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PREFACE

 


I was a career warrior,
soldier for the United States Army, but my military experiences
never prepared me for saving another world filled with magic,
dwarves, elves, giants, a new love or its evil sorcerer. I found
and held a Medallion that is the most powerful magic in the other
world. But was this all a hallucination in an old man’s mind, a
dream, or reality?

I joined up at seventeen
and unexpectedly relished the physical exertion of basic training.
The competition to excel was an incredible adrenalin boost and
found my calling in hand-to-hand combat.

Two of my best life
experiences happened to me when I was twenty-one: dating my future
wife, Sandy, and being assigned to Colonel James Peters. He was the
first one to tell me I had a future in the military, but I had to
further my education. Sandy told me I could do anything. I
graduated from college and continued to earn advanced degrees with
Sandy’s help on every step of the way.

As I moved up in rank,
experience and responsibility, I was selected to train all Special
Forces martial arts. Soon the CIA came calling at my door. Selected
operative training extended my tour. I retired as a Command
Sergeant Major at the Pentagon, Washington DC.

CIA paid for additional
education and developed me as a deployment strategist, and I worked
at the Army War College under their Strategic Research Program.
Later, West Point invited me to become an instructor for
battlefield tactics.

I retired at the age of
fifty-three to comfort the love of my life’s final journey from
cancer. Being alone was agony. My feet were planted on the ground,
but they were in quicksand until my nephews sent me on a
short trip.


 


1. FUNNY HOW STRANGE TIMES
BEGIN

 


A shrill, ear-piercing,
high-pitched whistle blew as grinding brakes screeched along the
metal tracks. The train gave a violent shudder and vibrating
rattle. My left hand must have instinctively caught the armrest
before I slid off the leather bench seat. My body sat up straight
as suitcases, hats, and umbrellas flew out of the overhead racks
and tumbled onto the passengers below. A moment later, the train
whistle blew three additional penetrating blasts and slowed. The
fogged-up frosty pane of glass next to my seat told me I must have
nodded off leaning against it. My right hand massaged my aching
arm.

A slender young woman
wearing a bright orange woven cap sat across from me. She dropped
her Cosmopolitan magazine to the floor, then swept it back up into
her hand. “Oh, shiii—,” she exclaimed. The last part was under her
breath when she saw me watching her. She blushed and whispered,
“Err…sorry,” as she leisurely leaned back into her seat.

In front of me was pure
mayhem. An older gentleman stooped over and picked up a lady’s
bonnet. He held a flower in his other hand and said, “Sorry, Honey,
your flower fell off.”

Another man gathered the
content of his leather attaché case splashed across the aisle. A
woman across from him stood up then tumbled over him when the train
gave another jerk. A mother, seated ahead of me, tended to her two
pre-kindergarten-aged children. Her young girl, maybe four, cried
as she rubbed her forehead. Her younger son was kneeling, picking
up crayons from under her seat. She finally calmed and sat them
back down and appeased them with hard candy. Her husband sat next
to the window didn’t even try to help. He was only interested in
his cell phone’s lost coverage. When he stood and waved the device,
he hit his hand on the open over the head baggage tray and dropped
it on the woman’s head in front of him. He and the woman both
mumbled profanities under their breath. His wife looked up at him
and shouted, “George!” He took the phone from the woman’s hand and
said sheepishly, “Thank you.”

It made me check my cell
phone in my shirt pocket. “Yep! No,
coverage,” I thought to myself.

The rest of the
gray-haired mid-week crowd that filled the passenger car around me
complained loudly as they gawked out the windows or down the
aisle.

That was when I first saw
a distant rustic New England village from the 1800s out the window
on my right.

My mind wondered,
“Does it have a car service?”

For the next ten minutes,
‘Old 53’ chugged down the tracks. An occasional
ear-deafening clank echoed throughout the train.

I glanced out and
thought, “I could walk faster.”

This trip wasn’t my idea.
It was the brainstorm of my two nephews. A week before, they handed
me a glossy tri-fold brochure in brilliant, dazzling hues. It
proclaimed, ‘Go Back In Time On Our
Vintage Steam-Powered Train.’ A classic
1900s era passenger car picture showed wall-to-wall carpet, leather
upholstered benches, rich cherry wood paneling, and fringed pull
shades. ‘See the Fall Colors of New
England.’ Spread across the opened leaflet
was a multi-colored picture of gentle, sloping knolls. Captioned
below the next section stood an image of a 1900s steam-powered
engine puffing out white smoke. ‘This Will
Be The Final Season For Our Old Engine 53.’ Across the boilerplate and smokestack was the emblazoned
number ‘53’.

“It
matches my age.” I considered the
number to be ironic.

The next day, Brian, the
eldest, placed a ticket in my hand and said, “We bought you this.”
He pursed his lips, looked me into my eyes, and announced, “You
need to get out of the house. Aunt Sandy would have kicked you out
months ago.”

Matthew, the youngest,
added, “We were lucky to get the ticket. It’s the historic last
trip. Maybe you can dress up in vintage cloths like a straw hat,
spats.”

I asked Matt, “Do you even
know what a spat is?”

“Does it go around
your…wrist?” he asked sheepishly.

“No! It’s a cloth that
protects your shoes from mud.”

“Why didn’t they wear
boots?”

“It was for the wealthy,
aristocratic class.”

“So, for opera and
ballerina types, …Uncle.”

“Exactly.”

“Sorry, should have looked
up the word before I used it.”

As I nodded my head to
accept his apology, I thought to myself, “Matt and Brian told me that for my own good. It had nothing
whatsoever to do with seeing New England in the fall. My nephews
are only worried about my mental health.”

“I’ll
think about it,” I said, but my mind thought,
“Wonderful trip, yeah, right, check that off my
bucket list.”

I decided the next day,
after some internal whining and moaning, it would be better than
sitting in my old green leather recliner, a stiff drink in my hand,
watching the world news cross the television screen, and waiting
to…die.

It was time to get out of
my empty, depressing house. It had been five long months since my
Sandy had succumbed to cancer in the bedroom down the hall. Sitting
at her bedside the last four agonizing days were the worst time of
my life. After her passing, I was alone for the first time in
almost thirty-two years. When I lost her, my will to live
disappeared too. I robotically handled all the necessities, but the
solitude was overwhelming.

Close friends tried many
times to get me back into my old calisthenic routines at five,
jogging at six, and helping cadets from eight till whenever. All
that stopped when I sat at her bedside.

After my wife’s death, I
tried to run around a park filled with memories and lift weights at
the gym in the mornings, but the arthritic pain in my bones made it
impossible.

“Is the
world ready for another book about a retiree with thirty-three
years in the military, how he trained Special forces, or about a
scholarly professor at West Point?” I shook my head and wondered about that for days with a stiff
drink in my hand.

Secrecy protocols forbade
me from telling my exciting tales from my time at the CIA and the
War College. The offers from the CIA for a Middle East analyst job
and Homeland Security Terrorist Specialist sat on my end
table.

“Sorry, Rick. CIA will
have to wait. I’m taking a baby step first, the fall train
trip.”

We didn’t have to wait
long for more intrigue. A middle-aged, dark blue uniformed
conductor hurried down the aisle of the vintage rail car. He
stopped mid-car and announced in a loud, clear voice, “Our ‘Old
Engine 53’ is experiencing mechanical difficulties. Therefore, we
have moved off onto a spur line to correct the problem. In this
way, we’re able to keep the main tracks clear.”

An elderly white-haired
woman, in an 1890s Victorian styled dress, stood up at the front of
the car. She frowned and placed her hands on her hips. “Why can’t
we stop at the town?”

“What town? There’s no
town near here.”

She pointed her hand towards the window and
exclaimed, “That town!”

The conductor leaned over
a seat on the right to peer through the glass. He blew out a breath
between pursed lips, and loudly exclaimed. “What the hell! That’s
never been here, …before.” The conductor stood up straight and
scratched his ear. “I’ll check if we can stop there.”

“Hell, with that, what
about some cell service?” The irritated father chimed
in.

The conductor pushed his way by the man
holding back his squirming children and said, “I’ll check on that
too.”

I wondered,
“Are we stranded somewhere along the tracks where
they rarely stop? That isn’t a good sign.”

My eyes continued to
follow the conductor out the door at the far end of the car. His
passengers protested as the door closed. I checked my wristwatch.
It read 0937 military time, Oct 9.

“How
could a conductor not know there was a village here?”
I reflected, “Had he
announced Vermont stops, Waterbury, or Essex Junction stations? I
didn’t remember. They were the next scheduled stops. I must have
slept for a good while.”

It was impossible to
determine where we were. No cell phone for GPS location. The
continuing soft rolling hills and colorful fall foliage passed
slowly by the window. Only green pines or white-barked birch trees
broke the monotony. I remember resting my eyes when various shades
of red, yellow, orange, and green-leafed trees overloaded my
senses. The usual white farmhouse, red barn, and plowed barren
fields were my last image. The gentle rocking of the passenger car
and the rhythm of the wheels on the tracks made me drowsy. I
wondered, “How long did I nap? A few
minutes? An hour or more? I didn’t know.”

The train struggled
forward under light blue skies that showed through wispy white
clouds. A touch of mist hung in the breezy air.

A minute later, the outer
edge of a group of small, quaint New England Victorian-style
buildings came entirely into view. The Cosmopolitan lady glanced my
way and said, “At least it’s a beautiful fall day.”

“Yes, it is,” I replied as
I sat back in my seat.

I stretched out my body;
my back, knees, and arms were in constant pain.

“Arthritis is hell,” I
disgustingly thought.

The wheels on the tracks
went clickety-clack as it rolled to a stop ahead of the hamlet.
Standing passengers grabbed for their seats at the final
jerk.

Looking out the window, I
noted the conductor could be correct. This town is apparently not a
usual train stop, like he said.

Upon reflection, I
wondered, “Okay, this is not a working
train station. It has no platform for easy access. Did ‘Old Engine
53’ really have a problem? Maybe I was wrong to think this was a
scheduled, unscheduled tourist trap stop where the train company
brings its passengers to spend money? ‘A midway entertainment
moment,’ my wife used to call them.”

Five minutes later, the
conductor returned through the door he had left earlier and
announced, “The engineer’s estimated time to correct the problem is
five to six hours.”

All the passengers groaned in unison,
including me.

“Please, please,
everyone.” He held his hands up in front of him. “For your safety,
you must disembark. We apologize for this inconvenience. Leave your
luggage. It will be safe. I will lock the passenger cars. Be
careful stepping off. There is no train platform. We will blow the
whistle two times each minute for ten minutes. Please return
then.”

I reached up and unwedged
my old, beat-up forest-colored camouflage light jacket from the
overhead bin. My small black backpack with the red and white
twirled yarn on the handle laid on my jacket. The yarn reminded me
of Sandy because she had put it there to help identify our suitcase
quicker. Strange how even the smallest item brings back memories of
those you loved.

I glanced at my cell
phone. No bars. Ten percent power.

“Wish I
had charged it before I left. Well, maybe in town,”
I thought.

I put it in my shirt
pocket and reluctantly walked down the aisle towards an unexpected,
unwanted adventure.

The other passengers
reached the far end of the car before me. More than a dozen wore
vintage 1900s attire for the occasion. The women wore flower-topped
hats held on by decorative hatpins, flowing dresses, and carried
parasols of the period. The men wore felt derby bowlers, spats, and
held the most elegant walking canes. My black jeans, brown t-shirt,
and army jacket made me feel out of place. I didn’t dress for this
historic train jaunt.

A gust of cool, brisk air
came through the open car door. I stopped, put on my jacket, sucked
in my breath, and zipped it up over my expanded waistline. The
other passengers had stepped off the train by the time I got to the
top step. The small village was only a tiny red brick single-lane
hamlet. There were no other streets visible.

“Great, five or six hours
here. Wherever her is.”

I reached for the handle
and eased myself down the first two steps and grimaced. I took a
deep breath and slowly stretched down to the third step. The pain
in my right knee made me stop abruptly. I stretched my back and
rubbed my knee as I looked out to enjoy Mother Nature’s
entertainment presented in front of me.

She choreographed the
brightly colored leaves into an interesting three-act play. The
first act: leaves danced, twirled, floated, and flew in all
directions by an unseen master. Second act: leaves assembled
themselves into a neat, stacked pile, and in the third: the leaves
exploded into a kaleidoscope of shapes and hues in all directions.
It was better than most Broadway shows I’ve seen.

“Is this what my life has
become?”

One man from the train
tried to do his best Charlie Chaplin imitation. He was reasonably
good. He had the cane swing down pat, but his shuffling walk left a
lot to be desired.

After a momentary
deliberation, I said to myself, “Your legs
are to stiff.”

The two young children
chased the soaring leaves across the field as their mother pursued
them. The father raised his cell phone above his head, looked for
bars, stomped the ground, and swore.

While watching him, I
mulled over, “You look for bars your way,
but I’ll be looking for a tavern here.”

It was a long last step. I
took a deep tentative breath, grabbed the handle with both hands,
and eased myself down until the gravel crunched under my feet. A
moment later, the conductor’s key locked the passenger car door
behind me.

“I suppose, there’s no
turning back now.”

My fellow travelers were already a few
hundred feet ahead of me. They headed down our own Hollywood set
and the ‘yellow brick road.’

My wife would have mused,
“Only the ‘munchkins’ and their ‘lollipop
song’ were missing. For me, where can I get a drink?”

At the end of the
cobblestone lane, I spotted an inviting rustic café. A big sign on
its roof declared, ‘O’Brien’s Irish Pub.’ Wafting out of its
chimney was a wispy line of smoke with a faint smell of burning
wood filling the air. A thick layer of green vines covered the
building. That Inn would be my military objective. I zipped up my
jacket to my neck, turned my collar up to fight off the chill in
the air, and headed for O’Brien’s. A tall proprietor was guiding
four passengers into his store. The Charlie Chaplin impersonator
was testing a wooden rocking chair as his wife haggled on the
price.

A street sign under an
old-time electric street lamp read ‘Main Street.’ It was too short
and narrow even to be called a cart path. A series of vintage but
well-maintained shops populated both sides of the street. The
storefronts looked as ancient as the antiques they were trying to
sell—the shop below with a residence on the second floor. The first
shop, Skeel Brothers, was selling oil lamps, a vintage wood-burning
stove, and a metal tub with a scrub rack sitting on the sidewalk.
Arrayed behind their spotless windows were breakable dishes, bowls,
and dainty fine china cups and saucers.

Further down the
avenue, shopkeepers were
sweeping leaves from their sidewalks. Others polished bronze pots
or refolded clothes. With the breeze and leaves, it seemed like a
futile attempt. Each merchant had placed the same notable array of
goods in the front of their shops. Some on carts, others on tables.
Each beckoned me with, “View our spectacular, wonderful,
inexpensive wares.”

I smiled when I saw the Cosmopolitan lady
already clutching a package in her hand.

My mind said,
“Boy that was fast.”

I stopped to take a
picture.

“No one is going to
believe this.”

My cellphone showed one
percent power, but again no bars. Its camera wouldn’t take a
picture. After three attempts, I placed it back into my
pocket.

“Damn, who is going to
believe this?”

As I walked down the
sidewalk, one balding heavy-set salesman stopped his sweeping,
tried to usher me into his store, and declared for all to hear,
“Sir, my goods are the best on the block.”

I skirted him. “Perhaps,
but I don’t want to carry anything around all day. Thank
you.”

He muttered something under his breath,
leaned on the broom, and looked annoyed as I passed.

“There
was something amiss, something missing.” I scratched my head and continued walking.
“This town was unique. Mackinac Island in
Michigan had bicycles and horses for transportation, but not here.
There were no cars, trucks, bicycles, or delivery
vehicles.”

I was now halfway to my
alluring destination. In my mind, I imagined myself sitting in one
of O’Brien’s comfortable, overstuffed chairs, sipping a warm Irish
coffee from a big mug.

I marched past a couple
from the train window-shopping at Houtram’s haberdashery. I passed
them, and three more immaculate shops stopped and then turned back.
The last differed from all the other stores.

This store’s dirty wooden
sidewalk appeared as if no one had swept it for days. Fine-laced
cobwebs partially covered the front windows. A small yellow leaf
dangled in its sticky web. The right upper windowpanes had a long
crack that went diagonally from corner to corner. Grime coated the
windowsills that cried for paint. The door was partly open, but no
one invited me to come in. This shop fascinated me. I looked up at
the sign above the open door. This unique shop’s name was
‘Ye Olde World Shoppe.’

With the train’s
mechanical problem, I had plenty of time to investigate. I peeked
at my watch, then inside. Behind the filthy front window sat an
antique oak dining room table with three legs and a makeshift two
cardboard boxes for support. The missing leg leaned up against an
oak china cabinet. Centered on the well-abused antique table sat a
chipped, light blue china plate. One half of a six-inch diameter
silver-colored medallion lay in the middle of the dish. Around its
edge were alternating blue and green crystals. They looked like
three-carat cut emeralds and blue sapphires. They were the same
size as the peridot on a pendant I purchased for Sandy’s fiftieth
birthday. A somewhat jagged edge ran down its center. It appeared
as if an unknown force had ripped it in half. In the middle was a
cryptic symbol. A long, light brown leather cord looped through it.
The artifact piqued my curiosity. I looked up at the sign above the
open door when I heard approaching footsteps on my
right.

Out of habit, I pulled my
cell phone from my pocket to take a picture and wonder if one of
the stores sold cables—?”

Before I could finish my
thought, someone spun me around and I found myself sprawled on the
dirty unswept sidewalk. A tall, gaunt young man in a shabby light
brown hooded coat knocked me down and continued sprinting down the
lane. I wanted to yell at him, but in the fall, I lost my breath.
All I got out was “Oomph.”

Sitting on my ass, I
watched with an equal amount of annoyance and fascination at the
young man’s remarkable ability to dodge and weave around the
merchandise, startled store-clerks, trashcans, and stacked
goods.

“Why couldn’t he dodge me
too?”

The young man sprinted
past three or four stores and then suddenly veered right and
vanished from sight down an alley. A small, yapping brown mutt
followed close behind, nipping at his heels.

“The boy
could’ve stopped and at least said, ‘Sorry,’”
I told myself.

I glanced up at a
perspiring salesman with a broom at the next shop. He pursed his
lips, turned his back, and continued sweeping the sidewalk. Since
the show seemed to be over, I slowly pushed myself to my knees. But
the next thing I knew, I was down again. I felt two firm hands on
my shoulders and sprawled a second time. Someone must have
leapfrogged over me. “Damn you!” I yelled.

This time it was a tall,
lanky, hooded stranger. Another shorter, stouter man ran right
beside him. They each took different routes, as they weaving down
the lane, chasing the young man.

I wondered,
“Maybe he ran into one of them and didn’t
apologize?”

Both were older and
dressed in black pants and black hooded leather jackets with a
light gray gargoyle imprint on the back of their hooded jackets and
wore a sheathed swords on their hips. They also showed remarkable
agility. They sprinted and hurdled all the same obstacles in their
path. In a few steps, they reached the alley, turned right, and
also disappeared from view.

“Swords?
Why would they wear a sword?” I
asked myself. “Renaissance Fair in the
area?”

As
I sprawled across the sidewalk, I looked
down at the red brick lane before glancing around for my phone. I
found my cell lying on the dirty leaf-filled
gutter. Next to it, under the
dirt and leaves, was a blue-green shimming light.
Getting to my hands and knees a second
time, I picked up my phone.

“Good the screen
isn’t broken, but with no
power—,” I thought as I placed my phone
back into my pocket.

“Okay, what else is
here?”

Not knowing what the
glimmering object was, I carefully rummaged through the contents of
the gutter and retrieved a shiny metal object. But, when I sat back
on my heels and checked my hand, I found half of a medallion. It
looked like the one in the window. It felt heavy. Half of a symbol
was in the center of the fascinating piece of metal.

I wondered.
“Had it laid in the gutter, or did one of
the runners drop it?”

Getting up again became an
effort. I was stiff from the train seat, but my arthritis made this
almost impossible. All the shopkeepers turned their backs and
continued their various chores. None came to help as I struggled
back to my feet. I shuffled back to the dirty window to compare the
two objects. The one in my hand seemed to match the one in the
window. They both had the same jagged edge down their middle, the
same sparkling crystals around their edge, and a unique symbol in
the center. I placed the one in my hand into my jacket pocket. Then
I brushed off my leaf-covered jacket, wiped the dirt from my pants,
and smoothed my hair with my hands. Once presentable, I turned and
walked stiffly to the door and entered Ye Olde World Shoppe.


 


2. WONDERS OF YE OLDE
WORLD SHOPPE

 


The dimly lit shop smelled
a little musty and stale. I waited a few moments while my eyes
adjusted to the darkness to enter. “Little dark in
here.”

An unoiled hinge squeaked
in the dark recess of the shop. The shopkeeper ambled out and with
a gruff baritone voice, said, “It saves on overhead costs.” And
without hesitating, he continued, “You’re free to look around. I
have a bit of everything, and something may interest
you.”

The shopkeeper had a
distinctive dialect, but then again, I was in the backwoods of New
England. The six-foot-tall middle-aged shopkeeper had a
well-cropped gray beard with brown accents. Down to the middle of
his back hung an equally gray ponytail. His weather-beaten face had
countless wrinkles and one bushy eyebrow. Even his clothes differed
from other merchants on the street. The other vendors wore spotless
white dress shirts, pressed trousers, and clean ties under their
clean white shop aprons. This shopkeeper dressed like an
outdoorsman. He wore a brown and green plaid flannel shirt and dark
green camouflage cargo pants. Around his waist was a yellowish,
dirty, red-stained apron.

I wondered,
“Did I disturb him from butchering a
kill?”

“Most everything’s for
sale, and each has its own exclusive price.”

“Thank you. But I’m just
looking,” I responded with my best smile.

“Help yourself,” he
grumbled. “I’ll be around.”

My eyes finally adjusted
to the faintly lit room. The flickering light came from antique oil
lamp hanging from the ceiling and not its unlit 1920s electric
bronze ceiling fixtures. The shop looked more like a museum than an
antique store, and it definitely needed a fresh coat of paint on
its faded beige walls, and the old wooden floors were firm, worn,
and scratched. Behind the shopkeeper stood a well-preserved,
massive, open antique roll-top desk. The caretaker had objects and
papers stuffed into each of its cubbyholes. Strewn across the
desktop were papers, or at least where I believed the desktop
should be. A large dark blue stein with a figure of a white lion
sat on some documents at its corner. A comfortable wooden rolling
chair sat next to the desk. I assumed it squeaked when the
shopkeeper stood up. A hook on the wall next to the desk held a
plain, dark green hooded cloak that resembled the one worn by the
first runner I encountered.

A small oil lamp on the
wall next to his desk illuminated a dozen well-aged paintings and
portraits of well-dressed noblemen and beautiful women. Those
frames held a thick layer of fine dust on their edging. A dozen
feet away hung one by itself with a magnificent scenic view. The
light from two small lamps illuminated the fantastic landscape. A
master artist had painted it from sitting and viewing the scene
from a prominent place. It showed a peaceful blue stream flowing
through grasslands ahead of softly rolling hills, groves of fruit
trees, and in the distance, snow-covered mountain peaks. A single
road ran straight towards the distant mountain. Along the cleaned
edges were carved woodlands creatures.

“Wow, splendid view. How
much for this oil painting?” I asked.

“Sorry, that is the only
item not for sale.”

“At any price?” I
inquired.

His voice turned dark.
“No! That’s my homeland.”

“Okay,” I said as I raised
my hand ahead of me, “It’s a great piece of art.”

The shopkeeper nodded and
said, “Yes, it is. But, perhaps, you’ll find something else to
buy.”

“Yes,
perhaps.” My mind said, “The
medallion.”

Turning, I glanced into
the room. This shop differed from the others. Floor-to-ceiling
hand-built cherrywood, glass display cases lined each side of the
aisle. Instead of price tags, a faded white card explained the
history of each item.

“Is this a
museum?”

There was clutter
everywhere. Stacks of books, open crates, statues enclosed with a
protective bubble wrap, and high stacks of unopened boxes were
scattered around the room. There did not seem to be a clear path to
the front window and the medallion.

“Why didn’t I ask which
aisle to the front window?”

I turned to what I thought
was a pathway to the rest of the store. Pots, pans, dishes,
glassware were down this row. The first one read: ‘ceramic clay
pottery circa 1250 AD, Anasazi Indians, Southwest Utah, found
Boulder, Utah.’ Different Elizabethan Fine Bone China followed in
the remaining cabinets. The subsequent tag read ‘Staffordshire
China Chocolate’ before I stopped reading. I smiled and muttered
out loud, “This isn’t my aisle.”

The shopkeeper stroked his
beard and chuckled. “Usually, only women go down…that
aisle.”

“My wife, Sandy, always
said, ‘Don’t go near the fragile items. Turn and amble the other
way.’” Then she would chuckle.

“God, I
miss her laugh.” That thought
echoed through my mind.

After two more steps, I
encountered an oversized ten-foot-high Elizabethan dresser. It
blocked access to the next aisle. I backtracked and returned to
where I had started. The shopkeeper’s face held the faintest trace
of an ironic smile. The shopkeeper chuckled, “I get a little
nervous in that aisle, myself. Try the next aisle. It may not be
quite as expensive. Fewer breakables.”

I wondered,
“Did he think I was a looker and not a
buyer.”

This time I decided I
would glance down the aisle before I walked down it. The row seemed
to be clear, but traveled off in the opposite direction from the
front window. But each side had military items in the dusty glass
display cases.

“This was my cup of
tea.”

On my right were swords
from before the Revolutionary War through World War I. One card
stated in a formal font, ‘Used by Lieutenant Colonel George
Washington, French and Indian Wars, Commissioned March 15, 1754.’
Another was a saber from ‘Lieutenant Colonel Dezydery Chlapowski,
Napoleon’s Imperial Guard Cavalry, Polish Lancers, May 22, 1813.’
On the other side of the aisle were guns. One read: ‘General
Black Jack Pershing,
World War I, Colt,’ and another claimed to be ‘Frank James colt
pistol, from when he turned himself in to jail in 1882.’

“I need
a photo of this collection.” I
thought as I pulled out my phone and asked, “Do you have a cable
and an electric outlet I can use.”

“Sorry, no power. Had a
severe storm come through here last night. Everyone in town is
using candles, kerosene or oil lamps.”

“Okay.
You have a impressive collection of historical weapons,” I
declared, but thought, “Damn! Why
didn’t I charge it before I left home?”

“I only trade for the
best,” he replied.

“I’m retired military
myself. United States Army, taught for a while at West Point,” I
said as I continued to work my way down the aisle. Then came my
bull in a china shop moment. I tripped over a light brown buckskin
pouch on the floor and almost fell into the display case. I placed
my phone on the counter, then bent over and picked up the pouch. It
weighed four to five pounds.

“Sorry. My fault, I
haven’t found the time or a shelf for that yet,” uttered the
contrite storekeeper. “However, you may be interested in what’s in
that pouch.”

“I’m just here killing
time waiting for the train,” I said as I offered the leather bag
back to him.

“Why don’t you take a
peek? It won’t bite you. I guarantee you will like what you find,”
he said in his most intriguing voice. He placed his hand over his
heart and added, “I promise.”

“Truth
be told, I am interested in what I would find in the
pouch,” I thought, then said with a
laugh, “You know curiosity killed a cat.”

“Possibly, that’s why they
say they have nine lives,” he replied.

I flipped open the outer
flap and peered into the pouch. An old army single-action Colt 45,
7½ inch barrel revolver with a new box of cartridges and a
four-foot-long length of braided leather sat in the
pocket.

My salesman strategically
cleared his throat, “The Colt Company assembled that fine
Peacemaker in the mid-1880s based on its serial number.”

“May I examine
it?”

“Go right ahead, but be
careful. It’s still loaded with old ordinance.”

I examined the hammer,
trigger and firing pin before opening the gun and to look at the
cylinder. It had old bullets in it. It surprised me to see the gun
loaded. The outer muzzle and butt plate looked a little worn. I
placed the cylinder back in. Under the cylinder was the serial
number 03743. “Okay. The gun seemed in good condition.”

I placed the pistol back
into the pouch and pulled out the short leather like rope. “What’s
this for?”

The shopkeeper scratched
his chin. “Looks like the owner wove himself the beginnings of a
belt or whip. The gun should be in working order, but I haven’t
found the time to test fire that fine quality, crafted handgun
yet,” declared the earnest merchant. “I’ll let you have it for, oh
say, nine hundred dollars, and that’s with the leather pouch, box
of new shells, and length of leather.”

Putting on my poker face,
I turned it over in my hand and nodded two times. Then, while my
mind yelled out, “Fantastic, the true
market value for this quality piece is two thousand,”
and said, “I guess we have a deal.”

Afterwards, I pulled out
my wallet and handed him my credit card. The shopkeeper took it and
walked back to his desk. I inspected my first-rate new purchase and
had almost forgotten what I had come into the store to find. I
placed the gun back in the pouch and pulled the strap over my head
onto my right shoulder to lie on my left side, then continued
searching for a path to the medallion in the storefront
window.

Clutter kept me away from
the front window. I moved over one aisle, hoping to get closer to
the window. A stout wooden table with three large cardboard boxes
blocked my way. I knelt down and awkwardly crawled under it. I
pulled myself up with the help of a five-foot-tall bronze lamp
stand. My arthritis screamed as I stood up straight before
continuing down the aisle. Before me now was an old-time child’s
school desk. It barred my way. Two make matters worse, it had two
cardboard boxes filled with books on it. I decided the only way to
the table in the front window was by brute force. I took a deep
breath, picked up the first box, and moved it to the
floor.

“Do I
really want to know?” I wondered as
I rubbed my sore back.

After a couple of seconds,
I took in a deep breath and slid the second box on top of the
first. “Okay, that was too bad,” I muttered to myself.

Glancing past the deck, I
saw the front window. “I’m close now,” I huffed out. I picked up
the small desk and moved it over my head, and put it down behind
me. Then, I took four more steps and was at my destination. I
breathed out, “Whew!”

I paused and gawked at the
half of a silver medallion in the center of the chipped china
dinner plate.

“Maybe
three times a charm,” I thought as
I pulled out my cell phone for a snapshot.

Again, the camera didn’t
work. “Damn!” I
set my phone down on the table next to the blue plate.

“Okay, let’s see what I’ve
got.”

Reaching into my jacket
pocket, my fingers fumbled it twice before it came forth, secure in
my hand. The two half puzzle pieces looked as if they would fit
perfectly together. I picked up the half medallion from the blue
plate and carefully examined it next to my half. The symbol on each
matched. As I brought the two halves closer. A magnetic energy
started pulling the pieces together. My hands tried to hold them
apart, but the force was too strong.

At that moment, the
storekeeper looked over the table and shouted, “What are you doing?
No! Wait!”

The two jagged edges
bonded themselves into one whole medallion.

A dazzling blue-green
light exploded from my hands, blinding me, and a crackling
ear-deafening thunderclap followed it, and then I felt myself being
lifted off my feet.


 


3. FOREST DEEP

 


I floated in the air with
a mild sense of movement, with no physical effort. My mind seemed
clear, but my body was powerless. My ears rang as if I stood near a
bell tower. Even after the blue-green light shimmer dissipated, the
after-effects still hampered my vision.

“Wow!
That was like looking into a flash from a camera,”
I thought.

I shut my eyes, shook my
head, took two long deep breaths, and re-focused. My stomach was
queasy, and my muscles tingled, but when I flexed my arms and
knees, they were pain-free. I felt young again.

“Guess
this is from an adrenalin rush,” I
thought.

Between the moving dots of
light, I peered at the silver medallion in the palm of my hand. Not
two distinct halves. There was no seam, no jagged edges. Instead,
it had melded itself together. The lines of the symbol merged. Then
I had a vague, uncomfortable realization I was no longer standing
in the front window of the cluttered museum. I took a moment to pat
myself down to check for injured. After finding none, I
wondered, “I’m in shock, and this is
nothing more than a hallucination. Had lightning hit me? When the
young man ran into me, did I hit my head and this nothing more than
being on psychotropic drugs at a hospital?”

Even though my fuzziness,
what surprised me the most, was I found myself still standing
upright. Looking straight ahead, I found something big and rough
blocking my path. I reached out my right hand and touched the dark
brown bark of a tree. Glancing to my right and left was the same
gigantic tree. Finally, the ringing in my ears started to subside,
and the white moving dots were getting less annoying. I staggered
back five steps and looked around again. A dense forest surrounded
me. Not a forest-like one you would find in New England in the
fall. There were no colored leaves on these branches or the ground.
There were no pines, no blue spruce, nor even white
birch.

“Hell, where am I? Think.
Wasn’t I just in an antique shop?”

The tree and those around
it were enormous. They were bigger and taller than the mighty
redwoods out west in California, and they had hand-sized
teal-colored leaves, not needles. Straight up above my head were
branches that seemed to hold up the sun and blue sky. Their leaves
almost blotted out the sunlight. The ground had oddly formed spots
of light dotting the floor, much like freckles on the face of the
earth.

Suddenly, I felt sick and fell to my knees
and threw up.

I questioned myself with
my right hand and knees holding me up. “If
this is a dream, why am I holding this medallion in my left
hand?” I didn’t have an answer.

I dug my finger into the
ground and scooped up a handful of dirt and a seed pod and leaned
back to rest on my heels. The earth felt like the same dirt as
always. However, the seed was more extensive than I had ever seen.
It looked like a pod from a pine tree, but this one was huge, five
inches long, two inches wide. When I broke the pod apart, seeds
spilled out of it. Around me, decaying leaves and broken branches
covered the brown soil. Sprinkled on the ground around the area
were more seedpods. The trees’ deep massive roots reached out of
the ground to grab more earth for themselves.

“Take a
deep breath, stay calm.” I squeezed
my eyes shut tight. “Someone will call the
paramedics.”

Twice, I filled my lungs
and exhaled before I reopened my eyes. Nothing changed. I attempted
to stand, but stopped with my hands on my knees. Finally, I stood
straight up and turned to the left to get my bearings. As I got
halfway around, I made eye-to-eye contact. A giant stag stared at
me with its big brown eyes. He stood still chewing grass in a small
sunlit clearing about twenty yards away. He didn’t move a single
muscle. His tan fur was thick and matted. His antlers seemed to
have twelve to fifteen points and were at least eight feet wide.
The largest buck I had ever seen.

I said to myself, “Van’s
deer hunting expedition in Michigan was more about drinking beer
than hunting, but on the second day, the Forest Ranger said Bob’s
buck barely missed the record. This
majestic creature dwarfed that deer.” 

For only the next thirty
seconds, only his ears twitched as if they searched the woods for
any danger. He fixated on me, and I watched him as intently. Then
his ears focused to the right, as if he heard something.

He twisted his majestic
body and leaped to his left in a flash, then jumped three times and
disappeared from view into the woods. Two vibrating arrow shafts
stuck out from the tree next to where he had stood. One arrow held
a leaf with a second, maybe two inches below. I heard two voices
arguing from behind a dozen trees. The surrounding greenery hid
them from my view.

An older, deeper voice
chuckled and said, “That’s how you stop a leaf from falling
down.”

“You’re good, but not that
good,” a second younger voice laughed.

“I hit that leaf right in
the middle.”

“That leaf floated back
and forth after you took your shot.”

“Anticipation, my boy. You
need to anticipate,” he said, followed by a loud
chortle.

That’s when I remembered
the medallion in my left hand.

“Strange, it’s giving me a
sense it shouldn’t be seen.”

I opened my jacket and
placed the leather strap around my neck, dropped it under my shirt,
and zipped my jacket. I patted the buckskin pouch on my side to
make sure the pistol was still there.

Two bow hunters walked
into view, and I froze in place. They moved towards their arrows
embedded in the tree. Both men looked to be slightly over six feet
tall.

The older hunter of the
two had dark gray hair and a trimmed gray beard. He was dressed in
a green and brown-patched camouflage coat and pants. He held a
longbow in his left hand with a notched arrow in its string.
Strapped across his back hung a brown leather quiver full of
arrows.

The second archer’s voice
sounded younger. His brown and green hooded jacket covered his
facial features. He also wore camouflage-colored pants of the
woods. Only a tuft of his light brown hair stuck out from under his
hood. His quiver hung on his left hip. He also held his longbow in
his left hand with an arrow notched, ready for quick action. The
younger man pointed his right index finger at the tree where the
shaft had snatched a leaf out of the air.

There was something
unusual about their dress; both hunters wore sword scabbards
dangling from belts, and chain mail showed at their wrists and
necklines.

“Swords? Chain mail? Had I
wandered into a Renaissance pageant? Or was this a hallucination?
Shades of the Twilight Zone!”

As they reached the spot
where the stag had been, they turned with one fluid motion, aimed
their arrows at me. They didn’t pull their string taut, but that
would take a moment. After that, I became a deer in the preverbal
headlights with nowhere to go.

The older of the two
hunters shouted in a loud, gruff voice, “Walk slowly to the
clearing.”

There was a four-foot
diameter fallen branch between where I stood and the glen where
they pointed their arrows.

I wondered to myself,
“Could I get down behind the branch and
pull the old pistol out of the pouch before an arrow killed me?
Hell, the Colt might not even fire. Too many ifs to risk it, better
do, as they demanded.”

By instinct, my arms
slowly rose over my head. I ambled towards the longbow archers and
yelled, “I’m unarmed.”

I got to the branch and
climbed over it with one arm raised at all times. Smaller branches
scratched at my face and hands as I crawled over. Once I got to the
clearing, the older hunter lowered his bow, un-notched his arrow,
placed it back in his quiver, and drew his sword from its
scabbard.

In a demanding voice, he asked, “Who are
you?”

He stepped forward and
eyed me up and down. The older man must have learned to be wary of
strangers. He took my right arm, put his sword point to my side,
looked into my eyes, and asked again, “Who are you, and what are
you doing here in the King’s Royal Forest?”

“I’m…ah…ohm…a
traveler. I was exploring the area, and…ah got lost,” I exclaimed,
but wondered, “Will the Bible verse,
‘the truth will set you free,’ work?”

“Traveler, huh? Stay still. Don’t
want to run you through, just yet.”

The older man patted me down from
head to ankles. As he found my grandfather’s one-inch penknife, my
wallet, watch, and lucky token, he dropped them on the ground. As
he bent down, his sword’s tip poked through my jacket. The older
man raised the penknife ahead of my face and laughed, “Protect
yourself with this?”

“Never had to.”

He put it back in my
jacket pocket. “Now you’re armed,” he snickered.

“Thanks,” I said
sarcastically.

He opened my wallet and asked, “What’s all
this paper?”

“Tell
him as little as possible.” I
thought and said, “Pictures of my past leaders.”

The older man emptied the
other contents onto the ground. Thankfully, my driver’s license and
military identification card fell face down.

He strewed the contents of
my wallet across the ground with his sword point. “Nothing
here.”

With his other hand, he
flipped my Kennedy half-dollar in his left hand. “Worth
much?”

“Good
luck token,” I replied and wondered, “How’d he miss the Medallion hanging around my
neck?”

“Give you much
luck?”

He toyed with my watch. “Valuable?”

“Cheap bracelet. You can
keep it.”

He smiled.
“Thanks.”

The old archer put it in
his pocket, then glanced at my pouch. “Ah, what’s in here?” he said
with a chuckle as he pulled it over my head and flipped open the
pouch before dumping the contents and pouch on the ground. He
watched my reaction before he carefully moved the gun with the toe
of his boot. He reached down and grabbed my handgun. “Funny looking
hammer.” He swung it up and down as if he was pounding a
nail.

I murmured, “That’s not a toy.”

The older man looked down
the barrel. “What’s this used for?”

“Getting rid of
pests.”

He gazed at me and asked, “Bugs?”

“Usually, rats and
snakes.”

I inhaled when his finger
almost touched the trigger as he pointed the barrel at his young
friend. Then scowling older man shrugged, and I exhaled when he
dropped the gun onto the pouch on the ground ahead of me. The box
of new shells spilled out. “Arrowheads,” he asked.

“Has the same function,” I
replied.

The older archer nodded,
his eyes narrowed, and he tapped his foot. “He carries no weapons,
Del.”

The younger man
nodded.

Suddenly, the older bowman
grabbed the front of my jacket and snarled, “Why are you
here?”

I put on my most innocent
face and said, “I’m sorry, I didn’t know it was the Royal
Forest.”

“Everyone knows these
woods belong to the King of Central City.”

“I’m not of your Land. I
am a citizen of the United States of America.”

“Where’s this United —
States — merica?” He asked. The haughty tone of his voice and the
point of his blade pointing at my side weren’t
reassuring.

“It’s a long way from
here,” I said with a faint smile.

The young man frowned,
gave a slight nod, and asked, “Which realm are you coming from
now?”

“I’m not sure.”

I grimaced when I felt a
sudden pinch in my side. “Hey, that hurts.”

“Meant to. Answer him,
boy.”

“I
didn’t know I bypassed anything,” I said, but
wondered, “Why did he call me boy?
I’m at least his age.”

The two exchanged glances. The younger
hunter lowered his bow but continued to keep it notched.

“Let’s tie him to a tree
and have target practice,” the older man chuckled.

“Better change the subject fast,” I
thought, but said, “Really. Where’s the Renaissance
Fair?”

“What’s that?”

“You know, feudal
times?”

The older hunter paused and stated, “Playing
dumb…won’t work.”

“Okay, did you miss that
big deer on purpose?”

The younger hunter stepped
forward and stared at me. His gaze was like a cat: hooded, cold,
and unreadable. His penetrating green eyes bore through me. With a
tone of strained patience, he declared, “We missed the deer on
purpose. My people enjoy the sport of hunting, the experience of
tracking prey and being out in the fresh air. We don’t kill for
fun. We only kill for need.”

“Sorry,
I didn’t mean to offend. I’m just lost.” I said but
thought, “Boy, is that an
understatement.”

“Traveler. This forest is
protected. We found you here. Why?” probed the young
man.

The older hunter pulled me
closer until I could smell his breath and slapped the broadside of
his sword across my thigh, and growled, “Boy, I guarantee, you will
tell us where you came from, and I’m lost isn’t the correct
answer.”

Before my inquisitor could
ask me another question, the sound of small branches crunching on
our right disturbed my scenic interrogation.


 


4. NO MERCY

 


Five screaming men attired
in black charged from the woody undergrowth, waving weapons high
above their heads. Their bare blades glinted in the sunlight. Black
hoods covered their heads, and black masks hid their faces. Their
ear-piercing shrieks reverberated throughout the clearing. Sewn
across their hearts was a light gray emblem of a
gargoyle.

“They look like ninja
assassins.”

The younger hunter raised
his bow, pulled the bowstring taut, and released it. The arrow flew
straight towards the lead attacker. It hit him in the center of his
gargoyle emblem. Blood spurted from his wound as he ran two more
steps, grabbed for the protruding shaft, and sprawled to the
ground. His scimitar somersaulted past the young bowman. The
younger hunter flung down his bow, drew his sword, and awaited his
next attacker.

“Hell! This isn’t a
Renaissance fair!”

The older hunter released
my jacket and swung around to meet the threat. “Protect yourself,”
he screamed. “Assassins don’t take prisoners.”

He took a few steps
towards their attackers, then hammered his first enemy’s blade
aside and twisted his sword’s razor edge across his adversary’s
throat. The assassin reached for his throat, but his hand never got
there. Instead, his eyes rolled back in his head as he toppled to
the side. The archer pulled his dagger and rushed forward for the
next intruder.

“Damn! The old guy knows
how to fight.”

Reflexes guided my
movement. I knelt down, reached my right hand into the leather
pouch, and found the grip of my colt’s .45. It came out with ease.
I aimed it at the third attacker when out of the corner of my eye;
I saw six more silent black-clad cutthroats skillfully moving
towards the hunters from the rear. They all ran directly for the
younger hunter.

“They
don’t have a chance! Please, fire.” I thought as I twisted around to stop the backstabbing
ambushers.

Turning, I aimed for body
mass, cocked the hammer, and pulled the trigger. A
resounding bang and blue-gray smoke came from the muzzle. My aim was true.
The closest to the young hunter staggered, glanced my way, and fell
face first, still holding his sword as he hit the ground. The
bullet chamber rotated as I aimed, cocked, and fired at the second
black-masked attacker. A second puff of smoke and reverberating
report left the deadly barrel’s end. The second man dropped his
curved blade and clutched his chest as he collapsed to the ground.
His sword fell and landed embedded in the soil to his
left.

Suddenly, it occurred to
me. “Those logos, they’re dressed like the
two in town.”

Behind him, a screech
echoed above all the yells. Someone or something dressed in black
dragged down the last in line, before dashing to the
next.

“Who’s
helping?” I wondered. But didn’t
have time to look.

I turned to locate the
next attacker. The large man changed his course and came straight
towards me. I aimed, cocked, and pulled the trigger, but pistol
didn’t fire.

“Damn it! Try
again!”

The assassin zigzagged
across the distance between us, fast. I tried to fire it again with
the same results.

“Crap!”

The big man brandished his
four-foot battle-ax in his right hand as if it weighed nothing. I
leaned to my right, then to my left, as he ran for me. Before I
knew it, he swung his battle-ax at my head. I darted to my left,
then did a rolling tumble. My maneuver allowed me to avoid his
initial slash by mere inches. As I rolled, I took aim and pulled
the trigger. Again, nothing happened.

“Damn, old
ammo.”

I returned to my feet into
a defensive stance, by instinct alone, like I had taught in my Navy
Seals hand-to-hand combat classes, and discarded the
non-functioning revolver to keep my hands free. For years, I taught
Special Forces how to fight against armed attackers, but never
against one with a four-foot battle-ax.

“Remember your rules,
Seth. Rule one: Stay calm, keep your balance, and stay on the balls
of your feet.”

His momentum made him take
nearly a dozen steps past me. He spun around and came straight at
me for the second time. His brow creased, and eyes seemed to flash
in anger. On his second slash, I leaped to my right in time to
avoid his swinging wedge of deadly steel. I felt the breeze whiz by
my ear.

“Remember, Rule two: Watch
the center mass of your opponent’s body for their genuine
movement.”

Pivoting, I grabbed his
right arm as it moved past me and used his own weight against him,
throwing him over my shoulder. The man was shorter than me, five
foot nine, but was broader and robust. He also seemed much sturdier
than the other attackers. Like the hunters, he wore chain-mail
under his black leather tunic, and it didn’t seem to slow him down.
I spun around and again faced him.

“Remember Rule three: Keep
your attacker off-balance. Do something unexpected.”

The ax-man knelt on one
knee, then slapped the dirt with his left hand in disgust. “You
nothing. Me enjoy kill’en you.”

I chuckled back, “I’m not
the one on the ground.”

He arose from the grassy
soil slowly to his full height. A toothy smile crossed his heavily
bearded face as our eyes met. His smile slowly turned into a full,
toothy grin. “Your death…slow…painful. Drawn and quartered, me
think.”

“Rule four: Use what’s
available.”

The man spat on his hands,
rubbed them together, and gripped his battle-ax like a baseball
player waiting for a pitch. A few feet from me laid the short,
wrapped leather cord. I moved three steps towards it and swept it
up into my hand. My eyes never left my opponent as I looped the
ends around each hand and pulled it tight.

His mouth tightened into a
grin, and he waved his blade in front of him as he strolled slowly
towards me. Suddenly he charged me, yelling, “Die.”

As his ax blade shifted
downward, I jerked to my right, raised the leather line up, and
hooked his wedge of steel with my length of leather. The force of
his swing yanked the rope from my hands, but it also took the ax
from his. The ax sailed behind me and to the right. He twisted his
body, but I caught his chin with a glancing blow from my shoulder.
He landed awkwardly on his back.

“I’m
going to feel that in the morning...” I thought to myself. “…if I
live.” I stood
straight up.

“Okay, Rule five: Check
your surroundings.”

The clearing’s terrain was
firm, flat, and had no obstacles. “Damn,
my leather rope is too far away.” I moved
deliberately to my left.

His right hand reached
down, picked it up from the ground, and gripped the handle of his
battle-ax. Then my black-clad adversary tested its sharpness with
his left thumb. He faced me, raised his ax over his head, and
sprinted at me. As his blade swung to cleave me in two, I moved to
my right, then towards my attacker. It caught him completely off
guard. I grabbed the handle of the battle-ax with one hand, grasped
a handful of his shirt with the other, and yanked him and his
weapon over my right hip. He again sprawled to the ground with a
loud “oomph.” His ax blade embedded itself into the earth a few
feet behind him. Handle up.

“Damn. That maneuver
worked.”

His beard was full of
dirt, leaves, and grass. The grin had escaped his face. He sprang
to his feet, charged me once again, trying to tackle me. I avoided
his initial grasp with my best hand check, kept my footing, and
turned to face him again. He had run past me a few yards and now
dashed for me again. I took two quick steps to my right as the
assassin reached out for me. My right hand chopped his outstretched
arms. Then, fisting my left hand, I cocked it outward and raised it
up into his face. He took three steps sideways, shook his head,
refocused, and came for me again.

I took in a deep breath
and thought, “Adrenaline is a great energy
boost.”

I didn’t evade his third
attempt. He spun me around and put me in a bear hug. My muscles
tensed, and I brought my hands to his face and tried to stiff-arm
him away. The muscles in his forearms compressed my ribs until I
thought they would break. My breath was leaving my lungs fast. I
slapped my hands across his ears with all my remaining strength. He
released me with a “grunt” and staggered backward two steps. I
stepped forward and head-butted him in his face. He fell back a few
more paces before kneeling.

“How
much longer could I keep this up. Hell, I’m 53 years old and out of
shape, fighting a much fitter and younger man,”
I wondered to myself.

He placed his hands to his
ears, wiped the blood from his nose, and coughed up a gob of
crimson spit from his mouth. Three drops fell on his tunic below
his red gargoyle emblem. He gulped for air and placed his hands on
his thighs.

“Good, he’s tiring
too.”

He stared at me with his steely dark black
eyes and growled. “Me, Mercenarius.”

“Is that supposed to mean
something?” I replied.

A fierce snarl showed his
bloody teeth. Beads of perspiration flowed down his forehead, ran
to the tip of his nose before falling to the ground. A grimace
replaced his smiling face. His brow furrowed into ridges. His eyes
blazed and nostrils flared. He was way past angry. It was my turn
to smile strategically to unnerve my formidable
adversary.

I remembered telling my
trainees, “Rule six: An angry enemy is not
a thinking enemy.”

“Mercenarius, is that all
you have?”

“Me cut you into so many
lid-del pieces,” he murmured.

He rose to his feet and
methodically drew his ornate dagger from its matching jeweled
scabbard. I yanked off my jacket and wrapped it around my left
hand.

“Wish I had my bowie
knife.”

The big man took three
steps forward, then moved to his right, all the while playing with
his shiny blade until it flashed sunlight into my eyes. I shielded
my eyes as I slowly circled to his left to avoid the glare. My
enemy followed my lead across the ground to keep ahead of me. He
flipped his dagger from his right hand to the left and back again.
He grinned as he lunged at me once, twice, as if testing me. I
barely avoided each violent thrust. Finally, on his third swipe, I
faked to my left and moved right. All I got for my feint was a
slight rip on my jacket.

“Damn, He knows rule
number two.”

I blocked his blade with
my wound-up jacket shield on his next slash and karate chopped his
wrist. The maneuver dislodged the dagger from his hand. His eyes
widened as he reached into the air for his lost weapon. I took a
step back, grabbed his right arm, twisted, and rotated him over my
hip, sending him sprawling across the grassy field. It was one of
my better jujitsu moves. He struggled to get up to his knees. I
gulped down a deep breath and came back to my defensive
stance.

“Had
enough?” I demanded, but thought, “How the hell am I doing this?”

His dirt and grass-stained
tunic was twisted askew over his head. As he finally got up to his
feet, he pulled his tunic straight. He looked nervous for the first
time. Sweat poured down his face. He swept the back of his hand to
clear his eyes as his eyes searched the area to his right, then to
his left. Finally, he spun around and ran back to his right,
grabbed his ax handle, and wrenched it from the ground with a loud
grunt. As he ran back, I glanced down and swept his dagger into my
right hand in one fluid motion.

My exhausted black-clad
opponent let out a blood-chilling scream and rushed me for a quick
kill. I avoided his tiring, ineffectual swing and drew his dagger
across the top of his hands. Blood spurted in all directions as he
released the battle-ax handle with a roared curse from between his
blood-spattered lips. The weapon fell behind me with a heavy thud.
He turned, swung his bloody fist at my head. I grasped his arm and
flipped him onto his back. I became the aggressor and straddled him
with my knees on his arms and his dagger blade at his throat. Beads
of sweat and dirt covered his face. Then something happened I
didn’t expect. His eyes calmed, and he smiled.

“Surrender!” I screamed as
the dagger’s blade drew a trickle of blood. My saliva sprinkled his
face.

“Defeated by a man with no
weapons,” Mercenarius said softly.

“Surrendering?”

He smirked, shook his
head, and exhaled, “Can’t.”

Unexpectedly, my adversary
grabbed my hand and pulled his blade down and across his throat.
The blade cut deep, severing both his windpipe and jugular vein.
His brown eyes widened, and his mouth jerked open. Blood sprayed
out from his wound across my hand and the ground. A moment later,
his body and hands shuddered violently. A soft gurgle came from his
blood-filled mouth. His body tensed, then became limp. Then his
dark eyes flickered as his life drained from them. My whole body
relaxed in shock and disbelief.

“Wow. Suicide? What
reason?”

I twisted around to see
what happened with the hunters. Now nine attackers lay motionless
in the clearing behind the hunters. Both hunters approached me. The
older man wiped his sword off with a piece of a black shirt. I
unwound my twisted jacket from my arm, found a slight tear by the
pocket, and put it back on. As they reached me, the older hunter
mumbled, “How did you—?”

His voice trailed off
after a hand signal from the young hunter.

I wondered that
myself, “Old, fat, and arthritic except
now my jacket zipped easily over my stomach, and my body felt no
pain. Adrenaline is a damn good thing.”

“They’re all assassins.
Some worship snakes. Others are fanatics or soldiers-of-fortune.
Whatever you call them, it paid them well.”

The older hunter reached
out, handed me the rag to clean my hand, and then pulled me up to
stand next to them. He uncorked a water skin.

“Thanks,”

“No, no, for your
hands.”

I cupped my hands and
rubbed them as he poured water over them. As I wiped my hands, they
glanced down for the first time at my attacker’s face. Suddenly,
blood drained from their faces. I gazed down at the man I had
killed. All I heard was my heart thumping in my ears and the
screech of one far-off hawk.


 


5. THE ASSASSIN’S RETRIBUTION

 


“When we fought, he said
his name was Mercenarius?” I half-told and half asked.

The young hunter took a
few steps back while the older hunter stood motionless, staring at
the body. Then, finally, he grunted out, “What the—!” He swallowed
hard, and his voice strained, “That is…or was Mercenarius. At least
that’s the name he used.”

“He used?”

“Yeah.” The old hunter
shook his head and breathed out, “And you used his own weapons
against him.”

“No! He killed
himse—.”

The older hunter
interrupted, “May the gods—!” He paused, glanced at his protégé,
then looked back down and said, “You may not realize it, but you
killed an all-weapons expert. He held the title of ‘Thee Master
Assassin.’”

I took a deep breath and
exhaled slowly. “No, I didn’t.”

“More people will sleep
better without him in our Land.”

“Is that why he wears the
gargoyle symbol?”

“He wore red. They say the
scum that leads him wears a black one over a background of red. All
others wear gray.”

“Know anything more about
him?”

“He’s infamous. Some say
he’s a part-breed, half-dwarf, and half-human. He’s killed hundreds
on assignments: men, women, and even young children. He leaves a
strip of red cloth on each of his victims.” The older man glanced
around the glen. “Unlike those others, Mercenarius didn’t even
cover his face to hide his identity. He was arrogant. He wanted
everyone to know who killed the victim. Most assassins kill with
stealth; he attacked wherever, whenever, he found his victims.
Clients paid him to kill. For their payment, he did just that,” he
gazed again at the young hunter, “All, but one, because of
you.”

“Why’s he
here for you?” I asked, but thought, “That’s why Mercenarius
told me his name. He’s trying to unnerve
me.”

“Three months ago, he
killed the fourth Prince of the Sea Elves and five of his
well-armed and trained bodyguards. He did it all by himself.
Usually, assassins kill for profit. Instead, Mercenarius killed his
prey for the sheer pleasure of killing. He enjoyed playing with his
victims, giving them pain before death. Once he took Prince
Sparrow’s head, he staked it on the hill overlooking his city of
Eventide. He left his signature red cloth hanging around the stake.
Since then, eleven others have died. Three were small
children.”

“Even children. Hell, is
this a nightmare?”

“Can’t you stop
them?”

“They come from the
uncharted territories outside our Land or a place called Robber’s
Hide-a-way in the mountains in the northeast. Some have called it
Slayer’s Roost or worst. These are from the Roost’s band of
mercenaries.” He shook his head. “What a waste. Individually, they
were the best-trained warriors in all the Lands.”

“Why were they sent
here?”

The old archer glanced
behind him towards the young man. “It’s not my place to
explain.”

“So, the young hunter is in
charge here.”

He continued, “People say
there are only three or four warriors throughout the entire Land
who could fight him one on one. None, not one of those, could have
killed him as easily as you did.”

“That wasn’t
easy.”

I glanced at the dead on
the ground. “You both defended yourselves well, too.”

The older man took two
steps back, bowed his head when the younger hunter walked over and
raised his hand. The young man took a deep breath and asked, “Who
are you?”

“Like I said before, a
traveler.”

The young hunter came to
full height, and in a formal tone, declared, “I’m Prince Adelwin,
second son of King Gridal. This is Drake, Master-of-Arms, for my
father’s realm. He is my friend and mentor in that order. You may
call me Del.”

He glanced at the
Master-of-Arms. “Drake won’t tell you, but he is one of those three
or four that could fight him on single combat.” He pursed his lips.
“There is no way we could kill him and ten of these assassins.
Usually, Mercenarius works alone. For him to bring others,
someone…must really want me dead. Thank you for my life, …our
lives.”

Prince Adelwin turned and
walked back to the third member of their group. Drake stood in
front of the body for a moment longer and exclaimed, “Damn,
bastard.” He coughed up phlegm and spat it onto his lifeless
body.

“He’s already dead,” I
exclaimed.

“Good. We don’t need his
kind.”

Then the Master-at-Arms
nodded, turned, and walked towards Prince Del for a private
conversation.

I reluctantly stared down
at the assassin. The blood-smeared jeweled handle of the assassin’s
dagger was still sticking up from his throat. Blood oozed in a
puddle around his head.

I wondered,
“Haven’t fought in hand-to-hand combat for
twenty-five, …no thirty years. Maybe, back when I instructed
Special Forces, I could’ve fought, disarmed, and killed an opponent
like this. Is it like riding a bike?”

The lifeless body
stretched out before me on the ground. Three blood drops stained
the black tunic under his red Gargoyle crest. It made the emblem
look as if it was shedding tears. Weird. Was it a coincidence? The
Gargoyle looked like the emblem of the cloaks of the two hooded
figures that chased the young man in the village. Only their
emblems were gray, like the ones worn by the nine dead men
scattered across the clearing.

“Fifty-three, overweight,
slowed by aches and pains, and still able to defend from an
unexpected ambush? Was this all from an adrenaline rush? I feel
like a twenty-year-old again. No. More likely, I’m dreaming in a
hospital on some good hallucinogenic drugs? That’s more
likely.”

I took in a deep breath
and glanced around for my pistol and leather rope. Both were lying
on a patch of dirt a few yards away. Walking over to it, I picked
them up and brushed them off. Neither showed physical damage. I
walked back to my belonging and picked up the box of
bullets. “What do you know, a truthful
salesman? He put a box of fresh ammunition in the
pouch.”

I broke open the gun and pulled out five
tarnished cartridges into my hand. The outdated shells were as old
as the gun.

I wondered,
“Why did this fire at all.”

I cocked and un-cocked the
hammer with my thumb.

“At least it worked,
twice.”

Placing five new bullets
into the cylinder didn’t make me believe entirely. It would
function later.

I would have to wait to
clean and examine the parts. I placed the gun and the box of
bullets back in my buckskin pouch and then picked up my driver’s
license, wallet, and papers. Just as I had put them in my pocket,
Drake approached.

Drake held out his hand
and mumbled, “Here’s your lucky charm and bracelet.”

“Thanks. I guess the charm
worked for all of us.” I said as I dropped them into my
pocket.

“That thing that looks
like a hammer. What is it?”

“It’s called a gun. It’s a
weapon. Unfortunately, sometimes it works, and other times, it
doesn’t.”

The Master-at-Arms
shrugged his shoulders and growled, “We’ll talk about it later.” He
turned back towards Prince Del. “We needed to leave. There may be
others looking for us.”

I glanced back to where
the Prince knelt. Sitting next to him, getting his neck rubbed, was
a large muscular black panther.

“Drake,
what the—!” I exclaimed but thought, “Hell, that cat is bigger than my cousin’s two
hundred-thirty-pound mastiff.”

Drake glanced back and
chuckled out, “His pet.”

“His…pet?”

“And Protector. Each
member of the royal family has a big cat as a pet.”

“You live in a unfamiliar
land, then mine, Drake.”

“We must talk about your
Unite Stat soon.”

“Shut
up. Don’t correct him now.” I
thought.

He turned to Del, “We’ll
send one pf your Guard Companies back to bury the bodies properly.”
The cat’s gold-colored eyes gazed back at us, then rose to all four
legs and loped into the woods.

Drake looked back at me,
took in a deep breath, and stated, “Get your supplies together. You
can come with us.”

“I’ll travel
alon—.”

“You don’t understand.
You’re as much of a marked man as we are.”

I inhaled and exhaled
slowly. “You’re right. News like this gets out.” I nodded, then
exclaimed, “But I have none. May I have a sip from your
canteen?”

He blinked, his mouth
opened slightly, and he handed me his canteen. “No
supplies?”

I gulped down two
swallows, “Only what you saw.”

“Where did you come from,
the small moon?” He shrugged his shoulders. “Well, then you better
pick up the supplies from the dead. They won’t need them anymore.
Those can be your spoils.”

“Spoils!” My face warmed.
“Drake, I don’t kill for spoils, and I don’t kill for the thrill.
It’s am indeed a stranger in your Land, and I should’ve brought
supplies. But I came here unexpectedly and didn’t have time to
gather provisions.”

Drake growled, “Take the
battle-ax and dagger to begin. Those two weapons are the best in
the Land and are worth a small fortune. It’s also said he bought a
gem for each one of his kills. So, if you count the gemstones on
the dagger and scabbard, you’ll know the numbers of his kills. They
say even his battle-ax has a name. You will need them when his
friends find out who killed their leader.”

Drake jogged back behind some trees and came
back a minute later with two bedrolls and knapsacks.

“Yeah, what’s the proverb?
‘Revenge is a dish best served cold.’ So, I’ll leave
them.”

I returned to his body,
knelt down, unhooked his belt, and pulled it from his body.
Mercenarius’ prized jeweled scabbard still hung on his belt. I
pulled it off, placed it on his stomach, and then clasped his hand
over it. Then I wrapped the thick leather belt around my waist.
Even using the last notch, it fit loosely. Finally, I reached down,
closed his eyes, and straightened his left leg that was bent under
him.

I didn’t remove the
jeweled handle dagger from his throat. It would be a warning to
others. A touch of nausea made me turn away.

Drake then returned and
handed me a canteen, a pouch of food that looked like beef jerky,
an old clean bedroll, and a heavy black leather tunic for warmth.
“I found them in the foliage where the attackers came from,” Drake
said with a smirk. “Here’s a sword and scabbard from one of the
other bodies.”

“I have never used
one.”

“You have never used a
sword or the bow?” Drake asked.

“No sword, no bow. Why are
you still alive?”

“Neither. Never needed
one.”

“Okay, let me showed you
how to attach the scabbard to your belt.”

The sword fell against my
left hip. I stuffed the black tunic into the bedroll.

“This
would be a great time to wake up,” I thought.

“Wait.” Drake reached down
and took a black pouch with a white pine tree from Mercenarius’
tunic pocket. He dropped it in my hand and said, “You’ll really
need this.”

I looked into the pouch to see gold-colored
coins. “No”

“You’ll need the coin of
the realm for food and lodging.”

“He’s
right.” I exhaled and nodded
silently. “Okay”

“None of their chain mail
will fit you, either too big, small, or long. I’ll get you some
that fit when, or if, we make it back to the armory in the
castle.”

He walked over to the
Prince, muttering, “Damn. How could someone go into the woods
without food, water, and supplies?”

“His assessment was also
right.”

I took one last long look
at Mercenarius’ body, then turned and followed Drake back to Prince
Del.

“Great. I don’t know where
I am or where I’m going.”

Drake had already vanished
into the forest when I approached the Prince. He handed me a
five-inch blade dagger from one of the dearly departed. “You’ll
need this.”

“Small.” I weighed it in
my hand. “Usually, use a much bigger knife, but this will do for
throwing.”

“What about that small
one?” Del smiled and moved his index finger and thumb about an inch
apart.

“Grandfather’s sentimental
value.” I glanced around the glen, then asked, “Where’s your
pet?”

“Pet? Oh, you mean….” Del
scratched the top of his head. “His name is Myst. He’s off in the
woods, scouting a safe route.”

“Why didn’t he help
here?”

“Myst helped. Blood
covered his coat—and it wasn’t his.”

Del pointed over to the
dead body. Blood puddles around the half-chewed-off heads of two
fallen assassins.

I asked, “When do we
leave?” but thought, “So that was our
black ally.”

“As soon as Drake gets
back.”

We didn’t have to wait too
long. Drake reappeared under a low branch. “Ready?” He
growled.

“Yes,” Del
replied.

We were leaving, but the
ten dead men scattered around the clearing wouldn’t be. I wasn’t
proud of what I did here, but for now, the first thing I needed to
figure out was, “What the hell have I
gotten myself into?”


 


6. OUT OF THE WOODS

 


“Which way do we
go?”

Drake pointed into the
woods and put his finger to his lips.

“Wonder what’s in the
forest.”

I followed the
Master-of-Arms into the woods, with Prince Del trailing behind. We
jogged in silence. The only sound came from the crunch of dead
leaves and an occasional twig under our feet. The damp forest had
the aroma of decaying ground cover. We followed a zigzag course as
we moved among the massive trees. I noticed a few sequoia trees had
long, deep claw marks as high as fourteen feet off the ground. From
that time, I watched the forest much closer after them. I couldn’t
tell in which direction we moved until I noticed silver-green moss
hanging off branches.

“Moss usually grows on the
south side of trees in the Southern States. So, if that is true
here, wherever here is, we are moving north?”

When we got a mile into
the woodlands I noticed, that gigantic oaks, red leaf maple trees,
and white birch trees were interspersed among the massive pines.
Once in a while, a helicopter-like seed sailed past me on my
journey. Drake took a wide berth from the maples because piles of
acorns covered the surrounding ground that would crunch under our
feet and give away our position.

We climbed over, ducked
under, and jumped over various fallen branches and ran through
trickling brooks from time to time. On one occasion, I tripped and
caught myself from falling. I could swear a groping, gnarled root
attempted to trip me.

I peered around and
reminded me of the obstacle course at West Point.”

I took in a deep breath and
continued to try and keep up with Drake. As I jogged, I
considered, “Even a blind squirrel could
follow our tracks, but they would have a hard time keeping
up.”

Intermittently, I glanced
back to locate Prince Del. One time, a dark figure loped next to
him. After that, I was alone with my thoughts. “If this isn’t my world, is the sunrise in the east, and
sunset in the west, or should I be asking a bigger question? Is
this world real or a figment of my imagination? Did I go back to
another era, or is this world even mine?” I pondered, “But under this canopy
of leaves, there’s no way of knowing.”

Far ahead of me, Drake
stopped next to a stand of birch, raised his hand high over his
head, and trotted back towards Prince Del and me. Upon his return,
he stated, “Stay here. Looks like a good place to rest. I’ll check
ahead.”

It had been more than an
hour for our short but fast journey. Del held his hands on his
knees and gulped down air.

“Strange,
I’m not even winded. I haven’t
jogged, let alone run an obstacle course like this, in years. So,
why am I not tired? Am I in a bed on some powerful drugs,”
My mind asked.
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