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2 Pyram 6465

Anna Rykov sat in the private sanctum of Ambassador Filz of Thule. It had just occurred to her that the story of the world of Siashutara, as created by the spiritualist Brian Teplow and in which she was living, had been fractured due to the meddling of two inter-dimensional alien races in a timeless war with each other. As a consequence of this tampering, Anna’s own world, and Siashutara were being merged.

The Junazhi, a species that existed concurrently across all dimensions, had used Anna’s search for Brian Teplow to disrupt the natural development of Anna’s reality by causing a union with the actual world of Siashutara that Teplow had somehow had visions of and described in his childhood journals.

The Collective, the other alien presence, traveled throughout time and space by swapping minds with native beings, and therefore, was aware of all possibilities. They had attempted to manipulate Anna into bringing forward the ultimate demise of humanity to achieve their goal of inhabiting the species that succeeded mankind. Their plans were thwarted, but Anna’s duality was revealed to them.

The union of the two realities caused by this tampering had created a world that would be incompatible with the Collective’s plans.

Ambassador Filz, who was this reality’s version of Eliezer Feldman, the Reister University Librarian, and Anna’s boss, had revealed some ancient Siashutaran artifacts to Anna from his private collection. This included an ancient and faded version of the animal skin that Ganon had shown her with Harry Lamb in New York. With her archaeological training, Anna was able to notice that, while her features were the same, the other figures in the drawing had changed to match people from her current reality.

That is when Anna realized that the Collective had continued to manipulate her, even after the events that had transpired in Boston. They had cobbled together the mission to England, but on arrival, it was clear that the Home Secretary and his aides did not want her there. The Collective must have planted one of their kind in the mind of her minder, Inspector Atreides Hyland of Special Branch, to ensure that she went where they wanted her to go. And once she had arrived in the current reality, they had had her under close scrutiny until they were sure about their design's new scheme.

“What makes you so sure?” Filz asked.

“These people,” Anna pointed to the ancient and faded scroll, “are wearing modern clothing, and that one now resembles Lieutenant Schleier.”

“How do you know?” 

The face Anna pointed to what had been the face of Govil, the guide originally hired by the expedition according to Ganon. He was actually the counterpart of Arthur Cophen, the detective secretly hired to help Anna during the Longborough affair. But only the outline of the head was clear now, and it had a different shape.

“I can show you, but I probably can only do it once. Best to wait until everyone is here.”

“Here!” Filz cried. “In my private quarters! There is a reason I live alone in the middle of a lake. What do you mean ‘everyone!’” He took a moment to regain his composure. “Who do you have in mind?”

Anna looked at the image carefully. With her trained eye, she could make out faint indentations in the animal skin. She saw herself, and Hank Leng, who was the counterpart of her own Harry Lamb, and now Oskar Schleier, who, in turn, was in Ogden Shroud’s role. That left the woman. Her image was particularly faded. Anna knelt and examined it more closely. As she watched, the image seemed to adjust itself until it resembled Zelle Betelweiss. She was the avatar of Maggie Bourke-White, the journalist Anna had been imprisoned with in Boston. Anna smiled as her conjecture panned out. This was indeed a machination of the Collective. But then, who was the third man?

“For now,” she said, pointing to each figure as she spoke, we will need Lieutenant Schleier, Sergeant Leng, and Corporal Betelweiss.”

“And what about the fifth figure in the picture?” Filz said with unexpected acceptance. “Who is he?”

“That I do not know. Perhaps his face will become cleared after I enhance the image.”

◆

Filz sent his clerk Omdahl, the persona of Sean O’Malley in Siashutara, to collect the others. Anna did not know how the ambassador had established contact with him. Filz had left the room and returned a moment later, saying it was done, though Anna knew that only the two of them were on the island.

In the meantime, Anna examined the other artifacts on display. She admired the Utgarda figure that had once been part of Sif’s crown. Another case displayed six of the large, gem-like Pointee eyes. A third case contained an arm guard as had been worn by her insect-man minders. Two of the tiny keys were missing, revealing their concealed slots, but the third jutted out to show where they went.

On one wall hung a painting of the Narrows, the thin stretch of land that at that time, connected the Isle of Brynn to the mainland. In the image, large tentacles, much larger than Anna had seen, lashed out at a crossing caravan. Shufflers and humanoids in various states of distress were grabbed and held aloft by some.

Another painting bore a crude image of an attack by primitive, six-fingered Vouc; the Pointees who had not been in service to the Red Wizard. They were depicted leaping great heights from cover, decimating unsuspecting travelers.

◆

The three arrived together. Oskar and Hank wore fatigue uniforms. Zelle had arrived in her dress uniform. Anna discovered that her persona in modern Siashutara was far less inhibited than she herself was and that certain conditions caused those qualities to dominate her personality. 

“At least one of you had the decency to dress appropriately,” the ambassador admonished. Anna thought the Corporal’s attire showed off her curves very well. She stabbed her palm with a fingernail to clear her head.

“Miss Rykov,” Schleier said, “requested that we dress in fatigues when in her presence.”

Anna’s counterpart in her current situation had apparently had intimate relationships with all four of the people present at some time in the past. Anna had enjoyed some private time with Oskar Schleier, who was physically similar to her own Ogden but also had some less savory qualities. In the end, she asked the men to dress in an unprovocative manner in her presence.

“I think we should start referring to our colleague as Doctor Rykov going forward,” Filz said. “Dr. Rykov has convinced me that the fantastical tale she told earlier in my office is truthful. And she wishes to enlist you to correct the dimensional anomaly she described.”

“The what?!” Betelweiss shouted.

“Oh yes,” Filz said apologetically. “You were not present for the previous discussion, Corporal.” Betelweiss glanced at Anna and then at the two soldiers beside her suspiciously.

“I understand, sir,” she said officiously, but Anna could discern that the woman was jealous of the time Anna had spent with the men.

“For this meeting, there will be no need for formality,” the ambassador said. “What we are about to discuss is only borderline official, and participation in what I expect that Anna will propose is entirely voluntary.” He noted Anna’s expression of concern. “However, we believe that her proposal will only succeed if you all agree.”

“What are is it that you proposing?” Schleier said, speaking for the three new arrivals.

◆

“First a demonstration.” Anna glanced at Filz, who nodded, albeit reluctantly. “This is a technique from my world for exposing lost text and imagery from faded parchment like this.”

Taking a small brush, Anna barely dipped the tip into a glass of liquid. She had elucidated lemon juice to the ambassador, and he said that this fruit extract had similar properties. She took a deep breath and carefully brushed a small amount of the liquid across the image. The liquid collected in the impressions on the surface, and those parts of the drawing became darker.

“That is incredible!” Leng said with awe. “How come people in the world never thought of that?”

“I could not say,” Anna replied, “but let me advise you that there are many aspects of my world that you should be joyful are not part of this one.” 

After a few careful moments, Anna’s technique revealed clear images of her scar-faced self, Hank Leng, Oskar Schleier, and Zelle Betelweiss. All were dressed in civilian clothing intended for crossing rugged terrain. She put down the brush before revealing the unknown figure. 

“As you can see, we are all depicted in this ancient, yet current, image. I believe that the Collective, inter-dimensional alien beings from the distant past are manipulating our reality to meet their needs.”

“What do you mean?” Zelle asked, even more confused.

Anna described how she had previously traveled into their distant past, and that journey had somehow caused her world and theirs to merge.

“So this Anna went into our past and broke things,” the Corporal said, understanding blooming, “and now you want to fix it.”

“That is correct.”

“And how do we go about doing that?” Leng asked.

“That is where it gets complicated,” Filz said.

[image: image]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2

[image: ]




2 Pyram 6465

“As I understand it,” Anna said in a professorial tone, “There are two versions of the story.” She drew a vertical line down the center of the chalkboard.

While Anna presented her case, the others sat quietly. The ambassador had food prepared by his unseen house staff, and a bull-headed beast-man, a Vouc, in a white jacket wheeled it into the chamber on a cart. The others ate as Anna explained. She noted her main points on the board.

“In the original version of the story, a rescue party sought to release Deb-Roh, the persona Brian Teplow had created for himself, from imprisonment by the Red Wizard Gho-Bazh.” She emphasized the correct pronunciation of the name. “This expedition started in Brynn, crossed the Narrows, and was waylaid in the Endless Barrens of None, where they lost most of their supplies. 

“They diverted to the nearest city, which was Tiornen, where they resupplied. They then circumvented the Groaning Slopes of Woe by crossing the swampland of Folly, where Sif, the financier of the expedition, was taken ill. Her condition slowed their progress, and they were ultimately attacked by ancient Vouc, known as Pointees.

“This is the version of the story that I was made aware of in my own world by a man who claimed to have been on that expedition with me and Harry Lamb. However, that man’s face has been replaced with Oskar’s in this image, while Hank has replaced the image of Doctor Lamb. Liv Lee,” Anna looked at Zelle with a grin, “who was an actress in my world, was the financier that I mention. But even she has been replaced, by Zelle here.”

“In the other version of the story, the one that I experienced, the conditions and the participants were quite different.” She pointed to the figures in the image. “My alter-ego was an assassin called Nygof, and Harry was an archer named Nab. Liv Lee was now Queen Sif of Brynn, and was a giant, brood queen for a race of insect-men that I believe evolved into the Hradbita. Ganon and Govil were two of these insect- men, who were charged by their Queen with escorting me to kill Gho-Bazh and bringing Deb-Roh back to her. I was their prisoner.

“In this version, the expedition started in Brynn as before, crossed the Narrows, and was waylaid in the Endless Barrens of None. However, this time, Nygof and Nab were rescued by the Draunskur, who killed the insect-men. These Draunskur were mostly subterranean.” Anna noted looks of confusion. “That means they lived underground. They took Nygof and Nab to their lair, where they healed and resupplied them.

“Then they were flown by the few winged Draunskur, who were more like mounts than people, across the remaining Endless Barrens of None to the eastern slopes of the Groaning Slopes of Woe. There they encountered Nygof’s family.” Anna glanced at the others. “These people do not exist in my own world.

“The homestead was attacked and they were aided by an iconic hero named Khan-Tral. This loud, large man led Nygof and Nab through subterranean catacombs, ultimately coming up under Gho-Bazh’s fortress, where the final battle occurred and the wizard was slain

“Nygof and Nab were carried off physically by the Junazhi back to my own dimension, where Harry and I discovered that we had retained the most noteworthy skills of our counterparts. As it turned out, this was just the beginning of the merger of our two worlds.”

◆

“So what are we supposed to do,” Leng said with irritation, “follow the path on the left, go into the jungle and die?”

“Actually,” Zelle noted, “The LT and I die in both versions of the story. Only you and Anna escape to her world.”

“The proper version of the story is incomplete,” Anna interjected. “The author suffered a trauma, and it was never completed. We do not know if that expedition succeeded or failed. What I am proposing is that we go on that expedition. Based on the evidence at hand, the Collective is altering events to facilitate our success.

“The Collective want to transfer the consciousness of their entire species into the minds of the life form that succeeds humanity on Earth. This combining of our dimensions has created inhospitable conditions for them. It is in the interest of the Collective for us to restore things to how they were supposed to be originally.”

“So what happens to us if this mission is successful?” the Sergeant asked with a frown. “Do we cease to exist? Or do we become something else? Or what?”

“From what I have experienced,” Anna said with hope in her voice, “we all exist across dimensions. There will be a version of each of us however this expedition turns out.

“In the worst case,” Schleier said pointedly, “we fail and we die. But that is the case regardless of whether we go on this trip.”

“On the other hand,” Filz conjectured, “if you are successful, and the Cataclysm is prevented, our world will be vastly different.”

“But we won’t have any knowledge of that, right?” Zelle said. “For us, it will be as if none of this had ever happened.”

“That is the likely case,” Anna agreed. “However, we will not know if we are successful or not. We will change the course of events.”

“Why is it that you are the only one who can remember things from your home, um, world?” Leng asked.

“That I do not know for certain,” Anna said, considering her response, “other than the fact that I was the vehicle by which the paradox was created in the first place.”

“And you think that this Collective is manipulating things so that the four of us can set things straight?” Oskar asked.

“As I said, it is in their interest for us to be successful.”

“But that also means that those other aliens...” Leng said.

“The Junazhi,” Anna corrected.

“Yeah, the Junazhi. They’re going to be trying to stop us, right?” The Sergeant folded his arms across his chest.

“That is a good point,” Schleier said. “How will we be able to defend against these Junazhi?”

“That I do not know,” Anna replied honestly. “What I do know is that the Junazhi do not have minions. They are also insubstantial at most times, though they can materialize for short periods.”

“We will just have to keep our guard up,” Zelle said enthusiastically.

“I do not believe that the Junazhi will be our most pressing problem, however.” She looked into the face of the others before taking a deep breath.

“There’s another problem,” the Sergeant said. “Most of the route you described is now underwater. The Haruhan Sea swallowed up western Goban in the Cataclysm. The only route would be the one you say you used previously.

“There is a fair amount of conjecture in what I am proposing,” Anna conceded “As Hank said, the journey as documented takes place prior to the Cataclysm.” She held up a finger to prevent interruption. “I believe that there is a three-sided pyramid in the jungles of Niahaut where the Collective will create a portal for us to travel back in time.”

“What makes you say that?” Schleier asked. Anna moved over to the display of the beaded collar.

“I first encountered the Collective through a vision they sent to me. I believe I saw our destination in that vision. The presence of this artifact, which was worn by my sister in the vision, lends support to that notion.”

“Hold on!” Leng said as he stood, his hands up in a defensive posture. “No one said anything about trekking into the jungle in Niahaut.”

“That will be difficult to arrange,” Filz said. “We, or rather Thule I should say, are not on good terms with Niahaut. And since the ascension of their new God-King, whose seat of power is the very pyramid you speak of, the Niahaut have not allowed foreigners within their borders.”

“Not to mention that the jungle inhabited by warlike Draunskur tribes and cannibal Xuxaax.”

“The Xuxaax exist on Siashutara?” Anna said, bewildered.

“Well, yeah,” Leng replied. “The whole blasted Haut and Niahaut race is descended from them.”

“We use Xuxaax to insult them,” Zelle added.

“There are two species that comprise the population of what we call Niahaut,” Filz explained. “The Haut are the descendants of the ancient race known as the Xuxaax. They are larger, have scales and tails, clawed hands, and muzzles with sharp teeth. 

“The Niahaut are the later evolution of the Haut and have more humanoid features. In fact, aside from a ruddy tinge to their skin and a general lack of hair, you probably would not be able to distinguish them from humans.

“The Niahaut are generally the more intelligent of the two; it is they who live in cities, and engage in commerce with the rest of the world. The Haut, on the other hand, are reclusive and live in isolated villages in the jungle. The God-King is selected from a Haut with the intelligence and demeanor of a Niahaut. 

“Needless to say, the identification of candidates is rare. To begin with, such specimens are not commonplace. The Haut do not embrace modern conveniences, and one of them having an interest in such things is generally discouraged. Those that persevere are at risk of being killed to preserve the current order.

“But the previous God-King died of natural causes, which is not the usual way, and the new one has been on the throne only for a short time, so we have no idea how he would react to your trespass.”

“Could we not go there as an official delegation,” Anna suggested. “And present this God-King with a gift as a gesture of goodwill?”

“A clever idea,” the ambassador replied, “but such overtures have already been attempted, and no foreign delegations were granted admission.”

“But they did not have the Collective manipulating conditions for them,” Schleier said with a grin. “How do we get the Collective to set things up for us?”

“The Collective does not take direction from us,” Anna said with a sigh, “or at least it has not previously. Their actions are based on their own logic and reasons.”

“I know a way to get into Niahaut,” Zelle said, looking closely at the parchment image. “He can take us there.”

[image: image]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3

[image: ]




2 Pyram 6465

“You know who the fifth figure is?” Anna asked excitedly.

“I think so,” Zelle replied. “Perhaps if you do your magic on him.”

“Of course,” Anna said. She repeated the procedure. This figure was kneeling, revealing a good part of his bald head, muscular torso, and legs.

“Yes,” the Corporal said. “That's Pango Rehipeti.” Oskar and Hank grimaced at the name.

“You know this man as well,” Anna queried, glancing appreciatively at the bald, muscular figure.

“Yes,” Hank said after a long sigh. “He's a Niahaut trader here in Kahmazar. Big talker, and full of himself.”

“But no one on this side of the border knows central Niahaut better than him.” Zelle raised her eyebrows and grinned at Anna.

“Right. That’s what he claims,” Leng interjected sarcastically. “What makes you think he can get us to Ithquent Daar Taoul, the Temple of the God-King? Or even into Niahaut at all? He's one of them. He can come and go as he pleases.”

Zelle hesitated for a moment before a mischievous grin crossed her face. “He may have snuck me into the jungle once or twice.”

“So you know him well,” Anna asked, appreciating the innuendo.

“Very well.”

“How do we know we can trust this guy,” Oskar asked, “or if he’ll even come along?”

“We will only contract with him to get us across the border and take us to the temple,” Anna replied. “He does not need to know more than that.”

“Once we’re across the border,” Leng added, “how do we know we can rely on him if things go sideways?”

“We’ll have to keep him with us whether things go our way or not,” the Lieutenant said. “We can’t let anyone know that we’re there or why we came.”

“Well,” Filz said raising to his feet, “it sounds like you are all willing to participate in this endeavor.” Leng was about to protest, but the Lieutenant stopped him with a stern look. 

“This expedition will not be officially sanctioned by Thule, but I will take care of any supplies that you need, and whatever compensation this guide requires, within reason. Of course, we will never know if you were successful.”

◆

Anna scanned the crowds as she meandered through the bazaar. Dressed in her accustomed shirt and pants, and armed to the teeth with her knives, she was not going to be taken unawares again.

She and Zelle Betelweiss walked along casually. Zelle insisted that only she and Anna meet with the Niahaut rogue. Like Anna, the Corporal was dressed in casual clothes but carried her service knife visible in a sheath on her belt.

“How do you know this Rehipeti?” Anna asked.

“Pango and I met on a reconnaissance during the Brynn invasion of the coastal lands. My squad had been scouting the Herangi islands, the ones the Brynn call the Wellingcams, when we were attacked by a Brynn Vouc unit. The others were cut down in short order, but this bunch of Haut showed up and made quick work of the beastmen. They took me back to their camp as a prisoner, but Pango took charge of me and brought me back to the mainland.

“We met again maybe a few thousand Taencs ago, here in Kahmazar, and hit it off. But due to the political situation, a Thulean and a Niahaut could not be seen without drawing suspicion, which is why we met in out-of-the-way places, eventually out in the jungle.”

“So this Pango is a Niahaut officer?”

“No, Zelle said with a smirk. “He’s just a Niahaut. But they are seen by the Haut as smarter but softer. Essentially, they dumped me on him so they wouldn’t have to guard me, and he convinced them that it would be unwise to kill me or to keep me as a prisoner.”

“He sounds like an apt negotiator.”

“For sure. He could talk a Draunskur into sharing a meal.”

“So where are we meeting him?”

“In there,” Zelle whispered, pulling Anna into an empty stall. She pointed to a dark archway across a nearly empty plaza. Unlike the rest of the crowded city, few people entered the open space. Those that did avoided the portal. “That is the shrine of Kubyakha, the Envoy of Obscurity. Not an extremely popular place, especially in the daytime, but ideal for our purposes.”

◆

The two watched the plaza for a while, waiting for an opportunity to cross the plaza unseen. Their opportunity presented itself when a commotion arose in the bazaar behind them, and the few souls present raced past them to see what had happened.

Once the area was clear, Zelle and Anna walked quickly but carefully across the plaza and into the darkened corridor beyond the arch. After a few paces, the hallway turned to the right and opened into what appeared to be a large chamber. As a matter of fact, several mirrors placed at varying angles concealed the room’s true dimensions.

Anna followed the Corporal, who concentrated on the floor. Looking carefully herself, she noted a barely visible pattern in the tiles that guided the pair through the maze of mirrors, past covert spaces bearing chairs and tables, and finally to a niche in the far wall, illuminated by a single candle, where the muscular, hairless being depicted in the ancient image lay on padded cushions.

In the dim light, Anna could barely make out the pattern of fine scales that made up the exposed skin of his head, hands, and chest. He stood as the two entered and unceremoniously pulled Zelle in for a tight hug. His large clawed, but manicured hands gently scratched her back in a manner that seemingly pleased the Corporal. After what was a fairly long moment, he released her and turned to Anna. Zelle’s face was flushed and her breathing was rapid.

“You brought a new friend,” the man said, reaching out to embrace Anna. She backed away and he raised his hands in a mollifying gesture.

“Anna Rykov,” Zelle said, still catching her breath, “this is Pango Rehipeti.” Pango resumed his place, patting the cushions next to him. The Corporal sat on a cushion facing him, and Anna sat next to her.

“Mr. Rehipeti,” Anna said, “we need your assistance to enter Niahaut.”

“Pango, please,” the scaled man said with syrupy smoothness. “Why would you want to go there?”

“We would like you to get us into the country,” Zelle said, ignoring his question, “and take us covertly to Ithquent Daar Taoul.”

“Now is not the best time for foreigners to visit the God-King,” Pango said dismissively. “And I gather that this is not on official business.”

“All foreign envoys have all been denied entrance,” Zelle said. She smiled and added quietly, “official or not, we need you to get us across the border.” She cozied next to him. When he closed his eyes and sniffed her, Zelle gestured insistently for Anna to sit beside her.

Anna was not comfortable with where this was going, but she did as requested. When the Niahaut began sniffing her, his breathing became short and rapid. Anna was now feeling increasingly unsettled.

Zelle attracted his attention again by stroking his head. Pango turned back to her and started nuzzling her, finally ending with a long kiss. Anna took the opportunity to return to her original seat.

“What is it you wish of me,” Rehipeti said as if in a trance. The Corporal continued to stroke his head.

“We want you to sneak four of us across the border and take us to the city of the God-King,” Zelle said beguilingly. “And no one can know we were ever there.”

“And what’s in it for me?” he said distantly.

“This,” Anna said, matching Zelle’s tone as she held up one of Filz’s Pointee eyes. The Niahaut’s eyes went wide and he reached for it, but Anna pulled it away. “You get it when we get to the city.”

Sitting up abruptly, Pango faced Anna. Zelle sat next to her. He looked the two of them over and smiled.

“We are not part of the arrangement,” Anna said flatly. “Take us across the border and to the City of the God-King, in secret. That is all.”

“When do you wish to go?” His eyes were focused and his tone even.

“When can you be ready?” Anna replied.

“All the travelers are fit and capable of traversing the jungle?”

“Yes,” Zelle said. “Schleier and Leng will be accompanying us.” At the mention of the names, Pango’s expression soured slightly.

“We will need one thousand Taenc’s worth of supplies. Food, water decontamination draughts, and such. And of course, preparations against jungle parasites and other contaminants. I would recommend three times the normal regimen for each of you. Also, we will need to carry it ourselves. No pack animals. How soon can you put all that together?”

“We should be able to get all that within one hundred Taencs,” Zelle replied.

“Assemble it in our usual place,” Pango said with a familiar smile. Zelle smiled back. “I will monitor your progress and keep watch over the supplies. Make sure everyone is there when the sun sets. We will depart at full dark.”
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“Why are we meeting here?” Oskar whispered as he peered into the darkened alcove that was the entrance to the city’s western necropolis. 

Anna, Hank, Zelle, and Oskar stood in silence, listening for the sounds of visitors or attendants, but the presence of other people was unlikely since the chamber was cleared of the ever-present phosphorescent fungus that was the primary source of illumination on Siashutara.

“This way,” Zelle whispered and passed through the arch. In the fading sunlight, she could still make out the grid of tiered corridors that were lined with small crypts on either side, rising into the darkness of the vaulted ceiling high above. Many of the doors were plain stone, while others, higher up, were more ornate.

“This is where Pango Rehipeti and our supplies have been assembled,” Anna said.

“And from here, we can sneak across the border unseen,” Zelle added.

“You have taken this route before?” Hank asked.

“Many times,” the Corporal replied as she stepped carefully, examining the floor. “It will take us under the border and a couple of leagues into Niahaut.”
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