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Chapter 1


Kreshanaris





There is a cure on Earth. I challenge you to go and find it. 

Those words were the one thing that kept Kreshanaris going. He had made his way to the location of an unimportant portal, one that would be guarded less diligently and by fewer people. Now he just had to get to it, set it to Earth and step through.

Of course, going to Earth was forbidden. That’s why he had hidden the note from his teacher in a boring textbook in the huge library of the Artes Magickae where he was a student.

Kreshanaris was willing to break the law to find a cure for his mother. The Queen had been ailing for a few weeks now and the healers had not managed to restore her to full health.

By now, he had memorized the words that would aim the portal at Earth. He had prepared a pack with clothes to wear. He had repeated the Queen’s symptoms to himself over and over again, so he could describe them to a healer on Earth. And prayed to the Twins that he could pass as an Earthling until he could return with the cure.

He had been lying in wait for hours, until finally only one guard remained to watch over the entrance to the portal.

Slowly, carefully, he reached out to the woman’s mind, gently infiltrating it without her noticing.

Of course, this meant breaking at least another dozen rules. Kreshanaris could only hope that returning with a cure would buy forgiveness for all his transgressions.

He didn’t dare rush this part, the guard had to be deeply asleep, almost unconscious, while he operated the portal, or she would sound the alarm and he’d be overwhelmed immediately. It took longer than he liked, but he was being very careful not to damage her mind. Finally, she was asleep and unlikely to wake for the next hour or so.

Only then did he creep out of his hiding place among the shadows and hurried across the yard to the open hall that housed the portal.

It was easy enough to reach out to it with his mind, although it felt strange to touch its energy. It was almost alive, he thought, roiling in its frame, anchored to massive columns of marble.

Fully focused, he spoke the words under his breath, and the portal responded, swirling as it opened in a vortex of energy. When it stabilized, he saw a cave, lit only by the light from its entrance. His heart beating rapidly, he stepped up and then through it.

Just as he muttered the words that would close it down, erasing all signs of his passage, he heard the unmistakable sound of an alarm.

“Vorx it!” He dashed out of the cave, blinking against the bright, yellow sun in the sky.








  
  

Chapter 2


Judy





Judy reached for her cell phone to check the time and froze with shock when her hand encountered an empty back pocket. 

“Oh, dammit!”

In an instant, she knew what had happened. She had left her phone on the bench at the final rest stop of the tour, where they had taken a break with the group, making good use of the picnic tables at the lookout.

Of course, Sara stopped and looked at her, frowning at the light curse. “What’s wrong, Judy?”

“I forgot my phone at the lookout,” Judy sighed, very annoyed with herself.

“Not a big deal. Go back and grab it, and I’ll get the group back to the lodge.”

“Thank you!” Judy gave her a quick hug and raced off, back up the trail. At least she was good at running, she had been on the cheerleader team in high school, and while she hadn’t been able to stay in perfect shape during the summer job at the lodge, she knew she’d be back quickly enough.

Not that the group was difficult at all. In fact, the kid had asked when dinner would be, and that’s why she had reached for her phone in the first place, to check the time.

Running was fun, of course, and she was proud that she wasn’t getting winded fast, even though the path led uphill fairly steeply.

Joe would already be cooking, she thought, looking forward to another one of the lodge owner’s delicious meals. With the weather being nice enough, it would probably be another BBQ. Her mouth watered at the thought.

The wind was starting to come in as she ran up the mountain, cooling her hot face, and she reveled in it. Nature was wonderful. Finally, the path turned and leveled off, and she put in a last sprint to reach the rest area.

Judy heard some growls from beyond the rest area and slowed down immediately. Joe had warned them about bears, but she and Sara had never seen one.

There was the phone!

She made a mad dash to the bench, intending to grab her phone and run off as fast as she could. She had almost reached it when a shaggy creature raced out of the bushes and collided with her.

Both of them went down. Judy curled up, protecting her face as she fell. Landing partially on whatever creature she had run into additionally cushioned her fall. She bounced back to her feet, turned and ran away, not even thinking about it.

Before she had reached the bend in the path, another one of those creatures stepped out of the bushes, and she screamed in shock.

This was not a bear.

This was a monster.

It was standing tall on two feet, its yellow, intelligent eyes focused on her. It growled something and grabbed her in its paws, the claws scratching her skin.

Judy screamed again and kicked, as hard as she could. Her sneakers didn’t do any harm, as far as she could tell. instead, the monster grabbed her even more tightly.

Behind her, sounds of a fight erupted, with many growls and yowls. She didn’t pay any attention, struggling to get free.

The monster held her even tighter, squeezing her to its chest. It growled again, and Judy thought it wanted her to stop fighting. Defying it, she screamed even harder, praying that Sara could hear her, that anyone would hear her.

The monster shook her, then shifted its grip on her, holding her under one arm and grabbing her hair with its free hand. That hurt. Judy kicked once, was rewarded with another tug on her hair and subsided, with tears of frustration rolling down her face.

The other two monsters were still struggling, and the moment the monster that had caught her stopped paying attention to Judy, she threw herself out of its grip, landing hard on her back. She scrambled to her feet, struggling to get air into her lungs, sheer panic driving her to run anyway.

Stars dancing in front of her eyes, she dashed along the path, only realizing too late that she was running towards the picnic tables. Her monster was hard on her heels, just as one of the others broke off and ran into the bushes. The third one followed, pulling a club out of a halter on its belt.

A monster with a belt?

Wielding a weapon?

Judy kept running, she had no time to think. Steps behind her told her the monster was getting closer, and then she heard a thud and a desperate groan from the bushes.

Why would she care if one monster hit the other?

Before she could even answer that question, the monster grabbed her arm, claws digging in, and she screamed in pain. The monster pulled her close, and this time, it slapped her hard enough to make her see stars.

It growled again, the sound a clear command to hold still.

She struggled anyway, and it hit her again.

Judy felt her strength ebbing away. The monster shifted its grip and carried her among the bushes, and just a moment later, they were standing next to a second monster.

That one was looking down at the third monster, and just as Judy noticed the blood pouring from a wound in the downed monster’s head, it changed.

The shaggy fur faded, the snout shortened and within a few heartbeats, a young man was lying among the bushes, clearly unconscious, blood matting his dark hair.

Judy couldn’t believe her eyes. “What…?” she whispered.

The monster with the club sighed, then lifted its head. It repeated the shift that the young man had done, except that it turned into a tall, strong-looking woman.

“She saw it all,” the woman growled. “And she’s injured. We’ll get her across and come back for him.”

When she met Judy’s eyes, she could read the finality of that decision, and that gave her the strength for a few more kicks and punches. Her monster pulled her into a tight embrace, making it impossible for her to escape.

“She’s a feisty one,” the woman said and lifted her club. “Stop fighting, or I’ll make you.”

Judy stared at her but stopped struggling.

“Do not fear. We will take good care of you,” the woman continued, then looked at the monster holding her. “Let’s hurry.”

Within moments, the woman had transformed back into a monster, and both were racing through the bushes, the one holding Judy carrying her effortlessly.

She was too shocked to do anything other than cling to consciousness, now that the pain from her injured arm was beginning to register in full force.

She wasn’t certain for how long those monsters had run when they ducked into a cave hidden in a narrow ravine. A few steps in, the one with the belt and the club transformed again.

When Judy gritted her teeth and gathered her strength, the monster met her eyes and shook his head. The warning was clear, and she allowed herself to be held.

The monster turned its back to the woman, blocking her view, but not before Judy had seen the woman raise her hands. She caught the beginning of some gestures, and then a growl warned her to look away. She heard a whooshing sound, just as the monster growled again, another wordless command to hold still.

Judy caught a glimpse of something glowing blue, and then the monster carrying her stepped forward, and the world tilted out from under them.








  
  

Chapter 3


Sara





Sara watched Judy racing away to retrieve her phone, then turned to the group of five people they had been guiding on the trail. 

“All right, folks, let’s get you home. The BBQ is already waiting. I can smell it from here!”

They all laughed at her lame joke and happily fell in with her.

After two months in the camp, guiding tours by day and entertaining guests at night playing her guitar while Judy told stories, sang or danced, Sara was in love with her summer job. She was glad Judy had come along, even though Sara’s father had ridiculed her for it. But working as a guide in a national park was something quite wonderful.

In fall, both of them would go to college, but not the same one. So Sara tried to make the best of the time she still had with her best friend from high school.

“I can smell it, too!” The kid grinned up at her, and Sara smiled back. Yes, even that little bit of hero worship she got from the children on those tours was worth it.

“You have a very good nose, then.”

The little boy’s grin got lopsided. “Well… I don’t really smell it,” he admitted.

“That’s okay,” Sara said, not willing to put down the kid. “You joined my joke.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The little boy ran back to his father, still looking happy.

The kids were the best thing about this guide job, she thought. They were so funny and serious and eager to learn, at least most of them.

By now, she knew how slowly she had to walk so the kids could keep up. And she had developed enough patience for those moments when they found something fascinating along the trail and needed time to look at it.

Even with all the delays, the group reached the lodge before Judy had caught up with them, and that made Sara worry. She wanted to run back and look for her friend, but she was needed for the BBQ.

With her worry growing every minute, she served the group, setting up the table, ferrying food from the kitchen, and then tending the grill, taking turns with Joe, the owner of the lodge. He usually did all the cooking and housework.

“Where’s Judy?” he asked after a while.

“She forgot her phone and went back to get it. I don’t understand why she isn’t back yet.”

He nodded, his brown eyes filling with worry, as well. “Tell you what, I’ll see what I can do, and I’ll let you know the moment I can spare you.”

“Thank you. It’s an easy trail, so I’m… worried.”

“Of course.”

“I want to just run back and see.” Sara gritted her teeth.

“No.” Joe shook his head. “Let’s get prepared. You’ll take a backpack, a couple of ration bars, water bottles, a first aid kit. And a gun. Charge your phone now.”

Sara blinked and then nodded several times. “That makes a lot of sense.”

He clapped her shoulder. “The outdoors are not to be trifled with, Sara. Things can happen, and running in without planning is the worst thing you can do. By now, it’s realistic to assume that Judy got lost somehow.”

“Yes.” Sara bit her lip. “But we can’t leave our guests alone.”

“Right. So you’ll go, with that backpack and your phone, and you call for help the moment you don’t feel safe. All right?”

She nodded again.

“Perfect. Take out dessert, then. I’ll pack your backpack.”

Sara took the large tray with the bowls of ice cream and fruit toppings and carefully carried it outside where the guests waited.

The little boy actually screamed with delight and Sara managed a smile for him. The way he was bouncing on the bench was just too cute.

As soon as she could, she was back on the trail, carrying a backpack that was surprisingly heavy, wearing a light strapped to her head and a gun holster strapped to her side. Privately, she thought that was probably overkill, but Judy had not returned and that was more than worrying. It was bad.

Sara forced herself to walk slowly, all senses up, looking for any sign that Judy had been on this trail. It was already evening, and she knew they were running out of time, even though sunset was late in summer. But she had to pay attention, she couldn’t miss any signs that Judy might have left on the trail.

When she reached the rest area where they had stopped and where Judy had forgotten her phone, she looked around.

There was Judy’s phone, half hidden on a bench.

Sara gritted her teeth and wiped away tears. Judy had never even made it back here.

“Judy!” she shouted, wanting to kick herself. She should have done that several times on the trail. “Judy!”

Nothing. She sat down on the bench, putting Judy’s phone on the table. Then she pulled out her own and called Joe.

He picked up the call after several rings.

“Yes?”

“She’s not here.” Sara could hear her voice tremble. “I called for her, and I haven’t seen a single sign.”

Joe sighed. “That’s bad. Look, stay there. I’ll send a rescue crew. Let’s hope she’ll find her way back.”

“Thank you. But Joe…”

“Yes?”

“Where can she be?”

“She probably just got lost. Don’t worry, we’ll find her.”

“But… how can she get lost on the trail?”

“People take wrong turns all the time. Relax, Sara. And keep calling for her. Voices can carry.”

“All right.”

“Now, I need the phone to call the rescue folk. Hang in there, okay?” Joe still sounded very calm, and that helped her more than she wanted to admit.

“Okay.”

He hung up and she put the phone away safely before she looked at Judy’s phone. She pushed the button at the side and the screen came to life, but of course, she didn’t know the PIN to unlock it.

With a sigh, she put it into the backpack. Then she got up, cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted.

“Judy!”

Sara repeated the call several times, turning to aim her shouts into different directions.

Nothing. Just the wind rattling in the leaves of the trees surrounding the lookout.

“Judy!”

Something rustled in the bushes, and Sara stepped away from them, her heart beating fast.

“Judy?”

There was definitely something moving there, and she remembered all the bear warnings. Heart in her mouth, she ran a few steps towards the trail before turning around and looking again.

“Judy?” Her voice broke, and she hated being so scared. She gritted her teeth and forced herself to take deep breaths. They were supposed to be calming, but she wanted nothing more than to run as fast as she could.

Which was a very bad idea if this was a bear. They tended to chase.

Now she could hear more sounds, not exactly steps, but there was clearly something coming up to the rest area.

Sara balled her fists. Then she remembered that she was supposed to make a bear aware of her presence.

“Judy?” she called, her voice trembling.

A heartbeat later, a man staggered out of the bushes, and Sara barely managed not to scream.

The man stumbled towards the bench, lifted his head to look at her and sank to his knees.

Sara did scream when she realized that blood was caking the side of his head that had been hidden from her sight.

He blinked, swayed on his knees and collapsed a moment later.

Sara gulped, shaking and sweating. This man clearly needed help, however, and so she forced herself to walk to him and kneel at his side.

Memories from first aid classes surfaced, and so she put a hand on his shoulder and shook it.

“Uh… hi?”

He groaned, so he wasn’t completely unconscious, she thought. And was grateful she wasn’t going to have to perform CPR.

He was wearing jeans, a t-shirt and a leather jacket, as well as hiking boots. But what had happened to him?

His eyes fluttered and he moaned again.

“You’re safe,” she said, remembering more from those classes. “Help is coming.”

Which was a good thing, and there was no need to call Joe again. Rescue was already on their way.

He growled something, and she put her hand on his shoulder again.

“You’re safe,” she repeated, and he opened his eyes, focusing on her with an effort, blinking a few times.

“Have you seen Judy?” The words burst out of her, and a moment later, she felt ashamed. “Never mind, you’re hurt.”

“See… Judy?” His voice was slurry, but he was beginning to focus a little better, although he looked very confused.

Sara remembered the water bottles in her backpack.

“No, don’t talk. Just rest. Help is coming.”

“Not… safe,” he muttered, put his hands on the ground and tried to push himself up.

“No, don’t move.” She kept her hand on his shoulder. “You’re injured.”

He shook his head, closed his eyes and gritted his teeth. That movement must have hurt, and her heart went out to him.

Clearly he wasn’t listening to her, pushing himself up to sit, leaning heavily on his arms.

“Must… must…”

“Easy,” she said, remembering that victims of head injuries were often confused and irrational. “Help is coming. I called for it.”

Now she wondered how long it would take for the team to get here. They would have to walk in, of course, and first they would have to drive to the lodge. She tried to remember how much time had passed since her phone call to Joe.

“Where…” He was swaying, and she grabbed his shoulder to keep him from collapsing again.

“Easy. Lean against me, if you don’t want to lie down.”

He sighed, but he did lean against her shoulder and she put an arm around his.

“There you go.” Now she couldn’t even remove her backpack, she thought and was angry at herself.

He took the kind of deep breaths that she had been trying a while back. He was regaining some strength, it seemed because when he looked at her again, his dark eyes seemed more aware.

“You…,” he whispered.

“I’m Sara,” she said, feeling quite inane.

The ghost of a smile lifted the corners of his mouth. “Crash,” he said, his voice trailing off.

“Is that your name? Or did that happen to you?”

“Name.”

“Okay.” Part of first aid was to keep a patient conscious, she remembered. “Glad to meet you.”

He snorted a little at that, and she realized he would be laughing if he weren’t in such a bad shape.

Blood was still seeping from the wound just above his temple, but she wasn’t ready to bandage his head yet. Then she admitted to herself that she wasn’t ready to touch all that blood, at all. She shuddered.

“Looks worse…,” he began, and she thought she knew what he was trying to say.

“…than it is?”

His smile was stronger this time.

“You really don’t have to play the hero for me.” This was the weirdest situation she had ever been in, and she really didn’t know what to do other than talk to this guy. “Please, rest. We’ll get you to the lodge and cleaned up and then they’ll take you to the hospital.”

He shook his head and winced. “No hospital.”

“Yes, I know, hospitals are expensive, but you need this checked.”

“Must find…,” he muttered.

“Crash, you can’t go anywhere right now.”

He narrowed his eyes and looked rebellious for a moment, and then he took another deep breath. Gritting his teeth, he pushed himself up against her shoulder, coming to his feet.

Sara stood up quickly, and felt the world whirl for a moment, as always. Before she could move, he had stumbled over to the table and sat down on the bench. She followed him right away.

“Crash, don’t do that to yourself.”

He lifted his head, looking pained. “Must go,” he said through his teeth.

“You can’t go anywhere right now, Crash,” she repeated.

“You called,” he said, completely ignoring her words.

“That’s right. My friend went missing.”

“Yes.” He turned to look her straight into the eye. “Saw her.”

“What?” Sara stared at him. “You saw Judy?”

“Before this happened.” He gestured at his head.

“Where is she?” Sara almost grabbed his jacket to shake him. “Tell me!”

He lifted one hand, then let it fall to his side again. “No longer here.”

“What?” Now she did grab his arm, although she managed not to shake him. “Tell me!”

He swallowed hard, and she remembered she had the water bottles in her backpack. And that he was injured and possibly not thinking well.

“I’m sorry,” she muttered, slung the backpack off and dug out a water bottle. She opened it for him and held it out, and he took it with a hand that shook only a little.

“Can’t explain now,” he said and carefully took a sip.

“What the heck do you mean?” It took an effort not to yell at him. “Judy is my friend!”

“Forget I said… anything.”

“Are you serious?” Sara put her hands on her hips, trembling with fury.

He lifted his hand again and drank more water. Sara watched him and once more realized how pale he looked.

“Crash,” she said, while anger, worry and compassion swirled through her. “Judy is my best friend. We’re spending the summer together. She vanished here. I must find her.”

Crash nodded carefully. “I understand. I will help you. Just not… now.”

“Oh.” Sara felt all the fury melt away, leaving her knees trembling.

“It’s just… don’t tell anyone,” he went on, putting the water bottle on the table.

“Why not?”

“It’s more complicated than… anyone here can imagine.”

Sara took a trembling breath. “But you will help me find her?”

“Yes.” He swallowed again and then took her hand in both of his, meeting her eyes in an intense stare. “By the Twin Goddesses, I swear that I will do everything in my power to find your friend.”

Sara’s mouth dropped open.

“Trust me. Please.”

“This had better make sense,” she grumbled.

“It will. But I need to be able to trust you, too.”

Sara stared at him. It took a while to sort through that comment. “You don’t… trust me?”

The smile reached his eyes. “I want to. But I can’t, not yet.”

“What would it take?”

Crash took another deep breath. “Your oath to keep the secret. But I’m not sure how much an oath would mean to you.”

“That’s…” She bit off her angry reply, realizing that this was important to him. “That sounds like it is a big secret.”

“Yes.”

“So. What else do I have to do so that you can trust me?”

“No hospital.”

“Yes, you already said so.” It took her a moment to realize that he had stated a condition. “Oh.”

Crash just kept looking at her.

“If I can keep you out of the hospital, you’ll trust me?”

“Yes.”

She started shaking her head. “That’s… that’s not good. You have at least a concussion from that blow, and maybe a fracture, and that should be checked.”

“No hospital,” he repeated, quite simply.

Sara forced herself to take a deep breath and think this through. He would help her find Judy if she kept him out of the hospital. And then she realized that the answer was simple. She would do everything to help Judy.

“Deal,” she said and held out her hand.

He frowned.

“We have a deal,” she repeated. “I keep you out of the hospital, somehow, and you find Judy for me.”

“Yes.” He relaxed considerably at that, and she could tell that he was still very much ill and weakened. Despite that, he lifted a shaking hand and gripped hers.

“Deal.”








  
  

Chapter 4


Judy





Sight and sound returned a few heartbeats later, and Judy blinked several times to shake the dizziness that made the world spin around her. 

The monster holding her growled again. Words drifted up to her, so Judy lifted her head, trying to see anything that made sense.

They were standing in front of several more monsters, and the woman who seemed to command them looked extremely angry. “What do you think you were doing?”

The woman next to them squared her shoulders. “We were catching a trespasser.”

“I can tell you failed.”

“We incapacitated him and will go back as soon as this Earthling has been taken care of.”

“You will do no such thing. We are taking over from here.”

The woman straightened her back. Judy recognized a command struggle when she saw it, but there was no point in fighting the monster holding her, not with so many of these creatures standing here. And her arm was starting to hurt abominably.

“I command the prince’s guards, and you will let us pass. Now. You will lose too much time with the Earthling. She is your responsibility, you got her injured, you take her to the healer.”

The woman sighed, inclined her head and walked past the commander of the prince’s guard, with the monster holding Judy falling in behind her.

Judy tried to see where they were, but tall stone walls blocked any view. They were walking through a small courtyard, and there were more guards up on the top of the wall.

Then they passed through a tunnel or a gate, and into a larger courtyard. The sun was shining and a breeze stirred up dust. Judy could even hear some birds, although she didn’t recognize the calls.

There were more people, and several of them looked like humans, wearing leather garments. All of them stared, two or three of them even shook their heads. What did that mean?

They walked through a door which was tall enough so that the monster carrying her didn’t have to duck his head. And then, to Judy’s massive surprise, she was gently lowered onto what looked like an examination bed at a hospital.

The monster that had originally caught her transformed into a well-built man with dark brown hair and sad, gray eyes.

“I’m sorry I hurt you,” he said. “We’ll take good care of you, we have the best healers.”

Judy gritted her teeth, when a gentle hand touched the hand she had clasped around her injured arm. She looked and met the eyes of another man, an older one this time.

“Would you let me look, please?”

That man had the touch of a doctor, she thought, caring and yet not intrusive. With an effort, she lifted her hand, trying not to look at the lacerations on her arm. The amount of blood was shocking.

“Ah, thank you.” The man smiled. “Now, this is not hard to heal, those are clean wounds.”

What was he talking about?

“Please relax. I need to touch your face to take care of this.”

The fact that he was asking permission was comforting, although she had no idea why he would want to touch her face. “All right.”

He stood behind her head, reached and placed both hands on her face, thumbs on her cheeks, fingers on her jaw. Then he closed his eyes, and her arm began to tingle. What was going on here?

It didn’t last long and her arm didn’t look much different, either. But the pain was gone, and that surprised her so much that she almost cried.

“Now, your body knows to heal that. I will put a bandage around your arm to remind you to take it easy.” The man was still smiling. “Tomorrow, you will be able to use it again. I’ll ask Krighen to bring you back to me for a check and removing the bandage.”

Judy stared, blinked and remembered her manners. “Thank you,” she managed to say.

“Now, Krighen here will take you to a room and Brashani will explain what will happen next.”

“Garesh, we don’t have time for this,” the woman growled. “We have to go back to…”

“You hurt her, you took her, you are responsible for her. And I will not allow you to shirk that duty.” The doctor looked stern.

“You have no idea what you’re meddling with, Garesh.” The woman glared at him, but the healer didn’t budge.

“You know the rules, Brashani.”

“Fine.” The woman lifted Judy into her arms, surprising her with her strength. “So be it.”

“But…” Judy found that her voice was weaker than she expected.

“We will explain,” Brashani said gruffly. “And Krighen will stay with you for now. But all of this will be easier when you’re safely lying in a bed and we have food and water in reach.”

She gave Krighen a commanding nod and the young man hurried off.

The woman walked out of the healer’s room, down a corridor and up some stairs. Judy idly wondered how that young man would find them again, but that wasn’t really her problem.

She was starting to feel the bruises coming in, and that pain was enough to bring tears to her eyes. She didn’t dare think about anything else, however. Instead, she looked at the stone walls of the corridors, with wooden doors at regular intervals. It looked almost like a dormitory.

“Where…?” she began her question and then aborted it. No, she didn’t want to know.

“Just a moment, girl.”

Brashani opened one door by shoving it with her shoulder and carried Judy into a small room that held a bed in one corner, a large box in another, a chair and nothing else. A small window let in some light, and Judy could tell it was the middle of the day.

The woman deposited her on the bed, stuffed a cushion behind her back and then draped the blanket over her legs. Finally, she sat down in the chair with an impatient sigh.

Judy wanted to run, but the rational voice in her head told her to wait and listen before doing anything rash. And so she sat there, leaning against the wall, forcing herself to just sit and breathe.

Soon, the young man arrived, carrying a large basket. He sat at the foot of the bed, giving Judy an apologetic glance.

“This is all I could get on short notice,” he explained, ducking his head a little before lifting plates and squat mugs from the basket. He poured water from a tall flask and handed one mug each to Judy and the woman.

Judy gripped hers with both hands because now she was shaking.

The young man put a plate in her lap and filled it with slices of meat, slices of bread and something that looked like slices of vegetables. “All of this should be fine for an Earthling,” he said, unable to meet her eyes.

Earthling?

Judy licked her lips. Yes, she was hungry, very hungry, even. So she put the mug on her leg and held it there with her injured arm and reached for some bread.

“Eat. Healing takes a lot of energy.” Brashani still sounded gruff, while the young man looked guilty. Krighen, that was his name, she suddenly remembered.

Judy forced herself to look straight at the woman and face what had happened. Waiting any longer wouldn’t change anything. “Tell me. Where am I and what will happen next?”

Brashani took a deep breath. “You are on Langallen, one of the Twin Worlds.”

She just nodded, accepting that information for now. “And we stepped through some kind of gate?”

At that expression, images of that old Stargate series swirled through her mind. Had they traveled through a wormhole?

“We call it a portal,” Krighen said, still looking at the floor, his food untouched.

“Eat, Krighen.” Brashani’s voice held a command, and the young man took a slice of meat, chewing on it slowly. Judy followed his example. Her stomach growled, and she decided she could eat and listen at the same time. By the time she had finished the slice, she realized that nobody was speaking.

“So,” she said. “What happens next?”

The way even Brashani wasn’t meeting her eyes told her that she would hear something unpleasant next.

“You will stay here until your arm is healed, and then we’ll find a place for you,” Brashani said after more silence.

“A place?” Judy stared as the implications sank in. “Are you saying you won’t take me home?”

“That’s the law,” Krighen answered, his voice flat. “We don’t allow Earthlings to go back and reveal our world.”

“What?” Judy glared at him and he looked away.

“Earth is a bad place,” Brashani explained. “Full of greedy people. If they knew about us, they would come and try to plunder our spheres. We will never allow that.”

“But…” Judy stared at her. “But I have family. My Dad, and my friends, and… you can’t be serious!”

“I am sorry,” Krighen whispered.

“You mean I can never go home?” Judy yelled at them, and then her throat closed and tears fell. She barely noticed Krighen grab her mug and plate when she started to shake.

“We will help you find your home here,” Brashani said.

“You… you assholes!” Judy managed to scream through her tight throat. They would force her to stay here?

Deep inside, she knew they easily could. They controlled that gate. Or portal. But she wasn’t willing to accept that yet.

“You can’t just kidnap me!” Her voice broke.

“I’m afraid we can. And you really need to stop this.” Brashani glared right back at her. “We don’t have time for hysterics. You’re here for good, we will make certain you can have a good life, and the faster you accept it, the better.”

“How dare you!” Fury lashed through Judy and she kicked the blanket away. Without any regard for her injured arm, she thew herself at the woman who was treating her with such disdain.








  
  

Chapter 5


Sara





Voices announced the arrival of the rescue crew, and not a moment too soon, Sara thought. Crash was looking exhausted but he had refused any of her suggestions of lying down. 

To her surprise, Joe was leading the group, and the three men and one woman hurried closer quickly.

“That… was not what I expected,” Joe said just a moment later. “Who is that?”

“His name is Crash,” Sara explained. “And he stumbled up to me when I called for Judy.”

Joe frowned. “Have you seen Judy?”

“No.”

“So how do you know it wasn’t her hitting him?”

Sara stared. “What?”

Crash shook his head slightly, just as the woman sat down next to him.

“Hold still,” she said. Her voice was gentle, but it was clearly a command. She put her hands on Crash’s head, and he let her, to Sara’s surprise.

“No,” the woman said a moment later. “Unless Judy had a weapon, that wasn’t her.”

“Really?” Joe looked angry. “Not even a torch?”

“No, Joe, she carried nothing. She was just running back to get her phone.” Sara couldn’t believe they were suspecting Crash of attacking Judy. But then, maybe he had.

The woman shook her head. “This was a hard, blunt instrument. Not a branch from the ground. We have two cases here, Joe. And this one needs immediate attention.”

“It’s not…” Crash said, only to be silenced by her immediately.

“That injury needs an x-ray and stitches, at least. And three days of bed rest.”

“That’s not…”

“No arguing, young man. I’m not a doctor, but I can recognize a concussion when I see it. Off to the hospital it is.”

Crash looked at Sara pleadingly.

“No hospital, ma’am,” Sara said quickly, having her excuse ready. “He has no insurance.”

The woman rolled her eyes. “That’s no excuse.”

“He also has no money.”

“How do you know?” She glared at Sara.

“It is true,” Crash said in a tired voice.

“So you’re an alien?” Now she was glaring at Crash.

“Err…” He blushed, but didn’t answer.

“Oh, well.” The woman threw up her hands. “Joe, can we get him cleaned and stitched up at your place?”

“Sure.” Joe was clearly not happy about that, but he wouldn’t deny help, either.

“And he’ll have to be on a 24 hour watch, just to make sure there is no bleeding on the brain that would kill him.”

Sara’s hands flew to her mouth. “That bad?”

“It could be. That’s why I want him in a hospital.” The woman sounded exasperated.

“No hospital,” Crash said, clearly struggling to make his voice strong.

“I’ll watch him,” Sara offered. “I won’t be able to sleep anyway. We haven’t found Judy yet.”

One of the men patted her shoulder then went back to what he was unloading from his backpack. “Don’t worry. We brought a drone with an infrared sensor. We’ll find her.”

Sara felt relief wash through her, only to have it smashed to pieces when she looked at Crash. His expression told her that they would find nothing. What did he know?

“Before you play with your toy, we need to get this young man to bed,” the woman growled. “And he should not walk the distance.

“Sara can stay up here with Shawn,” Joe said.

“No. I’ll walk.” Crash pushed himself up and the woman sitting next to him sighed.

“You really can’t,” she said. “We have a stretcher. And you don’t look very heavy.”

Sara thought that Crash wanted to laugh at those words. Instead, he took a deep breath and lifted his head. “I’ll walk. With Sara.”

Clearly, there was a reason he didn’t want to be carried. Sara could tell he struggled with staying upright.

The woman let out an exasperated breath. “Young men. Always impossible, especially if there is a girl around. But so be it. Just don’t complain when we have to drag you.”

Crash snorted at that before he put an arm around Sara’s shoulder. “We walk.”

“Carl, take the stretcher and come with us. We’ll leave those two with that drone. I don’t want to have to carry this wanna-be hero with Sara here.”

“Sure, Linda.” The man quietly stepped to the woman’s side.

“Let’s get moving, then. I want you in bed, young man.” Linda’s voice was harsh.

It took a moment to coordinate her steps with Crash’s but soon they were walking down the trail that wasn’t really wide enough for two.

She wrapped her arm around his middle, and was surprised how much she could support him that way. They were not walking fast, but definitely making progress.

Crash was not leaning on her as much as she had expected, either, but she could sense how exhausted he was by now. How long ago had he been hurt?

She was certain he knew more than he was willing to tell her yet. Maybe he would later, since she had kept up her part of the deal.

When they finally reached the lodge, the moon had risen and made it easier to see the path.

“Let’s take him to the kitchen,” the woman said. Linda, Sara reminded herself. Then she remembered that Crash needed stitches and shuddered.

Even so, she guided them around the back and through the back door directly to the kitchen. No need to scare their guests.

When she turned on the lights, Crash flinched a little, but she ignored that. Instead, she led him to a stool next to the kitchen table where they always sat when preparing vegetables with Joe. Carl simply leaned the stretcher against a wall and crossed his arms, looking more like a guard that way.

“Good,” Linda said. “I need water, a cloth and towels, just to get all that blood off and see what’s going on.”

Privately, Sara thought that sounded primitive. Wouldn’t she use sterile wipes? Maybe she didn’t have any. She quickly got those things and watched Linda pull up a second stool before putting on gloves.

“Stand behind him, hands on his arms,” the woman ordered Sara. “I don’t want him to topple over. He should be lying down, but…”

“Not lying down,” Crash said.

“Yeah, I thought so.” Linda’s voice was sarcastic. Her hands were still gentle when she started washing the blood from Crash’s face.

Sara tried not to watch, the sight of all that blood made her stomach queasy, but somehow, she felt she owed it to Crash.

Why was she even trusting him?

Because he had sworn to find Judy. She clung to that moment, to the sincerity she had seen in his eyes. He was an ally, not an enemy, she told herself. An ally who needed her support.

“There we go,” Linda said, satisfaction in her voice. “That does need stitches, but it’s not as bad as I feared. You have a hard head, young man.”

Crash snorted.

“In more than one way,” Linda continued. Crash’s shoulders moved under her hands, and Sara thought he was trying not to laugh.

“Now, this will hurt.” Linda pulled out a spray from her kit. “It’ll disinfect the wound and it will also numb it a bit. Not enough, though, I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.” Crash sounded patient.

“You’re used to this?” Linda growled. “Do you get beat up as a hobby?”

“Training,” Crash said and gritted his teeth when the woman sprayed the wound above his temple.

“I should shave this,” she muttered and sighed. “Guess it won’t matter.”

Sara stared at the needle Linda threaded. It was not straight, instead it looked like a half circle.

Crash didn’t even flinch when Linda pushed the needle in. Sara felt ill but she forced herself to watch. The woman was thorough, putting in stitches and knotting them close together.

“You may end up with a scar,” she said when she finally put the needle away. “But I guess that you’ll enjoy wearing that.”

Crash said nothing to that. Instead, he simply waited for the treatment to be over.

Linda was pulling out bandages. “The stitches can come out in five days. I suppose you’ll do it yourself.”

“Yes.”

The woman nodded. “Do you have training for that, too?”

“No. But I’ll manage.” Somehow, Crash sounded amused, which Sara found hard to believe.

Just a little later, Crash was wearing a bandage around his head and looked beyond exhausted.

“Now, one final thing. I want to check your eyes.” Linda pulled out something that looked like a pencil. “Because I would still prefer you to be in hospital, to be honest.”

“No…” Crash’s hand flew up and gripped her wrist when she shone a light in one of his eyes.

“What the…?” Linda stared at him. “That was…”

“No,” Crash said. “My eyes are fine. I do not need them checked.”

“But…” Linda was still staring. “That…”

“You are mistaken.” Crash locked his eyes with her. “I am fine.”

The woman shook her head in angry disbelief. “I’ve never seen a pupil contract like that. This is not normal.”

“Thank you for your aid,” Crash said calmly, releasing her wrist and bowing his head a little. “I will be fine.”

“I know what I saw,” Linda protested.

Crash sighed. “It is normal.”

“Really?” The woman frowned at him.

Sara bit on her lip. She didn’t like this argument at all. “How about we get Crash to a bed?”

Linda relented but was still shaking her head. “That’s a good idea. And his pupil did contract, so brain damage is not likely. I hope.”

There was a spare room in the upper floor of the lodge, just beyond Judy’s bedroom. Joe wouldn’t mind if Crash slept there, Sara thought.

“It’s upstairs.”

“Of course.” Linda looked annoyed. “Well, let’s get him up there.”

Crash was still leaning on her, just as he had on the walk down the hill. Getting him up the stairs wasn’t hard, all she had to do was to balance him a little.

The walk down the corridor was easy and then Crash actually settled on the bed and let her remove his boots.

“Leave the rest,” he said, sounding groggier than earlier, and Sara decided that wouldn’t hurt. She covered him with the blanket and went to get a chair so she could sit next to him and guard his sleep.

Linda waited in the corridor. “Thank you for watching him. If he gets worse, call us.”

“I will.” Sara knew that she wouldn’t, not without Crash’s permission. She didn’t want to think about what she would do if he did get much worse.

“I’ll wait for Shawn and Joe to come back. If you need a break, get me or Carl.”

“I will, thank you.” Once again, she knew that she wouldn’t. Crash trusted her and no-one else.

“Right.” Linda gave her a nod and headed downstairs.

Sara grabbed a chair from her room as well as a book and went back to the spare room. Crash was breathing quietly, his eyes closed.

“Good night,” she whispered.

He opened one eye and smiled before closing it again. Moments later he had fallen asleep.








  
  

Chapter 6


Krighen





Krighen couldn’t believe his eyes when that Earthling girl launched herself at his commander. Sure, he had snatched her plate and her mug when she got upset, expecting a bout of hysterical crying. And yes, she had been screaming and kicking him when he had followed his orders to grab her. It had been more than unfortunate that Kreshanaris had run into her. But the laws were clear. Any Earthling who saw them had to die or come with them. And he would have hated having to kill this girl which was why he had born her inefficient attacks without retaliation. 

Brashani brushed her off with a casual swing of her arm, throwing the girl at the wall with the window. She fell hard, and Krighen thought he heard a sob. But to his surprise, she bounced back to her feet and screamed in rage before coming at Brashani again with fists flying, completely ignoring her injury.

That girl had plenty of courage, but no fighting skills at all. With a sigh, he put down her mug and plate and stood, intending to subdue her, but Brashani was faster. She threw a single punch, hitting the girl on her chin, and the Earthling went down.

“Stay down,” his commander growled at her, then turned to him. “Stay with her. She’s a silly fool, but she has courage. She might be worth saving. I’ll go and take care of that rogue prince.”

Krighen gave her the traditional salute, a fist on his chest and bowed his head.

A heartbeat later, she had left and he was alone with the girl. He sighed, picked her up and carefully laid her on the bed. Next, he placed the pillow under her head and covered her with the blanket before sitting down on the chair his commander had vacated.

No, this was not good at all.

He could tell when she was coming around, by the way her fingers twitched. She stubbornly refused to turn and look, for which he couldn’t blame her.

“It’s all right,” he said softly. “She left.”

A quick breath, then her body relaxed a little. She still refused to turn and look at him.

“What’s your name?” he asked, trying to do something, anything, to get her to stop being afraid of them.

“Get lost,” she growled.

That phrase didn’t make sense to Krighen, but it was fairly clear what she meant from the tone of her voice. He hid another sigh.

“Look, I said I’m sorry. The law is the law. But I’m trying to help you feel better, in case you didn’t realize.”

She sat up, glaring at him, wincing at the pain that she must be feeling. “I haven’t asked for your sympathy, either. Shut the heck up. And get out!”

“I can’t. I have orders to stay with you.”

The Earthling rolled her eyes. “Fine. Tell me your name again. It’s more fun to insult someone personally.”

“I understand that you’re upset and angry.” Krighen clung to his patience. “But that’s not going to help you.”

“I don’t care.” She crossed her arms on her chest. “You should have thought about that before kidnapping me. Why should I make it easy for you?”

He shook his head. “It’s not about making it easy for me. How you behave now will impact your life. If you keep being angry and combative, you might spend it in a dark cell. Unless Brashani decides that killing you is easier.” He hadn’t wanted to tell her about that possibility, but she needed to know the full risk.

“And now you’re threatening me?”

He sighed again. “No. I’m not threatening you. But I know that Brashani has started thinking along those lines. I want you to understand that what you do in the next few days will determine what kind of life you can have here.”

“I don’t want a life here, dammit!”

“Yes, you said so already. But you could have one here, even a pretty good one. Many people come to the Twin Worlds to live here.”

“Yeah. Because they choose to. I did not.” She was still glaring, but a little less so. Maybe there was still some hope.

“There are many options. You could be an artisan, a teacher, a researcher… maybe even a fighter. You do have the courage for one.”

She blinked a few times. “You’re not making me a slave?”

“We don’t do slavery.” That she was even thinking along those lines was upsetting. On the other hand, she was an Earthling. Slavery had been common in many places there, or so he had been taught.

“Oh.” She looked at the floor, relaxing just a little bit. After a while, she took a deep breath. “That woman. Brashani. Who is she?”

“She’s my commander. We’re a unit of portal guards.”

“I see.”

“No, you don’t. We stop people from going to Earth. And we catch those who do it anyway. You interfered. Although I’m pretty sure you didn’t do that on purpose.”

“I had no idea you even existed.” Her mouth twisted in a bitter way. “And I wish it had stayed that way.”

“I’m sorry.” Krighen was beginning to feel more than a little helpless and pulled up some anger to combat that feeling. He hated it more than anything else.

“I don’t care!” Fury flared in her eyes again, and he clung to his patience.

“I can’t take you back. But I want to help you. Can’t you see that?”

She leaned back against the wall and closed her eyes, clearly trying to regain control over her emotions. And once again, he couldn’t blame her. He would be just as upset if he had been forced to stay on Earth.

“Yes, I can see that,” she said after a while in a soft, broken voice, and then the tears that he had been expecting finally flowed.

Krighen was relieved. This was the first step to acknowledge the pain, and once she did that, she would be able to think about her future here in the Twin Worlds. And a strong woman like her could have a very good life here. He wished he could make her understand that.

For now, however, he would let her cry.








  
  

Chapter 7


Kreshanaris





Crash didn’t sleep. His mind whirled with what had happened, even though his head ached abominably. 

Escaping the portal guards should have been easy. He knew he was faster than those two, but colliding with the girl had been a nasty surprise. Essentially it had killed any chance at escape. From what he had learned, the portal should have been in a deserted area of Earth, not one that had trails and benches and all that.

Worse, he had stumbled into another Earthling girl, and had given her way too much information while his mind had still been dazed by the blow. He could only hope that she would keep the secret. At least he had managed to put some clothes on after he had regained consciousness, just in case he would meet some Earthlings. And he had managed to reach that healer’s mind and blur her memory of his eyes.
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