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The Yesterlords reign over the heavens,

Aeons sit enthroned in Pardis.

There are no coincidences.

Once I lived and danced across the cosmos

Now I lie breathless,

Dreaming between life and death.

When the tree of time bears fruit

I will live again.
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The Day the Monsters Came





“David, what’s wrong with you?” 

David put down his beer. “Thanks, man,” he said.

John rolled his eyes. “Be serious. You know what I mean. You just quit another job. How long were you working there? Six months? Less?”

Four months, David thought but didn’t say. “It didn’t work out.” He’d known an office job wasn't for him. He could run numbers through a computer as well as anyone else, but it wasn’t how he wanted to spend the rest of his life. Going to work felt like suffercating.

“It never works out,” John said. He turned to David, his expression solemn. David continued staring down at his beer, studying the label as if it held all the secrets of the universe. “You say it isn’t for you. Well, what is?”

“I don’t know,” David mumbled, the same response he always had.

John stayed silent for a moment. Then, in a softer tone, he said, “It’s not the job I worry about. You don’t know what to do with yourself. You keep changing your mind about what you’re supposed to do with your life. You go through girlfriends even faster than you go through jobs.”

“I’ve got a good life. I have money, I have my gym pass, and I can even afford my own apartment.” He hadn’t always been able to. He’d lived with John and his family for almost four years after his parents’ deaths. He was sure John’s parents had been thrilled when he finally moved out of their basement.

“Is that all you need? Exercise and a place to sleep?” John asked. He always worried too much. “You don’t care about anything. Nothing makes you happy. Not anymore.”

David was silent, turning towards the television above the bar, pretending to watch the game. He didn’t really see it. John didn’t understand. He had a clear passion in life and things came easily for him. He’d always wanted to be an engineer. He’d studied hard, gotten a degree, and found a job right out of college. He was happy with his work, earning good money, and he’d just proposed to his long-term girlfriend. David wasn’t like John. He’d been passionate once too, when he was still a kid. Then his parents had died, leaving him in debt and in constant doubt. He’d barely graduated high school, finding mind-numbing, low-paying jobs ever since.

“I know it hasn’t been easy,” John said, even though David was still staring at the television. “And we’re still young. You have time. But you can’t wander around, expecting something fantastic to just appear one day. You have to go looking for it. If you want something amazing, you have to do something. So stop being an angst muppet and move.”

He finished his beer in one long swallow and stood up from the bar, dropping some bills next to his drink. “Thanks,” he said. “I’ll think about what you said.” Then he turned, ignoring John’s hurt look, and walked out of the bar. The cool autumn air hit him outside, and he pulled his jacket tighter around him. He walked quickly down the street, heading for the nearest subway station. As he walked, he tried not to resent John. John only ever had David’s best interest at heart. It wasn’t his fault David was a failure.

Across the street spread a park. As David walked past, a leaf lifted off from the ground and floated away though there was no breeze. He followed its path with a frown – and that was when he saw the bright light through the trees. David stopped and stared, squinting through the pine trees that lined the park. It couldn’t be a street light – it was too bright. And he’d never seen a street light that glowed blue.

The light glowed steadily for maybe a minute before disappearing as quickly as it had appeared. David almost turned to continue his walk when he heard a loud screech. He jumped at the sound and looked around. He couldn’t see anyone else. The screech came again; it almost sounded like a bird, but no birds were that loud. Not in Boston.

He hesitated a moment longer then crossed the street. He wouldn’t get too close, just peer through the trees. It was probably just a bunch of kids causing trouble. Just in case, he pulled his cell phone out of his pocket.

He slowed down as he reached the edge of the park, keeping close to the trees. The weird blue light had vanished, but there were a few street lights inside the park, and it was just bright enough for him to see something that made his jaw drop.

Off the path that ran through the park, not ten feet from where David crouched, stood a group of hulking creatures, arranged in a loose circle. David trembled as he stared at them. They looked a bit like lions – they were the same size and basic shape, he thought, staring in horror at their claws. They had bird heads, complete with enormous beaks. And out of their backs sprouted huge, feathery wings. Some distant part of David’s brain labeled them as griffins. The one to the far right raised its head and let out another high-pitched screech that rattled David’s bones.

Then David noticed a woman standing in the center of the circle of monsters. He couldn’t make out much detail since the monsters blocked his view, but she was holding a gun in her hand. He frowned, squinting at it. He couldn’t see much detail from here, but it didn’t look like any gun he’d ever seen before. A gold disk hung from her belt.

David reached up and pinched his cheek, convinced he was either going mad or had drunk far more than he’d realized. He raised his cell phone and started dialing, sure the police wouldn’t get here before the woman was killed. Also, how the fuck did a person make a 911 call for an attack by mythical creatures?

The woman coolly cocked her gun at the nearest monster. No bang sounded, merely a faint humming noise. A red line appeared from the muzzle of the gun, striking the monster right between its eyes. With an abbreviated shriek, the monster collapsed in a heap. David stared, his finger still poised above the last digit on his cell phone.

Another screech of pain rang out. While he’d been staring, the woman had shot another monster with her laser beam gun, the second griffin also falling to the ground with a thud. Numbly, David put his cell phone back in his pocket. The woman didn’t seem like she needed any help. She turned and shot again, twice in rapid succession, killing two more monsters. She moved swiftly and gracefully, hitting the monsters in the center of their foreheads with expert precision, and David wished he could see her more clearly.

She turned as she killed another monster. Then one of the monsters lunged towards her back, claws extended, beak snapping. “Duck!” David yelled, jumping to his feet. The woman stumbled and fell to her knees. David didn’t have time to see if she was okay, because the remaining monsters turned, spotting him through the trees. He froze, his mouth going suddenly dry, realizing again that he was only ten feet away.

As one, the remaining monsters charged him. A female voice shouted something he didn’t understand.

He jumped at the woman’s voice, turned, and ran as fast as he could. The pine trees that edged the park stood close enough together that the monsters couldn’t easily maneuver amongst them, so David kept to the trees, frantically dodging branches and roots. He could barely see a foot in front of him, and he forced himself to keep his eyes on the ground. He tried not to listen to the sounds of the monsters pursuing him. From behind, came another screech of pain followed by a loud thump – he hoped the woman was still fighting the monsters.

Soon, too soon, he reached the end of the park. He turned, following the line of trees around the corner. He risked a glance over his shoulder and saw two monsters were almost on top of him. He turned back and ran faster, panting desperately. His foot caught a root, and he tumbled to the ground, his heartbeat deafening.

A snarl sounded from behind him as he struggled back to his feet, but it was cut off by a shriek. A strong hand grabbed him by the upper arm and dragged him to his feet. David barely had time to see that the woman had caught up to him before they were running through the pine trees again.

The woman made to continue running through the trees, but David pulled her out and back into the park. The woman said something else – he didn’t recognize the language.

“Trust me,” David said between breaths. He’d walked through this park many times. There was a pavilion in the center where people had picnics in the summer. More importantly, just beside the pavilion stood a brick bathroom that he was fairly sure remained unlocked year-round. If they could get there, they might be safe.

He could see the bathroom even now. He ran faster, trying to ignore the tightness in his chest, panting loudly for breath. The woman ran beside him, too busy to attack the monsters again. And then they reached the bathroom. The women’s side was closer. David pushed the door open. The woman dashed inside, not slowing down. He lunged through after her, slamming the door closed behind him. The woman put her back to the door beside him. A moment later, the door shuddered as one of the monsters ran into it.

But the door held firm.

“Oh God,” David said, still panting. He’d just survived being attacked by make-believe monsters. “Oh my fucking God.” His legs shook but he didn’t move from the door. Weakly, he patted at the wall beside the door until he found the light switch.

The sudden brightness made his eyes water. The woman moved away from beside him, grabbed a chair that stood near the baby changing table, and wedged it against the door. David finally stumbled away from the door, trying to ignore the thumps as the monsters tried to get past.

“You saved my life,” he said to the woman. He finally had a chance to study her. She was older than he’d thought, from the hints of gray in her hair and faint wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. At least forty, he judged. She wore a sleeveless red shirt, and he could clearly see the muscles in her arms. She was still attractive, with short, straight, dark hair and sharp eyes. Her cool, laser beam gun was now holstered at her hip, and blood coated her left shoulder. And that gold disk still hung from her belt, unused. He stared at it, fascinated. The discus was maybe a foot across with a large hole in the center. The edges looked very sharp. It reminded him of the weapon Xena used.

The woman pulled something out of her pocket and pressed it against his temple. A small circle, maybe an inch across, that felt cool against his skin. Worried, he poked at it and touched metal. “Can you understand me now?” the woman asked. Her mouth moved but the words that came out weren’t synced up – like she was being badly dubbed. She brushed hair back from her temple, showing a piece of metal attached there.

“Yes. What is—”

“You saved my life too,” the woman said, smiling at him.  Her hand briefly touched her stomach. “I knew you would, David.”

He blinked. “How do you know my name?”

Her smile turned soft. “I know everything about you, David Kemp. How could I not?” Then she shook her head. “We don’t have much time to talk. I am Cethon Jing, and I am here to find you. We have to get back to where I was when you first called out to me.”

“Are you fucking insane? There are monsters out there!” David waved at the door. As if on cue, it groaned under another assault. The entire door curved inward from the force of the blow. It held for now, but wouldn’t much longer. He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket, relieved he hadn’t dropped it, and started dialing.

“No,” Cethon said, putting her hand over his. “The authorities of this world cannot find out about this.”

David ignored her nonsense statement. “What else can we do? You can’t kill all of those things!”

“We can get out that way,” Cethon pointed. David followed her finger to see a small window above the toilet in the handicapped stall. She walked over, stood on the rim of the toilet, and worked the latch on the window.

“Won’t the monsters see us?” David asked. He thought the window was big enough for him to fit through.

“We’re on the opposite side,” Cethon said. She got the window open and stuck her head out to check. “They’ll find us soon enough, but we only need a little time. The gateway will open again in a few minutes.” She clambered through the window. After perching for a moment on the sill, she dropped down on the other side.

David glanced back towards the door again and saw it had begun to splinter. He swallowed hard and hurried over to the window, finally stuffing his cell phone back in his pocket. Standing on the toilet, he was barely able to get his leg up to the window. He had to hunch down to fit his body through. Halfway, he pushed off the wall and tumbled down to the ground. There were bushes beneath the window that cushioned his fall, but he still scraped himself up pretty badly.

He pulled himself out of the bushes, wincing and rubbing his arm. There were no monsters in sight, but for how long? David led Cethon further behind the bathroom until they were once again amongst the pine trees, hopefully hidden from sight. They tried to move as silently as they could. The row of trees curved, and David could faintly see the monsters. Only four griffins remained. David couldn’t remember how many of them had been there to begin with. Even as he watched, the bathroom door splintered and fell. The lead monster pounced inside and roared when it found it empty.

“Start running,” Cethon whispered grimly and followed her own advice.

David pulled his gaze away from the monsters and ran beside Cethon, still trying to keep quiet. In the distance, David could see the clearing where Cethon had first fought the monsters. Dead griffins littered the clearing, and a terrible stench filled the air. “How much longer?” he asked.

“Too long,” Cethon said grimly. She pulled the disk from where it hung on her belt and shoved it at David. He fumbled, barely catching it. “Bramira belongs to you. Take it.”

“What?” David glanced down and gaped. The disk had begun to glow golden as soon as he took hold of it. He was so surprised he nearly dropped it.

“Throw it at the griffins when they get close.” Cethon pulled out her futuristic gun from the holster at her side. An avian shriek sounded somewhere behind them. Cethon veered away from the relative safety of the pine trees and back out into the open. David bit his lip but followed her. If the monsters went after him, he wouldn’t stand a chance. He had to stick close to Cethon.

They reached the clearing, David being careful to keep clear of the corpses. Another squawk sounded, closer this time. The monsters were coming for them. He clutched the weapon as tightly as he dared. “I have no idea how to use this, you know.”

Cethon laughed. “You burn like a thousand suns. Bramira will respond to your every whim.”

And then there was no time for anything else, because the last four griffins appeared, loping rapidly towards them, their beady eyes gleaming under the street lights. Cethon raised her gun and aimed, her arm steady. With a faint hum, a beam of reddish light shot out from the gun, striking one of the monsters in the forehead. The griffin fell over. The remaining three didn’t slow down.

David swallowed hard and grasped the disk in front of him, holding it as if it were a Frisbee. Maybe it was just his imagination, but it seemed to be glowing brighter than it had before. He took aim at the monster on the left and threw it as hard as he could.

To his eternal shock, he hit the monster in its thick neck. The disk – Bramira – tore right through it as if the griffin was no more substantial than paper. David stared; the neck was full of muscle and bone. Bramira, though sharp, had seemed quite flimsy. There was no way it should have been able to cut through the monster like that.

But the monster tumbled to the ground in a spray of blood, its head flopping half-off, clearly dead.

“I did it!” David threw his hands into the air and turned to Cethon.

Cethon shot again, killing another griffin. She glanced towards David, and her eyes widened. “No!” She grabbed David, pulling him down to the ground. David blinked stupidly, not understanding. He continued to stare as Cethon screamed in pain, and blood spurted down at David.

They hit the ground, Cethon on top of David. Then he could see the last monster right above them. It raised a massive paw, gleaming red drops falling from its claws.

David let out a wordless scream. There was a flash of gold, and suddenly Bramira appeared from behind the monster, boomeranging back towards David. The monster raised its head just in time for Bramira to cut through its neck. David yanked Cethon out of the way before its body crushed them. Bramira fell to the ground to his left, but he didn’t pay it any attention.

Cethon lay on the ground, bleeding heavily, breath harsh. Her eyes were closed against the pain. She’d saved his life again. “Cethon?” His voice shook.

Somehow, she smiled. “Don’t feel guilty. I came here tonight knowing I would die.” She had to stop, coughing up blood. She winced, continuing, “Whatever you do, do not fall in love. You have to—” she cut off in another cough.

Suddenly the clearing was enveloped in a soft, blue light. David stared, jaw hanging open. Just before him stood a large doorway, wreathed in blue light. On the other side stood a group of people, each holding different weapons and wearing heavy, brown jackets. Beyond the people, he could see impossibly tall towers and a clear blue sky.

“Go!” said the man in the front, gesturing towards David. The people with him ran through the glowing doorway. David watched as they grabbed the bodies of the monsters and dragged them back with them through the doorway. One man grabbed David’s arm and pulled him across the door. There was a faint tingle as they crossed it.

“What—” David finally managed when they reached the other side. It was the middle of the day here and too warm for late fall. The man ignored him, dragging him further from the door. David turned to see two men gently carrying Cethon across. She wasn’t moving. She was dead, he realized, a lump forming in his throat.

Less than a minute passed, and all the monsters had been pulled through the doorway. Just as suddenly as it had appeared, the doorway vanished. David jumped, realizing that, wherever he was, he’d just been stranded here.

He saw the first man holding Bramira, staring at it closely. The weapon no longer glowed. “That’s mine,” he said without thinking.

The black man looked up, frowning. He continued to carefully finger Bramira. “What happened to Cardinal Jing?” he asked.

David blinked and trembled. The man who’d dragged him here finally let go of his arm, and David sank to the ground. “What happened?” he asked weakly. “Where is this? Who are you?”

The first man’s expression softened. He stepped over and placed a hand on David’s shoulder. His grip was strong but kind. “I am Rolan Duran, Steward of the sixth traditional division. Welcome to Bantong, the center world, Aeons’s world.”

David could only stare. He remembered distantly that John had told him to move. He didn't think John had meant he should so far that he ended up on a different world.
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The World of Aeons





Alarge truck floated up the street, suspended a foot or so off the ground. It landed, the back flap falling open. The people started to pile the dead griffins inside, looking as calm as if they did this every day. David turned, gaping at everything. He’d never seen such a mishmash of ancient history and crazy sci-fi. Some of the people – who he assumed were some manner of warriors – carried swords or spears. Now that he could see their brown jackets more closely, he noticed how heavy and stiff the material was – Kevlar, he guessed, or something similar. Most of the uniforms were plain brown, but some of the warriors had black accents on their jackets, and Rolan had white accents. Rolan had called himself a Steward – must be some sort of rank. Despite the swords, all of the people had futuristic guns like Cethon's, and David wondered if they fired lasers like Cethon’s had. Rolan tapped a metal circle clipped on his ear lobe and started speaking. Bluetooth too? David wondered.

He seemed to be in a residential area. The houses along each side of the street were as mismatched as the people. Some looked like modern buildings that David wouldn’t be surprised to find at home. Another was built entirely of wood with a thatched roof. The house beside that was abode style, the red slates of the roof glinting dully in the sunlight. A house on the other side of the street looked vaguely Asian, with sliding paper doors and a gate around it. Further down the block stood a house that was made of some strange, grayish, semi-transparent material. There were no people in sight save the ones who’d greeted him.

Calmly, he pushed back his sleeve and pinched his arm, hard. Then he winced in pain; it seemed he wasn’t dreaming.

He glanced behind him. The man who’d pulled him through the doorway still stood beside him. He caught David’s look and flashed a quick, mischievous smile. He had dark hair and a wiry build, and he carried a sword and a gun.

David scowled and clambered to his feet. There was blood and dirt on his clothes. His whole body ached. His scowl turned fiercer. “Why did you bring me here?” he asked.

The man raised an eyebrow. “After everything you saw? How could we not?” David noticed his mouth movements didn’t match his words – Rolan’s hadn’t either.

David fisted his hands. “You kidnapped me. You took me against my will to— to wherever this is. After I nearly got killed! And what are you going to do with Cethon! She saved me.” He’d lost track of Cethon’s body and couldn’t see it now. He swallowed, feeling even more lost and alone. “And— and— and that’s mine!” he cried, seeing that Rolan still held Bramira.

Rolan tapped his earpiece and stopped talking. To David’s surprise, he handed him Bramira without any argument. As soon as it was in David’s hand again, it resumed glowing. “Let me handle him, Alosh,” Rolan said to the man. Alosh nodded and turned to join the other warriors. To David, Rolan said, “I know you must be confused. Don’t worry, you’re not the first person to come to Bantong by accident. I’ve sent for a Lost Priest to explain things to you.”

“I didn’t come here by accident,” David said. “Alosh dragged me here through that weird doorway thingy. What is this, Narnia? I thought you needed a closet to get there.”

“That was a gateway,” Rolan said, nodding at where the blue doorway had stood. “They connect the different worlds to Bantong – that’s this world. Sometimes creatures from other worlds, more violent worlds, cross gateways. We, Sword Priests,” he gestured to himself and his associates, “exist to fight these creatures. Cardinal Jing was a Sword Priest as well,” he added more softly. “Don’t worry. She will be forever revered. Even now she fights alongside the Yesterlords.”

The last of the griffins had been dumped in the truck. The back hatch raised, closing slowly, and the truck lifted straight up and then flew off. It hovered about a foot off the ground again. No smoke or exhaust came off it. David watched until it turned a corner, passing out of sight. Bantong had griffins, dump trucks, and swordsmen with Bluetooth. Maybe if he got royally drunk, it would all start to make sense.

“I’m sorry we had to drag you here, but Alosh was right. We had no choice,” Rolan said. “After you saw the creatures, and Cardinal Jing, and the gateway… Well, we had to bring you here.”

“Can I go back?” David asked, staring at where the gateway had been. There was nothing there now but an empty street.

Rolan winced. “That’s a bit more complicated. I’ll let the Lost Priest explain it to you. But,” he added, looking at Bramira, “I wonder if you’ll want to go home. Fighting otherworldly creatures alongside a Cardinal, wielding a legendary weapon...” He shook his head. “I think you belong here.”

David thought of his life back home, a life that had been going nowhere. He’d had no purpose, no job, no family, and few prospects for the future. It hadn’t been much of a life, but damn it, it had been his life. He shook his head. “I want to go home. As soon as possible.”

A car turned down the street, floating above the ground just as the dump truck had. It was ancient, straight out of the twenties – there was no roof, and it chugged along very slowly. It had no wheels and the body shone as if it had just been washed. David eyed it closely, admiring. A woman merrily waved from behind the steering wheel. “Ah, she’s here already,” Rolan said, relieved.

The woman parked the car a short distance away from David and Rolan and hopped out. She had a blond braid and bright blue eyes – David stared at her for a long moment, admiring her slim curves. She wore a similar outfit to the Sword Priests, though her brown jacket was tighter and had a high collar and didn’t look as stiff. David thought she’d fit right in on Earth. Assuming, of course, he wasn’t still on Earth and having the most amazing beer-fueled hallucination. She nodded to Rolan and said, “Thank you for waiting, Steward Duran.” Her eyes lit up at the sight of David, and she hurried over to him. She clasped both his forearms and held on for maybe three seconds before letting go. “Welcome to Bantong,” she said. Her voice wasn’t synced up, and David no longer felt surprised by it. “I am Sister Brigid Dana, your Lost Priest. You must be horribly confused, but don’t worry, I’ll sort you out.” She grabbed David by the elbow and pulled him towards the car. “We get lots of travelers, and some of them are a lot worse off than you. You’ll settle in, no problem. Now, let’s go to Kumarkan!” She pushed him into the passenger seat of the car.

David turned to stare back at the spot where he’d appeared in this mad place. Rolan raised three fingers on each hand, folding in his thumb and pinky. David waved back. He hoped he’d see Rolan again. He’d seemed almost sane. Brigid sat next to him in the car and started it. David couldn’t hear a motor, and he wondered what powered the car – maybe it was electric. Or, considering where he was and that the car flew, maybe he should just assume it was magic. Chalking everything up to magic made him feel better.

As she drove – flew? David wasn’t sure which word he should use – through the streets, Brigid chatted nonstop. “I heard you met Cardinal Jing,” she said. “You’re very lucky, you know. I never had the chance to meet her, of course. Regular priests like me never get to meet cardinals. She was the youngest person to become Sword Cardinal in centuries, you know. She liberated the people of Selsey and single-handedly killed a dragon in Buyan. An amazing woman, truly amazing.” She turned the corner onto a busier street. David gaped around him, only half-hearing Brigid’s prattle.

The other cars on the street were as varied as the houses were. He saw cars that wouldn’t have looked out of place back home, except for the flying bit. There were sports cars, old-fashioned cars like Brigid’s, cars that looked like they should have horses pulling them they were so out-of-date, and shiny, flashy affairs that didn’t seem to have a straight line anywhere.

People walked along this street, and they were just as random as everything else. He saw a man dressed in furs and leathers, a woman with a dress that could have been from a Renaissance Faire, a man in a suit modern, a woman with a bikini that barely covered anything – David stared at her for some time – and a couple in green, shiny, form-fitting clothes. The people wandered in and out of shops, carried bags, and chatted into thin air.

“There are Roman ladies with laptops,” he said as they passed what looked like a coffee shop. He laughed, although it had a slightly hysterical edge. “Why the hell not?”

Brigid laughed too. “Every world is different. We’re in Gimoki, so there’s lots of travelers about. Some worlds have a great deal of technology, others less. When people come here, they don’t just abandon everything from their homes. At the same time, they quickly learn to adapt to many of the comforts and conveniences of modern life.”

Wouldn’t want to leave behind a nice toga, he thought. “Are they trapped here too?” He saw a couple with a little boy. They looked straight out of a Dickens story, but the parents were smiling, and the little boy was laughing freely. They were also wearing tennis shoes, but he supposed this wasn’t the place to go looking for historical accuracy.

“Some are,” Brigid said, and for the first time her voice wasn’t perky. “Bantong is connected to the other worlds by gateways, like the one you came through. Some gateways stay open all the time, and people can freely cross between here and their own world. Some gateways open and close, but at regular, predictable intervals. These days, most gateways aren’t very stable. They stay open for a minute or two, then close, before opening again for a short time. After that, it’s hard to say when they might appear again. Even the Passion Priests can’t predict gateways with one hundred percent accuracy. You’ve never heard of other worlds before?”

David considered that. There were lots of fairy tales about different worlds and crazy people raving about getting probed by aliens. He wondered if that counted. He hadn’t seen any probing equipment yet. “Not really,” he said. “I mean, no one at home would seriously believe in other worlds.”

Brigid winced. “Then it’s likely the gateway that connects to your world isn’t very stable.” Her voice brightened again. “But maybe not. When we get to my office, I’ll look it up for you.”

“Thanks,” David said.

“Just doing my job.” Brigid turned another corner and pointed ahead. “Those are stable gateways. The second on the right will take us to Kumarkan.”

David gaped. His jaw already hurt he was doing that so much. Down the road a little bit, with cars disappearing through them and coming out from the other side, stood twenty huge gateways, each easily thirty feet across. The edges were blue, just like the one he’d come through. The cars flew along, each going through different gateways in an orderly manner. He could see through to the other side of the gateways, but most just showed other roads.

“Is Kumarkan another world too?” he asked as Brigid veered right through traffic.

“No, it’s one of the districts here on Bantong, part of Pardis. But it’s on the far other side of the world. It’d take hours to drive there. Don’t worry. The gateways that go from one place to another in Bantong are perfectly stable.”

“I see,” David said, though he didn’t. He saw it was night on the other side of the gateway to Kumarkan. Then the car went through the gateway. David thought he felt a faint tingle as they went through, but maybe that was just his imagination. As if this place needed his imagination to give it spice.

It had been the middle of the day and quite warm, but it was chilly in Kumarkan. David shivered and wrapped his arms around himself, glad he still had his jacket on. Huge, fully-lit buildings surrounded the car. They stretched far into the sky, higher than any sky scrapper David was used to. He couldn’t wait to see it during the day. Glancing back, he saw many other gateways alongside the one they’d gone through.

Brigid drove inside a parking garage in a few minutes. It was quite full, and she had to search for many minutes before finding a spot. It looked like any parking garage on Earth, if cleaner and with higher roof clearance, which David found comforting. Leaving the car, they walked until they found a bank of elevators and David boggled at the number of buttons. Brigid hit 29-EG, and the doors closed.

The elevator rose up, then paused and started moving to the left. David’s jaw dropped as the elevator changed directions twice more before the doors opened again. He could barely feel the elevator moving.

“Here we are,” Brigid said cheerfully. She led him out into a well-lit hallway with faded green carpeting and a poster on the wall that read, ‘Welcome to Bantong!’

“It’s a good thing you speak English,” David said, staring at the sign.

“Oh, we don’t,” Brigid said, leading him down the hallway. There were offices on both sides, most of which were empty. Through the window in one, David saw two people with purple skin, horns, and clothing that looked like it was made out of scales. He had to stop and stare as the man behind the desk, who looked refreshingly normal and who was dressed identically to Brigid, pointed things out to the purple couple on a whiteboard. While he muttered about purple people eaters, Brigid grabbed his arm and pulled him away, saying, “Don’t stare at them. It’s rude. Some worlds like body modification.

“Like I was saying, I don’t speak English,” she continued. “You’ve got a translator. See, I have one too.” She pointed to the metal circle attached to her temple. “Right now, I’m speaking Bantonan, but you’ll hear it as your native language – English, was it? Unfortunately, the only way I can understand you is if I wear one too. Every priest on Bantong has one, as do most of the lay people. And we give them out to travelers like yourself.”

David rubbed a finger across the metal. Before she’d given it to him, he hadn’t understood Cethon. “Is that why you look badly dubbed?”

She laughed. “Yes, at first. If you stay here a long time, your brain will gradually adapt to Bantonan, and we won’t seem badly synced anymore. Give it a month or so, and you’ll start hearing our slang and expressions, rather than equivalent versions.”

“Okay,” David said, only understanding half of that. Half was pretty good for this place. “Hope I don’t have to wait a month for your slang – no offense.”

“None taken.” They were near the end of the hallway when Brigid finally stopped at one of the doors. Then she frowned, looking David over. “You might want to get cleaned up first.”

David looked down at himself. Dried blood and dirt covered his jacket and jeans and shoes. Not as much as he’d thought before, but still a lot. He made a face. “Yeah, that’d be nice.”

Brigid stepped inside the office and opened a closet. She pulled out a loose, fluffy white bathrobe, a towel, and a basket containing shampoo, soap, a hairbrush, a toothbrush, toothpaste, deodorant, shaving cream, and a razor. David raised an eyebrow at the sight. Apparently, having people show up in a state was common. She led him the rest of the way down the hallway to a large bathroom with a shower.

“We’ll get some new clothes for you later,” she said. “I’ll look up the records on where you’re from.”

“Earth,” David said, being helpful.

Brigid snorted. “I’ll need more than that. Over a third of the worlds are called Earth.”

David blinked. “Ah, well, I live in Boston, in the United States of America.”

“That should be more helpful.” Brigid nodded. “Come back to my office when you’re finished.”

“Thanks,” he said and closed the door. As soon as he was alone, he all but ripped his soiled clothes off. A large waste can stood next to the sink, and David dumped his clothes inside. He doubted the blood could ever be washed out of them. On the sink, he placed his wallet, his cell phone, and Bramira, which stopped glowing as soon as he let go. He stared at his cell phone for a long moment then picked it up. He found John’s number and hit call. He held his breath, hoping, but nothing happened. The phone read ‘no service.’

“Fucking typical,” he sighed, putting the phone down. He hadn’t really thought that would work. The locals obviously had advanced communications. Maybe he just needed to get a different carrier? He’d ask Brigid.

He stepped into the shower. Rather than the dials he was used to, there was a pad where the temperature could be inputted directly. He turned it way too high at first and had to turn it back down quickly, swearing and trying to avoid the scalding water.

He scrubbed thoroughly. There was blood and dirt all over his skin and in his hair. He thought of Cethon and swallowed hard. He had only a few bruises and scrapes from the adventure, and they were already healing. David always bounced back quickly from injuries.

As he washed his hair, he thought about what Cethon had said to him. She’d known his name. She said he burned like a thousand suns, which was obviously an expression of some sort. She said Bramira was his and that it would respond to him – and that had happened. He had no illusions that he could take some strange disk and throw it well enough to kill two rampaging monsters. She said too that she’d known she would die and that he wasn’t allowed to fall in love. According to Brigid, she’d been the Sword Cardinal, whatever that meant.

He wondered how much she had known and hadn’t said. He thought she’d intended to say more before she died but hadn’t been able to.

He spent a long time in the shower, washing and rinsing and washing himself all over again. His skin was starting to feel raw when he finally turned off the water and climbed out. He dried himself off, finally starting to feel like himself again. He pulled the bathrobe on and stared at himself in the mirror over the sink. He reached up and pinched his check. “Ow.” Nope, still not a dream. That was the second pinch tonight, and still no good. He supposed he should stop, but he still hoped he’d wake up.

He brushed his teeth and hair and shaved. He looked at himself again and smiled at his reflection. He didn’t look right. His dark eyes were wide, and his smile too forced. With a sigh, he turned away from the mirror. Amazingly, the translator on his temple hadn’t come off in the shower, and he wondered if it was now attached to him permanently. He managed to fit his wallet and cell phone inside the bathrobe pocket then carefully picked up Bramira. The weapon started glowing again. He carefully ran a finger across it, but there was no blood on it, and the edge looked as sharp as ever, despite it having torn through bodies, bones, and organs just a short while ago.

He packed the basket back up and padded down the hallway barefoot. Brigid looked up from her computer as he entered her office and motioned for him to sit down on the other side of the desk. David sat, placing Bramira on the desk in front of him. “So, I might need more details,” Brigid said. Her computer was as thin as a piece of paper and appeared to be a touchscreen. “I found ten worlds with a city called Boston, with nine of them in a country called the United States of America. I need to be sure I found the right place.”

Over the next ten minutes or so, Brigid asked him one question after another. How old was his country? What were names of other countries and cities? Who were some famous people from history? David answered every question as best he could. Fortunately, he liked history and geography in school, and she didn’t ask him anything too obscure.

Finally, Brigid nodded. “Number 5297, like I thought,” she said proudly. “Never met someone from that world before.” She ran a finger across the computer, making the screen change. Her face fell. “Oh. That’s not good.”

“What is it?” David asked, staring at the numbers on the screen. He could read them, but he had no idea what they represented.

“Before today, the last time a gateway opened into World 5297 was over five years ago. And there’s no mention of other gateways opening there anytime soon.”

David tensed. “And what does that mean?” he asked, already knowing the answer.

“You’re stuck here,” Brigid said, “and I don’t know when you might be able to go home.”
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