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PROLOGUE

​America - The day after
tomorrow

 


“In America
tonight, despite allegations of a
cover-up, the government denies there is any danger of Puhl-Lichter
striking the earth. In a press conference earlier today White House
press secretary, Jill Grossman, told reporters the comet would
indeed pass between the earth and the moon tonight, but aside from
a spectacular meteor shower, some unusual tide activity, and
perhaps a few hours of communications disruption, Puhl-Lichter will
have little effect on life as we know it on earth.

“The government’s
assurances have not convinced the followers of the Reverend Paul
Samuelson to abandon their occupation of Carlsbad Caverns, however.
It is estimated that several hundred of the fundamentalist
preacher’s flock are holed up in the famed caverns awaiting the
destruction of the earth. In a prepared statement, Samuelson
promised to surrender to any authority figure still alive after
sunrise tomorrow.”

Taylor turned on cue toward
Camera Two. The red eye on Camera One winked out.

“In The World tonight -
fiery protests erupt over the proposed Middle-East peace treaty.
For more on that story, here’s world news correspondent, Roxanne
Cameron.”

“And…out.”

Taylor heard the director’s
cue through his earphone. Cameron’s report would last exactly one
minute, fifty-five seconds before the camera would again be turned
on him. Instinctively, he checked himself out on the
monitor.

Hair…in place. Teeth…no spinach. Eyes…no dark circles.

Never let ‘em see you
sweat, he thought.

But J. Ransom Taylor was
sweating tonight, and it wasn’t the hot studio lights, nor the
dismal news that had him in a lather. He had long ago learned the
secret of reading the news without getting emotionally involved
with it.

Tonight he was sweating
because he was worried about Kim.

Slim, petite, prim and
proper, but with smoldering green eyes that seemed to burn into his
soul, Kim had been a beauty queen and a model before ‘retiring’ to
teach pre-school. They met at a fund-raiser for Multiple Sclerosis
and he had been trapped by her eyes.

They had married in three
weeks time and by the end of the first month she was already
dragging him to church. At first he had resisted. He didn’t like
Christians, he had told her. Didn’t like Jews or Muslims or
Buddhists for that matter. He just didn’t think anyone could
possibly have all the truth. He wasn’t even sure Truth existed. At
least, that’s what he said. But he inevitably succumbed to her
eyes. He always did.

He was surprised to find
how much he liked the church - liked the pastor, liked the quirky
little community of believers, even liked those musty old hymns.
They reminded him of his childhood.

“On in Five…Four…Three…”
The director’s voice shook him from his reverie. A quick glance at
the teleprompter and he was back in character. A hand signal
flashed from the news director and Camera Two winked back to
life.

“Today was a scorcher. Will
the heat wave continue through the weekend? Meteorologist Ken
Bartholomew has the five-day forecast, right after
this.”

Taylor flashed an easy
smile until the red light perched atop the lens dimmed to announce
he was off the air. The studio clock showed 10:17. Five minutes for
weather; four-thirty for sports; a minute and a half commercial
break; light news team banter and roll credits over a sweet human
interest story about a dog rescued from a drain pipe by a volunteer
fireman, and he could finally leave.
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The candy-apple red ‘68
Mustang flew down 4th
Street toward St. Mary’s Hospital. Taylor cursed
the red lights that blocked his way. He cursed the gas gauge that
rested comfortably on “E.”

Kim always told him “E”
stood for “Empty.” He always replied that “E” stood for
“Enough.”

Today he feared she was
right and cursed himself for not stopping to fill the tank on his
way to work. He cursed the news director for holding him up two
minutes longer than he had to with some innocuous chitchat about a
company volleyball tournament.

And he cursed that infernal
comet that threatened to outshine the moon.

Most of all he cursed
himself for going to the station at all. Oh, Kim had said it was
okay. The baby wasn’t due for another two weeks, she said. She’d be
fine, she said.

Taylor ran his fingers
through his wavy brown hair, still stiff with setting gel for the
camera, gunned the engine impatiently while cursing the light
again, and cursed himself again for wasting what little gas he had
left. It would be par for the course if he managed to run out of
gas on the way to the hospital.

Kim’s water had broken
somewhere between the Texas Tech women’s basketball scores, and the
dog story; and he hadn’t found out until the newscast was
over.

Green light; and the
Mustang’s tires left a ten-foot reminder of where they had once
rested.

The Mustang coughed and
choked before wheezing its last gasp of gas fumes, then coasted to
a laconic stop on the outskirts of the hospital parking lot. Taylor
leapt from the restored classic, not bothering to even lock the
doors, and ran the last forty yards to the emergency room
entrance.

“Maternity,” he sputtered
to the nurse through the four-inch round hole in the
glass.

She pointed down the hall
with her pen. A half-amused grin curled the corners of her mouth,
but never touched her eyes. She had seen that same frantic look on
too many almost-fathers’ faces for the humor to reach further. She
shook her head, let out a sigh and returned to the endless pile of
paperwork before her.

Taylor forgot her as soon
as he received directions. He took off at a half-trot, trying to
follow the yellow line on the floor but without success. Yellow
merged with green, then with red, separated back into yellow and
merged back with green - a labyrinth of wards too complex for any
but Theseus to decipher.

“Might have guessed it
would be all the way on the other side of the hospital,” he
muttered, cursing himself once more as he turned into the
Geriatrics Ward.

They had taken Lamaze at
this hospital. They had visited the birthing center at this
hospital. Kim’s OB/GYN had her office in the clinic across the
street from this hospital. So, why couldn’t he remember where the
Maternity Ward was located!?

Finally a heavy-set black
woman in a happy green smock populated by little blue men in red
hats came into view, and he hurried to catch her before she got
away.

“Maternity?” he
begged.

The nurse paused long
enough to peer over her glasses at the frantic
newscaster.

“You’re J. Ransom Taylor,”
she said, in a manner that said she was not impressed at all. “I
watch you on the news when I get the chance. You’re not bad, but I
gotta tell you, honey, that Chad Henderson you got doing the
sports, he is fine. Umm, hmm, hmm.”

She motioned him to follow
as she wound her way through the corridors. She stopped briefly to
look at him as if the light suddenly dawned on her.

“You’re Kim Taylor’s
husband. Why, she’s been waiting for you. I tell you, she is just
the sweetest thing.”

“Is she all right? Has the
baby come yet? I’m not too late am I?”

“Tush,” she said, waving
her hand as if to brush his worries away. She started off again at
a nonchalant waddle. “First babies don’t come that fast. You got
some waiting to do yet. Might as well get comfortable. It’s likely
you’ll be here for a while.

“Kim’s fine. We’ve got a
monitor on her and the baby’s heartbeat is just fine. Her
contractions were a good five minutes apart, last I checked, but
she’s only dilated to four. She wouldn’t even be here yet if her
water hadn’t broke.”

As she finished her speech
the pair rounded a corner, and she ushered him into one of the
hospital’s beautifully appointed birthing rooms that looked more
like the bridal suite at a posh hotel than a delivery room - rich,
polished mahogany furniture, delicate floral wallpaper, a state of
the art entertainment center, and a spare bed in case dad needed a
place to crash. The local hospitals were competing for the baby
business, even promising valet parking and a candlelight dinner for
the new parents.

Nothing like the old days
when fathers had to pace in the waiting room, Taylor mused.

Kim lay on the bed,
alternately watching a black and white rerun of “I Love Lucy” on
the television and the black and green squiggly lines on the baby’s
heart rate monitor.

She looked up at Taylor and
smiled, a dimple appearing on her right cheek. With a leap he was
at her bedside, shaking with relief that he had not missed the
birth of their first child.
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John Knox ran the
calculations again. Blinking behind his glasses, he tried to deny
his conclusion. He pushed the specs back up on his nose and ran the
figures through the Cray CX1 Supercomputer one more
time.

Unbelievable.

He shook his
head.

They were wrong. They had
been wrong all along. They were using outdated information.
Possibly even erroneous information.

Knox stood, walked to the
window, ripped off his glasses and polished them with the tail of
his untucked shirt.

It is erroneous
information. It has to be erroneous information.

He settled his glasses back
into place, returned to the Cray and ran the calculations a third
time, just to be sure.

Impossible, yet
unmistakable. These figures can only apply to Puhl-Lichter. The
official version is close, so close. No layman would ever notice.
The vast majority of professional mathematicians and astronomers
would never know the difference.

You could run the official
figures through a computer a dozen times and still come up with the
wrong conclusion. After all, computer geeks don’t question the
input data. But ‘garbage in, garbage out’ as the saying goes. These
figures are obviously wrong.

Knox jerked the
sweat-flecked spectacles from his face, mopped his brow with the
back of his hand, then pushed the glasses back into place, startled
at the sudden clarity as the world once again snapped into
place.

He could no longer argue
with the results. Puhl-Lichter wasn’t going to pass between the
earth and the moon. Puhl-Lichter was going to hit the earth.

And they knew it. They had known it all
along.

Knox was afraid he was
going to be sick, or soil himself. He had to tell somebody. There
wasn’t much time, but maybe people could get to a shelter...Or
something.

Why hadn’t they told the
truth, warned the people? Millions… billions could die. Would
die!

He reached for the phone,
then let it drop as the truth set in. He was going to die. Today. In about
four hours and twenty-seven… no… twenty-six minutes, if his
calculations were correct. There was no place to hide. Not for him.
Not for anybody.

In order to survive the
impact of a comet the size of Puhl-Lichter you would have to be a
hundred feet underground, and be prepared to stay there for years,
decades, maybe even a century. No one could plan for that
contingency.

He wasn’t sure how long he
sat there, staring at nothing. Numb. The footsteps in the doorway
roused him from his stupor. He pushed his glasses back up on his
nose and looked a silent question at his project manager, Dr.
Lawrence Wilkes.

“Yes. It’s going to hit the
earth,” Wilkes answered the look.

He walked to Knox’s work
station and nodded at the calculations.

“This is very good work,
John. Very good. You always were one of the best. You never
accepted the facts as presented. You always wanted to know for
yourself.”

Wilkes ambled across the
room and slid down to sit next to his young protégé.

“It will probably splinter
when it enters the atmosphere,” he said as if talking were a
catharsis for him.

“Parts of it will likely
strike the Atlantic, producing tidal waves that make the 2004
Indian Ocean tsunami look like it was made by a toddler splashing
the bathtub by comparison. Depending on how much the atmosphere
slows it down, portions with likely fall all across North America,
principally in the south, with Georgia, Texas and Mexico the most
likely candidates.

“Smaller bits will continue
to fall in its wake for days after, striking the Pacific, China,
India, Africa. There is a sizable chuck that will likely smack down
somewhere in France. Serves them right. I never much cared for the
French.”

“Not that it matters,”
Wilkes rubbed his hands together as if to shake the chalk dust from
them after a lecture in his college classroom. He shook his head
slowly at the old habit that had refused to die when he left
academia.

“There likely won’t be much
of anyone left alive anywhere on earth by that time. The atmosphere
will become super-heated when the comet hits, spawning tornadoes,
cyclones and waterspouts all over the world.

“Its collision with the
earth will produce earthquakes, of course; volcanic eruptions and
tsunamis will follow for months after. Millions of tons of debris
will be thrown into the air, blocking out the sun’s rays, ushering
in a new ice age that could last decades - or
centuries.”

Wilkes checked his watch, a
ridiculously expensive, and not particularly attractive, Rolex that
had been a gift from the institution for his thirty years of
service.

“I’m sorry, John. In
roughly three and a half hours, civilization as we know it will
cease to exist, and there is not a damn thing anyone can do about
it. Nothing anyone could
have done to prevent it. Puhl-Lichter is just too
damned big.”

“Does the President know?”
Knox asked.

“Of course he knows,”
Wilkes snorted. “He’s known for months. Members of the UN Security
Council have been briefed. Every head of state in the free world
and some in the not-so-free world are privy to the information you
just discovered.”

“Then why? Why not tell the
people? Maybe they could have done something. They don’t know this
is their last day on earth…”

“What good would it do?
There’s no place to hide. Oh, there are a few security bunkers for
some of the higher up muckity-mucks and their families.

“The military may have a
few places that can weather the storm for a few years, if it’s not
as bad as I think it will be. But announce it to the world? Do you
think anyone would take the view of Eat,
drink, and be merry for tomorrow we die? Do you seriously think life would just go on as usual? It
would be Bedlam; or worse.”

Wilkes stood, shoved his
hands into his pockets, and strolled across the room and looked out
the window.

“Come here, John,” he
commanded. “Take a look. See that? A woman and a man, holding
hands, sharing a quiet lunch, discussing their future, perhaps
making sweet love-talk. Scenes just like that are happening all
over the world right now, right at this very minute. Pretty
peaceful, huh? Let them have these last few moments. It’s better
this way, don’t you think?”

Knox crossed to the window,
and watched as the young man, who appeared to be barely out of his
teens, handed the woman a daisy. The chorus of an old song drifted
through his mind.

“I’ll give you a daisy a
day, dear. I’ll give you a daisy a day. I’ll love you until the
rivers run still. And the four winds we know blow away.”

Knox nodded. The four winds
were about to blow away.

He glanced at his watch,
took a deep breath and ran his fingers through his hair. He
suddenly wished he had taken the time to try hang gliding. It might
have been fun. He reached again for the phone.

“What are you doing, John?”
the elder scientist asked.

“I thought I might call my
mom,” Knox replied. “Just to tell her I love her.”
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The labor had been intense.
Kim couldn’t stop sweating, her pixie-cut, auburn hair matted
against her forehead. She slept fitfully during the moments between
contractions, but she was near exhaustion.

Taylor was exhausted just
being in the same room with her. He sweated too, and this time he
didn’t care who saw. Not for the first time he thanked God he was
not a woman; and at the same time wished with all his might that he
could be allowed to bare the pain his wife was enduring, if only it
would somehow ease hers.

At last Dr. Jocelyn White
sauntered into the room, smiling as if this were the most natural
thing in the world. She was a small woman. The gray in her hair and
the lines around her eyes placed her well past her middle years,
but she exuded more energy than Taylor could have mustered in his
college days.

He heard she had been
recalled to active duty during the Third Gulf War, and she had been
no spring chicken even then. Taylor had shaken his head at that
news. This was one tough bird.

You could never tell her
age from the quixotic sparkle in her eye. If he hadn’t seen the
date on her diploma from Vanderbilt Medical School, he would never
have believed it.

Garbed in an unflattering
shade he could only describe as puke green, Dr. White rolled a
stool to the base of Kim’s bed and peered between her thighs as she
snapped on a pair of latex gloves. A quick examination, and she
grinned up at Taylor.

“Dilated to 10, 100%
effaced. We’re going to have a baby,” she announced.

Taylor could have kissed
her. Instead he stammered, “Now?”

Dr. White nodded as the
nurse tied her gown. She leaned over Kim and whispered something
into her ear that made Kim laugh. Taylor wondered what was so
funny, but knew better than to ask. There were some things that
women shared, that men were not privy to. He accepted that. It was
only a mild irritation. But it would have helped if they shared
their woman stuff when he was not in the same room.

Taylor backed out of the
way and watched, fascinated at the process. He had seen the films
during Lamaze class; been a little disgusted with them if the truth
be known. Birth was all about blood, sweat and tears. It was not a
pretty sight.

Until today.

Until it was his child
being born.

Until it was his wife
sweating, straining, pushing the new life out of her own
body.

Today it was incredible.
Indescribable. Beautiful.

Everything ground down to
slow motion, like a grainy, black-and-white 8mm film clip. The
head…the shoulders…the tummy…the feet. Then it was over. And it was
beautiful.

“We have a man-child,” Dr.
White exulted, as if this was the first time she had ever delivered
a baby in her life. She flashed a triumphant, yet somehow coy,
smile toward Taylor.

“Would Dad like to cut the
cord?”

Taylor stood dumbfounded,
as if his feet had suddenly grown roots and burrowed into the
floor. It never occurred to him he might be allowed to do that. It
had never been discussed. What if he did it wrong? What if he hurt
the baby? What if he hurt Kim?

Man-child? He had a son?!
It was a boy!

He stumbled
forward.

“You bet he would,” he said
as he grabbed the surgical scissors, a stupid grin splitting his
face in two.

Guided by the watchful eyes
of the obstetrician, Taylor administered the cut that divided
mother from son. Dr. White gently laid the softly crying infant on
Kim’s chest, smiling congratulations.

“What are you going to call
him?” she asked.

Kim looked triumphantly,
fiercely at her husband, and announced with more strength than she
could possibly have left, “James Ransom Taylor, the
Second.”

Taylor felt his heart fill
to bursting. He didn’t think he could ever be any happier if he
lived for eternity. He leaned over the bed to embrace his wife, and
for the first time, he looked into the eyes of his son. They were
bright, prescient, knowing. They looked just like Kim’s eyes. He
would have sworn his son smiled at him.

The light grew bright;
unbearably bright. The air crackled and hissed; took on the
pressure of an impending thunderstorm, and in the twinkle of an eye
J. Ransom Taylor, still embracing his family, found himself smiling
back into the eyes of his Creator.


​ A LEGEND OF TYRFINGR

 


In the time
before the Time of Madness there lived a great
king whose name was Svarlym. Valiant in battle and wise in
government, he fought for many years to rid his kingdom of evil and
at last he drove all those who practiced darkness to the frozen
wastelands far to the north.

All but two.

Dvalinn and Durin, twin
brothers who were dark and shrunken, but powerful in the black
arts, remained hidden in the rocks they called home.

King Svarlym trapped the
brothers within their den and would have killed them, but Dvalinn
offered to forge the king a great sword with a golden hilt that
would never miss a stroke, would never rust, and could cut through
stone and iron as easily as through cloth. Though Svarlym was known
to be both wise and good, the thought of such power beguiled his
mind. He agreed to spare the brothers’ lives in exchange for this
marvelous sword.

Long did the twins labor
at their forge, crafting the mighty sword they
called…Tyrfingr.
It shone like the sun and gleamed like fire. King Svarlym laughed
loud and long as he swung it in a wide arc above his head. Surely
the hand that wielded Tyrfingr was the hand that would rule the
world.

Dvalinn and Durin laughed
loud and long, too, as they told the king of the curse they had
forged into the great sword. Tyrfingr would be the cause of three
great evils and it must take a life every time it was drawn from
its sheath. The first life it was destined to take, Dvalinn
cackled, was King Svarlym’s own.

The king tried to slay
Dvalinn and Durin, but the dark brothers escaped into the rocks.
Too late King Svarlym realized the foolishness of his lust for
power. Raising the great sword high over his head, Svarlym cried
with a loud voice, “Though my life is forfeit, no other evil shall
come from my folly, for no other hand shall draw Tyrfingr
forth.”

King Svarlym’s mighty heart
burst as he drove the shining blade of Tyrfingr deep into the
stone, where it remains to this day.

 


- From the Hervararkvida. Recorded in the Regius Codex and kept
safe among the forbidden works in the Great Library of
Omaha.


​
CHAPTER 1

Many Centuries after The
Great Burning

 


It was late
before Alwyn finally stumbled back to his cubicle
in the Library. It was a small, non-descript room with barren,
white plastered walls, furnished simply with a bed shoved against
one wall, and a desk and chair against the other. Like all the
rooms in the Library, there was no door. A heavy, deep blue
tapestry edged in golden embroidery, provided a modicum of
privacy.

He shed his sodden, brown
wool cloak onto the floor and let it lay where it fell, then
dropped onto his bed to wrestle with his boots. The first slid off
reluctantly, but the other refused to cooperate.

Weariness clung to him like
a cockle-burr. Fatigue streaked his hazel eyes with red, and the
cold numbed his fingers to near useless stubs. He almost gave up
the fight when his foot suddenly popped loose. He looked at the
worn leather boot in his hand with mild surprise, trying to
remember why it was there, then dropped it to the floor beside its
mate.

Alwyn sat staring at the
lone candle flickering on his desk, letting the weariness wash over
him as the warmth from the fire, laid by a compassionate steward,
leached the cold from his body. He tried not to think, but thoughts
came unbidden anyway. He desperately wanted sleep, but there was
too much information, supposition, and insinuation fighting for his
attention.

He began to consciously
slow his breathing, to let his surroundings blur. It was a trick of
concentration he had learned in the Amarillo Waste.

A dull glint of
candlelight reflecting off of a polished surface on his desk
distracted him, breaking his concentration. It wasn’t much, but it
was enough to draw his attention for a moment. He scanned through
the collection of mementos that populated his desk for the source
of the glimmer. Then he saw it - the burnished steel of a marriage
knife - his marriage knife. The memories came crashing back with a force
that burgled his breath.

Catharine!

Alwyn forced himself to his
feet and staggered forward languidly, as if in a dream, toward his
desk. Gently, reverently, he picked up the dagger with the three
red cords twined about its hilt, unconsciously rubbing the trio of
scars on his chest.

He didn’t remember
returning to his bed. He didn’t remember lying down upon it. He
didn’t remember drifting into sleep.
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The air was crisp and
clean, cold to the point of searing Alwyn’s lungs, but in his dream
he was the only one who seemed to be bothered by it. He tried to
will his body to stop shivering. It refused to comply. He breathed
slowly through his nose and let his surroundings blur. It was a
trick he had learned from Jon, his closest friend among the
Amarillo Nomes, soon to be his brother-in-law. His nervousness
wrestled with his self-will and his artificially induced calm
evaporated like the morning mist under the onslaught of the rising
sun.

Suddenly she was there,
looking more radiant than that sun rising over the plateau, and
thoughts of the cold were banished from his mind. His body no
longer shivered, though his mouth went dry and he knew a stupid
grin was working its way across his face.

Catharine.

Liberty on high, she’s
beautiful!

Catharine walked exactly
three paces in front of Theodora, her mother, who walked exactly
three paces in front of old Sara, the oldest woman in the clan, who
walked exactly three paces in front of Brianna, his mother. They
were followed by the married women, some with babes in arms, who
were followed in turn by the maidens.

There was no trace of
nervousness on Catharine’s face; no indication that she was
affected by the cold - though, as custom dictated, she was
barefooted. There was no hesitation in her walk.

Catharine moved with the
grace of a wild pony; confident, exuberant, free. Her raven black
hair, bound loosely at the shoulders with a simple white ribbon,
fell below her waist and glistened like obsidian in the sunlight,
rippling on every hint of a breeze. Her emerald green,
almond-shaped eyes glowed with an inner fire above her high
cheekbones; her coppery skin shone like burnished gold beneath the
fireball of the rising sun.

In a heartbeat Catharine
was standing before Alwyn, and the cold truly did vanish. Her
smile, at once shy and bold, warmed him thoroughly. She smelled of
sunshine and wildflowers. Radiant in an unadorned, pure white,
linen wedding dress that left her shoulders bare, gathered about
her tiny waist, and fell to within a hand’s breadth of the ground,
she took his breath away

Catherine was barely one
day past her sixteenth naming day. Neither honor nor tradition
required her to marry before her eighteenth. But she had chosen
him, an outlander, and demanded the ceremony be performed not one
day later than was permitted, as was her right.

That day was
today.

Theodora and old Sara took
their places on either side of the girl. Theodora stood staring at
Alwyn for what seemed an eternity, as if weighing and measuring his
character to the last degree. Alwyn was tempted to lick his lips,
and would have if he could have worked any moisture onto his
tongue.

Apparently finally
satisfied with what she saw, Theodora suddenly turned toward the
gathering of women at her back and nodded.

Brianna stepped forward
bearing a small, highly polished wooden box, ornately carved with
twisting knots and fanciful animals. Blonde-haired, blue-eyed and
fair skinned, Alwyn’s mother stood out from her dark-eyed,
ruddy-skinned Nomish counterparts, though her knowledge of the
customs and traditions of the Amarillo Nomes allowed her to blend
comfortably into their society. She knelt once before Catharine,
twice before Theodora, and three times before old Sara, then opened
the box.

The oldest woman in the
clan reached into the box and drew out a dagger. Its blade was
slightly curved and, like the box, delicately decorated with
twisting knots and fanciful animals; its hilt was twined with three
red cords. She nodded approvingly at the workmanship, then nodded
to the men who stood silently behind Alwyn.

Pepin, Catharine’s father,
stepped forward on one side while Malcolme, Alwyn’s father, took
his place on the other. At another nod from the old woman the two
men grasped Alwyn’s lightweight linen shirt and ripped it down the
front, exposing his chest.

Old Sara stepped forward,
placed the point of the razor sharp blade of the dagger just above
Alwyn’s heart and pressed until it pierced the flesh. With a slow,
practiced hand she drew the blade down three finger lengths as she
recited the ancient marriage ritual of the Amarillo
Nomes.

“It is written:
Where there is life there is pain; but where pain
is shared by two, the pain is cut in half. This will be a mark of remembrance for the pain that has
been.”

Theodora, called Dora by
the womenfolk and close family, now stepped forward, took the knife
from the old woman’s hand, and placed its point slightly to the
right of the wound which was now leaking blood down Alwyn’s chest
and onto his belly. For a long moment she searched his face,
looking for any sign of hesitation. Finding none, she allowed
herself a brief grin of satisfaction, and then pressed the blade
through his skin, making a duplicate incision.

“It is written:
Where there is life there is pain; but where pain
is shared by two, the pain is cut in half. This will be a mark of remembrance for the pain that shall
be.”

Theodora stood for another
moment before pulling the dagger from Alwyn’s chest. He experienced
an odd, sweet ache of sadness as it was withdrawn, like a long
forgotten lover’s kiss.

Catharine took her place
before him in all her radiant beauty. She tangled his thoughts and
threatened to wrest his concentration away from the ceremony. He
stood still, immobile, awaiting the final stroke that would rend
his flesh and seal their union.

Catharine smiled sweetly as
she raised the dagger to his heart. A petite creature, she placed
the knife point on his chest barely at her eye level, between his
two bleeding wounds.

“It is written,” she
intoned, “Where there is life there is
pain; but where pain is shared by two, the pain is cut in
half. This will be a mark of remembrance
for the pain that now is.”

The dagger entered his
flesh, piercing, burning, slicing easily the ritual three fingers;
but instead of drawing the knife out, Catharine began to push the
blade deeper into his chest. The blood which had trickled from the
first two incisions began to flow freely from the third
wound.

In shock Alwyn tried to
back away, but found himself held fast on either side by the iron
grip of Pepin and Malcolme. Catharine’s sweet smile degenerated
into a rictus snarl as she began to decompose before his
eyes.

Up the plateau he could see
a war party of the White Sands Nomes advancing, cutting down
everyone in their path. None of the Amarillo Nomes turned to run;
none tried to fight. All stood smiling ruthlessly at him as they
were slaughtered before his eyes.

“Why did you leave
me, my darling,”
the cadaver that had once been his bride spat as she pressed the
dagger deeper into his flesh. “Was your precious collection so
important? You knew my time was near to deliver our child, but you
couldn’t wait, could you? You needed to find out what lay buried in
that mound across the border in the White Sands, though you knew it
was forbidden, didn’t you?”

Still the warriors
advanced, hacking their way toward him with their thick-bladed
machetes. He could hear them coming from behind him; saw them
murder young and old, women and children, without pity; limbs and
heads severed, soaking the landscape with blood.

He wanted to beg the people
to run, to fight, to beg for mercy; anything but to accept this
senseless slaughter. But the people only stood and smiled at him as
they died, and the dagger in his chest cut off all sound from his
throat.

He watched in horror as an
ax severed his mother’s head from her body; felt his father release
his grip, and saw Malcolme’s bloodied body fall at his
feet.

“We are all dead
now, my darling.
All dead, because of you,” Catharine whispered as she twisted the
knife, trying to wedge it between his ribs. “Because you violated
the ancient burial site of the kings of the White Sands Nomes, we
are dead. And it
is all your fault.”

The putrid, rotting figure
that moments before had been his beautiful Catharine, prepared for
the final push that would end his life; and then hesitated. She
gradually began to withdraw the blade from his chest, a hairbreadth
at a time, until only the point continued to pierce his flesh. With
the same measured precision that she had used to slice a furrow
three fingers long down his chest, Catharine gently pull the blade
from his flesh.

“No. You will not
die, my darling.
You will live. But your pain - pain which should have been halved -
will now be doubled.”

The figure that he could no
longer recognize as Catharine dropped the dagger with the three red
cords twined about its hilt into the dust at his feet, turned and
walked away.

She stopped once to look
back at him. “Why did you leave me, my darling?” Catharine asked sadly, then turned
and walked unhindered through the rising tide of howling White
Sands warriors, before crumbling into dust, and blowing
away.

“Catharine!” Alwyn cried
out, just before a blow to the side of his head crumpled him to the
ground.
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Alwyn rolled from his bed,
landing on his hands and knees. Slowly the cold stone floor of the
Library cubicle he called home lured him back to his senses. He
shook his head to clear away the images. They weren’t real. It
didn’t happen that way. It did not
happen that way.

His marriage ceremony was a
sweet memory. He and Catharine had enjoyed life as husband and
wife. She had been pregnant with their first child
before...

Alwyn took a deep breath to
steady his emotions. He forced himself to his feet, stumbled to the
water basin and poured icy water from the pitcher into the bowl.
Plunging his hands beneath the surface Alwyn splashed his face and
scrubbed away the tears.

It was a hard dream.
LaFranc would say it was just his mind dealing with the
uncertainties of the past and the chaos of the present triggered by
some spicy flat bread, topped with sausages and covered with
cheese.

LaFranc could be annoying
at times.

Weariness tugged Alwyn back
to his bed like a half-sleeping lover. His face was still wet and
his hands were still icy. He was asleep by the time he closed his
eyes. The dreams reasserted themselves.
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Alwyn lay prone just below
the crest of the hill. Low-crawling on his elbows and knees he
worked his up until he could peer down into the valley beneath. He
was on sacred ground; at least it was sacred to the White Sands
Nomes. On the other side of the hill lay the legendary burial
mounds of the Loch-Lann, the ancient kings of the Nomes.

The Annals of the Four Masters, reputed
to have been written in the fourth century of the Common Era,
claimed the huge stone chamber-mounds were exactly 286 hands high
with entrance passages more than 90 hands long. The riches of the
kings were listed in detail in the Annals: golden masks, crafted in the
likeness of the dead kings, gemstones, exotic wood furnishings,
aromatic incenses, precious metals of steel and silver. But more
important to Alwyn was the enigmatic ring-and-spiral artwork that
decorated the mounds’ iron-bound doors.

Still more exciting, the
inscriptions on those doors appeared to be written in Ancient
American, though he could not be sure until he had a closer look.
Malcolme, his father, had spent his lifetime deciphering the
maddeningly simple yet infinitely complex script, and Alwyn had
inherited his obsession. He was fascinated by the genius of the
Ancient Americans in developing a written language using less than
fifty characters which could be rearranged to create individual
words. This written language bore not even the slightest
resemblance to Modern American script.

Few outside the Guild of
the Librarians and court scribes could read Modern American. This
written language was composed of more than 5000 unique symbols, one
for each word, and was primarily used for official government
documents. Malcolme believed it was the ability of the Ancients to
pass on their knowledge through their written language that allowed
them to create the mythical marvels attributed to them. He had even
theorized publicly that the Ancient Americans had all known how to
read and write, though his colleagues scoffed at his belief in
universal literacy.

Most common folk outside
the Library, and many Guild members within its walls, considered
the marvels of the Ancients to be folk tales at best. Reading and
writing was far to complex a task to be bothered with when there
was a crop to bring in. Besides, such a skill was too important to
be left to the common people.

The Loch-Lann mounds were
not guarded, yet Alwyn felt a twinge that told him something was
not right. Collections could be dangerous expeditions, and although
he was not yet seventeen years from his Naming Day, this feeling
had already saved his life more than once. He had learned to trust
it. He motioned his older brother, Burtyn, to stay where he was,
and inched his way back down.

“Guards?” Burtyn
whispered.

Alwyn shook his
head.

“Then what are we waiting
for? This is the chance of a lifetime. Think of it, Alwyn. We will
see things no American has ever seen before. Ancient weapons, steel
and precious stones. There may even be books in there, Alwyn. Books
from before the Great Burning. We’ll be famous. Maybe even more
famous than Father.”

Alwyn pressed his finger to
his lips, and tried to stifle his older brother’s enthusiasm.
Burtyn was good, better than Alwyn, nearly as good as Malcolme. But
Burtyn was reckless; impetuous; prone to taking shortcuts when the
long way around would be more prudent. Burtyn had no patience for
the long way around. He had almost gotten them both killed on more
than one occasion, but he seemed to have a charmed life, often
claiming that Liberty loved him best.

It had been Burtyn’s hunch
to explore south of the Grande River Valley for the mounds, when
all evidence pointed north. Now that he had been proved right
Burtyn wanted to exploit his good fortune.

Books from before the
Burning?

Alwyn felt
a thrill rush through him that threatened to
overwhelm his common sense, but he squelched the thought before it
could gain a foothold on his reason.

“We both agreed,” Alwyn
whispered, “that if we found anything we would ride back to camp
and consult Malcolme. This is his collection, not ours. Besides,
something is not right.”

“What?” Burtyn
demanded.

“I don’t know.” Alwyn
pursed his lips, trying to put his finger on what was troubling
him. “Something. A feeling. We should go. Now.”

Burtyn’s laughter was
tinged with scorn. He had little use for Alwyn’s
feelings, but he raised
his hands in acquiescence.

“Go get the horses
saddled,” he said. “I’ve got a pebble in my boot I want to get out,
and then I’ll join you.”

Alwyn gave his brother a
knowing look and raised a warning finger.

“Don’t do nothin’ dumb,” he
quoted Strom Maxwell, a friend from their years in
Omaha.

Strom had been a scalawag
and a trouble-maker, but he had a quick wit and easy grin, and the
uncanny ability to get out of trouble as easily as he got into it.
Strom and the two brothers had been all but inseparable.
Don’t do nothin’ dumb, had been Strom’s favorite saying, though he rarely followed
his own advice.

Neither did
Burtyn.

Alwyn waited for his
impetuous brother to acknowledge the warning. Burtyn nodded, and
Alwyn scrabbled down the hill as quietly as he could and rapidly
started saddling their mounts, beginning with Burtyn’s chestnut
pony.

Alwyn lost himself in the
work, thinking about how proud Malcolme would be. Perhaps Malcolme
would even let him work on the translation of the
doors…I’m not so bad with Ancient American
glyphs…if it did truly turn out to be
Ancient American glyphs.

Alwyn had barely finished
saddling the first horse when he was jolted from his reverie by the
sound of pounding footsteps. Without a word, Burtyn ran past him,
leapt into the saddle and spurred his pony to a gallop.

Alwyn stood stunned for a
moment, watching Burtyn ride away. When he turned back toward the
mound, the hilltop was lined with warriors of the White Sands
Nomes, resplendent in paint and feathers.

He thought he should run,
but his feet seemed planted in the earth. The warriors approached,
laughing mirthlessly, mercilessly; some swinging their long swords
at nothing, others hacking the wind with their wicked, double-edged
battle-axes.

Alwyn looked back long
enough to see his older brother disappearing over the hill and
cursed him by all he considered holy. His thoughts went at once to
Catharine. She was great with child; their first child; his
child.

She was near her time. She
had begged him not to go on this collection. She said she had a
very bad feeling about it. She sensed something bad would happen.
He had laughed at her. After all, he told her, Burtyn would be with
him. What could possibly go wrong?

“Catharine,”
he cried out just before a blow to the side of
his head crumpled him to the ground.
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Alwyn groaned on his bed,
thrashed and moaned, clawed his way to momentary consciousness
before sinking back into the nightmare.
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Alwyn lost track of the
days that had past since the White Sands Nomes captured him. He
knew from the change of the seasons that it had been more than a
year, but beyond that, one day was pretty much like any other. He
was a slave…less than a dog…less than a pig. He slept with the
animals; ate with the animals; and on more than one occasion, he
wondered if he was to be butchered and eaten, like the
animals.

He was beaten worse than an
animal, though as time passed the beatings became less frequent,
and were administered with diminished enthusiasm. They were now
delivered more as an afterthought than as intentional
punishment.

His work consisted of the
most menial of tasks – he dug the latrine pits and cleaned the
chamber pots for the Nomish priests. He slopped the pigs, gathered
dried horse dung for the cook fires, and fetched water from great
distances.

In the beginning he lived
in fear for his life; now he would have welcomed death. Except for
the burning hatred that turned his heart into a cold, hard lump in
his chest. Hatred for the White Sands Nomes. Hatred for Burtyn for
leaving him to this fate. Hatred for himself, for choosing to go on
that Liberty-forsaken collection in the first place.

He rarely thought of the
horror of seeing his parents’ heads displayed on pikes at the
entrance to the high priest’s tent anymore. They had died quickly.
For that he was grateful.

He had overheard talk among
the priests that there had been a raid of retribution on the
Amarillo Nomes for the sacrilege his brother had committed, thought
he never learned how many had died in that raid - other than his
parents. It was clear, however, that whatever bond had once
connected the two Nomish clans was irreparably severed – as severed
as his parents’ heads.

The White Sands Nomes
migrated north immediately after the raid. They settled near the
foothills of the Central Highlands, near the haunted lands of the
fabled Fair Folk.
Perhaps they feared reprisal; perhaps they had merely exhausted
their land and required new pasture for their herds and
flocks.

There wasn’t much to
recommend the White Sands Waste to begin with, to Alwyn’s way of
thinking, but the Nomes had lived there for longer than the oldest
among them could remember.

Leaving their homeland had
not been easy, and most of the Nomes blamed him. The blows had come
hard and frequent on the journey north, a journey that took the
better part of the warm season. The mood shift was palpable when
the clan arrived at their new home. Game was plentiful, water was
abundant, the soil was fertile, though Alwyn found it hard digging
in the granite-laced soil to construct the high priest’s latrine
pit.

By nightfall Alwyn was
always more than exhausted. Stumbling to his place in the makeshift
stable, he fought the pigs for his evening slop, and tried to find
some dry, unlittered hay to lie down upon.

He usually slept like the
dead until first light, but for some reason, on this night, Alwyn
awoke in the pitch black of the pre-dawn, disquieted by a presence
he had never felt before. He lay still with his eyes wide open,
allowing them time to adjust to the darkness before scanning the
area for the source of his disturbance.

Alwyn gave a start as a
figure in the darkness moved toward him. It appeared human, fully
mature and perfectly formed as a man, though small, almost
childlike in stature. It seemed to radiate light, or perhaps to
reflect what little starlight was present - he wasn’t sure which.
It was clothed in a shirt and breeches woven of a gossamer-like
material that rippled and fluttered with the slightest
breeze.

It was the creature’s eyes
that captured Alwyn’s full attention, convincing him this was not a
dream. They were large; too large for the face. Except for the deep
black pupils, they seemed to be completely white, perhaps tinged
with the palest of blue where color should have been in any human
eye. Whether blue or white, those eyes seemed to bore into his
mind.

The face - it was a man’s
face, Alwyn was sure - seemed accustomed to smiling from the lines
around its mouth and eyes, yet it bore a
scowl of outrage, though not directed at Alwyn. Alwyn sensed
compassion emanating from the creature, or man, washing over
him.

Oddly, he felt no fear,
only curiosity.

The creature moved swiftly
forward and with surprising strength for one so small, lifted Alwyn
to his feet. A knife severed his bonds,
and a water skin was thrust into his hands.

Silently the creature
beckoned for Alwyn to follow, and with stealthy, measured
steps led Alwyn through the sleeping camp,
past the outpost guards, and farther up into the highlands.
Weakened from his ordeal, Alwyn could not manage much speed, but
the creature seemed to know exactly how far he could travel before
succumbing to exhaustion. A granite outcropping gave way to a
hidden cave, and before the sun rose, Alwyn was tucked safely
inside.

For the next several days
the strange little creature cared for Alwyn, visiting him only by
night, bringing him food and water, and clothing made from the same
gossamer-like material the creature wore. Alwyn had never seen its like before. It was light yet remarkably
sturdy, and provided more warmth than he had known during his
captivity. On the final night, the creature brought an even greater
treasure - a map.

The creature had never
spoken to Alwyn, nor had Alwyn discovered how to communicate with
it. It had always just seemed to know what Alwyn needed, and was
happy to provide it, if it could.

On that last night, with
the map in hand, a pack filled with food and a skin filled with
water, just before he left the cave to try to make his way back to
his people, Alwyn had tried to speak to the creature.

“Who are you?”

Alwyn spoke slowly,
enunciating each word distinctly, as if to a dimwitted
child.

“What do you want? Why did
you help me?”

The creature smiled,
revealing a mouthful of small, white, even teeth. It stood
straight, proud, with unfeigned dignity, and though no words were
spoken, Alwyn heard the words form in his mind.

“I am Glenferrin, who Sits
at the Feet of Timoth. One day, if The One wills it, we shall meet
again, Alwyn, son of Malcolme, Scavenger. One day.”
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Alwyn threw his arm over
his eyes in a vain attempt to shut out the night visions, but to no
avail. The dream shifted, but continued unabated.
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It had taken Alwyn
months to make his way back to the camp of the
Amarillo Nomes, traveling a wide, circuitous route to avoid any
scout from the White Sands Nomes. When he finally arrived, there
was nothing to indicate there had ever been a settlement there. The
clan had migrated, and there was no way to tell which way they had
gone, or where they would end up.

Instinctively he
knew searching was futile. They were
simply gone. Catharine was gone. His child was gone.

Catharine!

Alwyn made his way up to
the ridge, the highest point for miles around. He would be able to
see any sign of a settlement from that vantage point.

Once at the top he scanned
the horizon, hoping against hope that he would see what he knew
would not be there. He found nothing.

He felt dead inside. He
felt nothing; not even the hatred that had kept him alive during
his days of slavery with the White Sands Nomes. He sat wearily on
an outcropping of rock and began to chew absently on a piece of
dried meat Glenferrin had provided for his journey.

Too much emotion clouded
his thoughts, and he needed to think. His friend, Jon, had once
taught him how to center his thoughts in the Nomish manner. He
began to consciously slow his breathing, to let his surroundings
blur, but a dull glint of sunlight reflecting off of a polished
surface in the dirt at the edge of his vision distracted
him.

It wasn’t much, just a
glimmer, but it was enough to draw his attention for a moment. The
source of the reflected sunlight, he saw, was the burnished steel
of a knife.

He moved as if in a dream,
gently brushing the soil away and pulled the dagger from the dirt.
Its blade was slightly curved, and delicately decorated with
twisting knots and fanciful animals; three soiled red cords twining
about its hilt - a marriage knife marked with two unique runes to
identify the couple it sealed in wedlock – his marriage
knife.

He unconsciously rubbed the
scar on his chest; three bold, straight lines, three fingers in
length, immediately over his heart. And the memories came crashing
back with a force that stole his breath.

Weeping, he recited the
final lines of his wedding vows; “It is written: Two are better
than one, because they have good success from their labor. If one
falls the other will lift him up; but woe to the one who falls
alone. Where two lie down together there is warmth; but who can be
warm alone? One can overpower him who is alone; but two can
withstand the onslaught of the enemy. A cord of three strands is
not easily torn apart.”
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Alwyn woke to find sunlight
streaming through the windows of his cubicle. He still clutched the
dagger with the three red cords twined about its hilt tightly in
his grip, and his face was wet with tears.


​
CHAPTER 2

The Fair Folk

 


Glenferrin paced
back and forth across his room, his mood
alternating between fury and consternation. He had been careful. It was impossible
that anyone could have found out.

Impossible!

And yet somehow they had
found out.

It shouldn’t be that
important.

He plopped down onto his
bed and dropped his head into his hands. But it was that important. He
knew it was that
important.

He took a deep breath to
steady himself, and began to quote aloud from The Pol,
“We have not been given the spirit of
fear, but of a sound mind. All very well
for The Pol to say. He never had to deal with the pig-headedness of
the Twenty-Four.”

A soft, “Ahem,” from the
doorway snapped him out of his reverie and back to his senses. He
had been so wrapped up in his thoughts that he didn’t hear the
knock at his door; had been unaware of the young woman who was now
standing at the foot of his bed, smiling sweetly at him. His
frustration melted the moment he saw his betrothed. She took his
breath away. She always did.

Gwendelyre was tall for a
maiden, almost as tall as Glenferrin, nearly ten hands. Her pure
white hair fell gracefully to her slim waist, held away from her
heart-shaped face by a finely wrought headband of gold braid. Her
large eyes were a startling shade of pale emerald – unusual among
the Fair Folk. Most had little eye color, and those who did had
eyes tinged with blue, or sometimes brown.

Her garment, of same pale,
shimmery material worn by all the Folk, did little to conceal the
sweet curves of her body. Her delicate arms and shapely legs were
accentuated by the finest of downy white hair.
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