elsewhere/when in the multiverse, is enormous.

And yet the credibility of the many stories often told of him, by others, is frequently stretched beyond the bounds of both reason and legend. The insistence on transforming his history into a blend of fantasy and myth is a puzzle, considering the often fantastic nature of the true events in which the man found himself involved during his long partnership with Treyvar Olvanak of the Alvehn. Render was aware of this growing tendency toward mythologizing his life, and therein lies his apparent motive for creating the record he left behind. Those of us curating this autobiographical material work in a continual state of amazement as we collate and transcribe notes and voice recordings Render used to tell his life’s story. The truth of his life is more complex and intricate than the tall tales being passed around would lead one to believe.

Render created these records during the many years he spent as a resident of the Adrathean Isles of Wulde, the part of his life that he spent raising a family with his wife Sidraytha. How he came to spend most of his later life there is recounted in the first volume of material released from the Render Archive, bearing as its title The Gryphon Stone. Render set down that account first of all. The story you are about to read was the next file in the Alvehn data retrieval system he used. Col0nel Render told these two stories first, and then locked each set in the file directory as it was created. From the titles he used for the directory, it’s clear these stories are not told in chronological order. Of course, in his introduction to The Gryphon Stone, Render made his intention to set things down as they occurred to him plain enough. What motivated him to actually lock the files into the system in a way that required them to be opened and read in the order of their creation, however, is a mystery. In time, when all of the material he left us has been properly edited and indexed, it will be possible to arrange these tales in chronological order. Although the Alvehn have the ability to subvert the file order, they feel it would be disrespectful to interfere with the wishes of a man who is a hero to them.

So, we cannot see what else is archived in a given file until we have worked the one that precedes it. Out of the respect we share with the Alvehn for the enormous debt we all owe Colonel Render, we have chosen to work with and publish this material in the order he clearly intended, and not wait on publication until all has been revealed.

It’s been nine years since David Render, his wife Sidraytha, and their Alvehn companion Treyvar Olvanak vanished without a trace. The answer to the mystery of their disappearance, if it exists in the archive, has not yet been revealed. The very last file bears a date just one day before Render and the others were last seen together, so while it is certainly possible nothing in the archive will provide the answer we seek, we remain hopeful that the final file, when it is examined, will explain their fate. Their current status remains unknown, but so far authorities have been reluctant to list them as anything but “missing.” Reports of Render’s death have, in the past, proven to be greatly exaggerated.
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THOMAS WATSON

Editor-in-Chief

The Render Archive

5 July 2097
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THEY WERE GOING TO come through a new reality rip, and the Southeastern United States would be lost unless we could stop them then and there, in the city of Atlanta.

We’d gotten close enough that we could see the ocular-migraine shimmer of the rip floating in the middle of the park, between a picnic ramada and a horseshoe pit. That those were still there and undamaged, when so much of the park had already been blasted into a churned-up mass of turf, dirt, and gravel, gave the scene a surreal quality. Lurid flashes of blue-white light, the rapid staccato of automatic weapons, and the thunder of explosions certainly added to that impression. The shimmering patch that linked our reality to that of another universe lacked the crisp edge that indicated a stable rip, the sort the Moj could widen at will and use to move large numbers of troops and their equipment to our world. Until stabilization occurred — and at that time we knew nothing at all about how that was accomplished — the Moj could only send troops through a platoon at a time. That was bad enough, considering the strength of Moj warriors. How long they’d been doing so through this rip we didn’t know for certain, but from the intensity of the battle going on around us, there were already too many Moj on hand.

At any time, we knew, the rip could come into focus and expand, unleashing a horde of implacable Moj through that shimmer of disrupted spacetime, and there would be no stopping them. Those of us moving against this new incursion were too few in numbers to mount an effective holding action. Our mission was to make sure no such action would be needed. If we failed, the city of Atlanta would be lost, and the entire southeastern portion of the United States would be endangered. Once the Moj had a beachhead, pushing them back through a stabilized reality rip was next to impossible. The Chinese had contained one such rip at the cost of half a million troops. The Russians had used a nuke on another, but wherever else on Earth these humanoids from the multiverse had established a base, it was all we could do just to slow their progress into the surrounding territory. On the West Coast we hadn’t succeeded in doing that much.

We heard the jets roar over our heads a moment after the strike fell, all too near, showering our scattered task force with bits of rock and clods of soil with tufts of green grass still attached. A Moj platoon had been taken out. Or so we hoped.

San Diego, San Francisco, Los Angeles, Seattle, and Portland were already lost. Chicago and New York were under siege. The Moj were spreading like a cancer from a rip near St. Louis. Elsewhere in the world it was pretty much the same. The first rips had appeared in low orbit, and Moj ships had launched a devastating series of strikes from there that left every nation on Earth vulnerable to later ground assaults. The Italian peninsula had been overrun. No word at all came from the Middle East any more. The British Isles were in chaos, with London in ruins. The Russians had paid a price for that nuke. They’d flown it through a stabilized rip using a cruise missile; it had worked, but the rip persisted long enough that the blast happened on both sides. It doesn’t make any sense to me, but that’s what happened, and it didn’t end well for Moscow. The Moj, themselves, couldn’t have done worse.

The sudden war with the Moj made all the other troubles that came through the reality rips seem trivial. Black drakes, manticores, and krakens we could kill. They were just animals. Really big, tough, and hungry animals, but still mortal — and unarmed. Hammer them hard enough, and they all died. The Moj were well-organized, heavily armed intelligent beings with more advanced weapons than we possessed, greater than normal human physical strength, and a complete lack of fear. They also had a clear agenda, and obviously a great deal of experience in pursuing it.

Did I mention that there seemed to be an endless supply of them?

The militia unit my father led had come to this new rip outside Atlanta with a plan. We were volunteers, with me at seventeen years the youngest, all veterans of Moj fights and other troubles, taking on this mission because we happened to be on hand and were willing to make this desperate attempt to bottle up a reality rip, before the Moj could stabilize it and use it to move large numbers of troops and equipment into Atlanta. All of us were well armed but otherwise traveling light; speed was of the essence. The USAF technicians assigned to us were burdened by a pair of devices that looked like large backpacks. One was a powerful conventional explosive we hoped would shut down whatever device created the rip from the Moj side. It was assumed that such a device existed, since these new reality rips only appeared when the Moj decided to invade a city or region, and the Moj could clearly manipulate the phenomenon. We were really hoping the blast would destroy whatever the Moj had across the way, closing the rip, preventing Atlanta from being sacrificed as Moscow had been — the second backpack being a small tactical nuke.

Drones were crisscrossing the park, lacing the ground with missile and gatling fire. Now and then a flare of blue fire would stab up at one and the drone would explode. That wasn’t happening all too often, the drone pilots being very good at what they did, back in the command center. And we had plenty of drones assigned to this mission. Also ground troops and manned air support. Nothing held back.

They were all good at what they did, but we were still hunkering down as the battle raged around us. Sound and fury; I really understood what that meant on that grim morning.

Latest intel showed the rip hadn’t settled down and become permanent, a thing that only happened with a rip used by the Moj. Earlier rips that had unleashed monsters had been ephemeral. So there was still a chance to snuff this one, along with a great many Moj. Assuming we got there in time. If the rip stabilized during our approach, we’d run head on into a Moj battalion, in which case we might live just long enough to know what hit us.

I heard my father talking on his headset to the ground troops and air support engaging the Moj stationed around the rip. Marines and Army Rangers were taking the brunt, and from what I heard they’d accomplished just about all they could. It was time for us to make our attempt, just as the battle seemed to close in around us. There was fighting on either side, ahead, and — God help us — behind. I remember scuttling across that neighborhood park, through bands of acrid smoke, taking cover wherever a bomb had heaped up debris or left a crater, waiting for the Moj who were surely between us and the rip to reveal themselves. We were mostly spread out to avoid any one blast taking out more than one of us at a time; my father and I stayed with the techs to cover them. Another drone soared overhead and launched at a position on the far side of the ramada. As the roar of explosions hammered the air, a line of blue-white light lanced through the drone. This one broke up and fell; something exploded when it hit the ground. That was the end of the picnic ramada; the horseshoe pit survived.

One of the techs shouted something about the rip; he sounded dismayed. I looked at the rip. It had solidified around the edges.

We were too late.

But the Moj weren’t coming through. Not yet.

A previous strike had left a steep mound of rock and soil a dozen yards from the rip. My father and I, the techs right on our heels, sprinted to it and ducked as fire split the air and churned the ground around us. The tinted glasses I wore made the flare of Moj weapons barely tolerable; I still had to blink away after-images. I couldn’t see where the fire originated, but apparently the pile we hunkered down behind blocked it well enough. There was a pause, and I took a quick peek; there were Moj scouts on either side of the rip, but still no regulars had come through.

“We can do this,” I insisted.

For an answer, my father nodded down toward the tech carrying the nuke. He’d been hit, and was dying even then. He gasped and struggled as smoke streamed from the wound in his chest, and was done. The other tech crossed himself and held grimly to his rifle.

“We can,” my father said between his teeth, barely audible over the roar of the fighting. “We will.” Another drone roared over us, launching a pair of missiles toward the vicinity of the rip. I saw it bank and drop, barely evading the flares of lightning fired at it as it vanished behind what was left of a grove of trees. I peeked over the top of the berm. The drone strike had left a scattering of shattered Moj corpses in its wake.

My father unbuckled the pack worn by the dead tech. I helped him get it free of our fallen comrade, but when I tried to take the pack for myself it was yanked away from my grasp, and he shrugged it on. That was the end of the argument. Words of protest went unspoken.

“Heads up, people,” he said over the radios we all wore, even as he pulled the straps tight. “I need covering fire in ten seconds.” He squeezed my arm and said, “Time to get it done.” The other tech nodded in agreement and gathered himself for the run. My father simply said “Now,” and they were off.

There were enough of us to lay down an impressive barrage. The command center surely heard what was said, because a squadron of drones roared over our heads at that moment, unleashing flocks of missiles that exploded behind and around the rip. Under this cover, the tech and my father dashed away from the gravelly berm, crouched as low as they could go, making a determined sprint straight for the rip. I wormed my way to the top and added what I could to the fight, this time seeing at least a dozen Moj working their way toward us. Broad-shouldered, heavily armed and armored, they charged to intercept my father and the tech. The Moj were going down under our cover fire, but it only took one getting through, and the whole mission was screwed. I took down one, then another and a third before the others realized where I was and ducked down into a crater, below my line of sight. I couldn’t get at them, but their position also prevented them from firing at the two burdened men racing toward the rip.

It was going to be a near thing. They somehow had to shrug off the packs, activate the devices in the proper sequence, and sling them through. Dread like an icy fist gripped my heart when I realized they would never manage this, not with the Moj so near. Even as I realized this, I saw my father and the tech reach the rip. They didn’t stop. One after the other, clutching the corded hand controls of their respective bombs, they leaped and vanished into another reality. The Moj scouts broke cover then and ran to catch up with their enemies, who had taken them completely by surprise by the act of entering the rip. Somehow, it wasn’t surprise I felt, seeing what happened. More like numb resignation. Those of us who could still fight cut the Moj down as they ran, trying to buy time, and all the while I waited for either my father or a horde of Moj to appear in the rip.

Flaming debris flew out of it, instead, and the rip collapsed to an eye-searing white point and was gone.

So was my father.

His was the last death caused by the invaders to touch me so personally. My uncle Jonas, who had been with us as we watched the benign brown dragons appear over the Golden Gate Bridge, died first. My mother saw what happened that day, when we lost San Francisco. So did I. I watched my uncle, the gentle bird watcher, whose binoculars I carry to this day, rallying a ragtag band of otherwise ordinary people, trying to slow the Moj while a caravan of refugees fled the city. My mother escaped that catastrophe with my father and me, but Uncle Jonas did not. On the heels of that disaster came the loss of Los Angeles, where my sister lived. She remains missing, presumed dead. It was all too much for my mother’s gentle spirit. Her cause of death is recorded as heart failure. The truth is, she just gave up on living through the darkness that had taken over our lives.

A week after the battle for Atlanta, the Alvehn arrived, their ships appearing through rips over Europe and South America, then rising into orbit and bombarding Moj positions. Their troops were soon everywhere, the Alvehn themselves and a variety of almost human species allied to them, fighting beside Humanity to end the invasion. We won the war for our world with the help of the Alvehn. We survived because of the Alvehn. There were suspicions held by some leaders regarding motives, but those of us who fought beside the Alvehn, and watched so many of them die on our behalf, knew better even then. And now the truth is a given. The Alvehn were, are, and always will be our friends and allies.

The Moj, on the other hand...

Well, that proved for me to be a more complicated matter than I might have expected, after all.
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AS THE SUN SET OUT over Almiraya Bay, turning clouds ruddy and gold, and casting the wide shadow of the Shark Fin across the water, I watched my son trying to teach two youngsters to dance a sea chantey. He was tall for his age, and slim, with brown hair like his mother’s. The dance actually went with the drum rhythm then rolling out across the beach, so I assumed it was a real dance, and not a small boy’s fancy. I wondered how he had come to learn it? My guess at the time was his grandfather. One of his companions, a girl maybe a year younger than Grevin, who was six years old, was doing a credible job of imitating his footsteps. The other, well, not so much. Having four feet, talons up front and paws behind, really complicated matters, the other child being a gryphon.

Sidraytha sat on the blanket with me, her shoulder pressed against mine, long, thick brown hair hanging loose down her back. The Islanders being fond of the great outdoors, her hair was lighter than it might have been. She was nodding in time to the drums, watching our son hopping about on the sand. His enthusiasm brought a chuckle out of her. Our daughter, Darya, was sprawled on the blanket, dark-haired head propped against one of Sid’s legs, apparently napping. How she could sleep through the sound of those drums was a mystery to me.

For the second time in my life, I was sure I was finished with what many folks consider adventures. That word, adventure, always comes to me with an echo of contempt ringing through my mind. Very few people who use the word adventure to characterize the life I’ve lived have any idea what they’re talking about. It’s nothing like those games, movies, or television shows, believe me. Adventure is the wrong word for describing situations that require you to kill someone. Or watch someone you care about die. Nothing had ever made me so keenly aware of this quite like becoming a family man, married and settled down, watching a young son and a younger daughter discover life. My old friend Treyvar had assured me I would find domestic tranquility boring as hell. Much as I love the Alvehn, and trust him like the brother I never had, this time he’d turned out to be completely full of it. This was real life. This was an adventure, one I could hold in my heart instead of a clenched fist. The first part of my life had been something you endured to ensure real life had a chance to exist. How could the life I now lived be boring? More relaxed, maybe, but dull? What I’d experienced before had been a desperate struggle to survive. Yes, it’s true I felt incredibly alive after some of what I went through, but that’s because I was so close to being dead moments before. The contrast is stark, and I truly don’t understand what thrill-seekers get out of that.

The drums rolled and boomed and the beach was crowded with the folk of Almiraya Town, capital city of the Matriarchy of the Isles of Wulde. The majority of those gathered on the beach commons were on their feet and dancing, dressed for the most part Island style, in garments that tended toward loose sleeves with open necks, and loose trousers for men. Women of the Isles aren’t fond of skirts, preferring either trousers or pantaloons. In fine weather, such as we experienced on this night, sleeves and even shirts were considered optional, by both genders. Everyone I could see was barefoot in the sand.

It was the Autumnal Equinox, when the Wuldeans observed what we would call Thanksgiving. The hurricane season was behind us, and for the third year in a row Almiraya Bay and Almiraya Town had been spared seriously bad weather. There had been no direct hits by major storms, nor any near misses, only some heavy seas churned up by distant storms. No ships of the Isles had been lost, and our fleet of swift skimmers, used in rescues, had remained racked up in their stations in the harbor beside our wide, sandy beach. We didn’t even see a rogue wave here on the western coast of the main island, where the effects of the storms in the Straits of Esmain are usually felt most strongly.

So this was likely to be an especially jubilant festival, which is saying something, considering how the Wuldeans throw themselves into a celebration. Those who believed in the Two would be singing their praises well into the night, that was certain. The rest of us would be singing, too. Such good fortune should be celebrated, after all, and agnosticism be damned.

Okay, being of an agnostic disposition myself, I should probably find a better way to express that.

So yes, I was retired again, as far as roving the multiverse was concerned. I was a husband, a father, and like Sid, an instructor at the Defenders Guild Academy. It was enough for me. Edren the Rogue Alvehn might still be out there — assuming Alvehn medical technology really had allowed him to survive losing his head in our last encounter — but no one was asking my help to track him down. I still had my Alvehn sword, hanging on the rack in the living room beneath Sid’s weapon of similar, but much older provenance. Both were under the sword that had been in her family for five generations, last wielded by an absent friend, the man for whom our son Grevin was named. Surely there was no need for me to go looking for trouble.

Trouble might yet come to me, of course, since Edren’s fate really was unknown. You don’t count an Alvehn dead until you see the body destroyed. Trey’s cousin Edren, with his purloined Alvehn technology, Moj allies, and stable of manticores, gave us plenty of reason to stay sharp, even if there’d been no sign of him for six years. Edren’s fellow Alvehn, whom he had betrayed long ago by his desire to rule what he called lesser beings — people like you and me — assumed he had survived and hunted him. So far, the hunters had failed.

Worrisome but, I sincerely hoped, not my problem.

I could be called upon at a moment’s notice to stand with Sidraytha and her kin — my kinfolk, now — in defense of the islands that comprised the Matriarchy of Wulde, but should such happen that wouldn’t count as coming out of retirement. As a member of the Defenders Guild, I wore on my shirt sleeve their badge with its white ship and naked blade on a sea-green field. That’s also the banner of the Matriarchy of the Isles of Wulde. It was a lifetime just-in-case commitment. Of course, an attack on the Isles of Wulde was an unlikely event, considering the well-known martial tradition of the Islanders. Stir that anthill at your peril, and expect zero sympathy from me if you do.

If you’ve never heard of the Isles of Wulde, no worries. You won’t find it on a globe of the world most of you inhabit. I’m leaving these records on the altEarth to which I was born, and although I suppose they may eventually be read on other altEarths, they are meant for the people of the Earth I once helped defend. No, these islands are found on the altEarth known to the Alvehn as Adrathea, home of ordinary humans along with gryphons and living dirigibles called dreyfts, huge and green. Of all the chimeric life forms known in the multiverse, only these two remained a part of Adrathea. Stories are told of dragons and other related chimeras, but no evidence of their existence on Adrathea has ever been uncovered. There had been manticores, once upon a time, but the gryphons eliminated them in an age before the Alvehn found Adrathea and helped forge the human-gryphon alliance.

Manticore free, Adrathea had been, until a certain renegade Alvehn brought manticores back to Adrathea.

Adrathea, like my birth world, was a reality under the care and guidance of the Alvehn. It was also a world in an arrested universe, meaning certain technologies wouldn’t safely work there. Anything artificial with a sufficiently large or sudden energy output would warp spacetime, with disastrous consequences. A gift from the long-vanished Pancreators, the meaning of which we could only guess at. Global conflict of the sort that mars the history of my world never happened on Adrathea, and warfare — a rare thing by the time I lived there — remained a more personal affair. War at a distance is tough to manage when even simple black powder, upon detonation, can twist the stuff of space and time. The powder bane, the Adratheans call it. That makes Adrathea a pretty safe place to settle down and raise your kids. Which is exactly what I’d done. So, I cheerfully assumed that my days of slinging a sword to defend all that’s good and right in the multiverse, from my own point of view at least, had come to an end.

And yes, I really should have known better.

The gryphon-child squinted her red eyes and gave a squawk of frustration, and then lofted up into the twilight sky, where adult gryphons, her mother among them, rose and fell in the air, a drum dance of their own. Her wingbeats blew sand high enough that Grevin and his girlfriend shouted and shielded their eyes. Even as a child, with a body size near that of a pony, a gryphon’s wings can stir up a lot of air. She soared into the sky and circled, watching her earthbound companions and laughing.

“I cannot dance,” she shrieked in the shrill voice of her kind. “But you cannot fly!” And so saying, sailed out over the bay a hundred yards or so, before wheeling back and rejoining them on the beach.

The sun touched the horizon, just off the tip of the natural breakwater we called the Shark Fin, turning the calm surface of the bay into a broad mirror of copper and bronze, with a streak of gold fire from sunset to shore. There was a thunderstorm far out in the Straits, beyond the mouth of the bay, drifting slowly further away, and the sunset lit the top and sides, turning the shadowed side facing us to ashen gray, rimmed with fire. An occasional bolt of lightning struck the otherwise calm sea, touching the water with a blue-white spark. The isolated storm was too far away to give us even a rumble of thunder. Not that we’d have heard it over the drums. Wuldean drums made a semi-circle around the main bonfire, open toward the water. The fire was just beginning to burn as the light faded. Half-naked performers flailed at drums large and small, producing a rolling thunder that grabbed you by the heartbeat. Yes, heartbeat. You can feel those drums reverberate in your chest. Watching the drummers, you quickly realize that their fluid movements from drum to drum amounted to a dance of its own. That urge to dance was clearly manifested by the crowd around the big fire, and by many who circled the smaller fires up and down the beach.

Out over the bay more than a dozen gryphons whirled through the air in time to the rolling thunder of the drums, wingtips almost touching. They soared inland, banked abruptly, and cruised over the beach. Some people cheered; others just stared up at them. The presence of gryphons, while blessed by both the Gryphon Queen Ironwing and the Matriarch of Wulde, was still seen as a decidedly mixed blessing by many. The gryphons were winning the Islanders over, though. I had no doubt they were by then a permanent part of island life.

They’d certainly won over my son and his friends. The dance lesson had suddenly ended, turning into a chase down the wet sand at the water’s edge. The gryphon-child, daughter of my friend Slashtail, led the way, loping across the sand with Grevin and half a dozen other urchins in hot pursuit. The gryphon-child was not old enough to have taken a name, and all we really knew was that she was a she, and that by mutual proclamation, my son was her very best friend in the whole world. I fully expected them to fly together, when they grew up, assuming the Matriarch ever agreed to the gryphon presence becoming a full partnership. On the mainland, humans and gryphons flew together in the Sky Guard, as effective a peace-keeping force as I’ve ever seen on any arrested world. But not on the Isles of Wulde. Not yet.

The mother of the gryphon-child, a pale gray gryphon named Sleet, with a white feather mane, was in the flock of gryphons wind-dancing over our heads. Sleet suddenly dropped and strafed the little group; her cackling gryphon laugh rose into the sky with her as the children all hurled themselves to the ground in mock panic. Sleet’s daughter lofted again, and raced through the air after her, as if driving her off. As they rose into the darkening sky, I heard the other gryphons join in the laughter.

Grevin and his human friends were soon racing around the bonfire, dodging dancers. It was a contest, I think, to see how many times they could circle the blaze without a collision. At some point people figured this out and danced to deliberately intercept the speedsters, with varying degrees of success. Seeing this, other small children entered the fray, shrieking when they were caught and whirled up into the air at arm’s length, while sparks from the fires leaped skyward.

And this was all before we started eating and drinking, which we would do only after the Matriarch invoked the blessings of the Two.

Well back from the high tide mark on the beach was a platform of black, fitted stone. From the middle of the platform, near the rear, rose a pair of golden humanoid figures, tall and slim and lit with a ruddy glow in the sunset, both appearing to wear long robes, and one clearly with a feminine figure. There were hints and suggestions of facial features, but nothing like expressions could be read into them. Both held their hands out as if in welcome. Behind the statues representing the unnamed God and Goddess revered by so many Adratheans, and set in the sand, rose a tall tower of steel topped by a huge bell. It was one of several placed around the bay and in the harbor. Normally these bells were used to signal danger, such as a rogue wave inbound, or to alert the Shore Guard to a ship in distress. On a festival night, the one behind the platform would be used to gather the full attention of a beach full of revelers. And so it happened that as a party of seven men and women climbed the stairs on the shoreward side of the platform, the bell rang three times, paused, and then rang three times more.

Even the most excited child of the Isles of Wulde knew to be quiet and attentive before that last brassy peal faded away. In moments, the only sounds to be heard were the roar of flames and the faint hissing of small waves washing up on the shore.

Near the front of the platform, standing serenely in the fading glow of the setting sun, stood a tall woman in white ceremonial robes and a dark blue cloak, black hair spilling loosely over her shoulders. The Matriarch watched the sun go down as the crowd responded to the bell summons. Her face held a calm, stern beauty, the look of one who knows exactly who and what she is, and is firmly centered in, and confident of, her life’s purpose. And yes, some of that impression came from actually knowing her, and seeing these things about her first-hand. Six men and women had escorted her to the platform and now stood three on each side. They wore the full dress uniform of the Defenders Guild: dark blue coats with gold buttons, shirts of green linen, black trousers and boots. Over their hearts the coats were decorated with the ship and sword of the Guild. The bared sabers they carried gleamed redly in the sunset glow.

The Matriarch raised her arms up and out, palms open to the sea, a posture very like that of the statues behind her. As she did this the bell in the tower rang three more times. We were all on our feet and had turned to face the platform by then, with Darya making a grumpy protest as she was roused from her nap. People from up and down the beach crowded in to hear the benediction. Sid carried Darya, who seemed to melt over her mother’s shoulder, relaxed and unimpressed by what was going on. Grevin appeared out of the crowd beside me and slipped his hand into mine. Quite a crowd gathered around the darkening platform; as many as could do so always observed the Equinox on the beach. There were enough torches and bioluminescent lamps, called glows, in the crowd that our leader was easily seen even as the light rapidly faded away. She lowered her arms, and then made the Sign of the Two, touching her first two fingers to her forehead, then her heart, and ending the gesture by holding her hand out to us, palm upraised. Mind and heart are the blessings of the Two, and these I share with you. That’s the traditional meaning of the sign. It’s also used in troubling situations, as a means to keep one centered. A quiet rustle of motion swept through the crowd as everyone answered the gesture in kind.

“We have been blessed this past season of storms.” Her voice carried out to us easily.

The crowd cheered, then quickly fell silent as she bowed her head, then raised her eyes to look at us.

“May the Two hear our celebration, receive our gratitude, and share our joy.” She repeated the Sign of the Two; her voice was loud and her words clear. "God and Goddess, father and mother of us all, we are grateful for the peace in which we live. Those who live on this land bounded by the sea ask your continued blessings. Let there be storm winds and calm seas as needful, but spare those who must endure the storm. Bring them always home to us from the sea. And know that, as you have commanded, the people of these Islands will stand ever ready to aid those who founder, whatever the shores of their origin. Blessings of the Two for you all, those who fish and those who farm, those who build and those who sing. Blessings for those who fight to defend us and bring aid to those in need. Blessings of the Two for the healers and the teachers and the children. Blessings of the Two for those who go down to the sea, and for our honored guests from other lands. And blessings of the Two for those who sail among the clouds, just as we sail the sea.” She glanced up and held her hands up to the circling gryphons, high over our heads. “May all be blessed!"

A chorus of “May all be blessed!” rose up from the beach in answer. From above came the shrill cries of gryphon windspeak.

It’s a curious thing about the Islanders. On the mainland there is a priestly order devoted to the unnamed God and Goddess, and a complicated religious hierarchy. There are also various sects that don’t quite agree on one aspect of worship or another. Among the Islanders of Wulde there is only personal belief. No priests, no churches, no organized worship of any kind, and the Matriarch is as close to a spiritual leader as the Islanders seem to need.

The Matriarch bowed her head, then turned and walked away, disappearing down the back side of the stone platform, followed by the Guild members who escorted her. The drumming resumed. A moment later the fire had faded from the clouds, leaving only the intermittent flicker of lightning out over the waves. The party was illuminated mostly by bonfires and torches on slender poles set in the sand, with a few glows fading to will’-o-the-wisp paleness by comparison. Larger, brightly colored glows were strung between trees in the park inland from the beach, and lined the lanes leading into the steep hills and bluffs that held most of Almiraya Town above even the worst storm surge. The three towers at the heart of the city rose in the dusk, pillars of soft, sparkling lights. A galaxy of steady lights from glows sprinkled the nearest foothills of the mountains of Wulde.

Out in the harbor, lamps glowed from masts and rigging on most of the ships docked there. Even those from the mainland were decorated. Their crews and passengers would be the guests mentioned by the Matriarch, there for the vigorous trade in which the Wuldeans engaged with the mainland.

The Autumnal Equinox, like its counterparts marking each of the seasons, was a festival of lights.

The beach became a noisier place after the benediction. It’s always hard to believe such would be possible. But of course, that was when the feasting began. We joined the lines and filled a basket with fried fish and a variety of fruits, vegetables, and bread; also bottles of wine and fruit juice. We returned to our blanket, a dozen yards from the central bonfire, and ate our fill around a smaller fire maintained by the group of friends and neighbors with us. Finished eating, I sat cross-legged on a blanket with Sid beside me, facing the water, with a full view of the festivities up and down the beach on either hand. I could hear music coming from ships moored in the harbor, northwest of where we sat. I had no doubt there were parties going aboard them.

Daryamaya, our dark-haired toddler, so much like me in hair and complexion, was sprawled on her back, eyes on the darkening sky, watching for stars, oblivious to the noisy distractions around her. I don’t know how she came to have her fascination with lights in the sky. Not even sure when it developed. It was a private family game, by then, watching the sky darken and calling out when the first star appeared in the deep blue dome overhead. Grevin had disappeared into the gloaming between fires, seeking playmates. Even with the renewed rolling thunder of island drums, shouting and laughing dancers, and her big brother calling her out to join the chase game, Darya remained on her back, eyes locked on the sky. Darya usually spotted a star before any of us.

And — “Star!” she shouted up into the twilight, stabbing a pudgy forefinger up toward what she had seen. We obliged by looking up to where she pointed. The sky overhead was a clear, deep blue, with the only clouds well out to sea, or hanging among the mountains that made up the spine of the main island of Wulde.

As usual, Sid picked out the light Darya had seen in the sky before I could. Being an Islander, born and raised, and like all members of the Guild trained to navigate the open seas using the stars, Sid would be the one to name the light in the sky. That a few of the brighter lights were planets and not stars mattered not in the slightest to either of them. As Sid stared into the sky and seconds became a minute, Darya rolled toward her mother and frowned up at her. “Ma, what star?”

I looked at Sid, puzzled, since it was rare that she had trouble naming anything in the celestial sphere. And I saw the look of bafflement on her face. “Something wrong?” I asked.

“I am not sure,” she said, her words barely audible over the drums and singing. “Daffyd, stars should not move.”

“Move?” I peered up into the sky, and because it was indeed moving, had no trouble at all picking out the bright, silvery mote over our heads that cruised silently northwest to southeast, where it soon played hide-and-seek among the scattered clouds over the mountains. It was higher than those clouds. A lot higher. On my altEarth I’d have shrugged and said it was a satellite or space station. And in fact, as we watched, the light drifted ever east of south and started to fade, taking on a reddish tint as it dimmed to a faint ember. I’d seen orbital facilities around my altEarth do that as they passed into the world’s shadow, and like those, this one quickly faded from view.

Where I grew up, such a sight wasn’t at all unusual, but — a satellite around Adrathea? That was flat-out impossible, unless the Alvehn had somehow slipped something into orbit. I knew they were setting up a radio communications network for the world, but hadn’t heard anything about orbital relays. For good reason. To place such things in orbit around a planet in an arrested universe would require opening and stabilizing reality rips from another universe — in orbit. This is tricky enough if your plan is simply to drop down from the sky to the planet below. Put something in orbit using a rip above the planet? It could be done, but not easily, and the level of radio communication technology being introduced to Adrathea required no such relays. Adrathea’s ionosphere would be sufficient for the current needs. The Alvehn move very slowly when changing an arrested world.

Launching a satellite from the surface was not an option. On an arrested world, the power output required would be incredibly destructive. Anything like a rocket would be destroyed the instant it ignited, along with everything around it for a considerable distance. The powder bane, again. The Alvehn are a powerful people, but not even they can undo the work of the Pancreators, who set this restriction on so many universes before they vanished without a trace. So — no rocketry on Adrathea. And yet, there was that light in the sky, where no such thing could be. At least, not if it came from Adrathea, a world on which lighting so much as a firecracker could well be a death sentence.

“Da? Ma? Where’s star gone?” Darya sounded annoyed.

“We don’t know, Darya,” I told her. “It’s a mystery,” I added, waggling my eyebrows at her and trying to make light of the matter, knowing it would puzzle her for another five minutes and then pass from her thoughts. Darya giggled at my facial expression.

“Daffyd?” My tone hadn’t fooled Sid for a moment.

“I know what it looks like,” I replied. “I’ve seen such before, but it would be an Outworlder thing. Not possible here, unless the Alvehn are up to something.” The look I gave her was of concern. I knew she would read that, without upsetting Darya.

“Perhaps you should go back to the house and contact Trey,” she said. “If it’s a thing of the Alvehn he would surely know about it.”

“And if he doesn’t?” I asked.

“Let the problem come to us, husband,” she replied, making a shooing motion with one hand. She spoke lightly, but would not have made that request of me if that strange light in the sky, and my reaction to it, hadn’t worried her.

I gave her a quick kiss and left her to mind the kids; Darya had already forgotten the moving star and was complaining about being hungry. I could only shake my head; the appetites of children boggled my mind. She’d already eaten enough to stuff a sand shark. I strolled inland and away from the beach commons, past the polished hulls of skimmers on their racks, gleaming in the firelight, and crossed the plaza at the feet of the towers. The fountain at the plaza’s center glittered in the light of multicolored glows in the tree branches overhead. The dolphin sculpture leaping from the center seemed covered with gems. Not much further inland I found the lane to our home neighborhood where it rose uphill from the plaza. Steps carved into the hill provided a shortcut to another lane between sturdy, square houses built from blocks of stone. Each had a pastel shade of its own, creating a patchwork of color by daylight that was muted, just visible, at that time of evening. Glows hanging from tree limbs lit my way. Once my feet were on the flagstone lane that led to our house, I had to force myself to walk, and not to run. The drums rolled and boomed behind and below me, now in time to a traditional Island song shouted out by the crowd into the gathering night. You normally couldn’t drag me away from the Equinox drums, spring or fall, but the anxiety created by the sight of something impossible kept me moving.

An impossible thing made manifest is, in my experience, almost always a sign of trouble ahead.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


“YES, WE KNOW SOMETHING is up there,” Trey said when I got through to him. “Our instruments reveal it to be a spacecraft of some kind, and of substantial size.”

“How the hell is that possible in an arrested universe?” I demanded.

“It isn’t, David, as you very well know.”

He sat quietly in a straight-backed chair, dressed in the pseudo-Edwardian styles of the mainland. Like all Alvehn he was slim, pale-skinned, and white-haired, with violet eyes set in a face that was beautiful in a way that wasn’t quite human. Treyvar Olvanak and I had lived and worked together as a team for more than sixteen years by then. The bond between us went far beyond teamwork. That he remained on Adrathea after I married Sid, over-qualified as he was for the work being done there, speaks to that bond. The Alvehn are not human, their appearance notwithstanding, and biologically Trey is not a man, although in general humans tend to refer to all Alvehn as he. The male pronoun is used as a matter of convenience, a choice the Alvehn themselves made millennia ago when they first dealt with a sexually dimorphic species. Which just happened to be humanoid, or so I’ve been told. They do look more male than female to human eyes, at any rate, but they truly have no gender, as we understand the concept. The Alvehn simply are not human, no matter what they look like.

When I try to describe how Trey and I feel about each other, the best I can do is tell you he’s the closest thing I have to a brother, even though the idea of a brother is not an Alvehn concept. They don’t have siblings or parents, and when an Alvehn refers to another Alvehn as a cousin, it isn’t quite what you think. And yet they are capable of love in a way that seems quite human, and when I call him my brother, it rather understates things. What’s the right word for a person from another species who would sacrifice his life to save yours, without hesitation? What is he to me, that I would die just as willingly to know his life was spared? Trey and I just acknowledge the bond and let it go at that. Sidraytha thinks it’s a beautiful thing. Some people, at least where I come from, find it all disturbing. That’s their problem.

So I certainly knew him well enough to know it was worry that I heard in his voice, and that was alarming. It takes a hell of a lot for Trey to be openly worried, and Trey was clearly concerned over that object hurtling through space above this quiet, old world. He shared my dislike of impossible things becoming realities.

“And yet it’s up there,” I pointed out.

“It is,” he said. “And it did not come here from another star system in this universe, using any form of hyperdrive. Impossible to activate the power source for such technology in this universe. We checked our general records, of course, and soon discovered what I believe explains at least part of this mystery. We found the residual energy signature of a grade eleven rip event that apparently took place not far above the current orbit of the object.”

“Grade eleven?” That meant it was very big and had both opened and collapsed very quickly. The Moj had used them to attack my world from near-Earth orbit. For such a purpose, the rip doesn’t need to last very long, it just needs to be large. “Are we talking about an invasion here?” I asked, a chill running up my spine, as memories of orbital attacks intruded on the here and now.

“That possibility has been deemed unlikely in the extreme,” Trey replied. With an elegant gesture of one slender hand he added, “Relax, dear friend. I do not believe anyone on this world is in any danger of enduring an orbital strike.”

His image sat opposite me in the family room of my home. Our home was unique in several ways, housing an Outworlder, two high-tech Alvehn swords, and one of only three holosystems to be found on Adrathea. The entire device was about the size of a teapot, hexagonal in shape, with what looked for all the world like a crystal ball on top that gave off a pearlescent light when in use. Like the Alvehn swords hanging in their rack on the wall, it was powered by a tiny trickle of energy stolen from a parallel universe too close to be physically visited. Only by an indirect method can such power be used on an arrested world, and even then, you can only get away with so much without consequences. I’ve never truly understood how the Alvehn do these things.

I had all the room glows shuttered, enhancing image contrast. He looked real, but neither Trey nor the chair he sat on were actually present. Trey and I share another form of communication, involving Alvehn implants long since embedded in our skulls, but it works best over shorter distances. Trey was on the mainland, at least five days away if you have the wind behind you, or one day of hard flying if you’re a gryphon.

“Arrested universes are easily detected by anyone with the technology to generate and stabilize a rip,” he continued. “The Moj have had that capacity for millennia. Attempting to invade from an orbital platform here, however, would be a disaster for any hostile force, since you can’t stabilize a rip that large, and when it collapsed the invaders would be trapped in orbit. The energy needed to perform a controlled landing would trigger a spacetime fold event, and that would be the end of the matter. Never mind launching weapons. Of course, all of this implies that our visitors do not know how to detect arrested conditions. In which case, I doubt these people had any intention of traveling here through the multiverse.”

“You’re thinking this is the result of some sort of accident?”

“It seems likely,” Trey replied. He steepled his fingers before him a moment, then lowered his hands. “The current guess is that a near parallel to this universe contains a high-tech, unfettered world like that of your birth. We have encountered numerous instances over the millennia of such a world attempting to develop a hyperdrive for interstellar travel and, by accident, generating a reality rip instead. That may be what we are witnessing here.”

“Have you tried to contact them?” I asked. “Have you heard anything from these people?”

“Yes to the first, and yes to the second, with qualifications. We have hailed them, but our message did not receive a response. However, almost as soon as the ship appeared in orbit, we started receiving a dual broadcast from them. One portion we believe is a stream of telemetry, which is surely not intended for us. My guess is it was initiated before they realized they no longer orbited whatever altworld served as their intended destination. We’ve yet to make sense of the data it contains.”

“And the other part?” I prompted.

“The other is a short, repeated string of signals that we believe is a distress beacon.” Trey shrugged. “That implies there is, indeed, a crew aboard this vessel.”

“They’re in really bad trouble, then,” I said.

“An understatement, to be sure,” Trey replied. “And there is nothing we can do to help them.”

“Those poor bastards,” I muttered. “Whoever they are.”

All I could do was shake my head as I said that. At the same time, there was a feeling of relief, followed at once by a twinge of guilt. Yes, this meant my home and adopted people didn’t face a new Outworld threat. But still, the thought of people — whatever sort of people they might be — trapped and doomed up in that airless void...

“We continue to monitor this visitor,” Trey assured me. “Believe me, if there is any way we can assist them, we will do it.”

“I know, Trey. Okay, I’ll leave you to it, then. Let me know how things go, assuming anything happens at all. By the way, how’s life these days in Morvain?”

“The city is abuzz,” he said with a lopsided smile. “The Queen is pregnant.”

“Parick must be beside himself,” I said, laughing. The King and Queen of Morva were good and dear friends, and like all monarchs I’d ever met in my travels, were desirous of an heir to the throne. “It’s been a long six years waiting for this.”
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